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The Alchemist 4 


Ed is living life to the fullest. Having been given a second chance, he’s determined to seize every opportunity.

The freshman year at the Lyceum has ended and a much-anticipated vacation has finally started. Tempting offers from classmates promise a dream of a perfect summer — filled with relaxation and seaside adventures.

However, Ed still has work to do.

He still needs to help his loved ones, deal with his grandmother’s unexpected visit, continue working on the Emperor’s order, and devote himself to his research and alchemy practice. On top of that, he needs to somehow stay under the radar and avoid drawing too much attention, but that’s easier said than done.

Especially when the time has come for Ed to harness the power of the beast awakening inside him.


Chapter 1
RACE AGAINST THE CLOCK




An old man, so ancient that his skin clung tightly to his skull, was silently sitting in a chair. Nearby, a nurse was busy with her tasks. She set up an IV and gave him an oxygen mask. Despite his frail appearance and age, his gaze was tenacious and focused. He observed the woman with intensity.

She had grown accustomed to the gentleman’s peculiarities, although she didn’t know much about him. Her task was to come in once every two weeks to administer his IVs and clean the house.

Suddenly, he moved his head and looked at the wall. The movement was so deliberate that the woman thought someone might be standing there. Turning around, she saw no one. Shaking off the uneasiness, the nurse finished her work.

“Do you need anything else, sir?”

“No, you may leave,” he answered in a dry voice.

The woman bowed, gathered her things, and left. A few seconds later, another guest entered through an invisible door. He looked around, glanced at the old man, walked towards him, and sat down in the chair opposite.

“Our weapon has been destroyed.”

The old man showed no surprise. He remained motionless, observing his guest.

“How did he die?”

“First, he disappeared. I couldn’t contact him and he didn’t come to the meeting. His mansion was burned to the ground. I couldn’t find his body. But if he were alive, he would have let us know.”

“Who did it?”

“I’m investigating. He lived in the wilderness, there were no witnesses to the fight.”

“Find out who is behind it.”

“Of course. Who should be appointed as our new Sword?”

The old man closed his eyes, thinking. If their main weapon was destroyed, that meant they were challenged.

“We need someone to deal with this. Release the Bloodhound. If he finds those who went against us...”

The old man didn’t finish speaking, but the guest already knew what reward awaited the Bloodhound.

“I’m on it.” He stood up and, before reaching the door, disappeared.

***

For the first time ever, I acutely regretted that I had not yet solved the problem of moving through space. This would have made my life a lot easier.

But there was no time for self-pity, nor for procrastination. I finished the conversation with Sergei, and my mind switched to cold rage mode. Emotions didn’t overwhelm me but sharpened my focus.

I rushed through the apartment, grabbed my things, some food, my newly created weapon, and wrote a note saying I was leaving on business for a few days. Then I dashed out of the apartment and got into my car. I decided to drive myself rather than take the train. I might not save time, but it would be easier once I arrived. Sergei and I had agreed to meet at the train station in the region — it was closer to Barsukov.

As I drove through the city, rage bottled up in me, consuming me. A beast was growling inside of me. I had to get there on my own and destroy those who dared to threaten my family. The wildness came over me, and I did my best to calm down at least a little. It was unlikely that minutes would matter, or at least I tried to soothe myself this way. Barsukov needed Olga to heal him. With that in mind, I headed to the workshop. I was there no longer than a minute, leaving a note about where I was going, before getting back into the car. Although I was eager to reach my destination faster, rushing could create new problems.

I needed to drive through St. Petersburg, and then move further north. It would take about twelve hours if I drove at full speed.

The hardest part was getting out of the city with these damn traffic jams. Once I was on the highway, I picked up speed and felt grateful for my fast car.

***

When I left the note, I thought it’d take a while before someone would notice my absence but reality proved that I underestimated the people watching me. Just when I was approaching St. Petersburg, Sofia materialized right in my car.

At first, I didn’t realize it was her. I jerked the wheel, the car swerved, and we nearly flew off the road.

“That was... dramatic,” she noted.

“Hello to you too,” I replied nervously. The last time someone teleported into my car, it ended in me being kidnapped.

“So, how are you? How are things?”

“Not bad,” I said, exhaling and calming down. As well as cursing at myself, because turning the spatial blocker on and off was still not a habit of mine. I focused my eyes on the road, considering whether I had to activate it at least now. I sighed and decided it didn’t already make a lot of sense at this point.

“I’m glad,” Sofia said and, taking off her shoes, leaned back in the seat.

We sat in silence as I overtook a truck. My arms were numb, and my back ached. I had no experience with long-distance travel, and this trip was proving difficult. I tried to ignore the discomfort, focusing on calculating my next steps.

“What brings you into my car?” I asked Sofia, breaking the silence that had stretched on for too long.

“Oh, my aunt. She said, and I quote: ‘Our guy is in trouble, we need to help him. Stay close and don’t let him do anything stupid. Don’t interfere, but if need be, get him out of there!’”

“Is it that simple?”

“Simple? I actually don’t think it is, and yet it’s funny that it surprises you.”

“You are a princess, and I am a petty aristocrat. So yes, it’s surprising.”

“My aunt likes you for some reason,” Sofia answered casually.

Or maybe she just didn’t want to lose a valuable asset?

“If you tell me where we’re rushing, it will be easier for me to help you.”

It sounded as if I were asking for help, which annoyed me. I wasn’t in the best mood anyway. Concern for Olga and the baby weighed heavily on me. I hoped Kirill was okay, but Sergei hadn’t mentioned anything. I should have asked for details, but I lost my temper so quickly that I didn’t find out anything.

“Let’s just say... people close to me are in trouble.”

“Judging by our direction, it involves the Gvozdevs?”

“Yes.”

“What happened to them?”

“As I said, they’re in trouble.”

“Ed... if you want, I can leave. I just popped in to see how you were doing. I’m your curator, and that’s like a much cooler guardian angel,” Sofia said with a smile.

She didn’t like me very much until recently, and now she was in my car, playing nice. I was wondering what was she up to. I strongly doubted she’d leave even if I asked her nicely. And she said she wasn’t allowed to interfere, just observe and make sure I was alright. The question was how much help could she actually provide under current circumstances.

“An aristocrat took Olga Gvozdev.”

“What do you mean, he took her?”

“I’ll find out when I arrive. But ‘took’ is closer to ‘kidnapped’ than ‘invited to visit.’ She’s a healer, and he’s a crazy old man who wants to live longer.”

“Barsukov?” the princess clarified, showing she had at least read my dossier.

“Yes.”

“What do you plan to do?”

Forests rushed past us. If the signs were accurate, St. Petersburg should appear very soon. We needed to make a stop somewhere, use the restroom, and buy some food. Normally, I wouldn’t care about eating, but in case there would be a fight, it was important to be well-fed. Food in my stomach was like cartridges in a clip for me.

“Depends on a situation.”

“And if it’s bad, will you kill him?” Sofia asked with an ambiguous tone. I couldn’t tell what kind of answer she expected from me.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

But I wasn’t sure about it.

“He’s an aristocrat who crossed your path. It’s your right to declare war on him.”

“I know.”

I had read the laws. Disputes between aristocrats were their own business, as long as they didn’t harm the public, the state’s interests, or others. Sofia fell silent, and for the next ten minutes, we drove without speaking. Her presence was unnerving. Why was she here? Could she cause me any problems?

“Um... How far will you be traveling with me?”

“Until the end.”

“Won’t there be problems when they see you?”

“I’ll keep my distance. Unless things get critical.”

I wasn’t quite sure that I understood how the royal family perceived me and how valuable I was to them.

“Why are you saving them?” Sofia asked.

“How could I not?”

“There are a hundred other ways to handle this. It’s unlikely they would kill her if they need her as a healer. That means she’s not in immediate danger. But you rushed to help right away. Why? They’re nothing to you. Not family nor friends.”

“When I escaped from the laboratory... Do you know that story?”

“Korshunov’s laboratory, tests on aristocratic children. I know.”

“When I escaped, I wandered through the forest for two weeks, not knowing where I was or if I’d ever get out. The Gvozdevs found me on the road. Cold and alone. They gave me shelter, food and water, and sent me to school. I care about them. They are family.”

“And for your family...”

“I’m ready to tear anyone apart.”

“That’s good. It’s good that you understand the concept of family. I’ve also seen how you treat strangers.”

Was she talking about what happened at the forest?

“You’re not related to me either,” Sofia continued. “You mean something to my family. You protected Catherine with your own body. You’ve helped us in other ways too. My father’s policy is to always help out your own people. So stop looking for hidden reasons for me being here. I have a day off, I can help you, and it’s the right thing to do.”

Her words were so unexpected that I was momentarily confused and couldn’t think of what to say. If Sofia wasn’t lying, then... The royal family had taken another significant step in showing they appreciated me. An impressive step. And I didn’t know if this was good or not, but it was definitely complicated.

This wasn’t the moment to analyze the situation in detail anyway.

“Thank you,” was all I said.

***

For the rest of our trip, we were mostly silent. We made several stops to get gas and food. At some point, Sofia dozed off. We reached our destination at night.

As we approached the meeting place, Sofia disappeared, saying she would keep an eye on me from afar. I got out of the car and took a walk around the area, trying to figure out where Sergei might be, but there was no sign of him. After wandering for about ten minutes, I returned to the car.

With a soft pop, Sofia reappeared. It was dark outside, and we were parked in an inconspicuous place, so there was little chance anyone would notice her. And even if they did, they might not realize what they had seen.

“You didn’t find him?”

“No. It’s strange... Maybe something happened?” I shared my concern.

“Is there any way to contact him?”

“They don’t have a phone at home. Maybe Sergei called my apartment and left a message.”

It took another half hour to find a phone at night, call home, wake up Matvey, and find out that no one had called.

“No message. This doesn’t sound like Sergei. He knows how long it takes for me to get here, and we agreed on a specific place. If he isn’t here, something must have happened.”

“What do you think you should do?”

“There are two options. Either go to Barsukov’s or to the Gvozdevs’ house.”

Turning the key, I started the engine and...

“Um... Sofia, do you happen to know where Barsukov lives?”

After a short pause, she gave me the address. Only then did it dawn on me that they were watching not only me but also the Gvozdevs.

I was curious to know why, so I asked her about it.

“You can be influenced through the Gvozdevs. Of course we’ve been keeping an eye on them.”

“What do you mean?” I was curious about how deep the rabbit hole went.

“Think about it. An unknown guy approached my father and proposed a unique solution. Of course, we had to check your background.”

“Yeah...” I shook my head as I pulled out of the parking spot. “Can you get the map? I have no idea which way we should go.”

I had bought the map at one of the gas stations we stopped at.

“We need to leave the city.”

***

Barsukov was located somewhere halfway between the region and the town where the Gvozdevs lived. It was an hour and a half drive, but with the empty roads at night, we got there faster.

It was hard to say much about someone else’s house at first glance. Barsukov’s residence was situated in an ordinary village, lacking any security post or the grandeur I had seen in Moscow. The house itself was modest, surrounded by a fence, and had a powerful iron gate that prevented entry into the yard.

“Very well lit,” Sofia noted.

Indeed, lights were burning everywhere in the house. I stopped the car about a hundred feet away from the property. The surrounding forest provided some cover unless there were cameras or guards on patrol.

“Sit tight for a couple of seconds...” Sofia said before disappearing. She returned exactly twelve breaths later.

“There’s noise and commotion inside. Armed people are moving around. It seems something has happened. They’re shouting that if things don’t work out, they’ll kill her. Along with the child.”

As soon as I realized that I might be late, I bolted out of the car and sprinted to the gate. The fence was high, but I didn’t waste time trying to scale it. Instead, I created a seal of destruction and hurled it at the gate. It creaked and crumbled, but I charged through without hesitation.

Someone reacted and shot at me, but the bullet fell limply nearby. Seeing the shooter, I rushed toward him and hit him with my shoulder. He crashed into the wall, knocked unconscious.

“We’re under attack!” someone yelled.

I picked up the man’s pistol and emptied the clip at the screamer. He slumped down and slid down the steps of the house. More shouting erupted from within the building. Someone yelled at the men to take defensive positions.

Out of bullets, I discarded the gun and grabbed another one dropped by the fallen man. Listening to the sounds, I pulled the door toward me, but it was locked.

Idiots... They thought they could stop an alchemist.

The seal and the door were smashed to pieces as I burst inside, taking cover as bullets whizzed past me. I fired back, wounding one guard while the other managed to hide in the corridor. I charged at him, and though he jumped at me, I felt the power of an angry beast boiling inside me.

I broke his arm, knocked his weapon away, and slammed his head into the wall. The man passed out and fell to the floor. Suddenly, everything went silent. I scanned the area, looking for any sign of Olga.

That was when I realized I had made a mistake. I had underestimated the house. It wasn’t as small as it looked. There were at least five rooms on the first floor alone. In the kitchen, I found a servant hiding under the table.

“Where is the kidnapped woman?”

A trembling finger pointed upward. The second floor...

On the stairs, I encountered the same guy who had visited the Gvozdevs with Barsukov. He stood there in a dressing gown, pale and trembling.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” he stammered.

“Shut up. Where is the woman?” I growled.

He turned even paler as I started climbing the stairs. It was obvious that he wasn’t a fighter. He tried to run but tripped and fell. I grabbed him by the leg, pulled him towards me, and threw him down the stairs. He awkwardly fell and went silent.

When I reached the top of the stairs, I found only one living person: a boy of about five, staring at me in horror from the nursery. He was the first person I saw.

Alive. The first one alive.

The owner of the house was dead. The old man was lying on the floor near the bed. Whether he died naturally or not, I didn’t stop to find out. I continued on, checking the adjacent bedroom, which seemed to belong to the coward who had flown down the stairs. The third room was locked. I saw signs of an attempted break-in, but apparently, they didn’t have enough time. A little alchemy and the door opened.

Empty. Someone had clearly spent the night here.

There was a clap nearby. I turned to see Sofia.

“They’re in the car. Both the woman and the child. I got them out just in case, so they wouldn’t get hurt. They’re alright.”

Words couldn’t express the relief I felt.

“Where is Barsukov?” Sofia asked.

“In his room. Dead.”

“Did you do it?”

I couldn’t find the words to answer. If Olga had killed him, wouldn’t it be better to take the blame myself?

“So, it wasn’t you,” Sofia answered before I could speak. “Let’s go see what happened.”

We returned to the master bedroom.

“It doesn’t look like he was killed. Maybe he died of old age?” Sofia suggested.

“Maybe. There’s also a boy here,” I remembered. “Barsukov’s grandson.”

“No,” Sofia sighed and shook her head. “That’s not his grandson. The real grandson died along with his parents. This has been officially confirmed.”

“But... he told us he wanted to live longer for the sake of his grandson,” I said, confused.

This news was so wild that I momentarily forgot where I was.

“Apparently, the old man lost his mind.” Sofia shrugged.

And then a shot rang out from the yard. Knowing that Olga was in the car, I dashed downstairs and ran through the destroyed gate. As I ran, I glanced at the place I had knocked out the first guard. He wasn’t there. Damn...

When I reached the car, I saw Olga holding Kirill. The guard had a weapon aimed at them. I had no idea where he got it.

“Stop!” he barked. “One more step and I’ll shoot them!”

In that tense moment, Sofia appeared behind him. She moved like a blur and halted next to Olga, shielding her.

But I realized that wasn’t all she did.

The man stood frozen for a couple of seconds before he fell onto his back, his head at an unnatural angle.

“Ed?!” Olga exclaimed.

I stood there, unsure of what to do next, amid the chaos and the woman’s furious cry.

Holding Kirill with one hand, Olga approached, hugged me tightly and whispered fiercely:

“I’m glad you’re here. But what the hell is going on here? Who is this girl?”

I had never experienced someone shouting a whisper directly into my ear before.

“And where is my husband?!”

It seemed the day’s adventures were far from over.

I looked at Olga’s worried face, Sofia’s contemplative gaze, and the crying Kirill with his small hands, enveloped in soft glow, reaching to me.

Yes, indeed. This was only the beginning.


Chapter 2
DIFFICULT CONVERSATIONS




“I suggest we leave this place first. We don’t know where your husband is,” Sofia told Olga. “We’ll discuss everything along the way.”

Olga nodded, trying to comfort Kirill.

I wanted to ask Sofia if it was standard procedure for us to leave the scene like this, but I held my tongue. She had proposed it herself — essentially, fleeing the scene of a crime in which she had participated and even killed a man. Yet, I detected no hint of remorse on her face. This probably wasn’t her first time taking a life.

As we settled into the car, I started the engine, uncertain of our next move. Sofia turned to Olga, who sat behind her.

“Are you both alright? I apologize for pulling you out so abruptly. I was concerned you might be in danger.”

“We’re fine. As fine as one can be in this situation,” Olga replied, her voice tinged with weariness. “And you are…”

“An acquaintance of Edgar’s,” Sofia replied, leaving out any further details.

“I see,” Olga answered a little dryly.

“Could you explain what happened? I need to understand how Barsukov... died,” Sofia inquired.

“He passed away from old age,” Olga replied, her tone growing even more dry.

In the rearview mirror, I saw Olga trying to calm the baby, who seemed to be settling down.

“And his people…”

“They didn’t believe me and threatened my life. I barricaded myself and was looking for a way out when... you arrived. By the way, how did you manage to bypass the security?” Olga queried.

“Edgar employed some persuasive tactics,” Sofia replied seriously, though a faint smile played at the corners of her lips.

“I’m familiar with his methods. Let’s not discuss them in front of the child. So where is Sergei? And how did you end up here?”

“He called me and said you were taken,” I explained. “We agreed to meet at the station, but he wasn’t there. I suggest we head there now; maybe he was late…”

As we drove, Olga recounted the events. Barsukov had arrived with his men and demanded that Olga go with him. When Sergei protested, they beat him — not severely, but enough to show they meant business. It seemed to me that if Sergei had faced them one-on-one and been prepared, he might have managed. But with his wife and child nearby, he couldn’t fight back seriously.

Barsukov’s harsh behavior made sense now; the old man had felt death approaching and was desperate for more time.

We didn’t find Sergei at the station. Arriving early in the morning, I asked the first bus drivers if they had seen a man matching Sergei’s description. It turned out they had. The police had taken him away the previous night.

“Why did they take him?” I asked.

“Who knows? They arrived, surrounded him, and took him away.”

“Can you tell me where they might have taken him?”

“We have only one police station here,” the man replied with a sniff. “Is he a criminal or are the authorities just overstepping again?”

“He’s not a criminal. As for the overstepping... I hope not.”

“To hell with them all.” The man spat, clearly harboring a grudge against the police.

I returned to the car and shared what I found out with Olga and Sofia.

“Barsukov probably pulled some strings to have him arrested,” Olga said confidently.

“Ed, can I talk to you in private for a minute?” Sofia asked.

Olga’s displeasure was evident, but she remained silent. Sofia and I stepped away from the car, and she quietly shared her thoughts with me.

“Barsukov is a minor aristocrat. Today the city’s business is controlled by larger families. He might still have had some connections here, but he isn’t very powerful. The simplest thing you can do is go to the police station, show your documents, and demand to know why Sergei was arrested.”

“Will that work?” I asked.

“I’m not a hundred percent sure,” she replied. “But you are an aristocrat. As long as you assert your authority, you’re good. If they think you have power and connections, they’ll back down.”

“What if they try to detain me?”

“They don’t have any reason to do that. Just don’t kill anyone.” She looked into my eyes, half-jokingly.

“I didn’t intend to...”

“We’ll talk about this later. Now, let’s concentrate. You need to act confidently. Like an aristocrat, not a boy,” she added with a chuckle.

“Fine. If anything happens... take Olga and get out of here.”

“I’ve got it covered, don’t worry. I’m sorry I can’t do more.” Sofia gave an embarrassed smile, which would have looked sweet and charming if not for the dire situation we were in.

“Thank you.”

***

An hour later, I left the station with Sergei. He immediately rushed to his wife, and I watched their heartfelt reunion. It softened the storm raging inside me a bit. Dealing with the police had been... interesting. I did as Sofia suggested — I walked in like I owned the place. When they questioned my right to demand anything, I lost my temper, bent a metal rod off the bars, and suddenly, their objections vanished.

It was the first time I experienced such a stark difference in how ordinary people and aristocrats were treated. This wasn’t evident in the capital; everything was different there. But here, in the outback, they greeted me with fear.

Maybe it wasn’t just about status. While waiting for Sergei, I belatedly realized I was covered in blood from head to toe. Not a lot, but it was clearly visible. And I was still fuming, not yet recovered from the battle and the killings.

In short, one thing led to another, and the issue was resolved. I also mentioned that there had been an incident at Barsukov’s house and suggested they should send a squad there. And an ambulance wouldn’t hurt.

They had no questions for me about this. The guards handled aristocrats. In Moscow, it was the Emperor’s guard, but here... I didn’t know.

They might question me later when the news reaches the guards. But that might take a while — until they figured out the details, decided what to do, and sent a request to Moscow. I didn’t know the subtleties, just the general process.

The reunion ended, and Sergei got his car back. He rode with his wife and child, and I rode with Sofia. We were going to their house, which would take several hours.

“Thank you again. For everything,” I said to Sofia.

“Don’t mention it.” She waved me off. “This isn’t the worst adventure, and it’s a great excuse to skip many unpleasant responsibilities. You can’t imagine how boring the life of a princess can be.”

“Well, I don’t think I’ll ever become a princess, so I’ll take your word for it.”

Sofia laughed in response, and I noted how loud and pleasant her laughter could be. But then I remembered how she snapped a man’s neck faster than I could notice. Beautiful and dangerous.

“Are you still coming with me?”

“I don’t know. Should I go back to sleep in my cozy bed or drive for miles…”

“I don’t think anything else will happen. I’ll just talk to the Gvozdevs and then head back. Do you know what will happen to the boy? And who he is?”

“To answer your second question — no idea. As for the boy’s future, the authorities will handle it. The police, and then the child services will get involved. I can’t say that ending up in an orphanage is the best fate in the world, but he will not be left alone. What are you going to do with the Gvozdevs?”

“What do you mean? Should I do something?”

“After a mountain of corpses in an aristocrat’s mansion? Don’t you think so?”

“Barsukov was an important man in the city,” I pondered. “And he owned the factory where Sergei works.”

“The Gvozdevs might be in danger, although I’m not sure it would come to that. Barsukov was a crazy old man who had lost all his influence. They say his heirs died because of his own stupidity. To be honest, Edgar, I don’t know if anyone will seek revenge. But you have to consider the risks.”

“I could suggest they move to Moscow. But they have already refused once.”

“If you want, I can find Olga a job. She’s a healer, right? And apparently a talented one. There will always be a place for someone like her in the capital.”

“It’s not up to me, it’s their decision. But thank you for all the help.”

“Don’t mention it.” Sofia smiled.

I didn’t see her face, focused on the road, but I could hear the smile in her voice.

“If you need anything, get back to me. I’ll head out now.”

She said goodbye and disappeared with a clap, leaving behind only a puff of whitish smoke. Having activated the spatial blocker with one hand, I continued driving, watching the Gvozdevs’ car ahead.

***

Sofia teleported back to her home, gasping for air as she landed. Such long-distant transitions always left her breathless and weak, the sensation of oxygen starvation lingering for a few seconds. She sank into a chair, stretching out her legs and resting for several minutes before heading to the shower.

An hour later, she knocked on the door of her aunt’s quarters.

“Come in!” came the response.

Sofia entered to find Olga applying the finishing touches to her makeup.

“How did it go?” Olga asked, still focused on the mirror.

Sofia chose a soft chair and curled up in it.

“As usual. Blood, death, and a bit of drama.”

“Really? Tell me everything.”

Sofia recounted the night’s events in detail.

“So, Barsukov really died of natural causes?”

“I’m not sure, but he looked ancient enough to have just dropped dead on his own.”

“But it’s also possible Olga Gvozdev killed him.”

“She nearly died too. If we hadn’t arrived in time…”

“Perhaps she would have killed everyone there,” Olga suggested.

“Are healers capable of that? There were four armed guards. How would she manage to kill them all?”

“You’d be surprised what a mother would do for her child.”

“About the child... His hands were glowing. I’ve never heard of that before.”

“Hm, me neither. This makes the situation all the more intriguing. Did Ed say anything about it?”

“No. I didn’t bring it up. He was already too tense, and I didn’t want to worsen his mood.”

“Who would have thought this young man possessed so many talents? You said he easily overpowered the guards?” Olga inquired, adjusting her lipstick.

“I didn’t witness it firsthand, just the aftermath. But his actions were impressive. He demolished the steel gate and seized a weapon. Despite acting on raw emotion, almost like a wild animal, he killed without hesitation.”

“Your assessment?”

“He’s dangerous. Has a strong killer instinct. I’m afraid it will lead him into trouble sooner or later. The beast within him is gaining strength.”

“You really think so?”

“I’d bet on it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Olga nodded, setting her lipstick down. She stood and turned to the mirror, checking her appearance.

“You look a bit tired.” She observed, glancing at her niece. “Get some rest, okay?”

“I will. Later in the evening.”

“Tight schedule?”

“Unfortunately,” Sofia said with a sigh.

“It can be rearranged. You’ve done enough for today.”

Sofia didn’t respond. She wasn’t tired enough to cancel her plans. After finishing the conversation with her aunt, she retired to her room to get ready.

***

As we drove toward the Gvozdevs, rain began to fall. It felt like a cherry on top of this peculiar day. I was grateful Sofia had left. I had nothing against her, but it was nice to reflect in solitude, cool down, and replay the day’s events in my head a few times.

There were some oddities that I didn’t immediately notice. Firstly, my reactions. For an alchemist, maintaining inner stability was crucial. This was particularly true during my solitary wanderings in recent years. Any internal conflict, negative emotions, or unresolved tensions could spell danger — even death. Monitoring and understanding my reactions wasn’t just a preference; it was a matter of survival.

I had to acknowledge how much had changed. The person I once used to be in another life and who I am now were distinctly different people. In the past, I wouldn’t have rushed headlong into danger, wouldn’t have killed so readily. I wouldn’t have given in to anger and rage. The previous me would have meticulously surveyed the terrain, prepared... Even if the situation was critical, I could have approached it with more finesse. Instead, I chose the most aggressive path, plowing through the guards, killing without mercy, and viewing them as mere obstacles.

Discovering this within myself was unsettling. It was a side of me I hadn’t noticed before.

Secondly, there was Sofia. Why did Olga tell her not to interfere while being right next to me? Was there some politics involved? She knew the Barsukov’s address from the very beginning. Could she evacuate Olga and the child immediately, preventing the bloodbath? Did they control the situation this whole time? Was she supposed to watch and study my capabilities in action, while gaining my trust in our small adventure?

Such was the game of the royal family that I had to keep in mind. For now, what worried me more was my own lack of reflection. I had options to handle things better.

I didn’t pause, analyze, or consider alternatives since the very moment I got the news from Sergei. I should’ve tried and used Sofia’s powers as a Walker. Instead I rushed in impulsively… All this meant something slowed down my thinking process. I had to deal with my own psyche on top of everything else.

By the time I pulled into the Gvozdevs’ yard, I had gathered my composure and at least planned how our family conversation would unfold.

Olga and the child promptly entered the house. Sergei lingered outside, waiting until I parked and approached him.

“You’ve got yourself a nice car,” he remarked, his voice tinged with an inexplicable tension.

“Everything alright?” I asked.

“Ah...” He waved his hand dismissively. “Yes... it is now. Thank you.”

Some barrier between us seemed to break, and Sergei stepped forward, embracing me tightly.

“I was terrified when they arrested me. I kept thinking about what you’d do and if they could harm you,” he confessed.

“As it turns out, I don’t really need to be afraid of the police,” I replied, returning the hug.

“Yes...” He nodded. “You’ve grown up. Come on, let’s go inside. No point in standing out here in the rain. I’ll make some tea.”

Entering the house and seeing the familiar surroundings was both comforting and strange. Perhaps Sergei was right — I had changed in ways that made everything seem different, even the familiar.

But it was undeniably good to return to these people and this home.

“I put Kirill to bed.” Olga soon came downstairs. “Pour me some tea too. With extra honey.”

Olga seemed to be in a bad mood. Having sat down at the table, she waited for her husband to place a cup of tea in front of her. Staring at me, she said:

“Tell me, Ed...”

“What?”

“First of all, who was that girl? She was clearly an aristocrat. And a Walker. And also a demon. A powerful one. Do you know what that smells like? Big trouble.”

“What are you doing?” Sergei looked at his wife. “Now is not the time to scold him.”

Olga straightened up, dousing both of us with cold.

“I won’t calm down until I understand what’s going on and what we need to do.”

“She’s a princess,” I confessed.

“A princess?” Olga frowned.

“Really?” Sergei asked, clearly bewildered.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Don’t ask why she was with me. I can’t tell you. I swear I can’t.”

I had signed a non-disclosure agreement and didn’t want to put the Gvozdevs at risk. The less they knew, the safer they would be.

“Where there’s a princess, there’s the Emperor,” Olga pronounced solemnly. “Forgive my bluntness, but how did you manage to get involved in...” She gestured vaguely, struggling to find the right words. “All of this?”

“It sort of just happened.” I shrugged.

“Well, now the princess has seen Kirill,” Sergei remarked quietly. “That means the Emperor will soon find out about his shiny little fingers.”

“I don’t think they’ll do anything to you,” I hurriedly reassured them.

“Barsukov also promised we’d be safe,” Olga snorted bitterly. “And then he died, and his people almost shot me and Kirill!”

“Honey...” Sergei tried to calm his wife, but putting out a forest fire would be easier.

“Don’t honey me,” she flushed.

The brewing argument was interrupted by the crying of their child. Sighing and rolling her eyes, Olga got up and went upstairs.

“She’s really on edge,” Sergei remarked.

“After everything that happened…” I started, understanding the tension.

“Yes, I know. Let her vent and she’ll calm down eventually,” Sergei sighed.

“I don’t think she’ll ever feel like she’s safe.”

Sergei glanced at me with a newfound intensity, as if seeing me in a different light.

“There’s blood on you,” he observed a moment later, while we sat listening to Olga soothe their son to sleep. “Were you injured?”

“No. I was the one doing the injuring,” I admitted.

“Tell me what happened.”

I recounted the events briefly, leaving out specific details but conveying the general gist.

“So, Barsukov is dead, Olga’s the prime suspect, and there’s a pile of bodies in his house,” Sergei summarized, his expression not quite confused but overwhelmed by the weight of everything I had told him.

“I don’t think anyone’s coming after you. I’m to blame for what happened. If anyone wants to press charges, they’ll come after me, not you,” I assured him.

“It’s not that simple.” Sergei shook his head. “All it takes is a rumor, and trust me, there will be one, for our lives to turn into hell.”

I couldn’t claim to understand all the intricacies well enough to predict the future.

“The princess offered Olga a job in the capital. She said healers are always in demand. Alternatively, you could move there and find one on your own. I’ll help with housing and find work for you too,” I suggested.

“Move to the capital...” Sergei trailed off, deep in thought. “What about our son? He’s like a beacon. At least here he can move around freely. And even if we go, who’s to say someone won’t come looking for revenge... It’s terrifying.”

At that moment, a cough seized me.

“Are you alright?” Sergei’s concern was palpable.

“Yes…” I croaked, struggling to speak.

Another consequence of that forest adventure. Damn drug... Its effects resurfaced unexpectedly. Stress and heightened emotions seemed to trigger a new wave of reactions. My body contorted with pain, and my vision blurred. I tried to steady myself on the stool, but the world spun, and suddenly I found myself on the floor.

“What happened?” Olga’s voice sounded distant, as if from another universe. “Edgar?”

The worst part was feeling every sensation — my muscles spasming, being lifted and placed on the sofa. Olga’s hands were cool as she worked swiftly, channeling energy through me, easing the pain and cleansing my system. I couldn’t tell if it was a hallucination or if I really perceived the whole process so subtly.

I ended up passing out.


Chapter 3
MOVING




I woke up in the evening, feeling refreshed, which was nice.

The air was filled with some divine smells coming from the kitchen. My stomach growled as I carefully stood up, not fully trusting my body.

“You awake?” Olga noticed me. “Come here, get some food. You’re probably starving.”

I walked straight toward the kitchen table.

“What do you think you’re doing? Wash your hands first!”

Olga tapped me on the shoulder with a towel and pointed towards the wash basin. I forgot how strict she was.

“Where is Sergei?”

“He’s getting ready.”

“For what?”

“To move to the capital,” she said, dissatisfied.

“So, you’ll move?”

“I have not decided yet. Tell me, Edgar, what was that in your body? Have you been taking drugs?”

The question sounded dangerously calm.

“It’s not what you think.”

“Answer the question.”

“No, I haven’t been taking drugs.”

“How can you explain it then?”

“It’s not a very pleasant story.”

“And yet I want to hear it. Or we’re not going anywhere.”

“It was injected into me... um... forcibly.”

“Curious,” she muttered. “By who?”

“Some bad people.”

“Aristocrats?”

“Yes.”

“And what happened to them?”

“Well... they’re dead.”

“Did you kill them?”

“Yes.”

“Did you kill the guards in Barsukov’s house too?”

“Yes.”

“That is, you’re in some war with the aristocrats, and at the same time, you’re offering us to move to the capital. What exactly awaits us there?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But if I’ve learned anything so far, it’s that danger is everywhere. Even in the forest on the edge of the world. It’s easier to survive by sticking together.”

Olga pursed her lips and said nothing. She took out a plate, poured pasta on it, added meat on top, and placed it in front of me.

“You eat, and I’ll go and talk to my husband.”

***

When the Gvozdevs came back to the kitchen, they had already come to an agreement. I didn’t eavesdrop, I ate calmly, ready to accept any decision they made. They were adults and they could make their own decisions. I was here to take care of them to the best of my ability.

“We’re going with you. We’ll leave tomorrow morning,” Sergei said. “Tonight, your favorite sofa is expecting you.”

“I hope it missed me as much as I missed it,” I chuckled and returned to my food.

***

In the morning, we filled the cars to the brim with the remaining things that hadn’t been packed the day before and set off. I was afraid someone might stop us, but there were no incidents. It took several days to reach St. Petersburg, and we made frequent stops along the way. Traveling with a child, as it turned out, was much more challenging than traveling alone. Once we were in St. Petersburg, I checked us into a hotel, and we spent the night there. The next morning, during breakfast, we discussed our plans.

“I think I’ll also rent a room for you when we get to the capital until we find you more permanent accommodation. Any preferences?”

“We can take care of ourselves.” Sergei frowned. It was clear that he felt embarrassed. After all, he was the head of the family.

“You helped me once. Now it’s my turn,” I replied. “Just don’t argue, please. It will be my pleasure to take care of you for a change.”

“What an adult you have become,” Olga sneered.

She was snappy, wasn’t she? Stress, tension, and reluctance to leave for the unknown didn’t add to her gentleness.

“Better tell me, do you have any preferences?” I asked with a smile. “Where would you like to live? What amenities should be nearby? How much space do you need?”

“How much space do we need? Are you serious?” Sergei chuckled. “We’d be happy just to have a roof over our heads.”

I took a sip of the tea and a bite of cake. Having cake for breakfast was not the best choice, but for some reason, I was wildly drawn to sweets.

“Still. Do you have any wishes?”

“We do.” Olga nodded. “We won’t be able to send Kirill to daycare. This means I won’t be able to go to work right away. You’ll have to bear the burden.” She looked at her husband. “It would be nice to have a place nearby to walk him, with fewer prying eyes... Although this is impossible in the capital. Then just near some kind of park. If there is a store nearby, that would be very good.”

“Consider it done,” I promised.

This was where our discussion ended. I realized that the Gvozdevs weren’t yet fully aware that they were moving. They had no idea what to expect and they put their fate in my hands — the person who actually caused them trouble in the first place.

If I had not created that gazebo for meditation, Olga wouldn’t have become stronger, wouldn’t have attracted Barsukov’s attention, and would have been able to stay in the forest they liked so much.

My good intentions created ripples that turned into destructive waves.

***

We arrived in Moscow even more smoothly than we had in St. Petersburg and randomly chose a hotel. Not knowing much about the city, I picked the first decent-looking one I found in the center, not far from a house that looked respectable.

It turned out to be quite nice and clean, and I paid for a family room for a week. I also wanted to leave the Gvozdevs some money, but Olga told me to not even think about it.

“We can take care of ourselves, young man.”

“I have no doubt about it,” I answered calmly. “You have my number in case you need anything.”

“Go already. It’s late,” she interrupted me. “We all need to get some rest.”

“I’ll come see you guys tomorrow.”

“You don’t have to. You already have a lot to do without us getting in your way.”

“I’ll figure it out...”

“No, no, no. Come on, go home.”

I left the hotel with mixed feelings. I saw Sergei, who had parked his car somewhere and was walking towards me. That is, to the hotel, but I was standing at the exit.

“Why the long face?” he asked.

“Olga sent me away and told me not to come visit you tomorrow.”

“Why do you need to visit us?” he chuckled. “Oh, Ed, don’t get me wrong, we are glad to see you. But Olga... Do you remember how prickly she was in the last few days? Give her time to calm down, adjust, and get used to the fact that we have moved from the peace and quiet of the forest to the bustle of the capital. And you’re probably a busy man.”

“You have my number.” I sighed. “I’m not always at home, but…”

“Then you give us a call in the evening.” He patted me on the shoulder.

“As you say.”

Having said goodbye, I went home.

***

“Edgar! You’re home!” Matvey shouted from his room when I entered the house. “Your grandma came to see you!”

Soon, he appeared in the doorway.

“How did that go?”

“Badly.” He nodded gravely. “She was upset that you disappeared. I calmed her down as best as I could and told her that you were on an important mission.”

“On a mission?”

“Relax, I’m kidding. By the way, she wasn’t here alone. A girl came with her. She was beautiful.” He winked at me.

“What girl?”

“It seems like she’s her granddaughter, so I guess that makes her your relative.”

“How did their visit end?” I asked as I began to take off my shoes.

“I served them tea. Madame said our place wasn’t bad. We chatted, she left the number of the hotel she’s staying at and asked that you contact her as soon as you come back.”

While Matvey was talking and I was undressing, he looked at me with eager curiosity. He couldn’t wait to find out why I had disappeared so suddenly. I knew better than to expect silence from him, but I still hoped he wouldn’t ask.

“Have you resolved your issues?”

“Yes. And I brought the Gvozdevs here as well.”

“Oh, really? But...” He trailed off for a moment, thinking.

He knew about the Gvozdevs. After all, I had called them more than once in front of him, so he had heard our conversations. After almost a year of living in the same apartment, it wasn’t hard to piece together the details.

“So something bad happened,” he said when I walked into the kitchen.

“You could say that.”

“What, you killed someone?”

“Yes.”

“Um...” he paused for a moment. “I was joking...”

“But I’m not.”

“Shit. Uh, would you like some tea?”

“Sure. Did anything interesting happen here during my absence?”

“Nothing special. The Lyceum school year ended, and everyone went home. Some of our friends have already gotten internships. Others only talk about the trip.”

“What trip?”

“Are you kidding? The one to the seaside. You should know, you were invited.”

“Oh, that…”

“You really amaze me.” He laughed. “I would never refuse such an opportunity.”

Matvey was not among those invited. Like many others. And with all the other things happening, the thought of a vacation annoyed me.

Responsibilities couldn’t be ignored. Remembering how much needed to be done, Olga’s suggestion to give us all some time made sense. Despite her emotions and nerves, she was full of wisdom. The last few days have been too mentally exhausting. First the kidnapping, then Barsukov, it seemed like there was no end in sight. Somehow, I was sure she realized that I needed a break.

After finishing my tea, I decided to be responsible and call my grandmother. However, the conversation didn’t go as planned. I dialed the reception desk at her hotel, only to find out that Madame was not in her room. She had gone out, even though it was already evening. I asked the receptionist to let her know that her grandson had returned, and hung up.

It was just eight o’clock in the evening, but I was dog-tired. I decided to call it a day and go to bed early.

***

The next morning began with a call from my grandmother. We agreed to meet for lunch. After a quick breakfast, I went straight to a real estate agency. The last time I was looking for an apartment upon arriving in the city, I had no idea what was available or where to find it. Now, I was much better oriented.

At the agency, as soon as I introduced myself, they assigned me a personal manager. This agency seemed quite successful, given that they could afford an office in the city center.

I outlined my requirements to the manager — I was looking to buy an apartment, and the budget was limited. They quickly brought me down to earth regarding the prices. However, finding a suitable apartment for a young family in a decent area was quite feasible. We agreed that the manager would take a few days to prepare some options, we would discuss them, and then I would take the Gvozdevs to take a look.

The meeting with the manager took only half an hour. Quick indeed. Of course, I would have to pay for the service — not a small percentage of the deal — but time was more valuable now. Looking for advertisements and checking them myself was not something I could afford to do.

***

I had a couple of hours left before meeting my grandmother, so I dropped by my workshop. Taking on something that required a thorough approach when pressed for time wasn’t perfect, but I needed to stay productive. I decided to work on some jewelry; otherwise, I’d waste precious time.

According to my contract with Sobolevs, I had to make a set as my first project: a necklace, earrings, a bracelet, and a couple of rings — one for men and one for women. For mass-produced items, rings were made in various sizes, while only unique pieces were customized for the owner. My reputation as an artifact-maker made my jewelry belong to the second category, but they said it would be someone else who would customize it once they found the buyer. The latter complicated the task, for I had to incorporate seals that couldn’t be tampered with.

I didn’t have time to do much. I had detailed drawings, but without experience in this specific type of work, it was easy to make mistakes. These small errors had to be avoided, especially since this was my first order and would set the foundation for my reputation. Failure was not an option. It was a luxury I couldn’t afford.

When the time was up, I closed the workshop and went to meet my grandmother.

***

We met in a restaurant. I arrived early and ordered myself some juice, deciding to wait for them to order food so that we could all eat together.

Madame arrived fifteen minutes late, dressed in a conservative but stylish beige suit that covered her completely. She also wore a light cap. It seemed a bit warm for summer, but she was elderly, so I didn’t judge.

She wasn’t alone. A young girl, around twenty years old, accompanied her. The girl wore jeans, a white loose-fitting T-shirt, and carried a small handbag. Her hair was a mass of curly black locks. Matvey hadn’t lied — she was stunning and distinctly different from anyone I’d seen in the capital. She had an air of a foreigner around her.

“Madame,” I stood up and greeted them.

“Edgar, dear boy!” my grandmother said with much less of an accent than last time. “We finally meet! This is Isabella, your cousin.”

“Cousin?” I smiled at her cutely.

“Your mother’s sister’s daughter,” grandmother clarified.

Isabella didn’t react to the question. She looked at me curiously, taking in my suit and watch. For this occasion, I showed up dressed like an “aristocrat.”

“Nice to meet you, Isabella.”

“Unfortunately, Isabella does not speak any Russian. But I will translate.”

“Good. Please, have a seat.”

The waiter who escorted the two ladies to me pulled out one of the chairs for them and helped Isabella sit down. I helped Marie.

Once everyone was settled, the girl said something. My grandmother responded, and a short conversation ensued between them. Catching my gaze, Marie seemed embarrassed for some reason.

“My granddaughter said that you don’t look at all like a poor garçon.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. It wasn’t hard to guess what grandma thought about me — a young man on his own, without family and support. Logically, things should have been bad for me. Yet, here I was, wearing an expensive suit, with money, and no matter how hard I tried, I didn’t look like someone who was struggling.

“How has your stay here been?” I segued into a different topic.

Madame told me about their journey here and about the capital’s museums and theaters they had visited. She noted that our art wasn’t a completely lost cause as she had expected.

After talking about herself, Marie moved on to interrogation. She tried to find out all the details of my life — how my studies were going, how I did on my exams, and where I got the money. Grandma didn’t ask all the questions directly, but it was clear that she was assessing how well I was dealing with living on my own.

Somehow, I couldn’t convince her that everything was fine with me.

Then came the inevitable, unpleasant questions.

“Edgar, what happened to the family business?”

“Everything is lost.”

“How?”

“As far as I know, it ended up in the hands of our... enemies.”

More specifically, Korshunov now owned it.

“What horror.” Marie shook her head. “Then where did you get the money from?”

Again, I faced the problem of not knowing how much I should tell her. It wasn’t wise to talk about my dealings with the Emperor. As for the jewelers, grandma was not only a relative but also a foreign citizen. There was a good chance that any information shared would spread among my French relatives and potentially end up in the wrong hands.

“I got a summer job,” I told a small part of the truth.

“What kind of job?” she asked.

“Making jewelry the local jewelers.”

Again, I had to hide a lot. I mentioned that the Lyceum had given us the task of getting a job somewhere in our specialty, and somehow, I ended up working with the jewelers. I hoped I was convincing enough for grandma to fill in the details in a way that would satisfy her. I didn’t mention that I was creating unique jewelry.

It seemed like we discussed things briefly, but the conversation lasted for a couple of hours. Grandma translated part of it for Isabella, who sometimes asked questions but mostly seemed bored.

We ended up agreeing to meet again tomorrow. I gritted my teeth at her proposition, but I didn’t refuse. I had nothing against my grandmother, but I had a lot to do, and there seemed to be less and less time for it.


Chapter 4
A NEW HOUSE




For the rest of the day, I was busy in the workshop, focused on completing the project for the Sobolevs. To buy myself time and avoid making mistakes by rushing, I decided to start with the rings. These items were simple in terms of form, but rather complicated in the imposition of seals as I wanted them to be perfect.

The rings were made of platinum, and in my work, I needed to achieve two effects. First, I had to ensure that this fairly pliable material wouldn’t scratch or deteriorate over time. This required some tinkering with purification and transformation processes to enhance its strength characteristics. The second task was to create black, pulsating veins around the ring. While it might not sound very appealing, the result was a stylish, demonic-looking ring with a mystical effect.

Having finished, I set them aside, planning to review them with fresh eyes the next day, and add some finishing touches to ensure everything was perfect before presenting them to the Sobolevs for inspection. My opinion was one thing, but the approval of the senior master was crucial.

I spent the rest of the evening and night working on something more important and yet rather monotonous and boring. I did my calculations for the defense artifacts against different types of firearms for the Emperor. I also experimented with updated versions of my current devices.

***

The next morning began with one phrase that set the tone for the day.

“Mister Edgar.” The real-estate manager extended his hand for a handshake. “I have prepared suitable options. But before I show them to you, I must ask, have you considered buying a house? This format suits your needs much better.”

“A house? Hmm... Let’s see what you have.”

We reviewed descriptions of properties and their photographs. Initially, I had thought about buying an apartment for the Gvozdevs, probably because I lived in one myself. However, upon reflection, a house would be a better option for them. Firstly, a house offered more space. Secondly, it had its own yard where they could let their child play freely without worrying about anything. Also, they’re used to it — they had been living in a house for a while now. It would make their adjustment to the capital easier.

The housing costs ranged from expensive to exorbitant. We discarded elite areas during the initial stages of the search. It wasn’t just about the money — although that was a factor — but also about the atmosphere. Living among the rich was great when you were wealthy too. The Gvozdevs were ordinary people. They needed a good but simple neighborhood where they would be comfortable both in terms of housing quality and the neighbors’ lifestyle.

Prices for suitable houses started at fifteen million. I selected several promising options based on my taste and then went with the manager to pick up the Gvozdevs at their hotel.

However, things didn’t go quite as I expected. Olga came alone.

“Sergei will stay with Kirill. It’ll do him good.”

What exactly she meant by that, I didn’t understand. We showed Olga the photographs and descriptions. She outright rejected some options and then we headed to visit the ones she approved of.

Some houses met our expectations; others did not. I asked the manager not to mention that I was planning to actually buy a house, so Olga remained unaware of the full scope of my intentions.

Olga was tense and withdrawn, clearly feeling awkward. I could only guess why. It seemed she was simply embarrassed to accept so much help from me. That was why I didn’t want to tell her that I was buying the house for them — to avoid adding to their burden.

In the end, we chose a house. It was about a minute’s drive from the palace. Not too far. The city itself was divided into several zones. The main one was where the palace stood, but there were other areas that weren’t much inferior. The house we selected cost nineteen million. It was a two-story home with a spacious yard. I particularly liked that coniferous trees that were planted along the fence, providing complete privacy.

After dropping Olga back at the hotel, the manager and I went to the office where I signed the necessary documents. The house was on my name. Without the Gvozdevs’ knowledge, I wouldn’t have been able to buy real estate in their name. Olga had asked how much the monthly rent would be, but I persuaded her not to worry about that.

“Congratulations on your purchase, Mister Edgar,” the manager said, shaking my hand goodbye.

I nodded and left, feeling mixed emotions. On one hand, I was incredibly glad that I could repay the Gvozdevs for their kindness, but on the other, my account was drained, and the issue of money had become pressing again. I had enough to cover the first few months. My studies were fully paid for, and I had paid my rent six months in advance, so there was no immediate cause for concern.

But, I’d have to find a way to earn more money over the summer.

***

I met my grandmother for the second time in the evening. This time, my cousin was absent.

“Isabella wanted to see the city before we left,” she explained after we greeted each other in the restaurant.

“I understand,” I replied, knowing that sitting through a conversation in a language she didn’t speak was likely the last thing a young girl wanted to do.

This time we quickly moved to important matters.

“Edgar, will you consider moving in with us?” Marie asked directly. “I understand that this is a serious step, but I’m sure you’ll like living with us.”

“I’ve already thought about it,” I began, and it was clear how Madame perked up at these words. “But no, this option is not for me right now.”

“Why?” she asked, clearly upset. “What keeps you here so much? Do you have any problems?”

“Not at all. I have things to attend to here so I don’t want to leave. If we had met a couple of years ago, I would have left, but now... I have already taken root.”

“I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “You’re so young, what could you possibly have to do besides your studies?”

From her point of view, the situation was straightforward. Studies? France had institutions even better than the Lyceum. Ancestral land? It would always be there; I could return whenever I wanted. Friends? I would make new ones. A job? At my age, it was naive to think too much about it.

She offered me full support: housing, care, and everything a young person needed to get back on their feet in a foreign place.

During this conversation, I realized how difficult it was to change the mind of someone who believed they understood life better than me. I couldn’t tell how attached I had already become to this country, nor could I explain properly why I couldn’t stay with her. I had to stand my ground. What difference did it even make whether I explained or not if any argument I made was brushed aside?

In the end, I left my grandmother feeling upset and promised to send her letters and detailed updates on my life. She even offered me some money, which I was tempted to accept — not because I needed it, but to legalize my existing income. But I couldn’t do it — I couldn’t take the money from my estranged grandmother.

And no, this wasn’t the end. As we left the restaurant, she asked:

“Edgar, what do you think about opening a new factory and continuing the family business?”

“Are you talking about textiles? I’m afraid I don’t know the first thing about that business,” I replied. With my schedule, how could I possibly manage another workshop?

Marie did not argue. She was clearly dissatisfied with me and thought that I was foolish and stubborn. Having relatives was wonderful. But so, so tiring...

***

Before my trip for the seaside in a few days, several matters needed my attention.

First, I helped the Gvozdevs move to their new house. It turned out I made one huge oversight — furniture. They brought some things with them from the old house, but it was nowhere near enough to fill the new place.

At first, it was almost physically painful to realize how much time furnishing the house would take, but then the Gvozdevs stepped in.

“You paying for the house is enough. We’ll buy the furniture ourselves,” Olga snapped when I offered help.

We argued a little more, but I couldn’t persuade her. They also refused money. Both stood their ground as if it were a fight to the death, determined to reject my help at any cost. I was exaggerating, of course, but they were resilient.

Nevertheless, I still visited them during the week, bringing gifts, mainly for little Kirill.

The rest of the time, I focused on two things. I perfected the rings, took them to Sobolev and received approval on the spot. Returning to the workshop, I continued to work on the remaining parts of the kit, but only half-heartedly. I had a month to complete the entire set, so I worked on it to take a break from calculations. No matter how good alchemy was, some things simply took time: making the metal bond, checking the quality at a distance... There were many nuances.

We were supposed to leave on Monday. On Saturday, Olga Medvedev came to see me.

“We need to talk,” she said after the greetings. “Have you settled the issue with the Gvozdevs?”

“Yes,” I answered briefly, wondering how much this question made sense if they were watching me. Not eager to go into details, I gave my mentor a subtle smile. I knew the Medvedevs could help a lot, but that was precisely what I didn’t want. These were my people, which meant I needed to help them. I didn’t want to be in debt to the royal family.

“Doesn’t Olga need work? She’s a gifted...”

“She’s still taking care of the child.”

This was the second time they had hinted at work. I was wondering if there was a conflict brewing and they didn’t mind having a talented healer, or they were doing so to earn my trust.

“That’s only natural.” She nodded. “But I wanted to talk about something else.”

“I also need to talk to you. I have samples ready and I wanted to learn your opinion on them.”

“Then you go first. What do you have for me?”

“Protection from bullets. The Emperor and I agreed on a thousand pieces, but... There were some discrepancies.”

“So, is this good or bad?”

“Open for debate. Honestly, I’m not sure how much I should go into details...”

“I’m curious about anything involving a new device. And I’ll tell my brother about it.”

That was what I was counting on. I knew Olga was curious.

“Then take a look.” I took her to the desk and laid out three amulets on it. “The first, smallest one, is called ‘Bullet-fool’. Its purpose is to protect a person against an accidental shot. It can withstand about three hits from a low-caliber weapon. Against something more lethal, it will at most delay and protect you from a mortal wound. Reloading takes about fifteen minutes, which is ineffective in battle, but…”

“I understand. Having the opportunity to survive an accident is worth a lot. But I thought there would be just one device...”

“I had a specific task and quite a lot of room for maneuvering and experimenting. Each of the three artifacts can work independently, and at the same time, they can form a unified system,” I explained. “This small device requires steel and silver plating, in rather small quantities. With it, I aimed for a cost-effective option, using three hundred grams of steel and a few grams of silver.”

“So, it’s a cheaper option.”

“Yes, that was the idea. Just to clarify, this cost covers only the materials you provide.”

“Got it,” she chuckled. “And there’s your labor too.”

“Indeed.” I smiled. “Moving on. This one,” I pointed to a medium-sized amulet, “has a working title ‘Infantryman.’ I think the name speaks for itself here. It can withstand a burst from a good machine gun at point-blank range. A full recharge takes fifteen minutes, and a partial recharge takes about two minutes, give or take. It still needs testing in various environments. I incorporated diamond chips and more silver, so the cost is higher.”

“And this baby?” Olga pointed at the last device.

It was shaped like a flattened egg, the size of a grenade, and weighed about five hundred grams.

“I call it ‘Bastion.’ It can withstand a dozen bursts, and its reloading time is similar to the others. In best-case scenario, it can even endure hits from large-caliber weapons. With smart use, a demon could become a deadly machine.”

“Demons aren’t just shot at,” Olga noted with a thoughtful look.

“That’s precisely what I wanted to discuss. I need another testing ground, one with explosives, harpoons, heavy machine guns, and… whatever else there is. Rockets, perhaps?”

“I’ll think about how to organize this. Can you really make protection from grenades?”

I picked up a metal blank from the table, shaped exactly like a grenade. Taking aim, I threw it toward a dummy standing in the corner. The blank hovered in the air about three feet away from the mannequin.

“This is a prototype,” I explained. “Seven, six… three, two, one…” The blank fell with a clink. “It can’t completely neutralize the grenade, but it buys about ten seconds to react. Oh, and I almost forgot — I still need to observe the people you intend to arm and their performance.”

“We still need to figure out how to justify your presence,” Olga remarked. “And it seems you have a trip planned.”

“Yes, the sea...” I became gloomy.

“Where’s your excitement about vacation? As your mentor, I must remind you — you need to have some fun too.”

Looking into Olga’s clear eyes, I almost laughed at how her words mirrored my own thoughts.

“So, what did you want to talk about?” I turned my impulse to laugh into a smile and changed the subject.

“Oh,” Olga said with a sigh. “How were you educated in your family?”

“Um…” I hesitated. “I had tutors.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“That’s what I thought. So you don’t know anything about… the specifics of the life of aristocrats?”

“What specifics?”

“Tell me... When you kill, how do you feel?”

The question puzzled me. To be precise, it threw me off, making me tense.

“Should I list all the emotions?” I asked perhaps too confidently. Olga raised an eyebrow, and I suddenly felt deflated. There was something about her that subdued any inclination to be insolent.

“I mean, what exactly are you interested in? I don’t condone violence if that’s what you mean.”

“No, I’m not asking about that. From beasts, aristocrats gain not only strength but also something deeper. It’s called the bestial essence. I believe it’s not just from beasts; at least half comes from personal power, intoxicating, continuous conflicts, and bloody centuries through which aristocratic families have persisted. It would be fine, but often, especially in youth, as an aristocrat’s potential emerges, their strength intensifies, and many lose control. They become overly aggressive, unable to restrain their instincts. Tell me, in Barsukov’s case, did you consider stopping or did you move toward your goal, despite the obstacles?”

“I understand what you mean. Yes, in the last six months, I’ve noticed some reactions that aren’t typical for me.”

“How well do you control yourself?”

“I thought I had it under control, but... perhaps I’ve just been fortunate not to encounter a situation where I could lose control until… that incident in the forest and the Barsukov’s case.”

“I see.” She nodded thoughtfully. “For some, this process escalates gradually. For others, it’s sporadic. Have you experienced any outbursts of unwarranted aggression, anger, or hatred?”

“I don’t know. Something like that, I guess.”

True enough, I typically approached things with a cool head.

“Alright then. It’s true that there’s always a risk of losing control. It’s our mistake that we didn’t think about it in time,” she continued. “Usually aristocrats, especially from old families, undergo special training aimed at mastering their instincts. The training is rigorous and incredibly challenging. But it’s necessary.”

“So... why are you telling me this? Will I have to go through it? Will it help?”

“Yes, I have mostly everything ready to introduce you to our specialist,” she said. “I think after you return from your trip, in a week or two. You’ll need to spend about a month in the wilderness, completely cut off from civilization.”

“That sounds... Categorical.”

Spending a whole month away from life wasn’t exactly what I had in mind anytime soon.

“If you don’t grasp the gravity of it, I can give you a history lesson,” she remarked. “About how young men from aristocratic families once razed entire villages. They tortured, killed, beheaded, impaled, and incited wars…”

“Maybe they were simply bad people?”

“And are you good?” She tilted her head to the side.

What an unpleasant question. I had just recently killed quite a lot of people. So, who was I to judge those young, mad aristocrats?

“It’s bad if you still don’t realize how serious this is...” Olga began, but I raised my hand.

“I understand. And I agree. I just don’t know how to manage everything. My schedule is already too tight.”

“We’ll find a way,” she assured me.


Chapter 5
SEASIDE




“I envy you,” Matvey said as he accompanied me. “Just make sure you don’t mess up.”

“It’s a vacation, how can I mess up?” I replied.

“You’ll find a way,” he said confidently.

“Thanks, buddy...”

Having said goodbye, I made my way through the rest of the Lyceum park alone, entered the main building, strolled through empty corridors until I reached the central portal room. About ten minutes later, Nastya Sofo arrived.

“Oh, hi!” She waved at me, standing next to the analyzers that were still there. “Are you the first one here?”

“Did you notice that Walkers are always late? It’s like their common trait.” I asked, still lost in thought.

“Hah, it seems so. Do you think they’ll teleport us together?” She winked at me. “Or you’ll have to wait?”

I just shrugged. I didn’t know if a young Walker was actually capable of something like that. Dragging two people through space was quite a task, but on the other hand, the portal room should make this task easier. The original plan was that Catherine would drop Nastya and me off at her house by the sea. Or to be more precise, this was Olga’s house, or perhaps her late husband’s. I didn’t even know why I was suddenly thinking about that.

The others would arrive as they pleased — some by conventional means, some were Walkers themselves, and others, like us, would be transported by Catherine or other Walkers. I wasn’t even sure who would be there.

While we were waiting for Catherine, we discussed the exams and how I skipped the speech at the official end of the finals. Nastya was bombarding me with questions, and I did my best to avoid answering them. My chosen strategy was to question her back, thus I learned that she appeared to be at the top of our class.

Nastya was in a playful mood and didn’t miss the chance to jab at me by saying that I should catch up next year.

I just gave her a sly smile and answered listlessly:

“Starting first doesn’t mean much — what really counts is who finishes first.” She just laughed at my wisdom.

As for me, I still wasn’t very enthusiastic because a month of my life would be practically lost. And in the remaining month, I would have to work like crazy. This bothered me so much that I considered taking all my alchemy notebooks on this trip, but I resisted. I took only a few. After all, I needed to rest, and with a difficult time ahead, it was better to recharge my energy properly.

After studying Walkers for so long, I could sense when one was nearby. It wasn’t exactly a sound, but a subtle awareness. Initially, I felt it, and then my amulet slightly twitched, imperceptibly to others, signaling that a Walker had appeared nearby. Another function I added to the device after my kidnapping.

The Walker turned out to be Catherine. Who else would be here at this time? Although actually, there could be a lot of people. The school year was over, but the Lyceum with its many departments continued to operate.

“Hello!” Catherine greeted us.

At the Lyceum, I was used to seeing all students in suits. Not necessarily strict — often youthful and casual — but suits nonetheless. Trousers or skirts, shirts, and jackets were the standard attire. Now, of course, both girls were dressed differently. Nastya wore light pants made of seemingly weightless black fabric and a white blouse. She had a small backpack slung over her shoulder, somehow managing to pack all her belongings into it. I had a backpack too, but it was bigger. Nastya also held a hat in her hands.

Catherine was dressed... in short shorts and a loose-fitting blouse. These shorts, or rather, her bare legs, caught my attention. I was so accustomed to the formal style within the Lyceum walls that seeing her in such casual clothing threw me off. So, I paused for a few seconds, a bit caught off guard.

“Edgar?” Catherine raised an eyebrow after hugging Nastya.

“Hello,” I said, embarrassed.

“Ready?” she asked.

She smiled, Nastya glanced at me, and I silently hoped that I hadn’t been too obvious in staring at Catherine’s legs.

“Certainly!” Nastya answered, perhaps a bit too cheerfully.

The situation felt awkward, and not just because of this moment. It seemed to me that Nastya was generally tense. It was barely noticeable, but I could feel it. And if she was, I wouldn’t be surprised. I was a little nervous myself. After all, I had received an invitation to join a closed circle of high-ranking aristocrats.

“Then, may I have your hands?” Catherine asked.

As soon as I touched Catherine’s palm, darkness fell around me. There was a sudden explosion of sensation in my stomach, and then, as if in slow motion, we showed up in a completely new location. A warm wind blew, carrying the smell of salt. In the distance, the cries of birds could be heard. Blinking, I saw seagulls flying above.

We found ourselves near a large white house, with a giant green lawn and a gazebo. Rows of flower beds lined the stone paths. More trees surrounded us, and I thought I saw fruits on them.

“You’re the first to arrive. Let’s go; I’ll show you the house and your rooms,” Catherine said, giving us a minute to adapt.

After the teleportation, my brain felt strange. It was as if it had been tricked and wasn’t happy about it. One moment, there was one scene in front of me, and then it abruptly changed to something completely different. Usually, I was teleported over short distances, which happened too quickly, but this time it took about three long seconds. Already on the other side, I withdrew into myself, no longer conscious of anyone nearby. I needed to remember everything — energy flows, my own feelings — there was no way I wouldn’t analyze it later.

I could say one thing for sure. Not only had the duration of teleportation depended on distance, which was an unexpected discovery, considering those Walkers with portals, but there was something else. Some other idea that I couldn’t grasp yet. Anyway, I found this spatial jump experience rather interesting. Not just a breakdown of space but rather movement through it. It turned out this was how it worked for some Walkers.

Nastya swayed, even more than I did. Catherine held her by the elbow. I wanted to help, but I didn’t have time and wasn’t sure if my coordination was intact. The ground seemed to shake slightly underfoot. I noticed that Catherine seemed perfectly fine; this was normal for her. She knew well how a long teleportation affected unprepared people and gave us a minute to recover.

Offering to show us the house, Catherine led us along the path to the building.

“This is the main building where we will live,” she explained. “Over there,” she pointed to the houses nearby, “is the house for the servants and guards.”

The mansion stood on a hill. As we went up the stairs, I turned around and... saw the sea.

At first, I didn’t immediately realize what it was. I saw a dark blue stripe, and only after a few seconds did I discern the details: how the waves swayed, how they were framed by caps of sea foam.

Holy shit.

An actual sea!

The spectacle impressed me so much that I stopped and lagged behind the girls. I returned to reality after Catherine called my name several times.

“Edgar?

“He seems stunned,” Nastya noted.

“And not because of our beauty, but because of the view,” Catherine snorted.

“What? I’m here,” I said, reluctantly taking my eyes off the sea. “I just never saw...”

“You’ve never seen the sea?” the girls were surprised in unison.

I nodded and turned my gaze back to the sea. It was breathtaking.

“I’ll take you to get a closer look,” said Catherine. “But maybe we could at least leave our backpacks at the house first?”

“Yes, of course,” I answered slowly.

In my old world, the sea was gone before I had a chance to see it. It was sad that someone could destroy such greatness and beauty.

I caught up with the girls, and soon we reached the house. Catherine showed us around, pointing out the common room, the dining room, and then took us to the second floor.

“Ed, if you like the sea so much, you should have a room with a view.” Catherine delighted me. “Do you guys need separate rooms?”

Nastya blushed, Catherine looked at us with a grin, and I didn’t immediately realize what she was talking about.

“Um...” I managed to utter…

“We are not a couple,” Nastya responded quickly. “What kind of question is that?”

“I’m just kidding.” Catherine giggled. “We’re on vacation, let’s avoid all these...” she twirled her hand, “complications. And there were rumors about you two after that gift.”

“About you too.” Nastya retorted.

Now Catherine blushed. She straightened up slightly and raised her chin a little.

“People talk too much,” she replied with an indeterminate tone.

“So what about the rooms?” I interrupted the emerging tension.

Understanding hidden meanings and women’s conversations was definitely not my strong suit.

“Yours is this one.” Catherine showed. “Nastya, yours is there...”

The girls continued down the corridor, and I entered my room, where I threw my backpack on the floor and hurried to the window. I stood there, admiring the view, until Catherine came back in.

“Have you really never seen the sea before?” she asked.

“Yes,” I answered, feeling my throat constrict.

“So, what do you see?”

I felt Catherine come up and stand next to me. She smelled fresh — not like the sea, but still pleasant.

“Opportunities and risks.”

“I thought you’d say something about beauty.”

“I see beauty. Both yours and of the sea…”

I didn’t know why I blurted that out. The charm of the moment gave way to awkwardness. We, or rather I, were saved by Nastya, who came up and knocked on the door.

“Are you ready?”

“Let’s go,” Catherine answered a bit too quickly. Just a bit, but I noticed. “It’s time, Edgar, for you to get to know the sea better.”

***

“Don’t you think this is strange?” Catherine quietly asked Nastya.

The two girls moved away from Edgar, who stood barefoot at the shoreline, watching the waves touch his feet.

“That he’s never seen the sea?” Nastya asked.

“I’m talking about something else... It seems…”

“What?” Nastya turned and looked at her.

“Doesn’t matter. I can’t formulate it,” she said, changing the subject.

They both looked at Edgar. So serious and thoughtful. He didn’t look happy, not like someone enjoying beauty.

He looked like someone making an important decision.

***

Up close, the sea was even more awe-inspiring. Cold, strong, seemingly endless. The girls, sensing my mood, stepped aside and let me be by myself. Or maybe it was simpler — they didn’t like the sight of my gloomy face, so they moved further along the coastline.

To reach this spot, we had descended stone steps, just a five-minute walk from the house. Aristocrats certainly lived well.

About an hour later, other guests arrived, a moment I nearly missed until they called for me. The first to join us was Alexander Filinov. The grandson of Ignat Filinov, the Emperor’s advisor, that very old man who had once interrogated me. It wasn’t for nothing that I had researched the Medvedev clan to understand who they were related to. The Medvedevs were both a surname and a clan name encompassing several powerful families, including the Filinovs.

When it came to his appearance, Alexander didn’t particularly stand out. I had time to take a look at him chatting with Catherine and Nastya outside the house as I ascended the steps from the sea. Dark-haired, slender, and tall, he wore a polo-collared T-shirt and shorts. His danger index was thirty-seven, potentially rising to sixty-six. I had refined my assessment system to determine a person’s potential value as I figured out how both figures were actually connected. A small achievement of mine I made during one of my research nights.

Other than his high potential strength as a demon, I could sense some ancestral gift simmering beneath the surface. He also exhibited typical traits of a powerful aristocrat: he was a Walker and a demon — a complete package.

“Edgar?” Alexander greeted me as I approached. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“I hope only good things,” I replied, shaking his hand.

“Both the good and the bad, to be honest.” He looked into my eyes, which confused me a little.

True, I had my hands full this year. But what exactly did he know?

“Maybe we should go inside?” Catherine intervened in the conversation.

More precisely, it was I who intervened by approaching them. She seemed intent on diffusing any tension after an awkward remark.

“A bit later. I have to go pick up a girl,” Alexander replied. “Ladies…”

With a crash, he disappeared and returned about ten minutes later, accompanied by a certain Aglaya. They hadn’t mentioned her last name, leaving me in the dark about her identity. Her danger index was twenty-seven, with a potential rating of fifty. Besides that, she was beautiful. I even found myself pondering who was cuter between her and Nastya. Catherine possessed a different kind of charm — more reserved and regal, yet equally endearing.

It brought a simple, rugged satisfaction to see Nastya wearing the bracelet I had given her. I was gripped by a curiosity to check the artifact, to see how it worked after some time.

When Nastya and Aglaya struck up a conversation, it was like adding gasoline to a fire. Two social butterflies together could spark lively discussions. I was in their company, and yet I delved into myself to study the artifact and see if it needed its adjustments. It functioned rather flawlessly, which reassured me and brought a sense of satisfaction. Lost in thought, I actually missed how the girls transitioned to the topic of the very bracelet. Suddenly Nastya’s pointed finger was directed towards me.

“Did you make this yourself?” Aglaya asked in surprise.

“Cool, isn’t it?” Alexander chimed in from behind the bar, mixing cocktails for everyone.

Although there were servants around, Catherine had instructed Alexander to handle the drinks himself. He complied without complaint, focusing on the task. They were non-alcoholic for now, but I suspected that would change as the evening progressed.

“How can I get one?” Aglaya inquired eagerly.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.” I smiled. “I made this especially for Nastya.”

“And there’s absolutely no chance?” Aglaya pressed with a hint of disappointment in her voice.

How did she manage to do this? She just pouted her lips, and I found myself almost wanting to make her a bracelet too.

Alexander chuckled quietly. The girls were looking at me, and from my vantage point, I could see his knowing smile. I hoped it was understanding rather than mockery.

“Just wait until your birthday and ask Edgar to surprise you.” Nastya shared the recipe, laughing and glancing in my direction.

“Does that work?” Catherine inquired, rejoining the conversation after briefly stepping away, presumably to give instructions to the servants.

“It worked for me,” Nastya admitted, blushing slightly.

“In that case, I’d like Edgar to surprise me too,” Catherine spoke up, unexpectedly for everyone, including me.

It seemed to catch us all off guard. I tilted my head and raised an eyebrow, studying her to discern her intentions.

Catherine maintained her composure and met my gaze directly. Yet, I sensed something more profound behind her words — a subtle tension that lingered between us, unspoken but palpable.

But I forbade myself to think about it. Olga would rip my head off. And not just my head.

“Unexpected indeed.” Alexander’s voice broke through the tension. “Our queen isn’t easily impressed. What do you say, Edgar? Are you up for the challenge?”

I was cornered.

“Absolutely,” I replied.

What else could I say?

“I’m glad to hear that.” Catherine smiled contentedly. “You know when my birthday is, don’t you?”

“Um... When?”

This time Alexander didn’t say anything. He just laughed.

“In a week.” Catherine kept smiling.

Oh...

***

I was rescued from an awkward situation by the timely arrival of a new guest — Anton Izmailov, son of the Lyceum’s principal.

“And what do we have here?”

“Anton!” Catherine exclaimed.

I learned later that Catherine and Anton were good friends, though not romantically involved. This was evident from their easy rapport, especially since Anton arrived accompanied by a girl named Svetlana, another one whose last name I never learned.

Taking advantage of the fact that the attention had shifted to another person, I wondered what to do about the bracelet. Was this my karma — compensating for past neglect of girls in this life? Not that I minded, but it was a challenge to figure out amidst strangers and unfamiliar surroundings.

I felt ambushed.

As everyone greeted everyone and conversations blossomed, my promise about the bracelet was temporarily forgotten. Fifteen minutes later, Victor Morzhov arrived, accompanied by Rao Irbisov, elder daughter of the Indian ambassador, and unexpectedly, Alice Lilac, head of the Lyceum debate team. I remembered her well. A wonder girl whose ancestral gift was a force that swayed and shaped the hearts of those around her with an almost elemental power.

“Hello everyone,” Victor said warmly.

He hugged Catherine and kissed her on the cheek before greeting the rest of us.

“Glad to see you, man.” He shook my hand.

“Good to see you too.”

I had already distanced myself from the main group. I wasn’t the life of the party and knew my place wasn’t in the limelight, despite the relaxed atmosphere. The difference in social standing made it prudent for me to keep a bit of a distance, observing how others interacted.

For example, I noticed how all the guys reacted to Alice. The girls, on the contrary, responded with a slight coolness, if not outright hostility. I wouldn’t have picked up on these subtleties before, but since my vision had changed, I began to read facial expressions better and tune into emotional cues.

Among those already present, Catherine was the only one who treated Alice kindly. It seemed nothing could unsettle her. It made sense — she held the highest position here both in status and as the hostess. And she was undeniably beautiful.

“Ed, you’re here too,” Rao remarked, looking at me. She greeted me last. “Have you already decided who you’ll save this time?”

“What a villainous question,” I quipped.

“Villainous?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Well, you’d make a formidable villain, Rao,” Victor chimed in from the counter, waiting for a drink from Alexander.

“I agree,” Alexander added. “Have you chosen your alias yet?”

“Rao, the destroyer of men...” Victor began but was promptly nudged in the side.

Rao kissed him, causing him to wince and laugh, jumping aside.

“What’s all the commotion?” Catherine returned with Alice, joining us to show her the room.

“We’re selecting the main villain among the girls,” Alexander explained. “Edgar suggested Rao would be an excellent choice.”

“Seriously?” Catherine looked surprised, glancing at me.

“He didn’t say that,” Aglaya interjected, assisting her boyfriend with the drinks.

“How did you even get to this?” Catherine furrowed her eyebrows.

“Do you want to challenge the title of the main villain?” Alexander narrowed his eyes. “Then I propose we vote. Ed, since you started this...”

Yeah, of course, I started it…

“Tell us, who’s the main villain here?”

All eyes turned to me. The girls had a mixed expression: half daring me to choose them and half daring me not to. Well, almost everyone — Aglaya giggled quietly, Nastya smiled, but Rao and Catherine...

“Catherine, definitely,” I answered when it was no longer possible to remain silent.

“Why me?” She frowned.

“Yeah, why her?” Rao chimed in, frowning as well.

“Yes, Edgar, why?” Alexander raised an eyebrow.

“It’s obvious,” I replied, trying to sound matter-of-fact. “Who brought us all here? Whose territory are we on? And who could have set up traps in the house beforehand?”

“Makes sense,” Victor agreed.

“Sorry, Rao, the title of main villain goes to Catherine,” Alexander said with a hint of sadness, his words laced with humor.

“In that case, bartender, pour me something stronger to drown my sorrows in,” Rao quipped.

“Coffee?” Alexander suggested.

“With cognac?” Rao countered.

“We have milk and cream,” Alexander replied.

“Anything more villainous?”

“Chocolate,” Victor suggested confidently.

“That’s only villainous for the waistline.” Rao chuckled.

There were high stools at the bar counter. She settled onto one, straightened up, and tossed back her hair, exposing her neck... Quite the seductress. It seemed like her way of saying, “Since I wasn’t chosen as the main villain, I’ll take all the male attention for myself.”

Rao had always thrived on attention, and it showed in her every movement.

I still wasn’t very sure if I liked the atmosphere here. There wasn’t any real conflict, only constant playful banter between the guys and girls, teasing each other.

Soon, Catherine began showing the remaining guests their rooms. Then we gathered for lunch. The food was prepared by servants, but there were no formalities. We ate simply, without twelve types of forks.

Afterwards, we had time to sunbathe. The girls opted for lounging by the pool, while I headed to the sea.

And so the day passed peacefully. Gradually, I relaxed and found myself more engaged in the conversations.

***

Borislav Atamanov fiddled with his rosary, looking at his subordinate.

“What do you mean they haven’t found him yet? Where could that young moron have gone?”

“I don’t know, sir,” the chief of security service replied, bowing slightly. “Four others disappeared with him. Nobody knows where they are. The only thing I learned was that they had some business to attend to.”

“I know their ‘business.’ They picked up some whores and went to the bathhouse.”

“The baths have been checked. So have the brothels. Nobody’s heard anything.”

Borislav squeezed the rosary so tightly it crumbled in his hand. He glanced at the pieces with displeasure before shaking them off with disgust.

His son had disappeared a little less than two weeks ago. He just vanished one day. No one initially paid much attention to it. After all, a young man like him could have countless reasons for going off the radar. He had been suspended from Lyceum until the end of the year over some stupidity, so he had all the time in the world. There were numerous possibilities for his whereabouts, and his father had ordered him to stay out of sight.

Borislav was the type to get angry easily and take a long time to cool down. Thus, it wasn’t surprising his son had gone missing. But as a week passed and questions arose, the absence of others who disappeared with him was also noticed.

“Get out of my sight.” He waved his hand dismissively.

The chief of security service left, and Borislav walked to the window, staring at the garden next to the house. His instinct told him something bad had happened.

“Did I really miss something?” Borislav muttered to himself.

After the Emperor’s people dismantled the network of distributors in the capital, they had to urgently get to work: hiding the cargo, changing supply routes, and vetting everyone’s loyalty. Those were tough days. He had no time for his son. Maybe that was a mistake.

Borislav was well aware of the risks of running an illegal, albeit profitable, business and he knew he had plenty of enemies. His son might have been kidnapped. Killing him seemed unlikely; what would be the point of killing a teenager? It was the adults who posed the real threat, otherwise, he and his guards might come seeking revenge. On the other hand, his son was also a Walker. Capturing him wouldn’t have been easy — perhaps almost impossible. It would require significant strength, special equipment, and at least a bit of meteorite stone. Everyone knew it was always easier to kill a Walker, though that was no simple task either, especially if they were a demon, albeit a minor one.

Borislav didn’t have much time to dwell on these thoughts. Several things happened simultaneously. Shots rang out from the security post, and there was commotion in the house as well. Someone breached the door, set off an explosion, and opened fire.

He tensed, sharpening all his senses. His heightened perception allowed him to accurately gauge how many enemies surrounded the house. They couldn’t breach in right away. The ancestral stone, mined by his ancestors a couple of centuries ago, was doing its job. Borislav didn’t panic. Anger simmered within him. If someone had come for him, they would regret it. He wouldn’t run away from his house without taking a few of them down first.

The intruders took fifteen seconds to reach the upstairs. Not only had Borislav had time to check his equipment, he carefully took an ampoule out of a box inside the invisible compartment in the wall, broke it, and drank its contents. Drugs were an amazing thing, especially those designed for a specific ancestral gift. They could destroy a weakling but could also strengthen a powerful aristocrat, provided one had access to rare herbs and the willpower to overcome addiction.

When the door shattered into splinters, Borislav stood in the rune diagram in the center of his cabinet, ready to kill anyone who came for him. This was his fortress! The power of the ancestral beast burned him from the inside. He shot a quick glance at his intruders who bore the unmistakable insignia of the Emperor’s personal troops.

“In the name of the Emperor, I order you to surrender!”

“Do you think me a fool?” Borislav hissed.

And rushed into battle.


Chapter 6
GUESTS




The next day, the influx of guests resumed. They were divided into two groups: those who stayed with us until Catherine’s birthday and those who stopped by briefly. Some stayed for a couple of hours, while others only for five minutes. Walkers — what more could you expect?

Observing the aristocrats, I realized how extensive their connections were, going beyond the Lyceum life. Some of these aristocrats had known each other since early childhood and were family friends. It might have seemed insignificant, but if you knew what was what, you could immediately see the great opportunities hiding behind it.

The morning started off promisingly. I happened to be one of the first to get up — or rather, one of the first to go downstairs. It was around seven in the morning. I probably slept better because of the fresh sea air, or maybe the fact that I didn’t spend the night at home had an effect.

The house had several dining rooms and kitchens. The servants prepared meals in one of them. We had dinner in the large dining room so everyone could fit in, but there was also a smaller dining room with a small kitchen where you could easily cook something yourself.

Without overthinking it, I decided to make myself some eggs. While I was getting the food from the fridge, Catherine came downstairs. She was in a silk robe. I forgot about breakfast for a few seconds when I saw her. Although the robe looked delicate, it didn’t go down that low, allowing me to see her long legs. Catherine herself looked somehow unusual. It didn’t take me long to realize that she wasn’t wearing any makeup, which did not detract from her beauty at all. She just looked different — not as strict as usual, but homely and warm.

“Hello,” she greeted me. “You’re up early.”

“Hello. I’m not a fan of lying around for too long. What about you? Enjoying the vacation?”

“Who would say,” she replied, coming closer and smiling. “Are you going to cook breakfast yourself? You can call the servant if you’re hungry...”

“I think I can handle it myself. Or is this considered bad manners?”

“Do you cook well?”

“It’s hard to judge for myself. Would you like some food too?”

“Sure.” She nodded. “Need any help?”

“No, no, let me do it.”

“Well, if you insist.” She grinned. “What’s on the menu?”

“Eggs.”

“How... Prosaic.”

Then I remembered Matvey’s lectures. He had a whole system regarding breakfasts and women. If he liked a girl, he would cook something special for breakfast, especially after an exciting night. Tea and fried eggs were considered a simple breakfast. Pancakes were already something special.

“It doesn’t have to be.”

I returned to the refrigerator and cabinets and gave it a thought. There were enough different ingredients for me to get more creative.

“How about eggs benedict with hollandaise sauce? Or shakshuka.”

“Are you serious?” Catherine was surprised. “Let’s have shakshuka then. Where did you learn how to cook like that?”

“I just love to eat delicious food. So, I learned to make it on my own.”

The choice was made, so I took out the onions, tomatoes, peppers, and herbs. And eggs, of course.

“Do you know how to brew coffee too?”

“Not so well, but I’ll handle it.”

The next ten minutes were spent cooking. There was nothing complicated about breakfast. And judging by Catherine’s reaction, she wasn’t surprised by this dish. Oh, these aristocrats — they’ve tasted everything.

At some point, she joined me behind the counter. She made toast and buttered it... very generously, I had to notice.

“You’re a man of many talents, Edgar,” she said when we sat down at the table. “Mm... it’s delicious.”

When the food was gone, other guests started coming downstairs. Alexander appeared first, followed by his girlfriend a couple of minutes later, and then the others. Catherine’s attention shifted to the other guests, and I joined in the conversation.

The first half of the day passed quickly. We managed to take a swim in the sea, and then the next batch of guests arrived. First, Bogdan Lvov appeared with two more guys and three girls. I knew him from the Lyceum — our paths crossed in the sports section. I had no idea who the rest were; they never even introduced themselves.

The informal atmosphere had its upsides and downsides. Had it been formal, I would have had to navigate a hundred more nuances, but at least I would know who I was dealing with. Here, in this relaxed setting, a bad joke could unknowingly offend an heir of a powerful family, who might take revenge at his leisure. To ease my interactions, I quietly read their danger and potential indexes. Yet, only a few of them were weak; most were either strong or average, leaving me feeling somewhat inadequate by comparison.

Oleg Gornostaev arrived next, accompanied by a friend and a girl who turned out to be his sister. I noticed him because he brought Catherine flowers, clearly displaying his interest and courtship intentions. It stung a bit — not enough to upset me, but enough to make me aware of our different standings. It was a reminder that Catherine was out of my league, at least in the eyes of the aristocratic society.

Despite these thoughts, I couldn’t help but entertain the idea. If I were to ever court someone like Catherine, I needed to build a significant position for myself in society. It wasn’t just about her; it was about understanding the importance of heritage and capacity development. Coming from a less ancient family, my potential for growth was limited compared to those with long-standing lineages.

Oleg Gornostaev, with his robust danger index of fifty-two and evident ancestral gifts, exemplified the type of competitor one would face in such circles. His confidence hinted at the considerable influence of his family.

For now, marriage wasn’t my immediate goal, but thoughts about it lingered. If I wanted to pursue such aspirations, I knew the groundwork had to be laid out now. But what could I do to become significant enough to have the right to also openly court girls of Catherine’s level? I admit, I liked her. But I also liked Nastya…

As if sensing my thoughts drifting towards her, Nastya caught my gaze and smiled. She was so charming and kind, much like Catherine. It was a twist I never expected to encounter in my previous life.

While I was lost in my own thoughts, the guests were lively and engaged. They greeted each other, exchanging hugs and diving into conversations about their plans before lunch. Afterward, they dispersed into various groups. I opted for the library, unsure of where else to go. The heat discouraged me from heading to the sea after a hearty meal.

As I flipped through a book, Catherine entered the library.

“I thought I’d find you here,” she remarked.

“Don’t tell me I look that much as a book worm,” I replied.

“You’re not the most sociable guy.” She chuckled. “How about a game of chess? Have you learned the rules?”

“I’ve learned and even practiced.”

“Then we’re on.”

She retrieved a box of chess from a cabinet. Knowing she held a certain rank, I didn’t harbor much hope of winning, but that wasn’t the point.

“White starts and loses,” she teased, choosing the black pieces. “So, begin.”

“It’s your mistake if you think I have no chance at all,” I quipped.

“We’ll see,” Catherine replied, her gaze serious as she arranged her pieces. “In chess, anything can happen.”

“I accept the challenge.” I nodded, arranging the pieces on the board.

“Go ahead... E-2, E-4... How predictable.” She laughed contentedly and made her move. “So, how do you like our guests?”

I looked at her, trying to understand what lay behind her question. Concentrated on the chess pieces, she seemed ready for a serious battle. But then she raised her eyes, the corners of her lips twitching upward, and the mask of belligerence evaporated as if it had never existed.

“They’re… Different,” I answered carefully.

“You seem to have distanced yourself,” she said, moving her piece to attack. 

“I might have,” I admitted, going for an exchange. I captured her bishop, and she took my knight.

“Why?”

“I hardly know anyone here. And... communication is not exactly my forte.”

“What are you good at?”

“Apparently, being a hero,” I joked, making Catherine laugh.

“You’re doing well, although there is always room for improvement.” She winked. “If you want, I can tell you who is who.”

“Please do. I would be grateful.”

At first, I didn’t understand what she was getting at, but after a few minutes it dawned on me — casually and unobtrusively, she provided me with a breakdown of the political situation in the country based on the guests gathered at the mansion.

“You probably know about Victor,” she began. “The Morzhovs are part of a clan that lives in the northeast of the country. They are involved in mining and much more. The Belogrudov clan is their direct competitor, with whom they have been at odds for a long time. The Atamanovs, by the way, are part of the Belogrudov clan, so that’s why rumors have been circulating about that incident in the cafeteria…”

So, there was more behind Victor’s actions than I had initially thought. It was nice to learn the details.

I listened carefully, connecting the dots in my head. The Morzhov clan was now actively drawing closer to the Medvedevs. You could say they were allies. Hence the free, rather close communication between the heirs.

Having succinctly outlined the situation around the Morzhovs, Catherine moved on to the next guests.

“Izmailov... it’s clear with them. But my mother cooperates with them more than my uncle. Medvedevs aren’t as close to them as she is. The difference is subtle, but it exists,” Catherine hinted.

Alice Lilac was part of a family of hereditary diplomats. Actually, she studied at the corresponding faculty. Third year. And she was one of the stars of the debate club and a singer.

“She’s kind of silent. I didn’t expect that,” I shared my observations.

Alice really was quiet. She rarely spoke and generally drew little attention to herself.

“She doesn’t want to spoil the holiday,” Catherine explained. “Her gift... it can be destructive if used too much. That’s why she prefers to remain silent, no matter how strange it may sound.”

Strange wasn’t the right word. I remembered Alice’s debate performances. She could literally destroy her opponent, using her gift in small doses. The image I saw at the Lyceum didn’t match the modest, silent girl here.

As for the rest... Bogdan Lvov’s family was involved in telecommunications. As I understood it, they brought many technologies from Europe and launched them here.

Oleg Gornostaev was also a representative of a significant family. What the Morzhovs did in the east and north, Oleg’s family did in the south. Mining, heavy industry — behind him was a powerful, influential, and wealthy clan.

Yeah... I had a notable competitor.

“Are you two… A thing?” I decided to ask.

“What?” Catherine raised an eyebrow.

By this time, we were already playing the third game. Three-zero in favor of Catherine. She had beaten me clean every time.

“So... No?”

“No,” she answered, looking into my eyes.

She smiled ever so slightly, which put me in an awkward situation.

“Why do you ask?”

What a short and unpleasant question.

“It’s just that... He seemed so... ahem... close to you.”

Catherine didn’t answer immediately. She turned her head and looked towards the door, making it clear that someone was approaching us.

“Are you here?” Speak of the devil... It was Oleg. “What are you doing in the library on such a nice day? How about having a little fun?”

“We’ll go on a yacht in the evening,” answered Catherine.

She smiled at him too, but it seemed like a usual smile, not one meant for a boyfriend. Maybe I was overthinking it.

“I’m not talking about the yacht. How about playing a man’s game? Edgar, have you ever played with knives?”

“No!” Catherine was indignant. “That’s not a man’s game, it’s an idiotic one!”

“Come on, honey, let the boys have their fun.” Oleg turned to me. “So, Ed, how are you with knives?”

“What kind of knives?” I asked cautiously.

“Don’t do it,” Catherine said firmly.

“Honey, let him decide for himself... Or... Does he have no personality?”

Oleg looked at me in a way that made it clear he saw right through me. He knew I liked Catherine but didn’t consider me a threat or a rival.

“So what kind of knives are you talking about?” I clarified, unable to think of any adequate response. Catherine fell silent, and that was a relief. I didn’t understand her reaction, but I appreciated her standing up for me. Still, I would handle this myself.

“This is a challenge game to demonstrate valor,” Oleg explained. “Let’s go, I’ll show you. Unless, of course, you’re scared...”

He was trying to provoke me. Before I could figure out a suitable answer, Bogdan appeared behind Oleg.

“Did you find them? Everyone has already gathered downstairs.”

The two guys left, and Catherine looked at me with displeasure.

“Will you tell me what this is about?” I asked her.

“They take a knife and throw it at each other. The task is to catch it and send it back. Whoever gets wounded first loses. Going against Higher demons... is reckless.”

She seemed to want to say more, but she glanced at me and stopped.

It was both shameful and frustrating. Did she really think I was such a weakling? Something stirred inside me, pushing me to go and play. Maybe it was those instincts Olga spoke about, or maybe just reluctance to give in to some young fool.

While I pondered what I had heard, Catherine got up and went out.

“I need to take control before things get out of hand.”

***

Rodion stood in the office, delivering his report on the recent operations.

“At the moment, we can say that we have cleared all their lairs. Interrogations are under way, and there is every chance that we will be able to completely dismantle their network in the next couple of days.”

“This is good news, but what about Borislav Atamanov? How did he manage to escape?” the Emperor asked demandingly.

“He turned out to be stronger than we anticipated, even with the reserve we had in place,” Rodion clarified. “The house was blocked, but Atamanov didn’t even consider fleeing. He attacked and killed many of our people. Some were able to recover, but…”

“I already know about the losses. How exactly did he escape and where is he now?”

“We’re still looking, sir,” Rodion admitted, feeling the weight of the Emperor’s scrutiny. Letting a Higher demon and Walker get away was a grave oversight, fraught with consequences.

“During the battle, he broke through the perimeter of our blockers. Atamanov was wounded, but that didn’t slow him down.”

“Any luck tracking him?”

“He headed for the mountains. I sent a detachment to follow his trail, but we lost him after ten teleportations. He checked his bases, which we had already captured by then, and then vanished completely.”

The teleportation vector determinant had not worked perfectly. It was necessary to find the point from which the Walker jumped, and then map the distance to determine his movement. This process took about a minute, sometimes more. Finding traces on the other side was challenging, especially since the target moved erratically. As a result, the trail was lost.

“Think about where he might strike next. I’ll have the clan prepare for war. Strengthen your security, and as soon as you find out something, report to me immediately.”

There was a knock on the door, and the secretary peeked in, earning an angry look from the Emperor.

“Excuse me, sir... Vyacheslav Belogrudov is here. He requests an urgent meeting and… an explanation.”

The secretary hesitated, visibly uncomfortable under the Emperor’s gaze.

“Show him to the reception room and tell him I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” he replied coldly, regaining control of his emotions. “And you,” he turned to Rodion, “get to work.”


Chapter 7
KNIVES




The guests gathered on the street near the house. When I went down after Catherine, they were already making noise and arguing about who would go first. I expected her to intervene and stop this dangerous game, but to my surprise, although clearly displeased, she remained on the sidelines. As the hostess, she had the authority to halt any inappropriate activities among the young aristocrats. Either this game was commonplace in their society, or Catherine chose not to assert her authority.

As I surveyed the group, most of the young aristocrats were enthusiastically determining the order of participants, filled with jokes, bravado, and competitive banter. A few stood apart with indifferent expressions, engaged in their own conversations, showing little interest in what was happening.

“Enough talk! I’m going first,” Victor shouted, exuding confidence. “Who’s up against me?”

Victor stepped into the circle, locking eyes defiantly with the others. Noting his lack of previous bravado, I suspected he was merely playing along.

“I’ll take a swing at it!” exclaimed the guy who arrived with Oleg, positioning himself opposite Victor. His name was Dmitry, as I recently learned. Smiling, he cast a brief glance at Rao, who returned a defiant look. Victor frowned.

I wondered how aristocrats, with their high levels of aggression and conflict, and obvious lack of self-preservation instincts managed to reach adulthood. Did the most reckless simply die out without leaving descendants?

The participants settled on who would start and moved ten paces apart. Dmitry took the knife, twirling it before his throw.

Initially, I didn’t grasp the seriousness of the situation as he threw the knife weakly — something even an ordinary person could easily intercept or dodge. Victor effortlessly caught it and, with little effort, retaliated with a slightly more forceful throw.

“Show him!” Rao shouted, though it was unclear at first who she was addressing.

Soon I understood what was happening. With each throw, the speed and strength increased. At the same time, they also walked towards each other, reducing the distance.

The guys competed to prove their bravery and skill. Ambitions, coupled with the presence of women and youthful recklessness, naturally drew serious interest to their antics. Not everyone participated; Alice and Nastya remained in the gazebo, observing from a distance. Catherine stood nearby, keeping an eye on the boys, while Rao teased the guys and the other girls watched their boyfriends closely.

As the speed and risks increased, the crowd was becoming louder and louder.

The first round ended with the knife stabbing into Dmitry’s hand.

“My champion!” Rao shouted, embracing Victor enthusiastically. Her behavior puzzled me; I couldn’t discern if they were together or not. At times, she seemed reserved, but now she was clearly caught up in the spectacle.

“Who’s next?” Alexander asked, his demeanor calm amidst the excitement.

“Ed, how about you and I?” Oleg suggested.

It was expected. By all rights, Oleg should challenge me. He didn’t merely ask; he made a show of it, looking around to emphasize the audacity of his suggestion.

“Sure, why not?” I replied, stepping into the circle.

The crowd buzzed with anticipation. About fifteen people had assembled — a sufficient audience for the spectacle.

“Seriously?” Oleg seemed surprised.

“Absolutely. Or have you already chickened out?”

“Uh-oh...” the crowd murmured around us.

“Oleg, you better be careful,” Victor said. “Edgar is not as simple as he seems.”

“Sure, I’ll be careful,” he promised.

“Can I have a knife?” I extended my hand towards Dmitry, who looked annoyed.

What naive fools they all were. There was an aristocrat’s blood left on that knife. If I wished, I could do so much with it as an alchemist. But I didn’t need to.

Their provocation and silly games bored me. I expected more from aristocrats — this test of prowess seemed almost childish. Yet, it clearly required strengths: speed, agility, regeneration, and it was an easy way of asserting one’s place in the hierarchy, but still…

It didn’t surprise me that aristocrats found such games entertaining. Nor did Oleg’s attempt to provoke me — he, like a predator, chose a victim to assert his dominance. So be it. I bet he didn’t realize I had different plans.

In front of everyone, I twirled the knife, examining it and testing its balance. A plain, four-inches blade with a simple handle.

“Ready?” Oleg asked from across the circle.

“I’m betting on Edgar!” Victor called out, heating up the atmosphere.

“Me too!” Catherine interjected. “One hundred thousand, anyone taking the bet?”

The unexpected announcement caught everyone off guard, especially Oleg. There was a significant difference between us; he was certain he would win.

“I bet on Oleg,” his sister declared.

“I’ll follow,” Dmitry chimed in.

“Sorry, Ed,” Anton said, looking apologetic. “But my money’s on Oleg. One hundred thousand, right? Cash?”

“We’ll settle it later,” Catherine said.

“It’s Ed for me!” Nastya joined in. “He knows how to surprise.”

“Let’s write this down...” Bogdan added. “Also, I’m betting on Oleg. Easy money.”

“I’ll support Ed,” Alexander spoke up. “Two hundred thousand.”

“The stakes are rising,” Rao observed, rubbing her hands together.

And so, the bets were placed. About a third favored me, the rest backed up Oleg. I shrugged, feeling the weight of responsibility. I could be spending this time at the sea right now…

“Stand facing each other.” Catherine took charge, positioning herself between us. “Edgar is new to this game, so I’ll explain the rules. The first throw is a warm-up, gentle. You increase the strength with each subsequent throw. If you throw too hard initially, you are disqualified. After the tenth round, if you get that far, you can throw as you please. The one whose blood touches the ground first loses.”

“Let me clarify,” Oleg interjected, “small cuts don’t count.”

His smirk suggested he knew something I didn’t.

Catherine looked displeased.

“The rule stands: the one whose blood touches the ground loses. Edgar, you go first.”

I nodded, twirling the knife once more to gauge its balance.

“Can you bet on yourself?” I asked the onlookers.

“No,” Catherine answered curtly.

“Come on, throw already,” Oleg impatiently urged.

It seemed like his plans weren’t going as expected. This was just the beginning.

I threw the knife as instructed — not too forcefully, making it interceptable. Oleg’s quick catch revealed his tension. Retrieving it, he threw it back with more force.

I focused solely on the handle. Ignoring the blade was crucial; staring at it meant catching it and thus cutting yourself.

By the fifth round, the speed became dangerously intense. The crowd shouted, some encouraging, others provoking, but I remained focused, oblivious to their antics.

In the ninth round, I barely managed to catch the knife, and it was thanks to luck, not skill. Oleg, however, intercepted it as confidently as ever.

Having completed the tenth round, Oleg finally threw with all his might. It was risky, very risky. But I was prepared; it was time to go all in.

As I twirled the knife in my hands before the first throw, I made several quick adjustments. I tied it with the ring on my finger, which already bore control seals designed for a metal ball. Adding a small seal was a piece of cake, even when done swiftly and discreetly. Thankfully, none of those gathered could see the seals hidden from view.

At the moment of the throw, I subtly corrected the knife’s trajectory. It struck my palm with its handle. I deflected it, but there was no blood.

Oleg frowned, clearly expecting a different outcome.

“Edgar! Edgar!” someone chanted my name.

Locking eyes with Oleg, I threw the knife back at him, enhancing the throw with alchemy. The knife shot out like a cannon and...

He managed to intercept it, but not successfully; the blade tore open his palm, and a few drops of blood splattered to the ground.

“We have a hit!” someone nearby exclaimed.

My vision sharpened, capturing more details around me: Catherine’s pensive expression, Oleg’s furious glare, Nastya jumping and clapping her hands, and Victor rubbing his palms with satisfaction.

“I demand a rematch!” Oleg shouted.

But I just shrugged it off and left the arena. I’d had enough of excitement for one day.

***

“Sokolov! You’re my hero!” Victor approached the gazebo. “Let me give you a hug! I haven’t made money so easily in a long time!”

“Hey, get in line! Edgar is our hero!” Nastya retorted playfully.

A few minutes later, people began approaching me to offer congratulations, share their excitement, thank me for the win, and chat. In such moments, I maintained composure and stayed engaged. I didn’t want to get carried away by the attention.

“How did you manage that?” Victor asked after embracing me for real.

“Luck,” I replied simply, hugging him back.

“When a person is consistently lucky like that, it’s more than just luck — it’s talent. Whatever it was, it was impressive,” he remarked.

The moment of glory did not last long. New participants entered the arena eager to prove their valor, and fresh bets were made. Everyone was having fun. Nastya left to join the crowd, but Catherine approached me.

“You surprised me,” she said, her voice carrying a mix of emotions.

“That sounds ambiguous,” I noted.

“That’s true,” she admitted. “But fame always has two sides.”

I nodded. I had already noticed it, even in the short time since the guests arrived. Initially, most treated me as if I were merely a part of the scenery. It wasn’t outright rejection, but rather a lack of genuine interest. They talked to me just because I was here. I wasn’t from a noble enough family, my name didn’t carry weight, and it wasn’t clear why I, a seemingly ordinary guy, was even invited to this private gathering. 

It was different with Nastya, Catherine, and Victor because I knew them better from the Lyceum. Thanks to studying together and proving myself as a decent person, my social value to them was higher. That was why they interacted with me more willingly than with others.

However, after my unexpected victory — even if only temporarily — my social standing saw a slight boost. Suddenly, I became someone worth approaching, someone who had defeated a formidable opponent.

That was how reputation was built.

But there was a downside. Alongside newfound interest came hostility — not just from Oleg but also from those who had lost bets. While it wouldn’t escalate to a blood feud, such minor incidents often colored social dynamics and interactions.

Catherine tried to warn me.

***

The evening continued on the yacht, a separate entertainment worthy of mention. I quickly appreciated the opportunity to be at the open sea, feeling both fascinated and slightly apprehensive about the vastness beneath me. Anything could be hidden in it. As an alchemist without much experience with dealing with liquid, I felt somewhat vulnerable in the water, helpless. Theoretically, I could come up with something, but... Without preparation, training, and practice, I couldn’t do much. Also, I was pretty bad at swimming.

People were drinking champagne, diving into the sea, and fishing, all contributing to a relaxed atmosphere.

At some point, Oleg asked a question.

“Will you show us the famous Gulp?”

I wouldn’t have paid much attention to his words if it weren’t for the reaction of others. Everyone became interested, but Catherine winced and frowned with displeasure.

Once again, Oleg had put her in an uncomfortable position, seemingly oblivious to it.

“That is a closed area,” Catherine replied firmly.

“Oh, come on,” Oleg said with an easy smile. “Everyone knows about the tradition of retrieving pearls for the ladies.”

“Which hasn’t been practiced for a long time,” Catherine pointed out.

“I don’t believe that. There are records with signatures and dates in the house. Didn’t your father retrieve a large pearl for his future wife, your mother?”

“Yes, he did,” Catherine admitted reluctantly.

“In that case, I see no reason not to show us this place. Who’s in favor? Who wants to see the legendary Gulp?”

What could you expect from excited students? Naturally, many supported the idea. Personally, I was curious about this place that sparked so much excitement, but I saw how reluctant Catherine was to take us all there.

Unfortunately, Oleg wasn’t a very considerate person.

“Umm, what’s the Gulp?” Nastya asked.

For which I was especially grateful to her. I knew nothing about it either, but I didn’t want to show my ignorance. You never knew if it was another one of those things aristocrats were just expected to know about.

“Will you explain?” Oleg looked expectantly at Catherine.

“The Gulp is an ancestral marine area. Several species of beasts live there. Sometimes they are hunted, but this is a protected area, so not often. Pearls were collected there before, but about a couple of centuries ago, this practice was abolished to preserve the ecosystem. About a century and a half ago, a new tradition was established. Obtaining pearls for...” here Catherine paused, scanning those who gathered around her, “girls who men were courting. I note that this is a dangerous thing to do even for Higher demons. A Walker has a better chance if they can instantly move out of the water.”

“How difficult is it to get the pearls?” Victor asked. “And will we have the chance to try?”

“You’ll see,” Catherine promised, her voice laced with a clear threat that only a fool would miss.

***

And a couple of hours later, we did. We returned to the house, had a snack, and set out to the Gulp on foot.

The walk took about half an hour. We initially walked parallel to the sea, then turned away from it. I had a hundred questions swirling in my mind but chose to keep them for myself. It was clear I would soon see the place for myself and possibly get all my answers.

I actually had some time to see the pearls in the house before we left. They were displayed on stands in one of the main halls, not guarded by anyone. It was unlikely anyone here would want to steal them. White with golden veins, they exuded a good collection of the world’s energy; I felt it immediately.

I couldn’t refrain myself, and I asked Catherine, who was walking beside me, about them.

“These are the ones my father got for my mother.” She showed me some rather peculiar ones, speaking with love and hidden melancholy.

“Do you miss your father?”

She looked at me and nodded.

“They say he was badly bitten then, the surface was red with blood, but he managed to get out. My mother...” Here Catherine became embarrassed. “She didn’t pay him any attention for a long time, so dad had to resort to extreme measures.”

“Is this pearl famous for something? I mean, does it have any unique properties, or is it just a tradition?”

“They say that in the old days, they ground it and took it as food, thinking that it would increase strength. But my mom proved that it wasn’t true.”

Or perhaps the family deliberately spread the rumor about its ineffectiveness to deter others and avoid jealousy.

Catherine shared other stories, not just about her parents. The house was filled with “evidence” of how men courted women of the Medvedev family throughout history. As I later found out, they not only owned this house but also land stretching for many miles in all directions. In other mansions, which were few but still enough within sight, lived other members of their clan. Basically, I was now in the very heart of their ancestral lands.

Needless to say, after hearing a dozen stories about how Catherine’s great-great-grandfather dived into danger to surprise her great-great-grandmother, it was impossible to remain indifferent. And I didn’t. When Catherine was distracted and went to attend to other guests, I discretely took measurements of the pearls to study them, wondering if I could replicate these treasures. I was also curious about my theory that it was still a catalyst of their hereditary family abilities.

I checked the pearls, and yet so far, I couldn’t say anything for sure.

***

To get to the Gulp, we had to go uphill. It wasn’t a significant climb, about fifty feet at most, but by the end, my legs were buzzing from the effort.

We were greeted with an interesting sight: a massive hole among the rocks, for lack of a better term.

“Water comes here from underground springs,” Catherine explained when we asked her about the phenomenon.

The scene was remarkable. The rocks were bare, devoid of any vegetation. The pit itself was enormous, spanning three hundred feet in diameter, if not more. It was so vast that the mansion we stayed in could easily fit inside without touching the edges. The water’s surface began about five or six stories down as if measured by building floors. The water shimmered with a blue hue, making it impossible to gauge its depth. But according to Catherine’s stories, it was very deep.

“What’s down there?” Victor asked.

“It’s a secret,” Catherine replied.

The group began to discuss what they saw, egging each other on. Rao, naturally, amped up the excitement.

“Who will take the risk, boys?” she challenged, her words simple but compelling. Her voice, look, and intonation all urged someone to dive in and retrieve the pearls, to prove they were more than just boys.

Guys always felt uneasy around girls like Rao. It was Alice who defused the situation. She had spoken only a handful of times during her entire stay here, but now she decided to voice her thoughts. She walked up to the ledge, peered down while the others were chatting, and then simply said:

“It’s dangerous.”

If Rao was objectively good at influencing young men, then Alice was simply a weapon of mass destruction. I shuddered, and I wasn’t alone.

“What I had said more than once,” Catherine had been the first to interject. “If you had your fill of it, I suggest we head back. It’s getting dark.”

“Wait!”

Of course, it was Oleg. Who else?

“Doesn’t anyone want to test themselves? Edgar, how about you? Will you take on another challenge?”

How predictable and tiresome.

Being part of an aristocratic family didn’t guarantee decency. No matter the power and family influence one had, they could still turn out to be an asshole. I couldn’t call Oleg an idiot, but let’s just say he was one of those who loved attention, being in the limelight, and taking up as much space as possible.

That knife game had been just a small part of his repertoire. He showered Catherine with compliments, spearheaded most initiatives, and was always the center of conversation. Individually, these traits might seem insignificant, but together, they painted a picture of someone accustomed to taking the lead — and it clearly infuriated him when things didn’t go his way.

That was where his education and manners came into play. He behaved amiably and avoided insults and overt conflict... at least on the surface. Yet, he often engineered situations where he could prove himself, usually at the expense of others.

“I’ll pass,” I replied indifferently.

“Why?” he feigned surprise.

“I can’t swim.”

“How’s that possible?” he persisted. “I thought everyone knew how to swim.”

“Maybe Ed had enough challenges for one day?” Victor intervened. “Are you planning to take the plunge yourself?”

Oleg had to leave me alone once I openly admitted my weakness. I didn’t see it as a flaw, and apparently, neither did the others. At least no one openly accused me of cowardice. I knew I wasn’t a strong enough swimmer to recklessly plunge into such a perilous place without the abilities of a Walker.

“Well, yes, I will!” Oleg said confidently. “Catherine’s birthday is coming soon, how could I miss this opportunity?”

Stripping off his T-shirt to flaunt his muscular physique, he strode toward the cliff. The crowd grew noisy, chanting his name, whistling, and cheering.

But my thoughts turned elsewhere. Was it pure confidence or was he just trying to show off? And what if he harmed himself? Could it lead to conflict?

He executed a graceful jump, perfectly timed to evoke cheers from the crowd, entering the water with barely a splash. Silence fell instantly. Everyone clustered along the cliff edge, eagerly scanning the water for any sign of him.

In that quiet moment, Catherine’s voice cut through like a verdict.

“He jumped before he could hear the important details,” she said slowly. “To retrieve the pearls, you need to descend to a depth of fifty feet. The larger pearls are even deeper. Below lie rocks, crevices, and ledges where it’s easy to lose your way. Finding the pearl itself might be manageable for many demons, but once oxygen runs low, adrenaline surges. The heart races. It’s like a beacon attracting creatures. And there are plenty down there...”

“A minute and a half has passed,” Alexander noted.

“It’s about to begin,” Catherine said confidently and turned away from the Gulp.

As she said so, I sensed spatial distortions right behind my back. There was a sudden splash, followed by a crack and a scream. We all spun around to see Oleg lying on the ground, desperately trying to free himself from something...

At first, I couldn’t discern what it was — whether a snake or a fish. It was ten feet long, coiled around his side, and entwined his leg, squeezing so hard we could hear bones cracking.

Catherine jumped to his aid. She was close by, and with a swift strike, she weakened the creature. Apparently, they couldn’t survive with a broken skull. With a powerful pull, she ripped the beast off, tearing away a chunk of flesh from Oleg in the process. Surprisingly, he didn’t seem overly concerned, just hissed through the pain as his wound miraculously began to heal before our eyes.

“Would anyone else want to join me for round two?” Oleg asked with a smile.

“I don’t think so,” Catherine said coldly. “But thanks to you, we’ve got dinner sorted. The taste is awful, but we don’t waste valuable resources around here.”

***

Borislav Atamanov stood at the window of his hotel room, gazing at the Emperor’s palace below. Nobody knew he was here; the room belonged to him as a shareholder of the hotel, and as a Walker, he could come and go unnoticed.

Leaning against the window frame, Borislav relished in his hatred and calculated his options for revenge. The damned Emperor had destroyed everything in a single day — years of meticulously built business, a network of distributors, his reputation... Worse yet, Borislav had learned that an order had been issued to strip his family of their lands, freeze their accounts, and confiscate their assets.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” an unfamiliar voice interrupted his thoughts.

For a brief moment, Borislav felt fear. He already felt hunted, but he had hoped that hiding near the lion’s den would keep him safe from detection. He hadn’t considered it possible for someone to enter the secured room so easily without being noticed.

Twitching, he turned around, ready to attack. Fear was one thing, but he was always prepared to fight.

“Calm down,” said the authoritative voice. “I’m not your enemy. But if you make a move, I’ll teach you a lesson.”

Borislav bared his fangs in response. No one dared to threaten him. Yet there was something about the visitor that silenced him — a strange presence, a confident demeanor. The stranger, a man, sat casually in a chair with his legs crossed and hands folded in front of him.

“Who are you?” he demanded, noting the Anglo-Saxon accent he spoke.

“Does it matter? You can call me Canis.”

“Big fan of hounds?”

“You can say so.” The man grinned. “So, tell me, do you want revenge?”

“Against the Emperor?” Borislav forced himself to relax, easing the tension in his muscles. “How about a drink?”

“You don’t have any decent drinks here. Better yet, tell me what it’s like to lose everything and become an outcast? Even your friendship with the Belogrudovs couldn’t save you, could it?” The guest sneered.

“Why are you here?” Borislav decided not to escalate the situation.

“To harness your hatred, of course. Unfortunately, your Belogrudovs aren’t strong enough to do what’s necessary. So, you can hide for a few more months or… take your revenge. Do you know who betrayed you?”

“Who?” Borislav leaned forward.

“Your son. You didn’t watch him closely enough. The boy implicated himself. Ended up in the Emperor’s dungeons and started talking very quickly. Ambitious but weak,” the man said with disdain.

Anger flared up inside Borislav, but deep down he knew it was true. On all counts. He had neglected his son, never treating him as a worthy successor.

“Is he alive?”

“He’s in prison. He’ll testify against you soon. For amnesty.”

“Fool.” The embittered father clenched his fists.

“I won’t argue with that. You might think you have only two options — getting revenge, stupid and merciless, or leaving the empire once and for all and live your last days in some small country in a forgotten corner of the world. Only, there is a third choice: prove your worth and deserve your place in the new world. You can do it your own way, or you can listen to my advice. Take the Emperor’s niece as a hostage for an exchange. They’ll try to kill you, but you have a chance. What say you? No witnesses, no testimonies, and no justification for the Emperor’s actions. When he falls, much can be rewritten.”

Borislav nodded. He’d already accepted that he wouldn’t be able to save his heir. To sacrifice his foolish son to reclaim everything? He wasn’t naive. He knew they wanted to use him. But he didn’t dismiss the guest outright.

“What do you propose?”

“Right now, Olga Medvedev’s daughter is relaxing with her friends at the seaside. Security’s tight, but you’re capable enough…” Canis grinned. “Capable enough to get through. You can capture the girl or kill them all. The choice is yours.”

“A tempting offer.”

“Then prepare yourself. Act wisely this time. Not like you usually do.”

Borislav wanted to unleash his anger at the stranger but didn’t get the chance. Canis vanished, leaving him alone with his thoughts.


Chapter 8
A WIZARD




I could, with a clear conscience, call the next three days the days of complete rest. It all started very well — Oleg Gornostaev left. He promised to return for Catherine’s birthday, but he had some business to attend to during the week. Maybe it was true, or maybe his sensitive soul couldn’t handle being spat out by the Gulp in front of all of us. Either way, it didn’t matter, to be honest.

With Oleg gone, the rest of us enjoyed ourselves. We ate, talked, had fun, rode on the yacht, and explored the local mountains on ATVs. We sunbathed, played the guitar, and listened to Alice’s divine voice as she sang for us several times.

I truly managed to relax. Not thinking about anything, just lying in the sun turned out to be a test in itself. For the first two days, I was tense, but by the last three, I had switched gears and immersed myself in the experience.

What could I say... I liked it.

This didn’t mean I completely relaxed. Thoughts of tasks and problems crept in now and then, but I considered them lazily, reminding myself that rest was also an important part of life. I just needed to be ready to get back into the working mood.

I also used this time to think about a gift for Catherine. I wasn’t a Walker, so I couldn’t just pop into my workshop for a couple of hours, make a piece of jewelry, and come back. Also, there were better options.

The idea was obvious if I thought about it. Quite risky, too.

We were at sea, and Catherine wanted to be surprised. Their family had a tradition of getting pearls from the Gulp. This was typically a romantic gesture, but since she had asked to be surprised… I was an alchemist, surprises were my specialty.

I didn’t intend to dive. There was no need to take pointless risks. I wasn’t Oleg — I’d rather use my brain.

I spent three days in secret preparations. Calculations, measuring more pearls, and studying how the security worked. Her birthday was tomorrow. I couldn’t put it off any longer.

After everyone went to bed, I waited another hour, got ready, and headed outside. It was worth noting that the estate was heavily guarded. A stranger from the street couldn’t just walk in. Moreover, there was security both around the estate and the surrounding lands. In other words, any intruder would have to fight their way long and hard to reach the house, which, in the case of Walkers, was meaningless. If ordinary people or even demons attacked, the Walker residents could evacuate or transfer more forces here. There was also meteorite iron in the house. That was why guests always appeared in the yard, not in the house itself.

I went down the stairs as quietly as possible. Any tiny creak would be like an alarm for these mutant aristocratic demons, especially in the middle of the night.

Once on the first floor, I froze. Something was wrong... I could see quite well in the dark now. It was another ancestral gift that awakened along with farsightedness. Thanks to my vision, I saw what I should not have seen.

Someone was sitting in the hall, on the sofas, and judging by how close they were to each other, hugging and kissing. A second passed, my vision adjusted...

No, I wouldn’t be surprised to see a couple here. There were plenty of them in the house, and it wasn’t hard to guess that many were sleeping together. But what I didn’t expect to see was…

Girls. Two girls. Kissing.

Slowly looking away, I carefully moved towards the exit and soon got out of the house, exhaling. Boy, I did not see this coming… I couldn’t discern who the girls were, but maybe it was better that way.

When I approached the exit to the estate, a dark figure of a security guard stepped out to meet me.

“Is the gentleman lost?” he asked politely.

“The gentleman wishes to take a walk outside the grounds.”

“That may be dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself.”

We stared at each other for a few moments, as much as the darkness allowed, before I silently continued on my way. Nobody stopped me. I wasn’t worried about the guard remembering me and informing the head of security. I wasn’t doing anything wrong anyway. The priority was to finish what I had in mind; everything else was irrelevant.

***

“Boss, hello. Sokolov left the territory. Should I bring him back?”

“Sokolov?” came the voice through the earphone. “No, let him wander. Just observe in which direction he goes.”

The night sky was full of stars, enough for the guard to see the figure walking away from the mansion.

“Is he alone?” asked the head of security after a minute.

“Yes, sir.”

“Return to your post.”

The guard shrugged and turned back. Orders were orders.

***

Rodion sat in the headquarters, which had been assembled to respond swiftly to the Atamanov issue.

A single Walker could strain the security system of an entire clan. They couldn’t afford to be careless.

“Sir! We have new information!” One of the analysts stood up from the table.

There were a dozen people in the headquarters, all receiving real-time updates from key facilities most likely to be targeted. The guards at these locations had the additional duty of reporting any suspicious activities immediately.

“What is it?” asked Rodion.

“At the house by the sea, a certain Sokolov left the territory of the mansion alone at night. Should we bring him back, follow him, or let him go?”

“Let him go,” he replied, assessing the situation. “The first team is on standby. Send Walkers of the Alpha group to surveil Sokolov.”

The headquarters was bustling with activity.

***

When I got to the Gulp, Catherine was already there, standing in a dressing gown, arms crossed, with a dissatisfied expression.

“Here you are,” I said before she got a chance to speak. “Just in time.”

“For what?”

Discontent gave way to tension. I needed to fix this, and I needed to do it fast.

“What time is it, can you tell me?”

“A little after one.”

“Well, I don’t know the exact time you were born, but it’s already after midnight. Then, first of all, happy birthday. And secondly, could you move away from the ledge?”

“For what? Just don’t tell me you’re about to jump.”

“I won’t say that.”

“Ed... We came to a dangerous place at night. Don’t make me angry.”

Oh, these Medvedev women. They looked so sweet, but when you angered them even slightly, you quickly remembered how dangerous they were.

“Actually, I came to surprise you,” I answered as friendly as possible. “And no, I’m not going to jump. Wizards don’t need to.”

Matvey’s first commandment was that charming speeches didn’t have to be logical. Quite the contrary.

“Wizards?” She frowned even more. “What are you talking about?”

Judging by the steely notes in her voice, I was walking on thin ice here.

It was time to begin. And with Catherine here, there was no room for error.

“Catherine...” I said, approaching her until I was very close. “Can you...” I touched her shoulder. “Trust me a little?”

“Only a little,” she snorted irritably but did not shake off my hand.

“As an experienced wizard,” I tried to say in a soulful voice, “I can say with confidence that magic requires several factors to align. First, we need a suitable place.” I gestured to the abyss below us. “Secondly, we need wind, a clear moon, and night. Okay, okay, night isn’t necessary.” I grinned. “But, you must admit, it adds ambiance. Thirdly,” I did not allow Catherine to say a word, “the most important thing is that we need a beautiful girl, one for whom one young wizard will perform a miracle.”

“Come on already... wizard.” She grinned.

The tension was gone, and while the mood might not have been perfect, it was good enough.

“You have a beautiful tradition, but there are some things I don’t like about it. Men stole from nature to amaze their women. I think there’s a better way to do it.”

Turning away from Catherine, I walked up to the ledge, raised my hands to the sky, and recited, putting all my strength into my voice:

“I call upon the sea! I ask you to give what is worthy of her!”

I turned to the Law of Similarity and all the seals I’d prepared. What bothered me was that I’d never been very good at controlling liquid.

“The sea answered... beholding your beauty!”

Just as despair of failure gnawed at me, a splash erupted from the water. Moments later, something cold, dark, and slimy fell into my hand. When I realized a pearl lay nestled inside, immense relief washed over me.

Turning to Catherine, I opened the shell with my fingers and saw a flickering ball the size of a coin. It glowed brightly enough to illuminate our faces. Catherine stared in disbelief, her expression transfixed. Tentatively, she reached out and touched the pearl.

“How...?” she whispered.

“The sea responded to your beauty,” I replied. “This is for you. Happy bi...”

Before I could finish the sentence, Catherine stepped forward, dangerously close, and... Our lips met.

It was my first taste of losing myself completely. Heat surged through my body. Her lips were intoxicating, erasing all other thoughts, and making me forget where I was and who I was with. My hand rested on her waist, drawing her closer, feeling the warmth of her tender body.

This moment lasted several seconds. An eternity that ended too soon, cut short by an unexpected interruption.

***

“What do you mean my daughter left the mansion in the middle of the night?! Who is she with?!”

***

After I was kidnapped by a Walker, I improved my defense, ensuring no sudden movements could catch me off guard. The new version of the blocker operated discreetly without creating any spatial distortions for Walkers, so that I wouldn’t cause any suspicions. No one could just show up and snatch me. Thanks to my devices, I wasn’t an easy target for most of the Walkers. Or at least I believed so. There was still no good way to check all types of their abilities. I also developed a method to detect spatial disturbances within a thirty-step radius, anticipating any Walker’s approach. Not that I didn’t trust my spidey senses, but it was nice to be sure about such things.

The ring on my finger vibrated, snapping me out of the kiss. I pulled back, concern etching my expression as I met Catherine’s clouded gaze.

My first thought was that Olga Medvedev had come to unleash her wrath on me. But the body was smarter. Retrieving an artifact ball from my pocket, I prepared for the worst.

Catherine, blissfully unaware of the danger, stood with her back to the Gulp, oblivious to the figure emerging from the darkness. But I saw it. A harpoon gleamed in its hands — a weapon used to hunt Walkers so that they couldn’t teleport.

In a heartbeat, I released the ball, commanding it to intercept the Walker. I pulled Catherine close, shielding her just as the harpoon struck me, piercing my chest. The pain was unbearable, but I managed to activate the ball, ensnaring the Walker and tearing him apart.

I didn’t see what happened next. It was hard to keep track of the situation when your chest was pierced. I didn’t pass out, but my vision went dark. Catherine screamed, attempting to move me, but my defenses held firm, preventing her from saving me.

I tried to pull out the pin, but it turned out to have teeth. I had neither strength nor understanding of what to do next. Slowly trying to pull it out only made it worse, and I almost passed out.

Catherine’s quick thinking, or maybe her very strong hands, saved me. With a desperate, but quick pull, she dislodged the harpoon, freeing me from excruciating torment. Blinking back into awareness, I saw the security, some Walkers and demons converging. The attacker was spotted and captured. At least what was left of him.

“Are you alright?” Olga Medvedev appeared beside us.

“I’m fine, but Ed took the hit,” Catherine replied nervously, her eyes darting between me, her mother, and the security team.

Olga gestured for silence and leaned closer.

“Perhaps you should deactivate it?” she suggested, referring to the artifact.

Feeling my hunger growing and the wound closing, I turned off the artifact and was immediately transported.

***

The next time I opened my eyes, I was in the palace, together with Catherine.

“Stay here!” Olga ordered and disappeared.

“How are you?” Catherine asked.

“In one piece. Are you hurt?” I looked at her but found no traces of injuries. She was still in her dressing gown.

“Well, except for almost being thrown off a cliff, I’m fine,” she replied with a hint of embarrassment. “Thank you for protecting me. Again.”

She sat down, gently touching the area below my heart where the harpoon had struck, causing my ribs to break. Though it was healed now, I still felt phantom pain.

“Seems almost like a tradition.” I chuckled nervously. “By the way, the pearl...”

“Safe with me.” She smiled, retrieving the glowing pearl from her pocket.

“Is this normal, for it to glow like that?” I asked, curious.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. How did you come by it? What kind of magic was that?”

“Wizards don’t reveal their secrets,” I replied evasively.

Neither do alchemists.

“Yeah.” She laughed nervously. “You have some strange magic — summoning pearls, and enemies.”

“That wasn’t me, I swear!” I raised my hands in mock surrender, then let them fall, accidentally brushing her fingers with mine. We locked eyes briefly, but nothing more happened.

Suddenly, Sofia appeared next to us.

“I’m here for you,” she said to Catherine and then turned to me, “and you were told to sit here and wait.”

***

Olga scrutinized her daughter.

“Care to explain how you ended up outside the house in the middle of the night?” she demanded.

“I don’t,” Catherine retorted bluntly.

Olga was taken aback by Catherine’s firm response, struggling to formulate a reply. She opened her mouth, closed it, and then repeated the gesture in frustration before finally speaking, her voice full of anger.

“You could have been killed!”

“You should have warned me that our family was being hunted by an enemy Walker,” Catherine retorted sharply. “I had noticed the heightened security, yet no one bothered to explain why.”

“You’re still young,” Olga replied tersely.

“Then what do you want from me?” Catherine pressed on. “And why was Edgar allowed to leave the estate’s territory if the threat was so serious? Were you using him as bait? Have you all lost your minds?”

“No one was used as a bait,” Olga stated coldly. “Was it one of the guards who informed you that he had left the estate?”

“I figured it out myself,” Catherine said defiantly, her chin lifting challengingly.

“Of course you did,” Olga mimicked her. “And then you went kissing in front of everyone, giving them all something to gossip about. Bravo. A true noble lady.”

Catherine flushed, looked at her mother for a few seconds, and then disappeared. Olga sighed deeply, feeling a mix of anger and lingering fear, reminiscent of the night she had lost her husband. It was then that the Walkers had first come to their house.

***

About an hour later, I was roused from a light doze on the sofa by Olga’s arrival. Her presence was more intimidating than reassuring.

I had time to reflect on what had happened. The security had appeared almost instantly, indicating they were keeping a close eye on us. Olga had swiftly emerged as well, suggesting she had been nearby, observing the scene unfold. It turned out our kiss and my “magic show” had been witnessed by many.

I couldn’t decide which was worse: revealing my abilities or the public display of affection.

I did, however, appreciate the fact that my chances with Catherine were better than I initially thought. Otherwise, why would she have kissed me?

So, if I could ascend a few steps on the social ladder, I could potentially pursue a more active role in her life. A courtship and a relationship seemed plausible. I just needed to climb those steps. A couple of dozen of them.

Actually, I first needed to survive the meeting with Olga.

“Are you sleeping?” she asked upon her arrival. “You must have nerves of steel to fall asleep after what happened.”

“Just dozing off,” I replied, starting to rise instinctively.

“Sit.” She waved her hand when I was about to stand up.

Olga settled into a chair opposite me, her fingers nervously tapping on the armrest. I met her gaze squarely. If she expected fear, shame, or embarrassment, she was in for a disappointment.

From her heavy breathing, it was clear she was contemplating something serious — perhaps even my death. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she deeply exhaled and relaxed.

“There’s no time for games,” Olga stated, breaking our intense stare-down. “Tell me your perspective on what happened.”

“We were simply standing there, not bothering anyone...” I began.

“Oh, I saw you standing,” Olga interjected irritably.

“Shall I continue?” I asked calmly, earning an angry glare. “We were standing, enjoying the nice weather...”

“Sokolov...” Olga hissed.

“After I was kidnapped, I set up an alert system. I sensed the Walker moving towards us about a second before the incident. That’s how I knew we had guests and reacted before the enemy fired.”

“Go on,” she urged.

“There’s not much more to tell. I saw a harpoon, attacked, got wounded, and that’s it,” I summarized.

“Nothing else to add?”

“What exactly do you want to hear?” I asked, confused by her line of questioning. “About your daughter or something else?”

“Are you connected in any way with the Atamanov family?” Olga asked pointedly.

“Other than ripping Sapphire’s throat open after being drugged and tortured by him, no,” I replied bluntly. “Why?”

“Let me rephrase. Are you involved in today’s attack?”

“Are you serious?” I exclaimed.

“Very much.”

“Ahh...” I leaned back. “Do you think that I deliberately lured your daughter out?”

“It’s my duty to explore all possibilities,” Olga replied firmly.

“Understood.”

It was insulting, but I understood.

“I’m waiting for your explanation,” Olga prompted.

“No, I have no ties with the Atamanovs or today’s attack. Moreover, I had no malicious intentions towards Catherine or any other members of the Medvedev family or clan.”

I would have understood if she called me a scoundrel and a bastard and ordered me to stay away from her daughter. But accusing me of malicious intent? Unexpectedly, that hit me much harder than I expected.

I knew why she asked this. Olga was scrutinizing me, tracking my facial expressions, heartbeat, and other signs that indicated if I was lying.

I understood all this. But it was also clear that I was not considered one of their own but an outsider who needed to be scrutinized. It made me realize I had prematurely added Olga to my list of trusted people.

“I’m sorry,” she said after a minute. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“It’s okay,” I answered, trying not to show my true feelings in my voice.

She looked me in the eye and lied about being sorry, without batting an eyelash. Just as she tracked my reactions, I tracked hers. I knew she wanted to hurt me, perhaps out of emotion, but it was a fact.

“Any more questions?” I leaned back on the sofa, attempting to relax, despite the tension in the room.

Today, I realized that Olga and I weren’t as close as I had thought. It was naive of me to believe otherwise.

“No.” She seemed calm, but the tension in her sudden movements and deep breathing revealed her anger and irritation.

“Will you tell me what happened?” I asked to break the tense silence.

“The man who attacked you is Borislav Atamanov. He’s alive, by the way. He’s in prison and is currently being interrogated. You probably didn’t know, but the Atamanov family has been destroyed. His son is also in prison, along with the others. Their family was involved in the supply and distribution of drugs. We only have one sentence for that.”

“Drugs? But they are aristocrats...” I trailed off, bewildered.

I knew what drugs were. But I could not even imagine that aristocrats would be involved in that business…

“It is a very profitable business,” Olga explained. “That’s the main reason.”

“Then I’m glad it’s over for them.”

“It’s too early to rejoice. They had allies.”

“Shouldn’t we be afraid of someone else?”

“You should always be afraid of someone. To be honest, Sokolov, you are like a magnet for trouble. Maybe we should lock you up somewhere?”

If she had said that at any other time, I would have taken it as a joke. Now, after the accusations of my involvement... It stung.

“It’s a joke. Don’t be so tense. But if this continues… I don’t even know exactly what to do. This is already a matter of safety and survival. For now, try to stay out of trouble.”

It wasn’t like I sought out trouble deliberately. Although... I had confronted Sapphire Atamanov instead of stepping aside.

“No one in the mansion knows what happened. I’ll take you back there. Pretend that everything is fine.”

“Understood.”

Olga stood up and extended her hand. I got up too.

“And Sokolov... a lot has been said today, but... if you in any way offend my daughter...”

“I assure you I’m not going to do that,” I answered coldly.

She pursed her lips in displeasure. She had definitely seen our kiss, and she didn’t like it — I should keep that in mind.


Chapter 9
AS IF NOTHING HAD HAPPENED




Even though she could teleport, Olga decided to take a walk along the corridor. Descending the stairs, she reached the side of the palace where the winter garden was. Once inside, she sat down, stretched her legs, sighed a couple of times, and began to regain control of her emotions.

It had been a busy night. Borislav Atamanov had resurfaced after slipping off their radar. Then there was Sokolov — a reckless young man who, by taking a midnight stroll, had inadvertently become the key to Atamanov’s reappearance. And, of course, the head of security, who had allowed Sokolov to leave the premises. Olga still wasn’t sure if it was fortunate that the news had reached Rodion in time, allowing him to take advantage of the situation and use Sokolov as bait.

The door opened softly, and a man walked into the garden. Olga caught a whiff of a familiar scent.

“I thought I’d find you here,” said Anastas. “I’m sorry about tonight. I should have seen it coming.”

Olga shook her head, not accepting the apology. Intellectually, she understood that the Walker they had deprived of everything was a very dangerous opponent who needed to be eliminated before he could inflict any harm. That was why they all let Sokolov wander freely, using him as bait. They thought Atamanov might come after the one who had hurt his son.

The chances of this happening were slim. It wasn’t like Atamanov was aware of his son’s activities. During interrogation, Sapphire claimed his father knew nothing. But there was another potential target nearby: a house full of aristocrats’ children. Entering the mansion’s territory was difficult, but a guest venturing outside could provoke a Walker seeking revenge.

“Your daughter shouldn’t have been there.”

Olga nodded, acknowledging the statement. Words didn’t make it any easier. Rodion had come up with the plan on the spot. He intended to watch Sokolov and intervene as soon as the enemy appeared. He should’ve been alone. Catherine shouldn’t have known that he had left the house. But somehow, she found it out, guessed where he went, and met him there.

Because her daughter had been put in danger, Olga was not going to forgive anyone. The fact that the winners are not judged did not justify anyone.

“I hope you won’t seek revenge?” Anastas asked.

“It’s better for him to stay out of my sight for a month,” Olga warned honestly. “And how did Rodion even come up with the idea of framing Edgar?” she asked irritably.

“It was too much, I agree. I’ve already reprimanded him.”

Olga looked at her brother, sensing that the reprimand was merely a formality. From the aristocrats’ perspective, it was standard practice to jeopardize the lives of few to save the many. History had examples of a single Walker destroying entire clans. It wasn’t a danger to be ignored. Therefore, on one side of the scale was the clan’s well-being, and on the other was one fool who wanted to take a walk in the middle of the night.

“If this helps you calm down, then Atamanov Sr. started talking. Healers are keeping him alive now. Even for a Higher demon, losing half of his body is serious damage. He let it slip that he had been tipped off about the mansion. He initially intended to attack the house itself. The target was Catherine. She would have been attacked anyway. So we were very lucky. Sokolov protected her.”

“Who sent him?”

“Some stranger. Strong, arrogant. European.”

“I see.”

Olga exhaled through clenched teeth. She needed to put her emotions aside and work on apprehending the perpetrator, but she was still too angry.

“We also checked the area around the scene of the attack. No traces of other Walkers were found. There is a chance that no one outside saw... you know.”

Olga shuddered at these words.

“Too much.” She smiled nervously. “Yeah...”

Except for the fact that her daughter had kissed Sokolov in front of people... He, who had previously retrieved a luminous pearl from the Gulp in an unconventional manner... And then cut a demon into pieces.

“By the way, we should ask Sokolov to refine the device that can track the Walkers’ movement,” Anastas noted.

“Not now. I… I may have gone a little too far with him. We should give him a break.”

“How far?” He tensed up.

“If we proceed from the fact that he divides everyone into friends and foes, I think he pushed us into the ‘foes’ category.”

“Will that cause problems?”

“I don’t think so. It’s just better to give him some space now. Let him calm down, and then we’ll see.”

“What about Catherine?”

“What about her?” Olga glanced disapprovingly at her brother.

“Well, she likes him. And he likes her. He’s saved her twice now.”

“Oh, forget it. It’ll pass. Hopefully.” Olga grimaced.

“Come on. He’s promising.”

“With his ability to get into trouble, he will be killed before they reach the altar.” She sighed. “Let him work hard, make a name for himself, accumulate a decent amount of wealth, and then we’ll see.”

Anastas smiled, detecting the steely undertone in Olga’s voice. He knew his sister was still possessive in this matter. The need to let her daughter leave the nest angered and irritated her, but that was the prerogative of all parents. Anastas had already gone through this when his daughter was growing up.

“They grow up so fast...” he murmured softly.

For which he earned a dissatisfied glare.

***

Finding myself in my bedroom in the mansion after such a tumultuous night was both pleasant and strange. There was something surreal about surprising a girl with a grand gesture, getting kissed, getting wounded, almost killing a demon, talking with the Emperor’s sister, and then, as if nothing had happened, lying down in a soft bed.

But sleep was elusive.

When there was a bang and a Walker appeared in the room, I jerked but quickly recognized the guest.

“Am I interrupting?” Catherine asked.

“Only my staring at the captivating ceiling.”

“I’ve brought wine.” She showed me the bottle. “How about we relax a little?”

“I’m in,” I said. My throat was dry, and my voice sounded muffled. In the darkness, I saw Catherine notice this and grin.

“If I stay here longer than two minutes, my mom will tear off a couple of heads tomorrow, starting with mine and ending with yours. Shall we move somewhere?”

“Just not to the common room. When I went out at night, I saw that it was... Occupied.”

“Really? Sounds intriguing... Will you throw on a T-shirt?”

“Give me a moment...”

Catherine took me by the elbow and led me to the library. There were glasses and snacks to go with the wine: cheese, and fruit.

“Did they torture you a lot?” Catherine asked me once we sat down. She curled up in the chair and now looked sweet and defenseless.

“Not really. Your mother asked if I was up to something.”

“She did? Forgive her, she’s in a bad mood.”

I was wondering whether this was her idea, or if Olga had sent her…

“No, my mother didn’t send me. Believe me, she’ll give me an earful tomorrow for leaving the house, following you, and everything else…”

I tried to relax, assessing her words. Whether she was manipulating me or not, it was better to proceed as if she were sincere.

“How do you like the wine?”

“It’s not bad.”

“You don’t know much about wines, do you?” she guessed. “Me neither. I just grabbed a bottle I liked from the cellar. I’ll probably get scolded for that too.” She giggled.

The tension gradually eased. We chatted for a couple of hours, talking about everything and nothing. In the end, Catherine sat in my lap, and we shared a couple more kisses.

***

The morning greeted me with a mild hangover, a dry mouth, and the phantom feeling of the warmth of a woman’s body. Catherine and I ended up in my bedroom last night. It hadn’t gone beyond kissing, but even so...

The other guests, if they suspected anything, didn’t show it. They congratulated Catherine, gave her gifts, and couldn’t resist making fun of me.

“Well, Edgar, where’s the gift? How will you surprise our birthday girl?” Victor patted me on the shoulder.

“We’re all waiting,” added Rao, who was sitting nearby at the counter, eating yogurt, and watching the scene unfold.

Before I could come up with an answer, another guest appeared. Oleg, who had previously left the estate, returned early in the morning. He brought a lavish bouquet of flowers and another gift. I noticed a box with a famous jewelry company logo. I had seen it in the catalogs I was studying.

“Hi everyone!” he greeted us. “Where is Catherine?”

“Over there,” Victor pointed to the other room, observing him with interest.

“Catherine!” Oleg shouted.

“I bet his gift will be cooler,” Rao whispered.

“Cooler than Edgar’s?” Victor answered in a whisper. “This is just more easy money for me. I’ll bet you two hundred.”

“What are you betting on?”

The room we were in had three exits. One led to the hall where Oleg went. The second to the porch, and the third to the corridor from where Anton emerged. I noted that he had excellent hearing if he heard the guys whispering from the corridor.

“I bet that Oleg’s gift will be cooler than Edgar’s,” Rao explained. “Two hundred thousand. Are you in?”

“And you, Victor, who are you betting on?”

“Ed, of course,” he said confidently.

I tried to keep my face expressionless.

“Then I’ll pass.”

“You have no passion,” Rao snorted.

It seemed she wanted to make up for her previous loss.

A dozen more people had joined the betting frenzy. Life taught aristocrats nothing. When it turned out that Oleg gave Catherine an expensive necklace, causing a stir among the guests, Victor remained the only one who still seemed to believe in me. Perhaps he knew something?

Catherine also heard about the bet.

“Again?” she asked, clearly displeased.

“Don’t mind them,” Oleg interjected peaceably.

He glanced at me too, radiating self-confidence and a sense of superiority.

“Ladies and gentlemen, don’t you think it’s rather unbecoming to engage in such disputes concerning the birthday girl?” I asked pointedly. “Maybe we should refrain from spoiling the celebration?”

“Oh, come on,” Oleg responded immediately. “It’s all in good fun. We’re on vacation, aren’t we?” His smile was bright and infectious.

“Yes, and the bets are already placed,” Rao chimed in innocently. “Besides, Edgar promised to surprise Catherine, and we’re all eager to see what he has up his sleeve.”

“Indeed,” nodded Victor, looking slightly embarrassed as he caught Catherine’s dissatisfied expression. “Edgar, can you settle our little dispute? What will you give Catherine?”

“He already gave me a gift,” Catherine answered for me.

All eyes turned towards her.

“And what was it?” Victor asked quietly.

“Are you sure you want to know?” she teased, raising an eyebrow and scanning the expectant faces.

“Of course!” Rao exclaimed. “Show us!”

“Then wait...” Catherine moved away briefly and returned.

“Where’s the gift?” Victor stepped out from behind the bar and approached Catherine.

“Here.” She extended her clenched fist forward.

I stood to the side, observing the gathered faces — some curious, others smiling triumphantly, already celebrating their presumed victory.

Then Catherine turned her hand and opened her palm, revealing a pearl.

“What is that?” Oleg frowned, staring in disbelief at what he saw.

“A gift,” Catherine replied calmly. “Is your curiosity satisfied?”

“Is this some kind of joke?” Oleg’s victorious expression shifted to irritation.

Catherine closed her hand around the pearl, her gaze turning cold as she looked at him.

“You wanted to see the gift. You saw it.”

“But how?” Oleg persisted, failing to realize it might be wiser to drop the subject. “I don’t believe it. He couldn’t have gotten the pearl.”

“Nevertheless, Edgar did it,” Catherine replied icily. “Or are you suggesting the birthday girl is lying?”

“No one doubts your word,” Victor intervened. “I think it’s clear to everyone who the winner is.” He grinned, casting a glance around the crowd. “Anyone can buy fancy jewelry. But as we’ve just seen, Ed acquired something truly unique.”

Checkmate. Plus one guy who really disliked me.

As people buzzed and began to argue, Catherine signaled for them to settle it themselves and left. I followed suit, preferring not to hear the debates over whose gift was superior.

Let the young ones enjoy themselves.

As long as the Walkers didn’t come visiting me at night.

***

“Victor, you definitely know something,” Rao whispered, gripping his shoulders as he sat in a chair. “What’s the deal with this Sokolov?”

“Curiosity killed the cat,” Victor grinned.

She purred in his ear, her grip turning into a squeeze.

“I’m serious. Who is he? Basically a nobody. He ended up here by accident.”

“Darling...” Victor said quietly, his eyes closed. “Watch your language.”

“What?” The girl twitched.

“You heard me. He’s an aristocrat and a good friend of mine. He’s a good guy.”

“And that’s a reason to talk to me like that?”

Rao didn’t release her grip, her nails digging into Victor’s shoulders. He winced in pain but didn’t let it show, no matter how hard the girl pressed.

***

“Where the hell did he come from?” Oleg’s indignation knew no bounds. He kept his emotions in check in public, but once alone with a friend, he started ranting.

“You should calm down,” Dmitry noted.

“Why? That little asshole allows himself too much!”

“Be quiet!” Dmitry said firmly. “You’re digging a hole for yourself with your behavior. Didn’t you notice how angry you made Catherine?”

“She’s just being dramatic.” Oleg waved it off. “They always try to play hard to get.”

“You won’t get far with that attitude.” Dmitry shook his head.

***

“Do you need any help?” I found Catherine.

To reach her, I had to leave the noisy room, navigate around the halls, and go to another wing of the mansion.

“I think I can handle it myself,” she replied absentmindedly.

As I entered, she was issuing instructions to the servants, who promptly left, leaving us alone.

“Ah, so you ran away to avoid being torn to pieces?” Catherine teased with a smile.

“I call it a tactical retreat.”

It was clear that the pearl would attract too much attention — too many questions. Initially, I thought that it would remain between Catherine and me. I didn’t want to flaunt it in front of the others. But everything got so twisted. I had no idea how I still kept a cool head through everything that had happened.

“You know, it’s a bit unfair. Not the retreat part, but you outshining me on my own birthday,” she remarked playfully.

“That wasn’t my intention.”

“Who outshone you?”

A new guest interrupted us. Sofia entered the room. While the girls embraced each other, I pondered how to behave. After all, no one knew about my connection with the Emperor’s daughter.

“And you, apparently, are Edgar?” She looked at me. “The hero, the lov…”

“Sofia!” Catherine’s voice, full of anger, stopped her cousin mid-sentence.

“Well, well, well, it seems someone managed to get on my cousin’s nerves this morning,” Sofia remarked unabashedly, casting a meaningful glance my way.

“Kate!”

Another guest burst into the room unannounced. A small girl flew through the door and jumped onto Catherine.

Svetlana Mayer came running to us. Catherine’s baby sister and Olga’s younger daughter, who was only nine years old and looked like a walking mischief. A very promising demon and Walker, as far as I could say.

“Sveta.” Catherine affectionately patted her sister’s head. “Promise me you’ll behave!”

“Oh no!” Svetlana protested before disappearing, leaving behind whitish smoke.

I froze, wondering how such a small girl teleported inside the house full of meteorite iron which was supposed to block any spatial movements. Did she know the dead spots of the meteorite iron throughout the house, or could somehow sense them?

“Ah.” Catherine sighed. “Give me strength to survive today...”

Turning away from us, Catherine headed elsewhere. Sofia and I were left alone, and I felt awkward under her scrutinizing, mocking gaze. But then another guest arrived.

“Where’s Catherine?” asked August Medvedev, who also happened to be Sofia’s brother.

“She just stepped out,” Sofia replied. “Meet Edgar Sokolov.”

“Sokolov?” August repeated thoughtfully. “Nice to meet you.”

He extended his hand, which struck me as slightly awkward. He seemed like a young man trying too hard to appear mature, yet coming across as an overly serious and gloomy teenager. Sofia, sensing my unspoken question, shook her head subtly. The Emperor’s son seemed unaware of the recent events.

After shaking hands, August mentioned he was looking for Catherine and held out a gift box in his hands.

“What’s been happening here?” Sofia inquired once we were alone again.

“Better not to ask,” I advised.

“More intriguing by the moment... Does it have something to do with the commotion in the dining room?” she pressed.

“Yeah,” I relented. “Is there anywhere in this house where one could have some privacy?”

“Hiding out here?” Victor approached us. “Oh, forgive me, Your Highness,” he added with a bow.

“Victor, no need for that.” She chuckled. “Better tell me, what did Ed do...”

“Oh yes, Edgar is quite an asset. I earned more than a million these days by betting on him. He never fails me,” Victor said with a grin.

“Time for me to take my cut,” I joked dryly.

While Sofia delved into the details, I slipped away discreetly. It might not have been the most graceful exit, breaching etiquette on several fronts, but I needed a moment to collect myself and cool down. Socializing could be demanding, especially when I had to think ahead and choose my words carefully.

***

“I knew I would find you here,” Nastya said.

I smiled, apologizing for my predictability, and threw another stone into the water.

I ran away from the fuss to the beach. I liked the sea and wanted to spend more time next to it. It felt soothing.

“How is the situation in there?” I asked.

“The argument settled down if that’s what you mean,” Nastya replied. “Victor hinted that others’ secrets are a sacred thing, so maybe they’ll stop pestering you.”

“Just don’t ask me how I got the pearl.” I noticed Nastya’s curious look.

“I already know you’re good at surprises,” she replied, slightly flustered. “This time, though, you surprised... someone else.”

I studied Nastya carefully, trying to discern the meaning behind her words. It would be foolish to think she harbored romantic feelings for me; she interacted freely with all the guys, while still maintaining a clear distance. While some showed more interest, including me at times, it was all part of the casual dynamic, especially evident during our vacation.

So what did her words mean?

“What’s with that expression?” she teased, laughing.

I sighed to myself. It seemed everyone enjoyed poking fun at me.


Chapter 10
CELEBRATION




Catherine’s birthday was a grand affair, with nearly four dozen people gathered. At some point, I stopped trying to remember everyone’s names, let alone forging new social connections. Instead, I observed people interacting more than I engaged myself. Fortunately, I managed to steer clear of any new troubles, which was a relief. Perhaps one day, I’d learn to navigate aristocratic gatherings with ease, but for now, I was still far from that comfort.

To be honest, no one was making it easy for me.

Watching Oleg’s behavior, I noticed his arrogance was directed towards me but didn’t seem to affect others. It was more like the typical bravado of a confident young man. He effortlessly socialized, entertained, and sparked laughter, clearly in his element.

I kept a close eye on him for a specific reason. If I were to consider a relationship with Catherine, it might lead to marriage, and she deserved a good husband. Was I capable of playing that role? Not financially, not in terms of personal strength, nor in my ability to navigate aristocratic circles. He might be an asshole to me, but he was undeniably good at socializing.

One moment stood out from the rest. Somehow, I found myself alone on the veranda. As everyone was called to the table inside, I was preparing to join them when Oleg appeared.

“Edgar!” he called out. “I’ve been looking for you. How’s it going? Why the long face?”

His words did nothing to ease my tension. I stiffened, unsure of how to react if he decided to provoke me. I didn’t want to ruin Catherine’s party, and I promised Olga I would do my best to stay out of trouble.

Something must have shown in my expression. Oleg’s smile faded, and he straightened up, maintaining a cautious smile while giving me a serious look. He smiled, but his eyes conveyed that he was ready for conflict.

“We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot,” he said slowly. “And we both like the same girl, don’t we?”

An unexpected question.

“Let’s say we do,” I replied slowly.

“Well, it happens.” He visibly relaxed and switched to charm mode. “I admit, I underestimated you and may have been biased. How about we prevent this from escalating into something unnecessary by making a gentleman’s agreement?”

“What kind of agreement?” I raised an eyebrow.

“To keep our competition fair,” he said earnestly. “No unnecessary drama or aggression. Just a straightforward rivalry. What do you say?” He extended his hand.

“Deal.” I nodded, shaking his hand.

“Glad to hear it.”

We stood there for a moment, locking eyes.

“Are you joining the celebration?” he asked.

“Yeah, sure, let’s go,” I agreed.

And you can go to hell.

I didn’t believe that bastard. I might not be an expert in socializing, but I could spot a hypocrite from afar.

***

The following day marked the end of the vacation. Those who had stayed overnight at the mansion woke up late in the morning, and after breakfast, they began to depart, expressing their thanks to Catherine for the enjoyable holiday.

“Should I drop you off too?” Catherine asked me and Nastya.

“If it’s not too much trouble,” I replied, and Nastya agreed.

“Then I’ll take you first,” Catherine told Nastya, and they disappeared together.

A minute later, Catherine returned, took my hand, and took me to the Lyceum.

“Sorry, I don’t know where you live,” she said.

“Here is just fine. By the way, I wanted to ask you, when can we see each other again?”

“Are you asking me on a date?” She smiled.

“Yes.”

“Let me think…” She pretended to ponder, placing her index finger on her lip, which looked amusingly playful. “Honestly, I don’t really know my schedule yet. Let me give you a call one of these days. Can you give me your number?”

I dictated the number, and with that, we bid farewell. It felt a bit awkward; kissing and hugging under the Lyceum’s roof seemed a bit too much, though I wouldn’t have minded.

***

Familiar streets reminded me of how many events befell me over the past week. Life moved forward, and I needed to make plans for the summer. Half of the month had already passed in a blur, with two and a half months remaining, one of which seemed reserved for training with the Medvedevs. Yet, I wasn’t sure how that would play out. What if Olga held a grudge against me because of what happened with her daughter?

When I got home, I didn’t find anyone there. Matvey did not mention any trips, so I assumed he must have been at work. It wouldn’t hurt me to do the same, so after dropping off my things and changing, I headed outside and drove to my workshop.

Upon entering, I discovered a package waiting for me. Unfolding it on the table, it became clear these were samples of someone’s service attire. While the fabrics didn’t interest me much, the bulletproof vests did. Assuming they were meant for me to study them, I used a knife to strip away the excess material, leaving only the metal plates.

Which was a mistake. I wasn’t thinking before I acted. I should have tried it on myself first to understand how it looked and felt. But in my haste to examine the materials, I skipped that step. Luckily, they had sent two sets in total: one light, the other heavy. The light one covered just the chest and the back, while the heavy one resembled full armor, encasing almost the entire upper body. However, its weight was significantly greater. I couldn’t imagine running, much less fighting in it comfortably.

To test it out, I squeezed into the heavy set, though it wasn’t easy. Wrestling with the fastenings, I grew frustrated. Despite my greater strength compared to an ordinary person, it felt cumbersome and restricted my movement.

Stepping out of the suit, I exhaled and began examining the plates. One by one, I transferred them to diagnostic seals to analyze their materials. They were made of ordinary metal, but it seemed to me like someone deliberately wanted to make them heavier and thicker than necessary. The real question was how effective it was in action.

Setting the plates aside, I moved on to another task I’d initially intended to tackle right away but had been distracted by the new gear. This time, I applied the diagnostic seal to myself, taking measurements to assess my body’s condition. The results were a mix of optimism and disappointment. Progress had clearly slowed since Atamanov had injected me with the drug, and without consistent training, any further development was unlikely. I wanted to become better immediately, but I had to be rational. I hadn’t fully recovered yet. I needed to consult Olga to see if she could assist me with this issue. While I felt generally fine, certain issues like occasional shortness of breath and diminished sensitivity persisted — not as severe as they were initially, but enough to pose challenges.

Pushing aside those concerns, I turned my attention to jewelry making. Getting back into action after a week of rest proved challenging. My thoughts wandered, tempting me to collapse on the sofa and do nothing. Succumbing to curiosity, I actually did so for about ten minutes before returning to work. I disliked idleness.

I finished by six o’clock, having created draft versions of a new jewelry set. I planned to finish it next week.

***

In the evening, I had planned to visit the Gvozdevs. Before that, I dropped by the shopping mall and bought a cake and a couple of toys. I suspected Olga would scold me for spoiling the baby, but I figured we’d both survive that.

I arrived at their place around eight o’clock. Both Olga and Sergei were in the yard with their son, who had just mastered crawling but hadn’t yet started walking. His eyes widened when he saw me, and he reached out to me.

“I wonder what about you makes him like you so much…” Olga greeted me. “Sergei! We’ve got company!”

“I’m coming!” He joined us on the porch and shook my hand.

“How have you been?” I greeted him and hugged Olga. “And I’ve come bearing gifts. Let me get them from the car.”

Olga frowned at the sight of the cake and toys, letting out a noisy sigh, but she didn’t scold me.

“I’ll go make some tea, and you can tell us about your vacation,” she said.

I had a brief flash of a body being split in two and decided it wasn’t the time for details.

“Not much to say. It was good. How about you? Everything going well?” I asked.

“More than well.” Sergei nodded.

Agreeing with his father, little Kirill drooled bubbles.

“Come here, you.” I lifted him up. “Tell me, what have you been up to? Are you giving your parents a hard time?”

At these words, Sergei laughed nervously.

“How are his...” I hesitated, searching for the right word that would describe Kirill’s glowing hands.

“Less,” Sergei answered curtly.

As I smiled at him, the only explanation I could think of was that it lessened because Kirill was no longer next to the gazebo that was my first improvised energy source. Before taking the Gvozdevs out, I removed the seals and visited my den, where I discovered the rest of the meteorite iron was missing. If the Medvedevs had checked the Gvozdevs, they might have found the stone. If they were keeping quiet about it, I saw no reason to stir the pot. It wasn’t that I didn’t care; I just had so much on my plate lately that I preferred to let it slide. Though the stone was expensive…

Oh well, easy come, easy go…

I was distracted from my thoughts by Olga, who came out into the yard with a tray. One undeniable advantage of summer and a nice yard was being able to sit outdoors, unbothered.

***

We got down to business after chatting for a while. Sergei went to put his son to bed, leaving me to discuss important matters with Olga.

“Go ahead, stop beating around the bush.” She sighed.

“I heard Kirill glows less frequently.”

“Yes,” she confirmed.

“And what about your powers?”

“Are you sure we’re not being overheard?” Olga glanced around cautiously.

“Almost certain.” I already switched the blocker to a different mode, so that now it blocked any spatial distortions around me. It was a necessary precaution. I wasn’t prepared to disclose details about her to the Medvedevs.

“Anyway choose your words carefully,” Olga cautioned.

There was much to consider. By bringing the Gvozdevs to the capital, I had inadvertently exposed them to potential threats. Yet, even in their rural home, they faced dangers. I hadn’t simply traded one problem for another; circumstances had changed.

“How are you feeling?” I inquired.

“Unchanged,” Olga replied, implying that her abilities hadn’t declined but hadn’t improved either.

“And how about you?” Olga asked. “I see you haven’t fully recovered.” She paused, her expression serious.

Actually I had no idea how good I was at unlocking my demon potential and awakening the power of the beast inside of me. Olga could probably see more changes in the internal processes as a healer, than I could with the help of alchemy.

“Do you understand,” she leaned closer, speaking in a whisper, “how risky these games are?”

You bet. The ability to develop genetic potential was comparable to developing a blocker. Knowledge was so dangerous that it was easier to forget about it. But I couldn’t. I needed to become stronger if I wanted to achieve something worthy and survive.

“I understand.” I nodded slowly. “I wanted to ask for your help — with my health.”

And with my research.

“Let’s go inside.” She stood up and picked up the tray. “The gazebo here is nice; we’re lucky to have it.”

“It could use some renovation,” I suggested.

“Well, you can discuss that with Sergei. A fresh coat of paint might be a good idea; it’s getting a bit old and the boards creak here and there.”

We went into the house, and Olga led me to one of the rooms.

“This looks like a doctor’s office,” I remarked, noting the setup.

“That’s what it is. I’ve started a practice. For now, I’m seeing a few patients here at home.”

“Oh, really? That’s good news.”

Sergei mentioned that he got a job, but perhaps it wasn’t enough to live comfortably in the capital. I didn’t bother mentioning helping them with their finances again; I knew how they would react.

“Take off your T-shirt and lie on your back,” Olga instructed. “Let’s see what’s wrong with you.”

***

I left the Gvozdevs’ house feeling rejuvenated as if I had been rebuilt from the ground up. To ensure it wasn’t just a placebo effect, I headed to the workshop instead of going straight home. There, I used the diagnostic seal in my energy source to assess the changes in my body over the past few hours.

It wasn’t perfect, but my condition had improved. By all indicators. The toxins in my body had significantly decreased, and my system seemed ready to handle the rest on its own. Olga advised me to visit her weekly, not just for my health but also to discuss unlocking my potential.

Her approach was radically different from my alchemical methods. If mine was akin to attempting to tidy up a room from outside through a window with a broom, hers was like using a vacuum cleaner. She smoothed out the rough edges that I had perceived as normal.

I wondered if other aristocrats also resorted to the services of healers? I had never heard of this before. It seemed to be a secretive topic — if it existed at all. There was much to contemplate.

In high spirits, I cleaned up after myself and went home.

***

“Who’s there?” Matvey called out from the kitchen.

“Hello to you too!” I shouted back. “Are you alive? Not drowning in work or debauchery?”

“I’m drowning in work,” came his less enthusiastic reply. “And not enjoying it at all. But let’s talk about something more interesting. Tell me how it went. The sea and so many pretty girls — I’m dying to hear about it.”

A Walker attack, magic, a kiss under the moonlight, a bottle of wine... Sorry, my friend, but the juiciest details were off-limits.

“Well, we had fun... relaxed... I spent a lot of time in the sea...”

“If you have been talking to girls the same way you’re telling me this story, the only thing you could have done was to put them to sleep…”

***

I thought Olga or Sofia might come to see me, but life had a different surprise in store.

Rodion appeared unexpectedly while I was crossing the road, preparing for a run to get my blood flowing and warm up my muscles. His car stopped in front of me, and he peered out with his usual straight face. I hesitated, eyeing him cautiously.

“I don’t bite,” he said coldly.

It wasn’t fear that held me back but rather a deep-rooted personal animosity. I briefly considered circumventing the car and continuing my run, but I was both too young to dismiss such encounters and wise enough to quell petty impulses. I wasn’t on good terms with Rodion, but I didn’t forget who I was dealing with.

“I’m listening,” I said to him when I sat down and the car started moving.

“I’m here on business,” he said after a moment.

“Did the Emperor send you, or...?”

The notion that he had come of his own accord didn’t quite fit in my mind.

“I came on my own,” he clarified abruptly. “I know you have a talent for creating unique devices. I’d like to ask you for a thing that can help my agents and me personally track our enemies. A more advanced detector that can pinpoint where a Walker opened a passage and where they moved afterward. With the widest range possible.”

I understood well what he was hinting at. I had provided simple direction finders before, but pinpointing the exact origin point of a Walker wasn’t always easy.

“That’s quite a request,” I noted.

“We’d appreciate your help with two more things. The agency needs a device that can help camouflage our people, as well as something that can transmit and receive sound or messages outside standard frequencies, preferably based on utilizing unknown methods.”

“And I could use a couple of factories, a mine, and three mansions. Maybe a lifelong allowance for my future grandchildren,” I quipped wryly.

“I’m prepared to pay a fair price for the order,” he insisted, as we circled around the block.

I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to work directly with the head of the imperial agency. I had no ideas right away, but it was clear I could get something out of this collaboration. At the same time, I’d divide my efforts. My reputation would spread faster than I’d like it for now.

“It appears there’s been a misunderstanding,” I responded with more chill than I intended. “I’m not a vending machine where you can just choose what you want, insert money, and expect something to materialize.”

Not to mention that I still didn’t forget Rodion’s threats against the Gvozdevs during our first meeting.

“How can we come to an agreement?” he asked calmly, undeterred, as we completed another circle.

If this continued, we’d leave Moscow, and I’d have to hitch a ride back.

“For matters like these, I negotiate directly with the Emperor. I’m not even sure if I’m allowed to talk to you about such things.”

“The Emperor will grant his permission. For now, just keep in mind that I’m not asking this for myself,” he asserted, “but for the greater good.”

I knew that this ‘greater good’ was mostly about developing military assets, and I wasn’t sure that I liked it.

We drove for another fifteen minutes. Rodion brought me back to where he picked me up. Neither of us spoke during the rest of the ride.

“I won’t put pressure on you,” he said finally. “Although I could. I won’t meddle in your affairs with the Emperor. But he won’t mind if you help my department, that’s for sure. The security of the country depends on this. Give it a thought. I hope you’ll be able to help us.”

I listened, opened the door, and got out.

“I’ll think what I can do. Thank you for the ride.”

I knew he was telling the part of the truth that would have the most impact on me. I also knew that it didn’t make it any less true. And yet I still somehow disliked him.


Chapter 11
REPEATED TESTS




Olga visited the workshop the day after my meeting with Rodion.

She looked impressive in a strict black dress with white ribbons, a light cape on top, minimal jewelry, shoes, and a handbag. From her appearance alone, I realized that the conversation would be serious.

“Hello,” she greeted. “I decided to check on you.”

“Hello,” I answered, a little more formally than usual in our communication. “Tea or coffee?”

“Tea, thank you.”

As I made the tea, she silently watched me. Olga’s silence was different from Rodion’s. His was cold and calculating, while hers was warm, understanding, and inviting.

“I see you’ve already gutted the samples.” She glanced at the table.

“I couldn’t resist. If the workshop happens to have a couple more sets in my size, it would be very helpful.”

“Of course. But I came today to discuss a few other things. The first one is your future… studying. Are you ready for it?” From the pause she made, it was clear that this didn’t even remotely look like studying.

“I’m always ready. When am I supposed to leave?”

“I suggest early July. Will you have time to get your other affairs in order?”

“I believe so.”

“Good. Now let’s move on to a serious conversation.”

Without taking her eyes off me, Olga took a sip of tea and put the mug aside. I did the same.

“My late husband... God bless his soul, he killed two men who competed for my hand before we married.”

“Um...” I was taken aback by her unexpected confession.

“After that, he negotiated with their families. He gave an ultimatum and was ready to start a war if they didn’t back down. Thankfully, it ended peacefully. It’s not uncommon. Sometimes men...” She gestured vaguely, “Cross the line.”

“And you chose him...”

“Because he was worthy and because I loved him. I was lucky to find both in one person. But he could have gotten himself killed and the story would have taken a completely different turn.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“To warn you about what you’re getting yourself into.”

“But why?”

“For many reasons.” She frowned. “Do I need to explain? And if you think it’s solely about your worth, you’re mistaken.”

“I understand the risks. But what are you suggesting?”

“What do you want? Let’s be frank. Pretend for a moment Catherine isn’t my daughter.”

Sure, let’s pretend for a minute, but we’ll remember in two.

“Well?” She arched an eyebrow. “I see. You have nothing to say?”

“No.”

“That’s probably for the best,” she mused. “Then I’ll speak to you as a mentor to her student. You’re not ready. If you pursue a relationship and Catherine singles you out among other suitors, expect trouble. Not problems, but troubles. Do you understand the difference between troubles and problems?”

“Problems can be solved?” I ventured.

“Exactly. Troubles are challenges you may not have the strength to overcome. You’re talented, I won’t deny that... but not in everything. You made quite a show at the birthday party. You’ve attracted more attention. Soon, people will want to know more. If they start digging, they’ll trace it back to your workshop, and from there, uncover other secrets. Are you prepared for that?”

“You suggested a solution earlier in our conversation.”

“What solution?” She frowned in displeasure.

“To eliminate a couple of the most arrogant aristocrats.”

“That’s not funny.” She narrowed her eyes.

“Who said I was trying to be funny?”

“Do you realize how naive and overconfident that sounds?” she scoffed.

“Tell that to those who have already come after me.”

“What will your tricks cost you if they come prepared? Someone who knows your capabilities.”

I immediately remembered Korshunov. He was alive and well, aware of my abilities, even if he had disappeared from the horizon.

“I’ll come up with new tricks.”

“What if a bomb is thrown into the Gvozdevs’ house? Will your tricks save them then?”

Steel claws pierced my heart. It hit too close to home.

“It really got to you,” Olga noted. “Please understand that I’m not trying to dissuade you, but to warn you that every action has consequences.”

“I hear you.”

Wonderful. I couldn’t date a girl because it might get my loved ones killed.

I knew life didn’t always go as planned. I also knew what it meant to lose, to bury, to shed blood, both my own and of others. I knew when to retreat.

But none of that made it easier; it made me sick. And yet, something inside me rose up and demanded I fight for Catherine. Some part of my mind understood this wasn’t just deep love for her. It was instinct, demanding to rise to the challenge.

Moreover, they showed me the way forward. I wasn’t joking. I had been pondering how to gain influence and opportunity for a long time. Now, a pleasant reason had been added: a woman. Not out of lust at all. A woman represented family, children, and the chance to pass on heritage to descendants. Whether it would come to this with Catherine was uncertain. But worth a try.

“Then, get ready. You have already attracted enough attention. The kids had returned home and already shared the strange things they had witnessed. Someone would connect the dots, and show interest. Then, they would either want to eliminate you or exploit you. Our people are watching over you, but they aren’t omnipotent. Be cautious. Think ten times before acting.”

“You know how to comfort a person.”

“That’s life for you.” She spread her arms wide. “You raised the stakes yourself.”

She was right. I had no one to blame but myself. Honestly, I found myself somewhat intrigued by what was unfolding. It wasn’t the threat to Gvozdevs that intrigued me — this part was horrifying — but rather the full flavor of life I was experiencing.

“Sofia will come see you tomorrow.” Olga got up. “She’ll take you to the training ground. You seemed eager to conduct a new series of tests. Are you ready for that?”

“Yes. I’d also appreciate some reference information with technical specifications.”

“Sofia will take care of it tomorrow. Any other questions?”

“Rodion paid me a visit.”

“Oh? What did he want?” Olga’s interest was piqued.

“He asked for several more advanced devices.”

“And?”

“We agreed I’d give it a thought. But to be honest, I’d prefer to focus on something else.”

“Why?”

She asked as though genuinely surprised.

“I thought the royal family would consider it the right decision. That I shouldn’t waste my time on other projects... So should I take orders from him?”

“He’s not a stranger...” Olga replied absentmindedly, then seemed to realize something. “Is it personal dislike for him, or are you simply not ready or unable to fulfill his requests?” She looked at me thoughtfully. “We should certainly discuss this with my brother. Very few people know about you and your unique capabilities…”

“Exactly. I have an agreement with the Emperor, not with Rodion.”

“And if I asked you for something, would you refuse too?” She tilted her head, studying me with interest.

“You are the Emperor’s sister.”

“But not the Emperor himself. And you haven’t answered my question.”

If she had asked me a week ago, I wouldn’t even think about refusing. I felt gratitude and respect for her — she had guided and taught me.

But now, after her accusations of being in cahoots with the Atamanovs... My respect and gratitude were still here, but I now hesitated to meet her halfway. As I pondered the situation and searched for a response, Olga seemed to anticipate my thoughts.

“You’re right, I’m the Emperor’s sister, and we are family,” she continued. “But Rodion is also an Emperor’s man, a member of his clan. If you assist him, you’re indirectly aiding the Emperor and his clan, which Anastas wouldn’t object to, provided it doesn’t interfere with his affairs. So, think about Rodion’s request again, unless that was your sole reason for refusal,” she said with a knowing grin.

She paused briefly, weighing her next words carefully.

“Furthermore, don’t expect the Emperor himself to come talk to you about new devices every time. He has other priorities, except for matters of national importance like the blockers. Secondly...” Her expression clouded with doubt. “Limiting yourself to working solely with the Emperor restricts your potential market and thus your opportunities for growth. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

“Not entirely,” I admitted.

“Let me put it like this… Did Rodion initiate the request for himself?”

“For his department. Devices for military use.”

“I see. Those who could approach you for orders could easily be counted on the fingers of one hand: Anastas himself, me, Rodion, and possibly Ignat, although he is unlikely to engage with you directly. Maybe Sofia, but it would probably be some trinket. That is everyone. Perhaps someday this will change, and your innovations will reach a wider audience. Or perhaps not, and you’d have to remain hidden due to the danger posed by the blocker. In essence, if you aim to become a worthy husband, gaining financial independence and political weight is essential. Providing services and proving your worth is one way to achieve that.”

“Did I understand correctly that the royal family isn’t opposed to me making deals with other... individuals?” I asked.

“Hmm...” Olga cleared her throat. “It seems you haven’t grasped the situation entirely.”

“Then please explain it to me.”

Complete freedom seemed too good to be true.

“You need to understand what’s permissible. Therefore, each case will be discussed individually. Your inventions should be categorized. Those of national importance — forgive me, but no one will allow those to be traded with outsiders. Do you understand why?”

“Yes.”

“This doesn’t only concern you. You don’t think you’re the only one smart around here, do you? The state has many plans and projects in motion, and they all have certain rules applied. The royal family has the right of priority of purchase for everything of national importance. You should have learned it at the Lyceum.”

I nodded in acknowledgment. Priority purchase meant the Emperor could buy part or all of a batch before others if he chose to. Whatever remained could then be sold to others.

“So, if I develop something interesting for others, but not strategically important for the state, the royal family won’t object?”

“Yes, but with a couple of conditions. First, it shouldn’t interfere with your main work. Second, it shouldn’t involve excessive risk. If you come up with something and it costs you your life, that benefits no one.”

“Thank you for the clarification.”

Having said goodbye, Olga disappeared. What was this all about?

Dozens of thoughts raced through my mind. I was actually surprised Olga wasn’t opposed to expanding my independence from the royal family. Or was this a calculated maneuver? Rodion was truly their man. So by working for him, I ultimately served the royal family. But then, what was the point of pushing me towards more public projects?

I immediately dismissed the fact that the royal family was simply kind. There must have been more to this.

Olga couldn’t have nudged me down this path solely because of her daughter. Work hard and become a worthy husband… That wasn’t like her at all.

I wondered what the Medvedevs might gain if interest in me grew. If I really created something useful yet simple, would it draw attention to me but distract the public from other matters?

Or was it just another way to test me and my abilities? Trying to decipher the hidden meanings gave me a headache.

I could give Olga a credit; she had played it cleverly. We had one rather short conversation, and yet I was already contemplating how to fulfill Rodion’s request, and more importantly, what I could gain from it. Rodion wasn’t my friend. So our relationship would be purely business, with a tad of cynicism.

After pondering the conversation for about twenty minutes, I came up with nothing more. If that was the case, it was better to get down to business. I turned on the blocker, ensuring no portals were open nearby, and then I approached the seal on the floor and settled into a meditation position.

It was time to initiate a new session of unlocking my potential. Perhaps it was worth channeling even more power into it. I felt like I would need it soon.

***

I was tinkering with the jewelry when Sofia appeared.

“Hello, heart-breaker!” she exclaimed, entering the workshop.

“Hello,” I greeted her. “Can you wait a few minutes?”

Setting down my tools, I began gathering the precious materials and putting them in the safe, protected by multiple seals. I had bought it after the jewelers gave me materials for work. They were worth at least a couple hundred thousand, and I didn’t want to risk being robbed. The materials provided by the Emperor were in there too.

“Are you busy?” Sofia approached me and placed a bag nearby, apparently containing a new set of ammunition. “You really are talented. Maybe you can make me something beautiful too?”

I looked at Sofia, at her smile, and the mischief in her eyes, remembering that I wasn’t adept at giving jewelry to girls. It tended to lead to complications. Though, sometimes, pleasant moments too.

“I’ll think about it,” I replied cautiously, not wanting to refuse outright.

“I’ll think about it, as in ‘there’s a chance’, or as in ‘not in this lifetime’?”

Having put the materials in the safe, I took the bag with what I had prepared.

“I’m ready. Are we going to the training ground?”

Pursing her lips in dissatisfaction, Sofia took my hand and teleported me to a familiar place where I had previously practiced shooting and studied weapons.

“Will you stay?” I asked.

“Do you need help?” Sofia asked.

“Not really, but I won’t say no.”

“So charming,” Sofia remarked sarcastically. “What do you need me to do? Are you going to shoot me again? Or ask what Catherine’s favorite flowers are?”

“Hold onto the new sample.” I handed Sofia the amulet. “The rules are the same as last time. You’re free to dodge as you wish.”

“She doesn’t like flowers. But she loves chocolate,” Sofia commented, taking the amulet and adjusting it around her neck. “The design is inconvenient. It might fly off, or someone could tear it off my neck.” She tugged at the chain.

“I’ll take it into account.”

The amulet I gave her included an analyzer. Sofia wouldn’t notice it, but it’d recording the necessary data.

The next two hours passed like any routine test should — boring. Sofia didn’t show the same enthusiasm as the first time. She was focused on the task but without any real excitement.

“Now, let’s switch,” I suggested.

“You mean, I’ll be shooting at you?” Sofia perked up.

“Exactly.”

Judging by the way her eyes sparkled, she liked the idea. Changing the format served several purposes for me.

First, it allowed me to gain experience in evading attacks while the amulet would cover me and repel those bullets I couldn’t dodge. Second, it provided a chance to assess Sofia’s readiness. Just in case. If she turned out to be skilled at using firearms, then there were big troubles waiting for me... In this society, male heirs among the aristocrats were typically even better prepared in martial arts.

The fact that I had survived some of my previous encounters, based on luck and tricks, setting aside my stubbornness and inflated self-esteem, was not lost on me. I’d almost lost against Korshunov, all the tricks I had prepared back then weren’t enough. Sapphire had managed to kidnap me because of my stupidity. Atamanov Sr. had shot me with a harpoon, and who knew how that evening would have ended if not for the security’s timely arrival.

There was a third goal I pursued: I wanted to understand how someone would feel under a hail of bullets, covered by my protection.

“Ready?” Sofia asked as I walked away.

“Start.”

And she did.

An hour later, the conclusions were disappointing.

“Sofia, please tell me... How well were you prepared?”

To avoid guessing, I asked directly what was bothering me.

“Are you trying to assess the aristocrats’ training level?” she guessed. “Without undue modesty, I’d say I’m average. I’m far from being a real pro.”

The hour of testing could only be described as a fiasco. Almost ninety-five percent of the bullets fired hit me, despite Sofia clearly not using her full strength.

“Can you perform more effectively?”

“I can.” She nodded. “Want to see?”

“Go ahead.”

Realizing it would be tough, I checked the amulet, filled it to the brim with energy, and added an additional seal, reinforcing my defenses and slightly enhancing my body. Within moments, Sofia started moving twice as fast, catching me off guard.

Before I could react, she fired a burst. In the blink of an eye, she moved, grabbed another weapon, moved again, fired another burst, and repeated the process. Attacks came from every direction; she even managed to shoot from above while moving along a beam near the ceiling. Her accuracy was amazing.

“Enough!” shouting, I raised my hands in surrender.

The only thing worth hoping for was that Higher demons didn’t carry an arsenal with them. My modified protection could already withstand a couple of clips, but it would be much better once I adapted it for harpoons. It didn’t help me at all against Atamanov recently, and I could guess why. The projectile was too large, heavy, and had impressive penetrating power.

“The final test,” I announced. “I’ll add one more thing to the armor...”

“You’re not going to undress in front of me, are you?” she teased.

“It goes over my clothes, don’t worry.”

“It wouldn’t matter to me. But Catherine would be mad at me if I was the first to see you naked.”

I never expected the princess to giggle like a teenager.

“Are you serious with her?” she asked as I put on my bulletproof vest.

“The etiquette master taught me that gentlemen don’t discuss such matters.”

“You’re such a bore,” she mocked. “I could say something nice about you; I could tell Catherine...”

“Let’s focus on the task at hand,” I interrupted her. “This time, attack half-heartedly, like... let’s say like an armed bandit attacking a policeman.”

“I’ll just tell her you’re into role-playing games.” Sofia laughed again, clearly enjoying herself.

***

We finished in the afternoon, skipping lunch. I got what I needed. I could commend myself for a job well done — the bullet protection was ninety percent complete. Just a few more rough edges to smooth out, and it would be perfect.

Running in heavy gear was pretty tough. Without prior experience, I felt so clumsy and awkward. Movement was restricted, I was uncomfortable and prone to stumbling. Why did they make the gear so heavy?

When we were leaving, I took a pistol and a couple of boxes of ammunition from the training ground. Sofia did not object. I couldn’t rely on always having access to the range.

For the remainder of the evening, I planned my next steps. The protective amulets were a done deal; production needed to be established to fulfill the Emperor’s order. I mapped out their optimization plan and then moved on to something else. I went and purchased a practice dummy — a flexible one that mimicked human movement. Sketching out a series of placements for indicators, I hung the armor plates, took the pistol, and then put it aside. First, it was better to create foolproof protection. You never knew where bullets might ricochet, so I strategically placed additional amulets to catch anything flying more than three feet away from the dummy.

Now, it was time to test it.

The first shot sent the dummy flying back, just as I had expected. Inspecting the plate, I found a dent and microcracks.

For anyone who wasn’t a demon, wearing such a bulletproof vest seemed risky.

Fortunately, alchemists who worked with seals were usually pretty good at metalworking. So it wasn’t for nothing I decided to experiment, determined to improve the plates. Taking the damaged one, I added materials from my supplies, placed it in an alchemical vat, melted it down, purified it of impurities, altered its structure, and cast a new mold. Aesthetics were cast aside for now, repeating the previous steps. The result: the weight was reduced by about thirty percent.

I reattached the plate to the dummy and fired again. This time, the mannequin wasn’t thrown as far, though there were more bullet fragments than last time. The plate remained noticeably intact.

Hmm...

Through thought and experimentation, I could theoretically select a metal configuration that would mitigate obvious shortcomings — absorb the impact force, prevent any fragments, and increase safety margins. Most importantly, this could be achieved without relying on seals, shifting the craft from magic to more easily explained technologies.

I could refine the scheme, establish body armor production, dress the entire empire in them, and then consider selling them abroad. Would this be enough to make a name for myself?


Chapter 12
TRAINING GROUND




I spent hours in meditation, yet I still couldn’t comprehend what happened that time in the forest. I was talking about two demons being blown apart and scattered into pieces. At the time, I was under the influence of a drug, with only a vague understanding of what was happening. Truth be told, I was not entirely sure if that was even what happened.

No matter how hard I had strained my memory or tried to mentally return to that moment, it was impossible to do. I remembered feeling anger and fear, emotions that had overwhelmed me, and the clear realization that I needed to destroy my opponents. But as for the seals I had formed — if I had formed them at all — I had no recollection of them.

The thought itself was blasphemous. Without seals, there could be no impact. This was an axiom every alchemist knew from their first steps on the path of alchemy. It was ingrained in us. I didn’t know of anyone who didn’t use seals. There weren’t even rumors of such a thing.

But then again, rumors weren’t everything. No one had spoken of the possibility of escaping to another world either, yet I had done it.

I felt like I was standing before an invisible door that was hiding a tantalizing secret. This door might not have even existed, but the mystery was so alluring that I couldn’t help but believe in it. Was I delusional?

Even if I was, I needed to test the hypothesis that I had created something beyond the standard capabilities of alchemists. This hypothesis deserved to be explored, especially in this different world with its unique laws, my new body, and my abilities, which were yet to be revealed.

Coming out of meditation, I stretched out and lay down on the floor, feeling the numbness of my body. It took time for the blood to start circulating properly again. Another ritual of awakening my power had concluded. My plan was to conduct as many of these procedures as possible before Olga sent me away for my mysterious training.

Sofia was supposed to stop by today. By eleven in the morning, she was in my workshop in sweatpants and a hoodie.

“Your driver has arrived, Sokolov. Oh, why are you lying on the floor like that?”

“It’s comfortable. Do you want to try?”

“Huh? Why would I ever want to do that?” she asked, frozen in spot.

“Right, princesses probably don’t lie on the floor... I’m sorry, I don’t have any fluffy cushions to offer you.”

She snorted at my words and headed to the room where the cookies were stored. She came back out with a handful.

“Ready?” Sofia muttered with her mouth full.

“Yup.” I stood up.

“By the way, Catherine asked me to tell you that she left for Germany. She’ll spend the summer with her relatives. This trip was planned a long time ago, so don’t be sulky; your love will return by autumn.”

I had long since stopped paying attention to her teasing.

This time, the bag I took with me was bigger. After all, there was much more to analyze. Taking my things, I extended my hand. Sofia touched me, and next thing I knew, I was transported.

Instead of the usual building, we found ourselves in the forest. To be precise, next to a small, one-story log cabin.

“Where are we?”

“Somewhere you can frolic freely. Let’s go, I’ll show you around.”

There were several boxes of all sizes near the wall under the canopy.

“There are two machine guns, a flamethrower, and grenades.” She pointed her finger at the said items. “Forgive me, but I won’t let you test any of these on me. Next, we have two more harpoons, the standard ones used for capturing demons…”

“Do you know anything about demon hunting?”

“It was part of my training.” Sofia nodded.

“Can you tell me about it?”

“What exactly would you like to know?”

“Everything. If I... Hm. Let’s say, a regular demon or an ordinary person sets out to kill a demon, also a regular or a Higher one, how should they plan the hunt and what should they do?”

“So you’re not a regular demon,” she chuckled. “To answer your question, the best advice is to stay away and not get involved with Higher demons. Hey, be careful!” Sofia exclaimed as I began to uncover the machine gun. “Have you ever seen one of these, hero?”

“No.”

“So there’s no point in asking whether you know how to use it.”

“Your insight knows no bounds. Can you show me?”

I didn’t expect her to answer. I had planned to figure it out myself, but she deftly picked up the heavy weapon as if it was as light as a feather, and dragged it aside. About fifty feet away from the house, the forest ended, and we found ourselves in an open area — something like a steppe with sparse trees and patches of greenery.

“This thing needs to be mounted properly so the recoil doesn’t kill you. It’s also inconvenient to shoot from it while holding it.”

But you wouldn’t know it by looking at her. Sofia easily rotated the machine gun. I doubted I could do that, despite being larger than her.

“Do you want to shoot?” I asked.

“Of course. That’s why I’m here with you.”

There was a clear note of anticipation in her voice.

“Then wait until I set up the protection.”

Near the house were several dozen targets, stacked in a pile. I stuck nine of them into the ground using pins, and placed them at distances of sixty, a hundred, and a hundred and fifty feet, so they weren’t in a straight line. I attached a certain type of the amulet and an additional analyzer to each of them.

When I returned, Sofia had taken her position, lying down to shoot.

“If you’re ready, shoot,” I told her.

The first burst entered exactly the middle of the target and demolished it. Hmm...

I soon learned that the ‘Bullet-fool’ defense was useless against heavy caliber rounds. ‘Infantryman’ offered a bit more protection, but ‘Bastion’ was rather effective, though it discharged too quickly under heavy fire.

“So how do you hunt demons? Can you tell me what you were taught?” I asked again as we finished our shooting session. I recorded the data in a notepad, and Sofia glanced sideways at my scribbles but didn’t comment.

“It depends on many factors. Basically, you need to deal more damage to the demon than he can heal.”

“And how do you do that?”

“I was in training for months, and you want a short recap?”

“Shouldn’t the princess have the gift of brevity and clarity?”

“The princess has a secret technique of kicking someone’s ass if they irritate her,” Sofia said, standing up and brushing the dust off her clothes. “There are different types of demons, more precisely, different types of regeneration. And there are plenty of other mutations. For example, some demons don’t feel pain. Others feel pain so intensely that it stuns them, giving you time to inflict irreparable damage. Then there are those who get enraged by pain, going berserk. You could shoot them point-blank, and they’d speed up and rip your head off, ignoring their wounds. If you have money and connections, it’s best to use explosive bullets. But an ordinary person can’t get them. The aristocrats control the entire arms market.”

I remembered those three mercenaries who crashed into the Gvozdevs’ house. Their weapons were not ordinary ones.

“The location of the battle is also important. It can be indoors or outdoors. Grenades don’t seem to be very popular. Demons have a good reaction time, especially the Higher ones. If you throw a grenade at me, I’d likely intercept it and send it back before it had time to explode. That’s why explosives are used more often. It’s easiest to bomb a car or a house. More questions?”

“How do they protect themselves against explosives?”

“Cameras, security service, personal drivers. You have a car, but do you check it for any surprise gifts? I doubt it.” She arched an eyebrow.

“Can you give me an example of such explosives?”

“Why do you want to know? There are countless types of explosive devices. Although, I am sure you can even assemble something on your own.”

“Fair enough.”

The problem with alchemy — or more specifically, the method I used in protective amulets — was that they protected strictly from prescribed conditions. In this case, they protected against small, metal objects flying at a certain speed. If the bullet wasn’t made of standard metal, or if it flew faster than the specified speed I had calibrated it for, the amulet wouldn’t work.

The more precise the conditions, the more effective the method. The alchemy was all about functions with endless variables. For example, if I knew the exact composition of the bullet, the distance of the shot, the speed of the projectile, the position of the sun in the sky, the time of year, and several dozen other values, I could stop the bullet with minimal effort.

Another difficulty was the sheer number of types of different cartridges and weapons, creating a significant challenge in optimizing the amulets. If I also added explosives into the mix, which caused a different type of damage and had more parameters, it became even more complicated. I couldn’t come up with a universal solution so far. I didn’t even know how it worked yet. I might have to blow up a car or two to figure it out.

“As you wish.” Sofia shrugged. “In the event of a successful detonation, if they are acting against a Higher demon, they usually send a control group. There’s too great a chance that the demon will heal. And if it’s a Walker, even more so.”

“So how do they catch Walkers? Besides using harpoons.”

“Um, that’s the best and most effective method,” she answered. “If you’re tied up, you won’t be able to teleport. And... it’s not customary to talk about this, but when wounded, it’s difficult to move, especially if you’re an opening-type Walker. I mean, if you need to open a portal. That requires more time and concentration.”

Word by word, Sofia gradually shared her knowledge. We eventually got to discussing the harpoons, just like we had done with the grenades before that. The most complicated thing to figure out was the flamethrowers.

“If you want to kill a Higher demon for sure, then you should completely burn their body. Or dissolve it in acid. Some people throw the body into a volcano, but this is unreliable. You need to make sure they are completely submerged in the lava so they don’t just lie there and eventually escape. Some are heat resistant.”

“So a flamethrower is a good option?”

“Not really... If you douse a demon with flames, they will be badly burned, for sure. Especially if they are weak, but you can never say for sure whether that would be enough. Higher demons are much more tolerant, they have highly durable skin. Flamethrowers are rarely used for a reason. They’re bulky, slow, and noisy. They’re only useful for burning the body afterward. I don’t know why you even asked for them.”

I couldn’t answer this question myself. But I knew that the more I studied, the better prepared I would be. There was always a chance that looking into the flamethrowers would help me develop universal protection.

When we finished, we cleaned up after ourselves, and Sofia transported me back.

***

As she worked, Olga inspected each of my muscles with her fingers, which felt like steel. Sometimes I suspected she was a Higher demon herself; otherwise, where did such strength come from?

“Well, that’s all,” she said, stepping back. “Get dressed.”

“Any comments?”

“You won’t like them. I see that you are doing something to your body, and it can’t keep up with the changes. You’re pushing it too far too fast.”

“How bad is it?” I asked, wary.

“If you keep increasing the pressure, the consequences may be irreversible. Or you might not experience any at all. This is the first time I’ve seen anything like this, I can’t predict the outcome.”

“Have you managed to correct it for now?”

“Yes. But be careful. It’s not wise to always rely on me. And I don’t know if I’ll always be able to heal you.”

Nodding, I followed her out of the room. Once every couple of days I stopped by the Gvozdevs, and Olga checked my condition. I didn’t tell her what exactly I was doing or why, but she had had her guesses.

I had to say that working with a healer was much more convenient than working alone. Where I lacked knowledge and experience and, therefore, made mistakes, Olga corrected them and prevented me from doing any harm. My overall health improved as well. In three sessions, I managed to rid my body of the poison.

“There’s a visitor waiting for you,” Sergei intercepted Olga in the corridor. “Will you see him too or is that enough for today?”

“Victor Mikhailovich?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll see him.”

I went to visit them on Saturday morning. Sergei had a day off today, so he took care of the child while Olga worked.

“Shall we go into the yard?” I suggested.

“Don’t you have to leave?”

“I have half an hour to play with Kirill.”

“Well, in that case, let’s go.” He smiled.

***

After leaving the Gvozdevs, I went straight to the shooting club. With everything that had happened recently, and my growing understanding of firearms, I realized I needed to improve my shooting skills, tactics, and reflexes. Performing tricks was impressive, but one of the tenets of alchemy was to avoid using it if you didn’t really have to. Why flaunt my abilities when a simple shot could suffice? Understanding firearms would also give me better insight into how my enemies might act. Having already faced bandits and militants, I knew this might happen again.

Yesterday, I asked Matvey about shooting clubs or ranges. When he asked why I needed one, I answered honestly, saying that I needed it for my general development. He didn’t pry further and shared what he knew.

This led to some interesting revelations. For an aristocrat, the ability and readiness to defend against any threat were considered normal. But “normal” was relative. For weak lineages, self-defense wasn’t much of a priority. For the strong ones, it was a matter of survival. There were nuances too. A Higher demon wouldn’t usually fear an armed ordinary person, nor even another Higher demon armed with a pistol. Such a weapon was too weak to cause significant damage.

Matvey couldn’t tell me at what age the heirs of aristocratic families started military education, and which families received such training. He spoke in general terms. As it turned out, he hadn’t undergone military training himself. This wasn’t surprising. It required money and either an integrated training system or connections to use others’ services — it was expensive and not easily attainable.

Matvey wasn’t much of a fighter, neither in skill nor spirit. He admitted it. When we first went out together and those guys provoked us, it was I who started the fight. The bandits managed to knock him out. Yet, he was quite athletic — running every day and exercising regularly...

All in all, he did give me some important information. For example, it was extremely difficult for a commoner to acquire the right to bear arms. Aristocrats had a near-monopoly on this. If you were an ordinary person, you had to join someone’s guard or other security forces to receive training, which meant being under someone’s command. Learning on your own was practically unheard of, according to Matvey.

Despite Matvey’s lack of military training, he called a few friends and found the address of a shooting club for me.

Another option was to contact the Medvedevs, but I was reluctant to do so. I knew they could solve the problem, direct me to the right place, or even allow me to join them in training. I wanted to do this on my own. If I overused their favors, they might eventually say, “Edgar owes everything to us.” I didn’t want that.

Today I visited the club to just inquire about their conditions and services. We agreed on a schedule, and I signed up, mentioning that I would be away for a month. I didn’t want to take just one lesson now, knowing I wouldn’t be able to continue for the time being.

***

Olga kindly turned away while I changed clothes, once again demonstrating her impeccable manners. She had brought me a special forces uniform. As I pulled it on, she briefed me on the rules for the day.

“Put on a mask. It’s uncomfortable to wear all day, but you’ll manage. Under no circumstances should you remove anything or show your face in the presence of others, even when you go to the toilet. Major Oleg will be your guide. Ask him all the questions you have. Ask more than necessary to keep your true interests hidden.”

“Can these people be trusted?”

“They can be trusted within the scope of their responsibilities. But a word or rumor can easily reveal your identity,” she replied.

“Won’t such secrecy attract attention?” I questioned.

“It will, but we are aristocrats.” Olga smiled. “You can afford a little whim.”

“Understood.”

“Don’t reveal your name, even if asked. Are you ready?”

“Almost done. You can turn around now.”

“The uniform suits you perfectly,” she remarked.

“Thank you.”

I put on the black mask that completely covered my face except for the eye slits, and added the glasses. Extending my hand, I waited for Olga to transport me to the training center for specialized units.

We found ourselves in an empty room, where an elderly but strong-looking man awaited us. The first thing that caught my eye was his gray mustache, hanging over his lip like a rocky cliff over a grotto.

“Olga,” he greeted her with a bow. Not a particularly low one but more than a casual nod.

“Oleg, this is the man I told you about. I leave him in your hands,” Olga said.

The man remained silent, but Olga did not linger, disappearing promptly.

“Your uniform hangs like a sack,” he commented as soon as she left, a noticeable coldness in his voice.

He looked me up and down

“Doesn’t it bother you?” he asked.

“I’ll survive.”

He stared at me, and I stared back. We stood like that for a few minutes, locked in a silent battle of wills. Despite his evident toughness, I wasn’t about to back down. How could I yield on such a small matter?

“What do you want to see?” he finally asked after a long pause.

“Everything. What weapons you use, the conditions you operate in, your armor and protective measures, your opponents, the causes of your most frequent injuries, and what leads to fatalities.”

“Isn’t that a bit much?” The man seemed taken aback.

He was genuinely confused by the breadth of my request.

“Of course, it’s a lot. I have nothing better to do than indulge Olga’s whims,” I said irritably.

In response, the man turned purple, frowning and pouting before straightening up and noisily exhaling through his nostrils.

“Follow me.”

He turned and left the room. We walked through the corridors and soon found ourselves in a hangar. It was massive. The sounds of shooting, screams, and sharp orders filled the air.

“Take a look.”

I didn’t hesitate and glanced down at the scene below. We were on a platform overlooking the floor. Models of buildings had been constructed here, and people in uniform were running around inside them, armed and carrying shields. At that moment, they were storming a building.

“Any questions?” the man asked about fifteen minutes later, his tone already calmer.

“They remain the same. What are those shields used against?” I pointed to the black, rectangular plates.

“Against death.”

“You’re quite the philosopher, aren’t you?”

The man looked at me strangely before starting a lecture. In a monotonous voice, unlike the engaging teachers at the Lyceum, he explained what was happening. His troops specialized in urban combat, which involved storming buildings, fighting in the streets, and quickly neutralizing opponents. As he spoke, I observed everything through clear examples. In total, fifty people were working in the hangar, divided into groups of ten. One group was storming, while the others rested. After each exercise, they received feedback from the instructors, often loudly and with colorful language, clearly audible from my vantage point.

“And if a demon attacks you, what do you do? And how often does this happen?” I asked.

“Weak demons are common and pose a very real threat. Medium-strength demons are much less frequent, and we don’t encounter Higher ones. As for tactics... perhaps you’d like to test it yourself?” he suggested unexpectedly.

“Let’s do it.”

“Hmm...” He perked up. “Then let’s go. I’ll show you firsthand how we deal with demons.”

He definitely harbored a grudge. Good. It was clear he intended to pit me against seasoned fighters to put me in my place. But I saw it as an opportunity to gain a unique experience. It wouldn’t matter if they knocked me down; I would learn what to expect.

Oleg took me downstairs, called over a couple of commanders, and quickly explained the task to them.

“Hey,” he called me. “How tough are you?”

“A weak demon.”

“Can you handle rubber bullets?”

“Yes,” I answered hesitantly. For the sake of the experiment, I could endure it.

I was given a bulletproof vest and a machine gun that also shot rubber bullets.

“This is your territory,” the commander of the opposing team led me to a dummy building. “I’ll give you two minutes to look around and study the area. Is that enough?”

“Quite.”

“And now, a serious question,” he lowered his voice. “I don’t know what kind of trouble you can cause, but how strong are you really? Do my boys have anything to fear?”

I remembered how easily I had thrown aside grown men when they stood in my way.

“Stronger than an ordinary person. But this is training; I won’t use full force.”

That is, I would try not to kill anyone.

“I hope so,” he said. “Remember, this is a friendly practice.”

It seemed the seasoned warrior was wary. The general had brought me, and I was a demon. Putting two and two together, it was clear he suspected I was an aristocrat, or at least someone unpredictable. He didn’t want to get tangled up in his boss’s game, so he decided to have a candid talk first.

“Let’s start!” he shouted, heading back to his group.

I shook myself off and jogged towards the building.

***

Oleg Gornostaev leafed through the recently received file.

“Sokolov, Sokolov...” he muttered. “Where did you come from?”

The dossier had been compiled by the clan’s intelligence service. Oleg had justified his interest by pointing out that this little-known guy was surrounded by royal family heirs. It was better to know who he was dealing with.

The young man had no doubt that his family’s intelligence was thorough, making it all the more unusual to read the sparse lines. Sokolov was considered dead... His family was destroyed... Relatives in France... Mediocre heredity... Disappeared to an unknown location... Conflict with the Korshunovs, who killed his family... Recent conflict with the aristocrat Barsukov. The old man, not needed by anyone, died as a result. The reason was the Gvozdev family, with whom Sokolov presumably lived for some time. After the conflict, the Gvozdevs moved from the wilderness to the capital, into a house that Sokolov bought. He also bought a car, indicating he had money. Small by clan standards, but still unattainable for a lone, young aristocrat.

“How did he get the money?” Oleg muttered to himself.

According to the intel, Sokolov often spent time at the workshop, doing unknown things. Gornostaevs’ people hadn’t interfered too overtly. They could be sent to investigate further, but...

“You’re kind of shady,” Oleg pronounced his verdict. “We need to keep a close eye on you, and we need to do it inconspicuously…”


Chapter 13
START OF THE TEST




When I found myself alone in my workshop, the first thing I did was to write down the ideas that flooded my mind. Later in the afternoon, Olga picked me up from the base. By then, I had seen everything I wanted to, rummaged through the bins, and bombarded Oleg with endless questions. Eventually, he regarded me as a disaster to endure and forget — like a bad dream.

Participating in the training actually inspired me more than anything else. Being swiftly and efficiently pinned to the floor repeatedly really cleared your mind. And shooting, even with rubber bullets, was a pleasure.

I lost the initial rounds, which was unpleasant but not surprising. The format and location of the training ground were unfamiliar, and my opponents were seasoned fighters. They cornered me in the corridor, shot me, and then demonstrated that even a powerful demon could be subdued and neutralized. By the fourth round, I had adapted, stopped hesitating, and began hunting them down as I emerged from cramped spaces. That was when they unveiled the nets. As soon as I entered an open area, they ensnared me immediately, leaving me tied up.

Intrigued, I examined the nets. There were various types: rope, metal, and those with hooks. The hooked nets were designed for strong demons, causing injuries that strained regeneration and made escape nearly impossible by digging into the body. They assured me these nets were also effective against some type of Walkers.

I got several new ideas from this experience. First and foremost, I needed protection against physical attacks. Getting hit in the face or the back of the head with a rifle butt, truncheon, or bat was a genuine threat, whether from professional squads or bandits.

One solution was to develop a concealed body armor vest with enhanced strength. Protecting the head was more complicated; I couldn’t walk around in a helmet constantly. However, full-body protection was definitely worth considering. Reflecting on my fight with Korshunov, I realized that such protection would have made a significant difference. Fewer injuries would make it easier to maintain my strength and focus in battle.

I also had an idea of including a talisman that would ensure soft landing, in case of falling from a height once again. I didn’t forget how I had been thrown off a cliff and a roof, by Korshunov and Atamanov’s sidekick respectively. These falls caused significant damage, overloading my regeneration and requiring extra time to recover. Fortunately, I fell from relatively low heights. But what if a Walker decided to throw me from a skyscraper?

A blocker partially addressed this issue, but my experience taught me that relying on multiple solutions was better than depending on just one.

Secondly, I needed to devise a way to counter the nets, but for now, I didn’t have any viable solutions in mind. Slowing them down might be possible but challenging. Cutting them would require having a knife and the time to use it effectively.

Thirdly, I’d need something that could neutralize a large squad all at once, preferably without lethal force. However, in some situations, lethality might be necessary. This was the most challenging point. I had to devise an indirect method to circumvent the Law of Resistance in living organisms.

When Olga picked me up, she didn’t linger. She dropped me off and left immediately. I spent the next few days running errands to prepare for a month-long absence. I completed an order for the jewelers and delivered it. Additionally, I worked on calculations for future production.

During the process, I faced several challenges. Making a dozen amulets was relatively easy. Producing a thousand was much more difficult. In my previous life, I never faced such high-demand tasks. Usually, I created items in one, or at most, two or three copies. At the Lyceum, we learned about the structure of enterprises, throughput capacities, supply and demand, and other related concepts. I knew what a conveyor belt was in theory, although I had never seen one in action. I understood the idea of breaking down a complex and voluminous process into parts to optimize production. I didn’t need to implement it with creating blockers, but now the production became more complicated and called for a better approach.

No, actually, I was lying. I did see a conveyor belt at the jewel factory. There, production was divided into parts, with individual people responsible for specific processes. To produce a thousand amulets, I needed to set up a similar system that I could manage on my own.

The difficulty was that... Creating amulets involved materials and their processing, forming the shape to be cast, smelted, or forged, applying seals, and then checking the final product. If I started completely from scratch, I could finish one amulet in a couple of days, but it was better to budget a week, with only about an hour of actual work. The rest of the time I’d have to spend waiting for the metal to set, bond, and react with the seal.

This was why I needed to be efficient. First, I needed a metal processing area for melting, cleaning, and shaping. The goal was to produce finished blanks ready for seal application. Unfortunately, cutting out the symbols wasn’t enough; each seal had to be applied by an alchemist.

If only I could make a copy of me… Knowing that wouldn’t happen anytime soon, I approached the table to do the calculations. I noted how much metal was needed for one amulet, multiplied it by a thousand, and figured out the size of the required smelters. I was slightly surprised by the results. Looking around the workshop, I assessed the space size and felt a wave of depression. The workshop, which once seemed large, now felt cramped.

I scratched the top of my head.

Preparation would take at least a couple of weeks, followed by a few months to refine the process.

I decided to start with smaller volumes — a hundred amulets at a time. I sketched out the diagrams, noted where to install everything, and listed what was needed.

On the third day, as I approached the workshop, I already knew someone was waiting for me inside. Over time, I had built up defenses and added various precautions, such as a notification if someone entered the workshop without opening the door.

It was a Walker.

It could have been Sofia, Olga, or someone else. Taking the ball from my pocket, I slowly opened the door. The light was on inside, so it didn’t seem like a surprise attack.

“Don’t just stand at the door, Edgar,” Rodion said in a calm voice. “Come on in.”

“How did you know I would be here?”

“You left the house twenty-six minutes ago.” He glanced at his watch.

Right... They were watching me. Why hadn’t I ever tried to get rid of the surveillance?

“What do I owe this pleasure to?” I stepped inside, closing the door behind me with a latch.

Rodion glanced at the ball in my hands. He knew what it was capable of.

“I came to warn you.”

“Well, warn me.” I nodded when he fell silent.

“Someone is interested in you.”

“Some beautiful girls, I hope?”

“Among others.” Not a single muscle moved on his face.

“The Irbisovs, Gornostaevs, and Morzhovs showed interest. They have been following you for several days, asking for information.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I already told you. To warn you. Your actions do not match the expectations we have from you.”

“I see.”

Rodion was sitting in a chair in the recreation area while I headed to my table. If these families had intelligence and resources, it wasn’t hard to guess what Rodion was hinting at.

“Do you have any advice for me?”

“First, don’t flaunt your money.”

“I’ll try. By the way, about the money... Since you’re here.”

I took the compass from the table and threw it to Rodion. He caught it easily and twirled the device in his hand.

“What is this?” he asked, raising an eyebrow slightly.

Already an achievement.

“Open it.”

The compass was small, fitting easily in the palm of his hand.

“The needle doesn’t point north,” he noted.

“Correct. It points to where the Walker dropped you off.”

“Is this what I think it is?”

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but this compass shows the direction to the nearest point where teleportation occurred. Whether the passage is open or a Walker jumped in it — it doesn’t matter.”

“What if there are several passages?”

“If you look closely, you’ll see there are four needles. When there’s one passage nearby, they all point in its direction. If there are two, one needle will separate. I think you get the idea.”

“What if there are five?”

“Then you’re out of luck and you will locate only four points.”

“Does it need recharging?”

“If you don’t use it too often, then no. Check it empirically.”

“You mentioned money.”

“Yes, that would be one and a half million from you.”

He blinked.

“As you say.”

His voice became a little colder.

“It’s discounted.” I clarified. It was true, I reduced the initial price that my inner beast that embodied my greed was eager to say first. Not that I had been afraid of him, but I thought it was the right thing to do.

Rodion narrowed his eyes ever so slightly. If I hadn’t been watching his facial expressions carefully, I wouldn’t have noticed.

“I’m ready to buy a few more of these things.”

“Agreed. I’ll make more, but not now. I’ll be a little busy over the next couple of months.”

Rodion nodded, stood up, and took out several folded documents from his inner pocket as he approached me.

“Your acquaintances, the Gvozdevs, have fake documents that won’t hold up under scrutiny. These will. Please, take them.”

I looked at what he handed me: birth certificates, work records, passports.

Without waiting for my response, Rodion took something out of his outer pocket, pressed a button, and after ten seconds, during which I skimmed the documents, a portal opened next to him.

“I wish you all the best, Edgar. Let me give you another advice: modesty prolongs a quiet life.”

Was this about the price? Legalizing the Gvozdevs was a generous gesture, but there was still something about this man that infuriated me.

***

The day had come, and I couldn’t say I was happy about it.

“It will be hard, Edgar,” Olga said, her tone devoid of its usual ease. Her words frightened and alarmed me, making me question the entire idea of going through with the test.

“Yes, I understand,” I answered, slightly irritated.

“Then leave all your toys behind. Everything. Every single one.”

“But...”

“You’re going like a demon, not a gifted one.”

Without my gadgets, I felt like I was exposed, and I wasn’t ready to accept that. As soon as Olga turned away, I extended my hand. The blocker landed perfectly in it. I wasn’t going anywhere without my primary defense from Walkers.

“Try not to flaunt your capabilities.” Olga sternly looked at me. “Our man will take care of you. He’s loyal and trustworthy. But you should pass it as a demon.”

I understood, and yet I felt bad. I was confident in my skills as an alchemist, but the topic of immortals was still new to me.

“Listen to me carefully,” Olga said, coming up and taking my hand, which threw me off track. Touching felt too intimate. “Aristocrats are trained from childhood. They learn how to control their instincts. This preparation is sufficient for a peaceful life. But the life of an aristocrat is rarely peaceful. Conflicts, ambition, power struggles... If they don’t control their instincts, all this becomes distorted and hypertrophied, making it dangerous both for the aristocrat and the people around them. If an aristocrat is trained, they can control their reactions, but all this will be worth nothing in extreme situations. There are tests that can prepare you for such things. This is a set of practices designed to strengthen the psyche, know oneself, and curb the angry beast inside. You don’t have the opportunity to undergo many years of training. Therefore, it will be harder for you than for others. What they’ve learned over a lifetime, you’ll have to master in a month. You have already learned something by yourself, which will make the task easier, but now you need to understand that you are not ready. Don’t overestimate yourself.”

“If I’m not ready, what’s the point?”

“Have you considered that tests aren’t about pushing a little harder, but about doing the impossible?” She raised an eyebrow and looked me over.

With every minute, this became more daunting.

“What exactly is required of me?”

“You’ll find out when we get there.”

“Then why the... ahem... ominous instructions?”

“To set the right mood. Let’s go.”

Without letting go of my hand, Olga transported me.

***

We found ourselves in the forest. In the meadow.

A man in camouflage clothing sat on a fallen tree and stirred the coals with a stick.

“He’s in your hands now. You’re on your own,” Olga said and disappeared.

“Sit down.” The man pointed to a spot in front of the fire.

There wasn’t anything suitable for sitting.

“I’m good.”

“I said sit,” he repeated, his gaze piercing. Bearded and rough-faced, he wasn’t huge, but he radiated strength. I didn’t argue further and I knelt down. If necessary, I could quickly spring up from this position. Though, probably not as quickly as he could leap off the log.

We sat in silence. He was studying me intently.

After a while, he took out a pot, a knife, and a flask from a bag behind the tree. He grabbed a couple of branches nearby, trimmed them quickly, and stuck them into the ground on either side of the fire. He placed a third branch between them and hung the pot on it, pouring liquid from the flask into it.

“What did they tell you about what we’re doing here today?”

“That it would be tough.”

“Is that all?”

“That’s all.”

“Alright.” He nodded, stirring the pot with the knife. “I don’t know your name, and I don’t need to. You don’t need to know mine either. We don’t need to be friends for what we’ll be doing.”

A crooked grin that promised suffering spread across his face.

“This is wild land. The nearest settlement is several hundred miles away. You can try to run away, but I don’t recommend it.”

“Why?”

“Why?” He looked at me. “Why did you come here?”

“To pass the test.”

“And why do you want to pass it?”

“To learn to control the bestial essence.”

“Then focus on that. But keep in mind that it’ll be dangerous to go out among people. Dangerous for them,” he clarified, watching me carefully.

When the liquid in the pot began to boil, he removed it and placed it on the ground. After a moment, he handed it to me.

“Bottoms up. It’s hot, but you’ll manage.”

It was reckless to drink something handed to me without question, but I had agreed to entrust myself to him. So, there was no point in asking foolish questions about what kind of brew this was.

The liquid tasted bitter, burning, and at the same time cooling my mouth as if I had chewed a bunch of mint.

“Now listen to me carefully, boy. This drug will enhance all the processes within you. With each passing hour, it will press harder and harder. My advice: don’t try to hold back for the first week. Let out whatever comes.”

“Can you be more specific? What are we going to do?” I asked, feeling goosebumps running down my body.

“It’s simple,” he said, standing up, stretching, and shaking off the invisible dust from his feet. “Your task is to survive and kill me.”

“What?” There was a ringing in my ears, and his words didn’t immediately reach me.

“Survive and kill,” he repeated with a grin.

Then, without warning, he kicked me in the face.

The blow came out of nowhere and threw me back. When I scrambled to my feet, he was gone.

What kind of game was this?!


Chapter 14
INSTINCTS




I realized that the attack wasn’t a joke when the second blow landed on me. This time, it was a stone to the head. I didn’t see it coming, but I sure felt the impact. Something exploded in my head, and I nearly fell face-first into the fire.

When I got up, the Walker had disappeared again. No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see anyone. Blood streamed down my face from a cut on my forehead. The wound quickly closed, but it was still unpleasant. Wiping my face, I tried to figure out where to run and where to expect danger from.

Thoughts swirled in my head about how serious the situation was. Did I really need to kill a man? To be honest, the idea became more tempting with every passing second.

I wasn’t going to let him hit me for the third time. I jumped up and ran into the forest. I was too vulnerable out in the open.

And what a mistake that was...

Suddenly, my left leg gave way, and I flew forward, feeling a searing pain. In the hole I fell into, a sharpened spear stuck out, piercing my foot.

Damn!

Howling in pain, I yanked my leg free. The pain intensified, forcing me to grit my teeth and growl quietly. Through the haze of pain, I saw the severity of the wound. A piece of the sharpened stick remained embedded in my leg. I recalled Sergei teaching me how to set traps like these — for beasts, not people.

I pulled out the splinter and waited for the wound to close. As I waited, I scanned the area but saw no one.

The pain gradually subsided, and my thoughts cleared.

I was on an unfamiliar territory that was riddled with traps.

I needed to understand what was happening. Olga wouldn’t bring me here to be slaughtered. It was too illogical and pointless. Unless I had somehow mortally offended her and she decided to torture me to death. But that didn’t seem right. Not over Catherine, surely?

I found this idea too unrealistic.

So, I had to assume this was truly a test.

Something stirred among the shadows of the forest, making me wary. Damn Walkers... You could never be sure of anything with them. They appeared in one place, then came at you from a completely different direction. Running further seemed dangerous. Regeneration might save me from injuries, but if there were too many of them… The thought that I could run into a variety of traps killed my enthusiasm for moving thoughtlessly.

I needed to decide what to do. Fast.

If this was truly a test, how serious was it? If I failed to fulfill some condition, what would happen? Would they give me another chance or kill me?

Should I kill the man or not? The temptation to finish him off quickly and eliminate the haste factor was strong. Well, he had asked for it himself.

Different thoughts popped into my head. A few seals could have solved so many of my issues, but I wasn’t going to violate the rules of this strange game, at least for now.

Only, it wasn’t easy to follow the rules when you were in excruciating pain.

As soon as I recovered and got up, a shot rang out and a nearby tree exploded into splinters. My body reacted instinctively. I somersaulted, hid behind a tree trunk, and moved out of the line of fire.

In an instant, I twitched, dodging a shot from a completely different direction. I realized belatedly that he wasn’t aiming directly at me, just somewhere close by.

That bastard was toying with me. If he wanted to hit me, he definitely would have.

I needed to buy time to decide what to do. I moved in short dashes, trying to predict the enemy’s position.

Another shot. I dodged but then triggered a trap. An arrow pierced my stomach.

“Damn you,” I swore, pulling it out.

The jagged arrowhead tore open my insides. Spitting out blood, I abandoned any hope of leaving peacefully. Looking at the arrow, I realized one thing. I had a weapon. When I found this bastard, I wouldn’t have to kill him with my bare hands.

***

When Olga entered the library, Anastas watched her calmly. The Emperor was seated in a chair, smoking a rare cigar. A luxury he indulged in only on special evenings.

“You look troubled. What’s on your mind?”

“It’s Sokolov,” Olga replied, casting a disapproving glance at her brother before moving to open the window.

“Him again.” Anastas grinned. “I’m glad you came. I wanted to discuss the boy with you.”

“Did something happen?” Olga’s concern was evident, though she was more intrigued than worried. What had Edgar done to pique her brother’s interest?

“Nothing special,” the Emperor said, exhaling smoke and flicking away the ashes. “Rodion reported that our boy made him a new toy.”

“What kind of toy?” Olga asked, interested.

“A device that detects the nearest points with spatial distortions. Rodion won’t show it, but he was quite impressed.”

“Edgar mentioned Rodion approached him about something, but he didn’t say what for. What’s there to discuss? The boy’s brilliant, making useful devices, albeit slowly.”

“Sokolov asked Rodion for one and a half million.”

“So? A small amount of money for a unique artifact.”

“Small for us,” the Emperor corrected. “But for him... Don’t you think Sokolov harbors a grudge against Rodion?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. Rodion threatened his loved ones... Based on Edgar’s psychological profile, that’s enough to earn his hatred.”

“You think that’s all there is to it?”

“Most likely. I don’t see any other reason.”

“What if someone close to him gets hurt?” Anastas asked.

“What do you mean?” Olga grew wary. “You’re not planning to manipulate him crudely, are you?”

“Not me. Rodion mentioned that certain aristocrats expressed interest in the boy. He’s drawn too much attention.”

“That was to be expected.” Olga nodded. “We anticipated this. I sent him for testing just in time. Let him run around the forest for a month and stay away from the public eye; it’ll be safer. But what was your point? Should we protect the Gvozdevs to prevent anyone from hurting them and thus provoking Edgar?”

“They’re already being looked after. I wanted to discuss the extent of our patronage. He hasn’t asked for help, has he? Other than for work-related advice?”

“No. I offered a job to Olga Gvozdev and wanted to help with a few other things, but he refused. He seems convinced that the less he asks for, the better.”

“That’s true.” Anastas smiled understandingly. “But for us, it’s a drawback. The boy wants to maintain his independence.”

“Is that bad?”

“It depends on how you look at it,” he said thoughtfully.

“We’ve discussed this. He won’t work well under pressure. Don’t even think about it.”

“Thinking about it is my job.”

“Are you planning something?” Olga walked up to her brother, looking into his eyes and ignoring the irritating smoke.

“Calm down. I’m not doing anything yet but... The boy might be the one to start something dangerous.”

“What do you mean?”

“When young ones start feeling too confident, they often become reckless and arrogant.”

“That could sound like Edgar, yes.”

“It already sounds like him.”

“Are you talking about the price he asked Rodion to pay?”

“About that too.”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk in riddles and just share your thoughts with me. But that’s not the priority now.”

“Indeed.” The Emperor nodded. “How’s the test going?”

“It’s only the second day. I haven’t been watching them.”

“I hope the boy doesn’t kill the master. He is valuable.”

“Valuable and experienced. He should be able to handle Sokolov.”

Anastas fell silent, a vague anxiety gnawing at him. Tests always carried danger. With demons and Walkers, the risks were known. But Edgar... This devil might surprise everyone unpleasantly.

“Alright,” he exhaled. “Have you found any mention of his abilities?”

“No. There are legends, myths, tales... But nothing specific. The chances of being both a gifted and a demon in one are extremely low. Always have been. Only a couple of tales describe it.”

“What do they say?”

“They’re just stories.” Olga waved her hand dismissively. “But I have a theory.”

“I’m listening.” He smiled, knowing the eccentric theories Olga often concocted.

“Perhaps,” she emphasized, “he’s a new kind of gifted. Historically, the spread of Walkers and the gifted came in waves. Little is known how the mutations evolve, so I can’t say anything for sure. But that could explain his abilities.”

“A new type of gifted,” Anastas mused. “Or could it be the result of the Korshunovs’ experiments? If so, I’m surprised they lost. Imagine learning to create powerful gifted individuals… But we haven’t found any evidence in their labs, not even a hint, that they were working in this direction.”

“Korshunov was too cunning to leave behind anything obvious.”

“We found mentions that they were developing ways to strengthen demons. Maybe Sokolov is the result of a combination of factors: he’s a demon, he’s gifted, and they experimented on him. Maybe Korshunov unknowingly awakened something new in the boy.”

“We live in strange times.” Anastas shook his head.

“If he’s some kind of new species, then we’re lucky we came across him.”

“Agreed. Speaking of which, your daughter...” He grinned teasingly.

“What about her?” Olga maintained a calm expression.

“Her decision to go visit her relatives was so sudden…”

“She missed them.”

“I bet.” Anastas laughed.

“These two were planning to go on a date,” Olga said, displeased. “People might get killed because of that, Anastas. Do we need that?”

“Absolutely not. Did you talk to him and explain?”

“He’s driven by instincts. There is no point in expecting prudence.”

“Oh, to be young and in love,” Anastas continued to amuse himself. “On the other hand... if he really is a new type of gifted, those are unique genes...”

“Anastas!” Olga barked. “I don’t want to hear another word about it! A carrier of unique genes!” she snorted.

Anastas laughed loudly.

“Just you laugh...” Olga hissed. “But it’s not only my daughter he spends time with.” She looked at him mockingly.

His laughter stopped abruptly.

***

Igor Dravin had served the Medvedevs since infancy, for five decades now. For the last twenty years, he had been training the clan’s heirs and conducting tests.

When Olga asked him to teach an unknown young man to control his instincts, he was surprised but didn’t show it. Business was business; it needed to be done, not discussed. After asking a few questions about who he would be dealing with and the expected result, Igor became even more puzzled but promised Olga he would fulfill the task.

The subject was a weak demon with an inflated sense of confidence, whose arrogance needed to be curbed, and whose awakening instincts needed to be controlled. He had one month to accomplish this task, with any intensity of exposure deemed acceptable.

Additionally, Olga warned that if the young man got out of control, he might unpleasantly surprise Igor. In that case, Igor needed to remember every detail of what he did and then report back to her. Igor hadn’t paid much attention to these words, thinking the boy just had some unusual ancestral gifts.

The task wasn’t supposed to be difficult for him. For the subject, it would be a nightmare.

Olga delivered the boy at the appointed time and place. He looked pretty unremarkable, and Igor didn’t recognize him. Although Igor wasn’t particularly interested in politics, he knew the clan heirs by sight. And he doubted Olga would bring the heir of another family to him; other clans had their own training methods.

Having given the boy the clan potion, Igor got down to business. The liquid was meant to enhance all processes, both physical and mental. Its effects would take hold within an hour, depending on the body’s resistance. During this time, creating severe stress for the subject and provoking aggression would initiate the first stage.

The goal was to make the subject lose control. He needed to feel real rage, anger, and hatred, the desire to destroy his offender. There was some risk for Igor, but he was confident. This wasn’t his first rodeo. As a weak Walker and a moderately strong demon, he could move through the forest and attack, further provoking the subject’s anger.

For the first two hours, everything went according to plan. The boy tried to run away, resist, and fight back, but without success.

Then, his mind went blank. This was evident from the way he growled when he saw Igor. From that moment on, the games were over. Igor was no longer dealing with a man, but a beast.

At least until he adapted to the new level of aggression, his mind wouldn’t awaken, and he wouldn’t take control of his emotions. According to the plan, it would take about a week to push his aggression to the brink. After that, the subject would wake up and spend the next couple of weeks learning to live with it. The fourth week was reserved for recovery and meditation.

The conditions were designed to create maximum pressure: sudden attacks from a Walker, traps, and an inability to sleep or relax. The area also contained beasts and ordinary animals. If the boy wanted to eat or drink, he would have to find food and water sources on his own.

In the third hour, the first strange thing happened. Typically, at this stage, clan heirs turned into animals, their ancient instincts fully awakened. They would lose all reason, and go mad. This boy, however, despite clearly losing control, retained a shred of composure. He wheezed, growled, and twitched, but didn’t run around like a rabid animal.

This intrigued Igor but didn’t stop him. He continued his work, either retreating and watching from afar or attacking at unexpected moments to maintain the subject’s level of hatred.

The second oddity occurred on the second day. At night, Igor continued to provoke the boy, denying him sleep and bringing him to the ideal boiling point.

That was when Igor fell into a trap. He tumbled into a hole and cut his leg, just as the boy had done several times before. The difference was that he didn’t know how the subject managed to quietly prepare a trap in his current state. Igor tried to keep him in sight, only losing track of him for a few short minutes. It seemed impossible for him to dig a hole, make a spear, and set it unnoticed in such a short amount of time.

The strangeness intensified as the traps began to repeat. This didn’t pose a serious threat, so Igor wasn’t particularly worried, but he tripled his vigilance.

And for a good reason.

By the end of the second day, things took a startling turn.

The sight of the subject emerging from the darkness, his face twisted with rage, followed by a whole tree flying after him, was something Igor remembered vividly. At that moment, Igor almost paid for his sluggishness. He tried to teleport but couldn’t. The second of stupor passed, and then the tree knocked him down and crushed him. Fortunately, he was pinned by branches, not the trunk.

Once he managed to free himself, Igor began to run. Another tree flew in his direction. He had no explanation for what was happening.

During the first two days, Igor considered himself the hunter, but by the third day they were fighting for that title.

As he ran further away, his ability to teleport returned. But as soon as the subject approached, it disappeared again.

He was tempted to stop the test but knew he couldn’t. The boy was already under the influence of the drug. Stopping now would ruin the process. Worse, if the boy killed him, there was a high chance he would be stuck in a state of accelerated aggression forever, becoming like a mad dog.

Therefore, he had no choice but to continue whether he wanted to or not.

Over the next two days, they clashed repeatedly. Igor could no longer afford to relax. Several times, they both encountered beasts. It was easier for Igor to retreat, but the boy destroyed everything in his path, tirelessly pursuing his main prey — Igor, the one who was testing him.

The two most difficult days were yet to come.

***

Olga interrupted the meeting when she received word that the family master had arrived ahead of schedule. She quickly made her way to his chambers and found him there.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “What’s wrong with Sokolov?”

“He’s alive,” the man replied wearily. “I came back to get some sleep.”

“What?” Olga was taken aback.

“I don’t know what kind of monster you gave me, but he’s not an ordinary demon.”

“Tell me more,” she insisted.

“What do you want to hear?” he asked, his fatigue evident. “The first two days went as expected. Then it got harder, our clashes intensified, and in the end, he started hunting me.”

Having said this, Igor fell silent for a moment and cursed. He hadn’t thought through the implications of his words. He froze, wondering whether it was clear that he saw that this boy was able to block Walkers. It had to be a unique gift the royal family would prefer to keep secret.

And judging by how Olga straightened up, how cold and calculated she grew, she was clearly assessing which was more valuable — Igor’s life or the information.

Igor didn’t have time to find out what decision Olga would make. He coughed, doubled over, and collapsed, vomiting clots of blood.

Olga jumped up, startled by such a reaction from a demon with powerful regenerative abilities, and quickly teleported him.

***

Half an hour later, Olga left the hospital room, her face a mask of composure. Igor’s death had just been confirmed. Despite his remarkable regenerative abilities, he couldn’t deal with his severe injuries. Edgar’s whereabouts and condition remained unknown, and it was uncertain whether anyone could even approach him.

If he was dead, it would be a failure on all counts.

Olga had a theory about how Edgar’s and Igor’s final battle unfolded. The former had already demonstrated his ability to affect the blood of his enemies. The healer diagnosed that Igor’s blood had rebelled against him, causing his regenerative powers to backfire and his organs to deteriorate rapidly. Yet, nobody could call Igor weak. Maybe he wasn’t a hereditary aristocrat, but he certainly wasn’t a weakling.

For several minutes Olga pondered how safe it was to have someone like Edgar as an ally. Would it have been better if he had perished in the forest? However, she quickly dismissed these cowardly thoughts. Sokolov had already proven his ability to survive in any situation, suggesting he was likely still alive.

The main concern now was his condition. Under the supervision of an experienced master, initiation carried risks, but they were usually minor. Internal mental abnormalities would intensify under pressure and could drive the subject mad if he was left unsupervised. While this could be a personal tragedy, for the well-being of the family, it was often considered better to reject defective material sooner rather than later.

Olga quickly decided on her next steps. She would find Sokolov, either on her own, or thanks to Sofia’s mark, assess his emotional state, and then determine what to do. With this plan in mind, she set off to find her brother.

***

Rage had many shades. There was a consuming rage that stripped one of reason, often referred to as a state of affect. This kind of rage was dangerous, primarily for the one who experienced it. There was no self-control, the instinct for self-preservation dulled, and consequences and context weren’t taken into account.

Rage wasn’t an inherently bad thing. It was just a catalyst. For those with a weak internal structure, it led to a loss of control, allowing for passion to take over. However, for those with a strong internal structure and the ability to harness this burning energy, rage could be transformed into a cold, calculated force used to one’s advantage.

What they did to me... went beyond all the concepts and definitions of rage that I knew.

The first time I felt a semblance of self-awareness and control was when I gutted the carcass of a beast. What snapped me back to my senses was the thought about which organs were most valuable and how to handle them to maximize their worth. Unfortunately, at that moment, another beast attacked, and I lost control again.

The second time I came to my senses, I was standing in a forest among fallen trees. I was consumed by the question of who to direct my anger at. There was no one around, and I was inexplicably certain of this. My body ached, and my head felt as though it was splitting for no apparent reason. Everything was a haze. The last thing I realized was that I was standing in torn pants, naked to the waist, dirty, and covered in blood.

Next thing I knew, I found myself lying on a warm stone, with my arms and legs splayed out. This time, my head was crystal clear, but my body felt the opposite. It was as if I had overexerted myself repeatedly without any respite. When I tried to move, my muscles responded with such pain that I quickly abandoned the idea.

After lying there for about thirty minutes, staring at the night sky, I finally fell asleep.

***

“I hope you have something to report on the Sokolov case,” the Emperor said slowly, turning his gaze to Olga as she entered the room.

“I still haven’t found him,” she replied.

“It’s been two weeks.”

“I know. I’m sure he’s alive, but he disappeared.”

Anastas closed his eyes, contemplating the situation.

“We have lost the master and we can’t find a boy with unknown abilities, nor do we know what state he’s in,” he summarized.

Olga shuddered. She knew she had made a mistake. Sokolov’s instincts had been awakening, raising red flags. It was only a matter of time before the situation spiraled out of control.

Sending him to initiation had seemed like the right decision. Olga knew this. But now, facing the consequences, that truth seemed less certain.

“I didn’t fully grasp his potential,” she admitted.

“And his psychological state. There was something in his file about that. The psyche was deformed — loss of family, captivity, experiments he had undergone in the lab…”

“We don’t know what exactly happened,” Olga interrupted.

“We don’t,” the Emperor agreed. “How much longer will you be galloping through the forests? Isn’t it time to send a cleanup team?”

Olga had considered this many times during the past two weeks of combing the forest. Initially, there had been hope that Sofia could find him through the mark, but no. It was like he had vanished from the face of the earth. If he had died, Sofia would have sensed it, but her abilities had failed this time. When Anastas found out that Sofia couldn’t sense her mark even while in the forest, he forbade her from continuing the search, not wanting to put his daughter’s safety at risk. He tried to forbid Olga as well, but she stubbornly insisted.

Olga had found numerous traces — uprooted trees thrown around like projectiles, gutted beasts killed in ways that required incredible strength and skill.

But none of the traces indicated where Edgar had gone. Olga wasn’t a skilled tracker. However, being a Walker and a demon, she could comb a large area. Since the test was her idea, she felt responsible for her mistake. Adding one or two more Walkers wouldn’t improve the situation. If a search party with helicopters started looking through the area, and Sokolov pulled off some of his tricks, the information would leak out.

“As long as there’s a chance he will show up again...” Olga answered.

“He could reach a populated area at any moment, and I dread to think what he might do.”

Anastas had also visited the scene of the confrontation between Edgar and Igor. The sight had impressed even him.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” Olga said firmly. “On the bright side, his danger level is directly proportional to his usefulness.”

“Unless he takes up arms against us for what we did to him.”

Olga had no response to that.


Chapter 15
NAKED IN THE FOREST




I never would have expected to find myself naked inside a very complex seal.

It took me a while to grasp what had happened.

My consciousness returned in fits and starts. Each time I seemed to come to my senses, it was so shaky and unsteady that any effort sent me back into oblivion. This cycle repeated for hours, maybe even days. I was putting myself together piece by piece. I remembered who I was, what I lived for, how I got there, and what preceded it.

Emotions hindered my progress. When I first heard a roar, I shuddered, only to realize the roar was mine, yet I couldn’t move. Memories of my powerlessness in the laboratory flooded back, igniting a burning desire to destroy everyone involved. Why did I pass out?

When I regained consciousness again, those feelings were still smoldering. Though calling them smoldering would be an understatement. They were like powder kegs with lit fuses, their length dependent on my control.

Inside my turbulent consciousness, amid the raging ocean of emotions, I found a point of calm. I focused on it and began to expand it. It was difficult. I had to fight my emotions, starting with aggression and the overwhelming desire to annihilate everyone. The list of those I would happily kill was extensive, beginning with Korshunov and the scientists in the laboratory, and extending to all of humanity capable of destroying this world as well. The last thought sobered me.

Now I understood how meager that life had been. I saw how my past experiences could lead me down the path to becoming a dark alchemist. It would be so easy. There was no one here who could resist me.

While I struggled with aggression, different scenarios formed in my mind. How I would take revenge on Olga for setting up the test. How I would invent a new weapon and force others to reckon with me, eventually seizing power. This emotion was insidious, leading me from the want to kill everyone to complex schemes of world domination through alchemy.

Other emotions surfaced too. Fear of being captured again. Anxiety about not being able to deal with it and something terrible happening to all those people around me. These emotions intertwined, whispering that bringing the world to its knees might be necessary to protect myself and save this world from the coming catastrophe.

Gradually the emotions weakened. I studied them, dissected them and, as befitted a true alchemist, transformed one into another. Burning out my dark side — while acknowledging its existence — I formed a center of calm will, building it as the framework of my personality.

Eventually, my condition stabilized. I crossed an unseen threshold, and clarity of thought returned. However, thinking that this clarity would make things easier was a mistake. Memories flooded back, overwhelming me once more. I recalled everything that had brought me to this point, but I was still at a loss for what to do next.

For reasons I found rather questionable, the man Olga had left me with poisoned me with a decoction that completely obliterated my self-preservation instinct and heightened my aggression. What was she thinking? It was an incredibly reckless thing to do. Yet, I was at fault too, trusting strangers and drinking mysterious liquids.

Try not to flaunt your capabilities… Olga’s words echoed in my head. How naive I was. Initially, I did behave like a demon, either trying to hide from the attacking Walker or attempting to kill him. He seemed to enjoy it, relishing the chase. Now I understood that his goal wasn’t to kill me but to provoke me to the brink of rage.

Olga told me a bit about the instincts of demons throughout our discussions. It seemed to me that the idea behind this test was to knock out all the restraining shackles, then push aggression to an extreme level — far beyond what one would experience in everyday life — and give the subject a chance to adapt. Essentially, it was like throwing them into the deep end of the ocean to teach them to swim.

Cruel, but effective and justified for typical aristocrats. However...

Still extremely reckless.

The man provoking me knew his job well, but he had never encountered a raging alchemist. The real oddities began when I started using alchemy. Now I couldn’t even tell what seals I used for throwing trees. I just uprooted them and hurled them at the Walker, whose teleportation I had previously blocked. Things would be much easier for this man if I didn’t have my blocker… I also tossed him around at least several times, unsure how I did that with a living being. It was against the laws of alchemy. It reminded me of when I blew up the kidnappers. In both cases, I couldn’t remember which seals I had used. Despite the clarity of my memories, the idea that I used no seals at all seemed blasphemous.

I fought not only with the Walker but also with beasts that crossed my path. Despite the constant danger and numerous close calls, I emerged victorious. I was shot, blown up, cut, and chewed on — enduring every conceivable form of attack. It seemed I had pushed the Walker to his limit, forcing him to genuinely try to kill me. I still wondered where he was now and why he suddenly stopped attacking me. The last thing I remembered was our vicious fight and the fact that I finally managed to apply numerous seals on him.

Apparently, I disobeyed Olga and violated the rules.

However, this wasn’t my most pressing concern at the moment.

Several days had passed, and now I found myself in an unknown place, wearing scraps of clothing, lying on a seal I created. Its purpose was only vaguely clear to me, its structure complicated and unusual. In my rage, I must have decided this body lacked the strength to go on and so I took drastic measures. I found a place with an unusually high energy density, ten times more potent than any clusters I had encountered before. The seal harnessed this energy, transforming my body.

The transformation followed the riskiest and most extreme method. When developing practices to unlock my potential, I outlined several approaches, ultimately choosing the safest and most balanced one. This seal had maximized the speed and efficiency, and where this would take me remained to be seen. I felt all the processes occurring around me, energy flows entering my body, passing through, and altering me from the inside out. Remaining in this precarious ritual was dangerous, but interrupting it could be even more catastrophic.

Olga really set me up here.

How did she even come up with this?

My hatred had subsided, replaced by a cold, controlled anger. Something in me had changed, allowing me to analyze the chain of events that led me to where I lay without emotion.

It was good that I was lying down. There was time to think — time to consider the true motives of the one who put me in this position in the first place.

***

Olga had convinced her brother to give her one more week to find Sokolov. Times were difficult, with many pressing matters, but she had to push them aside. Every free minute, she chose a sector of the forest, moved there, searched, and looked for traces.

On the very last day of her extended time, she got lucky. She noticed smoke rising in the distance and headed towards it, her heart racing. There, she found who she was looking for.

Having teleported there, Olga didn’t immediately reveal her presence. She cautiously moved forward, peering through the gaps among the trees, trying to assess the situation. She remembered that Sokolov could block Walkers. If he wasn’t himself, approaching could be dangerous, but he was her student and her responsibility.

Soon, she reached a clearing. Edgar sat on a fallen tree, stirring the coals of a fire with a stick, occasionally adding branches to produce more smoke.

As Olga approached, Edgar raised his head without turning around, acknowledging her presence with a silent nod.

“It’s me,” Olga called softly. “Are you alright?”

“Yes,” Edgar replied curtly. “Will you join me by the fire?”

Olga stepped out from the shadows of the trees. She was surprised by how clean Edgar looked, considering his time in the wild. More striking was his attire; he was draped in some kind of animal skin, not ordinary clothes.

“Are you stable?” Olga asked directly, her voice tense.

“I believe so, but…” Edgar trailed off.

Olga nodded, remembering her own initiation. It changed her fundamentally; there was much to relearn and adapt to.

“How are you feeling?” she ventured, moving cautiously to sit on a conveniently placed tree stump, still wary of a potential trap.

“No need to be afraid. I’m not going to kill you.”

Olga stiffened, then forced herself to relax and exhale. The confidence with which Edgar spoke about killing both a Higher demon and a Walker was chilling as if he had no doubt about his capability.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“For what?” Edgar asked, finally looking up, his gaze piercing.

Edgar had looked serious before, but now his face was perfectly calm. The feelings emanating from Sokolov had also shifted. Now, he felt like a formidable opponent, one to be taken seriously.

It wasn’t about intentions but rather the level of power. This was a common animalistic gift that many aristocrats possessed — the ability to quickly discern whether someone was prey or a predator capable of inflicting serious harm. Initially, Edgar had seemed insignificant, but now he was perceived as a potential threat, albeit a minor one. However, since he wasn’t a standard demon, his abilities could not be accurately assessed, meaning the sense of danger could be misleading.

“I miscalculated the situation,” Olga admitted.

“It seems so.”

“Things got out of hand…”

“It was stupid.”

“I agree.” Olga sighed. “If you’re feeling better, we need to run a few tests. Do you mind?”

Edgar remained silent, staring at Olga without blinking.

“I’ll just ask you a few questions.”

Finding Sokolov was a relief, but now she needed to use this opportunity to gather information.

“Are you angry?” she asked.

“I feel calm and empty.”

Olga sensed a hidden mockery in his words.

“That’s good.” She nodded. “One of the goals of the test is to numb the senses.”

Edgar remained silent, his unblinking gaze making Olga uncomfortable.

“It’s a matter of adaptation,” she explained. “You know that.”

“I remember your lectures.” He nodded.

Olga mentally noted this as a positive sign. If he remembered her lectures, his memory was intact and he could think straight.

“What breaks an ordinary person strengthens an aristocrat. The test is an inoculation against rage, anger, and aggression. When did you become aware of yourself?”

“It’s hard to tell. How many days have passed?”

“Twenty-eight since the start.”

“What about that Walker? He disappeared somewhere.”

“He completed his task,” Olga answered without hesitation. “Then you had to pull yourself together on your own. Do you understand why?”

“No. Care to explain?” Edgar replied, his face expressionless, though a glint of mockery lingered in his eyes as if he saw through her attempts to manipulate him.

“It’s a skill,” Olga explained. “Surviving the test makes it easier to handle everyday challenges. Think about what used to make you angry or aggressive. What do you feel now?”

“It’s like I have a switch inside me, and I can choose how angry I want to be.”

“Excellent,” Olga said, smiling for the first time. “We’ll discuss this more later. Are you ready to go back?”

“Ready. I just need some clothes. I can’t go out like this.”

“We’ll take care of that, don’t worry.”

***

After Olga delivered some fresh clothes to Sokolov and brought him back, she finally breathed a sigh of relief once she was in her room. She froze in front of a mirror and grimaced. Her hidden goal was achieved, though only in fragments — like a puzzle half-solved, with pieces still missing and the full picture yet to come together. Igor was expected to detail exactly what Edgar had done. Unfortunately, he succumbed to his injuries before she could reach him.

Olga had seen this initiation as a crucial opportunity to check all of Edgar’s capabilities. They might have tried to deal with his anger differently, but after Edgar got close to Catherine... Olga’s opinion changed, she was eager to see the full potential of this young man. She had to keep an eye on such a dangerous and unpredictable person who was in contact with her daughter.

Olga understood that love for her daughter and concern for her prevented her from thinking rationally, but she couldn’t help it.

***

Olga left me in the workshop, fully clothed. Calm and collected, I took out a notebook and meticulously documented everything that had happened, noting all the oddities, ideas, and conclusions that came to mind.

I wrote for hours, carefully capturing every detail to ensure nothing was missed. I knew these notes would be invaluable; too much had happened for me to rely solely on my memory. I needed to reevaluate my approach to several matters. In fact, I had already started reconsidering them but hadn’t yet decided on the next steps.

First and foremost, I realized I needed to stop blindly trusting the Medvedevs. This whole situation was shady. They essentially had an excellent opportunity to study me inside and out. I also needed to know what the man who chased me through the forests had managed to report. I remembered catching him and attacking him fiercely with numerous seals before he vanished. He should have died despite his regenerative abilities, but perhaps healers had intervened, or he managed to share some details on his deathbed. There was also the possibility that someone else had been observing me.

Olga’s advice to “not flaunt my capabilities” now felt like a cruel joke. Having lost control, I stopped holding back and fully exposed myself.

If the man survived, it meant the Medvedevs had learned a great deal about my abilities. If he died, then Olga truly was a master of deception. Not a single muscle twitched on her face when I inquired about him. It would have been more advantageous for her to claim he was dead. That way, I would have believed my secrets were secure. Was she genuinely concerned about my feelings after I killed another man? I doubted it.

Now it was better to assume that the Medvedevs were aware of my secrets. Since they hadn’t brought up the topic themselves, it was best to lay low, stay cautious, and hope they hadn’t discovered everything.

As for trust, I didn’t feel anger or resentment towards them. Something had genuinely changed inside me, something I had yet to understand. However, the test format itself was a complete sham. On one hand, it seemed like they did me a favor. On the other, they had forced me to open up, something I should’ve predicted.

What did I expect, anyway? I needed to quickly abandon this black-and-white way of thinking and stop labeling people as either allies or enemies. The Medvedevs were, at best, business partners. They were also a ruling family with their own agenda. It was natural for them to want to study me, protect themselves, and ideally, bring me under tight control. Or eliminate me if I became dangerous and uncontrollable.

So, I needed to start thinking more, be much more cautious, and put in greater effort to defend my independence.

Which led to my next point. After I finally came to my senses in the forest, I waited until the end of the ritual, broke free from my seal, and assessed what I had done. I made sure I was okay, covered my tracks, and left the area. Now, after checking the workshop for surveillance, I decided to take a closer look at what had changed in my body.

I checked multiple times before breathing a sigh of relief. My danger index had reached thirty-five. I was no longer a weak demon; I had moved into the average category. The bad news was that this was my limit. I anticipated this, but I couldn’t tell when the potential given by nature would exhaust itself. Now I needed to figure out how to raise it further and what methods to use, but I would devote time to that later.

Regardless, I could put a bold checkmark in the personal strength column. One of my goals had been achieved, making things a tad easier.

After that, I left the workshop, was relieved upon finding my car intact outside, and headed to the Gvozdevs. It wasn’t ideal to show up unannounced, but I hoped they would forgive me.

***

Stopping at the fence and stepping outside, I heard children’s laughter coming from the house. My heart immediately felt lighter. If Kirill was laughing, then everything was fine.

Sergei opened the gate for me.

“Look who’s here! Come in, come in, it’s been a while,” he said, patting me on the shoulder.

I saw Olga and the baby in the yard, which finally calmed me down.

“That’s some weird choice of clothes…” Olga remarked.

“Huh?” I looked down at myself. The clothes Olga brought me were pretty ordinary, but far from my size. “Oh, yes, I had an accident. How are things here?”

They had both good and bad news. On the positive side, they had settled into the house, making it much more comfortable than when I had bought it. But, on the downside… Sergei had been fired.

“What happened?” I was surprised.

“Honestly, I don’t know. One day I came to work, and the boss just told me to get out.”

“Why so rude?”

“No idea.” Sergei shrugged. “There wasn’t much to do, so I left and found a new job. The salary is higher, so it turned out well for me.”

“Well, that’s good then. Any other problems?”

“Not really. We’re just enjoying a quiet and peaceful life.”

They tactfully avoided asking about my affairs. I had warned them that I would be away for about a month but didn’t go into details.

***

“Come in, Rodion. Any news?” the Emperor asked, sitting at the table.

“There is plenty of news. Where should I begin?” Rodion stopped opposite of him.

From the way Rodion spoke, Anastas concluded that nothing urgent had happened.

“Let’s start with something simple. How’s Sokolov?”

“Good. Quiet. Laying low. After returning from the forest, he spent a couple of hours in the workshop, visited the Gvozdevs, and from there, he went home.”

“That sounds like him, to visit his loved ones first.” The Emperor thoughtfully nodded. “Did he react to Gvozdev being fired?”

“Not yet. And he doesn’t know Gornostaev is behind it.”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t change. Hotheaded youth…” The Emperor grumbled, dissatisfied. “They don’t need any more reasons to clash. Keep an eye on Sokolov then.”

“Of course,” Rodion nodded.

“What about the surveillance of the Belogrudovs?”

“Their connection with the foreign agent has been confirmed. They don’t yet know that we can track their movements, which works to our advantage. It’s a pity that the technology has limited applications.”

“Then ask Sokolov to do something about it again.” The Emperor chuckled.

“Certainly. Here is a list of Belogrudovs’ known allies, their bases, and their forces.” Rodion placed the document on the table. “Where they keep the spiders, whether they still have these creatures, and if they plan to use them — we haven’t discovered yet.”

“Did you manage to find out when they’ll make their move?”

“Not yet. They are still preparing the ground.”

The Emperor grimaced, fully aware of what that meant. The war was already underway. The Medvedevs and Belogrudovs were engaged in a battle of information, fighting for the support of both the common people and the aristocracy.

After the Atamanov case, when his son’s testimony was presented in court, the Belogrudovs’ position began to falter. The Atamanovs were members of their clan, and while aristocrats often shifted their loyalties based on self-interest, many recognized that poisoning their own people with hard drugs was a grievous crime. Belogrudov Sr. had to distance himself from the Atamanovs, which did nothing to improve his standing among his allies. Unfortunately, this alone wasn’t enough to bring a complete end to the conflict.

Now, both sides were fortifying their positions, forging alliances, and preparing for the ongoing struggle for power.

The door opened and Olga entered the office. She paused at the entrance, raising an eyebrow to silently ask if her presence was welcome.

“Come in,” the Emperor said. “And you, Rodion, prepare a list of what we need from Sokolov.”

“It’s already in the file.” Rodion nodded toward a folder of documents he had laid on the desk.

“Good.” The Emperor smiled. “You can leave now. Let me know as soon as there is news.”

As Rodion left, Olga approached Anastas.

“What can you tell me?” he asked.

“About what?”

“You came to see me,” Anastas said, leaning back in his chair and signaling he wasn’t in the mood for games. “So, tell me what’s going on with Sokolov.”

“He has changed,” Olga replied. “It’s too early to say exactly how. All I can say for sure is that he has become stronger.”

“How much stronger?”

“An average strength demon.”

“How did that happen?”

“I don’t know.”

“There seem to be more and more peculiarities surrounding him every day,” Anastas said, shaking his head. “Do you think he’d accept a major assignment?”

“I believe he’ll agree. I’ll discuss it with him. What do you need?”

“I’ll speak to him myself,” he replied. “In the meantime, take care of your own affairs.”

His tone carried a hint of reprimand.

“Understood.”

“If there’s nothing else, you may go.”


Chapter 16
NEWSPAPER




When I arrived home, Matvey was already there, sitting in the kitchen. He looked worn out, his head propped on his fist as he slowly chewed on some chicken and salad.

“Welcome back, prodigal son,” he greeted me with a lazy wave.

“Employee of the Year,” I replied with a playful salute.

Matvey grimaced, clearly showing his disdain for the daily grind.

I went into the kitchen, thinking of grabbing a quick snack. We talked about various topics, but Matvey didn’t ask where I had been. However, a couple of minutes later, he started looking at me strangely, as if seeing me for the first time. To avoid raising suspicion, I headed for the shower, but he stopped me.

“Do you know what they wrote about you in the newspapers?”

“Are you joking? What’s there to write about me?”

“It’s in the hallway cabinet. I saved you a copy.”

Feeling a sense of unease, I found the said newspaper and unfolded it, but I didn’t see anything.

“What’s about me in here?”

“Crime section. About the bloody showdown.”

And then I saw it. The article described an attack on a mansion where a respected aristocrat and his men were brutally murdered. It painted a picture of rampant lawlessness among the aristocrats, questioning how long this violence would continue. It detailed my conflict with Barsukov, portraying him as a man who had done a lot for the city, and me as someone who had viciously killed him for unknown reasons.

“Matvey...” I called out after finishing the article. “What is this... crap?”

“Newspapers, my dear friend. They can be nasty.”

“And... is this normal?”

“In general, yes.”

“But...”

What kind of nonsense was this?

“Do you even know what’s going on in the country?” he asked in disbelief.

“Not really.”

“I see...” he drawled. “Then how about some tea? I’ll bring you up to speed. It feels like you’ve been lost in the wilderness.”

“I’m still lost,” I muttered.

“You know there’s a new war brewing?” Matvey asked casually.

War... What a foul-smelling word.

“Are you talking about the Belogrudovs? Or something bigger?”

“Much bigger.” Matvey shuddered. “But about them too.”

“What about them? And what does that have to do with the article about me?”

“Think about it. You’re spending your holidays with the Emperor’s niece. You got into a fight with Atamanov. Do you know who they really are?”

“What are you getting at?” I asked, gritting my teeth.

It felt like too much had happened without me noticing in the past month.

“Edgar, how do you manage to stay so oblivious?” Matvey laughed. “The Atamanovs were under the Belogrudovs’ protection. It didn’t save them, though. Their story just ended recently. There were put on a trial, and the Atamanov family was officially dismissed. But unofficially, they were destroyed long before that.”

“Wait, wait.” I shook my head. “I’ll need more details.”

“Actually, I had a long day at work and I’m tired...”

Seeing my dissatisfied expression, Matvey laughed again.

“Alright, alright, I’ll fill you in.”

The story turned out to be interesting. A lot had happened while I was stuck in the woods. One of the most high-profile cases involved the Atamanovs, who, as it turned out, had been distributing drugs throughout the country.

“But they’re aristocrats,” I said, then immediately regretted it. “Never mind, stupid question.”

“I’ll tell you this — many aristocrats engage in… illegal activities. The Atamanovs just went too far and got caught.”

“And what else are aristocrats involved in except drugs?” I asked.

I always thought that aristocrats were the elite of society — its pillars. They held strength, power, money, and opportunities. They were also the state’s shield. The blood on their hands didn’t surprise me. I had already encountered some of this. What I wanted to know was how deep the corruption ran.

“Well, since you asked,” Matvey snorted. “A common example is controlling criminal groups. Criminals don’t operate independently. They’re protected by those higher up — at least the notable ones.”

“Hmm... Do you think the royal family is involved in something like that too?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “But why would they need to be? They have better ways to distribute resources: clan army, agencies, departments. Not to mention they already have enough wealth.”

It didn’t sound like they were above crime. Rather, sitting at the top of the pyramid, they could exploit opportunities on a completely different level.

“Let’s get back to the war.”

“It’s simple. The Belogrudovs messed up with the Atamanovs but didn’t back down. They launched a PR campaign, openly accusing the Medvedevs of abusing power and criticizing their decisions. They’re stirring up trouble, claiming the Atamanovs are just the first casualties and that the Medvedevs want to dominate and eliminate others.”

“I’ve heard about their propaganda before. But what does this have to do with war?”

“Edgar, you gotta keep up, man. If you had studied history, you’d understand the context. The Belogrudovs have openly opposed the Medvedevs and are now gathering allies. What do you think that is about?”

“Redistribution of power?”

“Exactly.”

“How strong are they?”

“Who exactly?” he chuckled bitterly. “I’m not relevant enough to know such details. But the Belogrudovs must be confident if they’re acting so boldly.”

“Then why hasn’t the Emperor taken action against them?”

“Do you think it’s that simple? If he strikes first and they hold their ground, it will backfire.”

“Why?”

“Because, according to the law and the rules, the Belogrudovs haven’t done anything openly aggressive yet.”

“Wait, you said they have been openly accu…”

“No, no, no, you got it all wrong.” He waved his hands. “Think of it this way. If someone calls you a fool, will you punch them in the face?”

“Well…”

“Alright, you might do that. Now, would you still do it if you knew it would result in your house being burned down, someone close to you getting killed, and the country descending into civil war?”

“I see…”

“I’m not a political expert, so I don’t have all the details. But if there hasn’t been an open conflict yet, it’s because it’s not in either side’s interest. Maybe they’re consolidating power or something.”

“What do you think about all this?”

“I think it’s bad. Most likely, the Lyceum will be closed. We’ll have to return home, and we might get hit by inflation again... The people always get the short end of the stick during wars.”

“I see.” I sighed.

There was a lot to think about. My agreement with the Emperor contained a clause obligating me to participate in protecting the state’s interests. The upcoming war was a clear instance of such duty.

I turned inward, listening to my inner beast’s reaction. I still didn’t know its exact form, but I had a feeling that it might be an ancient bird or some another creature with wings. It was dozing, remaining quiet. This was good — it meant I could think clearly and rationally.

When a destructive cycle took hold in a society, there were a few ways to address it. The first option was to find or create a force strong enough to alter its trajectory. In this context, if someone more powerful than both the Medvedevs and Belogrudovs combined had intervened to enforce peace, it might have worked. However, this option had its flaws — the underlying tension wouldn’t disappear; it would simply continue to grow with renewed vigor and eventually find other outlets. This option was impractical for me, as it was beyond my capability.

The second option was to reduce the destructiveness of the cycle. The simplest approach here was through negotiation and a balance of power. If the two clans could reach an agreement and were strong enough to make conflict undesirable for both sides, war might have been averted. This wouldn’t bring complete peace, but that wasn’t the goal. A competitive environment could lead to many positive outcomes, as long as the competition remained civil and non-violent.

The third option, which seemed the most feasible for me, was active participation. If I couldn’t reduce the intensity or halt the destructive cycle, there was no point in lamenting it. It was better to engage, seek personal gain and lay the groundwork for future cycles.

This was something I needed to think about.

The war itself was inevitable, but the key was ensuring it didn’t destroy everything in its wake.

***

The Emperor’s appearance in my workshop wasn’t unexpected. He showed up a few days after I had returned from the test. At that moment, I was setting up a smelting machine that would soon become an integral part of the production chain for creating protective amulets.

“Greetings, Edgar,” the Emperor said, surveying the room.

“Your Majesty,” I replied, bowing respectfully.

Since the test, there had been a significant change in my perception. I could feel Anastas Medvedev’s immense strength much better now. Before, I could sense its vague presence, but it was overshadowed by my distrust of instincts and focus on the seals. Now, the sensation was unmistakable; he was many times stronger than me. But that wasn’t all. Other sensations had surfaced as well — my inner beast’s dissatisfaction and wariness, and its readiness to obey. I didn’t like the latter, but it seemed controllable. At least I didn’t feel an overwhelming urge to fall to my knees and comply with any command. This observation was crucial. It suggested that aristocrats possessed more animalistic qualities than was openly acknowledged — a taboo topic, perhaps?

I wondered about the extent of this phenomenon. Had I only now become aware of it because it had just appeared, or had I been too weak before to sense it? If the latter were true, the discovery was alarming. It implied that powerful aristocrats could control others due to this bestial essence.

“A lot has changed here,” the Emperor remarked, interrupting my thoughts.

“As you can see,” I replied, straightening up. “I’m working on the order for a thousand amulets.”

“Good. They’ll come in handy.”

It seemed a simple enough statement, yet it carried weight; he was signaling something more, something looming.

“Do you mind if I sit down?” he asked.

“Make yourself comfortable,” I said, gesturing to a chair.

An amusing thought came to my mind — what would he have done if I said no? He probably wouldn’t have sat, but he would have certainly marked me as a fool with a suicidal inclination.

“Tea? Coffee? I have some delicious cookies,” I offered.

“Olga mentioned they’re quite tasty. So, let’s have some,” the Emperor replied.

As I went to wash my hands, he settled into a chair, stretching out his legs and adopting an unexpectedly relaxed demeanor. He looked less like an Emperor and more like an ordinary person dropping by to visit a friend.

His finely tailored suit clashed with the industrial atmosphere of the workshop. The Emperor lounged in his chair with genuine pleasure, his aristocratic status undiminished.

Some people had that gift.

“Don’t mind me,” he said, noticing my glance. “I’m tired of ceremonies. Let’s keep it simple and casual.”

“As you wish,” I replied.

“How are things? How’s Olga?” he asked.

“What about her?” I tensed. “Are you referring to...?”

“My sister. Her idea didn’t go as planned, let’s say.” He twirled his hand. “Did you know she searched for you in the forest for three weeks?”

“No.”

Wow. My heart sank at the revelation. She actually was concerned.

“Don’t hold it against her. She meant well.”

“I’m not offended,” I said, though inwardly, I had reevaluated my stance and decided to be more cautious.

No hard feelings, just a lesson learned.

“Good.” He nodded.

“And how are you?” I sat down in the chair opposite him. “They say the situation is heating up.”

He froze at the first question, not expecting so much familiarity from me. It was just for a split second, but now I was able to notice much more.

“Indeed,” he said slowly. “What do people say? Will you fill me in? From my position, there’s a risk of seeing things distorted.”

“They say there will be war soon — Medvedevs versus Belogrudovs. Is it true?”

“Everything points in that direction.”

“I see.” I sighed, wincing. “Should we hope for a peaceful resolution?”

“Unlikely. The Belogrudovs have foreign backing.”

“So, this isn’t just an internal conflict?”

“No, it’s an internal squabble sponsored by external forces,” he confirmed.

The Emperor spoke calmly, but there was something foreboding in his words.

“We discovered this, by the way, thanks to you,” he revealed.

He was divulging something significant. I was wondering what lay behind that.

“I’m glad to help.”

We sat in silence as I poured tea for the Emperor and served the cookies. To my surprise, he ate three cookies and drank all the tea. Did he really come to my place to catch a break? He looked remarkably at ease, almost contemplative.

“Edgar.” He finally broke the silence, “I never wanted to put pressure on you, but hard times are coming. So I’ll ask directly: how else can you help save the country?”

“Your Majesty...” I hesitated, searching for the right words. “I don’t have an answer to your question. I lack insight into the full scope of problems and challenges you face to offer solutions. However... since you’re here, let me show you something.”

Rising from my chair, I headed toward the mannequins. As I turned around, I nearly jumped; the Emperor had approached me silently and was now dangerously close. I didn’t hear him or sense his approach.

“Hmm…” I cleared my throat. “I made this plate myself. Those bulletproof vests you showed me seem defective. I don’t mean to offend anyone, but… You should see for yourself.”

Taking out a pistol and loading it, I noticed the Emperor raise an eyebrow. He wasn’t the least bit afraid of the weapon in my hand. Which I considered an oversight on his part. Here, on my turf, I held all the power.

I set up two dummies, one clad in a standard bulletproof vest, the other in my custom creation. Next, I set up the amulets so that the bullets or their fragments wouldn’t bounce off. It would be funny if I ruined the Emperor’s suit. To me at least. Once everything was ready, I took aim and fired. First at the regular vest, then at my own.

“Here’s what I wanted to show you,” I said, pointing to the standard vest. “See how the metal bent and cracked? And that was just a low-caliber pistol.” I then lifted my creation. “Now look at this. Notice the difference? You can inspect it yourself.”

“There’s only a scratch,” he observed.

“Yes. I’ve improved the quality and protective properties of the material.”

“There are more bullet fragments from the updated plate,” he noted, gesturing to the standard vest.

He was right. The bullet fragments were clearly visible, hanging from the damaged vest. In contrast, bullets often got stuck in the regular vest.

“A lot of injuries happen because of fragments,” he added.

“Hmm... In theory, I could design a configuration to eliminate the fragments altogether. But that’s not my main question. Do you need stronger metal?”

“And the production cost?”

“Good question,” I mused. “Honestly, I haven’t done the calculations yet. I need to fine-tune the process.”

There was indeed no time to work out the costs. I had made the plate just this morning.

“Edgar, can you create metal with any properties?” the Emperor asked cautiously as if fearing to spook me.

“Possibly.”

“Is it possible, or can you do it?”

“I need to check.”

“Hmm... If I send you a brief description of what I want…”

“That would be ideal.”

“Agreed then. I won’t detain you further.”

The Emperor stood to leave but paused, turning back to me.

“I’m afraid we don’t have time to delay this. If you can help us, then please, do so.”

We silently stared at each other for a few seconds. I nodded, and the Emperor disappeared.

***

The Emperor’s departure left a bitter aftertaste. Not that he had upset me, but rather that he had stirred something deep within me.

Had he pressured me, I would have understood. Had he tried to weave some intrigue, I would have grasped that too. I wouldn’t have liked it, but it would have been expected.

But the simplicity of his words — if you can help, do so — resonated with me. Part of me recognized that the Emperor had found the only words that could truly motivate me. Another part of me whispered that this was manipulation, albeit a subtle one. This wasn’t a crude influence, but a sincere appeal. And that was why it was effective.

I poured myself more tea, took out a notepad, and turned my attention to two pressing matters that required thorough analysis. Establishing the production chain would have to wait. For now, I wanted to sum up the reflections of the past two days.

The first topic was tactics, the second was strategy.

My primary objective was survival. I couldn’t do much if I were dead. This world posed many dangers I had to be ready for.

I divided these dangers into two categories: social and military. The social threats included poverty, ostracism, loss of reputation, and enemies who might not kill me but could inflict significant harm. The military threats were more direct — combat-related. I had already been shot at, clawed at, beaten, thrown from heights, cut, and confined in a laboratory. Reflecting on the events of recent years, a wave of depression washed over me. This world had not been particularly kind to me, treating me more as an unwelcome stranger.

It was time to grab my pencil.

I began to jot down, point by point, what needed to be done to secure my place in society.

First, I needed to graduate from both the Lyceum and the Institute. It might not seem the most rational use of time at first glance, but my studies had already yielded valuable connections, facilitated cooperation with the royal family, and helped me resolve several financial issues. So, my education was non-negotiable.

Second, I had to fulfill the Emperor’s order for a thousand amulets. This task would bring in money.

Third, I needed to accelerate the jewelry production. It promised both income and the opportunity to build reputation. It wouldn’t hurt, to say the least.

Fourth, it would be interesting to tinker with metals, alloys, and other materials, and see what specific requests the Emperor might have for metals with specific features.

Having sorted out the priorities, I turned to the matter of combat readiness. I flipped to a new page. This one was supposed to be devoted to outlining plans for new devices, artifacts, and inventions that could guarantee my safety.

The last month with the Walker hunting me was an invaluable experience. The fight with Korshunov was brief and revealed only a fraction of what I might face. Improving my blocker became my top priority. Increasing its range would be beneficial, as these demons were nimble and could easily escape the blocking zone. Ideally, I needed an effect that could neutralize a Walker temporarily, though this presented its own challenges.

The Law of Resistance stated that the more energy a body contained, the less susceptible it was to external influence. Stone or metal was easy to alter. Animals were more complex, and humans even more so. There were, however, ways to circumvent this. One such method was blood. Possessing someone else’s blood could unlock many opportunities.

But some vague doubts tormented me. Back then, when I was kidnapped, I somehow blew up two people. Simple calculations showed that I should not have had enough strength to do that. And what I did during the test... It was also unclear where all that power came from.

Had I become stronger without realizing it? Were there hidden reserves within me? Knowledge from my previous world suggested this was impossible. But that was knowledge from the past.

What if this world operated under different laws? What if the resistance of living organisms was different or even nonexistent under certain circumstances? When I first arrived in this world, I conducted numerous tests, but I had examined the living matter only partly. Could I have missed something?

Here were the facts: twice, in a state of altered consciousness, I did what I had considered impossible. Once could be an accident, but twice suggested a pattern. I turned this idea over in my mind, trying to figure out what to do with it. The first thing that came to mind was that there was some other type of influence. But without seals? If it were true, I’d laugh hysterically at the absurdity.

Just in case, I decided to test the hypothesis. I tried to influence the world around me without a seal. My target was a piece of metal lying on the table. No matter how hard I concentrated, no matter how much I strained, all I achieved was a rapid deterioration of my health.

At first, I didn’t understand what had happened. Why did I feel nauseous? I checked myself as best as I could but found nothing. After about ten minutes, the nausea subsided. I tried once more to mentally move the piece of metal. It didn’t budge, but the feeling of dizziness returned more swiftly. Was something actually happening, or was I pushing myself to the point of making myself sick?

Just in case, I analyzed the sensations and wrote down exactly when the nausea began. I decided not to continue the experiment for now; I didn’t know where it might lead. I wasn’t entirely sure my body was normal after the sudden surge of strength. I told Olga I would drop by that evening so she could examine me. She didn’t find anything unusual last time she checked me. She had only noticed the increase in strength, which I already knew about.

I glanced down at my short list. Modifying the blocker was a priority. Improving protection against gunfire and other weapons was the second task. Third goal was based on the test, which was quite a nightmare. So I needed a better way of camouflaging myself. I had tried to hide, but that man found me easily every time. Fourth, I needed to increase my demon potential.

This point posed a unique challenge. I had already made all the simple enhancements I could make. To go further, I would need to delve into genetics and… other fields I wasn’t good at. I planned to turn myself into a Higher demon, copying everything I could from these beings, but I had no knowledge of how to do it safely. Nonetheless, I needed to come up with something. Otherwise, next to the Higher demons, I would remain insignificant.

The fifth step was to return to the shooting club as planned. The Lyceum offered hand-to-hand combat training, and I needed to find someone who would chase me around the training ground and teach me tactics.

The sixth step was the most challenging: I wanted to learn how to move through space. I had gathered a lot of information on Walkers, and it was time to develop practical models and run some tests.

Though there were only six points on my list, each represented months of work ahead.


Chapter 17
THE MORNING RUN




My morning started with a run. Matvey stayed committed to his routine and jogged every morning. I joined him for two reasons: to test the recent changes within myself and to get some exercise. Demon strength was a curious thing; there was the physical foundation, but then there was also the training that builds upon it. I wondered if there were overweight demons in the world. If so, theoretically, they’d be weaker than their lean, athletic counterparts.

As we ran, we chatted about the notable events of the past month.

“Have you kept in touch with anyone from the Lyceum?” I asked as we picked up our pace after crossing the street.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t a decent park nearby for us to run in, so Matvey ran along the streets. He wasn’t alone; a few other runners dotted the early morning sidewalks.

“Mostly for work,” he replied. “We’ve hung out a couple of times, though.”

“Just a couple of times?” I feigned shock, clutching my chest. “You’re losing your touch, my friend.”

“I know,” he responded, unfazed by my teasing. “This is adult life in all its glory. At this rate, I’ll soon have a mortgage, a wife, and a couple of kids.”

“Is that the image of your ideal life?” I asked, curious.

“It’s the image I want to avoid at all costs,” he said with a hint of disdain.

“A wife and a couple of kids don’t sound too bad,” I mused.

“If the wife is an aristocrat and the children inherit potential, then yes, it does sound appealing.”

“But what about true love? What if you fall in love with an ordinary girl?”

“In that case, it’s better to renounce nobility. It imposes obligations that can only be fulfilled through personal strength and the support of the family and the clan,” Matvey said with conviction.

Before I managed to say anything in reply, he continued.

“In our country, there’s a war every decade. It’s better to be strong, my dear and naive friend who emerged from the dense forests.” His tone was layered with irony, hinting both at my lack of basic knowledge and my escape from the Korshunovs’ grasp. “So no commoners for me. Despite all my love for them.”

Just then, he caught the eye of a woman walking towards us. She was so absorbed in watching him that she nearly tripped. Matvey was undeniably a charmer.

“How’s work, by the way?” I asked, changing the subject. “Are you still working on the portable phones?”

“We are. That’s exactly what I’m working on,” Matvey replied.

“Can I buy one of your products yet?”

“Actually, yes. Should I bring you one?”

“You’re asking me? Are they working properly now? You warned me it was too early before.”

Matvey didn’t respond immediately. We had been running for about twenty minutes at a brisk pace. He was out of breath, while I wasn’t. It might not have been solely due to my increased strength; a month of running in nature had been more effective than any gym.

As we continued, Matvey told me more about their business. He was working in his field, heading the promotion department.

“Sorry for the stupid question, but… aren’t we too young to be in management positions?” I asked, thinking about myself. How would I manage a department? I had zero experience in leading others, or even in teamwork, apart from occasionally working in pairs with other students to write reports. But that was nothing like overseeing a department.

“Yes, we are young,” Matvey agreed easily. “But we are aristocrats.”

“And?” I pressed.

“What do you mean, ‘and’?” He glanced at me. “Let’s cross the road here and head back.”

We stopped at a pedestrian crossing when the light turned red. Two young girls stood nearby. Matvey flashed them a smile, and they reciprocated, but he made no move to introduce himself. When the light turned green, we continued our run and our conversation.

“From your question, I conclude that you’ve been neglecting your internship,” Matvey said.

“Not quite…” I began, but he cut me off.

“In case you’ve forgotten, we’re studying at the Department of Management, and they’ll expect a comprehensive report from us in September on our activities. As for your question, it’s easier for an aristocrat, even a minor one, to navigate certain issues, especially those involving other aristocrats.”

There were likely other nuances he hadn’t mentioned. It felt as if Matvey was withholding something, but I decided not to press for details, not wanting to derail the conversation. He was right about one thing: I needed to gain some practical experience and think about the upcoming report.

***

Matvey didn’t run for long — only forty minutes. It was enough for me to start sweating, but it didn’t give my muscles a proper workout. When we got home, Matvey headed upstairs while I grabbed my things and went to the Lyceum. The gym and pool were open for the summer, and I intended to make full use of them.

My routine included a warm-up, stretching, swimming, weights, and a session with the punching bag. The workout lasted about three hours, leaving me famished. This was a familiar downside. I noticed a significant difference between my previous results and my current performance, primarily in terms of endurance and strength. However, there were other drawbacks. My body had changed, and my abilities had increased, but I wasn’t fully adapted to these improvements.

I suddenly realized I had become faster. My brain, accustomed to one speed, now struggled with this sudden increase, creating a dissonance. This disorientation affected me both in the pool, where I couldn’t coordinate my movements and while I was training with the punching bag, where my strikes felt awkward. My mind was frantically trying to adapt to these new changes.

My danger index had risen from seventeen to thirty-five in just a few months. No wonder I was encountering such difficulties.

I needed to address this quickly. In a real fight, being confused and clumsy could be fatal.

So, where could I find a strong enough fighter — a demon — who could train me without knowing my background? It wasn’t as simple as it seemed. Finding a place to practice, like with shooting, was difficult for someone without connections.

I thought about Sergei. He was a bit of a demon. But would that be enough for my training? Probably not. He also had his job, family, and other responsibilities. I didn’t want to distract him unnecessarily, though I could ask for his advice. Better to seek help from Sergei than from Matvey. My roommate was already looking at me strangely, so I needed to be more discreet.

***

“Stop!” I shouted to the driver. “Unload here!”

The second loader got out of the passenger seat, and he and the driver soon began unloading my order — a pile of scrap metal I had bought at a low price.

“If you need more, just give me a call.” The driver smiled as I paid him in full.

“Definitely.” I nodded, not wanting to let them inside the workshop. I carried the load inside myself.

The Medvedevs supplied me with metal, but I didn’t want to abuse it. I mean, I wanted to study all the stages myself. Including where to get a lot of metal at a low price. I even managed to visit the dumps. When I saw how much stuff was carelessly thrown away, I clapped my mouth for a few seconds, digesting this thought.

Perhaps frugality was another of the alchemist’s commandments. In the old world, any piece of metal was invaluable, and rare metals even more so. They were indeed rare and scarce. Mining of natural resources had long ceased here. It required equipment, people, and technology. People had died out, technology was lost, and equipment had deteriorated. Occasionally, something could be salvaged from ruined cities, but it was seldom useful. Often, it was just decayed junk. I remembered the triumph of crafting a real, reinforced metal knife through long transformations and processing — I was happy for a week. Knives could be made from other materials — stones, bones — but metal was unparalleled in its strength potential, though much depended on the alchemist’s skill.

I had learned to appreciate every little thing, so seeing a mountain of discarded items was a shock. This was a side of civilization I hadn’t known. I asked the guards what they did with the trash. As it turned out — absolutely nothing. They simply transported it to other places and dumped it there.

I considered buying up all the metal junk and sending it to be melted down, but I abandoned the idea for now. Firstly, it required a lot of other resources, influence, electricity power, heavy machinery, I had no clue where to start implementing this idea. Secondly, for an aristocrat to start a career by “digging through trash” would be a stain on his reputation.

After hauling the metal, I got to work. I unloaded about a hundred pounds into a large vat. Alchemy allowed me to separate the material into its components, purify it, build new internal bonds, and impart certain properties. For now, my goal was to create pure blanks for the next steps, and for that, I needed the metal to be cleansed.

I had assembled the vat myself, using alchemy to shape the material. I embellished the outer walls with seals to simplify the process. Then I turned on the burner and waited.

This was a major drawback of working in my makeshift workshop. There was no proper furnace to heat the metal to the required temperatures. I had to make do with improvised means, relying on alchemy and wasting extra energy.

By evening, I had processed the scrap metal I had brought in. Several times, I stepped outside to breathe fresh air. Heat treatment, especially heating metals to high temperatures, made the workshop unbearably hot. I had to create a makeshift heat sink. From four hundred and forty pounds of scrap metal, I obtained three hundred and eighty pounds of high-quality metal and two hundred grams of what alchemists called dust — everything left after processing, with no value. It would go straight to the trash.

The decrease in metal weight was due to its transformation. The material changed its properties, which required a decrease in volume. I divided the resulting product into several pieces, left them in the workshop, and went home, where I planned to do some calculations. I wanted to optimize the seals for the smelter and redesign its structure, as it wasn’t very convenient for handling large volumes.

***

I returned home earlier than my roommate. While I was washing up in the bathroom, the phone rang. If anyone could be looking for me, it would be the Gvozdevs, though it was unlikely. I assumed it was for my roommate, but I was wrong.

“Edgar? Hello,” Catherine’s voice rang out.

“Oh… Hello.”

I was a little confused by the call. I thought she had gone to visit her relatives in Germany and could have easily forgotten about me given the fast pace of her life.

“I’m glad too. How are you? Are you back already?” I asked.

“I am. Tell me, does your offer still stand?”

“If you’re talking about the date, then of course.” I smiled.

It was a delicate moment. On the surface, a relationship between two young people should be simple. If you liked each other, it was better not to complicate things. But our situation was different.

I knew Olga was against us getting close, and the gap in our social statuses couldn’t be disregarded. But my doubts were one thing, and a gentleman’s duty was another. I couldn’t respond otherwise.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Are you free today?” she asked.

“Of course. Where can I meet you?”

“You’re driving, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then come to the Lyceum in an hour. Can you make it?”

“Yes, I can.”

“Then I’ll see you later.”

Even without seeing her in person, I could feel the warmth in her voice. It took me three beeps after hanging up to realize what I had just signed up for. Forget all the problems; I needed to take a shower right away!

With that thought, I hurried back to the bathroom. After working in the workshop, I smelled particularly unpleasant. I needed to wash it off immediately. And I also needed to air out the car.

Damn it, damn it, damn it...

Preparing for the date stirred more excitement that far surpassed any encounter with the Walkers I ever had. Once I composed myself, I stepped outside and opened the car windows to let in some fresh air. There was no smell but with demons, especially Higher ones, and especially a girl, it was wise to be cautious. I drove out of the yard and headed toward the Lyceum, scanning the streets for any sign of Catherine. The city was bustling with people — young, old, men, women — all going about their business.

As I waited at a traffic light in front of a crosswalk, the car door suddenly swung open. In a moment, a woman in a dress, with light hair, a scarf tied around her head, and wide black glasses obscuring most of her face took a seat next to me.

“Hi,” she greeted me in Catherine’s unmistakable voice.

“Um...”

“You didn’t recognize me?” she asked cheerfully. “Move along, or they’ll start honking.”

Snapping out of my stupor, I pressed the gas pedal. The confusion was understandable; the last time I saw her, her hair was the color of milk chocolate. Now she was a striking blonde.

“To be honest, no. Only by your voice,” I admitted.

“Good. It means others won’t recognize me either. I’m not here, if you know what I mean,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Deal?”

“As you say. Are you being followed?”

“No, I’m a Walker. It’s hard to keep track of us. But they might be keeping an eye on you.”

“They might,” I replied as I drove on, trying to stay alert.

I had tried more than once to discern who might be watching me, but I could never be certain. It often happened I thought I spotted someone acting suspiciously, only to dismiss it as my own paranoia. If I hadn’t yet identified the observer, it meant I was up against a professional. It was naive to think I could easily uncover their presence.

“Where are we headed?” I asked. “Do you have any preferences?”

“A quiet place, perhaps. Do you know of any?”

“Honestly, no.”

“You rarely take girls on dates, don’t you?” Catherine asked with a smile.

“Something like that.”

“Then turn right here.”

I didn’t ask if she went on dates often. But she should know this city much better than me, so I trusted her and took a turn.

“Have you lived here long?”

“Since my dad died. But even as a child, I spent a lot of time in Moscow visiting my mom’s family, so I know my way around. You’re a local, aren’t you?”

“I was born here, in the suburbs, but never really spent much time in the city. Why do you keep looking back?”

“Checking for surveillance,” Catherine replied.

“Does it bother you?”

“No, quite the opposite.”

“It amuses you?”

“Yep.”

“A real adventure, huh?” I chuckled.

“Absolutely! Turn left here and change lanes in advance,” she instructed, pointing ahead.

“Got it,” I responded, following her directions.

As we chatted, we reached our destination: a shopping mall with an underground parking lot.

“If they’re tailing us in a car, we have time to hide,” Catherine remarked with a hint of mischief.

The venue we sought was on the top floor.

“Would you like a table for two?” the hostess asked as we arrived.

“Yes. Do you have any areas where we won’t be disturbed?” I inquired.

“We’ll find a suitable spot for you, sir,” she assured us.

There were open-air seating options on the roof, but visibility from all angles made them unsuitable. Instead, they led us to a more private area of the restaurant — zones separated by curtains and screens. While not completely secluded, it provided a level of privacy that shielded us from the outside world.

“Will this do?”

“It’s more than enough. Thank you,” I replied.

We sat down and opened the menus.

“It seems like the perfect time to get to know each other,” I began. “What do you like to eat?”

The question sounded trivial, but we had to start somewhere. Moreover, I was genuinely curious about her preferences.

“I love meat,” she said with a playful giggle. “And cake!”

“A girl with an appetite! So, how about a steak and a cake?”

“Let’s get some lemonade too, it’s hot outside. Or do you prefer wine?”

“I’m indifferent to alcohol.”

“I thought so. I noticed that it’s not really your thing back when we were at the seaside.”

In the midst of our conversation, we barely noticed when the food arrived. Once the waiter had left, Catherine removed her headscarf.

“So, how do you like my disguise?”

“Did you dye your hair?”

“No!” She laughed, “I didn’t.”

As I took a closer look, her hair appeared somewhat unnatural, like she was wearing a wig. I found it curious that she had gone to such lengths just to meet me. It seemed that there was a mischievous streak within her, nudging her towards these little adventures. And like this wasn’t her first time doing something like this.

We sat in a quiet corner, engaging in light conversation, exchanging thoughts, and gradually getting to know one another.

“How is your work going?” Catherine asked, her tone casual, but I sensed an underlying interest in her eyes — something beyond mere curiosity.

Perhaps I was projecting my own insecurities about my situation onto her. Maybe she didn’t care about my business or social status. But if that were the case, it suggested she didn’t take me seriously as a man.

“Well…” I began, hesitating. “What have they told you about me?”

“Not as much as I’d like,” Catherine replied, frowning. “That’s why I’m terribly interested in the secrets surrounding your persona.”

She pointed a finger in my direction. Catherine’s accusatory gesture dissolved into laughter, her seriousness melting away. The poised, refined demeanor she maintained in public was replaced by the lively, carefree essence of a young girl who enjoyed a good laugh. It was a refreshing change, and in this regard, she reminded me a little of Sofia.

“Then we have a problem.” I sighed. “Because I can’t tell you a lot about it. Especially not here.”

“Indeed,” she whispered, leaning closer. “It’s not for nothing they’ve assigned someone to keep an eye on you.”

A sudden realization dawned on me. If Olga hadn’t disclosed my connection to their clan, then from Catherine’s perspective, I must have appeared as an enigmatic young man who had protected her on two separate occasions. I was also someone with an unknown significance to her family and someone who had demonstrated unusual abilities — like the time I retrieved the pearl and displayed my skill in front of her. Catherine had likely witnessed my clash with Atamanov. She must have understood what that meant.

“Perhaps it’s not without reason,” I responded cautiously. “I recently completed a project for the jewelers. Though, discussing it further might not be advisable.”

“What kind of project?” Catherine inquired with interest.

“Well, I collaborated with the Sobolevs to create a couple of pieces.”

“Similar to what you gave Nastya?”

“Not quite, but in essence, yes.”

“So, you have a gift for making artifacts, including jewelry,” she said with a nod.

“Define “gift”, and I’ll give you an answer.”

“Oh.” She laughed. “That’s a rather complex subject for today. But will you make me a piece of jewelry? Perhaps a pendant for the pearl you already gave me?”

“Sure thing,” I said, gazing into her eyes.

It was one of those moments when time seemed to have stopped.

Catherine withdrew the pearl from her bag, holding it out with a soft smile.

“Maybe a pendant I could wear around my neck?”

“That sounds lovely,” I agreed.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes gleaming with gratitude.

“It’s nothing,” I replied, though it felt like everything.

We enjoyed the rest of our meal, savoring the meat, the dessert, and the refreshing lemonade.

***

The evening unfolded with a quiet charm, but all good things must come to an end.

After about an hour and a half, it was time to part ways.

“If I stay out too long, they’ll get worried,” Catherine remarked.

“Is it time already?” I asked with a tinge of reluctance in my voice.

“Yes,” she said softly.

As far as I could tell, she didn’t want to leave either.

“Just a moment,” I said, taking her hand gently.

We sat for a few more minutes, sharing tender touches and lingering glances. When the bill arrived and I paid, we moved toward the exit. Unexpectedly, amidst the bustle of the restaurant, we shared a kiss. A good end to a wonderful evening.

“I have to go,” Catherine said, breaking the kiss.

“Do you need a ride?” I offered.

“No, I’ll do it my way.” She winked playfully.

“How can I reach you?”

“I’ll call you,” she assured me.

“Do you have a portable phone?”

“Not yet,” she admitted, “but I could buy one. If they work, that is.”

“My roommate has one. He says they work fine.”

“Good,” she replied with a smile. “We’ll be in touch.”

With one final kiss, she left the restaurant.

She could have teleported straight from here, but then the staff would notice she was a Walker. Together with the people watching me.

As I prepared to leave, the waitress approached.

“Did you enjoy your time here?” she asked.

“Yes, very much. Excuse me,” I said, as a thought struck me suddenly. I leaned in closer and lowered my voice. “By any chance, did anyone inquire about us?”

“Actually yes,” she replied, glancing sideways.

Following her gaze, I noticed a man savoring his soup. He seemed to be deliberately avoiding eye contact but acknowledged my scrutiny.

“Thank you,” I said, leaving a generous tip as a token of my appreciation.

***

“I’ve been exposed,” a man reported to Rodion a couple of hours later.

“How so?” Rodion’s voice carried a note of irritation.

“It was stupid,” he confessed. “Our target met a girl. He picked her up near the Lyceum, and then they headed to a mall. I nearly lost them there; it seemed like they were trying to be discreet. I finally tracked them to a restaurant. I asked the waitress what table they took and if they had been there before, and ended up sitting down myself. Before leaving, the target asked the waitress about me as well.”

“That was stupid.” Rodion looked at his subordinate with displeasure. “What do we know about the girl?”

“Nothing. She was wearing a headscarf and glasses, I couldn’t see her face.”

“Write a report,” Rodion ordered sharply. “You’re off the case. Sit in the facility for a month; maybe there you’ll learn how to use your brain. Dismissed.”


Chapter 18
MATERIALS SCIENCE




Olga showed up at her daughter’s bedroom late in the evening. Catherine sat before the mirror, carefully combing her hair in preparation for bed.

“Still awake?” Olga’s voice cut through the silence.

“As you can see,” Catherine answered, her tone cool and indifferent.

After her mother sent her away to spend the summer with her relatives, their relationship deteriorated a little. Olga chuckled at her daughter’s tone and entered the room.

“Rumor has it,” she noted, “that our mutual friend has a girlfriend.”

Catherine’s hands continued their rhythmic motion, her face betraying no emotion.

“And who might that be?” she asked, her voice conveying a detached curiosity.

“Sokolov, of course.”

Olga settled into a position where she could clearly see her daughter’s reflection.

“And?” Catherine asked with a trace of boredom in her voice. “Are you trying to provoke me? Edgar is a young, single man. It’s hardly surprising that he’s dating someone.”

“Does it not concern you at all?” Olga pressed, her tone sharpening.

“Should it?” Catherine’s response was laced with irony. “You made it clear that you don’t like seeing us together. So much so that you shipped me far, far away.”

“Have a little more respect for your mother.”

“As you wish, mother,” Catherine retorted with exaggerated politeness. “But since we’re discussing Edgar and you’ve come to me directly... Could you tell me in what way is he connected to our family and what exactly he’s involved in?”

“It’s not time for you to know that yet,” Olga said, her patience thinning.

“The last time you held me in the dark, a Walker attacked,” Catherine said, her voice cold and accusatory. “If it hadn’t been for Edgar, I might have been impaled by a harpoon.”

Olga fell silent, her jaw tightening, and her fingers gripping the armrest of the chair so forcefully that it creaked under the pressure. Catherine remained outwardly calm, subtly applying the pressure she knew would provoke her mother.

“What is it that you want to know?” Olga’s voice was full of tension, betraying her annoyance.

“How did he get the pearl? I’ve never heard of anything like it. Of course, he spun an elaborate story about calling upon the sea...” She smiled at the memory, eliciting a deeper frown from Olga. “But if his tale is to be believed, I’m at a loss. Is he some kind of fairy-tale wizard?”

“Not exactly,” Olga replied tersely.

“Then what is he?”

“We don’t know ourselves,” she admitted reluctantly.

“But you do conduct business with him?” Catherine’s tone was pointed.

“We do,” Olga confirmed.

“And you’re keeping an eye on him, given you know all about his dating life?”

“We are.”

“I see,” Catherine said, turning back to her reflection in the mirror, resuming her grooming with meticulous care. “Since we’re having such an enlightening conversation, might I ask what your objections are? The man is ambitious, possesses unique talents, and is of value to our family.”

“Would that be enough for you? Aren’t there other criteria?” Olga seemed taken aback by the unexpected question. “Are you already planning to marry him or something?”

“Marry him?!” Catherine genuinely laughed. “I’m nineteen, he’s eighteen. It’s hardly the Middle Ages now, to get married and start a family at fifteen.”

“How progressive of you.” Olga’s sarcasm was palpable.

“You still haven’t answered my question about Edgar,” Catherine said, her voice edged with determination. “And if you’re thinking of teleporting away to avoid this conversation, just know that I will follow you. And even if I don’t find you, I won’t forget where we left off.”

Olga grimaced. She really did think about leaving her daughter alone. The conversation was not going in the direction she had hoped for.

“What are my objections? He comes from a weak aristocratic family. With limited resources and with too many challenges that lay ahead of him if he wants to succeed,” Olga said with a sigh. “Is that not enough for you? Isn’t it better to choose an easier path? You’re a member of a royal family after all — you can.”

Catherine raised an eyebrow.

“He is already doing business with the royal family. Pretty good start in life for a lone young man.”

“That’s true,” Olga conceded reluctantly. “But wealth is just one aspect of what defines an aristocrat. He is a weak demon. His strength is growing, but that might lead to health and bloodline issues. Will he be able to protect his lineage, as well as you and your family?”

“So far, he’s managed quite well, even though I don’t know how,” Catherine replied. “Would you have been able to deal with a hostile Walker as swiftly as he did? Or sense his approach in advance?”

“I see you’ve prepared well,” Olga remarked, her tone softening.

“Everything as you taught me, Mother. Thorough preparation and strategic planning,” Catherine said with a hint of satisfaction.

Olga could almost swear that Catherine was enjoying how their conversation was unfolding.

“Good. You actually made a very strong last point. Sokolov is indeed quite good at killing those he shouldn’t be able to in theory, including strong demons. So here’s something you might not know,” Olga began, her tone measured. “He has close connections with the Gvozdev family, who sheltered him after his escape from Korshunov’s laboratory. Recently, Gornostaev, whom you’re familiar with, orchestrated a petty maneuver to ensure that Sergei Gvozdev was dismissed from his position.”

“Is that all?” Catherine’s tone sharpened as she turned to face her mother.

“It appears so,” Olga said, masking her satisfaction. “For now, at least. The Gvozdevs are common people; they hold no real power against an aristocrat. But consider the implications if Gornostaev and Sokolov come into conflict.”

Catherine’s frown deepened as she turned away.

“Nothing to say?” Olga pressed. “We managed to cover up the incident, Gvozdev found a new job, and none of them understood what exactly happened. But if Sokolov discovers the truth and seeks retribution, it could lead to open conflict between our allies. Now that war is upon us, this would be catastrophic.”

“Mother, do you hear yourself?” Catherine’s voice was incredulous. “Are you suggesting that I simply forget about Sokolov to avoid causing him trouble? And what about you? Why didn’t you run away from dad then?”

“I tried.”

“We can tell — by your two daughters,” Catherine snorted.

“He found me every time. And Edgar? Has he found you?”

Catherine fell silent, grappling with the unspoken truth. The question had struck a chord, leaving her at a loss for words. It stirred a deeper contemplation within her.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Catherine said, shifting the topic. “Who is he really?”

“He is someone who could pose a significant threat to you.”

“How so?” Catherine asked, turning to face her mother with a look of surprise.

“Because he is unpredictable and unstable. He has many gifts, some of which are quite dangerous.”

“I’ll keep the latter in mind. What are you implying with the former?”

“Consider his past. His family was slaughtered before his eyes. He spent years in a lab and witnessed his sister’s murder. Combine that with his unknown abilities and his readiness to kill...”

“But he protected me.”

“I’m not talking about Atamanov,” Olga interjected sharply.

“Did Edgar kill someone else?”

“More than one person,” Olga answered, her tone heavy.

“Hmm... I see. Well, it happens.”

“It happens?”

“Indeed. You mentioned his ability to protect. Doesn’t that inherently involve the readiness to kill? And don’t tell me he kills for fun. Most likely, those people attacked him first. Am I right?”

Olga froze, remembering how she rushed through the forest, looking at all those signs of Edgar’s power. She hesitated to answer, and Catherine perceived it as her win.

“I see,” Catherine said with a triumphant smile.

This wasn’t the reaction Olga expected. She realized something.

“Was it you Edgar met with the other day?”

“Of course, it was me, who else?” Catherine replied with a malicious laugh.

“Are you serious?”

“Maybe I am,” Catherine shrugged..

Olga looked closely, tracking her daughter’s reactions, but she couldn’t figure out whether she was pulling her leg. Had she really confessed or was she trying to annoy her mother?

“I forbid it...” Olga said, her voice firm.

“Uh-huh,” Catherine chuckled dismissively.

“I forbid you to see him.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Catherine retorted with a hint of mockery.

“Don’t make me angry.”

“Really?” Catherine turned abruptly, her hair cascading with the movement. “Let’s be honest, mom. We both know how the Medvedev mothers and daughters are. You’ll attempt to control me while denying that I’m an adult, and I’ll resist fiercely, defending my right to freedom. It’s in our nature, and nothing will change that. So save us both the time and energy. Don’t bother trying to forbid me anything.”

Olga was stunned by the sharp rebuke. She felt offended, hearing such things from her daughter. And shocked, recognizing her younger self in her and remembering her rebellious youth.

Yet, beneath her irritation and fear for her, there was an unexpected flicker of pride at Catherine’s resolve.

“As you wish, but don’t forget about my warning. Keep in mind that he can be very dangerous.” Olga stood up. “Good night.”

***

In the three days following my meeting with Catherine, I completed the first batch of protective amulets, as promised to the Emperor. Exactly one hundred pieces, each designed to withstand a burst from a machine gun.

Sofia, whom I hadn’t seen in a while, came to collect them.

“Hello, wizard. My, how your place has changed,” she remarked, surveying the transformed workshop.

“Hello,” I greeted her with a casual wave. “Are you here to pick up the cargo?”

“I am. Any specific requests or instructions?”

“I’m waiting for documents about the materials. Also, here’s a list of additional items I need.” I handed her a prepared note. “The cargo is in the bag. The instructions are detailed on this sheet,” I added, presenting another paper.

“A thorough approach. And have you thought about... um... packaging? You just piled up valuable devices in a bag…” She shook her head.

“Would you prefer a box with a bow on top?” I asked, half in jest.

“Yes. It should be pink. I’m sure the men would appreciate it,” she replied with a straight face.

“Alright, then let’s do this together. You can help with the design,” I suggested.

“Ed, do you have any idea how much it costs to hire a princess?”

“A box of cookies?”

Sophia measured me with her gaze and snorted.

“The documents will arrive tomorrow. They’re being prepared with precision,” she added.

“I’ll be here.”

“Tell me, how are you? What’s new? Where have you been?” she inquired, her curiosity evident.

“Chasing Walkers through the woods,” I replied.

“Was it entertaining?” she asked with a hint of amusement in her tone.

“Not exactly…”

“Yeah, the Walkers are real assholes. You’ve changed.” She looked at me like I was a new person. “Catherine was right.”

“You two talk about me?” I asked, puzzled.

“Of course.” She smiled mischievously. “You know how it is with these girlish secrets.”

“I’m just a simple man.” I shrugged. “How should I know?”

“Indeed,” Sofia agreed with a nod. “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye for now.”

Sofia departed with the bag, and I turned my attention to the pearl. With a rare moment of free time at hand, I wanted to finish the gift for Catherine.

I studied the pearl meticulously. Now, in the sanctuary of my workshop, I had the freedom to appreciate its mysteries. It was evident that this gem harbored a charge of energy of the world, making it exceptionally valuable. Shame that such treasures were so rare.

The plan was to turn the pearl into a work of art. Both in terms of beauty and functionality.

Seeking inspiration, I leafed through catalogs of renowned jewelry. Ultimately, I decided on a design of elegant simplicity — a silver chain with a simple diamond set around the pearl. Pearls were beautiful by themselves, particularly this one. I purchased the diamonds from the Sobolevs, spending a considerable sum. While the cost wasn’t a concern, I reassured myself that it was more than that, an investment. If Catherine Mayer wore this piece, it would serve as excellent advertising for my work. But, honestly, I just wanted to make something beautiful for her…

The second part, the functional one, took me several hours to calculate and optimize. I integrated an energy collection seal, bullet protection, and an advanced cleansing system — a refined version of what I had once crafted for Olga Gvozdev during a particularly rough period in her life.

Though Catherine would not experience dramatic changes, the pearl would subtly enhance her well-being. It would ease her breathing, improve her health marginally, and accelerate her recovery from illnesses, especially if she kept the pearl close. Once the work was complete, I secured the finished piece in the safe.

***

As promised, Sofia arrived the next day with the materials. She practically dragged a dozen books and an even greater number of reports into the room.

“Have fun,” she told me before leaving, but I stopped her.

“Wait. Could you do me a favor?”

“Wow, Sokolov, wouldn’t that be pushing it?” she teased, her eyebrows raised.

“Let’s make a deal,” I proposed.

“What do you need?” Her curiosity was piqued.

I retrieved a portable phone from the drawer and handed it to her.

“Could you deliver this to Catherine?”

“Oh-ho, you little rascal. Trying to sneak into my favorite cousin’s skirt?” Sofia’s eyes sparkled with mischief. She put her hands on her hips, but I didn’t fall for it.

“Yes or no?”

“Oh, give it here. I’ll bring it to her today.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t think you’re off the hook with just a thank you. You’ll owe me. And for keeping this discreet, you’ll owe me three times as much. And don’t even think you’ll get off with a box of cookies!”

I didn’t believe for a moment that would be enough. But I was sure that we would come to an agreement.

Once Sofia was gone, I turned my attention to the materials she had brought. The books were dense with descriptions and reference guides on materials science, while the reports detailed the specific alloys the state required.

By the nature of my work, I had a solid grasp of metals, but from a different perspective. I knew how to take a low-quality metal, refine it, and turn it into something of superior quality. However, describing this process in technical terms was another challenge altogether.

The topic captivated me, and I stayed up late in the evening, trying to understand unfamiliar terminology. When my head grew heavy with information, I set the textbook aside and began to distill what I had learned. It wasn’t too complicated; the one who prepared these notes highlighted the important bits, including a list of materials and alloys with different parameters with the best values achievable within the empire. In essence, they categorized the materials by several key criteria: strength, corrosion resistance, lightness, versatility, resilience to external factors, and conductivity.

For my needs, I would also add two more: the ease of processing of materials made by others and the complexity of producing an item on my own, which in turn influenced the final product’s cost.

I had no illusions about achieving a technological breakthrough. What was the point? First, there was the issue of throughput capacity. As it stood, I could only process a limited amount of material. Building and optimizing a production facility wasn’t on my immediate agenda, nor did I have a desire to spend my life chained to a factory floor. Second, I had to keep my ambitions and goals in mind. My aim was to develop a niche for myself, establishing a unique production line that would improve my reputation and position me in the major leagues. I wanted to become a valuable asset rather than a minor inconvenience.

Maybe I could start a company that produced unique alloys in limited quantities? It seemed like a plausible idea, though it would reveal my capabilities. Given my position and cooperation with the ruling family, I wondered if they might oppose my independent ventures.

Tired of reading, I decided to put my knowledge and everything I had read to test. For several hours I had fun with preparing a few seals, then I took several bars of metal and modified them, enhancing a single parameter in each of them from ten to thirty percent. I found myself actually good at altering them, but not in all regards at once. So each bar was altered to improve a different attribute — strength, conductivity, durability, and so on. I planned to check these samples and then present them for review, allowing the royal family to evaluate how much of it they needed.


Chapter 19
THE SHOWDOWN




The remaining days of my summer were dedicated to two pursuits: working in the workshop and developing my body. In the workshop, I immersed myself in experimenting with materials, producing bulletproof protection, and crafting various pieces of jewelry. Meanwhile, my body required a special approach. First, I needed to master my newfound strength and adapt to the accompanying challenges. On one occasion, while driving, I became so engrossed in testing one of my new abilities that my focus sharpened to the point where my peripheral vision almost entirely shut off, nearly causing an accident. Additionally, I realized that while I had unlocked my genetic potential, my physical development still relied on rigorous training. Thus, I devoted two to three hours each day to intense exercise.

Simultaneously, my alchemical abilities advanced. A healthy body contributed to this progress, and the daily application of seals helped further. I could confidently say that I was now as formidable as I had been in the prime of my previous life.

In spite of my busy schedule, I didn’t forget to visit the Gvozdevs, whose days in the capital were quiet and peaceful. Until today.

The news of their troubles reached me by chance. Olga’s reputation as a healer had grown, attracting more and more clients, sometimes tending up to three patients a day on Sergei’s days off.

Her earnings had also increased, which created a subtle tension between them. Olga’s income was a stark contrast to Sergei’s steady but modest salary. Even though in the capital, there were healers in almost every hospital, they were weak, and they couldn’t do much. Strong ones were a scarce “commodity”.

Before I met her, Olga also had a weak gift, but then I showed up in their life, created a gazebo for meditation, and changed everything. Initially, the idea was to help Olga restore her strength, but her skills had also evolved, and Olga moved into the category of average healers capable of curing illnesses in a single session. This upgrade in her capabilities led to increased demand for her services and a significant boost in her income.

I should have known that it could lead to trouble too.

One evening, I was sitting with Sergei in their backyard after another grueling day. When he was distracted by his son, I secretly texted Catherine from my new phone. Sofia gave her the phone, so now we could talk almost at any time. To be precise, when both of us had good reception.

“Listen, Ed,” Sergei began. “You probably know more about this than we do.”

“About what?” I asked, watching him trying to hold back the desperately struggling toddler who wanted to climb on his daddy’s head.

“Politics,” Sergei said, his voice tinged with uncertainty.

“That’s a broad topic. What’s troubling you?”

“They’re saying all sorts of things,” Sergei said, casting a furtive glance around.

“What sort of things?” I inquired.

“That the Emperor isn’t as benevolent as he appears. They claim he’s oppressing people and leading the country towards ruin.”

“Really? How so?”

“I’m not sure and I don’t know the details, which is why I’m asking you.”

“Hold on. This didn’t come out of nowhere. Someone must have told you these things.”

“People talk,” Sergei said, averting his gaze.

“So what do they say?”

“They write about it in the newspapers...” Sergei said, his voice trailing off. “Okay, okay… I give up.”

At that moment, Olga approached us. She kissed her son on the forehead and asked what we were talking about. Receiving a vague response, she proceeded to see off the client whose session had just finished.

“So, the Emperor is good at what he is doing then?” Sergei asked, glancing at me with a questioning look.

I studied him, contemplating how best to answer. What did “good” truly mean? Good for whom? For the Belogrudovs, likely very bad. For the Atamanovs, whom he had decimated — even worse. For drug dealers too. But how much was their side of the story worth? The world was so intricate that no matter what you do, there would always be those who would condemn it. You couldn’t please everyone.

“As far as I see it,” I replied cautiously, “the Emperor has brought order and improved life in the country. Don’t you think so?”

“If you really consider it, there’s some truth in what you say. I’m not sure people are badmouthing him…”

Before I could find out details about the rumors, Olga’s voice, full of indignation, rang out from the front part of the yard.

“Get out!” she yelled.

I rushed to the gate, barely processing the situation. Olga stood on the street, unharmed, but visibly upset. A man in a leather jacket, with a crooked nose and rat eyes, stood next to her. He had arrived in an expensive foreign car. Two other men were nearby — your typical thugs with tattoos, punchable faces, and massive fists.

“Dear lady,” the man said in a menacing tone. “Try to stay calm, or things could get unpleasant.”

“Hey.” I approached. “What’s going on here? Olga, are they bothering you?”

“They’re annoying me,” she said angrily.

“Who are you?” I glanced at the man. “What are you doing here? Start talking, for your own sake.”

“You can call me Ilyich, and these two behind me are Ivan and Dmitry.” He gestured towards two men standing next to the car. His eyebrows drew together. “It’s not the best idea to threaten me, boy!”

“Edgar, try not to kill anyone this time.” Olga looked at me. “I don’t want any of that near the house.”

“What do they want?” I turned to Olga, keeping my eyes on the intruders.

“They’re offering protection,” Olga replied, emphasizing the last word.

“Seriously?” I eyed the man again. “So, you’re a thug?”

“I’m a respected man who’s just offering his services,” Ilyich said, straightening his posture. “Not a thug.”

“And might I ask your last name, respected sir?”

The beast inside me had already managed to assess the enemy. He was an empty shell. An ordinary person, devoid of any real threat. Remarkably, I didn’t feel any rage or anger, only a calm resolve to deal with the issue, whatever it took.

Sergei stood next to me, shielding his wife.

“We don’t need your services. Leave now,” he commanded with a rough edge to his voice.

“Why are you being like this? What if something happens... You have a small child...” Ilyich said condescendingly.

In response, I stepped forward and kicked him under the knee. The man twisted with a sickening crunch before collapsing to the ground.

“If you move,” I turned to his thugs, “I’ll kill you.”

“Bastard!” Ilyich shouted. “Ivan! Dmitry!”

When Ivan reached for his gun, I was already next to him. My hand intercepted his, twisting his wrist into an unnatural angle with minimal effort. The second man’s attempt to capitalize on the distraction and strike me was feeble at best. The blow landed on my head but I barely registered it; my enhanced strength made it ineffective. The attacker quickly realized it too.

“You’ve just assaulted an aristocrat,” I said, calmly holding up the pistol. “And your friend here tried to draw a weapon.”

From a legal standpoint, I was well within my rights to kill them on the spot, claiming it was self-defense.

“Forgive me, sir,” Dmitry whined, visibly frightened. “We understand now. We’re sorry.”

“And you’ll forget where the lady lives,” I added.

“We’ll forget,” he promised hastily.

“But first,” I pressed, “who are you working for? Who sent you idiots here?”

A distinctive pistol shot rang out behind my back. Turning around, I saw Sergei standing over the knocked-out Ilyich with a gun lying nearby. That was such a rookie mistake on my part — I left myself exposed. What was worse, Sergei, who had weaker regeneration, could have been shot or, even worse, the target might have been Olga.

“What’s going on?” came a voice from behind the neighboring fence. “Olga, what is this?”

An elderly woman’s head peeked over the fence, her eyes wide with alarm.

“Everything is fine,” Olga reassured her. “The issue has been... resolved.”

“I called the police!” the old woman announced, her voice trembling with concern.

“We don’t need the police,” Dmitry stammered, his face pale.

“You’d be better off dealing with the police than with me,” I said, my gaze steady. “Remember, you assaulted an aristocrat.”

“Maybe we can come to an agreement?” he suggested.

“How so?” I asked, intrigued by his offer.

My curiosity wasn’t about striking a deal but rather understanding what he had in mind.

“No agreements,” Olga snapped, her anger barely contained. “You dared to threaten my family, and you’ll pay for that.”

With those words, she moved towards Ilyich, dark fog enveloping her hands, her actions deliberate and ominous. She bent over him, performing some arcane procedure that left him moaning in pain. Then she approached Ivan, who had been trying to crawl away in fear, despite his broken arm.

“You’ll regret this day for the rest of your lives,” Olga hissed coldly, fog enveloping the thug.

After that, Dmitry turned around and ran, abandoning his accomplices, his car, and common sense.

“Ah,” the old woman gasped, retreating from the fence. “What a tragedy… Why do I always get such neighbors…”

The police arrived quickly, in about five minutes. By that time, the scene had settled. Olga went inside to her son, while Sergei and I kept an eye on the subdued thugs. I had managed to extract some information from Ivan, learning a great deal about their affiliations and who had sent them.

“Help!” he suddenly yelled when the police arrived.

“Did I hit you too hard or something?” I cast him a stern gaze.

“What’s going on here?” the men in uniform got out of their car. And immediately reached for their weapons.

“My name is Edgar Sokolov. Let’s not make any sudden movements, gentlemen. It won’t help anyone.”

The Medvedevs’ training had clearly paid off. I felt no surge of rage, only a cold, measured control. The violence had been calculated and deliberate, with an understanding of what and why I was doing. Had they not threatened us, particularly the child, I might have allowed them to leave unharmed. But for something like that... I was ready to punish them with all my cold fury.

“Do you have an ID?” The officer frowned.

“It’s in the car. May I?”

The officer nodded, not rushing to do anything. I fetched the documents, and showed them, but... Things still went somewhat wrong. They should have just picked up the thugs and left, but I got the impression that the policemen recognized Ilyich. They recognized both of them and weren’t eager to take them into custody.

“Is there a problem, officer?” I asked, noting the man’s reluctance. “You haven’t introduced yourself. What precinct are you from?”

The officer’s expression darkened further, but nevertheless, he got to work. The thugs were handcuffed and loaded into the police car, their injuries ignored. The officers questioned Ivan, who, in a mix of fear and defiance, claimed to have been cursed by a witch. The last word caught their attention.

By this time, the neighbors had come out and informed the policemen that Olga had a healing gift.

“Is she seeing patients?” the officer asked, turning to Sergei and me.

“She is,” the group of elderly women confirmed. “People come to see her regularly.”

“Illegal medical and business activities, then,” the officer declared, shaking his head in judgment.

“Is that a problem?” I stepped forward, challenging his implication.

“We’ll see,” he replied vaguely and drove off together with the bandits.

We watched them go, and the old women were still murmuring and lamenting over what they had witnessed.

“Those annoying hags,” hissed Olga, who had heard the entire conversation perfectly well.

“What should we do now?” Sergei looked at me in confusion.

“Move to the capital, move to the capital,” Olga mimicked us irritably.

“Let’s head inside and then we’ll see,” I suggested, my tone indicating that we needed a moment of calm to sort out the chaos.

What a world this had become — one problem after another.

***

I spent the night at the Gvozdevs’, just in case. The following morning, Sergei took another day off to be with his wife. I, on the other hand, went to consult with a lawyer to understand precisely what legal issues we might be facing due to Olga’s unregistered practice.

It quickly became clear that the legal infractions were numerous. Practicing without a medical degree was one issue. Failing to register as a gifted at a hospital was another. Charging for her services was classified as illegal entrepreneurial activity.

“What are the potential consequences?” I inquired, my concern growing.

“To be honest, it depends on how you handle it,” the lawyer replied.

“Are you suggesting a way to resolve this financially?”

“Indeed. Particularly given your aristocratic status.”

“By the way, do you happen to know what it would take to open a private clinic or office?”

“You’d need suitable premises, equipment, a substantial amount of money, and connections within certain associations,” he said with a knowing smile.

“What associations?”

“Those including doctors and gifted practitioners. For instance, the Healer’s Guild. They have their own rules.”

“Thank you for the advice. One more thing — if we happen to have any issues, could you represent me and my friend?”

“Certainly. Here’s my card,” he said, handing it to me. “Feel free to call at any hour if you need assistance.”

“Thanks again,” I replied.

I went back to the Gvozdevs to tell them what I learned. I arrived just in time to see the police van pulling onto their street, barely ahead of me.

“Did something happen, officers?” I asked, stepping out of my car and approaching them.

“Do you live here?” The officer eyed me critically.

“This is my property. Who are you, which station are you from, and what is the nature of your visit?”

“We’re here regarding the allegations of illegal activity,” he replied.

“Excellent. You can speak to my lawyer about that,” I said, handing him the business card I had just received.

“We have orders to detain Mrs. Gvozdev,” the officer said, his frown deepening.

“You can forgo that.”

“You’re obstructing justice,” the officer retorted.

“As an aristocrat, I’m within my rights,” I replied coolly. “If you wish to resolve this matter legally, you’ll have to call the guards.”

From a legal point of view, they could detain me only in the event of some obvious crime. Even then, the authorities might hesitate, fearing to confront me directly and opting to wait for a specialized unit instead. The reality was that they could neither dismiss me nor force me to the station due to the protections afforded to the aristocratic class. I remained poised as the officers stalled, but the resolution came sooner than expected.

Another vehicle arrived, and Ilyich came out of it on crutches. He exchanged a brief, tense look with the policeman before the latter walked over to him. They talked quietly, and soon after, the officers departed.

“Mr. Sokolov,” Ilyich called to me, “may I speak with lady Olga?”

The gate creaked open, and Olga stepped out, Sergei shadowing her with a furrowed brow, his irritation palpable.

“Olga! Have mercy!” he implored, his voice carrying a mix of desperation and indignation. “Please, save me and my friends from this curse!”

I saw Ivan’s pale face popping out of the car but remaining at a distance.

“Absolutely not!” Olga retorted, “I will now curse you even more, so thoroughly that you’ll forever remember the consequences of threatening a woman and her child!”

“We understand, and we repent!” Ilyich groaned, nearly falling to his knees, despite the crutch.

I stood there frozen, wondering how come Olga possessed such a power. Could other healers do that too?! What other abilities did they have?

***

We eventually reached an agreement with the thugs. I didn’t hear all the details, but the last part was that they would return in a week, and, if they behaved well, Olga would lift the curses. At the same time, she promised that if they got near her house again, their bloodline would cease to exist once and for all.

“Can you really do that?” I asked when we were back in the house.

“I can, I think,” Olga replied tersely. “What did the police want?”

“They were investigating illegal activities. I consulted a lawyer, and it turns out you can’t do healing practice just like that. We’ve violated several regulations.”

“I violated them, you mean?” she chuckled.

At that moment, Sergei was silently making tea and spreading a thick layer of butter and honey on a loaf of bread — a verified method of calming Olga down.

“Yes, but it’s rather easy to fix that. All you need is to get some papers at the Healer’s Guild and register at any hospital,” I said.

Olga didn’t answer. Two sandwiches later, she calmed down a bit, and I seized the moment to bring up an idea I had been mulling over.

“Have you ever considered opening your own clinic, or maybe even a hospital?”

“Are you kidding?” She glanced at me.

“No, I’m serious. We can find a place, I’ll cover the expenses—”

“I have a child and I’m not sure I’ll be ready to work full-time any time soon. Not to mention that it sounds too complicated.”

“No one is forcing you to work full-time,” I answered in the same tone. “You’ll be your own boss. We’ll help you. You’ve been doing it this whole time. Why not make it official and at a slightly higher level?”

She sighed like she was weighing the proposition.

“I think it’s a good idea,” Sergei added, looking up from his task. “You do enjoy helping people, after all.”

“I don’t know how, but private clinics always turn into machineries that profit off the misfortunes of others,” Olga responded, her voice tinged with cynicism.

“Where are these ideas coming from?” I asked, genuinely puzzled.

“A bad experience!” Sergei chuckled, for which he received an angry look in response. “Fine, fine, I’ll keep quiet.”

“I think you should seriously think about it. Just think, for now,” I hastened to add, seeing Olga’s gloomy face. “As I said, all these regulations don’t sound too complicated to me...”

“Healer’s Guild are a bunch of old arrogant bastards.”

“Um...” I didn’t expect such a reaction.

“A bad experience,” Sergei whispered while shaking his head, and this time Olga reached for the mug to throw it. In response to this, Sergei quickly ran out into the hallway. In a second, he appeared, smiling.

Jokers, these two.

“Is it a matter of principle, then?” I asked.

“I was trained in a monastery to be a nurse. That is, a person with a minimum set of skills. If it weren’t for the gift that I discovered, I would have spent my entire life doing menial tasks, like handling medical supplies and scrubbing wards. To join the association and practice medicine officially, you need to be a qualified doctor, which requires years of formal education. All these associations and Guilds of the gifted are even worse. They’re arrogant and demanding, and they expect annual dues — they’re just a bunch of mercenary frauds.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“I have nothing positive to say about them,” she replied flatly.

“Then let me reiterate my questions. Do you fundamentally not want to pursue this? Even if I offer help? I can find ways to deal with them. Dues won’t be an issue.”

“You’re studying to be a manager, right?” she asked. “I really appreciate your help but you should know that running a clinic requires more than just a room. It needs to meet certain standards, which means renovations, inspections, and, unfortunately, bribes. Equipment costs a fortune, too. While a private office is a feasible option, it’s still costly. The fees, taxes, and other expenses add up, ultimately falling on the patients. I don’t want to be so entangled with financial concerns.”

“Forgive me, but how do you compare to other healers?” I asked.

“I’m above average,” Olga admitted with a hint of pride.

“And can you develop further?”

“It’s difficult. I lack education,” she admitted and frowned.

“That’s easy. What do you think about enrolling in one of the capital medical academies? You can study, become a doctor, and develop as a healer.”

“And I can forget about my family in the process, yeah.” She chuckled bitterly.

“We’re not going anywhere.” Sergei smiled at her.

Olga’s eyes softened as she looked at her husband. She reached out to stroke his hand, a gesture that spoke of their deep bond. Despite their disagreements, their love was evident.

“I need to think it over,” she said finally.

“I can find out more about the details,” I offered.

“No need.” Olga shook her head firmly. “If I decide to pursue this, I’ll do the research myself. When I reach a decision, I’ll let you know. Thank you for your help, but don’t rush me.”

“As you say,” I agreed.


Chapter 20
LAND AND FAMILY




From the Gvozdevs, I made my way to my ancestral land. This matter had been waiting for my attention for a long time now.

The land had remained unchanged during my absence, but the passage of time left its mark. The ruins of the once-grand mansion were now overgrown with grass, and the garden, which had previously escaped my notice, had fallen into disrepair. About twenty minutes after my arrival, the foreman from the construction company Matvey had recommended arrived. The company was aristocrat-owned, which provided a level of assurance.

“Mr. Sokolov?”

“That’s correct,” I replied. “And you must be Mr. Romanov?”

“Yes. You can just call me Pyotr. So this is your land?” he asked, surveying the dilapidated landscape.

“That’s right. First, I’d like you to clean up the ruins.”

“No problem. And what are you planning to do with this land?”

“I haven’t decided yet. How long will it take to clear the area?”

“How fast do you need it done? We could finish in a couple of weeks, but you understand, it would be more expensive. Alternatively, we could manage it in about a month and a half.”

“A month and a half is just fine. I’m not in a hurry,” I confirmed.

“Very well. Let me inspect the land so I can provide a more precise estimate of the time frame and cost,” Pyotr said in a businesslike manner.

The decision on what to build loomed before me. There were two possibilities: a mansion to serve as a family estate or a production facility — perhaps a factory or workshop. My parents had favored living here while maintaining their manufacturing operations elsewhere.

Both options had their pros and cons. Building a mansion offered the advantage of a sprawling estate. I would have enough space to construct whatever I wanted, with no neighbors to encroach upon my privacy. Furthermore, this land was mine, and as its master, I had absolute authority. In this domain, my rights as an aristocrat extended even further than elsewhere. I could conduct affairs as I pleased, and if someone were to visit, there would be no legal repercussions for how I chose to handle them.

If I opted for setting up a production, there was the potential advantage of reduced taxes — a benefit that seemed rather dubious. Six months earlier, the Emperor had decreed a five-year tax reduction for those who established a new production within the state’s borders. The second advantage was that I wouldn’t have to pay rent. Securing a similar space for lease would be costly, and it would come with the inconvenience of neighboring businesses. Here, the area was sparsely populated, offering a rare kind of solitude.

Which was also one of the disadvantages. One glance at the road was enough to understand that a heavy truck loaded with metal or some other material could easily get stuck in the uneven terrain. Also, my expertise in factory construction was minimal; such things were beyond my experience in my previous life.

There was also an intermediate option between these two — to build a house and a workshop. Unfortunately, the land’s distance from the Lyceum posed a challenge, and I wasn’t even sure what kind of workshop I needed. Given the uncertainty of future demands and the possibility that the workshop might need redesigning, I wasn’t sure this idea was worth the effort at the moment.

On the other hand, building a house also required time. Thus, it made sense to contemplate this decision carefully. I needed to determine the budget, evaluate my options, and proceed methodically.

***

The second issue I addressed after finalizing the details with the foreman was the matter of the family tree. I had to confess I was guilty as charged — I should have done this a year ago. Bearing the Sokolov family name without a clear understanding of its lineage felt irresponsible. Such ignorance could lead to unforeseen complications down the line.

For information, I went to the Heritage Chamber, a government agency dedicated to registering aristocrats considered crucial to the country’s strategic interests. The agency maintained records of marriages, births, property ownership, and other relevant data. While personal details weren’t available, it was a good starting point.

I got the idea while I was once again thinking about family potential. While I had learned to gauge gifts and abilities through alchemy, exploring familial history could provide additional insights.

I submitted a request, paid the service fee, and then all that was left was to wait for the results.

***

Olga dropped by to see me on August 22. There was very little time left before the new school year began.

Beforehand, I had managed to pass along the metal samples I had created through Sofia.

“Hello,” I greeted her. I hadn’t seen her for a long time, which wasn’t too upsetting. It was just unpleasant to lose her as a mentor, but I could get over it.

“Hello, hello. Did you miss our lessons?” Olga’s tone carried a hint of irony.

“I kept busy,” I responded vaguely.

“Oh, well. But today’s lesson will be short. Is that alright with you?” Her gaze was sharp, almost challenging.

“Of course.”

“We’ve studied the materials you made. Without embellishment, I must say it’s nothing short of miraculous.”

“So, you’ll be needing my services again?”

“Did you doubt it?” Her look suggested a deeper, almost unspoken question. It was as if she was asking if our relationship could go back to how it was before I met her daughter.

I remembered how she doubted me. I also remembered that Catherine and I texted each other every day and planned a second date. I remembered the setup with the test. I remembered a lot of things. So much so that if she suggested turning a blind eye to some issues and going back to the way it was before, then so be it.

“A little.”

“How modest.” She shook her head. “Yes, we need your services. By the way, what is this?”

Olga only now noticed the mannequin standing in the corner.

“Just a bit of indulgence,” I said.

“Looks like armor,” she remarked.

“That’s correct.”

It would be futile to deny it. The mannequin bore a suit adorned with metal inserts and fastenings — some areas protected by solid plates, others by a fine-mesh net.

“Why do you need armor?”

“I’m telling you, it’s just for my indulgence.”

“And what inspired you to pamper yourself?”

“Do you want the truth?” I grinned.

“Yes, I do.”

“The other day I was thinking about how to storm a building, and I decided that armor would come in handy. It’s good against demons and combat units.”

“What building are you planning to storm?” Olga tensed up.

“None, yet.”

“Yet?”

“Yes.”

“Sokolov...” She sighed and exhaled. “Should I expect trouble?”

“When have I ever caused trouble… I’m kidding. No troubles, I promise.”

She looked at me suspiciously but decided not to pursue the topic.

“What does it do?”

“Nothing yet. I’m working on a combination of alloys to enhance its resistance to bullets.”

“And what kind of strange helmet is this?”

“It’s an improved version; it can withstand a shot,” I explained, shrugging. “If you want, you can try it on. Just be cautious — there’s no lining yet.”

Curiosity was one of Olga’s prominent traits, so I wasn’t surprised to see her trying on the helmet.

“Wow,” she exclaimed, “Not bad. It obscures your face, and you say it can withstand a shot? Can I try to break it?”

“Go ahead,” I chuckled. “But it’s almost like glass; be careful not to cut yourself.”

“I’ll manage,” she said with determination.

Olga really did try to break the helmet, but she only bent it a little. I probably couldn’t repeat such a trick.

In fact, it wasn’t exactly made of glass. More precisely, it was metal with the transparency properties of glass. From the outside, it appeared as a sleek, black surface conforming to the shape of the wearer’s head, completely covering the face. But from within, it was entirely transparent. I had to tinker with it for a while to achieve the effect, but I enjoyed the process.

“Impressive,” Olga said. “Once you finish the suit, let me know. We’ll place an order.”

“Understood,” I replied. “By the way, do you need an improved blocker?”

“What did you improve?” Olga’s demeanor shifted to a more businesslike posture.

“This one has a range of fifty steps and allows for adjustable coverage width — not just in a circle, but at specific angles.”

“Hmm... that could be useful,” she mused.

“These devices are considerably more complex,” I cautioned. “Hence, the price will be higher. I think I’ll be able to produce one per month.”

“Without putting off other things?”

“Yes.”

“And the cost?”

“Two million,” I stated.

“Oh, Sokolov...” This was becoming her favorite phrase these days. “Do you even understand how much we spend to keep the country from falling apart?”

“I understand.” I sighed and assumed a sympathetic look.

Olga pursed her lips. She guessed that my understanding had nothing to do with discounts.

From my point of view, they had set the dynamics, I was just returning in kind.

“Alright,” Olga said finally. “Can you deliver a batch of ten pieces in less than a month? Waiting a year isn’t an option.”

“I can. Actually, I already had this conversation with your brother. Here.”

I handed her a box containing ten improved blockers.

“Consider this my contribution to the country’s security in these challenging times. That is, these prototypes are free of charge. I hope you’ll find them helpful.”

It didn’t take me long to craft an enhanced version, and I made an even better one for myself. The only downside was that I still needed a small amount of meteorite iron to replicate its unique properties. Ten more, ten less, with my current pace of working with it, it wouldn’t make any difference. And yet these devices were almost invaluable in all regards, so it felt good to be able to offer such a valuable gift.

From my perspective, providing these blockers was a small gesture that described how I saw my relationship with the Emperor. I had only seen good things from him so far. He didn’t interfere with my life, he supplied me with resources, and helped me in many ways. So why wouldn’t I reciprocate? These ten blockers were a modest contribution to improving our relations.

“Thank you.” Olga looked at me thoughtfully.

In fact, this gesture was supposed to mend our relationship too. If I wished to pursue Catherine, then you didn’t have to be a genius to understand that it was better to be friends with her mother than enemies.

“I’ll inform my brother. I’m sure we’ll need more of these,” she added, nodding in approval.

There was another point. The greater the need for certain devices within the ruling family, the stronger the temptation to exert pressure on me. But if I reduced the severity of the demand, then... The temptation would decrease. I doubted that they needed more than a dozen devices right now. But someday, they’d definitely need more. This way, they could gradually purchase devices according to a schedule that suited me.

“Good. And can you also tell Rodion that I have ready-made options for his requests?”

“You’re unusually generous today,” Olga remarked with a chuckle. “What’s the reason, if it’s not a secret?”

“What secret? I’m a young man; it’s clear what I need money for.”

“For girls?” she inquired, her smile widening with an inquisitive gleam in her eyes.

“Oh no, with my current schedule, I have no time to run around chasing girls. I’d prefer to marry my beloved when the right time comes, which is why I’m saving up my capital.”

I couldn’t help myself.

For a couple of seconds, Olga’s eyes flashed with surprise, then anger.

“Are you alright? Should I get you some water, perhaps?” I offered kindly.

“Tea would be better. And cookies,” she responded through clenched teeth.

“No problem, it will be ready shortly.”

While I prepared the tea, Olga composed herself. She settled into a chair, her gaze fixed on me with an outwardly impassive expression.

I never realized I could be so petty.

“It seems I distracted you. You mentioned a short lesson for today?” I asked politely.

“Yes, the lesson…” She froze, stopping and looking at me. “Let’s start with that. I suggest you consider dropping the Institute.”

“What do you mean?” I was caught off guard.

“In the second year, the workload will increase significantly. Are you sure you can manage both the Lyceum and the Institute? Wait,” she held up a hand to prevent any impulsive responses, “think about it: what benefit do you gain from attending both schools?”

“Wait, you were the one who instructed me to do so...”

“That was last year,” she acknowledged. “You were sent with a specific purpose, to serve as a catalyst for easing the tension between aristocrats and commoners. Frankly, the idea didn’t work out as well as I would have liked. So, there’s no point in us keeping you in two schools any longer.”

“But I like studying.”

“That’s precisely what I suggest you consider,” Olga said. “What is your goal? What do you hope to achieve, and is it necessary to attend two schools to achieve that?”

“The truth is,” I responded, “the additional education would certainly benefit me.”

“I understand what you gain from the Lyceum,” she said. “But what about the Institute?”

“Knowledge! I’ve mentioned before that my methods rely on precise calculations. Mathematics, geometry, physics — these subjects interest me and are essential to my work.”

“Good. Then you should know two things. First, this year, you’ll need to choose the department at the Institute. You might be interested in the Materials Science. Additionally, you will begin mandatory training in the Military Department at the Lyceum.”

“Military training?”

“Yes,” she affirmed. “It’s compulsory for all aristocrats. Have you forgotten the oath you took and what it means to be an aristocrat?”

“I have not forgotten.”

To serve and protect — our country, our people, the Emperor, and our common future.

“Even considering your usefulness and uniqueness, you are obliged to undergo training. At the same time, you will learn how wars are waged in the modern world.”

“How much time will this take? A lot?”

“That’s right.” Olga nodded. “I am not joking when I say that the workload will increase many times over. Will you be able to maintain the pace without sacrificing other responsibilities?”

“Probably not.”

It would be stupid to deny the obvious. I remembered how trapped and tired I felt at the end of the school year. If the workload increased even more, I could hold out only by sacrificing something. Balancing my studies, alchemy, training, and personal life seemed increasingly impossible.

“It’s good that you understand this,” Olga said, her tone both firm and gentle. “I’m not questioning your abilities. It’s simply more effective to focus on one endeavor and excel in it, rather than stretching yourself thin and compromising your performance.”

“But materials science... I’m truly passionate about it. And there are other subjects I find fascinating.”

“I have a solution for you. You can stay at the Lyceum, and get access to the Institute lectures. But just the lectures, without taking exams. Choose a few subjects and attend them regularly.”

“How will the teachers react?”

“I’ll make arrangements with them.”

For a brief moment, I felt ashamed. Ten minutes ago, I was being rude to Olga, and all she did was try to make my life easier. Seeing how embarrassed I was, she smiled faintly and took a bite of the cookie, washing it down with tea.

I wondered if it could be considered a minor triumph that members of the ruling family were enjoying my cookies.

“May I have some time to think it over?” I asked.

“There isn’t much time,” Olga replied. “The decision needs to be made a couple of days before the start of the school year.”

“Understood.”

“Now that we’ve settled this,” she said, shifting gears, “let’s talk about business. How much extra-strong, lightweight steel can you produce, for instance?”

“A couple of pounds a day.”

“Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

“But that’s nothing,” Olga said, clearly disappointed.

“I’ll think about ways to increase the amount.”

“Any ideas?”

“I’m thinking about opening a factory.”

Olga paused for a moment. I didn’t notice such details before, but now I saw them clearly. For an ordinary person, a few seconds might pass quickly, but for a demon of her level, it felt like an eternity — a stretch of time sufficient to thoroughly analyze and ponder every nuance of a situation.

“Are you considering to make your services public?” she finally asked.

“You mentioned that I need to build strength,” I replied.

Olga pursed her lips slightly but nodded.

“Let’s say, hypothetically, that you do that...” she drawled. “Let’s say five years have passed. You’ve finished your studies, acquired capital, and opened a factory. How much do you think you could produce in this case?”

“And how much do you need?”

“Relatively little, but the problem lies in something else.”

“Um...” I didn’t expect such an answer. “Care to elaborate?”

“What you’re doing is unique,” Olga explained. “And this uniqueness has the potential to disrupt our technological trajectory.”

“How so?” I inquired.

“Remember our discussions about the global situation?” Olga continued. “Our country is technologically behind. We’re quite good, but we aren’t leaders in any particular field.”

“Yes, I recall.”

“The technologies you’re developing are on par with the most advanced ones in more developed states. If you flood our market with them, this will improve development in some fields, but it will stall it in others. In the short term, your contributions would be beneficial, but over decades, they could lead us to a dead end.”

“What are you proposing?”

“Balance. At a certain point, you’ll need to find a balance. You’ll need to limit the amount of products manufactured or start fighting with those who won’t like it. Do you know that many high-tech items are simply not sold to us?”

“Why?”

“Containment policy. Unfortunately, for now our country can be considered only as a supplier of raw materials for those who really rule the world. Meaning, we don’t have our own cutting-edge technology, we can’t compete with certain states, and we’re under a lot of pressure.”

“That would imply that if I start releasing something advanced, then...”

“Yes, it will also increase the risk to your life. No man, no problem.”

Only now had I realized that the Medvedevs had predicted this scenario knowing full well that I could become a target, and get killed by a foreign agent. And that meant that relying solely on my technologies would be unwise. Objectively, they weren’t wrong.

“So, you’re suggesting that I should find a balance — contributing to the country without provoking foreign powers too much, while remaining under their radar, and avoiding stalling technological progress?”

“Yes, you’ve grasped the concept,” she said with a faint smile.

“I get it but I am not sure how exactly to implement it. What do you consider a ‘limited volume’?”

I refrained from making the naive assumption that I could produce whatever I wanted. And yet I wondered how it would be if I stood against the whole world. My adventure would be fun, risky, and short-lived.

“You don’t have a factory yet, so what’s the point of talking about it? Maybe we could get you an internship somewhere? I think that would be good.”

“It would be strange if an aristocrat showed up for an internship in a factory.”

“We’d arrange for you to join other students from the Institute. This way, you’d gain firsthand experience of what you’re working with, while maintaining a lower profile.”


Chapter 21
BARTER




The next morning, Rodion was waiting for me. Just like last time, he was sitting in a chair, as composed as ever. Although, there was one difference. This time he was reading a book. He didn’t let me see the title of the small book, the size of a palm, having tucked it in his inside pocket as soon as he noticed me.

“Good morning, Edgar. Did you wish to see me?”

“Good morning, Rodion. Yes, I wanted to talk to you. I’m aware of your busy schedule, so let’s get straight to the point. Or would you like some tea first?”

“No, thank you. I’ll pass,” he replied with a polite nod.

“I thought so. Please, give me a moment.”

I took off my coat and went deeper into the workshop, retrieving one of my latest prototypes. I had recently acquired a dozen new mannequins to replace the several that had become useless over time.

“Take a look at this,” I said, positioning the amulet on one of the mannequins. “Sound transmission isn’t my strongest suit, but I have a knack for other areas. Last time, you were vague about what exactly you needed from the camouflaging device. If you now have more specific ideas, feel free to voice them.”

Meanwhile, the amulet began to absorb the light, casting a veil of darkness over the mannequin. The effect wasn’t complete, but the silhouette of the mannequin became increasingly indistinct despite the bright lamps illuminating the room.

“Curious.” Rodion came closer to take a look. “How does it work, and what exactly can it do?” he asked.

“The duration depends on the amount of light in the surroundings. At night, it will cloak you almost entirely for an hour or two, but the exact parameters and values need to be tested. In a well-lit room, as you can see, it provides cover for about fifteen minutes. After that, it requires a reset period of the same length. Excess light must be disposed of in a secure manner. Sounds interesting?”

“Yes, but as you said, it needs to be tested first. I’m afraid to even ask but, how many millions do you want for this thing?”

His tone, though devoid of outward emotion, conveyed a hint of mockery. He had clearly mastered the art of maintaining a facade, learning to manage his reactions with deliberate precision.

“I don’t want money.”

“What do you want then?” Rodion asked with zero interest.

“I need training.”

“Be more specific, Edgar.”

“I need instructors skilled in fighting against demons. Not the standard curriculum at the Lyceum, but the practical techniques employed by your team. I assume your department’s methods differ from what we’re taught in PE?”

“Let’s say that’s accurate,” Rodion acknowledged with a nod.

“Secondly, I need a tactical instructor. And thirdly,” I hesitated, “I’m not entirely sure how to categorize it — intelligence, perhaps? Or the skill to detect and evade surveillance?”

Rodion’s gaze was unwavering.

“Are you preparing for combat?”

I met his eyes squarely.

“You’ve read my dossier, Rodion. My family was murdered, and I was subjected to experiments, kidnapped, drugged, and tortured. I’ve been at war for what feels like an eternity. I see no signs of that ending anytime soon.”

“Why turn to me for this?”

“Because I can give you something in return. I’m proposing a trade. You give me instructors, I’ll give you new devices. Quality instructors might even inspire innovations that could benefit your work.”

“The Lyceum is starting soon, as far as I know. How do you think we can combine these activities with your schedule?”

“I’d rather sacrifice sleep than die from not being prepared enough.”

Rodion fell silent, his gaze fixed on the mannequin enveloped in a shroud of darkness. I took this opportunity to pour myself a glass of water, allowing him to ponder my request in solitude.

“Could you modify it,” Rodion finally asked, “so that the darkness disperses over a broader area rather than concentrating around the body? For a more natural effect.”

“It is possible.” I nodded.

“Then I think we can reach an agreement. Is this a prototype or the final version?”

“It’s a prototype,” I admitted. “I still lack precise knowledge of your operational methods and specific needs. I don’t fully understand the conditions of surveillance, countermeasures, or how they are applied. Train me, and I will refine the technology accordingly. Also, a detailed report on its usage would be helpful. I need to know how it performs under different conditions, what works, what doesn’t, and any suggestions for improvements.”

Rodion was right, my schedule was packed. So why not let others conduct the tests for me? As for my request...

The danger index itself didn’t indicate a real danger; skill was a more deciding factor. In a direct confrontation between demons, strength would dictate the outcome only if other factors were equal. But between a strong demon teenager and a battle-hardened military man, I would bet on the latter. It was a bit more complicated with Walkers. They could leave the battlefield anytime. But I devised blockers for a reason, they could level the playing field between Walkers and ordinary people.

All this could be perceived through the prism of strength. Strength came in many forms. The danger index was one of them. There were ancestral gifts, firearms, and technology. A well-trained squad of loyal people, as well as capital and wealth, were two more types. Then there were connections and soft skills, strengths of perceptiveness, tactical action, combat experience, refined reflexes, and reaction time. Alchemy, though an exceptional force in itself, remained just one aspect of a broader spectrum of power. No matter how much I cherished it or the opportunities it gave me, it remained futile if I was unprepared for an attack.

“Will you be free tomorrow evening?” Rodion broke the silence.

“I will.”

“Then expect to be picked up from here at seven.”

“Understood. When do you need the devices?” I gestured toward the amulet and the mannequin.

“Let us train you a little first, you will refine them, and then we will revisit the matter.”

“Very well,” I agreed.

***

In a dimly lit room, the Emperor tapped his fingers rhythmically on the table.

“You mentioned he requested training,” he remarked.

“Should we refuse?”

“Hold on...”

The Emperor paused, carefully weighing the situation. With some of his steps, Sokolov, perhaps unknowingly, was shifting from being seen as a “valuable asset” to a “potential problem.”

“What do you think about it?” the Emperor asked Rodion, his gaze steady and thoughtful.

Sokolov wasn’t the central topic of their discussion that day. He was addressed only after the main issues had been reviewed.

“He has changed,” Rodion answered dispassionately. “His appetite is growing, he is becoming more confrontational, and increasingly problematic. It’s only a matter of time before he reveals himself. It would be prudent to remove him from the public eye. It’d be ideal to have him secluded, where he can work in isolation.”

“For some reason, I don’t hear conviction in your words,” the Emperor noted.

“The thing is, I’m not sure that we can do this and still control him. He’s great at getting in trouble. We won’t be able to lock him up somewhere just like that. Intrigue might be a preferable approach, but experience shows that even the most carefully orchestrated plots have a way of surfacing. If Sokolov becomes aware that we’re scheming against him, he’ll become a formidable enemy, and then we can forget about his inventions. I also don’t recommend putting pressure on those close to him.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it will drive him to extremes,” Rodion said with certainty.

The Emperor leaned back, contemplating.

“So what do you propose?”

“Let him be and focus on his training. The better prepared he is to fend for himself, the less likely he is to die in some accident.”

“True. As long as he’s on our side.”

Rodion nodded in agreement.

“Indeed. As for control... he’s young and presumably has a romantic interest.”

“Who are you hinting at?”

“Catherine.”

“She is my niece,” the Emperor said discontentedly. “To bring them together...”

“They are already together. Without asking you and Olga. Respectfully.”

At these words, a wave of anger surged from the Emperor, which would have been enough to make an ordinary person faint. Yet, Rodion didn’t flinch, nor look away.

“Perhaps we should introduce a few additional problems into his life,” Rodion suggested, “Let him struggle with financial constraints and a lack of connections.”

“Tell me, Rodion...” The Emperor pulled himself together. “Did he ever ask for anything?”

“No,” he replied.

“I don’t recall any requests for assistance either. We’ve either offered help on our own initiative or engaged in... what did he call it? Trade?” The Emperor chuckled darkly. “So why would he turn to us for help in the future?”

“That’s not quite what I meant,” Rodion clarified. “He’s notably independent and he has no debts, making it difficult to leverage anything against him. However, as his needs grow, he will likely resort to barter more frequently.”

“In other words, he’ll be compelled to supply us with new technologies. Very well. This seems like a plausible strategy. Then let us enhance his... needs,” he gestured vaguely. “But proceed with caution.”

“I will handle it,” Rodion assured him.

After Rodion departed, the Emperor pressed a button on his phone.

“Mila,” he called his secretary, “contact Sofia, tell her to come see me.”

Propping his chin on his hands, he fell into deep thought, gazing at an imaginary board where all the pieces were set — family, allies, neutral figures, and enemies.

***

When Rodion left and I was alone, I began my daily meditation routine. I practiced for fifteen to twenty minutes each day, though I would have preferred to devote a bit more time to this. The correct sequence of actions still eluded me, preventing me from advancing beyond the basics.

So far, the only tangible result I had achieved was learning to feel the energy of the world directly. It might have seemed like a small step, but it was a truly monumental achievement. Before that, I had to resort to seals and complex calculations to understand how much energy was spilled around.

Now, through focused tuning, I could actually perceive it. This improvement was reminiscent of an ancient treatise I had once read, titled The Alchemy of Names. It proposed that naming a phenomenon bestowed power over it. This concept resonated with me: a stone, in its pure essence, was just a solid object. Yet, once named and studied, it acquired significance and utility. The word “stone” then became imbued with meaning, extending its potential uses — from being thrown or struck to serving as a weapon.

I remembered this because my current practice was much the same. Learning to feel something was the first step to learning to control it, which was my primary objective.

I meditated, striving to attune myself to the world’s energy and draw it into my being. The process was imperfect, marked by subtle signs rather than clear results. After about twenty minutes, a sense of heaviness descended upon me, like I just completed an intense workout.

If I gathered that with continued effort, I would eventually achieve something more.

***

To meet Catherine, I decided to carry out a whole operation to lose those who might be following me.

That same evening, I went to the Central Department Store. I left my car in the underground parking lot and went upstairs, where I walked around the shops, looking for new clothes.

Along the way, I observed my surroundings for any signs of surveillance. I found no one even with my enhanced vision. Either they were geniuses in disguise, or they had stopped following me, or something else. Having come to no conclusions, I bought a few things and headed out. I went downstairs, left my bags in the car. My final step was to go upstairs again, enter another shop, and then I just went out onto the street, crossed the road, and made my way to the restaurant.

“Table for one?” inquired one of the hostesses at the entrance.

“I have a reservation under the name Edgar,” I replied.

“They are already expecting you,” she informed me.

This restaurant, known for its discreet alcoves, offered the privacy I sought.

I turned to the hostess with a practiced smile.

“If anyone asks about me, please say I dined alone.”

“Certainly, sir,” she responded with a gracious smile.

“Thank you.”

The thousand-ruble note found its way from my palm to hers. The art of subtle bribery was another thing I learned in etiquette lessons.

“Edgar!” Catherine stood up when I entered. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Same here,” I replied, drawing her close and planting a soft kiss on her lips.

Our moment of intimacy was short-lived, however, as the waiter soon arrived to present the menu, prompting us to settle back into our seats.

“Ready to order?” the waiter asked with a polite smile.

“Could we have a couple of minutes?” Catherine requested.

“Of course, madam,” he replied, bowing slightly before leaving.

“Shall we stick to tradition?” I proposed with a playful glint in my eye.

“Meat and cakes?” Catherine chuckled. “This time, I’m craving something lighter.”

“Fish and salad?” I suggested.

“Yes,” she confirmed with a nod, “and definitely cake.”

We both laughed. It didn’t take much effort to laugh. Looking at Catherine, I felt an overwhelming sense of happiness. The sparkle in her gaze spoke volumes about her feelings.

After we had finished our meal and conversation, I reached into my bag and retrieved the pearl.

“Wow!” Catherine exclaimed, her eyes widening in admiration. “It’s beautiful, Ed!”

“May I?” I asked, offering to fasten the chain around her neck.

She turned around, lifted her hair, and revealed her neck. I moved closer, feeling goosebumps run down my body. The sight of her neck and the smell of her hair... My senses, heightened by my own peculiar nature, overwhelmed me with sensation.

“I added a few refinements, and now it’s magical,” I whispered in her ear.

Catherine pulled back slightly and touched my hand, her fingers lingering with a curious warmth.

“What kind of magic did you put into it?”

“Care,” I replied softly. “Wear it often, and it will offer you protection. If you ever feel unwell, put it on, and it will take care of you.”

“It’s like a genuine artifact of antiquity!” she giggled.

It seemed to me that she didn’t take my words seriously. Oh well, it didn’t matter much.

I didn’t move away. Instead, I kissed Catherine on the neck. She shuddered and practically fell into my arms.

***

Portals were a convenient method of travel. Right on schedule, one materialized in my workshop, through which Rodion emerged, gesturing for me to follow. As I stepped through, I entered a dimly lit room that resembled a training hall, albeit one that was far from the polished, sterile environment of the Lyceum. This place was more rugged and practical.

“You’ll be training here,” Rodion said. “No need for names. You’ll be addressed as ‘student,’ and you can refer to this man as ‘trainer,’” he added, gesturing at the figure who stood with his arms folded across his chest, scrutinizing me with a steady gaze.

“What will we be focusing on today?” I inquired.

“Quick elimination of dangerous opponents,” Rodion replied. “If you don’t have any more questions, I’ll leave you in his capable hands. I’ll return in three hours to pick you up.”

With that, Rodion departed, leaving me alone with the trainer. The man before me was a sinewy figure, his physique accentuated by a tight black T-shirt, loose-fitting combat pants, and sturdy boots. He looked every bit the expert Rodion claimed he was, radiating a quiet but undeniable danger.

“How is your endurance?”

“Not bad.”

“I’ve been instructed to make you effective,” he said. “That’s not something we can achieve all at once. We’ll start with the basics. Attack.”

“Attack within what limits?” I queried.

“What limits are there?” he countered.

“I’m a demon, and you’re... not,” I remarked, noting the absence of any distinctive animalistic traits in him.

“True enough,” he acknowledged, a grim smile curling at his lips. “But you don’t appear to be particularly powerful either. So, attack. We’ll sort out the details afterward.”

I came here already dressed in clothes suitable for training. No one suggested I remove my shoes, and the absence of tatami meant I would be fighting on the cold concrete. The environment was unforgiving, but it was familiar; my battles had never occurred in cushioned conditions.

Initially, I aimed for his head — not with full force, just to test his reaction. For which I paid, quickly finding myself pressed face down to that very concrete, cold, and dirty floor. My arm was twisted and broken, which made me howl in pain.

Everything happened so fast that I barely understood it. He pushed me forward, turned me upside down, and I found myself pinned under him, completely blocked. I tried to jerk away, but a new flash of pain quickly calmed me down.

“Well, demon, is that all you’ve got?” A calm voice sounded over my head.

The trainer released me after a few seconds, allowing me to rise. I felt the pain in my shoulder ease and the abrasions on my face heal as I stood up. Determined, I adjusted my approach for the second attempt. I moved with greater speed, aiming to capitalize on what I had learned a few seconds ago. Yet, there was no exchange of blows. Instead, the trainer deftly maneuvered my arms, twisting them behind me. He tried to spin me to the ground once more, but this time, I resisted. My added strength nearly thwarted his effort.

A precise strike to my foot sent my leg flying upward, and I crashed back to the floor, pinned once again. This time, I received three sharp blows to the head, each one rattling my senses and sending me into a daze.

“If you want to fight those stronger than you... and be effective, there’s no room for hesitation.” His disembodied voice echoed through the fog of pain in my head.

***

When I returned home, the aroma of fried chicken and vegetables wafted through the apartment, signaling that my roommate was cooking.

“Oh my,” he remarked, glancing up at me. “You look like you were caught up in a tornado.”

“Something like that,” I answered weakly.

“No, seriously, what happened? Did someone beat you up? Are you in trouble with the aristocrats again?”

The fact that, despite the regeneration, Matvey noticed my condition spoke volumes.

“It was just a training session.”

As I poured water into a glass and drained it greedily, I refilled it and slumped into a chair.

“What kind of brutal training is that? You seem pretty resilient.”

“I took a self-defense lesson, preparing for the Military Department.”

“Oh, I see. You seem to have taken it quite seriously,” Matvey chuckled. “They’ll teach us everything we need to know there, won’t they? Or are you already gearing up for a fight?”

“And you’re not? It was you who warned me about the war.”

“I hope it won’t come to that.”

According to both written and unwritten laws, being an aristocrat meant taking an oath to the Emperor and the state, which implicitly involved military service and defending the homeland. For minor aristocrats like Matvey and me, this meant direct service. I knew that larger clans and families were expected to provide their own squads. I hoped the Military Department would clarify how this would work in practice.

“In any case, it’s better to be prepared.”

“I am more concerned about paying for my studies now. I hope I won’t have to take out a loan.” Matvey grimaced.

“How bad is the situation?”

“Tolerable,” he replied with a sigh. “But I’ll have to tighten my belt. Where do you train? And how much does it cost?”

“He’s a private trainer,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m afraid you can’t simply sign up for a session.”

“Ah, yes, I suppose that makes sense,” Matvey chuckled. “You’ve come a long way from being a simple provincial. I must be doing something wrong.”

I had no response to that. Sometimes I wondered if I was the one doing something wrong. Instead of living a meaningful life and contributing positively to the world’s progress, I was preoccupied with developing new weapons and training for combat.

But as they say — if you want peace, prepare for war.

***

Sofia twirled the pole in her hands, changed her stance, swung, and struck. Catherine stepped aside, jabbing the end of her pole into Sofia’s ribs.

“I see you’ve become faster,” Sofia hissed, jumping back.

Catherine didn’t respond, continuing the attack instead. The two girls jumped around the hall, their poles flashing in the air as they tested each other’s skills. This was no ordinary practice; they were training under the watchful eyes of their senior master, who oversaw the physical conditioning of their family’s heirs.

“No, you really have gotten stronger,” Sofia admitted, lowering her weapon and wiping the sweat from her brow.

“That’s good to hear,” Catherine replied with a triumphant smile.

For Catherine, successfully holding her own against Sofia was a significant achievement. Sofia, being older, had benefitted from more extensive resources and a longer period of training.

“Okay, but where did such a leap come from?” Sofia asked, interested.

“Practice, I guess,” Catherine replied casually, setting her pole on the counter. “Shall we head to the shower?”

“Let’s go. You’ve made me sweat.”

Half an hour later, when the girls left the locker room, they sat down in the improvised snack bar. The servants had already brought restorative cocktails and supplements.

“Do you always wear this thing now?” Sofia drew attention to the pearl that adorned Catherine’s neck.

The pearl was mesmerizing, its surface glistening and pulsing in rhythm with Catherine’s heartbeat.

“Huh?” Catherine touched the pendant, momentarily distracted. “You mean this... It’s become a habit, I suppose.”

“A habit?” Sofia raised an eyebrow. “You’ve only had it for a few days. It seems rather inconvenient.”

Indeed, the pearl was unusually large, and its presence in everyday life seemed impractical.

“I hardly notice it, to be honest,” Catherine confessed. “Ed said he infused it with magic.”

Sofia masked her intrigue, knowing Catherine had no access to Sokolov’s files. She understood that the term “magic” could very well be literal.

“He’s quite the romantic,” Sofia teased with a grin. “What kind of magic did he supposedly put in it?”

“He said something about ‘care.’” Catherine giggled, taking a sip of her cocktail.

Sofia pondered this, wondering if it was connected to her sister’s recent spike in strength.

“How long have you been wearing it?”

“A week. Why? Is it really that beautiful?” Catherine touched the pendant again, her smile dreamy.

“Beautiful indeed.” Sofia laughed.

If the pearl really helped strengthen Catherine, then she was ready to admit that Sokolov was the messenger of the gods, a mythical hero, a magician, and a sorcerer, capable of strengthening demons and Walkers. The thought alone sent a chill down her spine.

“Maybe he could make some magic for me too?” Sofia mused. “I heard there’s an exhibition next week that will showcase his jewelry.”

“He mentioned something about it,” Catherine replied. “Although he hasn’t decided whether he’ll attend. He’s reluctant to be seen.”

“Yes, secrecy does suit him well,” Sofia added, her tone thoughtful.

“And what do you know about him?” Catherine inquired casually.

“A lot.” Sofia grinned. “But you know how it is. If I were to share, my father would sideline me for years and I would never hear the end of it. So, my dear sister, I’m afraid I can’t disclose anything.”

“Can you tell me at least something?”

“It depends,” Sofia answered cautiously.

Her father had recently summoned her for a private discussion. He had instructed her to facilitate a closer connection between Catherine and Edgar. He also hinted that if Sokolov wished to court someone from a ruling family, he would need to mature significantly as an aristocrat to be deemed an equal.

Not that Sofia wanted to manipulate her sister... But apparently, there was no need for manipulations here. Things were developing as they should on their own.

“Is he any good?” Catherine asked, her curiosity piqued.

“That depends on one’s perspective,” Sofia responded with a grin.

“And for me?” Catherine pressed with a laugh.

“If you become his girlfriend, he’d probably move mountains for you.”

“Why are you so sure about it?”

“I saw how he cares for his loved ones.”

He was ready to go to another city, sweep away everything in his path, and arrange a bloodbath.

“How does he show his love?”

“Recklessly, I would say. If you’re one of his own, he’ll go to great lengths for you. Do you know about the Gvozdevs? The family of commoners he had lived with. He helped them move to the capital and bought them a house.”

“That’s quite a gesture of gratitude.”

“No, it’s more than that. He would truly do anything for those he cares about, which, in my opinion, makes him quite vulnerable,” Sofia said thoughtfully.

“Why’s that?”

“Because it can be used against him. But he learns quickly, so this disadvantage will soon be fixed. If it hasn’t already.”

“I see,” Catherine mused.

“There’s a significant downside for you, though.”

“What do you mean?” Catherine’s brow furrowed.

“My advice is to avoid playing games with him.”

Sofia was now putting the right thoughts into her cousin’s head because her father said so. Not out of malice but rather to guide her.

“He’s a simple man, intrigues are not his thing. Be simple with him. Sincere. If, of course, you really like him. Or do you just want to have fun? And annoy your mom along the way.” Sofia laughed.

“I do like him,” Catherine admitted. “But everything is so new. I’m unsure where it will lead.”

“At your age, it’s too early to plan too far ahead.”

Catherine sighed, her fingers absently tracing the pendant around her neck.


EPILOGUE




Summer flew by much faster than I wanted. Despite my best efforts, I hadn’t made the progress I had hoped for in my Lyceum subjects, and my other plans had not unfolded as smoothly as I’d envisioned. It seemed I had accomplished much, yet it all felt trivial compared to the grand scheme of things. But all I could do was stay patient.

On August 29, I had an appointment with Pyotr, the foreman of the construction crew. He called me the day before to finalize the details, sign the contract, and set the project in motion. Although I loathed the idea of the hour-long drive to my land, but some tasks demanded such sacrifices, no matter how inconvenient.

I arrived ten minutes early. Pyotr was already there, together with his crew. I spotted a car and a van, and several men gathered near the construction site. It seemed I wouldn’t have to wait.

As I stepped out of the car, the ordinary day abruptly transformed into chaos.

The protective shield I had in place deflected a bullet, which halted mid-air at head level. I assessed its caliber before another bullet appeared beside the first. My reaction time was sluggish, as always when transitioning from calm to combat mode. I scanned the area from which the shots were fired. While I wasn’t afraid of firearms, this was bad.

Things escalated further when a grenade flew toward me, freezing in mid-air as a countdown began. With a swift motion, I grabbed the grenade and hurled it back, determined to prevent any damage to my car.

Finally identifying the enemy, I wasted no time and charged at him. The so-called construction workers revealed themselves as mercenaries in disguise. The initial shots came from a sniper concealed among the trees to the left of the house. A man emerged from behind the ruins, carrying a grenade launcher, while others drew their weapons and opened fire.

The skirmish unfolded in a matter of seconds. I rushed toward the nearest enemy, channeling fresh energy into my defenses. With a swift motion, I unleashed a pair of balls from my other hand. They struck two of the shooters with such force that they were shattered and sent sprawling.

What I hadn’t anticipated was the trap set by my assailants. Explosives had been rigged along their perimeter. Before I could react, an explosion erupted beneath me, hurling me into the air and back. Shrapnel embedded itself in my defenses, while flames scorched my chest, face, and lower body.

It took me a few seconds to come to my senses. My regeneration worked as it should. I still couldn’t feel my legs, but at least my head was clear.

While I was recovering, a net fell over me. But it wouldn’t help them much.

Pushing myself up, I saw a squad surrounding me, continuing to shoot. Summoning the balls, I directed them towards the enemies. My training allowed me to control two at once, and they collided with the shooters with bone-crushing force.

While the mercenaries were momentarily distracted, I seized the net and unleashed a wave of destruction. A simple seal consumed a fraction of my strength, but it was enough to free me. Just as my legs regained their strength, another grenade exploded nearby, propelling me sideways. Someone had the sense to throw it not at me, but next to me.

The blast stunned and left me disoriented — my ears were ringing, my vision blurred. Had this occurred a few months prior, it might have been fatal. Now, within seconds, I was back on my feet.

There was a moment of stillness before they shot at me with harpoons. Again?! I turned over and summoned the balls. One fighter managed to dodge, but the other was struck directly. The ball shattered his cheekbone with brutal force. By then, two of the initially injured mercenaries had risen and rejoined the battle.

Shots erupted from the periphery, and one of the attackers was blown away, his head exploding in a gruesome display. His body slumped to the ground, and the remaining mercenaries ducked and ran for cover. Their attempts were futile. You should never give an alchemist time to catch his breath.

Amidst the chaos, only one of the fighters continued shooting at me. To my surprise, I recognized Pyotr, who pulled out an assault rifle from somewhere. Having completely emptied the clip, he pulled out a grenade, tore out the pin with his teeth, and threw it at me. The grenade erupted into a cloud of smoke, obscuring everything around me. I caught a glimpse of a bullet striking Pyotr’s chest before he disappeared into the haze.

For a moment, I wondered how it was possible for him to be a demon who had deceived my perception.

Seconds later, he materialized from the smoke, launching a vicious attack. Caught off guard, I was struck on the head by a heavy boot. I staggered back but was immediately assaulted again. This time someone slammed into me with a shoulder and threw me back. Pyotr, now on top of me, attempted to drive a knife into my chest. With a desperate move, I intercepted the blade with my palm, feeling the searing pain as it sliced through flesh.

“Die, Sokolov! Die!” Pyotr growled.

What the hell...

Two heartbeats later, I realized that I was stronger than him. Despite the demon’s formidable strength, I managed to gather my composure. I shoved him off, and he regained his footing, charging at me with renewed fury. He wrested the knife from my grasp, leaving me defenseless for a moment.

In an instant, I already tried my best at dodging all of his strikes, focusing and attempting to summon the balls once again.

“I’m so sick of this!” I howled.

The knife plunged into my stomach as Pyotr loomed over me, his red eyes burning with a venomous rage. Summoning every ounce of strength, I created a seal with my hand, channeling the blood from my wound into a powerful blast. The force of the alchemical attack pierced the demon through and through, sending him crashing backward.

Pyotr’s knife clattered to the ground, landing a few feet away. but I wasn’t going to pick up someone else’s weapon. I stood there for a few seconds, dazed, feeling my body go numb. Numerous cuts and blood alchemy had taken away too much of my strength.

Pyotr was badly cut, and a hole appeared in his body. Smoke hid him every now and then, buffeted by the wind. I heard gunshots. They were fired at me too, but the advanced protection that I had crafted for myself still worked.

As the demon struggled to rise, preparing for another attack, I launched the balls. They struck with precision: one collided with his temple, the other with his knee. The sickening crunch of bone accompanied Pyotr’s tumble to the ground.

Yet, the bastard still lived.

“Who the hell are you?” I growled, summoning the balls back to me.

“The one who will kill you, Sokolov,” he snarled through gritted teeth.

He struggled to rise, albeit slowly.

“I don’t think so.”

This time I threw one ball. It opened, releasing a thread. It was long enough to wrap around his body and press his arms to it. Pyotr twitched but only made it worse. I tightened the thread’s grip, ensuring that any further movement would cleave him in two.

“Edgar!” someone shouted. “We’re here to help!”

Indeed, reinforcements had arrived — they swiftly took control of the situation. But that was overshadowed by what I saw next. Pyotr continued to convulse under my alchemical hold, his face distorting grotesquely. Within moments, his features shifted to reveal a completely different visage — a young man glaring at me with a maddened grin, fully aware that he was cornered.

***

The Emperor met Rodion in a particularly secure place. In their world, there was always a risk that someone could overhear their conversations even in the Emperor’s office.

“We found where they keep the spider. Only one, but still.”

This was big news. A lot of effort was spent on uncovering Belogrudovs’ plans, confirming that they were the ones keeping the spider monsters.

“We’re currently surveying the area. The plan will be finalized soon,” Rodion continued.

“Well done,” the Emperor said, his approval evident. “You’ve performed admirably. Perhaps we’ll avoid war after all.”

“I doubt that, sir,” Rodion replied candidly. “Our foreign friends are channeling their funds too aggressively.”

“That’s also true.” The Emperor’s mood darkened.

Suddenly there was a knock on the door. The two men turned around in unison. When it opened, Rodion’s assistant appeared on the threshold. The fact that he decided to disturb the meeting meant that there was an emergency.

“Sokolov was attacked,” the assistant reported, his voice laden with hesitation. “And… something very unusual happened.”

“Be more specific,” Rodion demanded, his tone edged with urgency.

“Sokolov claims he was assaulted by a man capable of altering his appearance,” the assistant said, struggling to convey the gravity of the situation.

So Olga was right? New types of gifted, like Edgar himself, are emerging… the Emperor thought, knitting his brows.

“Investigate this matter thoroughly and report back to me immediately,” the Emperor commanded, his gaze shifting to Rodion.

***

Canis stood calmly among the trees, watching the chaos unfold before him. He didn’t need any devices to see the details even at an impressive distance.

When he had been assigned his new role, it came with the expectation of dealing with those responsible for the death of the previous Sword. Through simple logic, Canis had narrowed down the list of suspects. The sword had been more than just a figurehead; he was a primary force, a deterrent, and an advocate for interests spanning the globe. His mere presence was enough to instill dread among the most formidable aristocrats, who were suddenly made aware of far greater threats. The audacity and skill required to track down and eliminate such a figure was both bold and, in a twisted way, admirable.

Given that the former Sword had been engaged with the Russian Empire at the time of his demise, it was only logical to begin the investigation with their Emperor. And at the same time, continue destabilizing the country and ensuring its subsequent collapse.

Canis avoided direct combat. His pride wasn’t a burden he carried; he understood that if one Sword could be taken down, no one could guarantee that he wouldn’t face the same fate. And Canis had not become one with his beast power. Yet... He was promised full ascension once the guilty were punished. So far, he had only been given access to partial ascension. The Sword could not be weak. Strength was part of his duties.

As he delved deeper into the secrets surrounding the Russian Emperor, Canis’s suspicions grew. Whispers spoke of the Emperor’s acquisition of meteorite iron and the fortification of strategic sites. Most notably, the Emperor had shrouded his family in layers of secrecy. The recent defeat of Atamanov was peculiar — Canis had assessed this man’s chances as slim, yet the swiftness of Atamanov’s fall was troubling. The Medvedevs had ensnared him with a trap that appeared trivial at first glance, but Canis sensed a deeper, more sinister plot.

So he became interested in the minor aristocrat who caught the eye of the younger princess. That was how he learned that this Sokolov had spent a year and a half in the Korshunovs’ laboratory — a name that rang a bell.

Finding the heir, Roman Korshunov, wasn’t difficult. Having studied his affairs, Canis concluded that the boy was promising. Having become an outcast, he didn’t break down, was able to start a business, strengthen himself, and was now in a position of relative strength.

But the most interesting revelation came when Canis found their laboratory. There was more to Korshunov than it seemed at first glance. Publicly, he maintained a facade of tranquility, but beneath the surface, he was involved in matters far more complex and secretive. The extent of his activities, and how he had managed to evade the Emperor’s scrutiny and stay alive, was curious but not compelling enough to warrant further investigation at the expense of his own time and energy. The idea that the Emperor was just being noble struck Canis as amusingly naive.

A request for information led Canis to the case of the late Korshunov Sr., Roman’s father. It was here that the plot thickened. The Korshunovs’ work on enhancing demons had been funded by their order, but the projects were deemed lost when the family fell from grace and was subsequently plundered. This narrative clashed with what Canis had observed. It became evident that the elder Korshunov had given his secret inventions to his son, concealing them from their masters — a maneuver worthy of admiration. The organization had evidently overlooked this, and the Sword responsible for the oversight was now gone.

As the Belogrudovs prepared for their coup, Canis kept a vigilant watch and devised additional plans. Patience yielded insights, such as discovering Korshunov’s paternal half-brother — a man capable of altering his appearance — who was keeping a close watch on Sokolov and seemed to be plotting against him.

In the end, Canis met with Yaroslav in person and offered him funding, in exchange for information. Although Yaroslav didn’t know much, what he shared was enough to deepen Canis’s suspicions. Somehow, this seemingly weak demon had managed to hold his own against the formidable Korshunov in their fight.

From his vantage point, Canis watched with detached interest as bullets failed to penetrate Sokolov’s defenses, as an invisible force scattered his adversaries, and as grenades hung suspended three feet away from him. It became evident that the fight was under the scrutiny of the Emperor’s men, who arrived with a combat squad about twenty seconds into the skirmish.

Seeing that Yaroslav had been captured, Canis grimaced. He took out his rifle to explode the head of the hapless young demon through a small portal right next to his head, but he failed to open the spatial window. Straining, he tried to turn to his gift again, but nothing happened. Something was blocking his abilities.

Meanwhile, Yaroslav was seized, and a few seconds later unceremoniously thrown into a different portal. Surprised by this, Canis tried to open the passage again, and it worked. As if someone had lifted the blockage.

“That was unexpected,” he muttered.

The plan was to check who this Sokolov was. The fact that the Emperor’s men would now find out about the shapeshifting wasn’t part of the plan. But perhaps Canis learned something important in return.

***

Roman Korshunov went up to his office. At home, he felt relaxed. Despite the chaos enveloping the country, things were going well. The Emperor had no time for him.

When Roman saw that an unfamiliar man was already sitting in the office, he froze.

“Who are you?” Roman’s voice was hoarse, his throat suddenly dry.

“A potential friend,” the stranger smiled. “You can call me Canis. There is little time, so we will do without exchanging pleasantries.”

“Little time for what?”

“For you to pack your things and come with me.”

“And why would I do that?” The conversation seemed absurd. But the beast inside Roman felt that he was facing a formidable opponent. And therefore, it was better to listen to what he had to say.

“About ten minutes ago.” The man looked at his watch. “Your brother attacked Sokolov and tried to kill him. It didn’t work. The Emperor’s men showed up and took him to their dungeons. We have a narrow window before they identify him and send a team after you. Once they do, there will be no way out.”

The gravity of the words struck Roman like a falling guillotine. He felt his chest tighten as the enormity of the situation pressed upon him. All his meticulous plans and efforts seemed to vanish in an instant.

“Who are you and why did you come?” he asked, not wanting to believe the stranger.

“I worked with your father. It’s a shame he died.”

Roman’s mind raced. If Yaroslav had indeed attacked Sokolov, it would all be over. Edgar’s recollections of their confrontation would soon surface, and his silence would be a luxury they no longer had.

It was a matter of seconds, not minutes.

“My sister...”

“You can bring her along,” Canis agreed easily. “I am providing you with refuge. No one will find you.”

Canis didn’t mention that Roman was merely a contingency plan.

Uncertain of the stranger’s full intentions, Roman pushed aside his doubts and hurried to the safe. He retrieved a prepared backpack and rushed out of the office to find his sister.

“What’s happening?” Camilla asked, concerned.

“We need to leave,” Roman replied urgently.

“If you don’t believe me,” Canis followed, causing Camilla to shudder, “teleport closer to the forest, from where the house is still visible. You’ll see the Emperor’s people who will block your teleportation abilities pretty soon.”

Roman froze, thinking about what he just heard.

It wasn’t the Emperor’s people who could do that. Damn Sokolov, aligning with the Emperor!

“Teleport? I’m not a Walker,” Roman said, not ready to reveal his secrets to a stranger even in such a precarious situation.

“I know who you are,” Canis hissed. “But, if you prefer, I can do it myself.”

In an instant, they were transported far from the house. The chosen location was ideal: the house was still visible, yet concealed enough so that the neighbors couldn’t see who was standing there. A minute later, Roman saw a squad enter his home. The maid attempted to flee but was swiftly apprehended.

There was no doubt. The bridges were burned.

“Let’s go,” Roman said.

There was nothing more for him to do here.




END OF BOOK 4


Thank you for reading!

I hope you enjoyed it. I plan to publish book 5 very soon, on January 7. It is already available for pre-order.
The time has come for Ed to shake the foundations of the universe... Or maybe not!

Please, consider leaving a review. It is the best way to support me and help me in translating the next books of the Alchemist series. I am highly motivated by your ratings and reviews!
If you don’t know what to read in the next months, I highly recommend these four series:
The Healer (A Portal Progression Fantasy Series) by Roman Romanovich (that is me)
He was born into a world where wars were long forgotten, where people lived justly, watched over by the Gods, and life went on as it should, until an enemy from beyond came. The one they called the God of Death.
A world that had forgotten what violence was didn’t know how to defend itself. City after city fell. Earth became a lifeless wasteland as the undead army swelled and crushed the humans like ants underneath its boot.
It all ended at the last stronghold. Forgoing all hope for salvation, a handful of desperate humans realized that the only thing left was revenge.
Born into a family of adepts, he was orphaned by the war. Being one of the best in the art of healing and blessed by the Gods, he failed to complete his training and became a soldier instead, working his way up from a private to a commander.
Had he known that he’d command the last battalion of his world, he would’ve thought twice about his chosen path.
As the instrument of vengeance, he was wielded against the undead army.
He killed the Undead King and realized that there was much more at play here than he had originally thought. But before he could get to the bottom of it, he perished.
Only that wasn’t the end.
He woke up in another world, in another body, and was given a chance to start again.
Elor, the last defender of his world, would come after the God of Death for his revenge.
The Healer Book 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CXJ44CHG
Book 3 will be coming to Amazon on December 17.
The Heavenly Throne (A LitRPG Wuxia Series) by Yuri Ajin
Heavenly Throne follows one of the greatest underground fighters of the 2010s, who has found himself in a world much different than his own. He had thought that he had nothing more to lose, but fate is a fickle and cruel mistress. Now, he must fight for his place in this new world as he advances on the path of martial arts and Force cultivation.
The Heavenly Throne 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0874S6C1S
There are already twelve books in this series, and Yuri will release book 13 very soon. I’m sure you will enjoy it.
Legend of Raven (A Wuxia Series) by Konstantin Zaitsev
Just yesterday, Ian Raven was a champion in Vale Tudo. His fighting spirit and the desire to win led him to the top of the fighting Olympus.
Having met death in battle, Ian made a deal with a mysterious entity wearing the mask of a demon, and found himself in a new body and a new world.
A world that lives by old traditions.
A world in which the law is the will of ruthless clans.
A world with disturbed balance.
A world hurling toward the abyss.
A world in which he will have to overcome countless obstacles to become a champion again, walking the path of the Rings of Power and changing his destiny.
The Raven will spread his wings again!
Legend of Raven 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BD2QBB3T
There are already six books in this series, and Konstantin will release book 7 on October 22. I hope you will enjoy this series as much as I do.
Reborn in the Old Empire (A Portal Progression Fantasy) by Victor Pylaev
It is the year 1967 in the magnificent and dreamy St. Petersburg. The world is ruled by the magic of aristocrats, the sounds of rock and roll are blasting even in the palace of Her Imperial Majesty, and Russian Volgas are successfully going up against American Pontiacs on the wide avenues at night.
Another frantic unauthorized race under the stars ends in tragedy. Doctors and healers, who have already announced the death of the sixteen-year-old Prince Alexander Gorchakov Jr., attribute his miraculous salvation to his suddenly awakened Gift.
But even ancestral magic cannot explain why his habits and tastes have completely changed overnight, nor where do strange dreams about places he has never visited come from. Alexander woke up a new man.
Will he find his place in the old world?
Reborn in the Old Empire Book 1: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09XBZF2QC
For all the latest info, feel free to follow my team on their social networks, or if you have any questions send me an email.
Facebook: Litrpg, GameLit, Wuxia, and Xianxia
My Email: danilukedankaem@gmail.com
Also, join this group of our friends:
LitRPG Books
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