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The Healer 


He was born into a world where wars were long forgotten, where people lived justly, watched over by the Gods, and life went on as it should, until an enemy from beyond came. The one they called the God of Death.

A world that had forgotten what violence was didn’t know how to defend itself. City after city fell. Earth became a lifeless wasteland as the undead army swelled and crushed the humans like ants underneath its boot.

It all ended at the last stronghold. Forgoing all hope for salvation, a handful of desperate humans realized that the only thing left was revenge.

Born into a family of adepts, he was orphaned by the war. Being one of the best in the art of healing and blessed by the Gods, he failed to complete his training and became a soldier instead, working his way up from a private to a commander.

Had he known that he’d command the last battalion of his world, he would’ve thought twice about his chosen path.

As the instrument of vengeance, he was wielded against the undead army.

He killed the Undead King and realized that there was much more at play here than he had originally thought. But before he could get to the bottom of it, he perished.

Only that wasn’t the end.

He woke up in another world, in another body, and was given a chance to start again.

Elor, the last defender of his world, would come after the God of Death for his revenge.

What to expect:

❖     A reborn healer ready to fight for his place in a world full of aristocratic squabbles and envious gifted individuals.

❖     Fight for power between the ruling princes, their clansmen, and other distinguished members of the higher echelons of society.

❖     A paladin of Light on his crusade against the true enemy of humankind — the God of Death.

❖     A genius of the past reborn as a human child who must reclaim his powers and make his mark in this world or perish. Brain over brawn, so he was taught.

Genres: portal progression fantasy, action, magic

Learn the nature of the healer’s path. It’s more complicated than you think.


Prologue




The last fortress of mankind looked pitiful. Old, windswept, and time-worn walls, crumbling in places. Empty buildings with broken roofs. A well that had long since dried up.

The only advantage of the fortress was that it was located in the mountains, far from the main military operations. Unused, forgotten. A refuge for the remnants of the retreating army.

Looking back from the wall, I gazed upon the gathered crowd.

The last of our kind.

The doomed and the condemned.

“A good day to die,” Kabal spat, my loyal friend.

“A day as good as any,” I replied.

On the walls stood one hundred and seventy-two Desperados, as I had called our gathering. The best of the best. There wasn’t a thing under the heavens that their eyes hadn’t seen.

Another hundred waited below. A third were young women. The rest were men of various ages, not warriors, but ordinary citizens. Most of the civilians were injured. Many were in mild to moderate stages of infection. Any good healer could have handled this, but I was the only one left, and I had another job to do.

No matter where I looked, I saw no hope. There was a heavy look of doom on everyone’s face.

Even if we won today, it wouldn’t matter. There wouldn’t be enough men and women to bring up a new generation, to give them a chance to grow up.

No children, no future.

So the only thing left was revenge. To strike in such a way that they’d regret challenging us.

Outside the walls, the undead hordes prepared to storm the fortress. How many? Millions? Tens of millions? The capital fell, other cities fell. Ours was the last kingdom in the path of the undead army. Then the last city, and now the last bastion of humanity.

A war that lasted a hundred years, according to the experts and historians. A war we lost.

“Warriors!” I cried, striking my shield. “At last, it’s our turn to die!”

There was no one among my soldiers who dreamt about surviving this day. The only thing holding us together was stubbornness and the desire to kill as many undead as possible.

“You know what I shall ask of you!”

“To fight with vigor!” they responded in unison.

“To destroy the undead! To spit in the face of death!” the people shouted. “To kill the king!”

“For ours shall be the glory...” I echoed.

“A glorious day, a truly glorious day,” Kabal muttered. “Show them how it’s done, Elor.”

I turned around for the last time, a bitter smile on my lips, and caught Aya’s eye. She stood between the women with a serious look on her tired face. We both knew what would happen. Every man here knew.

No matter how good we were as warriors, our strength wouldn’t be enough to do serious damage to the undead. So early this morning, the men gathered around me and said that they’d sacrifice themselves for victory. That they’d give their lives, not for defense, but for revenge.

The last wish of those who had nothing to lose.

I told them no, swore at them, scolded them... They refused to listen to me, eager to sell their lives, no matter the price. Desperados were ready to send their souls to eternal torture. They had an argument against which I had nothing to say. None of us could kill the undead king. But if they performed the ritual, I had a chance.

The last man on earth would go on a suicide mission so that the undead army would shudder at the memory of humankind.

It was a disgusting plan, but there was no other.

The final countdown began. Aya, as a High Priestess, turned to the ancient artifact, covered by the blood of our God. A defeated God, like us. Without looking away, I watched as each of those gathered here gave their life away.

Silently, without a shadow of a doubt, with grim smiles on faces full of determination.

Their power rushed toward me. The world changed colors. I felt light and bright. And so infinitely lonely. Aya was the last to die, my love.

There was nothing to stop me now.

I wanted revenge.

I’d make the undead tremble tonight.


Chapter 1




The king was dead.

His army fell into disarray. The undead ceased to act as a cohesive unit. But the battle raged on. I swept past their ranks and collided with another army, at the head of which I saw a different undead bastard, whom the sages had dubbed the true king and claimed to be the main enemy commander.

Kill him and the war would be over.

That was what we hoped. That was what we gave our lives for.

And I was the only one who saw that this wasn’t true. When the first king fell, I felt the joy of victory, immediately followed by the searing pain of realization that this was all just an illusion. Wounded, but refusing to give up, I fought my way through the higher undead and finished off the second king. And then the third...

...and then I lost myself.

I only had a vague recollection of what happened next. A superior being appeared. I called it the emperor. Those undead bastards had their own emperor! What a mockery of all our sacrifices and efforts!

The emperor finished me off. I was about to enter the belly of the God of Death to boil there forever, but... Something happened.

Darkness. Light. Pain. Infinity.

The whirling stopped. I felt trapped, squeezed from all sides. It was dark and warm. If this was the belly of the God of Death, it was too comfortable.

It was hard to tell how long I was in this state. My thoughts were clear but the sensations were muffled. I didn’t feel my body. There was nothing to ache or itch. I had no arms or legs. And I saw strangely, as if through a prism. But I felt something. A hunger that passed quickly. Warmth and coolness. An urge to break free.

And I did.

Not by choice.

It happened suddenly. Just as I became tired of thinking about what was happening to me, I was pulled somewhere, squeezed hard several times. Forced outside. I was doused with cold, fear, and a mass of incomprehensible sensations. I felt as if I was being touched. I couldn’t be sure because the darkness was replaced by blurry silhouettes. I could only vaguely guess that something was happening and someone was moving.

The only theory that came to mind was that the servants of death were torturing my soul. I wouldn’t be surprised if their God held a grudge and decided to prepare something special for me. If so, that fact alone would keep me warm for eternity! Making a God angry was an achievement few could boast of.

Even if it was meaningless.

But there was no pain. I was... Cleaned? Fed? Hugged? Tied up?

Not feeling any pain, I calmed down soon, tired of waiting for my punishment. Time dragged on into eternity. Maybe that was the torture? But no. The truth lay elsewhere.

Somewhere else entirely.

***

I spent about three months in this state, surrounded by blurry silhouettes and incomprehensible sensations. I had no hourglass. It was impossible to tell the exact time. But every midwife would answer my question.

I saw vague silhouettes because I saw the world through the eyes of a newborn who was fed, caressed, hugged, washed, and swaddled. That was the weirdness I was experiencing. As my vision formed, I finally realized that the silhouettes I was seeing were those of the baby’s parents.

That didn’t lessen my confusion. On the contrary, it only raised more questions.

***

What would it be like to have full consciousness and memory while trapped in the body of an infant who couldn’t do anything but scream?

It meant I had a lot of time to think.

Managing the baby was out of my control. Not to mention more serious things, like asking for an explanation of what was going on. Both with me and around me.

I had to admit that I didn’t take my defeat, my ignorance, or my lack of answers. It was just that the emotions were muted. Thoughts — clear. Feelings — diminished. I couldn’t even get really angry.

I felt like I was going crazy.

I wanted to just let go, I admit. The realization that the people who trusted me, the people I led, the people I promised vengeance... The realization that their souls were in the belly of the God of Death, who would feed on them for eternity, condemning them to endless suffering, while I was somewhere else entirely, avoiding this fate, was tearing me apart.

It should have destroyed me, but something went wrong.

I couldn’t fully feel the rage. I couldn’t feel the hate. Despair and grief felt like a light sadness. Madness didn’t come to me either.

I couldn’t even scream properly!

I could only think and observe what was going on around me. Not with my own eyes, but with the eyes of a little child.

Even before I realized I was in a baby’s body, I tried to find a way out of my predicament. I failed. I couldn’t do anything about it. I went through dozens of versions of what was happening to me. I made a plan for every eventuality in case I could get free.

Only those plans weren’t necessary. An infant’s body wasn’t a dungeon. I wasn’t exactly sure how to get out of it.

The discovery spurred new research, but I still couldn’t explain how I ended up here.

Was there anything I could do in this situation, was my fight over or not, and what was this place I was in? I was sure that those people in the fortress were the last humans on Earth. Where did the two parents and the child come from?

Did someone manage to survive?

***

The first time it happened was a year and a half after my awakening.

The baby was already growing up sickly; I could somehow understand that from indirect signs, observing from the inside. And the way the parents were worried was evident.

But on that day it got really bad. The temperature rose sharply so that I felt it fully. A dry cough started. The parents were doing something, but I didn’t see the point in relying on them. They’d do what they could. I went to see what I could do myself.

The only rule of true healers was thus: Help all those you can.

I couldn’t do much, but did that mean that I shouldn’t try?

It was hard to describe how I saw the baby from the inside. Certainly not its internal organs, and certainly not with my eyes. I saw (felt?) the organs. Sort of. Not really. Vaguely. It was like groping in a dark room. I seemed to know where what should be, but I was still acting on instinct.

In my previous life, when I was me, I could do many things. I could heal a wound, clean it up, and save others from the clutches of death. I was still too young to become the supreme healer of the temple, but I learned many abilities and had a lot of combat experience. But here and now, in my condition, they weren’t really working. No Source, no Blood.

I had to work with what I had. Like always.

I knew something was wrong as soon as I immersed myself in the body’s sensations. I didn’t watch the child all the time and I didn’t scan its condition. It took effort and I noticed that if I were too active, the child would soon fall asleep without energy. So I limited myself.

It took some time to find out the source of the unpleasant sensations. The child was taken somewhere and strangers in white coats appeared. One of them examined the child, but I could hardly understand what he was saying. I let the healer speak, hoping his treatment would help, even if he looked strange.

The problem, I discovered, was a typical one — a weak case contamination.

This was doubly strange. I didn’t doubt that the child was capable of taking an involuntary Breath. It happened to many people, and wasn’t a problem. In a normal society, the Blood was clean enough to do no harm to the body. On the contrary, it should have aided it.

Except that inside the child wasn’t pure Blood at all, but dirty Oil. A mixture of different energies from different planes of existence.

Still, it wasn’t a serious problem. It could be solved by any healer in a minute. Two, if they were an apprentice.

But the healer who examined the child was in no hurry to deal with this simple task.

I hoped that the mustachioed man, whom the child looked at with fear while sitting in his mother’s arms, would do something. While I waited, I started to analyze what was going on in the body and concluded that the trouble was my fault — the presence of my soul, my essence.

I already knew that I was somehow affecting the child’s condition when I was active. The very fact that my soul in his internal world provoked the child to try to replenish his strength through the Breath. If he had inhaled pure Blood, the problem would have been solved. But instead, he inhaled dirty Oil and, already weakened, his condition worsened dramatically.

Could this be what hell was like? To be a warrior and a healer, to lead people into the final battle, and to turn into a parasite that existed at the expense of a baby.

This realization sickened me for a few seconds, and then... If I had hands, I would have rolled up my sleeves and gotten to work. Because as time went on, the local healers did nothing. And the boy was getting worse.

Unable to sit and wait any longer, I got down to work.

I began to intercept foreign energies and remove them from the body. Others, on the contrary, I attracted to myself to replenish my strength. Not all energies were hostile. Some had their benefits, although dubious.

The work took some time. Near the end, I felt like I was going to faint. But the baby was getting better. He calmed down, his breathing was measured, not haggard. As he fell asleep, I could no longer see what was going on around him.

When I was done, I went into hiding. I didn’t pass out completely, but after a while, I felt better. The baby was fine too. I kept an eye on him.

When the boy opened his eyes, I realized that he had been taken home.

It was an unpleasant but brief episode for the parents.

***

It was safe to say that the child had talent. He sucked up Oil with tiresome regularity. I refused on principle to call this substance Blood. Oil was Oil. And it was filthy.

In the years that followed, critical situations happened more than once and were all dealt with. I couldn’t quite explain how. I felt it as if I were poking around in a dark box. Only instead of hands, I controlled thin streams of the healer’s will and instead of a box, it was someone else’s body.

What I could handle in a dozen seconds in my body took hours here. But gradually, I got the hang of it.

The questions posed by the first contamination remained unanswered. I couldn’t understand what kind of realm I was in and why the healers here were so incompetent. Why the parents themselves didn’t know what the Breath was and how to deal with it. Why the society here was so stupid that they had dirty Oil instead of Blood.

***

I never thought that having a bunch of free time could compromise the vows and oaths I had taken. At one point, I seriously wondered if I could take over the baby’s body. To do so, I suspected I would have to kill the boy’s identity.

I, who swore to protect humanity, to help those in need, to be a healer and a soldier, was seriously considering killing an innocent child.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Time passed. Years of other people’s lives evaporated before my eyes. Years in which the souls of all those I cared about had suffered in the belly of the God of Death.

Was a child’s life worth giving myself a chance to relive that battle, to try to make things right?

The answer was a resounding no. But as even more time passed, I couldn’t help but wonder again. And again. And again. It was worse than the most deadly poison. To feel it undermine all your ideals and the vows you made…

I could only thank God that I never found a way to hijack the baby’s body.

***

By the age of six, I had learned the language completely. Each day, I was learning all sorts of things about the world around me, which led to some very unpleasant thoughts.

The family the boy lived with consisted of two parents and a cat. They lived in a small house with several rooms that they called “an apartment.” They had hot water and... electricity. Advanced plumbing was something the rich had in their homes, not peasants. So I concluded that I wasn’t spying on ordinary people. But their apartment was sparsely furnished. The place wasn’t at all beautiful. Besides, there were many other people living in it, like all these rooms were connected by corridors. And the electricity? I could imagine elemental mages suppressing lightning, but everything else? There was a box that showed moving pictures. A TV, they called it. I had never heard of mind or illusion magic. The local mages were able to put thousands of illusions into the chattering box. And not for any great purpose, but for, uh, entertainment.

That didn’t make sense to me. Neither did what was outside the house. A huge city. It was hard to imagine the size of it in a child’s body, but it was bigger than any settlement I had seen in our dying world, except for the ones in old pictures. They moved about in metal carriages — cars. The boy’s parents had one. His father drove it to work.

The language was also unfamiliar to me, as were all the geographical and historical names that came up in conversation and on television. It was a little annoying that the boy preferred cartoons to educational programs, but I had no choice. I tried to influence his interest and got nothing.

Nothing at all.

I was left with the role of observer and healer when the boy took another Breath.

The healers were another fact that bothered me. Doctors, they called them here. They weren’t very good. They gave pills but I didn’t know what kind. They suggested hospitalization, but the parents refused because it was too expensive.

The problem should’ve been an easy one to solve. A boy of five could be taken to any school his parents wanted him to go to. He could even be taught to control the Breath!

But no one did anything about it. The doctors didn’t talk about it. The parents didn’t know or just ignored such an opportunity. I even thought for a while that the boy was being tortured, but no, his parents really loved him.

They were just idiots, like the local healers. I felt nothing but contempt for them for the last five years. There was no way there was dirty Blood around them and they were unable to control it, ignoring the energy resource that was killing them, and yet here it was.

I knew that there were mages and adepts somewhere around me. Not a week went by without news of another clash. Wars were another oddity that kept me on my toes. I had heard too much over the years. About fights in the streets. Clan wars. School wars. City wars. Noble wars and wars between empires.

In this kingdom, people were fighting with each other all the time.

I didn’t like that at all.

I wasn’t fooling myself about human nature, but in my world, something like five hundred years had passed since the last war before the undead came. Five hundred years of peace! Which came at a time when the adepts began to take their vows. And so the first Defenders and Rulers were born, who guarded the land, renouncing greed and ambition.

Perhaps that was what led to our downfall. Five hundred years of peace killed the art of combat. We had to learn it all over again.

We didn’t have time.

Here it was different, and yet so similar. Electricity, machines, ignorant healers, constant warfare... But most of all, no mention of the undead.

At first, I had hundreds of theories about where I went. The past, the future, a distant kingdom, maybe another continent where the attack hadn’t reached yet. And then the boy’s father decided to educate him and gave him a globe. Which the boy studied for a long minute and then gave up on. He wasn’t interested.

I learned that the continents here were all open and that they weren’t called the same as in my homeland. They looked different.

The idea that I was in another world seemed delusional, but I quickly got used to it.

***

When the boy was eight years old, he went grocery shopping with his parents. It was a routine thing, by and large.

They were on their way to the market. It was just a short trip, about twenty minutes by car.

I didn’t see what happened. The boy was looking out the window, and I with him.

When the car hit something hard, the boy’s sensations became muffled for me. I felt pain in my chest, in my head. All over my body, you name it. And then darkness. The boy was unconscious. I was scared. It was too sudden.

When I realized what had happened, I went to check on him. It was very bad. Broken bones, shattered rib cage, concussion...

At that moment, I realized two simple truths. The local healers wouldn’t be able to do anything about it if they were here right now. And they wouldn’t be here soon. If I didn’t intervene, the boy would die. I’d probably die too. But I had died a long time ago. I didn’t want that for the boy.

So I took action.

I didn’t know how I did it.

Actually, I did. Miraculously, by using all the power I could muster. I walked along the edge, dragging the boy along. So much so that I felt seriously exhausted again. I even thought that what was left of me could actually cease to exist by pushing myself any further. But it was too early for that, I still had a debt to pay. I just couldn’t die like that.

I kept balancing between the boy and me. In my condition, I couldn’t heal him completely. But I could keep him alive until the doctors arrived. The doctors, though totally inept, were supposed to help, and they did. It wasn’t for nothing they were my brothers in healing, even though without a gift, decent education, and development. Both they and I did our thing; we didn’t let the boy die.

When he woke up, he found himself in the hospital and learned that his parents were dead.

This fact crushed the boy, he cried for a long time. And yet it didn’t really hit me. I got used to death long ago.

What alarmed me while the man in the white coat was telling the boy the news was noticing a Small Death under the ceiling. A critter that liked to settle in such places, preying on weak souls and living off them.

And this spirit was clearly targeting the child.


Chapter 2




The Small Deaths found in the hospital weren’t even fully undead. They were blobs of Oil with a lot of energy from the death plane, a drop of reason, and endless hunger. Stupid, primitive creatures that any novice adept could easily kill.

Okay, not any adept. Someone with developed eyesight and minimal Blood control skills. Envelop your hand in Blood and you could crush it.

I couldn’t turn my head. The boy, left alone, stared at one point. It was understandable but unfortunately timed. I couldn’t make him move his hands. So much about killing a primitive spirit and preventing it from leeching off a weakened boy. I couldn’t count on the natives of this realm. I had already realized that they couldn’t even see the spirit.

In my homeland, even the crappiest hospital wouldn’t allow spirits to feed freely on the patients. And if they did, it meant that no one was watching.

There was no one to help but me. And once I came up with a plan, the first thing I did was check the boy’s condition again. His body had to be in tip-top shape for this. And he’d need a bit of luck because there was no guarantee he’d survive what I had in store for him.

The spirit attacked at night when the boy was asleep. The moment the thing grabbed him, I pulled it in. It was just Oil. A little intelligent, though. I doubted the boy could have Breathed it in himself, but I could.

I isolated it, tore it in two, then four, separated the parts, and began to purify them. When you took away the energy of death, you were left with a small lump of ordinary, though not particularly pure, Oil.

I used it to feed myself and restore some of my strength. If I stopped without finishing the job, the boy would die. He couldn’t handle even the smallest amount of death energy in him...

By dawn, I was done. Everyone was alive, no one was hurt. Except for the spirit, of course. The excess Oil was drained from the body, which caused quite a stir when the nurse, as they called the junior healers here, came in the morning. Oil bore its name for a reason. If you isolated a small amount, you got an oily tinge on your body. If you isolated a larger amount, you got a... Well, it was no wonder the sheets got dirty. The nurse didn’t appreciate it for some reason. She should’ve been happy that the boy was cleansed and not dead, but instead, she was complaining about having to change his underwear.

Honestly, it was time to stop being surprised by other people’s unprofessionalism.

***

The next night, we were attacked by three spirits at once. Gathered in a pack, they decided to get revenge on their kin’s killer. Amazing coherence for something with a drop of intelligence. Or were they so full that they gained two of them?

Either way, it was a thousand times harder to fight back. By morning, the boy was barely breathing. I didn’t feel any better, barely able to see what was going on around me. When I recovered, I found out that the boy had been fed a strange diet. His liver and kidneys were working around the clock. And the rest of his organs weren’t lagging behind either.

What did the doctors do, poison him?

I had to deal with that too. I spent the next week fighting for the boy’s life. On the edge, at the limit of my strength.

I got him out. The spirits never came back. I saw them hovering around, but they didn’t dare attack.

***

The boy was discharged after a week. He wasn’t healthy, quite the opposite. He and I heard the nurse and the doctor arguing outside the door that there was no budget to keep an orphan any longer. It was time to send him to an orphanage and hope things would go well for him.

Hope.

That was a funny word.

***

The next day, the boy was taken to the orphanage. They just threw him on a couch and left. Other boys came up to him, asking questions. Some of them even pushed him roughly a few times.

Oleg, my boy with a peculiar name, withdrew into himself and didn’t react.

I thought that our fates were similar. I, too, was orphaned at a young age. Only there was no orphanage because it wasn’t our custom to do this to children when they were left without parents. They were immediately placed with those who were willing to take them, in schools or temples. I ended up on the street. My parents dying wasn’t the worst thing that happened that day and luck simply wasn’t on my side.

But even though I had to live on the street for some time, people were eager to help me. Here I observed their indifference and wondered what would happen to the boy.

***

Gradually, Oleg came to his senses. I stimulated irritation in his stomach to give him an appetite. He didn’t want to eat at all. Or to live, for that matter.

His parents’ death came as a shock to the boy, as did the orphanage, where he was met with everything but love and warmth. The teachers didn’t give a damn about what was going on in the community.

In short, nothing good. Some children asserted themselves at the expense of others. Violence and bullying were the norm in this place. The longer I observed, the worse the prognosis became for Oleg.

As soon as he recovered, he was harassed. They provoked him, even beat him up.

And what did I do? I silently mended the boy.

It was an outlet for me. In my condition, the only thing I could do was help him.

***

The dilemma of my existence resolved itself when Oleg turned fourteen.

I wished it hadn’t.

I didn’t know how I ended up in someone else’s body, but I was ready to curse whoever was behind it. Only no one showed up at my door to take responsibility and get punched in the face.

So I had to watch the tragedy unfold. The children grew up. Oleg grew up. The bullies grew up. Some ran away. Others were sent away when they came of age.

It happened when there was another change of power. The old “boss” was released, and his three minions fought over who would take his place. They didn’t fight directly. They began to recruit new lackeys who would assert themselves at the expense of others. The rules were simple. Whoever proved to be the most ruthless, willing to commit any atrocity, would become the new leader.

When Oleg was chosen as a victim, he didn’t understand what was happening. The realization came after they pushed him into the bathroom stall and started beating him. He was probably the most abused of all the boys. His assailant was a lop-eared, redheaded lad, easily exited. His name was Sevolod, but everyone called him Seva.

It was a rare occasion when I was glad that my emotions were suppressed, because this situation brought out nothing but anger.

Oleg was a helpless victim. I was also angry with him for not trying to defend himself.

Seva quickly fell into a trance-like state, full of hatred and violence. His buddies stood at the entrance to the bathroom.

At some point, I stopped seeing what was happening. Oleg’s face was smashed in, both his eyes were blackened, and his mind was elsewhere, swimming in the dark. But they didn’t stop beating him.

They kicked him until he was completely still. And then I felt like I was flying. There was a thud, and the problems in Oleg’s body increased dramatically. He was thrown out the window to make it look like an accident, as if beaten-up people fell from the sky.

No one came for him until morning. Except the hungry spirits, who came in droves. I had killed a few of them when they tried to eat the boy over the years, and now they were back for revenge.

I would’ve absorbed them, drawn them in, and killed them, but I couldn’t keep track of everything that was going on around me. Oleg was dying. His heart had stopped beating. His lungs stopped working. The blood slowed, no longer feeding his brain. And me.

It was as if the spirits had gone mad, so eager to devour what was left of the boy.

In the despair of realizing that all these years of captivity had been for nothing, I stopped being solemn. It was no longer about doing the right thing. It was about saving the boy.

I couldn’t do it.

I fought for his life to the end, tried to keep him alive, kept his heart beating, his lungs working, and blood flowing through his veins.

But it was all in vain.

He died. At some point, I felt his soul leave his body, relieved. The spirits pounced on it with extreme greed, but I didn’t let them tear it apart. I destroyed them myself.

What now?

There was nothing more to lose.

Or was there?

By killing the spirits, a large amount of death-soaked Oil was released into Oleg’s body. It flowed through his veins, poisoning his flesh. It was a chance. A risky chance, but a chance. How many times had I found myself in situations where I had no choice but to work with what I had? I had lost count. This was it. There was no choice. Either I’d take this body or I’d die too.

Again.

It was easy. As they said, a good spot was never empty for long.

I was pulled back to where Oleg’s soul came from.

For the first few seconds, I regretted entering into someone’s dying body.

Every breath was painful, every heartbeat agonizing. My head was buzzing. My eyes saw only white — the result of a painful shock.

But I endured. After all, among all mankind, I was the most tenacious brute, having secured my position through blood, sweat, and tears. A second passed, two more, three... I started the cleaning process. The most primitive kind, without a Source, but it was better than nothing. Slowly, it became easier. Breath by breath, I got used to breathing with broken ribs.

As I said, no one came to see me until the morning. Luckily, it was summer and it wasn’t raining. It wasn’t too cold.

Combat healers were tenacious bastards. If they weren’t killed immediately, they’d recover. I had a thousandth of my former strength, but I had to fix fractures and lacerations, not organs poisoned by undead magic.

The main thing was that I could Breathe on my own. I could suck in the Oil, even if its dirt was slowly trying to kill me. Cutting off the excess, I isolated the Blood underneath and put every Drop to work. Stopped the bleeding, stabilized it. Then I got to the bones. That was much harder. More Blood had to be taken. Without the Source, it had to be stored in an unprepared body. If it weren’t for my high control and the realization that this was my chance to pay off my old debt, I would have failed.

By dawn, I was able to sit up. Half an hour later, I returned to the building that no one had locked. In the bathroom, I cleaned myself up.

Every cell in my body was on fire. Those Breaths that Oleg had been taking throughout his life were a hundredth of how much power I let through his body today.

But there was no other way, these were the steps I had to make. This was my path.

***

You should have seen the look on Seva’s face. His jaw dropped, his eyes bulged. I even smiled.

“You!” he gasped and pointed a finger in my direction. “Y-You—”

I died and came back for you, you little bastard.

I also came back to eat. I waddled past the orphans crowded in the hallway and into the cafeteria. Just in time for breakfast. I needed time, food, and sleep to heal completely. And then... We’d see.

They were afraid to come near me while I was eating.

Maybe because I was sitting there with a crazy smile on my face.

I didn’t know who put me in that poor boy’s body. I wasn’t the kind of man who would kill an innocent child for his own purposes, no matter how noble. It wasn’t about character. The people I cared about, all my fellow soldiers, they wouldn’t understand. We were Defenders, pillars of humanity, not murderers.

Except I wasn’t in my world or a very distant future. This society was organized very differently, much more aggressively than ours.

Which meant the old principles wouldn’t work. Besides, I changed in these fourteen years. I couldn’t say how exactly, but I became more cynical, that was for sure. The fact that Oleg was killed didn’t come as a surprise. He was weak and those around him were brutal. It was only natural that he became a victim.

I didn’t blame him. I even felt sorry for him. But I didn’t feel sorry for his murderer. I couldn’t go through with killing a teenager, so I had to take my revenge wisely, without going against myself and the vows I once took. Even if I didn’t have a Source now, even if I didn’t feel the energy bond with my vows and oaths, maybe they didn’t work at all, but... It didn’t matter. I had sworn, and things of that sort didn’t change.

But Seva... He wasn’t the reason I was smiling like a lunatic.

I was one step closer to having another chance to challenge the God of Death. And if this creature thought he was done with me, he was sorely mistaken.

That was what I thought as I ate the surprisingly tasteless porridge. The people around me sensed my change in mood. That was why they were afraid.

The children, I mean. The adults didn’t care. They didn’t even notice that I was covered in blood. Nor did the cook, who tossed a displeased glance in my direction, but that was all.

***

That same night they came to kill me.

I didn’t hide. I went to the bathroom by myself.

“Hey, Oleg.” Seva followed. “You some zombie now or what?”

I was looking out the window, thinking about all sorts of things.

When he came in, I turned around.

I stepped up to him, which he met with a contemptuous look, and struck him in the chest with the palm of my hand. I drove one of the Small Deaths right into him.

Physically, the blow was weak. Oleg never did have much strength in him.

“You...” Seva gasped and then coughed. “Agh!”

I kicked him in the groin and knocked him to the ground.

“I’ve come back from the dead to take my revenge,” I said in a low voice and looked up at his accomplices. “You’re next.”

Startled, they ran out of the bathroom as quickly as their legs could carry them.

I leaned over Seva and shot a wave of Blood into his chest. The spirit jumped out, leaped right into my hands. Luckily for Seva, it didn’t have time to do any irreparable damage.

I punched him in the face a few times. Each punch hurt like hell. My hands were weak, my fists improperly folded, my ribs still bruised. I only calmed down when Seva stopped fighting.

I pulled him up and stuck his head in the toilet.

When I came out of the bathroom, I saw the younger kids running and hiding. That was good; every show needed an audience.

Overall, everything went according to the plan. I had the last laugh, even though I didn’t find a better way to humiliate and destroy Seva’s authority. Short of killing or maiming, there was no other option.

Now that that was done, it was time for the next step.

***

I had no luck breaking into the cafeteria. It was locked down tight. I’d have to make do without snacks.

The front door was open, just like yesterday. I realized with a sinking feeling why. Fewer kids, less trouble. They didn’t look for runaways. Hopefully, they wouldn’t look for me either.

The outside gate, however, was locked. I climbed over the fence without too much trouble. It was only three feet high. But what a weak body I had. It was terrible.

Somehow, I managed.

“Ready or not, world, here I come.”


Chapter 3




Fourteen years was all it took to work out a perfect plan. To question it. To improve it. To think about what paths life might take. To make plans for those, too.

For me, planning had become a way to beat boredom. So now, I could breathe freely because I knew exactly what to do.

Step one was to solve the body problem. No offense to Oleg. I was sorry he died and lived a miserable life, but now it was my turn, and I was going to make the most of this opportunity. He’d be smiling from the other side when he saw what I achieved.

Step two would be a bit more difficult. I was fourteen years old, my body was undeveloped, I was injured, I had no family, no money, and no knowledge of the world. On the plus side, I knew a lot about healing and the way of the warrior.

Unfortunately, this knowledge was incomplete. I never became a true healer. I was a good soldier. I was a bit of an elemental adept. My whole journey could be characterized by grabbing what I could. I was never too lazy to ask my elders for advice so I picked up a little bit of everything. In recent years, no one kept their secrets. People shared everything to improve their chances of survival.

How much of my knowledge would be relevant here was still hard to judge. Instead of pure Blood, it was all dirty Oil, but both of these concepts still existed, and it hinted that there should be those who could work with them. There might be other differences, so I had a number of experiments waiting for me. But that was a headache for later.

The most important thing was to survive.

I was still injured, which meant I had to worry about finding a roof over my head and some food to eat. It was summer so that’d be easier to deal with. There was no way that I’d go back to the orphanage. I wasn’t going to fight for power with a bunch of kids. My gut was telling me that that wasn’t the way to achieve my goals. I had a plan. I was ready to wander around. My legs still worked, I knew the language, and I had some skills. I’d get by one way or another.

With my scarce knowledge of the world, I went straight to the railroad tracks. Trains, when I first saw them on TV, amazed me. But that was a long time ago. Now I saw them as a great way to get to another city. Oleg had heard the other boys discuss this possibility more than once. There were no jobs for orphans in this small town so they hoped to hop on a train, go to a bigger city, and look for work there.

The station was just a short distance away. It was on the outskirts, like the orphanage. I got there at night. Seeing the trains from up close impressed me.

And there I saw three old men who, looking around, climbed into one of the carriages. Free travelers, like me. I had heard of their kind. They called them nomads. It wasn’t a bad idea to join them for a while. Old men knew how to survive at the bottom of society.

That was where I went. I knew I could get into trouble but I wasn’t in a position to turn up my nose at them. And I wasn’t that defenseless, even in this weak body.

I’d get through somehow.

***

“And who might you be, boy?” one of the old men asked me as I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

At first, they froze, but when they saw that I was just a scrawny lad, they became more confident. They also grabbed their sticks. Or staffs? No, just ordinary sticks. You could use them to rifle through the garbage, to smack someone on the head, and to lean on while walking.

“I’m a traveler,” I told them. “When I saw you, I thought it’d be better to join you than to freeze my ass off in the cold.”

“You’re not afraid of us?” wondered the second old man, lurking in the right corner.

The carriage was completely empty. It stank, but not badly.

“Should I be?” I asked plaintively.

“Didn’t your mother tell you not to talk to strangers? Children get spirited away by the fae in the night...”

“I fear my mother didn’t tell me much. She died before I could walk,” I replied. “So will the good fae take me in or should I go elsewhere?”

“Get in,” the second one replied, looking at the others. “Just be quiet. No one likes a blabbermouth.”

I got in, closed the door behind me, and went to the far corner. Quiet as a church mouse.

I sat there for a while, tense. The old men didn’t make any noise either. When the train began to move and the wheels began to clatter, I relaxed a little. So did they. They started to talk.

And then they called me over to get acquainted.

***

The burly man pushed open the heavy door to the slaughterhouse. The smell was peculiar, to say the least. The local authorities were kind enough to give us masks, but they were useless.

“Call me when you’re done,” he said, waved his hand, and hurried off.

“It reeks,” Kolya said unhappily.

“It’s not our first rodeo, we’ll survive,” Jean replied.

Both Kolya and Jean were closer to being my grandfathers than my uncles, but the former demanded to be addressed as such, and the latter didn’t care but didn’t complain either.

The third in our party was called Dmitri Sergeyevich. He looked younger than the first two, but he was the unofficial leader of the group and always went to negotiate with the employers himself.

It was the same this time. We came to another town, couldn’t find a job right away, and agreed to a “dubious” odd job.

“Take your time,” I said.

They were the same men I met on the train. They turned out to be normal people. They included me in the conversation, listened to why I ran away, and noticed that I was wounded. They shared bread with me and gave me water. I had left with nothing. When I fell asleep, they didn’t touch me. When we arrived, they woke me up. They invited me to come with them, so I agreed. It was hard at first. It took me two weeks to recover, to put my bones back in order. I was always balancing on the edge.

It was peculiar, it really was. Those who had no home took care of an unknown boy and accepted him as their own. And those who worked in the orphanage and had to take care of the children showed nothing but indifference. What an imperfect world this was. Cold and strange.

As soon as I recovered, I began to work. We took on jobs that no decent person would agree to, spending our nights wherever there was a patch of dry ground, and traveled.

My original plan was not to speak with anyone about my experiments with the Oil until I learned more. I strictly followed it as much as I could, restrained as I was by both this body and the world that had made it. It wasn’t so easy to hide from prying eyes when you slept huddling with your fellow comrades for warmth, and yet I did so.

Right until I ended up demonstrating some of my powers on one of our jobs that turned out to be extremely dirty. There were hordes of spirits, and the most insolent of them went straight for my friends. They didn’t have much life force, so they were easy prey. It was no use being stealthy. I waved my arms to scare the spirits away and catch the most impudent ones. The old men were surprised to see what I was doing. As we retreated, I had to explain, make sure they didn’t think I was crazy. They just nodded at the mention of my gift back then. After that, I even started doing simple cleansings to make them feel better. They had already ruined their health, but when they did a shitty job, they’d always get Oil all over them, so they quickly got used to my peculiar behavior.

“Those spirits of yours again?” Uncle Kolya asked suspiciously, squinting into the darkness of the corral.

“Indeed they are, but they’re not mine. They’re public property,” I joked. “It’s a bad place. All sorts of things have accumulated here.”

The job was a really shitty one. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were preparing to bury us here. I had seen a lot in this world, learned a lot. So it didn’t surprise me that there were adepts but no intelligent people. In places like these, where animals were slaughtered all the time, purification was absolutely necessary. But who would perform the ritual? No one. Either there was no money to pay the specialists, or they just didn’t know the safety rules.

I didn’t know what they hoped for by hiring nomads. That they’d clean everything with their hands and make it better? I couldn’t believe these idiots.

I saw a dozen Small Deaths right off the bat. It would take them five minutes to ensure a healthy man would die in a few days. I bet someone already died in here. That was why the man ran away. He was afraid.

“We should have demanded triple payment,” I said.

“Who’d give it to us?” Jean asked in surprise.

He had a point. Nomads had no rights. They weren’t aristocrats.

“Wait here,” I told them.

We had already passed the stage where they’d argue and doubt a snotty boy. I had acquired some authority.

I didn’t tell anyone that I was taking a big risk every time. I didn’t want to worry them. I wanted them to think I was just a weird kid with a gift.

Yes, with a gift. Oleg had a gift, I’d give him that. But I was used to working with more than this body could give. I had a long way to go. I was too puny and frail to allow the Oil pass through me every day.

It was painfully slow. You couldn’t do much without the Source. And it took a lot of Blood to open it. I couldn’t get enough. I had suffered for six months, waiting for my body to develop to the necessary level, and I was only slowly getting to it.

Sighing and lamenting the vicissitudes of fate, I entered the slaughterhouse.

“Come here, you little buggers. You’ll give me the energy I need.”

***

When I finished, I was so tired and annoyed that I went to negotiate the payment myself. The old men stayed to clean up. Someone had to do that as well.

I came to the boss with a serious argument in my hand: the essence of the last spirit firmly clutched between my fingers.

“Slacking off, are you?” he sneered, but after thinking, he added: “Or do you need something?”

“Just work, boss,” I replied, not knowing his name. “The geezers sent me to tell you that the job was a tricky one. Too tricky for our wages. To say nothing of our health...”

“I pay you well enough!” He was indignant.

What a greedy asshole.

“Here’s something to... lift your spirits.”

The man suddenly felt sick.

“If you don’t pay, we’ll leave. Good luck finding someone who’ll shovel guts and shit for such a miserly wage.”

“How much do you want?” he asked, turning pale.

Not because of my threats. I looked ridiculous, a child threatening an adult. The spirit was doing its job.

“Three times as much,” I said defiantly.

He agreed.

It was disgraceful. If anyone from my past life found out that I was using Small Deaths for blackmail, they would’ve called me a dark sorcerer and executed me. But I had no other option. My conscience was completely silent. If I hadn’t been here, my companions would’ve been eaten. A few dozen rubles more and the chance to eat normally for another week was probably too little compensation for the risk.

I got the money right away, took out the spirit, and then went to help the trio. The dirt and blood still needed to be cleaned up.

***

When I turned fifteen (and already started to think of this body as mine), a momentous event happened that changed my life again.

Nomads didn’t just travel and do unpleasant work — they sometimes gathered in groups, exchanged rumors, socialized. This time was no different. Dmitri took us to a clearing in the woods not far from town. Thirty people had already gathered there. Some were drinking, some were talking. The old men left to socialize, and I found a place to sleep. I was exhausted, and it was already evening.

I woke up to screams. Confused, I jumped up and looked around. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Three Hellhounds jumped right into the clearing. That was what they called these undead predators. Another type of my old friends. Fast and good at tracking, just like real dogs. They had to be killed quickly so that the undead armies weren’t informed. Or they’d bring someone more dangerous.

I picked up a stick, forgetting that I was in another world, in another body, and that a piece of wood wasn’t a sword. I remembered that when I hit the nearest creature on the head. I might as well have hit a wall. The stick cracked, not the hound’s skull. Startled, the dog snarled and jumped at me. Normally, I would have somersaulted away and swung my sword back to cut it down. Instead, I was knocked over. The creature came at me from above, and the only thing I had time to do was to put the stick in front of me. The pointed end went straight into its neck, preventing its jaws from closing on me.

I took a Breath.

I grappled the hound tighter, grabbing at everything I could reach. It wasn’t a spirit. It had a physical body, which made it stronger and more dangerous than the little bastards.

But I managed.

The energy of death entered me like a stream.

The clearing became silent. The dog fell on me and pushed me down. I froze, unable to breathe or move.

Still, you couldn’t fool the reflexes. I was getting good at cleansing. Even though I was dazed, I kept the process going. I wouldn’t let it kill me.

A baby could have killed me at that point. I couldn’t do anything. But the dogs ignored me for some reason. Maybe because they were more interested in the living. Not to mention that I was drenched in the black muck that came out of the hound’s wound. Full of death energy, I was recognized as one of them.

I awoke at dawn. Half dead.

My comrades brought me to my senses. Somehow, they survived.

“We thought you were done for, boy!” Kolya told me. “I told you!” He gave Jean an irritated look. “I told you he’d make it!”

“A miracle...” Jean scratched his bald head. “Why is he grinning like that? He looks like shit and he’s smiling like a lunatic.”

Why shouldn’t I be smiling? I had enough energy for the Source. I was a full-fledged adept now.

I didn’t know how it happened. The death energy poured into me and I started to cleanse it. And then everything went black. All I did was push the energy while losing consciousness, forming the Source. When I woke up, the transformation was already over.

One step closer...

***

My elation lasted about three minutes. The old men helped me out, cautiously squinting at the dog and lamenting what a terrible creature it was. They led me out of the clearing, past a row of dozen corpses.

All I could do was think that our group got very lucky.

As soon as I left the forest, I suddenly felt nauseous, and before I could do anything, I fainted.

After an unknown amount of time, I woke up in a railroad car with a fever, body aches, and moderate death energy poisoning. Which, as I knew, the local doctors couldn’t cure. Not that anyone would take me to a doctor. They cost money and did no favors for nomads. Good thing I was my own healer.

I fully recovered in three days and began to think about my next step.

My plan was simple: gain power, influence, an army, and money to support it. Make alliances with the powerful, sniff out the undead army, and defeat it.

But those were big goals. For now, I’d focus on developing the Source. Having seen the realities of this world, I had no illusions that anyone would want an orphan. Maybe some school would take me. I heard they had admission programs. But I bet they had their own problems that I didn’t want to burden myself with. At least not right away. I needed to know more before I made any decision.

The good news was that I was my own teacher, better than any they could offer me here. Things were probably different among the elites, but among the common folk, Oil handling and the level of understanding were extremely poor. But these concepts seemed to exist, although no one was using them properly.

I created a Source, and now I had to strengthen it. The healer-warrior combo worked well against the undead last time so I didn’t see the need to change it. I wouldn’t invent anything new. I’d just build upon what I already knew.

I wanted to start with healing. It was the easiest way for me to gain power. It was also the easiest way to legitimize myself in this world.

There were all kinds of people among the nomads. My friends didn’t always travel like that either. They knew things and answered my questions. There were true healers in this world, mostly in the capital, and you couldn’t see one without money. And even with money, it was difficult. Sometimes, the queue would stretch for miles. They seemed popular enough, but how trained they were was another question to be answered. I also knew that mentoring was common in this world. If you wanted to get a job, you either got an apprenticeship with a recognized specialist or enrolled in one of the schools.

That was what I wanted to do. I needed to find a healer, preferably one I could learn from, and get him to take me on as an apprentice.

With the goal of defeating the God of Death in mind, that wasn’t such a difficult task.

***

On the sixth day after the discovery of the Source, I woke up alone in the wagon. In front of me was a sack containing some food and a small amount of money. I blinked in surprise.

What the hell was this?

I mentally replayed the events of the last few days and slapped myself on the forehead. I didn’t hide the fact that I was thinking about leaving. I asked questions, searched deliberately.

The old men were no fools; they realized what was on my mind. That they were holding me back, that I was worried about their fate.

When I realized that, I swore. I was really worried about them. Would they survive without me? They knew how to protect themselves from the dangers of this world, but...

Ah, the sly old men...

I wasn’t expecting it. Cynical as it might sound, they took a load off my mind. It’d be easier now.

My mind was made up.

I’d go to the capital.

To Moscow.


Chapter 4




No matter what grand plans I had, they all boiled down to the fact that I had to eat and sleep somewhere.

After almost a year on the road and dirty jobs, I knew that I couldn’t just appear somewhere and show off my skills. My boss would be pleased, of course, but then he’d meet me in a dark alley with his closest associates and demand to know where a child learned all these skills. So I had to be careful. How careful? I didn’t know. Despite all my experience, I was still new to this world.

But I knew where I was going. To Vasilki Hospital. Even the nomads knew about it. They said everyone could go there, even people like them. But they’d have to wait in line for a long time, so it wasn’t the best option if you were in an emergency. Or so they heard. They never actually went there. The geezers avoided the capital; they had enough trouble and workers there. The territories were divided between gangs, school kids, and other rabble. It wasn’t much of a problem for the regulars, but it was easy for outsiders to get into trouble.

It was ironic that Oleg’s last name was Vasiliev. Maybe it was a sign that I needed to go to this very hospital. Who knew?

My plan was simple. Go to Moscow. Look around. Find a job and an apartment. And then figure out how to get a job in a medical center. I doubted I’d get a job right away. Maybe as a janitor. But it was no good guessing. I’d better go and see it for myself.

***

I didn’t know as much about the capital as I would have liked. It was a wealthy city, a metropolis. A commercial and industrial center. It was also the center of all kinds of schools. A place where boyars, members of a Russian aristocratic order below the ruling princes, and clansmen gathered to settle their affairs.

This was what the nomads used to say about the local aristocracy. They either fought among themselves or got together and fought their neighbors.

When asked how strong the state was, the nomads just laughed. I wouldn’t rely on their opinion on this matter, but the fact that the people were so skeptical of the government spoke for itself. At first, I was considering the option of trying to get to the ruler and reporting the undead threat. After all, there were enough signs, considering the history of my world, like the lurking Small Deaths and Hellhounds. But for me, the most important sign was my gut that said that the main force of the enemy armies would come to this world and we’d meet once again. I thought about all that a lot, and I rejected the idea of offering my services until I got stronger.

I had a hunch that things wouldn’t end well for me otherwise.

***

I arrived in the morning, at dawn. I jumped off the train, left the station, and got into the city.

I went for a walk. I had time, it was early spring, it was cool, but not so cool as to freeze. I wanted to look around first, get a feel for the city.

I didn’t like it. The air was stifling, and even in the early morning hours, there were many cars on the streets, filling the sky with fumes. Everywhere you looked, you could see the gray plumes of industrial chimneys. The buildings were ordinary, the same as in the other cities. Just as old and battered by time. I was sure the center and the Boyar Square were different, but I couldn’t go there. I’d need better clothes and documents, or the city officials would take me away.

First, I’d visit the hospital. I’d scout a little bit. There were too many rumors that could well be true. I needed to check their credibility.

I planned to get stronger by becoming a powerful healer, and that was only possible by dedicating oneself to service. And when you served, you took care of everyone, not just those with money and power.

I followed the Moscow River to the hospital, walking along it as much as I could and admiring the scenery.

It took me about three hours to get to my destination. If I knew the road and didn’t try to avoid the locals, I could have done it faster. When I saw someone suspicious ahead, I’d move aside, ducking into the nearest alleyway.

There were more and more people every hour. I had never seen such a crowd. At seven o’clock, they jumped into the streets en masse, fussing about and running off somewhere. They crowded at bus stops, waited in traffic jams, tried to take the subway. It was easy to get lost in the crowd, to pass off as one of them, so I didn’t complain. But then the people began to thin out. They went to work. It became less crowded. All kinds of scoundrels came out into the open. Policemen began to catch my eye more often. Maybe because of the time, maybe because I was moving toward the center.

But I made it.

From the bridge, if you believed the geezers’ stories, it was a straight line to the hospital. It was a remarkable bridge. It was pedestrian, with two horse riders on each side. Not real ones but statues, black and expressive.

The bridge was nearly empty. There was no one around, except for one guy carrying bags, two in each hand. He must’ve been returning home from the market.

I imagined what he had in there and realized the sad fact that I hadn’t had a proper meal in a while. You could tell the guy ate well as he had red cheeks and broad shoulders. Compared to him, I looked like a lamppost. The life of a nomad wasn’t conducive to putting on weight. I wasn’t as puny as I used to be, but I was still a long way from looking properly fed.

Starving, I followed him. We were going the same way anyway. I looked at the river, at the houses along it, and somehow missed the moment when my new friend was blocked by five other guys. I didn’t hear what they were saying, but I noticed that when the bags flew aside, their owner jumped back and pulled a frying pan from under his coat.

A frying pan.

A real frying pan. A cast-iron one, no less.

It’d be better not to get involved in other peoples’ business, but I had to get to the other side. Taking a detour would take too long. Also, when else would I get to see someone beat the shit out of someone else with a frying pan? You could tell the man liked to cook.

But he couldn’t fight well enough to defeat five people. He hit one of them, and the others came at him from the sides and from behind. He missed a few blows, covered his head with his hands, and groaned.

What was this if not destiny? Not his, mine.

I made no vows in this life, but in the past, I had sworn to protect those in need. May the bridge collapse under me if the kitchen warrior didn’t need help.

“I suppose I could get to the hospital as a patient...”

I dove into the fight with the grace of a blind kitten. I bumped into the tall guy standing with his back to me, knocked him down, and threw him at his neighbor. Pan-man, as if sensing an opportunity, instantly stopped covering himself, managed to kick the fallen guy with his foot, and hit the man standing next to him.

And then... My involvement was over. The guy I knocked down did something that threw me back a few feet. I fell onto my back and stayed there, digesting the fact that I had been hit with a splash of dirty Oil. It went into my body and poisoned me. While I was out of breath, the guy jumped up, ran up, and kicked me in the head.

I was out cold.

“Good job, man.”

***

In this world, I heard the phrase: “Fear your desires.”

I finally understood it.

I woke up in the hospital. I didn’t realize it right away. To be honest, I didn’t realize much. When I came to, my face was tense, my right eye couldn’t see well, I felt nauseous, and my body was pins and needles. I was in a room of white plaster and fluorescence. I moved — the bed creaked under me.

My mind struggled to wake up. I didn’t immediately realize it was a hospital bed. But when I did, I remembered the rest. A genius. A strategist. A genius strategist even. All me. A very allegorical synonym for the word fool.

Having checked my state, I found some residual poisoning. So much about being an adept. I didn’t think a common thug could do anything to me.

I remembered what I saw, what it felt like. It was a primitive attack, a simple outburst. Good thing it wasn’t a proper combat technique. There would’ve been nothing left of me.

The bad news was that it was a dirty Oil attack. Dirt was poisonous to the body. It turned out that the guy who attacked me didn’t know any purification techniques, wasn’t a properly trained adept, and acted to his own detriment.

Great. I had grappled with a suicidal thug who didn’t plan on making it to thirty.

The good news was that somebody had cleaned me up. I distinctly remembered not being able to mend the damage myself. I was relieved. The fact that I finally faced someone who knew how to purify Oil here was encouraging news, although they didn’t clean it completely. There was still some fine residue on my internal organs.

So I took some time to take care of myself.

Soon, the nurse came in. Seeing that my eyes were open, she came over, looked at me, and noticed I had Oil coming out of me.

“Oh, no!” she exclaimed. “How’s that possible? You’ve been cleansed just recently, and I’ve cleaned it up.”

“Oh, I’m doing great, madam. Thanks for asking.”

At that moment, I hoped that this wasn’t the hospital I wanted to go to.

“What’s the matter, Lyubochka?” A man of indeterminate age looked into the room.

Room was a generous word for it. There was a bunk, a small window, and enough space for two people to stand. Lyubochka, a plump woman in her forties, took up most of the room. The man of indeterminate age, with grays in his beard and hair, and a young face, was thin and tall. He took up the rest of the room, and it immediately became crowded.

“This!” She pointed to the Oil all over my body.

“Ah, you’re awake.” The man looked at me more closely. “How do you feel?”

“I’ve been better,” I groaned. “Where am I?”

“In the hospital,” he replied thoughtfully. “You should be glad, Lyubochka. He’s cleansing himself after being poisoned by Oil. It’ll pass soon.”

This was the first time I heard someone say this word, and yet the fact that the Oil was called the same in both worlds didn’t surprise me very much. Oil was Oil. Shiny and slippery when you tried to rub it. What else could it have been named?

“Good for him, but who’s going to wash the sheets?” she lamented.

“I know, life isn’t fair... Fortunately, not much came out.”

While saying that, the man moved his hands over my body. He was definitely a healer. Not a doctor, but a healer.

“What’s your name?” he asked. “You can go, Lyubochka. Come back in a few minutes after I finish here.”

“Wasting time, you are...” she muttered, sucked in her stomach, and squeezed past the doctor.

What a lovely lady, that one.

“Oleg,” I replied when the man looked at me. “What is this place?”

“A hospital,” he replied, continuing to stare somewhere inside of me. “What shall we do with you, hm?”

“Treat me?” I dared to ask. “It’s free, yes?”

“We do our best to help everyone in need.”

“But not without something in return,” I ventured.

“If they’re in a rush.” He smiled. “Consider yourself lucky.”

Lucky, my ass. The hospital had a good reputation, but the nomads said that if you wanted to get help right away, you had to pay. You also paid for the room. I didn’t know why they put me in a private room instead of a common one. I didn’t want to be indebted to them for the rest of my life.

“How did this happen?” Having finished his examination, he looked up at me. “Got into a fight?”

“I didn’t intend to get into a fight,” I said honestly. “I was on my way to you. To the hospital, I mean, when I ran into a scene on the bridge. Five against one. It didn’t seem fair so I stepped in.”

“How gallivant of you.” He looked at my puny little body. “Five against one. Very brave. You need to eat more vegetables, boy. They’ll make you grow tall and strong.”

“I’ll try,” I replied as calmly as I could.

“Smartass.”

“Try your best.” He nodded. “You said you were on your way to the hospital? What for? Apart from the delay in your development, I don’t see anything wrong with you. Your body dealt with the infection on its own...” His gaze became sharp for a second. “Unless you have some other disease that I should know of?”

“No, no... I was hoping to get a job here,” I admitted.

“As?” He seemed surprised.

I shrugged.

“As a janitor? I’ll do anything for a bed and a meal.”

“How humble.” He chuckled. “Unfortunately, we don’t employ people off the street. Have you a mentor? Any prior experience?”

“No.”

“In another world, I would’ve measured my skills against yours.”

Though I probably shouldn’t say that aloud.

“And you’re too young,” the man drawled. “Try again in a couple of years.”

“Can I go home now?” I accepted the refusal stoically.

“In a couple of hours. A little bit of rest won’t do you any harm,” he said. “Should we call your parents? Do they live far away?”

“I’m afraid they don’t have telephones in Heaven,” I answered flatly, without challenge or sarcasm.

The man nodded to himself. I glanced over his shoulder but immediately looked away. A Small Death was crawling along the ceiling, barely visible. So the infection had spread this far. And I had hoped that at least this place would be clean.

But I shouldn’t have thought so. The man also saw the spirit. A small crystal formed on his finger, and he threw it at the creature without swinging, nailing it to the ceiling.

A moment later, it was gone.

“Well, well... You’re not that bad after all, doc.”

I didn’t feel bad about not getting the job. I didn’t expect to get it right away. A prestigious place should have appropriate requirements. It was good that they didn’t hire everyone. Even if it wasn’t convenient for me personally, it was good for the general practice of healing. Besides, what did a doctor have to do with hiring someone? I should probably talk to his boss or something.

Anyway, the plan remained the same. I’d recover, get a job, get settled, and then plan my next move.

The hunt continued.

***

Aristarkh Pavlovich left the room, humming to himself. He had an unusual patient. The fact that the grandson of the esteemed Avdotya Pavlovna had brought the boy here wasn’t a reason for concern. Their encounter was no more than a mere coincidence. But the fact that the boy was able to purify himself was an achievement. Aristarkh even thought that an aristocrat had come to them. But everything pointed to him being an ordinary street child, probably a nomad. He had no possessions or documents and his clothes were cheap and shabby.

But he had talent. Or was he just seeing things? Anyway, the boy noticed the spirit, although he tried not to acknowledge it. That was a telling sign. He also asked for a job. That was just strange.

Aristarkh had no desire to solve this mystery; he had to work. Having put the boy out of his mind, he went to do his rounds.

***

As promised, they released me after a couple of hours. And not only that, they took me to my savior.

He stood at the door, looking at me carefully.

“Feeling better?”

“Somewhat.”

“Can you walk?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Succinct.

We didn’t go far.

We crossed the road and stopped in front of a well-kept square with trees and benches. There he stopped and stared at me.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Oleg. And who are you?”

“Peter,” he replied and scratched the top of his sweaty head.

It wasn’t that hot but his forehead was glistening and his hair was stuck together with sweat. He was probably thinking hard about something important.

“How much do I owe you?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

“For what?” He seemed surprised.

“You must’ve paid them to get me looked at right away.”

“Oh, that... No. I didn’t pay them for the treatment,” he clarified. “Only for the bed, so that you’d have your privacy.”

“How much?” I repeated the question.

I had noted their kindness. They really did admit me for free. However, they didn’t do much, so their degree of selflessness wasn’t entirely clear.

“One chervonets,” Peter replied reluctantly. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

“No...”

One chervonets, or ten rubles, was a serious sum for me. It’d keep me fed for a week. Food was cheap here, thank the Heavens, but everything else was rather pricey. Therefore, the nomads were well fed, but poorly dressed.

I had fifty-two rubles. But they were gone. Along with my backpack.

“Have you seen my things?” I asked.

“They’re with me. I left your bag at work. It’s not far away. Don’t worry, I didn’t touch anything. Come on. I’ll give it back,” he said sparingly, still in deep thought. “Come on.”

We walked in silence. Peter didn’t seem in the mood for conversation. I left him to it, having a lot to think about myself.

The whole walk lasted about fifteen minutes. He took me to, uh... To a restaurant, I think. Which was a bit surprising. There were tables outside, and people were sitting there, despite the coolness of the day. Inside, you could see through the windows. Plenty of seats were taken.

“Do you work here?” I asked.

“I do. Wait here.”

I stayed across the street and waited for him. I didn’t go into the restaurant. It looked too expensive for my tattered clothes.

Soon Peter came back with a bag. He gave it to me. I looked inside, found the money, breathed a sigh of relief, counted out ten rubles, and handed it to him.

“Here.”

“There’s really no need...”

“Why not?”

Peter scratched the top of his head again.

“I don’t want to be ungrateful,” I repeated stubbornly, like a fool, standing with my hand outstretched.

“You won’t drop this, will you?”

“No.”

“Fine,” Peter snorted and took the rubles.

He had already turned around and took a few steps, but then he stopped and looked at me.

“Have you anywhere to spend the night?”

“I’ll find some alley.”

“A nomad?” he asked, tilting his head.

“That’s me,” I replied, spreading my hands, trying not to pay attention to the fact that people were squinting at us.

“In that case, you’ll stay with me.”

I didn’t refuse.

Maybe I wasn’t being a naive idiot. Maybe fate really had something to do with it? A bump on the head for a warm bed? Not the worst exchange.


Chapter 5




Peter seemed to be in no hurry to get better acquainted. And while I sort of understood his position, I felt the need to clarify the situation.

“Don’t you have to go to work?” I asked him.

“Today’s my day off,” he replied.

“Then why are we here?”

“The restaurant is closer to the hospital, so I left your bag here.”

“So I ruined your day off?” I asked.

I found his presence entertaining. He was young but tough. I always respected that in people. It made me feel alive.

“I wouldn’t say that. Your performance on the bridge was worth the detour.” He grinned. “The way you took that punch... Priceless.”

Peter looked at me the way bigger guys usually looked at those inferior to them — with superiority. But there was more irony in his gaze than arrogance. I found it amusing.

“Is it really okay for me to stay with you?” I asked. “Won’t your parents mind?”

I couldn’t tell his exact age, he had one of those faces. He could be sixteen or twenty. He was still lanky like all teenagers and awkward, but there was something grown-up about him. Anyway, he was young enough to be living with his parents, and bringing a kid from the street was like bringing home a stray dog. They’d either adopt me or throw me out.

“They won’t,” he replied briefly, visibly sad, and eyed me suspiciously. “You don’t have fleas, do you?”

“Only the normal amount,” I joked back.

To be fair, there were all kinds of people among the nomads. And not all of them thought cleanliness to be a virtue.

“No offense,” Peter said.

“None taken.” I smiled. “Lead the way.”

From the restaurant, we walked toward the river. The building Peter lived in was right on the bank, across the street. He and his parents lived on the top floor, the fifth.

“Take off your shoes,” he said as we stood in the hallway. “The toilet’s over here. The bathroom’s next door. I don’t suppose you have any spare clothes...” He wasn’t really asking, more like thinking out loud. “Go wash up. I’ll give you something clean to wear. And some soap. You know how to wash your clothes, right?” He looked at me doubtfully, like I was retarded.

“Woah! You guys don’t have an outhouse?” I asked with just a tinge of sarcasm in my voice.

“You’re kidding, right?” he asked me suspiciously.

“Of course! I haven’t spent that much time with the nomads. A little while ago, I had both my parents and a normal house.”

“I see,” he said dryly.

What a serious and gloomy guy. I hoped he wouldn’t strangle me in my sleep. It’d be a disappointing end to my story.

***

Peter lived a luxurious life, the comforts of which I fully appreciated as I washed up and walked around the apartment. His place was big. Three rooms, not counting the spacious living room and kitchen. I didn’t know what was in them, but I assumed they were separate living quarters. There was a couch in the living room and a couple of armchairs, but what caught my attention the most were the books — two cupboards filled to the brim with them. The furniture was carved, the rugs beautiful, the dishes on the shelves painted. I was no expert on the luxuries of this world, but I could say for sure that Oleg’s parents lived much more modestly. Not that there was anyone I could compare them to. The orphanage saved money as if it was a ruble away from bankruptcy.

I looked around and went to the kitchen. Peter was making something. I couldn’t see what was under the lid, but it smelled divine.

It was strange. A young man had no problem inviting a street kid into his home. And there was no sign of anyone else living in this place. No jackets on the hanger at the front door, no shoes in the shoe rack. There was only one toothbrush in the bathroom.

“Sit, sit,” Peter said, pointing to the table. “Potatoes, lard, meat, onions, herbs... You don’t mind any of those?”

“I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.” I smiled. “Whatever you’re making, it smells divine.”

Peter smiled, too. Did he like the compliment? Or was he just a hospitable host?

While he laid out the food, I took a closer look at the kitchen. It was interesting. I was seeing some things for the first time. Jars full of spices, pans hanging on hooks... There was a set of magnetized knives hanging to the right of them. Someone here was a passionate cook.

And that someone was Peter. The meal was insanely delicious. I even took seconds. And thirds.

No wonder he had a frying pan with him.

“Why did you help me?” he asked after he had eaten.

Not a word before. I didn’t violate the holy sacrament of a delicious meal either.

“Why not? Five against one — it didn’t seem fair.”

That wasn’t a lie. I always helped those in need. Even though I didn’t swear a new oath, the old principles didn’t want to leave my worldview so easily. Despite all the cynicism I had acquired. I helped Peter out and got out of it more than I had hoped for.

I had combined the pleasant with the useful.

Peter raised his eyebrows at my answer, looked at me skeptically, and averted his gaze, staring at the potatoes. I poked a piece of meat with my fork, unsure of what do to.

“Are you really a nomad?” Peter asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

“I’ve been one for almost a year.”

He looked at me again and returned to the potatoes.

Nomads had their own rules of survival. One of the most important was to stay out of other people’s quarrels. If Peter was aware of this, which was unlikely, he must now see cunning or malice in my actions.

“And before that?”

“I lived in an orphanage. My parents died in a car crash when I was eight,” I explained.

“I see...” A shadow came over his face again.

Did I hit a sore spot? Was he an orphan too? That would explain the silence of such a spacious apartment and the fact that I had been invited so freely, without asking for anyone’s permission.

“Why did you leave the orphanage?” he asked without looking. “You had a roof over your head, food...”

“We had slop. And violence. The older kids would fight each other on a daily basis.”

“Oh... Doesn’t sound fun.” Peter leaned back in his chair and looked at me, forgetting about the potatoes. “So you ran away from the fights to... get into fights?”

“I know how to fight and I’m not afraid of it. I just prefer a fair one. Two against five, I liked those odds much better.” I grinned. “That’s what crossed my mind when I saw you being attacked with your hands full. It would’ve been a shame if something happened...”

“To me or the groceries?” Peter smiled one more, appreciating the joke.

“Both!” I chuckled. “Also... A frying pan? What an odd weapon choice. Effective though.”

Peter shook his head.

“You’re a fool, Oleg.”

“Nothing new about that. Care to explain why you think that though?”

“They attacked me for a reason. And now... Well, I’m afraid you’re in trouble too.”

“What reason did they have for attacking you?”

“Oh, many...” He chuckled again.

His appearance contrasted more and more with his behavior and the way he spoke. I could imagine a jolly guy like him baking pies with his grandmother. But the weariness of his face, the suspicion in his eyes, and the seriousness of his tone were out of character.

“Care to share?” I asked. “It’s only fair that I know what I got myself into...”

“We like to fight here. Anywhere. Anytime. With anyone. They want to get me involved as well. But I don’t want to. So they beat me to give me a reason to fight back.”

“They beat you because you’re neutral?” I clarified.

“Sort of. And because I like to hang out around the bridge. As if it’s my fault that the best markets are there.”

“Do they often beat you up?”

“You think I just let them get away with it?” He smiled. “I hit back.”

I looked at his bruised knuckles and pudgy fists and believed him. He hit back indeed. And not just with the frying pan.

“Try hitting them with a sack of potatoes next time.” I chuckled.

“Speaking of which, do you want some more?”

“Yes, I’d really appreciate it!” I said with a smile. “Should I pay you back for the roof over my head and the food? I think that’d be fair.”

“There you go again...” Peter rolled his eyes. “Consider yourself my guest.”

“But—”

“Drop it. I mean it.”

“B—”

“One more word and I’ll hit you with the frying pan! A hot one!” He earned another point of my respect by being ready to act on his words.

“I concede.” I smiled, holding my hands out in front of me.

“Good.”

“Still, I’d like to earn some money. Do you know anyone who’d hire a vagrant like me? I’m not picky about work.”

“I can ask around... Though, I’m curious. Why did you come here? I thought nomads liked to travel and all that...”

“I’m tired of wandering. I want to work in the hospital and become a healer. Unfortunately, they refused to hire me right away. I need to work on bettering myself.”

“Small wonder. The prince is their patron!”

“All the more reason to work there...”

“You really are a fool.” Peter shook his head. “Did you study to be a doctor, not to mention about becoming a healer? Have you any medical experience? Did you even finish high school?”

I survived a war. And I understood the art of healing better than most people did.

Bust instead of answering honestly, I shook my head.

“Well, there’s your problem then.” Peter pondered for a moment. “I think I’ll manage to find you something. You can stay here for the time being.”

I didn’t want to burden him, and yet I didn’t argue. I was in no position to turn away a helping hand.

***

In the morning, Peter came out of his bedroom and found me doing push-ups.

“What are you doing?” he asked suspiciously.

“Training?” I replied, breathing heavily.

I only did a hundred push-ups but my heart was pounding, I was sweating, my hands were shaking. But that was okay. I’d get stronger.

“Hm...” Peter said meaningfully and went into the kitchen. “We have to go out in forty minutes.”

“Then I’ll go wash up.”

“You know where the bathroom is.”

No one showed up last night. My suspicion was confirmed. Either Peter’s parents were on a long business trip or they were dead. I couldn’t find any pictures of them either. They were nowhere to be seen. At the same time, Peter let me crash on the sofa in the living room. It was logical to assume that the other two rooms were occupied by someone. Then again, he could’ve been using those for storage. Or perhaps he just didn’t want to give me a room. But if his parents were alive, where were their things? And if they lived elsewhere, then what kind of person was Peter to own this kind of mansion in the city center?

Realizing that his parents were a touchy topic for Peter since he always became gloomy at their mention, I decided not to pry. I also decided not to burden him too much. If he really was an orphan, I doubted he earned much.

While I cleaned up, Peter made breakfast. Leftover potatoes from yesterday, six eggs with unbroken yolks, more vegetables, and pepper.

A hearty breakfast with a variety of ingredients and nutrients. I wished I could eat like this all the time.

“So... Any ideas about a job?” I asked as we put on our shoes.

“I do, actually.”

As far as I could remember it, I was rather curious as a kid, but since I joined the army, after the hospital was destroyed, all my curiosity had been reduced to learning new things. New, useful, and easily remembered. Because that was what war was. One’s chances of survival depended on preparation.

I didn’t suffer from idle curiosity, so I was fond of Peter’s direct nature. If he said to go, then we’d go.

I wasn’t surprised when I realized that we were walking toward the restaurant. Such places always needed workers.

Peter had a clock on the wall at home, so I knew for sure that we left at half past eight. We walked another fifteen minutes. It was a busy place. The crowd at the metro station was so dense that even an ant would struggle to pass through.

We arrived at the restaurant. Peter turned down an alley and went in through the back door. I followed him.

“Uncle Bor!” he called out to someone.

We found ourselves in some kind of back room with refrigerators and cupboards. Peter walked past them to the kitchen with metal tables, shiny and polished. And more shelves. A man in his thirties was sitting in a chair, yawning. He looked at us lazily and said nothing.

“Is he here?” Peter asked him.

“You know he’s the first to arrive.”

The door on the other side of the kitchen opened and another man entered.

He wore a white apron and a white cap. His belly was bulging, but what attracted the most attention were his luxurious, curled mustache and a cleaver in a sheath hanging from his belt.

“What are you yelling for?” he asked, glancing at Peter and then noticing me. “Who’s that?”

“Oleg. He’s looking for a job.”

“That the lad who saved your ass?”

“Yes.” Peter nodded.

“And you brought him here cuz you know I can’t say no to you.” Boris shook his head disapprovingly. “All right, Olie, what kind of work are you looking for?”

“I’m not picky about work.”

“Not picky.” Boris snorted, twirling his right mustache and studying me.

“I need money. Everybody needs to eat.”

“You’re right.” He twirled his left mustache now. “But what’s in it for me? Can you cook? Bust tables? Is this your first job?”

“I’m an orphan. I was a nomad for a year. I’ve worked jobs no sane person would accept. I’ll do just about anything for food and money. And for a place to sleep, I’ll kill a man for you if you ask.”

I probably shouldn’t have been so upfront with him. People usually didn’t like nomads. But something told me that there was no point in hiding it. I looked like one, and Boris didn’t seem to be a fool.

“Well, we always need someone to do the dishes,” he said thoughtfully. “Take out the garbage. Unload the trucks. Clean the halls. Go to the market with Peter. Does that suit you?”

“Sure does.”

“Then you’ll feed here twice a day. Unfortunately, this is a restaurant, not a hotel, so we have no rooms available. As for money... If you prove yourself, we’ll discuss your salary. But I’ll tell you right now, if I see you slacking off, I’ll throw you out so quickly your feet won’t even touch the ground. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Peter will show you the ropes.” He looked at the boy.

I didn’t know what Peter did here, but after he left me, he went somewhere, apparently in the locker room, and came back wearing a white apron and cap. He walked over to one of the panels and stood there, listening to the end of the conversation.

***

The restaurant opened its doors at nine in the morning and clearly didn’t cater to ordinary working people. They ate at home. Those who didn’t have to rush off to work and had money came here.

For the cooks, it meant arriving at eight o’clock, finally waking up, and getting ready for the day. For me, that meant no work in the morning. Cleaning was done in the evening so that the restaurant was clean and ready for the morning shift. My work started at about eight fifteen when the truck came with the food. Another physical task that made a mockery of my slender hands, which I took as extra training.

Add to that my desire to work with the Source, I was practically working two jobs. I made Blood from Oil, filled the Source with it, drew from in a little at a time, and directed it to my arms and back, which made the workout both easier in the physical plane and doubled its intensity.

After unloading, I had some free time again. Without getting distracted from his work, Peter explained how the restaurant functioned. When he took out the knives and a whetstone to sharpen them, I stood up and almost licked my lips.

I confess that my hands had longed for a sword for these sixteen years. Of course, a knife and a sword weren’t the same, but the metal, the sharp blade, the hilt... It took me by surprise.

When I heard the sound of sharpening, something inside me snapped.

“Can I help you?” I couldn’t resist asking.

“With knives?” Peter was honestly surprised. “Do you know how to sharpen them?”

Oh, boy, did I...

“Give me one you’re not afraid to lose and I’ll show you.”

I was about to embarrass myself, wasn’t I?

Peter was so amused by my suggestion that he pulled out an old knife from somewhere in the back of a drawer. The blade was dull and the handle was broken.

“How about this one?”

“Broke another one, did you?” Boris asked as he entered the kitchen.

“Ah, no. This is... This is the old one...” Peter blushed. “The first one I ever tried to sharpen. It’s a memento.”

“You shouldn’t get attached to such things. Kiddo, show us what you can do with his memento,” Boris grumbled and came closer.

Peter handed me the knife. I took it. I turned it... and got to work.

“Do you need any specific angle?” I asked as I finished.

“You did good,” Peter replied, looking at me carefully.

Boris looked at the knife, nodded approvingly and then went off to do his own thing.

“Try with this one,” Peter said as he handed me the knife he was working with.

He was clearly pleased with my sharpening. It wasn’t that hard. Still, he didn’t give me the rest of the knives. It seemed to me that they were sacred to him. I didn’t insist.

Then the first guests arrived, and with them came the dirty dishes. I wasn’t burdened with anything else that first day. Peter showed me the sink, pointed out the special liquid soap, the hard sponge, and the gloves so that my skin wouldn’t dry out from all the scrubbing. Having made sure that I memorized everything, he left me alone.

I was bored for a third of the day. I tried to stay out of the way, work fast and hard. And since no one came in to scold me, I assumed that I was doing well. That was very important to me. No matter what I was doing, it had to be done the best way possible.

Peter got off work about twenty minutes before I did, but he waited for me. The restaurant was open until ten in the evening, and we left at half past eleven.

Again, we walked in silence. Even if the work wasn’t the hardest, being on your feet almost all day would exhaust anyone.

“So... You’re a cook?” I asked.

“Yeah. You said it yourself: my food is divine.”

“You just seem young, is all.”

“As do you.”

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen. And yes, I’m an aspiring chef.”

“Well, you’ve got talent,” I complimented him, and he smiled tiredly.

I noticed that Peter was working on his own, that no one was breathing down his neck, which meant that he wasn’t an apprentice, but a proper cook.

I took this as further proof that he was an orphan. Left to his own devices, he had to work hard to learn a trade. That was respectable.

He was a different man in the kitchen. He was precise, knew exactly what to cook and in what order. But he wasn’t in charge of the whole kitchen, just his section. The way I understood it, they shared the duties. Peter was in charge of frying. The others were in charge of making soups, chopping up salads, and baking desserts. Boris was the supervisor. He didn’t cook, but he made sure there was order. Besides the four cooks, including Peter, there were seven waitresses. All young girls who looked at me with interest when they first saw me and just as quickly lost interest when they realized I was just the errand boy.

“What about those guys who attacked you?”

“We’ll talk at home.”

Peter was silent at work, too. He spoke the most when he was explaining orders and duties. With Boris Dmitrievich, or Uncle Bor as he called him, he spoke only on business. As with the rest of the cooks.

“I want to understand if someone will try to break our heads or use that nasty stuff on us again.”

He glanced at me.

“Nasty staff?”

“Oil.”

“How do you know about it?”

The question surprised me.

“As I said yesterday, I want to become a healer. Are there people who don’t know?” I raised an eyebrow.

Peter ran his fingers through his hair, ruffling it.

“More than you’d think.”

“Even the nomads know.”

Peter said nothing. He strode on in silence, turning his head around.

“Peeeteeeeerrrrr,” I called after him. “I’m asking for a reason. There are two of them following us. And there are more waiting ahead.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m not blind.”

“There’s no one up ahead.”

“So you noticed the ones following us?”

“It’s more interesting that you noticed them,” he said, thinking. “Are you sure there’s someone ahead? I don’t see anyone.”

“Logic, Peter, logic. Or are you the prince’s son, that they have organized a surveillance for you? They’re idiots, by the way. They’re not hiding at all.”

“Not the prince’s...” Peter smiled at something.

But he didn’t tell me what was so funny. Nor his thoughts. Nor what was going on and what to be afraid of.

He went on calmly.

So far, I liked the capital. Right from the get-go, every day was an adventure.

Minus the bump on my head and the Oil in my veins.

I could’ve done without that.


Chapter 6




It was busiest near the restaurant. On the wide street it was on, that is. To be more precise, there was a large avenue in that place, a narrower street leading away from it, and that was where the restaurant was. It wasn’t exactly on a busy street, which was definitely a plus, especially for the summer veranda. If you walked along the avenue, which we did part of the way, there were a lot of storefronts, shops, other cafés, and restaurants. Many people were walking around, even at this late hour.

But the closer we got to Peter’s place, the less lively the streets became. No more crowds, just sparse passersby. I thought they’d meet us here somewhere, but no. Peter’s building was square, with its own courtyard.

Once we were inside, they approached us.

“Peter!” some guy shouted.

I didn’t like him right away.

I treated all people equally. For a warrior to feel strong emotions was a death sentence. Something extraordinary had to happen for him to deviate from this path. I was also neutral about the fact that we’d be defeated.

When you had gone through a war of extermination where humanity lost, lost everyone, died, and ended up in the body of a child, and you wanted to challenge the God of Death, then you didn’t care much about ordinary street gangs. Within the bounds of reasonable caution, of course. Still, I wasn’t accustomed to being worried or angry. It felt... unnatural.

So when I said I didn’t like the guy, I wasn’t referring to the threat he posed or his cocky face, but his T-shirt.

I had to admit that the local thugs dressed tastefully. This particular guy was wearing a black coat with a standing collar, dark pants, and leather boots. His hair was black and slicked back, shaved on the sides. But, as I said, it was the shirt he wore under his coat that I didn’t like. It was open now, spoiling his otherwise fashionable look, white, with a black skull on the chest. Ugly, with empty eye sockets and a grin.

It was like a personal insult, wearing the symbolism of death.

My fists immediately itched.

“What do you want?” Peter asked and stopped.

I stood next to him. The skull lover approached us and stopped three steps away. He had two men behind him and two behind us, standing in the archway, blocking our escape route.

“Rumor has it,” he said, “that the Dyers attacked you.”

“As they attacked, so they left,” Peter replied indifferently.

“They’ll attack again,” the guy said earnestly. “Until you make up your mind, Pete. Join us. I’m asking you nicely. We’ll silence the Dyers and the Bankers. You used to be fun... Now you’ve grown fat and complacent.”

Interesting... So Peter used to fight and now the local gangs were trying to get him on their side. He didn’t go into such details when he told me the short version of those events.

“Listen, Kazim,” Peter said. “I know you didn’t come here on your own. Why don’t you just leave? I have a normal job, unlike you. I’m tired of all this.”

“You don’t want to play nice? That’s okay.” The skull lover grinned wickedly. “The boss said it’s okay. Besides, you’ve got a new friend.” He nodded at me.

I felt the danger behind me, but I didn’t have time to do anything. The attacker grabbed me, punched me in the ribs with his fist, and threw me at the nearest wall. A man, a head taller than me, elbowed me in the neck, pushed me against the bricks, and held me there.

“What would happen if we stabbed him and left him here?” asked an unctuous voice. “The yard is yours. Everyone has seen you with him. He’s not from here. It won’t take long for the cops to find out.”

“You do that, Kazim,” Peter replied in the same tone, “and I’ll tear your heads off and throw your bodies in the river. No one’s gonna bother pulling out shit out of the water.”

“You think you’re strong enough to handle us all?” asked the little braggart with a sneer.

And again he nodded to his boys to put his plan into action. The one holding me pulled out a knife. Slowly. The blade glistened as he showed it to me, waved it in my face. He wanted to scare me.

What if they really killed me? They’d ruin everything. It wasn’t the knife that scared me, but the prospect of dying and leaving things unfinished. And promises unfulfilled.

I didn’t see when Peter got the frying pan. I didn’t even know that he had it on him. His coat was wide, he hid it cleverly.

I felt his Breath more than I saw it. But I had time to see in detail how the frying pan glistened in the light of the lanterns. I hadn’t expected him to be able to enchant weapons.

The whole thing took a second. Taking out either a weapon or an instrument, Peter put Kazim down. He had time to lift his hands, but that was it. He was thrown three feet away. He flew right between his two accomplices. He stumbled, rolled on the asphalt, and quickly jumped up.

I didn’t have time to think about the craziness of what was going on. I had a fight of my own coming. The knife wielder shouldn’t have gotten so close to me. I didn’t have much power, but it was enough to punish this guy for his stupidity. So, without any fancy tricks, I opened my hand and drove my fingers into my captor’s stomach, and twisted, giving his internal organs a jolt with all the Blood I had in my Source. I also kicked him in the groin. I wanted to punch him in the stomach, but I couldn’t reach. I grabbed his arm with the knife with my other hand. I channeled a little more force and managed to free the weapon from the clutch of his knobby fingers.

“Peter is mine!” Kazim shouted.

I saw how he jumped up, but I was distracted and missed the moment he rushed at Peter. I only saw his accomplices freeze and step aside to let the guy pass. He ran past them and...

Peter threw the pan.

It hit him right in the forehead.

Honest to God, it rang like a church bell. The guy spun around and hit the pavement with his head. If he didn’t suffer a concussion, I’d be very surprised.

Props to the guy, though, he tried to get up almost immediately. His face glistened with Oil in the light. He also Breathed, not pure Blood, but dirty Oil. Another suicidal maniac.

Peter didn’t stop there. He reached out and pulled the pan back. A string of Oil stretched between his hand and the weapon.

“What the hell is going on?” came an angry voice from an upstairs window. An disgruntled old lady was shooting daggers at us with her glare. “What are you hooligans up to?! I’m calling the police! You’re trampling my flowerbeds!”

We were under an archway, far from the flowerbeds, but this didn’t diminish her anger. I backed up, making sure that none of the guys would jump at me. My recent opponent was still lying there. He somehow got up on all fours. When I looked at him, he was vomiting all over his friend’s legs, getting rid of the Oil that had been stored in his body and was activated by my Blood. To his credit, he managed to get up and get away from me on shaky legs.

That was the end of the fight. The guys grabbed their leader and the vomit boy and dragged them away.

“Thank you, Mrs. Pavlovna,” Peter said when we were alone.

“Think nothing of it, Pete. Are they bothering you again?”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Peter said. “I’m almost done making jam, Mrs Pavlovna. I’ll make sure to save you a jar.”

“The door’s always open for jam-bearers.” I didn’t see the old woman herself, but I heard the smile in her voice.

They lived cheerfully here. Friendly.

“Let’s go,” Peter added quietly. “Just take the knife. There are children here. I don’t want them finding it.”

I quickly went to get the knife. It was lying on the asphalt. When I came back, Peter was standing in the doorway, leaning against the wall.

“Tell Boris that I’ll be taking three days off. He’ll understand,” he said, breathing heavily.

“You’re an idiot, you know that?”

“Why? Should I have let them cut you? They would’ve done it.”

I offered him my shoulder to lean on and helped him walk, saying nothing.

Peter didn’t refuse. He clung to me tightly. He weighed about two hundred pounds, while I boasted a mere hundred and thirty. He was also full of Oil. Carrying his limp body, which tried to slip from time to time, was harder than the entire fight.

“Get in the tub,” I told him.

“What for?” Peter asked sluggishly, no longer able to think clearly.

“Just do it. Get in,” I urged him. “Or you’ll be scrubbing the floors yourself later.”

I realized four things in this brief struggle. Peter knew how to take a conscious Breath and use it in a fight. He knew how to enhance weapons with Oil. He also knew how to thicken the Oil, which was the first step in creating any technique. He was also a fucking idiot with suicidal tendencies.

The fact that he knew that Boris would let him take three days off without question only confirmed this.

Reckless bastard.

What happened to him was called mild poisoning or contamination. Mild poisoning by contamination to be exact. He might as well have drunk from a sewer. The fact that he hadn’t cleaned the Oil was obvious from the dirty streaks on his skin.

Maybe he could take care of it himself. But why bother when the healer was already here?

I pushed Peter into the tub myself. I helped him undress. Healers saw a lot of shit in their lives. Nudity was nothing. Peter was too out of it to care but not too far gone to be unaware of the fact that he was thirsty. Water was good, but not now.

The hardest thing was getting him into the bathtub. But we managed.

I started putting my hand on different spots on his body, pulling the Oil out of him, and dumping it in the tub. Over time, the remaining Oil would return to its plane of existence, and the sediment that remained would be easily washed away with water.

At the same time, I had to Breathe. The Oil I inhaled wasn’t that dirty, but it wasn’t without impurities either. I had to clean it additionally, isolate the Blood, collect it in the Source, and use it from there.

Actions conditioned by strict mathematics.

The volume of the Source was measured in Drops. One Drop was the universal energy currency. One was enough for any primitive action. To collect Oil from a part of Peter’s body — one Drop. To do a basic cleansing — one or two Drops. The volume of my Source right now was only ten Drops. Not much. If I had a hundred, I could’ve done this ten times faster. But I didn’t.

“Slow and steady wins the race,” I comforted myself.

Spending a Drop was like doing a few push-ups for me right now. I’d also like to point out that a lot depended on the control and purity of the Blood. The higher the purity, the lower the cost. I was good at control but I couldn’t do much about the latter. It was about a tenth of what I was used to. Without vows, oaths, and training, there was no way I could do this any better. So I couldn’t hope for much and I had to go the long, hard, and slow way.

I already got used to the fact that my efficiency left a lot to be desired, so I wasn’t even paying much attention to that. I watched my patient closely and tried my best not to make any mistakes. Peter had Oil clots all over his body. While I dealt with them, I was soaking wet. My hands were shaking, my body was on fire. That was what happened when you let too much power flow through you.

“There we go. All cleaned up.”

I washed my hands with soap and water before washing the rest of myself. Breathed a little. I went into the kitchen and brazenly broke into Peter’s refrigerator. I had some cheese and smoked meat. I drank so much water that I started to feel sick. And then I went to Peter. It wasn’t necessary to feed him now, but hydration was important.

“Peter, wake up.” I patted his cheek. “Wake up.”

“Oleg?” he replied hoarsely. “What’s going on? Why am I naked?”

“Drink,” I demanded. “I warn you, you will throw up...”

Peter had emptied the bottle before I was done speaking. The cleansing of the body took place on all levels. The Oil that I couldn’t take out directly, through the skin, came out like this. He’d have to pee soon.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

“Like shit. What’s wrong with me?” he mumbled incoherently.

I took a watering can, filled it up, and started to water Peter like he was a plant. At first, he fought against it, but he quickly calmed down when he saw how dirty his sweat was.

“Here’s a towel. Cover your shame and come out.”

“Why?” Peter asked, confused and ashamed.

“So you don’t fall and break your neck later. Get out,” I demanded.

The way healers talked to the wounded was harsh but effective. Peter shut up and did as he was told. Then I took him to the bedroom and put a glass of water on the nightstand.

“If you have to go to the toilet, don’t be lazy, go right away. Or you’ll have to wash the sheets later.”

“Yes, doc...”

“You’ll be as good as new by tomorrow. You won’t have to miss work.”

“And you want me to believe that you’re just an ordinary nomad?” Peter asked, looking at me through half-closed eyelids.

“Being a nomad is a school of philosophy, not a lifestyle. Go back to sleep. You need to rest.”

Peter didn’t argue. Nor did he demand answers. I was grateful to him for that, for I had no more strength to stand. I waddled over to the sofa and collapsed on it with relief.

The Source had grown to eleven Drops.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

In my previous life, I had over two thousand Drops, the level of a senior master. When my companions sacrificed their lives, condemning themselves to agony, it became ten thousand. I killed three kings with that power, but it wasn’t enough for the emperor, let alone a God. So the conclusion was that I needed something much more powerful.

As for that, we had our own Gods. Their priests, too. But everyone was dead. Therefore, it was hard to say how much strength I really needed just yet.

A lot, in any case.

And I only had eleven Drops.

I had a long way to go.

I also showed my abilities but I didn’t regret it. It would’ve been against my nature to abandon Peter.

“Why am I even thinking about this? Tomorrow’s a new day. We’ll see what cards it’ll deal us.”


Chapter 7




Peter looked at me carefully, slowly chewing his sausage. If the room were any dimmer, it’d seem almost ominous.

“What?” I asked, finishing my meal.

I thought he’d oversleep, exhausted by last night’s adventure, but he was a stalwart. He got up right on time, prepared breakfast, and set the table.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Oleg.”

“Don’t be sassy with me.”

“I’m not. Do you want to see my birth certificate?”

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen.” Well, this body was. It wasn’t a lie.

“Sixteen,” he repeated. “And you were able to cleanse me without killing me. I should’ve woken up with a fever, but I feel better than ever.”

“You sure are chatty today. And very observant,” I said.

I didn’t like the way he was dancing around the subject when all he needed to do to get a straight answer was to ask. It wasn’t like I’d tell him the truth, but I was ready to tell him the closest thing to it.

In the morning, I also got up on time. If Peter had woken up half an hour earlier, he would’ve found out that my training wasn’t limited to push-ups. I did all sorts of exercises. Both for the body and the mind, for physical development and energy. Actions that didn’t require serious mental effort, practiced long ago to automaticity. So I had time to think about what had happened.

“Where did you learn all that?”

“Here and there.” I grinned but didn’t wiggle any further. “Life forced me to learn all sorts of stuff. I mean, look at you! A professional cook at such a young age!”

“Healing is a bit different.”

“Is it?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “It’s the same thing. You have a talent for cooking. I have talent for healing. That’s all there is to it.”

“At least now I understand why you want to work in the hospital.”

Having said that, Peter put the rest of the sausage in his mouth, moved his jaw quickly, and swallowed. He stood up, went to the dresser, opened a drawer, and took out a photograph. So there were pictures, just hidden.

“This is my grandmother,” He put the picture of the old woman in front of me. “Avdotya Pavlovna. A famous healer. For a long time, she ran the hospital.”

“Wow...” I was surprised that I was so lucky to meet her grandson. “It’s a strange coincidence, but what are you trying to tell me?”

“I don’t want you to think I’m stupid. I know what purification is. If we aren’t speaking about aristocrats, one out of ten healers can do it well. The others either don’t know how or they can only remove the simplest poisonings. And you, a sixteen-year-old nomad, have done what most professionals can’t.”

“At least now I have the numbers,” I thought.

How did humanity and all the adepts not die with such statistics? With their willingness to use dirty Oil... I loved riddles, and this was a very interesting one.

“Maybe you are a prince’s son yourself, huh?” Peter asked without humor.

“Did you fall and hit your head when you ran to take a piss last night? Or do princes look like dirty hobos?”

“Then I don’t understand how this is possible.”

“What’s there to understand? I just have a knack for it. It’s that simple.”

“It’s not something you just have a knack for. It takes serious study.”

“I don’t know what else to say then. Just, please, promise that you won’t tell anyone. Okay?”

“Why? Are you hiding from someone?”

“What? No.” I sighed. “I like freedom. I don’t want to be tied up by some aristocrat or even boyar. That seems even more likely now. There is a chance, isn’t there?”

“I suppose so.” He scratched his head. “I won’t tell anyone, don’t worry. Come on, let’s go. We’ll be late.”

“I have some questions too!”

“Tonight,” he said.

“Cheeky asshole,” I thought with some respect.

He made me talk, but he wanted to keep his secrets.

Actually, I found our relationship and our talks in particular kind of funny. Fate loved coincidences. Even if in this case, they were bitter. I lost my parents in both lives. Well, in this one, they weren’t mine, but Oleg’s, but still. And then there was Peter. What were the odds that our fates would be so similar? To meet a man who lived alone, let me into his house, and gave me a job. Not only that, but his grandmother was a healer who not only worked in a proper hospital but was also the woman in charge.

I was really glad to have met Peter.

Coincidence? I didn’t think so. Our sages said that the God of Death was the death of everything. Humans, nature, the planet itself. One day, he’d devour everything, leaving nothing behind. Life itself resisted his invasion. So it was possible that some hidden force helped me. I wasn’t an expert on these things, so I couldn’t say for sure. I wasn’t even sure if Life helped me last time, but even if it did, it wasn’t enough. We lost. We lost everything.

To prevent that from happening again, I’d have to do everything better, including squeezing some information out of my gracious host. And I had to do it sooner rather than later.

“Don’t take this as an impertinence, but since your grandmother ran the hospital, perhaps you can tell me how I can get a job there?” I asked.

“As a janitor?” he grumbled, looking at me.

I cast a glance at him and smirked. He had the frying pan under his coat again, even though you couldn’t tell that he was hiding something.

“As a healer.”

“Heh...” He smiled broadly, took off his hat, ruffled his hair, and put it back on. “That’s not how that works. You’ll need documents. A high school diploma, for starters. In an ideal scenario, you’d need someone who would act as your patron. You also have to take a course in healing. You have to be accredited. After that, if the head doctor likes you, he’ll hire you.”

“Isn’t there an easier way?” I persisted.

“How easy do you want it to be?”

“I mean... I don’t have an ID card...”

Peter looked at me in disbelief.

“Even nobles visit that hospital. Who’d accept a kid from the street?”

“Even if the said kid is very good at healing?” I asked, hopeful.

“I can’t argue with that...”

“What about an apprenticeship? I heard that healers take students.”

“They do.” Peter nodded. “The healer’s lyceum. After that, if you show talent, someone might take you on. Usually for good money. Very rarely, for free. But then it’s either connections, family ties, or a very outstanding talent. Who would waste their time on you for nothing? That’s enough questions. I don’t like to talk on the street,” he suddenly said.

I didn’t like this feature of his, and yet I didn’t argue, absorbed in thought.

I wasn’t happy with my options. The orphanage didn’t even offer education. There were classes. Officially. But the woman who taught us didn’t care if we listened to her or not. Sometimes, she just walked out and didn’t come back. Not that Oleg suffered from a thirst for knowledge. More often than not, he skipped the rare lessons like the rest of the children.

The lyceum would cost me money that I wasn’t sure I was willing to waste.

I needed to get a better understanding of the issue and think about possible workarounds. I couldn’t afford to waste much time.

***

After the first wave of guests, Peter excused himself from the restaurant. He didn’t say anything to me, but I could guess what he was going to do. He was running to the hospital to find out what I had done to him.

That was dangerous. He could easily blow my cover by telling them that a self-taught healer had done something wrong. But there wasn’t that much I could do. Not to mention that there was no way to prove that it was my doing. No one would believe in my secret gift. So I did what I was paid to do, hoping that my roommate wouldn’t make my life any harder.

Peter came back an hour later as if nothing had happened. Again, he said nothing. No word, no gesture gave him away. With such a character, he’d be welcome in the Secret Service.

I waited until evening, when we came home, to ask more questions. This time, I asked about the fight in the alley.

“What’s there to tell?” Peter sighed. “It’s a common sight on our streets.”

“Then tell me about it. Who were those guys? Why did their boss have a skull on his shirt?”

“He’s not in charge. He’s low-rank sergeant of their gang. The skull is their symbol.”

“Is that what they’re called? The Skulls?”

“Yeah. Not very creative, but it’s a bad idea to discuss that with them.”

“What else are they famous for?”

“Maybe tomorrow?” Peter asked tiredly, sitting down in the hallway, and stretching his legs.

“Sure. But you don’t like to talk on the street, and you’re too busy at work. When can we talk? I’d like to know who tried to kill me.”

After scratching his head, Peter replied:

“I don’t know what to tell you. They are a big gang. They do business all over town. They are connected with everything bad, so it’s better not to mess with them.”

“What about the police?”

“What about them?” Peter looked at me.

“They don’t care about them?”

“Nope. The Skulls are like shit. As long as you don’t get too close, it’s not that bad. But if you step in it, it stinks up the neighborhood.”

“Meaning?”

“It means that they have a few hundred members. Some of them are small fry, and some of them are serious fighters. If they think you’re a threat, they’ll gang up against you. There’s really no defending from them.”

“So they’re the strongest gang around?”

“No.” Peter shook his head.

“Then?”

“It’s difficult to explain. Together, they’re dangerous. But they don’t gather very often. They like to fight. And while they can get annoying, they’re not that big of a deal as long as you keep them separate.”

“And the Dyers? I remember that name being mentioned.”

“Kids from the school in Dyer’s Street. It’s about a twenty minute walk from here.” Peter waved his hand in its direction. “There’re about fifty of them there. One guy runs the whole gig with his five lapdogs.”

“Are they the guys who attacked you on the bridge? What did they want from you?”

“I used to go to that school. They came to see if I still could stand up for myself. Basically, my old friends invited me back.”

“Talk about a welcome party.”

Peter shrugged.

“There have been worse.”

“Are there many schools in this town?”

“A hundred, maybe two. That’s in the city. There’s another hundred in the suburbs.”

“That’s a lot...” I was surprised.

“Not really...”

There were schools in my country, too. But in much smaller numbers.

“Every school teaches something different?” I asked, curious. “You don’t mean regular schools, do you? Are there schools that teach you how to use Oil?”

“Some. Each in their own way. But you have to be born with that skill.”

“Is that where you learned your tricks?”

“Yes.” Peter yawned.

“Why did you leave?” I asked. “Or is it a secret?”

“No secret. I have talent. But...” he began to reminisce. “You saw what happened to me. My grandmother said that I have a lot of power, but I don’t purify it well. If I continue, I’ll die young. She asked me to give it up before she died. So I gave it up. She couldn’t treat me herself anymore.”

She was right. Smart woman.

“Don’t they teach you in school how to do that properly?”

“What do you mean?” Peter snapped out of his unpleasant thoughts.

“Do they not teach their students how to purify Oil?”

I saw in Peter’s eyes that he didn’t understand the depth of my confusion.

“Those who don’t figure it out just die,” he replied, as if it were the norm.

I looked up at the ceiling, behind which, somewhere out there, in the distance, loomed the dark sky.

“I am surrounded by suicidal idiots...”

“Then why does everyone keep using Oil?”

“I...” Peter closed and opened his mouth a couple of times. “It’s how things are. We have to...”

***

The next week passed so quickly that I didn’t even notice it. Nothing stood out anymore, no one attacked us. I felt a little bad taking advantage of Peter’s hospitality, but I’d be lying if I said that living with him didn’t make things a little bit easier. I liked to think that I could help him too and guide him if need be. If our paths were to go separate ways, I’d just properly thank him.

After a week, Boris called me to his office.

“Well done, well done. Here you go,” he said and put fifty rubles on the table. “This isn’t the payment, but my investment in you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Peter!” he called to the boy. “You’re going shopping with Oleg tomorrow. He needs new clothes. You know the store, yes? Good. They’ll give you a discount and won’t cheat you.”

“All right.” Peter nodded.

“Does that mean I’m accepted?” I asked.

“Yes. You’ll get thirty rubles a month. Peter said you can live with him for now. Other conditions are the same. Does that sound alright?”

“Yes, sir.” I nodded.

Peter and I never discussed how long I could live with him. So in the evening, when we were walking home, I asked:

“Are you sure I’m not intruding? Having me around for a couple of days is one thing, but a whole month?”

“I kinda like not cooking just for myself...”

He said it in such a tone that I shut up and didn’t ask any more questions. I knew he was an orphan too, although we hadn’t mentioned it, but it was obvious. I knew that living in an empty apartment could be very lonely. I didn’t pry into Peter’s privacy so I didn’t know how he truly felt about this, but I decided to accept his sympathy as genuine.

***

The next morning, to my surprise, Peter came out of his room after nine o’clock. He found me, contrary to tradition, not doing push-ups, but reading a book. I had taken it from one of the shelves.

Books were respected in this house. I didn’t know what was in the closed rooms, but the living room was full of books on medicine. I had been itching to get my hands on them for a long time, but with our schedule, it wasn’t possible. Today was the first time I had any free time.

“What are you doing?”

Surprised, Peter came up and took the book, looked at the cover, and scratched his head.

“Do you understand what it says?” he asked.

“It’s an anatomical atlas. It has pictures. Sorry that I took it without asking you.”

“Can you read?” he asked suspiciously.

“Of course I can! I was just kidding!” I rolled my eyes. “Loosen up a bit, will you?”

“Just... don’t break anything,” Peter grumbled and went to make breakfast.

It was about time. I was so hungry my stomach was cramping. But I didn’t risk entering his kingdom for fear of being beaten up with a frying pan.

***

Before going shopping, we talked.

Peter took his favorite frying pan, put on his coat, and donned a hat with a wide brim.

“Are you getting ready for war or something?”

He looked at me seriously and asked:

“Will you cleanse me?”

“Are you planning to snort some Oil? Are you actually suicidal?”

“I’m asking just in case. We’re likely to face at least a few Skulls at the market, that’s all.”

“Is there no other way to the clothing store?”

“Not that I know of.”

“All right. Just don’t push yourself too hard. It’s not good for your health.”

“I’ll try.” He nodded and examined himself in the mirror.

He adjusted the frying pan. When he came home, he always hung it on a special hook in the hallway. One time when we came back, I couldn’t resist the temptation so I picked it up and weighed it. It wasn’t big, but it was heavy, made of cast iron. I wouldn’t want to test it against my skull.

“Why a frying pan?” I asked.

“Because of the law.”

“What law?”

He looked at me, and when he realized that I had no idea about the subject, he turned the thought around.

“Just one of the laws of our kingdom. According to it, it’s not really a weapon. You might spend a night in jail if you attack someone with it, but that’s all. Hell, sometimes they’ll let you go because they find it funny. Though if you make a big mess and damage someone’s property, you might have to pay the fine.”

“To the victim or the city?”

“That depends. But probably both.”

“I see...”

“If you use cold weapons like knives and hurt someone, you’re toast. They’ll send you to the mines. You can try to bribe the guards, but it’s expensive and difficult. You have to know the right people.”

“For how long?”

“One year for assault. Five for murder.”

“Even teenagers?”

“Why would they be spared?” Peter shrugged. “A life is not less worthy because a teen took it.”

“Good point.”

“The conclusion is that it’s really hard to get out of the mess once you’re in. Cops get a reward for any case solved, for catching anyone with a sword or a knife, so they usually don’t like to go into details.”

“Could those Skulls really frame you for my murder?”

“Well, it’s unlikely, but... They could.”

“How come they’re not afraid of being killed or sent to the mines?”

“I don’t like the Skulls, but to the credit of their gang, they usually get their members out of shit like that. So they’re not very scared, but that doesn’t apply to me or you, so...”

“I understand. Still. Why a frying pan of all things?”

“Well, I’m a cook, ain’t I?”

“Clever...”

“A clever way to increase my chances of getting home in one piece.” Peter stopped smiling. “Let’s go.”

***

We took the bus to the market. Peter was silent again. Not that I minded, as I was focused on the bus, the people in it, and the city flickering on the other side of the window. As it happened, the last time I rode a bus was when I was a child. Well, not me, but Oleg. I had never ridden one myself. Especially not such a big one.

Time flew by unnoticed.

The market itself didn’t surprise me. I had seen places like this before. Nothing expensive was sold in such places, but the selection was large, rich in both useless trinkets and useful appliances.

As we walked to the store, I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone coming our way.

The fifty rubles I had been given wouldn’t be enough for anything decent, so I really hoped for the promised discount.

Peter took me to the open area where the goods were laid out and let me browse while he spoke to the salesman. I tried on the clothes right there, behind the curtain. The money I was given was enough for a pair of pants, a couple of shirts, and a jacket.

But Peter didn’t stop there. He went to another stall where they sold shoes. He chose them himself.

“Try them out,” he said.

I did so. They fit like a glove. They cost seventy rubles, though, with the discount.

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Peter—”

“I insist.”

He paid before I could say another word.

“You really didn’t have to,” I said as we left.

“I didn’t do it out of charity. I just don’t want to be seen walking around with such a ragamuffin.” He chuckled. “No offense, but your shoes have more holes than a colander.”

“They’re fine. I wore them for almost a year. Tough and sturdy.”

“These are tough and sturdy, too.” He shook the bag. “And they look good, too. Or have you changed your mind about working in the hospital?”

“They won’t hire me because of my shoes.”

“They could kick you out because of them though.”

I sighed, defeated. I owed him. Seventy rubles. Even though I was still only earning enough for food.

Suddenly, Peter stopped.

“They’re here,” he said. “Try not to get yourself killed this time.”

“Your worry is worthy of ballads,” I mumbled.

A year. At least a year for me. I’d have to train, build up muscle, strengthen my body, and increase my Source. Then I wouldn’t be afraid of street fights.

Peter moved forward, but turned aside, into the alley.

As soon as we left the marketplace, the thugs blocked our way. Eight bastards.

So we took a walk.


Chapter 8




The way we were surrounded invoked a strong sense of déjà vu. Once again, we were pinned down on both sides.

I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that this was how people preferred to fight in this world. I could even less understand their sense of fashion — they were all dressed in suits and coats. Those were expensive, impractical clothes. They had caps as well!

It was a different group from the one we encountered. I didn’t get a good look at these guys’ clothes, but they were dressed more simply. Like last time, one of the guys stepped forward. He was bald, a little taller than I was and not easy on the eyes. At least to a healer. Bruises under his eyes, gray skin. He had Oil stains on his hands. At this rate, he’d be lucky to live to be thirty. Not to mention how painful his final years would be. There was a big difference between dying healthy and dying sick.

“Pete, Pete...” he said, strolling up with an evil grin. “What are you doing here?”

Peter stepped up and slapped him, his hand glistening with Oil.

So much for listening to me.

The future invalid was blown away and hit the wall. The alley we were in was narrow. Two people could stand shoulder-to-shoulder, but three wouldn’t fit if they stood in a line.

“Watch your mouth,” Peter advised the fallen man. “And you, Dmitri, have you let your dogs off the leash?”

The question was directed to the gang’s leader, dressed in richer clothes than his henchmen. His shirt had a skull embroidered on it, black on white. His temples were shaved and his neck was adorned with a tattoo in the shape of a spider’s web.

“You’ve still got it, Pete,” Dmitri replied. “Are you back in action or just in a good mood?”

“I was in a good mood until I saw your faces. What do you want?”

“This is our turf.”

“The market is a public place. I don’t give a damn about your turf. If you have something to say, say it. Stop beating around the bush.”

“Direct as always.” Dmitri smiled. “They say you insulted Kazim.”

“Kazim who came to my house and threatened me, who promised to frame me and send me to the mines? That Kazim?” Peter asked unkindly. “What? Did he not hear me the first time? Do I need to repeat myself to him?”

Dimitri frowned. He didn’t like this approach.

“And who is this?” He looked at me over Peter’s shoulder.

“An acquaintance of mine. Any more questions?”

“He hurt one of our men. How will you make up for it?”

“You know how. A frying pan to the head. Want to try it?”

Peter was unrecognizable. So many words at once, with emotion, threats, and intonation. Suddenly, he didn’t seem so averse to violence.

“As a matter of fact, I would. You’re all bark and no bite. People say you’ve lost your edge.”

“Only one way to find out.” Peter shrugged. “Will you dare?”

They dared.

The bald one got up and crawled back to his mates, glaring angrily at us. The rest of the men stood up and looked up at their boss. At his nod, they ran at us.

While Peter drew out his pan and rushed forward (we really should’ve discussed our tactics...), I pressed myself against the wall, not eager to let the Skulls surround me. It was a good thing the alleyway was narrow. Two of them came at me. My mind knew what to do, but my body was slow to react. I kicked the first one, but he grabbed my leg and I almost fell, trying to release myself. The other hit me in the cheekbone with his fist. The first thing I did with my Source was to strengthen my body a little, for about two minutes. So I had enough strength to take such a punch. Enough to get a little headache and a bruised eye instead of having my head blown off.

It was a pity I didn’t have a few Small Deaths at my disposal. What an irony of fate. They were never there when I needed them. They could be useful projectiles, but I didn’t have a way to store them. My experience told me that it was almost impossible to control them long enough, especially at my level.

This short thought crossed my mind while we fought. I launched one good attack with rest of the Blood in my Source, but I had neither the strength nor the time for any fancy stuff. I got both of them at once, weakening them, but that was clearly not enough. We exchanged blows one more time, and I realized something. There was no way I could win against them with brute force. They were older, stronger, and heavier. So my path to victory should be paved by cunning and trickery.

These guys were clearly intending to win by relying on their numerical advantage. I realized that when another big guy and his skinny friend approached me.

“Okay, these ones are on me, too, Pete,” I thought. Unfortunately, I didn’t have an opportunity to check how he was doing.

The new guys surrounded me while the other two held me back. I tried to break free but I found myself on the ground. Furious, the big guy kicked me as if to pay me back for even trying to punch his comrades. I did my best to block his hits, but it was too taxing on my body. In the end, I almost fainted.

Instead of kicking me some more, they picked me up. Déjà vu again. They had me against the wall and wanted to beat me up, but the skinny one ran away for some reason. I still couldn’t see what Peter was doing, but there was a lot of noise. One of my first two opponents hit me in the face. I swung back with the last of my strength and hit, hoping I wouldn’t miss.

What happened next occurred too fast for my brain to follow. I tried to get out of the way and then the big guy holding me was thrown aside.

“Get them!” an unfamiliar voice shouted.

I looked up. Some other guys appeared. They knocked down our assailants and started to beat them up.

Not understanding what was going on, I snuck past them along the wall, closer to Peter. He was also standing against the wall. He straightened up when he saw me.

“Where are your things?” he asked.

It was at that moment that I realized that I had dropped the bags when we started fighting. I was afraid they had been stolen, but there they were.

Trampled.

“Are you all right?” I looked at Peter.

He wagged his chin and frowned.

“I’ve been worse.”

As if I couldn’t see that he wasn’t doing so well. Clots of Oil stuck to his clothes like snot. His hands were shiny too. He was breathing with difficulty.

“Who’s that?” I nodded in the direction of the guys picking up the Skulls and pushing them out of the alley.

“Competitors,” Peter replied sullenly, stepping forward as the newcomers’ leader came up to us.

“Hello, Cook,” he said, waving his hand. “Long time no see. Good to see you again.”

“I can’t say I’m glad to see you, Raven.” Peter stopped breathing heavily. I couldn’t say if he was better or if he was trying to keep up appearances. “We were in the middle of... negotiating.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I was mighty curious to see what you were talking about,” Raven responded with a smile.

He did look like a raven, if you used your imagination. His coat was black. His hair was dark as coal. His nose was crooked and his eyes beady. He had an earring in his nose and tattoos on his hands in the shape of bird heads peeking out from under his sleeves.

“Unless you have something smart to say, I suggest you fuck off,” Peter replied.

“Not without our prize.” He nodded at my bags. “The Skulls beat your friend, so it’s theirs. And we beat them, so it’s ours now.”

“So I’ve got to beat your ass to make it mine?” Peter was growing annoyed.

Looking at our guests, I was annoyed too. My own weakness slightly infuriated me, as did the fact that they wanted to steal my things. I let Peter assess the situation and have the final say, but I was ready for another round if it came to it.

For several seconds, Raven had a staring contest with Peter. And then he suddenly laughed.

“I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I’d ask you to join us but—” He held out his palms. “I know, I know, you don’t want to. No harm in asking, yeah? I heard that you’re fighting again. It’s risky business, standing alone against a storm.”

“I’ll figure it out,” Peter said and walked out of the alleyway.

I glanced at our attackers one last time and went after Peter, having picked up my bags. They were trampled, but the clothes were probably intact.

***

We drove home in silence. I didn’t know what Peter was thinking, but I kept replaying the fight in my head.

“They were throwing me around like a ping-pong ball... On the other hand, when you are five feet tall and weigh a hundred and twenty pounds, be sure that anyone who wants to kick you will kick you. That’s the line they’ll inscribe on my tombstone. Elor, the fool of two worlds...”

I really had to do something about this body’s lack of fighting skills. Round and round I went through what I already knew and what I learned from my opponents. All I retained from my past life was knowledge and some control. I knew better than to complain. Control was hard to get, and it opened up access to complex energy manipulations and reduced the cost of techniques. Without a high level of control, I wouldn’t have been able to get Peter back on his feet or pull myself out of the clutches of death.

But in its purest form, control wasn’t worth much. Everything cost Blood, or in this case, Oil. No matter how many moves I tried, I only had enough power for one good attack, like that time with a jolt to that punk’s internal organs.

But that wasn’t enough.

I wasn’t even talking about the physical abilities of this body. Because of malnutrition, lack of variety in the diet, low mobility, life in the orphanage, and because I took away part of his life force, Oleg was lagging behind his peers. Compared to his giant of a father, Oleg looked like a dwarf.

At least I knew how to fix it. Proper nutrition, training, hormone stimulation, healing techniques... The latter was closely connected to the development of my Source. I’d ideally need at least fifty Drops. Once I reached that level, I’d be able to fight back with much more confidence.

For now, I was just a punching bag. The best way to speed up my development was to start practicing healing. That’d develop the Source nicely. But that was still a far-off dream.

I wouldn’t let myself be discouraged. Things would get easier soon enough.

They had to.

***

“That wasn’t so bad,” Peter said when we got home.

I put him in the tub again. He stayed in his underpants for some reason. They’d have to be washed or they’d be completely destroyed. Oil decomposed some material quicker than the rest, especially when it came into contact with sweat. But if he wanted to stay in his panties so much, far be it from me to fight him over it.

“I did quite good.” He smiled wryly.

All the way home, both on the bus and on foot, he was a gloomy cloud. I thought he was under the weather because of the pain and Oil poisoning, but the source of his sorrow was something else entirely.

“Why are you so gloomy?” I asked him when we returned to the kitchen and noticed that his mood didn’t go up when he took his knife and pot to prepare lunch.

“The fight,” he replied after a pause.

“As you said, it wasn’t that bad. We did pretty good.”

“That’s not the point,” he replied and pressed his head into his shoulders as if he wanted to hide.

“Alright then, keep your secrets.”

“It’s not that...”

“Then?”

Peter gave me an annoyed look. I smiled disarmingly, curious as to why he was so worked up. What kind of problems did he have? Was it because of them that we were attacked by an entire pack of those hyenas?

“I promised grandma I’d stop fighting,” Peter said, turning away and starting to stir the potatoes restlessly. “But when I realized that you can heal me, I...” He pressed his head into his shoulders again.

But when he realized that I could heal him, he also realized that he could fight without worrying about the consequences.

“Your grandma was against it because you didn’t know how to purify Oil?”

“Among other things. As she grew older, healing became much more difficult for her.”

“But now you have a new healer, and...”

“No.” He shook his head. “She asked me to live in peace.”

“Did she also ask you to get the shit beaten out of you?”

“What?” He turned to me.

“As I recall, you went to the market to help me with my shopping. The Skulls struck first. You fought back. So I’m asking you, did your grandmother want you to get punched in the face? Because if she didn’t, you were just defending yourself. It was self-defense. The world isn’t fair, and sometimes you have to punch someone in the face to make it a little better.”

Peter looked at me in surprise. He grunted, choking back a laugh, and returned to his potatoes. He didn’t say anything else about it, and I didn’t push the subject further. I was just glad that he wasn’t upset anymore.

As for my advice, I wasn’t speaking as a healer. As a healer, I understood his grandmother. I wouldn’t pretend that I understood her as a grandparent. I had no children of my own, let alone grandchildren. But as a healer who saw countless people fuck up what I had worked so long to fix despite my best advice and help — yes. On my best days, I felt offended, and on the worst — I wanted to slap them across their dumb faces.

As a warrior in the past, I couldn’t tell Peter anything good either. Not to be afraid, to be steadfast, to be brave in the face of danger — these were important for a warrior, but they were a small part of the path. The most important thing was to be a protector, to serve the highest ideals.

Fighting in a back alley with teenagers was not the highest ideal.

As an orphan already in this life, in a strange body and a strange world, I understood Peter.

You couldn’t live with a pack of stray dogs and expect not to get bitten.

That didn’t mean you had to put up with these rules and bully others. But it was normal to fight back when you were attacked. That was what I tried to tell him.

Hopefully, I got the point across.

***

The next day I was in for a surprise. We arrived about ten minutes earlier. I was in my new clothes. They weren’t suited for the runway, that was for sure, but they were clean and it was a clear sign that life was getting better.

As soon as we entered the restaurant, Boris immediately met us. Today, Peter and I didn’t enter through the backdoor, but through the main entrance. I couldn’t even begin to guess as to why that was.

“Sit down, Oleg.” He pointed to the table and walked out of the office.

“What’s going on?” I asked Peter.

“You’re now part of the crew.” He smiled. “Part of the ship.”

Less than ten seconds later, Boris arrived with the other chefs and the waitresses. Usually, they came later, but today they showed up very early.

“Congratulations, Oleg,” Boris said. “You lasted a week, well done.”

I was a little surprised by that statement. I thought I was already hired. And then I realized that today was different. There was hors d’oeuvre on the table (yep, learned that one from Peter). Men introduced themselves and shook my hand. I found this strange, as I had communicated with other employees before and even knew their names. But all our communication boiled down to purely professional interactions. Now it was different. They were very friendly. It was like we had never met before. And the girls were much friendlier, too. Not affectionate, but very pleasant to talk to.

Twenty minutes later, Boris ended the celebration and told us to go back to work.

Later that evening I asked Peter what that was all about.

“The busboys usually leave quickly. No one wants to wash dishes for a living.”

“But I’ve only been doing it for a week. It’s too early to draw conclusions.” I didn’t understand.

“Most people don’t even last a week. You’re a hard-working guy. You don’t whine. You do what you’re told. You stay out of the way. You may have the most mind-numbing job in the world, but somebody’s got to do it. And you do it well. If you last a week, you’re not a temp anymore. That’s why they accepted you as one of their own.”

I chuckled to myself. It was a strange way of doing things, but I could grow to like it.

And yet this was just the beginning. Neither Peter nor I felt the breeze, but the winds of change were already blowing.

***

Life got better, strangely enough.

I got used to my job and didn’t cause any problems. I got to know everyone on the team better. I tried to socialize. I was more than happy with my reputation as a hard worker.

The restaurant was near the hospital so healers were our regular guests. I saw Boris talking to them. In fact, he had a lot of contact with many people. He came out personally to greet them, to ask if everything was all right, to say a word or two.

This all made me believe that Boris had connections in the hospital. He was the second person I met here who knew people out there. So my plan was quite simple. I had to prove myself, as well as thank them for the fact that they got me off the street and gave me a foothold in the capital. I’d do that by working.

My duties expanded as well. They started to let me out of the kitchen. I was allowed to show myself to the guests, but I preferred to keep to myself. I took the dirty dishes from the tables when the guests left, cleaned up, and put the chairs back in their places.

On the evening of the third day after the trip to the clothing store, on the bridge where I met Peter, there was a fight. We were resting home after work when we heard a noise coming from that direction. Peter took a peek out of the window, grinned, and walked away. I, on the other hand, admired the spectacle. Twenty on both sides. Our side won, and that was the end of it.

When the fight was over, I went out for a walk to the bridge. I stood on the side so I could see what was underneath.

Little Deaths. A lot of them. The bastards came running like bloodhounds. But since they ignored me, I returned the favor. I couldn’t get them under the bridge anyway.

“Where did you go?” Peter asked when I returned.

“I thought I saw that something flickering under the bridge so I went to check.”

“Did you see anything?”

“Just water. The light was falling weird on it, so...”

“Happens.”

With that, Peter’s curiosity ran out, and he went to sleep.

***

I would’ve lived my mundane life without regret if Fate hadn’t decided to spin me a tapestry and let her dog shit on it.

It was evening. It was crowded, as usual. The girls couldn’t manage everything on their own, so I went out of the kitchen and helped them clear the tables. A couple of customers had just left, leaving a generous tip — a third of my salary. I’d also get a ruble from that, so it cheered me up. I continued with a slight smile tugging at the corners of my lips.

And then I felt something strange. I turned around and saw a man coming toward us. Dressed in the latest fashion. An expensive coat, shiny, polished boots. But you couldn’t see his face, hidden under a mask. I had seen people on the street covering the lower part of their faces, but this guy went a step further, masking the entire thing. And he had a hood on.

Seeing him take off his glove and begin to collect Oil, I felt my hair stand on end. I had a pretty good idea about what was going to happen. My father was an elementalist, as well as a number of guys in our squad. So I knew that if you put an oiled frying pan on a high fire, you’d get smoke. The blob the man was collecting was smoking, bubbling, and shimmering.

Dirty Oil was dangerous to humans. But much worse was concentrated, red-hot Oil. It was much more toxic and burned worse.

“Whore!” he shouted.

The moment I realized what he was doing, I grabbed the nearest chair, spun around, and threw it alongside the Blood I always kept in the Source. It didn’t do much, but it gave me some speed and strength.

The chair hit the blob mid-air, making it explode, contaminating the area. Droplets of boiling Oil flew like projectiles. There were cries of pain, but I ignored them.

The attacker was on his feet and angry. He held his palms out in front of him and sent another wave of Oil. This time, he aimed at me. I grabbed a dirty plate from the table, jumped aside, and threw the ceramic projectile at him.

If there was a God of Luck in this world, he was on my side. The plate hit the guy’s mask near his cheekbone. His head flew back as the mask fell off, revealing a young face.

I felt a flash of pain as I was hit with Oil, but it was bearable. The blob was pure and concentrated, but it hadn’t been woven into a technique. I’d get it out of myself later. I was just glad that I managed to protect the restaurant’s patrons.

But my legs were shaking, I felt nauseous, and my eyes were blurry. I wasn’t able to defend myself, let alone knock out the attacker. And then Boris came out with his cleaver, which he always carried with him.

“What’s going on here?!” he roared. “You! Out!”

Ignoring Boris, the attacker threw another technique at me. This time, I was too slow.

But Boris wasn’t.

He jumped forward and repelled the attack with his cleaver, throwing it at the attacker. I thought he’d kill the bastard, but no. First, the blob hit the guy in the chest, and then the meaty handle smacked him in the forehead, knocking him out.

Finally, something clicked in my head, and my body began to act on its own. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t originally mine, my soul remembered what needed to be done.

There was chaos all around. People were screaming. Some in pain, some in panic. I concentrated, gathered the Oil from my body, and threw it into the Source.

“Come on, recycle it. Purify the Oil and leave the Blood. I’m going to need a lot of it.”

As soon as I could move, I turned and looked around. It was a warm day, and almost all the tables outside were occupied. Twenty-six guests. No one stayed where they were. They jumped up, knocking over chairs and tables. I covered the young couple sitting together, but they were still hit.

A hot droplet hit the girl on the shoulder, leaving behind scorched silk and burned skin. Boiling Oil didn’t cool down quickly. It’d burn her for a long time. If it wasn’t removed, the girl would be dead in about five minutes. In agony.

I couldn’t afford a proper healing technique right now, so I did something else. With an effort of willpower, I extracted the boiling Oil and threw it halfway across the porch. It burned the boards instantly, but that was the least of my problems right now.

“What are you doing?” the girl’s companion asked me.

He was lying on the floor, bent over. He got hit too. But he saw me and he got up.

“Stay down. I’ll be right there,” I told him.

I took two deep breaths, pulled myself together, and got the dirty Oil out of the girl. It took me a dozen seconds. Another ten seconds to Breathe, replenish my Blood supply, and purify it. Then Peter appeared, hovering over me.

“Do you need help?” he asked.

“Don’t let anyone distract me.”

Now the boy. His injury was much worse, his left hand burned and charred. He must have attempted to cover himself with it. There was another drop of Oil on his stomach. He was sitting at a table, so he had time to jump up. Moderate contamination, but I couldn’t deal with it right now. I cleaned up the boiling Oil as best as I could, dumping it right next to myself. I was covered in streaks of dirt as I replenished my supply.

“Oleg!” Boris ran up to me. “What are you doing? Are you all right? Peter, why did you get up? What’s wrong with Oleg?”

I heard him shouting short commands to restore order. He calmed the guests and separated the wounded whom I couldn’t reach. He called an ambulance and the cops.

“I’m fine,” I said, standing up. “There are wounded here, they have burns. They need a healer at once.”

The girl and the boy would live. But the boy needed the immediate help of a stronger healer.

“I’ll take him inside, Uncle Bor,” Peter said, pulling me away.

This was much like the second half of my original life. The code of the healer-soldier was written in blood. Kill all enemies first, get the wounded to safety, and then heal them. When Boris knocked the bastard out, something clicked inside me. I reacted to the cries of the wounded, knowing too well that every second counted in this business.

I didn’t concern myself with the fact that I had revealed too much of my power in public. People’s lives came first.

I didn’t know what would happen now. I began to withdraw. My body was shaking and my heart was beating so hard that it was just about ready to jump out of my chest. I was used to taking risks in my previous life. Oleg’s body could hardly handle this kind of stress.

“What happened?” one of the cooks asked Peter when he dragged me into the kitchen.

I could barely walk. My vision was doubled and my ears were ringing. I couldn’t even tell which cook was asking. Peter answered something and there were worried voices all around. The waitresses had also gathered around us. Boris must have sent them all here. And rightly so, Oil tended to gather where techniques were used. The fight wasn’t that serious, but it was enough to make ordinary people sick.

Peter dragged me past them and pushed me into the staff bathroom.

“What were you thinking?!” he hissed. “You look like you just came back from war! You are covered in Oil!”

“Shh... Not so loud. My head is killing me,” I whined. “Help me wash up.”

Peter swore but heeded my plea. I sat down on the floor. Or rather, I would’ve fallen, but Peter held me up and sat me down with my back against the cold tiles. I took another Breath and with the last of my strength, purified the Blood needed to remove the nasty stuff that had gotten into my body. Peter began to wipe me with a wet towel.

I couldn’t tell how long it took. Gradually, I regained clarity of thought. No more double vision. The less dirt there was in my body, the better I felt, until I could stand up and look in the mirror.

“Wow. I look like shit.”

Peter was also standing nearby, looking at me like I was crazy.

“What happened there?” he demanded to know.

“Some guy tried to kill the guests with a technique. I hit it with a chair. Then a wave of hot Oil hit me.”

My new clothes were ruined. My hair was also smoldering. It wasn’t too bad, but it was noticeable. I looked like a piece of freshly smoked jerky.

“And you stopped his technique with a chair?!” Peter was at a loss for words.

“Yeah, surprised with my lucky shot?” I looked at him and washed my hands. “It just means it was a poorly executed technique.”

Peter stared at me. I belatedly realized that a nomadic orphan shouldn’t know about techniques, let alone be able to deflect them with a chair.

“You’d better go see what’s going on. The police should be here. I’m sure they’ll want to know what happened.”

“And leave you here? What if you faint?”

“I won’t.”

Before Peter could open his mouth to argue, one of the cooks came into the bathroom. He seemed worried.

“There’s...” he said nervously, confused. “It was Gorynych’s son. His father just arrived. Boris went out to talk to him. The policemen came running.”

“Gorynych...” That was a name of a huge dragon from local fairy tales. Looking at Peter’s face, I knew that our troubles were just beginning.

Or should I say my troubles?


Chapter 9




The news that some Gorynych had arrived alarmed everyone.

“And who’s this guy?” I asked when we were already out of the bathroom.

“He’s the head of Hotwater. A boyar,” Peter replied, looking toward the exit from the kitchen.

What he was hoping to see there was beyond me.

“Hotwater?”

“The tenth strongest school in the district,” one of the waitresses explained.

“What will happen now?” Another one clutched her head.

I was curious myself. I was willing to bet that this arrogant bastard wasn’t just the son of an influential and famous man, but someone with a family history spanning centuries. Who attacked the guests of our restaurant in front of several dozen witnesses for personal reasons. I remembered his scream. The target was obviously the girl I healed.

That was the kind of thing that could get an ordinary citizen executed. I wondered if that asshole would get away with it.

The assembled cooks and waitresses continued to discuss the news when Boris appeared. His cleaver was back in its place, hanging from his hip. The man himself looked tired and somber.

He, too, had taken a Breath and hadn’t yet dealt with the consequences. The skin of his face and hands glistened. The shadows under his eyes were heavy.

“Uncle Bor, what’s the matter?” Peter asked, breaking the silence.

The whole staff stared at the restaurant owner, waiting for something.

“Oleg, come here,” he called to me, looking around at all of us. “The rest of you wait here. Obviously, we’ll close up for today, but I still need to talk to you.”

Boris turned and walked out. I followed.

He led me to the table at the back. The attacker was sitting there, slightly worse for wear, but conscious and alive. He had a bruise on his forehead. He didn’t look confused, scared, or remorseful.

Instead, he looked... bored.

Sitting next to him was probably his father. A stern-looking man. Old, but he didn’t look worn out by time. He was surrounded by the aura of someone strong and monolithic. He was dressed luxuriously; he had thrown his coat over the backrest of the chair next to him and was sitting in a white shirt. His right hand was resting on the table, his fingers drumming leisurely on the wood. On his hand were a ring and a bracelet with a large stone. He looked at me with a frown that made me uncomfortable. But it wasn’t his stern gaze or reputation that made me shift my weight from one foot to another like a child caught stealing cookies from the jar before dinner. He was filled to the brim with Oil, his body able to withstand its dirt. There was a clear aura of power emanating from him.

I now believed that there were masters in this world. Perhaps not of the most pleasant character and far from the ideals of service, but masters nonetheless.

The two weren’t the only ones sitting here. To their right was a senior police officer dressed in a cheap coat. His shiny cap lay on the table. He looked at the world around him as if he had eaten a few sour lemons and would continue to do so in the near future.

There were other people in uniform in the restaurant, taking testimonies by talking to the patrons who hadn’t left yet.

“Tell the senior officer what happened,” Boris said. “Exactly as it happened.”

Taking a deep breath, I began telling my version of the story.

“When the guests left, I went to pick up the plates and clean the table when I turned and saw this gentleman,” I said in a calm, even tone, pointing to the guy with the bruise. “He had something in his hand, swirling like a storm. I was scared shitless. And then he shouted. I believe he called one of the patrons a whore.”

“A whore?” The policeman raised an eyebrow and looked at the duo. “Go on, young man. What happened next?”

“I was afraid, so I don’t quite remember what happened next.” I lowered my eyes to the ground, feigning innocence.

“It’s alright, son.” Boris patted me on the shoulder. “Go on.”

“I threw a chair at him. The only thing that flashed through my mind was that I couldn’t let him harm the guests.”

The policeman grunted, Gorynych turned somber, but his son only grinned wickedly.

“Boris Dmitrievich,” he said slowly. “And who’s the lad? Your new employee?”

I didn’t dare look up, not wanting them to see my anger.

I wasn’t even sure where it came from. I already knew that this world was rotten; otherwise the Blood wouldn’t be that dirty. And yet it was the first time I met someone from the highest ranks of the local hierarchy. I was scared to see how bad it’d be. I didn’t like it at all. All this time I was worried about street gangs when there was a much bigger fish to fry. I was worried how this would affect my plans.

What if my luck ran out?

“This young man is called Oleg,” Boris replied. “And don’t even bother accusing him of lying. We have almost thirty witnesses. Or do you want to question them as well?”

“Calm down, Boris.” Gorynych stirred. “And you, son, be quiet. Continue, young man. We are listening.”

“That’s all,” I replied, swallowing. “I threw the chair. The ball, flaming, exploded, but it didn’t reach the girl. And then it hit me.”

The guy raised an eyebrow, chuckled, but didn’t say anything. Just like I didn’t say anything about Boris hitting him with the cleaver.

I was cautious about my words, so that my intervention wouldn’t send me to the mines. The less I said, the better. Even if it disgusted me, made my insides twist, this wasn’t the time and place for judgment. I was nothing to these people. They’d trample me underfoot and not even notice, ruining my plans. I couldn’t let that happen.

“Pavel,” the policeman called to his assistant. “Take the young man outside and take his details.”

I exhaled. I thought I played my cards pretty well.

My mood soured as Pavel sat me down and pulled out his notebook.

“Name?”

“Oleg.”

“Full name.”

“Oleg Vasiliev.”

“Documents.” He looked up from his notes and stared at me expectantly.

“I don’t have any,” I admitted. “I was a vagrant before, and before that, I lived in an orphanage.”

They gave passports to the kids when they turned seventeen as a goodbye gift before they kicked them out. Oleg didn’t live to see this moment.

“So you’re a street kid?” Pavel asked in a way that made it sound as if I was to blame for all the trouble.

“No. I’m staying with a friend. I know I should have my documents in order, but when I came here, I was more interested in finding a job.”

“Which orphanage did you stay in?”

“Cherepovets City, the central state orphanage, I’m not sure about its full name, sir. I was sent there when I was very young. I never bothered to remember the name, to be honest. I just wanted to get out of there as soon as possible.”

He wrote it down, and then he began to ask for details. How I got the job, how long I’d been working, where I lived. It took a while to get to the incident itself. The other guests had been released and the injured taken away while I was recovering in the bathroom.

Pavel worked deliberately slowly. I could feel the danger on my skin. Not from him, but from those who gave him orders. This could play out in any number of ways. With an orphan on one side and a respected and influential man on the other, justice could be sidetracked.

“So, you threw a chair at the technique, it exploded, and people were covered with drops of Oil because of it?” Pavel summed it up.

“Oh, trying to pin this on me, are you?”

“If you think a couple of drops are bad, imagine what would’ve happened had the technique hit,” I replied.

“I suppose we’ll never know.”

I scoffed but didn’t pursue the matter further.

I was finally released. By the time I was done, Gorynych and his son were gone. Soon, the whole restaurant was empty of strangers and full of broken ceramic, shards of glass, and wasted food. It was even worse on the porch. Some of the boards would need to be replaced.

Boris went into his office. He spent most of his time in the kitchen, but he had his own corner. Peter went with him. Two minutes later, he came out and looked at me.

I was sitting at a table in the corner, away from everyone, thinking about what I should do next. One of the points of my plan was to find allies among the aristocrats. Today I met one of them and his son. If the others weren’t any better, that part of the plan could be dropped. And I’d have to fight an undead army by myself or raise my own warriors. People like Gorynych and his son would rather kill their fellow humans than do good.

It was a depressing thought.

Without saying a word, Peter dragged me with him.

He took me to an office I had never been to before and sat me down at the desk. Boris looked bad. He held himself with pride in public, but now his face showed signs of middle age.

To the pallor and the black eyes were added the hollow cheeks and the sweat on his forehead.

“Well?” Peter hurried me up.

“What?” I looked at him uncomprehendingly.

“Can you heal him?”

“What are you two on about?” Boris grumbled unhappily.

“Nothing to worry about,” Peter assured him.

Peter seemed to have forgotten my request. But I had gotten so dirty today that one more demonstration of strength wouldn’t change much. Or at least so I thought.

Giving up on secrecy, I rolled up my sleeves and walked around the table. Boris looked at me suspiciously. When I stretched out my hand to him, he caught it. In his current state, he was rather weak, so I could break free from his grasp, but I didn’t do so.

“Stay still and let me help you,” I told him.

And he listened.

I put my hand on his chest and sucked out the dirty Oil.

At the same time, I assessed his condition.

Boris was a vivid example of what happened to practitioners who didn’t know how to purify Oil. I didn’t manage to run a full diagnosis, but what I glimpsed was enough to describe his whole life. Boris had fought with violence more than once. He swallowed Oil like it was water. At some point, it came down to a choice between retirement as an invalid or death. He chose the former. His body was all kinds of messed up from the inside with old scars.

It was strange. He had to have money. The restaurant was popular. How come he hadn’t been treated properly?

Questions and even more questions. What a strange world this was.

When I finished, Boris’s face smoothed out, his cheeks reddened again. He was overworked. Age had taken its toll. As soon as I poured a few drops of pure Blood into his heart, he relaxed and fell asleep.

I pointed my finger at Peter to keep him quiet and walked around the table, swaying slightly.

A medium cleansing... I wasn’t ready for that yet. Not after what happened. But what could I do? Once you got to work, you had to do it properly.

Peter noticed my condition and helped me back to the bathroom. This was my second bath in Oil today. Too bad there wasn’t a proper shower in the restaurant.

***

After the interrogations, tidying up, and Boris’s treatment, Peter and I left an hour later than usual and were told to take a day off tomorrow. The streets were empty. There was almost no one outside.

“Why the gloomy face?” I asked tiredly as we walked home.

“I’m trying to enjoy what’s left of the evening,” Peter replied. “You should do the same. I expect a lot of trouble soon.”

I tried to hide a smirk, as he wasn’t the first person to say that today.

Boris didn’t sleep long. When he woke up, he went to clean up the mess.

“That bad?” I asked him when we were left alone.

“More than bad.” He grimaced, pacing and shaking his head. “You’re the chief witness. And if there is no witness...”

“...there is no problem.”

When the old men told me it was better to stay away from the capital, they might’ve been right.

***

I didn’t know much about Peter, but I noticed that he treated potatoes as a sedative. He never made them in the morning before but today he made a big pan of them. He also took half the stock out of the refrigerator. Cheese, sausage, bacon.

I didn’t mind eating away the stress. During my morning routine, I thought about what happened yesterday and failed to figure out what I could have done differently. If I had thrown the chair a second earlier, Gorynych Jr. would have been hit by his own technique. What would his father have done to me then? Nothing good, probably. On the other hand, no one else would have gotten hurt.

I had to admit that it was surprising that I hit the technique with the chair in this body. It must’ve been the adrenaline. It couldn’t have been the Blood amplification; there had been only a couple of drops of it in me.

In another scenario, I could have stayed out of this whole mess, but...

No. I just couldn’t have.

People would have died. And that was worse than killing the bastard.

I made peace with this, but there were still other things that still didn’t sit right with me. There was too much I didn’t understand to draw conclusions.

I didn’t bother Peter until he had eaten half of what was on his plate. If I let him eat everything, he’d be lethargic. Now was perfect. He was relaxed, but not too relaxed.

“So, about yesterday...” I began. It was the first sentence I had spoken all morning.

“You know how to get into trouble, Olie,” he told me.

“What do you know about those aristocrats?”

“David Golynovsky is a well-known man,” Peter said slowly, looking at the potatoes he had picked up with his fork. “Serious and controversial. Head of Hotwater.”

“What kind of a weird-ass name is that?”

“Ask his predecessor.” Peter shrugged. “The school is more than a hundred years old.”

“Does that mean something?”

“It means that it has a reputation, its students are famous, it has confirmed masters, and the prince has recognized it. There are only seventeen high schools in Moscow. And the rest — more than two hundred.”

“I see...” I nodded.

I had more questions. I’d like to know the power ranks here, and how exactly the exams for masters were passed, but that’d have to wait. It’d be a separate conversation, or Peter would get tired and wouldn’t answer my questions.

“He is the head of the boyar family that owns factories and land. A rich and powerful man,” Peter finished his thought.

“And strong, too.” I remembered the aura that emanated from him. “I realized that. But why did his son attack the restaurant? Is that a normal thing here?”

“No. Gorynych is a man of contradictions.” Peter sighed, put another portion of potatoes in his mouth, took a bite of the sausage, and continued. “Just promise me that you won’t talk about this in public. You have the habit of blurting out things in front of people.” He looked at me judiciously. “There are all kinds of rumors about the Golynovsky family. They do all kinds of things. They are quick to punish. They eliminate the undesirable, if necessary.”

“And no one cares?”

“Oleg.” Peter looked at me as if I was insane. “Were you dropped on your head as a child? The rules for the boyars and the common people aren’t the same. The prince is powerful, but not omnipotent,” he said in a whisper. “But say that out loud and you won’t be sent to the mines, but to the Quiet Street.”

“What street?”

“You don’t want to know, believe me. Let’s just say that every conversation there is a short one.”

“I’ll keep my tongue in check,” I reassured him. “So what about this guy? Will he get away with it?”

“I don’t know.” Peter frowned. “There are many witnesses. Some will be intimidated, some bribed. My advice to you is to accept any money they give you. Better to be rich and alive than honorable and dead.”

“Just like that?” I was surprised.

“Why are you being so difficult?” Peter sighed. “If you refuse, you won’t make it home. In one piece, anyway. Or do you have some patrons I’m unaware of?” he asked suspiciously and hopefully.

“I have you.”

“That’s funny. Forget what happened yesterday. Tomorrow we’ll go to the restaurant and do whatever Boris tells us to do.”

“Is it normal in Moscow for some pompous aristocrat to kill people?”

“It’s not normal. His father will probably give him a piece of his mind. But what do you care? Are you looking for justice? Or do you want revenge? Do you want to go to the hospital again?”

“No. Don’t worry.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “I won’t cause any problems.”

The extent to which this society was rotten would be interesting if it weren’t depressing.

Oil was energy from different planes mixed together. There was the material, the real, physical world. There was the elemental plane, where all the elements resided. There was the mental plane, which reflected all the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of living beings. There were also other planes of all kinds, and the wise people could tell you more about them. One thing I knew for sure, though: Oil couldn’t purify itself. People purified it. The less order there was in the society, the more dirt accumulated. If the norm here was to act in favor of ambition and greed, then these people were weak before the God of Death. Which made things more difficult for me.

Not that I expected this to be easy.

I tried not to think about it.

“Good. Because that’s the last thing we need right now.” Peter nodded.

“Yeah...”

We returned to our meal.

“How did you manage to beat Ivan so easily?” Peter asked after two potatoes and half a sausage.

“Ivan?”

“Gorynych’s son. The one with the mask,” he said like I had Alzheimer’s. “You not only interrupted his technique but also hit him square in the face with a plate, unmasking him. I think he wanted to attack the restaurant and just walk away. Nobody would have known. Now you’re his personal enemy.” Peter looked more and more pensive with each word, as if he had just realized the seriousness of the situation.

“It just happened...”

A personal enemy, eh? It had a nice ring to it.

“It’s better not to ask where you learned to fight and heal terrible burns, right?” Peter asked me casually.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I answered in a way that made it clear that I knew very well what he meant.

***

Aristarkh Pavlovich cracked the egg and watched the yolk spread over the fish, the greens, and the warm scone.

“Mouth-watering as always, Boris,” he said good-naturedly and began to eat his breakfast.

“We do our best, Aristarkh.”

“It’s a pity that you’re still closed.” The healer looked around the restaurant and saw the builders replacing the boards on the veranda. “We all had our hands full yesterday, didn’t we?”

“I’m still in shock. Who’d think he’d start a massacre in public? He’s out of his mind.”

“He is,” Aristarkh replied quietly. “I was dragged out of my house last night. By the prince’s order. David dropped by as well.”

“He threatened you?”

The two men were on friendly terms. Ever since Boris had retired and opened his restaurant, Aristarkh had been ordering delivery for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, occasionally dropping in himself. They had become buddies.

“He did, he even tried to bribe me. He has lost touch with reality.” Aristarkh was indignant. “I can understand him, though. Who’d be sane with a son like that? The prince isn’t very happy. He took charge of the case.”

“Good. I got a kid who’s done well here. I don’t want him to disappear.”

“I can’t promise that,” Aristarkh replied calmly. “As the prince decides, so it’ll be. The Golynovsky family has been causing trouble for a long time now, but you know how these things usually go.”

“Far too well.”

Moscow might be big, but everyone knew everyone, and rumors spread fast.

“But this is hardly something you should discuss over such a fine meal. Tell me.” Aristarkh pointed his fork at Boris. “Who treated the girl and the boy? They were the only ones harmed by the technique. They wouldn’t have survived without treatment. Was there a healer among the guests?”

“A healer?” Boris seemed surprised.

He replayed the events in his mind, but no healer came to mind. Except one. A very young one.

“Yes,” Aristarkh went on. “They were very clever and thorough, removing all the boiling Oil. You must have heard of those techniques. They penetrate the body, kill slowly, make the victim suffer. They would’ve been dead before my team got there.”

“Uh-huh.” Boris couldn’t find anything to say.

He realized that Aristarkh was curious about his colleague’s involvement in such a high-profile case. And he could understand why. If it had been a famous person, the rumors would have spread already. But there was no way for him to learn about the real culprit, and Peter asked him to keep quiet about the boy’s abilities.

It wasn’t until now that he put the whole picture together in his head. Oleg, as it turned out, deflected the technique, immobilized the attacker, quickly assessed the situation, and determined where his help was needed. Peter was covering for him, hiding him from prying eyes. At first, he didn’t understand what was going on. But now things were beginning to click. The boy was attacked, but he recovered quickly. Could he heal himself? It seemed so. And then he patched him up as well. It was like he wasn’t a snot-nosed kid, but an experienced field healer.

“I know who the healer is.” He decided. “He fixed me up as well. You know why I retired, don’t you? My body couldn’t stand working with the Oil. I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t Breathe in some yesterday.”

“Yes?” Aristarkh perked up. “Who? Their work was impeccable.”

“I doubt you know him.” Boris smiled. “Next time you drop by, I’ll introduce you to him.”

“You’d make me wait that long? The curiosity might kill me.”

“I’d tell you now if I could, but the situation is a bit complicated.”

“I am intrigued,” Aristarkh mused. “Tomorrow? Ah, no... Work... The day after tomorrow then?”

“It’s a deal.” Boris nodded. “What about the victims?”

“The girl and the boy?” Aristarkh smiled. “Ah, youth. Ivan, on the grounds of jealousy, decided to kill the girl. Apparently, she turned down his advances. Can you imagine? He wanted to kill her boyfriend, too.”

“What’s the girl’s last name?”

“Sokolnikov.”

“Sokolnikov?” Boris wondered.

He knew the family. Not as famous as the Golynovskys, but not at the bottom of the boyar ladder either. The case looked different now.

“Yes.” Aristarkh shook his head. “They’ve brought me a dozen victims since this morning. From both clans. They had a fight.”

“It’s getting pretty hectic.”

“Yes, it is. So wait for news. I’m sure the prince will be angry. He’ll want someone’s head on a pike.”

“That’s for sure.” Boris sighed.

“Well, Boris, your breakfast menu is beyond praise, but it’s time to go. No rest for the wicked, as they say.”

“Till they put us in the grave.” Boris chuckled. “Good luck.”

Breakfast at one o’clock in the afternoon...

Aristarkh was working too hard as usual.


Chapter 10




I didn’t risk my life yesterday for nothing. The Source had grown another Drop. Drop by drop, a lake was forming. Apart from the looming threat, the only thing that dampened my spirits was my dirty outfit. I didn’t have a change of clothes. In theory, I could destroy drops of alien Oil with Blood, but washing clothes with Blood was like using your sword for cutting vegetables. So I preferred to wash my clothes by hand. Good thing I didn’t rip anything, I had never been that good at sewing.

The day itself didn’t go well. I was unwell until the evening. Peter wasn’t in the best mood either. We didn’t go anywhere; we just did our own thing. Peter cooked while I read what the local luminaries had written about medicine.

When we arrived the next day, the restaurant was unrecognizable. In a good way. Boris repaired the veranda in one day, replaced the broken furniture, and brought in new dishes. There was nothing to tell that a fight occurred there just a day ago.

When I arrived, I had my five minutes of fame. The waitresses were determined to get all the details out of me and the way I threw the chair became public knowledge. I would’ve avoided that kind of publicity forever, but what could I do? At least they didn’t ask me about healing.

I had a separate conversation with Boris. He didn’t say anything about his treatment but he gave me the same advice as Peter. If someone came to me and offered a bribe to give the right testimony, I was to accept and say that I didn’t remember anything. When I asked why, I was told to put my pride aside if I valued keeping my head on my shoulders.

The day passed. We were going home when a car stopped on the sidewalk. It was a big black car with tinted windows. A tall man got out of the front seat, opened the door, and nodded for me to get in.

Peter shrugged in response to my silent question. But he didn’t go anywhere. He waited.

“Oleg Vasiliev?” asked man who was waiting for me in the back seat.

“Yes?” I replied as I was trying to study his aura. Unlike with Gorynych, I couldn’t do so, he had it hidden somehow.

Without a word, he motioned for me to get in. When I did, he slammed the door, but the car didn’t go anywhere.

“I’m sure you know why I’m here,” the man said coolly. “It’s about the statement you made.”

“What statement should I have given?” I asked him directly.

He looked at me, smiling only with the corner of his lips.

“See, I think you got things confused. The attacker’s mask was never removed. You never saw his face.”

Just like Boris said.

“Now that I think about it, you’re right. I really never did see the attacker’s face. How could have I seen it when he was wearing a mask?” I answered obediently.

“Very good. When the policeman comes to see you tomorrow, you’ll tell him exactly that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I won’t keep you any longer. And this...” He pulled a stack of cash from his breast pocket and handed it to me. “Is for your trouble.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“There is a special place for those like you in the kingdom of darkness.”

Both Peter and Boris told me to take the money even if it made me sick to my stomach. That way I’d look venal, gullible, and pliable. Not a man of principle to be broken and disposed of.

I wasn’t as sick to my stomach as I thought I’d be. I understood my situation very well. And a hundred rubles... I’d find a use for them. Efficiency and expediency. That was my credo.

When I got out of the car, I thought Peter would ask questions. But he didn’t. He didn’t say a word. The way he looked at me showed that he didn’t want to get involved.

The next morning I went to see Boris. I told him how the conversation went. He praised me, said I did the right thing.

But just because it was the right thing to do didn’t mean that I liked it. And the fact that I didn’t like it didn’t mean that I should let my feelings guide me.

But the story didn’t end there. As promised, a policeman appeared. Boris ordered the table to be set for him and served him breakfast. Without introducing himself, the mustachioed man called me over and gave me a form. I read my new “testimony,” signed it, and went about my business. David, as it turned out, had enough connections. The boyars, at least of this level of power, did what they wanted, and the prince let them. Somehow, that didn’t surprise me.

I thought they’d leave me alone, but they didn’t. Boris’s restaurant was spacious. There were some tables that were hidden from prying eyes. That was where one of the waitresses called me over for our lunch break. At the table sat Boris, a vaguely familiar man, and Peter. The latter looked at me in confusion.

“I think I’ve seen you somewhere before,” the man told me.

“You did. That’s the guy I brought to the hospital,” Peter explained.

“Oh! Indeed, he is! How interesting... Oleg, was it?” He turned to Boris. “So he has the gift of healing?”

So much about keeping a low profile.

“He does,” Boris replied nonchalantly. “Oleg, this is Aristarkh Pavlovich.”

“Pleased to meet you, sir.”

“I can vouch for him,” Boris went on. “He patched me up well. You saw for yourself that I was as good as new the next day. Peter also came to you for a checkup. You didn’t find anything amiss, did you?”

“No,” Aristarkh answered thoughtfully. “You’re telling me that this young man, this boy of about fifteen, has the skill?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know what kind of joke you’re pulling, Boris, but I’m not laughing,” Aristarkh grumbled. “I’m a very, very busy man.”

“I’m dead serious, my friend,” Boris replied firmly.

Aristarkh cleared his throat awkwardly.

“Young man, did you really heal Boris and Peter? And the injured couple?”

“To the best of my ability,” I replied, still considering my options. I had to make my decision quickly. “I could’ve healed the boyfriend better, but I didn’t have much strength left in me.”

“He was hit by the technique,” Boris added. “But instead of falling down, he helped heal the kids. Right, Oleg?”

“Yes, that’s true,” I answered.

“Well then.” Aristarkh cleaned his hands with a napkin and looked at me condescendingly. “If you really are as good as Boris says, I’d like to hear how you treated these people. In detail.”

His tone didn’t make me angry, but it irritated me.

I had seen many so-called healers in this world, how they worked. They were a bunch of butchers in the best-case scenario. Even if they meant well they were lacking practice, knowledge, guidance, and talent. And while I understood Aristarkh’s prejudices, I was still hurt by his arrogance.

Why were we having this conversation anyway? Only Peter knew about my plans. Did he reveal them and Boris decided to help me this way? Could this doc really help me get a job in the hospital?

As I gave this another thought, I doubted they had bad intentions. This conversation would be different if they decided to turn me in. And yet I wasn’t sure how much I could trust the doc.

If I played my cards well, this could be a good opportunity...

“Let’s see... I started treating the victims the moment Mister Dmitrievich kindly eliminated the main threat...” At that, Boris chuckled and twirled his mustache with a grin. “To be precise, it took me about twenty seconds to catch my breath and come to my senses. As you’ve been told, I’d been hit with a wave of heated Oil. Having dealt with the worst of the negative effects, I looked around. The other patrons didn’t appear to be seriously injured. The girl, however, fainted from the shock. The skin on her shoulder was badly burned and the drop of Oil that had hit her was still smoking. I assumed that if it weren’t removed, she’d die. The ambulance wouldn’t be able to arrive in time to provide expert care. I cleaned her up as best as I could.”

I spoke in a clear, even tone, customary in the army, like I was reading out a report. As I spoke, the condescending look left Aristarkh’s face. He seemed willing to take me seriously.

“How did you remove the Oil?” he inquired.

“I haven’t been taught any specific technique, to be honest. And even if I were, I doubt I would’ve had enough strength for it. Therefore, I used control. I was in too much of a hurry to think of anything else. I acted on instinct.”

“Go on, go on,” Aristarkh urged me on. “What an interesting story.”

Did he think that I was lying...?

“After that, I tried to clean her body. In addition to physical wounds, she also sustained internal injuries. I could have done a better job, I admit, but I didn’t have enough strength. Not to mention that I was yet to tend to her boyfriend.”

“And if you had been given more time and energy?”

“My treatment would’ve been spotless,” I replied without batting an eye.

“Commendable talent. Go ahead.”

“Since I wasn’t sure when the medical team would arrive, I needed them to live until professional help was provided. I did what I could for the young man, having in mind his injuries and my state.”

“Is that all?” Aristarkh looked at me under his brows.

“That’s all.”

“There’s logic in your reasoning.” Aristarkh nodded. “No offense, young man, but I don’t believe a word you just said. You’re too young to work at this level.”

“I can vouch for him,” Peter chimed in.

“Peter.” Aristarkh looked at him kindly. “Your grandmother and your parents were respectful healers, and while you understand much about the craft... Well...” He twirled his hand. “You know?”

“Show them,” Peter told me.

Before I could protest, he took a Breath, sucking Oil into himself. So much so that not only his skin glistened but also his hair.

“You idiot...” I sighed. “Get up! You’ll get the chair dirty!”

“Peter!” Aristarkh was also indignant. He reached out to him. “What are you doing?! Come here!”

“No. Let Oleg do it,” Peter said stubbornly.

“Your grandmother would’ve belted your rear for this!” Aristarkh shook his head. “If you were my grandson, I’d...”

But I didn’t hear what he would’ve done. If no one intervened, Peter would be sick in about five minutes. In the process of strengthening the body, the excess Oil spread throughout it, getting into the organs. That was when the problems began.

“Relax,” I told Peter.

I didn’t have the strength to force the Oil out of him now. When a person felt sick and weak, when there was no resistance, it could be easily done. But now, when his muscles were tense from the strain, it was hard to get it out.

Peter relaxed. I touched him with the palm of my hand, reached for the Oil, and divided it into parts. I kept the clean part, replenished it. I let the dirt out again, compacted it, and looked for a place to dump it. Boris, looking disapprovingly at Peter, pushed the used plate over to me.

Good thinking. It was easier to wash off sediment from a hard surface than from cloth or wood.

The discharge made a dirty puddle on the plate, almost spilling over the edges.

As I was done with the task, I received the grade for my strange exam.

“The sloppiest work I’ve ever seen,” Aristarkh said irritably, which made me angry in return.

Which I didn’t fail to express this time.

“I don’t have enough strength to properly purify such a large amount of Oil. So I have to do it manually, through myself.”

Each action took precious Drops of strength during the cleansing. To remove the Oil — one Drop. To hold it in the air, outside myself, a few more Drops, depending on how much I was holding. That was why it was easier to put it directly into my hand, into myself, and only then to release it, reducing the overall cost.

“By harming yourself!” Aristarkh snorted.

“I know how to take care of myself,” I said sharply.

That was true. Everything that came into me I kept under control.

“You’re a fool, and an insolent one at that.” The healer leaned back in his chair. “And you, Peter, what were you thinking? Your grandmother is spinning in her coffin like a rotisserie chicken! You should be ashamed! You’re not a little boy anymore! You have fists, but no brains!”

“Calm down, friend, calm down,” Boris intervened. “The boy stood up for his friend. And he did it the only way he knew how.”

“Ridiculous,” Aristarkh snorted, but he softened his tone.

“Mister Pavlovich is right, Peter,” I said, not ashamed to express my displeasure. “Why on earth would you spread Oil throughout your whole body? Your arm would’ve sufficed. Better yet, you could’ve just formed a ball of Oil. Ideally, you could’ve just asked me to demonstrate this...”

I held out my palm and created a ball of pure Blood on it.

Judging by the look in Aristarkh’s eyes, I hit the mark. The volume of the ball didn’t surprise him, but its shining purity and perfect shape did.

However, he quickly gathered himself and hid his reaction.

“That’s better,” he said flatly. “And for someone so young, that’s a good result. Where did you study?”

“Nowhere. I’m an orphan. They don’t teach you anything at the orphanage.”

“How then?” He was interested.

“The streets...?” I smiled guiltily, embarrassed. “I just... know how to do it...”

The healer shook his head. It was obvious he didn’t believe me.

“So you’ve never studied anywhere, no letter of recommendation from your mentor, and no certificate? To speak nothing of a diploma...”

“That’s right.”

Aristarkh sighed.

“All right, color me impressed. But why so much effort? Boris?”

“Well...” The owner of the restaurant twirled his mustache. “The boy wants to work in your hospital.”

“I remember, I remember,” Aristarkh replied, nodding. “I remember him asking me for a job. But he must realize that he can’t be a healer here without education and references. Is he at least a good worker?”

“Yes, he is. He’s efficient and diligent.”

“That’s good, it makes things easier...” Aristarkh thought. “But I still can’t help him.”

I opened and closed my mouth. Then what was the point of this whole charade?

“Don’t be so upset, Oleg.” He easily read me. “Hear me out first. The prince patronizes the clinic. His people come to us for treatment. That means that every employee is being watched closely. This incident with Gorynych makes it even more difficult. I can’t hire you, not now, at least. You have no documents or references. You’d need a patron.”

“You said ‘not now,’” Boris noted. “But after the dust settles down?”

“There is a chance that it could be arranged. In a month or so.”

I froze, digesting his words. Could we come to an agreement?

“If he doesn’t get into trouble again, we can arrange something. I’ll act as his patron. Besides, Boris, you hired him, didn’t you? You made a deal. And deals must be honored. Let him work at least for a month. Then we’ll see.”

“Sounds good.” Boris smiled. “Where else would I find such a good worker? One who washes dishes, takes out the garbage, and deflects combat techniques with chairs.”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Aristarkh grinned. “And you, Oleg, waste no time. Think about what to do with your education. You may have talent, but without proper knowledge, it’s worthless.”

I could argue with him, but I didn’t.

***

Aristarkh left the restaurant in deep thought. He had expected to meet his peer, an experienced master, the new star of healing, but he found a young man instead.

Who demonstrated something that was simply impossible.

It took skill, understanding, and supreme control to draw someone else’s strength in a dozen seconds, to draw someone else’s power, to pass it through yourself, and to remove the Oil through the skin. If you had the talent, you could learn it in five years. But where did the boy get such skills?

And how did he purify the Oil to get such bright and clean Blood? It was as if he wasn’t a boy at all, but a master healer.

He didn’t really believe that Oleg saved two people after the battle. It was simply impossible, Aristarkh thought and doubted. He reconstructed the whole event, beginning to end, estimated the level of Oleg’s strength. Talent, control, skill... But the volume of his Source was disappointingly low as he said himself.

With such a Source, Oleg would have to constantly draw new portions of Oil to purify himself and to replenish his strength in order to help others.

It was impossible. For an untrained newbie, at least.

For an experienced field healer, it was doable. But their Source was big enough not to require constant purification.

If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Aristarkh would never have believed in this phenomenon. It was a mystery that preoccupied his mind as he returned to the hospital. Too many oddities...

If someone had taught the boy seriously, he would have developed a reserve. But he didn’t have one. Then where did the abilities and the high control come from? It was all so strange.

He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t hire the boy. But he’d like to. Especially if he was really that talented. They would have to test him properly first, then he’d be able to see what he was really capable of.

***

When the conversation ended, Peter slipped away like a scolded cat and hid somewhere.

You’d think there’d be nowhere to hide in such a small place, but he managed. Once he washed himself, he went back to his spot and looked as if he was very, so extremely busy cooking that nothing else existed for him.

Boris put things in order, checked on everyone, and called me into his office.

“He didn’t mean anything bad,” he said as soon as I walked in.

“No offense taken.”

“Don’t worry about Aristarkh either. The fact that he remembered you is a good sign. He’d have to be blind to miss such a talent.” He smiled. “You probably don’t know this, but I have served. I’ve been in more than one conflict. I know very well how difficult it is to do a proper cleansing, and you did it, at your age. You have a chance. The question is how long it’s going to take. So think about what you’ve been told. About training and staying out of trouble.”

“Thanks for believing in me, Boris.”

He waved and I left. I had a lot of work to do. On my way through the kitchen, I looked at Peter, who pressed his head into his shoulders like a turtle.

On one hand, I asked him not to talk about my abilities, but on the other — his big mouth gave me an opportunity, albeit a dubious one.

This scholarship thing was so ridiculous that I didn’t know whether I should laugh or cry. Spending a few years going the standard route was too wasteful in my situation. Staying out of trouble, I was all for that, but I didn’t have much say in it, did I? There was the small issue of street gangs and the wayward aristocrats causing carnage. And this was only my second week here! No wonder the nomads stayed away from the capital. Other cities were quieter.

The rest of the day passed without any adventures. In the evening, when we were on our way home, I thanked Peter.

“You’re not offended?” He blinked at me.

“Should I be? I have a chance now. Is this Aristarkh an important man?”

“He’s the head of the hospital, in case you missed it.” Peter looked at me in confusion. “I’ll tell you the rest when we get home.”

“Are there people who can read lips on every corner?” I couldn’t understand his paranoia.

“There are some,” he said darkly and didn’t speak again.

But I was curious.

At home, I asked him why he was so careful.

Very reluctantly, he explained.

“Once, I went for a walk with some guys. We talked about all sorts of things. Someone heard part of our conversation, and the next day, we were brutally beaten.”

“You’re telling me there’s someone stronger than you?” I said in jest.

“Of course,” Peter replied, surprised. “I’m just a cook.”

“So what about Aristarkh, Mister-Just-A-Cook?”

Peter was silent for a moment, stirring his tea and looking at the evening sky.

“I gather he’s a very respected person?” I finally dared to ask.

“Yes. An aristocrat, yet from a poor family. My grandmother was his teacher. Very talented. Perhaps the best healer in the city. With his own view on healing practices.”

“Such as?”

“He is of the opinion that everyone deserves qualified help, even if they don’t have money. But don’t think he’s kind. He’s a strict man. If he takes you under his wing, woe is you if you screw up.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“Just...”

“What?”

“We have to go to the market tomorrow. For groceries.”

“Ah.”

By the way he said it, you’d think we were going to war, not shopping.


Chapter 11




Influenced by Peter, I went to the market as if I were going to war, always on guard, expecting an attack, and looking nervously at everyone. The last thing I needed right now was for some petty scuffle to disrupt my plans.

To our surprise, we crossed the bridge without incident. We even did our shopping in peace and quiet, but when we got back to the bridge, there was trouble.

Only, not for us.

Four guys grabbed the fifth and threw him over the railing so that his legs were hanging over the bridge. It wasn’t a big fall but the water was cold. Assuming he knew how to swim, he’d survive being thrown over if he didn’t freeze to death.

“Should we walk away or intervene?” I asked, eager to get Peter’s take on the situation.

Somehow, the excitement disappeared at once. While I was waiting for trouble, I was all pins and needles, but the moment I spotted it, I exhaled and relaxed.

“Four against one? Do you think that’s fair?”

“Four against two isn’t much better, but I’m asking mainly because there might be some trouble waiting for us.”

“The guy hanging over there is Igor. Remember what Aristarkh said? You stay put. I’ll handle it.”

“Don’t worry about that, you can count on me,” I said, leaning the bags against each other on the ground so they wouldn’t topple over.

The groceries weren’t only for Peter, but also for the restaurant. That was why we weren’t at work this morning. We were running an important errand as not all of the necessary ingredients were delivered to the restaurant. Peter bought some of it himself, as he knew the best vendors. He came to the market so often that he was greeted like a relative by most.

If the food was stolen or trampled on, not only would we go hungry, but Boris would serve our heads to the patrons.

Peter said nothing. I followed him.

“Cook!” one of the guys shouted, noticing us.

The other guy turned around, looked at me, and walked away from his friends. If I knew anything about street gangs, he was the leader of this group.

“Don’t interfere,” he demanded when Peter was only a few feet away.

“Let Igor go,” Peter said, slowing down. “Or else.”

“You’re brave for a loner.”

At this point, Igor somehow turned around and kicked one of the guys holding him. Either he just got lucky, or he was very good at twisting his body, but he kicked his attacker and managed to get back onto the bridge.

Peter seized the opportunity.

He jumped forward and grabbed the gang leader, pinning him down. But the latter broke free, hit Peter square in the face, and immediately got kicked in return.

That was when I jumped into the fray, eager to take on one of the opponents.

And I did. Almost.

Igor was very agile. He swung his legs and fought three men at once, even managed to throw the biggest of them in my direction. The big guy noticed me, rushed at me, stumbled, and knocked me down as he toppled over.

I never had to fight an undead on the ground, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t apply all my experience to this situation. So I grabbed the guy and, weakening him with a punch to the stomach, stopped him from getting up. Annoyed, he had enough strength to twist my arm and hit me on the head with his fist. Luckily, I had fortified my skull with what little Blood I had.

While I was getting up, trying to come to my senses, the big guy, seeing that his hit was unsuccessful, got away from me. As my vision cleared, I saw him running away.

By the time I got up, the fight was already over. We seemed to have won. They left, we stayed. Luckily, no one touched the groceries.

“Who’s your friend?” Igor asked Peter.

“You’d better tell me what you’re doing here,” he said threateningly.

“Problems, Pete, problems.” Igor stopped smiling. “Shall we talk?

“Funny how you always want to talk when you have problems.”

As if we didn’t have enough problems without Igor, I thought to myself. Perhaps I was just bitter because my head was ringing like a church bell.

“Tonight,” Peter added and tossed Igor the house keys. “You ought to lay low for a bit.”

“Thanks.” Igor nodded gratefully.

“Then I’ll see you tonight. We have work to do. Oleg, get the groceries.”

“Boris won’t be happy to see him bleeding all over the dishes,” Igor said.

Peter looked at me. Somehow he missed the fact that my face got smashed in.

“Would you like a handkerchief?” Igor offered with a smile.

I grabbed the handkerchief while Peter went to get the groceries.

That was the end of this happy little reunion.

It turned out that Peter had friends after all. Problematic ones.

Just like me.

***

Once we arrived at the restaurant, I went to the bathroom and cleaned up a bit. I even managed to crack my nose back into place.

The rest of the day flew by. Patrons came and went and we were as busy as usual. The news of what happened scared off some people, but others were more than eager to take their place.

I should note that the staff ate the same food as the guests. Except no one garnished the food for themselves, with a few exceptions when the chefs made something new and needed our feedback on the taste and presentation or just wanted to feel fancy. So I knew for sure that the food here was excellent. Watching them cook, I never tired of marveling at what they could do with a couple of simple ingredients.

As usual, Peter didn’t tell me anything about Igor. He just said he was an old acquaintance.

When my shift began, I found myself in a weird state, overwhelmed by emotions I wasn’t used to. When Oleg was alive and I existed in him as his second consciousness, living in his internal world, my sensations and emotions were subdued. Slowly and surely, the realization crept up on me what a burden I carried. I wasn’t a warrior now, not a soldier, not a healer, but a human embryo, a puny boy. Any little thing, an accidental fight, the whim of an aristocrat, or anything else could ruin all my plans.

And that’d be the end of that.

The fact that all the people from my world were captured, that everyone I ever cared about was suffering in the belly of the God of Death, was like a slab of concrete on my shoulders, robbing me of my willpower.

So I found solace in my solitude and that fact that no other problems occurred during the working day. I acted on autopilot and digested the state of apathy that had set in like a heavy meal. I also felt an unnatural hatred for Igor. Out of nowhere, he appeared to me as a messenger of that very chaos I despised, carrying news that could mess up my plans. My whole world. For long hours, I couldn’t help but doubt the future, whether these people would be ready to fight when the undead army began its march.

Hate was foolish, I knew that too well. But it came so strongly that I could hardly fight it. The wave of cowardice didn’t subside until the evening when I finally calmed down. Even if I only had a foolish hope and the ghost of a chance, so what? What had changed in my life? I had spent the last ten years of my former life getting real close and personal with hopelessness. Battle after battle, loss after loss, one surrendered country after another. And I never gave up. I fought to the end. And so I’d do now.

With this thought, I finally calmed down. When we got home, Igor seemed absolutely normal to me. After all, no one was forcing me to stay at Peter’s place or to get involved in other people’s problems. I wanted to be here. It was my acquaintance with Peter that pushed me in the right direction.

It was business as usual. Life giveth and life taketh away.

When we arrived, Igor was sleeping on my sofa. Peter passed by, nudged him, and went into the kitchen. I bet he was making tea.

“Huh?” Igor jumped up and squinted sleepily in my direction. “Oh, it’s you. So the rumors are true. You really do live with Peter?”

“He does,” came from the kitchen.

“And who are you exactly?” Igor looked at me skeptically, perplexed. “The way you bravely jumped into the fight is beyond all praise. Shame you got smacked across the face.”

“At least they didn’t nearly toss me off the bridge,” I replied calmly, going into the kitchen and sitting down at the table.

Igor followed.

He stared at me, studying me. We sat like this until Peter finished making tea. He brought some baranki[1] as well.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Straight to the point, eh?” Igor took a cup and a baranki. “No: ‘How are you?’ How long has it been? Six months?”

“No,” Peter grumbled in response. “So? What is it this time?”

Keeping quiet, I observed Igor. He looked strange for my world. I heard they called people like that albinos. I didn’t have time to look at him at the bridge, unlike now. His hair was so blond that it was almost white. As were his eyebrows. They looked wild and unusual, perched above his blue-gray eyes. You could tell he was working out. He slept in his pants, his shirt lying on the back of the couch so I could see the girth of his shoulders and his muscular, wiry arms.

But as a healer, I’d say his health was in serious trouble. His skin was gray with dirty, oily patches. The veins were dark, prominent, suggesting Blood problems. He looked like a bald cat about to die.

“I need money.” Igor smiled like a naughty kitten. “Five hundred rubles.”

“What for?” Peter asked suspiciously.

“For stuff.” Igor’s lip twitched.

“Mhm.” Peter nodded. “How’s life been treating you?”

“Same old, same old. My sis is all grown up now.”

“And?” Peter didn’t seem to understand the hint.

“What do you mean ‘and’? She’s a looker now.” Igor waved his hand and bit into the baranki. He continued with his mouth full: “One of the Skulls got it into his head that she’s his girl now and started harassing her.”

“So you put him in his place?”

“Sure did.” Igor lowered his gaze. “I went overboard, I admit. And, well... Oil doesn’t go away on its own... There’s so much of it in me but... I should go to a healer, and you know how expensive that is.”

“Then go to the hospital. They’ll help anyone.”

“The queue is miles long! I’d have to wait for a month just to get cleansed, to speak nothing of more serious procedures. Look at me, man, I’m neck-deep in this shit.”

Peter shook his head.

“Igor, I don’t have five hundred rubles. Besides, that wouldn’t solve your problems, would it? You’re going to fight again.”

“So I should just drop dead?” Igor snorted. “Forget it. I knew I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Hold on, hold on...” Peter turned to me. “Oleg?”

“How much does a cleansing cost?” I asked, thinking about several things.

“Depends on the severity of the injury and who you turn to,” Igor replied. “From ten rubles and a junior healer to a hundred rubles and a professional. But there’s a queue for paid procedures as well. If it’s an emergency, it’s very expensive.”

“How expensive?” I wondered.

“Again, depends on the situation,” Peter answered this time. “I assume you asked around, Igor?”

“Nine hundred,” he said begrudgingly. “With recovery and all. They said that my internal organs were in bad shape. Five hundred just to clean me up.”

“Fucking shit... Peter, how much do you earn per month?”

“A hundred,” he replied. “As a novice chef. In a couple of years, I might get two hundred. Good money.”

Today we brought back six bags of groceries for eleven rubles. And these were the best vegetables and fruit and meat cuts, mind you. For ten, as a nomad, four of us ate well for a week. Not like kings, but food was cheap, thank the Gods, and we didn’t need much else. Clothes were expensive, even the simplest articles. Considering that cleansing someone who didn’t know how to cleanse themselves was needed after each use of force, then...

Then I didn’t know what to say.

“How many ‘cleaners’ does the hospital have?”

The guys exchanged glances. Peter shrugged.

“More than ten I wager.”

“And how many healers are there in the city?” I was taken aback by such a low number.

“Few enough that you have to go elsewhere. And pray that they do it right,” Igor replied.

“And the prices are usually higher,” Peter added.

“How does anyone survive here?!” I was genuinely surprised. Once again, this grave question arose in my head and started plaguing my conscience.

With such a love for fighting, a small number of healers available, and high prices... Either I didn’t understand something, or these humans should have vanished a long time ago.

“And you don’t have that kind of money?” Peter asked his friend.

“Even if my kidneys were in working order and I sold them, I wouldn’t have enough,” Igor replied. “Might as well drop dead now.”

“It’s not just your kidneys. Your eyes are yellow, indicating liver problems. And you have a rash.” I pointed at his hand. “Your veins are swollen. Blood issues. You were breathing heavily after the fight, which leads me to believe that you have some lung issues as well. You have three, four days before shit hits the fan.”

“...who the hell is this guy, Pete?” Igor scowled.

“Stop grumbling and listen for once. He knows what he’s on about.”

“Does he? Sounds to me like he’s citing a textbook.”

“I think he has hearing problems, too,” Peter taunted.

“There seems to be something wrong with his brain as well. I detect a decrease in mental activity...”

“Shut it, both of you!” Igor snapped.

“Well?” Peter looked at me, ignoring Igor.

“I’m not a full-fledged healer,” I told him. “I don’t have the strength to fix him... In one go, at least. A week, maybe two. Time’s one thing, but who’s gonna vouch for his silence? You? He could tell something to the wrong person. The last thing I need right now is one of the gangs knocking on your door to recruit me.”

“Igor, you know what happens to snitches, don’t you?” Peter asked nonchalantly.

“I don’t need those kind of stitches... Though I seriously have no clue what the two of you are on about.”

“Good.” Peter nodded. “You heard him. Two weeks. You’ll stay here while Oleg takes care of you.”

“Takes care of me? What’s he gonna do? Rub my shoulders? What’s this? A spa center?”

“He’s gonna fix you. He knows how,” Peter said seriously. “Aristarkh said so himself. Oleg fixed me up as well. I was in disbelief so I went to check. He did an amazing job.”

“Are you pulling a prank on me? A dying man?” Igor was still doubtful.

“Take off your clothes,” I told him. “Peter, go fill up the bathtub. You’ll be cleaning him up since you offered so nicely.”

“Hey! Hey! I haven’t given my consent yet!” Igor complained.

“Listen, buddy, I have work tomorrow. Are we doing this or not?”

Igor looked from me to Peter and then back.

“Are... Are you serious?”

“Deadly serious. You can keep your clothes on if you are shy, but bear in mind that they’ll be ruined. It’s better this way,” Peter told him. “As for compensation... We’ll settle that once you’re back on your feet.”

“Listen, Igor...” I looked at him. “I don’t know you, but I don’t want to see you kick the bucket either. Unless you have a better idea, take off your clothes already.”

“Did he make you undress too?” Igor looked at Peter, hoping to hear that this was all a prank.

“Yes.”

Grumbling under his breath, Igor got undressed and got into the tub once Peter filled it up. I told my would-be patient to take the offered bottle and down it.

The next couple of hours were unpleasant for all of us.

When you had to dig a big hole, the complexity of the task depended on the available tools. Complex techniques were like construction equipment. They worked fast and they worked well. With them, you could dig a hole in a matter of seconds. Compared to them, a basic technique was like a shovel. A simple tool that’d get the job done, but you’d have to work hard.

All I had were my hands. Tied behind my back. And a big, big hole.

The kind where the patient was like a wobbly Jenga tower — pull out one wrong piece and the whole thing would come crashing down. Therefore, I first scanned the body for a long time, on one plane, without diagnostic techniques. Once I was satisfied with that, I highlighted the most affected areas, where the Oil had settled, the connections between those areas, and stuff like that. Then I began to remove what I could without overloading the whole system.

A normal healer would’ve been able to do this in a minute. I worked at a snail’s pace.

Igor felt sick right away, which wasn’t unusual, but he made it through the first part of the process. Seventeen cycles of cleansing. And that was just to get rid of the excess! Next — the internal organs, more detailed cleansing, and the search for old deposits.

I didn’t say it out loud, but I was very lucky with Igor. He was the perfect subject, the perfect opportunity to develop my skills. The Source would never grow on its own. It took practice. In this case, the healer’s will. If you walked the path of combat, then this was called the will of the soldier or warrior. There was the mage’s will, the elemental lord’s will, and other paths. I’d have to take a healing vow once I reached a certain level, but that would also have to wait until I got a job in the hospital and saw how things worked there. I didn’t want to take a vow promising to help everyone and then be told that I could only heal people with deep pockets. I’d have to leave if that happened. Otherwise, hypocrisy would literally beat my powers out of me.

“That’s all for today,” I said to the pale Igor as I finished the first stage of the healing process.

“How is he?” Peter asked. I had to hand it to him, he spent the last two hours standing next to me like a dedicated nurse.

“He won’t get any worse. I’ll know more tomorrow when he wakes up.”

I didn’t explain what I was going to do and how I was going to do it. They didn’t need to know the details. It might reassure them, but Peter would have questions. Talent was one thing, but the ability to understand the stages of treatment in neglected cases was another.

Either way, he’d wonder how I could do a job that was worth nine hundred rubles.

It was two in the morning when we finished. I poured cold water on Igor. Not because I wanted to be dramatic, but because it was necessary to wake up the body. When I was done, I washed my hands and went to bed, falling asleep the moment my head touched the pillow. I didn’t even have the strength to take off my pants.

***

In the morning, I was pleased to see that my Source now had fourteen Drops. Step by step, I was reaching new heights. I also examined Igor, who looked and felt much better. Casting pensive glances in my direction, he wondered who I was and where I had come from.

“Perhaps you should take a day off today?” Peter suggested.

“No.” I shook my head. “What kind of employee would I be if I started disappearing?”

“Fair enough. In that case, let’s go.”

Igor stayed at home, so I was free to pester Peter with my questions.

“I did the math yesterday and realized that the town should have run out of its inhabitants long ago.”

“What do you mean?”

“You said it yourself: there’s only a handful of healers available. How do you survive? I mean, ordinary people don’t draw Breath often, so their injuries are probably rare. But people like you and Igor...”

Peter hesitated with his reply. While he thought, we crossed the yard, turned the corner, and started down the street.

“I understand what you mean,” he finally said. “But it’s both complicated and sad.”

“Enlighten me, please.”

“People who got into street fights are usually young, optimistic, and they don’t think twice before facing danger. They want to grab the bull by the horns and they are always ready to fight back. All this is true, and yet Igor is right to be pessimistic. Stubbornness will get you far but sometimes you need professional help. By now, you must’ve noticed that people here aren’t equal. Professional healers capable of complicated cleansings exist. Hundreds of them, for sure. But...” He lowered his voice and looked around suspiciously to see if anyone was listening. “But that’s not enough. They go where the money is.”

There were people on the street, but not many. A young woman was walking ahead of me in high heels. She was in too much of a hurry to care about us. Behind her, a couple of men were talking loudly about something. They weren’t listening either.

“A few hundred in the capital?” I asked.

“No. In this part of the state,” Peter corrected me. “There are maybe fifty of them in the city. I don’t know exactly. We don’t have many general hospitals, with one or two healers each. The rest work for private clinics or the aristocrats.”

“Are they all general healers, or do they specialize in other things?”

“Why are you asking me? How should I know?”

“I mean, you’ve lived here longer than me and your grandmother was a healer, so...” I shrugged. “Besides, who else am I gonna ask? It’s not like I have other friends.”

Peter sighed.

“I really don’t know. I assume they have all sorts of people there. And you’re right: we should’ve died out long ago. But fighters will endure as long as they can and stand in a queue for days to get treated. If something serious happens, they can go into debt.”

“But why fight at all if the risk is so high?”

“What else can we do?”

“A million other things!” I wanted to say as we moved to a busier street and Peter fell silent again, ignoring me.

***

The day passed without incident.

Last night’s adventure and the work in the kitchen had sapped my strength. When we got back, my body was sluggish, begging for rest. But I couldn’t. Igor took a turn for the worse despite all the sleep he got, which was normal. All of his energy was spent on staying alive, and until the body was cleansed, he’d feel slightly off.

This time, it was both easier and harder. It didn’t take that long to assess his condition. His body was a familiar sight now, barely different from the last time.

“How am I doing, doc? Will I live?” Igor asked me when we were finished.

I didn’t need Peter’s help this time, so I sent him to bed. He resisted, but I had to insist that he stayed out of sight.

“Not if you continue acting like an idiot,” I said honestly.

“What?”

“If your goal is to die at the age of twenty, then congratulations, you were this close to succeeding.”

“What should I have done? My sister was in danger.”

“You’re no good to her dead. Learn to soak up less Oil.”

“As if I had a choice,” Igor scoffed. “When it’s ten against one, you do everything you can to make it out alive.”

“So that you can drop dead later because of Oil poisoning?” I shook my head. “Not the best strategy, really.”

“Well, excuse me, Mr. Fancy Pants. It’s not like I had a master to teach me these things.”

Another oddity of this world. A guy capable of Breathing in large amounts of Oil didn’t think it was possible for him to learn cleansing techniques. And yet he knew well that such knowledge existed and that there were those capable of it.

“Wash up and go to bed,” I told him.

Today I worked with his internal organs a little to reduce the overall load. Tomorrow, I’d do it again. Hopefully, his body would take it from there.

“Just who are you?” Igor asked once he was done bathing. “Where did you get your abilities?”

“Have you ever heard the phrase, the less you know, the better you sleep? Didn’t we say that we wouldn’t talk about me?”

“Quiet as a church mouse.” Igor nodded seriously. “But think about it. You have talent. If people knew about it, there’d be a queue of patients stretching from here to the restaurant. Many people need healing.”

“No,” I said sharply. “I don’t need the publicity yet. Do you understand me?”

“Okay, okay.” He waved his hands. “Fine. I won’t push the matter further. I’m going to bed.”

“Likewise. Good night.”

“Good night.”

I closed the door and went to bed. My head was already throbbing and my vision was swimming.

***

Damyan waited until Aristarkh left the hospital and looked into his office, where Tamara sat hunched over some papers.

“Damyan?” She turned around and smiled.

“Hi, Tam.” He smiled his best smile. “I didn’t come empty-handed.”

The girl blushed immediately. She worked as a secretary and hoped to find a husband in the hospital. All the older healers had been married for a long time, so the search went on among the young talents. Damyan was a good candidate. Handsome, charming, talented, and from a good family.

What she didn’t know was that his family was poor and in debt because they spent a lot of money on teachers and education for their only son, hoping he’d succeed as a healer. Otherwise, she’d think twice before falling in love with him.

As for Damyan’s part, seeing that the girl was interested in him, he took advantage of the fact that she worked as Aristarkh’s secretary, as well as the fact that she was a gossip and always knew the latest rumors.

Crossing the room, he approached the table and took from his pocket a small box of sweets.

“Foreign?” the surprised girl asked with a smile.

“Only the best for you.”

He didn’t want to say that he took the candy from an acquaintance in exchange for a short healing session.

“How nice. Thank you.”

Damyan spent some time talking to Tamara, paying her a few compliments, and then he moved on to prying.

“Listen, what happened the other day?” he asked, referring to the fact that the prince’s men had come and there had been a great commotion.

“Oh, it was spectacular! Listen to this...” Tamara’s eyes lit up and she told him the news.

Damyan nodded whenever the story called for it, was surprised, gasped, and asked clarifying questions. And as soon as he heard the news, Tamara gave him the new hot gossip.

“Mr. Pavlovich decided to take a new student.”

“Really?”

Damyan’s whole plan to make a life for himself was based on getting an apprenticeship with Aristarkh Pavlovich. It was a guarantee that the creditors would stop pressing and agree to another postponement and that the cost of his services would rise sharply.

“Yes, yes.” Tamara wrinkled her nose, seeing that Damyan was interested. “He asked me to compile a list of all the young healers working for us. He sent the same request to other hospitals. He’s looking. Your name was on the list, by the way.”

“Tam, I could kiss you right now,” he said, thinking that he’d have to hit the books the moment he got home.

“For two kisses, I’ll tell you something else,” she whispered. “Rumor has it that the talent has already been found... In a restaurant of all places!”

“Come again?”

“Remember the attack from the other day? Tanya told me that some healer had already worked on the Sokolnikov girl. And her boyfriend. Saved them both. Then Mr. Pavlovich went to the restaurant. You know how much he dislikes going anywhere. I have a friend there, Sveta, who told me that he was talking to their busboy. The one who beat up the attacker.”

The girl chattered and chattered, giving more and more details about the intelligence work she had done, and Damyan grew cold inside.

“He also lives with Peter. Avdotya Pavlovna’s grandson. I don’t know if they’ll accept him, though. Imagine that, a busboy as a healer!”

Chatting away, Tamara didn’t notice how tense Damyan had become.


Chapter 12




Three more days passed in peace. It was as if I had a counter in my head counting down until the end of the month.

But it’d be foolish to expect that the incident in the restaurant wouldn’t be brought up again. When one of the waitresses told me that I had been asked to come to one of the tables, something inside me shuddered.

“Why?” Peter asked instead of me.

“Mr. Sokolnikov wants to see him,” the girl replied.

Peter frowned.

“Be careful,” he advised me.

“I will.”

I wiped my hands on a towel, smoothed my hair, took off my apron, and went out of the kitchen. The table in question was the same one where Boris, Aristarkh, and I had that very important conversation not so long ago.

Mr. Sokolnikov sat alone. I couldn’t but notice how very different he was from Gorynych. While the latter was strong and slim, this one was chubby and had a noticeably bulging belly. I didn’t like the way he looked at me. His gaze was hard and heavy.

“You called, sir?”

“Oleg Vasiliev?”

“Yes, sir.”

The man smiled and gestured for me to join him.

“Please, have a seat, young man.”

The heaviness in his eyes was gone, replaced by a professional mask of friendliness.

I sat down, tense as a bowstring. I didn’t know how to act. Who was this man?

“To what do I owe this honor, sir?”

The smile faded and the man changed to his usual tone.

“My daughter was injured in that horrible incident. I heard that it was one of the restaurant workers who saved her life.”

“The word spread quickly.” I could only wonder who he heard that from... “Thank you, Aristarkh...”

“I don’t think I follow, sir...” I replied cautiously.

With the way he was looking at me, I couldn’t say whether he was glad or upset that I had saved his daughter.

“I confess,” Mr. Sokolnikov replied, still refusing to introduce himself, “that I was surprised to learn that a simple busboy was so talented. Where did a runaway orphan learn such things?”

“Ah, you are too kind sir. I didn’t do much really. I just threw the chair at the attacker in the heat of the moment. I was just lucky,” I mumbled, hoping he’d buy my act of a humble and embarrassed young lad.

“You’ve done more than that, young man. Mr. Pavlovich told me what you did. He said that a careless interference could’ve cost my daughter her life but that your treatment was more than adequate and effective. Am I to think that he was lying to me?” Mr. Sokolnikov smiled with the corner of his mouth. “No, young man.”

“Why bring this up now?” I tried not to show any emotion. The man was making me nervous.

“Ah, I know this visit is long overdue. But better late than never, yes?” Mr. Sokolnikov smiled wide. “I came to thank you for saving my daughter. By reason or by accident, you saved her life. Yulenka wanted to thank you herself, but she can’t meet you in person, I hope you understand.”

“I did what I had to do. I helped someone in need,” I replied when he stopped talking.

“A quality well suited for a healer.” Mr. Sokolnikov smiled encouragingly. “How did you learn to do that?”

“Life forces us to learn many things.” I smiled.

It sounded rude, even defiant, but the man ignored it, nodding in understanding. What else could I have told him? That I had learned the art of healing on another world, in another lifetime?

“Wisely said, my boy, wisely said. Would you like to come work for me, Oleg?”

It wasn’t right for a boyar to call a commoner by his first name, so this was a clear sign of genuine respect and gratitude. Still, ulterior motives hid under his sympathy.

“Unfortunately,” I sighed, “I can’t say yes. I want to help people. I want to work with Mr. Pavlovich. I hope you understand.”

“To work for him would be really prestigious, there’s no denying that. But it’s much more profitable to serve an aristocrat.”

“I wouldn’t do it for the money, sir. You see...” I lowered my eyes and summoned all my acting talent. “When I was just a little boy, my parents died in a car accident. After that, I told myself that I’d become a healer one day so that I might spare someone else from becoming an orphan.”

It was true. When my own parents died, I became a healer for this very reason. I wanted to save lives.

“Very good, young man, very good.” Mr. Sokolnikov smiled, realizing that I wouldn’t budge. “Then, if you prove your abilities, I’d like to use your services privately. I have many people, and there’s always a need for a good healer.”

“It’d be my honor, sir.”

“Good. But that’s not all I wanted to say. Here.”

I couldn’t see from the table, but there was a folder on the sofa next to the man. He picked it up, opened it, took whatever he needed from it, and placed it in front of me.

“My thanks to you, Oleg.”

I took the little book with “passport” written on it in gold letters. I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

“When I asked around, I found out that you had no documents. I also tracked down the orphanage. Don’t worry, they won’t come after you. Everything is official.”

“Thank you,” was all I said as I looked inside the passport.

All my details were written down. There was even a picture of me from the orphanage, an old one, when I was fourteen years old. I remember Oleg being photographed.

“One more thing. I found out that your parents had an apartment near St. Petersburg. Your aunt lives there now. She refused to take you in, but the apartment isn’t hers by right. If you want...”

“No,” I answered hastily. “I’ll figure it out myself. If she doesn’t want to see me, I don’t want to see her either.”

I had better things to do than fight for an apartment with some aunt I never heard of, at least for now. She clearly wasn’t very smart if she decided not to take me in even if she didn’t have any right to claim the property as her own. Or she might have just gotten scared in front of Sokolnikov’s people. Anyway, I wasn’t in a hurry to deprive this woman of a place to live. An apartment was a valuable thing to have, but I’d leave this asset for later and only if need be. I had my healing, my Source, and my vows to worry about.

“As you wish.” Mr. Sokolnikov nodded. He took a business card out of the inside pocket of his jacket. “If you ever need anything, you can contact me. I’ll help you out.”

I took the card.

“Thank you, sir.”

“It’s the least I could do.” He smiled good-naturedly.

That was the end of the conversation. Confused, I returned to the kitchen.

***

I needed to do something about this body. It was as if its reactions weren’t mine.

The conversation went pretty well. I was glad to finally get my official ID, especially so unexpectedly, but as soon as I left the dining hall, I felt cold all over. My hands were shaking, my back was soaking wet, and my heart was pounding like mad.

I did a simple breathing exercise and got my thoughts in order. Life in the restaurant went on; no one cared about me, except for Peter, who cast a few attentive glances in my direction. I was glad for the work as it helped me keep unnecessary thoughts at bay.

I went over what I said and calmed down after I managed to convince myself that I had done the right thing. Yes, I had indeed been given a good offer. To work for an aristocrat... There was a chance I’d be taken care of. My education would also be taken care of. My housing, too, and all the other little things that cost time and money. That could be the foundation of my development. My freedom would be limited, yes. A minus. But only while I was weak. As soon as I was strong enough, I’d have options.

It was a good plan, but nothing changed even with such an invitation. I’d keep it as a backup. Not to mention that I had already made an agreement with Aristarkh, and agreements had to be honored and respected. It was good for one’s reputation and peace of mind, which helped to purify the Oil. The second reason was that everyone agreed that Vasilki Hospital was the best hospital with the strongest healers. I was still a field healer. I hadn’t finished my training yet, so it wouldn’t hurt to learn from the recognized masters, even the local ones. The third reason was information. I knew that this hospital treated many people. Aristocrats, their men, the military. It was the perfect place to make contacts and gather information. I bet the undead plied their trade wherever there was a war.

The plan remained the same, only now I had a safety net to fall back on.

In the evening, I talked to Peter about what happened. He said I was lucky and that he didn’t know much about Sokolnikov, so he couldn’t give any advice.

The street on the way home was empty, and miraculously he didn’t postpone the conversation until after dinner.

“I can ask around,” he offered.

“No need. Not yet.”

“Why did you turn him down? Working for an aristocrat is a lucrative business.”

“I’d like to work in the hospital.”

Peter hummed a short “hm” and said nothing more.

***

Darwin, nicknamed Fierce, sat in the back of the jeep and watched the scenery pass by with an impassive face. His hair was neatly trimmed, his eyes were intelligent, and he wore glasses.

Finally, the car entered the mansion grounds.

“Get out,” said the guard.

“You’re so kind.” The boy smiled.

Without answering, the guard led him into the house and into the conservatory, where none other than Ivan Golynovsky was waiting for him. He was dressed simply, in loose trousers and a blouse. He was sitting on a sofa with his arms outstretched and his leg placed over his knee.

“Fierce,” he said. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

Darwin didn’t correct the young man that the house wasn’t his, but his father’s, nor did he tell him that he wouldn’t be the head of the family. Not after the scandal he had caused.

“You don’t say much,” Ivan remarked without waiting for an answer. “I have a job for you.”

“Whether I accept it or not depends on the payment,” Darwin said calmly.

“Of course, of course.” Ivan smiled. “It’s a simple matter. I’m sure you know what happened. I want that busboy’s legs and arms broken. Don’t kill him. Make him suffer.”

“What does he look like?”

“Blond, short, and scrawny. His name is Oleg Vasiliev.” Ivan paused. “He lives with Peter. I don’t remember his last name. The Cook guy. Do you remember the address?”

“It’s a high-profile case, so the risks are higher,” Darwin replied nonchalantly.

Ivan smiled understandingly and reached into his pocket.

“Here’s a thousand. You’ll get another three when you’re done.”

“From whom? There are rumors that you’re going to be exiled.”

“That is none of your business!” Ivan got angry.

“It is if you run away with my money. I want the full amount in advance.”

“You’ve got a lot of nerve...”

Darwin ignored him.

“All right!” Ivan reached into his pocket again. “Here’s another thousand! My men will give you the rest!”

“It’s a deal.” Darwin took the money. “Break his arms and legs. Don’t kill him. Got it.”

“Break him into as many little pieces as you want. Have fun with it.” Ivan grinned.

Darwin nodded and headed for the exit.

***

Igor was back on his feet in a week. I thought it’d take two, but he was a fighter. I still couldn’t wrap my head around how people survived here, but I started to get some understanding how something like that was actually possible. Without accessible healing and cleansing techniques, constantly working with Oil and not with Blood, the locals, or to be more precise, their bodies or something inside of them, just... adapted. Some of the absorbed power always went into strengthening their body the way it needed to protect and regenerate itself. Everybody here was able to cleanse their insides, which was enough to shield themselves. By the Gods, I’d figure out how they did that.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t say much even after treating Igor for a while. I could tell that his legs were particularly strong, so it was no wonder he liked to use them in combat. Whether someone taught him or he strengthened his body unconsciously, I didn’t ask. I drew my conclusions in silence. What I couldn’t help but admire was his regeneration. When he crossed a certain threshold with my help, his body began to heal itself. I had never seen that among our people.

I couldn’t tell which one was better. The ability to adapt and regenerate or a more morally and spiritually developed society, where adepts weren’t exposed to such amounts of Oil. Adaptation was a useful thing, but it was like taking poison to build immunity. Perhaps it was the only way out under these conditions.

The “threshold” thing was interesting, too — an almost official term here, the amount of Oil an adept could take in and “digest” without getting sick.

It might not have looked that bad, but Oil left a residue after each use. Their regeneration wasn’t able to fight against it, at least at the level I had seen. And this deposit remained and grew unless it was manually removed. That was what I observed with Igor. If Oil could be used like fuel, he’d be mined like a particularly rich deposit.

“You’ll be happy to know that we have only one procedure left,” I said to him in the morning after breakfast.

“I don’t like the way you’re looking at me,” he said, squinting.

“The last step is always the hardest. We’ll clean your bowels today. So drink lots of water.”

“...you’re joking...” Igor squirmed in his chair. “Right?”

“No. Get up.” I waved at him.

There really wasn’t much work left. The biggest deposit remained in the intestines. Because of this, Igor always walked around with a bloated stomach. He was so used to it that he didn’t even notice it.

Today, he’d feel as light as a feather.

My Source had grown to twenty Drops this week. I needed at least fifty for a proper technique. But it was like drawing from a bucket. You could take from it and add to it. Not indefinitely, of course. When you Breathed, you had to cleanse the Blood yourself, separate it, take out the Oil, and dump it somewhere. Roughly speaking, in order to get twenty Drops of pure Blood, I’d have to process at least sixty drops of Oil. That took a toll on the body. Luckily, I was used to it.

It took me about twenty minutes. I created a proper, albeit the simplest, cleansing technique with my fifty Drops, for which I had to fill the “bucket” three times. I was soaking wet, but it was worth it. Someone called Peter and he said he was going out, so it was just Igor and me.

After some twenty minutes of standing around idly, Igor’s stomach decided that it was time for a trip to the bathroom. I got him a pitcher of water and brought him a cup.

“Drink it all. I’ll bring you more later. It’ll be easier that way.”

“Go away!” Igor begged me.

So I left. To the sound of the heavenly trumpets and trombones.

***

Over breakfast, Peter watched Oleg and Igor and wondered how his casual acquaintance could have such abilities.

When you lived in a family of healers, you couldn’t help but learn a couple of things. The skills Oleg was demonstrating were beyond simple talent. But Peter wouldn’t interfere in other people’s affairs. When the time came, his friend would tell him everything.

Oleg joked with Igor, explaining the last procedure. Peter was distracted from his meal and the conversation when the phone rang. It was an extremely rare event, a phone call, so he was surprised. He got up, went to the living room, and picked up the phone.

“Courtyard. Ten minutes. We need to talk,” a familiar voice said.

Putting down the phone, Peter frowned.

Once upon a time, there were three boys: Peter, Igor, and Darwin. They were so good at fighting that they quickly gained respect and began to take over the neighborhood. But their little conquest didn’t end well. People got together and beat them up so badly that they ended up in the hospital. It was a good thing that Peter’s grandmother was there to help them out. All she asked was that her grandson stop this nonsense. He did. Leaving was considered a betrayal.

Since then, Peter hadn’t spoken to Igor or Darwin. And then they both showed up. Almost at the same time.

Peter put on his coat and went down to the courtyard. His old friend was already sitting on the bench. Almost the same as before, with short hair, wearing glasses. Only under his sweater, on his chest, closer to his neck, there was a tattoo of horns. And below, under the clothes, there was a skull. Peter didn’t see it, but he guessed what it was.

Newly-recruited gang members had no identifying marks. Sergeants, as higher-ranking members, were allowed to wear clothes with patches or embroidery on them. Officers could have tattoos.

Peter walked over and stared at his friend. He looked at him without emotion, with cold eyes.

“I see you didn’t waste time,” he said.

“Not a lot of it to spare.” Darwin smiled with just his lips. “I’m here on business.”

“Of course you are,” Peter scoffed. “Get on with it then.”

“Join the Skulls.”

“You know my answer.”

“I have a proposal for you.”

“Is it worth hearing?”

“I think you’ll find it interesting. I have an order. For Oleg.”

Peter became somber. This was taking a very bad turn.

“They asked me to break his arms and legs. Never to be repaired. I took the payment, so... If you join us, I’ll return the payment and pay the fine. Twenty thousand rubles. That’s how much I’m willing to pay for you. Generous, no?”

“Why? Why did you accept?” Peter asked.

“Why is the sky blue?” Darwin shrugged. “Say yes. The Skulls aren’t that bad. You’ll be a sergeant. I’ll teach you a few tricks.”

“I need some time to think about it.”

“What’s there to think about?” Darwin tilted his head.

“Give me a month.”

“Are you kidding? You have three days. After that...” He shrugged. “Say hello to Igor for me. I know he’s a guest of yours. He can come, too.”

Darwin got up, straightened his coat, and left.


Chapter 13




When Peter returned he was as gloomy as a storm cloud.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Nothing,” he snapped back.

“Yeah... I find that hard to believe.”

Peter glared at me and... went to the kitchen to peel potatoes.

“But we just ate...”

“You know you can tell me anything, right?” I went after him. “Are things bad enough for us to start packing?”

I made a joke, but instead of smiling, Peter looked at me seriously.

“Maybe that’s the best option. Maybe you should just leave the city.”

“What? Are you serious?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s going on, Pete? Talk to me, man.”

“Not now.” He shook his head. “I need... I need to think.”

“Okay. But—”

“Where’s Igor?”

“He’s in the bathroom, getting cleaned up.”

I observed Peter, slightly annoyed and suppressing an urge to walk up to him and wake him up by brute force. As they said, you could get much further with a punch than you could with a kind word alone.

Someone called him. He left and was gone for about half an hour. He came back angry as all hell, saying that I should flee the city. Was I in danger? Were we both in danger? It looked like it was mostly about me. Was I in danger because of him or was he in danger because of me? Did Gorynych and his son threaten Peter, telling him to stop being friends with me? Perhaps.

If that really was the case, if Peter was really in danger because of me, then there was only one thing to be done.

Of the money that the nomads left me, I had forty-two rubles. I got some from Boris and another hundred as a bribe, but I spent ten on groceries when we went to the market. I didn’t want to be a freeloader. Plus, I owed Peter seventy, but I hadn’t given it back yet.

I went to my knapsack, quickly collected a few things, and counted out the bills. I put seventy rubles on the table.

“Igor.” I knocked on the bathroom door. “Are you alive in there?”

“Go away!”

“Listen, if you need anything, you can find me at the restaurant through Peter.”

“Don’t you have a day off? Where are you going?” he asked, surprised.

“It’s a secret. I’ll see you around though. And, uh, good luck.”

“Goddamn it!”

Peter either heard me or felt my departure with a sixth sense, but he was in the hallway before me. His arms were folded over his chest and his gaze stern.

“Where are you going?”

“Out.”

“With your things?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“To take them out for a walk. Money’s on the table.”

“What money?”

“For the shoes. I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me anything. What are you doing, Oleg?”

Peter looked so upset, I legitimately thought that instead of talking, he’d try to reach for his frying pan and beat me on the head with it.

“Why the long face?” I stared at him blankly. “I’ve caused you enough problems. Thank you for your hospitality, but it’s time for me to get out of your hair.”

Peter closed his eyes and massaged his temples.

“What are you two arguing about this time?” Igor got out of the toilet, clutching his stomach.

“Forget it,” I told him.

“Ain’t no way. Now start talking before I disgrace myself,” he hurried us.

I stared at Peter with a raised eyebrow. He resisted, not intending to budge from the hallway.

“Well?” Igor hurried on. “Ah, goddamn it!” Unable to hold it in, he ran to the toilet. “Oleg, my shame is on your conscience!”

“You’ll thank me later when you can finally eat properly and stop looking like you’re six months pregnant with twins!” I shouted after him. “Peter, move out of the way. You’ve already done enough for me.”

“So you’re ready to leave Moscow? No plan or anything?” He pursed his lips and shook his head like a disappointed mother. “Really, Oleg...”

“Actually, I have a plan. I have a job and I’ll save on food by eating at the restaurant. I’m ready to work for what I need.” I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”

The bathroom door opened and Igor stuck his head out.

“Will someone tell me what the hell’s going on here?”

“Darwin stopped by.”

“Oh...”

Leaning back inside, Igor closed the door. There was silence.

“Who’s Darwin?” I asked.

The door opened again.

“Oleg, you better sit down for this one. Peter, go make some tea. As soon as I get out, we’ll have a proper conversation.” He sighed. “How long is this, erm, cleansing gonna take?”

“Another twenty minutes or so,” I replied offhandedly. “Peter, why complicate things? I’m aware that shit’s about to hit the fan. I’ll figure it out somehow.”

“You won’t.”

“Why do you think so? Do you have so little faith in me?”

I was surprised at his dismissal, which was an achievement. For I had been alive for so long and been through so many dangerous situations that there was little I hadn’t seen.

“Because...” he grumbled. “But fine. If you insist.” He stepped aside.

I walked past him and picked up my shoes.

“But keep in mind that if you leave, you won’t get a job at the hospital,” he warned me.

“How come?”

“They won’t let you.”

“Who?”

“Darwin.”

“And who’s this Darwin guy? Why are you so afraid of him?”

“You’re not breaking it up before I get out and say what I have to say!” Igor complained from the toilet. “Peter, make some tea! I’m almost done!”

“You two will be the death of me,” Peter said irritably. “Come on.”

Peter went into the kitchen. After a moment’s thought, I put my shoes back on the rack. I would have time to leave, so it’d be smart to find out how exactly I’d be prevented from getting a job at the hospital.

To calm his nerves, Peter continued to peel potatoes.

I sat down at the table, my mind made up. I wasn’t afraid to stay on the street. Moscow was a large and rich city. I wasn’t the only one who came here in search of a better future. Half of our waitresses were from other cities, too. Some were earning money to study and some were looking for a fiancé. Some of them stayed with family and friends, while others rented rooms or lived in the dormitory. I’d just follow their example.

I had enough ways to get money. We’d see.

My bigger problem was security.

I was grateful to Oleg for giving me a body, even if it wasn’t of his own free will. I was grateful to everyone and everything for giving me a chance, but being so weak was driving me up the wall. A year ago, when I took control, it was even worse. I trained as much as I could, corrected my health problems, but... The progress was meager. Oil, and even more so pure Blood, which was the highest level of purification, could do many things. It could heal, it could control the elements, it could enhance the body, strengthen it, improve it, change it. If I had at least two hundred Drops, I would’ve been taller and wider now. But I didn’t have a hundred Drops.

It was a shame they weren’t giving me a chance to develop my Source.

Peter seemed apprehensive of some kind of physical retaliation. In all honesty, I’d rather have them beat me up than lock me up in some dank basement. Making me an invalid sounded like something Gorynych’s bastard son would do. If he was ready to kill a young girl in public, he wouldn’t hesitate to take revenge on me.

Now the question was how exactly he’d try to do it. Over this Darwin fellow probably. If he was some kind of mastermind, I was screwed. I’d really need to think about changing strategy. I could ask the Sokolnikovs for help or simple leave town. But if this Darwin was some muscle head, some local punk, then I could deal with him on my own, with a bunch of Small Deaths at my disposal, I wasn’t that weak.

In the best-case scenario, if I had time for preparation, I could do almost exactly what I did with Igor. I could let the energy flow through me, prepare my technique, and hit hard. If they attacked suddenly, I’d be in trouble.

No. I was being too optimistic. Peter wouldn’t have gotten so worked up over a common thug. So this Darwin guy was someone important. But not some aristocrat. It seemed silly to use that kind of power against my humble self.

I went through my options again. They all had two problems. The first was time. If I took vows and found new patients, I could develop my Source. If I could develop my Source, I could use techniques in battle and strengthen my body.

The other problem was that I didn’t have much experience in fighting against humans. I had my tricks, but in my current state, they all required too many conditions to fulfill.

It wasn’t that my body was weak but that I had been taught and trained to fight the undead. I wouldn’t say it was that different, but there were nuances. Also, I was used to fighting with a sword. Hand-to-hand combat against the undead? Such fools didn’t live long.

How about fighting them as a healer? It was possible, but again, I’d need prep time. What if there was more than one opponent? I wouldn’t have the strength.

So I sat there, pondering, trying to find a way out of the situation, while Igor was exploring new facets of bodily freedom and Peter was frying potatoes — today he was making draniki, potato pancakes. He didn’t seem to care about the fact that we had eaten breakfast less than an hour ago.

I didn’t mind either, I needed to put on weight anyway.

Igor came out of the bathroom pale, but with an empty stomach, which made him look much thinner. He collapsed onto a chair, looked at the potato pancakes with interest, and then looked at me.

“Am I allowed to eat?”

“A little bit. I’d advise drinks and soft foods. Soup or just water. Though you won’t die if you eat a pancake or two.”

“I’ll risk it.”

I took the time while he ate to examine him.

“Consider yourself good as new,” I told him.

“I can’t believe you managed to do it in a week.”

“Well, it wasn’t all me. Your body did a good part of it.”

The fact that my Source had grown had also played a role but I remained modest.

“Since everyone’s here... Who’s Darwin?”

“This is awkward...” Igor looked at Peter. “He was our friend.”

“A friend?” I was surprised. “What’s the problem then?”

“Was our friend,” Peter pointed out.

“And then he joined a gang,” Igor continued.

“He’s an officer.” Peter nodded. “Did you know?”

“There’ve been rumors. Goes by the name of Fierce. They say he’s really mean.” Igor took one pancake. “What did he want?”

“To tell me that he took an order for Oleg,” Peter replied without looking us in the eyes, boring into the draniki with his gaze. “He’s gonna break his arms and legs, he said.”

“Oh, wow.” Igor leaned back in his chair. “That sounds serious.”

Nothing could ever be easy, huh?

“Did Ivan send him?” I asked.

“Probably,” Peter replied and picked up the pancake.

“Why did he come to you then?” Igor asked.

“To warn me. For old time’s sake.” Peter tore a piece from the draniki. “Idiot...”

“He knows I’m here, doesn’t he?”

“Yes...” Peter admitted reluctantly. “He sends his regards. He’ll take you in if you’re willing.”

“Hold on, let me see if I got this right,” I said, a little bit confused. “Is he blackmailing you with me? He’s gonna spare me if you join them or something?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that settles it then. If you were thinking about doing so just for me, keep in mind that it makes zero sense.”

“How?”

“Darwin might spare me, but the next goon Ivan sends won’t. Or do you really think he’ll stop here?”

“I don’t know...”

“He won’t. The only thing that’ll change is time,” Igor replied. “Ivan is neck-deep in shit now. He won’t stop until he has his way. You’ll buy Oleg a couple of weeks at most, and then what?”

“You’re not gonna join a gang because of me.”

“Oleg, you don’t understand how serious this is...”

“It’ll be fine.” Igor waved his hand. “We’ll just beat some sense into Darwin.”

“And how do you plan to do that?” Peter snapped.

“You and I will beat him up together! Like the good old days!” Igor exclaimed enthusiastically. “No offense, Oleg, but you look like you couldn’t fight your way out of a tangled blanket.”

“Do you need another cleaning?”

“Hey... Any chance you can do that to several people at once?” Igor snickered. “Now that’d be, dare I say, a shitshow.”

“Enough, you two,” Peter said. “I want to remind you that we never had a one hundred percent chance against him. And what’s more important, Darwin isn’t the man he used to be. I highly doubt that you and I can pull this off together. Not to mention, I haven’t fought properly in six months. Have you?”

“He should stay put for at least a week,” I said. “Otherwise...”

“Oh, come on!” Igor was indignant. “Is there anything I’m allowed to do?”

“You can sit there and be pretty.”

“You—”

“You can’t work with Oil in your state, at least the way you do it.”

“So… I could do it differently?”

“If you purify it... that’d be fine...”

“Oh, yeah, let’s hold a crash course on purification. I’m sure we’ll get a hang of it by lunchtime,” Peter snorted.

“You’re being dramatic again,” Igor mumbled.

“Alright, I’ve heard enough.” I got up.

“Where are you going?” Igor asked.

“To solve our problems,” I answered him.

“Sit down,” Peter ordered.

“I have a plan, and I don’t think you can change my mind.” I looked at him. “Only time will show whether it’s good enough. So don’t worry, I’ll figure this out on my own. One should never leave their trash on someone else’s doorstep.”

Having expressed my opinion on the matter, I exited the kitchen.

“Where the hell did you find this guy?” I heard Igor’s surprised voice and the squeak of the chair as he pushed it back. “Oleg! Didn’t you hear what Peter said? They’ll break your arms and legs! You can’t heal with broken arms!”

“We’ll see about that,” I mumbled as I put on my shoes.

Instead of arguing, Igor grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, lifted me up, and threw me behind his back. I got up slowly, pissed as all hell.

Igor looked at me without a shadow of fear, with a kind of sadness. The demonstration was understandable. It made me feel weak.

It was annoying.

I stood up, formed a ball of Oil in my hand, and stepped forward with the intention of hitting Igor in the chest. But he caught my hand and wouldn’t let me get close. The ball spilled out and surrounded his hand. He pulled it away from me. In the next instant, I hit him in the face.

When I said I didn’t know how to fight people, I meant I wasn’t professionally trained. But I could deliver a pretty good punch to the jaw. I also instinctively strengthened my hand with Oil. I’d have to clean up, but who cared, I’d live.

Igor swung, tripped over my other shoe, and slammed his back into the door.

“Idiots!” Peter yelled from behind me. “You’ll break my stuff!”

“He’s right. That’s unfair of us...” Igor replied from his prone position. “I’m glad you have some tricks up your sleeve, Doc. Let’s go to our old hangout, Peter. How about some good old training?”

“Let’s not,” I said tiredly, concentrating on the cleaning and the consequences.

“Calm down. Both of you,” Peter said. “We’ll solve the problem together, Oleg. Igor is right. Let’s go blow off some steam. If you argue, I’ll hit you on the head with the frying pan so hard you’ll spend the next month collecting your teeth around the neighborhood. You won’t deal with me so easily like with Igor.”

“You guys are insufferable...”

“Sorry, Oleg.” Igor chuckled. “You won’t get rid of us that easily.”


Chapter 14




All the Blood-related disciplines I was familiar with had their own ranking system. In the case of healers, we were ranked first by our specialization, and second by skill, control, and power. These were two separate aspects that were strongly intertwined.

The most basic rank was that of acolyte. Not yet a healer, more like a beginner, not skilled in anything. An acolyte became a disciple when they accumulated a hundred Drops. I had much more control than a beginner did, so they’d do ten or even twenty times less than I could with the same hundred Drops, which was enough for them for some basic skills and techniques.

Once they were ready to graduate, the acolytes would usually take their first vow or oath if they were good enough. This increased the purity of the Blood they were attracting.

At two hundred, they became a senior disciple. At three, a healer. That was a mark of a specialized medic who passed a series of exams, at least in our world. Of course, Source volume was only a small part of what was assessed at those exams. In addition to theoretical knowledge, there was also the level of control, mastery of basic techniques, and Blood purity.

My brief confrontation with Igor triggered all these memories and helped me to see myself anew.

In my world, healers, elemental mages, and warriors all tried to use the purest Blood possible for a reason. Pure Blood healed perfectly, was easier to work with, and didn’t resist you. As a mage, when you were working with the elements, there was less interference, which meant that there was less chance for the technique to get out of control and kill you. It was the same with warriors, but there was something else. We fought the undead. And pure Blood was a great weapon against them. Dirty Oil, on the other hand... No one would knowingly work with that. Not without putting in a little effort and turning a poisonous substance into a powerful resource. But why waste time and effort on something harmful and ineffective? It was extremely difficult to heal someone with Oil. It wasn’t much of an enhancer either. Well, maybe it had some features, judging by what the people here were doing, but it was also almost useless against the undead.

Was it any wonder that, with my experience and long-held beliefs, I didn’t consider using Oil? In this world, this way of development might make sense, but I’d have to fight undead in the near future. My body should be more adaptive and able to regenerate on its own.

When I attacked Igor, I was acting on reflex, not fully aware of myself in my new body. I wanted to punch him, hit him carefully, but instead, it got out of control and I used pure Oil to attack him.

I really was something... I spent a whole week cleaning him only to wound him with Oil again.

I took a deep breath as we went outside to blow off a little steam by practicing. There was no point beating myself up over it. I just made a mental note that my reflexes were lagging behind my body and that I should do something about it.

As we walked, in addition to reminiscing and self-reflecting, I kept considering the idea of using the Oil as it was, without purifying it first. It might simplify things considerably since it was the purification process that took the most effort and time. Easier in the short run, that is. And in the long run... I didn’t know. We’d see. It had drawbacks, and it needed to be tested.

There was a single drawback that always stood out to me as a healer. Attacking people with Blood or Oil meant breaking half of the vows I took in my previous life. Crossing this faint line could lead to losing my strength and me actually dying. Vows were no joke as they were bound to the Source. Which wasn’t only the energy basis of every technique but also a physical part of the body. As my old Source stayed in my old body, the new one wasn’t constrained by a framework of vows and oaths, but I had no way to check this.

If I were sure that there was no bond between my old Source and me, maybe the problem with Darwin would be much easier to solve. But I had a strong suspicion that the vows of the past were still imprinted on my soul. All I knew about these things was some research I had learned about from my conversations with Aya. Unfortunately, they never had a subject from another world, just theories and experiments indirectly connected to this question. So all I had now was my experience that said that I needed to be careful. I had already broken some rules, but a few Drops weren’t enough to violate my oaths. Still, I wasn’t a sage or a priest to know the degree of my trespasses, and I highly doubted I’d meet one in this world.

For now, all I could do was follow the old vows the best I could. That is, to protect the human race. And fighting people was opposite of that.

On the other hand, in the current situation, I couldn’t afford to be scrupulous. If I was wounded, let alone killed... I needed to survive. At all cost. And if that meant using Oil, so be it.

But neither I nor my body were trained for it. My reflexes were pretty bad. There was a risk of damaging the Source. In some way, it was a lot easier for Igor who didn’t have one. He wasn’t trained to form it, so only his body suffered. If someone damaged my Source, that’d be the end of me.

I thought about this while the two took me to the nearest alley between the houses, a little bit away from where Peter lived, so we didn’t have to walk far. The walls here were blank, without windows, and the width between the buildings was just enough for a car to pass. There were dumpsters and garbage cans, too, but it didn’t smell too bad. Nobody could sneak up on us. From the side of the street, if they so desired, passersby could see what we were doing, and from the side of the yard, someone could approach us, but not without being noticed first.

“Been a while since our last visit.” Igor sighed deeply. “Wish the circumstances were nicer...”

“Why are we here?” I asked.

I liked the idea of working out, very much at that, but something told me that our ideas of training were different. Most likely, we had only one thing in common: to discover what I could actually do.

“To begin with, it’d be nice if you told me who you really are.” Igor pointed his finger at me. “Because I don’t get you at all.”

“It’d be nice, but...” I shrugged. “I’m not a nice person, so.”

“We deserve to know.”

“Do you? Remind me again, when did we become friends?”

Igor opened his mouth and froze, staring at me. Peter decided to support his friend.

“What Igor’s trying to say is that it’d be nice if we knew what each of us is capable of. It’d help us fight back against Darwin.”

Igor shot a sly glance at Peter.

“You sure that he ain’t some royal bastard? No offense.” Igor raised his hands in defense and grinned at me. “You know how to heal and use techniques, so...”

“When did you see me use those?”

“What did you hit me with then? You scalded me with Oil! Shit was scary, by the way.”

“You still have your arm.”

“So you can fight.” Igor smiled. “It’s three against one then. Oleg can use some fancy technique on him and — voila! Problem solved.”

“No,” I said.

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“No means no,” I repeated wearily, not eager to go into details.

Actually, even if I wanted to, I doubted I could explain to them all the nuances of a healer’s life. And even if I could, I didn’t see the point. What would it change? Nothing.

“You’re being awfully difficult,” Igor said accusingly. “Peter, why are you silent? We have three days. Darwin will most likely bring two or three groups with him. That’s ten or fifteen people. There are three of us. Peter and I will take him on. Oleg, you take care of everyone else.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Optimistic, as always.”

“Knowing how to use Oil is half the battle,” he replied, all confident. “We’ll fight with everything we’ve got. You’ll patch us up later, won’t you?”

I looked at Peter.

“Is he always like this?”

“He’s usually worse,” he replied without smiling to which Igor made a face and rolled his eyes.

“Why wouldn’t it work? Hm?” he asked. “Someone enlighten me.”

“You want the long or the short version?” I jeered and continued before he got a chance to argue back. “You seem to not understand that, as a healer, I shouldn’t use my abilities against people. And I’m shit as a fighter without them. Peter shouldn’t fight either. He promised his grandmother that he’d quit. And now you’re telling him to go back on that promise, to risk his life. As for you, you shouldn’t get anywhere near Oil for at least a week. Do you want your organs to fail? Because they will. Slowly. Painfully. And if by some divine intervention you survive, you better prepare several thousand rubles to hire a team of healers because I won’t be able to help you alone.”

Or maybe I would, but I decided not say that out loud. He didn’t have to know.

“You have that little faith in me? Of course I’m not gonna shine today, I’m still recovering. But wait until the fight... You’ll see.”

I couldn’t but envy his optimism.

“If need be, I’ll fight for you, Oleg,” Peter said, determined. “I’m not backing down. Not this time.”

“Well, now I’m gonna look like an idiot if I walk away...” I sighed.

I wasn’t that much of a naive moralist to refuse help. Or to offer it.

A blind man could see that Peter was torn by contradictions. He was tense, his eyes were vacant. He was deep in thought.

On one hand, he liked to fight, and the situation demanded that he return to his old ways. But on the other hand, the promise he had made to his grandmother was important to him. And in between that was the desire to help me. Refusing the fight meant joining the Skulls. I could see that he wouldn’t just sit idly without even trying to help me. And for what? To protect a guy he didn’t really know? If we didn’t come up with something, he’d go down that path. And by doing so he’d forsake his philosophy of fighting, thus breaking the word he gave to his grandma, and become another one of their pawns. Like hell I’d believe that they’d only have him fight. No, he’d have to do all the nasty things the Skulls did.

He’d be miserable, and that’d disturb his peace of mind.

I needed people for my plan to work, connections. Ideally, society needed to change, but how could that be done when the good guys were being pushed around?

As I saw it, the more turmoil and the less peace of mind there was in you, the more impurities you attracted, which not only ruined your health but also changed your character, making you more thirsty for blood. That was probably the primary reason why people here liked to fight so much. It was a vicious cycle. You tried the Oil, saw the power it gave you, and began to fight to assert yourself. And then it was like a drug that made you want to fight more and more.

To let Peter join the Skulls was to condemn him. Which I couldn’t do.

“You already look like an idiot,” Igor joked, but his cheerfulness didn’t last long. “Let’s think about this. Can you heal broken bones?” Another idea popped into his head. “We could just let them beat you up...”

“Depends on how broken they are. If it’s just a simple fracture, I can fix it. But if it’s both arms and legs...” I shook my head. “And even complex fractures... I’d rather avoid that if I can.”

That was putting it mildly. I wasn’t afraid of pain, but with my current strength, there was a risk that I wouldn’t be able to fix myself. Even the slightest mistake meant that I’d remain a cripple forever. Then the whole plan would fail. I couldn’t let that happen.

“A shame... Maybe we could ask someone for help?” Igor looked at Peter. “Boris?”

“And what can he do?”

“He’s a former guard who lived through several conflicts. He can do a lot of things.”

Peter sighed.

“I’ll talk to him...”

“I don’t know if I’m comfortable asking him to do such a thing...”

“You’ll pay him back later.” Peter waved me off. “Believe me, many people would like a healer to owe them.”

Out of all options, owing a debt to Boris, if it’d get me out of this mess, wasn’t that big of a deal.

“I know someone else who could help,” Igor mused. “Would you be up to fixing up a couple more people?”

“We don’t need the whole city to know that Oleg is a healer.” Peter looked at him. “The whole point of this is for him to keep a low profile.”

“It depends on how much they’ll know. Not to mention that it’ll only help his career.” Igor shrugged and looked at me. “What do you say? I know a few guys with a score to settle who are tight with money and eager to fight. They’ll follow you to the end of the world if you help ‘em out for free.”

I thought about it. I didn’t really like the idea of having someone fight for me for free, but my situation wasn’t a simple one. I’d have to make some compromises.

“An interesting proposal...” I said reluctantly. “But are you sure that it won’t lead to more problems? If word gets around, I’ll have everyone knocking on my— Peter’s door.”

“If word gets around, if they find out that he’s a patron-less healer who offers good services at an affordable price, they’ll start fighting over you in front of my door. And they won’t care whether you like it or not.”

“You’re being dramatic,” Igor scoffed.

“Maybe, maybe not. The other question is, why would they accept to help some random guy only because he claims that he knows a thing or two about healing? And against Darwin of all people? And if he figures out that Oleg is an actual healer, he’ll come here and snatch him himself. His guys need a specialist.”

“Then let’s give up on this idea...” I shook my head.

“In any case...” Igor outstretched his hand, twisted his palms, and cracked his fingers. “It’s time to make a man out of you, Oleg.”

“I’d like my first time to be with a woman, thank you.”

Peter laughed. Igor opened his mouth, dumbfounded, and blushed.

“That’s not what I’m talking about, you idiot!”

“Igor, Igor... You think you know someone...” Peter snickered.

“I’m talking about fighting, you morons!” Igor cried out to the Heavens. “What did I do to you to torment me so?”

“Sure you are, buddy, sure you are...”

This made Peter laugh even harder. It was the first time I had seen him laugh like that. Maybe he was nervous, but the joke seemed to have helped him loosen up a bit.

“Okay, okay...” I took a breath, calming down. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Well, you’re not good at fighting with your fists and legs,” Igor replied accusingly, still red in the face. “So I’m gonna teach you a few tricks. But before that, you have to tell me what kind of skills and techniques you know. It’ll help me come up with a proper strategy.”

I glanced sideways at Peter and looked at the sky — it was unusually blue today, without a single cloud. I looked at Igor again. He had a point. This would be a good way for me to learn what I was capable of in this body as well. Push-ups could only get you so far. And using Oil in small amounts for a sparring, without hurting anyone, wasn’t that bad of an idea. I ought to accustom my body to it.

“Alright. I’m in.”

“So, what can you do?” Igor asked, excited to learn my secrets.

Just as I opened my mouth, three unfamiliar guys walked into the alley, blocking the exit. One of them had a skull print on his shirt.

Three days, eh? Someone was impatient.


Chapter 15




As wise old people said here, trouble came in threes. At least it’d be a fair fight.

And then I realized that five more came from the other side of the alley, from the courtyard.

Hatred bubbled up in me. The last thing we needed right now was a bunch of idiots. There was no way they’d accept my explanation that I needed some time during the fight to analyze my abilities.

Calming down, I decided that it didn’t really matter that much. I just needed to come up with a good tactic and do my best. The alley was narrow and the exits were blocked. If the three of us rushed at the enemy trio, most likely, we would manage to break through and fly out onto the street. It’d make things easier, but that required preparation and communication and we had zero team coordination.

I watched them closely, thinking that the guy in the middle with a scarred face might be the famous Darwin, and this would be a fight to the bitter end. Busy thinking, I was oblivious to the fact that they weren’t looking at me at all.

“Igor!” the leader shouted. “You’ve been running away from us for too long!”

“Wait... Igor? What?”

“Igor?” Peter squinted at his friend. “What did you do this time?”

I glanced at him, too. Igor seemed as confused as the two of us. He pressed his head into his shoulders as if he had been caught doing something shameful, spread his hands, and smiled guiltily.

“Hello, Cook,” the leader greeted Peter.

“Anton.” Peter nodded with restraint and looked at the other five. “Slavik, what are you doing here?”

I cast a glance at the leader of the other group and noted they didn’t have any skull symbols on them. They looked different, dressed in torn clothes like they were clad in the skins of beasts.

“I’m here to make him pay!” Slavik declared. “He cheated on my sister!”

“Mine too!” Anton added.

“You dated mine, too!” Igor shouted back.

Beg pardon?

In an instant, I went from being ready to fight and slightly worried about the consequences to being extremely confused.

“Let me clarify one thing. Both of you... went out with his sister?” Peter asked.

“Maybe...” Anton admitted. “But the feelings were mutual in my case!”

“Bullshit!” Slavik shouted from the other side. “She didn’t like you at all!”

“Asshat!” Anton shouted back. “She told you to go to hell! Everyone heard that!”

The hell was going on here? I didn’t believe what I was hearing. What kind of passions were boiling on the streets of this crazy-ass city?

“If both of you were dating his sister, how come you want to punch Igor in the face?” Peter asked.

“He dated both of our sisters! At the same time!” Anton and Slavik replied in unison.

“Not... Not like that...” Igor mumbled.

“Watch your mouth, or you won’t get away from this alley with just broken legs!” Slavik shouted at Igor. “My sister isn’t like that!”

“Oh, the whole city knows what your sister’s like!” Anton said in a loud voice.

“Get to the point, you two!” Peter demanded.

“Long story short, word got around that Igor was double-timing. He dumped our sisters without saying a word. He broke my sister’s heart twice! I recently beat the shit out of him for it. Today, I’m gonna make him pay for hurting her for the second time!”

“Me too!” Slavik agreed.

“Igor...” Peter hissed. “I should kick your ass myself... That’s not the story you told me!”

“I might have left out some details...”

“Some?!” Peter barked. “You got me in trouble again! And over what? You lied to me! You told me that one of them was hitting on your sister and wasn’t going to leave her alone!”

“I mixed up a few facts with a few other facts!” Igor cried out. “It happens!”

“You—”

“Besides, he cheated on my sister, too!” Igor said, pointing at Anton. “He had it coming!”

I no longer had a clue how this would end. I was invested in the drama.

“Enough with this nonsense. Peter, stand aside. We’ll deal with him ourselves,” Slavik said.

“I have a better idea... I’ll deal with him myself.” Peter hissed. “Oh, it’s about to go down...”

“Pete... Pete! My buddy! My friend!”

“Shut up!” Peter shushed Igor.

“But—”

“I said: shut up! And you two — get out of here. I’m not in the mood right now. You can kick his ass once I’m done beating the shit out of him.”

“You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?” Igor cried out.

“Oh, no, no... We go first,” Anton disagreed.

“Yeah! We’ve been looking for him for days!” Slavik said angrily. “Besides, Cook, who are you to tell us what to do? You said you were done fighting. Go back to the kitchen and make us a sandwich. That’s the only thing you’re good for.”

“Oh, Slavik... You shouldn’t have said that.” Peter shook his head wearily and cracked his neck. “Alright. Which one of you wants to go first? Hm?”

Peter took a breath and clenched his Oil-covered fists. His opponents noticed it too. I could see by their faces that they were no longer as excited. But they were still ready to throw hands. As was I

A fight would’ve broken out, but then two policemen peeked into the alley from the streets. The hooligans that were closer to them immediately parted to the sides, hugging the walls and pretending to study the masonry.

“Well, well, well,” the mustachioed man drawled, tapping the baton on his palm. “And what do we have here?”

“A reunion of friends, sir,” Anton replied.

“Yes?” The man didn’t believe him. “Looks to me like you’re going to fight. Ever been to jail, boy? Do you want a stain on your record?”

“No, I...” Anton was confused. “We didn’t do anything! As you can see, no one’s hurt or anything...”

“So why are we getting complaints from passersby? Shouting, cursing, disturbing the peace...”

“Must’ve been the wind.” Slavik smiled. “Hear how it whistles through the alley?”

“Ah, the wind... Of course.” The policeman chuckled. “I’m going to count to three. If you’re still here by then...”

Both of the groups scattered, leaving just the three of us.

“Konstantin Romanovich. It’s been a while,” Peter said respectfully.

“It has. How are you, Peter? Up to no good again?”

“No, no. Those guys came uninvited. Thank you for the help.”

“We both made a promise to your grandmother. I hope you’re keeping yours,” Konstantin said. “You have a good job, Peter. You’re a talented cook. Don’t ruin it.”

“I’m trying, Mr. Romanovich. I really am.” He sighed. “But you know how it is.”

“Try harder then. This ain’t worth ruining your life over, trust me.”

Having said that, Konstantin shot a glare in Igor’s direction, shook his head, and then looked at me. With a parting nod to Peter, he left. I just stood there, staring after him and thinking about this city.

Moscow was a crazy, crazy one. Each passing day proved that maybe I should’ve gone somewhere else. I was beginning to miss the nomad lifestyle. It was a tad boring, but it was quiet. Maybe it was even worth finding an abandoned house in the woods and just work on developing my Source.

“Igor... You have exactly three seconds to convince me not to kill you where you stand,” Peter hissed. “What were you thinking?!”

“To be honest, it all made sense to me back then...”

“I will punch your teeth in, I swear to God...”

“You wouldn’t do that to my handsome face, would you?”

“You better start running.”

“No, no! Peter! Peter, we can talk about this!”

“I’m done talking! Get over here!”

Igor deftly dodged the punch and rushed out of the alley. So much about practicing.

***

Later that evening, I took advantage of Igor feeling guilty and wanting to change the subject. I started asking him about things I was interested in. Like what people here thought about general education, fighting styles, how they were trained, what he in particular could do regarding Oil, and if he had attended school.

Unlike Peter, Igor turned out to be a chatterbox, talking about things as they came to him. I had to press him to get the events out in chronological order.

“How long have you been training?”

“Since I was a little boy,” he said, surprised by the question.

“Is that the norm here?”

“Yeah? Where do you come from that you don’t know that?” He looked at me skeptically.

He seemed to believe that he was born under a lucky star. Too confident for a man who tricked a friend to borrow money from him and ended up getting help from a healer without ever paying.

The fight between him and Peter never happened. I got the impression that the latter wasn’t even particularly surprised by Igor’s antics. When we got home, he just said that he’d go to the kitchen to prepare dinner and that was the end of it.

As for my attitude toward the situation, my irritation was also gone. I simply made a mental note that Igor was an unreliable person, capable of lying to a friend and deceiving him. So it was better not to do important business with him. Let him be an acquaintance and a source of rumors and information.

“It’s not about me,” I answered him. “So there are fighting classes in schools too?”

“Which school?”

“What do you mean which school?”

“...are you pulling my leg?”

“I know there are regular schools and fighting schools. Actually, I’m very surprised you didn’t bother to give them different names.”

“Why? Everyone knows what you’re talking about when you talk about those things.”

“You people are weird.”

“Says you.”

“Fine, fine... Let’s start with normal ones. Do they teach you how to fight there, too? Like, the basic stuff?”

“A little bit.” Igor shrugged. “But if you want to learn how to fight properly, you go to a fighting school.”

“And they don’t teach you cleansing techniques or how to properly handle Oil?”

“It’s not the first time you brought it up. Are you kidding me?” He was genuinely taken aback by the question.

“I’m serious,” I replied. “You know that I lived in an orphanage. They didn’t teach us anything there.”

That wasn’t completely true. I had learned a thing or two from my nomad friends. Especially about regular schools. They came in different flavors. Public schools, open to everyone, were usually assigned to a particular neighborhood. The rest were of varying degrees of accessibility. There were schools for military children. Children of guardsmen and army men studied there. There were boyar schools — open for those with talent or with a certain pedigree. The last type of school was the guild one, for the common folk interested in a certain field. The most famous among those was the agricultural guild, responsible for producing food. And they must have been good at it because food was cheap as all hell here.

“Oh yeah, they totally taught you nothing.” Igor grinned. “Only how to fix people like an experienced healer. What kind of orphanage did you go to? Give me the address. I wanna learn how to heal as well.”

“How about going to a medical school instead?”

“No, thanks.” Igor waved his hands. “I saw what it did to Peter.”

“He studied to be a healer?” I was interested.

“Yeah, but he didn’t have a knack for it. Frankly, I don’t care much for it.”

The way Igor so easily gave up personal information about people he considered his friends made me wary that he might start bragging to people about my abilities.

“I need to make sure he stays silent about me...”

I didn’t regret helping him, but if he babbled, I would have to deal with the consequences. When Peter spoke up about it, he tried to do good. But Igor...

“What school did you go to?”

“The merchant guild,” he said. “My father’s a lawyer, but my mom and her relatives are tailors. I didn’t want to be a paper-pusher, so they put me there.”

“And they taught you how to fight there?”

“A little bit. One needs to know how to defend the store...”

“But you wanted more?”

“I did. So I also joined the fighting school on Dyer’s Street. That’s where I met Peter and Darwin.”

“Do many people go to fighting schools?”

“Yep.” He nodded. “No one can dodge the army. Not without a lot of cash, that is. But even then, people usually join. To avoid the shame, you know.”

“The army?” That was new.

“Yep. You join at eighteen. Two years of service,” Igor explained. “If you plan to work in the civil service, then three.”

“Oh, wow.” I was surprised.

According to my passport, I was sixteen. In two years, I’d face this conundrum myself.

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Igor said, noticing the look on my face. “Healers have their own way of doing things. Their services sell like hotcakes.”

“There’ll be no cake for you!” Peter shouted from the kitchen.

His hearing was excellent. He must’ve heard the rest of the conversation, too.

“So does everyone learn to fight because of military service or...?”

“I mean, what kind of a citizen are you if you can’t fight? But, yeah. Many people do it so they’re ready for when they join the army. That, and it’s a good way to discover if you have some hidden ability or something. If you discover that you have a knack for something, it’ll make choosing your career path that much easier.”

“What are the possibilities?”

“You can either stay in the army or go serve the boyars as a guard.”

“And kick ass?”

“In the beginning, yes. Boris retired from service and opened a restaurant. You can’t tell me he doesn’t have it good. With the right connections, everything’s possible.”

Judging by Boris’s state, he had retired early because of health issues. I assumed that to be the case with many.

Though this cleared up things a little bit. People didn’t fight because they were out of their minds, yes, the dirt of the Oil was pushing them toward it, but at least now I knew it could be profitable.

I still had no idea if women were in this as well. I didn’t see many girls in the gangs. But if the entire male population gained combat experience through military service, it meant that they understood military affairs much better than they did in my world. This could be a good sign.

“So, people go to these schools to learn the basics, to prepare, and to figure out if they’re talented,” I summarized. “I assume that a lot of people go, yeah? Do they all awaken dormant talents? How does one even awaken them?”

“Did they keep you in the basement in that orphanage? How do you not know these things?” Igor shook his head. “It’s like I’m educating a child.”

“Oh, stop your whining. I’m an orphan from a small city. You should be happy that I know how to read.”

“Fair enough.”

“Now be so kind and enlighten me.”

“As a citizen of the kingdom, it wouldn’t hurt you to learn how to fight,” Igor said. “You know how to get into trouble, but you don’t know how to stand up for yourself.”

Oh, if he only knew the things I had been through...

“As much as I’d prefer to focus on healing, I’m considering the option of enrolling in a school. Not a fighting one, I’d like to leave that for later. I can’t just walk in and tell them that I want to study there, can I?”

“Depends on the school. Some of them don’t really care about your money or your origin. Competition is fierce among the aristocrats and members of the higher echelons of society, so I don’t recommend trying to get into any of those ‘fancy’ schools,” he snorted. “As for the private ones, you can pick and choose classes if you don’t want to attend regularly, but you’ll have to pay per lesson.”

“Is it expensive?”

“As with everything else, it depends on the school. The cheapest ones go from ten to twenty rubles a month. The average price is forty rubles.”

“That’s kinda pricey...”

“They might lower the tuition fee if you prove yourself. That happened to us. We attended our fighting school for free.” Igor smiled at the memory. “But we worked our butts off for that.”

“How come?”

“We didn’t go for free. Igor is exaggerating,” Peter said from the kitchen. “Not to mention that Igor didn’t tell his parents that he received a discount so they paid in full. You can imagine where he spent the difference.”

“Shhh!” Igor pressed his head into his shoulders. “You scold me, but who amongst us is without sin?”

My opinion of Igor was dwindling. Why lie about such little things? If he weren’t such a good source of useful information, I would’ve told him what I thought of liars. He would think twice about talking to me after that.

“And what exactly do they teach you in these schools?”

“To fight, duh,” Igor said and, seeing my annoyance, hurried to give a more detailed answer. “They train your body. Sound mind, sound body, and all that crap. We are taught meditation. One must feel the Oil in the environment and, as it were, inhale it through the skin.”

“And then what?”

“What do you mean?”

“After you Breathe in. How is the Oil used?”

“Ah...” He scratched the top of his head. “You just use it.”

“Just use it?”

“Yeah.” Igor shrugged. “Who’s gonna bother teaching kids serious techniques?”

“Why the hell do you go to school if they don’t teach you anything?” I was getting more and more confused about this world’s system of education.

“We are taught to fight and use Oil.”

“But without techniques?”

“What do you need them for?” He waved me away. “You Breathe in the Oil, you accumulate it, and you use it in a fight. By pushing your body’s limits, you harden it. Simple as that.”

“Wait, wait... So you’ve been taught to Breathe in Oil for years? And nothing more?”

“Oh, is that not enough for you? You know better than that, don’t you? C’mon then, tell me how it should be done!”

“Breathing is important, but it’s just the beginning,” I replied, curious to see his reaction. “What’s Oil? Energy, right?”

“Sure,” Igor reluctantly agreed.

I took a Breath, breathed in the Oil, and immediately brought it out by forming a ball the size of a tangerine on my palm.

“This,” I said, “is Oil. That is, energy.”

“How the hell did you do that?!” Igor got so excited that he jumped up from his chair, attracting Peter’s attention.

“What are you two doing?”

“Look!” Igor pointed at me. “He manipulates Oil like it’s nothing!”

“How far do you think you are from doing that?” I asked.

“Pretty far... I mean, you are a healer...” Peter added.

“When did you become a healer?” Igor asked. “How old are you? Sixteen? Seventeen? Did they start teaching you while you were still in the friggin’ womb?”

No, in a previous life.

But I couldn’t tell him that, could I?

I had already figured out what kind of philosophy teachers employed here. Survivors would be invested in. A cannibalistic practice. They taught children to Breathe but not how to purify the Breath, letting them figure it out by themselves. The clever ones would be rewarded.

Deplorable.

“Will you teach me?”

A liar like him? I doubted it, and yet I was curious to see how well he could control the Oil. He didn’t have a Source, but there were different paths and various approaches, so I could always guide him. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be easy without a moral compass.

“Ain’t much to it, honestly,” I said. “Do you know how to control the energy you draw in?”

“Sort of.”

It wasn’t a very reassuring answer. This were the basics.

“And you?” I asked Peter.

“Eh, more or less,” he replied vaguely.

“And to direct it somewhere into the body?”

“It always goes to my feet,” Igor said.

“I know how to do that, though I’m not good at controlling it inside my body,” Peter said when I looked at him. “But it’s pretty easy for me to direct it toward my weapon and enhance it. I’m good at that.”

“Then you’re already pretty close to repeating this trick.” I waved my little ball of Oil. “There’s nothing complicated about it. As I said, Breathing is just the first step, and this is going a bit further than that.”

“Where did you learn to do that?” Igor demanded to know.

“Nowhere. I learned on my own. I played around with Oil when I had nothing else to do,” I lied without batting an eye.

“Played around,” Igor repeated incredulously. “Pete, will you show us what you’re capable of?”

“Can’t. I’m making pilaf,” Peter replied and returned to the kitchen.

“That’s not the first time you promised me pilaf!” Igor shouted after him. “I bet we’ll have potato pancakes for dinner again...”

“Can you control Oil outside your body at all?” I asked him.

“I’ve tried it a few times, it didn’t go well, so I gave up. Everyone knows that those techniques require a high level of mastery,” he replied sadly.

“Guess I’m a master then.” I smiled.

“Just admit that you’re a prince pretending to be poor! That’ll fix my shattered ego.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m a simple orphan. My parents were mere mortals. I spent my entire childhood in the orphanage and then traveled with the hobos.”

“I bet one of them taught you.”

“Do you really think that a master healer would go around doing odd jobs and sleeping outside? No. Again, it was all me.”

“Does that mean you can teach me?”

“Honestly, I have no clue.”

“Why? Because you don’t know how to teach?”

“It’s more likely that you don’t know how to learn.”

“Hey! That was uncalled for.”

“Besides, I don’t know if I can trust you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve only known you for a little over a week, and you’ve already lied to me twice,” I said. “I don’t know you. You say Peter is your friend but you lied to get money from him. Why would I teach you anything?”

In a matter of seconds, Igor’s face underwent a metamorphosis. At first, he looked like a child begging for candy, but when I called him a liar, he frowned, his eyebrows knitted in confusion. It was as if he couldn’t wrap his head around the fact that I had called him out unprompted. And when I mentioned lying to Peter, he flinched and got angry, clenching his fists and glaring at me. Usually, people said such things out of hatred or resentment. I didn’t have any of that in me.

But I was being petty, really. Taking offense at a teenager? While going to kill the God of Death who had already devoured at least one world and killed millions if not billions of people? It was ridiculous on multiple levels.

Igor faced indifference and calmness. He saw in me no desire to hurt, no aggression, no fear in response to his belligerent look.

He deflated, shut up, and sat back in his chair, opening and closing his mouth like a beached fish.

“Is that silence I hear?” Peter peeked out from the kitchen. “You managed to turn Igor speechless? Perhaps you are a master, Oleg.”

“He was being rude!” Igor complained.

“You still don’t get it, do you?” I asked. “I’m not doing this to be mean. I just think that it’d be a waste of time. Control of purified Oil, that is Blood, is based on two things. Skill, which takes practice, and inner harmony, and morality. And your moral compass is all over the place.”

“Oh, spare me the spiritual mumbo-jumbo. What’s morality have to do with anything?” Igor snorted. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

I sighed. His reaction only confirmed that he wasn’t ready to know more.


Chapter 16




Igor was ignoring me. He didn’t speak a word while Peter set the table. He ate in silence.

It was to be expected. It was a childish reaction, but an understandable one, when people like Gorynych were considered strong adepts without having morals. The existence of such people contradicted what I told Igor, which, naturally, pissed him off.

I could go into details and try to prove the effectiveness of my path, but I wasn’t in the mood for that. No matter how much I disliked the local approach, such people questioned my view of the world as well. What if Gorynych and people like him were much stronger adepts than I had back home despite working with Oil instead of with Blood? It was wrong, but they were clearly managing somehow. Ivan didn’t look like a sick man. At least physically. On the contrary. He was healthy, fit, and strong. His threshold had to be rather high, and he somehow achieved that by interacting only with Oil.

I didn’t know how it was possible, but I had doubts about how it’d all end. Come to think of it, Oil was good for killing other people. I knew for a fact that it didn’t work well against the undead. So even if the local adepts were stronger than the ones in my world, they wouldn’t be able to save themselves from the undead. If anything, they’d be in the way, busy attempting to kill their own.

Lost in my thoughts, I missed Igor go from pouting like a scolded child to being as gleeful as a kid in a candy shop in the blink of an eye. I was slowly starting to think that he wasn’t right in the head.

“If it goes to shit, you can take me as an apprentice,” he said to me.

“Huh?” Still lost in thought, I didn’t immediately understand what he said. “Apprentice?”

“Yeah!”

“What on earth has gotten into you?” Peter blinked in genuine confusion.

“Why do you look so surprised?” Igor asked. “I bet Oleg didn’t show us a tenth of his skillset. Aren’t you curious to see what else he can do?”

“Igor, he’s already told you...” Peter began but was interrupted.

“We’ll just forget that part about inner harmony or whatever,” Igor dismissed him. “What about real training?”

“I think we have bigger things to worry about now than your lack of zen,” Peter reminded.

Problems didn’t spoil his appetite, that was for sure. It was only noon and we were on our third breakfast. Not brunch, no. A proper breakfast with fried eggs, toast, and sausages.

Gods, I wished it’d be like this forever.

“And training would help us solve those problems,” Igor persisted.

“You’ve got a point there,” Peter reluctantly agreed.

“Then? Could you teach us a couple of moves?” Igor looked at me. “Pretty please?”

I sighed. As always, instead of taking my warning seriously, Igor decided to think that I was just egging him on.

The idea would’ve been sound if not for a couple of things. Training them quickly and efficiently at the same time was equal to getting something good for cheap. A naive dream. However, since we’d fight as a team, it’d be better to work on cooperation and coordination.

“Do I need to remind you how our last ‘training session’ ended?” I asked.

“I—”

“If you say it’s not your fault, I’ll punch your teeth in myself,” Peter hissed at Igor.

“Oh, like you never lost your head because of a girl!”

“At least I don’t let my other head do the thinking.”

They sat in silence for a while. Igor seemed weary about annoying Peter any further, while the latter completely ignored the former and turned to me.

“When you were talking about inner harmony, you weren’t just fucking around with Igor, were you?”

I would’ve preferred it had he asked about that in private later. I didn’t trust Igor at all anymore.

Though there were some things I could share even with the chatterbox around, things that wouldn’t kill me if word got around.

“Think about it like this: as a guest, do you prefer going to a house full of disorder and screaming kids or visiting your loving grandparents? Or, since you are a cook, would you rather work in a clean or a dirty kitchen?”

“Well, when you put it like that...”

“Precisely. Now imagine that you’re working for a miserly chef who buys cheap produce and masks the smell and taste of expired goods with an abundance of spice, cutting corners left and right. Do you think he’ll have a successful business?”

“If he’s smart,” Igor chimed in.

“Thinking of starting a business, are you?” I jabbed.

“Just get to the point, will you?” he grumbled in response.

“I think I get what you’re trying to say,” Peter said. “Grandma used to say that there should be order in all things. At work, at home, in the kitchen, in the mind... We must keep our word and help people. She must’ve repeated it a million times.”

“Was your grandma an experienced healer?”

“One of the best,” he replied with a note of pride in his voice.

I wasn’t surprised. That was the dumbed-down version of our general oath, and he had just confirmed my words through his grandmother, a professional healer.

“Blah, blah, blah. When do we start kicking ass?” Igor asked.

Peter finished his meal with a sigh and pushed the plate aside.

“Okay, I have an idea,” I finally said, chewing on my last piece of sausage.

“Go on,” Peter and Igor said at the same time.

“This is gonna sound stupid, I know, but try to take me seriously. You especially, Igor,” I emphasized, pointing my fork at him.

“It wounds me that you think so little of me.”

“It’d help if you stopped making an ass out of yourself.”

“Hey!”

“As I was saying,” I continued, ignoring him. “You have to be honest with yourselves. You need to know what you’re fighting for. Listen to your inner voice, to your gut. They’ll never lead you astray. Peter.” I looked at him. “You’re trying to live in two worlds at the same time. It’s like oil and water. It doesn’t mix.”

“Oh, he’s a philosopher and a poet now,” Igor mumbled.

“And what do I do about it?” Peter asked. He seemed calm but I could tell that he had tensed, hiding his curled fists under the table.

“Like I said before, you have to make up your mind. Either don’t fight at all or go full out. Fight for your dreams, fight out of anger, it doesn’t matter. Just pick something. I’ve seen how excited you get when it comes to fighting. You revel in the fact that you can beat someone.”

“If only he’d get so excited when meeting girls...”

Sighing wearily, I ignored this... child.

“Your grandma didn’t use Oil, did she?”

“Not that I know...”

“Pure thoughts, pure substance. It’s not that difficult.”

To demonstrate, I created a ball of Blood above my palm, pure and luminous.

The two leaned forward synchronously.

“I recall seeing grandma use something similar,” Peter said. “But she had sixty years of practice under her belt. And you? Just how ‘happy’ are these thoughts of yours?”

“And how’s that gonna help us fight?” Igor asked.

Good question.

“Here.” I handed the ball to Peter. “Absorb it. Let me know if you feel a difference.”

With some hesitation, Peter did as he was asked.

As soon as the Blood entered him, his face smoothed out. He closed his eyes and froze like that.

“Did you put him asleep?”

“Silence is golden. Did no one ever teach you that?”

“I dunno. Some people pay you to talk, so...”

Peter opened his eyes and outstretched his hand, his fist shimmering ever so slightly. From the look in his eyes, I could tell that he found it much easier to control Blood, which both protected and enhanced the body at the same time.

“See what I mean?”

“I think I get it...” Peter drawled, looking at me thoughtfully.

***

This time, we went down into the courtyard.

There wasn’t much to say about the training itself. Somehow, I had forgotten that just because someone knew how to fight didn’t mean they could teach it.

Peter and Igor were frankly terrible as teachers. And the two of them weren’t very good fighters either, except for swinging around their pan and limbs. Street fighting was one thing, but I was used to bigger things. To assess someone’s abilities and teach them something useful in a limited amount of time, you had to have both talent and experience, which these guys didn’t have.

So the whole “training session” boiled down to us pushing and punching each other. It wasn’t a complete waste of time, I admit. I had to learn how to feel my body, how to move it properly, get rid of its clumsiness.

Maybe I should go to fighting school. That’d be a good option if I failed to get a job at the hospital. But I’d think about that once I was settled.

After a few hours of training, Igor said he had some business to take care of and left. Peter and I returned inside. The subject of my leaving was forgotten.

As I didn’t want to stress Peter out any more than I already had, I decided to ask the waitresses about the dormitory tomorrow. I was sure that they’d be able to answer any questions that interested me. I didn’t forget about Mr. Sokolnikov, this was just backup. I strove for independence and wanted to know that I had a place to live on my own, as well as that there was a prestigious school I could attend if need be.

Igor returned three hours later, just before evening. Peter opened the door for him.

“Is our kung-fu master still home?” he asked from the hallway.

“Yeah.”

“I come bearing gifts! Oleg! Come ‘ere!”

Intrigued and confused, I went over to them. Busy removing his shoes, Igor had stuffed several bags into Peter’s arms.

“Try them on!” he demanded excitedly.

“What’s this?”

“A coat.”

“I have eyes, thank you.”

“I told you, my mom’s a tailor. We owe a clothing store. I told her I needed to repay a favor, so she helped me pick it out for you. You’re a respectable healer. You should dress like one.”

I looked at the coat, at Peter, at the bags in his hands, at Igor, and...

There was no point in arguing. For once, Igor was right. If you wanted to be treated normally, you should at least wear decent clothes.

But even though I didn’t know much about clothes, I could see that what he brought was worth two or three hundred rubles. Not to mention that there was something in the bags, too.

Igor pulled something out into the light. Pants, a shirt, and a cap. The shirt was white, and the rest of the clothes were gray, in the same style.

“Come on, come on,” he urged me. “Get undressed,” he added vindictively.

I had to pretend to be a doll and dressed up. As much as it pained me to admit it, Igor had a good eye and the measurements were perfect. I liked the clothes too. They made me look like a different person.

“Like a student,” Igor said happily.

“This must’ve cost a small fortune...”

“The treatment would’ve cost me an arm and a leg,” he objected. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not gonna go bankrupt over a pair of pants.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“Okay, fine. I borrowed some money from my family,” he admitted. “It’s fine! Though you can’t lose to Darwin now. It’d be a waste of perfectly good clothes.”

“He’s right,” Peter agreed. “You look like a different man.”

No one listened to my objections that it was too expensive a present.

With a sigh, I gave in. I could really use some nice clothes. But the fact that Igor now owed his relatives wasn’t making it any easier. I doubted he’d pay them back. I felt like his family gave these gifts to me, and yet I didn’t know them and they didn’t know me.

Carpe diem seemed to be Igor’s motto. I wished I could have a fraction of his free spirit...

***

When we went to work the next morning, we saw some Skulls on the way. They waved at us mockingly, but didn’t approach us, keeping their distance.

“They’re keeping an eye on you so you don’t run away,” Peter explained. “You should have left yesterday.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll sort it out,” I said calmly.

“We will sort it out,” he corrected me.

At work, the morning began as usual. I spent my break asking the girls about accommodations. They gave me an idea of where to go and how much it would cost. All the affordable were far away from the restaurant, but I’d live.

To my surprise, once the break was over, Boris called me into the kitchen.

“I have a little errand for you, Oleg. Take this,” he pointed to the takeout box, “and take it to Aristarkh Pavlovich. He’s a busy man, but he likes to eat well, so he often orders a delivery.”

Normally, we had two part-timers doing the deliveries. They’d come in the back, take the mountain of cardboard boxes, and run off to earn their allowance.

Pretty certain that Boris was trying to do me a favor with this, I didn’t argue.

Before leaving, I changed my clothes. I worked in a T-shirt since it was hot in the kitchen and it was easy to get dirty, but that wouldn’t be considered appropriate attire in the hospital. So I wore the shirt Igor had given me. The pants and boots were from the market, but that was okay. I also had my new coat with me — I couldn’t resist wearing it to work today.

I knew the way, so I got there quickly. I didn’t see any Skulls on the way. It looked like they weren’t watching me that closely.

At the hospital, they asked for my name, looked at my passport, and sent me in the right direction. I wondered if they would have let me in without a passport. Anything was possible.

I ran into Aristarkh in one of the hallways. He was doing his rounds.

Recognizing me, he stopped.

“Oleg? What are you doing here?”

“Delivering your lunch, sir.”

“Ah, just in time,” he said thoughtfully and called to someone behind my back. “Damyan! Take the food to my office. Do the old man a favor.”

“You don’t look a day over twenty, sir,” replied Damyan as he stepped over to me to take the box.

“If only.” Aristarkh smiled. “Oleg, follow me.”

I found myself wandering around the hospital with the healer. Having given over my coat, I put on a white robe and shoe covers. Order was always good. Especially in a place like this.

I expected all sorts of things, but not to be led into a room with twenty patients. Aristarkh’s office was on the fifth and last floor. We went back down to the first floor, to the far wing of the ward, and stopped by a door.

“Look in,” Aristarkh said.

When I did, I realized that one of the patients had a shirt with a skull on it. I couldn’t tell if they were all Skulls or not.

“They were admitted half an hour ago,” Aristarkh explained. “After a street fight, as you can imagine. How would you take care of them?”

I looked up at him in surprise. The fact that he brought me here only confirmed my suspicions. He and Boris wanted to test me.

“Piece of cake. I can do this... No pressure.”

“In this hypothetical scenario, I’m the first healer to look at them?”

Aristarkh nodded.

I realized I had two options. I could either pretend to be modest and divulge only necessary information or I could show off my skills and knowledge in front of Aristarkh and the Skulls who had it out for me. God only knew what kind of problems that’d cause me in the future.

But I was ready to go with my gut. For an ordinary person, it was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to prove themselves, but for me it was a nice chance to secure my spot in this place.

“I’d concentrate on the external signs,” I said, getting more air in my chest and speaking clearly. “I don’t know exactly how long it’s been since they were poisoned, but some of them,” I looked at the guys lying on the beds, “are displaying signs of organ damage in addition to the physical injuries they probably sustained in the fight.”

“Which of them do you think is in the worst condition?” Aristarkh asked.

“Judging by the external signs, that guy over there.” I pointed at the boy with the skull on his T-shirt. “His eyes are clouded; he doesn’t know where he is. His breathing is labored. You can see the livor mortis on the skin. He’s covered in sweat. I bet the Oil got into his lungs.”

Aristarkh approached the boy, put his palm on his chest, and... the Skull’s breathing evened out and he fell asleep.

A healing technique at last. I’d be able to do it in a year or so, provided that my development was optimized.

“Your diagnosis was correct.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“But theory and practice are two different things,” he added with a smile and looked at his patients. “I need a volunteer. My apprentice needs some practice. Naturally, you won’t be charged for his treatment. Is anyone willing to donate their body to science?”

Several hands went up.

“Wonderful.” Aristarkh turned to me once more. “Pick whomever you want.”

“Are you sure this is smart, sir?”

“I have full faith in you, Oleg.”

“No pressure.”

Curbing my desire to show off, I picked a case that was neither too easy nor too difficult. I didn’t have that many resources in this body just yet. Besides, I had to do this quickly. It wasn’t like with Igor, when I had time to think and make a proper diagnosis. I doubted Aristarkh had an hour to spare.

“What about us?” asked one of the guys when I chose his neighbor.

“Everyone will have a turn,” Aristarkh replied. “A simple cleansing will be enough, Oleg.”

“As you say, sir.”

The guy looked beaten, with a black eye and blood stains all over his body. Proper healing was much more difficult for me now so I was glad for the cleansing. The case was pretty simple: he was overdoing it with the Oil. Luckily, he was a sturdy lad so there was no serious damage to his internal organs.

I cleaned up the excess, and Aristarkh silently ordered me to dump the mud into the bowl he had placed next to me. I didn’t see where he got it from, concentrated as I was on my patient.

It took me about seven minutes. I could have done it quicker, but you shouldn’t rush these things. I was thorough, too. I noticed some old deposits, but I didn’t touch them as they had nothing to do with his current state or my task.

When I was done, I called Aristarkh over to examine my work. The old healer seemed satisfied. He praised me for doing a good job, and healed the boy’s wounds as thanks for letting me experiment on him.

“The rest will heal on its own,” he told him. “Thank you all for your patience and understanding. One of the general healers will come by to tend to you shortly. Oleg, follow me. We need to talk.”

With a nod, I followed him.

Something told me that he wasn’t about to tip me for the delivery...


Chapter 17




Fortunately or unfortunately, in my previous life, everything was rather straightforward. I always knew what I had to do, and I never had issues with people around me. The day the first forces of the undead horde came and my parents died, I ended up on the street. There were still many kind people back then. Compared to the nomadic life of the traveling vagrants here, it was like heaven and earth. Life got easier as I decided to become an acolyte. As the hard times had already begun, everyone was welcome to join. An extra pair of hands, even a child’s, could be put to good use. Training had been easier then as well as you got everything you needed within the framework of your rank. All you had to do was show interest and diligence. When I joined the army, we worked together to avenge our loved ones. We weren’t without our differences but we always put them aside for the sake of the common goal. The people of my world were built differently.

Here, I first watched the other kids assert themselves at Oleg’s expense for several years. Afterward, I saw how other people wanted to save money and solve their problems at the expense of my vagabond friends’ health and well-being. Now I came to the capital and was confronted with arrogant aristocrats and self-sabotaging gangs.

I disliked the nature of people here and the fact that I had to strain my brain to calculate their next step and how it’d affect me. I wasn’t acquainted with the social norms of this world enough to avoid trouble, and I hated that.

At first, Aristarkh told me that there was no way I could work in the hospital without a proper education and background. And now he summoned me through Boris to make sure that I could do what I had already proven myself capable of doing.

Why make me jump through all these hoops if I couldn’t work there? Or was he going to ignore everything he had told me and get me in just because I happened to know his friend? I wasn’t too thrilled about stealing someone else’s spot because of connections, but I was ready to prove mysels.

I was, after all, very good at my job.

Aristarkh took me to his office. It was spacious, consisting of several rooms. In the first room, at the entrance, sat a pretty girl. Past her, in a smaller room, was Aristarkh’s little slice of heaven. His words, not mine.

He sat down in his chair and stared at me thoughtfully.

“I’m listening.”

I didn’t like his patronizing tone. But I restrained my tongue, reminding myself for the umpteenth time that Aristarkh was looking at a teenager, not a colleague.

“I’m not sure I follow, sir.”

“Tell me,” he glanced at the boxes of food and inhaled the aroma, “about the connection between lesions of internal organs and external signs. How, without diagnosing the patient, to determine what’s wrong with them?”

I was surprised by how simple the question was. I had already demonstrated that I knew a thing or two about this topic, but Aristarkh seemed curious to see just how far my knowledge reached.

Clearing my throat, I stated my answer.

Aristarkh listened in silence, without interrupting as I told him the most important signs. I was curious to see whether he would believe that I could have theoretically learned all of this somewhere on my own.

“Unfortunately, I lack knowledge and practice to give a more accurate diagnosis,” I said as I finished my short lecture.

“Do you think practice will help?” he asked.

Oh, it certainly would.

“I... suppose,” I stammered, trying my best not to sound too eager. “No. I’m sure it would. With some practice, I bet it could immediately tell a lot about the degree of contamination, its duration, and the possibility of internal injury based on the color of the patient’s skin...” I hesitated again, not sure if the rest of my thoughts were worth voicing. “As well as what kind of Oil the person was affected by...”

“Does it matter?” Aristarkh asked flatly, which made me think that I was perhaps talking utter nonsense.

“In case of a mild infection, no.”

“And in case of a severe one?”

“Too many questions...”

“In that case, yes. It matters a great deal.”

“And how can you be certain?”

“I’ve noticed that my abilities react differently to different types of Oil.”

There. I said the thing that was better not to mention.

Healers transformed their Blood for specific tasks. For that, it was necessary to know about these transformations, and secondly, to be able to do them. For example, it was easier to work with energy from the fire plane with cooled Blood, which had an anti-inflammatory effect.

It was unlikely Oleg could know that. There was also a small chance that even Aristarkh had no clue about this. What if they didn’t know about the types of transformations in this world?

A minute passed. Aristarkh was silent. I stood there, frozen, breathing as shallowly as I could so as not to show that I was rather anxious. My whole back was soaked with sweat.

Finally, he spoke.

“Where did you learn all this, Oleg?”

As something in my stomach tumbled down and did a somersault, I knew for sure that these weren’t my reactions. While my body was panicking, I managed to keep a clear head and think through my reply.

I wasn’t going to make this easy for Aristarkh.

After all, experienced healers didn’t just heal the sick. They were good at reading other people’s emotions and sometimes even more. One of those things I lacked the most now. They knew how to improve their eyesight so they could notice even the smallest details. Or enhance their sense of smell so that they could tell exactly what went into their patient’s perfume. But that was just the beginning... The closest term for the true embodiment of this I could find in this language was echolocation. Only instead of sound, it was the Blood’s vibrations. In my language, this ability was called “unity” and “the seventh sense.” When you had some tiny, invisible particles of Blood vibrating around you. At the peak of this ability, you could even know what was in other people’s minds by the echo that you received in return.

It was hard to say how good Aristarkh was at that, and if he could read me as an open book. He didn’t do that back then in the restaurant, so he might need special conditions like his workplace. That was a sign of his weakness in this field, or just his laziness. Anyway, I didn’t really care, my ultimate defense was built on switching between my lives in my mind and mixing the memories. Thus I gave a cautious answer, curious to see his reaction.

“As you know, I’m an orphan. Life in the orphanage was unbearable, so I ran away. By chance, I ended up with a group of vagabonds. Hobos, nomads, whatever name you want to call them. There were all kinds of people among them, not all of whom were lost. And it just happened that, uh...” I hesitated to make it more convincing. “You probably know that they usually do the dirtiest work to survive. They can’t help but pick up all sorts of things while doing odd jobs. One of the men I met told me that he used to be a healer, but that he had lost his gift. Seeing that I was interested, he offered to teach me what he knew. I soaked it up like a sponge, eager to learn and help the people who took me under their wing. I saw too many of them die of Oil poisoning because they took jobs cleaning slaughterhouses...” I took a breath. “The old man told me all sorts of things. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. I experimented a bit with his techniques, kept what stuck, and discarded what didn’t work... Little by little, I figured out stuff on my own. So...” I shrugged. “A bit of natural talent and a bit of luck.”

There was silence. Aristarkh sat like a statue. Only his eyes moved, studying me.

“You discovered your talent. They helped with advice. You experimented,” he summarized. “Either you’re shamelessly lying to me, or you’re an actual genius.”

He said it good-naturedly, and I kept playing my role, pretending to be embarrassed. It wasn’t a lie. That did happen. In another life. People helped me with advice, and I listened to all sorts of wise old men and then put their knowledge to use. War was like that. You either learned fast or you died. And if you were dead, you couldn’t save people, could you?

“Will you take me as an apprentice?”

“I’ll have to think about it. In three weeks... Who knows?” he mused. “I’d like you to deliver my lunch tomorrow as well. In the meantime, you’re free to go.”

I said goodbye and left the office.

As I stepped outside the hospital, I felt the full weight of my anxiety. I couldn’t say whether it was the consequences of “echolocation” or if my body just wasn’t ready for such conversations. It was probably a combination of both. My palms were sweating and I couldn’t get enough air. I sat down on the nearest bench to catch my breath and let my heartbeat calm down. I replayed what happened in my mind. I wanted to think that it went well. Aristarkh was definitely interested in me. Maybe I should prepare better for our next meeting, find out from Peter what the hospital was like, its hierarchy, and the exams. And most importantly, what I needed to know to be a good candidate.

On one hand, three weeks were less than a month, so we were moving in the right direction. On the other, if I had gathered more information about what the local healers could and couldn’t do, the conversation could’ve gone better. But perhaps this was for the best. I had to seem like an immature, inexperienced youngster if I wanted this to be convincing.

With these thoughts, I went back to the restaurant.

***

At the end of the workday, Damyan offered Tamara to walk her to the subway station. She was more than glad to accept. A conversation ensued during which he didn’t even have to make an effort to find out the latest gossip.

“Oh, the oddest thing happened today. You remember the delivery boy? Mr. Pavlovich gave him a tour of the hospital. He even invited him to his office!”

“Really? That’s unusual.”

“I heard that Mr. Pavlovich let him heal one of the patients. Can you imagine? One of those punks that were admitted today.”

“What exactly did he do? Was he allowed to cleanse the patient?”

“I believe so. I think he managed.”

“That really is unusual...”

“I know, right?” Tamara chuckled. “Seems the boy knows a thing or two about medicine. Oh, do you know what the most interesting part is?”

“Do tell.”

Tamara leaned in and lowered her voice to a whisper as if she were afraid that someone on the subway could be listening in.

“He’s an orphan. A vagabond. Says he learned all that on the street. Do you think that’s possible?”

“I doubt it.”

He had overheard one of the nurses mention that Aristarkh let someone perform a cleansing on one of the members of the Skull gang. To think that such a serious task would be given to a simple delivery boy...

The news that he had learned all this on the streets amused Damyan. So much about this guy being a serious competitor. You couldn’t learn medicine on the streets. Such things didn’t happen.

But what Tamara said next made him tense up again.

“Mr. Pavlovich made me compile a list of references for a junior healer. He also asked me to take a couple of books from our library. He said he wanted to give them to the boy tomorrow.”

“He’s seeing him again tomorrow?”

“Yes. He told me to ask for the boy when I place his order at Mr. Dmitrievich’s restaurant. Seems to me that he’s eager to take the boy under his wing.” She glanced at Damyan. “He seemed really impressed by his performance.”

That wasn’t true. After lunch, Aristarkh went straight to his patients, so he couldn’t have told her his opinion of the boy and his performance. But Tamara wanted to see Damyan’s reaction. She knew he’d been eyeing the spot for a very long time.

“He wants to teach a street kid?” he asked, both surprised and outraged. “What are we now? A charity?”

Tamara just chuckled.

***

Boris frowned at Peter.

“Are you sure about it? Such things aren’t to be taken lightly. Skulls have pretty strict rules about this.”

“I know. Cancelling would cost twenty thousand rubles,” Peter said gloomily, looking at the floor.

“Twenty thousand rubles?! You could open your own restaurant with that kind of money!” Boris gaped. “Where did Darwin get such a sum to offer you to join them?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that he’s an officer now,” Peter mumbled. “I think.”

“That doesn’t explain anything. That’s a serious sum... Either he’s been involved in some shady business and has been working around the clock or... I don’t even know.”

Boris shook his head disapprovingly and reached for the phone.

“Katya, Boris here. I’d like to speak with Dmitri. Yes, I’ll hold.” He tapped the desk with his fingers as he waited. “Dmitri! Hi, how are you? I’m good, I’m good. Yes. Yes. They’re good, too. Yes, the restaurant is still there. Yes. Listen. Someone placed a bounty on one of my employees. Yes, that one. Yes, the kids are out of their minds these days. What do you mean what do I need? You know damn well what I need. I don’t want your people bullying my busboy. He’s a good guy, saved two of my guests. Listen, he’s gotten it into his head that he wants to be a healer when he grows up. Aristarkh is interested in him. No, I’m not pulling your leg. It’s hard to surprise the old man, so the kid really is talented. You’ll think about it then? Good. Good. Appreciate it.”

Having hung up, Boris stared at Peter once more.

“Good news?” he asked hopefully, although he saw that the man’s face was anything but happy.

“Empty promises as usual. Dmitri said he’d look into it, but it’s clear he won’t do a goddamn thing about it. Skulls,” he said with contempt. “It’s high time the prince took care of them. But why would he bother when they have their hands in everyone’s pockets?”

“I see...”

“I’ll try to figure something out. There is an option of renting an apartment in another part of the city. Though I don’t think Oleg will like it...” He sighed. “Aristarkh seems interested in him. Just today, I sent him on a delivery to the hospital. I think he’ll make this a regular thing. He won’t want to leave now. And these damn Skulls are worse than cockroaches...”

“I see. I’m sorry for the trouble, Uncle Bor....”

“Don’t be. We stick together,” Boris said sternly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.”

***

The rest of the day flew by as usual.

As Peter and I walked home, I thought about the fact that someone was trying to sabotage me while I was so close to completing step one of my plan. And yet time was running out.

If I tried to avoid the fight by leaving the city or hiding, I’d waste time. I’d also miss out on a potential opportunity to develop as a healer.

But if I stayed...

It was a choice without a choice, really.

I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what to do about the Skulls. Just fight them? Ask Mr. Sokolnikov for help? For his patronage? I had a bad feeling about such an option.

Igor joined us on the way home.

It was kind of funny if you thought about it. Two teens guarding the man who killed Undead Kings and defied a God. But those were the merits of a past life. They’d do me no good here.

The Skulls met us on the way. Rather, they observed from the side. Like shadows, they followed us home. No. Like vultures, they circled around their prey, waiting.

A short meeting was held over dinner. Peter regretfully informed me that Boris would most likely be unable to help.

“He called some old acquaintance of his. A Skull, I think,” he said. “He sent him off with empty promises.”

“Then it’s time to bribe other gangs,” Igor stated.

“What about Aristarkh?” Peter asked me. “How did that go? Can he help?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Though he did seem interested in me...”

“I doubt he’ll get involved. The old man doesn’t like problems, especially gang fights. He considers it all nonsense.”

“It’s not like Oleg’s picking these fights on purpose,” Igor remarked.

“What difference does that make? A mess has still been made. Protecting a street kid, even a talented one, from a gang is too much trouble for the old man.”

“I suppose you’re right...” Igor sighed.

“Besides, you’re not the only one who’s in trouble here,” Peter said. “I am too. Darwin is using you to get to me.”

“I still don’t get how it’s come to this between the two of you. Would you enlighten me? Or is it too personal?”

“I’d say that Peter and Darwin just have brooms up their asses,” Igor replied. “They take everything super seriously.”

“Perhaps you ought to start doing the same,” Peter retorted. Still, he decided to share some of the details of his friendship with Darwin with me. “We fought together before, that much you know. The three of us, that is. Igor was as reckless then as he is now. And then... My parents died in the war. They were field healers. Grandma fell ill after that. Of sorrow, I always thought. She quit her job at the hospital, and I... Well, I was angry. Furious. So I fought to let off some of that steam. You can guess how that ended... Igor and Darwin were pretty beaten up, but my poisoning was so serious that I thought I was going to die. But grandma saved me. At the expense of her own health,” he added regrettably. “She made me promise that I’d never fight anymore. I agreed. Honestly, at that point, I was willing to become a monk at her request. I felt what it was like to feel death breathe down your neck. And then...”

“It was bad times all around...” Igor sighed.

“The fight between gangs never ends. Igor and Darwin were craving for revenge. One fight after another, there was the last, hopeless one. They were losing, but they just wouldn’t calm down... It’s a pity I wasn’t with them back then.”

“You told us that you’ve quit and wouldn’t show up!” Igor said. “Then again, I guess it didn’t help that both Darwin and I were stubborn idiots. Well, are... We didn’t learn a lesson that day,” he noted with a surprising amount of self-criticism. “Darwin nearly died that day. His family spent all the money on his previous recovery. We didn’t have a single ruble among the three of us, and Peter’s grandma was too ill to help.”

“So he took out a loan?” I guessed.

“Darwin got into debt. That’s how he became a gang member. He’s up to his ears in their shit.”

“And he blames me for it,” Peter finished the story.

“Partly because he got hit in the head too hard. We just gotta beat some sense into him,” Igor scoffed. “So, as you can see, Oleg, Darwin is using you to get to Peter. Two birds with one stone, as they say. I bet he’d like nothing more than to see him back on the streets.”

“He wants to see him go back on his promise...” I mumbled to myself. “Fucked if he does, fucked if he doesn’t.”

“Precisely.” Igor nodded. “If he stands up for you, that’ll tell everyone that he values some random stranger, no offense, over his old mates.”

“And if I don’t stand up for you,” Peter continued, “I’ll look like a first-class asshole, who betrayed his friend for the second time. Who turned his back on you the moment you weren’t useful to me.”

“You’re gonna look like an asshole no matter what you do,” I grumbled.

“Yeah...”

“I told you, it sucks,” Igor concluded with a dramatic sigh.

And here I thought that being a teenager fighting against the undead was hard enough...

“Had you not been seen with me, they probably wouldn’t have gone to this Ivan,” Peter said. “They’re not desperate enough to take an order from that crazy bastard. Yes, it’s good money, but it’s not worth it.”

“Man, ya’ll must have nothing else going on in your lives if you come up with this kind of stuff,” I said.

Igor raised his eyebrow in surprise, not expecting such a snide comment. Even Peter looked puzzled.

I glanced at the clock that hung on the wall.

“Let’s go to bed. No smart decisions are made this late in the evening. We’ll think about it in the morning.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Peter agreed. “Good night.”

“Good night.”

***

I had hoped that Igor would go home, but no. He stayed overnight, crashing on the floor next to my couch.

So much for privacy...

I hoped to get a good idea of what I could do with Blood and Oil on my own. There were some things I started testing out right after I escaped from the orphanage. But I hadn’t really achieved much in those first attempts. Without the Source, my abilities were very limited.

Thinking that I’d have to fight the undead, I was prepared to work my way up to being a warrior. For which I had to become a healer and prepare my body for the transformation, learn how to control the purest form of Blood...

But now I was faced with a completely different task. One I never thought I’d have in my previous life.

Fighting teenagers.

Perhaps this wasn’t another life but another one of Death’s games. Another one of his intricate mockeries. I was a blind kitten fumbling around in the dark, and he was a particularly fucked up individual.

“Let’s focus on what is actually going on instead of coming up with crazy scenarios, shall we?” I was bound to drive myself insane like this.

Luckily, Igor was a heavy sleeper. A herd of elephants could come rushing past him and he’d be none the wiser. No sooner did we finish dinner than he put his head on the floor, closed his eyes, and dozed off. I waited some more just to make sure that he wasn’t pretending to be asleep, got up from the sofa, and, listening to his breathing, went out onto the balcony.

I needed an open space, and I couldn’t think of anything better than the balcony without arousing unnecessary suspicion. Especially since it overlooked the river, which was the perfect target for my Oil shots. So I settled down, sitting in the dark like a sniper with clutches of dirty energy swirling between my fingers instead of a rifle.

I wanted to test my recent idea — to use Oil instead of Blood for fighting, but keeping in mind all those nuances that were bothering me.

If for some reason an adept couldn’t use Blood from their Source, their strength depended on how much Breath they could inhale and how quickly they could manipulate it. Simply put, how much energy they could take in at once. I wasn’t going to let the Oil touch my Source. In this scenario, the only thing that mattered to me was if I could create a weapon out of a small amount of Oil without hurting myself. Both my body and my Source.

Ideally, I’d like to attack possible human enemies indirectly to reduce the probability of violating my vows.

For the next half an hour, I practiced exactly that, freezing in the breeze blowing from the river. I Breathed, formed a ball in the palm of my hand, compressed it, and sent it toward the water. The cast speed was inspiring, more than I expected. Unfortunately, there was no way to estimate the power of such projectiles in comparison to the Blood ones. The fact that I wasn’t able to change the shape of the ball and transform it into something more interesting, no matter how much I tried, made me sad.

Having grown tired of practicing, I gathered my remaining strength, and cleansed myself. Like a zombie, I slipped past Igor and went to the bathroom to wash my hands.

If I Breathed in the Oil and started working with it, I could prevent the sediment from spreading through the body toward the Source. No harm done. But I could do so only by wasting the Blood in my Source, and it was slowly depleting my rather modest reserve.

I had no idea what would happen if I let the Oil spread, but I doubted that it’d be wise to experiment with it. It was like working without gloves. It took time to get Blood from Oil, but at least it protected me.

The good news was that my Blood reserve allowed me to use Oil as a weapon. The bad news was much worse. First of all, Oil was spreading through my system, and I had to cleanse it afterward. Second, there was a chance the Oil would destroy my Source. It pained me to admit it, but I was pretty scared when I first noticed the stains. Third, even with all my cunning and knowledge, I was limited in time, the amount of gathered energy was pitifully small.

If I was feeling particularly bold, I could get one or two attacks. If I was lucky, five, depending on how much preparation time I had. But that wouldn’t be enough for a serious fight. Especially considering I didn’t know what Darwin was capable of. If he knew how to form an Oil film all over his body — the most basic and rudimentary defensive technique — I wouldn’t be able to do much harm to him.

My chances of defeating a well-trained fighter were pretty low, but I had never been a quitter.

It was a long shot, but it was worth a try.

***

In the morning, I wasn’t surprised to see the Skulls on our way to work. Igor jerked toward them, but I held him back.

“I didn’t get you back on your feet for that. Not yet,” I reprimanded him.

“Just let me hit one of them. Oh, I wanna beat their asses so bad,” he whined.

The Skulls shouted after us, but just like yesterday, they escorted us to the restaurant and left us alone.

Peter was given three days to think about Darwin’s proposal. Today was the second. There was no guarantee that Darwin would keep his word, so I assumed that he could appear at any moment to collect his payment. Because of this, I was reasonably worried that I might get ambushed on the way to the hospital.

And I was.

Perhaps I was psychic as well?

***

Damyan came to the hospital early that morning. He hadn’t slept well last night. The day was approaching when he’d have to pay back a part of his debts, and he was short on money. And then there was the situation with the position of the head healer’s apprentice. The whole hospital was buzzing with rumors about when Aristarkh would choose a new ward.

Damyan had no doubt that he’d draw the short end of the stick. His life had never been spoiled. He had to do everything on his own. And today, he decided that he needed to hedge his bets and increase his chances. He came early, made his rounds, and found someone who would help him.

The doors of the hospital were truly open to everyone. But the number of beds was limited. There were separate beds for commoners, but it wasn’t physically possible to accommodate everyone. There weren’t enough healers to go around either because of this open door policy. People were working around the clock, but it was worth it. You’d get to work here for five years and secure yourself a high-earning position somewhere else. Or you’d go work for the aristocrats.

You could also earn a little extra on the side if someone wanted to be treated out of turn.

Damyan was looking for someone who was in a hurry. More precisely, someone who had no money and received a bed in the general ward. One of the gang members, an ordinary kid who didn’t have enough to be discharged on the same day he was admitted. A typical case of mild poisoning, manifesting itself in the form of a particularly nasty rash.

“Is it my turn?” he asked hopefully.

Damyan assessed his condition and determined that it was just what he needed. The rash was incredibly itchy, it seemed. The boy had been up all night trying to scratch it but to no avail.

“It just might be,” he replied.

Damyan already knew that his future career would be filled with cleansing procedures. He seemed to have a knack for it.

“Ah, I get it... Alright. How do we speed things up?” the boy asked.

“Follow me,” Damyan instructed.

He wasn’t going to talk business surrounded by seven strangers, no matter how unconscious some of them seemed to be.

Finding some privacy in the confined space of one of the janitorial closets, he presented his offer.

“I need you to check on someone. He works for Boris Dmitrievich. Do you know his restaurant?”

“I know how to keep myself out of trouble.” The boy sniffed. “If you want me to kill someone, it’ll cost you more than one treatment.”

Damyan chuckled. These guys were bold, he had to give them that. The boy wasn’t even an officer and he was already willing to kill someone for the right price.

“Nothing of the sort. I just need you to shake him up a bit. He works as a delivery boy, so you’ll recognize him by a bunch of take-out boxes,” he explained. “I don’t care what you do, just rough him up a bit. Push him in the mud, pour the food over him, whatever. Make him go home. Understood? Can you do that?”

“That’s all?” the boy asked suspiciously.

“It’s not that simple. You have to do it perfectly. I’d like you to take it seriously, so I’ll give you a chervonets for it as well.”

Damyan reached into his pocket and took out the prepared bill. He didn’t want to part with the money until everything was done, but when it came to gangs, he knew it was better to pay in advance. Then it was no longer a simple request, but a deal. Ironically enough, they kept their word.

“You’ll treat me now. And my team. For free, of course,” the boy said before they shook hands, his eyes gleaming greedily. “As far as I know, there’s only one person in here who can afford to eat at that place — Mr. Pavlovich. And leaving him without his lunch seems rude.”

The boy grinned, showing that not all of his teeth were in place.

“You’re a bold one. I respect that,” Damyan lied. “Alright, let’s do it like that. But if he escapes, there’ll be hell to pay. The whole amount plus interest. A chervonets for each treatment.”

“And if he doesn’t come?”

“He will.”

“And if he doesn’t?” the boy insisted.

“Then he’ll come tomorrow.”

“And if not? Do you expect me to wait forever for him? He has a week. Do we have a deal?”

“Fine,” Damyan scowled and shook the boy’s hand, hoping that he hadn’t made one of the dumbest mistakes of his life.


Chapter 18




Before I went out on another delivery errand to the hospital, Boris called me into his office.

“Peter told me about your problem,” he said right away. “The Skulls seem serious about this. They’re a bunch of hooligans, but they work for some serious people. I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll sort it out somehow.” I tried to make my voice sound as confident as possible.

“I know how you’ll ‘sort it out.’ If this were a normal showdown, I wouldn’t say a word.” He looked at me disapprovingly. “But this is serious, Oleg. The best thing for you to do is to leave the city. Have you thought about it?”

“I have. But I’m set on working in the hospital with Aristarkh.”

As soon as I found myself with the nomads, I began to properly collect information about the world I had found myself in. The life of a nomad wasn’t conducive to health but their diseases added to my knowledge. So I knew how things were in other cities, and I went to the capital for a reason.

The gift of healing was said to be quite rare in this world. Too rare for the average person to hope to see a healer unless they were dying. It was a matter of self-interest, but I understood it. There was no shame in knowing your talents and wanting a better job. And who paid the best? The aristocrats and the boyars. I knew for sure that if I tried to develop on my own or find a mentor somewhere else, I’d immediately fall into someone’s grubby hands. Aristarkh had his flaws, but at least he seemed like a decent man.

I could go to Sokolnikov. He’d hide me, but he’d ask to serve him. And if I made a promise of loyalty, I’d have to keep it... Promises were a tricky business, just a lighter version of a vow with consequences in case of violation. It was just as important to keep your word as it was to keep your vows. Being forced to serve was one thing. You weren’t bound by promises then, only fear. Overcome it, and you were free to leave. But if you agreed to do something, where could you run away from yourself?

The primary reason I wanted to work in this particular hospital was their attitude toward the sick. A healer’s power depended on his control, his knowledge, his Source, and the purity of his Blood. But above it all was his code. His vows, asceticism, practice, and philosophy. What I saw in this hospital, their willingness to treat anyone, not for money, but simply because it was the right thing to do, resembled a healer’s code more than anything else.

Simply put, I couldn’t think of a better place to be. At least not in this world.

“How are you going to work if your arms and legs are broken?” Boris asked after a short pause.

I hesitated, not knowing what to say. I couldn’t explain to him what was at stake. After some time, the undead would descend upon this world. I couldn’t hide now, it would be a waste of time, and I wouldn’t forgive myself for doing so.

“It’s a mess, Oleg. More tangled up than my nana’s ball of yarn,” Boris said. “The Skulls won’t touch you here, in my restaurant. I have acquaintances among the police. I asked them, as friends, to patrol more often on the way from the restaurant to Peter’s place. That’s all I can do. The Skulls won’t touch you while they’re there, but be aware that, if they want to, they’ll find a way to get to you. So watch out. You’re a good kid, Oleg. I’d hate to see something happen to you.”

“Thank you, Boris. I really appreciate it.” I bowed to show him my respect.

“Please. I’m not a boyar. That kind of groveling makes my skin crawl.” He waved his hand. “That’s all. Now... Bring Aristarkh his dinner. The old man must be starving.”

***

I got changed, took the takeout, and hurried to the hospital. If things went well, I really ought to thank Boris properly for his help. And I even had an idea how. A healer could do many things. Especially for a retired military man. His body was riddled with wounds. There were many complicated ones, rather entangled with each other. In a way, I could understand why Aristarkh wouldn’t want to mess with them if they weren’t endangering his life. But if I had a little bit more power, I could deal with them. Theoretically, I’d cleanse his body so that he’d feel young again.

As I walked, I tried to stay on busy streets, but it was lunchtime, so most people were indoors.

At some point, I entered a narrow alley, and very soon I spotted three guys walking in my direction.

“Oh, boy...” Two sidewalks, a single lane for the cars, and one house. There was little wiggle room.

I turned around and saw another kid. He was following me.

Good. Great.

I wasn’t much of a scout. I didn’t notice the backup. But I was also busy carrying boxes of food, in new clothes, so that I could look prim and proper when I met Aristarkh. I’d hate it if anyone ruined it.

“Do you have a cigarette?” the kid asked.

“A cigarette?” I stopped. “Smoking is bad for your health and you already look like you’re at death’s door.”

“What are you?” he scoffed and spat. “My mom?”

Lucky for him that his spittle missed my new shoe.

“Did Fierce send you?” I asked, shifting to the wall so that they couldn’t jump at me from behind. “Is he your officer?”

They had no symbols on them, but something told me that they weren’t your regular hooligans. Who else would they be working for if not him?

“Fierce? What the hell are you talking about?”

“What’s Fierce got to do with it?” a different guy asked.

“He has business with me. You don’t work for him?” I was surprised.

“No, unlike you, we’re not fools to mess with that madman,” the first one said uncertainly.

“Then why are you here?”

“To settle someone else’s score with you!”

I enhanced my body with Blood and covered my fists with Oil. He was about to punch me in the face when a whistle sounded. They all turned around at once and saw Igor running in our direction.

“Get outta here, you punks!” he roared.

He covered the last couple of feet with a jump and kicked the guy standing on the edge of the formation, knocking him onto the asphalt.

“Get him!” the first guy shouted and tried to punch me in the face.

I stepped back, getting out of the way of his fist, and then leaned forward, hitting him with my shoulder without wasting energy. He was tougher and bigger than I was, so there was no chance that I’d manage to push him away without effort

He swung back and bumped into his friend as Igor pushed him away from himself.

All three lay on the ground, leaving one last troublemaker.

Wasting no time, he grabbed me by the coat and swung at me, but I managed to lean back out of the way. Noticing the bags that I had left on the ground at the beginning of the fight, he reached out to them.

I gasped, realizing what he was up to.

“Stop it!” Igor shouted and kicked him in the face.

I didn’t even notice the blow, how quickly it was executed. Much faster than during our trainings.

The punk was slammed into the wall, but I managed to grab the bags before they fell to the ground.

“And don’t get up!” Igor laughed and tugged at my sleeve. “C’mon, Oleg.”

“Don’t move!” someone shouted after us. “Get them!”

“Fuck you!” Igor snapped back.

We jumped out of the alley onto the busy street and, without slowing down, ran toward the hospital.

“What are you doing here?” I asked Igor.

“Looking out for you! Pick up the pace. I gotta be home by dinnertime or my mom will kick my ass for closing the store early... Who were those guys anyway?”

“I don’t know. But they aren’t working for Fierce. At least that’s what they told me.”

“You sure are popular.” Igor chuckled. “I wonder who hired them...”

“I wonder why they were eager to get the takeout boxes...”

“Maybe they were hungry?” Igor suggested.

“Ha-ha...”

It was odd, though. Instead of running away when his mates were knocked out, the last guy tried to grab the bags before attempting to run away.

Could it be that he really was hungry? That made no sense. Sure, Boris’s food was good, but it wasn’t good enough to fight someone for it.

“To settle someone’s score with you...”

Who were they working for? Did someone pay them to steal the food? But that made no sense either. Who’d get into a fight over a bowl of soup, a salad, and some potatoes?

As we walked, I went over a dozen different scenarios. The craziest one was that they wanted to poison the food to get rid of Aristarkh. But it made no sense, just like the others. First of all, they came to see me. Delivery was an excuse. If I failed to deliver the food, Boris would’ve just sent someone else. Not to mention that Aristarkh would’ve noticed that something was off about his food. You couldn’t poison a healer that easily.

“Seems to me that someone wanted to prevent you from coming to the hospital,” Igor concluded.

“Why?”

Igor circled me, dusted off my coat, and fixed my shirt. I was taken aback by his sudden behavior.

“Aristarkh is a famous man,” he said. “He loves order. What would’ve happened if you came to him beaten up?”

“It wouldn’t be good, that’s for sure.”

“Precisely. They didn’t just want to beat you up, no. The fact that they went after the food tells me that they wanted to embarrass you in front of the old man. Now... Who’d benefit from you looking bad?”

“You people make no sense...” I sighed.

“Listen, I gotta go,” Igor said. “You think about it, yes? Those asshats probably won’t dare come after you again. Still, avoid dark alleyways. Keep to the wide streets.”

“Sure... Also, thanks. You got there right in time. I appreciate that.”

“Gotta say, your swing is getting better. Oh, and clean up your face a bit.” He grinned. “Your cheek’s all swollen and purple.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

With that, Igor ran off, leaving me alone. I could only hope that the food didn’t leak out of the boxes or something. No one liked a soggy potato.

***

Before going to Aristarkh, I went to the bathroom to wash my hands and face and wipe my sweaty neck. I also fixed my cheekbone. It was pretty simple — a little pure Blood, and voilà, the swelling dropped right before my eyes.

This time, my customer was in his office.

“Oleg! Come in, come in,” he beckoned joyfully and pointed with a dry finger. “Put the boxes on the table. Right there. Thank you.”

As I placed the food on the table, something unexpected happened.

From somewhere in his drawer, the healer took out a Small Death and threw it at me.

Both the spirit and I were surprised. The latter especially looked dumbfounded as it made a somersault in the air and tried to run away. Unfortunately for the little thing, my reflexes were too quick. I snatched it midflight and crushed it.

My hand burned with pain. I shot Aristarkh an accusing look.

What the hell was that for?!

He might as well have thrown a bomb at me!

“You’ll forgive me for that, Oleg.” The old man smiled kindly. “But it saved me some time and confirmed that you can, indeed, see spirits. Could you tell me where you acquired this very interesting ability?”

I felt anger bubbling up inside me as he began studying me.

“I can see them because...” I squeezed through clenched teeth. “Because I died.”

Aristarkh’s face stretched in surprise.

“And how did that happen?” he continued to pry.

“As you already know, I lived in an orphanage. The people there... weren’t so nice. The older and stronger boys liked to assert their power through violence. Unsurprisingly, I was one of their favorite targets.”

“You? With your abilities?” He arched an inquisitive eyebrow.

“My abilities weren’t known then. And even if they were, I don’t think they would’ve cared. Children are cruel like that.” I shrugged. “In any case, they beat me on the regular. And one day, they took it too far. They beat me so much that they thought they had killed me. Afraid of being found out, they threw me out the window.”

“And you survived that... How exactly?”

“Because I wanted to live. I didn’t want to die so young, unaware of the world outside the orphanage. I don’t know how it happened exactly... I was lost in darkness, and then... Then I took a Breath, sucking in the Oil. I think it saved me. When I came to, my wounds were closed.”

It was all true. Sort of.

“Somehow, I pulled through,” I continued. “After that, I began to see these things. Small Deaths or spirits, as you called them. That’s when I ran away from the orphanage. I was afraid that they’d kill me for good if I stayed.”

“What an unusual story...” Aristarkh drawled.

I let him ponder on it. Normally, you’d manipulate your eyesight to develop spiritual sensitivity. But those in a hurry and prone to risk often put themselves through the peril of near-death experiences to speed up the process.

It was also no secret that healing abilities could awaken in case of fatal injury. The body wanted to live, so it did all it could to remain alive.

“And when I joined the nomads, I saw these spirits in some places. They like to attack old people. I had to learn how to get rid of them.”

“You did well.” The healer nodded thoughtfully, to which I shrugged.

Having gleaned all the information he needed for today, Aristarkh concluded our meeting.

“Come over on your day off,” he said. “I’d like to see you in action. Tamara will give you the necessary books. You have talent, but talent isn’t everything when it comes to healing,” he said sternly. “We learn our whole lives. A healer should always strive to develop himself. You got the practical part down, but let’s see how well you’ll do with theory. Read as much as you can.”

I didn’t mind, if only I had a little bit more time.

“I will. Thank you for all your help, Mr. Pavlovich.”

With a polite goodbye, I left his office and took the books from the secretary. I barely managed to wait until I was in the hallway to take a look at the titles. An anatomical atlas and two books on the subject of Oil poisoning.

Not bad, a rather ambitious task from the old man.

Thanks to Peter’s library, or rather, his grandmother’s, I knew that in this world, as in mine, medical treatises were still torture for the mind, full of complex language and very specific terms. You needed skill to read it. And where would a sixteen-year-old orphan require such a skill? In the orphanage, it was the norm to leave the kids illiterate as long as possible so that they wouldn’t get ideas, or, God forbid, develop critical thinking.

It was easier for me. All I had to do was learn the language. Still, one needed a certain amount of precision to work with Blood. Mathematical, geometric, and physical. Complicated Blood or Oil patterns would always be constructed using mathematical formulas. I was far from the sages and higher healers in terms of education, but I could easily enough read complex texts.

But that was me, not Oleg.

And that was why Aristarkh was a scoundrel. He twisted my arm, and whenever I twitched, he twisted some more. I had a day off in five days. I had five days to read, understand, and memorize three big books. Considering that I had a full-time job, I might manage to read them all if I didn’t sleep, go to the bathroom, or eat. It was physically impossible. It was unclear how much Aristarkh understood this. He probably did, and this was a test to see if it was worth wasting time on me. I didn’t know what kind of a man he was, but I had been told that he didn’t like problems. Still, the fact that he was wasting both time and effort on me said that he was interested. A man like him, a healer of his caliber, wouldn’t lie just like that.

In theory I’d find time to read and prepare myself. The topics were familiar, if nothing else. What level of knowledge should I demonstrate though? If I showed off, I’d be asked where I studied, and I wouldn’t be able to get away with claiming that I was simply talented. And if I played stupid, Aristarkh’s interest in me would drop sharply.

It was going to be a busy week. Between washing dishes, fighting off punks, trying not to get into trouble, and making sure that Peter and Igor didn’t get themselves killed, I’d have to find time to read three books and carefully think over how to deal with the curious old man, capable of throwing around Little Deaths like baseballs.

***

Damyan watched the suspiciously clean delivery boy enter Aristarkh’s office.

They talked less this time, but the boy was given textbooks. It was a slap in his face. To be allowed to take the books out of the hospital’s library... It seemed to him that the question of Mr. Pavlovich’s apprentice had already been solved, only the rest of them hadn’t been informed.

Aristarkh liked to stimulate his students and colleagues in every possible way, so Damyan wasn’t surprised about this. He also wasn’t sure what to do next.

His family’s total debt amounted to more than five thousand rubles. His parents didn’t earn much, so it was already hard to make ends meet. And their health had been failing lately. Old age took its toll.

The debt was worth ten percent per annum. One hundred rubles per month. By hook or by crook, Damyan earned almost two hundred in the hospital, fifty of which he gave to one of the senior healers so that he’d be called over whenever influential clients needed a speedy recovery. Twenty more were spent on private lessons, and the rest was for food and other necessities.

To become Aristarkh’s apprentice meant to earn another fifty rubles and raise the prices of one’s services, which could be provided outside the hospital. That’d solve most of his problems.

But an unaccounted variable intervened in this harmonious plan, which those punks should’ve beaten and shamed. Well, at least he’d get his money back.

It might be worth taking a risk and dealing with this on his own.


Chapter 19




If I used to think that I had little free time during work, now I had none. I spent every minute I could find reading.

“Do you really understand that stuff?” Peter asked during the break.

The corporate lunchbreak was nearing its end, so there were no new orders. Having nothing else to do in the kitchen, Peter decided to stretch his legs a bit.

“Yes.”

Him starting a conversation during work hours was a rarity, but I wasn’t in the mood for chitchat. I had no time. I had to prepare.

“Did you get any sleep?”

I looked up from the book.

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

Peter raised his eyebrows, surprised by the stern undertone in my voice.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“Once I’m done with this, I’ll be able to name every bone as I break it. Neat, huh?” I chuckled in response.

Seeing that I was refusing to be serious, Peter shook his head and left.

I sighed. That’s what I get for giving him attitude. But I really had no time to waste. I was exhausted, but I’d sleep once this was done.

The day went on. There weren’t many customers today. In fact, the day had been so slow that Peter and I were allowed to leave an hour earlier. Though I assumed the real reason behind our early dismissal was that Boris didn’t want us to walk home in the dark.

We got back without incidents. We didn’t run into the Skulls, but that didn’t have to mean anything. They could’ve been hiding. Moreover, the streets had been packed with people.

We did run into Igor. He walked with a hop in his step and chatted our ears off.

When we got home, I read until the boys were asleep. Peter’s place was spacious, but his grandmother’s and his parents’ rooms were never used. I didn’t remember him ever opening them. There was Peter’s room, the living room where Igor and I slept, I on the couch and he on the floor, and the kitchen with the balcony.

I went out onto the balcony.

I was running out of ways to keep myself out of trouble for the next two days. But that was no reason to get discouraged and give up. I had to do my best. To give it my all. I couldn’t build up my strength that quickly. I also didn’t want to run away, contrary to everyone’s suggestions. The idea with the Oil didn’t work out well enough to rely on it. I didn’t want to go to the Sokolnikovs. There was no way of knowing whether they could help or not.

My only option was to get everything I could out of this situation, and the only thing left was to take the first vow. Things like that wouldn’t make an adept stronger right away, but I had a few ideas and was eager to implement them.

What worked in my old world, as practice had shown, wasn’t quite adequate for the things I had to deal with here. Something told me I’d be dealing with human adepts for as long as I was alive. And how could I do that if I became a healer and swore not to do harm?

On the other hand, the more complex the vow, the more difficult it was to keep, the greater the commitment it required — the greater the result. So taking old vows I knew well and cutting myself off from many easy decisions regarding conflict with people wasn’t such a bad idea. Especially considering that my true enemy were still the undead. The question was whether I had the strength to do it all. But without that question, the payoff would be diminished.

The sages of my world had made the art of vows and oaths an absolute. It wasn’t lip service to the promise of giving. It was precise art with different levels of complexity that could open up numerous paths of development.

The basic level was available to all — words. You gave your word, made a promise, and then you kept it. This was what I was telling Igor about. If you couldn’t keep your word, what could you even hope to do with Blood? It wouldn’t listen to you.

The second level was an oath. It differed from a promise in the seriousness of one’s attitude toward it and the price. An oath was a promise to do what you had sworn to do. It wasn’t like promising to show up on time. It was much more complex. Like healers who swore to help people. Anyone in need. If you broke your oath, started working for money, turned away those who couldn’t pay, you’d lose some of your power depending on the complexity of your oath. In the worst-case scenario, even all of it.

At the third level, an oath became a vow and was embedded in the Source. Breaking the vow would harm the Source, and possibly cost you your life. Maybe even for good.

Most of the adepts I knew, if they took vows, were limited to one, made in accordance with their chosen path. And only true masters took multiple, ready to follow a combination of several codes as well as severely limiting their life expectancy. Choosing to serve, you no longer belonged to yourself. You gave away your life for power. That’s why you should think carefully before you agreed to it.

I didn’t have to think twice. My life wasn’t mine anyway. I wasn’t going to waste my time with nonsense. I was guided by a higher purpose. I’d listen to my gut.

Each vow had its place in the Source. The first, the most important, laid the foundation and the fulcrum. The next three, if you were powerful enough, strengthened the supports. The rest of the framework was built pyramidally with oaths to complete the path.

Such a scheme wasn’t for me. After all, I was a healer and a warrior, so it wouldn’t be a pyramid, but be two spirals. Two vows for two different foundations.

As mentioned, they wouldn’t give a quick boost. They didn’t give power per se. They were about harmonizing the Source and the adept. I wasn’t kidding when I told Peter and Igor that inner harmony, the moral equilibrium was important. If a man wasn’t greedy, if he kept his word, he’d have inner peace. And instead of Oil, he’d attract... I’d like to say Blood, but not in this world.

Purer Oil. That was it. If he followed some ideals and fulfilled his vows, there’d be even more harmony.

If he committed his life to service, that was a whole other level of dedication. One that allowed purer Blood, which was an energy much easier to work with, a better tool and a more powerful weapon against undead creatures.

It’d be a small increase at first. But every day it’d grow and allow me to do things you couldn’t do without vows, oaths and service.

I wish it were as easy as I wanted it to be.

In order to make the first oath and turn it into a vow, it was desirable to have at least fifty Drops. Preferably a hundred. In my world, they didn’t allow acolytes to make serious vows before that. At fifty, you were already taking risks.

I had twenty. It was five times the risk. Still, it didn’t make sense to put it off any longer. I felt in my bones that I was going to need all the strength I could get.

I could only hope that I could compensate for the underdevelopment of my Source with control and skill. My soul ought to be worth something, too. It had been hardened by all sorts of hardships, gone through numerous experiments, including my own death.

There was a chance.

If I was unlucky, the Source would burn out and I’d be a cripple.

But if you didn’t take risks, you couldn’t defeat the God of Death.

It was time to get down to business.

I grabbed a knife from the kitchen, made sure the boys weren’t awake, and went out onto the balcony. I made myself comfortable, slashed my palm, and smeared the Blood over my body, drawing a sigil. I took an extra Breath, replenishing my strength and filtering the Oil. I needed at least fifty Drops.

“I swear,” I said, feeling the weight of my promise, “to protect the human race. From the God of Death himself and his minions.”

The simple words made my soul vibrate and my body freeze. The Blood within me swirled, forming the sigil — the base of the Source. It shuddered and went wild. For a moment, I thought it’d tear it apart. But it held me, strengthened me, didn’t let the energies hurt me.

I forgot how to breathe. My body ached with tension.

But I held on.

As soon as it was over, I felt the release of chaos in my chest. I exhaled loudly, almost falling on my side. I leaned on my arm and breathed quickly, coming to my senses. I felt heavy inside. I checked the Source. It was intact, if not more balanced.

Now I need a few months, a few hundred seriously ill people, and then things would start to get better.

I wished someone would give me that time.

But no one would, so it was time to move on to the next risky step

***

I left the house like a cat, careful not to wake the boys. I didn’t know which’d be worse, for them to follow me, or for them to think that I was running away.

It was a little early for them to see what I was planning. It was a little early for me too, but it was the best way to get stronger in such a short period of time.

I had no idea if the plan would work. It was based on the strange effect I felt when I killed the Hellhound, and it helped form the Source. I was a good healer, of course, but I didn’t suffer from excessive pride. Sometimes, a higher force gave you a helping hand. Whatever it was, it had passed from the Hound to me.

It sounded like a bunch of nonsense, I was aware. If I had such a power in my previous life, I would have killed the Kings without an issue. I would have wiped them all out. I would have devoured God.

But that was in the past.

In which, for the first time in my memory, a large number of people voluntarily gave their lives and the blood of our defeated God to make me stronger. I had supposedly experienced death twice. When I died and when Oleg died. I couldn’t say how that affected me, but I supposed it left some trace. Not to mention that going to another world was also kind of abnormal.

I had a sneaking suspicion that someone was behind this. I’d suspect Gods, but... The priests of our world held the belief that the Gods had fallen. Perhaps one remained. Maybe a third power had stepped forward. Maybe the local Gods, though I had never heard of them in sixteen years. Maybe the Blood itself. I didn’t know much about such things. If someone, or something, was responsible for this, it’d be sensible to assume that they had something to do with my mysterious gift.

I had a hypothesis that could cost me my life, but I couldn’t think of anything better. The chances of seeing it through were close to one hundred percent. The chances of getting injured were, I’d say, two hundred percent.

It’d be a shame for Igor and Peter to wake up and find me not on the sofa but torn to shreds on the bridge.

Yes, I was going to the bridge.

The one where fights happened all the time.

In other words, having vowed to fight Death’s minions, I was going to find some undead.

So to speak, to face my true enemy in its simplest form.

***

During Igor’s rescue mission, I noticed Small Deaths and other kinds of filth gathering under the bridge. I ignored it then, but now I was curious to investigate it further.

I needed a live specimen. And for that, I needed live bait. That is, myself. And if I didn’t want to scare the thing off, I had to go there unarmed. Pure Blood was both a weapon against the undead and a tool of intimidation. The Small Deaths, sensing it, would scatter and hide.

To deal with one problem, or at least attempt to, I’d have to get into another one.

I opened the entrance door as quietly as I could. I left my jacket at home. If I survived, I’d come back home dirty, and I didn’t want to come up with an excuse for Peter and Igor. The pants and the shirt would be easy to wash, but the jacket... So I’d freeze a little but I’d live. A little bit of cold was the least of my worries right now.

I was worried that one of them would wake up despite it being two in the morning. Igor, as mentioned, would sleep through an earthquake, but Peter... I could only hope that fatigue had taken its toll and that he was sound asleep in his bed.

I got to the bridge, chilled to the bone. But I didn’t despair. If everything went according to plan, I’d be back home in a flash.

I reached the middle of the bridge and stood gazing at the sky. After a moment of contemplation, I took out the knife and cut my hand for the second time that night. Human blood in its plainest form was an excellent bait for any undead.

A minute passed — nothing. Then another, and another — nothing. I began to suspect that I looked like an idiot, standing outside in the middle of the night with my hand bleeding. They’d break my arms and legs tomorrow, and I’d only gnash my teeth in pain and frustration.

So much about being a hero. An overthrower of the Gods. What a joke.

My determination lasted for about twenty minutes. Annoyed, angry, and frozen, I waited in ambush, considering whether it would be a good idea to go and check other bridges.

And it was then that the greed of the undead made itself known.

The monster, having gotten tired of watching me, jumped over the railing and blocked my path.

I recognized the creature right away. We called them Scavengers, spiritual creatures adorned with flowers and thorns. The good news was that this wasn’t their highest form. And the bad news was...

I barely had time to jump back when the spirit struck with a thorned paw. And then again and again, forcing me to retreat, luring me into a trap. Semi-transparent, new thorns were starting to form on the stone. If I stepped on one, I’d lose my leg.

All these thoughts flashed through my mind as I dodged and prepared to hit back. I took a Breath. The Oil entered me in a wide wave, unusually dirty, even by this world’s standards. But I had been counting on this when I entered this thing’s territory.

Shifting to the side, I circled the creature so as not to fall into the trap. The spirit was playing with me, teasing, its thorny appendages whistling and trying to sting.

My body was covered in a crust of Oil. I had Breathed in too much. The Source responded with pain. It had already gone through a lot today, accepting volumes it wasn’t designed for.

I was too slow. The spirit caught me; a thorn ripped open my shoulder. The second hit my hip, and the third, my arm. The next moment, I lay sprawled on the cold stone, observing the transparent flowers shoot out of the ground to push me back down whenever I tried to get up.

In the old days, a sword flaming with pure Blood would’ve appeared in my hand, but now only a resemblance of a short blade formed, which I threw with an effort into the spirit’s gaping maw.

The blade flashed, burning the creature, tearing its flesh. After all, Blood was truly a great tool against all undead things, even spirits.

When the creature recoiled, I fed the remnants of Blood into my palm and brushed away the sprouted flowers with a sweeping gesture. It hurt. Terribly. My whole arm ached but I was free. And close enough to jump right at the spirit, thus violating any rules of common sense and military training. But I had no choice.

The spirit jerked, tried to escape, but I was faster. I fell on top of it and began to press on its weak spots with my palms still burning with Blood. Soon, we fell still. The spirit disappeared in a puff of death energy that entered me along with a stream of dirty Oil. I collapsed, my body unable to stand the load. But inside... I didn’t have time to track down exactly what happened. The Source flashed, someone else’s energy spun inside me, and...

Was devoured?

Absorbed?

Put into circulation?

One things was for sure: there was nothing left of the spirit.

It was interesting. Very interesting. But now wasn’t the time to think about it. I was poisoned and bleeding. All alone. In the middle of the night. On a bridge. I didn’t know how I’d explain this to Igor and Peter.

But that was the least of my problems.

***

Three Drops! Three!

I risked my life for that?!

No, no, it was fine. Three was better than none. I did a good job. And all within the framework of my oath.

Specifically, the Scavenger was engaged in finding a “nest” for itself to feed on emotions, mostly pain and hatred, exuded in waves by lovers or fighting. On its own, that wasn’t too bad, but the spirit also fed on vitality. The brawlers probably didn’t even notice them eating a few months of their life after each big fight on the bridge. It was normal, after all, to feel odd after a fight, to feel apathetic, weak, and fatigued for a week. For a young body, it was no different than getting rid of a hangover.

Grabbing the railing, I dragged myself forward, my head heavy with thoughts.

There was still a lot of dirt under the bridge. The spiritual flowers and thorns were slowly dissipating, still slightly visible around me. The Small Deaths were, well, small. Insignificant. Weak. Too afraid to get involved, they ran away from me. So this place wasn’t clean, it just remained without an owner, without a spirit that could evolve into something rather nasty.

In my world, we saw such creatures most often on the battlefield, when the undead army was pushed back and the corpses remained uncollected. These things loved carrion. Six feet tall, they’d pile up on the corpses and gobble them up. Oh, but that wasn’t all. Oh, no. They’d spit them back out, and not as a pile of bones, no, but as an undead ready for battle, embalmed in saliva.

The very fact that this thing existed in this world was just another sign that the God of Death was here, plotting and preparing. How many of them were hiding here? Thousands? Millions?

I was fighting a hopeless battle...

But I wouldn’t give up. I wanted to say that I’d rather die than give up, but that’d be a lie. As practice had shown, even death couldn’t stop me.

The spirit was dead. That was all that mattered.

Was it worth it? I couldn’t say, but this fight confirmed that killing such creatures was beneficial for me.

While I was lying on the bridge, I cleaned up and treated my wounds, and only then did I drag myself back home. I didn’t go inside right away, sitting down on a bench to finish my treatment. At least there was no wind.

That was when I gathered the remnants of my strength and studied the Source. It had grown by fifteen percent. The tension of the vow had gone away as well. I had confirmed my word by deed, proved my right to it.

And almost killed myself in the process, dirtied my clothes, got a couple of new scars... But who kept track of such little things?

Certainly not me.

Wounds, even much more severe ones, weren’t a problem for a strong healer to close. But for that, I needed a fully developed Source. Not twenty-three little Drops. I had to stay focused. To use control. It was like thinking about something important while trying to do something else. It wasn’t easy, so I had to stop and breathe in Oil as often as I could. At least I was so pumped up I was no longer afraid of freezing to death.

While sitting on the bench, I made one last check that was barely an attempt at healing. And then it suddenly got so cold that my eyelashes began to hurt. Already climbing the stairs, I realized that this wasn’t the normal coolness of a spring night. The remnants of the death energy were chilling my very soul

I stumbled into the apartment, my teeth chattering. The fingers on my hand were blue and numb. I barely opened the door.

It was easier after that.

I went to the bathroom and, still in my clothes, climbed into the tub. I barely resisted the urge to steam myself like a bun, but for some reason, the hot water seemed as cold as ice.

So I just sat there, my teeth chattering, hugging my shoulders, running Blood through my body while the tub was filling up. And then...

I passed out.

***

Peter woke up, looked at his watch, and got up. He was filled with grim determination. He had a feeling that something would happen today and that they’d need all their strength to survive it.

And for that, he’d need a hearty breakfast.

Deciding what to make, he went out into the living room and saw Igor sleeping on the floor, arms and legs outstretched like a starfish. Oleg was nowhere to be seen. Usually, he was up and reading at this time, but now there was a suspicious silence in the house.

“Did he leave...?”

He didn’t know how he felt about his. Afraid? Relieved?

He checked the hallway and was stunned to find traces of blood on the floor and footprints leading to the bathroom.

Peeking inside, he almost fell back.

In the tub was a fresh corpse, soaked in red water.

Cold with horror, he went over to the dead body.


Chapter 20




Consciousness swimming, I sat down for breakfast. Before me was a bowl of buckwheat porridge. To my right was a hefty slice of bread, generously buttered, and a jar of honey. Next to it was a mug of tea with three tablespoons of sugar. Peter had even dug out a chocolate bar from somewhere. Everything for the sake of seeing my strength restored.

And I would’ve enjoyed the treatment had he and Igor not been watching me like hawks.

Falling asleep in the bathtub was the stupidest idea I’d had in a while. Not only was my skin all shriveled up like a prune, making me look like an old man, but I was also sore all over. Fortunately for me, Peter, who walked in on me this morning, decided that I was drunk off my ass. I didn’t argue with him. If that was what he wanted to believe, I’d let him. I was tired.

I was woken up by his scream. He wasn’t shouting at me, but telling Igor to call the hospital. He grabbed me and yanked me out of the tub. Or tried to, at least. He was half-asleep and I was wet and slippery from the soap, so he dropped me several times before he finally managed to drag me out. I woke up on the tiles, feeling like a corpse in a morgue suddenly come to life. I also had a bump on my head. I didn’t know how that happened, perhaps it was my own doing, or maybe I got it when Peter dropped me. I just knew that I was screaming obscenities from the pain. Peter screamed back. Igor, who ran to the phone in his underwear, telling us that we were insane and that he might as well call the looney bin while he was at it. The neighbors, woken up by all the commotion, were silent — they banged on the pipes to let us know that we were being too loud. Well-mannered people.

I had to moderate my anger and swear less loudly. I was accused of being a failed suicide, to which I told Peter that he was talking nonsense. I was then pointed out the blood on my shirt and pants that I didn’t have the strength to take off yesterday, as well as my wounds, which had opened and gave me away.

At that moment, I also sneezed loudly, sniffling. I managed to get a cold too.

After that, Peter went to make breakfast. Igor thoughtfully studied the footprints I had left. Unwilling to answer his questions, I sat on the floor with my eyes closed, ignoring him whenever he asked anything. I had to check what was wrong with my body and fix it.

Strangely enough, there didn’t seem to be anything super wrong with it. The cold was the worst of it. By the day after tomorrow, I’d be as good as new.

“So what do you think happened?” Igor finally asked, unable to stand the silence, nervously drumming his fingers on the table. “He went to find Darwin all on his own?”

“You think so?” Peter looked at me and brought his eyebrows to the bridge of his nose, forming a deep crease between them. “You didn’t kill him, Oleg, did you?”

Seriousness looked odd on Peter. The plump cheeks suddenly became as sharp as his gaze, his face focused and tense. He clenched his fist under the table, trying to hide his true feelings and remain calm.

“I don’t even know where he lives,” I replied and reached for the spoon. The porridge wouldn’t eat itself.

Due to the stress and blood loss, I felt hungrier than usual. So much so that my stomach twisted, threatening to eat itself if I didn’t do something about it. Its disgruntled growling had saved me from immediate reprisals, turning Peter’s focus to the kitchen.

He had probably decided that it was his honorable duty to feed me before he killed me.

“Then let’s use our brains,” Igor suggested, ignoring me and turning to Peter. “Oleg waited until we were sound asleep to sneak out into the night. He didn’t plan to go far, seeing that he brought only the clothes we found him in. Judging by their state, his wounds weren’t severe enough to prevent him from returning and clambering into the tub on his own. I assume he fixed himself up the best he could, lost a lot of blood, both kinds, and caught a cold.”

“Thank you, Sherlock Holmes,” I mumbled into my porridge. So there was a brain in that thick head of his.

“Is that what happened then?” Peter asked me, eager to get to the truth.

“What do you want me to say?” I looked up at him. “You wouldn’t believe the truth. And I don’t like lying.”

“Did you kill someone?” he asked bluntly.

“No.”

It wasn’t a lie. The spirit had been a something, not a someone.

“Did you fight someone?” Peter continued his interrogation.

“You could say that.”

“What is this? Twenty questions?” Igor threw his hands up in the air. “What’s the deal? Where did you go? Why didn’t you invite us? Who did you fight?”

“You’re noisy,” I grumbled.

“Why won’t you tell us?” Peter asked calmly.

Were they playing “Good Cop, Bad Cop” with me?

“I already told you. You won’t believe it. Let’s just finish breakfast and go to the restaurant. I feel like it’s going to be a fun day.”

“How can you sit there, all beaten up, and not be even the least bit worried about the fact that we are gonna get our asses kicked today?” Igor asked in disbelief.

“You get used to it.”

***

The fact that the day would be eventful was confirmed as soon as we left the house. We had company. Or rather, I did. Not Darwin and his gang, surprisingly, but the bloke on whom I had demonstrated my skills in the hospital. He came alone, which gave me hope that this conversation might not end in a fight.

“Remember me?” he asked as he hopped off the bench and approached us, waving his hand.

“Who’s he?” Igor asked.

“A patient from the hospital,” I explained. “Yeah, I remember.”

“I didn’t get a chance to thank you. My name’s Timur.” He held out his hand to me. “You’re Oleg, right?”

“Yep.”

“And these are Cook and the biggest chatterbox on the right bank,” Timur said, observing my friends. “No need for introduction.”

Peter chuckled, while Igor grimaced at being called out.

“What are you doing here, Timur?”

“You two know each other?” I looked at Igor.

“Sort of,” he grumbled.

“We crossed paths several times,” Timur confirmed. “I’m from the Kulak gang, if that means anything.”

“The School of the Hard Fist?” Peter asked.

“Yep. I’m studying there. I’m...” He sniffed. “I’m here on business. You’re a healer, yeah?”

“A beginner,” I emphasized. “I know the basics.”

“Please.” Timur grinned impudently. “I’m a regular at the hospital. I know how they work there. Less capable healers take more money than you do.”

“Get to the point,” Igor hurried him up.

“Why the hurry?”

“We are gonna be late for work,” I replied. “What do you want?”

“A favor. My guys could use a proper cleansing. Not for free, of course,” he added hastily. “We are ready to pay. You’re good, but you’re a beginner. Beginner’s fees apply then, yes?” The insolent smile never left his face. “We’ll pay you ten apiece. I think that’s a fair price.”

“First of all,” I said, “I don’t have much time. Not to mention that I don’t have enough strength in me to fix you all in one go. I don’t even know what shape your guys are in. I don’t do house calls, and I don’t waste my time and energy on hangovers and bruises. If it’s urgent and you’re in desperate need, you can come to me, but be warned that I might not be able to help right away. Also,” I added in a much lower and colder tone, “if you abuse my kindness, I will twist your insides so much that not even Aristarkh will be able to untangle them.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Timur smiled. “Every bit helps in this business. I’ll tell my boys to behave and come one by one. If they make trouble, just let me know and I’ll set them straight.”

“You won’t tell a soul about this.”

“On my honor.”

“There’s one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“I have an... arrangement with Fierce in the near future. I don’t know how available I will be after that. If you catch my meaning.”

“Fierce, Fierce... He’s a Skull, ain’t he? Their officer? Oof...” His shoulders slumped. “Don’t tell me he’s out to get you?”

“He is. Took a bounty for my head.”

“Oof, that’s not good.” Timur shook his head. “If it were anyone else, we’d offer to help. But the Skulls... Sorry.”

“I understand.”

“Timur,” Peter said, “I hope you understand that this has to remain between us. No one can know about the bounty or about Oleg being a healer or that you can come to him in case of an emergency.”

“Of course, of course.” Timur nodded. “Quiet as a church mouse. Well, then... I’ll leave you three to your business. I hope to see you again.”

As Timur took off, Peter turned to me.

“Don’t just agree to help people like that. Don’t you know that it’s illegal to conduct medical services in the capital without proper qualifications or a license? The police will come knocking on my door if word gets out.”

“To demand a bribe.” Igor chuckled. “Or to ask to use his services. They ain’t stupid, Pete, c’mon.”

“And if Aristarkh finds out?” Peter persisted. “Do you think he’ll still want you to be his apprentice then?”

“That’s a valid point,” Igor agreed.

“Didn’t you suggest I offer my services as a bribe to gangs so they’d help us against Darwin?”

“Yep, but not like that,” Igor replied nonchalantly.

I rubbed my forehead. Could I really get in trouble for helping people? Where was this world going?

Exhaling slowly, I decided not to pursue the subject. I should think with my head more, not rely on others.

***

By tacit agreement, Igor was supposed to accompany us to the restaurant. He was a pretty good bodyguard, I had to admit. Subtle, too. On the way, he accosted a stranger’s girlfriend and chatted her up all the way to the subway.

The sight of him being giggly with her made my heart sink. I might be from a different world, but I was still a human. I wanted love and feminine affection.

And a family.

In my previous life, I had lived for almost four decades, the last twenty of which had been spent at war. I had a woman who held a very special place in my heart. My love, Aya. The priestess who conducted the most complicated ritual I had ever heard of, sacrificing herself and the last remnants of humanity so that I could defeat the undead army and give us all a chance. Not for life, no. For revenge.

Our relationship hadn’t been a conventional one, in that we didn’t have our own house and children. The times had been turbulent, which reflected in people’s bonds. We met when our parents were alive, and the only thing that worried us was children’s games. And then... We were both orphaned. We survived on the streets together. I became a healer and she became a priestess. War again, separation. We met by chance, ignited the old fire, and then watched it be put out. We fell in and out of love often. As a priestess, she had her job, and as a warrior, I had mine, and between us were miles of blood-soaked wasteland.

Just the thought that I was here, walking down a street, breathing the smog-filled air, doing all sorts of stupid things and spending time dealing with punks while she was suffering in hell made me furious. It awakened such pain that my cheekbones ached from tension and I wanted to howl.

That wasn’t the kind of mood you went on a date in. And I didn’t want to go out with other girls. That’d be a betrayal to both myself and Aya.

I’d kill the God of Death and free their souls. We’d meet again in a new life. That was when we’d live.

Reining in my emotions, I never stopped looking around in search of the Skulls. But I didn’t notice anyone. People went about their business, going in and out of the subway, standing at bus stops, riding in cars. Clouds gathered in the sky, reflecting the gloomy mood of the day.

I didn’t notice when someone bumped into me from behind.

“Sorry,” the man muttered and walked on.

Peter glanced at me but didn’t stop. It was early in the morning, and yet there were many people. It was surprising that they weren’t bumping into each other more often.

I took a couple more steps, swayed, and barely managed to stay on my feet. Seeing me wobble, Peter stepped up to me and held me back.

Motherfu—

It was ridiculous. Someone cursed me with a single touch. It’d catch on, spread, and kill.

I spent some time trying to localize and remove the source of my pain.

“What happened?” Igor asked, abandoning his date.

“They tried to kill me...” I replied, removing the excess through the palm of my hand. It was immediately covered with sticky Oil.

“You’re joking,” Igor gasped in disbelief.

“Do I look like I’m joking?” I asked, looking ahead to where the stranger had disappeared.

There was no trace of him. God knew where he had gone in this crowd.

“Peter, did you see his face?” I asked hopefully.

“No. Sorry.” He shook his head. “I saw a wide-collar coat and a cap... How are you?”

“Better. We shouldn’t stand in the middle of the street. Let’s go.”

Our little stop had created a traffic jam, disrupting the flow of people.

“I don’t get it,” Igor mumbled as we walked. “I didn’t notice anything. There’s no hole in you... Did he not stab you with a knife?”

“Igor, shut up.” Peter glared at him through me.

“It was a technique,” I replied.

Igor whistled, wanted to say something, but Peter shushed him, and we continued in silence.

Belatedly, my heart accelerated, began to pound, but after a dozen steps, the wave of panic was gone. I thought it’d be worse. Was I finally taking control of this body?

The guys took the threat seriously. Peter now looked at everyone with suspicion. Igor also seemed much more focused as we moved toward the building and merged with the dense stream of office workers.

Although it was the right precaution, I was sure that this particular danger had already passed. They wouldn’t try to kill me in the same way several times in a row, would they? That’d be too risky.

As I walked, I replayed the assassination attempt in my head once more. I had no doubt that someone was trying to kill me. Someone more skilled than the street punks, Peter, and Igor. The only thing they knew to do with Oil was to channel it into weapons and strengthen themselves. Igor only did the latter, focusing on the legs. There was no talk of even learning about more complex techniques.

The attempt at my life was clumsy but effective, indicating that the attacker knew some principles of forming energy sigils. If I wasn’t mistaken, his was supposed to rot my internal organs. It pulled the Oil inside, expanding it. An ordinary person wouldn’t have survived it. I could only be glad that I was a target, not Peter or Igor. If I didn’t possess the level of control that I did, I would’ve toppled down right there on the sidewalk, in front of everyone.

I didn’t have many acquaintances in the capital. I didn’t have many enemies either. Who could’ve sent the killer? The Skulls? But that didn’t make sense. Darwin was ordered to cripple me, not kill me. What about Ivan, Gorynych’s son? Was he unsatisfied with the Skulls’ work so he decided to send someone more capable after me? Could be.

Who else wanted to get rid of me?

No one came to mind.

What about the guys who tried to steal Aristarkh’s food? But that made no sense. Theft and bullying were one thing, and murder... It was easier, and cheaper, to hire a goon than an assassin.

Was someone trying to prevent me from becoming Aristarkh’s apprentice? This curse could’ve been made by another healer. But if you used your powers to harm someone, you weren’t a healer anymore, were you? You were a wicked person, and your own gifts would turn against you.

Or not? Were they able to bypass their oaths or did they not have any at all?

I still didn’t know enough about this world to say for sure. Its people were far more cruel, turning against each other with killing intent. It was madness. Even more so since this didn’t seem to conflict with their moral compass.

Puzzled, we reached the restaurant. Igor went inside with us, but he didn’t stay long. Boris kicked him out the moment he caught him chattering up the waitresses.

Well, the day had begun with a bang, I was almost curious to see how it’d end.

***

Covered in sweat and panting, Damyan watched the delivery boy continue on his way to the restaurant.

He was walking as if nothing had happened.

He should’ve been dead by now!

Damyan had no doubt that the technique had entered his body. As well as that it had done so unnoticed. But... Where was the result? He had nearly exposed himself, and for what? To have that bastard shake it off and walk away without a scratch?

“How’s that even possible?!”

The fact that he had just tried to kill a man didn’t bother Damyan much. His conscience was under control, having been convinced that this was all being done for the greater good. If he became Aristarkh’s apprentice, he’d be able to learn more and, thus, help more people. More aristocrats, that is. This would solve his money problems and, overall, do the whole city good.

To do that, however, he had to get rid of the obstacles in his way. Obstacles that kept reappearing no matter how many times he knocked them down!

Cursing softly, Damyan turned into another street and hurried to work. That was enough for now. If he was discovered, he could kiss his career goodbye.

He had to take a break and think more carefully about how to get rid of his competitor.

At that moment, having relaxed and calmed down, Damyan didn’t notice a hand fall on his shoulder.

Startled, he almost jumped. The man behind him was well-dressed, in a black coat, and wearing glasses.

“Yes?” Damyan asked nervously, scolding himself for such an obvious reaction.

“Damyan Zaitsev,” the stranger said in an almost singsong voice. “A novice healer. With a debt of five thousand rubles.”

Damyan recoiled, almost hitting the woman walking by, for which he earned himself an irritated glance.

“Let’s talk somewhere else, shall we?”

The stranger grabbed him by the elbow and dragged him into the nearest alley.

“What are you doing?!” Damyan demanded to know.

“Ah, forgive me. Where are my manners? I am Darwin. Nicknamed Fierce. I am the Skulls’ officer. Nice to meet you.” He smiled with the corners of his lips. “Tell me, friend,” he came closer, hugged Damyan, and leaned into his ear, “what did you do to that guy, hm? He looked mighty uncomfortable for a moment there.”

“I-I don’t know what you’re on about...” Damyan stammered, feeling a chill run down his spine. His heart was pounding furiously and his fists were clenched in fear.

“Don’t worry.” Darwin chuckled. “I think we can help each other. I see you don’t shy away from dirtying your hands... How do you feel about making some money?”

The words seemed to have a magical effect on Damyan.

“I still don’t understand what you’re talking about,” he said, straightening up and fixing his jacket. “But I am interested in discussing profitable offers.”

“I see we’re gonna be good friends, you and I.” Darwin smiled.

“But not now. I can’t be late for work.”

“Commendable. Of course. We’ll meet again.”

At that moment, Damyan realized that he had gotten himself into trouble. He was yet to discover how deep.

Shaking himself off, he looked around, saw that there was no one in the alley except the two of them, and exhaled. Darwin had come alone, so he wouldn’t tell anyone about this meeting for a little while longer.

“Which means...”

Passing by Darwin, Damyan stretched out his hand, a curse already formed on his palm. He had almost touched the man’s arm when he was suddenly thrown back by a kick to the stomach. He landed into a puddle, splashing water everywhere.

Darwin approached him, the blob of Oil in his hand quickly forming into a knife. He pressed it against the healer’s throat, not letting him get up.

Damyan froze and swallowed. It dawned on him that he had just placed a bet and lost.

“A pity. We could’ve come to a good agreement,” Darwin said. “I will remind you that I saw what you did. I know where you live, who your parents are, and where they work. If I want to, I can destroy your life. Maybe I should do that right now?” He pretended to be thinking. “One short conversation and you’ll be kicked out of the hospital. And then what will you do about your debt? Hm?”

“I... I’m ready to cooperate,” Damyan replied hastily, looking into Darwin’s cold eyes.

“That’s what I like to hear.” Darwin stood up, dismissed the knife, and stepped aside. “Off you go. We don’t want you to be late for work, do we? And don’t forget to clean up. A healer shouldn’t look unseemly. I’ll see you again soon.”

“I don’t work for free, by the way.” Damyan stood up, drenched to the bone.

“You think you’re in a position to haggle?” Darwin chuckled. “You’re brave. I’ll give you that. Not for free, of course. But not for a lot either. Who knows? If you prove yourself, we just might revise the terms of your contract.”

“Fine,” Damyan said begrudgingly.

“I like reasonable people.”

Darwin came up to his new friend, not at all afraid of another possible attack, straightened the collar of Damyan’s shirt, shook the drops off his shoulder, and chuckled.

“See you later, wonder boy,” he said and left.


Chapter 21




From that day, I began to suspect that Moscow was one big village where rumors spread like wildfire. Soon enough, I’d run out of fingers on both my hands and feet before I was done counting how many people knew about my healing talent. I didn’t even want to think about how many strangers were already aware of this gossip.

We were early. Super early. The staff opened up at seven, and the first customers were allowed at eight. The tables were occupied closer to nine. The prices in the restaurant were above average, this wasn’t a cheap diner, so people didn’t really just walk in from the street. Besides, not everyone could breakfast at nine in the morning on a working day.

I greeted everyone with a firm nod. My second week here was nearing its end and I still wasn’t in too much of a hurry to get too close to anyone. My colleagues warmed up to me after the end of my “trial period,” but I still kept to myself and my work, turning down offers for late night drinks and hangouts, so the interest in me slowly faded. So I was surprised when Svetlana, one of the waitresses, the same one I overheard compare Moscow to a village but with fancy houses, approached me.

She, I must say, was a lovely-looking girl. Just like everyone else who worked here. A brunette, two inches taller than me, with a charming smile and impressive curves. Oleg’s body seemed to like the latter the most. The body. Not me. I had no interest in the girl myself.

Asking me for a moment of my time, she took me aside.

“Is it true that you’re a healer?” she asked, her eyes locked with mine, my elbow in her manicured grip.

Oleg’s body tingled strangely. Svetlana was too close. She smelled nice, her blouse was unbuttoned, and her smile was sweeter than honey.

Exhaling slowly, I took some Blood from the Source and let it flow through my body, taking control over its reactions. I didn’t want to embarrass myself.

“Healer is a big word,” I replied cautiously.

“You’re being modest.” She smiled wider. “You can cleanse, right? I was hoping you could help me with my... Little problem.”

“Uh-huh...?”

“You see, I... Once a month, the level of Oil in my blood rises, and my mood drops. Could you...?”

I blinked, confused.

If the real Oleg were in my place, he’d fall in love instantly. But not me. I was focused on something else. A barely noticeable, unhealthy shade of eyes. Ruptured capillaries. The pallor of the skin, barely visible through the layer of makeup. I didn’t have much faith in people of this world, so my bet was that Svetlana knew perfectly well what guys liked and was using it to squeeze a favor from me.

“Sveta... Why don’t you go to the hospital? Even if I knew how to do it, they’d probably do a better job. They’re professionals.”

I was being vague on purpose, not bringing up the question of how much it would cost, aware that the problem would be solved for a nice sum of money. And Svetlana was no fool, catching on immediately.

“I don’t have time to wait in a queue. And you know that our wages wouldn’t cover other options,” she added guiltily and looked into my eyes again. “Will you help me?”

Goddamn it!

Even if I forgot about what kind of load I carried, the things that weighed on me, and the things I forbade myself to think about... I was, if you added up both lives, a little bit under sixty years old. Svetlana was old enough to be my granddaughter. I couldn’t take her seriously as a partner. Hell, I couldn’t perceive her as sexually developed. But Oleg’s body... Damned be the teens and their hormones.

I exhaled, deciding to help her.

“Fine,” I replied. “Right now?”

“If you could. We have no customers.”

But we did have a food truck on the way. And I had potatoes to peel, knives to sharpen... The chefs still didn’t trust me with their best knives, but they let me deal with the smaller ones that weren’t regularly used.

“Let’s go to the bathroom then.”

The procedure didn’t take much time. Svetlana didn’t deceive me, I was aware that she had left something out. But it was indecent for a girl to say that she was on her period. Perhaps this “pollution” was connected with it. She wasn’t a very strong in terms of working with Oil, and despite that, her body was very slowly pulling it in unconsciously. Her threshold was low, and she was unable to recover on her own in this state. That was the first time I saw something like that, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I could solve it. Perhaps, but not right now. I didn’t have the time. So I just cleansed her.

Three minutes later, the sink was dirty with specks of Oil. I left some of my Blood in her body, just in case.

When Svetlana’s face smoothed out, she almost looked like she was glowing from the inside. Her eyes glittered and she seemed somehow relaxed.

“Woah.” She sighed. “You really have a talent...”

To that, I smiled sheepishly. I didn’t have to force myself. This body seemed to be living a life of its own.

“You were looking for a place to stay, right?” Svetlana asked suddenly. “My neighbor is visiting her family. She’ll be gone for a couple of weeks. She gave me a spare key to water her plants...”

“I... Yes, but no... No. Thanks. I’m still at Peter’s.”

“He’s a good guy, our Peter. Still, if you change your mind...” She leaned down and kissed my cheek before leaving. “Thank you again.”

I turned on the faucet, splashed cold water on my face, and looked at my puzzled expression. What was that just now? An attempt at seduction? Nah. Couldn’t be... Why would a girl like Svetlana pay attention to me?

Oleg’s puny reflection, bent under the weight of the world, answered with a sad smile.

***

The day flew by. Igor came in the evening. Peter finished his work with a sour look on his face and we went home. In silence. I didn’t know what they were thinking, busy with my own thoughts.

Let’s consider the Source.

It was a vessel in which you stored your supply of energy. I had enough for twenty-three Drops right now. That was how much Blood I could “pour” into it. Retaining energy in a vessel required no effort or control. This was the reserve that you could always tap into.

If we were drawing analogies, then it was like a wallet. No matter how much you put into it and when, you would always find it there. And if you needed more, you “went to work,” that is, you held Blood right inside your body and maintained control over it.

And just like you could put any sort of coin or bill in a wallet, you could put Blood of any purity into the Source. Even the cleanest one. Which was what I had been doing all day. Purification cycles, increasing the level of purity with each rotation. Sometimes, I chased it around the body. I’d Breathe in, fill my body with pure Blood, and hold it like that for a minute or two. Some of it would seep out, but most of it would remain. I’d clean it up, store it, and repeat the process. My wounds would now heal overnight, fatigue would pass, and I’d feel more invigorated. Not to mention that this little trick could help me heal in the future, if there was any Blood left in me.

I also maintained a reserve in my body. I wanted to increase the volume to fifty Drops, which would be enough for a couple of attacks or enhancing techniques. And what was in the Source was an inviolable reserve.

And it was a good thing that I had been training so hard because as soon as we passed through the gates, Peter and Igor stopped.

“Darwin,” the former said, nodding toward the bench.

The yard was small, so I didn’t have to squint to look at the man. What I imagined in my head didn’t coincide with reality at all. In my mind, he was a mountain of a man, not a groomed clerk with an intelligent face, glasses, and a fancy hairstyle.

And he called himself Fierce?

Though they did say not to judge a book by its cover, so...

“Let’s see what he wants,” I said.

“We can beat him up if he’s alone,” Igor suggested quietly.

“Don’t be hasty,” I warned him. “Let’s hear what he has to say.”

Noticing us, Darwin stood up and straightened his coat.

The image immediately changed. Now that he was standing, I saw that he was taller than the three of us. He was about six and a half feet tall. His clothes were expensive, a white shirt and dark pants ironed to a crisp. He wore a vest, too. His shoes were polished and shiny.

He didn’t look weak at all. His chest was as wide as his shoulders, testing the durability of his shirt. The knuckles on his fists looked worn out. You could tell that he packed a powerful punch.

“Darwin, my man!” Igor was the first to speak. “We haven’t seen each other for ages! What are you doing here?”

“It’s good to see you, Igor,” Darwin replied with a nod. “I think you know what I’m doing here. The deadline’s up.” He looked at Peter, ignoring me. “What’s your answer?”

“Leave them alone and I’ll join you.”

“What?” I looked at Peter. “What are you doing? We talked about this!”

“Oleg—”

I stepped forward.

“You’re Fierce, then?”

Darwin turned his gaze to me, looking somewhat surprised and arrogant at the same time. I really looked like an ant next to him. I had to tilt my head back to look up at his face.

“You’re Oleg, then? Yes, I’m Fierce.”

“Fierce, Fierce,” I echoed, coming closer.

I almost sniffed him. There was something strange about this guy.

“Do you have a death wish?” he asked in surprise, squinting at me as if I were some annoying flea.

“You stink.”

Darwin raised an eyebrow, studying me with a kind of morbid interest. I returned in kind, starting to suspect where the stink was coming from. The horns in the form of a tattoo peeking from under the collar of his shirt were hiding something...

“Is he right in the head?” Darwin asked Peter.

“You’d better not piss him off,” Igor said, all serious.

“Him?” Darwin asked in disbelief, looked at me again, and laughed. “He looks like an overgrown poodle.”

“Looks are deceiving.” I shrugged. “Look at you, for example... You can put all the glitter you want on a piece of shit, but it’s still a piece of shit.”

Darwin’s patience ran out and he grabbed me by the throat with such force that he lifted my feet off the ground.

“Gotcha.”

I grabbed back, gripping the top button of his shirt. Igor jumped in from the right, wedging between us, and Peter from the left, pulling with all his might. They managed to separate us, but Darwin’s shirt was torn, exposing an ugly tattoo in the shape of a skull on his chest, with empty eye sockets and horns, twisting into spirals.

Peter and Igor stood between us. Darwin looked at his torn clothes and then raised his gaze to me.

“You... Up until now, I had nothing against you personally... But now...”

“I don’t really care,” I said, cracking my neck.

“You’re insane, but you have balls,” he noted. “Join me and I’ll protect you.”

“I have a counteroffer. How about a bet?”

“Oleg,” Igor began but I interrupted him.

“Let me handle this... This...” I couldn’t find a nice word and I didn’t want to swear, so I kept quiet. “Let me handle this.”

Before the two could say anything, I pushed my way between them and stood in front of Darwin.

“It’s very simple,” I told him. “We’ll fight. One-on-one. You’ve been tasked to beat me up, haven’t you? Might as well speed up the process. Or are you afraid?”

Darwin was confused, unable to figure out why a weakling like myself would offer him such a thing.

Taking advantage of his confusion, I continued to set my terms.

“If I win, you’ll drop this whole thing and leave. You won’t bother us ever again.”

Darwin smiled, took off his glasses, folded them, and put them in his pocket. He took a moment to think about my offer.

“And if I win, hm? You have nothing, do you? You’re desperate and full of bravado. No. I’ll do what I’ve come here to do. It’s a shame, though...” He glanced sideways at Peter and Igor. “I thought this would be a nice reunion, but...” He chuckled. “But it seems my friends aren’t happy to see me.”

“You’re right. I have nothing to offer,” I admitted and pretended to ponder. “Okay, how about a different bet, then? I bet you’re going to run away from here soon, tail between your legs and all that.”

“Oleg...” Peter called.

He probably thought I was crazy as well.

Darwin seemed tired of this conversation, having decided to finish the job and get rid of me as soon as possible so that he could get on with his day. Peter felt it, too, and became worried.

It all happened in a blink of an eye.

A thick blob of Oil appeared in Darwin’s hand, stretched out, and turned into a bat that he swung at my head.

The only thing I managed to do was put my hand out.

A wave of pain shot through my body, but I managed to grab the weapon. With a splash of pure Blood, the bat cracked and shattered into small pieces like a crystal.

Caught by surprise, Darwin missed my kick. I stepped forward through the shower of Oil and drove a charge of pure Blood into his chest with my other hand. For an ordinary person, Blood was a blessing, but for the undead, it was no better than acid.

Darwin arched with a scream as the tattoo on his chest disappeared into mist with a hiss.

Just as I thought. The parasite spirit in his body was afraid of Blood and was now urging its host to run away in horror. And Darwin listened, crawling away as best as he could, having lost control of himself. He jumped up and ran, stumbling.

And that was the end of it.

***

“What the fuck was that?!” Igor gasped, grabbing Peter’s hand.

“I... don’t know...”

After Darwin was gone, Oleg said it was time to go home. And so they did. It was getting dark.

Once inside, their friend went to take a shower while Igor sat Peter down in the kitchen for a hushed conversation.

“He made Darwin run away like a scared pup! That’s not normal! Did you see his face? Darwin came to break his legs, but he wasn’t even scared! Who the hell is that guy?!”

“Calm down,” Peter snapped irritably. “I’m not sure myself...”

“He’s either a sheltered prince’s son or... Or... I don’t know...” Igor sunk in his chair. “Shit, shit, shit... What are we gonna do now? Darwin’s gonna come back with backup, I just know it!”

“Yeah...”

“I’m not afraid of Darwin anymore but of Oleg! He better come back with a couple of priests because your friend ain’t a human! He’s a demon!”

***

When I came out of the bathroom, Igor and Peter looked at me like I was going to pounce on them and tear their heads off.

“I’m going to sleep,” I informed them, to which Igor opened his mouth in indignation.

But it was too late.

I walked past and collapsed on the couch, dead tired. It took a lot of effort to keep Blood out of the Source. Even if I let go now, I had still spent a lot of energy.

I didn’t want to explain anything. Not because I was a bad friend, but because some things couldn’t be explained. And even if they could, it’d take way too long as they would demand to be told everything right away. But would they really believe me if I told them about my past life, the destruction of my world, the God of Death, and the fate that awaited this humanity?

Darwin’s tattoo wasn’t an ordinary one, but a mark. I had only ever heard about it. It was said that at the beginning of the war, people fought amongst themselves, some of them even aiding the undead. These traitors to the human race were marked with distinctive death-themed tattoos. I knew the Skulls rubbed me the wrong way from the very beginning. This was clear proof that these guys weren’t just street punks, but future traitors.

Which put me in a tight spot. I swore to protect the human race. Our whole species at once, and every individual. Darwin was a human still. But he was a traitor. Should I protect him? Try to wrest him from Death’s clutches? As I understood it, he joined the Skulls at a difficult point in his life, having gotten into trouble with debt accumulated to cover his medical expenses. But I didn’t see a suffering man today, but a murderer ready to mutilate.

But I wasn’t human myself anymore, was I? Not entirely.

How aware was Darwin of the fact that he was an enemy of humanity?

Maybe it’d be best to kill him.

My hands itched. But I was not a boy to be led by his emotions. I needed to think about this very carefully.

The sound of rattling dishes came from the kitchen. Peter was doing his thing, whispering hurriedly to Igor about something. Me, most likely.

Leaving them be, I turned to my thoughts.

It was a difficult situation. I had no idea how I’d solve this without breaking my vow in some way. It’d be nice to ask a sage for advice, but they were rare even in my world. And here? The locals didn’t know a thing about oaths, so there was no one to ask for advice. I’d have to figure it out myself. In medicine, there were situations when you had to sacrifice a limb to save the person. It was kinda like that. The Skulls were like a gangrene. If they weren’t dealt with in the early stages, they’d take over the whole body.

But the issue of morality was only a part of the problem. I might have made a big mistake today. Beating up Darwin with my fists would’ve been less suspicious even with the difference in strength, but I had to get rid of the spirit. If Darwin reported what happened to his superiors, I’d be in trouble. Either they’d send a whole army of Skulls after me or some higher undead.

Unfortunately, I didn’t know exactly what kind of power such spirits had over their host. The only thing I could hope for was that Darwin would be too embarrassed to tell anyone that an officer of a high-profile criminal organization was beaten by some random busboy. His silence would buy me the time needed to think of a solution.

In any case, even if I dealt with Darwin, the organization would remain. I was sure that Peter and Igor had no idea how serious this was. I was also sure that there were intelligent, elite undead up the chain of command, with enough brains to notice that something was off and enough foresight to remove the threat.

And what about the law? If I killed Darwin, how would people react to it? Would the police come for me? Would Peter want to remain friends with me? Would Aristarkh change his mind about the apprenticeship?

And while this would be the simplest solution (yes, I knew how that sounded), it’d only cause more problems.

Life, it seemed, didn’t want me to develop normally, constantly throwing me into snake pits. Maybe that was my fate. But that wasn’t a reason to give up, was it? It had never been a reason and it’d never be.

I’d find a way as always.


Chapter 22




The guys managed to keep their curiosity under check until the morning, and then they couldn’t stand it anymore. They sat me down at the table like the parents of a teenager who had lied to them about his grades, quiet and stern.

“What was that yesterday?” Peter asked.

“What exactly?” I looked at the empty table.

The fact that there was no breakfast told me that the tensions were very high.

“What did you do to Darwin?” Peter asked.

“Nothing. Nothing dangerous, that is. I just touched him with some pure Oil. The same thing I did to you,” I replied, observing him.

“What?” Igor was confused. “As far as I recall, I didn’t run away from you in horror. And what about the bat? How did you intercept it? Stopping it with your hand isn’t that unusual, I admit, but how did you shatter it?!”

“Guys, guys...” I rubbed my temples. “It’s early in the morning and I’m hungry. Igor, stop shouting, you’re giving me a headache.”

“This is a serious matter.” Contrary to my hopes, Peter didn’t go to the kitchen. “Too many questions have accumulated.”

“Questions or suspicious? Or claims? I just want to remind you that I was going to leave several times, but you persistently stopped me.”

“That’s not the problem.”

“The problem is that you’re a walking anomaly!” Igor shouted, pointing an accusatory finger in my direction.

The pot calling the kettle black... This whole world was crazy.

“So? What was it?” Peter returned to the original question.

“I already told you. Darwin made a bat out of very dirty Oil, hardening it. I used a cleaner version. That was it. Soap beats dirt, think of it like that. The same thing happened to him.”

That wasn’t quite true. Purity alone wasn’t enough to destroy a solid Oil form of greater power. You also needed high control and some combat experience. I was good at former, and I had enough of the latter.

It was also worth considering that Darwin didn’t really try, thinking me an unworthy opponent. The Oil could be made solid, but it took strength. He was probably saving his energy for later, which was why his bat was only partially solid, and not something particularly reliable and sturdy. Or maybe that was the best he could do. He was just being arrogant, not taking me seriously, or he didn’t want to kill. He was aiming for the head with an easily blocked hit. Intercepting the bat wasn’t that difficult. My hand barely hurt.

“How do you know these things? Or is this just ‘talent’ like everything else?” Peter asked.

“Knowing is one thing. He also knows how to do it,” Igor chimed in.

What a wise man he was, subtly noticing the reality around him.

“Still... To see Darwin so unnerved... What was that technique?”

“It wasn’t a technique. I’m telling you, it was just well-purified Oil.”

“I don’t get it then... I felt good when you used it on me.”

“Because your body is like that. His isn’t,” I replied meaningfully.

I was in a foul mood. But I was tired and hungry. I was used to there being food on the table by now and to issues being resolved over a plate of eggs and bacon.

“What’s the difference?” Peter asked.

“Should I go buy some breakfast?” I asked sadly.

“The nerve of this man!” Igor gasped in either annoyance or admiration.

“After.” Peter was ice cold.

He was a tough nut to crack.

“The difference is that Darwin is a bad person,” I attempted. I couldn’t tell them that he was an undead, they’d put me in a mental institution or something.

“Stop dancing around the truth.” Igor leaned forward. “Explain yourself.”

“No.”

“You!” He jumped up and leaned on the table. “Stop being so stubborn!”

“Why?” I tilted my head, examining him with interest.

“Friends tell each other things!”

He considered me his friend? Then again, why wouldn’t he? He and Peter had been helping me until now. What was this if not friendship? Even though we had only known each other for such a short period of time.

“Fine,” I said. “It’s not just that he’s a bad person. More precisely, it’s not about that at all. The reason is the tattoo. Which is not a tattoo at all, but a mark. A brand. A sigil. A seal keeping a controlling parasite spirit from the plane of death in his body. I suspect that all Skull officers are the same. I also suspect that they’re not just some street gang, but a serious organization with a cult-like mentality and strict control of their underlings.”

“And w–” Igor began but I interrupted him.

“You’ll probably ask what kind of spirits. All I can say is that the world is full of them. You just need to know how to look. I survived a near-death experience, so... Yes, I didn’t tell you about that. Yes, I’ll tell you now. So listen up, since you’re so curious. They tried to kill me at the orphanage. They beat me to death and then threw me out of the second-floor window. But I wanted to live. That’s how my healing talent came to be. It awoke from its slumber to save me from death. Afraid for my life, I ran away. The silver lining of that very shitty experience is that I can now see spirits. They feed on people. They like all sorts of bad places. On the road, I met a man who told me what they were. I also learned how to deal with them. I wanted to live a peaceful life, but these bastards love nomads. They generally love weak, defenseless people. And one such little shithead lives in your friend. Do you get it now? He sold himself to the biggest enemies of life. When we were fighting, I was aiming for that thing, not Darwin. Pure Oil is worse for them than acid. There. Now you know.” I spread my arms. “Are you satisfied? Did you get your answers?”

Truth and lie mixed in equal parts in my reply. But as long as the explanation satisfied them, I didn’t care. If I was lucky, this would work out in my favor later on. I had told Aristarkh almost the same thing. Even if Peter and Igor started gossiping, which was unlikely, it wouldn’t hurt my reputation. If anything, it might help it.

“So you’re an animated corpse?!” Igor gasped in surprise.

“That’s what you’re focusing on?” Peter looked at him incredulously.

“Wait, wait... Oh! Did your life flash before your eyes when you died? Was it in slow motion? Oh! Did you remember your past life?”

Igor’s eyes widened in delight, drops of saliva flew out of his mouth from excitement.

“You idiot...” I muttered softly, slapping my hand across my face to hide my true reaction.

A very smart idiot. He hit the nail on the head.

“What? Why?” Igor was offended. “Peter and I went to school! Peter’s parents and grandmother were healers! And you know what? No one’s told us anything about any spirits. A magic weapon shouldn’t just break like it’s made of glass either. We don’t go out to fight mysterious things at night. And we don’t demonstrate healing abilities at the age of sixteen!”

“Okay, okay,” I said, holding my hands out in front of me. “I understand that my actions don’t meet your expectations of an orphan and a former nomad. But it is what it is. In any case, I’ve outstayed my welcome. I’ll leave today. It should’ve been done ages ago, but now that Darwin’s been dealt with, sort of, I can leave with a clear conscience. I won’t get in your way anymore.”

Peter frowned once again.

I couldn’t say that I was happy either. The conversation was going well, but thinking over every word, lying, and dancing around the truth was tiresome. It wasn’t for me. I was still half-asleep. I hadn’t done my exercises yet or had my morning shower and they had already shaken my soul out of me and frayed my every nerve.

“I think... I think this conman is pulling our leg again,” Igor said.

“Alright, this is starting to become tiresome.” I got up. “I don’t like being called names for no reason.”

“Well, you’re pretending to be someone you ain’t and putting on an act just like them.”

He was right. But I wasn’t going to admit it.

“I am who I am,” I said. “And it is what it is.”

Done talking, I went to get my things.

It took me less than a minute to collect my humble belongings. I’d have to ask Boris to take time off today to solve my housing issue. My goal for today was to deal with Darwin, learn whether he spread the news about me among his gang, and then...

As I was getting ready, the phone rang.

“Who’s calling this early?” Igor wondered aloud as Peter got up to pick up the phone.

There was silence for a moment, followed by a click.

“What happened?” Igor asked.

I froze, sensing trouble.

“It was Darwin,” Peter said. “Did your sister come back home last night?”

“Yes?” Igor replied.

“The Skulls are waiting for her near the house. If we don’t come to the construction site, he said, they’ll start a hunt on her. Just like all of us. We have to bring Oleg. To be executed.”

Having said that, Peter stared at the floor somewhere. His hands trembled. Igor was as pale as a sheet.

“Is he out of his mind?!” he shouted.

I wasn’t surprised at all. If he had thought about it, he would’ve guessed that Darwin would come back with renewed zeal. Though I didn’t think he’d push it this far. Then again, with the spirit in him, everything was possible.

The very fact that he was in such a hurry worked in my favor. The chances of no one else knowing about my abilities were now slightly higher.

“Where’s this construction site?” I asked.

“They’re going to kill you.” Peter looked up at me.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Give me the address. Let’s not get Igor’s sister into this.”

“Darwin won’t be alone...”

“Kill them all then!” Igor said.

“They’ll bury your body in the foundation and cover it with cement,” Peter objected. “You’ve hurt Darwin’s pride, and Igor and I are witnesses to his shame.”

“And what do you suggest?” Igor asked nervously.

“First of all, call home. Tell your sister not to go out,” I advised.

Igor jumped up and ran to the phone.

“Do you have a plan?” Peter asked me with a spark of hope in his tired voice.

“Nope.” I smiled.

Peter gave me a look that assured me that he now thought of me as a psychopath.

Maybe I was. How many times did I get into hopeless situations and got out? Now, too, that old, familiar feeling was resurfacing.

“I need to do my duty and deal with them.”

“She says she’ll stay put,” Igor said with relief, having finished the phone call. “Peter, we’ll need a weapon. I ain’t fighting them barehanded.”

“You plan to kill them?” Peter asked.

“For threatening my sister? Yes.” Igor nodded. “Take a heaver frying pan. The black cast iron one. I’ll take the bat. I know you have one.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have a sister, so I couldn’t say that I knew how Igor felt. I didn’t share their sentimentality either. If Darwin so easily threatened his former friends’ loved ones, then he really was too far gone. With or without the mark, it didn’t matter.

“Of course you know...” Peter mumbled and climbed onto the mezzanine, where, from behind the boxes, he took out a bat.

“We should probably call for backup...”

“No. Darwin said he’ll take care of your sister himself if we tell anyone,” Peter remarked gloomily.

“How far is this construction site?” I asked, as I was checking the energy reserve both in the Source and my body.

“Not far,” Peter said and went to get his frying pan.

***

The construction site was a few blocks away. A wide building with boarded-up windows. They didn’t tell me what it was doing there and why no one was using it. There was no time to talk. Rather, we were all too gloomy for chitchat.

I was also surprised and shocked. In ebbs and flows. A wave rolled in, let go, rolled in again, and then finally subsided. Another bodily reaction that didn’t really bother me and that I almost didn’t pay attention to, thinking about how far I was ready to go to deal with Darwin. How many opponents there’d be, what I could oppose them with, and whether or not it was worth resorting to murder.

Could I deceive my vow, perceiving the Skulls as traitors to the human race? And if it did come to killing each other — where would we put the corpses? I had no idea. To not even begin about how we’d make sure that their friends and families wouldn’t come after us for revenge, how the police would be after us, how the authorities would hunt us down like rabid dogs...

The vow was really tricky. While the Skulls’ higher-ups like Darwin were probably all marked, their subordinates were just ordinary street punks, even if they weren’t burdened by morals. The vow extended to them as well, as well as to those who followed after me. Such were restrictions of serious vows — I couldn’t just find loopholes, smooth out the sharp corners, and interpret them however it best fitted me.

We’d have to manage without killing anyone. At least when it came to the lower-ranking Skulls. If we could find a way to knock them all out, that’d be great.

As for Darwin... I had to immobilize him, remove the spirit inside him and destroy the mark. Once that was done, he’d be at Peter’s and Igor’s mercy.

Easier said than done though.

“This way.” Peter pointed to a seemingly closed door.

The building looked long abandoned. At the same time, passerby were walking past it as if nothing was happening here.

“We forgot to tell Boris that we wouldn’t make it to work today...” I suddenly said.

“That’s what you’re worried about right now?” Peter looked at me.

“Such things are important...”

“You seriously have a few screws loose.” Igor shook his head. “Get in.”

“Hold on, hold on...” I motioned for them to stop. “We don’t know how many of them are in there. They could pile up on us the moment we walk in. Are there dark places inside? Corners for hiding?”

“Yes.” Peter looked at me and cast a suspicious glance at the building.

“Then let’s be smart about this. Darwin is our main goal. Cover me for as long as possible.”

“Deal,” they said in unison.

“Are you guys sure you wanna do this? I can go alone,” I offered.

“No way in hell,” Igor snapped. “He threatened my family. It’s personal now.”

“Peter?”

He raised his pan in reply.

“Good.” I smiled. “Then assume your positions. If you have a chance, focus on Darwin. Let’s form a triangle and...”

“What kind of triangle?” Igor asked. “Acute? Obtuse? Equilateral?”

“I didn’t know you knew geometry.”

“Hey!”

“A regular triangle. You watch our left side, Peter will watch the right. Keep our backs covered.”

“How can I cover our back if I’m looking left?”

“You have a neck, don’t you? Fucking turn it around from time to time,” I explained irritably. “Keep your eyes and ears open. I doubt these guys are good at sneaking.”

“They’re better than me, that’s for sure. I’m like a bull in the china shop.”

I shook my head.

“Don’t tell me that...”

We took a minute to prepare ourselves and then I pulled open the door with a plaintive creak.

We entered in a neat row: first Peter, then Igor, then me.

We were greeted by darkness, dampness, and dust.

“Empty,” Peter whispered.

“They’re upstairs. In the dojo,” Igor said.

“Dojo? What kind of a place is this?” I asked.

“It used to be our hideout. The three of us came here to train. Hence the dojo,” Igor explained.

“Lead the way. And be careful,” I said, placing my hands on their shoulders and putting a ball of Blood inside the two of them. It’d shield them from some of the attacks.

I came prepared, holding almost a hundred Drops of Blood. Mostly in my body, with twenty two of the purest Drops in the Source. A little more and it’d burst like an overripe fruit or start glowing like a Christmas tree.

I followed them up the stairs. At the top, they turned the corner down a corridor that led to an open area. There was all sorts of construction debris piled up near the walls, but there was enough clean space for fifteen people to fit, some of which I recognized. Dmitri, the so-called Spider. And his subordinates from the market. Kazim, another person Peter had fought with.

The whole gang was here.

Darwin, too. He was sitting in a chair with his legs crossed. Some of the boards from the boarded-up windows had been torn off, so there was enough light to see his pretentious face.

“Welcome, guests!” Spider began, spreading his arms in a theatrical greeting, but I ignored him.

Dashing forward, I put two-thirds of my energy into my body and speed, making a beeline for Darwin. Spider tried to get in the way — a blob fell from his palm, stretching into a sticky web. I intercepted it with my hand, tangled my fingers around it, and broke through it with a Drop of pure Blood.

Six steps, five, four... Picking up speed, I threw myself at Darwin.

He tensed but didn’t move.

My hands sparkled with Blood.

Come on...

The mark on his chest was gone, but the spirit was still there as well as its abilities. All of a sudden, a wave of black cloths burst out of him, throwing me aside, right into the wall. I fell to the ground, gasping for air. I couldn’t breathe neither in nor out. My body was one solid lump of pained flesh. The world before me flashed white.

I spent several long seconds in this state, not hearing or seeing what was going on around me. And then I was grabbed and dragged away somewhere. When the white veil was lifted and I could breathe again, I saw that I was kneeling in front of the still-seated Darwin.

“Let him go!” Peter shouted.

“I’m gonna kill you!” Igor cried out.

Darwin nodded curtly to Spider who was standing next to him. Returning the nod, his lackey took a bat from another Skull, swung, and hit me in the shoulder. I was thrown aside again, a new flash of pain sweeping through my body. Kicks rained down from all sides. I cowered, defending myself as best as I could.

“So much for my plan,” the thought flashed through my mind.

The blows stopped as suddenly as they had begun. I waited for a few seconds for them to continue, then raised my head and looked around.

“Wouldya look at that?” Spider was surprised. “He’s still kickin’...”

I spat out a mouthful of blood and saliva and lifted myself up on trembling hands. I even managed to shuffle onto my feet. My Blood reserve was nearly empty. If this type of energy wasn’t kept under control, it dissipated. Part of it was just consumed by the body, protecting it from harm and healing it, and the rest just spilled out into the air.

Standing up, I moved my shoulders, checking how badly I had been injured.

Darwin didn’t move.

“Scared?” I taunted with all the contempt I could muster. “Went home and cried to your momma so she called her friends to help you? Pathetic.”

Spider swung the bat again, but Darwin stopped him with a short gesture.

“I see you’ve suffered a concussion,” he said without anger, with mockery and arrogance. “How can someone like you think he can beat me?”

Getting up from the chair, he came up to me, clearly showing off in front of his posse. It was almost cute how much he cared about his reputation. I shook my head almost tenderly.

Before I could figure out what was going to happen, Darwin broke my index finger.

I bet he expected me to scream in pain.

“Try again, pal.” I said sternly.

He was a slow learner, it seemed. By now, he should’ve known not to stand so close to me.

Swaying forward, I leaned against him and threw all the pure Blood from my Source at his chest. Waves of light shot one after another from my hands, eyes, and chest.

The clots of darkness appeared again, trying to intercept my attack, but something seemed to be wrong with them. The Blood burned through the black flesh like acid, hitting Darwin in the torso, making him scream in pain and stagger back, all his bravado gone.

This caused the Skulls to move. Spider widened his eyes in surprise, immediately snapped out of it, and swung the bat at me.

I didn’t care, I was already falling anyway. I had no strength left, my legs too weak to support me after such a powerful and sudden discharge of Blood.

Just as the bat was supposed to connect with my head, a frying pan flew right into Spider’s face. There were screams from behind. Igor and Peter were still holding the line.

I couldn’t give up either.

Breath.

My body was filled with dirty Oil. I exhaled, inhaled, exhaled... I went into a combat trance, starting the process of purification within myself. My body was immediately covered with a thick, sticky mass. I ignored it, finding the strength to turn around and get away from a kick to the head. One of the Skulls had confused me with a soccer ball.

“Kill him!” Darwin shouted in a voice that wasn’t his own.

Peter rushed past and crashed into Spider. But what was the use of knocking one of them down when a dozen more were lining up behind our back? Igor wrestled with another one, but there were fifteen of them versus the three of us.

I managed to get up and dodge the next blow. I punched someone in the jaw, but that was the end of my victory streak. The follow-up blow hit me in the back, and I was thrown to the floor again. They piled up on top of me, pinning me down. I put my hands on the concrete, Breathed in with all my might, and Exhaled sharply, splashing them with a wave of Oil. The guy on the top left felt sick and his grip loosened. I strained myself and threw him off only for someone to kick me and push me back down. I managed to tuck my head in and protect it from being slammed against the floor.

Bending over, I miraculously dodged the bat. It hit right by my ear, grazing my skin, but it didn’t bash my head in.

Another Skull grabbed my leg and pulled me toward himself. My jacket was pulled up with my shirt, naked skin grating against the rough concrete, leaving red marks.

“Fuck off!”

I gathered a ball of Oil in my hand and threw it at my attacker’s face, forcing him to let go and fall back. Igor rushed past and kicked the guy with the bat while I scrambled to my feet and looked around. Peter was fighting not so far away, pinned against the wall. Spider, along with three Skulls, was beating him up. Someone was lying on the floor, but there were still many opponents.

Suddenly, Igor was lifted up and thrown into another corner.

“Disperse!” Darwin barked, his face contorted with anger.

A pair of ghostly hands was sticking out of his chest. He was glistening with Oil.

I noticed his movement, but I didn’t have time to dodge. His foot slammed into my knee. There was a crunch, and a new flash of pain swept through my body. If I hadn’t suppressed it, my cry would’ve been heard all the way to the restaurant.

Darwin broke into a mocking grin and turned around. The Skulls whistled. I rolled over, dragging my leg, and scrambled onto my healthy foot.

One leg, but two healthy hands.

Triumph faded from Darwin’s face as the Skulls fell silent.

He turned, saw me, and drew his eyebrows together in disbelief.

“You punch like my grandma.” I spat at his feet.

A kick sent me flying backward, straight into the Skulls’ hands. They threw me back. Unable to stand on one leg, I fell down. The pain was terrible. My mind was drifting away. My body didn’t want to put up with all this.

But it had to.

I couldn’t give up.

When the darkness left my eyes, I saw Darwin looming over me, an Oil bat in his hand. He swung it down sharply. I jerked reflexively, covering myself with my hand.

Another crunch.

My vision turned white again and the pain flooded me like a tidal wave.

“Think he’ll get up this time?” I heard someone’s mocking through the haze.

Get up...

That was a good idea...

With a little effort, the pain subsided. My vision returned to normal, except that I was seeing triple.

I rolled over and pressed my hand to my body so as not to touch it.

Good thing I had two arms.

Somehow, with difficulty, I first got up on my foot and then rose, staggering as I did so.

“I’m... Elor,” the words poured out of me, “the last... defender...”

Darwin looked at me as if I were mad. I could see the fear in his eyes. He didn’t understand what was happening and he was afraid. The rest of the Skulls stood frozen, too. They couldn’t understand how someone like me could stay on his feet. Peter, his face bruised, was sitting against the wall, right on top of Spider. Three Skulls had cornered him, but they didn’t dare to approach. Igor was lying in a corner, oblivious to what was happening.

“Neither pain nor death,” the words continued pouring, “will stop me.”

I put my hand in front of me and pointed at Darwin. He took a step back, the spirit in him worried.

Black paws burst out of his chest and rushed toward me. There was a flash of claws that cut into my flesh, tearing it apart.

Grabbing them with my hand, I pulled. Not the paws themselves, but the Oil that was hidden in them. I pulled with all my might, tearing the very essence of the spirit hiding within Darwin.

The black liquid ran through the formed channel, crashed into me, and entered my body, running into the previously made Drops of pure Blood.

Darwin tried to pull away, along with the spirit, but I pulled even harder. I didn’t have the physical strength to move him, but my willpower...

My willpower was many times stronger than these two parasites.

The Skulls were shouting something. The spirit was escaping. It was so scared that it jumped out of Darwin’s body. He was thrown aside like a broken doll. The creature pounced on me, its hungry mouth flashing, and clung to my shoulder.

Bones cracked again. I held on with the last of my strength. The creature was cleaving through me, and I responded in kind, tearing it bit by bit.

But I was losing... This body was too weak...

Neither pain nor death...

The words throbbed in the depths of my soul.

A little more, more... More...

At the highest point of tension, when it was unclear who’d win, Peter, finding his strength, made his way to me through the stunned Skulls. He grabbed the hungry creature with his bare hands and threw it aside.

A fountain of blood spurted from my shattered shoulder, but I felt relief. Those seconds were all I needed to take a few quick Breaths.

And when the spirit rushed at me, I met it with pure Blood, which burned so brightly that it blinded everyone present.


Epilogue




Peter couldn’t believe his eyes.

At what point his life went downhill, he couldn’t say for sure.

When he remained alone. When they started to hound him on the streets because of Darwin. When a stranger took his side on the bridge... Or when this orphan, simple as they come, turned out to be a storehouse of secrets.

When Peter heard how Darwin delivered an ultimatum, he realized that this was the end. If not for the three of them, then for his simple and peaceful life for sure.

The children’s games were over. Adult life had begun.

On their way to the construction site, he thought that he wouldn’t be able to keep his promise to his grandmother. He mentally asked her for forgiveness.

And then... And then shit hit the fan.

Oleg was giving orders like he was a military commander and they were his privates. And when they went upstairs, he charged at Darwin without any warning, betting on surprise.

He and Igor rushed into battle as well, not wanting to leave Oleg without support. But there were too many opponents.

Then the madness reached a new level.

When Oleg’s leg was broken, something clicked inside Peter, and the world suddenly became crystal clear. The answer he was looking for, what he was fighting for, became extremely obvious.

To protect.

Peter wasn’t surprised when, with the next Breath, the Oil came much cleaner than usual. His body was filled with strength, and his heart, with hope.

Which quickly disappeared. He was able to defeat his opponent, Spider. But he didn’t have enough strength for the rest.

Darwin entered the fray and took on Oleg. He broke the boy’s arm. But Oleg kept coming back for more. Contrary to logic. Despite the pain. There wasn’t a shadow of fear on his face. No pleading for mercy.

When the words poured out of Oleg, they seemed to weigh down on everyone in the building. And when he attacked...

Peter would remember that moment for the rest of his life.

What happened next shocked him. A vile creature emerged from Darwin. The Skulls recoiled in horror. And the only person who dared to oppose it was Oleg, who, despite everything, continued to fight.

At that moment, Peter felt furious. He was angry. With himself.

Some protecting he was doing!

Taking another Breath and ignoring the consequences, feeling that something very, very important was happening right now, he rushed forward. He tackled the nearest Skulls, got to the monster, and tore it away from his friend, throwing it aside with all the strength he had.

The evil spirit, as Oleg called it, rushed back at his friend, opening its mouth.

And it was at this moment that Oleg shone so brightly that he illuminated the entire room, blinding and forcing the Skulls to retreat and run away in horror.

The creature bumped into the glowing figure and was torn to shreds.

Oleg, swaying and smoking, gaze blank, fell.

By this time, there was no one left standing in the room. The Skulls were gone. Darwin was lying unconscious. Igor just got to his senses, having missed the finale of the fight.

Something clicked in Peter’s head. After all, he was the son of a very long lineage of healers. If Oleg were still alive, he’d be in critical condition. There was no point in calling for him. By the time the ambulance arrived, by the time Oleg got to a skilled healer, it’d be too late.

If Oleg could be saved, his chances were dwindling by the second.

“Igor!” Peter shouted. “Get your ass up and help!”

“What happened?” he asked, standing up and shaking his head.

“Help me, you idiot! Oleg’s dying!”

“What...?”

Peter jumped up to Oleg and lifted him up. For once, the fact that he was so light played to their advantage.

Feeling his hands tremble and his back ache, Peter thought of only one thing.

***

Twenty-four minutes later, three guys burst into the hospital. Two of them carried the third, heavily wounded.

Ignoring everyone’s stupefied gazes, Peter marched straight to the head healer.

“Aristarkh!” he shouted.

The event was discussed for a long time afterward. The trio looked like they had escaped from hell itself. And they behaved accordingly, completely ignoring all rules of decency.

But could societal norms have stopped them at that moment?




END OF BOOK 1


Thank you for reading!

I hope you enjoyed this book. I plan to publish book 2 very soon, on September 17. It is already available for pre-order.

The dead don’t sleep. They weave their plots, reaping a bloody harvest. So why don’t we make them sweat a little? Show the manhunters that roles can change in a blink of an eye.

Please, consider leaving a review. It is the best way to support me and help me in translating my books. I am highly motivated by your ratings and reviews!

If you don’t know what to read in the next months, I highly recommend these four series:

The Alchemist (A Portal Progression Fantasy Series) by me

• 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.

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.

The Alchemist 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CTHQKLDG

Book 4 will be coming to Amazon on October 8.

The Heavenly Throne (A LitRPG Wuxia Series) by Yuri Ajin

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

There are already twelve books in this series, and Yuri will release book 13 very soon. I’m sure you will enjoy it.

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

There are already six books in this series, and Konstantin will release book 7 very soon. I hope you will enjoy this series as much as I do.

Elirm (A LitRPG Series) by Vladimir Gotleib

As a result of a system failure, the AI Project gave out a warning that the end of humanity is near. The only chance to save at least some of the humans is to relocate them to another world.

Welcome back to Elirm, Level 1 Human.

Elirm Book 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BXXPCCXQ

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

My Email: danilukedankaem@gmail.com

Also, join this group of our friends:

LitRPG Books



[1] Traditional Eastern European bread roll. It’s a ring of yeast-leavened wheat dough that has been boiled in water for a short time before baking.
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