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Chapter 1

Display of Power

THE NEWS THAT ARTYOM had announced a date of execution for Katie and my child... For a few seconds, I was so enraged that I lost control of myself entirely. Violetta, who was standing in front of me, suddenly jumped back and covered her face with her hands. She was staring at me tensely, clearly prepared for the possibility that I might attack at any moment.

I tried to calm down. Nobody was dead yet. This could be fixed.

“Why that date?” I growled.

“Tenth of July. It’s a symbolic date. It’s thought that the first Stunning became Emperor on that date.”

I activated my Rabbot. It was the eighteenth of June, 2024. Wow, I thought… It’s already been three years since I woke up in this world. It feels like it’s been at least ten. My child — who I haven’t even seen yet — is already a year and a half old. And Katie still hasn’t told me whether it’s a boy or a girl.

“I have 22 days,” I muttered.

Just then, my Rabbot vibrated — it was my dad. I opened the message.

[Vlad]: Become a Quintos within the next ten days.

I didn’t waste any time thinking about how he knew that that was a possibility for me. I just responded:

[Archie]: I will.

“It’s time,” said Violetta. She created another portal above us.

I sighed. I had a job to do, and I had to do it right if I didn’t want to come into conflict with the Order of Leo. And considering what was coming, I would need all the friends and allies I could get — no new enemies. But not for honing my fighting skills.

“Boris,” I said quietly.

“Got it,” said the pig seriously as he climbed up onto my head.

I created my wings and took off into the portal. It transported us to some sort of wasteland. In the distance, we could see a pack of slime ghouls. The leader of the pack was about the size of a hippopotamus. I called to mind the information that we had been given prior to the task. Five-attribute ghouls were extremely unpleasant opponents, and it was very hard to take them down.

“Olly and I will take the main one. You hold off the others,” said Violetta.

Olly was the other Quintos in our group. She was thin and fragile-looking, and stood only up to my chest.

“There are five fours in that group,” said Dommy nervously. He was another member of the unit.

His full name was Dominic, but everybody called him Dommy. He was a Fire Quadros and the main attacker in the unit. After losing two members of our group, there were only five of us left — three of whom were Quadroi. And Dommy was right to be worried about the idea of us holding off five four-attribute ghouls, plus several dozen weaker ones, all at the same time.

Next to him stood Carl, seven feet tall with a big frown on his face. This Faceter had developed as a defender. Even I would have to try very hard to punch through his barriers. He protected Dommy, so the latter could rain incinerating fire down on our enemies. They were a very effective, very dangerous duo.

“Forward,” said Violetta. She didn’t bother answering Dommy. Everybody knew why. If we couldn’t take out this five-attribute ghoul quickly, our little group would be in mortal danger. Slime ghouls were horribly acidic, and if the five-attribute ghoul managed to get in a mass attack on our group, we were dead.

“I’ll take the four-attribute ones myself,” I said as Boris and I rushed forward. The pig jumped off my back and expanded in size until he was about as big as a five-story building. That was his maximum size, at least for the time being. I landed on his head.

Violetta and Olly teleported toward the five-attribute ghoul, and a black sphere appeared in the air above it. Spatial cracks started to burst out in the area below the sphere. I glanced toward them quickly, then activated the Eyes of Libra. I didn’t hold the whirlpools back at all, and they soon reached their maximum size. Boris opened his mouth, and a black-bladed whirlwind appeared in front of him.

Our devouring powers combined and slammed down onto the crowd of ghouls. Within the space of a single second, it ripped them all to shreds. Yin-chakra poured into me, which Alisa directed into my patterns. I would need to raise the purity of all my patterns before I began my breakthrough. And this was as good a chance as any. Together with the chakra, I was also devouring the ghouls’ memories.

I was using all three stars. The Third Star pulverized my enemies’ bodies; the Second devoured their memories; the First devoured their chakra. But the blasted flesh didn’t go to waste, either: Boris was devouring that. The only thing that was a little bit disconcerting was the fact that my left eyes still seemed a little bit defective. Sure, it would amplify my devouring abilities when I directed it at the ghouls. But when I used it against other humans, it seemed to have the opposite effect — it would weaken the whirlpool.

Within about ten seconds, we had killed all the ghouls with less than five attributes, and after that we directed our devouring whirlwind to the five-attribute ghoul’s body. The ghoul started to roar as thick hunks of slime started breaking off its body and getting sucked into the whirlwind.

I gritted my teeth. Blood was already dripping from my eyes. The Yin-chakra from the five-attribute ghoul’s body was making my whole body shiver. It felt so incredibly cold. I had seriously underestimated how powerful five-attribute ghouls could be. Nevertheless, our attack did its job, distracting the ghoul from Violetta and Olly. The black sphere that kept shooting spatial cracks down at the ghoul suddenly fell. The beast didn’t even have time to react before its head exploded.

I deactivated the Eyes of Libra and started breathing heavily. A severe feeling of weakness seemed to be enveloping my entire body; I staggered, but managed to avoid falling down. Boris shrank himself, and with that I had to take off into the air. The pig climbed up onto my head and fell asleep. He had eaten too much, and he would have to sleep it off for a while. He didn’t waste any time while I was in my coma; he spent his time devouring a whole bunch of ghouls, animals, and even humans. After the banquet he had just enjoyed, he was ready to become a Five-Mark beast, but of course that would depend on my own breakthrough. He and I were connected, so we could only break through together.

Violetta and Olly flew over to me.

“Will an hour be enough rest?” Our commander asked. She didn’t react to my exploit in the slightest. But Olly was frowning, and throwing occasional strange glances at Boris as he slept on my head. Dommy was staring at me in awe, and whispering something to the taciturn Carl.

“If we can be sent to face the Black-Bookmen, I’ll be able to recover.”

Violetta stared into my eyes for a few moments, then nodded. She created a portal, and we returned to our base.

I felt depressed. That five-attribute ghoul was too powerful for me. I didn’t even manage to give it a serious wound; I just distracted it. But even that was enough to completely exhaust my strength. Several of my patterns were still burning painfully, but I tried to ignore them until Alisa gave me her conclusions. Finally, she said:

We were a little short on Yin-chakra. All your patterns except two are at 99% purity.

Suddenly, my Rabbot vibrated. It was a message from the Chronos. I had reached out to them back in the Sons of Aries’ castle, and we were still working together. In exchange for my services, I asked them for some new space-nature patterns — this time, I wanted ones that had a mental effect.

“The rest of the special unit will be joining us,” said Violetta. “There are three of them left, they lost their commander.”

I could hear sadness in her voice. And I was surprised at what she said. Because every unit like ours was led by a Faceter with the Eyes of Leo. It was hard to imagine how anyone could kill a person who was able to teleport away at a moment’s notice.

After about fifteen minutes, a portal opened, and we were joined by three more people — two men and a woman. They were covered in blood and obviously wounded. I recognized one of them immediately — Olliveyder. He noticed me, too, and he came over to join me, limping on his right leg. The other two seemed to be from Asia. Allies from the Chinese Empire.

“Defense and Sensor,” said one of the new arrivals glumly. The man looked to be about thirty. He had a big, purple scar running across his face, and bald spots on his head.

“Long-range,” said the woman. She was noticeably stocky, and had lots of lacerations all over her body.

“Attack and defense,” said Olliveyder in a calm tone of voice.

“Where’s your Asclepius?” The Sensor asked nervously.

“He was killed,” said Violetta coldly. “As was our Sensor. I’m already in touch with headquarters, but the situation is complicated. Every Faceter is of vital importance.”

The newly-arrived man reached up to fidget with the scar on his face; he was obviously nervous, but he didn’t say anything.

Olliveyder sat down right next to me and started cleaning his sword.

The patterns from the Chronos are enough for me to create a new one, Alisa sighed with relief. It’ll take six days. Should I get to work now?

“No,” I replied in my mind. “Start once the battle’s over.”

Got it.

Alisa and I had spent a long time thinking about what my last pattern should be. In the end, we decided that I would need some way to protect myself from Mentalists. The Moscovian Inquisitors were considered some of the best in the world, and at some point I knew I’d have to return to the Empire of the Rus. And with the news about the upcoming execution, all doubts disappeared — that time would be coming very soon.

Until recently, however, Alisa didn’t have enough patterns to create the new one that we needed. This news meant that the problem was solved, and I could breathe a sigh of relief. I glanced down at the patterns the Chronos had sent me. Spirit Sword, Spirit Arrow, Soul Fetters, Mind Concussion. They all sounded extremely unpleasant. None of them seemed like they could kill me outright, but they could certainly distract me in battle.

“We’ll have an Asclepius sent to us within an hour and a half,” said Violetta. “We’ll wipe out this group of Black-Bookmen, then wait for him to arrive.”

Everyone’s faces darkened when they heard this order. Going into battle wounded was never a good idea. But we had no one but ourselves to blame. Every special unit had its own Asclepius. Ghouls, beasts, and Black-Bookmen usually tried to kill healers first, and they often succeeded in doing so. Our Asclepius got killed by a wounded five-attribute ghoul just before Violetta blew its head off. And nobody could do a thing to prevent it. The Order of Leo hadn’t expected the attack on Okona and the Cell to be so difficult. They had underestimated their opponents, and they were taking serious losses as a consequence.

“Archie, can you use your Eyes?” Olly turned to me. She had a quiet, calm sort of voice.

“Yes,” I said as I woke Boris up from his slumber. He turned over angrily, reluctant to get up as always.

“Then you protect Archie and his pig. Don’t let anyone get near them,” Violetta commanded as she opened another portal.

This time, we found ourselves in front of a white wall, next to a bone structure that looked like a five-story tower with a semicircular addition on it. We could already hear screams of pain and explosions from beyond the wall. That meant we weren’t far from the battlefield.

Black-Bookmen began to run out from inside the tower as arrows and shells started raining down onto us. Carl held his palm out in front of him, and several patterns on his arm flashed electric blue. The projectiles shattered against an invisible barrier and ricocheted off to the sides. Violetta and Olly had already teleported into the tower, and explosions started to shake the earth from inside it.

Boris jumped onto the ground and expanded. I flew up onto his head and stretched out my arm. My chains and Blood Threads shot out into the group of Black-Bookmen, and a slaughter ensured. The rest of our Faceters protected me, as ordered.

Two- and Three-Mark Black-Bookmen died by the dozen under the blizzard of chains and Threads. I threw three blood hashi, as well, which Alisa used to finish off the wounded. Any damaged Blood Threads would fly into my Blood Hearth Pattern and regenerate. After that, they would flow down into my right hand and shoot out of Heart of Blood on my palm. After devouring that little ruby-colored seed, I could feel everything happening inside my body very keenly.

Within a few seconds of battle, the surviving Black-Bookmen raced back to the safety of the tower, but just as they did so, five more people burst out of it. They were all Four-Mark Black-Bookmen. Two of them took off into the air immediately, as the other two sprinted toward us. My chains and Blood Threads wouldn’t be able to kill opponents like these.

I activated the Eyes of Libra. Below me, Boris opened his mouth. A red whirlpool appeared in midair, along with Boris’ black-bladed whirlwind. They merged into a single horrifying tornado and swept forward onto the Black-Bookmen.

The two who could fly managed to dive and dodge the devouring power, and one of the Black-Bookmen who was on foot quickly burrowed into the ground. This Black-Bookman’s fighting form was strange — they had a noticeably-hunched back, and hands that resembled two huge, sharp claws. In the end, I snared and killed two of the Black-Bookmen. Humans were much smarter than ghouls; they could size up a threat and react to it much more quickly.

A black beam flew past me through the air and slammed into one of the flying Black-Bookmen, tearing off one of their wings. It was the Chinese woman. She wasn’t lying when she said she specialized in long-range fighting. The Black-Bookman, with his one remaining bone wing, let out a roar and tried to glide away from the devouring whirlwind. But the suction was hampering his movements.

My chains wrapped around his body, and Blood Threads sank themselves into his undamaged wing. The Black-Bookman couldn’t save himself — he got sucked into Boris’ and my tornado. The remaining flying Black-Bookman turned around and tried to race away. But he didn’t manage to get very far before a golden light flashed into the air next to him and revealed Violetta. With one swing of her sword, she chopped the Black-Bookman’s body in half.

I felt a wave of relief as Yang-chakra from the slain Black-Bookmen flowed into my body and my eyes. This would allow me to keep fighting for a while.

A golden flash lit up the air next to me, and Olly materialized. She glanced down at the ground with a frown. Her face was covered in blood, to the point where viscous red droplets were dripping from her chin. But she didn’t even seem to notice. Once Boris and I finished devouring the Black-Bookmen, the whirlwind disappeared.

“One of them escaped,” said Olly sternly.

“Move out,” Violetta ordered as she descended toward us and created a portal. She was pale, and her arms were bleeding badly. Apparently, she and Olly encountered one hell of a powerful opponent in that tower.

We were about to enter the portal, but suddenly a terrible pressure slammed down onto us. Everyone froze, with expressions of horror on their faces. I felt an instinctive fear rising from the depths of my soul.

“You betrayed our leader?” A creaky voice asked from somewhere nearby. I glanced in the direction the sound seemed to be coming from. And I saw a strange-looking old man. He was standing just a few yards from us, but none of us had noticed him until he spoke. The old man looked very strange indeed: there was a big, white, bone shell on his back, and his entire body seemed to be made of twisted bone strips. There was also an ankh tattooed on his forehead — with six loops.

“Professor Snail,” Violetta hissed. Visceral hatred burned in her eyes as she spoke.

So, I thought. One of the Thirteen Professors of the Shell. A Six-Mark Black-Bookman. We don’t have a prayer against a monster like this.

It was difficult to speak under the immense pressure, but I managed to explain:

“I didn’t betray anyone. The Shell abandoned me to die inside that volcano.”

The old man stretched out his left arm. Each of his fingers was made of a twisted strip of bone.

He pointed his hand at Violetta, and was clearly about to kill her. But suddenly, a sound like a snapping guitar string split the air above us. Snail jumped back, and a man in shining golden armor with snow-white wings landed on the ground in front of us. He had a young face, like that of a twenty-year-old, but his long hair was completely gray.

“Patriarch!” Violetta shouted happily.

The awful pressure subsided, and I felt a wave of warmth spread through my body. My weakness was gone, and all my wounds started to heal.

“Leave,” the man said calmly.

“You again,” Snail whined in his creaky voice. “I’m so tired of you.”

I really wanted to see what was about to happen, but Violetta and Olly fled into the portal. The others followed suit as quickly as they could. So I had to do the same.

Back at our base, Violetta could only sigh:

“I can’t believe Patriarch Simon himself came to help us.” Her eyes were shimmering with excitement.

Olly was a little bit less intense, although I could tell that she was also excited.

“He was probably following Snail,” I noted. But Violetta ignored me.

I laid down on the grass and stared up at the sky. Man, I thought... I’m so sick of all this. I knew that the Shell would find out I was alive sooner or later. But did it really have to happen now, I thought? What if they tried to mess with me once I was back in the Empire of the Rus? By supporting Artyom, for example.

The two Chinese soldiers approached me. The man looked deadly serious as he spoke:

“My name is Lan Li. My family would be very happy to have you as a guest. If you ever find yourself in the Chinese Empire, ask for Clan Lan.”

“My name is Xiao Hua,” the woman introduced herself. “Clan Xiao would be honored to host you.”

I stood up and bowed respectfully.

“I thank you for your invitations. I will definitely visit your families if the opportunity arises.”

The man and woman both bowed in response, then walked off. Patriarch Simon’s warm aura was helping heal their wounds a little bit. But all the same, we needed an Asclepius badly. And soon enough, he arrived. To my surprise, I recognized him immediately: it was old Leo, an Asclepius at the Fifth Facet. The same man who teleported with Liz to the massive turtle-ship and helped suppress the virus in my lungs.

Leo glanced at us for a moment, then headed straight for Violetta. Facets appeared in the air above his fingers and flew over to the girl’s badly-lacerated arms.

I stepped in closer. With a slight bow, I asked:

“Where’s Elizabeth?”

Leo shot me a sidelong glance as he worked and replied:

“Who knows?”

I frowned.

“She’s alive,” Leo continued. “But she disappeared after the Japanese attack on the Ruler’s Palace in Scandinavia.”

“What was she doing there?” I was surprised.

“She got married,” Leo snickered. “Now enough — don’t distract me.”

I stepped back and took out my Rabbot. I sent a message to Emmy. And she answered pretty quickly. It turned out that they wanted to marry Liz to Jakob, the future Ruler of Scandinavia. In other words — to Kollin, who had been suborned by Lucifer.

When the Japanese attacked the Palace, Liz escaped, and now nobody knew where she was. I stared down at the message, deep in thought. I knew Emmy very well, and it was obvious that there was something she wasn’t saying. Most likely, she was afraid that the Order of Leo would somehow be able to read all these messages. And if so, I couldn’t fault her for that.

I put my Rabbot away, sat down next to Olliveyder, and spoke so that only he would be able to hear me.

“I’m heading to the Empire of the Rus soon.”

Olliveyder didn’t react at all.

“Help me.” I decided to be as straightforward as possible.

Olliveyder slowed his motions a little bit, then nodded. I sighed with relief. Killing Artyom wouldn’t be easy; after all, he was the reigning Emperor. And I would need some very powerful fighters if I wanted to have a chance against him and his Red Guard. Olliveyder was an incredibly valuable Faceter. But of course I knew that someday I would have to return the favor. I had been in his debt ever since he started training me in the Sons of Aries’ castle.

Another person who came to mind was Arrie. I had a hell of a time convincing the big guy to stay at the Order of Leo’s base — he really wanted to come with me and participate in the assault on the cities.

Old Leo quickly visited all of us and patched up our wounds. After that, Violetta sent him back home and ordered us to get ready. We would be teleporting to the ghouls in half an hour.


Chapter 2

The Call of the Order

THE CELL AND OKONA fell after three days. Our little group alone made more than fifty attacks during that time. And I raised the purity of all my patterns to 99%, and stocked up a healthy reserve of both Yin- and Yang-chakra in the process.

When we finally heard the announcement that the cities had fallen and that the Order of Leo was victorious, we sighed with relief. These days of battle had been utterly exhausting.

I was sitting next to a tree, listening to Dommy’s rapturous shouting, when Violetta approached me. Her expression as she looked at me was one of respect. Mind you, the entire unit considered me and Olliveyder to be absolutely ferocious fighters. We had both shown our skill during the group’s sorties. Olliveyder repeated my earlier feat several times — that is, he took out all the four-attribute ghouls in an enemy group single-handedly, using only a sword and a shield. His talent as a fighter was simply unbelievable.

“They want to see you,” said Violetta. “I’m sending you to the House of Lords in ten minutes.”

“Got it,” I said as I stood up.

After so many battles, our little group had grown much closer. I quickly went around and exchanged warm goodbyes with everyone before Violetta teleported Boris and me to the House of Lords, where we were greeted by our friend the gnome.

“Little half-man!” Boris greeted him with a happy shout.

“You’re expected,” the gnome ignored him. He looked extremely serious.

“Little half-man, I’m a swordsman now!” Boris crowed.

The gnome just snorted with contempt. I couldn’t help noting that the pig had never once used his sword in an actual battle. He seemed to consider it more a toy than an actual, serious weapon.

“Wait for me outside,” I said to Boris.

With a grunt, he leapt off my head and onto the ground.

The gnome accompanied me to an already-familiar room with a screen occupying one whole wall. As soon as I walked in, the image of a rabbit’s head appeared on it.

“The situation is serious, Archie,” said Alex. “You need to become a Quintos urgently. We’ll provide you with several medicines that will help your chakrasystem prepare for the breakthrough. It’s risky, but we simply can’t put it off any longer. This is an ideal moment to strike a blow against Artyom and his people.”

“I’m ready.”

“Excellent. We’ve already been in touch with your father and provided him with what help we can. We can’t send our own people into the Empire of the Rus, or you’ll be accused of treason. You must handle this yourself, with the support of the Empire’s clans. But we will provide money and artifacts.”

“Do you have a site in mind for the breakthrough?” I inquired.

Alex scratched his cheek.

“Your breakthroughs essentially cause catastrophes on a nationwide scale. It’s very hard to find a suitable place and sufficiently powerful protectors.”

I waited for him to continue in silence. Seeing that I wasn’t asking any questions (or asking for anything at all), Alex sighed and continued:

“We’ll provide Eschates for your protection. But you must understand how incredibly valuable their time is. Even the most talented geniuses in the Order of Leo don’t get this level of protection during their breakthroughs.”

“And what do you want in exchange?”

“The site for your breakthrough will be one that works to our advantage,” the rabbit replied bluntly.

“Where’s that?” I suddenly felt tense.

“Don’t worry. We’re not going to hurt innocent people. You’ll make your breakthrough at the bottom of the ocean,” Alex announced with a big smile. “We’re hoping that it’ll damage Lucifer’s Atlantis.”

“I’m in.”

“Excellent. We’ll start in a week, once the medicines have done their work. Have you chosen a pattern to trace?”

“Yes.”

Alex thought for a few seconds.

“Then all our issues have been resolved. As soon as you become a Quintos, we’ll send you to your father.”

“What about the Patriarchs?” I asked with a frown.

“They won’t interfere in your fight with Artyom. There are very few of them as it is — only six. One of them is from Syktyvkar, and he never intervenes in Moscovian affairs. The others are very much of the same mindset — they’re from Samara and Kiev. Those three Patriarchs are responsible for guarding the Empire’s borders. They only turn their attention to Moscovia if the situation becomes critical. As for the rest... Two of the Eschates are Stunnings, and the last one is from the Lvov Clan. You know them — they’re in charge of St. Petersburg. These three keep a very close eye on the Imperial Palace.”

“There are only six Eschates in the entire Empire?” I asked with surprise.

“Yes.” ““At the moment, the Empire of the Rus is the weakest of the nine Hegemons. Even Scandinavia has nine Eschates.”

“Didn’t the Empire have more Patriarchs, though? I could have sworn there were more.”

“Two were killed, one fled. That leaves six. Nobody knows what happened in the palace, but all the killings happened on the night of the Mindless Massacre. And the slain Eschates weren’t ethnic Russians, either.”

Seeing the gloomy look on my face, Alex said:

“Don’t worry. Nobody’s going to mess with your Empire at the moment. There are more important things happening on Terra than affairs in a half-ruined country. The Precinct of Cancer isn’t providing as much Celestial Cotton as Freedom Island did. At least not yet. And the new jail is located right next to St. Petersburg, so it would be extremely difficult for anyone to establish and maintain control of it anyway. Plus, you have the Japanese Islands supporting you. Marrying Emmy Stunning will cement that alliance. That said, your Empire’s colony in Greenland will fall. That’s already become obvious.”

“What’s the worldwide situation like?” I decided to ask.

“Bad. The Indian Empire has attacked China. And we suspect that Lucifer is somehow connected to the Indians, although we can’t prove it yet. The Japanese are holed up in their islands, wiping out ghouls. The Franks have attacked our colonies in Africa, the Germanic Lands are preparing to attack Scandinavia and take part of their lands. Iran is in the grip of internal power struggles; there have been two new Shahs in very short succession. And all this against a background of unusually vociferous activity among the ghouls. If our information is correct, the ghouls have penetrated human society much more deeply than people have ever imagined was possible. And the creation of Pollen is just one part of their plan. Have you heard of Goguryeo?”

“Yes.” It’s a small country between the Chinese Empire and the Japanese Islands.”

“Indeed. We suspect that leadership of that country has actually been taken over by ghouls.”

I shuddered.

“The territory of the Eastern Tribes is the calmest place on Terra right now. And that’s all because of the Ghoul Catastrophe that happened two years ago. Many Ghoul Zones, Beast Forests, and human tribes simply wiped each other out.”

I didn’t say anything in response. The Ghoul Catastrophe happened because of my breakthrough to the Tribos Facet. The altan deposits all around me transmitted its effects to more than half the territory of the Eastern Tribes.

“Long story short, the Empire of the Rus is not high on any of the hegemons’ priority list right now. Every one of them has more than enough problems as it is. Even Frankia declined to send people to the Empire, despite the fact that they lost one of their Eschates in the purge. The situation in the Empire is too unstable; it either has to be conquered entirely, which is a venture no one would stand to profit from, or left to its own devices. Besides that, we’ve also given the Franks to understand that they should refrain from meddling with the Empire. So for the time being, everything depends on you.”

I nodded gratefully, then asked my next question:

“How is it possible that the Stunning Patriarchs are willing to stand aside in my battle with Artyom?”

“I don’t know.” Alex’s ears twitched. “Your father has somehow come to an agreement with them. Artyom Stunning is the last remaining member of the Imperial Family who can possibly produce an heir. If he dies, the whole line of the Stunnings will soon be extinguished. So yes, it is very strange that the old women are willing to watch events unfold from the sidelines. But on the other hand, we can certainly trust their word.”

“Old women?”

“Well, of course. The Stunnings are cursed. Every male heir is born with a terminal illness. So as strange as it might sound, the role of Patriarch among the Stunnings is always performed exclusively by women. One of them is 200 years old, the other 500.”

“What about Emperor Boris?” I was getting more and more surprised as the conversation went on. “I mean, he’s still alive.”

“He’s terminally ill. Nobody takes him very seriously at this point. He probably can’t even rise from his bed, let alone present a challenge to other Eschates.”

The situation was so unclear. Why did the Eschates stand aside while Louisa wiped out the Stunning heirs one by one? Alex said that an Eschate from Frankia had been killed. Maybe she was so powerful that none of the other Patriarchs could stand against her? But if so, how did someone manage to kill her? That said, I already knew about the curse. My dad had mentioned it, and I should have kept it in mind. Artyom was born a Dragin, though, so it seemed highly unlikely that the curse would apply to him.

“How powerful is Artyom Stunning?” I continued with my questions.

“He’s an attack-type Quadros with destruction patterns. He’s got a golden dragon — a Royal Beast, like your pig. The Eyes of Cancer at the Third Star. All things considered, you’ll kill him easily if you make the breakthrough to the Quintos Facet.”

“Are you sure he only has three stars?” I asked with a note of caution in my voice. Amaterasu’s notebook said that people who possessed the Eyes of Cancer would attain the Fourth Star once they became Emperor.

“Yes. He became Emperor without an official ceremony. He took control of the country, but he didn’t receive full recognition by the people of that country. In fact, there are entire cities that have so far declined to swear allegiance to him. Syktyvkar, for example. So there’s no possible way he could have attained the Fourth Star. Otherwise we’d never send you into the Empire. Someone with the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Cancer can kill any Quintos in less than a second. That said, there are rumors that Artyom has made the breakthrough to Quintos. We don’t believe them, but it can’t hurt to take precautions. Which is why you need to make your breakthrough before we send you to the Empire.”

“So Emperor Boris also has the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Cancer?” I asked. Amaterasu wrote that there could only be one person in a given country with the Fourth Star of any of the non-Heretical Eyes.

“Even if so, he couldn’t use them anyway, because of the curse. He doesn’t have enough life force in him at this point.”

“I see.”

“Then our conversation is over. We’ll send you to the breakthrough site in one week. By that time, you’ll need to take all the medicines we provide and trace your pattern.”

I stood up, bowed to Alex, and walked out. Thoughts were swarming through my mind. Something seemed very strange.

Somehow, my dad had found out that I was already able to become a Quintos. But the Order of Leo obviously didn’t know that — otherwise, why would Alex insist that I needed their concoctions? I knew that taking them would be a bad idea. Sure, they probably wouldn’t hurt me at the moment, but it seemed highly likely that they would complicate my future breakthroughs. Maybe not, but who knows? I definitely didn’t want to risk it.

What if your dad knows something about these medicines? Alisa asked. Alex said the Order of Leo’s been in contact with him.

Alisa was busy creating a new pattern, so I was surprised to hear her voice. But her words were food for thought. She was probably right, of course — that would explain the strange discrepancy. But knowing my dad... He wouldn’t have written that I needed to make my breakthrough specifically in the next ten days.

Another weird thing — I had been examined by the Order of Leo’s Asclepioi. Did they really not see that my body was ready for the breakthrough? And something was weird where Artyom was concerned, too. Was the Emperor really so weak that he just watched the unfolding chaos in total silence? He couldn’t do anything about what Artyom and his mother were doing to their country? I could only hope my dad would be able to explain. I really didn’t want to fall into any traps set for me by Artyom or the old women of the Stunning Clan.

Outside, I found Boris and the gnome waiting for me, already engaged in a fierce war of words. The pig was trying to hit the gnome with his sword, while the latter was dodging the blade and repeatedly kicking Boris in his chubby sides.

“Dried-up old slug!” Boris kept shouting.

“Fatass old slug!” The gnome shouted back.

They were both moving very quickly; actually, their battle was pretty impressive to watch. But Boris was obviously losing. At the end of the day, swords just weren’t his strong suit.

I walked over to them, waited for an opportune moment, and then grabbed them both by the scruff of the neck. They stopped fighting immediately. I lifted them both up and looked at them with a big frown on my face. Then, however, Boris suddenly increased in size, and I had to let him go. He fell to the ground and rushed off.

“I’ve been ordered to give you these medicines for your breakthrough.” The gnome’s hair was mussed up and his clothes were wrinkled, but he spoke with a note of reproach in his voice — as though it was MY fault that he got into a fight with my pig.

I sighed and lowered my little servant to the ground. He ran to pick up his wallet (which I hadn’t noticed up to that point) and took three little bone bottles and a notebook out of it.

“Everything is described here. You need to take these, otherwise the chance of failure will be very high. And you could get seriously hurt. Let me know when you plan to take them, I’m supposed to keep an eye on you.”

I took the bottles and put them into my wallet.

“By the way, is that big guy Arrie one of your people?” The gnome suddenly asked.

“Yes. Is he still here?”

“Violetta sent him back. She said he kept screaming nonsense and yelling out your name,” said the gnome as he shot me a dubious look.

I just shrugged, created my wings, and flew off to the house Boris had purchased. I knew that was where the pig would be headed himself.

After what the gnome had said, I was firmly convinced that taking these medicines was a bad idea. But I would be under observation, and I knew I had to take them. So given the circumstances, it seemed I would just have to deceive everyone into thinking I had taken them.

Once I got home, I read the instructions. I would need to take the medicines in the bottle every day — in strict order. I decided not to put it off, and summoned Boris.

“Check these out — what do you think?” I opened the bottles and set them down in front of me. Boris sniffed each one.

“They smell yummy. I want to drink them,” he said as he turned to look up at me.

“Are they safe?” I asked. As we spoke, we were also carrying on a conversation via our mental connection. If anyone was eavesdropping, I didn’t want to give them any more information than I had to.

“I think so,” said Boris. And then, mentally and with a note of pride, he added:

“I can even eat poison. These liquids were made for humans. And I’m not a human.”

I closed the bottles and replied mentally:

“Okay. Then here’s what we’ll do...”

When Boris heard my plan, he let out a horrified oink. He ran out of the room, and through our connection he yelled:

“I don’t want to get into your mouth! That’s just gross!”

My eye started to twitch. Dammit, I thought... Does he think I like having to do this?

“But I guess I’ll have to sacrifice myself to keep you safe!”

I sighed and rubbed my temples. Then I sent a message to the gnome, saying that I was ready to take the first medicine.

Once Boris said he was waiting at our agreed-upon location, I went to meet him — in the bathroom. Already shrunk down to his minimum size, Boris jumped up into my mouth. The only thing I was thankful for was the fact that he was always clean. Dirt and mud wouldn’t stick to him.

The plan went off without a hitch. After the gnome carefully examined the medicine and sniffed it, I pretended to drink the liquid. In actual fact, of course, Boris sucked it into his own mouth, down to the very last drop. And he really enjoyed the flavor. I could feel the chakra boiling inside him.

The instructions said that after taking the first medicine, you had to spend three or four hours in meditation, focusing on your own chakra flow. So I rushed off to my room; once there, I removed Boris from my mouth as discreetly as possible, just in case anyone was watching. The pig had fallen asleep. His body had become soft, almost like jelly. That seemed weird to me, so I tried to wake him up. Alas, I had no success. In the end, I sat down to meditate, to avoid attracting suspicion.

Boris finally woke up the next morning, and he felt amazing. The liquid had somehow helped him improve his ability to change his physical properties. He could now change his consistency to that of a thick jelly. It was a pretty useless skill, but at least it was funny.

Early in the morning, I spotted Arrie out in the courtyard. He was sitting on a hill, watching the hedgehogs roam around. Boris was already awake and lying on Arrie’s head, belly turned up to the sky. The big man looked extremely happy to see me. He ran over and stopped in front of me, apparently frozen with excitement.

“Good work,” I said, giving him a friendly (but also pretty awkward) slap on the arm. I still didn’t really know what to do with him. The whole situation had developed so fast.

I spent the next two days taking medicines. The second bottle was for your chakrabody, the third was for your skeleton. As with the first bottle, Boris was very happy to drink them for me. True, nothing really happened with the second and third bottles.

Time passed by slowly, until there were only two days left until my breakthrough, at which point Alisa finished working on her pattern.

It’s ready! she exclaimed.

I was standing in the courtyard, trying to get Arrie to fight. The huge man really didn’t want to, and I didn’t know what to do with him. Without his power, he was just a big, dumb kid, albeit one who was seven feet tall. Well, that, and his earlobes were weird — they stretched all the way down to his shoulders.

When Alisa said she was done with the pattern, I was happy to hear it. I had been feeling restless for days. I really wanted to set off for the Empire of the Rus as quickly as possible and save Katie and my baby.

I dismissed Arrie, and he ran off to look at the hedgehogs again.

“So why did you choose this guy, again?” Boris grumbled as he watched Arrie leave with an envious look in his eyes. “He’s useless.”

Arrie loved the hedgehogs, and they would play with him pretty frequently. At the same time, they were suddenly a little bit afraid of Boris. So the pig was a little bit jealous.

“What’s the pattern?” I ignored my pig as I sat down on my bench.

I don’t even know what to call it, Alisa said proudly. I managed to unite space nature with water nature in one pattern.

“Whoa,” I said aloud.

Let’s call it the Icy Tower of Blood. I took the Fiery Mental Shield as a base.

“Icy Tower of Blood?”

Yes. If anybody tries to get inside your head, the pattern will activate itself and the Tower will protect your mind. If it’s a mental attack, the pattern itself will take the damage. And if the Mentalist actually takes the risk of infiltrating your consciousness, then the Tower will become a prison for them. Thanks to your ice nature, all mental attacks will get weaker, while your blood nature allows you to use your chakra to feed the pattern. It will protect your mind as long as you have chakra to feed it.

“So it’s both a shield and a prison? And it also weakens other people’s attacks and lasts for a long time?” I summarized as I tried to remember whether I had ever seen anything like this in the space patterns that had come my way.

Exactly! Believe me, there are no patterns like this.

“Why call it a “tower,” though?”

It just works, given the demands of the pattern.

I let out a self-satisfied snicker. This pattern would give me a better chance of surviving in Moscovia. I was one step closer to my goal.

I didn’t have any trouble tracing the pattern — it had to be applied to my forehead, so I could use both hands. And it came out with 97% purity, but I was able to use my reserve of Yin-chakra to raise that to 99%.

All my patterns were traced. It was time to break through to the Quintos Facet.


Chapter 3

A Natural Phenomenon

ON THE APPOINTED DAY, a golden flash lit up our courtyard. Out of it stepped a man who was already familiar to me: Patriarch Simon. One of the Order of Leo’s Eschates. Boris and I were ready, and we walked right out to greet him.

But the Patriarch didn’t give us a chance to say a single word. He teleported us instantly.

“Start your breakthrough,” he said drily, and with that he walked off.

I blinked. Wherever we were, it was dark. There was a blue stone circle beneath my feet, with a powerful flow of chakra emanating from it. And there were three people outside the circle.

One of them was Patriarch Simon, in his golden armor. The second was a short old man. He was sitting on a wooden stool with his back to me, leaning on a cane. He had black armor, and sharp spikes jutting out all down his spine, from neck to coccyx. Behind me stood a heavyset woman with thick, curly hair. She looked up and frowned. Her body was encased in heavy ice armor, which was making the air around her absolutely frigid.

I felt uncomfortable. Unless I was mistaken, these three were Eschates. And they were here to protect me during my breakthrough. I looked up and squinted into the darkness. But I couldn’t see the ceiling, or anything that might be in the air above us.

“Get to work,” Patriarch Simon repeated.

I got undressed and sat down in the center of the circle with my legs crossed. Boris laid down in front of me. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be able to conceal the breakthrough process from any of the three Eschates. They would learn that Boris and I had a connection.

With a heavy sigh, I shot chakraneedles out of my fingers. Over the preceding few days, I had been thinking a lot about which Quintos Path to choose. And I decided that I would become a Realm Quintos.

I started tracing the Fifth Facet over my Blood Hearth Pattern. My body quickly heated up. Then, just as quickly, I felt freezing. My teeth were chattering. My left eye started to hurt. Tendrils of icy cold began to flash out of it and course through my body, suppressing my innate chakra.

At the same time, though, Boris was pouring warmth into me through our mental connection, and the cold started to subside. I didn’t see anything that was happening around me — all my attention was focused on my breakthrough. I was tracing the Fifth Facet, and my body was undergoing a transformation. And it wasn’t just my body, either — Boris was changing too.

The first stage of the breakthrough to the Quintos Facet was the transformation of one’s physical body and chakrasystem. This stage was the same for both types of Quintoi. But in my case, even this part of the process was different: Boris and I were exchanging chakra with one another constantly, which helped me withstand the ghoul beginning inside me by transferring some of the cold to my pig.

Once half the Facet was traced, the second stage began. All my nature-oriented patterns started exuding mist; depending on their specific nature, it was either a bloody haze or a fog of freezing water vapor. Patterns began to glow all across Boris’ body, and I could feel a horrible pressure.

Something was wrong. Blood and Ice were both related to water-nature, so I wanted to unite them into one and have power over the Realm of Ice and Blood. What I hadn’t considered, however, was that Boris was a very exceptional beast, and consequently his breakthrough wouldn’t be a normal one either.

The patterns on Boris’ body had released their own natures. He and I had become one united whole, and his devouring force easily began to dominate. My blood and ice weren’t uniting; on the contrary, they were falling apart and being devoured by Boris’ patterns.

I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t keep tracing; my fingers were shaking, and cracks were already appearing on them. A powerful surge of Yang-chakra from Boris helped me maintain my concentration and feed my body some strength. Without it, I would have weakened and failed the breakthrough long before — actually, I’m sure it would have happened as soon as I lost the power of my ice and blood natures.

Boris’ devouring force was getting stronger. I exhaled heavily and activated the Eyes of Libra. In her notebook, Amaterasu wrote that one should never use one’s Eyes during a breakthrough. It would only make things worse. The Way of the Stars and the Way of the Heavens were totally different, and Quintoi weren’t supposed to mix them.

But I decided to risk it. Two blood-red whirlpools appeared. They swooped over to Boris’ patterns and soon enveloped his entire body. At first, I was worried, but then I realized that the pig wasn’t taking any damage at all. Quite the contrary, in fact — he was actually devouring the whirlpool and sending me modified chakra through our connection. And my whirlpools were absorbing Boris’ nature into themselves in the process.

All different types of chakra began to flow through my body. And suddenly, I felt that I could keep tracing. My fingers had been bleeding for a while by that point due to overexertion. Bones were cracked in some of them.

I kept tracing. Chakra kept coming to me from my whirlpools and from Boris. And my Main Pattern was actively sucking in the latent chakra all around me. We were at the bottom of the ocean, where water-nature chakra was at its most saturated. For that reason alone, this was the best possible place for me to make my breakthrough to the Quintos Facet. My patterns started emanating their ice and blood natures again. The streams of red and blue mist quickly got sucked up by my whirlpools and my pig, after which they would return to me in altered form.

I don’t know how much time passed. I slipped into a trace, and I wasn’t even feeling any pain. At some point, my fingers simply froze, and I came to my senses. The Fifth Facet was traced. I deactivated my Eyes of Libra. Boris twitched, and a crack appeared across his body. And then pieces of him started to fall off, turning into dust the moment they hit the ground.

“KREE!”

Out of the resulting pile of ash jumped a tiny, fist-sized piglet. His pink body seemed to be glowing from the inside out, and his eyes glimmered like gemstones. I was staring at him in shock for a second, but suddenly a sound tore my attention away from him. Only at that point did I notice that we were surrounded by dozens of bluebell plants. Most of them were black, but there were some scarlet and sky-blue ones scattered among them as well. The flowers were bobbing softly in the wind, making a pleasant ring as they did so.

I stood up, and a pile of sand poured off me. Just like Boris, my body had been forged anew. My skin was unusually smooth, and my hair was longer and thicker than before. I reached up to touch the left half of my face, and couldn’t hold back a huge smile. I took out a mirror and looked at myself. The skin on my face was restored. I was no longer disfigured. My left eye, though, was still a deep shade of blue.

“Congratulations,” said a dry voice.

I put the mirror away and turned to face Patriarch Simon, who was studying Boris and me with a frown on his face. His golden armor was broken in places, and there was dried blood all over his face. I turned to look at the old man and the woman. They both looked battered. All around the blue disk where I had made my breakthrough, the ground was riven with deep cracks. It seemed that the battle had almost reached me.

“What are these flowers?” Boris jabbed his snout into one of the bluebells, causing it to ring.

Simon didn’t answer. Without a word of explanation, he just teleported us back to the courtyard of our house.

“How rude,” Boris muttered with a yawn.

The gnome came running to greet us. He looked anxious.

“You did it! You’re a Quintos!”

“There were flowers all around us when we finished. What’s that all about?” Boris asked him.

“A natural phenomenon,” the gnome replied as he looked at me with an expression of respect. “It happens sometimes during a breakthrough to the Quintos Facet, albeit pretty rarely.”

My body was reborn, and I was overflowing with strength, but I still felt mentally exhausted.

“I’m going to sleep. Tell me about the natural phenomenon tomorrow,” I said as Boris and I let out a simultaneous yawn.

“And don’t forget to bathe,” the gnome reminded me. “Pigs are always dirty, but you’re a human — you can’t be going around looking like that.”

I chuckled and stepped into my house, headed for the shower.

* * *

Boris and I were summoned to see Alex the next morning. The gnome was insistent that this time, the pig had to come too. So I had to take Boris with me.

As soon as we entered the room, the screen on the wall began to glow. And the familiar rabbit appeared on it. He examined us with evident curiosity, his gaze lingering for a moment on Boris, before he spoke.

“You’re a man of many secrets, Archie,” he grumbled.

“Who are you?” Boris asked. “And why are you hiding? Come out here, I promise I won’t eat you,” he said, licking his lips.

“I’m Alex. I don’t have a physical body, so I can’t come out there,” said Alex with a sigh of feigned exasperation.

“So you’re just a picture?” Boris sounded shocked.

“You could say that, yes.”

“Then why do you smell like an animal?”

“You smell like an animal!” Alex snarled. “I don’t smell like anything!”

Boris replied with a skeptical frown — he obviously didn’t believe the rabbit.

“Who is this stupid pig?” Alex turned to ask me. “And how did you end up linking your life to it? If it gets killed, you’ll be seriously wounded.”

“Well, he’s not easy to kill,” I chuckled. “How are things going with your plan? Did you succeed in attacking Atlantis? Or whatever you wanted to do?”

“Not exactly,” Alex said with a little grimace. “Your breakthrough did result in a powerful chakra storm, but as it turns out, those don’t have nearly as powerful an effect on beasts as they do on ghouls. And there aren’t all that many of the latter in the ocean. In the end, the damage to Atlantis was minimal. But we did learn some new information about the Shell’s capabilities, and confirmed our working assumptions about the connection between Lucifer and the Indian Empire. So I wouldn’t say that the effort we spent on you was a total waste.”

“I’m glad.”

“You could have warned us, though.”

“I don’t even know how my breakthroughs work myself,” I shrugged.

“Fine. For now, get used to your new power. Brann will offer you a choice of several assignments. When you’re ready, we’ll send you to join your father.”

“When we made our breakthrough, there were flowers all around us. What was that?” Boris asked. “Are they edible?”

“Oh, you mean the natural phenomenon,” replied the rabbit with a wry smile. “That sometimes happens when a particularly talented Faceter or Black-Bookman makes a breakthrough. The site itself undergoes some changes. Usually, an illusion will appear above it. A rainbow, for example. Or the wind will pick up and take on a particular color. Sometimes flowers grow, it’s nothing to fear. As for their edibility... I’m afraid we destroyed the site of your breakthrough. There’s no trace left of it, actually. Even if you could have eaten them, it’s too late now.”

“Wow... You’re such a vicious little animal,” said Boris, turning his snout up in contempt.

“You’re the only animal here! And anyway, that’s enough — get moving!” The rabbit disappeared, and the screen went dark.

“He’s got some stuff to unpack,” Boris noted sadly. “He can’t accept himself for who he is. That’s sad.”

I wasn’t going to explain anything — I just left. I figured that Alex wouldn’t want to see Boris again anyway.

* * *

Brann (who Archie referred to simply as “the gnome”) was sitting in an alcove in his temporary master’s house, filing his fingernails. Almost nobody knew it, but Brann was very fastidious about his nails. His expensive manicure kit was lying on a table in front of him, next to a tablet with its screen turned upward. As soon as the screen flashed into life, Brann picked it up. A dour-looking rabbit’s face appeared on it.

“You’re sure Archie took the medicines?” Alex asked.

“Yes. I checked — I watched him do it myself,” Brann confirmed with a confident nod.

“This man must not become an Eschate.” The rabbit shook his head and disappeared.

Brann sighed with relief. He was quite afraid of the Goddess Annabelle’s personal advisor. Sir Alex had been head of the Order of Leo for several millennia by that point, and no one had ever disputed his authority.

Brann knew why Alex was so worried. It was all because of Archie’s natural phenomenon. This was the most frightening development in the history of Terra.

When Archie and his pig made their breakthrough, it created a massive black whirlpool that set the mass of the waters in motion. A vast gulf appeared on the surface of the ocean, and a tornado whirled into being above it. The natural disaster was far more serious than the Order of Leo had anticipated. Alex had to send three more Eschates to protect Archie, once the beasts in the ocean decided to eliminate the source of the problem. The ocean was filled with danger; there were many more powerful beasts there than there were on land. And many of them were Six-Mark beasts.

Archie’s breakthrough only took one day, which was very quick for a Quintos. But even in that short interval, two of the Order of Leo’s Eschates were badly wounded.

The huge gulf did serious damage to the part of the ocean where Archie made his breakthrough. And that, of course, affected Atlantis. Alex lied when he said that the damage was minimal. Lucifer had to intervene personally, and it was only because he did so that Atlantis survived at all. But he had to kill a huge number of Five- and Six-Mark beasts in the process, and as a result the beasts of the ocean became extremely hostile to Atlantis. This, in turn, threw a serious wrench into the Shell’s plans.

Alex was happy about that. At the same time, however, he was starting to worry about Archie’s developing power. If a man like him should become a God, he would become a threat to Annabelle. That was why Alex reached out to Brann — he wanted to personally make sure that Archie had taken the medicines. They would help a person become a Quintos, but in theory they would hamper any attempt to break through to the Eschate Facet.

Alex wasn’t sure that the medicines had worked the way they were supposed to. Archie’s body was different from that of a normal Faceter. The Quintos-Asclepius who examined him couldn’t really tell how developed his chakrabody, blood, and bones were at the time. Or whether Archie was ready for the breakthrough. Alex was also a little bit worried about Boris. He had never heard of a Faceter and their beast being so closely connected that they even made their breakthroughs together. It was all so strange, and it worried Alex intensely.

* * *

I headed back to my house and looked through the list of available assignments. I still didn’t really know what the limits of Boris’ and my powers were, and it certainly seemed like a good idea to find out what we were capable of before departing for the Empire of the Rus. There was one mission that I was particularly interested in, so I ran right out to see the gnome.

“Send me on mission 14. Boris and I can take care of that by ourselves.”

The gnome read through the mission requirements on his tablet and frowned.

“You’ll be accompanied by two observers.”

I nodded, albeit reluctantly. The gnome hurriedly started tapping something into his gadget. I glanced down at my own as he did so. The mission was to take out a certain organization that was involved in distributing Pollen. Sort of like the Red Skulls, but not as powerful. They called themselves the Soul Cursers. They were famous for the fact that every one of their members wielded space-nature chakra and mental patterns.

According to the information the Order of Leo provided in the task description, the Soul Cursers tended to recruit talented orphans (from all around the world) as their new members. The group was based on the border between Scandinavia and the Empire of the Rus, and it used to collaborate with both countries. Their ranks included one Quintos and four Quadroi. In terms of power, the Cursers were roughly on the same level as the Belovs of St. Petersburg. But thanks to the specific properties of their patterns, they were quite a bit more dangerous.

“The observers will be free in four hours. Will you be ready then?” The gnome asked when he finally tore his eyes from his gadget.

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll confirm the mission. I hope you’ll be able to handle it.” Nobody ever wanted to cross paths with the Soul Cursers because of their mental patterns.

But I had no doubt that I would be able to destroy them. After breaking through to the Quintos Facet, I felt a sense of unlimited power, and I really wanted to test it in battle.

We still had four hours until departure, so I spent the time wisely, activating each of my patterns in turn to get a feel for how they had changed. All of them were exponentially more powerful than before. Strangely, though, none of them seemed to have acquired any other new properties at all. My Blood Threads were tougher and faster. Blood Needle and Ice Needle were more destructive, and my Stealth Pattern was powerful enough to conceal me even from any hostile Sensor-Quintoi who might be looking for me.

But when I activated my Blood and Ice Swords, I froze for just a second in surprise. Natural patterns were clearly visible on their blades. I swung the swords, and they left tracks in the air behind them like tracer bullets. This just made me twice as eager to test them out in battle.

After checking all my patterns, I sat down on my bench and thought for a moment. I had no idea how to activate my Realm of Influence. According to Amaterasu’s notebook, every Quintos could sense their Realm of Influence instinctively. But I couldn’t feel anything at all, even when I activated my blood and ice patterns. On the other hand, I couldn’t move the Facets of my patterns around either, so I definitely wasn’t a Facet Quintos. What could I possibly be?

A golden flash interrupted my contemplations. Violetta appeared in the courtyard. She looked around briefly, found me, and quickly strode over.

“Congratulations on your breakthrough,” she smiled. She looked tired.

“Thanks. Have a seat,” I said, slapping the bench next to me. There were still twenty minutes before the appointed start time.

Violetta was only too happy to accept the offer of a moment’s rest, and she sat down next to me. Arrie lumbered past us, with about a dozen silver hedgehogs hanging off his body in various places. Boris was running along behind him, cursing him as he ran.

“That man is powerful,” said Violetta as she watched Arrie intently.

I chuckled. The big guy was just smiling, not paying the slightest attention to Boris and his shouting. Now that I was a Quintos, I could also feel a sense of danger emanating from Arrie. The same feeling you might get in the presence of a powerful predator.

“I’m excited to see what you and your pig can do now,” Violetta said suddenly as she turned to look at me. “Do you think you could kill a Quintos with your combined devouring force?”

Something clicked in my brain. It occurred to me that I had become a Quintos alongside Boris. So maybe my Realm of Influence would manifest when I joined forces with him?

Another golden flash, and an unfamiliar man in the golden armor of the Order of Leo appeared in the courtyard. Both observers were in position. It was time to start work on my assignment.


Chapter 4

Return to the Sources

I CREATED MY TRIBOS ARMOR and my wings. They had both changed after my breakthrough to the Quintos Facet, although not in any major way. They were still a deep shade of red, and looked like they were composed of crystal. The only noticeable difference were some faint natural patterns, which looked just like the ones on my swords did prior to my breakthrough.

Violetta opened a portal and said:

“We’re only here to observe. You’ll know where to fly as soon as we get there.”

The grumpy-looking man in his golden armor walked over to Violetta. He had a full, plump face and curly black hair. He reminded me of the female Eschate who had helped protect me during my breakthrough. It seemed like this Quintos might be her son or grandson.

“Archie — the big man here wants to come with us.” Boris was sitting on Arrie’s shoulders, knocking his hoof repeatedly against the top of his head.

“Alloo!” Arrie nodded.

“Sorry, you’re going to have to wait for us here,” I shook my head. The Soul Cursers specialized in mental patterns. And Arrie wasn’t exactly of sound mind anyway.

“Fine,” said Boris as he jumped down and rapidly increased in size. He froze, suspended in midair about three feet off the ground, in front of the portal. I landed on his back and turned to glance at Arrie. He looked upset — he reminded me more than anything of an abandoned dog.

“We’ll be quick.” I gave Boris a mental command, and we flew into the portal.

A dramatic crest of mountains awaited us on the other side. One of the peaks was topped by a huge, dark castle. Ah, I thought... Violetta was right when she said I’d know where to fly.

Boris caught on quickly, too, and headed straight for the castle. I felt a keen sense of nervous excitement. I was at the peak of my powers, and I really wanted to test out the full range of my abilities.

We were spotted quickly. Five people took off into the air to meet us — four men and one woman. They didn’t have wings; their bodies were shrouded in some sort of black fog. They were dressed in a variety of different outfits, which were all covering their Tribos armor. And the only telltale sign that they were members of the Soul Cursers was a sigil (an eye, sewn shut) on each person’s right shoulder.

I identified the Quintos immediately: a six-foot-tall, bearded man with a completely bald head. Given that he was dressed all in white, and had bare feet with wounds all over them, he really looked like some kind of religious ascetic.

“Who are you?” The Quintos asked as he glared at me.

I didn’t have time to answer before patterns burst into life on all five of their foreheads and sent a volley of beams flying at me. The pattern on my own forehead activated on its own, and a translucent red tower appeared in front of me. The five beams slammed into it and bounced off. They all took the form of some sort of object — a sword, a spear, a mask, a fist, and a little statuette of a many-tailed fox.

All five of them were obviously shocked. I activated the Eyes of Libra. Beneath me, Boris opened his mouth.

The space around me suddenly changed. A strange feeling, which I can’t really describe, unexpectedly surged through me. The transparent Tower in front of me started getting covered with black veins, and began to spin as it absorbed the Soul Cursers’ attacks into itself. The four Quadroi were pale in the face as they activated a few more patterns each. The Quintos just frowned and stretched out a hand toward the Tower. Translucent hands appeared in the air all around him. Dozens of hands, then hundreds. They all flew straight toward me, but they couldn’t pierce my defense — the Tower swallowed them all. I realized that the Quintos was using his Realm of Influence. The Tower began to shudder.

It’s not going to last much longer, Archie, make your move, Alisa warned me anxiously.

I held out my right hand, and a big red/black spiral appeared in the air above the five Faceters. The Soul Cursers tried to fly away, but they couldn’t even move. They were being pulled into the spiral. The translucent hands also got sucked into the very center of the strange anomaly that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

“Wait!” One of the Quadroi shouted; he was a man with dark complexion and an aquiline nose. “We can reach an understanding with you!”

I clenched my fist, and the spiral tightened. All five of the Soul Cursers began to scream. Even the Quintos couldn’t do anything to stop me. The Cursers disappeared into the spiral, and a wave of Yang-chakra flooded my eyes, along with five translucent spheres full of memories. It was hard to bottle all the chakra up in my eyes — it seemed to want to burst out and flood my entire body.

The spiral kept spinning. Boris and I rocketed off toward the castle. I didn’t even have to say anything; the pig just knew exactly what I wanted to do. The spiral moved along in front of us, spinning more and more violently all the time. I actually tried to slow it down, but I couldn’t. And nor could Boris.

As we approached the castle, chunks of rock and bone started to break away from the structure and get sucked into the spiral. I tried to slow it down once again, but once again I wasn’t able to affect it at all. My eyes were starting to tingle from overexertion.

“Let’s throw this thing into the castle,” said Boris through our mental connection. “We won’t be able to restrain it for long.”

I sighed, and then the pig and I worked in unison to direct the spiral onto the structure in front of us. It moved slowly through the air, and the closer it drifted to the castle, the more violent the destruction became. Terrified screams started to ring out from inside it. Despite their best efforts, the residents of the castle began to rise up into the air.

I felt the blood drain from my face as I went pale. Once the spiral was about two hundred yards away from us, it escaped our control completely and suddenly widened before turning into a huge, black sphere. This lasted only for a blink of an eye before it disappeared. And took the entire castle and a huge piece of the mountain with it.

I pressed my hands against my face; my eyes felt like they were on fire. Enormous quantities of Yang-chakra and memories were flooding into them. But the feeling only lasted for a few seconds. When the chakra stopped flowing into my eyes, I felt extremely weak, so I staggered over and sat down on Boris’ back.

“What the hell was that?” The pig asked, his tone suggesting complete bewilderment.

“I don’t know...” I hadn’t meant to kill everyone. I was planning to kill the Faceters and let the servants go. But the power of the spiral was unbelievable. I really wasn’t expecting anything like that.

The observers appeared next to us in a single golden flash. Judging by the look on her face, Violetta was experiencing some mixed emotions. She was looking at us with an expression of mild confusion and a little bit of fear, before turning to stare at the spot where the castle had been standing just a few minutes before. The curly-haired man looked grumpy, just as before. He said coldly:

“You didn’t need to destroy the whole building. The Soul Cursers had a big library, full of rare patterns.”

“I just didn’t know my own strength,” I shrugged. The lost library didn’t really concern me, to be honest. After this attack, I had the memories of hundreds of Soul Cursers in my Eyes. I could learn all the organization’s secrets just by watching them. The battle had given me something to think about, though: namely, mental attacks. I mean, if Alisa could create the Tower, maybe she could create an attack pattern too?

“Move out.” Violetta opened a portal and flew into it herself. Boris and I followed right behind her.

The gnome and Arrie were waiting for us at home.

“Well?” Our servant inquired.

“We won,” Boris informed him proudly. “With a single blow.”

“I’m planning to leave for the Empire of the Rus tomorrow. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

The gnome’s expression turned serious as I said this.

“I’ll inform them of your decision.” With a quick bow, he ran off out of the courtyard.

“Do you have any idea what that was?” Boris shrank himself down to the size of a hamster and jumped up onto the bench.

“You and I activated our Realm of Influence,” I said via our mental connection as I sat down next to him.

“I felt like I could devour anything I wanted. Even the clouds or the sun,” said Boris.

“I felt something similar. I don’t know how I created that thing. I think I just used the Eyes of Libra and tried to create my whirlpools...”

I tried as hard as I could to piece every detail of the battle together and figure out what exactly had happened. But I still couldn’t figure out how I had created the spiral.

“How do you turn on that Realm, then?” Boris asked.

I activated the Eyes of Libra, and at the same moment I felt the same familiar feeling of omnipotence start welling up inside me. I glanced to the side, and a whirlpool started to appear in the air a few yards away from us. With that, I deactivated my Eyes immediately.

“I can turn on the Realm of Influence when I use the Eyes of Libra. Try to do the same thing with your devouring ability.”

Boris opened his mouth, and a whirlwind filled with black blades appeared in front of him. It stretched out for several yards, then suddenly expanded. Four other, smaller whirlwinds appeared around him. But at that point, Boris lost the ability to control the devouring force, and the grass beneath his whirlwinds started ripping off the dirt and rising up into the air. The pig closed his mouth, and the whirlwinds vanished.

“You have a Realm of Influence!” I stared down at Boris in amazement. How could a beast use a Faceter’s ability?! Boris didn’t understand it either.

Soon, however, we arrived at a rough understanding of our abilities. It turned out that we could both use our respective Realms of Influence separately. I could do it when I activated the Eyes of Libra. Boris could do it when he used his devouring ability. But doing it like that only achieved about half the power of our combined Realm of Influence.

Only when we united and activated our skills simultaneously could Boris and I create our general Realm of Influence. That was how I managed to create that horrifying spiral. Within such a Realm of Influence, all my patterns would undergo changes and acquire the ability to devour, which is what happened with the Tower in my battle with the Soul Cursers.

After that, I spent the remainder of the evening watching devoured memories. My Eyes contained memories not only from the Soul Cursers, but also from a bunch of other humans, ghouls, and even a few beasts. Previously, I was always too busy to spend time and energy watching them, so the memories kept accumulating. That evening, however, seemed like a good chance to take care of everything in one fell swoop.

I was careful to search out subjects that were actually interesting to me personally, though, so the whole process only took about six or seven hours. In the end, I discovered several dozen new patterns and learned how the Soul Cursers ran their Pollen network. And I handed this information straight to the Order of Leo. As I did so, I also asked that they send Olliveyder along with me. I was going to need him in the Empire.

I woke up early the next morning. My impending departure for the Empire of the Rus was weighing on my mind. I was nervous.

It’s been one hell of a long road, said Alisa as I sat there chewing lazily on my breakfast. And it’s time to go back to where it all started.

I thought about all the dangers that I had had to face since my awakening on Terra. I was a member of a wealthy clan, who then turned into a criminal and got sent to a prison that no one had ever succeeded in escaping. But I escaped, and became a ship’s captain. I lived with the Evenki and helped them bomb their ghouls, visited the World of the Twelve and Death Island. And then I spent some time in Amaterasu’s Dollhouse and had a meeting with Lucifer himself! Well, I guess it was technically Alfred. But I preferred to think of him as Lucifer.

And today, I thought, I’m finally returning to where it all started. To the Empire of the Rus.

“I have a bad feeling about this. It feels like we’re missing some really important detail,” I said in my mind as I squeezed the handle of my mug.

When I thought about the idea of returning to the Empire, my insides started to churn — something that had happened every time I thought about the idea, ever since Artyom took Katie prisoner. I had always known that the Empire was my true home. And I would never feel at home anywhere else. Previously, however, I had always tried to drive such thoughts out of my mind, because they always caused an inexplicable feeling of anxiety.

I became aware of this tendency because of something Alex said: namely, that all the descendants of Lucifer in the Imperial Palace had been slaughtered prior to my awakening. Had I woken up in Archie’s body when he was still a baby, I would be in the exact same position as Kollin. Lucifer could have devoured Alisa easily and made me his slave.

Alisa didn’t say anything in response to my words. She could read and interpret my feelings perfectly well, and she understood it all already.

After breakfast, I walked out into the yard and looked up at the bright morning sky. I laid a hand against my chest and felt my heart pounding. As though it knew something I didn’t.

I didn’t even notice Arrie walk up to me. Boris was lying on top of his head, looking down at me attentively.

“Do you feel something?” I asked.

“Noo-oo. I just ate, so I can’t feel anything.”

“Whatever,” I sighed, then turned to look at Arrie. The giant was staring back at me with uncharacteristic seriousness.

“Are you sure you want to come with me? You can stay here if you want, where it’s safe.”

Arrie’s face broke into a smile as he started slowly shaking his head. He jabbed a finger at his own chest and said:

“I’m Arrie.”

Then he pointed at me.

“You’re Archie. You set me free. And let me live.”

Yeah, I thought... Arrie was a man of few words.

“Do you remember who you are?” I couldn’t help asking. Somehow, Arrie didn’t look like a befuddled little kid anymore, and I suddenly wanted to ask him about his past. I was certain there was some sort of secret there. He was far too powerful for a normal Quadros, and his abilities were suspiciously unique. When he went into berserker mode, he didn’t use any patterns or take on a Black-Bookman combat form.

Arrie just kept smiling and shook his head again.

“Okay,” I sighed. My ears picked up the sound of the gnome’s heartbeat as he approached us.

“Oh, here comes the unwashed little half-man,” said Boris.

No sooner did he speak than a portal opened in the middle of the courtyard, and a grumpy-looking Constantine stepped out of it, together with Olliveyder.

“This pig is finally disappearing from my life... I can’t describe how happy I am,” exclaimed the gnome with relief as he strode over to us.

Constantine didn’t bother saying hello; he just teleported right back to wherever he came from. Word on the street was that he had been several demoted. He had accompanied me on assignments twice, and I almost ended up dead both times. Sure, he was totally blameless in both cases, but all the Order of Leo’s leadership cared about was results — they had no time for excuses.

“You’re my servant, little half-man. So you wait here for your master while he’s off taking care of important business,” said Boris in a stern, commanding tone of voice.

The gnome shot him a nasty glare. Olliveyder stepped over and stood next to me in silence. Another flash lit up the courtyard, and Violetta stepped out of a new portal. She glanced around at all of us.

“Everybody ready?”

“Yep,” I said, squinting my eyes slightly. All the accumulated anxiety and stress vanished. It was time to act, and I didn’t have a single shred of doubt in my mind at all.

“Then follow me. We’re going to need to take five portals to get to where we need to go.”

Violetta created a golden oval in front of us and flew into it herself. We hurried in after her and found ourselves on a small island. Violetta created a new portal — another island. Then came mountains, a forest, and finally, a fifth portal.

I was wearing my Tribos armor, and my face was concealed by a mask. Chakra was coursing through my body so powerfully I could have activated my patterns at any moment. The fifth portal led us into a clearing, where my dad was waiting for me. He was alone.

“Oh, Uncle Vlad!” Boris shouted.

Violetta didn’t come through the portal. We were back inside the Empire of the Rus — her mission was over. She was free to take care of her own business once again. I stepped forward. Behind me stood Olliveyder and Arrie, the latter with Boris still perched on his head.

“You’ve grown up,” my father said with a faint smile. He had barely changed at all since our last meeting — he was the same tall, imposing warrior in heavy black armor. His tan, wind-lashed face looked tired, but his white hair had been neatly trimmed. I was pretty sure Lulu was responsible for that; after all, my dad used to weave his hair into little braids.

I walked over and greeted him with a slight bow. My dad put an arm around my shoulder. We both felt a little bit awkward.

“Why are you alone?” I asked.

“Nobody can know that you came here through an English portal.” My dad’s face turned serious as he said this, and glanced at Arrie and Olliveyder.

“I see,” I nodded. “Where are we?”

“Near St. Petersburg. Let’s go, they’re waiting for you.”

I took my mask off and put it away. I didn’t need it anymore. Boris expanded, and we all jumped up onto his back. He flew up into the air, and soon we could see the walls of St. Petersburg in the distance.

“Head for Central Square,” said my dad. “And you two will need to cover your faces,” he said, turning to Arrie and Olliveyder as he took some black clothes and two white masks out of his wallet.

“Is it safe in St. Petersburg?” I felt the need to clarify. I really didn’t want Artyom to find out about my arrival before I was ready.

“Yes. The entire city is completely under our control.”

I nodded.

We reached the city in no time. The guards at the gates didn’t stop us; they just watched us pass in silence. There were people gathered in Central Square. I counted more than a hundred. They were gathered into groups, and were clearly waiting for something (and doing so in near-total silence). I recognized Belovs and Lvovs among them.

“Where are Lulu and Emmy?”

“See those people in black, with the masks?”

“Yeah.” I noticed that that was the biggest group of people. There were about thirty of them.

“They’re in there. Those are the people I’ve summoned personally. Emmy and Flounder are the weakest people in the group. Have your friends join them once we land.”

I glanced back at Olliveyder and Arrie and gestured at the group with a quick nod. As soon as Boris landed, my friends headed off to join them. My dad and I just jumped off onto the ground. Boris shrank and hopped up onto my shoulder.

I looked around and saw Nat, who smiled at me. As I was trying to find the right words to say to her, a tall, elegant woman with perfect posture strode forward out of the group of Belovs. She was wearing the white uniform of a Faceter, with the Belov sigil emblazoned on her chest. She had white hair, red eyes, and a very stern expression on her face. Her thin lips and the horizontal scar running across her forehead told me that this was Lyudmila Belova, the Matriarch of the Belovs and their only Quintos.

Lyudmila was holding a rectangular bone box in her hands. She stopped in front of me and began to speak:

“This Chain of Purification belonged to Alexey Belov, who died eight hundred years ago. He attained the Sixth Facet, and personally killed three Six-Mark beasts. Alexey Belov is considered our most powerful ancestor, and this chain is one of the relics of this Empire. Only the most powerful representative of the Belov Clan may wield it. As such, I hereby give it to you.”

Lyudmila handed me the box. I accepted it calmly. She took a step back, and then exclaimed:

“Hail, the new Head of the Belov Clan, and future Emperor!”

And then Lyudmila, followed by everyone else in the crowd (including my own father), turned to face me and bowed at the waist.


Chapter 5

The Beast

“THE SITUATION IN MOSCOVIA is precarious. We’ve secured the support of the clans, but they’re afraid to oppose Artyom openly because of his Red Guard...”

I was in the Main Hall of the Belov Estate, listening attentively to my dad. Boris was sleeping in my pocket. Besides the three of us, there were several other Faceters present in the hall. All of them were high-placed members of their respective clans — powerful warriors, none of them below Quadros.

The Main Hall had a rectangular layout. And these Faceters were standing along the walls, in two rows. I was sitting at the end of the hall in a white armchair. At first, I was a little bit thrown off by the attitude all these people were showing me. They were treating me as their leader, and doing so without any sign of pretense or sarcasm at all. Soon, however, I realized that there were very good reasons for this.

First and foremost was the fact that if I were to lose, they would all die as well. They weren’t stupid, after all — they all realized that we were moving against an acting Emperor. Second, they were all very high-level Faceters, and that required a type of loyalty that precluded any major oathbreaking. So if they had decided to support me, that meant they would stick with me to the end. And even if there was a traitor anywhere in their ranks, then at the least I knew it could only be a certain type of person: namely, the type who believed wholeheartedly in the justice of what they were doing, and who had dedicated themselves utterly to their deception.

My father kept speaking from where he stood in the center of the hall — like a subject reporting to his ruler.

“... our information, Artyom Stunning is still conducting purges in all the cities of the Empire. For now, there are still several Elder Cities that he hasn’t touched, among them Syktyvkar, Samara, Kiev, and Minsk...”

The Elder Cities were located on the Empire’s borders, and they had always been separated from the center in some ways. So it wasn’t all that surprising that Artyom Stunning was ignoring them.

I listened to my father, thinking hard about what he was saying. To my immediate right, at the head of one row of Faceters, stood the Belovs: Nat, Michael, and Lyudmila. I had been overjoyed to learn that my grandpa had recently become a Quintos, and that consequently the Belovs weren’t as vulnerable as they had been before.

To my immediate left stood the Lvovs, in their golden-white clothing. There were seven of them altogether, and every one of them was a powerful Quintos. Their expressions were proud and aristocratic. The Lvovs were our most powerful allies. Their Clan was considered one of the strongest in the entire Empire. One of the country’s Patriarchs was the eldest member (I guess you could say patriarch, in the familial sense) of the Lvov Clan. He was in Moscovia at the time.

Five of the seven Lvov Quintoi were women, who all looked to be around 25-30 years old. They were actually far older than that, of course, but Faceters generally aged much more slowly than normal people. All of the female Quintoi from the Lvov Clan had a unique sort of charm, and were strikingly beautiful. One of the male Lvovs was a stranger to me, but the other was Phillip. He had made his breakthrough to Quintos since the last time we’d seen each other.

“... informed us that Artyom plans to send the Red Guard to the Elder City of Armavir the day after tomorrow,” my dad continued as he frowned. “We don’t know his exact plans, but he risks ruining relations with Iran in doing so. This will affect the entire Empire. With all this in mind, I suggest that we attack Moscovia the day after tomorrow.”

Armavir... A city on the border with Iran. Very wealthy. And populated by merchants from all across Terra.

My father turned to the head of the Lvovs — this was the man whom I hadn’t met before. He was thin and ill-looking, around middle age, with gloomy, foreboding eyes. His pale skin, unhealthy appearance, and short height made him stand out starkly among the Lvov Quintoi. He was also the only one with black hair. All the other Lvovs had bright red hair.

He began to speak quietly:

“Our Demigod will not intervene. The Stunnings will stand aside as well.”

My dad and I had occasionally discussed Eschates in our messages to one another. And he always referred to them as Demigods. Apparently, that was how everyone in the Empire of the Rus referred to people who attained the Sixth Facet. After the Lvov Quintos finished speaking, I noticed that Lyudmila had a frown on her face. She turned to look me in the eyes, and I could see alarm written on her features.

Actually, many of the other Faceters also seemed to be nervous after what the man had said. It seemed that none of them had known what the Patriarchs would decide to do until that very day.

My father turned to look at me, and I realized that he was waiting for me to speak.

“Then we move out the day after tomorrow. For now, you may go,” I said as I stood up.

The Faceters bowed and started to leave the hall.

“Lyudmila, please stay,” I said. “I’d like to learn a little more about the Chain of Purification.”

Once the hall was empty, Lyudmila waved her hand gently through the air, and a subtle change seemed to drift over the space around us. I realized that this was Lyudmila activating her Realm of Influence. Upon closer inspection, I saw that a dome of perfectly-transparent chains had materialized around us.

Lyudmila walked over to me.

“This way nobody will hear us. I want to talk to Your Highness about Moscovia.”

“Let’s dispense with the formalities.”

“No,” she shook her head slowly. “You’re the Emperor now, not to mention the owner of the Chain of Purification. It would be unacceptable for me to do that.”

“Very well.” I wasn’t going to argue. “What do I need to know about Moscovia?”

“The Imperial Palace is protected by an extremely powerful beast that lives beneath it. I don’t know what Mark it has, but even our most powerful ancestor Alexey mentioned in his diaries that it could have killed him with a single blow.”

I frowned. This was bad news, of course, and it made the situation even more unpredictable than before.

“In reality, of course, all the Hegemonic countries have secrets like this. Within the Empire, only the Belov and Stunning Clans know about this beastly defender. They, and several Demigods from the most ancient Imperial clans, are the only people who even have access to such information. Other countries have only a vague idea about secrets like this. This beast is the reason that no one has ever launched a successful attack against the Imperial Capital. I don’t know how or when it appeared. Legend has it that it’s been in existence since the Empire of the Rus was founded. And that it’s only thanks to this beast’s intervention that the Stunnings came to rule the country at all. Even during the very darkest days of the Imperial Family’s history, nobody has ever actually tried to seize the throne.”

“So this beast only supports the Stunnings?”

“Yes. We, the Belovs, were once much more powerful than the Stunnings. Twice, our Patriarchs tried to overthrow the reigning dynasty, but our Demigods were killed in the attempt. The last such attempt was three centuries ago, when four of our Demigods were slain. And our Clan has been in decline ever since,” Lyudmila concluded with a bitter chuckle.

“Were they really just seeking the power, though?”

“No,” Lyudmila shook her head. “That wasn’t it. The Belovs have always wanted to raise a God. And that’s impossible while our Clan is in a secondary position.”

My eyebrows rose in surprise. Lyudmila’s words struck me as odd. The Goddess Anubis had the Seven Generals following her, and at least three of them had traced the Seventh Facet and become Septimoi. Or Gods, to use Lyudmila’s term. So why would the Belovs have to become rulers to raise a God?

Seeing the confusion on my face, Lyudmila explained:

“I’m a Quintos, and I don’t have access to every secret in the Clan’s possession. But I know that our ancestors’ efforts were somehow connected to something inherent in the Belovs. Take your Chain, Clanleader. And read what’s written on the first link.”

I took the Chain of Purification out of my wallet. It looked very strange, as if it had been made of some sort of transparent bone. It consisted of twelve links, each of which could fit completely into my palm. I lifted up the first link and examined it closely. Sure enough, there was something inscribed on its side.

“Having broken the Chains of our Shackles, we will rise to the Heavens.”

“What does it mean?” I looked up at Lyudmila again.

“I don’t know. All I can say is that the Belovs are constrained by chains of some kind. And unless they’re broken, then Demigods represent the limit of our potential. But there’s another reason that moved the Belovs to try to seize power. You’re aware that the Belovs and the Stunnings ultimately have the same roots?” Lyudmila pointed to the sigil on her uniform. Or rather, to the Edelweiss flower in the center of the sigil.

“Yes,” I said, without tearing my eyes off the sigil. The Edelweiss flower was a symbol of my family, and not just here on Terra — back on Earth as well. And I just couldn’t believe that that was a coincidence...

“The Empire was founded by twin brothers during the Epoch of Sunrise, over 15,000 years ago. All the Hegemonic countries trace their beginnings to that era. That was the time when the Prophet created the Way of the Heavens and transmitted his knowledge to humans. As you’ve probably already guessed, the descendants of those brothers went on to form the Belovs and the Stunnings. According to legend, the two families used to rule the country together. I don’t know what happened. But eventually, the Stunnings took the throne for themselves, and ever since then, this beastly defender of theirs won’t accept a ruler from any other family.”

Lyudmila was speaking cautiously, avoiding anything too inflammatory. But unless I was mistaken, the story she was telling was of a general sense of indignation among the Belovs toward the Stunnings. That said, I still had no idea what happened to bring it on in the first place.

“Besides the beast, the Imperial Palace holds one other important secret.”

“How did you learn about all this?” I asked.

“When I reached the Quintos Facet, I got access to the Secret Hall of the Belovs. I learned a lot there. But I won’t be able to return there until I become a Demigod. If I ever do, that is.”

“Will I be able to visit this Secret Hall too?”

“Yes. But you don’t have time. It will take more than one day just to open the door.”

I decided to drop it.

“What’s the secret?”

“The White Spring in the Imperial Palace. It helps the bodies of the Faceted develop, increases their chances of making successful breakthroughs, and eases their progress to subsequent Facets, right up to and including the Sixth. It’s this treasure that has allowed the Stunnings to raise generation after generation of Demigods.”

“The White Spring... I see. Are you worried that the Lvovs might betray us?”

“Yes. This beast has been protecting the Stunnings for millennia. But for some reason, it has decided not to intervene this time, which is extremely odd.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose as I tried to take it all in. Lyudmila was right, of course — the Eschates in Moscovia were allowing me to come to the capital and fight Artyom for the throne. They would never dare to support me without this mysterious beast’s consent.

“What does this beast look like, anyway? What if it’s dead by this point?”

“I don’t know. It’s only mentioned three times in the writings of our ancestors, and there’s never any description.”

“This could be a trap,” I concluded as I stared firmly into Lyudmila’s eyes. “But the fact that you’ve given me this Chain means you’re willing to see me lead this Clan into Moscovia.”

“Yes.”

A fire was burning in Lyudmila’s eyes — it was the fire of longing, so intense that it bordered on the gleam of insanity. She wanted the Belovs to rule the Empire. And for that, she was willing to risk not just her own life, but her entire Clan as well.

I sighed and put the Chain of Purification away again. I would have to study it, but not here.

“Thank you for telling me all this. But it doesn’t change my plans at all. I have to save Katie and my child.”

“I never doubted you for a second.” Lyudmila nodded proudly, turned, and walked out of the hall.

After waiting a moment, I slowly walked out behind her. Once outside, I ran into Nat and Michael.

“Grandpa!” I bowed to the old man. Both his hands were made of flesh and bone once again. He had somehow restored his severed hand. Some good news, at least.

“No need to bow to me,” Michael smiled through his beard and raised his old bone cane in salutation.

“There’s that little ghoul face!” Nat smiled as she squeezed me in a big hug. “I’ve missed you so much!”

“You too,” I said as I patted her awkwardly on the back. “You’re even prettier than before.”

She really did look even more beautiful, even though she was anxious and slightly tired. Her athletic body and gorgeous face had a way of arresting the eyes.

“Oh, shut up.”

“But it’s nice to see your attitude hasn’t changed. Just as grumpy as ever.”

Nat stepped back. There were tears in her eyes.

“It’s going to be dangerous in Moscovia.” My tone and expression were deadly serious. “Stay here. Keep the Clan under control.”

“No.” Nat’s face was just as serious. “I’m not going to sit at home while my family dies. Not anymore. Don’t even ask.”

She was adamant, and I reluctantly let the matter drop. Nat and Michael accompanied me to a two-story house.

“This is yours now,” said Nat as she pointed to the building. “Even if you don’t end up living in it, it’s still yours.”

I nodded. With that, Nat and Michael left — they would need to prepare for the coming battle themselves. I walked into the courtyard of the house, where I found my dad and some old friends waiting for me.

“Archie!” Emmy was the first one to run up to me and wrap me in a bear hug. “How I’ve missed you!” Her cheek rubbed against mine.

I patted her on the back and looked around at the others. Lulu was standing next to my dad, looking back at me with a wry expression on her face. Flounder was spellbound staring at Arrie, who was sitting on the ground, playing with some sand. Olliveyder looked like a statue. He was just standing there, not moving a muscle. Liz was... LIZ?! She froze and bit down on her lips as she stared back at me.

“How did you end up HERE?” I was shocked to see her, and I gently moved Emmy aside. A faint blush spread across her cheeks.

“Elizabeth escaped from the Ruler’s Palace in Scandinavia and came to join us,” said Lulu. Lulu’s voice sure hadn’t changed at all — it was just as powerful and deep, yet somehow simultaneously hoarse, almost like that of a longtime smoker.

“Ugh... Ugh...” A series of indignant grunts started coming from my pocket. A sleepy-eyed Boris crawled up out of it and looked around.

“Okay, who just almost crushed me? Ah, it’s you...” He raised his head to look at Emmy and grimaced so funnily that it was hard not to laugh. “You need to lose some weight. And who was making all that awful noise? Ah, Kru-lu. I told you, you’d be better off as a mute. You’d be more popular with the males that way. But you didn’t listen.”

“You still haven’t eaten him?” Lulu pretended to be surprised.

“Hee hee hee. I could eat you myself, right now.” Boris opened his mouth, and the air around us began to hum. His Realm of Influence activated.

I flicked Boris on the head, and he shut his mouth immediately with an indignant squeak:

“That HURTS!”

Lulu was pale; my dad had reached out instinctively to put his arm in front of her. They had obviously felt a powerful sense of danger.

“I wasn’t going to eat her,” the pig grumbled as he climbed back into my pocket. “I just wanted to scare her a little bit...”

My dad ran a hand across his chin in surprise, then asked:

“Is that because of the ritual?”

I wasn’t surprised that he had guessed the truth. After all, my dad was there, helping with the ritual that saved my life back in the territory of the Eastern Tribes. He and the old Evenki leader Ulgen.

“Yes.” My reply was as laconic as his question.

“What was that?” Lulu asked warily.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll leave you two alone and give you a chance to talk.” My dad nodded to me and shot up into the sky above us. Black wings spread out behind him, and soon he disappeared from view.

“Let me introduce you to my new friends,” I said to Emmy, Flounder, Lulu, and Liz with a big smile. Only when I finally saw everybody did I realize just how much I had missed them.

After introducing them to Arrie and Olliveyder, I drew Liz aside and asked her all about Jakob Johannsen. It was obvious that this was an unpleasant subject for her, but nevertheless she told me everything she knew.

And what she said fit perfectly with what Alex had told me. Jakob really did behave like some kind of brainless automaton. I figured that Lucifer probably required time to suppress the consciousness of a Forebear. And that was why Jakob’s behavior was so strange.

During what amounted to a brief spell in prison, Liz somehow managed to get in touch with the Japanese and get them to attack the Ruler’s Palace. I was surprised at her boldness and bravery. At the same time, it made me think about something: Lyudmila had said that every Hegemonic country had its secrets, things that helped it survive over the course of millenia. Scandinavia was bound to have such secrets too. Nevertheless, according to what Liz told me, the future Ruler lived in almost total isolation. Nobody had even seemed to notice his condition.

When Liz finished speaking, I was silent for a few minutes as I thought about everything she’d said. At a certain point, I noticed that Arrie was sitting next to us, staring off into the distance in a trance.

“What’s up with you?”

Arrie’s eyes suddenly cleared, and he shook his head a few times.

“Anyway, though — why did you decide to come join my dad?”

“Where was I supposed to go?” Liz asked with an irritated shrug. “I failed the task. And I don’t want the consequences of that to fall on my parents. Better to have everyone think I’m dead.”

“The Order of Leo knows you’re alive.”

Liz went pale and bit down on her lower lip.

“It’s too late anyway,” she sighed.

“Are you coming to Moscovia with us? I advise against it. Stay here, where it’s safe.”

“I’m going.”

I got the same answer from everybody else in the group. And I asked them all individually.

Toward evening, my dad returned and handed me a wallet.

“Read through these documents today. Tomorrow, Lyudmila, Michael, and I will be testing your new powers.”

“I’ve been wanting to spar with some other Quintoi for a while now,” I said. I took the wallet from him and headed inside.

* * *

I spent all evening and part of the night studying the information my dad gave me. It was about the influential clans of Moscovia, as well as those of the Empire in general. My dad had started preparing me for future rulership some time before, but this time the information was maximally detailed. The capital was home to four of the most powerful clans, which were considered loyal allies of the Stunnings.

The Sokolovs served as the Empire’s eyes and ears. They handled both foreign and domestic espionage and intelligence gathering, and reported to the Emperor personally. The Isayevs were a small, secretive clan whose residence was very close to the Imperial Palace. Mentalists, who had always been utterly loyal to the Emperor. The other clans didn’t like them, and they tried to avoid having anything to do with them. Which was only fair, since the Isayevs supplied the Stunnings with their famous Inquisitors. Their skills were exceptional — and not just by Imperial standards, either. They had few equals anywhere on Terra.

The third clan was the Gromovs. Their family provided the Empire with illustrious warriors and commanders.

The Dragins were the fourth clan. In terms of influence, however, they were a distant fourth when compared to the other three clans. Nevertheless, the Dragins had always been a powerful and wealthy clan. Behind their backs, the other clans of the Empire referred to the Dragins as the Emperor’s Hounds, and they didn’t have a great reputation in general. This was all because their devotion had always been blind. I tended to agree with these rumors. Louisa had married my dad, although he obviously hadn’t wanted it at the time. Such were the Emperor’s orders, however, so my dad complied.

I frowned as I continued reading. Besides the four most powerful clans, there were over fifty others based in Moscovia whose strength equaled or exceeded that of the Belovs. And every one of them had its own motives and desires. All the clans in Moscovia were connected to one another. Some ties were strong, some less so.

Thanks to Alisa and my absolute memory, I memorized everything easily. I didn’t have any use for the data at the moment, but every single detail would need to be kept in mind once I was in Moscovia.

I decided to put off studying the Chain of Purification until the next day. Once I finished reading, I headed off to get some sleep.

* * *

Early in the morning, Nat came and led me to a building designed for training Quadroi and Quintoi. It was known as the Celestial Hall. The building was old, and made completely of pattern-strengthened bones. I didn’t even know the Belovs had such a place at their disposal. In terms of size and shape, it resembled an open-roofed stadium, except that there were no benches. We decided to keep my training confidential, so the only people inside were my dad, Lyudmila, and Michael. They were standing close to the edge of the hall, waiting for me. Nat jumped up onto the wall and froze.

“Well then, son. Let’s see how strong you are.” My dad activated his Summons Pattern, and his big silver dragon Arina appeared in a flash of light above him.

“All three of you attack me at once — it’ll be quicker that way,” I chuckled as I prepared for battle.


Chapter 6

Arrival in Moscovia

BORIS INCREASED TO THE SIZE of a two-story house, and I jumped up onto his back. My blood-red wings spread out behind my back as patterns burst into life across my arms.

“You want all three of us to attack you at once?” My dad’s right eyebrow rose as the black Facets of his patterns began to spin.

“Yes.”

“The kid’s all grown up,” Arina snorted.

“I want to test my strength,” I smiled.

“Okay. We’ll attack, then.”

Raising his sword, my dad leapt up onto Arina’s back. The Facets of the patterns above his palm suddenly froze, then merged into a single massive, thirty-foot-long blade — right above the sword he was holding in his hands. Arina opened her mouth and breathed out a silvery mist that wound itself around the tip of the blade. Bright sparks began to hiss on its surface.

Behind them, Lyudmila generated a pair of white, feathery wings and flew up into the air. The air in her vicinity began to shake, and translucent chains started to appear all around her.

I watched her carefully. There was information on Lyudmila in the dossier my dad had sent me. As it turned out, she was considered one of the most powerful Quintoi in the Empire of the Rus — she would certainly have been one of the hundred most powerful Faceters in the entire country.

Michael tapped his cane against the ground, and his body started to expand. Wings of bone spread out in the air behind him. By the time his body stopped growing, Michael was about twelve feet tall. Heavy white armor had appeared all across his body, complete with a helmet in the form of a three-eyed, sharp-toothed monster. Black chains began to take shape all across his armor, which soon burst into white flame, almost as if to fire-temper the giant’s immense power. The air around Michael began to shimmer in the heat that these flames generated. His bone cane was covered with patterns, and an opening had appeared in one end of it. Michael took off easily into the air and came to a stop next to Lyudmila.

Earlier, when he was a Quadros, they used to call him the White Demon. He was famous as one of the most powerful people at his Facet. Now that he had become a Quintos, his true power was a mystery.

I looked up at the trio in awe. They were all my relatives, and at the same time they were the country’s elite. None of them were Demigods, but I was sure that sooner or later they would be. Powerful people always harbored their own ambitions and goals. Each of them wanted to get stronger, to live better and longer. And I would need to prove to each of them that I was worthy of their trust.

“Let’s go,” I said as I beckoned them with a wave of my hand.

As soon as I spoke, my dad’s sword plunged toward the ground with a roar like that of an airplane. Translucent chains started raining down on Boris and me from all sides. Michael’s cane started shooting out thin, fire-wreathed chains that were only about as thick as a piece of human hair. Simultaneously, a wave of different chains started flowing from his wings — these ones were as black as night.

I activated my Eyes of Libra, and Boris opened his mouth. Everything around us suddenly changed. I held up my palm, and a needle shot up out of it into the sky. I had created it from two Blood and two Ice Needles; this was the most powerful attack in my arsenal. And when my Realm of Influence was activated, this attack acquired a new feature.

The red needle would exude an icy mist, and black veins would spread out to cover its surface. This new, augmented needle slammed into my dad’s flying sword and detonated. But there was no explosion — instead, a huge black sphere appeared in the sky, which immediately contracted into a small point. The gigantic sword flew apart in what looked like a shower of crystal shards; in reality, however, these were shattered Facets.

Lyudmila’s transparent chains slammed down to bind Boris and me. But our skin was protected by a translucent film produced by my Body Tempering Pattern, and this film soon started to devour the chains as they bound us.

Meanwhile, my chains and Blood Threads shot out of my right arm. They created a spinning dome in front of me, with which all Michael’s attacks duly collided. The white fire on my grandpa’s chains started to engulf my defensive barrier. Michael hurriedly recalled his chains.

“Not bad.” My dad stretched his right hand out in front of him, and four Facets of a pattern appeared above his palm. “You passed the first round.”

Lyudmila’s wings let out a flash of white light, and massive chains about as thick as a grown man’s waist slowly started emerging from them. Michael knocked his cane against the ground, and the black chains covering his body suddenly cracked. White fire roared up into the sky from his body.

All three of them were obviously preparing to hit me with more powerful attacks this time.

“My turn now,” I said as I raised my left arm. I couldn’t keep the Eyes of Libra active all the time; sooner or later, that would exhaust me. So I knew this would have to be a quick battle.

I could feel my strength unite with Boris’ into a single seamless whole. The space in the sky above Michael, Lyudmila, and my dad started to warp, and soon a spiral appeared. But it wasn’t like the one we used to destroy the castle; the pig and I had learned to control our power and generate the black-red spiral in a much more cautious manner. It wasn’t moving, but it was still exerting an enormous pressure on everyone.

Arina roared, and my dad fired his attack up into the sky. Four Facets merged together in midair to form a mass of heavy black light, which quickly assumed the shape of a black knight with his sword at the ready.

Arina’s eyes flashed, and silvery wings appeared behind the knight. As soon as the wings appeared, my dad swung his sword to fire a big black crescent into the sky. The knight caught it and turned into a beam of light which raced toward the middle of the spiral.

At the same time, the two huge translucent chains from Lyudmila’s wings wove themselves together and shot forward toward the spiral. The white chakra at their tips formed into the head of a big white dragon, which opened its mouth and let out a roar. Michael lifted his cane, and a fiery bird burst out of it into the air. His black chains started whirling around him, creating a perfected sphere.

All three attacks slammed into the spiral almost simultaneously. But it started moving before they could hit it — and within a second, it devoured the black knight, the chain-dragon, and the fiery bird all at once, and started spinning even more powerfully than before. Parts of the Celestial Hall started breaking off and getting sucked into the spiral, which was slowly turning into a big black-and-red whirlwind with a black sphere in its center. Arina was closer to the whirlwind than the others, and she started getting pulled upward. She started to roar again, and silvery patterns began to glow all across her body. But that didn’t help her.

My dad recalled his dragon, and she disappeared. He, Michael, and Lyudmila were trying with all their might to free themselves from the devouring force’s power, but nothing was working. I watched them tensely, prepared at any moment to cut off the whirlwind’s power. I knew how to do that, having practiced it with Boris beforehand.

Michael was the first to break; when he did, it looked like a little fish being caught on a hook. He started flying toward the spiral at terrifying speed, and as soon as he did I applied all the power of my Realm of Influence.

The spiral froze and started to dissipate. There was no explosion. Michael regained control of his flight path and slowly drifted down to the ground. My dad and Lyudmila landed nearby.

“I used that attack to destroy the entire Soul Cursers Clan, Quintos included. There’s not even a traced left of their castle.”

“Your devouring force is incredibly powerful. I’ve never seen a Realm of Influence like that before.” My dad was looking at me proudly as he spoke. Lyudmila’s eyes almost looked like they were on fire; Michael, by contrast, seemed to be lost in thought.

“Let’s keep sparring, but I won’t use that power anymore.”

“As you wish,” said my dad.

I jumped off Boris’ back, and he shrank himself down again. It was time for us to work on our teamwork in battle and test out our individual Realms of Influence. And I wanted to study my dad’s attack, too; it looked really interesting.

“Have you used the Chain of Purification yet?” Lyudmila asked.

“No.”

“The Chain is a really unusual combat artifact. You have a pattern that creates chains. And Alexey Belov’s relic will raise the power of that pattern to a whole new level.”

“Really?” I was surprised. “How do I use it?”

“Feed some of your chakra into the Chain and pour some of your blood on it. It will react itself from there.”

I decided not to put this off any longer; I took out the Chain of Purification. Blood-red chakra flowed out from my fingers to envelop it. After that, I made a cut on my hand and sprinkled blood on the relic. After a few seconds, I felt a connection with the Chain. It suddenly started moving and drew itself toward my left arm, where my Chains Pattern was. The relic wrapped itself around my forearm and froze. Then it slowly started to absorb itself into the armor covering my arm. I watched with surprise as the Chain of Purification turned into a white etching on my scarlet armor. Interesting...

“Alexey Belov was renowned for his Light Chakra. The Chain is particularly devastating to ghouls and Dirty Black-Bookmen. Use it once, and you’ll understand why it’s called the Chain of Purification.”

I nodded to Lyudmila and activated the pattern. Ten chains flew out of my arm. But they were different than they used to be — they looked like they had been made of single pieces of translucent white crystal. I could feel a strange sort of chakra circulating through them, whose nature I hadn’t encountered before and didn’t fully comprehend yet. There was one thing I could say for certain, though: my chains were all a lot stronger than they had been before.

“Let’s get started,” I said. I stopped examining my new chains and prepared for battle.

* * *

Our training lasted for four hours. During that time, Boris and I demonstrated our individual Realms of Influence and worked out some combined blows. Lyudmila, Michael, and my dad were all really surprised when they saw Boris’ Realm of Influence. His tornadoes didn’t have the same devouring force as our spiral, but they still exerted a terrifying pressure on my relatives and slowed them down considerably. If it had been a real battle, the delay would have been more than enough to allow me to attack and chop their heads off.

I had one particularly pleasant surprise during the fight — namely, that I managed to defeat my dad in clean sword fights consistently, despite the huge difference in terms of life and fighting experience between us. This was all thanks to the special fighting style Olliveyder had taught me, and to Alisa’s help. My Swords were especially powerful. They enabled me to block all of Lyudmila, Michael, and my dad’s attacks with ease, and smash through their defenses on my counterattacks.

My personal Realm of Influence was a little bit different from Boris’. When I used it, I could create devouring whirlpools at any point within a radius of about fifty yards. All I had to do was glance at a place, and a whirlpool would appear in the air.

After training, when Michael and Lyudmila had gone home to rest, I told my dad all about the specifics of Boris’ and my Realms of Influence.

“The physical space that a Quintos’ Realm of Influence encompasses is known as their Territory. And the bigger it is, the more powerful the Quintos in question. Fifty yards of Territory corresponds to a very powerful Quintos. It took your grandmother Lyudmila a hundred years to increase her Territory to seventy yards. You just became a Quintos, and you’re already at fifty. What’s Boris’ Territory? And what’s your combined Territory?”

“Boris’ is thirty yards. Together, it’s around eighty.”

A faint smile flitted across my dad’s face. For him, that was a sign of indescribable joy.

“Go get some rest. You’ll need every ounce of strength you can get tomorrow.” My dad slapped me on the shoulder and walked off.

Nat was waiting for me at the exit. I invited her to my house, and gathered all my friends in the courtyard. We stayed there until late in the evening, grilling meat, eating, drinking, and talking. Every one of us knew that the following day could be our last. So people threw caution to the wind and relaxed to the full.

Noticing that Lulu was sitting by herself, I walked over to join her. She only noticed me as I was sitting down next to her — she jumped, then turned to glare up at me.

“Stepmom,” I smiled.

Lulu rolled her eyes and grumbled:

“My son. What the hell are you doing here?”

“I want to talk about the future.”

“What?” She turned to stare at me in confusion.

I sighed, and said:

“You’re my stepmom. I want a brother or a sister.”

Lulu chuckled; I saw her neck turn a slight shade of red.

“Well, if we don’t die tomorrow, you might have a little brother on the way,” Lulu whispered dreamily.

I decided to leave her in peace, and headed over to join the others. I managed to talk to everybody, at least for a little bit. With the exceptions of Arrie and Olliveyder, my friends all seemed absent-minded. Especially Liz and Emmy. They were sitting next to each other, drinking tea in silence. They didn’t even notice me as I walked over to them. I stood there for a little bit, watching them, but decided not to disturb them.

When I went to bed, it was with a heavy heart. After what Lyudmila had told me about the beast, I felt like there was a certain... Unfairness, I suppose, about everything that was happening. And that worried me.

But there was no going back. Even if I knew that all the Demigods of Moscovia would be coming out to face me, I would still go to the capital. Because I had to save Katie and my child.

* * *

Early the next morning, several hundred people assembled in St. Petersburg’s Central Square. They were all wearing black cloaks and white masks. None of them wanted to show their faces — they wanted to leave themselves at least a chance at surviving and avoiding persecution if the attempt failed. In doing this, however, the Faceters probably weren’t thinking about themselves. They were probably worried about their families and clans.

We decided to travel to Moscovia by airship. The capital was prepared for our arrival. Loyal people were already on the ground there to meet us.

At my dad’s signal, I took off into the sky. Everybody fell silent.

“I won’t speak for long — I don’t need to,” I said as I looked around the crowd. “Artyom Stunning is a sick man. He killed his own mother, and he’s planning to execute his nephew. You all understand what happens when one of the Faceted kills his own flesh and blood. It’s the very epitome of insanity. And in such circumstances, as the only lawful heir of our ancestors, I am the only one who can occupy the Imperial Throne.”

I didn’t put any emotion into my words at all. I decided to speak plainly, without any fanfare. High-level Faceters would sense any falsehood or lack of self-confidence.

“Artyom Stunning is a cancer on our nation. Even the Stunning Demigods understand that. Artyom’s Red Guard arrived in Armavir last night. The Emperor has sent 80% of his personal army to another city.”

This seemed to breathe a new excitement into the Faceters in the crowd.

“The capital is filled with our allies. Powerful clans of Faceted, lines of Black-Bookmen, the families of the ungifted... All of them are tired of living in fear of a tyrant. Moscovia is engulfed in fear. Nobody knows whom the Mindless Emperor will choose as his next victim. People are waiting for us. They long for a new ruler.”

I froze for a second, then finished my speech:

“Follow me. After my victory, every one of you will receive just rewards for your services. None of you will be forgotten.”

After that, I turned and flew over to a big white airship bearing the Edelweiss sigil, which was floating in the air behind me. The other Faceters followed suit and headed to their own airships. I could only hope that my words had done something to cheer them all up and provide some motivation.

Like my house on the Belov Estate, the airship I was flying on was my own personal property. Besides me, there were three other Quintoi on it: my dad, Lyudmila, and Michael. The others were flying in their own ships.

I was standing in the control room, looking up at a series of screens. Dozens of other airships were floating in the air around mine. All of them were waiting for my signal to depart.

“You can start,” said my dad as he walked up to me from behind. “Everyone’s in position.”

I nodded to the airship’s captain, who was standing silently to the side. He replied instantly with a salute. A few seconds later, the airship started to drift forward and speed up.

“Dad. I have a bad feeling about this.” I decided I had to admit this to someone.

“Your fate is to become Emperor. It’s the only thing that will save our country from ruin.”

With that, Vlad Dragin sighed and walked out of the room. I stayed standing where I was, trying to think about what my dad might have wanted to say to me. Lost in thought, I didn’t notice the ship’s progress until we reached Moscovia. We didn’t encounter any problems en route. As we reached the walls of the capital, my dad came back into the control room.

“Artyom Stunning just left his palace,” he reported anxiously. “You have to kill him.”

I gulped. Why was Artyom just standing there, waiting? What was going on? I glanced at my dad. But his face was completely emotionless, as always.

Our ships flew right up to the Imperial Palace. The streets of the capital were suspiciously empty. As my airship came to a stop, I spotted Artyom on the screen. He was standing before the gates of the palace, looking back calmly at the big aerial fleet before him. There were four people behind him. A girl holding a white cat in her arms, a man in a big, black, hooded robe, a teenager with a bizarrely-large head wearing a Faceter’s uniform, and a legless person in a wheelchair whose face was concealed by an orange mask.

“You’re here, brother.” Artyom’s voice echoed through the sky. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Our airship vibrated slightly as he spoke. Artyom’s words were somehow creating pressure in the air, and instilling a sense of horror. It seemed like he might simply take our lives at any moment.

“I’m scared,” mumbled Boris. “Maybe we shouldn’t go over there?”

“Stay here,” I suggested as I set off toward the exit.

“No, no...” The pig muttered from where he sat on my shoulder.

I created my wings and descended to the ground. To my surprise, my friends started flying down to join me from their airships, one after the other. Emmy and Liz came first. Then Arrie and Flounder jumped down. Olliveyder flew down last. I had never seen his wings before — they were gray, and shrouded in fog.

Several other people remained suspended in the sky. My dad, Lyudmila, Lulu, Michael, and Nat. But they were all frozen, staring over at a single point above the Main Hall of the Palace. I turned my eyes toward it and saw two figures. The mere sight of them was enough to fill me with subconscious dread. It was immediately obvious — these were Demigods. And they would be observing the battle.

“Are we going to attack?” Boris asked.

I didn’t answer; I was focused on Artyom. He was tall, dressed all in black. He had short black hair, thick eyebrows, and deep black eyes. Artyom was examining me too, looking calm and collected as he did so.

My heart started pounding in my chest. I looked into Artyom’s face; there was something specifically familiar about it that I couldn’t identify. We stood there, about fifty yards apart, in silence. It was strangely quiet all around me; only the wind dared make a sound. Artyom looked utterly unperturbed. For some reason, however, I got the impression that he was extremely agitated. One thing I will say, though, is that he didn’t look insane at all.

“The first thing I’ll do is take out the garbage.” Artyom suddenly burst into a big smile. White armor appeared all across his body, which notably accentuated every one of his ribs. One of the ribs on the left side suddenly burst into patterns. A huge, golden dragon appeared behind him — it appeared to be about four or five hundred feet tall.

Boris and I activated our Realms of Influence, and a spiral appeared above the dragon. But Artyom just started to laugh. Both his pupils split into two, and four dots flashed to life between his eyebrows. Artyom threw his head back, and the spiral exploded.

“Four Stars,” I said as I felt myself go pale.

Still laughing, Artyom whipped his head to one side. One after another, the airships in the sky started to explode.

I rushed toward Artyom, activating all my patterns as I ran. But a second later, I realized that my legs were sinking into the ground. Boris had jumped off my shoulder, and he was stuck too. I tried to free my legs, but at that moment Artyom focused on me.

A golden flash burst out in the air, and a black beam cut into it. I was soaked in a spray of blood. I stopped trying to free myself and watched with what felt like a dead man’s eyes as Artyom’s attack cut Liz’s body in half. She had teleported and taken the attack onto herself.

“Alloo-alloo-alloo-alloo!”

On my left, Arrie rushed forward. Artyom glanced at him with irritation; another black beam shot out of his eyes and cut the big man in half diagonally. A burst of orange lightning lit the air, and suddenly Emmy was in front of me.

“Brother!” She screamed, choking on her own tears. “Enough! Please!”

Emmy spread her arms to the sides, and a black beam appeared from nowhere, cutting her in half at the waist.

All of this took two seconds. Liz, Arrie, and Emmy were dead. I roared with rage and tried to use all my power to escape from the ground.

“Captain!” Shaking with fear, Flounder threw himself over me. Olliveyder rushed to join him.

“His eyes are bleeding, Captain!”

Those were his last words. Another black beam cut him apart from shoulder to abdomen. The next beam killed Olliveyder, punching easily through his shield.

Artyom was breathing heavily; blood was trickling from his eyes.

I could feel that the ground had stopped restraining my legs. I was free. Cold emanated out from my left eye; slowly, my blood was cooling and restoring my reason.

You’re losing control, Archie! Get ahold of yourself! Alisa tried to get through to me; she was fighting my ghoul beginning.

But I didn’t listen. Burning with the fire of visceral hatred, I growled:

“You die today!”


Chapter 7

The Emperor’s Truth

ARTYOM GROANED AND TOOK a step back. Blood was streaming from his eyes, and he couldn’t use his Eyes of Cancer anymore. I was moving fast. Time seemed to slow down around me. Within a second, I was in front of Artyom. I sank both my swords into his belly up to the hilt, and felt their tips rip through the flesh around his shoulder blades with a crunch.

“That eye of yours is dangerous,” Artyom suddenly whispered. Blood started dripping from his mouth. But he didn’t seem to be in any pain; he was just staring forlornly back into my left eye.

A wave of frustrated confusion surged up inside me. I didn’t understand what was happening. My hands started to shake. For just a moment, the same four dots flashed into life between Artyom’s eyebrows, and his pupils changed form again. A searing pain sank into my left eye. It felt like a big needle of ice was being rammed through the eye socket and into my brain. I groaned, and almost fell to my knees. Hot blood was pouring down my cheeks. I could no longer see out of my left eye.

Alisa screamed something, but I couldn’t hear it. I was nauseous, and my head felt like it was splitting apart.

“Look at me,” said Artyom quietly. His voice sounded extremely weak.

With immense difficulty, I raised my head. A second later, the four dots appeared again between Artyom’s eyebrows. This time, though, they were burning constantly, giving off a bright white glow. His double pupils also turned white. I felt a warmth in my left eye, and my vision slowly started to return.

“Who are you?” I stammered.

“That doesn’t matter. You won. I can admit defeat. You gathered good friends around you.”

My heart ached at the mention of my slain friends. Tears began to flow from my right eye. One drop splattered onto the handle of my sword. A big, red, bloody drop.

Artyom suddenly raised a trembling hand and jabbed a finger into his eye, piercing straight through it with ease. But the four points between his eyebrows were still burning. He started to cough and spit out blood. I could physically feel the life ebbing away from his body. My blades had cut his heart to pieces. Such a wound would kill even a Demigod.

The pain from my destroyed eye created a roaring sound inside my head. Something boomed out nearby. Suddenly, Artyom jerked his hand toward me, and I didn’t have time to react. The bloody finger, with which he had blinded himself just a second before, buried itself in my left eye. An even fiercer pain pierced my head, and I started to groan. Then, however, my vision returned completely.

“I did everything I could for this country. Now kill me. Devour me with the Eyes of Libra.”

I started feeling like I was choking. My heart wanted to burst out of my chest, but a strange sort of agitation seemed to be suffocating me, preventing me from killing the man in front of me. For some reason, it felt like doing so would be the worst mistake of my life.

“Avenge your friends. I’m about to die anyway.”

I gritted my teeth and activated the Eyes of Libra. Red whirlpools swooped forward to envelop Artyom’s body. Just before they did so, he smiled. And I recognized that smile.

“Wait!”

The scream stuck in my throat. It only took a single second for Artyom to dissolve into grains of sand and disappear into my Eyes.

* * *

Natalia stared down anxiously at the ground. She was going to go with Archie when he descended. But she suddenly felt her body slowing down. The Stunning Clan’s Demigods wouldn’t allow the Belovs to fight alongside Archie. And Nat had to accept that; there was nothing she could do against the power of the Demigods, after all.

The fact that their flotilla of airships had made it into Moscovia so easily seemed very strange to her. And when Artyom Stunning activated his Eyes of Cancer, she realized immediately that Archie had fallen into a trap. With four Stars, Artyom could have taken on the Demigods single-handedly. Against power like that, even their entire army would have been totally helpless.

Artyom destroyed more than a dozen airships and killed all of Archie’s friends. His golden dragon used its power to force Archie and Boris into the earth. Nat didn’t know that the dragon’s earth-nature chakra was so incredibly powerful.

When Olliveyder died, Boris’ body suddenly burst into light. He was covered in natural patterns, and he started to expand rapidly. The power of the golden dragon was broken. Archie was free.

Artyom killed a lot of people, but he couldn’t use the Fourth Star indefinitely. It was a massive load on his body. And in the end, Stunning lost control of his Eyes of Cancer. As Boris and the golden dragon collided in the sky, Archie ran Artyom through with his swords. The dragon let out a roar of furious grief. The beast’s howl sent a golden wave ripping through the sky, but the Demigods suppressed it. Had they failed to do so, it might have destroyed a third of Moscovia.

While all the observers were staring open-mouthed at the indescribable scene in front of them, water suddenly started to bubble up from under the ground. It covered the bloody bodies and dragged them underground. An impenetrable bubble formed above Artyom and Archie.

As soon as this happened, three excited voices thundered through the air in unison:

“We greet our protector!”

Nat watched in amazement as two of the Stunning Demigods flew down to the bubble and bowed to it at the waist. Nat couldn’t see the third Demigod, although she knew he was one of the Lvovs.

Nobody responded to the Stunnings. Nat stared into the bubble. She didn’t understand what was happening. Her eyes darted over to Artyom’s four subordinates. The girl with the white cat was crying. Her face was utterly emotionless, but tears were streaming constantly down from her eyes. Nat couldn’t see the faces of the person in the wheelchair or the man in the hooded robe. The young man with the strangely-large head looked very sad.

Boris and the dragon kept fighting, while the Demigods worked to contain the exhaust power from their attacks, thereby preventing excessive damage to the capital. Both beasts towered above the ground, fighting in the sky like two colossi. Boris was the size of a large hill, and the dragon was about a mile long. Their battle was visible not only to everyone in Moscovia, but even to many people outside its borders.

BOOM!

The bubble suddenly popped. Nat jumped. She saw that Artyom’s body had turned to sand and sprinkled onto the ground. Archie staggered. He was barely able to remain standing. His entire face was smeared with blood; it was so thick that she couldn’t even see the expression on his face. The dragon suddenly disappeared in a flash of light.

Thin streams of water began to flow down to Archie. They rose up along the surface of his body and onto his head, where they formed a transparent crown.

A woman in golden clothing came flying out of the Palace. The two Stunning Patriarchs descended to the ground. All three Demigods landed in front of Archie and knelt down on one knee. They lowered their heads, and their voices boomed through the streets of the capital as they said:

“We salute the new Emperor!”

* * *

The unexpected, thunderous exclamation startled me. I stared down in confusion at the three women in front of me, still with their heads bowed, frozen on one knee. Artyom’s smile was still riveted in my mind’s eye.

Boris landed gently on my shoulder. I could sense that he was very, very tired.

“Rise,” I said quietly to the women. I, too, was utterly exhausted. And I didn’t feel the slightest bit of joy at all. My friends were dead, and Artyom...

I looked around, but I couldn’t see either bodies or blood anywhere on the ground. But rivulets of transparent, clean water had appeared from somewhere. Boris, lying on my shoulder, whispered:

“I’m sensing a really powerful beast. That’s who took Emmy and the others.”

The ground suddenly shook beneath us. About six feet away from me, the earth started to collapse, and a staircase leading down into the ground appeared out of nowhere.

“Your Highness, the protector wishes to see you,” said one of the women reverentially. She was dressed in white.

Without a word, I stepped over to the staircase. Boris started shivering on my shoulder.

“Maybe we shouldn’t go in there? I’m scared!”

“Stay here, then.”

“NO!”

* * *

Natalia watched in confusion as Archie descended into the ground. She didn’t know what “protector” the Demigod was talking about. She wasn’t the only one, of course — only a select few were aware of the protector’s existence. Another impenetrable bubble of water appeared where the staircase had been.

Unexpectedly, Lyudmila flew down to the ground. Nat and Michael followed her. All three of them landed on the square. This served as a sort of impromptu cue for the other Faceters to start moving. Airships started to descend, and from all over the city, representatives of all Moscovia’s clans began trickling toward the Imperial Palace. News that the Mindless Emperor was dead at Archie Belov’s hands began to spread like wildfire through the country. Everyone knew that changes were coming. But this made people nervous. Nobody knew what changes the new Emperor might make in their lives, let alone how significant those changes might be.

At the same time, three Patriarchs of the Empire of the Rus were standing there, guarding the entrance to the underground staircase in total silence. Therefore, the rest of the Faceted could only do likewise, and wait to see what happened. Archie didn’t say anything, and nobody dared make a move. Everyone was waiting for the new Emperor to come back and say his piece.

Time passed; within ten minutes, the entire square in front of the Palace was filled with people. They were whispering, waiting for Archie to return. Everyone was guessing what kind of protector was hidden under the earth. Only the Patriarchs could answer, but they weren’t going to do that.

* * *

I felt empty. I couldn’t shake the images I had seen a few minutes before.

“Alisa. Say something,” I asked exhaustedly.

Artyom destroyed the ghoul beginning inside you. And he changed your left eye. But I don’t know how that protector-beast crowned you. Or how it took away your friends’ bodies.

Alisa’s voice helped me come back to my senses. I started moving faster. And soon, I reached a round underground hall. Judging by the condition of the walls, it had been created very recently. There was a small, crystal-clear white lake in the middle, with a swan swimming in it. It looked perfectly normal, like any other bird you might see. But the closer I got to the lake, the more Boris started to shiver.

“Protector-beast?” I glanced hesitantly at the swan.

“Yes,” said a female voice.

“Why did you take the bodies?” I asked; my voice was hoarse. My chest felt tight, and my eyes filled with tears.

“To heal them.” The bird turned its head to face me.

“What?” I was shocked.

Five translucent, watery cocoons rose up out of the lake behind the swan. I could see Emmy, Liz, Flounder, Arrie, and Olliveyder inside them.

“Your friends are remarkable people. Only the Black-Bookman is somewhat weak, although I adjusted his body and thereby improved his potential somewhat.”

I couldn’t utter a word in response.

“Both of these young women have the potential to become Demigods. And don’t get me started on the Barbarian. I don’t understand how he ended up following you in the first place. But he obviously has problems with his brain and mental state that even I am powerless to fix. The young man with the mark of the Cat is also interesting. He has the blood of a God in his veins, it’s very curious.”

The swan stopped talking. I shook my head. Then I bowed to her at the waist.

“Thank you!”

“It’s nothing. That boy Artyom asked me to save anyone who ended up sacrificing their life to save you. The future Emperor will need people like that.”

“Artyom...” I straightened back up. A maelstrom of emotions was raging inside me, so powerfully that I couldn’t formulate a question.

There was sadness in the swan’s eyes.

“That boy was the most talented person I’ve ever seen.”

“Why did he do what he did?” I didn’t understand.

“Artyom had his reasons.” The swan obviously wasn’t planning to reveal the former Emperor’s secrets. The five cocoons behind her started to crack.

“I spent a great deal of strength on saving your friends’ lives. I need rest. Come to me in one week. We have much to discuss.”

The water in the lake started to bubble. Soon it was steaming, and the cave filled with haze. An unknown force picked me up and dragged me to the surface. Soon I was back outside again; once there, I found myself inside a huge bubble.

Tendrils of steam slowly laid the bodies of my five friends down on the ground. I ran over to Emmy and Liz and checked their pulses. They were alive! Suddenly, the bubble in front of me popped. I heard the hubbub of a large crowd for a moment, but it fell silent almost immediately.

I stood up. The entire square was filled with people. I turned to the Imperial Patriarchs — the three women who had knelt before me. Actually, I guess it would technically be better to call them Matriarchs. But the convention for millenia had been to refer to the Demigods as Patriarchs, regardless of their gender.

“We await your orders,” said the woman in the center, who was wearing white. She looked to be about forty. Judging by the sigil on her clothes, she was a member of the Stunning Clan. To her left stood another woman from the same clan, who was a little bit older. She looked somewhere around 50-60. The third woman, a Lvov, appeared youngest of all — no older than 35. She had fiery red hair and a pretty face.

I thought for a moment, then slowly began to speak:

“See to my friends. The Protector saved their lives.”

At this, the Patriarchs bowed their heads in a gesture of genuine respect.

“Free Katherine Belov and the child and escort them to my residence. I must visit the place where Artyom Stunning did his work.”

After finishing, I activated the Eyes of Libra. But this time, my vision didn’t turn black-and-white. I was seeing everything in a range of milky-white tones. Time seemed to have slowed down. Shock was etched onto the faces of all the Demigods as they stared back at me. Their eyes bulged. I flew up and hung there, suspended in midair. My eyes were pulsing. I could feel an unusually powerful strength flowing through me. It suddenly became obvious to me that if I so chose, I could kill everyone around me simply by willing it.

Slowly, I turned to look at the Faceters in the crowd. Then I deactivated the Eyes of Libra and descended back to the ground. Weakness rippled out across my body, but Boris sent me a burst of Yang-chakra just in time and helped maintain my strength.

“Four stars...” The red-headed Demigod whispered as she stared up at me in fear.

“Who will show me the way?” I asked in a dry, imperious voice.

“Allow me.” A woman stepped out from behind the Demigods. It was the one holding the white cat (from up close, I could see that the cat had black ears). She was so beautiful that my train of thought was completely thrown off when I saw her.

“My name is Diana,” she said with a bow. Her eyes were full of sadness and despair. At the same time, Diana didn’t seem to feel any hatred or spite toward me.

None of the three Demigods objected. So I nodded in agreement. It seemed that the Patriarchs had known what Artyom’s plans were. As had his loyal servants. In fact, it seemed like I was the only one who didn’t know what was going on.

“You’re all dismissed,” I said as I poured chakra into my voice and made it audible across the whole square. “Keep working in whatever roles you were working in before.”

I created my wings. A pair of smoky, off-white wings appeared behind Diana as well, and we took off into the Palace. I knew I wouldn’t be able to make any important governmental decisions until I got acquainted with the Empire’s day-to-day affairs. But it would all happen in good time.

“What was Artyom like?” I asked quietly. That smile before he died... It seemed so familiar to me. But I tried to drive such thoughts out of my mind.

“I don’t want to talk about him,” Diana replied hoarsely, picking up speed as she flew.

I wasn’t going to insist. We quickly made it to the Main Hall of the Palace, and Diana led me up to the top floor.

“This is where Artyom worked.” Her voice shook as she glanced at the massive white door. “If he left a message for you, it’ll be in his office.”

Diana took a key out of her wallet and opened the door. Then she turned around and walked off. I didn’t stop her. She was obviously not in a fit state to talk at the moment.

Artyom’s office turned out to be very spacious. The wall opposite his enormous desk had a big rectangular screen hanging from it. And as soon as I walked in, it turned on automatically. It was a video of Artyom, sitting on the throne. He was looking back into the camera, spinning a gray medallion around in his hands.

“I’ll be brief,” he said in a noticeably reserved tone of voice. “I’m terminally ill, and soon I will die. Before my death, I decided to give this Empire a gift. I cleaned out almost all the filth, and nurtured the development of several people who will one day become Demigods. This will help our country ascend to new heights. You, Archie, are the only one talented enough to occupy the Imperial Throne.”

I frowned as I listened to Artyom. So, I thought... I was wrong about him this whole time?

“There’s a tablet on the table. In it, you’ll find detailed information about all my plans and actions. I advanced in the study of the Way of the Stars, and managed to awaken the Fourth Star. Unfortunately, I had to kill Emperor Boris and his brother Alexander.”

Artyom smiled. A shiver ran down my spine. That smile seemed to belong to a bloodthirsty demon — a creature who had devoured tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of lives. It was a dark, evil smile.

“If I weren’t sick, brother, you’d have been dead a long time ago.” Artyom’s eyes filled with darkness as he spoke. “But I am. And you’re the one who’s going to live. Don’t let my sacrifice go to waste.”

The screen went dark. Only at that point did I realize I hadn’t breathed at all while the video was playing. I let out a big breath and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Even through the screen, I could feel the danger emanating from Artyom — it was much more intense even than Lucifer’s aura.

I was about to walk around to the table, but then the screen flickered again. A message appeared on it: “Hello, Artyom.”

I frowned. A new one appeared:

“My name is Voland. I’m Michael Knyazev’s liquid chip.”

I staggered, and my armor caught on the edge of a cupboard. Big cracks appeared in the surface of the wood.

“What’s happening...” I mumbled as a roar filled my head.

“Artyom Stunning is Mike, your brother from Earth. They transplanted your bone marrow into him and managed to cure him of his leukemia. Mike’s blood became just like yours — it lost its rhesus factor. It became golden, to use the language of the time. And he had a liquid chip implanted in him, too.”

The black letters froze on the white screen. I stumbled to an armchair and collapsed onto it. I covered my eyes with my hand. So, I thought... I wasn’t wrong. I knew I recognized something in Artyom’s smile just before he died. It was just like Mike’s. Tears started to roll down my cheeks. I had just killed my own brother. With my own hands.

The screen started to buzz. Voland was trying to attract my attention again. I turned to stare at the wall in front of me with empty eyes. The black letters quickly morphed into a new sentence:

“Due to the fact that Mike’s blood wasn’t biologically his own, I ended up with defects. Unlike the other liquid chips, I can’t fully dissolve into my host’s genetic material. Because of me, a tumor appeared in Mike’s brain when he woke up in Artyom Dragin’s body — a tumor where my real body was housed. I told Mike that he should have me excised. He would have survived that way. But he refused. The stronger he and I became, the more the tumor began to affect his brain. By the time Mike made the breakthrough to Quintos, he only had a year left to live. He didn’t want to share his identity with you at all, but I disagree with him on this. That’s why I told you.”

My heart was breaking. I felt like I wanted to let out a howl of grief.

“You saved Mike and your parents. You sacrificed yourself for them. And Mike wanted to repay you. Because of my defect, Lucifer’s descendants didn’t notice Mike’s awakening. And we managed to destroy them. That was the first part of his plan...”

“How long are you going to be able to live?” I croaked as I wiped the tears from my face.

“About a day. So open Mike’s tablet and look at everything he did. I’ll help you understand his plans. I think you owe it to him to finish everything he started!”

I squeezed and relaxed my hands repeatedly in an effort to stop their shaking. I felt so empty inside that all I wanted to do was lie down, close my eyes, and go to sleep forever. But I knew I had to come to grips with Mike’s plans and bring them to fruition if I could.

“Will you tell me what happened on Earth? And how Mike and my parents lived their lives?” I could feel my eyes start to burn again as I finished that second question. My chest hurt.

“Yes, I’ll tell you. I’ll answer all your questions before I disappear...”


Chapter 8

A Chat with Voland

“YOU KNOW HOW LIQUID CHIPS came to be, don’t you?” The question appeared on the screen in front of me.

“From the meteorite,” I replied.

After my battle with Artyom, losing and then regaining my eye, and then learning the full truth of the situation, there was only one thing I wanted — to be alone. At least for a little while. But Voland would soon disappear, and I couldn’t afford the luxury of a break just yet.

“Yes — from the meteorite. An unknown life form was discovered inside it. But Mike and I thought that the meteorite was actually a fragment of a destroyed planet that had seen the independent development of life.”

I nodded. Similar thoughts had occurred to me, too.

“Scholars located a strange wave of radiation deep in space. They presumed that this was an aftershock from a gamma splash. And humanity could do nothing to avoid that wave.”

“A gamma splash...?”

“Yes. Presumably, the meteorite with its unknown life form fell to Earth as a result of some sort of event in space.”

Someone knocked at the door. The words on the screen disappeared immediately.

“Who’s there?” I asked.

The door opened, and my dad peered into the room. He glanced first at me, then at the tablet, which I was still holding in my hands.

“Elizabeth, Emmy, and the others are awake. Katie and your child are fine. They’re all in one of Artyom’s former residences at the moment.”

“You knew, huh?” I smiled bitterly. “You knew that Artyom wasn’t planning to hurt me?”

My dad nodded.

“He was the one who sent me to the Eastern Tribes so I could help you. Every purge in the capital was aimed at weakening the power of other countries in the Empire, as well as the old regime. Even today, those airships Artyom destroyed were only the ones carrying members of traitorous clans — he knew that because he bought them off himself before we made our move.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“You had to attain the Fourth Star. Otherwise you could never have become a true Emperor.”

“What about Emperor Boris and the Patriarchs?”

“They agreed with Artyom’s plan. Only the complete extinction of the family line could rid the Empire of Frankia’s curse.”

“Curse?”

“Yes. The curse was getting stronger with each passing generation. Artyom was born cursed.” My dad’s face saddened as he spoke. “It used to pass through the male line only. But in recent years, even female Stunnings have been giving birth to sons with the Frankish curse.”

My dad’s emotionless face looked sunken. I couldn’t imagine how hard the whole saga must have been for him. One son was born with a curse, and the other was stricken with one as a little boy.

“All of Emperor Boris’ sons were born weak. They couldn’t have taken the throne. Few of them even made it past their first year of life. Even his daughters were dying. But Artyom was different. Louisa Stunning cut out your Rib of the Dragon to help Artyom suppress the curse. She had help from one of the Frankish Demigods, which is how she managed to make it work.”

I listened to my dad in silence; I wanted to allow him to speak his piece without interruption.

“Artyom was a genius. He was the one who planned the destruction of Freedom Island and created the Precinct of Cancer. He had been helping the Emperor with government affairs since the age of ten. And all his decisions brought benefit to the country. He was the first person outside the direct Imperial Line to rise to the Imperial Throne. The fact that he did is testament to the lamentable state of the Stunning Clan. Their descendants were growing sicker and more cursed with time — that much was clear to all of them. And if Artyom was cursed, his children would be born cursed as well.”

My dad clenched his fists. I could see that his hands were shaking slightly.

“The Rib of the Dragon restrained the curse until Artyom broke through to Quadros. As soon as he attained the Fourth Facet, however, his health took a rapid turn for the worse. He was actively dying by that point. Artyom approached the Patriarchs and suggested a plan to them. If everything had been allowed to continue the way it was heading, then the country would have plunged into chaos after his death. There was only one thing that could save the country at that point: a change of dynasty.”

My dad’s eyes reddened. I felt a stabbing pain in my heart. He was obviously very attached to Artyom. How horrible must it have been for him to watch one of his sons kill the other?

“But the Patriarchs took some convincing. They were reluctant even to discuss it at first. Only when the best Asclepioi in the country examined your son and announced that there was no trace of the curse in him did the Demigods finally accept Artyom’s plan.”

“My son...?” I had just learned that my baby was a boy. “Was Artyom the one who set up my arrangement with Katie?”

“I don’t know,” said my dad with a wry smile. “Your brother was an amazing person. He was the only one who ever managed to establish such a close relationship with the Protector. Sitting here in Moscovia, he knew exactly what was happening in the world outside. Phillip Lvov was sent to Freedom Island because he helped Natalia Belova with her breakthrough. And Artyom made that possible. So I wouldn’t be surprised if he was indeed the one orchestrating the actions you and Phillip took.”

Goosebumps crawled across my skin. Mike knew I wouldn’t let Katie die.

“Now, with Louisa dead, there’s no one to prevent Nat from getting rid of her own curse.”

“Natalia’s curse disappeared after the Frankish Demigod’s death,” said my dad with a soft smile.

I felt a massive surge of relief. My aunt would be able to have children. And she would have a loving, loyal man next to her in Phillip.

As if reading my mind, my dad continued:

“A marriage between the Belovs and the Lvovs will be to the benefit of the entire country. More important, however, is your marriage to Emmy. The Empire needs allies like never before. And the only way the Eyes of Cancer will appear is in a child born to Emmy Stunning. The Patriarchs will help where needed.”

I replied with a slow nod. After Emmy and Liz had risked their lives for me, I knew that I would never be able to part with them again.

My eyes darted back to the screen. Voland didn’t have much time, and we still had so much to talk about.

“I can’t meet with anyone today. Tomorrow.”

I wanted to see Katie and my child so badly, but I had waited so long already — one more day wouldn’t change anything.

After a long, thoughtful look at me, my dad turned to leave.

“I hope I’ll be hearing about a new brother or sister in the near future.”

My dad’s head whirled around. I continued:

“You’re still young. Leave the past behind and help me continue Artyom’s work. We will restore this Empire’s greatness.”

He froze for a few seconds. Then he walked out, quietly closing the door behind him.

I sighed, and rubbed my eyes.

“Voland, will my dad and Lulu be able to get married officially?”

A message flashed onto the screen:

“I don’t think so. Iran knows that she has the Eyes of Aries. If it weren’t for their internal problems, they’d have found Lulu a long time ago. It would be dangerous for her to have children.”

“Let’s drop that subject, then,” I grumbled with exhaustion. “Let’s continue our previous conversation.”

“They knew about the gamma splash in advance. And there was no way to save the planet from it — no escaping on a spacecraft or hiding out in a bunker. There was nothing that could save humanity from destruction. Even if someone managed to survive the radiation, it would still turn them into some sort of mindless mutant. Only the absolute highest echelons of government and the top scientific minds on the planet knew the truth of the impending catastrophe. In the face of imminent, unavoidable destruction, all the previous enmities died away. The Levi Laboratory was created to find a solution to the problem. This was a foundation where the top scientists in the world were brought together. That was where they discovered that the meteorite was home to organisms that were capable of merging with human genetic structure. In the end, the scientists developed the “Nomad” project. And that was how liquid chips came to be.”

“But why did we get killed so suddenly?” I asked the obvious question as I remembered my last day on Earth.

“The plan didn’t come to fruition. All because of human greed. Several countries, headed by China, demanded that the Levi Laboratory turn over people with the liquid chips to them. The leadership in some countries was convinced that if they could get their hands on you, they could somehow avoid the catastrophe and survive. Some of them even thought they might be able to become immortal.”

I frowned. Well, I thought... No two people go insane in exactly the same way, do they?

“But the rest of humanity wasn’t willing to see the plan for common salvation come to naught. A war broke out. The USA, Russia, and Europe united against China and some of the other eastern countries. The lab abandoned its efforts with Mike at that point. The scientists concluded that the experiment had failed in his case — that the liquid chip couldn’t merge into his blood.”

“War...” I felt a deep sense of regret.

“Yes. The Levi Lab never managed to finish its preparations. They had originally intended to create more than 10,000 individual bunkers that would have helped humanity regenerate. But they didn’t even manage to build a tenth of that.”

“What happened to my family?”

“I awoke in Mike when he was 17. We decided to conceal my existence from the world. Mike really wanted to find you — you were listed as having disappeared without a trace. He became a prominent politician, and finally he got the truth from one of the Levi Lab’s doctors. The fact that you had died was a severe blow to Mike. At the time, the possibility that you might have awakened in someone else with the same blood was just a theory, of course. Mike and I dug deep into the question. The war continued, and the date of the impending catastrophe came closer and closer. Your parents died when China attacked Russia with atomic bombs. Information about the impending apocalypse eventually leaked out to the masses, and general hysteria set in.”

I stared at the screen, feeling defeated. The things Voland was speaking of were so horrific. My parents and brother lived in a terrible time...

“Mike improved all the bunkers in Russia. He didn’t care about humanity — he was only concerned with you. The bunkers became shelters for the people. You had descendants living in every one of them.”

“Did he add the Edelweiss symbol, too?”

“Yes. The gamma splash turned all humans into unthinking beasts.”

Voland was obviously hurrying, trying to make a very long story into a very short one. So I decided to help him and speed the story up a little bit:

“I know what happened at that point. People turned into ghouls, but after a few millenia some ghouls transformed back into humans. Because the liquid chips kept working and gradually changing them, slowly but surely, generation after generation. The first humans were weak, and they couldn’t really do anything to resist the ghouls. But they got stronger with time. And later, Omad awoke and created the Way of the Heavens.”

“That’s right. Although Omad didn’t create the Way of the Heavens himself.”

“What do you mean?” I was surprised to hear this.

“The gamma splash affected humans deeply, but it didn’t change the fundamental laws of physics. That wasn’t what destroyed the moon and concealed the stars.”

I froze.

“Well, what did happen, then?”

“I don’t know. Mike and I could only speculate.”

“So what conclusions did you come to?”

“The gamma splash forced some mysterious civilization into action. The universe is just too enigmatic and infinitely secretive to speculate beyond that. But Mike and I are certain that Omad didn’t develop the Way of the Heavens on his own. Most likely, he found some sort of object from another world...”

I stared back at the screen in confusion.

“What sort of object do you mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“What makes you so certain that Omad didn’t create the Way of the Heavens on his own?”

“Because it’s impossible. The Way of the Heavens is the inheritance of some other civilization, which is thousands of times older than humanity and at a totally different level of development.”

Voland was writing in a tone of absolute certainty.

“You asked me to tell you what conclusions we came to. So I am. Mike and I might be wrong.”

I rubbed my forehead.

“Alright, let’s move on from that question.”

“Mike kept his real desires a secret. But I know that from the very bottom of his soul, he always wanted to know the answer to this mystery.”

“I hear you.”

“I may be defective, but I have my advantages all the same. Besides the ability to perform the same complex calculations as other liquid chips, I also have the ability to sense those chips in other people. For example, I saw immediately that some of the darker-skinned people in the Palace had a different sort of liquid chip hidden in them. And I saw that Archie Belov was a goldenblood, whose genes contained a very high concentration of liquid chip that would just require a trigger for activation.”

I thought about Alisa and her abilities. She could partially control my body and my patterns. Maybe that was her special ability?

“How did Artyom Dragin die?” I inquired. For Mike to wake up in the body, after all, the original owner had to die.

“I killed him when he was four years old.”

The message shocked me.

“Like I said, I’m defective. The other liquid chips needed special conditions to awaken, but not me.”

“You killed Artyom and woke Mike up in his body,” I said, still digesting this new information.

“Yes. I’ve told you about the history of Earth and how everything started. We really don’t have much time, though, so let’s get to work. You need to understand the situation in the Empire of the Rus and the rest of the world. Otherwise you won’t be able to steer this country skillfully through the chaos.”

I picked up the tablet in front of me. I thought for a moment, then said:

“There are some subjects we’ll need to discuss in detail. So let’s not rush.”

“Very well. I hear you.”

“What did Mike do to my left eye?”

“He destroyed it, along with the ghoul virus inside you. Then he replaced it and imparted some of the properties of his Eyes of Cancer into it. Mike studied the ocular mutations of the Eyes in great detail. He was certain that the Way of the Stars holds the key to the next stage in human evolution. And that humans will someday be able to use the Eyes to destroy all the ghouls.”

“What do you mean, “ghoul virus?” And why was Mike so interested in studying the Eyes?”

“That’s all in the tablet. You can read it later on.”

“Who were those people with Mike when he walked out of the Palace?”

“Those are talented people who Mike and I have developed. I sensed their potential back when they were still children. They’re loyal to the country, so they’ll help you in the future.”

“Okay,” I said as I turned on the tablet. “That’s all my personal questions. Time to talk Imperial affairs.”

* * *

Voland and I spent the entire day, and then the entire night, discussing the problems of the Empire and the world at large. Mike had a vast number of plans, but he hadn’t managed to bring them all to fruiting before his death. Early in the morning, when the sun was just starting to rise, Voland said goodbye to me and disappeared.

I lowered the tablet and felt an overwhelming surge of exhaustion. The empty white screen across from me made me feel sad and forlorn.

You need rest, said Alisa. Her voice sounded sad, too.

I stood up and walked out of the office.

None of this is your fault, Alisa added as I walked.

“I killed him with my own hands.”

I had been killing ever since I woke up. First it was because of the virus in my lungs. I extended my own life by killing others and devouring their Yang-chakra. Even back then, I was horrified by the thought that the longer I lived, the more bodies would start piling up.

When my dad caught the Feathered Serpent of Death and helped me get rid of the virus, I thought that the road of death might be at an end. In reality, though, it was just getting started. And it had led to me killing my own blood brother.

I walked over to a window and opened it, letting a wave of fresh morning air into the room. A light fog still hung in the air outside. The capital was already awake, despite the early hour. Below my window, several Faceters with earth-nature chakra were repairing the square where our battle had taken place. Muffled sounds of construction were coming from the direction of the buildings that had taken damage.

I stopped next to the open window for about twenty minutes. My Quintos hearing was catching conversations among servants and the common people outside. They were all saying the same thing: finally, the Mindless Emperor was dead, and some semblance of calm might soon return to the nation. But not everybody was feeling optimistic.

“This country is an absolute mess thanks to the Mindless Emperor. He destroyed so many powerful clans that the other countries are much stronger than us now. I’m afraid that the new Emperor won’t be able to fix the situation,” said a heavyset Tribos who was managing the remodeling on the square.

One of the city guards was standing next to him. He spat angrily and then replied in a hate-filled growl:

“I hope that son of a bitch’s soul gets ground through all the wheels of eternal torture. He was a disgrace to our Empire. He should never have been born. His idiotic orders in the war with the dogs got all my brothers killed...”

I slapped the window shut and closed my eyes. I sighed. One day, I thought, I will clear my brother’s name and tell everybody the truth. But not now — there’s just too much anger at Mike throughout the country. He angered a lot of people — from Iran and the Japanese, all the way across the political spectrum to the Shell. And Frankia in particular. In my conversation with Voland, I learned that Mike had hired a pair of twin brothers from the Germanic Lands to kill the Frankish Demigod. Those two countries were extremely hostile to one another, so the Emperor of the Germanic Lands was only too happy to help Mike with the task (although he asked for a massive quantity of Celestial Cotton in exchange). And that’s just one example — the former Emperor conducted a huge number of such... Operations.

I remembered Mike as he used to be: a curious, bald little kid who liked to complain about all sorts of little stuff. As his older brother, I spent my former life trying to protect him. So how in the world did we end up switching places?

I heard footsteps. Diana stepped over to me, still holding her cat. She was absolutely indescribable. I had never seen anyone, in my former life or my current one, who could compare with her in terms of beauty.

“I loved Artyom,” she said as she stopped beside me. “And I will never forgive you. I will blame you for his death for the rest of my life.”

I didn’t respond.

“But you were important to Artyom. And he died for you,” her voice shook as she spoke. She gulped and continued: “He asked me to help you.”

Something twitched in my pocket. I had totally forgotten about Boris. The fight with the golden dragon had consumed a huge amount of his strength, and he had been asleep ever since.

“I smell fur,” he said as he poked his sleepy little head out of my pocket and glanced at Diana. “That’s a lot of fur,” he mumbled, and with that he crawled back into my pocket to sleep some more.

An awkward silence followed. The cat in Diana’s hands was staring at me with disdain in its eyes, and the young woman holding it looked utterly bewildered. Apparently, this was the first time she had ever been referred to as “a lot of fur.”

“Don’t mind him. My piglet’s just confusing you with someone else,” I said, making my best effort to smooth over the situation. “I need to go, I want to see my son. But I understand. I won’t demand that you forgive me. I truly understand.”

I nodded goodbye, then turned and headed away at a brisk pace. Thanks to my enhanced hearing, I caught a quiet murmur as I left:

“He confused me with... Fur?”


Chapter 9

Son

I DIDN’T EVEN MAKE IT to the staircase before four more people approached me. Three young women and one man, dressed in the gray uniforms of servants. They had red stripes embroidered onto their uniforms, however, a sign that they belonged to the Palace’s staff.

“We are all prepared to serve you,” they said in unison as they bowed at the waist.

“Someone bring me to Katherine.”

“Of course,” said a pretty girl with golden hair as she stepped forward.

I nodded, and we headed off down the stairs.

“Tell me about Katherine,” I requested.

The servant girl hesitated, but after a second she started to talk, finishing her story at the exact moment when we stepped outside.

I had thrown a dark cloak and white mask over myself to conceal my identity. I saw a lot of Faceters as the servant girl led me along. Some of them watched us with suspicion in their eyes, but nobody approached us the whole time. People were still very edgy about the Palace and its residents.

Finally, the servant girl led me to the doors of a big three-story building complex. There were people from my father’s personal guard outside, who recognized me immediately and bowed.

“Your Highness!” Two more servant girls ran up to me and bowed respectfully. “The gentlemen are already assembled in the inner courtyard.”

“Lead on,” I ordered drily. I was feeling anxious.

But we didn’t take more than a few steps before a young woman appeared from inside the house. She walked over to stand opposite me. She had soft facial features, long, golden-blond hair stretching down to her waist, and pretty golden-brown eyes. She was a head shorter than me, and a very familiar half-smile danced on her lips.

“We used to be the same height,” I said as I stroked her cheek tenderly.

“You’ve been gone a long time,” she said as she closed her eyes for a moment. “And you didn’t exactly hurry back to us.”

“You’re a Quadros now.”

“A month after the birth.”

“Let me see the baby,” I said as I lowered my hand.

Katie looked back at me with steel in her eyes, then turned and headed back into the building. I followed her. We walked down a long hallway and stepped out into the inner courtyard.

“Archie!” I heard Emmy’s surprised and overjoyed voice. She was standing next to Nat and Liz, holding a child in her hands.

Arrie was sitting next to the wall, playing with sand; Flounder and Olliveyder were nowhere to be seen.

“Ugh, that voice again!” Boris growled as he crawled out of my pocket. “You people won’t let me sleep!”

I walked over to Emmy and looked down at my son for the first time. His eyes were as black as night, and he had fluffy white hair. I felt a big wave of nervous excitement as I looked into his shiny, curious eyes.

I stretched out my hands, and Emmy handed my son to me. Lifting him up into the air, we just stared at each other for ten seconds or so.

“Such a strange little guy,” I mused.

“Mmm?” The little kid frowned, as if to ask what I meant.

“He’s got a powerful darkness nature in him.” I turned to Katie. “It must be because of your Heart of Darkness. And that’s probably why his eyes are black, too.”

Katie just shrugged.

“Well, you’re Michael Belov now,” I said to the little boy with mock severity.

“Goo!”

“And I’m Uncle Boris now.” The pig leapt up into my hand and jabbed his snout into the little kid’s cheek. The toddler reached out immediately, grabbed Boris, and started kneading him like a ball of dough.

“Hey! I said I’m Uncle Boris!” The pig’s body turned to a jelly-like consistency. Little Mike twisted his snout and started laughing.

“You little sicko!” Boris squirmed around in the kid’s hands; for his part, the boy was trying as hard as he could to rip the pig’s tail off.

“Michael?” Katie’s eyebrows rose skeptically.

“Yes,” I said as I handed the baby back to her. I felt weird. The pleasant feeling of nervous anxiety had merged with a sense of confusion to produce a complicated mix of emotions. And I was a little bit afraid, too. I had been surrounded by so much death for so long.

“Where were you yesterday?” Emmy asked, watching happily as Mike tormented Boris.

“Don’t worry about it,” I stepped over to her and looked warmly into her eyes. Emmy was a little bit sheepish, but she didn’t step back. Then I turned to Liz, and immediately saw the image in my mind: a golden flash, followed by Liz’s bisected body splattering to the ground. She took the first blow on herself, without a second’s hesitation.

“I’m really hungry, let’s eat,” I smiled.

Katie looked as calm as could be. Actually, though, I thought she was probably much more dangerous than Liz or Emmy. After all, while those two girls were living in palaces and enjoying the lives of princesses, Katie had been out there killing people. Phillip had been preparing her for the life of a professional killer ever since childhood.

Emmy ordered the servants to set a table for us, which they quickly did. I sat at the head, and Katie, Emmy, and Liz sat down next to me. Nobody else joined us for lunch. I ate, watching attentively as little Michael rode around on Boris’ back, squeezing the little pig’s ears with joyful abandon. The pig was squealing, running all over the place, and the little boy was loving it.

“My reputation will be ruined if anybody sees this!” Boris moaned as he rushed past us.

“Serves you right,” Emmy giggled.

“Goo!”

“Agh! Stay out of my ear, you sicko!”

“You aren’t even going to take off your crown while you’re at lunch?” Liz asked.

I froze. Then I reached up to my head and found to my surprise that the transparent crown (it looked like it was made of ice) was still up there. I took it off. It barely weighed anything; I hadn’t even suspected that it was on my head. It was a little bit awkward.

I put it into my wallet and kept eating.

“There’s going to be a celebration,” I said after about five minutes as I set my fork aside. “A big one, for the whole country. And during it, the three of you will become my wives.”

Liz scoffed; Emmy blushed. Only Katie seemed totally unruffled. I looked into her eyes. It was obvious to me that none of the women present liked the idea of sharing a man with the others. And even though polygamy was the norm in the Empire of the Rus, especially in the Imperial Family, most men still preferred to have a single wife. It just kept things simpler.

“Who’s going to be your primary wife, then?” Liz was trying hard to make it look like she didn’t care about what was happening at all. But her eyes gave her away.

“Emmy will be Empress,” I said, still staring into Katie’s eyes. Her pupils twitched, and she looked to the side. Liz closed her eyes to conceal a mild look of disappointment; Emmy smiled.

“I want to talk to each of you in private. You first, Katie. Please leave us,” I asked Emmy and Liz.

The girls obliged, and Katie and I were on our own.

“How you’ve changed,” she sighed as she rested her chin on her folded hands.

I looked back at her in silence. The servant girl said that Katie had managed to achieve a lot during her captivity. The Palace was a very dangerous place. It was the residence of the Emperor, and no matter how careful one was, there would always be an ill-wisher somewhere inside it. Even Artyom couldn’t totally shield Katie and the baby from every danger. But he didn’t have to. Katie used her methods to take and maintain firm control of her servants. During her time there, a lot of people had lost their jobs — some had even lost their lives.

“You want to leave me in the Palace?” Katie asked sadly, although she was still smiling.

“Yes. Emmy and Liz won’t be able to protect themselves.”

“I’m not interested in looking after those girls.” Katie closed her eyes. For just a second, a dangerous aura burst out around her.

“Mike needs a mother,” I said as I laid a gentle hand on Katie’s arm. “And you’re too weak to help me in the battles ahead. I need someone to look after our child, as well as the girls.”

“I’m not much of a mother,” said Katie with a bitter smile. “But I accept. I’ll stay in the Palace until our son grows up. But help me attain the Quintos Facet.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Why do you want to make me an official wife? I don’t care about status.”

“Because that’s what I want.”

Katie smiled sarcastically. Then she looked away and said:

“I’m sick of sleeping alone.”

A smile spread across my lips. I had been feeling a sense of passion and desire the whole time we were talking. But I restrained myself.

“I’ll come see you tonight, I promise.”

Katie’s smile warmed a little bit; she stood up and asked:

“Who should I call next?”

“Liz.”

Katie walked off. Boris ran along after her, with little Mike still in hot pursuit.

I wonder when he’ll get sick of playing with the kid? Alisa mused.

“Soon, I bet. Boris isn’t known for his patience.”

Liz walked into the room. I was happy as I watched her approach. Her long, blond hair and stern face were the same as always. And those bright blue eyes... She was wearing a white dress with a black cardigan on her shoulders. She looked majestic.

Liz sat down next to me, examining her nails. I took her hand in mine and squeezed it. Liz flinched ever so slightly.

“I’m going to reach out to the Islands of the Angles. You won’t have to marry me as a refugee — you’ll be able to marry me as a proud daughter of your family.”

Liz stared up at me with surprise. This quickly gave way to a bitter smirk.

“I disobeyed my orders. I fled on my own initiative. The Order will never forgive me. And I have the Eyes of Leo. The Islands will never give me to another country.”

“You don’t believe me?”

Liz started to get anxious, and bit down on her lower lip. Her palm was getting warmer, even trembling a little bit.

“Don’t be afraid. Come here.”

I pulled Liz closer and kissed her. I knew about her feelings for me. But I had never thought she would be ready to sacrifice her life for me without a moment’s hesitation. After a few minutes, Liz gently moved herself back; she was beet-red. Her eyes were shining, and she was breathing quickly. I closed my eyes, trying to get my desires under control.

“You have to understand why Emmy will be the Empress,” I said.

“I know — she’s a Princess of the Japanese Islands. And she’s a Stunning, so her children will probably have either the Eyes of Libra or the Eyes of Cancer.”

“Yes. We need an alliance with the Japanese Islands right now. Otherwise other countries might start making moves.”

“How are you going to negotiate with the Order of Leo?” This question was obviously worrying Liz quite a bit.

“There’s something they need from me. And they’ll be willing to let you go if I ask it of them,” I smiled.

I was confident in what I was saying. For Annabelle and Alex, Liz was an insignificant pawn. They didn’t really care whether she lived or died. The only thing they would care about is making sure that the Eyes of Leo never awakened in our children. If that happened, the Order of Leo would do everything in its power to destroy them.

“Call Emmy. I want to talk to her.”

Liz nodded and stood up. Just then, Boris came running in.

“Save me, please please please!” He jumped up onto my lap. Mike knocked him on the head, and his little fist bounced off the pig like a rubber ball. The little boy started laughing uproariously.

“Let’s give Uncle Boris a break.” I lifted the little kid up in my arms and looked into his eyes. Mike immediately looked sad, and started looking this way and that in search of Boris, only to find that the latter had taken full advantage of the opportunity to flee.

I sat the little guy down on my knee, and we stared at each other. Mike stuck his thumb into his mouth and started sucking it, without taking his obsidian-dark eyes off me for a moment.

I didn’t even notice Emmy as she walked over to join us. Mike started babbling something and reached out for her. I handed him to Emmy, and felt a strange feeling as I did so. I still couldn’t quite comprehend the fact that I had a child of my own.

Emmy seemed to understand my son pretty well — she was chatting to him in his own peculiar child language. She took a little piece of chocolate candy out of her wallet and handed it to Mike. He stuck it happily into his mouth.

“That’s the last one,” Emmy sighed. “He’s eating too many of them. Those candies are made in the Indian Empire, and delivery to our country takes a long time.”

This made me tense.

“Don’t buy anything from the Indian Empire anymore. At least nothing for the Palace. And don’t eat any of their products, either.”

“Why not?” Emmy asked, sounding confused.

“The Indian Empire has some kind of connection with Lucifer. We need to be careful about the Shell, now that I’m Emperor.”

“Bummer... What are we going to do without chocolate? All the best sweets are made in the Indian Empire. And Mike loves them.”

Emmy blushed slightly. She obviously didn’t want to admit that she was also a big fan of sweets.

“I’ll think of something.”

The little kid finished his candy and continued telling Emmy about something, waving his arms around wildly as he did so. He seemed to be bragging about having beat Boris up. The sight of Emmy talking to my son warmed my heart. For some reason, it suddenly occurred to me that Annabelle or Lucifer could kill all of my loved ones with a snap of their fingers. This darkened my mood, and Emmy noticed.

“Is something bothering you? Why did you want to talk to me?”

I calmed myself down.

“I mentioned a big celebration. The Japanese Islands have closeted themselves away from the rest of the world, and I don’t know how to get in touch with them.”

“You want someone from the Imperial Family to attend the celebration?” Emmy guessed.

“Exactly.”

I didn’t know what condition Amaterasu was in. Had she regained her powers or not? Annabelle might call in her debt any day, and Lucifer was angry with me, so I needed an ally who could match their strength. And Amaterasu was the only possibility — she had never done anything to harm me. Sure, the Goddess had used me to bring about her own awakening, but in exchange she left me that notebook full of invaluable information. And Doll helped me a lot too, back when all the ghouls on the Japanese Islands were desperately trying to destroy me.

“I’ll talk to my grandpa,” Emmy promised. “And I’ll tell him about everything.”

I stroked Emmy’s hair gently, and she responded with a happy smile. Mike glared up at me and reached out for my hand, trying to push it away from Emmy. But he couldn’t do it, and he started whimpering.

“I’m your dad, you little scoundrel,” I grumbled.

Mike bit down on my hand in response. This made Emmy giggle.

“Are you trying to steal your dad’s girl?” I frowned and pretended to be angry.

Mike realized that biting wouldn’t help him. And he started crying even louder.

“Little scamp. I’ll call Boris in here and he’ll eat you right up.”

Hearing the pig’s name made Mike stop crying and look around. I pulled my hand away.

“You need to spend some more time with him, so he gets used to you,” Emmy noted with a smile.

“You’ve only known him for a day longer than I have. But he treats you like family. He’s looking at me like a stranger. So unfair.”

Emmy laughed quietly; then, with fire in her eyes, she turned to me and whispered:

“The Fearsome Emperor Archie is jealous of his wife and complaining about his life because of a two-year-old kid.”

This brought me back to my senses a little bit, and I felt a little sheepish.

“Aa-aah!” The little kid realized that Boris was somewhere nearby and started screaming.

“Come on, keep it together!” I objected.

“You come on — you think you didn’t cry as a kid?” Emmy giggled again.

I took Mike from Emmy, and he stopped crying. We stopped and stared at each other once again. Mike stuck his thumb back into his mouth and started sucking it, almost without blinking.

“Are you talking telepathically?” Emmy asked, sounding skeptical.

Mike and I turned to look at her in unison.

“Archie, is that little sicko gone yet?” Boris asked as he raced into the room. “Oh Gods, no!”

Mike started screaming.

“Wait!” I shouted to Boris, and he froze at the door; he was already in the process of fleeing for his life.

“Take him. He likes you.”

“NO!” Boris screamed in terror. Mike started crying even louder.

“Take him for a ride! Come on, he’s crying!” Emmy glared at Boris.

“You take him for a ride! He stuck my tail into my ear last time!”

“So? It didn’t hurt you, did it? Or is the great and terrible Boris afraid of a little boy?”

Mike stopped crying and looked back at the pig with rapt interest. Boris noticed the kid staring at him and started getting annoyed.

“I’m not afraid of him! I’m a Five-Mark Royal Beast! I could stuff the little pipsqueak into one nostril if I wanted to!”

“Well, excellent, then.” Emmy took Mike from me and plopped him down on Boris’ back. The boy grabbed the pig’s ears firmly in his hands and started twisting them.

“I’m not a toy!” Boris moaned, already sounding doomed. “I’m a Five-Mark Royal Beast!”

Emmy couldn’t help it anymore — she burst out laughing. Katie appeared in the doorway. She just stood there for a moment, smiling her usual smile as she watched Mike and Boris struggling.

“Okay,” I said as I stood up and took out my Rabbot to check the time. “I’ve got a lot of work to do. I’ll be back this evening.”

After saying goodbye to my brides-to-be and my little son, I set off for a meeting with my dad. All the clans of the Empire were waiting for my first orders, and I knew I needed to issue them soon. Voland and I had discussed many things, and I knew what I needed to do.

As I walked back to my office, I thought about my new Eyes. I still hadn’t had time to check their new power; I had only used the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Libra once, in front of the clans and Patriarchs of Moscovia after I killed Artyom.

I learned a lot about the Eyes and the Way of the Stars in Artyom Stunning’s tablet. My brother was absolutely certain that both the Way of the Heavens (the way of Faceters ) and the Way of the Earth (the way of orthodox Black-Bookmen) were ultimately both dead ends. Artyom focused his studies on two areas which were of special interest to him, and in whose potential he believed in very firmly. The first was the Way of the Stars.

An ocular mutation had appeared at some point in the course of human evolution. The gamma splash, which turned humans into ghouls, and the liquid chips created from some unknown life form, both had an effect on it. Thanks to the liquid chips, the human species underwent a second course of evolution and regained its human form.

The Way of the Stars was a power that belonged only to us — the residents of Terra. This was important because according to Artyom, the Way of the Heavens was not native to Terra. He believed it was a product of a different civilization. The Way of the Earth — the mixing of human genes with those of beasts — would always be restrained by an impenetrable ceiling in the form of the Shackles of Genesis.

The second subject that interested Artyom was that of Dirty Black-Bookmen. What would happen when a human’s genes were mixed with those of a ghoul? How powerful could such a creature become? Artyom was deeply interested in that question. His people conducted far-ranging research, and I would have to familiarize myself with their data.

I walked into the Palace. As I climbed the stairs to the uppermost floor, my thoughts drifted back to the Eyes of Libra.

After reading the info on Artyom’s tablet, I realized immediately that Amaterasu truly had my best interests at heart when she imparted the Eyes of Cancer to the Imperial Family of the Empire of the Rus. She was certain that someone who could comprehend the true nature of destruction could also come to understand creation just as intimately. And she was right. At the Fourth Star, Artyom had discovered the ability to create — that was how he restored my left eye. Well, I guess he didn’t restore it, actually. He created it anew, and added something of his own to it.

If attaining the God Facet meant creating one’s own world... Well, what could be better than the power to create?

I opened the door of my office and found my dad and the three Patriarchs waiting for me. They bowed. But I saw dark expressions on all their faces.

“What happened?” I sat down at my desk and folded my hands as I prepared to hear the answer.


Chapter 10

Loyalty

“MY NAME IS XENIA,” the elder Stunning introduced herself. She had short, golden hair streaked with gray, a gentle face, and kind eyes — she looked sort of like a sweet old grandmother.

“Vasilissa,” the second Stunning nodded. She looked to be about forty years old; her blond hair was combed back into neat braids that shone softly in the muted light of the room. She obviously took a lot of pride in keeping her hair neat. Unlike Xenia, Vasilissa didn’t look kind. Closer to the opposite, actually — she almost looked like a stereotypical comic book villain. She had sharp cheekbones, eyes that seemed constantly narrowed in an expression of menace, and a slight sneer of derision that was constantly in place on her lips. She was quite pretty, but the angry expression on her face really made her look older than she was.

“Ilana,” said the red-haired woman with an affectionate smile. The beauty from the Lvov Clan looked calm and placid.

“It’s an honor to meet such great people,” I said as I bowed to them. “I hope you will stand with me to preserve law and order in our Empire.”

Vasilissa grimaced. I turned to my dad and repeated my question:

“What happened?”

There was obvious anxiety in everyone’s eyes; some looked more anxious, some less so.

“Seven Demigods just tried to attack the capital,” my dad reported with a frown. “But the Order of Leo prevented it.”

“Seven...?”

There were only six Demigods in the entire Empire of the Rus. Three in Moscovia, the rest on the Empire’s borders. If seven Demigods had attacked us...

“What business do you have with the Angles?” Vasilissa interjected rudely.

I didn’t respond right away; I was examining her and thinking hard.

“Please forgive her rudeness,” said Xenia. “Vasilissa doesn’t know how to behave with appropriate decorum.”

“No problem,” I shrugged. “The Order of Leo wants me to help the Goddess Annabelle using my Eyes.”

All four of them froze and stared back at me in disbelief.

“I know for a fact that Lucifer and Amaterasu have awoken from their slumber in addition to Annabelle.”

“Nonsense!” Vasilissa snarled.

I looked back at her indifferently. I wasn’t going to attempt to prove anything. The Empire of the Rus was weak — that was why nobody in the country had realized that the Gods had returned yet. I was certain that other governments were already aware of that.

“What else do you know?” Ilana asked calmly, without a hint of the tension or anxiety that she was obviously feeling.

“I met with Annabelle’s head advisor, and with one of Lucifer’s direct descendants. The Shell and the Angles are at war on all fronts because of Atlantis...”

I proceeded to give them a quick summary of what was happening in the world. The connection between Lucifer and the Indian Empire, the internal upheavals in Iran, the problems in Scandinavia, and how incredibly dangerous the ghouls really were. I explained almost everything that Alex had explained to me. The longer I spoke, the more everyone’s expressions darkened.

After I finished, the room fell silent for a few minutes.

“So what are we going to do?” Ilana looked totally unruffled, just as before.

“You believe him?” Vasilissa scoffed.

“The Emperor wouldn’t lie to us,” Xenia mused.

“The world is changing. I’m certain that sooner or later, every country will side with one or the other of the Gods. Only Iran and the Chinese Empire could possibly maintain their independence in such circumstances.”

“And you’ve decided to cast our Empire’s lot with the Angles?” Vasilissa snickered contemptuously.

“No.” I folded my hands and threw one leg up onto the other. “The Empire will conclude an alliance with the Japanese Islands. A temporary alliance. To last until I become a God.”

My words hit them like a bomb. But my dad and the Patriarchs quickly regained their composure.

“Now if you wouldn’t mind — please explain why seven Demigods would dare to attack us? Don’t they know about our Protector?”

“They know,” Vasilissa frowned. “But now the whole world also knows that our beastly defender has water-nature chakra and healing power. The rumors used to have it that there was an ancient dragon sleeping beneath the capital, with unimaginable powers of destruction. And that legend helped dissuade any would-be enemies among the Demigods.”

Vasilissa’s explanation made everything fall into place in my mind. The Demigods weren’t afraid of our Protector anymore, now that all Terra knew the truth about its abilities. Given that it used water, and its powers were focused on healing people, it seemed safe to assume that the beast’s fighting abilities wouldn’t be especially formidable. But it seemed to me like that was probably an oversimplification. Because Artyom must have taken this possibility into account.

“Okay, let’s move on for the time being. Those Demigods won’t attack us any time in the immediate future, thanks to the Angles and their warning. I summoned you all here to give you some important assignments.”

Vasilissa frowned.

“Father.” I turned to face Vlad. “In ten days, I plan to give a celebration in honor of my coronation. At a minimum, there will be people from the Japanese Islands and the Islands of the Angles in attendance. During the ceremonies, I will marry three women, announce the name of my Empress, and issue my first decrees. Your task is to organize the celebration.”

“Don’t you think these decisions are a bit rushed?” Xenia asked softly. “We ought to discuss our next steps first; after all, this affects the entire Empire.”

“And who gave you the right to decide who will be your Empress, and who you will take as a wife?” Vasilissa snapped angrily. “I don’t recall any of us giving our assent to that.”

Boris ran into the office and jumped into my arms. I had summoned him several minutes before via our mental connection.

“The three of you have an assignment as well,” I said, ignoring the Demigods’ questions completely. “You will meet with the Patriarchs of the Empire who are out of the capital at the moment and invite them to Moscovia for the celebration. They’ll need to be in attendance.”

Suddenly, a fearsome aura gushed out from Vasilissa. The space inside the room began to warp; thousands of little black dots appeared all around us.

“Who do you think you’re talking to, boy?” Vasilissa hissed. Black smoke started billowing out of her eyes.

I activated the Eyes of Libra as Boris opened his mouth. Anthracite-black armor appeared all over Vasilissa’s body, together with a close-visored helmet of the same material.

BOOM!

A black whirlwind appeared around the Demigoddess for a moment, and when it disappeared her armor lay shredded on the ground around her. Now completely naked, Vasilissa collapsed to the floor. Blood was streaming from her eyes, ears, mouth, and nose.

“Vasya!” Ilana rushed over to help and slipped a round tablet into Vasilissa’s mouth. Xenia just stared down at the unconscious Demigoddess with a frown. Then she turned to me. Her eyes were afire with worry.

“You used pure destructive power,” she said quietly. “How?”

I didn’t answer. Ilana covered Vasilissa with a black robe. The Demigoddess was already conscious again; it was difficult, but she soon managed to sit up. Her body was trembling. I wasn’t happy about having beaten her. In fact, I was lucky that Vasilissa had underestimated me so badly. It seemed certain that she was just trying to scare me when she activated her Realm of Influence.

By the way, I couldn’t help wondering — what kind of armor was that? Whatever it was, it significantly increased the aura of danger radiating from her. And punching through her defenses took a hell of a lot of power. Thankfully, I was already sitting down, and it was easy for me to conceal the extent of my weakness after expending so much energy. I made a mental note to check Amaterasu’s notebook and see what she had to say about the Sixth Facet.

“All the Patriarchs must be present at the celebration,” I continued calmly, as if there hadn’t even been an interruption at all. “Any who fail to appear will be declared traitors.”

Vasilissa glared at me, but was the first to avert her eyes as I looked around at them all. Boris bid me a mental goodbye and ran out of the room.

“We’ll do everything we can,” said Xenia with a proud nod. “But can I ask who’s going to be your Empress?”

“Emmy Stunning.”

“You could have started with that,” Vasilissa grumbled as she staggered to her feet. Xenia smiled. Both Demigods were obviously relieved when they heard my answer.

“With our world undergoing so many changes, I’m going to need loyal people at my side. I want to be certain that I’m doing everything possible for the safety of the country. You will either have to listen to me, or go your own way.”

My father and the Demigods were studying me intently, as if they were seeing me for the first time. I gave them a moment to do it, and just enjoyed the silence while I waited. Literally two days before, I had killed my own brother, and seen my friends killed and then resurrected — friends who, by the way, were behaving completely normally. Neither Liz nor Emmy were showing any signs of psychological trauma. Their behavior hadn’t changed, other than being slightly less comfortable and open than they used to be. I was hoping that would be temporary. I didn’t want Liz to lose her combative spirit. Ever since meeting me, the poor woman had been through one misfortune after another. First she got married off against her will, then she got cut in half...

Whenever I thought about it, I started to feel really bad for Liz. And I felt a deep, incomparable sense of gratitude toward her.

“I’m willing to follow the Emperor,” Ilana was first to break the silence. I blinked and turned to look at her. She looked just as calm and composed as before.

“I’m willing to follow the Emperor,” Xenia repeated softly. Vasilissa mumbled something that sounded roughly the same.

“Well, excellent. Then you may get to work.”

My dad was the first to leave the room. The three Demigods followed him out. I waited for the door to close behind them, then looked around my office. There was a desk made of light-brown wood, some chairs, an abstract painting on the wall, and a gray rug covering the floor. Voland had told me that almost all the members of the Palace’s staff had belonged to foreign factions, and that Artyom therefore killed almost all of them, including the Head Servant. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the situation in the Imperial Residence was a bit of a mess.

There was one silver lining to all this, though: it showed that the country was well-developed enough to continue functioning autonomously. Thanks to the reforms of Omad, Amaterasu, Anubis, and Annabelle, there were smooth-functioning vertical power structures in all countries. Most paperwork was handled by Stick bureaucrats. They couldn’t become Faceters; they didn’t have the inborn talent.

They had to study hard to achieve their positions, but even if they did they could never hope to advance beyond a position as a servant in one of the Faceted clans. They would never have true power in a world where so much depended on one’s own personal abilities and strength.

Nevertheless, a competent official was a very valuable commodity. Sticks formed the administrative skeletal system of all the clans. If it weren’t for them, the Faceters would never be able to distribute their time as needed between training and management. Without competent officials, a clan’s income would drop, and that would mean fewer resources would be available for investment in its future development.

Artyom had massacred numerous clans and lines of Black-Bookmen. But he didn’t touch the Sticks. And therefore the country didn’t descend into chaos; in fact, the infrastructural damage was pretty insignificant.

As the new Emperor, I would have to settle questions of global importance: distribution of resources among the clans, politics on the world stage, the defense of the country. And I would also have to develop long-term plans for the future. As well as maintaining beneficial plans that were already in progress.

The Patriarchs didn’t have to do any work at all. They could do whatever they wanted, and nobody would ever say a word in protest. Their mission was to defend the country at dangerous times; everything else was totally up to them. That was why the Demigods reacted so harshly when I started giving them orders.

I stepped out of my office and looked around for some servants. After about thirty seconds, a young woman ran over to me and greeted me with a low bow.

“Call Diana. Have her bring the others with her. Just tell her that — she’ll understand.”

“Yes, Your Highness!”

I watched the servant girl walk off and looked around again. Nothing but an empty hallway. Servants in the Palace normally went through a strict, years-long training process, but I didn’t have time for that. I would have to ask my dad and Lyudmila to find people for me.

I had to wait forty minutes for Diana and her comrades to arrive, and I spent the time talking with Alisa. She had also evolved after my breakthrough to the Quintos Facet. Her control of my patterns was greatly improved. If I wanted to, I could lie down and take a nap while my Blood Threads and chains took out my enemies on their own. Alisa was also capable of taking control of me if I allowed her to do so, or if I lost consciousness. And I mean total control. If she did so, she could use her calculative abilities to turn my body into a veritable killing machine.

But it seemed to me that Alisa probably had other abilities — ones she and I hadn’t yet discovered. She couldn’t devour other chips like Lucifer could, she couldn’t sense others like Voland, and she couldn’t connect to the chakra network like Alex. So we still didn’t know if Alisa had any kind of unique talents besides the ability to control my patterns.

The door opened, and Diana walked in. Behind her came the man in the black robe and the teenager with the big head. Last came the legless person wearing a mask, who rolled in on a wheelchair. A white cat with the black ears was lying on the wheelchair’s right-hand armrest; it was the same cat I had seen Diana carrying earlier.

The teenager bashfully took a seat on a chair in the far corner of the room; the person in the wheelchair rolled into the room a little bit to get out of the way of the door; Diana hauled a chair over and sat down directly opposite me, and the man in black walked over and stood behind her. We were silent for a moment. These people had all been very close to my brother — unsurprisingly, given that Artyom and Voland had personally sponsored their development. Thinking about that made me sad.

“You can speak,” said Diana coldly. Her eyes looked like a sprinkling of stars in the night sky as their icy stare bored into me. But they seemed to be devoid of life. Diana seemed more machine than human.

I glanced at the man behind her. During my battle with Artyom, his actions suggested that he was Diana’s subordinate. And that impression was reinforced as he stood there like a marble statue behind her; he didn’t react to anything, and seemed to be completely focused on protecting his master. The teenager with the large head was sheepishly avoiding eye contact, while the person in the wheelchair seemed to have fallen asleep.

“My brother sure raised some interesting people,” I muttered.

“You have no right to refer to him that way!” Diana’s eyes flashed as the anger burst out of her. “You killed him!”

I closed my eyes. I reminded myself that emotions were a sign of weakness. The more powerful a Faceter became, the more developed their body became, including their brain. At high Facets, it should be easy to control feelings and emotions. This was especially true of Quintoi and Demigods. But it seemed that Diana’s love was just too powerful. It had become part of her very existence — part of her fundamental nature. And when Artyom died, Diana lost a piece of herself. Voland mentioned her during our conversation. He said that unless I could help Diana, she would never advance any farther along the Way of the Heavens.

But how could I help her?

“Remove your masks.” I glanced up at the man behind Diana as I said this.

Boris ran into the office. Grumbling something angrily, he jumped up into my arms.

“Do it,” Diana commanded them in an icy tone. “Artyom ordered us to obey this new Emperor.”

The person in the wheelchair was the first to comply. There was a young face behind the mask. To my surprise, it was a young woman, with short-cropped hair. She had soft facial features and gray eyes. Despite her normal appearance, however, the dreamy, placid look in her eyes gave the young woman a certain air of mystery. I couldn’t really say exactly what was so arresting about her appearance.

Behind Diana stood a young man with an icy stare. His black hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and he had a predatory, dangerous face. His facial features suggested some component of Asian ancestry.

“Are you satisfied, Your Highness?” Diana asked, her voice as cold as ever.

“Tell me your names.”

“The man behind me is Li. This is Sophia, and that’s Pavel.” She nodded to the girl in the wheelchair and the teenager in turn.

I sighed, fully aware that I would never truly be able to earn these people’s loyalty. But I didn’t have any desire to harm any of them, either.

“The Red Guard will be disbanded. All its soldiers will be dispersed to armies throughout the Empire. You must understand that I have no choice but to do this — to act otherwise would look very, very strange.”

As Emperor, of course, I wasn’t under any obligation to explain anything to them. But I didn’t want to leave any misunderstandings between us.

“You’re all free to go,” I said with a wave of my hand. “You can do whatever you like. The only thing I ask of you is that you do no harm to the Empire.”

Diana froze. Pavel was staring at me, open-mouthed. Sophia seemed not to have heard anything; she was just staring out the window, with the same imperturbable look on her face as before. Li’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“You’re kicking us out?” Diana snapped out of her momentary state of shock.

“Of course not,” I said as I stroked Boris’ head. “I’m giving you your freedom. You served my brother faithfully, and I’m grateful to you for that.”

“You mean to say you don’t need our help?” Diana’s eyes suddenly flashed, and the space around her began to warp. I could feel the movement of my hand slowing down.

I activated the Eyes of Libra, and Boris turned on his own devouring force. Our combined Realm of Influence tore Diana’s Territory to shreds. I stared back at her as coldly as she had been staring at me just moments before. The space beneath the room’s ceiling began to warp slightly. A spiral started to take shape.

Diana was shaking. Li froze, his sword halfway out of its scabbard. Pavel also started to shake, and Sophia turned to look at me. Every one of them knew that if I wanted to, I could cut their lives short at any moment.

I deactivated my Eyes. Pavel let out a heavy sigh.

“I don’t need anyone with cold feet. You’re either with me, or you’re free to leave,” I said with a laugh. “And believe me — I have plenty of people who have potential every bit as great as yours. Greater, in some cases. And with time, I can see to it that they attain the Demigod Facet.”

“So you have Time Faceters, then?” Diana raised an eyebrow mockingly.

“No. But you’re too weak. And you’re broken. You’ll never rise beyond Quintos. I have no need for your half-developed Temporal Realm of Influence.”

Diana went pale. A malicious sneer appeared on Li’s face as black smoke started to billow up around him. The young man was obviously head over heels in love with Diana. And he didn’t care that I could kill him at any moment. Alas, I thought... Yet another Faceter with too little control over his emotions. Did Artyom make them this way on purpose?

Diana clenched her fists until her knuckles were white and ground her teeth loudly together.

“I don’t understand you,” I said to Diana with a look of sympathy on my face as I completely ignored Li’s wordless threat. “You’re a Time Faceter. If you miss Artyom so bad, become a Goddess and bring my brother back. But instead of fighting for it, you’ve just thrown up your hands. You’re just like a spoiled little Stick girl. You have no resilience.”

Diana’s eyes bulged with surprise as she stared back at me.

“Bring... Bring Artyom BACK?”

“The Goddess Anubis created the World of the Twelve. Lucifer created his own race. The Goddess Amaterasu saved her terminally-ill daughter and gave her a body that would never die. And the Goddess’ daughter is on the Japanese Islands as we speak; she attained the Seventh Facet all by herself. Actually, there’s a ghoul known as the Demon King on those islands too — a seven-attribute ghoul.

Those who reach the Seventh Facet, Mark, or Attribute used to be known as Gods in the Empire of the Rus. But that’s just because of general ignorance. In reality, the true Gods — those who possess the Fifth Star of their Eyes like Annabelle and Lucifer — are much more powerful than Amaterasu’s daughter Doll, for example, with her Seven Facets.”

A deafening silence enveloped the room as I finished speaking. I watched sadly as life returned to Diana’s eyes. Using time to bring Artyom back to life... The idea had never even occurred to her.

This is dangerous, said Alisa. What if she can’t get her demons under control?

“Annabelle did it. We’ll operate on the assumption that Diana can too,” I replied in my mind.

The Goddess Annabelle lost her children, and when she learned about the power of the Gods, she became determined to resurrect them. Only when she actually became a Goddess, though, did she finally realize that the dead can’t really be brought back to life. So Annabelle made peace with her loss. I decided to give Diana a bit of hope, to help her wake up from her torpor and go on with her life. If she could someday become a Goddess, I was confident that she would maintain control of herself when she finally learned the truth. The Gods were thousands of times more powerful than Quintoi in every sense of the word.

“Interested,” Sophia suddenly sighed. Her voice was quiet, like a soft breeze. Her wheelchair glided up into the air and drifted over to me. Diana snapped out of her contemplations and moved back. Sophia landed between her and Li.

“Let’s talk,” Sophia suggested with a soft smile.

Okay, I thought... Now I see who’s actually in charge of this weird little group.


Chapter 11

The Emperor’s Workday

I SAT IN MY CHAIR, studying Sophia, who still looked as peaceful and unruffled as ever. Somehow, that made me nervous. She could see exactly what I had done with Diana. The white cat with the black ears was still lying on the armrest of her wheelchair, blinking lazily as its tail flopped around from side to side.

“Interesting,” I repeated Sophia’s earlier statement. “You’ve got a lot of potential. A very strong internal base. With luck, you’ll be able to break through to the Seventh Facet.”

Sophia didn’t react to this at all. But Pavel and Diana were obviously amazed.

“Artyom used to say the same thing,” Sophia smiled. “Almost word for word, in fact.”

“What powers do you have? Telekinesis, right?”

I could vaguely sense that Sophia had activated her Realm of Influence when her wheelchair drifted up into the air.

“Yes. Exactly.”

“What about you?” I turned to Pavel.

“I... I. I’m a M-mentalist,” he stammered. Such shyness was a rarity among the Faceted. The more I spoke with these young people, the clearer it became that Artyom had probably chosen them specially. My brother was definitely not a kind man. He had killed thousands of people, and his liquid chip had killed a little boy without so much as a second thought. I don’t know what kind of trials he went through on Earth, but such pitilessness probably didn’t just appear out of nowhere. Mind you, I’m not judging — my crimes were certainly just as serious as his.

“Mentalist?” I repeated with a pensive glance at Pavel.

“He’s from the Isayev Clan,” Diana answered for Pavel. She was much more animated than before. “The Clan rejected him because of his cranial deformation and his paltry talent. He has very little chakra; he can barely produce chakraneedles. Artyom met Pavel when he was only ten and offered him a helping hand. He brought him into his household, and the Isayevs didn’t object. Now Pavel’s nineteen, and he’s a Quintos,” Diana chuckled. “The Isayevs send him invitations to return almost every day, promising him that he’ll one day be the Clanleader if he does.”

Diana was still looking at me with mild disdain, as if trying to hint that I didn’t deserve their help.

But I was interested in something else entirely. How had Artyom managed to develop these four people’s talents so incredibly quickly? They were all Quintoi, and the oldest of them — Li — looked maybe 20-25 at most. If I could learn the secret to developing Faceters so quickly, I could help Katie, Emmy, and Liz attain the Fifth Facet.

“What’s your power, Li?” I turned to look at him.

“Sword.”

“What does that mean?” I raised my eyebrows.

“It means a sword.” The air above Li rippled, and black blades appeared. Eight of them altogether.

“Diana, please give me a normal explanation,” I said as I turned to address her.

“Li is from one of the ancient clans of the Chinese Empire. His ancestor was one of the Seven Generals of Anubis — the God of the Sword. Li was born with a Genesis Bone. But his clan has grown too weak over the last few millennia. They didn’t have the resources to develop an heir to the God of the Sword. Li’s parents concealed their son’s power, but eventually their secret was betrayed, and the truth came out. You’ve probably heard of the brutality of the Chinese Imperial State. They have a saying: when you weed the garden, make sure you pull out the roots too. If you want to exterminate a clan, kill them all. Even the children. Some of their soldiers even slaughter all the pets. Long story short, Li’s parents had many enemies, who didn’t fail to take advantage of the opportunity. The clan was accused of treason against the Emperor and annihilated. Li’s father and mother knew very well what awaited them, so they sent their son to the Empire of the Rus, along with his most faithful servants.”

An icy expression was frozen on Li’s face. But there was a fire of pain and impotent rage in his eyes.

“Artyom and I spent a long time searching for something along the border with the Chinese Empire. I don’t know how, but somehow Artyom sensed Li. He was only sixteen; he had lost all his servants, and was so heavily wounded that he could barely stand up.”

Diana fell silent.

“Is the Chinese Empire really so brutal with its geniuses?”

“Nobody expected Li’s parents to send him to a different country. But they did the right thing. The Chinese government didn’t leave a single person alive. The entire clan was annihilated. A Genesis Bone is incredibly valuable material. Especially one as high-quality as Li’s. He’s a descendant of the God of the Sword — millenia of inheritance.”

“The sword is a manifestation of power. But what’s its nature?”

“Darkness and air,” Sophia replied.

“Finally,” I nodded. “That’s all the questions I have for Li.”

The man was too emotional for a Faceter. This devotion to Diana, the thirst for revenge... Such a person was unlikely to attain the Sixth Facet. His Genesis Bone, on the other hand... That was of interest. Maybe that was why Artyom believed in Li’s potential? Or maybe he had made his decision too hastily...?

“Your turn,” I turned to Diana. “What clan are you from?”

“I’m an orphan,” she shrugged indifferently. “I didn’t have a future in store for me at all. They wanted to send me to an underground city to work on a plantation. But I ran away. That normally carries the death penalty, but Artyom saved me and made me who I am today.”

Man, I thought... Voland sure had some impressive skills. He kept referring to himself as “defective,” but his abilities kept astounding me. Li and Pavel were one thing — they were both from ancient clans with generations of Faceters in their pedigree. But seeing such potential in a little orphan girl? Amazing. Although maybe Diana actually was from a powerful clan, and she just didn’t know it herself.

“Sophia?”

The last member of their little quartet was every bit as interesting to me as Diana. A crippled girl with unbelievable power in her spirit... A very unusual Faceter indeed.

“I’m marked by the Cats,” said Sophia with a sad smile. She stroked her white cat tenderly and continued: “Nelly found me when I was just a baby. She took care of me for eight years. Then she brought me to Artyom.”

“Nelly’s your cat? Is she from the World of the Twelve?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean — marked by the Cats?

“Few people know that a human isn’t able to trace a Summons Pattern that will forge a bond with a cat. Only one of the Line of the Cats can give a human such a pattern. The Cats have no masters — they really could just take their pattern back at any time and leave. Cats are able to travel between our world and the World of the Twelve at will.”

I looked down at the white cat with surprise. I had never heard about this before.

“Not even the other lines of beasts in the World of the Twelve know about that,” Sophia smiled.

The swan’s comment about the mark of the Cat suddenly made a lot more sense.

“So you have a Summons Pattern and the power of telekinesis as well,” I concluded pensively. All of Artyom’s pupils had space-nature bases for their powers. A coincidence? Or a reflection of some limitation on Voland’s abilities? After all, space nature was more closely connected to the brain and mental processes than the other natures.

“Artyom knew he was going to die,” said Sophia softly. “He was preparing us for the Empire. And we can’t just abandon him after his death.”

“How did you become Quintoi at such a young age?” I decided to simply ask the question as straightforwardly as possible.

“The Protector helped us,” said Sophia without a moment’s hesitation. “We used her White Spring to improve our chakra and bones.”

For some reason, I hadn’t been expecting Sophia to share that information so readily. It seemed that the swan beneath the Palace was directly connected with the White Spring.

“So it was Artyom who convinced the Protector to help you?”

“Yes.”

We were silent for a moment after that. I was thinking about what to do with all these wards of Artyom. I didn’t want to let them leave, but I couldn’t fully trust them either.

“We’ll help you,” said Sophia. “Li and Diana together will be able to hold their own against any number of Quintoi. Even if there are several dozen, they won’t be able to harm the two of them together. Pavel has astounding skills as an Inquisitor. He can get any information he wants out of someone, and they won’t even know he’s doing it.”

“What about you?” I wanted to clarify this.

“You decide. When Artyom became Emperor, I helped him with his plans. I have a limited ability to foresee the future, and I can tell you whether a given decision will carry risks or not. If I can’t handle it myself, Nelly can help me.”

I suddenly saw Sophia in a totally new light.

“You’re psychic?”

“What?” She didn’t understand.

I felt a little bit embarrassed. I was about to ask whether she could tell people’s fortunes, but I decided against it. Previously, I always thought futuresight was totally fictional. Obviously, I would have to learn more about it.

“Very well. You can go — I’ll inform you of my decision later.”

Sophia nodded politely and put her mask back on. Before she took it off, I thought it was an old man sitting in the wheelchair. And when she put it back on again, that feeling came back to me. Li also took his mask out and put it on.

After the four of them left, I sat there for a while, discussing their futures with Alisa. In the end, we decided to allow them to continue serving the Empire. We could make more detailed plans later on. Whatever the case, I didn’t want to lose Diana.

I took out my Rabbot and sent a message to my dad and the three Patriarchs:

Has there ever been such a thing as a Time Faceter?

A few minutes later, I got my response: none of them had ever heard of such a Faceter before.

I put my Rabbot away and thought for a few minutes. My intuition was telling me that Diana’s birth was an event of momentous significance for all of Terra. A human with the power to influence time had been born into the world. Sure, she still wasn’t very powerful. She could use her Realm of Influence to slow time within her Territory. Even that, though, was still pretty amazing. I only managed to deal with her thanks to my Eyes of Libra.

I tapped my finger against the desk. The full potential of the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Libra was still something of a mystery to me. It made it possible for me to hold my own against Demigods, even kill them if need be. But it seemed like that lethality was probably thanks to Artyom’s influence. He altered my left eye and gave it the power to destroy.

Devouring and destruction were similar in some ways. Fundamentally, however, they were different types of power. In my case, they were working together, which significantly increased the damage my Eyes could do to my enemies. I would need training — time to practice using the Fourth Star. But I wasn’t going to have much free time in the near future.

I sent a message to Emmy, asking for her to send first Olliveyder, then Arrie, in to see me. I wanted to address things with those two before moving on to my next steps.

I think you’re right to be worried about Diana’s abilities, said Alisa out of the blue. The ability to manipulate time might attract unwanted attention.

I frowned. If Artyom and Voland were right, and the Way of the Heavens was created by an alien civilization, then Diana’s appearance really could bring unwanted and disastrous attention to Terra. However, that was just a hypothesis. And Artyom couldn’t have failed to foresee such a possibility. Maybe he was keeping Diana nearby in case he needed to prove the efficacy and correctness of his plans. After all, Voland mentioned that Artyom’s greatest dream was to unlock the mystery of this world.

Soon, the servants brought Olliveyder in to see me. The man sat down on the chair opposite me and locked his eyes on mine.

“Who are you?” I decided to get right down to business. “Why are you helping me?”

“I want to become a God,” Olliveyder replied calmly.

“And what does that have to do with me?”

“Everything. My cat said I’ll be able to become a God if I stick with you.”

“Those Cats again,” I grumbled. “So that’s why you’re helping me? Because a cat dropped you a hint?”

Olliveyder didn’t respond.

“You’re the descendant of a God. Who are you descended from?”

Olliveyder stared back at me in confusion.

“Descendant...? Of a God...?”

“So you don’t know,” I concluded as I stared back at Olliveyder. He really didn’t seem to understand what I was talking about.

“I’m descended from a God?”

“Yes. The Protector wouldn’t make a mistake about that.”

Olliveyder’s face darkened noticeably.

“Why do you want to become a God?” I wanted to understand his motives.

“To destroy the Sons of Aries,” Olliveyder replied without a trace of emotion.

“Revenge?” Suddenly, it all made sense.

“They killed my family. They thought I didn’t know.”

I shook my head. The methods of the Sons of Aries were certainly cruel. But I still didn’t think they’d be foolish enough to set themselves up for future problems like that.

“How did you find out that it was the Sons of Aries? Doesn’t that seem a little suspicious? An organization like that wouldn’t leave any loose ends behind.”

“My cat showed me.”

“Well, I guess I don’t have any other questions, then... Are the Sons of Aries really that strong, though? You would need to become a God to take them out?”

“Yes. They have connections to Iran, and a lot of Demigods in their ranks.”

“Okay. I understand your motivation. You didn’t try to flee when death was staring you in the face. I need allies like that.” I stretched out my hand, and Olliveyder gave it a powerful squeeze.

“Go on. I won’t tear you away — keep training and getting stronger.”

Olliveyder nodded and walked out. He was at the Quadros Facet — too low to offer me significant help.

A few minutes after Olliveyder left, Arrie came lumbering into the office. The big guy looked around, then plopped right down onto the floor.

My head started aching the moment I saw the giant. Earlier, I had been thinking he would make a powerful warrior, a sort of assistant. Later, however, I decided against the idea — Arrie was far too passive in his normal state. And stupid. After what the swan had said, I knew that his mind was too badly damaged, and that he could never be completely cured.

“What am I going to do with you?” I rubbed my forehead. “The Protector referred to you as the Barbarian. What does that mean?”

Arrie stared back at me, obviously unsure what I wanted from him. There were times when his thinking was pretty clear; more than that, there were also times when he really went above and beyond. When my life was in danger, for example, he threw himself at Artyom without a second thought. As he sat there opposite me in my office, however, there wasn’t so much as a hint of enlightenment in his eyes.

I spent about ten minutes trying to get some kind — any kind — of information out of him. But it was all in vain: Arrie never once gave me a coherent answer.

“Very well. You can go,” I said with a wave. I was sick of feeling like an idiot. It was like trying to interrogate a toddler.

Arrie was happy. With a cheerful wave, he bounded out of my office, almost knocking the door off its hinges as he went.

I relaxed in my armchair. There was only one thing I could do at that point: I would need to ask the swan what she meant when she referred to him as a Barbarian. Until then, Arrie could go on living with Emmy and the others.

After thinking for a little while longer, I decided to put off any further business and get some rest. I wanted to go see little Mike, even though I still didn’t really know how to act around him.

I still didn’t have any personal assistants, so I just got up and walked out of the office. If anybody happened to be looking for me, they would just have to wait till the next day. The first thing I thought as I walked out of the office was that the role of Emperor wasn’t so bad at all. Especially when you had Alisa to help you handle all the important stuff. Well, her and Sophia. I wondered, just then — did Emperors get a salary? If so, who determined how much it would be?

I was in an unusually good mood that day. Thinking about all sorts of nonsense, I returned home and found Mike in the courtyard. He was sitting there, open-mouthed, staring at Boris. The pig had expanded to a gigantic size and looked something like a two-story house. He was letting the occasional menacing snort out through his snout and closing his eyes contemptuously as Mike sat there, staring up at him in awe. Behind the child stood a servant girl, about thirteen years old, who was staring up in fear at Boris.

As I came to a stop next to him, the pig suddenly bent his head down and sucked in a big breath of air. The force of the suction pulled Mike up off the ground and brought him right up to Boris’ nostril. The servant girl screamed and grabbed the kid.

“Hmph!” Boris snorted, blasting the servant and Mike alike with his hot breath.

“You’re showing off to a kid who’s not even two years old yet?” I asked sarcastically as I took my son from the servant girl’s hands.

Boris didn’t answer; he just turned away.

“Aa-aa-aa,” Mike whined, his eyes still locked on Boris’ snout.

“Want to go for a ride?” I jumped up into the air, and within a second we landed gently on the pig’s back.

“Hey! Get off!” Boris shouted indignantly.

“Oo-oo-ooh!” Mike clapped his hands together. He was obviously enjoying himself immensely. I set him down on the pig’s back, whereupon the little boy reached out and grabbed Boris’ ears firmly in his hands.

“Archie! This isn’t fair!”

I watched with a smile as Mike pulled Boris along by the ear, smiling all the while. Just then, Emmy and Katie walked into the courtyard.

I jumped down to greet them.

“You’re back early,” Katie noted with the same soft smile as always.

“Ha!” Boris suddenly made himself perfectly round, like a balloon, and took off flying into the air. “Scared yet, little human?!”

Judging by Mike’s laughter, he wasn’t scared at all.

“How about NOW?!” Boris suddenly turned, and Mike fell toward the ground. I jumped up and caught him easily; he didn’t even have time to get scared. After that, I created my wings and soared up into the sky.

Mike was about to start screaming, but then he closed his mouth again. He stuck his thumb into his mouth and looked out silently over the city. Generally speaking, flying was forbidden on the Palace grounds. And I usually tried to abide by this rule, but this seemed like the time to make a little exception.

Mike and I flew up into the sky — high enough that we could see almost the entire city.

“This is your home,” I said as I gestured out at Moscovia below us. “You were born here. Your uncle gave his life to help clean all the filth out of this Empire. He wanted our country to be the most powerful one on Terra. He wanted you and I to be able to decide what happens to us, without having to depend on someone else. I’m going to do everything I can to make that happen. To make it so that you and your future brothers and sisters can live in peace. I’ll give my life for it too, if need be. That’s the power of family, Mike. We need to support each other, and remember those who sacrificed themselves for our sake.”

I was speaking loudly and authoritatively at first, but the longer I went on, the quieter I got. I squeezed my son in a tight hug, staring down emptily as I thought about my brother.

“Aa-aa-aa,” Mike laid a hand against my cheek. I snapped out of my trance.

“What are you babbling about? Say “da-da.” How old are you now, anyway? You’re almost a grown man. And a grown man has to be able to talk. I’ll have Boris start training you.”

After finishing my little lecture, I flew on and gave my son a little tour of the capital. I wasn’t the best guide in the world, and of course I didn’t know Moscovia well at all. Considering my son’s age, however, I didn’t think my incompetence would be an issue.

In the evening, once Mike was exhausted and asleep on my shoulder, we went back home. I handed my son to Liz and headed off back to my room. At first, I was planning to read Amaterasu’s notebook. But when I saw Katie in our room, sitting in front of her mirror in a light nightgown and combing her long, luxuriant blond hair, I realized I would have to put my reading off till the next morning...


Chapter 12

The Secret of the Genesis Bone

IT WAS ALREADY LIGHT OUT when I woke up. Katie got up before me and left while I was still asleep. I smiled as I thought about the previous night. I felt good. For a few minutes, I just lay there, enjoying the peace and quiet. Then I reached out to Boris. He happened to be nearby, so he ran into the room pretty much instantly.

“Even I don’t sleep this much!” He grumbled as he spat out my wallet. “See you later!”

The pig zipped out of the room like a bolt of pink lightning. I didn’t even have time to say anything to him. Picking the wallet he spat out, I took out Amaterasu’s notebook. At the Quintos Facet, I was still too weak — I would need to keep progressing. So it was time to learn more about the Eschate Facet.

I paged through to the corresponding section and started reading.

In some countries, the Faceted who reach the Sixth Facet are known as Demigods. It’s a very justifiable designation for them. Because Eschates begin to comprehend nature itself. This, in fact, is the main barrier that prevents most Quintoi from becoming Eschates.

At the moment, only about one in every 3,000-4,000 people has the gift that allows them to become one of the Faceted. 20% of those never advance beyond Prima; another 40% remain at the Duos Facet; and 30% never advance beyond the Tribos Facet.

Only 8% of Faceters reach the Quadros Facet, and slightly less than 2% become Quintoi.

In the best possible circumstances, only about one in a thousand Quintoi will ever become an Eschate. The problem is all to do with the fact that only a very rare type of person is able to comprehend nature. I’m referring to the chakra macrolayer.

I stopped reading for a moment. I got up from my bed, got dressed, and sat down at my desk. After that, I checked the statistics on the Faceted in the Empire of the Rus. The numbers were more or less in proportion to what Amaterasu described. Except for one statistic. The percentage of Eschates was about ten times greater than Amaterasu’s numbers from the Japanese Islands (which admittedly had come from a much, much earlier time). There were six Demigods in the Empire, and over 600 Quintoi spread throughout all the cities.

“Strange,” I muttered, before I read on.

Now for the details. Breaking through to the Sixth Facet is extremely complicated. And the breakthrough process differs greatly from person to person. It isn’t necessary to trace a new Facet — it should appear on its own after Facet Compression.

Facet Compression is another term for the creation of a Genesis Bone. To do this, a Quintos must transfer all their patterns — and all the Facets of those patterns — onto a single bone. A Faceter who happens to be born with a Genesis Bone will have a much easier time with this, provided they haven’t acted against the inherent nature of that bone at any point.

I re-read that paragraph a few times. Creating a Genesis Bone?! I never expected that. That was completely different from what I was expecting when I thought about the breakthrough to the Eschate Facet.

Creating a Genesis Bone requires comprehension of one’s own nature. This is extremely complicated. According to my observations, the process is easiest for those whose natures are among the four types most familiar to the human experience: water, fire, earth, and air. It is much more difficult to comprehend the nature of space — whether that’s spatial nature itself or devouring.

I jumped ever so slightly as I read this. Devouring.

Mutated fundamental source structures, like blood, poison, strength, sand, ice, etc., are also more difficult to comprehend.

In fact, I’m making a mistake in drawing a connection between the breakthrough to the Sixth Facet and my theory about the macro- and microlayers of chakra. Because Eschates comprehend the nature of the Facet itself. And that’s something completely different from all the other maxims of the Way of the Heavens that I’m familiar with. Sometimes it seems to me that the Prophet Omad couldn’t have created the Way of the Heavens himself. With every Facet, this Way becomes exponentially more complicated, and more difficult to fit into any theoretical framework...

But let’s return to the Sixth Facet.

I set the notebook aside and wiped my forehead. It was all so complicated and bewildering. What did that even mean — “comprehend one’s nature?” More than that, it was starting to seem like Artyom’s hypothesis that the Way of the Heavens was a product of some unknown civilization might actually be correct. If even Amaterasu thought the same thing, then there must be some validity to the idea.

I calmed my thoughts a bit, then picked the notebook back up.

Becoming an Eschate involves several processes. A transformation of one’s flesh, bones, and chakra. The Prophet wrote that upon becoming an Eschate, a Faceter ceases to be human. But they aren’t a God either. So Demigod is actually the most appropriate designation.

The body of an Eschate becomes so durable that even a Duos can’t damage it with their most powerful attack. And a Demigod’s bones can be used to create fifth-rank artifacts.

An Eschate’s Genesis Bone is the ideal material from which to create legendary artifacts of the sixth rank. I have created more than ten such artifacts myself, so I know the utility of an Eschate’s Genesis Bone very well.

Together with the body and chakra, the Faceter’s armor, wings, and Realm of Influence also transform. The extent of their Territory increases significantly, as does the power of their Realm of Influence on the surrounding world. One Eschate can wipe out a hundred Quintoi with very little difficulty. They can simply prevent a Quintos from using their Realm of Influence.

As I read that sentence, I remembered how easy it had been for me to destroy Diana’s Realm of Influence But my Territory was still quite small. When Boris and I used our Realms of Influence in unison, we could cover a radius of about 150 yards; within that area, we could easily create a devouring whirlwind within a second or so. I made a mental note to ask the Patriarchs how big their Territory was.

When a Quintos breaks through to the Eschate Facet, all their patterns and Facets become (so to speak) thicker and denser. The descendants of Eschates have a certain chance of being born with an embryonic Genesis Bone in their bodies. Such Faceters then have an easier time breaking through to new Facets themselves, and they can repeat the feat of their ancestors with much less difficulty. But there are complications, too.

A Faceter who is born with a Demigod’s Genesis Bone will have a hard time becoming a God. The reason for this, again, has to do with comprehension of one’s nature. Every Faceter comprehends their nature in their own way. Take any two Demigods for example, and you will find that one Demigod’s understanding of their own respective nature differs greatly from that of the other. In trying to comprehend their own nature, a Faceter who is born with a Genesis Bone will rely heavily on their ancestor’s comprehension.

I frowned as I read that last paragraph. So Louisa was actually doing me a favor when she removed the Dragin Genesis Bone from me? As far as I knew, no one in the Empire of the Rus had ever attained the Seventh Facet. I wouldn’t want a Genesis Bone if it ended up holding me back. I didn’t want to stop at the Eschate Facet — I wanted to achieve the same heights as Amaterasu and Annabelle.

That said, I now understood why the percentage of Eschates was so much higher than it used to be. It was the inheritance of our ancestors. The predisposition for Genesis Bones was hereditary, so if a descendant of a Demigod could survive long enough, they might have a chance to become a Demigod too. I was sure that within a few tens of thousands of years, if our civilization could carry on and avoid losing knowledge of the Way of the Heavens, there would be many more people with high Facets than there already were.

Now, on to the subject of comprehension itself. One must study one’s nature in order to comprehend it. When comprehension occurs, the Quintos will immediately sense that they are prepared for the breakthrough. The timetable can be accelerated using rare treasures. Usually, such treasures are naturally-occurring. For example, Hundred Column Gorge in the Chinese Empire, where the wind blows constantly, or our own Red Lightning Cliff, which lightning strikes every single day. In places like this, comprehension of wind nature and lightning nature is easier. But again, the process is much more difficult with space nature. I hope that sooner or later, humanity manages to gain access to space. That would provide huge potential for advancement in the study of space nature...

I froze. What if Annabelle actually did venture into space? I drove the thought from my mind; it seemed highly implausible. What human could possibly fly off the planet on their own...?

Quintoi often fail to achieve breakthroughs because of internal problems. Either they lack faith in their own talent, or something else holds them back. Only by overcoming their own shortcomings can they be confident that they will comprehend their own natures.

I remembered the words Alexey Belov had inscribed on the Chain of Purification. “Having broken the Chains of our Shackles, we will rise to the Heavens.” It seemed that this was a reference to the internal problem that plagued the Belovs. On the other hand, whatever that problem was, it prevented them from becoming Gods — it didn’t prevent them from becoming Demigods. I would have to visit the Secret Hall of the Belovs and finally find out why they bore such a grudge against the Stunnings.

I turned the page.

There is one other common problem. This occurs when a Faceter has two fundamental natures. In such a case, they have to comprehend both natures in order to make a successful breakthrough. Either that, or get rid of one of their natures. This can be done during the breakthrough to the Eschate Facet: the Faceter can transfer only their neutral patterns and the patterns that correspond to the nature they wish to keep. Other patterns can be left out.

I stared down at the paragraph for a few seconds in silence. Then I sighed and ran my fingers forcefully through my hair. Damn, I thought... I’m glad I didn’t find this out earlier. If I had, my development might have followed a totally different route. The high-level Faceters were right when they said that the secrets of the Way of the Heavens were best unlocked slowly and gradually.

I had patterns on my body corresponding to ice, blood, and space natures (the latter for protection against mental attack). But my Realm of Influence derived from my devouring nature. So how could I possibly create a Genesis Bone? And what role would Boris play in that kind of breakthrough? Would he need to comprehend his own nature too? I was afraid that that might take decades.

For a few minutes, I just sat there, staring blankly at the notebook. I had no idea whatsoever how to proceed.

Talk to the Protector, Alisa advised. If she doesn’t want to help, ask for advice from the Angles or the Japanese. I don’t think Doll would refuse to help.

I sighed and drove the superfluous thoughts out of my mind. It was still too early to think about breaking through to the Demigod Facet. I had just become a Quintos, after all... Better to keep reading for now.

If the writings of the Prophet can be believed, goldenbloods have a much easier time comprehending blood nature. Provided, of course, that they don’t lose their minds. And if they should awaken, they will have assistants who can aid them in comprehending blood nature.

My eyebrows shot up. Amaterasu was obviously afraid that her plan for rebirth might go awry; therefore, she was trying to avoid laying out the full truth in her notebook. That last paragraph, after all, was an obvious reference to liquid chips. Did that mean Alisa could somehow help me comprehend my blood nature? If so, that was definitely good news.

I set the notebook aside and tapped a finger on the desk. Artyom Stunning — otherwise known as Mike — had collected pages from Annabelle’s diary. He had sent some of the most useful ones to me via Emmy while I was on Freedom Island. And Artyom was very interested in goldenbloods. He had been trying to understand why goldenbloods continued to be born after the Forebears awoke in their native countries (even though such births were much rarer after the Forebears appeared).

Basically, Annabelle had counted up the number of goldenbloods in various countries and determined that the tenth Forebear would be born in the Empire of the Rus. It was now obvious that she was right. Number ten was Mike, who woke up in Artyom’s body.

Voland had mentioned that goldenbloods were born only very rarely in Iran and the Chinese Empire. And they almost never experienced hallucinations or visions. Within a few hundred years, goldenblood births would be as rare in those countries as they used to be on Earth.

A Forebear and their liquid chip could only awaken once. But the liquid chip could continue to exert influence on the Forebear’s descendants for generations afterward... And that wasn’t always a bad thing.

After what I had read, I wanted to find out how many people in Iran, the Chinese Empire, and the Japanese Islands would statistically have a chance of one day becoming Demigods. If goldenbloods had an easier time comprehending blood nature, then they shouldn’t have as many problems breaking through to lower Facets.

Thinking about the liquid chips reminded me of Lucifer. Or more accurately, Alfred, the liquid chip who had colonized his master’s body. Suddenly, I really wanted to know something: how did he manage to become a God? By the power of his Eyes alone? Or did he follow his own special path?

Unable to think of a decent hypothesis, I turned back to the notebook. As it turned out, though, the section about Eschates was just about finished. The last few words were about liquid chips. And there was a good reason for that.

I turned the page to another heading: The Way of the Stars. My curiosity was burning again — I couldn’t wait to find out how to attain the Fifth Star of my Heretical Eyes. Doll didn’t conceal the information about the non-Heretical eyes; every Star of those Eyes required a specific action. But that didn’t apply in my case... Suddenly, I froze. There was just one tiny little paragraph.

“... I’m not going to describe the breakthrough to the Fifth Star of the Heretical Eyes in this notebook. I cannot allow a person with so much power to appear on Terra. It could be catastrophic for the entire planet.”

With a bitter sigh, I slapped the notebook shut. Time to get to work.

* * *

Six days later.

“Say ‘dada.’ “

“Mama!”

“Say ‘dada!‘“

“Emmy!”

“DA-DA!”

“Bowiss!”

I looked down at my son with a frown. He was sitting there, spinning a little wooden toy in his hand and studying it intently.

“Say “da-da.”“ I wanted to try one more time.

“Lizzy!”

“The little guy is just making fun of me now,” I complained to Katie.

The three of us were sitting on our bed. It was morning, and I was planning to go visit the Protector shortly. The week that had passed since my last conversation with the swan went so quickly that I barely even noticed.

“You shouldn’t have called him stupid,” said Katie with laughter in her eyes.

I glanced impotently at the little boy, who was stubbornly ignoring me. For the first few days, I tried to teach him to walk and talk. But Mike seemed not to understand me at all. Most of the time, he just sat there, doing whatever struck his fancy. Only Boris could really catch his interest. That’s why I was worried about him being a little bit thick. While Mike sat there, not doing anything in particular, I had a little talk with Katie. I said that even if our son was a little bit slow, that didn’t bother me very much at all — it just meant we would need to hire some good teachers for him.

Katie heard me out with a smile on her face, then walked over to Mike and sat down in front of him.

“Mama!” The kid threw his toy aside and reached out toward her. But Katie stayed sitting right where she was. So Mike got up and walked over to her.

“Mama, arms!”

And only then did Katie pick him up. I watched it all, so surprised that I was almost open-mouthed. I hadn’t managed to get a single intelligible sound out of Mike — just childish babble. And I tried everything I could think of to get him to crawl around instead of just sitting there on his little butt. But it turned out that Mike was just being lazy.

I winced a little bit as I thought about that day. Mike even managed to call Olliveyder by name, although admittedly it came out a little bit garbled. But a simple “dada...” Well, he just refused to say it.

“He gets it from you,” I grumbled, remembering how Katie kept our child essentially hidden from me for over a year.

“I don’t like it when you call him stupid,” Katie retorted.

I sighed, and stood up from the bed. It was time to get dressed; the day ahead promised to be a busy one. Over the preceding few days, I had invited the leaders of various clans in for talks. By the end of Artyom’s short rule, many of the larger Faceted families had been annihilated. Most of them had some connection to foreign governments, and regularly pilfered from the Empire. Now, however, they were gone, and it was time to redistribute the Empire’s resources among those clans who had remained steadfastly loyal to the country. The information Artyom had compiled for me helped a lot in doing this. With every passing day, I was increasing the influence of the Palace and filling in gaps left by the purges.

“What time are you coming home today?” Katie asked.

“I don’t know. Probably late.”

“Mama!” Mike shouted to me.

“Oh, go mama yourself,” I grumbled as I turned and walked out of the room.

Yeah, I thought... That kid is definitely making fun of me. I don’t know what to do with him. And I was even more depressed by the knowledge that this calm period in my life wasn’t going to last much longer. The celebration was coming soon, and after that, I felt certain that the Order of Leo would ask me to keep my promise and help the Goddess Annabelle.

I had spent the preceding few evenings training. My Eyes of Libra and my Realm of Influence required careful study. But coming to a detailed understanding of my new abilities would take time. And ideally, some enemies. For example, I had no idea how powerful my Blood Curse Pattern had become. Could it kill a Demigod if I used it together with my Realm of Influence? And how strong were my chains, now that I had Alexey Belov’s Chain of Purification? I had similar worries regarding all my patterns and my Eyes of Libra. The idea of achieving full comprehension of my nature... Well, I hadn’t even given it serious thought yet. It was just too vague and complicated.

After eating, I flew into the Palace. But I didn’t go up to my office — I went down into the basement. That was where the passageway into the Protector’s abode was located. I learned about that from Sophia.

I soared down the corridor and soon reached a sky-blue film that barred further passage. Sophia had said that this was the Protector’s defensive barrier. Any spies and murderers who tried to get through the film would be killed instantly. This fate had even befallen some Demigods.

With a deep sigh, I flew into the Protector’s sheltered home and found myself in a well-lit cave with a greenish lake in the center. A beautiful white swan was swimming on its surface.

“You’re here.” The Protector’s soft female voice greeted me. “Let’s make this conversation brief. I can’t stay awake for too long. I’m dying.”


Chapter 13

The Storehouse of Knowledge

THE SWAN’S WORDS startled me.

“You’re dying?!” I landed on the shore of the lake. The whole cave was formed of white stone that looked like marble. And the water in the lake had a strange emerald hue.

“Yes. I’ve been alive for too long.” The look on the swan’s face was intelligent and sad. Every feather on its body seemed to give off a silvery glow. It almost looked like she was made of light.

“But what will we do without our Protector...?” I was at a loss. The death of our beastly Protector hadn’t factored into any of my plans. This would be a severe blow to the whole country.

“Are you at the Seventh Mark?” I decided to confirm my suspicions.

“Yes. But I’m not immortal. I’m over 8,000 years old.”

“Have you really been living here since the day the Empire of the Rus was founded?”

“No. I’ve been guarding the Empire of the Rus at the request of the Goddess Amaterasu. She said that a man would one day appear in the capital, a man with the same distinctive scent as her.”

The swan fell silent, as several thoughts quickly whizzed through my mind. Amaterasu thought that I would be reborn in one of the branches of the Imperial Family, so she left the swan for my protection. After all, whether the Goddess awoke or not would depend on me. But in the end, she miscalculated.

“I spent many millenia in a somnolent state. Only when I caught the familiar scent of the Goddess from Artyom Stunning did I awaken.”

Hm. That gigantic turtle Khaotingu also said I smelled like the Goddess. But he wasn’t referring to Amaterasu — he meant Anubis. Did that mean these beasts could sense liquid chips?

“Later, I realized that Artyom wasn’t the man the Goddess had foretold. His scent was much weaker. Artyom told me about you. You are that man.”

The swan fell silent again. It seemed like she hadn’t spoken so much for a very long time. Maybe that was why her speech sounded slightly unnatural.

“How much time do you have?” I asked glumly.

“Anywhere from six months to three years. It depends on how much energy I expend.”

“Did you know that the Goddess Amaterasu has awoken?”

The swan closed her eyes.

“Yes. I sensed it.”

“Then you’ve kept your promise to her. What makes you stay?”

“The Empire of the Rus has become my home,” the swan replied in a far-off sort of tone. “I want to help it survive before I die.”

“Your ailment can’t be cured?”

“No. I’m simply dying of old age. There is no medicine for that.”

“What’s your name?”

“The Goddess called me Odetta.”

“I want to tell the Empire about you.”

“Why?”

“You’ve done a lot for our country.”

Odetta turned and swam away. She was silent for several minutes before she started to speak again:

“I ended up here against my will. The Goddess insisted. I was severely wounded at the time, and this lake was the perfect place for me to recover.”

“Wounded? You’re a Seven-Mark beast with healing powers. Who could wound you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

I stared at Odetta’s back ruefully. I wanted to ask her more questions about Amaterasu. What I really wanted to know was what made the Goddess fall asleep for so many millenia. But the swan didn’t even want to tell me about her wound. And she definitely wouldn’t want to talk about the Goddess.

“I still want to tell the Empire about you. Every resident of the Empire will know that the great Odetta protected our country for many thousands of years. Unless you object?”

The swan froze for a few seconds.

“I have no objections,” she said, her voice warming a little bit.

“Thank you,” I said, bowing to our Protector.

“I’ll help your friends, if you’re confident that they can be trusted.”

“The White Spring?” I immediately guessed where she was going with this.

“That’s only one manifestation of my power. While I slept, the Imperial Family made use of the White Spring. But now that I’m awake, my powers are much increased. After my death, the country will be in a critical situation, and you’ll need to find a way to protect yourselves.”

“Can you help me comprehend my nature?”

“Yes. But the method is unusual. And it certainly doesn’t suit just any nature.”

“Tell me more.” I was getting nervous.

“When I fell asleep, I left two treasures behind. The White Spring strengthens the body and saturates the chakra. And the Emerald Pond heals any bodily wounds. The Stunnings developed an interesting way to comprehend the nature of destruction. They would go into the pond and destroy their own bodies. But the Emerald Pond would heal them. That’s how they achieved their enlightenment. From time to time, Faceters with fire or lightning nature would use the same method.”

I thought about the swan’s words. Using the power of my nature against my own body, in order to understand it better? That seemed to make sense. But in my case, it seemed highly unlikely that that would work.

“You wouldn’t be able to help me, would you?”

“You’re already a Quintos. My power would have very little influence on you at all. You need to comprehend your own nature.”

“I have devouring, ice, and blood,” I informed her sadly, deciding at the same time not to mention the mental patterns on my forehead.

The swan froze. She stared at me with evident amazement in her eyes.

“Are you an idiot?”

Coming from such a creature, the question almost bowled me over.

“You’re going to have to reject your natural patterns on your Genesis Bone. And that’s going to weaken you as a Faceter. Don’t you have a mentor? Why would they let you choose your patterns so foolishly?”

I stared back at the swan, unsure of how to respond. I really didn’t have a mentor; after all, strictly speaking, I wasn’t even really a Faceter. But the swan didn’t need to know all that.

“Use your Realm of Influence,” Odetta commanded me sternly.

I activated the Eyes of Libra. Without Boris, my Territory only encompassed a radius of about ninety yards.

“Devouring and absorption with traces of destruction,” muttered Odetta. “And the breakthrough to the Fifth Facet wasn’t done correctly either. It’s going to be unbelievably difficult for you to become a Demigod, my boy. So difficult I would almost say it’s impossible.”

I deactivated the Eyes of Libra.

“You don’t have any solution?”

“No.”

I replied with a wry smile. Once again, I would have to depend entirely on myself and my own skills.

“But I will help your friends. Send one of them to me every week. After tempering in my water, they’ll be ready to attain the Quintos Facet.”

“Thank you!” I said with a bow.

“You may go. I need to sleep.”

“I just have one more question. You mentioned Barbarians, when you were healing my friends. What does that mean?”

“You don’t know?” Odetta sounded surprised. “Have the Barbarians of Scandinavia really been forgotten?”

I frowned. So Arrie was from Scandinavia?

“Tell me about them.”

The swan clearly didn’t want to waste any time on what she considered empty conversation. Nevertheless, after a few seconds’ hesitation, she answered:

“In the time of the Goddess Anubis, there was a Barbarian God living in Scandinavia. He could hold his own against Anubis’ two strongest Generals single-handedly. The Barbarian God left a rich legacy, and many descendants. Every century or two, a Faceter is born in Scandinavia with this God’s Genesis Bone. But not all of these Faceters attain the Seventh Facet; most of them get stuck at the Demigod Facet. Nevertheless, there has always been a God protecting Scandinavia.”

“Even during the Epoch of Cataclysm?” I asked with a frown.

“There were two Gods in Scandinavia at that time. And even then, it was far from being the most powerful country on Terra.”

Goosebumps crawled down my back. How powerful was the ghoul attack during the Epoch of Cataclysm, if it brought humanity to the brink of extinction despite such incredible power?

“Was there a God in the Empire of the Rus?” I inquired, without any particular enthusiasm.

“Yes. In their prime, the Stunnings were led by a God. But the Empire of the Rus has never been one of the three most powerful countries on the planet.”

This news was shocking to me.

“And that God only had one descendant. With time, his blood became severely diluted. The Stunning never bore children with the God’s Genesis Bone. Only those of Demigods.”

“Thank you!” I said, feeling genuinely grateful.

“Your friend is one of the Barbarian God’s descendants. He has the God’s Genesis Bone. But his reasoning faculties are badly damaged; his mind as a whole, in fact, has been mangled. What happened to the Temple of the Barbarians in Scandinavia?”

“I don’t know, Protector. I’ve never even heard of it.”

“Most likely, then, they decided to hide themselves after the Epoch of Cataclysm,” Odetta mused. “The Temple of the Barbarians always protected Scandinavia. And they were very careful to collect all of the Barbarian God’s descendants. Your friend shouldn’t have appeared in the Empire of the Rus, and certainly not in such miserable condition. Most likely, the Temple of the Barbarians has been destroyed. Which is a real tragedy.”

I remembered my contemplations about Jakob and Scandinavia. What if Lucifer first took out the Temple of the Barbarians, and only then moved on to devour Kollin? After all, I found Arrie in the Shell’s city...

“Once again, thank you. I won’t disturb you further.”

I had already turned to leave when Odetta suddenly shouted to me:

“Ah, yes! Artyom also left his secret laboratory under my protection. He didn’t want anyone to touch it. But now that he’s gone, you may visit it if you wish.”

I froze. Sadness, and a crystal-clear tone of reluctance, were audible in Odetta’s voice. I knew that in reality, Artyom had probably requested her to show me his laboratory.

“Such a brilliant boy... I pity him, I truly do. Had he become a God, he might have equaled the Goddess Amaterasu... He attained the creative potential of the Eyes of Cancer so easily. No one in the history of the Stunnings had done this prior to him. They only managed to master the opposite power, that of destruction...

Odetta spoke for a little while longer, then fell silent, slipped her head under her wing, and disappeared beneath the water. I watched in silence as she dove to the bottom and froze there. Apparently, the swan was tired, and had decided to get some sleep. I flew up into the air and looked around. The white cave was small, so I quickly found the sky-blue film that served as a door. It was on the opposite side of the lake.

I decided to visit Artyom’s laboratory right away. Earlier, I assumed he had probably hidden it beneath the Precinct of Cancer, and I hadn’t had time to go look for it there. But it turned out that Odetta reached an understanding with Odetta and created his laboratory in the best-protected spot in the whole Empire: right next to a Seven-Mark beast. Now, I thought, I finally understand why Artyom wasn’t worried about revealing our Protector’s abilities. Even if dozens of Demigods had attacked Moscovia in unison, Odetta would have been able to kill them all pretty easily.

Knowing that Odetta was dying, Odetta asked her to heal my friends. He knew that doing so would provoke an attack by other Hegemonic countries. They, in turn, would have sent Demigods. And seeing those Demigods get mown down would have scared other countries off, and convinced them to leave the Empire in peace. If that had happened, the country would have been guaranteed several years of peace even in the event of Odetta’s death. I would have used that time to get more powerful and consolidate my rule... Once again, I was amazed at the depth of my brother’s foresight.

It turned out that the blue film didn’t conceal a laboratory — there was just a small room with three big cupboards in it. I was struck immediately by the fact that each bookshelf was made of a radically different material than the others. The first was made from bone — that one was the biggest. The second was mahogany, and the third appeared to have been constructed from some sort of black crystal.

I opened the bone cupboard. It was stuffed with books, all with heavy white covers. The first tome my eyes landed on had a big, dark heading on it, written by hand:

“Gadget Construction.”

I opened the book and paged through it.

“This...”

I was amazed when I realized that this book contained plans for a totally new type of gadget. In terms of functionality, it was every bit as efficient as a Rabbot or Luciphone. I gave Alisa time to memorize all the pages, then started to page through the other books.

“Artifact Machines,” “Space Patterns,” “Combat Marionettes,” “Improved Airships,” “Plan for Chakra Network-based Trade,” “Applications for Iron in Battle,” “Plan for Phasing out the Underground Cities,” “Defensive Wall Modernization,” “Sticks, Soldiers, and Black-Bookmen. Tactics.”

I paged through all these books with a mounting sense of nervous excitement. They were all written in the same neat handwriting. But judging by the various names and teams mentioned in them, the knowledge they contained wasn’t gleaned from a single person.

Once I had looked through all the books in the first shelf, I asked Alisa:

“What do you think of this?!”

I was paging through the books as quickly as I could to allow her to memorize their contents, so I didn’t really have time to absorb and analyze what I was reading.

Artyom wrote these books, she replied. He created seven labs and gave them various tasks. I’m sure Voland had a hand in creating these books too. They’ll help the Empire of the Rus get stronger on all fronts, from the economy to the military.

I felt a pang in my heart. My brother was truly a great man. How long ago had he started planning all this — including his own death? I suppressed a wave of melancholy, then opened the wooden cupboard. There were three shelves inside it. Each of them held five books with heavy gray bindings.

The first book on the top shelf was entitled:”Mass Alchemy.” All the other books also had to do with alchemy.

I paged through them, absorbing bits and pieces as I did so. Even the small bit of information I managed to comprehend in the process allowed me to appreciate the immense value of the books. If what they contained was accurate, then alchemy could be used to significantly increase the number of Faceted and the ease of their breakthroughs. But Artyom didn’t just focus on beneficial alchemy — he also wrote a whole book on destructive alchemy that could be used against enemies. I took the final, fifth book off the top shelf. “Alchemy for Black-Bookmen.”

After paging through it, I turned to the middle shelf. The first book surprised me quite a bit.

“Zero-attribute ghouls. Observations and Experiments.”

I checked the titles of the other books on the middle shelf, and found that they were all related to ghouls. Then I checked the bottom shelf.

“Double-born Ghouls. Research into Potential.”

The five books on the lower shelves were also about ghouls. But these were mainly about double-born ones. Among these ten books were titles like: “Ghouls and humans. “Dirty Black-Bookmen as a New Branch in Human Evolution,” “Taming Ghouls,” “Offspring of Ghouls and Humans,” and “Comparison of the Human and Ghoul Genomes.”

Man, I thought... If the other Hegemonic countries had any idea what Artyom was up to... Especially Iran, with their strict adherence to Omad’s teachings. Let’s just say I’m sure there would have been some sort of a crusade against the Empire of the Rus.

I turned to the last shelf. This was the smallest one. And there was just one book inside it: a big, fat one with a black leather binding. I carefully picked it up in my hands and read the silver title:

“The Way of the Stars. Experiments and Observations.”

My heart started to race. I realized that this massive folio was the greatest treasure in the room. All the information Artyom had gleaned about the Eyes was contained inside it. This book would tell me how he managed to circumvent the Fourth Act and attain the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Cancer.

There are patterns on these cupboards, noted Alisa.

I tore my eyes off the book in my hands and looked more closely at the cupboard. Sure enough, the whole interior surface of the black cupboard door in front of me was covered with patterns. I studied them carefully, but I couldn’t tell what they were for.

I think these are some complex self-destruction patterns, said Alisa. I need more time to study them. And I advise you to take all these cupboards out of this room for use upstairs — they’re made of extremely high-quality material.

I took out my Rabbot and checked the time. It was already past noon, and almost time for my meeting with the representatives of the Isayev Clan. The book on the Way of the Stars was very thick, so I decided not to start reading it for the time being. It deserved more intensive study, later on.

I followed Alisa’s advice and took all the bookshelves out of the room, leaving it totally empty; it just looked like another small cavern. Anyone who happened to glance in would have no idea whatsoever of the invaluable treasures that I had found inside.

Odetta was still sleeping at the bottom of the lake. I didn’t disturb her; I just took off out of the cave. My head was packed with thoughts of those books. I understood why Artyom didn’t introduce any new sweeping changes into the country. The nation was flooded with spies at the time, and such changes would only have helped other governments.

Now, however, the influence of the other countries within the Empire was maximally weak, and I had plenty of room for maneuver. The only thing I would need to do before making moves was consolidate my power and ensure sufficiently powerful support for my actions. I had been working hard on the former for the preceding few days; for the latter, I would have to have a conversation with Doll. If Amaterasu agreed to cooperate... Well, that would be the best possible outcome for the Empire. The problem, however, was that (putting it mildly) our countries weren’t exactly equals in terms of strength. Even before the recent upheavals began, the Japanese Islands were several times more powerful than the Empire of the Rus. And now that Amaterasu had awoken, and Doll and her toys could single-handedly win battles against the combined power of several other Hegemonic countries and their Faceters... To put it bluntly, the Empire was much better suited to the status of a vassal than an ally, and in such circumstances, asking for an alliance of equals was so preposterous as to almost seem insolent. But I wasn’t going to give up.

I walked back up into the Palace and met with the Isayevs. They were asking me to give them a small Beast Forest, which was home to Spirit Owls. Previously, this Forest had belonged to a line of Black-Bookmen from the Irgich Clan. But Artyom had massacred them, and now the Forest was ownerless. The Isayev Clan contained several lines of Black-Bookmen, one of which customarily mixed its genes with those of Bloodthirsty Owls who shared common ancestry with the Spirit Owls. That was why the Isayevs wanted the Forest: it would help their Clan get stronger.

Spirit Owls were very rare beasts. They weren’t very powerful — they tended to max out at the Third Mark. Their skills, however, were very useful indeed. Spirit Owls could create phantom copies of themselves and use them to investigate an area. Plus, their abilities were fundamentally space-nature, and the Isayev Mentalists were extremely interested in them.

My dad was already in negotiations with them; everything was going according to plan, as Voland and Artyom had foreseen. I would give the Isayevs their Forest, and get the support of the Inquisitors in exchange. Nevertheless, there were still many nuances that needed to be discussed.

It all went smoothly. Suddenly, my Rabbot vibrated.

“Just a second,” I said to the Isayev Clanleader — a bald old man with a cane — and took out my gadget. I had two new messages from my dad. Reading them gave me a fresh headache.

[Vlad]: The delegations from the Angles and the Japanese arrived at the same time. Who will you greet first?


Chapter 14

Alex’s Warning

THE ISAYEVS TOOK THEIR LEAVE, and I was alone in my office once again.

“What am I going to do?” I groaned aloud.

The Japanese and the Angles had arrived at the exact same time. And now I would have to choose which of them to greet first. This was a very important question. At one time, Anubis had led the Chinese Empire to conquer the entire continent with the sole exception of Iran. And even though the Chinese Empire had lost more than half of those lands soon after Anubis died, she left a mark on all the countries that her armies conquered.

Long story short, my decision would demonstrate my leanings very clearly — Amaterasu or Annabelle. And I knew that all the countries of the world would take careful note of what I decided to do. It seemed likely that the Angles had deliberately timed their arrival to coincide with that of the Japanese, to force me into this predicament. That would have been very easy to do with their teleportation abilities.

I rubbed my forehead. I would have to make a decision. I was a young Emperor, in charge of a weakened country, and simply ignoring either the Angles or the Japanese would be far too insolent on my part. One thing I definitely didn’t want to do as my first act on the throne was ruin relationships with other countries.

The only solution I could see was to see both delegations at the same time. That, however, was nowhere near as simple as it might sound. I would need a good reason to invite both delegations for an audience at the same time, because this wasn’t something that was normally done on Terra.

In any other situation, I would have chosen the Japanese first. For Liz’s sake, however, I knew I couldn’t afford even the impression of disrespect toward the Angles. If the Order of Leo refused to release her to me, it could create a serious problem.

While I was sitting there agonizing over what to do, time was flying by. About an hour after the delegations arrived, my Rabbot vibrated. I picked it up and read the message:

[Emmy]: I talked to grandpa and told him about Liz and the Order of Leo. He understands the situation you’re in, and says you should feel free to go see the Angles first.

I sighed with relief and typed out an answer:

[Archie]: Thank you! You really helped me out.

I smiled. Emmy was just the best... She realized what was going on so quickly and reacted perfectly. She was going to be a great Empress.

I didn’t want to drag the process out any longer, so I called in my servants and asked them to bring in my robes of state. I would be wearing them for the first time.

Over the past few days, the palace had become noticeably more lively. The empty offices were soon settled by representatives of the various clans, and more and more new servants kept appearing in the halls. I decided to entrust the hiring of servants to my dad, Lyudmila, and Katie. My bride-to-be always had the last word, and the right to veto any candidate. Once we had time for our wedding, I planned to send Katie down to see Odetta before anyone else. With guidance from the Protector, she could become a Quintos. But I was still worried about her strange Heart of Darkness Pattern. I could only hope that Odetta would tell her more about it and warn her if it was dangerous.

Every Emperor introduced certain changes to the court’s official dress. I didn’t really bother with that, though, so it all fell to Katie, Emmy, and Liz to figure out. As it turned out, that was the right move. The new clothes, which were brought in by a heavyset woman with a whole army of servants at her disposal, turned out to be very comfortable. And they looked impressive, too — they were white, with silver stitching. The icing on the cake was a mantle with a dark-silver Edelweiss emblazoned on it. I couldn’t imagine how much such work probably cost.

Once I was fully decked out (complete with the transparent crown, which Odetta had given me), my dad came in to visit me. Several others followed him into the room; I could feel palpable waves of visceral hatred radiating from one of them. I looked closer at the pretty dark-haired woman at their source, whose glare was practically burning a hole into me.

It’s Aimin, hinted Alisa.

Her words immediately reminded me who I was looking at. Aimin was the girl from the Teasley Line — the group I ran into in Red Canyon. Their Line used to live in the Subchina Wastes, and they used to be pretty renowned. They trained many fearsome killers, developing them from early childhood on. Eventually, however, they took on an assignment that cost them dearly: the Black-Bookmen lost the Forest of their Mark and most of their warriors, and had to flee to Red Canyon.

By the time I met the Teasley Line, it was badly weakened. I killed the most powerful Black-Bookmen in the Line myself, after which I messaged my father, who came to bring the surviving Teasleys to the Empire of the Rus and adopt them into his own Clan. That was risky — the Line had a lot of powerful enemies, people it was best not to get involved with at all. But there was a woman with the Eyes of Aquarius among the Black-Bookmen, so my dad accepted the decision without hesitation.

My eyes narrowed as I looked back at Aimin. I couldn’t even believe how much she had changed. She had transformed from a dirty little girl with a dagger in her hands into a beautiful, proud young woman. I had killed her father, and she swore to me that she would one day avenge him.

“Your Highness.” My dad and the people behind him (including Aimin) greeted me with the requisite bow.

“I don’t have much time, so come on in,” I said as I walked back into my office, followed by my dad.

Once we were alone, he asked:

“Who are you going to see first?” He was clearly worried about the situation that had developed.

“The Angles. Emmy spoke to her grandpa. The Japanese won’t hold this against us.”

“Other countries don’t know that,” noted my dad with a heavy sigh. “But I don’t see any graceful way out of this.”

“It’s okay. Let the others think that we’re not very friendly to the Japanese. That can only work to our advantage. How has the Teasley Line been performing?”

My dad slowed down a little bit and shrugged as we walked.

“Nothing too exceptional. There are several talented Black-Bookmen among them, but that’s about it.”

“Is Maylee still at the Second Star of the Eyes of Aquarius?”

“Yes. Why are you so interested in the Teasley Line?”

“Have you noticed that the Teasley’s Black-Bookmen are more powerful than other Black-Bookmen at the same marks? They’re even more powerful than Faceters at the corresponding Facet.”

“Yes. But so what? Their Line is doomed; they don’t even have a Mark Forest.”

“Do you know what makes them stronger, though?” I continued feeding my dad leading questions.

He just frowned.

“No. None of the Teasleys talk about that.”

“You’re only seeing the value in the Eyes of Aquarius, but there’s more to it than that. Black-Bookmen from the Teasley Line can become assassins, ideal for use against Quintoi.”

My dad’s eyebrows rose.

“For their breakthroughs, they use a solution that contains not one main bone, but three. That’s why the Teasley’s killers are so powerful.”

I could tell this started the wheels moving in my dad’s mind. I stopped and thought for a moment as well. I received the information about the Teasleys and their special solution back in Red Canyon, from the memories of some of the slain Black-Bookmen. Due to the blizzard of events that followed shortly thereafter, however, I had forgotten all about them. It was only seeing Aimin that reminded me about the Line and its potential.

“The risks are huge,” my dad pointed out. “A lot of powerful clans in Iran and the Chinese Empire absolutely despise the Teasleys. And some of the Eastern Tribes consider them blood enemies. If the Teasley Line ends up being reborn, it might have a detrimental effect on the Dragin Clan and the entire Empire.”

“I know. That’s why I’m leaving the decision to you.”

“We’ll do it,” said my dad with a faint smile. “As they say — nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“Then come see me this evening, or maybe tomorrow morning. We’ll think about how to get access to the Shadow Snakes’ Forests for the Dragin Clan. I can’t provide overt help, you understand, but I think you’ll be able to handle it yourself.”

“I’ll study all the available information on the subject,” my dad nodded. With that, we walked out of my office. I glanced at Aimin. She was standing there, lips pressed tightly together in an effort to suppress her hatred. The other people who had come with my dad just bowed their heads; some of them were shooting occasional excited glances at me. They were all young, no older than about 23.

I looked around at them, then walked out. My dad had brought these people with him into the Palace to meet me because doing so would enhance and solidify their own positions within their families. He was making a display of trust, and he would expect loyalty in return.

This issue of the Teasley Line might turn out to be a lot more complicated than you think, said Alisa.

“Why?”

There aren’t any powerful Shadow Snakes in the Empire of the Rus. The highest they get is the Third Mark.

I frowned. That was a serious problem indeed.

You could consider developing a separate Forest for the Shadow Snakes, Alisa suggested. It would take a long time, and be expensive in resources, but it would be a significant long-term benefit. And for the time being, you could just buy Shadow Snake main bones and develop specific members of the Teasleys.

“I’ll talk to my dad. Let’s have him decide if the Teasleys are worth the investment.”

After leaving the Palace, I created my wings and took off into the air. Within a few seconds, I arrived at the building where the Angles’ delegation was quartered, and descended to the ground. A man in the uniform of a Faceter was standing at the entrance. He had a fluffy golden mustache and a head as bald as a baby’s knee. I had met the man when I lived in London, and remembered him because of his striking appearance. He was one of the Lords of the Islands, and part of the Council of the Order of Leo.

“Your Highness,” he said with a bow. “Come with me. The Advisor wishes to speak with you.”

“Lead on.”

The situation didn’t seem dangerous, but I was feeling a certain sense of pressure about the upcoming conversation with Alex. The Islands of the Angles had helped me out a lot, and I intended to do whatever I could to uphold my end of the bargain and help Annabelle. That said, I didn’t want any further dealings with the Angles after that. I knew that as soon as Annabelle got what she wanted, I would be useless to her. Considering the fact that Odetta was dying, the Islands of the Angles might soon be able to deal me an immensely destructive blow. And I didn’t trust Alex at all, despite his apparent openness. At the same time, I couldn’t do anything in direct opposition to a Goddess.

The lord led me into a small room. There was just a single armchair inside. And a big, rectangular screen hanging on the wall opposite. I sat down, and the screen lit up. Alex’s face appeared on it.

“Hello, Your Highness!” The rabbit waved at me. “Brann misses you and your pig. Care to take him with you?”

“No,” I said with a soft smile as I thought about the gnome. The last thing I needed was a spy in my house.

“Well, fine,” said the rabbit as his ears twitched. “Congratulations on becoming Emperor. Are you pleased with your new role?”

“Very much so.”

“We weren’t expecting the Empire of the Rus’ Protector Beast to be a healer, still less one who’s attained the Seventh Mark.”

I forced myself to look pleased, and replied with a nod.

“I never expected such a gift either. Our Empire will be safe with a Seven-Mark beast protecting it.”

“Believe me — if Lucifer wanted to destroy your Empire, the Protector wouldn’t be able to prevent it,” Alex sighed. “But he won’t dare attack you while you’re on the same side as us.”

I forced myself to smile. Alex’s eyes suddenly narrowed.

“The crown on your head is very curious. I’d like to study that artifact at some point.”

“I have a request,” I said, ignoring Alex’s statement. As it happened, I had just found out that the crown was more than a simple decoration. There were no patterns on it; I had no idea how Alex recognized it as an artifact.

“A request? Of what sort?” The rabbit sounded intrigued.

“I want to marry Liz. You must know that we’re quite close.”

The rabbit had to think about it, although not for very long. Then he waved a paw through the air.

“No problem. She’s yours. Consider all accusations against her dropped from this moment on.”

I sighed with relief. I wasn’t expecting that to go so easily.

“Now let’s get down to the business at hand,” said Alex as he folded his paws together in front of himself. “How is the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Libra?”

“I haven’t unlocked its full potential yet. But I think it will probably come in handy while I’m carrying out the Goddess’ request.”

“No, you need to prepare as thoroughly as possible,” Alex shook his head. “The stronger you are, the better. The Goddess is willing to wait a little while; she’s already been waiting for millenia anyway.”

“Maybe you could give me a little hint as to what’s going to be required?”

“Certainly,” Alex agreed nonchalantly. “You need to eliminate Jeanne’s curse. Remember her?”

This startled me. I had never imagined that Annabelle’s request would have anything to do with another Forebear.

“Yeah, I remember. She was a nice girl.”

Alex scoffed.

“You’ve certainly got some strange tastes. Nothing nice about that one — she was truly a monster. The Franks held her in a dungeon for years, torturing her, because of her Eyes of Virgo — they thought she was a witch. The Goddess Annabelle saved Jeanne from a living hell. She not only extended a helping hand, but also helped her avenge herself on her enemies. In the end, Jeanne became the power behind the Frankish throne. And how did she repay Annabelle? With a knife in the back!”

I listened to Alex pour out the venom in silence, trying to guess how much truth there really was in what he was saying. I would have loved to hear Jeanne’s side of the story.

“Long story short, Jeanne cursed Annabelle. The whole problem was that she had the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Virgo. Not weak and underdeveloped like yours, either — they were developed to their absolute maximum. She only had one more condition to meet in order to break through to the Fifth Star.”

“What was that?” I leaned forward, almost greedily. I was hoping that my attempt to look unrestrained and uncontrolled was working.

Alex chuckled.

“Who knows? Those are Heretical Eyes. They can’t really be analyzed. Lucifer is probably the only one who knows how to advance them to the Fifth Star. But do you really think he’d ever share the secret with you? Even if he did, you wouldn’t be able to break through anyway.”

“Why?” My surprise was totally genuine at that point.

“There can only be one Fifth Star of any given kind at any given time. That rule, by the way, applies to all thirteen of the Ways of the Stars,” Alex winked.

This hit me like a thunderbolt. Of course — Amaterasu had written that there could only be one person who possessed the Fifth Star alive in the world at any given time. Just as there could only be one person in any given country with the Fourth Star of a given type of Eyes. She had written this in the section on the non-Heretical Eyes, though, so the possibility that this applied to the Heretical Eyes as well completely slipped my mind. If that was the case, then I wouldn’t be attaining the Fifth Star as long as Lucifer was alive.

“It’s actually quite simple,” said Alex in a friendly tone. “All you need to do is destroy Lucifer’s real body. That won’t put an end to Alfred’s existence. The Parasite lives inside hundreds of bodies, and it’s anyone’s guess how one might kill him. But in your case, destroying Lucifer’s body would open the path to the Fifth Star. And as a bonus, you would be able to read Lucifer’s memories and learn how he made the breakthrough. Admit it — that’s a pretty good deal for you.”

I really wanted to jump up and smash the screen. And apparently, I didn’t quite manage to conceal that emotion from the rabbit. He suddenly raised his paws in a placatory gesture and shouted:

“I was kidding! You’ll die if you try to do it on your own! But! With the Goddess Annabelle’s help, it’s a perfectly feasible plan. If you join us, then I’m sure that the Goddess will help you kill Lucifer and attain the Fifth Star.”

“Let’s get back to the topic at hand,” I said with a tired sigh. “What’s this curse on Annabelle? How does it manifest itself? Is it some sort of virus? I’m not sure I’ll be able to eliminate something as incorporeal as a curse.”

Alex replied with a bitter chuckle, and his ears drooped.

“Jeanne’s curse is very strange. Part of her soul settled in Annabelle, and it’s been struggling to gain control of her body for several thousand years now.”

It took me a second to absorb what I had just heard.

“Part of Jeanne’s soul has merged with Annabelle’s soul?”

“Yes.”

“But I can’t devour souls. And even if I could, how could I kill Jeanne without hurting Annabelle?”

“I have no idea,” Alex lifted his hands as if to admit defeat. “But there’s no other option. It’s a shame you don’t have the Eyes of Capricorn. They would be more effective for this kind of thing.”

“The Eyes of Life and Death,” I mumbled. “I’ve never seen anyone with those Eyes.”

“They’re hard to find. And they’re all damaged in some way or other; it’s like they’re not of this world.”

“What are the conditions for their awakening?” I asked.

“Survive death, kill a person, accept the birth of the Eyes without coercion, and see the process through to the end. Ideally, that should all be done over the course of one week, to maximize the chance of awakening the Eyes of Capricorn.”

“Well, at least you don’t have to eat someone’s eyes,” I muttered as I thought about the process of acquiring the Eyes of Libra. This also explained why Alex was so rueful about the virus in my lungs preventing me from awakening the Eyes of Capricorn. After all, at the time two of the three requisite conditions were already satisfied: I had survived death and killed a person. Accepting the birth of the Eyes would have been totally realistic, if only I could have been prepared appropriately. I wasn’t surprised that Kollin managed to awaken the Eyes of Capricorn.

“Basically, I don’t really know how you’re going to solve the Goddess’ problem. But you’re not a normal person. You’re one of the Forebears, a future God of Terra. Your actions need to correspond to your position.” Alex smiled widely, showing off his big rabbit teeth. “I believe in you. You can do this. Congratulations again on your new position and your upcoming marriage. A beloved country and beloved wives — that’s really nice.”

The screen flashed and went dark. I stood up and headed for the door. Alex’s behavior may have seemed extremely friendly, but I took those last words of his as a threat.

After leaving the building, I created my wings and took off into the air. It was time to greet the Japanese delegation. I could only hope that they wouldn’t bring me any new problems... My mood was approaching absolute zero. Nothing was turning out the way I was hoping it would. There was only one bright spot in the whole mess, and that was Liz. She was free.

I took out my Rabbot to tell her the good news. Just then, however, my gadget vibrated in my hands. It was a message from my dad:

[Vlad]: Come back to the Palace right away. Pollen has made its debut. There are monsters appearing in most of the Empire’s cities as we speak, equal in strength to a Prima. They’re attacking civilians. And there are a lot of them.”

I felt the color leave my face as I read the message. Dammit, I thought — why NOW?! And how did this spread so deep into the Empire?!


Chapter 15

The White General

I LANDED IN FRONT of the building where the Japanese delegation was being housed and entered at a brisk pace. Two Quintoi came to meet me. Their behavior was noticeably cold.

“Our Lady wishes to meet with you.”

I nodded; I had a pretty good guess as to who exactly had been sent to meet me. The Quintoi led me to a separate room, where I found a familiar woman waiting for me.

“Yoko,” I smiled.

She replied with a slight bow of her head. She was wearing a white kimono with the sigil of the Imperial Family of the Sakurai emblazoned on it. Yoko was the Emperor’s favorite granddaughter. I could sense that she was a Quintos. Having become Emperor, I was spending much more time in the company of people who were at (or very close to) the heights of power in their respective countries; as such, I found myself meeting more and more young geniuses like Yoko and Diana.

“The Emperor has asked me to relay his congratulations. He couldn’t come himself; he had to stay and defend the capital.”

“The ghouls are still raging?” My mood darkened still further.

“Yes. They’re been gathering their strength for thousands of years, and now they’ve decided to strike a blow. Even marine ghouls, who rarely appear on land — they’ve come up out of the water too. Other Big Zones, including the Ural and Kazakhstan Zones, are sending flying ghouls to attack us too.”

“This is because of...” I waved my hand through the air, unable to find the words. I didn’t want to mention the Goddess’ awakening outright; for all I knew, Alex might be eavesdropping somehow.

“Yes.” Yoko had grown visibly upset. “All Terra knows that our Goddess saved humanity from the ghouls during the Epoch of Cataclysm. And no one knows that better than the Ghoul Kings.”

“Are there many of these Kings?” I asked. My heart felt like it was frozen in my chest. A Ghoul King had seven attributes, and was equal in strength to a Septimos. And there were very few Septimoi on Terra, unless you count the three Gods who were in the process of awakening. I personally knew two of them: Odetta and Doll.

“Every Big Zone has at least one King,” Yoko said with a dry, sad laugh.

“That’s not good,” I mumbled to myself. “Why didn’t they make their move earlier, while the Gods were asleep?”

“I don’t know.”

“You said that a lot of Zones have been sending ghouls to the Japanese Islands. Why doesn’t anybody else on Terra seem to know about this?”

“The ghouls have totally sealed the Japanese Islands off from the rest of the world. The country’s real situation has been kept concealed from everyone. Except for you.”

“Then how did you manage to get here?”

“There’s a spatial artifact hidden within the territory of the Empire of the Rus, which can be used to teleport to the Japanese Islands. It’s also possible to travel the other direction.”

“A spatial artifact? Why don’t I know about this?”

“Only your Protector beast knows about it,” Yoko smiled.

The Goddess Amaterasu made thorough preparations to get you to the Japanese Islands. It’s just too bad that her plan didn’t work, noted Alisa.

I had been thinking the same thing myself.

“I see. Are you going to divulge the truth about the Japanese Islands’ situation to any other countries?”

“No,” Yoko shook her head. “This is a very important time for the Goddess. We’ll handle the ghouls, one way or another. Thanks to Lady Doll and her toys, we’re safe for the time being.” An expression of pride flashed across Yoko’s face.

“What if the Kings fly to the Islands themselves?”

Doll had never told me her real name. Maybe she didn’t want anybody to know about her blood connection to Amaterasu? She was the daughter of a Goddess, after all. I would need to ask Diana and her comrades to keep the information strictly confidential. I really didn’t want to put Doll in a bad position.

“The Kings won’t abandon their Zones,” Yoko replied with total confidence. “They’ll be protecting their Zone Cores.”

“But the Demon King of the Ghouls has attacked the Secret Palace. He certainly left his Zone.”

“He sensed the Goddess’ awakening and got scared.”

I stared back at Yoko with a skeptical expression on my face. As I recalled, she had personally told Doll that the Demon King of the Ghouls was attacking the Secret Palace because of me. But whatever, I thought — it doesn’t matter anymore.

“When will the Goddess be fully recovered?” I asked anxiously. I figured that since Yoko felt so comfortable discussing subjects like this, she must somehow be certain that no one could be eavesdropping. So I decided to speak frankly.

“I don’t know,” Yoko shrugged. “But Lady Doll sent me here to attend your wedding and remind you of our connection.”

Yoko’s face didn’t betray any hint of emotion, but I could sense that she was extremely curious about what was going on. Thanks to me, Doll — a being with the power of a Faceter at the Seventh Facet, lest we forget — had appeared, seemingly out of nowhere. And the Goddess’ awakening was also clearly connected with me in some way. Those facts were obvious to her, and it was only natural that she was very curious to know more.

“I remember our connection. If you need help, all you have to do is ask.”

“Yes,” Yoko smiled. “It was nice to see you. Our next meeting will be at your wedding.”

“Have you heard about Pollen?” I was in no hurry to leave.

“Rumors have reached us, bits and pieces of information. Pollen is a dangerous drug, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

I quickly described the way Pollen affected humans, and the connection between Pollen and ghouls.

Yoko frowned, then replied in a whisper:

“This is very important information.”

“Indeed. Doesn’t it seem odd to you that the ghouls would choose this precise moment to launch their Pollen project? Wouldn’t it have been better to launch it at the same time as they launched their attack?”

Yoko’s face was somber and anxious.

“I need to go back. I apologize, Master Emperor, but I will not be able to attend your wedding!” Yoko stood up and bowed.

“The best way to force the Kings to remain in their Zones is to make them feel threatened. I can’t do that on my own. I hope that Doll will be able to find a way.”

I stood up and walked out. After what Yoko had said, I realized why the ghouls had started deploying Pollen. They wanted to distract the nations of the world as much as possible, to reduce the pressure on their Zones. Once that was done, the Kings would attack the Japanese Islands in person and destroy them. I couldn’t see any other explanation.

If Pollen had appeared on the streets at the same time that the ghouls launched a large-scale attack, the Empire would probably have plunged into a fatal panic. It seemed to me like that had probably been the original plan. Pollen was a lethal, cunning blow, and one that could come as a complete surprise. And I was very glad that the ghouls had chosen to use it at this precise moment. Because if nothing else, at least we still had the strength to respond to it.

I made it to the Palace quickly. There were already more than twenty people waiting for me in the Great Hall. Two of them were distinguished by their youth: the always-serene Sophia and the always-fidgety Pavel. The others were either middle-aged or elderly, and all of them were Quadroi or above. Every one of them wielded enormous power. My dad and Lyudmila were both there as well.

“Describe the situation,” I ordered as soon as I walked into the room.

Pavel rushed over to me and handed me a folder full of papers. I took it from him and quickly glanced down at the Isayev Clanleader. He was staring at Pavel in silence, not paying me the slightest attention. I paged through the documents, sat down in my armchair (which was actually more like a soft throne), and closed my eyes.

“Give me just a few minutes,” I requested. Nobody said a word. After my discussion with the three Patriarchs, a rumor started to spread that there had been some kind of skirmish in my office. The best Sensors in the capital’s clans noticed a burst of chakra from the activation of a Demigod’s Realm of Influence. After that, all the Patriarchs headed off to complete the tasks I had given them — Demigods, running around at the behest of a brand-new Emperor who had ascended to the throne only hours before. All the power brokers drew the appropriate conclusions and started to fear me.

Alisa analyzed all the information in the folder, transmitted it to me, and proposed a plan of action. We discussed it for a moment, and decided to proceed.

I opened my eyes and began to speak:

“All the clans of Moscovia will send their forces to assist the affected cities. Units stationed on the frontiers will also return to the heartland of the Empire. We must destroy the centers from which Pollen is spreading as soon as we possibly can. I will now announce who will be going where. Gromovs, Vasilevs, Kotovs — to Warsaw. Dragins...”

I listed off the clans and their destinations, and Pavel recorded everything. I had made him my personal assistant. He was a very smart kid, and very perceptive as well. I didn’t need his talents as an Inquisitor for the time being. The operative phrase being “for the time being...”

Silence hung in the air once I finished speaking. People obviously considered my decision controversial, but nobody could bring themselves to object. I turned to look at my father; with a bow, he began to speak:

“Your Highness. If we proceed with your plan, Moscovia itself will be left practically defenseless. You’ve decided that even the capital police will be sent to help the affected cities. Is that not excessively risky?”

“We can’t afford to proceed slowly here.” I took a bottle of water out of my wallet and took a sip. My throat had gone dry while I was announcing my decision. Then I continued: “The situation is much worse than it may seem. Pollen is the handiwork of the ghouls, and they’ve made their move ahead of schedule. That isn’t just a coincidence.”

People started exchanging glances after I said this. To a normal person, my words would have been utterly horrifying. But high-level Faceters were very difficult to scare, and still more difficult to panic.

“The ghouls are more dangerous than you think. If we underestimate them, we will perish. During the Epoch of Cataclysm, our country was led by a ruler at the Seventh Facet: Nikolay Stunning. And nonetheless, the Empire of the Rus was considered one of the weakest countries in the world at the time, if not the weakest. Humanity was severely weakened after the Epoch of Cataclysm. All because of the ghouls.”

I decided to lift the veil of secrecy on the past just a little bit, so that every person present could understand the full danger of the situation. And I was right to do so — the Faceters were stunned. Even my dad — surprise flitted briefly across his stony face.

“There’s something else you should know too,” I said, after thinking very carefully about whether to say what I was about to say at all. I didn’t want the upper echelons of the Empire’s leadership to panic. But in the end, I decided that the truth would come out sooner or later anyway.

“We have learned that every Big Zone is home to at least one seven-attribute ghoul.”

I closed my eyes as I waited for the whispers to quiet down.

“Therefore we can’t afford to show even a hint of weakness. If we delay action on Pollen, the next blow might be the last. As for Moscovia, there’s no need to fear: our Protector will personally intervene to assist the remaining city guards. Or do you imagine that the army can handle the situation better than a Seven-Mark beast?”

“Whoa...” One of the Faceters couldn’t resist a gasp of surprise.

Yeah, I thought... Today is full of revelations for a lot of these people. Very few people knew that Odetta was a Seven-Mark beast.

“Anyway, you’re all dismissed. Go carry out your orders,” I said as I stood up. “The sooner you send people, the better.”

“Yes, Your Highness!”

* * *

The celebration began three days later. I took Mike in my arms, and together we took off on a flight above Moscovia. I was trying to spend time with my son every day, so he would get used to me and accept me. There were more and more people in the capital with every passing day — they were arriving from all the cities of the Empire. Dog-drawn carriages wound their way through the streets day and night, as Faceters leapt along the Highwalks and the market districts heaved with crowds of common people. The city was decked out in all its finery, food and drink were available for free, there were stages all across the city with performing artists staging shows, and special carts with loudspeakers praising our Empire and me personally — the Emperor.

“I know,” I glanced down at Mike. “Nothing special, is it? Just a little shindig, as the people say.”

The little kid turned away from me.

“While the capital rejoices, the rest of the country weeps,” I sighed, recalling the situation with Pollen. I had reacted quickly, but the infection still managed to seize hold of whole districts in some cities. Thousands of people were dying every day. Pollen mainly affected the poorest people in society, who of course comprised the majority of the overall population.

A fight had broken out on one of the streets below. But nobody was able to separate the two parties; there were practically no guards available at all. I had to send the entire professional guard corps out to other cities and replace them with green, untested young men with just one or two Facets or Marks. It was obvious that they weren’t entirely up to the task. I activated my Blood Needle and created two small spheres. Then I shot these at the fighters. It was enough to knock them both out cold.

“Pyoo!” Mike pointed his index finger happily out at the city and waved it around. “Pyoo-pyoo-pyoo!”

“What, you want to shoot everybody in the city, you little villain?” I gave Mike a little pinch, whereupon he immediately started to hit me.

“Those girls have been spoiling you,” I shook my head as I stoically put up with all the punches. “I’m gonna have to send you to Aunt Nat for a week. I bet she’s got some good ideas on how to raise you. She’ll probably just throw you into a Ghoul Zone.”

My thoughts drifted back to the situation with Pollen. After I became Emperor, my desire to help my native country only grew stronger. The Empire was a backward place, and most of its people were fairly unhappy. I wanted to change that. To put the Empire at the top of the list of the strongest and most prosperous countries on Terra. To make it the greatest, the most powerful country in the world. I knew that that was what my brother had wanted too. Otherwise, he would never have written those books.

“Okay, let’s get back home. Your dad’s getting married tomorrow, we need to prepare at least a little bit.”

“Pyoo!” Mike jabbed his finger into my eye.

“I’m gonna tell Uncle Arrie to stop playing with you. And tell Boris to stick you up one of his nostrils,” I grumbled menacingly. For that, I got another jab, this time in the jaw.

The situation in the Empire’s cities was changing quickly. In some places, the Pollen distribution points had been totally wiped out, and anyone infected had been killed. In others, the armed forces weren’t able to cope, and the number of victims was growing by the minute. All I could do as I read the reports was hope for the best and await my guests. And soon, they started to arrive.

In the evening of the day before my wedding, I was sitting in my office working when a puddle began to appear right on the floor next to me.

“Hail to our Protector,” I said with a bow.

A reflection of Odetta’s head appeared in the puddle.

“Someone wants to talk to you. Come see me in the cave.”

“Of course.”

The puddle disappeared. I couldn’t resist a sarcastic chuckle. Odetta hadn’t even told me about the spatial artifact that the Japanese had made use of; now, she was happily inviting people from other countries into her home.

I quickly flew down to the Protector’s cave, where I found just a single person waiting for me. Well, maybe “person” isn’t the right word — a single living wooden toy would be more accurate.

“Doll.” I greeted her with a smile. She hadn’t changed at all since our last meeting: the same bright-red hair and round, green eyes that reminded me of coins. The only difference was the expression on her face; it was much sterner than before. Doll had lost her former aloofness and turned into a leader at whose command millions were prepared to lay down their lives. Standing in her company, I felt a little bit of pressure that I hadn’t felt before.

“You’ve grown stronger,” Doll said with a satisfied nod. “Yoko relayed your message to me. You’re right — the ghouls are behaving strangely. I will help you.”

Doll tapped a finger against her chest, and another doll appeared next to her — it was a man, with bright-blue hair and yellow eyes, the same height as Doll herself.

“Princess,” he said with an elegant bow to Doll.

“This is the Marquis of Xiao. He has the power of the Sixth Facet. Show him the way to the Ural Zone. He’ll attack it. That will put the ghouls on guard.”

The Marquis of Xiao was dressed in a white military uniform that looked a lot like a US Navy Seals uniform from Earth. He took a white fabric mask and dark sunglasses out of his pocket, put them on, and suddenly became indistinguishable from a living human.

“May I ask him to fly to a few of our cities and help with the infection there?”

“Yes.” Doll took a wallet out of her sleeve and handed it to the Marquis. “You may use all the bombs. Don’t hold back. Do as much damage to the Zone as possible.”

“Understood,” said the Marquis with another bow.

“What other countries are in a similar situation?” Doll asked.

“Every country has suffered from the Pollen by this point. But Scandinavia has had it the worst. It’s in a frankly miserable condition. At least the other countries can still function.”

Doll thought for a brief moment. I remembered the bombs I myself had created back on Freedom Island. Now, of course, my resources were almost inconceivably richer and more vast than before. If I could improve the bombs a bit, they could be included in our plans, together with the innovations Artyom had developed.

“Very well,” Doll finally nodded. “I can’t be away for long, so I’ll transfer the Marquis to you. After his mission, he’ll remain at your side and serve as a connection between you and me.”

Doll didn’t say whether she was going to help Scandinavia.

“Could you do anything to help Odetta?” I turned to the lake. The swan was swimming slowly across the smooth surface of the water. She didn’t appear to be listening to us at all.

“I could extend her life. But Odetta doesn’t want me to.” Doll turned to look at the swan with sadness in her eyes.

“Such a shame...”

“It’s time for me to go, Archie. Be careful — Terra is full of danger. Survive and become stronger, so you can do what your station requires of you.” Doll nodded to me with deadly seriousness, then took off into the air. A moment later, she was gone from my sight, leaving nothing but a powerful blast of wind in her wake.

“Do you know anything about Ghoul Kings?” I asked the Marquis as I adjusted my robes. Doll had rushed off, so I didn’t have any time to ask any questions. And I was very interested in learning more about that particular subject.

“No,” came the Marquis’ laconic reply.

“Okay. Come with me to my office. I’ll tell you what you’ll need to do...”

We got some surprised looks as we walked. The Marquis’ clothes were striking, and looked very foreign indeed to the residents of the Empire. I chose to walk with the Marquis instead of flying; this was deliberate on my part, a way to show him to the people and make it clear that he was on my side. I knew that the name of this toy would soon be thundering all across the Empire of the Rus...

And I was right. Not even a full 24 hours passed before news of the mysterious master was all over the country. People dubbed him the White General. He appeared in various cities, killed all the infected within a few minutes, and wiped out Pollen distribution points single-handedly. His power was significantly greater than that of the Imperial Patriarchs.

More importantly, though — thanks to the Marquis, we also learned who exactly had helped the ghouls take root all across the Empire with such surprising speed...


Chapter 16

The Wedding

“HIS LORDSHIP THE MARQUIS of Xiao found several disguised underground passages, which led to bases of Black-Bookmen from the Shell,” Pavel reported. “Everything points to them being the ones who helped the ghouls establish these distribution points.”

I drummed my fingers on the table in silence. The Shell, then. It seemed that my brother had miscalculated. He had strengthened ties with Lucifer’s Black-Bookmen and used their strength for his own benefit. In the end, however, they helped the ghouls put down deep roots through the Empire of the Rus.

“You may go,” I said as I closed my eyes. I felt utterly exhausted. My wedding was scheduled for the next day, and it couldn’t be canceled. Delegations from all the countries of the world had already arrived, and I was tired of hearing their tongue-in-cheek condolences on my brother’s death. High-level Faceters were trickling back to Moscovia, but we still didn’t have anywhere near enough people.

“Hey!” Boris rushed into my office. He jumped up into my arms and asked: “Are we gonna be here for a while?”

“You mean in the capital, or in the Empire of the Rus?”

“Both. You didn’t forget that we’re supposed to go back to the World of the Twelve, did you? I miss my grandpa and my friends. I haven’t seen them in a long time...” Boris looked sad. Watching the warm familial relations that were growing in our collective home made him start to miss his own family.

“I need time,” I said as I scratched Boris behind the ear. “We’re heading to the Islands of the Angles soon to meet with Annabelle. And it’s anyone’s guess what might happen there. What if I die? Who’s going to protect Mike? We need to do everything we can to make sure the Empire doesn’t collapse after we die.”

“Man, everything you talk about is so depressing,” Boris said as he turned away from me. “We’re not going to die. And everything’s going to be fine. So when are we going back to the World of the Twelve?”

“I don’t know. We need to get stronger to break through the Goddess’ barrier.”

“Will we stop getting stronger after we do that? I’m starting to feel like this is never going to end.”

“Let’s survive this meeting with Annabelle first,” I said with a bitter chuckle.

“Okay. In that case, I’m going. If we’re leaving soon, I’m gonna try to be nicer to the little sicko.”

Boris jumped out of my hands and ran off. The neverending pursuit of power... Artyom had written something like that in his books. I shook my head, driving away these superfluous thoughts. It was time to focus on matters of more immediate importance.

As soon as I turned to the report, however, my Rabbot vibrated. I read the message and sighed with relief. All the Patriarchs were returning to the capital. That meant that the Stunnings and the Belovs had managed to complete their task. But the message also said that the Patriarchs wouldn’t be arriving until the next day — the day of the wedding. They were busy helping wipe out the infected, and the delay was unavoidable.

I wanted to meet with the Empire’s Demigods before the ceremony, but apparently that plan would have to change.

* * *

Moscovia. Imperial Square.

I never thought I would get married at such a young age. I mean, I wasn’t even twenty yet! Still more surprising, of course, was the idea of marrying three women at the same time.

As I stood on the pedestal before a crowd of thousands, listening absent-mindedly to the Theologian, I looked out at the faces of those Patriarchs who I still had yet to meet. From Syktyvkar had come Gleb Velzin — a seven-foot-tall mountain of an old man with a shaggy beard and long, tangled hair. This man was a legend. He was born into a family of Sticks; his parents were hereditary servants.

Gleb dreamed of becoming one of the Faceted. He didn’t want to spend his entire life serving other masters. At thirteen, he ran away from home and joined the army, where he discovered that he possessed the talent of the Faceted. Slowly, step by step, he rose through the army hierarchy and attained new Facets. Gleb Velzin was fifty years old when he became a Demigod. He had started from the absolute bottom, but thanks to his strength and talent, he managed to tear his way to the very top of the Empire’s power structure.

The space for a radius of about thirty feet around Gleb was totally empty. Nobody wanted to get close to him; the giant man radiated an oppressive and dangerous aura.

I turned to glance at another Patriarch: Valentin Merlin, a delicate-looking man who appeared to be about 25 years old. He was holding a folding fan in one hand, and shuffling a string of bone beads in the other. His path to power was diametrically different to the one Gleb had taken. Valentin was born into the richest clan in Samara, the only son of the previous Clanleader. He had been groomed for the role of successor from early childhood, supplied with the best resources, and given whatever he desired whenever it happened to strike his fancy.

It would be a stretch to call Valentin a good person. He was extremely vengeful and vindictive. He had once slaughtered a small clan in its entirety in Penze, without even giving a reason. That had happened several decades before my wedding day, before Valentin became a Demigod. His parents managed to squash the affair, but everybody knew the man’s true colors from that point on.

I turned to the third Demigod — a gaunt-looking middle-aged woman who had a sort of hawkish aspect to her appearance. An expression of mild disdain seemed frozen on her face. Behind her, with their heads bowed, stood six young men. This was Karina Bayuk from Kiev. A very enigmatic person, about whom very little was known. She was born into a small clan and had spent a long time as its Clanleader, at the Quintos Facet. In terms of power, she was only average. Lyudmila Belova would have made short work of her in a battle. Thirty years before my wedding day, however, she suddenly and unexpectedly became a Demigod, an event which stunned the whole Empire. She had almost certainly stumbled upon some sort of treasure — then again, who would dare to interrogate a Demigod? Even the Emperor could do nothing more than congratulate her and reward her for her achievement.

“Archie Belov, do you swear this oath under the Heavens?” The Theologian’s voice tore me out of my contemplations. The brown-eyed, slightly-stubbly man was staring seriously into my eyes, holding a fat black book in his hands. Next to him, in their multicolored dresses, stood Emmy, Liz, and Katie. The girls’ faces were covered by veils, but I could sense their nervousness.

“I swear to this oath under the Heavens.” I bowed my head and stared down at the red-and-gold carpet beneath my feet.

Traditionally, the Church of the Great Prophet dictated the course of wedding ceremonies in the Empire of the Rus. Several of the rites seemed savage to me, even barbaric. For example, the newlyweds (if such a term is appropriate during the wedding ceremony itself) were required to mix their blood together in a single cup and take turns drinking from it.

“It is time to perform the ritual of the Vessel of Love.” The Theologian strode over to the short pedestal in front of us, which was draped in red-and-gold cloth, and lifted up a goblet that had been carved from a single piece of emerald crystal.

I glanced at Liz, who was obviously anxious. She was wearing a bright-blue dress, and she looked very fragile and sad. Not a single member of her family had made the journey to the Empire — not even her parents. Katie, in her black dress, inspired fear and nervousness in people around her, and it wasn’t because her choice of color was odd for a bridal dress; no such prejudice existed on Terra at all. The problem was that the color was usually associated with Black-Bookmen. That was enough to make the crowd anxious.

Emmy, in a light orange dress, was the first to draw the knife across her hand. Liz followed suit immediately after. Then Katie. As I prepared to add my own blood to the mix, Boris suddenly jumped up onto my shoulder. He was wearing a black suit, with a white bowtie bobbing on his chubby neck.

“Hey! Do I need to put some of my blood in too?”

I ran the knife across my palm and thought about the pig’s question. But I decided pretty quickly that I didn’t want to drink his blood — that was a step too far.

“No. You’re not a human, so you don’t need to cut yourself for this.”

“True enough.” The pig shot a quick, dubious glance at the clearly-irritated Theologian and jumped back onto the ground.

I follow this up with my own stern glance at the Theologian, a sort of mild warning. He obviously wanted to say something reproachful to Boris, but reconsidered after he noticed my glare. The Iranians didn’t really care for Boris. And they didn’t particularly like me, either. They always treated me with an air of arrogance, and certainly never showed me the least respect. Actually, the attitude of the Chinese and Indians was more or less the same. Each of them considered their nation to be the greatest and most ancient, and thought of all others as second-rate at best. And they didn’t do much to conceal this prejudice.

“The union is complete!” The Theologian exclaimed loudly after we had each taken a sip from the cup. Immediately after he spoke, the translucent image of a hundred-foot-tall, four-winged angel appeared in the air above us. I had heard about this phenomenon before, but this was the first time I had seen it myself, and I was very surprised. These angels weren’t your everyday illusions; this one was emanating its own powerful suppressive aura. I made a mental note then and there — I would have to learn how the Theologian managed to create it.

The image dissipated into a mass of little golden flames, accompanied by the awed gasps of thousands of people in the crowd. It was spellbinding and beautiful.

“Wow...” Emmy whispered as she looked up at the fiery spectacle with glowing eyes.

“I’ve heard that the Angel of Love only appears during weddings between the Faceted,” said Liz quietly. “But its height depends on the bride and groom. It’s usually thirty feet or less. I’ve never heard of such a huge angel.”

Katie reached up and caught one of the golden flames in her hand. Black chakra suddenly flared up in her palm, wrapped itself around her forearm, and disappeared.

“It’s an actual blessing!” She gasped.

Emmy and Liz each reached out and snatched one of the flames. I did the same. The light absorbed itself into my skin, and I immediately felt the chakra inside me become more saturated. Just a tiny bit, mind you, but I could feel the change very clearly. For Emmy, Liz, and Katie, the blessing was much more powerful. It moved them along the Way of the Heavens and made them stronger.

The golden flames didn’t just fall on us, either. A lot of people managed to catch them and improve their chakra. I had heard about such blessings before, but never thought that they would have any effect on high-level Faceters like us. Rumor had it that if such a flame fell onto a Stick, they would acquire the talent of the Faceted.

Getting the Church of the Prophet to perform our wedding ceremony cost me a hell of a lot of money. But as I watched the flames dissipate, I realized that I had made the right decision.

The explosion of the angel was the last part of the wedding ceremony. After that, it was time for the banquet, which we organized right there on Imperial Square. Everyone was welcome to eat and drink as much as they liked. Every hour, a specific person would give a toast to the newlyweds, and all the guests would take a sip from their glasses. Only after the third such toast was the official part of the wedding considered to be over. I treated these traditions with as much understanding as possible. After all, every place had its own traditions, and they weren’t always characterized by their logicality.

I already had my glass of Cloud Wine in my hand for the second toast when a breathless, anxious man suddenly flew into the airspace above Imperial Square. He was filthy, with spots of blood on his clothing.

“Your Highness!” He knelt down on one knee right there in midair, without even touching down first. “News from the front!”

Silence immediately descended over the Square. I smiled ever so slightly. Naturally, I knew exactly what this Faceter wanted to tell us. No need to stop him, I thought — let all the guests from abroad hear the good news.

“Go on.” My chakra-amplified voice could be heard all through the surrounding neighborhood.

“The last of the infected have been eliminated from our cities!”

His words set off an explosion of applause across the Square.

“And that’s not all!” The Faceter shouted. People fell silent again.

“Our counterattack has destroyed 30% of the Ural Zone! Three six-attribute ghouls have been killed, along with more than 500 five-attribute ghouls!” The Faceter’s voice broke as he finished his sentence. The man was emotional beyond words. This was the greatest victory the Empire of the Rus had achieved in 500 years!

The news shocked and animated everyone in the crowd. I watched with satisfaction as a flurry of emotions raced across the faces of the Iranian, Indian, Chinese, Frankish, and German delegations. Many of them whipped out their gadgets immediately and started typing.

“Impossible!” Gleb Velzin roared as he stood up. His long hair and beard were swaying under the pressure of the chakra circulating through his body.

“Why should it be impossible?” I stared at him icily as I asked this question. Boris crawled into my sleeve. He was prepared to use his devouring force — prepared for us to activate our combined Realm of Influence.

“Who could have led this attack?! I’m HERE!” Gleb asked as he glowered at me menacingly.

I had heard about his impulsive personality and short-sighted thinking. But I had never imagined that he would behave so insolently at an Emperor’s wedding, and still less in front of a crowd of foreign dignitaries.

“Who led this attack?” I asked the newly-arrived Faceter, who was still hovering in midair. I really wanted to knock Gleb down a peg or two, but I was afraid I might not be able to do it. Gleb Velzin wasn’t like the Patriarchs from the Stunning or Lvov Clans. He was a soldier, a man of iron, tempered in thousands of battles.

“I answer the Emperor! The attack was led by the White General!”

Gleb went pale. He sat loudly back down on his chair and stared blankly down into his plate. It was hard to accept that some unknown person had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and stolen the title of “strongest person in the Empire” from him. Gleb didn’t know, of course, that the Marquis had used explosive artifacts given to him by Doll. If the two were to face off head-to-head, I couldn’t really say who would have won.

“Excellent!” I clapped my hands. “The White General will be rewarded. All families who have suffered the effects of Pollen will receive compensation. Let the celebration continue!”

The hubbub recommenced immediately. I glanced to my left and found Pavel. He ran over to me.

“Tell Gleb about the battle,” I said quietly. Pavel nodded and hurried off.

I didn’t appreciate the Patriarch of Syktyvkar’s behavior, but he was still the most powerful person in the Empire (not counting Odetta). He had a right to know the truth.

After the third toast, I stood up to thunderous applause and flew away, together with my wives. The celebration would continue for three days, but I was only obliged to be present for the final day, to conclude the festivities. The following day, everyone would receive gifts, and there would be arena fights in the capital’s main squares, along with theatrical, vocal, and puppet performances.

It was already evening, and they were already launching alchemical fireworks into the sky. They were much more beautiful than fireworks on Earth. Emmy, Liz, Katie, and I walked silently into our house. An awkward pause ensued.

“I think you all know about the wedding night, right?” I decided to break the silence.

Emmy and Liz blushed. Katie didn’t react at all.

“Let’s do rock-paper-scissors, I guess, to decide the order. But I’m also not opposed if you want to do it all toge — “

“Enough!” Emmy couldn’t take it anymore. She was blushing so intensely that her skin looked like a boiled beet. I thought she might start steaming at any moment. “I’m the Empress, so I’m first. And Katie’s already...! She’s last. That’s that.”

Emmy rushed off ahead of the rest of us. Liz looked like she wanted to stay with me for a second, but pretty soon it was all too much for her, and she ran to catch up with Emmy. Katie shook her head, but didn’t say anything. She was still smiling; there seemed to be a little mischievous devil dancing in her eyes.

“Don’t worry,” I said, trying to comfort her. “Last but not least, right?”

Katie just scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“Don’t bother. I’m sick of you already. Go sleep in Boris’ room.”

“I think Boris will be a little confused if I show up in his room on my wedding night.”

Katie started laughing, trying to conceal it behind her fist.

Night was settling over the city. Katie and I walked along the paved path, chatting happily the whole time. In the distance, we could hear the celebratory noise, and we could still see the fireworks exploding in the night sky. I walked along, knowing that this was the most peaceful, happy evening of my life...

The next morning, I sent Katie to Odetta for training. After that, I flew off to the Palace, for a meeting with the Patriarchs.

All six of them were waiting for me in the Throne Room. Four women and two men. Vasilissa and Xenia Stunning were sitting on chairs next to the wall, and Ilana Lvov was right beside them. Opposite them sat the always-dissatisfied Karina Bayuk. Valentin was standing, twirling his fan in his hands, while Gleb was seated right on the floor with his legs crossed.

I didn’t sit down on the throne; I just stopped, standing, right there in front of him. I slowly looked around at them all.

“Who is the White General?” Gleb was the first to break the silence.

The other Patriarchs turned to stare at me attentively.

“He’s an ally,” I replied laconically. “But we have more important business to discuss right now.”

I quickly told them about the awakening of the Gods and the true threat posed by the ghouls. Vasilissa, Xenia, and Ilana had already heard about the Gods, but they didn’t know about the ghouls yet. The Demigods heard me out, and then thought about what I had said in silence for a minute.

“I met a King once,” said Gleb unexpectedly. “When we had broken through three rings and entered the Ural Zone. I was fighting a six-attribute ghoul, and at a certain point I felt unable to breathe. The Ghoul King didn’t attack. He crawled up from under the ground and watched us in silence. But even that was enough to destroy our fighting spirit. Dozens of my people died that day. Great warriors, every last one of them.”

Gleb sighed sadly.

“Why don’t we know about this?” Vasilissa asked with evident irritation.

“Shut your mouth, witch,” Gleb growled.

“Stop!” I raised a hand to stop the bickering before it got out of hand. “You can squabble later. Now is not the time. I will be leaving soon for the Islands of the Angles, to meet with the Goddess Annabelle. And I need every one of you to help me maintain the Empire’s stability while I’m gone. We cannot allow Frankia or any other country to regain a stranglehold on our resources.”

We spent the following half hour discussing the country’s development over the months and years to come. How well these plans would actually serve, of course, was anyone’s guess — who could say that something wouldn’t happen tomorrow to put the whole plan in its grave? As we talked about which young talents we wanted to send to Odetta for training, everyone in the room received a message on their gadgets.

I quickly picked up my Rabbot and opened the message; it was from my dad:

[Vlad]: The Ural Zone’s ghouls are attacking. There are thousands of them. We’ve already spotted four six-attribute ghouls.

“You’ll need to postpone your trip to the Islands,” said Ilana. “War is coming. The country needs its Emperor.”


Chapter 17




War. Part 1

THE NEWS ABOUT THE APPROACHING WAR spread quickly through the capital. The Empire didn’t even have time to recover from Pollen before the next devastating attack came slamming down on its beleaguered body. As soon as I learned of the attack, I ordered full mobilization.

“Finish the three-day celebration without me,” I said as I sat opposite my wives and looked at them all with a sad smile. A day had passed since I received the news.

“Do you really need to go?” Emmy asked reluctantly.

“Yes. I’m the Emperor. The other Demigods left for the east yesterday. I’m the only one who hasn’t left yet.”

I didn’t want to say goodbye to my wives, of course. I don’t think anybody in my position would have wanted to leave right after his wedding to three beautiful women.

“Do you think you can handle it?” Liz asked quietly.

I looked into her bright-blue eyes and nodded confidently.

“I’m pretty tough to kill. You three need to keep training. With your potential, it won’t be hard for you to become Quintoi.”

A message buzzed on my Rabbot. It was time.

“Take care of him!” Emmy admonished Boris in a stern tone. “You know he likes to rush into battle when he shouldn’t.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got him completely under control!” The pig replied proudly.

I said goodbye to my wives and left. High above us in the sky, several dozen airships were already en route to the east. Odetta would have to handle Moscovia’s defenses alone. I had to bid a hasty goodbye to the foreign delegations, and ask them to leave the Empire as quickly as possible due to the emergent situation.

Boris jumped up onto my shoulder, and we took off into the air. I had delegated all official business to Pavel and Sophia; they would be keeping in touch with me, and keeping me informed about everything that happened. My father and Lyudmila had left for the front the night before. Every Faceter counted in this fight. If it weren’t for the Marquis of Xiao, who was on hand to meet the brunt of the first ghoul attack, we’d have lost at least one city to the oncoming hordes. No matter how powerful he was, though, the Marquis couldn’t defend the Empire single-handedly.

Once aboard the airship, I met Olliveyder. He just nodded, and turned to stare out the window. I sat down and watched him for a little while, and as I did so I thought about his situation. I hadn’t done anything to help Olliveyder so far — he had been helping me, and that was it. He had almost died because of me once already. And all because of what his Cat had said. Olliveyder had more willpower than anyone else I knew. He seemed to follow his path in life without the slightest regret, and seemed ready to die at any moment. To be honest, such people were a little bit scary.

I took a book out of my wallet and started reading it. This was the folio in which Artyom had laid out his understanding of the Way of the Stars, and I had already read it several times.

“... The nature of the Acts of the non-Heretical Eyes is enigmatic and poorly understood. Why would recognition from a country be a condition for receiving the Fourth Star? How could public opinion make a physiological difference in the power of a specific individual? At first, it seems totally illogical and baffling. But if you dig deeper into history and analyze it...

... I’ve come to the conclusion that Terra has a chakrasystem of its own. And it works according to its own rules and laws. Terra’s chakrasystem includes not only all the chakra on the planet, but also the cores of the Ghoul Zones. And if my analysis is correct, every human and ghoul factors into it as well. That’s what makes phenomena like the Acts of the Way of the Stars possible...

... The Way of the Stars is directly connected to the chakrasystem. But is there really no way to circumvent the Acts? Digging through the history, one can find instances of two people with the Fourth Star of the same Eyes living in the same country at the same time. For example, in the Chinese Empire, a little more than 7,000 years ago. Prince Wu and the Monk Duanfu Zi both possessed the Eyes of Ophiucus at the same time. There are several other examples like this...

Feeling anxious, I turned to what I considered the most important page of the entire book. The first time I read it, I just sat there, staring blankly at the letters for a few minutes.

... Studying the Eyes of Libra is what prompted me to try to circumvent the Acts. Heretical Eyes require killing for their development — technically speaking, of course, this is just another sort of Act. But this rule can be circumvented, and there are many examples of people who possess the Eyes of Libra doing this.

Year 1103 of the Epoch of Progress. Duke Wilgelt of the Germanic Lands managed to attain the Second, Third, and Fourth Stars of the Eyes of Libra in the course of a single week. Lucifer’s descendants killed him ten days later, but that was enough time for the entire country to learn about what the Duke had done. I visited the Germanic Lands and studied this event. Wilgelt had no relatives at all. Neither children, nor parents, nor siblings. And he wasn’t conspicuous in terms of power, either. He was only a mid-level Tribos at the time of his death.

Sophia helped me solve this mystery. It turns out that Duke Wilgelt didn’t make his breakthrough in his own lands, as he claimed to have done — he made it on the Battlefield of the Seven. This is an island in the Mediterranean Sea. It’s located on a three-way border between the territories of Frankia, the Germanic Lands, and Iran. According to legend, seven Gods perished on that island. The Battlefield of the Seven is one of the most dangerous places on the continent. Even a Demigod risks death there, if they end up falling into one of the many enigmatic anomalies on the island.

After studying a multitude of similar examples, I developed a working understanding of how Wilgelt managed to attain the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Libra. He devoured a treasure that formed in the place where the Gods died. It might have been a flower, a strange crystal, or any number of other things.

The Eyes of Libra are by nature a force of devouring, of absorption. They’re actually much easier to develop if you circumvent the Acts. You just need to devour rare resources — that’s it. And that’s why Lucifer has spent so many years hunting down and killing those who possess the Eyes of Libra. He doesn’t want anyone to “accidentally” acquire the Fourth (or even the Fifth) Star of the Eyes of Libra.

Using the example of the Eyes of Libra as a model, I developed a method for increasing the power of my own Eyes of Cancer. I had to take the Emperor Boris’ Eyes, although I didn’t want to do it. In doing so, however, I circumvented the Fourth Act. By my estimation, acquiring the Fifth Star would require devouring something on the level of a God. The Heart of the Goddess, for example. According to legend, the Goddess Anubis left her heart somewhere in the World of the Twelve. And it’s still beating there to this day.

I reached down to touch the pages as a wave of sadness washed over me. My brother had done so much work. And his conclusions were addressed to me. He had shown me the way. But even that wasn’t the end of the help he provided me. I turned several more pages and stopped at a paragraph that was dedicated entirely to the Eyes of Libra.

... The Way of the Stars and the Way of the Heavens can be used to help each other. For example, the Eyes of Libra at the Fourth Star can be used to devour not only material and immaterial objects, but also Laws.

I chuckled. Artyom had introduced several new definitions, and one of them was the idea of a “Law.” This was his term for comprehension of one’s nature. I sighed and continued reading.

I found only one example to confirm my hypothesis, but it comes from a source whose credibility is ironclad. 4,000 years ago in the Empire of the Rus, Prince Nikolay Stunning managed to awaken the Eyes of Libra. He hid them for a long time, and conducted mass killings, unbeknownst to anyone else. Nikolay killed his own mother to attain the Fourth Star. Only once he became a Demigod did he finally reveal his Eyes. And that was a mistake, because he, too, died ten days later at the hands of Lucifer’s descendants. During that time, however, Nikolay devoured several Demigods. And surprisingly, he took their Laws and used them to strengthen his own. If it weren’t for Lucifer, Nikolay could have become a Septimos, sooner or later.

I smiled. While everybody else was busy racking their brains, trying to comprehend their fundamental nature, someone with the Eyes of Libra could just eat a Demigod and get their comprehension for free. Somehow, it seemed unbelievable and implausible. Stealing comprehension? But I had faith in my brother’s conclusions.

“Your Highness, we’ll be arriving in twenty minutes.” A girl in a Faceter’s uniform tore me out of my musings. The sigil on her clothes told me she was from the Isayev Clan. She might have been twenty years old, at most, but she was already a Quintos. I recognized her. Tatiana Isayev, one of the Clan’s geniuses. She was physically beautiful, and amazingly talented. From early childhood, everyone else treated her as one of the Clan’s future Princesses.

“You may go,” I nodded to her as I put my book away.

She bowed her head and walked out.

“You ready?” I turned to Olliveyder.

“Yep,” he nodded melancholically. “I love fighting. It makes me stronger. And it’ll be good for you too. You’ve gone soft on me.”

I replied with a sarcastic smile. Olliveyder was right: I hadn’t been busy with anything but paperwork for quite some time.

“Be careful,” I said as I slapped him on the shoulder and sat back down on my chair.

I can sense something whenever you touch him, said Alisa suddenly. I don’t know what it is. How about we ask Olliveyder to help us with a couple of experiments?

I looked over at Olliveyder again. Maybe Alisa was starting to unlock some of her abilities? After the war, we would definitely have to work on that a bit more.

Our airship started its descent. Our destination was Samara. This would be the center of resistance, because it was the closest major city to the Ural Zone.

I didn’t wait for the ship to land; I just jumped off the deck and took off into the air. The city was large — only a little bit smaller than the capital. It was surrounded by a wall almost 200 feet high. It smelled like fire and smoke, and the earth in the direction of the Ural Zone was carpeted in a thick layer of black smog. That was where the main battle was taking place.

I looked around, found the biggest building in the city, and headed straight for it.

“Your Highness!” Seven Quintoi with wings of fire rose up to meet me in midair. They all greeted me with a bow.

“Clan Merlin,” I nodded to them.

“We’ll escort you,” an old man with a wrinkled face announced as he flew forward. This was Valentin Merlin’s father, Leonid Merlin. He was the Clanleader, and one of the most powerful Quintoi in the country. If our intelligence was accurate, he was closer to attaining the Demigod Facet than anyone else in the country.

“Very well — I’m counting on you,” I said with a soft smile.

The Merlins led me to a large hall, one of whose walls was completely occupied by an enormous map. It displayed the situation on the battlefield — humans were represented by green dots, ghouls by red ones. Every five seconds, the dots would change position, reflecting the changes that were happening outside. I realized immediately that this was actually quite a simple spatial artifact, and that the images on it were being controlled by a team of several people. It was very convenient for the Analytics Department.

The hall was a combination command post and classroom. There were tables spread out like a fan in front of the map, with Faceters sitting at each of them. Every person there had an individual task to complete, and the closer a person was sitting to the map, the higher their position was in their respective hierarchy.

The defensive plan was being formulated by the best strategists in the Empire. They were all noteworthy for having exceptional abilities, and had all distinguished themselves in military operations on multiple occasions. So I wasn’t about to change anything. That said, I did allow Alisa a moment to analyze the map.

“Send unit B-43 to quadrant 32,” one of the Strategists commanded. It was an old man, one of the Rubtsovs. This was a local Clan, famous for its Illusionist Faceters.

That’s a mistake, Alisa snorted in my mind. Those people will die there. Doesn’t he see that there are four-attribute ghouls flying that way on a wide arc as we speak?

I repeated Alisa’s words to the man, albeit slightly rephrased. The Rubtsov Strategist went pale and ordered three more units to head to quadrant 32.

I sat there for a few hours, watching the battlefield. Ghouls were swarming out of the Ural Zone incessantly, and the human forces were doing everything in their power to prevent the beasts from reaching any cities. Samara, Saratov, Kazan — three Elder Cities, the defenders of the east. They had held the Ural Zone at bay for millenia, keeping the rest of the Empire safe from its ghouls.

“Six-attribute ghoul!” One of the Faceters responsible for intelligence suddenly shouted. The Merlin Clanleader turned to look at me, waiting for orders. At the moment, three of the six Patriarchs were already on the battlefield. Gleb Velzin was holding off two six-attribute ghouls single-handedly, while Ilana Lvova and Xenia Stunning were each fighting one six-attribute ghoul. The Marquis of Xiao was also present. But I couldn’t give him any orders; he operated on his own initiative. The war had only just started, but the Marquis had already killed two six-attribute ghouls. The other Patriarchs didn’t know that I didn’t actually have any control over the White General, and I wasn’t about to let them in on that little secret.

“Send Karina Bayuk,” I ordered.

“Yes, Sir!”

Within twenty minutes, another frightened Faceter shouted:

“Two more six-attribute ghouls! They’re advancing quickly toward Patriarch Gleb!”

“Have Xenia and Vasilissa stop them,” I commanded.

The Merlins’ Clanleader looked grim in the extreme. Six Demigods were out there fighting, including the Marquis. Valentin Merlin and I were the only people left in reserve who could go out and fight a six-attribute ghoul. If the Ural Zone kept sending sixes out to fight us, Samara would be in for a whole world of pain.

“The White General’s back!” The same Faceter shouted happily. “He killed the ghoul that Patriarch Karina was fighting!”

Everyone in the hall sighed with relief.

“Three six-attribute ghouls are attacking the Marquis and Patriarch Karina!” The Faceter’s joy turned to panic almost instantly. “They concealed themselves from our Sensors, it was a trap!”

“Send Valentin,” I commanded.

“Yes, Sir!”

“Patriarch Karina is wounded! She can’t keep fighting!”

“We just discovered two more six-attribute ghouls! They’re leading about a thousand four- and five-attribute ghouls toward Kirov!”

A sprinkling of red dots appeared on the map and started moving slowly upward, to the northwest. A deathly silence hung over the hall. Kirov was a Younger City, located between Syktyvkar and Kazan. At most, its garrison (originally sent there just as a precaution) could boast ten or twelve Quintoi and several Five-Mark Black-Bookmen. Two six-attribute ghouls, along with a thousand fours and fives, could easily wipe Kirov off the face of the planet. Nobody would survive.

Will I be able to intercept them? I asked Alisa in my mind.

If you move out within the next twelve minutes, then yes, she replied immediately.

“Leonid Merlin.” I turned to face the Clanleader. “You’re in command for the time being. Hold your positions until I get back.”

“Your Highness, you — “ The old man’s eyes widened.

But I didn’t have time to listen; I just took off out of the building, smashing right through the ceiling. There was no time to find an exit.

“Are we going to fight?” A sleepy Boris crawled up out of my pocket. With a big yawn, he climbed up onto my shoulder.

“Yes. Two six-attribute ghouls and a thousand fours and fives. Should be tasty.”

“Whoa!” Boris was excited. “I’ve never eaten a six before!”

Once the city was behind us, I activated my Sound of the Heart Pattern. An invisible wave rolled out from my body to cover an area about 700 miles in diameter. So as not to get distracted, I restricted the range of what I was actually hearing myself and allowed Alisa to analyze all the heartbeats.

Within a few seconds, an interactive map appeared in front of my eyes; it looked a little bit like the map back at the command center, but it was more detailed. Alisa marked several points on the map that allowed me to find Olliveyder and the Patriarchs with ease. Among them were the Asclepius Ivan and the Black-Bookman Esper, who had served Katie for such a long time in my absence. After Artyom Stunning’s death, they went back to their families, so I hadn’t run into either of them since. There was no point indicating the Marquis of Xiao’s position; after all, he didn’t have a heart.

“Everything’s stable for now,” I sighed with relief. Thankfully, the Ural Zone hadn’t sent any new sixes to the battlefield. At least for the time being.

I sped up. The only people who could travel faster than me at that point were the Demigods. If two six-attribute ghouls managed to fly into Kirov at the same time, I wouldn’t have been able to stop them. But they were at the head of a group, so they could only move as fast as the weakest and slowest ghoul in that group.

After half an hour, I saw a big, dark mass in the distance. The ghouls.

“I made it,” I said with another sigh of relief.

“It’s too bad we don’t have anyone with the Eyes of Leo,” Boris grumbled. “Although I guess we have one.”

“Liz is still too weak,” I snapped back. “I’ll ask her when she becomes a Quintos.”

“Liz could help us a lot, though. She has portals. I mean, sure, you made it this time, but what about next time? A whole city might get wiped out.”

I didn’t say anything in response. The pig was right, of course. Once the lives of thousands of people depended on you, you started to get an appreciation of just how powerful the Order of Leo could be. It was hard to fight against a power that could send its forces to any point, on any battlefield, at any time. But Liz was still too weak, and I didn’t want to risk her. She would immediately be top priority for our enemies. Even ghouls had brains enough to know when a person was creating portals.

As I flew over the battlefield, I saw humans and ghouls locked in mortal combat. Besides Faceters and Black-Bookmen, there were rank-and-file soldiers, guardsmen, and even Sticks. Many units were spread out on a wide front. Coordinated by our headquarters, they were attacking the ghouls, then returning to special bases to rest and treat their wounds.

Gradually, however, the line of defense was being pushed closer and closer to the cities themselves. If things continued the way they were going, then Kazan, Samara, and Saratoc would all be under siege by the ghouls within a week. None of those cities had the kind of natural defenses that St. Petersburg had. So it would be difficult, to say the least.

Several times, I saw packs of ghouls ripping humans to pieces. One or two of the green points on the map that represented human units were disappearing every few seconds. But I was about to go into battle single-handedly against more than a thousand ghouls. If I allowed myself to get distracted helping others, I wouldn’t be able to complete my main objective.

As we approached within a few hundred yards of the ghouls, they suddenly sensed us. A group of more than forty of them immediately flew out of the main horde and rushed toward us. I spotted three five-attribute ghouls among them.

“You ready?” I activated all my patterns, one after the other.

“Yep!” Boris jumped down from my shoulder to fly alongside me, after transforming himself into a big sphere.

“Then let’s get to work!”


Chapter 18




War. Part 2

FIFTY CHAINS SHOT FORWARD out of my left arm. They glittered in the sun like deep-red, translucent rubies. The chains crashed into the oncoming ghouls in less than a second and wrapped up in a deathgrip. An instant later, a loud, stomach-turning crack split the air, and all the ghouls except for two of the fives were killed instantly. The two survivors started shrieking loudly. The ghouls’ green armor had melted under the withering effect of the Chain of Purification, filling the air with a thick, disgusting stench.

I stared calmly down at the wriggling, shrieking beasts. Ural ghouls were distinguished by their color. It was a shade of pale green, reminiscent of a cadaver’s skin. And their power was pretty unique too — they radiated a greenish aura that was terrifyingly destructive to humans. It wasn’t poison, really; it was more like radiation that affected the human genetic code. Even zero-attribute ghouls possessed the ability, although they couldn’t control it at all.

The more attributes a Ural ghoul had, the more powerful this radiation became. Besides that, though, the ghouls underwent a strange transformation when they made their “breakthroughs.” At zero attributes, they looked like any other ghoul: naked and bald, with flat, earless, eyeless faces. The only distinguishing characteristics were their green coloration and slightly stockier build. From time to time, a destructive green glow would flash up around them.

Ghouls that attained their first attribute would acquire eyes and ears, as well as a covering of scales across their bodies. Their defensive capabilities and physical strength would increase sharply at that point, such that many One-Mark beasts would have little to no hope of defeating them. At the second attribute, they acquired a tail with a green ball on the end. The ghouls could use this not only to launch physical attacks, but also to control their radiation surges. In artifactory and alchemy, this ball was called a Sphere of Woe. It was used for tempering certain artifacts and as an ingredient in several medicines and poisons. 10% of the Merlin Clan’s income came from trade in Spheres of Woe.

At the third attribute, Ural ghouls experienced a shocking transformation: their bodies became dried-up and dessicated. They turned into something resembling a five-foot-tall, green, upright-walking skeleton. These ghouls were almost unbelievably dangerous, and they had already taken a huge number of human lives. Like a walking radiative weapon, these three-attribute ghouls emanated a constant aura of poisonous radiation into the space around them. It was very hard to counter them; even at the Third Facet, it was dangerous for Faceters to be near them for more than ten minutes, no matter what kind of Tribos armor they might have.

Compared to the preceding changes, the external changes these ghouls experienced at the fourth attribute weren’t all that significant — the main change was that they acquired a pair of green, skeletal wings. But the power of their radiation increased exponentially when they made their breakthrough to the fourth attribute. These ghouls formed the bulk of the horde that was surging toward Kirov.

Fives would acquire armor that covered their entire body. Sixes were wrapped in green flame, and lost the helmet component of their armor, which thereby revealed their hideous heads — green, with huge black eyes and long, thick hair of the same color.

The shrieking suddenly stopped as hunks of armor and bones from the slain fives splattered to the ground. It took me only five seconds to kill 43 ghouls. During that time, the rest of the group slowed down. The sixes seemed to be weighing their options: was it more important to make it to the city as quickly as they could, or finish me off first?

“Let me help you decide,” I said with a soft smile as I took ten blood hashi out of my wallet.

“You ready, Alisa?”

Yes!

I sent chakra flowing into the hashi and threw them. Under Alisa’s control, they shot through the bodies of the flying ghouls like red laser beams. Bodies started raining down onto the ground. One, two, ten, fifty...

Alisa was only killing four-attribute ghouls. They didn’t have bone helmets yet, so the hashi were blowing their skulls to pieces on impact. More than 300 four-attribute ghouls died in the space of a couple seconds, and one by one, my hashi shattered against their bones. I had made them from the extremely durable bones of five-attribute ghouls, but the radiation from the Ural monsters quickly robbed the hashi of their innate toughness.

“GRAA-AAGH!” A terrifying roar erupted so loudly that it actually threw me backward. The crowd of ghouls was racing toward me.

Blood Threads!

Scarlet stripes began to spin in the air around me.

Blood Needle! Ice Needle!

Four needles and eight scarlet ribbons shot forward into the crowd of ghouls. I felt the intense pressure of combined radiation from 700 ghouls; my armor started to melt in certain places. The two six-attribute ghouls didn’t lunge into battle themselves. They were suspended in the air above the battlefield, watching me with their cold black eyes.

“Underestimating me?” I snickered as I created my Blood and Ice Swords. My needles and threads were already ripping through the horde, and the savaged bodies of fours and fives were thudding and splattering to the ground before me.

“Can I fight now?” Boris asked anxiously.

“Yes. But keep an eye on those two. As soon as they start moving, activate your devouring force.”

“Got it!” Boris shot forward into the crowd of ghouls like a cannonball. And I was right behind him. The closer I flew to the ghouls, the brighter their green glow became, and the more intensely I felt the pressure of their radiation.

BOOM!

A five-attribute ghoul’s helmet exploded, revealing that the back half of its neck had been blown off; the corpse slumped to the ground. I felt unable to breathe, and I could feel my internal organs being damaged. Yang-chakra started healing the damage right away, but the regeneration process was much slower than the destruction.

“Bastards,” I growled as I raised my head to look up into the sky. The sixes were watching me in silence. Waves of murderous radiation were spreading out from them through the air in all directions. It didn’t just affect me, either — the other ghouls acquired a little bit of extra light in their green glow, and their power increased by at least 30%. The Ural Zone was one of the few Big Zones on Terra. These were the only places where there were such horrifying ghouls — ghouls that could amplify the abilities of their underlings and damage their enemies simultaneously.

I dodged attacks from several ghouls, chopping the heads of two more fives in half as I did so. Meanwhile, Boris was bouncing through the crowd of ghouls, ricocheting off their heads and blowing them to pieces in the process. He was moving extremely quickly, and within a minute he had killed more than a hundred of them. His attacks killed the fours with a single blow, but the fives would sometimes survive. Even when they did, however, they would invariably lose a piece of their heads, and my Blood Threads under Alisa’s control would finish them off. My insides were still taking damage, but as a Quintos I was much tougher than an average human. Even structural damage to my heart wouldn’t be enough to kill me. Therefore, I decided not to attack the sixes for the time being, and focus instead on killing as many of the weaker beasts as I could.

Within two minutes, there were only 200 ghouls left out of the original army of a thousand; about half of those who remained were fives. At that point, the six-attribute ghouls began to make moves. I reached out to Boris through our mental connection, and we activated our combined Realm of Influence.

My head started spinning, and that scared me.

The radiation is affecting your brain — you’ll be dead within three minutes at this rate, I heard Alisa’s nervous warning in my mind.

Devouring Spiral!

I used our strongest attack — the one that had destroyed the Soul Cursers’ castle in a single blow. A spatial anomaly appeared in the sky, and the horrifying devouring force fell deafeningly to the ground.

The sixes managed to reach me. In unison, they both slammed their fists into my chest and sent me hurtling like a comet toward the ground. Activating my Realm of Influence had altered my armor and made it significantly stronger, but it still wasn’t enough to withstand the monsters’ combined attack. My body smashed into the ground, quite literally — I found myself stamped about thirty feet into the soil. I vomited up a big mass of blood, then lost consciousness for a few seconds. When I came to, I realized I was being dragged into the huge devouring force.

With a loud crack, Boris’ massive, pink snout appeared next to me.

“We’re outta here!”

I didn’t even notice it happening, but soon I found myself in the pig’s mouth. My entire body was in agony, and my head was spinning even more than before.

You broke 70 bones, said Alisa anxiously. And you took critical internal damage too. Part of your brain is black! I don’t know what’s going on!

“Message Liz,” I groaned in my mind. I couldn’t open my mouth; even thinking was difficult.

Alisa took control of my shattered right hand and reached into my wallet. She took out my Rabbot and opened my messenger app.

“Crawl out of here, we need to find out where we are,” I said to Boris through our mental connection.

“Got it!”

I flew to the side of the pig’s mouth as Boris started digging his way back up to the surface. Within a few seconds, he stopped and laid me carefully down on the ground. In the distance, where the Devouring Spiral was still raging, I could hear a piercing whistle, punctuated with the occasional horrifying roar. An enormous column of dust filled the sky above the scene. I had totally lost control of my ability, and had no idea what was going on there.

I’ve got our coordinates, said Alisa. And I messaged Liz. We’re just waiting for her now.

I turned my head and looked in the direction opposite the spiral. There, I saw the silhouettes of fleeing ghouls. The ground was carpeted with bodies. Red human blood had mixed with gray ghoul slime, and the horrifying result was collecting into pale pink rivulets that soon started to flow all across the landscape. About twenty feet from where I was lying, I saw a torn-off human arm with a white bone ring on one finger. Young Faceters often wore such rings, so that their elders could track their location. I had one myself, at one point. I would never forget my wanderings in the ghoul pit...

Everything had gone blurry, but a sudden golden flash brought me back to my senses.

“Archie!” Liz rushed to my side.

“To the Protector,” Alisa croaked using my tongue and jaw muscles. “Hide me.”

Liz knew immediately what I needed from her. She took out a black cloak and covered me with it. After that, she raised her hand into the air and quickly dove into a new portal. Boris managed to squeeze into my pocket before we teleported.

We came out in the courtyard behind our house. Liz flew up into the air and hurried toward the Palace. Several people wanted to stop her, but when they recognized her as my wife, they immediately stopped and let her pass. Odetta reached out to us herself as Liz landed at the entrance to the Palace. The ground became damp, and soon there was a puddle of crystal-clear water beneath our feet. The swan’s cold voice spoke from within it:

“Come in.”

After she spoke, the soil under the puddle fell away to reveal a passageway. Liz flew into it. My condition was worsening — the radiation seemed to have an extended effect. My heart was starting to fall apart. If this continued for much longer, I’d be a dead man. Liz made it to the cave with the lake inside. Streams of water burst up out of it and snatched my body from Liz’s arms.

“Can you save him?” Liz asked anxiously.

Odetta didn’t respond. Some immensely powerful force spread throughout my body and healed my wounds.

“You’re lucky,” said Odetta indifferently. “I’m the only one in the world who can heal damage like this without permanent consequences. The Ural ghouls’ comprehension is truly insidious, and the effects are very difficult to expunge.”

Streams of water set me back on my feet. I looked back in awe at the snow-white swan. I had just felt the power of the Seventh Mark for myself. And it was vastly beyond anything I had ever experienced before.

“Thank you!” I bowed to Odetta at the waist. Then I thought about what she had said. So ghouls could comprehend their own nature too?

“Your healing has cost me a great deal of energy,” said the swan sadly.

I straightened back up and saw a cocoon of water at the edge of the pond. I recognized Katie’s silhouette inside it. Odetta slowly sank to the bottom of the lake; obviously, she didn’t want to talk any further.

“What happened to you?” Liz asked as she walked over to me. She was obviously still stunned. “What was that horrible whirlwind? It almost suffocated me!”

“Bring me back,” I said as I kissed Liz on the forehead. I felt an indescribably sense of relief. My own stupidity had almost killed me. Why the hell, I wondered, did I think I could kill two six-attribute ghouls at the same time?! Especially ones from a Big Zone?!

“Back?” Liz repeated hesitantly.

“Yes. The situation is critical. We might lose this battle at any moment.”

“I see,” Liz sighed as she waved her hand through the air. Three points of light flared up between her eyebrows. Golden light quickly filled her eyes, and then a golden portal appeared in front of her.

“Don’t come with me. I’ll call you if I need you.”

As soon as I teleported, I was snatched up instantly by a powerful wind and dragged toward the tornado.

“Hey!” Boris shouted.

I created my wings and flew away from the epicenter. Something horrible was happening in the place where I had created our Devouring Spiral. Even where I was hovering, several miles away, I felt myself being pulled toward the epicenter.

“That thing scares me,” Boris murmured to himself.

“What do you think? Are those sixes dead?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“Too bad I didn’t have a chance to grab the bodies.” “And devour their Yin-chakra and their memories... Odetta said that these ghouls also acquire comprehension of their fundamental nature, so maybe I could devour it?” I mused aloud.

“Those bones aren’t very tasty. They’re hard, and that green light makes my stomach hurt,” Boris complained.

For a few seconds, I stared at the wall of sand that filled the air in front of us; it was impossible to see what was happening behind it, where the spiral was still spinning. Then I flew off to Samara. I was powerless in the face of the anomaly by that point. All I could do was hope that it would disappear with time. The only good thing about the situation was that the spiral was far away from all of our forces and cities.

As I flew, I stopped in to help any humans that I saw in distress along the way. That slowed down my return journey, of course, but not by too much. The mere sight of the pale-green ghouls filled me with disgust and a subconscious feeling of anxiety. The sensation of nearly dying was still fresh in my mind. If it hadn’t been for Odetta... It was such a shame that she was dying. The Empire would be in a much shakier position after her death.

Judging by the heartbeats, the situation’s almost the same as you left it, said Alisa. This came as a considerable relief. Except for Karina, in Samara — she’s taken a lot of internal damage. Unless you bring her to Odetta, it’ll take her more than a decade to recover. And even then, there’s no guarantee she’d make a full recovery on her own.

I frowned. Losing one of the Demigods would have a devastating effect on our fighting strength. Maybe I should send her to Odetta, I thought? On the other hand, Karina’s injuries obviously weren’t as bad as mine, given that there was even the possibility that she could recover on her own. Although of course Karina was a Demigod, and her body was a lot tougher than mine. I would need to think about it.

The Marquis is fighting three ghouls at once, Alisa continued. One of the six-attribute ghouls disappeared, and a new one popped up in its place. Those are the only changes.

I glanced down at the map, gritted my teeth, and headed off to help the Marquis. He was indicated by a blurry gray dot on the map. Alisa could only get an approximate idea of where he was at any given time by locating the heartbeats of the ghouls he was fighting.

A group of ten four-attribute ghouls is heading your way, Alisa warned me.

I snickered and activated the chains from my left arm. That would be enough to handle a small group of winged skeletons. After them, however, I found myself under attack by a new group. Only after wiping out more than a hundred ghouls did I finally make it to the Marquis of Xiao. I wasn’t about to get close to the enemy — I stayed back at a distance of about 300 feet. Even then, though, the ghouls’ radiation was melting my armor.

Dressed all in white, and very much resembling a human despite being made of wood, the Marquis was fighting the three sixes like a born virtuoso. His right hand held a long blade (at least six feet) that seemed to be as thin as a single hair, which the Marquis was whirling around and using to rain down a constant hail of blows on the bodies of the ghouls around him. The sixes’ armor was badly dented, and I could even see punctures in some places. They were giving off an immensely powerful green glow, but it didn’t do anything to the Marquis.

“Now I see why he has such an easy time fighting them,” Boris muttered enviously as he poked his head up out of my pocket. “The green light doesn’t do anything to him!”

The battle between the Marquis and the ghouls almost seemed to be happening in fast-forward. In my place, all that a normal human would have seen would be a pale-green blur. They would also have heard a horrifying, thunderous clatter that drowned out all other sounds. The ghouls were having to rely entirely on their physical abilities, because their radiation had no effect on the Marquis.

“Let’s go.” I activated my Eyes of Libra, while Boris activated his devouring force. When the ghouls and the Marquis came within my Realm of Influence, they froze for just a second.

Now!

A massive whirlwind appeared above them, along with an omnipotent suction force. Three tornadoes fell out from within the spiral and slammed into the ghouls. The Marquis adjusted to the situation instantly. He raised his sword, and patterns began to glitter all along its blade. And they weren’t normal ones, either — they were multi-Faceted!

The ghouls started to get dragged upward, although only for a single second or so. But that was enough time for the Marquis. Blue lighting about as thick as my arm exploded into the air and drowned the whole area in a fluorescent blue glow. A loud thunderclap split the air so intensely that the earth shuddered beneath us. A second later, fragments of the six-attribute ghouls’ bodies flew up into our combined whirlwind. All three of them were dead.

I deactivated my Eyes and sighed. Holding the sixes in place had cost me a lot of energy, and even then, the Marquis had done the bulk of the work. It was just a shame that he had been the one to deal the fatal blow, because that meant I missed another chance to devour one of the sixes...

The Marquis nodded to me, then shot off into the distance, a white streak against the smoke and dust hanging in the air.

“Where to now?” Boris asked excitedly. He had enjoyed the way we took out those ghouls.

I checked the interactive map; the Ural Zone still hadn’t sent out any new sixes.

“Back to Samara. We’re going to visit Karina and offer her a deal. I think she’ll be willing to share the secret of becoming a Demigod in exchange for treatment from the Protector...”


Chapter 19

A Temporary Lull

KARINA BAYUK WAS LYING in the hospital in Samara, in the care of the best Asclepius in the city.

“Your Highness,” the short, swarthy old man greeted me with a hasty bow as I walked into Karina’s ward.

Fyodor Kukushkin, Asclepius at the Fifth Facet, Alisa hinted.

“How are things with Karina, Fyodor?”

He was obviously surprised that I knew his name, but immediately regained his composure. I walked over to the bed, where I found the Patriarch lying on her back and glaring up at me with obvious dissatisfaction. More than ten Facets of various patterns were circling through the air above her, occasionally emitting waves of soft green light in her direction. Karina had been thin and bony even before the battle, and now she literally looked like a skeleton with skin stretched tightly over it. Her hawkish nose stood out sharply against her sunken cheeks. The Patriarch no longer had any hair, so the Asclepius’ patterns were glowing visibly atop her bald head.

“Your Highness,” Karina grumbled. “You need not have bothered. I’m fine.”

I could see fear in the depths of her eyes. Earlier, I might not have understood where it was coming from. Thanks to Artyom and his books, however, I was aware of just how horrifying the Eyes of Libra were to other people. And just like the other Demigods, Karina would have recognized them in the devastating whirlwind I generated.

“You’re one of my Patriarchs. How could I fail to visit you?” I turned to the Asclepius.

“Your Highness, Patriarch Karina is frankly in bad shape. Her internal organs were badly damaged, but the ghoul’s most devastating blow hit her in the occipital bun on the back of her skull. The effects of this attack are simply unimaginably horrible.” Fyodor lowered his head. “If I were a Demigod, I might be able to do something...”

“I understand,” I said pensively, before giving him an order: “Please leave us. I need to speak with Karina.”

“Of course.” Fyodor bowed and complied immediately. The Facets of the patterns above Karina slowed down. At my command, Boris activated his Realm of Influence. Nobody within his Territory would be able to hear us.

Karina flinched as she felt the change. She looked up at me with a strange expression on her face, but didn’t say anything.

“How unfortunate that Quintoi have such a difficult time making the breakthrough to Demigod,” I sighed as I stared firmly down into Karina’s eyes. “And almost all our Asclepioi are Faceted. Such is the inheritance of Asclepioi in the Empire of the Rus...”

“I’ve heard that our Protector’s healing abilities are absolutely astounding...” Karina hissed through gritted teeth; the effort this required made her cough up a little bit of blood. Her face was horribly pale, although I wouldn’t have thought it could get any paler. A big pattern on her forehead flashed, then disappeared, and with that she seemed to feel noticeably better.

“Yes, Odetta will be able to heal you,” I agreed without objection. A spark of hope flashed into Karina’s eyes. “But she won’t do this without a pressing reason.”

“Why not?” Karina frowned.

“Odetta doesn’t have long left,” I replied sadly.

Karina closed her eyes; her lips quivered ever so slightly.

“I could try to persuade our Protector. But you must tell me how you became a Demigod.” I decided to get straight to the point. I had no time for hints and suggestions.

Karina’s face twisted into a bitter frown.

“How much longer does the Protector have?”

“Between one and three years.”

“The Empire will be very unstable after her death,” Karina mumbled. For any Faceter at the Sixth Facet, their homeland was extremely important to them as the place where their ancestors had lived, and the place where their descendants would carry on their legacy.

“Yes. Things are even worse than you think,” I said with a sad chuckle.

Karina thought for a few minutes, and I wasn’t about to interrupt her. This woman was the subject of a lot of unflattering rumors. She had a very unpleasant personality, and she suffered from an extreme weakness for beautiful young men. Once she took a fancy to one of them, nothing would stop her from adding him to her harem.

Karina had a huge personal palace in Kiev, which was also home to more than 600 of her lovers. And none of them could leave it — they would be killed if they tried. Every year, families who had lost brothers or sons to Karina’s lusts would write complaints to the Imperial Palace and the police. But the capital turned a blind eye to it all: such were the privileges of the Patriarchs.

“Deal.”

I sighed with relief. I didn’t want to lose a Demigod at such an important moment for the fate of the Empire.

“You see the ring on my finger?” Her head was immobilized, so Karina shot a sidelong glance at her left hand. “It’s a spatial artifact. There’s only one item in it. That’s what allowed me to become a Demigod. Have a look.”

“You became a Demigod thanks to a single item?” I glanced down dubiously at the woman in her bed. I had heard of various kinds of naturally-occurring treasures that could help with comprehension of one’s fundamental nature. But they usually took up an enormous amount of space — space that was inaccessible to most Faceters. Entire mountains, or maybe forests or lakes. Odetta’s Emerald Pond was one such natural treasure. But this was the first time I had ever heard of such a small object possessing such an amazing property. The spatial ring was pretty small; it couldn’t even hold three cubic feet, by my reckoning. Could there really be something like the Heart of the Goddess inside?

“Have a look. I won’t get in your way.”

I touched the ring on Karina’s finger and poured chakra into it. A spatial pattern appeared on the ring, and a transparent object flew up out of it. I caught it and began to study it closely. It was a small glass bottle that was missing a cap. A pleasant, resin-like scent immediately began to fill the air. But it made me dizzy, so I put the bottle back in Karina’s ring.

“What is it?” I asked as I tried to restrain a sense of fear.

“I don’t know,” Karina replied with a frown. “I found this bottle on the shore of an underground river. Someone had buried it in the ground.”

“What’s your comprehension?” I inquired.

“Comprehension?” Karina seemed confused. “You mean my Law?”

“Yeah, exactly,” I replied as I thought about her reaction for a moment. I guess the term “comprehension of one’s nature” was a bit obsolete. This was the first time I had ever talked about the subject with a Demigod, and Karina hadn’t even heard of it. But Odetta still used the same words that were used in Amaterasu’s notebook. I would have to figure it all out at some point.

“I have the Law of Aroma,” Karina smirked.

“I’ve never heard of that before.”

Man, I thought... I shouldn’t have sent her into battle. She obviously wasn’t cut out for a head-to-head fight against a six-attribute ghoul.

“You underestimate my Law?” Karina noted derisively. Somehow, she had essentially read my mind. “It’s unique. There has never been a person with the Law of Aroma on Terra before. I’m the first.”

“Can I see that bottle again?” I asked.

“Yes. Just don’t break it.”

I took out the little bottle and studied it again. I didn’t notice anything unusual. Other than the smell, of course.

“The bottle has traces of the Law inside it. It’s useful for me — I can develop by absorbing the aroma.” Karina seemed to be getting nervous. What was she afraid of, I wondered — that I would devour her treasure?

“Very well,” I sighed helplessly as I handed Karina her bottle back. I was still none the wiser.

“Will you help me?” The woman looked noticeably more relaxed.

“Yes,” I nodded. Karina had upheld her end of the bargain; now it was my turn.

I sent a message to Liz. And while I waited for her to arrive, I thought about where the bottle might have come from. How could something like that possibly exist? Becoming a Demigod required attaining the peak of a Quintos’ power, and then attaining enlightenment — full comprehension of one’s fundamental nature. Luck played a significant role in the process, as did talent and special resources like Odetta’s Emerald Pond. But something like this — picking up a little bottle and sniffing it to acquire comprehension of the nature of Aroma... I had only one possible explanation. This bottle couldn’t be naturally-occurring; it must have been created by someone. Artyom’s theory about the existence of a mysterious civilization was seeming more and more plausible all the time.

The door opened, and a highly-agitated Liz rushed into the room. She let out a huge sigh of relief when she caught sight of me.

“I want to bring Karina to the Protector,” I pointed down at the Patriarch.

“Got it.” Liz created a portal.

I stretched out my arm, and several chains wrapped themselves around Karina’s body and lifted her gently into the air. Together, we all stepped into the portal and found ourselves in Odetta’s cave, which came as a surprise to me.

“Where are we?” Karina asked in a weak groan.

I glanced inquiringly at Liz.

“The Protector gave me permission to create portals right in here,” Liz shrugged.

“You again.” A displeased-sounding voice echoed out from the direction of the lake as waves started to ripple across its smooth surface. The swan soon appeared from its depths.

“Protector,” I greeted Odetta with a bow. “The Demigod Karina has been wounded in the war with the ghouls. Have a look at her, please.”

A tired sigh echoed through the cave as a watery tentacle stretched out and touched Karina, who was still suspended in midair.

“This girl is very talented,” Odetta remarked with surprise. “Her comprehension of her nature is very deep. She has every chance of becoming a Septimos.”

I caught an “ouch” from Karina as the water began healing her wounds.

What kind of little bottle was that, I wondered, if it could be used to get someone as high as the Seventh Facet? I was certain that the smell itself was what awakened such deep comprehension in Karina.

Slowly, the Patriarch’s body started to heal. Her hair grew back, and a pinkish hue returned to her ghostly-pale face. I removed my chains, and Karina landed gently on her feet. She bowed to Odetta at the waist.

“I thank you!”

“Your thoughts are unclean. You are devious and cruel.” The swan passed judgment as she stared at Karina. The latter went pale again and took a step back.

“Protector, I — “

“Although your heart is black, you are true to yourself and your motherland. I’ve removed your childhood injury. You will now be able to have children.”

“Huh?” Karina seemed stunned. She stared back at the swan with tears running down her face.

“I don’t have long left, and I need to find someone to replace me.” A terrible pressure suddenly came down on us; Liz and I both went pale. “You’re healthy again. Your mental condition should return to normal soon. Become stronger and make the breakthrough to the Seventh Facet. You now have every chance of making a breakthrough.”

Odetta’s voice boomed through the cavern. Every word she uttered sounded like an indisputable command. Karina’s body was shaking; I had to take a few steps back to stand in front of Liz, whose breathing had become fast and heavy.

BOOM!

Karina fell to her knees. Her forehead hit the floor, and she started sobbing, without uttering a word. The pressure suddenly disappeared, and Liz and I could breathe again. I turned to look at Odetta with fear in my eyes. Was the difference between us really that huge? I could sense that Odetta could kill me at the drop of a hat if she wanted to; she wouldn’t have to use anything but her aura, and I’d be a dead man.

“Young Emperor. Do not disturb me for the next six months. You may send people to me for tempering, but do not ask me to heal anyone else,” Odetta warned.

“Understood.”

“Then leave me...” The swan lowered her head and sank back into the lake.

I walked over to Karina and helped her back onto her feet. She looked lost.

“We need to get back.”

Karina replied with a silent nod.

“Send us back to Samara,” I asked Liz.

She waved her hand, and a portal appeared. Holding Karina by the arm, I stepped into it and teleported back. We found ourselves on a small, dusty street lined with old white buildings. Pale, frightened faces were staring back out at us from the windows.

“Where are we?” I asked in my mind as I looked around.

We’re in Samara, just on the outskirts, Alisa answered.

Odetta must have hit Liz pretty hard with her aura to make the girl miss her target so badly.

“Where are we?” Karina repeated my question aloud. She had finally regained her composure and calmed down.

“In Samara. But this isn’t the center. Let’s walk back. I want to ask you a few questions.”

I took two gray cloaks out of my wallet and gave one to Karina. We would attract far too much attention dressed as we were.

“My life has purpose once again, thanks to you.” The woman took the cloak from me and threw it across her shoulders. “I am in your debt.”

I just nodded. We headed toward the city center. A crowd of children was following us at a distance, obviously too scared to approach any closer. I looked around at the old houses and occasional passersby with interest as we walked. The city was under martial law, so all its people were stuck in their houses, waiting for the end of the war. The columns for Faceters were totally empty. All the powerful warriors were either outside the city or in the center.

“I hope you’ll stop terrorizing the people now, and release all those you’re holding against their will,” I said as I turned to face Karina.

“There’s no need for them anymore,” she shrugged indifferently.

Suddenly, a noise erupted from an alley as we passed by, and a thirteen-year-old girl burst out of it and almost slammed into me. I took a step back and caught her so she wouldn’t fall.

“Agh!” The girl jumped in terror.

“Thief!” An angry-looking middle-aged man burst out of the same alley.

“Sister!” A shout rang out from the group of children that was following us.

The man rushed over to the girl and tried to kick her. I glared at him, and hit him with a small blast of chakra. It threw him back. He fell to the ground and started groaning loudly in pain.

“Sister!” A boy who looked to be about fourteen ran over to the girl. He pulled her toward himself and shot me a sidelong glance, his eyes full of terror.

“Forgive us, please!” The boy fell to his knees, forcing his sister to do likewise as he did so. “Don’t kill us!”

I stared in silence at the shivering kid and the bewildered girl in front of me. The latter was still squeezing a rolled-up piece of butcher paper in her hands. I recognized the smell — it was grilled mushrooms and earthworms. Meanwhile, the man came back to his senses. But he didn’t stand up; he just rose part of the way, onto his knees, with his head bowed as if in supplication.

“Show us the way to the center,” I commanded the children.

“Of course!” The boy leapt to his feet immediately, then helped his sister stand up. They ignored the man on his knees quite pointedly as they raced off up the street at a brisk pace.

“Why are you helping them?” Karina looked utterly baffled. “They’re Sticks.”

I just smiled sadly and walked over to the man. I laid a hand on his shoulder and let out a cloud of red chakra. He recoiled in terror.

“Please spare me. I beg of you,” he stammered.

“If you ever raise a hand against a child again, you will die.” I dissipated the cloud of chakra and threw him a 500-ruble bill. I didn’t have anything smaller on me. “Payment for the stolen food.”

I turned around to follow our young guides.

“You just let out some chakra on him?” Karina asked in a suspicious tone.

“Yep. But he doesn’t even know it.”

“Why do you help Sticks like this?”

I replied with a sidelong glance. There was no point trying to explain anything to her at this point. Terra was in the grip of a cult of strength. From the day they were born, children were trained to fear the strong and despise the weak. For the vast majority of Faceters, there was nothing especially bad about killing a Stick over a perceived insult. That was why the man, the boy, and the girl had all been so afraid.

Killing someone was always punishable in the Empire, but the nature of the punishment depended very much on the social positions of the perpetrator and the victim. The more powerful the perpetrator, and the more powerless the victim, the less severe the punishment would be. For someone like Karina, the life of a “normal” person was more or less worthless. Most Demigods considered themselves a higher class of being altogether.

“Silence?” Karina snickered. “Sticks survive because we survive. They’re useless; they can’t even protect their own lives, much less anyone else. Their purpose is to serve us in whatever way is maximally convenient for us. You treat them as if they were practically your equals. That’s not how Faceters behave, let alone an Emperor.”

“I don’t want to argue with you. It’s pointless,” I said with a tired smile. As we walked, I had a chance to examine the city around us, and I really, really didn’t like what I saw at all. Ungifted people lived in miserable conditions. They were thin and ill-looking due to malnutrition. Most of them lived on little else but the mushrooms that were grown in their local underground city. And if people on the surface lived this badly, then what in God’s name were things like underground?

That said, I couldn’t really blame the Faceters as a whole. Sure, they held all the power in the cities. But on the other hand, they were the ones out there fighting the ghouls and dying in droves. Everyone had their place in this world. All the same, I was really hoping that I could change things for the better. Artyom laid out tons of ideas in his books, which if implemented would help improve life for the common people.

“You wanted to ask me something?” Karina was obviously impatient. “If not, let’s fly off to the center.”

“Will you show me the place where you found the bottle?” I asked absent-mindedly. Alisa was keeping an eye on the situation at headquarters and out on the battlefield. Everything was stable for the time being, so I knew we didn’t have to hurry. Especially since I rarely had the chance to walk through my country and see how the Sticks lived. The sad reality all around me was already motivating me to become more powerful — that would be the best way to ensure that things changed.

“Yes,” Karina replied with her characteristic indifference. “But there’s nothing there — believe me, I’ve been there many times.”

“I want you to find a pupil and help her become a Demigod with the Law of Aroma,” I finally said what I wanted to say to her. Actually, that was the whole reason I decided to walk back to the center with her in the first place. If she agreed, we could have a new Patriarch in the near future. “I’ll help you create several patterns. And I’ll improve the ones you use yourself.”

“No,” said Karina flatly. “I will only pass on my inheritance to a direct descendant. You’ll have to wait for at least a few decades.”

I frowned, but I wasn’t about to insist. Karina was within her rights to insist on this.

“My Lord,” said our young guide as he dragged his sister along behind him. “We’re getting close to the Dandelion Block. Is it alright if we don’t go there with you? We might get robbed or killed.”

Karina glared down at the boy icily, and he started to shiver. I had only just noticed that the way ahead of us was barred by a big wall with gates in the center. Some way off in the distance, I could see a tall, sharp-pointed tower jutting out of the wall — one of the local police constabularies.

“My Lord,” the girl suddenly began to speak. “Can you make us Faceters?”

“I would kill a person for such insolence,” muttered Karina. She was looking at the kids like they were vermin.

I was also surprised by the girl’s boldness. I mean, most people — let alone most kids — would be far too terrified to ask something like that of a Faceter they had never seen before. I walked over to her and laid a hand on her shoulder, pouring a little bit of chakra into her as I did so. Then I did the same for her brother.

“You don’t have the talent of the Faceted,” I shook my head.

Brother and sister both looked deflated. Tears started to well up in the corners of the girl’s eyes.

“But you could become Black-Bookmen,” I suggested after thinking for a moment.

“Really?!” The girl’s face brightened back up immediately.

“Yes. What’s your name?”

“Artyom!”

“Arina!”

Well, I thought... That name is going to make things harder for this boy.

Something’s going on at headquarters, said Alisa suddenly. A lot of heartbeats just sped up, they’re nervous. The battlefield is stable for now.

As soon as she said this, I created my wings as the children watched in awe before us. Chains shot out of my left arm and wrapped themselves around the kids.

“Let’s fly from here,” I said to Karina as I rose into the air.

“Finally...”


Chapter 20

The Wave

OUTSIDE THE HEADQUARTERS, I set Arina and Artyom down on the ground and ordered one of the Quintoi to tell them about the different lines of Black-Bookmen, so the kids could choose their own way forward for themselves.

“I still don’t understand your kindness,” Karina grumbled as we walked into the headquarters building.

I had no doubt that my order would be carried out to the letter. As the Emperor, I had more power than anyone else in the country, and I would be fully within my rights to punish any insubordination with death — no matter who committed it or how high-placed they were. That power was one of the foundations of the Empire, and nobody would dispute the justice of my action. They wouldn’t dare. That was why the Patriarchs hadn’t touched Artyom despite his mass killings.

“It’s not kindness,” I answered Karina. “Those kids are bold, especially the girl. They’d make good soldiers.”

We walked into the hall.

“Emperor!”

“Patriarch!”

People turned and saluted us both en masse. I glanced up at the map and frowned. There was some sort of enormous red dot headed toward us from the Ural Zone.

“Report,” I demanded as I started at Leonid Merlin.

“A massive wave is headed this way. More than a million ghouls.” The old man was obviously nervous. “99% of them are three-attribute or lower. But we don’t have a chance of stopping this horde.”

“A million ghouls...?” This was distressing news indeed. My powers would be useless against a force that big. “Any sixes among them?”

“Yes. Five of them. They were fighting our Patriarchs, but twenty minutes ago they retreated back to the Zone.”

Our Demigods are on the walls of Samara, said Alisa as I started examining her interactive map. The Faceters are retreating to the city.

“You want to hole up in the city?” I asked Leonid.

“I don’t see any alternative,” he shook his head. “We’d be wiped out if we fought them in the field. The walls are our only hope.”

“I suggest we abandon the city,” said another voice, from off to the side of where the Strategists were standing. “The losses will be catastrophic. This ghoul wave contains more than 10,000 fives. Even if we manage to beat them, we’ll lose at least half the army, an irreplaceable loss for the Empire.”

“I second that motion,” another Strategist agreed. “The eyes of the world are on us right now. We can’t let them see our army weakened.”

“A new function recently appeared on the Rabbots: live feed,” Leonid explained to me. “It arrived in our country several days ago. Most likely, all Terra is aware of what’s happening here.”

“Where is the Marquis of Xiao?” I asked as my frown deepened. The live feed problem would have to wait. I knew that the most pressing problem was still finding a way out of our immediate predicament. I had no intention of abandoning the city — and the hundreds of thousands of Sticks inside it — to be dismembered by the ghouls.

Leonid glanced at one of his subordinates, then answered:

“The Marquis’ location is unknown.”

“Order all forces to return to the city,” I commanded.

“Yes, Sir!”

If I somehow lost the Marquis, I thought, I can’t really go asking the Japanese for help again. Maybe the Angles? That would be a much more obvious admission of weakness on our part.

“Alisa, how many ghouls can my Devouring Spiral kill once it escapes from my control?” I decided to clarify this in my mind before proceeding.

About a thousand a minute. But ghouls under the leadership of the sixes won’t just throw themselves into such a dangerous place, so your spiral probably won’t do any critical damage to their army.

Yeah, I thought... That’s what I was guessing. Plus, after using that attack I would be so weakened that I would be unable to use my Eyes for a little while. The Demigods and I combined could maybe kill about 150,000 ghouls at most, even if we gave it everything we had.

“Let me see a map of the area.”

Here.

A map of all the forests, heights, and rivers in the area appeared in front of my eyes. I quickly looked it over and sent a message to Sophia. Maybe she could think of something; after all, she had an extrasensory cat to help her if need be. And she had similar powers of her own to boot.

“How about I just go eat them?” Boris jumped up onto my shoulder and yawned. After every battle with the ghouls, he would always fall asleep — an instinct for restoring his strength, I suppose.

“You want to eat a million ghouls?” I grunted; let’s just say I wasn’t exactly in the mood for jokes.

“Why not? What does it matter if there are a million? If I used all my powers, I could eat ten million,” the pig boasted in a proud voice.

I quickly cast a sidelong, skeptical glance at him. It didn’t seem like he really understood the true import of the word “million.” On the other hand, I didn’t really know the exact limits of Boris’ abilities. Maybe he really could eat a million ghouls? The pig had an extraordinary devouring ability at his disposal — an ability far exceeding anything that might be described as “normal.” And if Boris was so confident, I figured, why not take him at his word? Eating that many ghouls would make him stronger, and he would probably be ready to break through to the Fifth Mark right after.

“How long will it be before the ghouls reach the city?” I turned to Leonid.

“Two or three hours,” came his immediate reply.

“Have the Demigods assembled here,” I ordered as I patted Boris on the head.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“You really want to use your pig for this?” Karina asked with surprise. She had been standing next to me the entire time.

“Yes. But first, I want you to tell me about your strengths. We need to use our abilities as sensibly as we can to avoid serious injury here.”

Karina frowned.

“This needs to be kept in strict confidence,” she grumbled as he waved a hand through the air. The air around us began to vibrate, and little tendrils of pink smoke appeared everywhere. Karina had activated her Realm of Influence “My Aroma has many manifestations. It can protect, it can attack. But my strongest abilities have to do with affecting the minds of living creatures. I can make a man fall helplessly in love with me, or conceive an immediate, furious hatred for everyone around him and start killing them. The Aroma also affects ghouls. It muddles their thinking and weakens their bodies. By inhaling another version of my Aroma, my people become stronger. Basically, there is no one else on Terra whose Law has such a diverse array of applications.”

Karina looked proud, even arrogant, as she spoke.

“You’re best suited for a support role,” I said as I shook my head. “If you team up with Gleb, you’ll both be significantly more effective in battle.”

“I will NOT be supporting that barbarian,” Karina snorted as she deactivated her Realm of Influence.

I didn’t answer; I just found myself a place to sit. Soon, all the other Demigods arrived (except the Marquis of Xiao). They looked exhausted, and all of them were lightly wounded in some way or other. Despite the fact that Eschates and six-attribute ghouls were technically equal in terms of level of development, Faceters’ abilities tended to be more powerful as a rule. Beast and Black-Bookmen at the Sixth Mark couldn’t really compete with Faceters at that level either.

At my mental command, Boris activated his Realm of Influence. This immediately made the Demigods tense.

“The Ural Zone just sent a million ghouls barrelling this way,” I began as I looked around at the Patriarchs. “And we don’t know what’s going to happen after this war. Therefore, I propose we put all our old differences aside and work as a team. First, each of you will tell us about your particular strengths.”

I glanced at Karina. She frowned, hesitated, but then caved in and did as I asked, becoming the first to tell us about her strengths and her Law of Aroma. The other Demigods were extremely surprised at Karina’s frankness. When she fell silent, Xenia Stunning asked her a question:

“How did you recover so quickly?”

“The Emperor asked our Protector for assistance,” Karina replied in the same indifferent tone as always.

“I see,” Xenia nodded. Then she launched into a description of her own powers: “As strange as it may sound, my Law of Destruction is quite soft. I, like Karina, am better suited to a support role.”

She turned to the other Stunning Patriarch in the room. But Vasilissa obviously wasn’t planning to speak — she just glanced back at Karina with a disdainful grimace.

“Vasilissa’s Law of Destruction is different from mine.” Xenia had obviously decided to tell us about her comrade’s powers herself. Vasilissa looked even angrier at this, but she didn’t interrupt Xenia. “Vasilissa’s attacks are extremely powerful — she can kill a six-attribute ghoul single-handedly if we can give her enough time and protect her from other attacks.”

I nodded, and quickly glanced at Xenia. She had given me some food for thought. Mainly, this was because she was obviously not telling me the full story about her abilities. That said, I felt like I knew enough for the time being.

“My Law of Fire is useful for mass attacks,” Ilana Lvov spoke up. “I can’t really realize its full potential in one-on-one battles.”

I turned to the two remaining Demigods, Gleb Velzin and Valentin Merlin.

“I have the Law of Fire, too,” Merlin admitted with obvious reluctance. “I can inhibit the movement of the ghouls and bind them in position. But my fire can’t destroy the armor of these ghouls from the Ural Zone.”

“Gleb?” I turned to the last Demigod in the room.

“Everyone knows about my powers,” the big man snickered. “I possess the Law of Strength. My body is as tough as that of a Demigod with the Law of Stone. I can summon a Sheep, and I have the Eyes of Sagittarius at the Third Star.”

I was surprised — I knew Gleb was powerful, but not that powerful.

“It’s a shame my army remained behind to defend Syktyvkar. If it were here, I could handle this ghoul wave,” Gleb said with a disappointed sigh. His city kept the Eastern Tribes in check, as well as the northern portion of the Ural Zone. It was therefore of enormous strategic importance to the entire Empire. That was why Gleb had come to join the main front without his army.

“The Sheep are still alive?” Boris asked. “I heard that they were wiped out by the Snakes.”

Gleb glared back at the pig, then made a slight movement with his fingers. A white sheep appeared next to him; it was about three feet tall.

“Baa.” The sheep raised its head. It was chewing some purple grass as it stared blankly out into the space in front of it.

“Val, this porker is saying your line was wiped out.” Gleb knocked his fist against the sheep’s head as he spoke, but the beast didn’t even seem to notice.

“Baa.” The sheep blinked and turned to stare at Boris.

“So that’s what the Sheep look like...” The pig was obviously intrigued as he stared back at Val. “I’ve never seen them before. He seems kind of stupid, for a Five-Mark beast.”

“You seem kind of stupid,” the sheep snorted. “And you should think about your own line before you go worrying about mine.”

“Why?” Boris sounded surprised.

“Don’t you know?” The sheep’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as she turned to stare at the pig again. “After your Patriarch died, the Snakes attacked your kingdom. They’ve already taken most of Zhu City. Another few years, and your line will be gone.”

“Grandpa died?” Boris looked like he had been struck by lightning. He was just staring back at the sheep in shock.

“Yes. Without a Seven-Mark beast, the Line of the Pigs is easy prey for the Snakes. Agh...” The sheep let out a sad sigh. “At this rate, the bastards will take over the entire World of the Twelve. Our Line, the Sheep, took shelter under the roots of the Great Tree, but you don’t have anywhere to run — your home is already in the clouds.”

BAM!

Gleb slammed his fist into the sheep’s head again.

“Dammit, Val, why have you never spoken to me before?!” The Demigod was angry. “You’ve always just bellowed like a sheep! We’ve been together for over thirty years now! This is the first time I’ve heard you speak, and it’s all because of this pig!”

Ah, I thought... So this sheep is just a kid.

“Baa,” Val closed her eyes.

“Grandpa’s dead,” Boris sniffed as tears started to trickle from his eyes.

“How powerful are the Snakes?” I asked sadly.

Val thought about it for a second as she turned to look at me.

“Meow.” A white cat with black ears suddenly ran into the room. It jumped up onto my shoulder and wrapped its tail around my neck.

“Sophia’s in Samara?” I inquired.

The cat ignored me.

“Greetings,” Val said with a bow of her head.

“Unfaithful wretch!” Gleb roared as he slammed his fist into the sheep’s head once again. The beast’s head was thrown back a little bit, but it wasn’t hurt at all.

“Baa.”

“How powerful are the Snakes?” I repeated my question.

“They’ve got three Seven-Mark ancestors and more than sixty Six-Mark elders.” Val replied to my question this time. Gleb was roaring with fury, and this time he kicked her. But she didn’t react at all; she just kept speaking: “The Patriarch of the Pigs used to be considered the most powerful beast in the World of the Twelve. And even though the Pigs only had one Seven-Mark beast, nobody would ever have dared to go to war with them. But now that’s all changed.”

The Demigods were stunned by the news. The Snakes had three Seven-Mark beasts and sixty Six-Mark beasts? The World of the Twelve was that much more powerful than Terra?

“This won’t be easy,” I grumbled.

“How did my grandpa die?” Boris had stopped crying. He wiped his tears away with his hooves and turned to stare at the sheep again.

“I don’t know. They say that he broke one of the Laws of Anubis. That, and he was just old... Your Patriarch was one of the few beasts surviving from the time when the World of the Twelve was created.”

The cat jumped off my shoulders and ran off out of the headquarters. Val watched her leave, then turned to face a furious Gleb and let out a loud bleat. This was too much for him, and he attacked the beast, this time without holding back at all.

Flash!

Gleb’s fist passed through thin air; Val had returned to the World of the Twelve.

“You named your sheep after me?” Valentin Merlin turned angrily to Gleb. The look on his face told me that he would kill Gleb if he ever got the chance. This was a devious man, the type it was best to steer clear of.

“Don’t piss me off any further,” Gleb snarled. “You’re the one who was named after Val, not vice-versa!”

Dark red fire flickered into being all around Merlin. The Demigod was furious.

“Put the fire away,” I ordered. I was already prepared to activate my Eyes of Libra. Valentin’s fire seemed strange to me. The mere appearance of it was somehow anxiety-inducing, and it inspired fear on a subconscious level. A well-known collocation came to mind immediately: Accursed Fire. Unless I was mistaken, that was the name for fire that was specifically tailored for killing humans instead of ghouls.

Valentin glared at me, but nonetheless complied and dissipated his fire.

“The ghouls will be at our gates in a matter of minutes. Are you trying to help them, or what? Valentin, you weren’t even born when Gleb traced his Summons Pattern. There’s no connection between your name and that of his sheep. Now let’s get back to the task at hand. You will split into two teams and hold the sixes in check while Boris and I take care of the rest of the ghouls.”

“Teams?” Vasilissa didn’t like that plan at all. Karina also looked glum.

“Yes. Gleb, Karina, and Ilana. Valentin, Vasilissa, and Xenia. These are the teams you will be fighting in. This will make your efforts exponentially more effective and allow you to actually kill these ghouls, rather than just holding them off.”

The Demigods were all wearing angry frowns. They knew perfectly well that their fighting strength would be significantly greater if they worked together, but none of them really wanted to do it. Almost all the Demigods of the Empire of the Rus were quite individualistic. Proud, egotistical people. I had something in common with them myself.

“You said that you’d take the rest of the ghouls yourself,” Ilana said as she turned to look at me with curiosity writ large on her face. “How many will you be able to kill? If left to my own devices, I could kill 200,000 in an hour.”

Whoa. I had to conceal my surprise. Ilana’s abilities really were well-suited for mass extermination. She could empty out any city in the Empire single-handedly, and with ease.

“I’m not sure yet. Be prepared to move out at any time. Would any of you be capable of killing 100,000 ghouls if they’re below the fifth attribute?” I asked.

“I think I could take out 50,000,” Xenia answered after thinking for a minute. “But I would need time.”

The others didn’t respond. Either they didn’t want to reveal the full extent of their powers, or their ability to inflict mass casualties was significantly less than Xenia’s.

“Then it’s decided. We move out in ten minutes.”

I created my wings and flew out through the hole in the roof — the same one I had made back when I had to fly out to intercept the horde of a thousand ghouls not so long before.

“How are you doing?” I approached the wall and looked out across the landscape. A thin black strip had appeared all along the horizon. The air above the ghoul army was pale-green in color, and by that point, the sight was genuinely terrifying to me: such a powerful concentration of radiation that I could see it from miles away. Most likely, the ground this army was rolling across would be barren for years to come.

“I’m fine,” Boris answered. His tone of voice was uncharacteristically serious. “We’re going to go back, wipe those snakes out, and save my Line. We just need to get stronger first.”

“Yes. You’re right. I’ll ask Sophia to have her cat tell us about the situation in the World of the Twelve. We still have time. And if we can’t do it in time ourselves, I’ll ask the Goddess Amaterasu for help.”

Boris didn’t say anything. I could feel his mood via our connection — it was gloomy, even grim. His grandpa’s death had a profound impact on his emotional condition. I never meant for him to find out so soon. I mean, sure, he was strikingly powerful, but he was still really young.

The human armies were returning to the city, carrying the dead and wounded with them. The people all looked exhausted and in pain. A lot of them had their clothes completely soaked in blood. And meanwhile, the black cloud of ghouls was getting closer all the time.

Soon, the Demigods arrived. They split up into teams as I had instructed and moved forward to hang in midair on either side of me. I had been trying to find the Marquis of Xiao, but he seemed to have disappeared. Maybe a seven-attribute ghoul had decided to take care of him personally? I could only hope that wasn’t the case.

“What do you think? Can you eat them all?” I gestured out toward the horizon.

“Yep,” Boris replied laconically. I could feel that he was maximally prepared for battle. Actually, he was impatient to get started.

“Then let’s move.” I gave the signal to the Demigods, and dove forward with Boris to meet the million-strong horde of ghouls...


Chapter 21

War. The Ghoul Army

BORIS INCREASED IN SIZE. From a little piglet, he turned into a hulking pink pig the size of a small mountain. Then he opened his mouth, and his head doubled in size. It was a terrifying sight.

WHOO-OO-OOSH!

A wind began to howl as a whirlwind appeared in front of Boris. I watched it elongate into a tornado and felt the power of Boris’ Realm of Influence within it. And then somehow, Boris compressed it into a sphere less than thirty feet in diameter. I don’t know how he did it — I certainly couldn’t do anything like that. Natural patterns began to gleam all across Boris’ body, so brightly they looked like flashes of light bursting out across his pink skin.

BOOM!

The earth shook. Rocks, trees, and fallen trunks began to rise up into the air with a loud crack. The whirlwind was sucking them in.

“Two sixes headed this way. My team will take them,” Gleb’s voice rang into my ears. He possessed the Eyes of Sagittarius, which gave him the abilities of a Scanner, so he noticed the ghouls’ reinforcements before anyone else.

“Very well,” I said, knowing that no normal human could possibly hear me amidst the roaring wind. Gleb could reach out to me directly at a distance, but I didn’t have the same ability, so I could only hope that the superhuman hearing of a Demigod would enable him to catch my response.

On my interactive map, I could see the sixes flying to the north of the ghoul army. They suddenly accelerated and turned toward us. Three more such ghouls were moving at the rear of the army, which was still too far for me to see. The final six was advancing right in the center.

“Xenia — support Gleb’s team. You’ll have an advantage as long as the ghouls don’t know you’re working together. Kill these sixes as quickly as you can and then pull back,” I ordered after thinking for just a moment.

“Copy,” Xenia Stunning replied calmly. Six Demigods, working together, should be able to slaughter two six-attribute ghouls without too much difficulty. As long as they didn’t start squabbling too much in the process.

The whirlwind of devouring force grew inexorably wider as it moved. The first ranks of the ghoul army were already being sucked into it. But I knew very well that Boris was only getting started. His attack was horrifyingly powerful, but it required time. It was useless in a one-on-one battle against a powerful opponent, but against an army of weak creatures it was perfect.

I flew up higher into the air to keep an eye on the battle between the sixes and the Demigods, ready if necessary to intervene and keep them focused on the task at hand. The suction from Boris’ whirlwind didn’t affect me; it seemed to recognize me as a friend.

I landed on Boris’ head and watched Gleb Velzin in the distance. He was suspended in midair with his arms folded across his chest, just waiting. The other Demigods had hidden themselves from view, so I could only see them on the interactive map. And even that was only thanks to the fact that the Patriarchs hadn’t bothered to employ concealment from hearing-based Sensors. If we were fighting other humans instead of ghouls, their precautions would have made them much more difficult for me to find.

Within less than a minute, the two ghouls appeared in front of us. They were both about seven feet tall, and encased in heavy armor. Their physical appearance alone was enough to inspire terror. The sixes didn’t have helmets, so I could see their faces in detail. The first one looked more masculine, the second somehow feminine. They both had long, thick, dark-brown hair that made their overall image differ sharply from that of the typical terrifying ghoul.

When they noticed Gleb, the ghouls slowed down. Their guard was up. They obviously recognized the man standing before them.

“KHAA-AA-AA!” A powerful roar thundered across the field, destroying the scattered trees and rocks below. Immediately after that, the air started to fill with pinkish snakes that slithered around and surrounded Gleb and the ghouls. A pillar of golden fire exploded up from the ground and swallowed Velzin and his opponents.

I knew that this was Karina, attacking with her Aroma, and Ilana using her flames. But the sight raised a question for me: why was her fire golden?

Suddenly, Gleb was in front of the more masculine ghoul — with a deafening crunch, he rammed his fist into the monster’s face. The six-attribute ghoul was hurled out of the column of fire so violently that it looked like he had been hit by a train. There was a fist-shaped cavity in the middle of its face, and there was nothing but pulp where one of its eyes should have been. The ghoul plummeted earthward, but halfway to the ground a deep-red fire suddenly burst into being in front of it.

It seemed to be trapped, almost as if mired in a deep swamp. Before it had time to react, a black blade about a hundred yards long appeared in the air above it. The ghoul began to roar and try to escape, but it didn’t have time — the blade fell, driving itself right through the ghoul’s body and cutting it in half as it moved inexorably down toward the ground. After that, black fog began to appear inside the red flame. Together with the fire, it dissolved the ghoul’s bisected body. Despite all this, however, the ghoul’s shrieking continued, and it was still trying to fight. Actually, the flashes of green light were partially successful in destroying the fire and the fog, although both regenerated very quickly despite the damage.

By that point, Gleb Velzin had already killed his other opponent — he had simply grabbed the ghoul by the neck and pounded its face with his fist until the beast’s head simply broke into pieces. Gleb was just ignoring the green radiation, and when the ghoul’s head finally burst open, he dug his hands into the monster’s flesh, ripped its body into several large chunks, and threw them into the golden flame, where they slowly melted away.

Watching the battle, I started to doubt whether Boris’ and my combined spiral had actually killed those two sixes after it escaped our control. It seemed that their bodies needed to be completely destroyed if you actually wanted to kill them permanently.

The Demigods’ coordinated action was a pleasant surprise to me. The black fog was an aspect of Xenia’s Law of Destruction, and the red flames were part of Valentin’s Law of Fire. Vasilissa had created the black blade that cut the ghoul in half. They were working in harmony, and they managed their task with relative ease.

“Get ready for one more,” I warned them as I glanced down at the interactive map. As the battle was starting, the six-attribute ghoul in the center of the ghoul army had leapt up into the air and started flying toward us.

“Abort. He must have noticed something,” I said with disappointment as I saw the ghoul slow down, stop, and then turn around and fly away.

The Patriarchs split into their two teams again and flew off in different directions. They were both staying behind Boris’ back, so that the force of his suction wouldn’t ensnare them. The pig’s attack was picking up steam. Its devouring force was affecting a wider and wider area as it moved forward, and with every passing second dozens of ghouls were flying up into Boris’ enormous mouth and disappearing into it forever.

I watched anxiously on the interactive map, waiting for the six-attribute ghoul’s reaction. I would need to kill at least one of them myself, just to see whether I could devour their Law in the process. If it worked, then the process of becoming a Demigod would be a lot more straightforward: I wouldn’t need to seek comprehension, I would just need to kill sixes and devour them with the Eyes of Libra.

“You killed a thousand ghouls with two sixes at their head?” Gleb’s surprised voice suddenly boomed out.

I turned to look at him, and saw that the Demigods were all staring at me with a bewildered mix of emotions on their faces.

“Yeah. So?”

Gleb and Karina exchanged a glance. The big man explained:

“A big whirlwind appeared where that horde was moving at the time, covering several square miles. And nobody can approach the area, not even Quintoi. I’ve been informed that the whirlwind is dangerous even for us Demigods.”

So, I thought... The anomaly still hadn’t dissipated. And it’s anyone’s guess how long its energy will last. Nevertheless, the demonstration of force had worked to my advantage: the Patriarchs had seen my true power, and they wouldn’t dare disobey my orders.

A loud crack rang out — pulled in by the devouring force, five four- and five-attribute ghouls had collided in midair, with such violence that their bodies were blown to pieces. Boris’ power was increasing with every passing second. Ghouls were dying in droves, one after the other. And the sixes were still hiding, afraid to come out. Apparently, the large-scale destruction of their weaker comrades was scaring the monsters. Sixes were as intelligent as humans, so I wasn’t surprised that they would be afraid.

But Boris still wasn’t managing to kill all the ghouls that were surging toward the city. Most of them were moving to the north or south of where he was attacking, and those ghouls were still running toward Samara.

“Help Boris on the flanks,” I commanded. “Ilana, Xenia, your turn. I’ll warn you if the sixes start making moves. Gleb, you follow them too.”

“Understood,” said Ilana.

“Copy,” I heard Xenia say from somewhere nearby.

“I can’t keep using these Eyes forever,” Gleb grumbled.

With that, the three Demigods moved out. Within a few seconds, the area to the north of Boris was flooded by a wave of golden fire. It killed any ghouls with three or fewer attributes instantaneously. The stronger ones survived for a few seconds, but that merely served to prolong their agony a little bit.

Out to the south of Boris’ section of the front, black fog began to billow into the air. It was quite simply destroying the bodies of the ghouls as soon as it touched them. Scales, bones, armor... Irrespective of the ghouls’ attributes, their bodies would become fragile and slowly disintegrate into sand. Xenia’s power was awe-inspiring. Her Law of Destruction had a special terror all its own.

The two Demigods quickly took care of the ghouls’ vanguard on both fronts, and the enemy line was soon pushed back to a position more or less even with Boris. In the end, they formed a formidable wall. But there were some ghouls who managed to slip past Xenia and Ilana’s areas of operation. Also, some of the beasts simply got lucky, and managed to dodge the tongues of flame and fog as they ran. Admittedly, the number was a tiny fraction, but given the size of the ghoul army this little percentage still represented a significant danger to the city. And most of the ghouls who survived in this way were five-attribute ones, who were the strongest component of the rank-and-file in the ghoul army.

“Valentin, Vasilissa, Karina — finish off the surviving ghouls,” I commanded.

“We need to save chakra for the battle with the sixes,” Gleb replied with foreboding. “Let our army take out this little problem on its own. I know the ghouls of this Zone. It’s no coincidence that the sixes are holding back.”

“No, finish them off,” I disagreed. “Boris’ attack is going to hit its peak stage soon, and at that point he’ll be able to cover 90% of the front himself. If the sixes really do attack, then the city’s defenders will have a hell of a time dealing with them.”

Gleb didn’t dispute my orders any further. I was staring back at the rear of the ghoul army, hoping that the sixes wouldn’t make a move. I was also trying to catch a glimpse of the Marquis. In the golden flame and black fog, the ghouls were letting out loud, hideous shrieks of agony. Black, greasy smoke from burning flesh was rising up into the sky, to the tune of a loud clatter of bones and armor plates being hurled out of the whirlwind. It all merged into one deafening, horrible cacophony that was audible for miles around. The Marquis of Xiao would certainly have noticed the battle by that point, but for some reason he still hadn’t arrived on the field.

Finally, Boris’ attack moved into its peak stage. Gusts of wind burst out of his nose and mouth and whirled into small, separate whirlwinds. Black blades soon began to flash inside them. These whirlwinds started distorting the space around them and merged into a single, massive tornado, which would stretch to unfathomable size by the end of the attack. From the side, it looked like Boris’ mouth formed the tip of a gigantic cone. As I had foreseen, his attack covered about 90% of the whole front. Every second, several thousand ghouls would rise up into the air, thereby allowing Xenia and Ilana to narrow the radius of their attacks. This, in turn, meant that fewer and fewer ghouls were managing to slip past the defensive wall of power in front of them.

“We’ve already killed more than 300,000 ghouls,” reported Gleb after a few minutes.

“Yes!” Ilana shouted.

“I wouldn’t celebrate just yet,” Gleb snapped sternly. “These ghouls aren’t the dumb animals you think they are. They aren’t ordering a retreat, which means they’re using this cannon fodder to exhaust our strength. Get ready for a combined attack by six to eight six-attribute ghouls. Best-case scenario.”

I tensed up. Reaching out to Boris through our mental connection, I checked in to see how much chakra he had left. He had spent about 30% of his enormous reserve, which was a lot. Our most powerful combined attack — the Devouring Spiral — tended to consume about half his chakra, and 80% of mine.

I kept an eye on Boris’ chakra for a minute and noticed that despite maintaining the attack, his chakra level was frozen in place. It wasn’t dropping. Almost immediately, I realized what was happening. In devouring the ghouls, Boris was replenishing his chakra.

I chuckled. At this rate, the pig could just keep eating ghouls until they ran out, or until he was just too physically exhausted to continue. Man, I thought... What a nice ability. Sure, it took a long time to reach its peak stage, and it cost a lot of chakra to activate. But the effect was stunning.

Seconds turned to minutes, and the ghouls in their thousands kept arriving. Then, just as quickly and also by the thousand, they were dying. A trickle of purified chakra was pouring into me through my connection with Boris. The specific structure of Boris’ body made his chakra a little different than the kind that flowed through the bodies of the Faceted. It might be more accurate to call it “life energy” or something like that. Boris’ chakra was hot — it fed strength to the muscles and removed the effects of exhaustion. I felt well-rested, despite the very long and complicated day.

“600,000 ghouls killed,” Gleb reported.

My lips spread into an involuntary smile. Leonid had mentioned a new live feed function on Rabbots. That meant that people all over Terra were probably watching us. After today’s display, Boris and I would be the stuff of legends.

Don’t forget about Lucifer, noted Alisa. His descendants used to kill anyone who possessed the Eyes of Libra. You’re covered for the moment by Annabelle and the Order of Leo, because they really need you. But the risk is still very great. After this live feed, the whole world will know about your Eyes of Libra, and Lucifer will have to act if he wants to cement his strength and his reputation among his vassals. So you’re either going to have to hide, or move to the Islands of the Angles, closer to the Order of Leo and the Goddess.

My good mood evaporated in an instant, leaving only worry in its wake. If I didn’t leave the Empire, I would be inviting disaster to visit the entire capital. If I didn’t want my loved ones to suffer, I would have to move to a different country. And do it in such a way that Lucifer would know about it and stop searching for me in the capital. He probably wouldn’t want to get into a fight with Odetta, a Seven-Mark beast, just on an off-chance.

Use your Realm of Influence, said Alisa anxiously.

I ejected all superfluous thoughts from my mind and activated the Eyes of Libra, and the space around me suddenly changed. All my patterns transformed, including Sound of the Heart.

I knew it... Check the map, said Alisa, who now sounded a little scared.

I frowned as I stared down at ten points, which were moving like a dagger toward the noticeably-smaller ghoul army.

“700,000 killed.” I could hear joy in Gleb’s voice.

“Ten sixes headed this way. Prepare for battle. I’ll be in support, slowing them down.”

The Demigods gasped. Every one of them knew that even in a battle against six such ghouls, victory would have required everything we had. And we were about to face off against ten of them! We had no chance.

I sighed, and mentally ordered Boris to withdraw his attacking force. The whirlwinds dissipated, sending a hail of ghouls splattering all over the ground. But nobody was paying any attention to the strange sight — everyone was focused on the approaching danger.

“I want to fight!” Boris shouted loudly as he shrank back down to the size of a hamster. His skin became smooth, and shone in the sun, and his fatty sides looked soft and delicate again. Boris’ bald head gleamed like a polished coin, and his snout seemed to have been carved from pink jade. After such a massive feast, the pig was radiating a mysterious aura. Flashes of black energy kept bursting out around his hooves, and somehow his little curly tail looked as if it had been carved from a single piece of crystal.

“No,” I told him flatly. “You’re a Five-Mark beast. Don’t forget that. They’ll kill you without missing a beast. We can only attack using our combined Realm of Influence. We can’t get close to them.”

The ghouls could already be seen with the naked eye. They obviously weren’t in any hurry; it seemed quite possible that they were deliberately letting the full hopelessness of our position sink in as they approached. If any of our nerves happened to crack, and one of us fled, that would make it all the easier for the rest of the ghouls to annihilate our group, and then wipe Samara off the map afterward.

“If we lose, the ghouls will tear right through the defensive line in the east and destroy every city in their path. Our Empire will lose its status as a hegemon. Other countries have very little interest in a proven loser. We need to give this battle everything we’ve got. To do otherwise is to disgrace our ancestors.” I spoke coldly, taking advantage of the ghouls’ slow approach. I didn’t bother mentioning that our defeat would also mean a horrifying death for millions of Sticks — things like that didn’t bother Faceters. But being defeated before the eyes of other countries, and disgracing one’s ancestors? That was the kind of thing for which a Faceter would fight to the bitter end.

The expressions on the Demigods’ faces changed. Where there had been indecision and fear a moment before, I could see firmness and determination to fight to the end radiating brightly from every one of the Patriarchs’ faces.

It’s important that an Emperor be able to give a good speech when the occasion calls for it, Alisa noted approvingly.

But her words went in one ear and out the other. My gaze was riveted on the ghoul at the head of the group that was approaching us. It was massive — at least eight feet tall, encased in green-black armor, with a powerful, stocky face and a thick beard. This ghoul was emitting a very dense field of radiation, and it was obviously at the peak of the sixth attribute. It was much more powerful than any ghoul we had met before.

“I’ll take the middle one,” Gleb said as he flew forward. The air around him shuddered as yellow armor materialized across his body. Here and there, I could see white and black crystals glowing in the sun. I was about a hundred yards away from Gleb, but even from there I could feel the intense pressure of the aura of strength he was radiating. The other Patriarchs also created their armor, and each of them also began to exude an aura that would have intimidated even the most enraged Quintos into silence. Their appearance was impressive, too — I had certainly never seen anything like it among Faceters below the Sixth Facet.

Their Law is in their armor, Alisa realized. When the Demigod Facet is attained, a Faceter’s Tribos armor undergoes a radical change. Amaterasu wrote as much in her notebook. So that’s what happens — their particular Law appears in their armor!

Ilana Lvov’s armor was the most striking of all. It was golden, and wreathed in fire of the same color, with a lion-shaped helmet and a fiery cloak with the Lvov sigil on it. Truly awe-inspiring. The fire burned particularly fiercely on the upper half of her back, which almost made it look like a lion’s mane.

Okay, I thought... Now I realize why the armor of that Eschate from the Order of Leo (who protected me during my breakthrough) seemed so weird to me at the time.

“Are you ready to die?” A rough voice asked in a rasp that nevertheless rebounded across the entire area. It was the leading ghoul who spoke. Below us on the ground, the ghouls were still running toward Samara, and upon hearing their leader’s voice they all shrieked and increased their speed. Only about 300,000 were left from the original million, but that was more than enough to put Samara in mortal danger.

The unit of sixes didn’t seem to be in any hurry to attack. They were just floating there in midair, about fifty feet away from us, as if waiting for something.

They don’t want to kill their own comrades, Alisa realized. They’ll attack in about ten seconds, to give the ghouls below time to move out of the way.

I didn’t respond; I was staring intently at the rear of the ghoul army. About a mile and a half away in the distance, behind all the ghouls, a man in white was walking slowly toward us. And he wasn’t giving off any aura whatsoever. If I hadn’t seen him with my own eyes, I would never have guessed that this being was on the same level as a Demigod. The Marquis of Xiao.

I turned back to the ghouls and snickered. I suddenly felt a little more confident about the impending battle. The other Demigods had also noticed the Marquis. They were all masters at concealing their emotions, so none of the ghouls caught onto the fact that death was approaching them from behind. In fact, they never once looked down toward the ground — after all, that wasn’t where the threat was coming from. Almost all humans, beasts, and ghouls acquired the ability to fly when they reached the Fourth Facet, Mark, or attribute. To be fair, I suppose, people whose enemies are confined to the ground very rarely look for threats coming from the sky.

“Now die,” the ghoul roared. Like ten green comets, the whole unit came barreling toward us.


Chapter 22

War. The Final Battle

AS SOON AS THE SIX-ATTRIBUTE GHOULS attacked, Boris and I started making our move. At the moment, there was only one thing we could do: Devouring Spiral, which would consume almost all our strength.

High in the sky above us, space started to warp, and a black spiral appeared. Boris flattened himself on my shoulder. He didn’t want to move. He had lost a huge part of his strength and was simply too weak.

I created my Blood and Ice Swords, ready to plunge into battle if the occasion demanded. I wasn’t strong enough for a direct confrontation with a six — that was crystal clear to me after my last battle with them. Especially since Odetta was asleep, and she had asked not to be awoken for half a year at least. If I got wounded, I wouldn’t be able to ask her for help...

As the spiral appeared in the sky above us, Gleb collided with the leader of the ghouls. Both opponents were hurled back in opposite directions, but that was just the beginning. Two more ghouls rushed in to help their commander, while the other seven split up. Four of them raced toward Xenia’s team, while two others took off toward Karina and Ilana. The last one started flying toward me and Boris. This was the smallest of the ghouls, with a pale, bony face and greasy brown hair.

But it didn’t get close enough — the pressure of our spiral had begun to descend, and it was slowing him down. All the Demigods and ghouls could feel the mysterious force pulling them upward, right into the spiral. A spinning whirlwind slowly descended from the center of the anomaly.

I looked over at the Marquis of Xiao. He was already within about a mile of us, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry.

“Get ready,” I sighed as I transmitted some chakra to Boris. As for myself, I took out a few medicines I had found in the Imperial treasure house. They would help me restore my chakra and speed up my absorption of neutral chakra from the surrounding environment.

Boris jumped up from my shoulder to float in the air next to me. He looked extremely serious. The ghoul quickly got used to the growing pressure; the spiral simply wasn’t enough to slow down so many sixes and Demigods.

I waved a hand through the air and summoned a whirlwind right above the ghoul. It pulled the monster up, and tore its hair out by the root, together with the skin on its scalp.

“HUMAA-AAN!” The ghoul roared in fury and jerked its head downward, tearing itself out of the whirlwind. Then it struck down with its left arm and dispelled my attack. A glowing ball of green energy appeared on the palm of its right hand. The same color flowed out across its armor. I couldn’t really hurt the ghoul very badly; all I could do was wound it and make it angrier.

Off where Gleb was fighting, a deafening crack split the air, followed by the sound of ghouls screaming. My opponent and I both turned to see what was happening. Gleb was hovering in midair, his right fist afire with shining patterns. Each of his knuckles was crowned with either a white or a black crystal.

His Genesis Bone, I heard Alisa say. His whole fist. That’s obviously more than one bone...

Gleb swung his right hand, and the three ghouls were thrown back. The imprint of Gleb’s fist was clearly visible on all three of their faces. Only a second later did I actually hear the sound of the blow. Gleb’s attack had actually broken the sound barrier!

I was staring at him, unable to comprehend how he could possibly have done it. My opponent snarled and raced to attack Gleb from behind. The green ball was still glowing in his hands.

I waved my arm again and used my Eyes and Realm of Influence. The air in front of the ghoul whipped into a spiral, and the monster flew right into the tornado as it developed. A crack rang out: the ghoul managed to react, but not in time. One of its feet was ripped to pieces.

The noise caught Gleb’s attention. He turned around for a second, and I just managed to catch a glimpse of a translucent silhouette that flashed in front of the ghoul. An instant later, something cracked. The ghoul’s chin was blown to smithereens, and the force of the punch sent the beast’s entire body rocketing up into the sky.

Gleb’s three opponents took advantage of the pause to fire a series of green waves at him. They had decided to use their main attack to weaken their enemy, instead of getting into a close-quarters fight with him. And it worked: Gleb slowed down considerably.

Suddenly, the ghoul Gleb had hit with his uppercut began to scream. It could no longer resist the suction force of the spiral, because the punch had sent it flying too close. Slowly but surely, it was being sucked into the anomaly.

The whole encounter between Gleb and the ghoul took a little more than a second. During that time, I just stood there like a scarecrow, absorbing the Yin-chakra that was flowing into me from the ghoul’s shredded foot. There was so much chakra that I was having a hard time coping with it. All my patterns were filled and ready for activation, especially my ice-nature ones.

“Get back, that light is hurting you.” Boris flew away, and I followed suit. A ball of fire burst out nearby — it was Valentin, using his Genesis Bone as he flew into a fierce battle with another of the ghouls. His chin was covered in patterns, and tongues of dark-red fire kept bursting out of his open mouth.

I flew away from him and caught sight of Ilana. She was under attack by another ghoul, and one of her ribs was glowing; this bone, too, was covered with patterns. Golden flames danced around the young woman as she flew. They seemed to be fighting the influence of the green glow from the ghoul. But Ilana was obviously losing her fight.

The other Demigods had also played their trump cards by that point. Xenia and Vasilissa’s Genesis Bones — the frontal bones in their skulls — were already aglow. And it looked extremely impressive; after all, the two of them were holding off three ghouls at once. Karina’s nose was covered with patterns, too, and she was dealing with her ghoul quite successfully. Her Law of Aroma, which again manifested as a series of pink snakes, had restrained the ghoul and bound it tight. As I watched, several of the smoky tendrils were trying to drift into the monster’s nostrils, eyes, and mouth.

As soon as they felt their lives under threat, the Demigods abandoned their combined approach. If Gleb hadn’t taken on four ghouls simultaneously (including the one who had attacked me at the outset), we would already have lost by that point.

“We’ve got a few minutes left,” said an anxious Boris. “Ilana, Gleb, and Valentin are losing. If one of them dies, the others won’t be far behind.”

I glanced up at the ghoul in the sky. It was a few yards from the spiral, and was having more and more trouble resisting its pull. The spiral was affecting the other Demigods and ghouls, too. And everybody had to factor its strength into their calculations, so nobody could really let loose the full force of their powers.

The Patriarchs kept glancing over at the Marquis of Xiao, who was still approaching us, but still didn’t seem to be in any hurry at all. I don’t know if he was using some kind of technique, but it sure didn’t feel like he was doing anything at all. Maybe it was an illusion? Or maybe he was moving that way because it was the only way to avoid detection? He and I had fought side by side once before, and he knew what I was capable of. For the time being, I was restraining the force of the spiral and directing most of its power at the nearest ghoul. Whose foot, by the way, had already completely regenerated. Such terrifying regeneration speed... We really would have to destroy their bodies completely if we wanted to kill them...

Devour this ghoul, said Alisa. Who knows when you’ll get another chance like this?

I couldn’t help but agree. While my Realm of Influence was active, and the spiral was still under control, I could devour the ghoul as long as my devouring force was enough to rip its body apart. When the spiral moved out from under my control, the connection got interrupted, and I wouldn’t receive anything from whatever it devoured. So I had to act immediately, while I had the chance.

I raised my right arm and activated my Needle Patterns. Blood Threads shot out of my forearm as I did so. Four needles — two of ice, two of blood — merged with my threads and assumed the shape that was easiest for me to control, namely a sphere. A frosty, swirling ball of sky-blue and deep rep appeared before me.

Boris opened his mouth, and the ball slowly drifted over to him. Then, under the force of the pig’s power, the sphere started spinning furiously.

BOOM!

The projectile left a scarlet streak in the sky behind it as it flew into the ghoul like a cannonball and exploded. The attack barely damaged the ghoul at all, but it did what I needed it to do: the ghoul was thrown about half a mile upward, and it lost control of its body.

I glanced at the spiral and turned its power up to maximum. My eyes started to bleed. The ghoul let out a hideous shriek as it was pulled into the center of the spiral and ripped into small pieces, which soon dissolved into the whirlwind. A second later, purple lightning lit up the sky. Three of Gleb’s opponents were suddenly headless, courtesy of the Marquis. Their bodies literally crumbled to dust under the effect of the lightning.

I collapsed, but Boris caught me. An indescribably huge quantity of Yin-chakra was flowing into me. And not only that — I had devoured the ghoul’s memories, too, as well as something else. A small, corpse-green ball appeared in my left eye, right in the middle of the whirlwind of memories. The little ball was radiating an aura of such intense danger that just looking at it sent a shiver down my spine.

The Ghoul’s Law, said Alisa nervously in my mind.

I returned to reality. I only lost control of my body for a few seconds, but that was long enough for the battle to come to an end. In the distance, I could still see four green comets — the surviving ghouls were returning to their Zone as fast as they possibly could. The Marquis and the Demigods had slain the rest of them. The spiral in the sky was already gone. Once I lost control of myself, Boris managed to deactivate it before my Realm of Influence disappeared. If he had delayed his reaction by even a second, the spiral would have slipped out of our control.

“Back to the city. We need to help the defenders,” I ordered. My voice sounded weak. I had lost a lot of strength during the battle. The Demigods looked pale too. Several of them had serious wounds — Gleb’s shoulders and chest were riven with deep gouges, whose edges had a faint green glow to them. He wouldn’t recover fully for quite some time. Ilana’s nose had been beaten to a pulp, and her left arm was broken. Valentin was missing a few fingers.

Nevertheless, at my command all the Patriarchs turned and flew off the Samara. The Marquis approached me and looked pensively into my eyes.

“What are you going to do from here on?” I asked indifferently. Boris, whose back I was sitting on, was sniffing the Marquis curiously.

“I’ve been ordered to stay by your side,” the wooden man shrugged. “But I won’t fight for you unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“I see,” I said with a grateful nod. Doll had acted very wisely in sending the Marquis to us. If it hadn’t been for him, the ghouls would already have won the war. Judging by the weird expression on the Marquis’ face as he looked into my eyes, however, he knew about my ability to devour a Law.

I focused on my left eye, and saw the whirlwind of the ghoul’s memories spinning around the green sphere. If this really was the monster’s Law, how was I supposed to devour it? Only an Eschate could genuinely understand their fundamental nature. I was still a Quintos, and I had a long way to go before reaching the Sixth Facet. What would happen if I devoured this little green ball? What if it was dangerous? That seemed likely, especially since this was a ghoul’s Law, not that of a human. And what the differences might be between them was anybody’s guess.

We quickly flew back to the walls of Samara. The city’s natural defense, a fire-filled moat, had already been extinguished by a massive layer of ghoul corpses. There was a vicious battle in progress on Samara’s walls, in which our forces were barely managing to hold off the sheer weight of the ghoul attack. The Demigods were already engaged, but they were focused on killing fives, ignoring the others completely — and even then, they were selective about which fives they would kill. The Patriarchs had lost a lot of strength and used their Genesis Bones, which meant they would need time to recover.

“These ghouls aren’t very tasty,” Boris complained.

I jumped off his back and stayed there, suspended in the air next to him. The pig let out a tired sigh, then increased to his maximum size and started devouring ghouls. He was just inhaling them into himself this time, without using his Realm of Influence. Even without it, though, he was devouring them by the hundred.

I glanced over at the Marquis, but he obviously wasn’t about to help the city’s defenders. I was just too weak; my Blood Threads had all been destroyed, and recreating them would take a lot of blood. Therefore, I decided not to get involved, although I really would have liked to.

I found Olliveyder on the interactive map — he was fighting on the northern section of the walls. I was relieved to find that all my friends were still alive. Some of them were in the tents of the Asclepioi, but judging by their heartbeats, none of their wounds were life-threatening.

After the Demigods and Boris got involved, the ghouls started losing the battle. They were only rarely able to break into the city, and they started dying in packs at the hands of the Faceters, Black-Bookmen, and rank-and-file soldiers on the walls. I watched the battle attentively, noting a number of interesting details.

The army’s hierarchy may have been strict, but nevertheless it seemed to lack a sense of unity. The Black-Bookmen and Faceters behaved with too much arrogance. The commanders sent Sticks to their deaths without a second thought, and didn’t even seem to notice the losses that they suffered. The Sticks, in turn, would carry out the orders they received, but only begrudgingly. And if a Faceter or Black-Bookman should find themselves in need of help... Well, let’s just say the Sticks didn’t exactly rush to provide it. All of this reduced the army’s effectiveness. And I haven’t even mentioned the poor quality of the weapons and defensive fortifications.

Our Empire may have been a rich source of Celestial Cotton, but this battle was proof that overall, it had been a poor country for quite some time by that point. Soon, however, that was likely to change: one aim of Artyom Stunning’s merciless purges was to reduce the outflow of our domestic capital to an absolute minimum.

While I was thinking about how to improve the material effectiveness of the army, the war was coming to an end. The Demigods helped wipe out all the five-attribute ghouls, and in so doing they exponentially reduced the threat posed by the wave. The ghouls started retreating to their Zone, but those Faceters and Black-Bookmen who could fly took off after them immediately, trying to finish off as many as they could.

I flew over to the northern wall and landed right next to Olliveyder, who was sitting on the ground. The Son of Aries was drenched in blood down to his waist. His hands were clenched around a green stone amulet. This artifact had been developed by the Merlin family for protection from the Ural ghouls’ strange radiation. It was thanks to amulets like this that the army of Samara had managed to defend the Empire’s eastern borders for so many millenia.

Unfortunately, though, this kind of artifact wasn’t given out to just anybody. The minimum requirement was the Tribos Facet or the Third Mark for Black-Bookmen. Anyone else just had to hope for the best. Well, either that, or kill five three-attribute ghouls and exchange the balls on their tails for one amulet. The Sphere of Woe, after all, was the main component of these artifacts.

I walked over to Olliveyder and sat down in front of him. The sleeve on his left arm was shredded. His skin was covered in sickening purple wounds that wouldn’t heal for a long time. The artifacts may have been effective, but they still had their limits.

“I’m going to have to leave the Empire soon.” I touched one of Olliveyder’s wounds. He didn’t even flinch.

I can sense something, said Alisa excitedly. Let me into his blood.

I ran a sharp fingernail across the tip of my index finger, and a drop of my blood fell onto Olliveyder’s wound. He just kept watching what I was doing in silence, seeming utterly unfazed. Alisa didn’t say anything for a full five minutes. The whole time, Olliveyder sat there with a pained frown, as if he was experiencing a wave of painful sensations.

I can awaken his inheritance, Alisa said in a strange tone of voice.

“What?” The question just burst out of me. I froze.

Odetta said that Olliveyder was the descendant of a God. In his blood, I found signs that he has a dormant genetic inheritance, which I could awaken. But I have no idea what would happen to Olliveyder if I did that.

I thought carefully about what Alisa had said and realized that I had no idea how to proceed. Generally, “awakening one’s inheritance” simply referred to the appearance of a Genesis Bone in a newborn. Olliveyder didn’t have one, although he did have a mutated body, which in theory might also have appeared thanks to his divine ancestor. If we were to awaken Olliveyder’s inheritance now, though... Well, what would happen? There were a lot of patterns on his body, and who could say how they might react to the changes?

“Summon your cat.” After thinking for a few minutes, I decided to ask for advice from Olliveyder’s beast. After all, he was the one who told the Son of Aries that he could become a God by sticking with me.

Without hesitation, Olliveyder activated the pattern on his right shoulder. In a flash of light, his shaggy, gaunt little cat appeared with a sleepy look on his face. He yawned sadly and laid down. His eyelids slowly closed.

“Hey,” I snapped my fingers in front of the cat’s eyes. But he just ignored me and fell sound asleep.

I reached out for the two daggers that were strapped to the cat’s back. He reached out with a paw and pushed my hand away.

“Meow,” he grumbled in an unpleasantly hoarse voice.

“We’ve got business to attend to here. We need your advice. What would happen if I were to awaken Olliveyder’s genetic inheritance?”

The cat froze. Olliveyder was startled, and he turned to stare at me in surprise. I stared down at the cat in silence, waiting for a response. Alisa had discovered something very important. If awakening the genetic inheritance of a genetic ancestor could be used for the benefit of the person in question, I could help not only Olliveyder, but also Emmy and Arrie, and possibly more people. They also had Gods somewhere in their family tree.

“Do it when he’s at the peak of the Quintos Facet,” the cat finally growled. “That way Ollie will comprehend his own nature, and he’ll be able to become an Eschate.”

“What if the Law of Olliveyder’s ancestor isn’t one that he wants to receive?” What if the God had the Law of Ice? What would Olliveyder do then? He didn’t have a single ice-nature pattern on his body.

That question was what worried me most of all. If Olliveyder became an Eschate by comprehending someone else’s fundamental nature, rather than his own... Well, what kind of patterns would appear on his Genesis Bone? He would be a Demigod without a Genesis Bone — the weakest type of Faceter among those who attained the Sixth Facet.

The cat sat down and rubbed his chin with his paw. His big, swollen-looking eyelids seemed to be trying to close on their own, but the cat was keeping them open, although it was obviously taking a lot of effort.

“This is different,” he answered. “Ollie wasn’t born with a Genesis Bone. He doesn’t need to comprehend the same nature that his ancestor did.”

I was just staring back at the cat in amazement. I couldn’t even begin to understand how what he was saying could be possible.

“When you awaken his inheritance, it will help Ollie create a Genesis Bone from the patterns he already has. And that’s how he’ll comprehend his nature.”

I thought for a few seconds, then nodded.

“I think I understand. You mean to say that comprehending one’s nature and creating a Genesis Bone are interconnected processes? And you don’t necessarily need to attain that kind of enlightenment in order to acquire a Law. You can just find a way to put all your patterns onto a single bone and make it into a Genesis Bone?”

The cat glanced back at me dubiously as he scratched the top of his head.

“Probably. But I don’t know how to create a Genesis Bone without comprehending one’s nature.”

“You said that awakening his inheritance would help,” I replied in a suspicious drawl.

“Yes. Probably. I don’t know for sure, though. Nobody’s ever done it before. Awaken your inheritance at the Quintos Facet, instead of at birth...? I’ve never heard of it before.”

“So you’re just assuming?”

“No, I know that much for sure. I know it will help. Yes. I have a gift, remember — I’m a Cat.” Olliveyder’s beast shot me another hesitant glance. He was obviously not completely sure that what he was saying was true.

“Fine,” I said with a dismissive wave. “If Olliveyder trusts you, then I’ll awaken his inheritance when he reaches the peak of the Quintos Facet.”

“I’m willing,” Olliveyder nodded. His face looked calm, but I could see a firestorm of emotion in his eyes.

“Excellent. I’m going to be leaving the Empire soon. Keep an eye on the Palace and wait for me to come back. Let Emmy know that if she can become a peak-level Quintos, I can help her break through to the Demigod Facet too.”

“You’re leaving now?” Olliveyder asked, sounding pensive as he shot a glance at the Marquis, who was standing about thirty feet away from us, just waiting for me.

“Yep. They’ve already come for me.” I glanced down at the interactive map. A few dots had appeared on the outskirts of Samara several minutes before. And I recognized one of the names already: Violetta Villiers, from the Order of Leo. The Angles had come for me as soon as the war with the Ural Zone’s ghouls ended. I would need to ask Gleb whether our enemies had retreated for good, of course. Every prediction he had made about these ghouls had come true; he obviously understood them a lot better than any other person alive.

“Then I wish you luck.” Olliveyder stretched out a hand. “Don’t die.”

“I won’t,” I said as I shook his hand and took off into the air. I had a few more orders to give before I headed off to the Islands of the Angles for my meeting with the Goddess Annabelle.


Chapter 23

Departure

FIRST AND FOREMOST, I flew over to the Marquis of Xiao.

“I need to leave the country. Can you stay with Emmy for now? She’s going to be running the Empire in my absence.”

The Marquis of Xiao frowned. He had been ordered to stay with me and serve as a connection between the Empire of the Rus and the Japanese Islands. Now, with me leaving the country, he would have to choose one of those two objectives at the expense of the other. Either follow me, or stay in the Empire.

“I’m going to visit the Angles. They would unmask you sooner or later, so you can’t come with me. Stay with Emmy, and carry out Doll’s commands.”

After a short pause, the Marquis nodded. He rose up into the air and shot off in the direction of the capital like an arrow. There was nothing keeping him in Samara anymore. I watched him go, then flew back to headquarters. So far, nobody from the Order of Leo had entered the city. Most likely, they knew I had noticed their arrival, and were just waiting for me to come meet them. Well, I thought... They might have to wait a little longer yet.

I flew in through the same old hole in the roof and landed next to an exhausted Gleb. He was sitting at a table, apparently waiting for me to arrive.

“Your Highness.” He stood up. There was no longer even a hint of disdain in his voice. Over the course of this war, I had proven to the Demigods that I could stand alongside them. I also had the full support of Karina Bayuk — the enigmatic Demigod with the unusual abilities.

“What do you think? Are the ghouls retreating for good this time?”

I didn’t ask the opinion of the Strategists or the Merlin Clan. Gleb’s conclusions were the only ones I was interested in — every prediction he had made about the actions of the Ural Zone’s ghouls had turned out to be spot-on.

“You don’t think the Seven will come out?” Gleb replied to my question with one of his own.

“No. Something’s holding the Kings back. They don’t seem willing to risk leaving their Zones. Especially now that the Ural King has lost more than ten of his sixes...”

“In that case, we probably won’t see any major battles for a good fifty years,” Gleb concluded. “But just in case, it would be best to stay vigilant for at least a year or two.”

“Understood. In that case, you’re free to go. You may return to Syktyvkar.”

“Okay.” Gleb looked back at me pensively for a second, then jumped up and flew away through a hole in the ceiling.

Leonid Merlin and the other Demigods walked over to join me.

“You can move the city off its war footing now,” I decided. “All forces are to return to their cities.”

“But how...?” Leonid was obviously worried about the idea.

“In case of danger, Xenia and Ilana will come to Samara to support you.”

“But what if the sixes attack? Every minute will be critically important.”

“My wife will teleport Ilana and Xenia here if necessary. There’s no need for them to remain physically onsite at the moment.”

Leonid’s expression changed as he realized what I meant. The Demigods were looking at me in a new light as well. Earlier, they hadn’t considered Liz as a factor in my strength. Having a person with the Eyes of Leo next to you — even one of them — was a massive advantage. With Liz on our side, the Empire’s defensive capabilities were at least twice what they would otherwise have been. In the event of an unforeseen attack, the capital could send three Demigods to a threatened site in the blink of an eye. And that was an enormous infusion of power in any situation.

“No more questions, then,” said Leonid with an energetic nod.

“Then let’s move on. You’ve all given an excellent account of yourselves. Rewards will follow shortly. The whole Empire will hear of your valor very soon,” I said as I slapped Valentin on the shoulder. He just grimaced and shot out of the headquarters building through the hole in the ceiling. It seemed that this would probably become a permanent feature, the personal entrance of the Patriarchs and the Emperor.

I decided to meet up with my dad. He had been wounded in battle, and was currently in a hospital district that comprised an entire neighborhood near the western gates — as far as possible from the eastern ones, which led out toward the Ural Zone.

The hospital was a gloomy place. Sticks used to live in the neighborhood, but apparently they had been forced out. The wounded were housed in big, gray, five-story apartment blocks, but there still weren’t enough beds for everyone. Some of them were lying outside, still waiting for a bed. The air was filled with a pungent stench, and I could hear screams and sobs.

My mood dropped to rock bottom. I quickly found my dad’s ward and headed in to see him. A gigantic train station building had been set aside for Quintoi. Conditions inside it were much more comfortable than elsewhere. Which wasn’t surprising. There wasn’t a single Faceter or Black-Bookman among the people waiting their turn outside on the street — only Sticks.

Vlad Dragin was lying on a luxurious bed in one of the station’s former waiting rooms. There were only four beds in the whole room, and each of the wounded was being tended to by a personal Asclepius. All of the latter greeted me with a bow as I entered.

“Thirty people could fit in here,” I said with a sarcastic smile as I approached my dad’s bed and looked around the room. An old man, pale as death, was lying on the bed next to my dad’s. I recognized him as one of the elders of the Merlin Clan.

My dad didn’t look too good either: the whole upper half of his body was bandaged, his face was sunken, his lips were blue. Such were the side-effects of the strange green radiation.

My dad didn’t seem to have heard what I said, and just asked:

“Are we going home?”

I patted Boris, who was lying in my pocket, and he activated his Realm of Influence. My dad’s Asclepius stepped away from us and turned to stare at me in terror. As I noticed the subtle changes in the rooms around us, I let out a mental sigh of relief. My Realm of Influence could only be activated using the Eyes of Libra, and I couldn’t use them too often. My Eyes exerted a huge load on my body, which quickly tired me out. So I had to ask Boris to help me every time I needed to prevent eavesdropping.

“Nobody will hear us now,” I explained as I saw the bewildered look on my dad’s face. “First, tell me something — your patterns are metal-nature, right?”

“Yes,” said my dad, closing his eyes.

“And you’re at the peak of the Quintos Facet?”

“Yes.”

“So you need to comprehend the fundamental nature of metal... Give me your hand.”

My dad stretched out his hand, palm facing up. I drew a sharp fingernail across it, then across my own finger. This time, Alisa’s analysis took less than a minute.

He doesn’t have divine inheritance in his blood, she said.

I frowned; that was disappointing.

“Were there Demigods among the ancestors of the Dragins?”

“Of course,” my dad nodded. “And not just one, either. How could you have been born with the Rib of the Dragon otherwise?”

“True enough,” I muttered, realizing that my question was stupid. So, I thought... Alisa can activate the inheritance of a God, but not that of a Demigod. Even though the Genesis Bone is passed down from ancestors who have attained the Sixth Facet, as in my case.

“What did you do?” My dad glanced demonstratively down at the cut on his hand.

“I checked your blood. Are there any natural treasures on Terra that can help with comprehending the nature of metal?”

“No.” My dad chuckled bitterly. “I can only rely on luck. Did you have some business for me?”

“I’m leaving the Empire today, so I came to discuss the country’s upcoming affairs...”

My dad and I talked for a full hour. During that time, I also sent a long message to Emmy. She would be running the country in my absence, but all affairs would still have to go through me. Or rather, through Alisa. It didn’t seem likely that I would have a lot of time at my disposal for a thorough reading of all my daily reports.

We thought of a nice logical explanation for the residents of the Empire: I was going to train, in the hopes of attaining comprehension. After discussing everything with my dad, I flew out of the city to go meet Violetta.

“You’re here,” she nodded calmly as she caught sight of me. She was sitting on a stump, cutting up an apple with a bone knife. Her short black hair lay across her shoulders, sparkling in the setting sun, and it harmonized nicely with her golden eyes. The Angles’ Demigods were all nearby as well. Some were eating, some playing checkers.

“Can you send me to your capital first? I want to stretch my legs.”

Violetta frowned. Then a flash of understanding flitted across her face.

“You want Lucifer to find out you’re there?”

“You’re pretty sharp,” I said with a wry smile.

Violetta took out her Rabbot and sent someone a message. A few seconds later, she put the gadget away and stood up.

“Move out.” A golden portal appeared in front of Violetta, and she beckoned me into it with a wave of her hand.

I walked in and found myself in a large hall with high windows, with sunlight shining brightly through them. It was late evening in Samara, but on the Islands of the Angles it was still morning. The animated hubbub of the city could be heard from outside the main door.

“We’re right next to the market square. You’ll be spotted in a second out there. We’ve got twenty minutes,” Violetta warned me. The portal closed behind her; the other Demigods from the Order of Leo hadn’t come with us.

“I see. Let’s go.”

It turned out that we had teleported into an unremarkable little house, located between two enormous buildings. The place was nondescript and closed off from all sides. I was sure that the Order of Leo probably had a huge number of places like this, scattered throughout the whole country.

Violetta and I headed out to walk the market streets. From what I could see, the neighborhood definitely wasn’t a wealthy one. Mainly, this was because most of the people trading there were Black-Bookmen and Sticks. There were no Faceters. And the products for sale suggested that this was the norm: bones of beasts and ghouls, simple alchemical products and artifacts. Other than a few very specific items (a jar of fog from a Fog Ghoul, for instance), I didn’t see anything noteworthy. I caught a few pointed glances as we walked. After all, I was dressed in my Imperial uniform, so someone would definitely have noticed me and slipped the information to the local “dark web.” Which, of course, was exactly what I wanted.

“Let’s go,” said Violetta after exactly twenty minutes as she created a portal.

I stepped obediently into it and found myself... In the sky! I was standing before a big staircase that led to a palace so enormous that its roof was concealed in the clouds. Horses and golden-winged Faceters were flying through the clouds; far off in the distance to my left, I could see a beetle the size of a five-story building lying on the lowest landing of the staircase, its shell a deep shade of sapphire blue. To the right, immediately in front of the stairs, there were lilac-colored trees whose leaves and branches appeared to be composed of slugs.

I did a double-take — the place was just so bizarre and fantastic.

“The Goddess is waiting for you,” said Violetta from behind me. Her voice was full of anxiety. I looked back and noticed envy in her eyes. I also realized that I was standing right on the edge of a flying island. Clouds were floating past down below us, and in between them I caught the occasional glimpse of ocean and land.

“This staircase is called the Stairway of Ascension. Everyone who has had the honor of climbing it has gone on to become a great person! You’re very lucky that the Goddess has summoned you.”

“Have you climbed this staircase?” I turned to face the giant steps. They weren’t empty — there were some white and black figures moving and jumping around on the first few steps, and a little farther on I could see the outlines of tall, thin towers. And somewhere near the center of the staircase, a huge, pink snake was sleeping. Its body took up the entire left side of five of the massive stone steps!

“Of course not. I’m not worthy yet. But I have faith that in time, the Goddess will come to value my dedication,” said Violetta proudly.

“Can I fly up to the gates?”

“No. Flying is prohibited here. You wouldn’t even be able to get off the ground.”

I took her at her word; I thought it was best not to try. As I looked up and tried to estimate the distance to the huge gates at the top of the staircase, I figured I would need about three days to reach them. And that was if I ran the whole time! I had no idea why the Goddess was making me climb these stairs. Was she just trying to show off her greatness and the huge difference between us?

“Then I guess I’ll get started,” I said as I waved goodbye to Violetta and ran toward the first step. The fluorescent-blue grass bounced lightly under my feet. Every step was enjoyable; I had never seen such a wonderful lawn in my life.

I bounced up onto the first step and tore forward. It was made of some sort of marble-like stone. And it was covered with large chess pieces; these were the figures I had seen jumping around earlier. It was a very strange sight. I watched them as I ran and realized that they were actually puppets. Maybe Annabelle (or Alex) was inspired by Amaterasu’s dolls?

Right in front of me, two pawns were bashing their heads against each other. One white, one black. Every crack of their heads created a loud crash and a shower of sparks. I analyzed their strength as best I could, and realized that even a Tribos would have a hard time coping with their attacks. And of course I had no idea how tough they were...

I jumped up to the second step. The first one was mainly occupied by pawns, but this one was filled with knights. And it was immediately clear that they were more dangerous. The knights didn’t attack with their heads — they shot red beams out of their eyes that looked like lasers. I mean, this was basically a big combat arena! And most strikingly, it was all remote-controlled!

There were patterns on the figures’ bodies, but they were all designed to strengthen them, not to control them. I would have loved to take a look at the inner workings of the puppets. The Islands would acquire enormous power if the Angles could make this technology sentient! An army of lethal puppets, controlled from afar. On the other hand, I figured that creating them probably wasn’t cheap at all...

The first five steps were filled entirely with puppets, but on the sixth one, a chessboard appeared. And on it, the pieces were busy fighting one another. Once in a while, the squares would light up with blue or red light. It all looked very interesting, but I couldn’t risk tarrying for too long so near the field at the base of the stairs. The only thing I managed to glean as I watched the figures move was that some of the squares could teleport the figures, others could repair their bodies, and still others could do the opposite and destroy them. But alas, I didn’t have time to study the strange artifact in any more detail, although I would have loved to.

It was very foggy on the sixth step. It smelled like herbs, and in the distance I could see several massive kettles with little people hustling and bustling all around them. Soon, I realized that these were people from Amazonia. Gnomes, as I called them. And they were brewing something on an industrial scale.

On the eighth step, I started encountering towers and rectangular buildings with flat roofs. For a long time, I couldn’t figure out what the structures were, or what they were designed for.

On the second day of my long run, after climbing more than thirty steps, beams of light suddenly shot out from several of the towers into the sky. At this, people in white robes started walking out of the rectangular buildings. They walked into the towers, and I didn’t see them come out again.

Only thanks to Alisa’s hint did I finally realize that this was how Annabelle was studying space! Well, maybe trying to study it — after all, there was still a film concealing the stars from view.

Soon, I made it high enough that small clouds started to appear next to me. The pink snake was far behind me. It hadn’t even moved as I ran past it. Most likely, it played the role of a guard. If I had somehow managed to make it to that point without being invited, the snake would have eaten me. But who would risk dropping by the Goddess’ house without an invite?

I ran for three days, and finally made it to the gates of the palace. It was late at night, and the lunar ring was shining brightly in the sky. From where I stood, it seemed a lot closer than it did from the ground. In fact, I could see things I had never noticed before. Right from the center of the massive palace, a big column of light was shining up into the night sky. It was much larger than the ones those little towers kept shooting out. All in all, there were more than a hundred beams of light of various thicknesses pointing up into the night sky. Most of them seemed to be aimed at the lunar ring.

I watched the whole scene in silence, absolutely spellbound by the excitement of it all. I remembered my chat with Emmy, so long ago. We had only just met when she told me that the Goddess had created a Telescope that could be used to see the stars. Could these columns of light really be part of that Telescope? I couldn’t imagine how much power Annabelle had invested in its creation. I mean, the flying island itself must have been astronomically expensive.

I was so absorbed in staring up into the sky that I didn’t even notice the gates as they slowly swung open. They opened in total silence, revealing a green path. It was flanked on both sides by statues of garden gnomes, which looked foreign and out of place.

Stone columns loomed a little farther off. These served as the supports for a series of arched beams. It all produced a strange sort of hallway, which I walked through for about a hundred yards before reaching the next set of gates. They were open, and they led into the main building of the palace.

“Greetings.” A gnome in a black tuxedo suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Unlike Brann, he looked young, and there were three colors to his long, luxuriant hair — black, red, and blond. The little gnome looked extremely proud. I could sense an aura of danger emanating from him. I looked closer, and sensed the power of a Quintos.

“My name is Brosis Tyranus Cadillus the Second. I am second on the list of the greatest servants of the Goddess. Please follow me.”

The gnome bowed and walked into the castle. I hurried after him, checking out the place as I did so. Apparently, however, Boris was leading me through the most boring rooms and hallways in the castle, because there was nothing remarkable in them at all. Actually, there wasn’t even any furniture.

Finally, we made our way to the inner courtyard. Right in the center stood a strange building; it was dome-shaped, with a multitude of small towers ringing its perimeter. The weirdest thing was that it seemed to be made of metal and glass. This was the first structure I had ever seen on Terra to make exclusive use of these materials in its construction. People and gnomes were scurrying to and fro around the building. Several of the towers were letting out occasional bright flashes, and I could hear clicks and buzzing from inside the structure. I stood there, watching in silence, until a melodic feminine voice suddenly spoke to me:

“I created this Telescope about 3,000 years ago. Impressive, isn’t it?”


Chapter 24

The Curse of the Goddess

I JUMPED AND TURNED to my left. A young woman in a white dress was standing about three feet away from me. Her face was covered by a silver mask, but her ringing voice and thick, blond hair (which was pulled neatly back into a complicated hairstyle) suggested that she was quite young. Unless I was mistaken, however, this youthful exterior didn’t correspond to her real age at all...

“Are you... The Goddess?: I asked hesitantly.

She turned to look at me with tenderness in her eyes. She raised her right hand and carefully touched my cheek.

“How you’ve changed, Artyom...” Annabelle’s voice was heavy with nostalgia. “Who could ever have thought that we would have to go through so many trials, or that we would end up becoming who we are?”

“Julian...” I mumbled. I had no idea how to behave at all. I had imagined our meeting several times, but the reality was far different than anything I might have expected.

“Only my enemies called me that during my lifetime,” Annabelle said sadly. “But it’s nice to hear it when it comes from you.”

“You mean Albert and Jeanne?” I stepped to the side a little bit.

“Yes.” Annabelle turned back to her Telescope and folded her hands behind her back. “The former killed my husband and children. He destroyed my life and became my mortal enemy. And the latter betrayed me in my hour of need and — “

She didn’t finish; she suddenly shuddered, and I could see veins bulging on her left arm.

“Artyo...” Another voice burst abruptly out of the Goddess’ mouth — it sounded withered and grating, but it fell silent just as abruptly as it had spoken.

Her chest was heaving intensely, but Annabelle wasn’t shaking anymore. She gulped loudly, then let out a huge breath of air.

“We won’t speak of Jeanne. Alex has already told you that she cursed me and infected my soul. And that you’re going to have to rid me of her curse.”

I didn’t answer. So Jeanne was trying to take control of the Goddess’ body? More than that, she actually did so, albeit for just a few seconds. Annabelle’s condition was far worse than I had imagined. With problems like this, she was far from the peak of her strength.

“I will uphold my end of the bargain and do everything I possibly can. But I’m not sure I can handle something so dangerous with my current powers.”

The Goddess was silent. She was watching in silence as people and gnomes bustled around her Telescope.

“The world is changing,” she finally said with a long sigh. “The balance between humans and ghouls might falter at any moment. Lucifer is toying with forces that contradict human nature. He wants to combine humans and ghouls. This Atlantis of his is one product of such research. If Lucifer finishes creating his world, Terra will descend into chaos.”

The Goddess seemed to be speaking to herself. But I understood very well that her words were directed at me.

“I see you’re not surprised. So you knew that there’s a realm beyond the Seventh Fact? It’s known as Creator.”

“This is the first I’m hearing of it,” I shook my head. “But I had my suspicions, yes.”

“Lucifer thirsts for power. Alex has told you his story. In reality, Albert was enslaved long ago by his liquid chip, Alfred. That’s why they call his Lucifer, Terra’s Parasite. But did you know that Lucifer’s real body is that of a Six-Mark Black-Bookman? In life, Albert implanted his genes not only into turtles, but also into a Ghoul King from the Great Texas Zone. Thanks to this, he managed temporarily to raise his power to that of a Septimos, but he was still far weaker than any of the other Gods. Unfortunately, I couldn’t kill him before Alfred took Albert’s body away. And now it would be almost impossible to destroy this creature; his seed is present in thousands of humans.”

This wasn’t a shocking revelation to me. After all the weird things that had happened with Lucifer, I wasn’t surprised to hear something like this. However, I thought... Lucifer has the genes of humans, beasts, ghouls, and even a liquid chip in him at this point. So what kind of creature is he?

“After devouring Apudo and Albert, Lucifer became a God. His Law of Devouring is horrifying even to me. Imagine what would happen if Lucifer broke through the God Facet and attained that of a Creator? Nobody in the world could stop him. Not even Amaterasu.”

“Amaterasu?” I frowned. My memory was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t quite pin it down. It felt like I was forgetting some extremely important detail.

“Yes,” said the Goddess Annabelle as her eyes flitted over to me for a moment. “She recently became a Creator. Her power is greater than anyone else on Terra.”

My mouth dropped open involuntarily in sheer amazement. Amaterasu had become a Creator?!

“But the Eastern Goddess has problems right now. She refuses to answer my requests for a meeting.” Annabelle’s voice sounded displeased. “Amaterasu isn’t worried about the rest of the world or its problems. She is concerned only with the Japanese Islands. Therefore, Lucifer is able to increase his strength without interruption. He’s already suborned the Sikhs of the Indian Empire and the Temple of the Barbarians in Scandinavia. As we speak, Lucifer is focused on the Chinese Empire. And if he manages to bend them to his will, he will become supreme across all of Terra.”

“Does the Temple of the Barbarians really still exist?” I asked absent-mindedly; I was still thinking about Amaterasu.

“Yes. It was divided into East and West, with a Septimos living on each side.”

I gulped as I realized just how powerful an enemy the Empire of the Rus had been fighting for the past few years.

“The Western Temple took Lucifer’s side, but the Eastern Temple resisted them. In the end, however, it was destroyed, and all the Barbarians of the East were slain.”

Except Arrie, I added in my mind. But I had no idea why Lucifer left him alive, or why he settled him in the Shell’s city.

“Although I’ve heard that one child of the Eastern Barbarians survived,” Annabelle chuckled. “The son of the sister of the Western Barbarians’ leader. She was given in marriage to the head of the Eastern Barbarians. Just prior to her death, she begged her brother on her knees to spare his nephew’s life. The head of the Western Barbarians took pity on her and left the boy alive. But prior to letting him go, he mutilated the boy’s mind and made him an imbecile, before giving him to the Shell with a request to keep the lad on a chain like some kind of animal.”

Annabelle was speaking with total indifference, as if there was nothing strange at all about the story she was telling. But I felt disgusted and enraged. How inhuman was this Barbarian leader to treat someone so cruelly — especially his own nephew?

“All this happened recently, about a year after Lucifer’s awakening,” Annabelle continued. “The barbarian was too self-sufficient, and such a powerful potential enemy could never be left alive. But that’s his business. We’ve drifted from the subject at hand.”

“I know that you and Lucifer fought a fierce battle, and that you were both badly wounded. But why did you awaken when you did? And how did Amaterasu survive? Where was she prior to this?”

Annabelle turned her head to face me. Her icy blue eyes seemed to be scanning the depths of my soul. I could barely suppress a shiver.

“I don’t know why Amaterasu slept for so long, or what caused her to awaken,” said Annabelle with obvious disappointment in her voice. “I thought it had something to do with you. The Eastern Goddess is far too concerned with the Empire of the Rus. No one has ever managed to bring your country under control, and it’s because of her. Even now, Lucifer is very cautious in his approach to the Empire. He fears that Amaterasu will turn her attention to him before he has a chance to become a Creator.”

“The Goddess Amaterasu is worried about the Empire?”

“Why else would she leave a Seven-Mark beast beneath your capital? Especially one as powerful as the Swan of Woe. I wouldn’t want to have anything to do with that beast. Her powers are unpredictable, and their origin is mysterious in the extreme. Most likely, she received her Law from the Others.”

The Swan of Woe... Odetta? That beautiful swan, who healed my wounds and saved my life... Could she really have such a threatening, formidable name?

“Others?” I asked.

Annabelle, it seemed, had a neverending reserve of patience. She just sighed quickly before replying in a soft tone:

“Those we call the Others originally belonged neither to Terra nor to Earth.”

I stared back at the Goddess, eyes wide.

“The human race is but a grain of sand in the endless universe,” Annabelle said as she pointed up into the sky. “Do you know what I saw when I pierced the film? It’s still referred to as the lunar barrier in your country.”

“The stars?” I quickly recovered my composure. My brother was right! There really were other civilizations in this world besides our own.

“Yes, the stars. But not those we used to see. Many of the constellations we were used to have been destroyed. Where some of the great stars were, there is only fog and dust, and some others have vanished without a trace.” The Goddess lowered her hand. “Our galaxy experienced a terrible catastrophe. I don’t know what brought it on. But during the course of my long life, I have found several signs that point to the existence of other civilizations. Liquid chips are one of them.”

I digested all the information in silence. Meanwhile, Annabelle continued:

“My whole life, I’ve dreamed of journeying beyond the confines of Terra. Of finding other sentient life and learning more about them. But my main goal is to elevate the human race. A catastrophe for the world might turn into an opportunity for other races. Those who were formerly at the bottom of the hierarchy might find an opportunity to rise. Those at the top, by contrast, risk falling. You understand what I’m talking about?”

I smiled sadly. The Goddess’ ambition exceeded all my assumptions. She obviously didn’t want to be confined to tiny little Terra. But did Annabelle really know anything about these other worlds? If so, her words might have much more import than they seemed to at first.

“I understand. I think.”

“I possess the Law of Space. My power is perfect for traveling beyond Terra’s confines. But it’s practically impossible to create my own world with it.” Annabelle’s voice broke. “But I cannot retreat. Only by becoming a Creator can I acquire the strength I need to bring my plans to fruition. You now know much more about me than any living person on Terra. And I beg you — help me get rid of this curse! And then... Let us lead humanity to a new era of prosperity! Terra is too small for us. And we might already have attracted the attention of the Others. That would threaten our planet itself with annihilation...”

The Goddess trailed off and fell silent, obviously not keen to elaborate any further. Even as it was, she had already said quite a bit. My head was already hurting from all the unexpected revelations.

I sighed, then muttered:

“I’m too weak, Goddess. I’m a Quintos — I’m not even an Eschate. Let me grow first. I don’t feel qualified yet to make decisions like this.”

Annabelle was silent for a little while. Then, suddenly, she made a suggestion:

“Do you want to look at the stars?”

I nodded instinctively.

“Let’s go.” The Goddess strode confidently forward to the Telescope. “Have you ever seen lunar stone up close?”

“No.” I followed Annabelle, studying the gigantic Telescope as we walked.

“The destruction of the moon and the appearance of the film are somehow connected with the Others. I’m certain of it. Lunar stone is very heavy, and it contains dangerous energy. Flying to the lunar ring is relatively easy. Many people at the Eschate Facet can do it. But obtaining even a small piece of stone is very complicated. The lunar ring has a peculiar field around it, which makes it hard to reach the stone.”

I squinted involuntarily as we walked into the building. It was very bright — far too bright for comfort. The walls of the Telescope were afire with patterns, radiating beams of light that made it impossible to see anything at all. Annabelle stepped confidently over to the center of the room. After a few steps, I blinked away my initial blindness and managed to discern seven gigantic lenses hanging in midair. A pedestal stood beneath them, surrounded by a swaying white veil. It was all very unusual.

The Goddess walked straight through the veil. I hesitated for a moment, but then followed her in.

I found myself on a stone platform, shrouded in near-total darkness. Only a very faint light, very familiar from the world of my former life, provided a modicum of illumination from above. I looked up, and to my amazement, I saw the stars. Only after a few seconds did I realize that I was standing inside a small room; at first, it seemed to me like I was standing under an open sky.

“What do you think?” Annabelle asked.

“Amazing,” was all I could manage to say.

“This is what the night sky would look like without the film. But of course this is also the view from a flying island.” The Goddessraised her right hand, and the sky slowly moved to the right, creating a new display of stars. I tried to find one of the constellations that Kato had told me so much about in our former life. But all I could find were some rough approximations, along with several strange, unfamiliar foggy patches. Unless this was an illusion, Annabelle was right — a lot of the stars were gone.

“Can I take a picture?”

The Goddess replied with a gracious nod. I took my Rabbot out and snapped a few pictures. Emmy would be over the moon when I sent her pictures of the actual stars.

“It’s a boring place,” said Annabelle ruefully. “But on the other hand, it’s one of the best-protected places on Terra. Therefore, it’s the place where you’ll make your attempt to cure me.”

I lowered my gadget and realized that the Goddess was looking at me expectantly. Her eyes didn’t betray any emotion at all, but nevertheless it seemed to me like she was really worried.

“Very well.” I activated my Eyes of Libra and turned to look at Annabelle. In my altered vision, she took on a deep, saturated red color; other than its richness, however, it didn’t look any different from any other Faceter, which was weird. Demigods appeared to be burning like magma when I looked at them through the Eyes of Libra.

Inside the Goddess’ head, I could see a pulsating, brownish-black sphere. It was the first time I’d ever seen anything this color since acquiring my Eyes. I studied it carefully, then deactivated my Eyes. Once I did so, I jumped. The Goddess had taken off her mask.

The left half of her face looked very young: a bright-blue eye, smooth skin, locks of golden hair cascading softly down onto her face. But the right half... It was withered and old. Wrinkled, and covered in black cracks, the skin looked frankly horrifying. A saggy eyelid covered half her eye, in which there was absolutely no life whatsoever. The black pupil was dull and dead.

“This is how I really look.” The left part of her lips opened slightly as Annabelle’s young, vibrant voice began to speak. “Jeanne’s curse disfigured me. I lost control over the right half of my face...”

“I can see this curse. And I can try to devour it. But I’m not sure it will work. And it might hurt you,” I mused aloud. To be honest, I felt a little sense of relief. Jeanne’s curse was concentrated in the Goddess’ brain, and it didn’t seem to have spread to other parts of her body; more importantly, it wasn’t in her blood either.

“How about this,” Annabelle said as she turned away from me. “If the situation is getting out of control, you can simply stop. Can you do that?”

“Yes.” I activated the Eyes of Libra again.

The Goddess sensed this and stepped over to stand in front of me, less than three feet away.

“I’m starting now.” I created a whirlpool and sent it toward the brownish-black blotch inside Annabelle’s head. A shriek burst out in my ears and almost broke my concentration. The mental pattern on my forehead, the Icy Tower of Blood, burst into life on its own, and a translucent tower appeared in front of me. As soon as it manifested, it started to tremble and crack.

I ground my teeth together and turned up the power. The blotch inside Annabelle’s head began to shake ever so slightly.

“STOP!” The Goddess shouted in terror.

Her scream shattered the tower. I deactivated my Eyes and stepped back. My ears were ringing, and it felt like someone was driving a wedge into my skull. Blood was dripping from my mouth, eyes, nose, and ears.

Chakra pulsed furiously through my body, and soon brought me back to my senses. The Goddess was still standing in front of me. She managed to put her mask on in time, but blood was still dripping from her face down onto her chest. Her body was shaking. I could see horror in her eyes. The mask changed the appearance of her eyes — they were both lively and blue. But the Goddess was unable to conceal the emotion burning inside them.

“The curse was attacking my soul,” I croaked as I wiped the blood off my face. “If it hadn’t been for my mental defense pattern, I would have died.”

“You were attacking my brain.” Annabelle had brought her emotions under control, and her words sounded indifferent. “You weren’t just attacking the curse. You were attacking me, too.”

“I can’t control the power of my eyes to such a fine degree.” With difficulty, I managed a dry little chuckle.

“Only with the Law of Devouring will you be able to help me,” the Goddess muttered. Then she waved a hand through the air.

The space in front of me began to spin, and soon I found myself inside a small stone room. Bewildered, I looked around. No doors. No windows. Did the Goddess really decide to lock me up?

I took a folding chair out of my wallet and sat down. My whole body was racked with pain, especially my eyes. The curse’s attack really had almost cost me my life. Next time, I would have to be much more careful.

Within five minutes, a golden portal appeared in the center of the room and Violetta stepped out of it. With a mix of emotions on her face, she turned to look at me and said:

“The Goddess has ordered accommodation to be provided for you in London. An advisor from the Order of Leo will be in touch with you in the very near future.”

I felt relieved. Most likely, Annabelle was just scared when I accidentally almost devoured a portion of her brain. That, I figured, was why she had reacted so abruptly.

“Very well. Lead on.”

Violetta created another portal. And when I teleported, I heard Alisa’s voice in my head:

I’m returning some erased memories to you.

My mind suddenly cleared. I could remember how, back in Samara, I had ordered Alisa to wipe out any memory of the fact that I had unwittingly participated in Amaterasu’s rebirth. I had also asked Boris to fall into a deep sleep, to keep our connection as weak as possible. And it seemed that my thorough preparations were justified. Amaterasu really did suspect that I was close to Amaterasu.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead, and only then noticed that I was in a familiar courtyard. It was the same house where Boris and I had lived when we were guests on the Islands of the Angles.

A familiar gnome was looking at me with a smile on his face.

“Brann greets his master,” he said with a bow. “The Advisor will be in touch with you soon. I’ll ask you not to go far from here for the time being.”

Wait, I thought — Alex wants to talk to me? If I understood the Goddess’ current attitude correctly, she was going to do everything possible to help me comprehend my Law, so that I, in turn, could help her get rid of her curse.

“Very well. I’ll be waiting in the house.”

I headed for the gates. Suddenly, however, I almost tripped and fell as an unfamiliar voice burst out inside my head:

“Oh, Artyom — do you really want to help that old bitch kill me? Your old friend Jeanne?!”


Chapter 25

Jeanne

IT FELT LIKE AN ELECTRIC shock. I literally almost fell over. Through sheer force of will, I reasserted control over my emotions and kept walking home. In my mind, I asked:

“Jeanne?!”

“Kgghh... Yes, little man. Who else? You tried to devour me, so I decided to come pay you a little visit.”

Goosebumps ran across my skin. I was starting to assume the absolute worst when Jeanne spoke up again to reassure me:

“Kgghh... Don’t worry, little man. I’m not moving into this handsome head of yours forever... Heh heh... There’s just a trace of my soul inside you, but it will dissolve soon enough.”

I found her, I suddenly heard Alisa’s nervous voice. She’s hidden inside the Icy Tower of Blood! I never thought patterns could be used like that!

“Kgghh... There’s a lot you don’t know about patterns, little woman. I don’t have much time, so let’s get straight to it. Artyom — you must save me from that old hag’s clutches. In exchange, I’ll tell you where I’ve hidden my treasures. Heh heh heh. Just kidding. The old bitch took them all, so I don’t have anything left in the world besides a little scrap of my soul. If it weren’t for Lizliz, I’d have disappeared in the dungeons of the Basilica of Sacre Coeur a long time ago.”

I vaguely recalled that Jeanne had named her liquid chip Lizliz, back in our former lives. I was really interested to learn what kind of abilities the chip had, especially since they had somehow enabled her to break off a part of her consciousness and leave it inside Annabelle’s brain without her knowledge. Talents like that were frightening even to think about.

I walked into my room and sat down in a rocking chair. I took out a book and pretended to start reading. In my mind, I asked:

“If you don’t have anything left in the world, what’s the point of me risking everything to save you? You want me to make an enemy of the Goddess, just like that?”

“Kgghh... If you think the old hag’s just going to let you leave, you’re a fool. You saw her disfigured face. She showed it to you, and that definitely means she’s planning to kill you, heh heh heh. The old bat is extremely arrogant and proud. She would never allow you to live with that sort of knowledge. So as soon as you kill me, she’s going to kill you.”

I frowned. Jeanne had given voice to the possibility that concerned me most of all. I was worried that Annabelle would swat me like a fly as soon as I solved her problem for her. But on the other hand, getting mixed up with someone who possessed the Eyes of Virgo at the Fourth Star... Well, to put it mildly, that didn’t sound like the best decision either.

“You’ll end up helping me, little man. I can promise you that.” Jeanne’s voice sounded utterly self-assured.

I snickered, then asked:

“How? By devouring you?”

“No. You’ll transfer my consciousness into a doll. Which you will request from Amaterasu. She’s the only one who can make me a new body.”

I was floored by her casual insolence. Fully convinced by then that Jeanne was insane, I was about to ask Alisa to destroy the little piece of her soul inside me. But then the foreign voice in my head began to speak once again:

“I used to be one of Annabelle’s subordinates. Just as Apudo followed Albert so faithfully, I served Annabelle with total dedication. What do you think — what could have made the old witch discard a valuable pawn like me? Why did she turn me over to the inquisitors and allow them to imprison me? If it weren’t for Lizliz, I would never have escaped. My Eyes of Virgo are useless unless I have a goal to strive for. And the old hag knew that very well.”

I frowned. If what Jeanne was saying was true, Annabelle must have had a serious motive for acting as she did. For my part, I would never have betrayed someone I knew from my former life, who had been serving me loyally and voluntarily.

“Kgghh... It’s all a matter of greed, little man. Human greed is limitless. It can even sunder the bonds of blood, let alone those of friendship. But I didn’t realize that until it was too late.”

I didn’t say anything; I was just waiting for her to continue. Jeanne’s voice sounded very dry, but I could hear the pain and hatred buried in it.

“After attaining the Sixth Facet, I began to travel. I wiped out Black-Bookmen and studied the world. It just so happened that I fell into a trap, set for me by several Professors of the Shell, and had to flee deep into the African desert. I found myself in one of Terra’s anomalous zones. The space in that place was distorted. For more than a month, I flew across the endless waste in the blistering heat, until finally I happened upon a very strange place. It was a fragment of a blue cliff face, rammed at an angle into the sand. Atop the cliff stood a statue, from which I could feel the unbelievable power of some Law radiating outward.”

I listened with baited breath. Everything else I had seen that pointed to the existence of other civilizations was somehow indirect evidence at best. But if Jeanne was telling the truth, then she had discovered the real thing!

“I was spellbound by that statue. It resembled a man, whose hair grew down to his feet. But he had light-blue skin, a round eye in the middle of his forehead, and short horns. I could tell immediately that this statue wasn’t created by a human. A human simply couldn’t have created something like it. You’ll understand if you ever see it for yourself. The statue had a shining crown on its head. A small chain hung from its right hand, and in its left it was holding something that resembled a magnifying glass.”

Jeanne paused, almost as if she was deliberately trying to pique my curiosity still further. And indeed, I was burning with curiosity, although I just waited patiently for her to continue. Finally, she took pity on me.

“The Professors of the Shell ended up in the desert with me. So I was in a hurry to tell Annabelle about my discovery as quickly as possible. Before that, however, I couldn’t resist taking the crown. I decided to hide it somewhere on the way back. I wanted to tell Annabelle about it later. Kgghh... But as soon as the old hag found out about my find, she handed me over to the inquisitors and rushed off into the desert herself. The bitch!”

Jeanne’s voice exploded with rage at the end of her story. Her voice seemed to be boiling in hatred. To me, however, the story sounded a little bit suspect.

“Why did you only take the crown?” I asked

Jeanne was silent for a few seconds. Then, reluctantly, she replied:

“I couldn’t touch the chain or the magnifying glass. The Law they were emanating was too powerful. My power was only sufficient to allow me to take the crown.”

I chuckled. Now that, I thought... That I can believe. Because I was certain that Jeanne would have been happy to haul off the whole treasure if she could have.

“What happened then? Who ended up taking the chain and glass?”

“Lucifer found out about the statue as well. In the end, Annabelle negotiated with him, and each of them took one of the treasures. The bitch ended up with the magnifying glass. But the statue itself is still lying there in the desert. Nobody was able to move it an inch. As we speak, it’s under guard by both the Shell and the Order of Leo, although their vigilance has dropped somewhat.”

A cynical smile crept across my face. When there’s a treasure with its own Law at stake, it seems there’s nothing wrong with working with your mortal enemies to get your hands on it.

“I’ll give you that crown if you help me,” Jeanne continued impatiently. “Nobody’s ever found it. If you want, I’ll lead you to the statue, and you can see it for yourself. But only after you agree to help me and acquire a new body for me.”

I suddenly remembered that at the very beginning of the conversation, she said she would show me where she had hidden her treasures. Then she said she was joking. And now, it just so happened that that exact scenario was back on the table. Somehow, I didn’t like the idea of having to trust the cunning old witch...

“You’ll never get rid of the curse without my help, even if you use the Law of Devouring. Trust me. I can detonate a part of myself and damage the witch’s brain if it comes to that. If I did so, she would kill you immediately.”

I realized that I had no other options. Whatever the case, I was very interested in acquiring an artifact that belonged to this mysterious civilization. If it were in my power, I would have avoided getting involved with either Annabelle or Jeanne. Both were cunning and cruel. And I could understand why: getting to the top in this world was impossible without those particular personality traits. At the same time, I couldn’t write either of them off as categorically evil — there was a reason, after all, that Annabelle was known as the Goddess of Mercy. She used her artifacts to improve quality of life for every person on Terra, and transformed her homeland and its vassal states into one of the most powerful countries on the planet. I didn’t want to make an enemy of someone so dangerous. But our paths diverged the moment she forced me to promise my help in getting rid of her curse.

“Very well. Tell me where the statue and the crown are.” I had no choice but to agree to her proposal.

“Kgghh... Little man, you’re going to get me a body first. You want to get the cheese before you feed the goat? That’s not how it works, heh heh heh...”

I closed my eyes and thought for a moment. The only thing I could do would be to get in touch with Doll and ask her for help. But who knows how long it would be before I would get the chance? What if Jeanne disappeared? She said she wouldn’t be able to remain in my mind for long -

She lied, Alisa interjected angrily. Your old friend Jeanne is a parasite. She’s sucking Yin-chakra from your chakrachannel like a leech as we speak. She could stay for as long as she wants. Although I could cut off the channel and wipe her personality at any time.

“You know your man Artyom’s body pretty well.” Jeanne was openly making lewd jokes, and it went down like a lead balloon. And considering that her voice was that of a hundred-year-old woman, it sounded especially unpleasant. “My Lizliz couldn’t do that. But I’m not getting sad about it. Not getting sad...”

“Can you lock her away? Limit her so that she can’t see or hear anything?” I asked

Yes, said Alisa.

“I’ll get in touch with you when I make some progress on getting you a body.” Saying this, and without waiting to listen to Jeanne’s objections, I gave a mental order. Alisa instantly cut off my new guest, and she fell silent.

“Insane,” I mumbled aloud as I rubbed the bridge of my nose. We still hadn’t discussed all the details of our collaboration — after all, exchanging a body for the crown was just the first step. From there, we would have to think about how we were going to get Jeanne out of Annabelle without getting killed in the process. But the prospect of continuing my chat with Jeanne was so unpleasant that I decided to save the conversation for later. Which, as it turned out, was the right decision.

Brann suddenly walked into the room; without a word, he pulled a massive screen out of some sort of spatial artifact. He set it down in front of me and walked out. As he left, the image of a rabbit flashed into life on the screen.

“Haha. You don’t look so good.” Alex twisted his ears slightly as we spoke.

“You could say that,” I said with a tired sigh. “The Goddess’ curse was a lot more dangerous than I imagined.’

“Well, if it were easy, we would have done it ourselves... But don’t worry. Annabelle said you need to acquire the Law of Devouring, and I’m supposed to work with you on that.”

The rabbit looked at me with a kind of strange expression. I just nodded. This was more or less what I was expecting. Only by becoming stronger would I have any chance at all of being able to help the Goddess. And she understood that better than anyone.

“You devoured a six-attribute ghoul, right? Did that give you anything?”

“No,” I shrugged sadly. I wasn’t surprised that Alex knew about that.

“How is that possible?” The rabbit cocked his head to the side. “You devoured a six! Ghouls from the Big Zones possess incredibly powerful Laws! There’s no way you could devour one without it having any effect on you!”

“I need beasts or humans with the Law of Ice or the Law of Blood. Ideally, both. After devouring them, I might be able to acquire the Law of Devouring. Even then, though, I’m not totally sure.”

Alex stared back at me, just blinking, for a few seconds. Inside my mind, I couldn’t help but chuckle. If you’re so eager to help, I thought, then by all means — have at it. But I didn’t want to lose my Blood and Ice patterns. So ideally, I would need to comprehend their Laws. If that couldn’t happen through devouring, then I would just abandon the scheme and devour as many sixes as I could. But if it was possible... Then my scope for achievement in the future would grow significantly.

“Fine. If you say so... There aren’t all that many beings at the sixth level of development in the world, and all of them are known to us. There are actually quite a number of beings with the Law of Blood — more than thirty, as it happens. Most likely, the actual number is closer to fifty.”

My eyebrows shot up; I was expecting to hear a much smaller number.

“Almost all of them are ghouls. There are quite a number of Zones in Africa and China with Blood Ghouls. There’s even one Big Zone.”

That explained why there were so many blood-nature sixes in the world. But I had already told him that ghouls wouldn’t work, so Alex would have to cross those off the list.

“That leaves several humans in the Chinese and Indian Empires, and three or four beasts,” Alex continued. “We can’t touch anything in Iran. Neither humans nor beasts. So we don’t have a lot of options here. The best one is a bat that rules an island in the Pacific Ocean.”

Alex paused and froze as if in expectation.

“Can you handle it without me?” I asked. “I need to return to the Empire for a little bit and talk to the Protector. If she agrees to help the Goddess, it will make things a lot simpler. I also want to take care of a few things in the Palace. I came here straight from Samara, so my absence might cause some disquiet among my subordinates.”

Alex frowned, then nodded reluctantly.

“Violetta will send you. But be prepared to leave within a week. And keep us closely informed.”

“Of course.” I felt a surge of relief. Once I was back in the Palace, I could devour the green ball I got from the ghoul. I could also talk to Doll about a body for Jeanne. And the Order of Leo could handle getting me a Six-Mark beast with the Law of Blood in the meantime. Perfect...

The screen went dark, and I allowed myself a little smile. In this game between people with the power of Gods, any mistake would cost me my life. But opportunity always walks hand in hand with risk, and for the moment at least, I had scored a little victory. It was a nice feeling...

* * *

Annabelle’s Flying Island. The Telescope.

The Goddess sat on her throne, staring unblinkingly up into the starry sky. As before, her face was covered by a silver mask that concealed her disfigurement. Disappointment and longing were frozen in her eyes.

Suddenly, the translucent image of a rabbit appeared beside her.

“That little bastard is hiding something!” Alex exclaimed indignantly. “He couldn’t have devoured a six from a Big Zone and received nothing in the process!”

“Irrelevant,” said Annabelle nonchalantly. “He simply needs to acquire a Law as quickly as possible. I’m tired.”

“This...” Alex scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “The solution I gave him... It’s going to prevent him from creating a Genesis Bone. If only I had known...”

“There’s no solution in his body. He deceived you. He never drank a drop.”

“But how... The pig!” Alex drew the right conclusion in an instant. “He fed it to his pig!”

The Goddess didn’t reply. She was still sitting there, staring up at the stars. Her posture suggested that she was utterly exhausted.

“Irrelevant,” muttered Annabelle. “This is all irrelevant. If we need to kill him, we will. Even if he becomes a Septimos. Without the Fifth Star of the Eyes of Libra, he’s nothing to us. You’re getting all worked up — this is IRRELEVANT, Alex!” The Goddess’ voice broke into a scream as she finished speaking. Tears welled up in her eyes. “You don’t understand... I’m suffering! I’m tired! Jeanne is killing me. She doesn’t want to die!”

The Goddess jumped up from the throne, whirled around, and struck it with her fist, smashing it instantly into a cloud of dust. Then, just as abruptly, she calmed down. She summoned a new throne out of thin air and sat down.

“My sanity is at the breaking point, Alex. None of this matters — let Artyom attain the Seventh Facet, for all I care. But he must remove this filth from me.” The Goddess gritted her teeth, breathing heavily. “How I hate you, Jeanne... You ruined all my plans, because of you I can’t — “

Annabelle suddenly stopped. She shuddered as she suppressed Jeanne’s will. The Goddess didn’t want to hear her maliciously cheerful voice anymore; she prevented her from speaking so much as a single word.

“Are we really going to attack Blood Island?” Alex asked, sounding forlorn. “There are more than 100,000 bats there. Our forces will take losses in a needless war.”

“Send everyone.” Annabelle waved her hand weakly through the air. “Catch the six and as many fives as you can. Give them all to Artyom. If that doesn’t work, find other sixes. He needs to acquire the Law of Devouring. I can’t see any other way out of this...”

“Maybe...” Alex glanced cautiously up at his mistress.

“No. We will turn to Lucifer only if the situation becomes absolutely critical. My healing will cost us far too much...”

“I understand.” Alex bowed slightly and disappeared from the Telescope.

Annabelle let out a heavy, bitter sigh. Barely restraining tears of despair, she turned to stare back at the stars once again.

* * *

Just as Alex said, Violetta arrived within a few minutes, and together we headed back to my capital. It seemed suspicious to me that it took five portals to get us to Moscovia. Especially considering that Samara to London had only required one. But I didn’t let myself get distracted thinking about the specifics of spatial patterns; after putting on a simple disguise, I hurried into my house. Violetta had delivered me to an empty, unfamiliar room, so nobody had noticed my arrival.

Along the way, I sent Emmy a message to find out where the Marquis was. I certainly wasn’t going to trouble Odetta about the Goddess’ curse. She needed her sleep, and I was determined that she should get it — she was obviously a very unusual beast, if even Annabelle was afraid of her.

Emmy wrote that the Marquis was in a house that had been specially set aside for his use, within the territory of the family estate. She described the house, then asked me why I was asking. I didn’t answer. As much as I might want to see my family, I knew I couldn’t afford to do so. If Lucifer were to find out that I had secretly returned to Moscovia, it could turn into a catastrophe. Annabelle had said that Terra’s Parasite was afraid to touch our Empire because he was afraid it might attract Amaterasu’s attention. But I didn’t want to test that claim.

Thanks to my knowledge of the area and my Stealth Pattern, I was easily able to make it to our estate. I made a mental note to improve our defenses; they obviously weren’t very effective if I could sneak into the place. At the gates of the house, I ran into Emmy. She was standing there, arms folded across her chest, looking attentively around at the area in front of the house. I don’t know how she did it, but Emmy obviously sensed me approaching and turned to look right at me.

“You thought you could fool me, huh?” She asked with a proud smile. “I know you pretty well, Archie!”


Chapter 26

A Deal with Doll

EMMY LOOKED AMAZING — she was wearing a long purple dress and holding a folded fan in her hands. Her chin was thrust proudly up into the air. She was looking down at me with feigned haughtiness, but she couldn’t restrain a little mischievous smile. The little dimples on her cheeks added an extra element of charm to her appearance. Emmy’s bright-red hair was done up into a tall hairstyle. I caught flashes of orange in her eyes as the rays of the sun bounced off them.

I stared back at my wife with love in my eyes. I walked over to her and ran my hand tenderly across her cheek, and her little freckle-covered nose. Emmy reacted sheepishly, and obviously wanted to say something, but I laid my finger against her lips.

“Shh. Don’t make any noise. I’m here secretly, nobody can know.”

Emmy nodded and stepped back from the door.

“You really look like an Empress,” I whispered as I walked in. Emmy didn’t follow me. She just muttered something grumpily (again, it was obviously feigned) and stayed outside as if standing guard.

Emmy had warned the Marquis of Xiao that I would be visiting, and he was waiting for me in the dining room, sitting in an armchair. He didn’t react in the slightest as I walked in.

“I need to get in touch with Doll. Urgently.”

The Marquis looked up. His bright, round yellow eyes bored into me. He didn’t wear his mask in the house, nor did he bother hiding his bright-blue hair.

“My life depends on it,” I said impatiently.

“Very well, I’ll get in touch with her,” the Marquis agreed. With that, he turned to stare at a single point on the wall.

I looked around. The house was impeccably clean. Most likely, the Marquis had taken a seat on his armchair as soon as he walked in, and hadn’t stood up since. He was a doll, after all. He didn’t need to eat, drink, or sleep.

“The Princess will arrive tomorrow, toward evening. She will meet you in the same place.”

I sighed with relief. Alex had allowed me seven days’ absence, and now it seemed like that would be enough to finish things up and devour this ghoul Law.

I thought for a moment, then stepped back outside and lifted Emmy up in my arms. She didn’t even have a chance to react before I carried her into the house and up to the top floor, where the bedrooms were...

* * *

How long does it take to devour a Law? If I start now, I wonder, would I finish in time or would I be late for my meeting with Doll?

I was sitting on the balcony, in a rocking chair, looking out at the rising sun. Emmy had left not long before, to avoid arousing suspicion. Feeling rested and relaxed, I just kept rocking in my chair meditatively as I thought. Doll wouldn’t be arriving until the evening, and I would have time to at least try devouring the ghoul’s Law that was stored in my eye. In the end, though, after weighing all the risks, I decided not to pursue that idea. I took out my gadget and messaged my dad and Emmy. There were plenty of matters that required my attention in the Empire. Many Faceters had been killed during the war. Several clans had suffered irreparable losses. They had lost influence as a result, and it was my responsibility to protect them from their enemies. At the same time, I would have to redistribute the available resources.

My dad soon started peppering me with reports. He thought that I was still outside the Empire — otherwise, he would never have sent information he considered so important through any gadget. There was still a significant likelihood that the Angles were reading all our messages.

[Vlad]: The Zelyin Clan can no longer control the airport in Vladimir. They lost their most powerful elders, and they’re willing to transfer ownership of all their airships and the airport itself in exchange for protection. The Potalyuks and the Rogovs have both made claims on this money fief...

I tried to keep up as the first set of messages was rolling in, but after a few minutes I decided to pawn this task out to Alisa. She could make quick work of the task of analyzing all the potential conflicts and found the best possible solution to each situation. And in the end, she always managed to keep all parties satisfied. So I just watched melancholically as my fingers typed out replies in front of me, seemingly of their own accord, and as I did so I thought about other things.

Besides the ghoul’s Law, I had also devoured its memories. I hadn’t touched them yet, because I was afraid of upsetting the apparent balance between the little green ball and the whirlwind of recollections. But I was extremely interested in the idea nonetheless. I wanted to find out what happened in the depths of the Big Zones. Were there pools and jellyfish in there too? Most likely. But what if there was something else as well?

As I watched the sun rise toward its zenith, Alisa continued solving the Empire’s problems. From time to time, she would ask my advice on some question or other, but most of the questions didn’t require my involvement. Really, I should have delegated some of these matters to my assistants: the ultra-brainy Pavel and his new team of subordinates. But it was still a little too early to entrust them with such important matters, and working with Alisa was quicker and easier anyway.

After a few hours, I asked Alisa to release Jeanne and had a little chat with her. I asked her what kind of doll she would prefer, to which Jeanne replied with a very detailed description of the body she wanted. I only listened to her ancient, rasping voice for a little bit before I delegated that task to Alisa as well. Jeanne even tried to transmit a picture to her. I couldn’t tell whether it worked or not. Very quickly, I got sick of her incessant yammering and asked Alisa to block her again.

Finally, the Marquis’s voice rang in my ears:

“The Princess will be here shortly.”

I let Alisa finish the last message to my dad, then opened my chat with Emmy. I sent her a single word:

[Archie]: It’s time.

Then I put my gadget away and stood up. Doll said that the meeting would be in the same place as our previous one. Namely, Odetta’s cave. I could either get there through the Palace, or ask Liz to help me. But I didn’t want to go through the Palace. And I didn’t want to message Liz either. She might well ask me why we were going there if Odetta was asleep. The Angles would also read it and suspect that I was meeting with the Swan of Woe in order to disappear into the vastness of my homeland and renege on our agreement.

The girls barely ever used their gadgets to communicate amongst themselves; they knew that their conversations could be tracked. Better not to take the risk. It was one thing to risk disclosing the day-to-day business of the Empire; that wouldn’t really be of much interest to Alex or the Goddess. It was another thing entirely to reveal my hidden motivations and the danger that I might be facing. Therefore, I asked Emmy to tell Liz everything, so that she would be ready to bring me to Odetta’s cave by portal at the appropriate time.

A golden portal appeared next to me, out of which stepped a blond-haired beauty with eyes so blue they looked like sapphires. She looked at me with a mix of emotions on her face; a slight hint of pink appeared on her cheeks. Liz quickly created another portal and stepped into it. I still didn’t know what was making her so sheepish.

Once inside Odetta’s cave, I found that nothing had changed at all — same greenish lake, same cocoon, still with Katie inside it.

“Will you be long?” Liz asked quietly.

I walked over to her and gave her a peck on the lips. Liz took a step back and shot me an angry glare.

“No, I have to leave the Empire again soon. It’s still not safe for me to stay here.”

Liz nodded with a look of exaggerated indifference. But I could sense that she was a little disappointed.

“Katie will be done soon,” I remarked as I turned to look at the cocoon. “After her, it’s your turn. You need to become a Quintos as soon as you can, to keep yourself safe.”

From the other side of the lake, I suddenly caught the sound of clicking heels. Doll had arrived.

“Yeah, I know,” Liz growled as she created another portal. Her eyes lingered on me for just a second before she stepped into it.

“Nice girl,” said Doll as she emerged from the shadows. She moved with incredible speed; I didn’t even notice as she flew across the entire length of the lake.

“Let’s talk.” I beckoned her to follow me, and we set off on a stroll away from the lake.

“I have a request.” I paused, searching for the right words. “Could you create an artificial body to house the soul of a Faceter at the Sixth Facet?”

Doll frowned.

“Why do you need that?”

“It might help save my life.” My answer was simple enough.

“Are you making this body for a friend or an enemy?”

“More likely an enemy than a friend.”

“Will this be dangerous?” Doll shot me a lightning-quick glance.

“Yes. For the time being, I honestly can’t say what will happen. I swore an oath to help someone. But it might cost me my life.”

“When will you attain the Sixth Facet?” Doll asked her next question.

“If the abilities of my Eyes of Libra really can devour a Law, then I think six months ought to do it,” I admitted.

I didn’t mention my problem with Annabelle and Jeanne. Sure, Doll could probably guess it was somehow related to liquid chips and the Forebears, but she probably didn’t know much more than that. And if Amaterasu hadn’t filled her in, I wasn’t going to either. As for the Eyes of Libra being able to devour a Law... Well, that was a secret known only by the leadership of certain countries (something I realized on my recent visit to the Islands of the Angles).

While Doll mused on the idea, I carefully added:

“Within the year, I will learn the location of an item that belonged to the Others.”

Doll turned to look at me with a laser-like stare. I continued:

“It’s a statue of a man with hair down to his ankles. He has light-blue skin, a third eye in his forehead, and little horns.”

“A year is too long,” Doll replied.

“That statue is guarded by the Shell and the Order of Leo. Even Annabelle and Lucifer couldn’t move it at all. I’m risking my life even telling you about it.”

With that, Doll’s interest disappeared. Which made sense — after all, if that many influential people knew about the statue already, anything that could possibly be removed from the area would already have been removed. It was highly unlikely that there were any treasures left there anymore.

“Everything connected with other civilizations is invaluable to us. I will grant your request and create a body for you. Given that it’s for an enemy, I will add several hidden functions into it as I build it. When do you need this body to be ready?”

“Ideally within the next three or four days,” I said, feeling a little bit of regret. I still couldn’t tell her where the statue was actually located. As soon as the Japanese sent their units to Africa in search of the desert in question, Annabelle would know that Jeanne and I had some sort of connection. But I couldn’t give the Japanese anything else, either — I didn’t have anything of value to give them. Only something related to the Others would be of interest to the Gods. Therefore, I paid for Jeanne’s new body by sharing the information that she herself had given me.

“I’ll make it today.” Doll smiled softly and touched her chest right in the area of her heart. “With the Dollhouse at my disposal, it won’t be difficult. And anyway, I’m always willing to help if it’s something connected with your very life.”

I nodded. All the same, an exchange was better than yet another favor.

“Show me what kind of body you need.”

I took a paper and pen out of my wallet. Doll waved her hand through the air, and two wooden chairs and a table appeared beside us. Then she fell silent, other than occasional movements and strange gurgling sounds. Before I sat down, I noticed that there was a huge eye on one of the chairs which suddenly snapped shut.

I was a little bit dazed, so Alisa took control of my hand and made a couple sketches of Jeanne’s new body. A little more than three feet high, with black wings and sharp claws on the fingertips. Instead of eyes, there were empty slits. The head was completely bald, and covered in black tattoos. Despite this, however, the face was almost childishly round, with big puffy cheeks. As I drew the mock-up, I found myself convinced yet again that at some point over the years, Jeanne had completely lost her mind.

“Here.” I handed the paper to Doll.

“Your drawing skills are impressive.” She glanced down at the drawing and chuckled. “I’m interested to find out what kind of person would want such a bizarre body.”

I didn’t say anything. Doll closed her eyes and froze for a second. I watched her, trying to guess what she was doing. Maybe her mind was immersed in the Dollhouse? As far as I understood, Doll didn’t have full control over Amaterasu’s world. She was a Princess of the Land of Wood, and she didn’t have a great relationship with the other countries — those of Bone, Clay, and Plush. But she could still command toys from those countries, although her power over them had its limitations.

Two hours later, a soft glow began to spread out from the area around Doll’s heart, and a hairless wooden doll appeared in front of us. Slightly more than three feet tall, with black wings and slits instead of eyes — just as Jeanne had requested.

Doll let out a tired sigh; her eyelids trembled, then snapped open. She slapped the doll on its bald head and handed me two wooden roots. One was yellow, the other brown.

“If the little lady starts misbehaving, slap her with the brown root. That will immobilize her for 24 hours. If it gets really bad, hit her with the yellow root. That will break the doll’s head. It won’t kill the soul inside it, but the body will be so badly damaged that only I will be able to restore it to its original condition. Well, me or Mama.”

I took the roots and replied with a bow of genuine, heartfelt gratitude. It would be impossible to overstate the importance of Doll’s help — she had given me power over Jeanne.

“I’m tired, so I’m leaving. The Marquis will stay.”

“Do you know about Lucifer and Annabelle?” I stopped Doll, who had already turned to leave. “They’re both gathering influence. Lucifer has suborned Scandinavia and the Indian Empire already. Now he’s aiming at the Chinese Empire.”

“Thank you for the information,” Doll replied with a serious nod. “But we don’t need to worry about Lucifer. He chose the wrong path from the very beginning.” She smiled enigmatically, then disappeared.

I was left staring glumly into space. Her words about Lucifer were still bouncing around my mind. But I didn’t understand what she meant.

“I’m still too weak,” I muttered as I glanced down at the table and chairs. I made a mental note to give them to Liz and ask her to bring them home. Mike would get a kick out of playing with some living furniture...

I sent Emmy a message and asked her to make sure nobody disturbed me for several days. I just had one more problem to solve now that the question of Jeanne’s body was settled. Namely, how to devour a Law.

I stepped back from Odetta’s lake and sat down on the ground with my legs crossed. Her cave was one of the safest places on all of Terra. I focused on my Eyes and saw the same picture once again: a whirlwind of memories, with a green ball suspended inside it. My consciousness moved through the whirlwind and flew up to the sphere. The power of the ghoul’s Law was radiating from within it, which made me feel extremely uncomfortable. But I overpowered the feeling and activated my Eyes of Libra to maximum power.

This woke Boris up (he had been in a deep sleep ever since Samara). He crawled up out of my pocket and looked around sleepily. I didn’t have time to explain everything to him, but he understood what was going on anyway. Boris quickly shook off his drowsiness and froze in a guarded pose.

The green ball slipped easily into my whirlpools, and a strange, hot wave spread out across my body. My eyes began to hurt badly. I gritted my teeth and put up with it, only vaguely comprehending what was going on.

The ghoul’s Law is merging with your left eye, said Alisa. Use your Realm of Influence to speed up the devouring.

I gave Boris the necessary mental command, and he activated his devouring force. Thanks to our combined Realm of Influence, I finally saw what was happening. The green ball was smoldering inside my eye. Gradually, however, it was dissolving and merging with the eyeball itself, as unpleasant as that may sound.

The devouring whirlwind grew rapidly more intense. Our Realm of Influence changed as well. Somehow, the space around us seemed to be becoming more dense. It only took a few minutes for the green ball to dissolve completely into my left eye. The whole time, the pain inside it was getting worse. But I toughed it out and kept devouring. If it hadn’t been for my brother’s writings, I never would have risked doing this.

As soon as the ball was totally gone, I deactivated my Eyes of Libra and ground my teeth together so hard I could hear them squeak. Blood was dripping from my eyes; it felt like someone had dropped a red-hot ember into each of them. I bore the pain with some difficulty, until finally I felt like I could relax a tiny bit. If physical pain was the price for becoming a Demigod, then I was prepared to pay it.

“Hm.” Boris jumped up and opened his mouth. The space in front of his head started to warp, and a frightening black whirlpool appeared from within it.

“Enough,” I quickly said as I glanced down nervously at Odetta’s lake. It was far away from us, but we could still wake the swan up.

Boris oinked, and the tornado disappeared.

“I’m stronger,” he said with surprise. “I feel like I could fight a six-attribute ghoul on my own for a little while.”

I suppressed the urge to activate my Eyes of Libra and wiped the blood off my face.

Your and Boris’ combined devouring power has also increased, said Alisa. It seems like it’s more durable, somehow. And that also seems to have affected your Realm of Influence — it’s wider now, and it seems more dense... That’s the only word I can think of to describe the change. It seems like there’s a trace of the Law in it, like there is with the Demigods. But I’m not positive about that.

I closed my eyes and examined my body, paying special attention to my left eyeball. But I didn’t find anything strange. No trace of the green sphere; that had disappeared completely.

For what it’s worth, your left eye is a lot tougher now, Alisa added. It wouldn’t be easy to destroy it. That ghoul’s Law strengthened the eyeball, but it also blew away the whirlwind of memories when you devoured it.

Only after Alisa said this did I realize that the ghoul’s memories were gone.

“Too bad,” I muttered.

“What’s too bad?” Boris yawned. “What happened while I was asleep? Did you meet with the Goddess?”

“Yes. Lots of stuff happened. I’ll tell you later.”

I took out my Rabbot, sent Emmy a message, and lifted up the wooden body that would soon be Jeanne’s. It wasn’t very big, but it still wouldn’t fit into a wallet. A few minutes later, a golden portal opened up, and Liz appeared from within it. She took a quick look around, then teleported us back into the Marquis’ house.

“You should go,” I said ruefully as I threw a quick glance at Liz. Every minute was of the utmost importance. “There are a table and chairs from Doll still sitting in the cave. Go grab them, I think Mike would like them. But you and Emmy make sure that they don’t get seen by anyone who shouldn’t see them. I might have to call you back really soon, so be ready.”

Liz nodded reluctantly, then left.

“What now?” Boris was lying on my shoulder, staring down at the little doll with interest.

I laid Jeanne’s body-to-be in front of me and gave Alisa the command.

“Is this...? You did it?! So fast?! But how... So you really are in touch with Amaterasu then! Now that’s news!”

“Shh,” I interrupted Jeanne. “Tell me where the crown is hidden. I don’t have much time.”

“Of course, little man, of course.” Jeanne’s voice sounded extremely excited. “But give me a few seconds first, just to make sure the body’s going to work.”

I hesitated for a moment, but then nodded my consent. It seemed best not to argue with her. If the crown happened to be relatively nearby, then maybe Liz and I could go get it before I had to return to the Islands...


Chapter 27

An Expedition to Africa

THE DOLL SUDDENLY CAME to life. It flinched, turned its head, and raised its right arm. Then it froze, as if it had never moved in the first place.

“Excellent.” Jeanne’s voice pronounced the word inside my head, her voice tired but pleased. “My soul will take possession of this body, and it’ll be even better than a real one!”

“Good. Now tell me where the crown is,” I demanded impatiently. “I don’t have much time. We’ll discuss the next stage of the plan after that.”

“Heh heh heh. That’s not how it works. You need to save me first, and then I’ll — “

“Destroy her,” I said calmly to Alisa. My Blood Sword materialized in my hand, and I swung it back to aim a swing at the doll’s neck.

“Wait!” Jeanne screamed. Her voice was gradually getting quieter and weaker. “You’re insane! Annabelle’s going to kill you!”

The blood-red blade froze about a millimeter from the doll’s wooden throat.

“I’ll tell you! Tell your chip to stop!”

I gave Alisa the mental order to stop.

“The next step in our plan will come after I get my hands on that crown,” I declared icily as I dissipated my sword. Jeanne would deceive me if I left her any opportunity to do so. Threats were a way to guarantee that she wouldn’t try to wrap me around her little finger here and now.

“Don’t hurt this beautiful body! Gods, you’re such a jerk!”

I snickered; I really hadn’t expected to hear such a childlike complaint coming from Jeanne. In the end, she conceded and told me where she had hidden the crown. The longer she spoke, the more depressed I became. Jeanne hadn’t had much time to work with, so she left the crown in Africa, outside the boundaries of the desert. But she found a pretty original solution nonetheless: she went into a small Ghoul Zone, right to its core, and carved out a cave, which she then protected with a whole array of patterns. For a Demigod, getting into the depths of a Small Zone (where the most powerful defenders would be three-attribute ghouls) wasn’t very difficult at all.

“Shut her up,” I growled angrily. Jeanne fell silent.

A thousand years had passed since that time. Who knows what might have become of that Ghoul Zone? Merely locating it and determining how dangerous it might be would take up at least a day, so I wouldn’t be able to complete the task in the short time left before my return to the Islands.

You could assign the task to your people here, suggested Alisa. It’d be dangerous for you to leave the Empire anyway, the Angles might notice. Order your dad, Diana, Sophia, Li, and Pavel to take care of it. If Liz helps them, they’ll have the crown in a month or less.

Alisa’s words gave me food for thought. I hadn’t even considered that option. I was the Emperor of a massive country, but in spirit, I still felt and thought like a loner. The power of thousands of Faceters was at my disposal, and that was a big responsibility. I still had to come to an understanding of all my new obligations and my role, and make them part of myself.

“Okay.” I picked up my phone and sent Emmy a message.

Soon thereafter, she walked into the room.

“You said we weren’t supposed to see each other.” She was looking at me slightly suspiciously, and her cheeks had gone slightly pink.

“The situation’s changed. We’re going to have to take the risk. Tell my dad, Sophia, Diana, and Liz that I’ll be waiting for them tomorrow morning. You come too.”

Emmy nodded, then left the room.

I flipped my gadget around in my hands as I thought about what to do next. Devouring the ghoul’s Law had increased the power of my devouring force in general. If I could keep devouring sixes, sooner or later I could attain the Law of Devouring and become a Demigod. But what would I do about my patterns? Would my Genesis Bone consist entirely of neutral patterns? That was acceptable, considering my Eyes, but I didn’t want to lose my connection with blood and ice either. Especially blood. What if that made Alisa lose the ability to awaken people’s inheritance? That would be a huge blow to my plans...

I walked out onto the balcony. There, I had a bite to eat and messaged my dad. As long as I had some free time, I figured I would spend it on the business of the Empire...

* * *

Pacific Ocean. Blood Island.

“How dare you?!” A roar thundered through the air. High in the sky, opposite two flying humans, soared a bat of incredible proportions. Its body and face were covered in wounds, and its wings were cut to pieces.

The lonely, ocean washed island had always been calm before. Not too far away lay the lands of the New World, where the bats could always find fresh food — namely, humans and beasts. At the moment, however, Blood Island was living up to its name: small rivers of blood were flowing across its beaches, and the dead bodies of other bats lay in bloody heaps all across the island. A bloody steam was slowly rising up into the air.

The Six-Mark Bat was frankly awe-inspiring. It had been living in peace for several centuries by that point, trying not to come into conflict with anyone — or anything — too powerful. Whether preying on beasts, ghouls, or humans, it would always choose its victims from among the weak. And then one day, as it lay in its bath of blood, golden portals suddenly started to open all across the island. Hundreds of Quadroi, dozens of Quintoi, and several Demigods launched a devious attack on the scattered bat dens throughout the island and started wiping them out mercilessly!

“Stop!” The Bat roared at the two human Demigods floating in the air across from it. It hated these people — the leaders of the attack that had totally wiped out its descendants.

A heavyset, curly-haired woman simply scoffed and waved a hand through the air. A blizzard burst into life and slammed into the Bat with the power of the Law of Ice. The beast, however, activated its own Law of Blood and protected itself from the attack. Meanwhile, however, the second human — a short old man in black armor — blew a powerful gust of air in the Bat’s direction. A black wind roared into being and opened wounds all across the Bat’s massive body. None of them would regenerate, because of the Law of Wind. The two Demigods from the Order of Leo were slowly grinding the Six-Mark Bat into submission. They couldn’t kill the beast — Archie needed it alive.

Meanwhile, the Order of Leo’s army, together with its priests, was wiping out any bat below the Fifth Mark, and taking the Five-Mark bats into captivity. The priests of Annabelle’s Church were especially merciless. For them, this was the best day of their lives — the Goddess herself had spoken to them! Theirs was the unit that took the heaviest losses.

Fanaticism didn’t really give the priests much added fighting power, and their overall strength left much to be desired. Normally, they led pretty peaceful lives: they mixed with Sticks, for the most part, and inculcated their faith in the hearts of the common people. As soon as a Faceter among the priests attained the Third Facet, they would be enrolled in the Islands’ field armies. But there were relatively few of these, since the Order always took in talented children from a very young age, so as to bring them up in service to Annabelle.

The Bat continued to resist for another day. In the end, however, it spent all its chakra and collapsed limply into the ocean. Special artifact shackles immediately wrapped themselves around it, shoved it into an artifact cage, and teleported it to London...

* * *

Empire of the Rus. Moscovia

Early in the morning, six people gathered in the Marquis of Xiao’s house. Emmy, my dad, Liz, Sophia, Diana, and me. I hadn’t summoned Li or Pavel, because I felt that would attract more attention than was desirable. We were sitting in a big, half-empty room on the second floor of the house, in armchairs that I had brought in myself earlier on. Boris had fallen into a deep sleep immediately after his devouring ability improved. He needed time to digest everything. So I stuck him into my pocket and tried not to disturb him.

“I’ve asked you here to give you some assignments. They’re secret — nobody but you should ever hear the details.” I looked around at everyone in the room. “You’ll be going to Africa to research a small area for me.”

“Which part of Africa?” My dad asked. He had served on the continent for many years, and knew it pretty well.

“The southern part of the west coast, between Lake Etosha and the Yepat Desert.”

My dad frowned.

“That’s a contested region. Several countries are fighting for it simultaneously. The Islands of the Angles have a colony in the north, and Iran has territory to the east. Besides them, Frankia, the Germanic Lands, and even the Indian Empire have claims in the region. Our Empire also used to have lands in southwest Africa, but we lost them.”

My dad looked even more dour after saying this. All his many years of work in Africa had been for nothing. The integrity of our Empire hadn’t suffered in the recent war with Scandinavia, but the same could not be said of the colonies. The country had lost almost all the lands it once controlled outside its borders. Even the biggest and most ancient colony in Greenland was lost.

For thousands of years, that massive island had been divided between Scandinavia and the Empire of the Rus. Ever since the war, however, both countries had lost their power over it. The latest reports indicated that the Shell was actively strengthening its presence in the region. The Black-Bookmen had always felt constrained on Albertrum, but they had never had enough strength to seize new lands before. After Lucifer’s awakening, however, that situation changed, and the Shell was starting to expand its territory and grow stronger.

“You only need to go there and research the closest area. I’ll give you the exact coordinates. Most likely, there’s a Ghoul Zone there. If so, you’ll need to act on your own discretion. No need to message me — make all the decisions yourself. Emmy will be overseeing the task. I’m going to tell her and Liz the true goal.”

Silence engulfed the room as I finished. Diana was clearly deep in thought; Sophia was staring dreamily out the window; my dad was tapping a finger against the arm of his chair, his face utterly devoid of emotion. Liz and Emmy exchanged glances.

“It’s that serious?” Diana asked. Her eyes sparkled mysteriously, as if there was a sprinkling of stars in her irises.

“Yes. It’s likely that this assignment will affect the future of the entire Empire,” I admitted after thinking for a second. “But you need to remain unnoticed. Especially by the Shell and the Islands of the Angles.”

The location of the crown was pretty far from the desert with the statue in it, but it still seemed better to emphasize the point just in case. Jeanne managed to remove the crown from the statue, which meant that the artifact didn’t have the power of a Law within it. Or perhaps only a very limited amount of power. But the crown belonged to an alien civilization, and its properties were unknown.

Sophia turned her head and stared at me. I started to feel uncomfortable. As if she wasn’t weird enough already, I thought... And that connection with the Cat is strange too. But her talents were ideal for the task at hand.

“I’ve heard that you’re able to awaken the inheritance of the Gods,” she suddenly said. “Why didn’t you do it for Arrie?”

I stared back into Sophia’s always-placid face. Some sort of film seemed to slide across her gray eyes.

“It’s dangerous,” I answered softly. I wasn’t about to ask her how she knew about my ability, or how she knew that Arrie’s blood contained the inheritance of a God. “I’m not strong enough yet.”

“Are you afraid?” Sophia blinked.

“You could say I’m afraid, yes,” I sighed.

Sophia turned back to the window. I felt a little bit frustrated. She had been talking about Arrie, but of course she was referring to other people besides him as well. Li had awakened the Genesis Bone of his ancestor — the God of the Sword, one of the Seven Generals of Anubis. If I were to help him, it was very possible that he would become a Demigod. And besides him, I knew I should also check Sophia and Diana. Their abilities were very strange indeed. It might be that we would find the inheritance of some unknown God in their blood.

But I was worried about doing it so soon. If Li broke through to the Demigod Facet, then with the inheritance of the God of the Sword he would be the most powerful Eschate in the Empire of the Rus. But Li was from China, and he thirsted for vengeance. If he started getting his revenge at a critical moment for us, it might create all sorts of problems. And I wasn’t sure that I would be able to suppress Li if he suddenly decided to attack me. Long story short — until I was weak, I wasn’t going to help anyone unless I was 100% confident that I could trust them. Especially since Odetta’s death wasn’t so far away, and when she died, the situation threatened to become somewhat more chaotic...

Sophia understood my worries, which is why she hadn’t said more than she did or objected in any way. The look on Diana’s face, however, had changed considerably. Her morose glare was boring into me, which suggested that she didn’t understand what the phrase “awaken the inheritance of the Gods” meant.

“My powers are growing quickly. I plan to break through to the Demigod Facet within the year. When I do, no one but the Gods will be able to threaten me.”

“A year?!” Emmy exclaimed.

The others were also noticeably surprised.

“But first, I need you to complete this task for me. It’s very important.” I took a few pages out of my wallet and handed them to Emmy. On them, I had recorded everything I knew about the place where the crown was hidden, including a description of Jeanne’s protective patterns. Most likely, the cave had already been destroyed by beasts, weather, or other humans, but I still hoped that Emmy and the others would manage to find out for sure.

“After this meeting, I’ll be leaving the Empire. When the task is complete, Emmy, I want you to send me the following words...”

I gave her my instructions, then left the Marquis’ house before anyone else. As soon as I become a Demigod, I thought, I’ll definitely check Diana, Sophia, and Li. And I’ll help them break through if I can. But not before then.

I returned to the building where Violetta had teleported me a few days before, then sent her a message. A portal opened next to me a few minutes later. Nobody appeared from inside it, though, so I just stepped in.

“You work fast,” noted Violetta when I emerged.

I was back in London, not far from my temporary home.

“I finished things quicker than I expected.”

“I’ll be coming by this evening. We have somewhere to be.” Violetta said with a strange glance before disappearing into the portal.

Wow, I wondered... Did they really catch a Six-Mark Bat? That quickly...?

Once home, I finally had the chance to test out my new powers. I was afraid to activate my Realm of Influence in Moscovia — it might have blown my cover. In London, however, there was nobody to fear...

I waved my hand through the air, and the space in front of me spun into a whirlpool. The Territory of my Realm of Influence really was denser. I would be able to dominate in a battle against any other Quintos. And I was certain that only someone at the level of a Demigod or higher could pose a serious threat to me.

I squeezed my fingers into a fist, and the whirlwind transformed into a sphere. The stone square beneath it began to crack, and pieces of it started to disappear into the sphere. I watched the whole process with careful attention. The closer the hunks of stone came to the sphere, the more damage they took. Some of the pieces crumbled to dust before they even made it to the epicenter of the devouring force. And any of them that made it into the whirlpool were immediately reduced to nothingness. The devouring force was destroying matter itself...

Suddenly, I realized something that made me jump. The trace that Artyom left in me had grown stronger. My brother had destroyed my left eye and used his power of creation to restore it, imparting a piece of destructive power to it in the process. Up till now, I thought, I just assumed that his power dissolved into mine and didn’t have any separate effect on me.

“Stop! Stop breaking up the courtyard!” The gnome’s angry shout exploded from behind me.

I deactivated my Eyes and dissipated the sphere. As I did so, I wondered — if I were to become a God with the Fifth Star of the Eyes of Libra, would I be able to create some sort of mini-black hole? I didn’t used to be able to create a devouring sphere before; only whirlwinds and tornadoes. Absorbing that ghoul’s Law not only increased my devouring power, but also my ability to control it.

Brann was grumbling, but I wasn’t listening. I just headed for the kitchen to get some lunch. My thoughts were still focused on my left eye and my brother’s gift. My own experience had convinced me that the Fourth Star of some eyes could interact with a Law. Most likely, the Fourth Star of the Eyes of Cancer also had a similar ability. Unless I was mistaken, my eye contained a tiny piece of the Law of Destruction. But how could I develop it?

I chewed thoughtfully on a piece of meat, thinking about how to draw the greatest possible benefit out of my situation.

“Brann!” I shouted to the gnome.

“What do you want?” The little man grumbled as he walked over to me; he was obviously still angry.

“I need someone with the Sixth Facet to answer some questions about Laws for me. I don’t have enough information, so I might make a mistake and fail my breakthrough to the Sixth Facet.”

Brann looked at me angrily and grumbled:

“You’ve got Eschates in the Empire. Why didn’t you just ask them?”

I didn’t really have a response to this. I could have asked the Demigods... I just never thought to do it before I left. The situation was constantly changing, and all my concentration was focused on reacting appropriately to the blizzard of new developments.

“I need an Eschate with the patience to answer all my questions,” I repeated.

Grumpily, Brann took his gadget out of his pocket and tapped out a message. A few minutes later, he informed me:

“The Advisor will speak with you personally. I’ll prepare the screen.”

I quickly finished my food and headed off to the Common Hall, where I found the screen hanging on the wall with the rabbit’s face already displayed on it.

“What do you want to know about Eschates?” Alex asked once I took my seat. The rabbit looked displeased, but he spoke with calm and poise nonetheless.

“Tell me — where is the Law concentrated in the body of a Faceter?”

Previously, I had just assumed that comprehension of one’s fundamental nature would be some sort of immaterial phenomenon. But after my Eyes physically devoured a ghoul’s Law and got stronger, I realized I was wrong about that.

“And also, describe the whole process of creating a Genesis Bone.”

“Very well.” The rabbit scratched his cheek and opened his mouth, but suddenly he froze. It almost looked like the screen had frozen. After a few seconds, though, he unfroze and said: “The Bat just woke up, and it’s causing us problems. It might kill itself if it realizes there’s no chance of escape. Devour it now, before it’s too late.”

A flash of gold burst out next to me.

“Whatever you say.” Suppressing my sense of nervous excitement, I stepped into the portal.


Chapter 28

The Law of Blood

I TELEPORTED TO A SMALL, rocky island. The sea was roaring behind me. In front of me, I saw several dozen Faceters pulling on silver nets, whose surfaces were alive with flowery, ornate patterns. An enormous bat was flapping furiously against the ground inside the net — even when pressed against the ground, it was at least sixteen feet tall. There were countless wounds on its massive body, soaking its fur with blood. Its wings had been chopped off, and part of its head was encased in dark ice.

The beast jerked itself from side to side a few times, then collapsed back to the ground. The net squeezed even tighter, and the patterns on the artifact began to glow brighter as it did so.

“It passed out,” I heard Alex say from somewhere nearby, off to my left. I turned to glance in that direction and saw a strange device: a small, floating cube the color of yellowed bone. The sound was coming from inside it.

“Okay, listen. Every person’s Law looks different. And it forms on their Main Bone. When that happens, all the patterns on the Faceter’s body either disappear, or get pulled onto the Genesis Bone, where the Main Pattern transforms into the Law. Got it?”

“Yes.” I turned my vision inward to study my uppermost vertebra. The oval-shaped Main Pattern was still in its proper place, but the area inside it had grown much darker. If it hadn’t been for Alex’s explanation, I never would have checked the bone.

I should have noticed that earlier, sighed Alisa with evident disappointment.

“Why would you check the color of a little bone like that? It’s by no means certain that we’d know what was going on even if you had,” I replied in my mind.

“Can the Genesis Bone only contain patterns with the fundamental nature of one’s particular Law? What about other types?” I hurried to ask my next question before Alex changed his mind. I didn’t want to lose my mental Icy Tower of Blood or my other ice-nature patterns. Of course, I already realized that tracing a mental pattern had been a mistake. But I didn’t regret it — after all, it had saved my life several times.

“No, there can’t be any others. Only neutral patterns and patterns that have the same nature as your Law. And the more such patterns you have, the easier your Genesis Bone will take shape. That’s why most clans of the Faceted develop a single nature: it makes it much easier to break through to the Eschate Facet. It’s only thanks to the Eyes of Libra that you even have a chance of moving on to the next stage of development at all.”

I nodded, recognizing that Alex was telling the truth.

“For many Quintoi, mistakes like that mean they’re stuck at the Fifth Facet forever. Comprehending one’s fundamental nature and the formation of the Genesis Bone are interconnected processes. Only if all the conditions are perfectly met will a Faceter break through to Eschate. The smallest mistake is enough to send the entire attempt into its grave. But the talent of the Faceter in question is also very important. The higher the purity of the patterns, the easier it will be for them to transfer onto the Genesis Bone. Think about it: if a boat has a nice, smooth, clean hull, it’ll have an easier time moving through the water. If the hull is bent, with all sorts of protrusions and breaches, it probably won’t get very far. In that analogy, a Faceter’s chakra is the water, and their patterns are the boat.”

Alex paused, giving me time to think about what I had just heard.

“You might say that a Faceter at the First Facet is already preparing to become a Demigod,” he continued. “They trace the right patterns, thereby increasing their chances of forming a Genesis Bone and deepening their understanding of a single specific fundamental nature. They fight, and their identity thereby takes shape. They search for various treasures and improve their body and chakra. Tribos armor, the wings of a Quadros, a Quintos’ Realm of Influence — these are all preludes to the appearance of an Eschate’s Law. But even if all the conditions are met with 100% exactitude, that still doesn’t preclude the possibility of failure. Do you know why that is?”

“Belief in oneself?” I mumbled.

“Yes. For you, a Forebear, this isn’t a problem. But for most Faceters, who don’t have a pedigree full of powerful ancestors and a rich clan history, the chances of failing the breakthrough are extremely high. This phenomenon is especially widespread in younger clans. Talented Faceters often appear in their ranks, who can trace patterns with high purity and who have a deep understanding of their nature. But they still aren’t able to break through to the Eschate Facet.”

I thought about my brother’s writings. He presumed that Terra had its own chakrasystem, and that every living creature was part of that system. And that was why the Acts of the Way of the Stars existed. So maybe that last condition Alex mentioned was also connected with the planet’s chakrasystem too?

“Okay, enough — ask your other questions later. Go devour the Bat.”

“Okay. You can remove the net.”

I created my wings and flew over to the Bat’s body. I felt slightly nervous. This was a very important moment, after all, and my entire future might depend on its outcome.

The patterns on the silvery nets faded and went out. The Faceters quickly freed the beast’s body of all its entrapments. I activated the Eyes of Libra and stretched my right arm out in front of me. Then I squeezed my fingers into a fist. The space next to the Bat’s head began to warp. Suddenly, the beast opened its eyes; with its last ounce of strength, it jerked its whole body to the side. An instant later, however, its head literally exploded, and a sphere of devouring power appeared in its place. The sphere sucked the Bat’s flesh into itself. I could feel an unbelievable surge of Yang-chakra flooding my body and filling its reserves to the brim.

I took a deep breath in and gritted my teeth. My body temperature rose abruptly, to the point where steam began to rise from my skin. Yang-chakra was raging inside me, sinking into every organ and muscle.

My left eye started to hurt. I focused on it, and noticed that a scarlet ball was taking shape inside it, with a whirlwind of memories spinning around it. The Law of Blood!

The Bat’s body disappeared completely, and I deactivated the devouring sphere. I staggered; I was barely able to keep myself aloft. Once I overpowered my feeling of weakness, the first thing I did was check my Main Bone. But the Main Pattern on it hadn’t changed at all.

“What’s up?” Alex asked impatiently. “Did it work?”

I descended to the ground. Then I closed my eyes and started to devour the scarlet sphere. As with the ghoul’s Law, the whirlwind of memories was blown away. That said, I noticed that as it blew away, the process of devouring the Law of Blood got easier. Which, in turn, helped ease my feeling of regret at having to lose the memories of a Six-Mark beast.

Just as with the ghoul’s Law, the Law of Blood got absorbed into my left eye. As I powered through the pain, I could feel the blood within my body slowly beginning to change. Pain suddenly pierced my eyes. My whole body began to shudder. Gritting my teeth, I just put up with the pain, trying to focus completely on the fusion of the Law and my eye. When the crimson sphere finally dissolved, I felt extremely weak. Wincing from the pain in my head and eyes, I checked my Main Bone. Inside the Main Pattern — an oval — I could now see a deep red area in addition to the dark spot I had seen before (this spot, by the way, had become a little bit darker in the process of devouring the Law).

I squeezed my eyelids together, trying to conceal my joy. It felt like a mountain had been lifted from my shoulders. I could achieve levels of power that other Gods didn’t even suspect existed! What would happen if I became a Demigod with two, or even three Laws? With sheer willpower, I dispelled my excitement and exhaled.

“Well?” Alex almost shouted. I opened my eyes and saw the cube hanging in the air, right in front of my nose.

“I succeeded in devouring the Bat’s Law of Blood.” I made myself smile. “But it doesn’t seem to have been enough. I still have a long way to go to reach Demigod status.”

“What do you need, then?” Alex asked aggressively. “Do you have any idea how many people we lost in that attack on Blood Island?”

“I don’t need anything,” I snapped back. “Sooner or later, I’ll become a Demigod on my own. Just be patient, and I will help the Goddess.”

Alex sighed; then, in a tired voice, he clarified:

“So you only need beasts with the Law of Blood? By the way, we caught more than ten Five-Mark Bats. Devour them and tell me if it does anything. If not, we’ll focus exclusively on Six-Mark beasts.”

Alex didn’t have anything to counter me with. I really would become a Demigod on my own steam, but it was anyone’s guess how long it might take. Most likely, Annabelle was putting the screws to Alex, which is why he was forced to sacrifice people to help me.

“No. My devouring force improves when I devour the Law of any living being,” I said, choosing my words very carefully. “But the effect is much better if the creature possesses a Law close to my own fundamental nature — devouring, blood, or ice.”

“I can see right through you, Archie,” Alex growled. “You want to become a Demigod with two or three Laws. But are you sure you want to do that? The more Laws you possess, the more complicated it will be to develop them. You’re hurrying to the Demigod Facet, which will make it a lot harder to become a God. And you won’t be able to use the same method to attain that Facet, either: there aren’t very many sevens on all of Terra, and you won’t be able to simply devour them in order to increase your strength.”

I heard Alex out in silence, then asked:

“How am I going to keep making breakthroughs? What differentiates an Eschate from a Septimos? If all the patterns are pulled onto a Genesis Bone, then how do you trace the Seventh Facet, especially if you don’t even actually trace the Sixth Facet?”

This question had been on my mind for a while. But I hadn’t asked anyone before that point — it was too personal a topic.

“Some people trace the Sixth Facet,” Alex grumbled. “And the Seventh. Facet Quintoi. Omad was one example — he traced his Seventh Facet.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Fine, I’ll tell you. Technically speaking, you’re not even a Faceter anymore. When you chose the Realm of Influence and became a Realm Quintos, you lost the right to call yourself a Faceter. You chose the Path of the Law. And therefore, the gradation that Omad created doesn’t apply to you or other people like you.”

“Who am I, then?”

“I don’t know. But the designation isn’t that important. Any guesses as to what differentiates a Septimos from an Eschate in cases where both of them have chosen the Path of the Law? You’re right: you don’t trace your Sixth Facet, so how could you trace your Seventh?”

Alex paused, and held it for a few seconds.

“After the breakthrough to the Eschate Facet, a Faceter ceases to be human. Their body transforms. Their armor and wings take on aspects of their Law. Even their brain changes. But when an Eschates becomes a Septimos... Nothing happens! A Septimos differs from an Eschate only in that they come to completely possess their Law!”

I twitched involuntarily. I hadn’t been expecting that.

“Heehee. Humans thought up names for these ranks, and those names distort their understanding so easily. Eschate is the peak of evolution for those who choose the Path of the Law. There is nothing higher. But you can still make yourself stronger. By picking a different Way, for example. All the Forebears possess Eyes. And when they develop them to the Fifth Star, they become the Gods of this world. Because nobody can compete with them in terms of fighting strength.”

“What about Facet Faceters?” I still felt like I was in a light daze.

“Who knows... The only person who’s ever managed to trace the Seventh Facet is the Prophet Omad. And he disappeared as soon as he did it. That’s why Anubis didn’t follow in his footsteps, and decided to develop the Path of the Law instead. You must already have guessed that the Path of Patterns and the Path of the Law are not human creations. We used the inheritance of other civilizations, and it’s only thanks to them that we’ve managed to advance so far.”

“Who are Creators, then?” I asked, although I didn’t feel especially hopeful that I would get an answer.

“Heh heh. I’m not going to say. That’s a very important secret. But have you given my words any thought? Becoming a God requires you to possess your Law completely. And that’s easier to do when there’s only one of them. If there are two, they should at least be connected by a single fundamental nature. Ice and Steam, for example. Earth and Sand, Wind and Hurricane. But you have Devouring, Ice, and Blood. How are you going to develop those? The same old method won’t work — devouring others won’t give you the results you require.”

I wasn’t in any hurry to answer. Instead, I was thinking about something else entirely. My connection to Boris was indestructible. I wasn’t a classic Faceter anyway. During my breakthrough to the Quintos Facet, I activated my Eyes of Libra, and as a result I could only use my Realm of Influence through them. And for some reason, when I devoured Laws, they would appear in my left eye specifically — the one my brother had destroyed and then restored. Plus, I had Alisa living inside me, and she was also a wildcard in all this. Alex hadn’t mentioned liquid chips, but of course they always developed along with their hosts. All things considered, I was an unbelievably complex mix of factors, and I myself had no idea who I even was.

“If you become a Demigod with a single Law, then would you exchange that Law for another in the future, or acquire an additional one?” I asked.

After a second’s hesitation, Alex’s voice exploded out of the cube, full of complete confidence:

“Of course! Our Goddess long ago discovered a means by which a Demigod can acquire a second Law.”

Alex stopped. In my mind, I couldn’t resist a snicker. I didn’t believe this clever little rabbit, he was definitely lying. I would have to ask Doll later. All I could do for the time being, however, was devour the Laws I needed and create one of my own.

I noticed something weird, Archie, said Alisa suddenly. Your Main Bone turned slightly red when you were devouring the Law of Blood. But it didn’t happen on its own. Your Main Pattern suddenly started running chakra through itself. I couldn’t see a difference between the chakra the pattern was devouring and the chakra it was expelling at first. But later, I realized that the Main Bone was specifically absorbing the Chaos Link! That, specifically, is what made the redness appear! The Chaos Link is connected with the Law!

I rubbed my head. Chakra could be divided into three components: Yin- and Yang-chakra and the Chaos Link that Amaterasu described in her notebook. But the subject was far too mysterious and complex for me. I had already decided that I wouldn’t delve any deeper into the matter. And then suddenly Alisa found a direct connection between the Law and the Chaos Link in chakra.

“Are you going to devour these Five-Mark beasts?” Alex knocked me out of my concentration with his question.

“Yes.” I stood up. I was itching to leave the place, since I was thoroughly sick of Alex and his constant intrigues.

One of the Faceters in the Order of Leo’s uniform led me to a cage with a Five-Mark Bat inside it. I activated the Eyes of Libra and devoured the beast in a few seconds. Then I checked my Main Pattern. Nothing. After that, I turned my attention to the whirlwind of memories spinning in my right eye.

“Well?” Alex demanded impatiently.

I didn’t bother to answer. I just sat down and started looking through the Bat’s memories. At first I didn’t have any particular goal with this, but then I focused on how the beast was manipulating blood. I got carried away, and before I knew it, several hours had passed. When the maelstrom of memories finally died out and dissipated, I opened my eyes. In my mind, though, I was still far from reality.

There’s more red on your Main Bone! Alisa exclaimed; it seemed she just couldn’t wait to tell me any longer. The longer you were sitting, the brighter the redness became. I’m positive now: the color corresponds to your comprehension of your nature! When it reaches the maximum, your Law will appear on your Main Bone, like Alex said!

I exhaled and massaged my neck. Evening was already falling across the island.

“Five-Mark beasts of a similar nature to mine are useful, then,” I said as I mulled Alisa’s words over in my mind.

I checked my Main Bone and realized that the Six-Mark Bat’s Law had brought me roughly as much benefit as watching the Five-Mark beast’s memories.

That might seem strange. But if you think about it a little more, it’s actually quite logical. Beasts have natural patterns. When they attain the Sixth Mark, their Law appears, but their comprehension of it isn’t as thorough as that of a Faceter. There are very few Seven-Mark beasts, because they don’t come to fully possess their laws. That, in turn, is because they don’t need to comprehend their nature at all in the first place; they basically get given their patterns at birth.

And that’s why Black-Bookmen have such a hard time attaining the Sixth Mark, let alone the Seventh. They mix their genes with those of beasts, but they’re still human. That was why Albert ended up having to mix his genes with those of ghouls instead and figure out a way to temporarily drive his power up to the Seventh Mark. Otherwise, he would have lost to Annabelle long before. By my day, however, Lucifer was actually a liquid chip. He definitely possessed the Law of Devouring, but that probably wasn’t the full extent of his powers.

“Alex. Lucifer has hundreds of descendants subordinate to him. Has any of them ever reached the Sixth Facet or Mark and received a Law?” I asked.

“Of course,” Alex grumbled. “Go devour more bats.”

I stood up.

“Do the Laws that have appeared in Lucifer’s descendants also belong to him?”

“You’re asking too many questions. Let Violetta know when you’re done.”

The cube flew away, and I headed off to the next cage. And with that, I forgot about Lucifer for the time being. At the moment, I had one goal and one goal only: gather my strength and get out of this dangerous situation in which any step might be my last.

After devouring the second Five-Mark Bat, I realized that the benefit of watching memories was only about half of what I had gotten the first time. The third Bat brought even less benefit — after all, these beasts were all more or less identical in terms of their understanding of the nature of blood.

By the time four days had gone by, I had devoured all the Bats. And by that point, the bone inside my Main Pattern had divided into two almost-equal parts: a black one and a red one.

I messaged Violetta, and she teleported me to London.

“We’re preparing to attack a Snow Python with the Law of Ice. You’ll be able to devour it within a few days,” Violetta warned me before she left.

I went back to my house and checked my Rabbot for messages. Emmy still hadn’t replied. Hm, I thought... I wonder how the search for the crown is coming along? I set my gadget aside, and soon I was lost in thought about what Violetta had said. It was very handy to have the Order of Leo catch a beast with the Law of Ice for me. By devouring it, I could find out if there was a chance that I could one day acquire the Law of Ice for myself. This was a real mystery to me; after all, blood nature had been part of me from the beginning, as had devouring by way of the Eyes of Libra. Ice, however, became part of me only after external influence. And it was by no means certain that I could develop it into a Law...

I checked my Rabbot again, then sighed and closed my eyes. The only thing left to do was wait.


Chapter 29

Laws and Principles

THE SNOW PYTHON WAS over 300 feet long. Its body was covered with wounds as it lay there, barely clinging to life, on a bed of ice.

“Go on — eat,” said the demanding, irritated voice from within the artifact-cube.

Seven days had passed since I returned to London after devouring the Five-Mark Bats. And all week, the Order of Leo had been delivering Five-Mark beasts with blood, ice, or devouring natures to my doorstep. As I watched their memories, my understanding deepened. But there were still only two colors on my Main Pattern: black and red. This would be the day that would tell me whether I had any chance of acquiring a third Law.

With a wave of my hand, the space above the beast’s head began to warp, and a whirlpool appeared. It quickly grew denser, turned into a ball, and fell. I killed the Snow Python in the blink of an eye and devoured its head.

A second later, the ball grew larger and slowly began to slide down the Python’s body, literally digesting it in the process. After I devoured the Bat and several Five-Mark beasts, my control over my devouring power improved significantly.

A single minute was enough for the Snow Python’s body to disappear. By now accustomed to the sensation of Yang-chakra surging through me, I descended to the ground. I could sense a deep-blue ball in my left eye, with the Python’s memories spinning furiously around it. I got right to work devouring the Law of Ice. This time, it was easier — my body had adapted itself to the process.

I finished pretty quickly and proceeded immediately to check my Main Bone. About 70% of the space inside my Main Pattern was black; this would one day become the Law of Devouring. About 20% was red — the Law of Blood. And only 2% was filled with a little drop of light blue. The Law of Ice!

I sighed and opened my eyes.

“How many more sixes do you need?” Alex’s voice rang out right next to my ear.

“Dunno. I’ve never become a Demigod before, so I don’t really know how exactly this breakthrough’s going to look.”

The artifact cube let out a dissatisfied hiss and flew away. I stood up and looked at the cages full of Five-Mark beasts with ice nature. We were standing on a continent, part of what had once been North America. It was home to a lot of ice-nature beasts.

I walked over to a badly-wounded, sky-blue bird and started devouring it. And I didn’t feel bad at all. If devouring beasts would help me grow stronger, I wasn’t going to flinch when it came time for me to do it. After all, it wasn’t just my life at stake. It was the fate of the entire Empire, and there was no room for weakness.

* * *

Thanks to my beast’s memories, my understanding of the nature of ice grew much deeper. And before long, the space in the center of my Main Pattern was occupied to the tune of 15% blue, 25% red, and the remaining 60% black.

Immediately after devouring the ice-nature beasts, I went back to London and spent several days getting used to my new power. I still didn’t feel close to the Demigod Facet. How many Laws would I need to devour, I wondered, in order to achieve this breakthrough? My thoughts were focused entirely on that one question.

Three days later, Alex messaged me to inform me that the Order of Leo had caught a Mountain Worm with the Law of Earth. I had to devour it and its Law, but all that did was improve the black portion on my Main Patten. In other words, all it did was improve my ability to devour.

But the worm wasn’t the only beast — once every day, I would teleport with Violetta to various places and devour Five-Mark beasts the Order had caught for me, all of them of one or the other of my natures. Unfortunately, I wasn’t getting much benefit from watching their memories anymore. I needed Laws of Ice and Blood.

Emmy still hadn’t replied to my message. And I was starting to worry about how the operation was going. What if something had happened to my team?

Six days later, I was sitting peacefully in a nook of my house when a portal opened in the yard outside. Some Faceters stepped out of it. They were carrying a tightly-bound, bleeding body — that of a man, whose arms and legs had been chopped off, and whose swarthy face was so pale it almost appeared blue. I recognized the leader of the unit: Patriarch Simon, one of the Order of Leo’s Eschates. He threw the mutilated man onto the ground and commanded me:

“Devour him.”

“Who is this?” I slowly walked over to the wounded man.

“An Eschate from the Indian Empire. A Blood Faceter,” Simon replied drily.

I stared down at the chain-wrapped body in front of me. A Law of Blood from a human, I thought... Devouring it would help a lot. But this man in front of me is a helpless prisoner.

“What are you waiting for? He’s about to die,” Simon insisted.

I let out a heavy sigh, and at just that moment the Indian man suddenly opened his eyes. An arrow made of blood shot out of his open mouth, aimed right at the middle of my face. I instinctively activated the Eyes of Libra, and everything around me fell into my Realm of Influence. The blood arrow slowed. With a thought, I sent a whirlpool spinning into the air in front of me and dissolved the arrow. Then I pushed it forward onto the Indian’s body.

I squinted as the Yang-chakra began to flood my chakrasystem, paying special attention to my left eye, where a crimson sphere had appeared. Its color was deeper, and its size larger, than the Law I had taken from the Bat. This Indian warrior was much more powerful than the Six-Mark beast had been. Damn, I thought... It’s such a shame I won’t be able to watch his memories...

But this thought didn’t even have time to form in my mind before I saw two black memories inside the translucent whirlwind. They were frozen a little ways off to the side, not spinning around like the others. I recognized them immediately. These were the type of memories that allowed me to learn one of their former owner’s skills. Sure, it might be a totally useless skill, like the ability to ride a giant ant. But this man was a Demigod...

Eventually, after suppressing a pang of greed, I devoured the Law of Blood. My heart fluttered as I watched the whirling memories fly apart into nothingness, along with the two black scraps containing the skills. The Law of Blood fused easily with my left eye and made it stronger. And then... My Main Bone suddenly cracked!

I hurried to check it, and barely managed to hold back a scream of surprise. My Main Pattern, so distinctively oval-shaped, seemed to lose its structural integrity. It almost looked like it was made of liquid, which was slowly flowing out from within the original area of the pattern. Half of my uppermost vertebra turned bright red, the other half a deep shade of blue-black. Between those two colors, right in the middle of the bone, a little blue bead was shining.

My patterns began to tremble. It was like they had suddenly acquired sentience, and were trying to slide off and escape somewhere. Facets appeared above my ice and blood patterns.

I’ll help, said Alisa inside my mind.

A second later, a wave of strength flowed out through my body and pacified all my patterns. At the same time, I felt a flow of chakra emanating from Boris. He had taken part of the burden onto himself and helped me stabilize the situation. I had almost broken through to the Demigod Facet. It was close.

When I opened my eyes, Simon and his unit had already left the yard. Brann was standing next to me, staring at me suspiciously.

“The breakthrough’s close,” I said as I wiped my forehead. “But I need time to stabilize these powers.”

Without a word, Brann walked off. I activated my Blood Sword, and the bright-red blade appeared in my hand, covered with countless natural patterns. The blade emitted a soft red glow. It looked like it had its own blood-colored aura around it. I used my Ice Sword Pattern, and that blade looked equally impressive. By that point, I was certain that I could hold my own in a fight against Demigods, even without the Eyes of Libra. After all, there were traces of the Laws in my patterns!

Seeing the Law of Blood from that Faceter from the Indian Empire, I realized that Laws could come in different sizes. The Faceter’s red sphere was noticeably larger and darker than the Bat’s had been. So when the breakthrough happened, I could expect three whole Laws to form inside me. The largest would be that of Devouring, then that of Blood, and the smallest would be the Law of Ice. I still didn’t know how size correlated with power. But I was pretty sure that the difference would be significant.

I took out my Rabbot. Still no response from Emmy. So the only thing I could do for the time being was draw out the clock. As soon as Annabelle saw me, she would realize that I was holding back my breakthrough on purpose. And then I would have no choice but to become a Demigod and help her with Jeanne.

You need to sort yourself out, said Alisa. You hesitated when it came to devouring that Blood Faceter. You were indecisive. That shortcoming might work against you during the breakthrough. Alex warned us about that.

I recalled the half-dead Indian warrior. There were some boundaries that a person simply couldn’t cross without losing their soul in the process. And for me, killing a defenseless person was one such boundary. Whatever happened, I had to remember that I was a human, not a monster.

The Indian had attacked me, of course, but in my heart of hearts I knew that I was ready to devour him anyway. And that scared me.

Suddenly, however, I had an idea. I made a request of Alisa:

“Release Jeanne part of the way.”

I had to talk to her about the second stage of our plan anyway. So why not ask her opinion on the matter? Sure, I didn’t really expect it would help at all. But sometimes it was useful to get another person’s thoughts on a subject.

“Kgghh... Stop blocking me!” Jeanne shouted indignantly. “I can shut myself up just fine! It’s so unpleasant!”

I ignored her screaming and slowly explained my problem to her.

“Heh heh heh... You thought up some mysterious, arbitrary boundaries for yourself and now you’re worried about crossing them? What kind of nonsense is that? You’re not on Earth anymore. Yes — it used to be the case that one person’s power didn’t mean much, and lone wolves were easily crushed by the system. But this is Terra! This is a place where people become Gods and live for more than a thousand years! In this world, one person’s power can wipe out entire countries! Why would you bind yourself up with meaningless principles and rules? You’re just turning yourself into a slave. You are a slave, Artyom. And your shackles are these attitudes and principles.”

Jeanne was openly mocking me. But I didn’t interrupt her — I heard her out and thought about what she was saying. There were a lot of things hidden in her words, of course. For example, Jeanne’s own nature as a Faceter. What did she actually believe in? What were her goals, her aspirations?

“Even back on Earth, in the lab, I noticed that you were too kind and too weak. Actually, I’m really surprised that you survived this long and acquired so much power. But unless you throw off these shackles, you’ll never become a God. Your ambitions and goals will be limited. And when your relatives, including your wives and children, die because of it... Well, it’ll be too late to change anything. Look at Annabelle. She wants to leave Terra and find the Others. She wants to plunder the inheritance of fallen civilizations and make humanity into the greatest race in the universe. What do you want? If you can’t even kill one half-dead Faceter, what kind of great things can you even pretend to aspire to? And without aspirations, how can you ever become a God?”

Jeanne fell silent.

“What are your goals, then?” I asked in my mind.

“I want freedom! I want true freedom, with nothing binding me or holding me back. Any restraints at all are just chains that will get in the way of my dream. Heh heh heh. And true freedom is the exclusive preserve of the powerful.”

“Let’s get down to business.” I made myself comfortable in my seat.

Jeanne’s words really did help me get a better understanding of who I was. And the truth, as I understood it, was very different from Jeanne’s ideals. It was my belief that without any boundaries, a person would no longer be a person. Family, children, clan, country — these were all part of me, and I had to keep that in mind. But at the same time, the boundaries of my former life were too restrictive for the person I had become. In the wrong circumstances, they could cause a catastrophe.

That half-dead Indian warrior, for example. If I hadn’t killed him, it would have delayed my development. Who knows what kind of Law I might have devoured after that, and how my Laws would have developed from there? It was a big risk. Don’t get me wrong — it’s very important to be able to make compromises with yourself. The principle of checks and balances is useful in real life. Therefore, I decided, if the same choice were to present itself to me again, I would devour the Faceter without hesitation.

“Are you ready for the breakthrough?” Jeanne asked in a voice saturated with anxious hope.

“Yes. I’ve been thinking about it, and there’s only one solution here. You have to wound Annabelle when you make your exit from her brain. Otherwise, no matter what happens, we’re both dead. And we also need to think about how we’re going to escape Annabelle’s lair.”

“I’ve already thought about that. Yes — I’ll damage her brain. That will give us a couple seconds to act. As for the escape, you should prepare your meeting place ahead of time. Annabelle needs you, so you have some power to set the terms here...”

We spent the next two hours discussing every step of our plan. The old witch behaved with surprising seriousness the whole time. Nevertheless, our main problem was still unsolved. How could I protect myself from Annabelle’s wrath? Jeanne was worried about the same thing. If the Goddess applied all the power at her disposal, she would find Jeanne easily.

Plus, the witch’s warning put me on my guard:

“The old hag loves to play dirty. She often sets up her pawns right next to their targets. It’s entirely possible that you have one of Annabelle’s sleeper agents somewhere in your inner circle.”

In the end, we came to the conclusion that simply wounding Annabelle wouldn’t be sufficient. We would need to inflict a serious injury on her, so that she would have to leave us in peace for a while. But how could we do that? Actually, though, I was coming to realize that there was really only one option. And it would be totally and completely in Jeanne’s hands to make it happen. It was something Jeanne knew perfectly well herself, but simply couldn’t bring herself to accept.

“I’ll destroy part of myself,” Jeanne finally hissed. “And with the help of your Law of Devouring, we’ll chop off a piece of Annabelle’s brain. Such that even she will have to spend a few decades recovering.”

The witch probably wasn’t considering all the consequences when freedom was so close. She had been locked in Annabelle’s head for several thousand years. For her, that was worse than any prison possibly could be.

If Annabelle gets knocked out of the game, who will hold off Lucifer and the ghouls? Alisa gave voice to something that I was already worried about. Without Annabelle, Lucifer’s power would grow much more quickly, and a huge number of people would die as a result.

“Then it’s decided,” I sighed inside my mind. “We’ll wound Annabelle severely and buy ourselves a little bit of time. But for the time being, you’ll just have to wait.”

After I said this, Alisa locked Jeanne away again. I wiped my forehead and took out my gadget. To my surprise, Emmy had sent me two messages!

[Emmy]: When are you coming back? There’s a lot of problems to deal with, and Mike’s missing you. By the way — Katie became a Quintos! Come back for a day or two at least. Come on!

I smiled with relief. Emmy had used the code words we had agreed on earlier, and her message actually meant the following: we found the crown, and we have it with us. But what was the other message about? We had agreed there would only be one. I read it, and my mouth dropped open in amazement.

[Emmy]: By the way — I’m pregnant!

I stared blankly back at the message. Pregnant?! After a few seconds, however, I pulled myself together again. This was such wonderful news!

Almost immediately, however, a fresh wave of anxiety washed over me. Emmy’s pregnancy was too sudden. It wasn’t the right time... I was about to go head-to-head with the Goddess herself and call the wrath of the Islands of the Angles down on my head. And then I recalled Jeanne’s warning about Annabelle loving to work from the inside...

I stood up and walked out of the house.

“Brann!”

The gnome came running at my call.

“I’m going to go back to the Empire for just a little bit. It’s urgent!” I didn’t bother concealing my agitation; there was no reason to do so.

“What happened?” Brann slipped his gadget deftly out of his pocket and tapped out a message.

“My wife is pregnant. And I want to see my family,” I replied impatiently.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide the fact of the pregnancy anyway, so it was better to break the news myself and lower Alex’s vigilance just a little bit in the process.

After a few seconds, the gnome nodded.

“Violetta will come get you.”

I paced back and forth across the yard, thinking about Emmy. I would need to get her somewhere safe before it was too late.

Violetta showed up after about five minutes. Without a single question, she helped me get back to the Empire of the Rus, and I took off at full speed toward my estate.

“Archie!”

Emmy came running to see me as soon as I landed in the courtyard. I squeezed her in my arms and sent chakra flowing through her body. But I couldn’t detect anything suspicious. With a sigh of relief, I took a step back, activated my Realm of Influence to prevent the servants bustling around the courtyard from overhearing anything, and then said sternly:

“You’re moving to the Protector’s cave, starting today. Later, you can choose your most loyal servants and have them join you, but right now I need to get you down there.”

“What happened?” Emmy frowned.

Katie stepped out to join us. The aura of danger that always emanated from her had grown stronger. After breaking through to the Quintos Facet, Katie managed to fully stabilize her Heart of Darkness, and her appearance had changed as a result. Her long, golden hair was now dark bluish-black, as were her eyes, which had previously been golden-brown. Katie’s ever-present smile was still there on her face. She had rid herself of the disease, but the habit remained.

I froze for a second when I saw Katie’s new look. She was even more beguiling than before, and the darkness in her eyes was all the more attractive. The Heart of Darkness was an incredible pattern, invented by the Goddess Anubis herself. Like Blood Threads, it had a direct influence on a person’s genetic structure. I knew that thanks to that pattern, Katie would have a much easier time with the breakthrough to the Demigod Facet than other Faceters usually did.

After staring at her for a moment, I answered Emmy:

“I’ll tell you later. For now, let’s go. Call Liz.”

My third wife came to join us a few minutes later, and together we all teleported into Odetta’s cave.

“Do you have the crown?” This was the first question I asked after I started to calm down.

“Yeah.” Emmy took a plain-looking, battered, six-pointed golden crown out of her wallet. It looked completely ordinary. There were no engravings on it of any kind.

Suppressing my excitement, I took the artifact from her. As soon as one of my fingers touched it, a wave of warmth rolled through my whole body.

“What is this crown?” Emmy inquired. “It’s totally normal. I’ve been studying it for a long time and I can’t find anything weird about it. Although no — it is really tough. When we found it, it was lying at the bottom of a huge cliff, but the fall didn’t bend it in the least.”

“Wait for me here,” I said through a dry mouth as I headed toward the room where my brother had kept his personal library.

The walls of the room were covered in strengthening patterns, plus the room itself was pretty far away from where the girls were standing. So they wouldn’t get hurt if something exploded. I flew into the room, slammed the door, and put the crown on. My vision went dark. The scene in front of my eyes flickered, and I found myself in a totally different place...
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