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Chapter1

I SHOOK MY HEAD. “Bastard...”

Really, that was unexpected.

My arrow hit the target — I couldn’t miss him. I didn’t see how the viscount had survived, but since his heart was still beating, that meant he must be wearing a powerful artifact-shield.

But my plan itself had been a good one. Snegirev was predictable, and he’d bought into my web of lies. He believed that I’d brought in an ally of some sort, and so he’d rushed right over here to recapture his estate. I do wonder why it mattered so very much to him? But, oh well, why worry about that now? It made a great bonfire what with all that wood, and I was totally satisfied.

Was I disappointed? Just a little bit. I didn’t expect it to be so easy to deal with the bastard, but at least I’d definitely made him soil his ‘whitey tighties.’ All those bodyguards piled on him, crushing him into the dirty snow as it melted from the heat of the fire. He really did stick his foot in it, and that’s fine by me.

That bolt I’d fired at him was amplified, and I shot it from a distance of some six hundred meters. It took a lot of energy to do it, but one needed to be at least a magister to properly cast the Attraction to Life spell. I, however, am still a student in terms of how developed my source is, and a subpar one, at that.

You see, that spell I used to enhance the crossbow bolt should have led it right to whatever living entity I’d selected, and I’d targeted the viscount’s head.

Oh, well. I went back to my horse, which by now was almost up to its belly in the snow due to the massive amounts of loot I’d loaded onto it, and off we went, heading back home. I took my time, and had a nice ride back. The only way the poor horse’s bones could handle the load was thanks to the massive amounts of energy I poured into the beast. Were I to cease the energy flow, the horse would simply lie down, then and there.

The bags of loot from the viscount’s estate contained money, valuables, some paintings, ancient armor, weapons, and more, more, more. Really, it had taken me forever to pack it all up ‑‑ I even grabbed some costly tableware from the viscount’s dining hall. I briefly considered waking up the viscount’s servants and asking them for help packing it all up, but then I thought better of it. The viscount might then punish them for assisting me.

And so I went calmly on my way, counting my stolen money, admiring the full moon peeking out from behind the thick clouds, and simply enjoying the frosty freshness of the forest at night.

Suddenly, though, I heard a distant noise. It was a familiar sound to me — I’d heard something like it during the offworld invasion. It sounded like a helicopter...yes, a heavy transport helicopter was rapidly approaching, and it was flying towards me.

“Well then, you stay here,” I said to the horse, and quickly dismounted. I was around five hundred meters from the horse when the helicopter hovered above us, and something shapeless, but evidently dangerous separated from it.

And then, the chopper turned tail and flew off, leaving the UFO suspended in the air. I enhanced my vision to get a better look at it.

“So that’s what you are...” I was surprised, as I honed my sights on the thing levitating in the air. “A Combat Suit, which means you’re not cheap, are you?” I said, smiling. Yes, what this meant was that my fortunes were improving. All I had to do was kill whoever was operating that thing, and then that Combat Suit would be mine. But there was one little problem: From what I’d read on the Internet, the suit itself was equivalent to a small army.

Lucky for me, the operator of the suit hadn’t yet spotted me. One by one, bright lights were activated on it that began combing the forest. It was looking for me, no doubt about it. No such thing as a coincidence of this sort. Well, it can look as much as it wanted, but too bad for that suit that I can hide from it at the very least until the end of winter. After that, I’d get sick of hiding, although I could fool that suit’s sensors and the operator’s eyes for even longer.

As the clock was ticking, I took the time to carefully examine the suit, which was still hovering several hundred meters above the ground. It was a hermetically sealed steel body with what must be an engine on its back. It also had small turbines on its arms that allowed it to levitate in the air. The arms and hands were equipped with guns, though they looked rather unusual. Actually, the entire body of the suit had small hatches which, I was sure, all contained one or another sort of weapon. And yes, thinking about the article I’d read about this particular model, there were also paired blades that could extend from its arms. The thing about those blades, though, was that they’re fashioned from offworld steel and thus, they are excellent energy conductors. This was also why only Gifted people could operate these suits, as they alone could employ them to their full potential.

But yes, it was a conundrum. Theoretically I could just wait for the suit to run out of fuel and land, except for one thing. What were the orders given to the operator? What if he was to simply fly to my castle if he could not locate me?

Chernomor might be able to cope with the thing. It’s not for sure he could, but most likely he’d manage. But at what cost? How much would be destroyed? How many of the guardsmen would die? And so I decided not to just wait it out by hiding. I always carry my crossbow these days, and so I loaded it with a bolt that I fortified with a considerable amount of energy, and then aimed and pulled the trigger. The bolt flew like a whistling missile right into a turbine on the arm of the steel monster. The shield powered by an artifact flashed, but the bolt easily made it through, and then a metallic clang sounded. The combat suit lost its balance, and came crashing down like a clanging heap of metal.

I followed up this success by firing a few more bolts off, and then swapped out the magazine. The suit had fallen into a snowdrift and was now gradually rising onto its feet. It seemed that, while the operator had been impacted by the fall, the suit was just fine. The offworld artifact that was its first line of defense didn’t work against my projectiles, but its built-in shield was more than enough. So the last few bolts I’d fired simply bounced off the steel body with a ringing sound, although they did dent the armor here and there. And then I heard some barely audible squeaking and buzzing sounds, which did not bode well.

Just what I expected. Suddenly, the forest erupted in a roar of shells all flying toward where I’d just been standing. Of course, by then I’d disappeared behind some trees and kept on dodging. The suit wasn’t just firing its two powerful machine guns, it was also sending plasma clots at me. One of them hooked me, although only a glancing blow. The furrow in my skin was deep, but healed right away, just in time for me to get hit again.

The attack was rapid and harsh, and I only had time to shoot in the brief seconds in which the suit froze to reload. This required pause was an obvious design flaw on the part of the engineers, because in just one such reloading pause, I was able to get close enough to deliver a crushing blow with my heavily fortified sword. More precisely, it should have been a crushing blow, but the armored suit easily blocked my blow with one hand, and with its second free hand it tried to cut me in two.

That was...close. I then fired off several shots, and in response a barrage of bullets rained down on me. My chest was pierced several times, one of the bullets casually grazed my skull and a plasma clot hit my shoulder. I almost lost an arm... And so it was that I had to quickly stop the bleeding from multiple wounds and run like hell away.

“No, I’m definitely not going to sell that thing,” I shook my head, stopping for a short break where I also set about restoring my almost severed arm. “Phew...” I exhaled.

I was impressed by the power of that suit. Yes, I’d read about them, but that was all — superficial information. Tangling with one in real life was lots more entertaining. And yes, that suit was far from the costliest of them. I’d seen one that cost around half a million, maybe a little more.

I didn’t get to rest for long, because in no time I heard the approaching buzz of the servo drive. The sound died down, and then the tree I was leaning on suddenly turned to ashes.

“Now why do you have to be like that?!” I barked, as I fired several bolts one after the other at the suit. Then I ordered Kooky the pigeon to remember this spot, because I cast aside the crossbow, as I’d used up the second magazine of bolts, and didn’t have time to reload the thing.

Charged with pure energy, the bolts crashed loudly into the impenetrable armor of the suit and ricocheted off in different directions. I know they caused some damage, but had yet to find any serious vulnerabilities. I hit joints, I dented spot here and there, but all was in vain, as every centimeter of this monster was covered in thick steel. To penetrate through its shell, I needed, at the least, a cannon.

And the suit’s combat abilities were truly a big surprise, as I found out the longer we fought. Those were some plasma cannons, not to mention the rocket launchers and machine guns. And what were those blades worth...eh? As I drew near the suit, I was certain that under that armor was someone who had at least an average Gift. His Gift was that he was a Physique, which would be the perfect enhancement melee fighting He was able to slice through a pine tree with double the usual girth without even breaking into a sweat. Every now and then I was pierced by massive bullets, burned by clots of plasma, but I always recovered in a matter of seconds and again rushed to the attack. Now I was using my sword, as I lacked anything more powerful.

It was as if the suit was able to anticipate all my blows. He would block me with a powerful blade, and then strike me with his other hand. Sometimes he was effective, but more often than not I could simply jump to the side, resulting only in light scratches that healed right then and there.

The steel monster didn’t even let me stop to take a breath ‑‑ it kept on pressing me. If I moved away, it would start shooting, but if I moved in, it would unsheathe its blades and go at me. That being said, I was giving it my best. First, I silenced one of its machine guns. I went at it with my sword, and the enhanced boosting I provided made the gun bend under the weight of the numerous blows of my weapon. Also, any time my weapon touched the suit, I would pour at least a few grains of my energy into the operator. But he was sealed in there pretty tightly, so very hard to reach, if at all. Meanwhile, he himself could use his Gift to wield the blades built into his mechanical arms. Clearly, he was connected with them, because if he wasn’t, the loss of energy during the transfer would be too high.

Hmm...That gave me an idea. And not a bad one. To launch it, I leapt out from behind the tree to deliver a sweeping blow right to his chest. As expected, my sword only clanged against one of his blades, while his second blade entered my stomach.

For a couple of seconds we both froze. I looked at the terrible wound in my stomach, while the steel monster carefully operated the lenses of the cameras that were located in the place where his face should be. I got the sense that the man inside the suit was below the suit’s head, meaning that the operator’s head was somewhere in the chest area.

“They promised to pay me extra if you suffer before you die,” I heard a voice from the speakers. “So be so kind as to grimace a little for the camera. I see you are not afraid of pain.”

“Have you won already, then?” I asked, surprised. The suit began moving its eyepieces over me again, apparently scanning my condition. Although yes, it wasn’t difficult to make a mistake about it, because he’d lifted me a meter off the ground on his blade. And yes, there were streams of blood gushing from the wound. But the blade hadn’t touched a single organ. And of course, I’d prepared my abdominal cavity in time for the wound.

“I won the moment the prepayment for your life was transferred to my account,” the suit’s speakers said dryly again. “And so... So... Khachoo!”

“Gesundheit!” I smiled — he’d definitely coughed. And politeness mattered, yes, both for Healers and aristocrats.

I heard a hacking cough issue from the speakers for a while, followed by a wheezing sound. Moreover, the suit was immobile, as the operator was paralyzed ‑‑ wracked with pain.

Are you saying you get paid for torturing people? Well then, excuse me, but be so kind as to show some patience. His torment, though, really didn’t last all that long, because after a couple of minutes of the infusion of energy he got from the blade he used to spear me, all of his internal organs burst, and in effect metastasized inside him, even spilling some vital juices into the sealed suit. But what mattered was that the suit remained intact!

It wasn’t pleasant extracting myself from his sword. I even had to widen the wound a little, although the pain was still tolerable. Then I lay in the snow for a while, enjoying the starry sky, and restoring the damage I’d taken to my body. I at least took care of any wounds that posed a real threat. Only then did I rise to my feet.

“Kooky!” I had to mentally scream, because the cheeky bird had flown off a good kilometer, deep into the forest

I had to wait for him for quite a long time, and very soon I understood why he was flying so slowly. Really, it’s not so easy soaring into the air without a tail, even if you have strong wings.

Kooky had been trying to help me fight the steel monster, and in so doing he’d been shot by a plasma cannon. He’d quickly morphed into his ghostly state, but not in time. His backside and tail had been fried, and this demoralized him enough to compel him to fly off as far as possible. That’s what happened, although he tried to suggest he was just doing reconnaissance work. He also had been distracting me with that cooing sound of his in my head.

“Do you know where the horse is? I’m not sure, myself,” I said, turning to my feathered friend. After all, he’s my scout. And I had no idea where my steed was.

“C-o-o,” he said, pointing his wing to indicate the direction. “Coooo-c-o-o-cooo,” the pigeon went on, telling me that the horse was dead.

No, not really. As soon as I drew nearer, I could feel his heartbeat in a snowdrift. And as life was still flickering inside his breast, and necrotics had not yet consumed his body, then any damage could be undone.

It seems a stray bullet had hit the horse in the head. It had hit him where his brain was stored. It was just my luck that this horse did not possess any other organs that were useless to its functioning. In short, technically, the horse still had a brain, but though that brain was almost totally destroyed, this in no way impacted the horse’s well-being. But another bullet hit his ribs and damaged organs that were far more important to him. Lungs, and also the stomach.

During this time, the horse lost a lot of blood, but when have such little things been a hindrance to me? I didn’t have much energy, and so I had to initiate a rather unconventional treatment regime.

“C-o-o...” the pigeon purred, displeased, realizing that I was busy with chimerology again. It was, though, a rather haphazard treatment. Need blood? You’re getting some organs that create blood for you. And there they go, wherever there’s room in you. The skull was simply empty.

The rest was pretty easy to patch up again, although I lacked the strength to grow him new legs. But that wasn’t a problem, either. Now, the horse was back in service, although his gaze was even more vacant. But anyway it wasn’t like he was helping me solve any crossword puzzles. All I needed him for was to drag a bunch of trunks towards the castle. Along with a big steel carcass.

* * *

Two hours later

Bulatov Castle

“How much can we take!?” Chernomor slammed his heavy fist on the table, causing it to groan as if in pain, and cracks to form.

“Calm down,” Victoria said in a soothing voice. “Mikhail didn’t say to send anyone after him. That means he’ll be back when he’s ready.”

“Hmmmmph!” the old man muttered into his beard and sat back down. “That’s only if he’s still alive. And so, we don’t even know where he went? Maybe he went to see Snegirev...”

“Maybe so. In any case, we just have to wait. I’m sure he’s fine. And I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t like it if even some of our guard left the castle to help him even though he didn’t ask for it.”

Just as Victoria was speaking, her phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket, glanced briefly at the screen, and with a smile showed Chernomor who was calling.

“I told you, he doesn’t need our help!” the girl smiled and immediately accepted the call, putting the phone on speaker.

“I get it,” came the disgruntled voice of the head of the Bulatov family. “You’d think that at least one of you would call and ask if I needed help!”

“Ha!” Chernomor, who’d been sitting there frowning couldn’t stop himself from snorting.

“But...” Victoria was confused. “I thought you would call yourself, or contact me using the pigeon...” the girl protested.

“Okay, well, moving on now, is Valery near? Have him come to the gate, and bring some cleaning rags with him.”

“Rags?” Victoria was even more mystified, but she quickly pulled herself together. Okay, cleaning rags.

Everyone in immediately went outside, and Valery, indeed, had to quickly get some rags from the cleaning lady, which were used for dusting or whatever.

When he caught up with the others, he saw them all looking at him expectantly. And in front of everyone stood the seemingly satisfied head of the Family. A radiant smile could be seen through the thick layer of blood caked on his face. Only it wasn’t entirely a kind smile.

“What are the rags for?” asked Valery, realizing he was about to step into it.

“To wipe off the new suit!” Mikhail exclaimed and presented him with a real Combat Suit. And not the worst one, either.

Valery was overjoyed. After all, he alone among the guards knew how to operate the suit. And this new model would be, for him, a piece of cake. But as soon as he ran up to the beauty and stroked the cold armor, he hissed. The operator always knows how to activate the armor, and Valery was no exception. He found the secret button to evacuate the previous operator, and the steel plates began to move apart, revealing the contents of the suit to everyone...


Chapter 2

“GLAD YOU BROUGHT some rags,” I smiled, nodding at the piece of cloth clenched in Valery’s hand. “True, that’s not enough, but anyway...”

“Yes, I see...” he said.

“No, I’m not telling you that you have to wipe the suit down. You can just climb on inside,” I said, nodded at the frozen pile of iron. “Really, just do your thing, look it over, put it back together, and so on. This Combat Suit is now yours!”

Having now acquainted the operator with his suit, I turned my attention to unloading the horse. Valery had his work cut out, though. I didn’t envy him. After all, he had to clean his new acquisition out.

Just dragging that pile of iron around was work, too. I’d had to gather all my will into a fist and pour ever more energy into the horse so that he could move his legs enough to get this far. He would at times simply rest his forehead against a tree, and I’d have to jerk the reins to keep him from falling.

And yes, the suit was dirty because I went a little overboard with the energy I poured into the previous operator. It’s hard to calculate the exact dosage when you’re hanging off of a massive blade like meat on a spit. I poured in enough to for sure get the job done, which is why the operator died like he did. Now, though, Valery opened the armor plates of the suit and looked inside, and we could see the results. It was like opening a can of stew, sort of. “Combat Suit Stew,” right? It also included a skeleton.

And yes, I am a Healer, so I’d simply healed the poor guy too, too much.

“How did you open the suit?” I asked Valery, who hadn’t yet set about trying to clean the inside. “I want to know in case I’m ever attacked by one again. Then I could simply open it up and get to the operator.”

“You can’t, though. It won’t open during a battle,” said Valery, shaking his head. “As long as the operator is alive, there’s a blocker. And the only way to get past it would be to cut the suit into pieces.”

That made sense. I nodded and stepped aside so as not to disturb the specialist. In theory, if the operator died for some reason inside the suit, it would be impossible to get him out of there without causing irreparable damage to the suit unless there was a built in feature to deal with this. So it made sense to ensure that the blocking mechanism deactivated in the event of the death of the operator. For me, this was even better. Now I knew how to acquire these valuable, incredibly powerful killing machines.

Valery, meanwhile, put his rags to work. He’d already pulled the skeleton out, and now he was dealing with all of the blood in there. I could tell by his pale face how distasteful the work was. But what trumped his squeamishness was the joy of possessing this technological marvel. And that’s why he got right down to work. And so, although it was still something of a bloody mess inside the suit, as soon as he’d cleaned out the pilot’s seat, Valery climbed inside, despite it all. That being said, the remains of his breakfast were now mingled with the former operator’s blood and guts.

“Ohhh...” he exhaled as soon as the suit started up. Many miniature screens immediately lit up in front of him, and the suit itself shuddered almost imperceptibly. “Hydraulics — ten percent damage, the weaponry is partially destroyed, and... The auxiliary engine is in the trash, but... the barrier is at ninety percent! The armor is all intact! Sir, how did you do it?”

All I could do was shrug and say, well, somehow I persevered. Why is that so hard to believe? Blades conduct energy, and this is a big flaw. Although, in this world, few people knew how to manage offworld technology so as to force their own energy into the body of one’s adversary. They were particularly ignorant about conductors, which were essential to the method I’d employed to kill the operator.

Valery spent some time working on the technical issues and, in the end, came out covered in blood, but extremely happy. Previously, his face had a greenish tint, but the new death machine had completely transformed him.

“Sir, I didn’t expect it to be in such good condition,” he exclaimed. “Usually, if the body is intact and the operator is dead, then all that’s left of the electronics is shit and ashes,” he ran around the frozen statue of armor and began pointing to some devices that had previously been hidden under armor plates. I understood very little, but it was all quite interesting.

And so it turned out that I was quite the hero then. I’d proven that I could triumph against such a suit whilst ensuring that it remained intact. After all, if the operator died, it usually meant either the barrier was broken and all the electronics were dead, or the barrier and armor were broken, and there would be nothing left to restore. But I hadn’t damaged the suit much at all. I didn’t have the strength for more damage. It turned out that he could have maintained fighting with that suit on for at least another day, and after that, he’d just have to fly off to charge it up again.

“Okay,” I waved my hand at Valery, “Thanks for the info!” In fact, I didn’t understand a thing he was saying, and so telling me any more would be a waste of time, which is why I interrupted Valery when he began to delve into even more of the technical details about the suit. “So does that mean that you can fix it? Or are there any repair centers?”

“Actually, some of the functions still work great, and I can fix the rest myself. It won’t be the first time. It’s just that…” he scratched the back of his head and took a quick look at the suit. “It’ll take me a couple of weeks, and also around twenty five thousand for parts...or maybe a hundred thousand...hard to say.”

“If you can fix it yourself, good! What about using a repair shop, though? They can fix it more quickly, although it would cost more.”

“There is only one workshop in the city, and it belongs to Snegirev’s overlord,” he pointed to an inconspicuous emblem painted somewhere in the armpit area of the suit. “I doubt if they’d be very happy about repairing the suit that you got from them.”

He had a point. The optics weren’t great on that. In fact, they might well refuse to give the suit back without a fight. And I wouldn’t let that happen, because that suit was earned by me in a fight — it was my trophy.

“Moreover, they know where you brought the suit,” Valery said, looking down as if guiltily. “But at least I’ve turned off the beacon.”

“Don’t worry, they won’t take our suit,” I smiled. “Nor would you give it away, would you?”

“I definitely won’t give it back,” he bared his teeth. “So I can start cleaning it, and doing the repairs?”

“You just do the repairs,” I smiled again. “Victoria will help you with the cleaning.”

I quite enjoyed watching Valery. He’d displayed so many emotions on his face in just one hour. He was happy, offended, perplexed, and now his face seemed to ask, “What, is this for real? Like, really?” It was priceless.

The look of disbelief was because Victoria finished sorting out the valuables I brought from Snegirev’s summer residence. And now, with a wave of her hand, she transformed all of the organic matter inside the suit into fine black dust. All that was left to do was to blow away this dust, and the interior of the death suit would be sparkling clean.

Yes, Victoria could do that, too, but she was busy, and so I left Valery fiddling around with his little rags, getting to know the suit ever better, and dispensing with what was left of the previous operator.

As for me, I headed to my study, but on the way Chernomor intercepted me. I could tell that he had a number of questions for me, and so therefore I did not try to evade him.

“I understand that you are from another world, and all that...” he began from afar. “And I’m no longer surprised that you single-handedly defeated the far from cheapest Combat Suit,” he looked at me as if he was hoping to hear the details. But no, maybe I’ll tell you later. “Okay, I expected something like this from you. But...the horse!”

“What about the horse?” I asked.

“Why does the horse have such short legs?” asked Chernomor.

“Oh, yes...” I scratched the back of my head and grinned. “They, well, wore out along the way,” I shrugged and went up to my study, leaving the old man alone with even more questions.

So what? I had to find a fix because my horse wasn’t able to get me out of the woods. That suit weighed a ton, and there were another hundred kilograms in the trunks he had to haul, and so I had to modify the horse. And I’d done a great job, really. Now I had a Corgi horse. Not the fastest, but powerful and strong.

I locked myself in my study, and began poring over the books I’d stolen from the viscount. Yes, the books were why the horse’s load was so heavy. Since I couldn’t take the entire library with me, I grabbed only the most valuable items. These were books about magic, some ancient historical tomes, and even a rather interesting textbook on steam technology. It was old, and not particularly relevant to today’s world, but I still immersed myself in it, greedily devouring line after line.

However, of course I wasn’t allowed to sit there in peace. Victoria entered, and invited me to have some tea. And while I was trying to refuse, she asked if she could buy some clothes.

A cunning girl, she realized that if I wanted to calmly continue reading, I would have to agree. Yes, I understand, clothing was extremely important to the aristocracy here. And, after all, Victoria had sold almost all her clothes not so long ago.

Then, some five minutes later, Valery looked in on me. As they say, “just ask.” He was interested in how much money could be allocated to fixing the suit, and whether it was okay to upgrade it a little.

“You know better how much money is needed, and yes to the upgrades!” I said. “Kooky!” — I called out to the bird, and the pigeon immediately stood at attention, materializing on my table. “The next person who tries to enter this room must be pecked! Is that clear?”

“C-o-o-o!” The pigeon nodded, saluted me with his wing, and then went off to perform his duties. And he started with Valery... So the poor guy had to quickly leave under a hail of pecks.

After Valery, another guardsman wanted to come in. I don’t know what it was he wanted, because Kooky drove him out just like that. Judging by the screams, I am guessing that the bird was embellishing his pecking with a little crapping on the head action, as well. He tried to pull the same stunts on the countess’s servant, but the cunning old man got away just in time, escaping with only a small fright. What followed were two full hours of blissful reading until the phone rang.

“I heard that you were attacked and you fought back?” Cherepanov sounded quite cheerful at the other end of the line. “Well, congratulations! Do you know what this calls for?” Silence followed. Apparently he expected me to say something.

“This calls for...” I fished around for a good response. “I don’t actually know. Revenge?”

“A drink!” he exclaimed. “I still have that special bottle of wine. And while I was waiting for you, I bought even more. So then, can you drop by today?”

“No, you’d better…” I shook my head, looking at the huge stack of books on the table. I didn’t want to go anywhere.

“All right then! I’ll be there in forty minutes!” but before he hung up, I remembered one more thing.

“There’s just one problem...” I said, trying to extricate myself from this. “I have neither wine nor food. I don’t even have any cooks. Actually, I do have one, but she doesn’t have the time to cook anything.”

“Don’t worry about it, I have plenty of all of the above. So we’ve agreed! I’ll be there!” and then he hung up.

Candidly, I was hoping he’d drop the notion of coming by. But now, I was stuck. On the other hand, I desperately needed allies and friends, and finding either of them was turning out to be rather difficult. Cherepanov wasn’t a local, and thus far he alone sincerely wanted to maintain contact with me.

“C-o-o-o!” the pigeon jumped off the table and rushed over to the door, sensing a new victim out there.

I also sensed a presence, and so decided to just sit there and watch.

“C-o-o-o!” I heard Kooky’s battle cry as the pigeon-glared right at the slightly opened door. But a second later, he disappeared into thin air and appeared in the middle of the room, acting as if he’d been simply pecking grain there all along. “C-o-o-o!” he greeted Chernomor as he walked into my study.

“Did that little bastard want to peck me?” asked the warrior in surprise as the pigeon cocked his head as if to say “How could you think such a thing?!”

“I ordered him to peck anyone who came close to my door,” I explained.

“Does that include Vika?” he asked, shocked.

“Oh...I forgot about her...That would be...well...awkward...”

Chernomor had dropped by to report on how the work was going, and also to remind me about the wounded.

That’s right, I completely forgot that we currently had two dozen soldiers in the infirmary with various injuries. The only pity is that there were no prisoners; Snegirev’s guards had retreated but they took their time. They even took their dead with them. Thus it was that I spent the next half hour treating the guards. I couldn’t fully heal anyone, as I was lacking energy myself, but I did manage to improve the wellbeing of the most severely wounded to the extent that they were now out of danger.

As soon as I finished with the wounded, I heard the roar of engines in the distance. Trucks, cars, and even a bus with guards. They all sped through the rickety gate and parked right at the entrance to the castle.

“Show me where to take this stuff!” Count Cherepanov got out of the first car and immediately headed my way. He kissed Victoria’s hand, shook mine, and saluted Chernomor, who stood aside, assessing him with a gaze.

“To the drawing room, I think,” I answered, and showed him the way to what was almost the only normal room in the entire castle.

Cherepanov issued an order, and a line of servants emerged from the truck lugging cases of wine, packaged restaurant food, and even kitchenware! All this was placed on a massive table they had brought, covered with a white tablecloth.

We sat down by the fireplace, and almost immediately Victoria joined us in her new dress. She just couldn’t sit with us for long. We drank quite quickly, but unlike us, the girl did not know how to remove the alcohol from her body. Soon Chernomor took the very intoxicated girl to her bedroom, where, judging by her heart rate, she immediately fell asleep. After that, we were able to calmly discuss a variety of topics. Cherepanov was most interested in how the battle with Snegirev’s troops went.

“But he has greater forces! As I understand it, a lot more troops even,” he said, taking a sip from his glass and then grimacing. “But let’s open another bottle. They told me this was a great vintage, but it’s more like a bottle of warm piss.”

“Actually, I think it’s fine,” I disagreed “But if you prefer, do let’s try something else. I’m all for sampling new vintages. No doubt we’ll come back to this bottle, given the lightning speed at which we’re drinking.”

“Well?” he asked rhetorically as he deftly popped the cork from another bottle, and poured the contents into glasses. “Let’s hear it. How did you defeat him?”

“I burned his country estate down, and that put him in a tizzy,” I shrugged, and the count laughed.

“Did you use the Combat Suit? I’m sure Snegirev never saw that coming!”

“No, I took the suit from his people,” I scratched the back of my head thoughtfully. “Let’s have another drink.”

Thus we sat drinking for several hours. I told the count how the battle went, and mentioned that we escaped without losses, suffering only some seriously wounded. He, in turn, regaled me with tales of how boring his life was here. Nobody ever invited him to visit, nor would they come see him, bowing out with all sorts of excuses. All it took was a single attempt to “outdrink” him for anyone to drop all communications with him. This was the case particularly when it came to married men; single guys would occasionally show up for a second round.

In contrast, in his hometown, that being the capital, it was all a lot more fun. There were so many happenings and events always going on that you could go to a dinner party or ball whenever you wanted. What with the proliferation of aristocrats in the capital, every day was someone’s birthday, or else a holiday.

“But now, the devil only knows how long I’ll be stuck here...I could howl in anguish. On the good side, at least I’ve found someone I can regularly tie it on with!” he laughed, raising his glass. “So let’s drink to that!”

“Let’s do that,” I smiled. I felt a slight, pleasant intoxication spreading through my body, bringing with it a barely discernible languor. I allowed the intoxication on purpose. Otherwise, it was simply boring to drink whilst immediately eliminating the alcohol from my body. Why not enjoy a light buzz? After all, this wasn’t a business conversation.

Eventually, the talk turned to Interfaces. I knew that it was just a matter of time before the portals would be a ubiquitous, ongoing nuisance. I was interested in hearing Cherepanov’s opinion, though. Indeed, he was surprisingly well-informed. It turned out that on this planet, even in this country, offworlders were in charge. They’d set up major fortifications, and assembled huge numbers of troops, and to drive them out would require a considerable army. Even then, it might not be enough. Tanks, for example, cannot pass through magical portals, and they deploy powerful mages to handle the aircraft. Yes, the offworlders do have aircraft.

“And do you know what the rub is? There are underground portals! In caves, sewers, basements,” the count drained his glass and rose from his chair, heading towards the door. “What they do is hunker down there, dig in, and later on you can’t even smoke them out. First a couple of scouts show up, and then come the rest of the evil bastards. That’s when it is doubly difficult getting rid of them,” he said, pausing at the door. “Where is your restroom? The wine requires a release, if you get what I mean.”

It took me a couple of seconds to get what he was saying, but once I did, I had Kooky lead him to the proper receptacle for the spent wine.”

“Great house bird!” said the count. “If you breed them, do share!”

“I’m sure he’d love to share his seed,” I laughed. “But I’m not sure if you want his offspring.”

“C-o-o-o!” Kooky seemed to agree with me as he hobbled towards the toilet, showing Cherepanov the way, who seemed bemused by my feathered friend, in particular his cheeky attitude.

I sensed two people approaching the drawing room. One was familiar, and the other was not.

“Mikhail,” I heard Chernomor speak. He walked into the room with a stranger following behind. “This is an envoy from Count Kurchatov, who has something to say.”

Actually, I knew who this guy was, as the pigeon had clued me in.

“Okay, let him say it, then,” I shrugged, lounging in my chair. “Meanwhile, have a drink, why don’t you?”

“I don’t need it,” the old man shook his head and looked dourly at the glass in my hand. Of course, why would he need it? Alcohol isn’t for everybody.

“I am here to demand my master’s property back,” said the stranger. “A Combat Suit belonging to Count Kurchatov made an emergency landing on your land.”

“Emergency landing?” I almost choked on what I heard, and set the glass down lest I drop it. “How about the operator...Hmmm? Did he fare well?”

“I have no idea,” he said through clenched teeth. I didn’t know if this guy knew what had happened or not. If he did know, then he was doomed to live with bloody diarrhea for the rest of his days. “But in any event, you are obliged to return my master’s property, or else we’ll see you in court.”

“In court?” Good thing I’d set that glass of wine down. I’d be choking on the fruit of the vine had I continued to drink. “What is the article that dictates this, if I may ask?”

“Illegal enrichment,” he answered without hesitation.

“I’ll enrich your ass with steel now,” Count Cherepanov appeared behind Kurchatov’s envoy. His hand on his sword hilt, it seemed that Cherepanov meant what he said. “Get out of here and study the laws. If I were Count Bulatov, I would demand compensation for damages. Where did you say the suit fell? What kind of damage did it inflict?”

“Might I infer from this that you refuse to give the suit back?” the envoy said stiffly, and I shrugged. “What shall I tell Count Kurchatov?”

Various snarky comebacks came to me then, but in the end I said nothing, and simply asked Chernomor to show the envoy out. Let him go. This guy was just doing his job. As had been the viscount’s guards, actually...

But so it goes. Cherepanov popped open another bottle, filled our glasses, and we went on with our chat. At this point, he was doing most of the talking. He told me a lot about Count Kurchatov.

It turns out that several years ago, this Kurchatov tried to move to the capital. He was bored with Arkhangelsk, and wanted more. Or it could be that he simply wanted to get closer to the Imperial Family. Word has it that he might have a drop of imperial blood in him, and this would mean that he could be eligible for some kind of court title. But after several skirmishes with Families in the capital he had to swiftly beat a retreat back to his native territory. Ever since then, the count has been exerting every effort to increase his influence, and then to again try to conquer Moscow.

“That’s the scoop,” said Cherepanov. “He’s pretty powerful around here, so be careful.”

“I’m not giving the suit back. I earned it — it’s my trophy,” I snapped.

“But of course you can’t give it back,” Cherepanov chuckled.

Gradually, the conversation drifted back to the Interfaces. Cherepanov had a wealth of stories about them, and more than once he himself participated in attacks on the offworlders. Of course it was risky tangling with them, but the portals would regularly open around his Family’s mining enterprises, and so he had to do something, even if it meant starting a small war. Once they were driven out, they’d stay gone for some time. The portals might even open again, but no one would emerge from them. At the other end, I guess the offworlders were leery of them.

He also told me about a portal that opened up on the front lines in a battle between two countries right here on this planet. It happened right in the midst of a decisive battle between tens of thousands of the best warriors from the two empires, featuring the best military hardware, and planes, choppers, artillery. All of a sudden, a portal opens up in the middle of the field of action, and a hundred offworlders pour out.

“I watched the footage of what happened at least twenty times,” laughed the count. “You should have seen their faces! They were so elated, but then they took one look around them and turned tail, fleeing back through the portal! That’s when the catchers were about to emerge! What happened was the war ended right then and there. The ones to suffer the most were the offworlders.”

“By the way,” Cherepanov remembered something he wanted to ask me. “So you’re a Healer, right?” I nodded as I stood up to throw a couple of logs into the fireplace. “What level are you? What are your capabilities?”

“I’m like any other Healer,” I shrugged. “I heal. As for how good I am, just ask my patients. I don’t get any complaints.”

“No one complains about the pathologist either,” he chuckled. “So Vika, too, is something of a doctor.”

“Thus spoke the narcologist, ha ha!” I laughed, pointing at his unfinished glass.

“Yes, that’s my point,” he said, quickly emptying his glass. He then filled it with pomegranate wine. “Do you have any problems with your cash flow? Would you like to earn some extra funds? You’d be employing your specialization.”

“Everybody has cash flow issues; all that differs is the level of the problem,” I noted philosophically. “What is it that you need?”

It turned out that a certain girl was suffering from a seemingly unsolvable malady. That’s what the count said. And there was one more detail. She could pay a large sum of money, but were I to fail, I’d face major headaches. Her father was a very influential baron who owned mines, and his guard numbered twelve thousand soldiers. This was in addition to military hardware, heavy weaponry, and many other lovely toys from the local arms industry. So if I were to fail, I’d have to deal with him. And no, it wouldn’t be a friendly little chat.

“All right, let’s give it a go!” I said. “Why not? But I must remain anonymous, okay?”

“But of course,” said Cherepanov. “We all have our secrets, and we all do our very best to keep them that way — secret. I can either blindfold her, or you can show up wearing a mask. I won’t betray who you are, fear not!” We clinked glasses and immediately drained them, and the count grasped around another bottle, although the box was empty. “What does this mean? Are we done already?” he was surprised.

We were, in fact, out of wine. The count, completely upset by this news, rummaged through his boxes, and took out the very last, five-liter bottle.

“That’s it, one last bottle, and we’ll call it a day,” he laughed and began pouring the contents into glasses. “It’s homemade. I saved the best for last!”

Indeed, it was even more delicious than all of the other wines. A bit sweet, but this was good.

The bottle lasted only half an hour, after which Cherepanov got up, said goodbye, and returned to his estate. His guards were already assembled by their bus. Whilst we’d been drinking, they’d been posting sentries, and standing guard, ready to defend us should the need arise. Of course, I’d approved of all this.

And in the morning... More precisely, closer to noon, I was awakened by a phone call. Again, Cherepanov.

“No, I cannot join you for a drink today,” I said right away. It wasn’t that I was suffering any consequences — my head was clear. “I have no time for it.”

“Aha!” the count laughed, “I wouldn’t even suggest it! But your patient is ready, and she awaits you. When can you come?”

This was unexpected. How long ago did we talk about this? I could see from the clock that I’d slept for eight hours. Wow, I didn’t even notice the time fly by.

“How about in forty minutes. Sound good?”

“I’ll see you in an hour! Don’t eat anything — my chef makes the kind of breakfast to make you glad to be alive! So then, see you soon!”

I heard the short beeps that meant he’d hung up, and then summoned Timothy. He picked up the phone right away, and hearing what I needed, set about doing as told. Soon, I heard the deep rumble of the engine of my new SUV — the one the gangsters were combing the Port District for. Perhaps they were done looking for it now, as it hadn’t been spotted by any of them for some time now. Perhaps by now I was off their radar. That would actually offend me.

On the way to see Cherepanov, I pondered what it was that was tormenting the poor girl — I hadn’t thought to ask him. Perhaps it was a magical tumor? They couldn’t treat that here, although yes, it would be difficult for even the strongly Gifted to cope with such an affliction, including my own self. Indeed, such a tumor would be quite dangerous. On the other hand, it could be a more intimate ailment, such as a sexually transmitted disease. This, too, could be difficult to treat.

Whatever it was, no point in worrying about it ahead of time. I couldn’t do anything until I saw the patient.

An hour later, I arrived at Count Cherepanov’s estate. It was a huge mansion surrounded by a high fence and large park-like grounds on the outskirts of the city not far from the sea. The views were wonderful, but the price for them was an icy wind that was constantly blowing in from the ocean. No doubt the count had regretted building here hundreds of times already.

Breakfast really was awaiting me. Some delectable scrambled eggs, paired with a glass of wine, of course, and something else, as well. I didn’t know what it was, but it was both tasty and nutritious. Moreover, it contained all of the microelements and substances required to support an alcoholic after a drinking binge.

The count had housed the patient in a special room, so I could take my time donning my mask before seeing her. When the count saw my mask, he wanted it. But I told him it was a family heirloom, and that shut him up.

“So, what kind of issues are you having?” I asked the girl. She was a modestly attired young lady of about twenty years of age sitting in a chair by the window overlooking the sea as she read a book.

The diagnostics I’d run on her revealed that she had a strong Gift. Moreover, she was a Physique. I was surprised that at such a young age she’d already attained the fifth rank. However, I did not detect any diseases in her. Those Gifted as a Physique regenerate well, and easily cope with illnesses.

“Ahem...” the girl coughed and blushed slightly. “I could like to enlarge my breasts.”

Aha, so that was the problem...Good thing I was wearing a mask, because she didn’t need to see me laughing. Seriously, all of the scenarios I’d been conjuring up on the drive over here, and what ailed her was this.

Actually, though, not everyone could help her out with this, not even in my world. They’d think it was silly. But the problem was that this girl was strongly Gifted and had fabulous regeneration abilities. Thus, surgical implants would be worthless, as her body would simply destroy any alien materials inside her, reverting her breasts back to what nature provided her. What we needed here, essentially, was some chimerology. More precisely, one particular branch of chimerology.

“Can you...? I mean, can you help me?” She asked, as I’d been frozen in thought for a minute or so.

“Yes!” I said, and right away she started undressing. “No need for that. I just need to hold your hand.”

Although if she wanted to, she could undress. But I didn’t need any distractions, actually, as the process itself was quite complicated.

I took the girl by the hand and again performed a diagnosis, but this one was quite detailed. I examined not only her body structure, but also her genes. I could make use of her hidden, inactive genes, as they were already part of her. As I was examining her, I asked her about her relatives. In particular, I wanted to know if any of them had breasts of the right size. Luckily for me, yes, this was the case. Her paternal great-grandmother could boast of having possessed perfect breasts, so that’s whose genes I focused on.

Overall, the treatment lasted a solid two hours. The count had food brought in over this time, which was important for the girl in particular during her physical transformation, and I, too, was working up a sweat. However, my efforts were not in vain, and she went from being an A-cup to a D-cup. Moreover, her breasts were beautifully formed, firm and round. I myself added the finishing touches, being something of an aesthetic.

As soon as the girl looked at herself in the mirror, she was speechless. Right away she paid me forty thousand, which is all she had on her, and she said that from now on I was one of her Family’s best friends. Or, if not a friend of her entire Family, than at least I was her friend, as she was indebted to me.

I long ago noticed that when you save someone’s life, oftentimes they’re not all that grateful. But when you enlarge a girl’s breasts or perform other cosmetic treatments, well...That was a real gold mine. And it is certainly more profitable than robbing the casinos run by the gangsters in the Port District.

The patient was then attended to by her servants, who’d brought along some new clothes, while I went to a large lounge where the Cherepanov family was already waiting for me. It turned out that the count’s sister also lived here.

“So this is the man with whom my brother again drank away the night!” exclaimed the girl. “But no harm done, right? You look surprisingly alive!”

I said pleased to meet you and all that, and then plopped down in a cushy chair and closed my eyes.

“What, was it difficult? I didn’t really think that the results would be so impressive,” the count said, shaking his head. He’d already seen the patient, and thus, he’d made his own assessments.

“Honestly, I don’t know why she wants such big breasts. Her Gift is her Physique, and so she has to be able to move about a lot. She’ll want her small size back before too long,” I shook my head, and Natalya, the count’s sister, laughed.

“Ah, but wait! She won’t even have to lift a finger now, as her admirers will do it all for her! Even their leading adversary will rush to fetch her slippers. When I saw them, I was actually jealous!”

“Well, in fact, when I first saw you, I thought you were the patient,” I said, nodding at her C-cup form.

“Hey! What are you suggesting?” the girl said, jumping up. “I’m happy with what nature gave me!”

“Yes, a Water Mage, of course, is always gifted with fine breasts,” I said, still tired as I leaned back in my chair. “But of course you can always saturate the fatty tissue in your breasts with more fluid, right?”

“You... Yes, I...” icy blades began to form on her hands.

“Whoa! Take it easy, sister!” — Cherepanov jumped up from his seat. “You’re studying to be a Healer, and here he is, your colleague! Don’t gun him down!”

At this, I raised an eyebrow. A Water Healer — that’s an interesting idea. It could be a very useful specialty. Usually, they use their gift to simply speed up regeneration, but there were cases when Water Healers could greatly facilitate the work of people like me.

The girl calmed down pretty quickly, because people don’t get offended by the truth, and we had a pretty nice time chatting over tea. She talked about her achievements in developing her healing skills, and told me how she had participated recently in repelling the recent major attack by offworlders. She’d worked as a Healer, but in a different tent camp. And she only treated the lightly wounded.

But it was still interesting to listen to her; it wasn’t often I’d talked with colleagues, especially here. And yes, this was a smart girl, so why not give her a few lessons? But that would come later.

Meanwhile...

“Mikhail, I just received a little message...” Cherepanov said in a conspiratorial tone, looking at his phone. “And now I have an offer for you that you cannot refuse. And we must drink to it!” No, I didn’t really like his coy tone, but just the same, I clinked glasses with him. “How would you like a fight?”

“Now you’re talking!” I said with a smile. Just what I wanted after a difficult operation, some energy from a battle. “With whom?”

“Two portals have opened on my estate at once!” announced the count, pouring himself another drink. “Wait, wait!” he exclaimed, reading my thoughts, and taking a sip of wine. “You’ll ask, what, just some offworlders, right? But no, these ones are a rare specimen. They are comprised of several detachments of horsemen with chariots!”

“Chariots? Horsemen?” I asked.

“YES!” he jumped with joy.

I thought about it, but only for a second.

“We share the artifacts, but I get some horses!” I set my terms.

“Deal!” he said, running up and extending his hand.

We concluded our agreement. So then, soon my Corgi horse would have some friends.


Chapter 3

“I SEE THAT THIS ISN’T the first time portals have opened up here,” I said as I observed two portals through the slot that served as a window in the armored vehicle we were in. I’d actually activated my locater, just in case. More portals might suddenly open up.

But thus far there were only these two. However, in addition to them, I felt another signal, and it was rather strange.

“Ha! Have you ever wondered why I was sent here from the capital?” he laughed. “They’re constantly popping up around here, and as luck would have it, it’s right by our industrial operations!”

Right, did he really think this was just a coincidence? I would definitely need to study that odd little signal I’d noticed. But first things first. We had to repel the already ongoing attacks.

We stopped, along with our other armored escort vehicles. Some of the guards all immediately rushed out, and I saw how several other vehicles sped past us to the far side of the portals, outside of which the offworlders on horseback were gathered.

Were they going to cut off the offworlders’ escape route? Good move, that, because it would be a shame to let the source of the artifacts get away. And the count’s guard was quite strong. Not only were they well-equipped fighters, they were almost all Gifted. The military hardware included massive, powerful machine guns. Nikolai told me that he also had a tank brigade, plus a combat helicopter. No, it wasn’t the newest, nor was it the most powerful chopper, but it was still a great asset. None of his fighters were equipped with a Combat Suit, though, at least not the ones here in Arkhangelsk. Not that I had one with me, either. The one I’d recently acquired still needed repairs. That’s what Valery was busy with — he was complaining about how hard the parts were to get, even though we had the money for them.

Almost a hundred horsemen poured out of the portals. Among them were chariots, horses in heavy armor, and light cavalry armed with bows, crossbows and javelin projectiles. I’d never seen those before, and they looked lethal. But Cherepanov was extremely calm, and as soon as we stopped and got out, I understood why.

“Now, we hunt!” he said with a wicked smile, and he began to cover himself in icy armor. Under the ice was yet another layer of armor, invisible to the eye. In one hand he produced an icy blade, and in the other a water whip. “Well? Are you ready?”

“Yes, I’ve been ready for a long time,” I shrugged, pointing at the crossbow.

“That’s all?” he was surprised, but then he waved his hand. “Bulatov, I’m getting used to your surprises,” the count turned to his guard commander and nodded curtly. And then the heavy machine guns thundered.

At that point, the cavalry detachments had no time to even recover. From all sides at once the machine guns were firing, showering them with explosive cartridges. Snipers wielding huge guns also did their thing.

“This is so that more horses survive,” Nikolai told me, noticing my bewilderment. “Do you think this is the first time riders have appeared here?”

The shooting continued for about a minute, and when the guns began to overheat, Cherepanov issued a new command. Around a hundred fighters rushed forward, as did Nikolai and I.

Before the riders had time to regroup, the first of our fighters crashed into them, destroying their formation. I stopped about a hundred meters away and aimed one bolt after another at them. They easily penetrated the shields provided by their artifacts and pierced the flesh, digging into it, and releasing destructive vital energy. What I was employing this time was a blood clotting spell. It was hard to get at the large vessels where circulation is a constant process, but small vessels were within my reach, and also useful. In fact, that’s what I was targeting. Whoever I hit within a radius of twenty centimeters would immediately start experiencing blood clots. Usually death swiftly ensued, but occasionally a victim would die in agony.

There was only one thing I hadn’t anticipated. Bolts embedded in the flesh were much more difficult to remove. But I didn’t have to worry too much about this, as we outnumbered our adversaries many times over. This was something the riders themselves realized soon enough, and they began rushing back towards the portals. Too bad for them, though, because more of Cherepanov’s guards were ready to intercept them. Two powerful vehicles with several machine-gun nests on top completely blocked their way. They shot whoever came their way, no matter from whence they fled.

It was, frankly, rather boring. I could not hope to strengthen my source in such a battle. This was more like fun and games. And, by the way, I could tell that Nikolai felt the same way. His icy blade was soon stained with blood, and he whipped even heavy armored men out of their saddles, both near and far.

One of the armored men broke away from the rest and headed straight at me. The count’s whip whistled over his head as he swiftly ducked under it, and holding his spear aloft he attempted to spear me in the chest. However, my crossbow bolt hit him in the visor first, causing him to change his plans. Meanwhile, I dodged out of the way of his steed by diving to the side. I didn’t want to hurt the beast, who was only doing his job. And, of course, the horse could be sold for a tidy profit.

I then focused on the archers. They were taking the most damage from the machine guns and snipers. This was because their arrows were often enchanted, which made them particularly dangerous. Just the same, a couple of dozen of the archers survived. Now they were doing the best they could to kill the guardsmen, firing off one arrow after another. Not that the guards were just sitting ducks. Many of them were wearing protective artifacts that could easily shield them from one, or even two attacks. As soon as a fighter’s artifact was spent, he’d retreat to the back, which worked out just fine given the numbers of men the count had for this kind of reshuffling. And the men in back could then use the firearms.

Magic was also in play here. One of the horsemen stood out among the others due to his light, but expensive-looking clothing, and he generated an impenetrable dome over himself and several comrades in the midst of the shelling. Then he singled out Nikolai and directed his horse towards him. He created clots of sparkling violet energy in his hands, which he fired at the count. But Nikolai easily dodged the magical clots, and he, in turn, launched sharp icicles at him which were equally magical. He was slinging them from the tip of his sword, and they were all of twenty centimeters long. Although the mage on horseback could easily turn these icicles into dust with a wave of his hand, the little icicle projectiles kept him busy.

“You are doomed! You cannot withstand my might!” roared the mage, and lifting his hands to the sky, he began to generate some serious magic. Several of his horsemen huddled around him forming a human shield. “You shall all die!” roared the mage as the clot of energy above him grew and grew.

Yes, as I understood that this truly was an impressive display of real magic, not to mention mass destruction. Of course, he’d end up destroying all of his men, too, along with all of us. He, though, would survive to finish off all the wounded. A cunning, ruthless bastard. I hate guys like that.

“Ha-ha-ha! Your weapons are nothing!” he scoffed as nine snipers shot at him at once ‑‑ their bullets only bounced off the newly created impenetrable dome.

Nikolai tried to break through to the bastard, whose magic was accumulating by the second. It was taking the mage awhile to generate what he needed, and in the meanwhile the count was trying to break through the cordon of human shields. To do this, his strongest guards gathered together to form a “fist” to bust through the horsemen forming the defense. However, it was all in vain, as the mage was providing them powerful protection, and Cherepanov alone could not penetrate the shield with his icy blade and water whip.

“Get ready to give up your pathetic, worthless lives!” The sparkling ball the mage had been generating was now close to a meter in diameter, and violet lightning began striking out in various directions, burning charred holes in the armor of his own defenders. Just the same, they stood strong against all of the damage, and would not let anyone near their master. “Welcome to hell, you worthless sons of....”

He could not finish that thought. I had, of course, put a lot of effort into infusing a powerful spell into a crossbow bolt. I’d created the most healing projectile I could. With just a touch, it could even restore potency to a hundred-year-old man, but this was only if it wasn’t first embedded in someone’s skull up to its feathers.

The mage froze with a look of amazement in his eyes as his unfinished spell began to lose stability, releasing random bolts of lightning that struck anyone around him. That would be his fellow-offworlders. In just a couple of more seconds, all that was left of a dozen heavy horsemen were mounds of ashes, and whatever artifacts that survived. The mage himself fell from his horse like a limp doll.

Nikolai Cherepanov immediately ceased his own attack. Now that he’d dispensed with his magical weapons and could move his fingers, he was trying to calculate the flight path of the crossbow bolt. He looked at me, and then at the mage, and then at me, and then at the mage.

No, Nikolai. You cannot calculate it. You see, the spell I used was the Life Link, and so the bolt actually fell out of the sky. It was the only way I could reach the mage, as he’d been surrounded by his knights.

In the end, only a dozen horsemen were able to break out of the count’s cordon and rush off into the forest. But they didn’t get too far before the snipers finished picked them off. Well, at least I managed to take the one badass with them out.

And that’s how the battled ended. I immediately got down to business. And as Nikolai was busy collecting the loot, and his guards went after the runaway horses, I started treating the wounded. This was at least something I could benefit from today, which otherwise was a bust for me in terms of energy gains.

These were not the most serious wounds, and only five of the fighters had been seriously injured. Of course, I didn’t completely heal them. I ignored any superficial wounds, and didn’t even bother to stop any bleeding, focusing instead on internal injuries. Let they all think they’d been lucky enough to escape magical burns on their internal organs and internal bleeding from their rupturing. They’ll all live, and won’t even be disabled. And should any of them need more help, well, I asked Nikolai to let me know. I could come back and finish whatever treatment I’d started. As I was engaged in my work on the men, two kicking horses were dragged past me. Although they resisted with all their might, some twenty men managed to tie their reins to the back of an armored car, and then they set off to the count’s estate, almost dragging the beasts behind them.

Altogether, the count’s men managed to catch about twenty horses. And they looked, well, I couldn’t help but think about my Corgi horse. Even back when his legs were long, next to these colossal beasts, mine was like a horse who’d suffered from rickets and syphilis after years of dysentery. They were powerful, tall, statuesque. I was sure that Nikolai would get a lot of money for them. So then, this hunting venture had ended up being quite profitable.

But I wasn’t going to tell him that he had a beacon on his estate.

Yes, after I was done treating the men, I checked out where the portals had occurred. Thus far, the Spatial Anomaly Locator had not registered much activity, so finding the source of the beacon wasn’t difficult. Someone had engraved runes right on the stones that lay under the snow, performing a destabilizing ritual for the Interfaces. Now I knew why these portals were such a regular occurrence here.

Rituals such as this, though, could only be performed by offworlders — that was my understanding. What this meant was that the count had an unknown, yet powerful enemy who had no qualms about collaborating with the enemy. And I was not at all happy with this news. If one aristocrat was collaborating with the offworlders, then so were others. Perhaps even kings and emperors were in cahoots with them. I needed to seek out information on which countries rarely experienced portals.

Right now, it was my understanding that this country I’d randomly ended up in had more portal action than did any other on this planet. I’m talking about a lot more portals opening up around here.

I didn’t see any point in mentioning this to Nikolai just then, not as long as he was benefiting from the offworld visits. I used to think that the Interfaces were a problem for everyone, but now I saw how it worked for the more powerful aristocrats.

Today, in fact, the two unusual portals had been like going on a safari — lots of fun, actually. If not for that uber-powerful mage, it would’ve been completely safe, as well. Perhaps Nikolai could have managed without me, but since I was there, I’d decided to take the sorcerer out, just in case.

“Oh, there you are! Shall we go now and drink to our victory?” Cherepanov finally found me. I was simply walking about trying to find what it was the offworlders found so valuable here. They were looking for something, but what? Maybe they were heading for the mines.

I accepted his offer of a drink to victory, and so in no time we were rattling back to his estate in the armored car.

“I don’t understand how you took that mage out,” Nikolai shook his head. “For the life of me, I am unable to picture it!”

“Well, I shot him through the canopy,” I said, shrugging. “I thought about having the pigeon peck out his eyes, but I was worried about hurting the bird, and so I improvised.”

“Right, that bird would have definitely been roasted in there,” he shook his head. “But still, to hit him from that distance...wow!” he almost leapt out of his seat. “But why didn’t his own shield work? Huh? The mage, not the pigeon...”

“What does your Family engage in besides resource extraction and trade?” I answered his question with a question and smiled. “List all of your Family’s enemies by name. And any who wish your Family ill. And also your allies...”

“Oh, is that all you want to know!?!” He waved his hand. “Got it, I’m not a fool. By the way, this stuff is almost undrinkable,” the count shook his head and took out two flasks from a special suitcase. “But who would I be were I not to try? Yes, here’s to victory!”

The flasks contained wine. It wasn’t bad, either. It was the go-to option for the inveterate alcoholic. I approved.

The rest of the way we discussed various topics, such as why there were bigger horses in the other world, and I talked about the potential for transplanting organs from other worlds. Why not? It’s an interesting idea.

And Nikolai assured me that he would have my fair share of the loot delivered to the castle. Of course, I wasn’t at all worried about it, but was interested in finding out what he’d end up sending me. Not many artifacts survived as most were destroyed by the heavy machine guns, and we didn’t spare many of the enemy, cutting them down right and left. Another problem was that most of the artifacts they’d used in attacking us were disposable, so that was that.

In any event, I returned to the castle in a great mood. I’d had a lot of wine lately, and most of it was no worse than what I’d enjoyed in my previous life.

Once back, I noticed how Chernomor was training the guardsmen. He’d told them to beat each other to the point of unconsciousness, and Kooky then pecked at anyone who shirked carrying out his orders. One of them tried to deceive the bird by pretending he was knocked out by a pretty weak blow. But the pigeon ended up pecking him all over his face. Now it was a sticky, warm blob. As he spat blood out and tried to wash, Kooky delivered more pecks to make sure he’d learned his lesson. Seeing me, the pigeon stood up and saluted me, as did the rest of the men.

“Carry on!” I waved at them, and headed to my study.

But I didn’t make it all the way there. En route, Victoria intercepted me and had me join her for tea. You see, she was bored here at the castle. And yes, I got it. For the last six months she’d had her hands full fighting off numerous enemies. She’d been stuck here at the castle on pins and needles just waiting for the next attack. And she never knew where the enemy would come from.

Now, though, all she had to do was read books, meditate, and eat delicious food. The countess anyway was quite lovely, despite the scars covering her entire body. But now that she was well-rested, eating right, and getting plenty of fresh air and exercise, well, it was even more difficult to take one’s eyes off of her.

“Well?” she asked, taking a sip from an elegant porcelain cup. Incidentally, I recognized it. It was from the lot I took from Snegirev’s residence. “How did your outing go?”

“Master!” Before I could respond, a guardsman rushed in. “They want to know where to put the horses!”

“I completely forgot!” I slapped myself on the forehead. I’ll never get used to how speedy Cherepanov is. He said he’d deliver the trophies, and presto! It was done. “Build a stable and put the Corgi horse there, too.”

“Won’t they eat it? Our Corgi horst, I mean,” asked the guardsman, worried. “Those aren’t horses out there, but monsters.”

While the guardsman and I were discussing how we could protect our Corgi horse, the countess just sat there batting her eyes, not understanding what was happening. She spoke up after the guardsman left.

“Horses? Did they pay for your treatment with horses? What, were you treating Mongolians?”

“No, those are giant offworld horses,” I laughed. So what was it about the Mongols? Did they use a strange form of currency? I’ll have to read up on them. How do they make change? Do they cut off tails or hooves for that?”

“Offworld horses?” she asked, wide-eyed.

And so I had to give her a condensed version of my adventures. I also expected some artifacts, as I’d earned more than horses there. Not that I was worried about Cherepanov coming through. I wasn’t.

And sure enough, half an hour later, after I’d finished telling Victoria what had happened, one of Nikolai’s servants showed up and handed us a protective figurine neatly packed in a box, along with a ring with a red stone. The count had also included a note in which he said he hadn’t shared any of the healing artifacts with me since, anyway, I didn’t need them. And along with the artifacts, he enclosed a bottle of wine, because how would I manage without it? He recommended that I save it for when he came over for a visit.

That was another matter. The ring was an average defensive artifact that could protect one from truly serious attacks. And after thinking it over a bit, I gave the countess the figurine. It would be a sin to sell something like that, and it’s not like I needed it. And she had real problems with protective artifacts. This, in fact, is an issue both Necromancers and Healers had to deal with. But we are a tenacious people. Even if I was to lose all of my limbs at once, I could simply crawl away and grow new ones. And I could strengthen my body. In contrast, the Necromancer’s Gift was solely good for attacks. Even their shields do naught but cause those around them to weaken and die.

“By the way...” I remembered the wad of money lying in my bag. “I treated a patient,” I said, handing the money to the stunned girl. “Here, this is what I earned. Part of this is for repairing the Combat Suit, and the rest should be spent on construction works.”

I suddenly recalled that I’d tasked Georgy with selling goods and ammunition. And according to Victoria, he was doing just that! He’d sold some of the goods we’d stolen from the gangsters’ warehouse, and even some of the ammo. The only problem, according to Victoria, is that we’d had to sell the ammo at an indecently low price, as it was the type of stuff used in less common weaponry, so the demand wasn’t high. But just the same, we’d already netted some thirty thousand from our sales, with at least twice as much yet to come, according to George’s most conservative estimates.

Victoria still didn’t get what it was I saw in Georgy, but at least she’d quit arguing about it. And really, he produced results. For example, thanks to the funds he’d generated with his sales, we’d purchased the materials we needed to repair the castle’s roof. And our new carpenter wasn’t at all put off by the devastation and fighting that came with this place. He’d come that very morning and started work, and I hadn’t even noticed. Really, the mechanic was like that, too. He didn’t even ask me to buy anything. He simply dismantled the completely destroyed Svyatogor and used the parts to fix the other vehicles.

In fact, as we were chatting, the guards and the carpenter were able to cobble together some kind of stable. I went outside to take a look at it, and also to assess the state of the new horses, of course. And I wasn’t the only one curious about the horses. Almost the entire guard had gathered in the castle’s courtyard. We all wanted to have a look at the offworld horses, which are a rare sight around here.

They were, in fact, impressive. This wasn’t a totally new stable, by the way, but a refurbished older structure. It was a spacious barn-like building now with several large stalls. My Corgi horse was calmly munching straw in one stall, while in two of the other stalls the black stallions were running amok.

What was bothering them was the pigeon flitting about them like an annoying fly. Of course, not for long. One of the horses simply snorted, and the blast of hot air from his nostrils swept the bird into the wall. After that, the clearly offended pigeon headed toward the Corgi horse. Corgi, though, didn’t even notice the pigeon, as he was enjoying his treat. And thanks to his short legs, he easily accessed the straw.

“Any ideas on how to calm them down?” I asked Chernomor. But the old man just shook his head and sighed. “If they don’t calm down on their own, we’ll have to sell them. Some Nature Mages may be able to make use of them, although I can’t say for sure if this is the case.

I tried to move in closer to one of the stallions, but he bucked so hard that he almost broke down the fence. Two jets of steam came out of his nose, and it was almost like he was growling.

“That’s what I mean. They recognize only their master,” shrugged Chernomor, and showing his fist to the horse, he turned and left. “What are you all gawking at?” he barked at the guardsmen. “Come on then! Back to our training! Kooky, why are you torturing the little guy? You’d best save your efforts for these blockheads!”

To my surprise, everyone obeyed Chernomor, even the pigeon. Although the bird was grumpy about it, he set about doing as told. As the men headed back for more training, he even pecked at a couple of stragglers.

Watching them, I sighed. These were great horses, and it would be a shame to lose them. And it’s not like I could sell them for much unless they I could break them. Sure, I use a little energy against them, but no, I couldn’t hurt animals like that.

Thusly thinking, I headed back to my study to read that book on steam technology. What a great book! And the technology itself, truly amazing! So why is it that people at some point went in a different direction? Hmmm...I needed a more contemporary book.

* * *

Two days later

The study of the head of the Bulatov Family

“Go now and get your friend,” I said to the green pigeon.

“Cooo?” he cocked his head.

“Don’t play dumb! Get Kooky here! Use your internal connection.”

“C-o-o-o!” The pigeon began pacing around on my desk, showing off its green plumage, and trying to tell me he was Kooky.

“Do you really think you need only pour brilliant green on any pigeon? That’s all it takes?” I scowled. “Okay, if you’re Kooky, than you can easily dodge a crossbow bolt, I said, picking up my weapon and taking aim.

“Co-o-o-o!” The pigeon cried out and began flying about the room calling for Kooky. And then, a minute later, the real Kooky materialized out of thin air.

Alighting on the table, the bird glared at me.

“Cooo?”

“Why did I call you? It’s simple,” I said. “Nothing has happened for two days, so I called...

“C-o-o-o!” Coo-c-o-o-o-cooo!”

“What important matters might you attend to?” I said, waving off his indignation. “How about I shoot out the window and you retrieve my bolts? Does that sound like fun?”

“C-o-o!” he sighed, and plopped onto the table, dejectedly shaking his head.

“Well, if you don’t want to, then how about...” I paused, thinking. “Hmmm...how about I give you two more feet? And then you could carry a couple of grenades at once, maybe?”

“C-o-o-o!” protested Kooky.

“Well, I don’t know what, then!” I exclaimed, rising from my chair. “We’ve already yanked the viscount’s chain...His guards are worthless, from head to toe. What haven’t we done yet? We’ve tried about everything. Did you fly off to his factory?”

“Cooo-co-o-o-o-coo-coo,” said the pigeon and waved his wing, still dejected.

“Oh, shall we call him up? It isn’t in vain, all our efforts, eh?” I was at this point not expecting Kooky to answer me.

I’d been terribly bored for the last couple of days. There was frankly nothing to do since I managed to push all matters onto my subordinates, and despite all my attempts to somehow mess with Snegirev, he did not respond to any of my provocations. And so I picked up the phone and dialed the count’s number ‑‑ since he wasn’t up to attacking me, I could at least taunt him or something. Maybe I could even get him to deliver another suit to me.

But he didn’t pick up. Instead, a pleasant female voice answered. The girl introduced herself as the viscount’s secretary and informed me that he could not come to the phone right now.

“Well, since he cannot talk now, just tell him that a certain Healer called. Tell him that I am offering my exclusive medical services,” I said and was about to hang up when the girl spoke.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know what it was you were calling about, she exclaimed. “Viscount Snegirev is currently at Municipal Hospital No. 3.”

What a lucky joke that was on my part. It turned out that once I’d taken the Combat Suit and Kooky shat on his favorite painting, he’d had a stroke...Just like that, and he’d then passed out. He was now in a coma under the care of the best doctors and Healers in the city. What that meant was that there was virtually no hope for an improvement in his condition, especially if they were to start initiating intensive treatment.

I’d said I was calling as a Healer just for kicks, but lucky me — that’s why the secretary told me where the viscount was. Alright, so I was supposed to call his wife for details, or, better still, drop by. I was almost offended, really. I’d made so many plans, and he ignored them to have a stroke. So now what? Was there no one else to attack?

The morning, which had been dull, suddenly seemed full of promise. Thus, feeling much better, I headed to the stables to check on the two poor beasts. I actually felt sorry for them...Here they were, two offworld equine guests stuck with a terrible monster from this world.

“Neigh!” That was my Corgi horse greeting me with an attempt at kicking me. I dodged him as usual, and warned him I’d have Kooky peck him if he didn’t behave.

Unfortunately, along with most of his brain, the Corgi horse had lost most of his fear, as well. Still, I could try. But the other two horses were now huddling in the darkest corner of the stable, fearfully looking our way.

It all started when one of them tried to attack our Corgi horst. However, although he wasn’t a big horse, he feels virtually no pain. He was also quite strong, as I’d ensured he had the ability to drag one and a half tons of steel through the snow ‑‑ that’s about what the Combat Suit weighed.

And so my Corgi horse had no problem dealing with the two hefty stallions. And then the Corgi horse set about establishing the rules in the stable, and the two offworld beasts followed them without question, and they also heeded orders from everyone else now. This resolved the issue of how to tame them.

“Neigh!” said the Corgi horse again, and I poured some energy into his muzzle. He felt it as a pleasant wave of warmth and strength. I was feeding him thusly so that he could continue to keep the other horses in line.

“You may not look like much, but you’re one of us,” I smiled at him, and left after casting a glare at the stallions huddled in the corner.

The last couple of days had been peaceful, and so I was able to relax a little. I’d gone to the city, strolled around the Port District, but didn’t see any action. However, I did treat myself to cake.

And with Georgy’s help, I also recruited some more help for the castle — servants and laborers. Of course, I healed them first, not that it was anything serious — a little cancer here, some old injuries, a few missing limbs. Just the usual.

“Oh! Where did the television come from?” I asked as I sat down next to Victoria on the sofa. “What are you watching?”

“It’s just the news,” she said as she munched on some chips.

Chips, yes! I could tell how unhealthy they were, and so I just had to try some. Hmmm...they tasted like gastritis, so I took a few more. And then some more after that.

“Why don’t you just get a package of your own?” said the countess, snickering a little.

“No need,” I smiled, staring at the screen as I plundered her stash of junk food. It was my way of looking after her health.

“...the outbreak ended as abruptly as it began. All of the hospitalized recovered within one day, and are now being examined by a group of infectious disease experts. The cause of the disease is, they theorize, a virus from an Interface.”

The monotonous voice from the television made me pass out right on the couch. In fact, I was still holding a chip, that’s how fast it happened. What was all this infection about? Did they really think that it had miraculously evaporated all on its own?

It was, however I who’d dropped in on the infectious diseases ward and instituted some treatments. The last thing we needed was a deadly ailment spreading through the population.

“Mikhail” Victoria’s sharp cry made me jump. I started awake. The countess was worried, it was dark outside...How long had I been sleeping?

“Don’t worry so much,” I immediately reassured her, “I know that you stole my chips. It’s okay, though. I’ve had my fill.”

“What chips?” she asked hotly. I indicated my empty hand. I remember it well — she’d been sitting right by me.

“If you weren’t here, I could blame it on the pigeon. But now you’re my only suspect,” I said.

It turned out, though, that she’d awakened me for another reason altogether. She’d heard a blast outside, and then another that was so powerful that it made the walls and floor of the castle tremble. I grabbed my sword and ran out to see what was going on.

I felt the heartbeats of four strangers around our workshop. Two were inside, while the other two were outside keeping watch. According to Kooky’s report, these guys had dropped in out of the sky. What they were doing now, it seemed was brazenly attempting to steal the Combat Suit!

Yep, here they were, four guys all clad in Combat Suits.

Chernomor manned his machine gun stationed in his bedroom window, and opened fire on them. In response, they sent several plasma salvos his way. His weapon melted from the hits, and now totally incensed, the old man grabbed his sword and ran downstairs. Our other guards also sprang into action. And before long, all types of grenades, projectiles, and even some half-assed magical attacks were sent toward the four intruders. However, they deftly evaded most of the attacks, and responded with long bursts from their many guns.

I ran up just as two of them were hauling my Combat Suit out, and had fired up their engines as they prepared to lift off. But, it seemed they didn’t have enough traction or something, as they needed the help of a third man.

Now, the three of them had their engines at full throttle and were slowly beginning to lift off as the fourth one covered them, firing off round after found. His shells destroyed the walls and towers of the castle, set fire to wooden buildings and wounded my guards!

“Aaarrgh!” with a menacing roar, Chernomor busted out of his tower room and now rushed into the attack, his sword high above his head.

But the suited adversary had cameras in all directions and he spun around and, extending his blades, he tried to cut the old man in two. In vain, though, as this was far from Chernomor’s first party, so to speak — he was a seasoned fighter. Of course, the last time he’d tangled with these types of suits was years ago, and now they were far more advanced in terms of technology.

But just the same, the old warrior ducked under the blades above him, and plunged his massive sword directly into the knee of the steel monster. But the protective artifact flashed, and Chernomor’s blow didn’t even scratch the suit. The suit then lashed out at Chernomor with a powerful kick that sent him somersaulting along the paving stones of the castle courtyard.

Just before he hit the wall of the courtyard, he jumped up just in time to evade a short burst of fire that sent two clots of plasma whizzing by. Chernomor was back for an attack just as the suit finished firing, his sword again held high.

Again the suit flashed his blades, but this time the operator was less successful. It’s not that Chernomor managed to break through his defense; rather it’s that I joined in the fight. I ran up to the suit and jumped onto his back, and then grabbed his arm. He tried in vain to shake me off, and when he couldn’t, he extended a blade.

*Chink!*

The blade pierced my shoulder, and then the suit froze. Bingo!

I used my copious reserves of strength to send through the offworld steel a huge shot of energy that went straight to the operator. He did not immediately perish, no. Valery told me that team members could monitor the vitals of their comrades, and since they were not yet that far away, there was no point in attracting their attention now. That is why I decided to merely paralyze this guy. And then, five minutes later his heart stopped. He didn’t suffer, he felt no pain, he simply as if fell asleep.

“So what’s the score now?” Chernomor was helping me to free myself from the blade plunged into my shoulder. “They stole our suit, and we stole theirs?”

“They stole our broken suit,” I smiled as the wound on my shoulder immediately healed, “but they left us a fully functioning replacement. Right, Valery?”

Our battered former guard commander emerged from the workshop. He was slightly shell-shocked and had received a couple of minor wounds, but it looked like he’d live.

“You didn’t make soup of this one, did you?” He looked so hopeful, and when I nodded that no, I hadn’t, he broke into a smile. Even his concussion disappeared.

He ran up to the three-meter-tall suit that was standing there like a steel idol, fiddled with this and that, and then the breastplates slid apart, revealing to us the innards of this miracle of technology. And yes, the body of the former occupant, of course. He was looking pale, but that was understandable.

Valery pulled the corpse out, and climbed inside. His smile was wicked as he powered it up and the plates slid back together.

“It’s intact. Weapons systems are fine. And I already purchased what we need to restore the shield!” Valery was issuing his report from the suit’s speakers. “I can lift off right now!”

“Turn off the beacon, and preferably sleep in this suit, otherwise they’ll come back and get you,” I nodded. “You can fly about in it right now.”

“Hmmm...no, they’re moving out of range. They’re heading back to their base...Damn! They’ve expelled me from the group,” said Valery.

However, that’s what I thought. I didn’t think they’d risk losing what they came here to get. But they’ll be back someday for this suit. Of course, it’s unlikely that they’ll succeed in their next attempt. The main thing is that they hadn’t seen how I’d managed to kill their operators. That ace in the hole was worth a lot.

So now, we’d stash our suit not in our workshop, but in the castle itself. Fortunately, the ancient builders supposedly assumed that we’d have need to house big things in here. Thus, the high ceilings and wide corridors made it easy to bring the steel giant inside.

It was evening already, but I’d slept well that day. And so, the excitement over, I headed up to my study. I had nothing in the works at present, and my people were all going about their duties. Maybe I should see what was happening in the Port District? Maybe there was some portals opening up there? Although, after they’d mounted that massive invasion it had been suspiciously quiet there. What a shame — it used to be so fun there.

*Bz-z-z!*

My phone jumped on the desk, and I picked it up right away. I didn’t recognize the number, but by now I was used to how just about anybody could call me. So, curious, I picked up the call.

“Good evening, Mr. Bulatov,” a cold female voice was heard.

“And the same to you,” I nodded for some reason. “Excuse me, but who is this?”

“I’m Evgenia Snegireva, Andrei’s wife,” the lady introduced herself. How very interesting. I even settled more comfortably in the chair, took off my shoes and put my feet up on the desk.

“I’m listening, Evgenia.”

It turned out that she was calling me with an offer that, it seemed, I couldn’t refuse. She wasn’t involved in her husband’s affairs, but she still thought that our war was a useless endeavor. How much I had to lose! How small my chances of victory were, and more! She didn’t fail to mention the powerful patron behind the Snegirev Family. But of course, I knew already, as I now had one of his suits. Nor did I plan to return it.

I was, of course, bemused, to say the least. The last thing I expected was that Snegirev’s wife would try to negotiate with me. But in any case, it was no reason to celebrate, as this seemed to be some kind of maneuver.

“Evgenia, let’s get to the point. Here I am with a Combat Suit that I’m preparing for flight. I might target some holdings of the Snegirev Family,” I said to get the ball rolling.

“I’m willing to end the war in exchange for Victoria.”

“Okay then, I’ll send the suit your way,” I shrugged.

“Don’t be in such a hurry to refuse!” she sounded anxious. “I don’t need you or your title! My husband messed up badly, but when he emerges from his coma, he’ll devote all he has to destroying you. And neither your suit nor your army will help you. He’s stronger.”

“If, you mean!” I couldn’t help but smile again.

“What do you mean ‘if’?” she was surprised.

“Not when he emerges from his coma, but if he does. Which is unlikely.” I knew this from Kooky’s reconnaissance trip to the hospital, which indicated that he was still as if dead to the world. And then I sent him to the viscount’s estate. “So no, I’m not handing Victoria over to you. And I advise you to give up fighting me before I destroy your Family.”

At this, she hung up on me, and I fell back against the chair with a sigh. What did she want with Victoria? I could only guess. This woman is sure that her husband would recover and would then tear our Family to smithereens. And then what? He would take the countess as his wife. Whether out of jealousy or something else, his current wife wanted to eliminate her competitor right away, using this trick. And anyway, this war would not be ending.

I wasn’t about to give up the lands that they’d already taken from me. They were mine by right, and until I got everything back, I’d make them suffer.

“C-o-o-o!” I heard Kooky talking to me inside my head. There were several pigeons circling over the Snegirev mansion, and they noticed unhealthy activity nearby. “C-o-o-o-c-o-o- c-o-o-o!”

I had to take out a slip of paper and write down the code, and then decipher it. I hated deciphering code.

It seemed that the viscount’s wife had ordered the release of all of the Bulatov peasants they’d captured. For the first time in ages, these happy people were free from the dark hangars where they’d been imprisoned and were heading back to my castle. Hundreds of people! And these were my people, the very peasants who used to live in the surrounding villages and who tilled the land. Some of them had been captured along with their entire family and forced to work hard for the viscount. Only the freed slaves didn’t make it very far.

“C-o-o-o-o-o-o-o!” Kooky was screaming in my head.

“Stop! They’ll shoot you!” I ordered him to not try anything rash. Just the same he couldn’t save these people.

Snegirev’s wife had ordered the guards to roll out their machine guns and open fire on the people. She killed them all. A hail of bullets hit them in the back. After this, Snegirev’s men walked past the bodies, finishing off whoever was merely wounded.

I listened to a detailed report from the pigeon, and gave orders to Chernomor.

“Get ready,” I finished. “We cannot forgive something like this! She wants a real war, and we’ll give her just that.”


Chapter 4

“MIKHAIL, WHEN WILL WE act?” asked Chernomor in his deep bass voice. He was darker than a thundercloud now, and it was as if lightning was flashing in his eyes. It might not seem like it, but within him his power was literally raging and ready to burst out.

“Prepare for battle. Weapons, ammunition, transportation — get everything together and ready to go. Meanwhile, I’ll...” I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes. “I’ll saddle up my horse. I’ll ride ahead on my own.”

“Right, but what about us?” Chernomor growled, slamming his fist into the wall so hard that plaster dust drifted down from the ceiling. “We should hit them with everything we’ve got and send them to hell!”

“Stay put! And prepare for action. This is only their first move. You have to protect Victoria,” I said, standing and grabbing my loaded crossbow from the table, along with the three magazines of bolts fully charged with energy. And weapon in hand, I exited the castle and headed to the stables.

Kooky, of course, had already done the required reconnaissance, and I knew where to go ‑‑ and whom to punish. The enemy camp was right on the border of my lands in a village. It was teaming with people and weapons, but I wasn’t at all bothered.

And Kooky was in place there, in a huge hangar-type structure that was their headquarters at this camp. He was monitoring everything that went on. And anything they said was being passed on to me.

I, like Chernomor, was, of course, enraged. What was the point in pretending otherwise? How is it that I’d allowed my people to suffer and die?

Yes, this wasn’t the first time I’d lost people; there was no way to avoid carnage all the time. And yet, every time it happened, it hit me hard, as if it was the first time. I had to exact vengeance. And yes, it must be lightning fast and inevitable.

As I made my way to the stables, I cast a glance at the castle and saw that it was abuzz with activity despite the late hour. Guns and cannons emerged from all of the windows and arrow slits, and our Combat Suit was now stationed on the highest spires closely monitoring the area. Our armored trucks and cars were positioned around the castle, and all of our heavy weaponry was aimed at the surrounding forest. From where I was, I could tell how primed for action all of our guardsmen were. If I let them, they’d rush right into battle ready to fight until the bitter end. But today wasn’t the day for that.

By the way, it wasn’t I who’d told them what happened, nor was it Chernomor. It was Viscountess Snegireva who’d texted a video of what she’d done, and not to our Family, but to some of the men themselves. Of course, she’d sent it as if anonymously. I had no idea where she’d procured their phone numbers, but she’d succeeded in her aim. Her slaughter of our people was not traceable to her, and yet she’d made sure we knew who had done it. She’d cleverly ensured that later on she would not be liable for terrorizing innocent people, civilians and citizens of this country. What she’d done wasn’t permitted even in times of war.

My horse seemed to sense the general mood and was morose. We didn’t have time to equip one of the offworld stallions, and so they’d prepared my Corgi horse for me. I issued a few more orders reminding everyone how important it was to hold the fort here, and then off I went into battle.

I didn’t have to worry about spurring the Corgi horse on. My steed seemed to understand my mood and he tore through the forest as if he wanted to bust into the enemy’s formation as fast as possible. Of course, I wasn’t about to rush right into the enemy camp, and so I reined the “Corgi” in a couple of kilometers from the village. From there, I poured some energy into my legs, and ran the rest of the way to the village on foot.

By now, Kooky had provided a detailed report, and was also flying above me providing real time info on the enemy’s movements. Kooky was also reporting on civilian activity, because this village was inhabited by innocent people, and so it wouldn’t do for us to blindly attack.

I had my mask on, and was wearing my black cloak that oozed necrotics. Thusly attired, I listened to the pigeon’s most recent report and then emerged from the forest, heading for the hangar.

“Who are you?” asked a guardsman rather lazily. He was guarding the entrance to the basement. He was clutching a machine gun and had a sword on his belt. “Halt!” He barked as he started to aim, only he was too late. You see, by then, I’d leaped forward, grabbing him by the throat, and hoisting him upwards.

“Mikhail Bulatov,” I said through clenched teeth, enjoying the frozen horror in the guardsman’s eyes.

“C-o-o-o!” That was Kooky who’d alit on my shoulder to indicate that the guardsman frozen in my hand was guilty of monstrous acts.

“They are all guilty,” I said, looking at how life was fading from the eyes of the guardsman. “In one way or another, everyone here must die!”

I dropped the by now drained corpse of the guardsman onto the trampled snow where he fell with a “plop,” and then I moved on. There were at least forty people gathered inside the hangar. Some were sleeping, others were on duty, and still others were relaxing in their down time.

I walked right on in, and the only ones who even noticed me were two guardsmen who’d heard the door opening. By the time they processed my arrival, though, they’d both been “gifted” bolts in the chest that silenced them before they could scream. The solar plexus is an interweaving of many large nerves that are responsible for both breathing and much more. I aimed there. And my energy-fortified bolts inflicted the kind of damage that resulted in instant death. I didn’t need to torture any of them. I’m no sadist.

“What the…” a hefty fighter, about two meters tall, saw me and started cursing. He was wearing a dirty T-shirt and boxer shorts and was, it seemed, exiting the bathroom. In fact, we’d almost bumped right into each other.

But just as he was about to yell, I punched him in the throat, and he fell backwards. His Gift was average at best — what can I say? He didn’t want to go out so fast, though.

“You mother fu...” he muttered as he adopted a fighting stance. How foolish! Even if he had a black belt in whatever, it wouldn’t stop my crossbow bolt.

True, others came rushing up to help him after hearing his shout. I fired one bolt after another, and in no time I dropped the first magazine to the floor and slammed in the second one. Meanwhile, my adversaries rushed up and opened fire on me.

The ground floor of the hangar was a large, empty space, while the second floor was comprised of a labyrinth of corridors and small offices. Most of the guardsmen were, in fact, up there, so I dashed up the stairs as bullets were fired into my back. Not pleasant at all, that, but also not critical. The caliber of their ammo wasn’t enough to cause much damage. I reinforced my skin such that the bullets that hit me fell to the floor with a ringing sound. I fired off the bolts from my second magazine and took out ten of the enemy and was now on my last magazine.

By now, a siren had been triggered, and I could sense the rapidly beating hearts here on the second floor. Most were rushing towards the stairs, while others were in the small offices overlooking the street. The bulk of them were already near me. I went to meet them, firing my crossbow with one hand en route. Because my crossbow is on the heavy side, I strengthened my arm just for this purpose, hoping that I wasn’t overloading my muscles. In my other hand, I brandished my offworld sword. I exuded a greenish haze, which could easily be confused with the color created by poison magic. The effect of the spell creating the haze, though, was equally enigmatic.

“A-a-a-rgh!” shouted a guardsman who, according to Kooky, had been laughing as he shot innocent civilians in the back. He’d popped out from around the corner in a pathetic attempt to take me by surprise.

But I immediately plunged my sword into his gut, and the green mist from the blade flowed into his body. He cried out in pain, and then collapsed onto the floor. His body immediately shrank, and his skin was covered in blisters. You see, I’d used his energy to charge my sword. It wasn’t a nice thing to do, but now, I didn’t have to spend my own energy on maintaining my strengthening spell.

I didn’t have any way to take cover from bullets in the narrow corridor, but most didn’t have time to fire a shot. So I swiftly made my way forward, heading inexorably to the big room holding the most people. As I drew near it, Kooky showed up. I could tell by the look of him that he, too, wanted to exact revenge. That’s why he was clutching the pin of a grenade in his beak.

*BOOM!*

The resulting explosion blasted the heavy metal door off its hinges, sending it flying into the opposite wall, and turning it into a heap of twisted metal. At least twenty heartbeats had ceased, and ten more were close to stopping forever and ever.

“C-o-o,” the pigeon spread his wings in victory as he alit on my shoulder. “C-o-o-o-c-o-o- coo!”

“An armory?” I was surprised. Although why should I be? This was, in fact, an armory, and the fighters in there had been preparing to repel me when Kooky cleverly pulled the pin out of one of the grenades.

The remaining fighters still pressed forward, only after the explosion the entire building was covered in an impenetrable curtain of dust and smoke, and they were no longer able to shoot. Rather, they could no longer aim accurately. In the turmoil of the scene, Snegirev’s forces were accidentally attacking each other, while I could sense their heartbeats and so could pick and choose who to take out, one by one in surprise attacks.

It short, it took about twenty minutes to clear the entire hangar. After that, I made my way around the village. A lot of fighters were taking cover among the civilians. They were forcing people to shield them by threatening to kill them, and were also hiding in basements from whence they were calling for reinforcements. I’m sure they were hoping for the arrival of the main forces. Oh, well.

They couldn’t hide from me — I could sense their heartbeats. And yes, I also had Kooky monitoring the scene from above, and he told me about any movement between the houses.

“Please! I have children here! Don’t touch the children, please!” This was a woman inside the first hut I entered after kicking in the door.

“Leave!” I said, indicating the door. She froze for a couple of seconds, but then came back to her senses, and grabbing her two little boys they ran outside.

Then I entered the house and looked around. I’d already reloaded my crossbow, and just needed to fortify the bolts with more pure energy and then...

“M-m-m-m!” I head a muffled scream above me. It was the result of the bolt I just fired into the ceiling. I fired again, and silence ensued.

I went through each house one by one, driving people out of their homes. A couple of times, civilians tried to protest as they feared I meant them and their loved ones harm, but I only had to touch them to make them sleep. One of them, though, tried to cleave me with an axe, even though I had a crossbow in my hands.

“Do you really want to die for the Snegirevs?” I asked, punching him in the face and sending him flying to the side before collapsing on the floor. “I can make that happen if it’s what you want.”

“No, but I’m ready to die for my wife and children!” he growled. “And if I must, I’ll take you with me!”

Okay, that’s commendable. A brave man ‑‑ it’s a pity that he serves the Snegirevs. True, he wasn’t all that loyal to them. And so I simply knocked him out and also healed the fracture in his cheekbone and jaw from my punch to the face. I’d hit him hard, actually, and had almost overdone it.

My foray through the village allowed me to wipe out all of the bad guys, but I was still as enraged as I was before. Thus, I summoned my steed and rode on to carry out the next phase of my plan.

* * *

Meanwhile...

The Snegirev estate

The viscountess paced around the spacious study, unable to stop. She had long forgotten about the unfinished glass of wine that she had in her hand, and simply walked around, every now and then glancing at the antique grandfather clock in the corner of the luxurious room.

Her heels clicked on the parquet floor and then paused at the sound of the phone ringing from the top of the red wood desk that was saturated with energy. It was right in the center of the room, but she reached it in no time, and then again froze. This wasn’t the call she’d been expecting.

“I dropped by your village for a visit,” said the voice at the other end, causing her hands to tremble. “Actually, I’ll let the video provide the details. Know that I’ve only just begun.”

Her enemy, the one who had dared oppose her will, now seemed to be mocking her. Then he hung up, and a message suddenly came into the Family email account with a video attached.

“Damnation!” she exclaimed as soon as she saw it. There was Mikhail Bulatov standing by a mountain of corpses of her guards against the backdrop of the burning hangar. What she saw was massive destruction, and the faces of her people with horror frozen on their faces.

“Alright then, that’s a start!” said Mikhail looking at the scene, and then the video ended.

“Damnation!” she again exclaimed, and, enraged, she threw her glass of wine at the wall where a portrait of her husband hung ‑‑ it was covered in bird shit.

And then she again set about pacing the room, sunk now in intense thought. All of her plans had gone awry. And yet, she’d thought everything out to the smallest detail. That provocation ‑‑ shooting the civilians, the ambush for the Bulatov guards.

The viscountess couldn’t understand how what must have been a large detachment of guards was able to avoid the ambush she’d prepared for them.

“Hello...” after five minutes of intense thinking, she called the commander of her guards. “Retreat, now!” she growled into the phone. “Take all of our forces and head to the new coordinates!”

The viscountess had located where the video had been shot, and sent the data to the commander. Then she called her bodyguards and ordered high alert at the estate, and that all of the windows and doors be shut and locked.

After that...she again began pacing around the study. But now, instead of wine, she held a bottle of cognac.

* * *

“Chernomor!” I shouted into the phone. My horse wasn’t able to travel silently, but thanks to my modifications to his muscles, he was swift enough. True, the one problem was that his belly would hit the deeper snowdrifts. In fact, my boots were filling with snow, he was that short.

“I’m listening!” boomed Chernomor.

“Time to act! Pick up the bodies of our people, and take them back to the castle,” I said, and hung up. Now that I’d cleared the way, the guard could move about without any losses.

I headed back to the castle. I could keep on making my way through the lands belonging to the Snegirevs, but that would be reckless and dangerous. And anyway, the viscountess would never just leave me alone. She’d made it clear that she was ready to do anything to win. She’d already put her reputation on the line, and sacrificed innocent people, and thrown her own men into suicidal attacks. In fact, I realized that she was the kind of adversary I needed to keep an eye on.

It wasn’t all that easy getting back to the castle. But thanks to my aerial reconnaissance, I was still able to bypass most of Snegirev’s detachments that had rushed to the site of my massacre. Everything went as it should, and now they must think that somewhere in the forest an army of considerable size was hiding. After all, no single person could have demolished all of the forces they’d amassed in the village, right?

Eventually, my Corgi horse got me back to the castle gates in the dead of night. Chernomor reported that they’d collected all of the corpses and were heading back, so I stayed put outside waiting for them.

“Here!” growled Chernomor, who seemed to be in an even fouler mood as he jumped out of the truck. “Almost three hundred bodies.”

I took a look ‑‑ they’d taken care to lay the dead men out in rows rather than piling them all together in a heap. Good job, guys. And yes, they were all men. At least the viscountess hadn’t yet resorted to gunning down women and children.

“We’ll carry out the burial in the morning, as is customary here,” I nodded. “As for now, lay the bodies out, and find out who they were so that we can notify their relatives. I’ll pay compensation to them, even if they’re commoners.”

Chernomor nodded in agreement and began to give orders, and I went to my study. Why should I stay outside freezing, after all? Now was a good time to have something healthy to eat, recover my strength, and also get a good night’s sleep. More precisely, I could use a meditative sleep.

And, indeed, I was left to my own devises until morning. Even the telephone was silent, which was strange, and the exhausted pigeon for once simply lay on his back, only occasionally twitching his legs.

Victoria and Chernomor worked to locate the relatives of the people Snegireva had murdered. And they were also trying to identify them all. I found all this out in the morning when I saw the obvious relief on the faces of both the guards and Victoria and Chernomor. Even her servant was smiling, and right away he brought me a cup of freshly brewed coffee. I, of course, was pleased and, mug of coffee in hand, headed outside.

“Why are you gathered out here?” I asked the guardsmen huddled around the pile of corpses. “I wanted a list of all of these people. Chernomor!” I called to him. He was standing to the side discussing something with Victoria.

They looked up and saw me, and approached. I set my mug of coffee aside, prepared to listen to what they had to say. What was particularly sad was that I didn’t even know these people we were about to bury.

In my former world, we had a variety of approaches when it came to the “final farewell.” We would bury people, or cremate them. I recalled one small country where a Necromancer had to participate in each burial. He would raise the decease and maintain his or her presence during the funeral so that loved ones could communicate with them one final time before the end.

Yes, I was there at such a rite...In fact, I saw someone dance with their dead grandmother; moreover, it was a slow dance. And while he danced, he summoned almost all of the necrotics from her. And then, at the end, the Necromancer forced the body to self-destruct, and turn to dust. Yes, an interesting ritual, but yeah, who wanted to see three hundred dead men dancing here?

“Mikhail” Chernomor began. “I don’t want to beat around the bush...In short, these are not our people here. In fact, they’re not even villagers.”

“Say what?” I was stunned, and setting my coffee on the hood of the armored car, I approached the mountain of corpses. “What do you mean they aren’t villagers? The clothes seem to be ordinary, peasant clothes...”

“Look at their hands,” said Victoria, forcing a corpse to roll up his sleeve.

I saw a brand on his wrist depicting a triangle. I think it was supposed to depict something else, but it hadn’t really turned out well. It was a recent brand, actually, and hadn’t even fully healed.

“Well?” I wanted them to explain what was going on. “What’s going on here, then? I’m not from here, so am at a loss, myself.”

The girl slapped her forehead and turned away, and Chernomor squatted down next to the man and pointed to the brand.

“This is the mark of a death row inmate. These are given to prisoners sentenced to death,” he said patiently. “And every corpse has one of these brands.”

“So maybe the evil viscountess branded them. How are we supposed to know?” I shook my head. “Where would she get these prisoners from?”

Chernomor sighed heavily again and slightly lifted the veil of this world’s secrets. Yes, in the end it really wasn’t all that complicated. Aristocrats were allowed to ransom death row inmates from prisons. No, not just anybody, but yes, they could do it. And if the conditions for doing so were met, it wasn’t much money to do so.

But, for example, should such a ransomed prisoner escape, it would be painful for both the finances and the reputation of the Family who’d ransomed them. And they’d also have to answer for all of the atrocities committed by the escapee. So yes, it didn’t make sense for them to even allow these ransoms. How, really, could they ensure a long life for the convicts? But, at the same time, torturing the convicts was also prohibited. However, they could be employed in hazardous occupations, like industries that involved dangerous conditions and so on.

I also learned about the use of the death penalty here. It was, in fact, considered no big deal, even. It was used only for the most serious crimes and the evidence against the accused had to be rock solid ‑‑ videos, fingerprints, and so on. If there was any doubt about it, then the death penalty would be off the table.

And so the viscountess had used this rabble to prepare a trap, and a good trap, to say the least. Even her guards, whom I managed to interrogate a little, all said they had mowed down my people. What this meant was that they, too, had no idea this was all a farce.

And what this meant was that even she was unable to kill villagers just like that. And it wasn’t just because yes, they were good workers whilst still alive. At the very least, had we collected enough evidence, questions could be raised at the Imperial Chancellery. But only now did I even know that much, and I learned it from Victoria. Yesterday she was so worried about her people that she hadn’t thought to mention it.

“Actually, I understand what she was thinking,” Chernomor said nodding. “When we got there, we saw footprints all over the place. They had equipment and military hardware, along with artillery stations all ready for us. They were all set up to ambush us.”

Right, and Chernomor also said that the former head of the Bulatov Family wouldn’t have hesitated to rush right into the thick of it all. He wouldn’t have stopped at trying to avenge the death of his people. And that’s what Snegireva was banking on.

Yes, she was a cunning creature. I’d best keep a cool head, indeed, in my dealings with her.

“So now what should we do with these dead bodies?” I was back to enjoying my by now lukewarm mug of coffee. “Should we burn them, or what?”

“Whatever for?” I asked. “Let’s give them back to the one who owns them! Victoria, can you bring them back in all their glory?”

A wicked smile spread across her face, and she nodded, assuring me that no problem — she’d send the viscountess her dead convicts back. But of course. Alright then. I had one less problem and could get back to what I was doing.

Hmm...which wasn’t much, actually. I returned to my study and engaged in some light meditation.

“Get Chernomor!” I told Kooky. I decided to summon my commander of the guard primarily out of boredom. I used pigeon mail because Kooky was also bored at that point. Actually, he’d been busy, but, oh well. “At least tell me what happened while I was sleeping. And, in general, what’s the situation?”

“Nothing, everything was quiet,” he shrugged and plopped down on the sofa. “Oh, chips!” He grabbed my open pack from the table and began to eat them almost by the fistful. How rude! “Ah!” he suddenly remembered. “Someone did attack us last night...Some idiot gathered about forty men and wanted to grab a couple of dozen hectares of our land for himself.”

“Whatever for?” I asked as I tried to discreetly move the bag of chips out of his reach. And I thought I’d succeeded, but not for long.

“Yes, it was that...Korsov...Morsov...In short, the baron who neighbors us to the north.”

“Why am I only now finding out about this?” I was even more surprised. “Why didn’t anyone wake me up?”

“Mikhail,” Chernomor immediately became serious. “My only task, like every one of my subordinates, is to protect the Bulatov Family. This is what we live for, and this is what we will die for. But since I woke up from my coma, all I see is how the Bulatov Family is protecting us. It’s offensive, you know...”

In response, I just laughed. Indeed, lately I hadn’t let them do anything, as I’d been providing all of the solutions all on my own. I guess I was used to fending for myself. Back in my previous life I didn’t even have a guard. Why would I need one when I could do it all on my own? Or else I could simply call on my friends to help out if I was too lazy to leave my tower.

Which, by the way, was usually the case.

“So you fought them off with no one wounded?” I said, bringing myself back to current events.

“No, why? Four suffered bullet wounds, but they’ll live. Now they are waiting in the infirmary for the count to deign to have his dinner and come down to them,” Chernomor smiled.

I didn’t deign to have dinner, but yes, a bit of breakfast would suffice. But before stopping by the kitchen, I decided to look in on the guys. And indeed, none of them had serious injuries, although without my treatment they would’ve had to lie here for at least a couple of months. Instead, I got them on their feet right away.

As I was doing so, Chernomor told me more about the events last night. We’d been attacked by a gang of forty with some military hardware. We had only twenty of our men, along with the Combat Suit. And of course, Chernomor himself. Our guys were wounded when they grew tired of sitting in the bushes, and they started getting into trouble. But the Combat Suit performed seriously well! Really, it was all we needed, but to always use the suit alone would be too costly.

“Charging it up, well that’s a real nightmare,” said Chernomor, shaking his head. “It’s expensive, takes a long time, and it’s just a headache. Especially the shield, it’s a total pain in the butt...”

Apparently, the thing was that you had to use your own energy to charge it. The way it worked was that there was a storage device installed in the suit that was sort of like those crystals they used in the monastery prison into which they had the prisoners channel their vital energy. A dedicated charging station could be purchased, as well. It could be used to collect energy from the air and direct it into the storage unit. But the cost, well...I generally don’t like to dwell on problems, but this one warranted consideration.

On the way to my study I asked for my breakfast to be brought to me there. Then, returning to this, my tower refuge, I sat down in a chair. As I awaited breakfast to be brought in, I thought about what I was doing, and in particular, the speed in which I was moving forward. Yes, I needed to make some changes, because right now I was too slow. After all, it could, in fact, have been my men gunned down by the viscountess rather than those death row inmates! Next time, it might be them. And nothing was worse than sitting there feeling like I could do nothing about it.

Thusly thinking, once I’d finished breakfast and stacked the plates in front of me, I activated the runes that linked me to my feathered comrade and summoned him to my study. I didn’t have long to wait, and by the time Makar brought me two cups of aromatic tea, my disgruntled pigeon flew through the door right behind him. He alighted on the edge of the table opposite me, and with a clawed foot nudged one of the cups toward himself.

“C-o-o,” he murmured, and strutted towards the sugar bowl. There, he fished out two cubes, plopped them into his cup and stared at me as he stirred the spoon with a clinking noise.

“I have an assignment for you,” I said, watching him.

“Cooo?” he seemed to shrug as if to say “tell me more.”

“I want you to find out where the Snegirevs are keeping my villagers.”

For a while, Kooky just sat there looking at me almost suspiciously. What’s the issue? What I wanted him to do was right up his alley. But the pigeon didn’t seem to think so, and once he realized I wasn’t joking, he twirled his wing at his temple.

“C-o-o-C-o-o-o-coo-coo,” he said, as gently as possible telling me his thoughts on the matter.

It was strange to him that I’d entrust this mission to a bird. At the same time, what was stranger still was that the bird was sitting on its butt and sipping tea with me. He wasn’t dipping his beak into the cup; rather, he was clasping it with his claws and sipping it like a person.

“Okay,” I said, and joined him, taking a big sip of the hot green tea. “I know it won’t be easy, but you can try.”

At this, Kooky nodded, and didn’t pester me anymore. Just the same, it was important that we look for them. They were in danger, really, and it was time we rescued them. Moreover, we could use their help to cultivate the land in the spring, not that we had to grow crops to get by, as I had my own means of earning money.

The day flew by unnoticed. I had a lot to get done, and I delegated lots to my subordinates. Victoria, Chernomor and Georgy all left to look for the captured villagers. I directed a flock of pigeons into one building after another, and even took a ride to the Port District. This was because Georgy had found a dozen more servants who suited me in all respects. One had parents on the verge of death, another was confined to a wheelchair, and the third had a congenital disease that didn’t allow him to live a full life, much less work. In short, I collected cripples from all over the area. All I had to do was take a short ride to see them, expend a little energy on them, and starting next week they’d all show up to start work at the castle. Actually, if we were ready to house them, they could start right away. By evening, I’d figured out how to handle the housing issues.

“Are you still awake?” I dialed a familiar number.

“You must be joking! Do you want to have a drink?” responded the vibrant voice. “I happen to have some nice wine on hand. I’m wondering if I should open it now or when you drop by?”

“I’m calling about something else,” I said, scratching the back of my head. Although...it’s not like these were mutually exclusive issues...”You see,” I said, “I’ve called a dozen construction companies, and no one wants to work for me.”

In response, the count laughed.

“What did you think? No one wants to work for someone who’s in the middle of a war! Also, lots of Families have their own builders on staff.”

Ah, but of course. I should get my own builders, but how am I to find so many disabled people so quickly? I didn’t ask the count this, though. Although it’s not like he didn’t know I was no ordinary Healer. And yet, I wasn’t ready to show all my cards quite yet.

“Just the same, though, can you help me find some help? You’ve seen my castle, and I’m tired of sleeping in the drawing room.”

“So when did my friend manage to become the first rich man in Arkhangelsk?” he laughed as he popped the cork out of the bottle of wine. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything about the wine. Forgive me, I couldn’t resist,” he again laughed. “How much do you want to throw at this?”

“I can afford...Hmmm...” I estimated how much I could earn in the near future. “Well, let’s say around a hundred thousand.”

“That should do for a couple of rooms, yes,” he said. “Okay, here’s a little idea. I might be able to find you some help. And the costs for you would be a little lower...”

Did I say that the day flew by? That’s because it was full of events. Cherepanov’s idea turned out to be quite effective, because he sent over his builders. Thirty people at once, all in work uniforms bearing the coat of arms of the Cherepanov Family. The guys were businesslike, and immediately got to work on ordering the materials, taking only a small advance payment. All they needed was payment for the deliveries of lumber and other materials.

But that’s when the disagreements began. I wanted to restore the library and the study, but Victoria wanted to renovate the ballroom, drawing room and kitchen, although our circumstances screamed for something completely different. We had so much to do, but the fact was that soon we’d have a lot more servants, and so I sent some of the builders off to renovate the basement. I wanted them to create a warm, welcoming environment so that at least the first level of the basement wasn’t just livable, but truly comfortable.

It wasn’t cheap...Even before the work began I spent at least thirty thousand. I spent an equal amount on household appliances, because most of them were by now unusable. Those who’d invaded this place hadn’t bothered to take care of them, and now they were more or less rubbish.

And that was just the start. You see, I talked with the foreman, and he was able to assess the scale of repairs needed after looking around the dilapidated castle.

It would take no less than two hundred and fifty thousand. That was what he said. My response was less than polite. Yes, of course I could earn the sum needed, but I did want to get the castle in order, and then take care of the surrounding lands, as well as storage facilities for equipment, and so on.

I returned to my study and again called the count. “Nikolai, here’s the thing...I need to earn money, and a lot of it.”

“Whatever do you mean?” he asked in mock amazement “It astonishes me to learn that a person might need money! I’ve never heard of such a thing! Do you need a lot? I can lend you money, no problem...”

“No!” I snapped. I hated loans because they always needed to be repaid sometime later. And yes, they had this way of spoiling relationships. “I want to earn money. I need at least two hundred and fifty thousand...”

Cherepanov fell silent for a while. Even from here you could hear how hard he was thinking right now. It’s strange, though, that it sounded like he was gurgling, but that’s exactly how it sounded when he was thinking.

“Absolutely,” he said, finishing the bottle. “I understand. And in Moscow I could send you clients who’d pay you a million or more. But here... Locals are ready to pay five thousand for your services, and in my opinion, such prices are insulting to your Gift. So I won’t even suggest it.”

“True, five thousand...it’s not worth it,” I agreed. Once I worked for rates like that, no way could I ever earn what I was worth. And no way could I put my services out there online, for example.

“Okay then!” the count said, interrupting my thoughts. “I have an idea! Wait, I’ll be there soon!”

And before I could say anything he hung up the phone. Some twenty minutes later he was already at the castle gates honking his horn. I quickly got into my coat and once I got into his car we took off.

“So what’s your idea?” I reached for the traveling wine flask, but Cherepanov put it out of reach.

“No drinking. You have work to do,” he shook his head. “You can do more than enlarge boobs, right?” I laughed and nodded. “Well, I know of one difficult case, and if you can solve it, you’ll be paid even more than you want. Can you handle it?”

Well, can I? It would help if I knew what it was. Okay, though, just the same I had to try. And then the car pulled up to the gates of a luxurious large castle. Nice. The Bulatovs weren’t the only ones who lived in a castle. Alright then.

“Who lives here?” A guardsman with an unfamiliar coat of arms on his chest approached us. He held a powerful machine gun, and there was a sword hanging off his belt. He himself possessed a powerful Gift that was no less than the fifth rank.

“What are you here for?” Nikolai opened the window. “Let us through! We’ve come to visit the old man!”

“Hmmm…” he took a closer look and pressed a button on his walkie-talkie. “Count Cherepanov has arrived! Hmmm... You can go in. Welcome, Sirs,” he gave a cut bow. “Proceed to the guest house. Duke Konakov will be down soon.”

“Okay then!” responded Nikolai, and once the gates opened far enough our car rushed through and then traveled along the narrow lanes of the duke’s estate.

“So it’s no problem we weren’t invited to come?” I asked. This wasn’t business as usual among the local aristocrats.

“Oh, no problem at all! It’s far more interesting, this! Don’t you like surprises?” laughed Cherepanov.

Actually no, I don’t. But whatever, I had to roll with it.

I kept on prodding him for details, but my friend only provided me scraps of information, essentially keeping me in the dark. Worse still, he continued to drink as much as he wanted whilst denying me even a sip, which really infuriated me.

We finally came to a room especially set up for guests. Right away servants set the table and brought us wine, tea, and whatever else we wanted. And fifteen minutes later an old man of about ninety years of age entered the room. He was at least that old, but he was strong...at least second rank.

“Hello, gentlemen,” he casually waved his hand at us, “Nicky, why are you here? Shall I cuff your ears again?”

“Uncle, aren’t you glad to see me? Don’t you recall how you used to take me hunting when I was little?” Cherepanov said, lively as ever. He managed to let me know that this old man was an old friend of his Family.

They started a friendly verbal spat, but I didn’t really listen. I just looked at both the old man and the interior decor in the spacious room. Maybe I could do the same thing at my own place, who knows? Although...probably not. Too expensive. Everything around us was gold, and just the curtains probably cost as much as a couple of villages. Really, this old man clearly didn’t cut corners on ambiance.

“I see you’ve found yourself a friend,” the duke nodded at me, taking a small sip of sparkling wine from his glass. “I didn’t know Gregory, but I heard a lot about him. He was a worthy man; it’s a pity that he lost the war,” the old man sighed. “But I’ve heard that you’re putting up quite a fight, eh?”

“But of course!” I smiled. “Better fight than flight, after all.”

“By the way, I wanted to talk about something. Uncle, you run everything here. Can you help a guy out? It’s terrible, what they’re doing to him,” Nikolai started jabbering as the old man frowned.

“Nicky, you’re, of course, quite a man now. You’ve grown since our last meeting. But I’m an old codger now, and no longer involved in philanthropy,” he went on, shaking his head as he began to stand up. “Is this all you wanted to talk about?”

“He can help you!” Nikolai suddenly looked serious and the old man plopped back into the chair.

“Nicky, you know,” he shook his head, directing an angry look at the count. “You’d best not joke with me.”

“Do you think I’d joke with you?” Cherepanov was surprised. “You carried me around when I just a kid, and taught me so much! I’d never joke with you, Uncle. I’m serious! If anybody can help you, it’s this man!” he nodded at me.

Hey guys, so what are you talking about? Maybe someone can tell me already?

“Hmm…” the old man thought, and looked at me appraisingly. “Is it true?”

“Well, yes,” I shrugged. What other option did I have? As I understood it, someone needed a cure. And I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that yes, I’m the best in this business.

“If you can help me,” the duke said thoughtfully, “then definitely count on my support.”

“Excuse me, but how much is the support? I’m simply curious,” the count got into the conversation, and the old man almost burned him with his gaze.

“It would be sufficient. When can you start?” he again looked at me. I shrugged again. Like, I can start right away.

Soon we headed somewhere deeper into the castle. Winding along long, bright corridors, we gradually reached a cozy room. More precisely, it would be cozy if not for the mass of medical equipment and an incredibly powerful magical field from many healing and not so relevant artifacts.

On the way, the count managed to put some kind of crystal blazing with energy into my hand and winked, saying that you can pretend to heal with it. Of course, it looked cheap and even half spent. Well, okay, it’ll do for cover. The duke also told me why I should try my best to achieve results. He did not threaten me, nor did he promise mountains of gold if I were to succeed. All he said was that this girl who needed his help was his last living relative. Nadezhda, his granddaughter. His daughter died in the last war between the Families, and his granddaughter... They collected her piece by piece and spent tens of millions to purchase these healing artifacts. And now she was doomed to live in this vegetative state until her death unless a miracle was to occur.

“Get out!” the duke waved the man in a white coat sitting next to the patient out of the room.

On the bed lay a girl who was around twenty years old. Really, the duke’s granddaughter was quite beautiful. Blonde hair, a wonderful figure, and an extremely sweet face. Her eyes were closed, and I immediately realized that she didn’t even hear us. She didn’t respond to my quick scan, nor to the sound of our voices.

“Well, then,” said the duke, indicating the patient. “You can begin.”

I took out my “powerful artifact,” for which I almost got punched in the face by the duke. Right away. He wanted to throw me out of the room, but Nikolai was able to stop him.

“Wait, uncle, what are you doing? I promise you everything will be fine.”

“Don’t you think we haven’t tried everything? I’ve got more than a hundred pieces of that kind of shit!” he said, pointing at the crystal in my hands.

“Calm down, duke,” I showed him the crystal and poured a lot of life energy into it so that it would acquire a different color and shine. “This is something totally different. Can I start?”

He responded with a curt nod. And then he began watching everything I did. But it didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he’d understand a thing. I walked up to the girl, closed my eyes and put my hand on her forehead. Diagnostics... Then another again. And yet again, but this time a much more detailed look.

Her body was in tolerable condition. Yes, it needed work, but nothing too bad. Her spinal cord was a mess, but it could be fixed, although it might take a little while. On the good side, the main functions were still working, although they wouldn’t last much longer. But the brain... Yes, it got hit hard. I didn’t even know for sure what the issue was.

“Oh... Hmm... Sorry, it’s surprising and interesting...” I blurted out. Yes, it really was odd. I didn’t expect to see anything new in this world.

“What? What’s there?” the old man couldn’t stand it. “What’s odd?”

I opened my eyes and looked first at the patient, then at the old man and shook my head.

“Come here. There’s no way to explain it,” I called him over with a gesture, and he immediately walked over to stand next to me. “Do you see?” And a greenish projection of her brain appeared above the girl’s head, and I pointed at several spots on it. “The primary nerves have grown together, but...you see, it’s not right, the way they’ve merged! I don’t know why that is. We’d have to break apart entire chains and rebuild them anew, and I would be lying if I said that there’s a quick fix for this.”

He carefully examined the likeness of a hologram depicting the girl’s deformed brain. I could tell that he understood a thing or two about medicine, but he still couldn’t fully understand the scale of the problem.

“And...are you capable? Tell me, what do you need for this? More artifacts? I can get them for you!” he frowned. “Whatever you want.”

“You’ve already used a lot of artifacts, haven’t you?” I said, and then it dawned on me. “Now I know what happened. They didn’t heal her correctly...” I sighed, paused in thought, and then again turned to the old man. “Can you show me the artifacts you have on hand right now?”

He immediately gave the order, and five minutes later the loud clatter of many feet sounded outside the door. Then the door swung open and six guardsmen burst into the room. They placed two chests on the floor and retreated to the wall, freezing like idols.

Well...second and third ranks...Quite the guard, really. And the chests weren’t simple, either, emitting an explosive mixture of various types of energy. I could tell that all of the artifacts were medicinal.

After five minutes of looking through the trash in the chest, I felt like burning it, and sending it to the bottom of the sea, or, better yet, launching it into space. Yes, do both the one and the other!

But I did come across one curious item that looked like a steel tube.

“Can I take this one? As for the rest, you can throw it in the trash,” I said, waving my hand. Then, I again approached the girl. “If you don’t mind, I ask you to leave us alone, please!” I said to the guards, but they left only after the duke nodded in affirmation. I didn’t want anyone unnecessary to see me.

“That chest contains two million artifacts, or even more,” he said, pointing at it.

“Then don’t throw it in the trash, but sell it to someone you don’t really care for,” I shrugged.

The tube I’d selected was a complicated little thing. In fact, it wasn’t really a healing artifact at all. It was like a surgical tool that allows one to make incisions in a person’s body, and immediately heal them. It was an incredibly useful item, and I hoped to buy it from the duke later on.

Using this tube to cut into the brain, I could rather easily separate the already created brain structures, and then build them back anew. After that, I could turn my attention to the energy components of this incredibly complex, intricate organ. Needless to say, I had my work cut out. It was intricate in nature, requiring all my surgical skills. Really, the cuts I was making were as delicate as can be.

I got right down to work, jumping around the girls like an antelope. I went at her from all sides, and was totally absorbed in my work. In the meantime, Nikolai kept up a lively chatter with the old man. I didn’t really listen to him, but it seemed that Cherepanov was allaying any concerns the old man had watching me. He was saying things like I was a foremost expert on artifacts and that’s how I came to know so much. In general, good going, Nikolai. At least you’re trying. Of course the duke didn’t give a flying fig about any of this stuff.

But after about an hour of this, I realized I was spent, and about ready to collapse. I didn’t even notice where all my energy reserves went.

“All done!” I exhaled. “That’s all I can do in just one day. It’ll take a month, or even two and she’ll get better.”

“Personally, I don’t see any changes,” the old man squinted. I rolled my eyes, put my palm on the patient’s forehead and gave her some strength. “W...what?” for the first time his eyes grew wide. Before, it looked like his eyebrows covered his eyes, almost, but now I saw how they could shoot up to his forehead.

What surprised the old man was that the girl had moved her fingers. It was barely noticeable, but that still showed great progress. And yes, this was just the beginning. Gradually, body functions would begin to return. And before too long she could be safely disconnected from these terrible medical devices that were keeping her alive.

“Excuse me, Mikhail,” the duke’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “Can I ask you to stay with me as my guest? Say, for two months?”

“My turn to ask you to excuse me,” I shook my head. “I’m in a war right now and must defend my Family. But I will keep on coming by, I assure you.”

I didn’t linger there much longer. I was completely exhausted, and so I just wandered towards the car. The duke ended up showing us out, and was silent the entire way. It was only when we were again outside did he hand me a piece of paper.

“One hundred thousand,” I muttered, reading what he’d written. I didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t money look different from this? This was just a piece of paper. It was a check, it seems, to be given to the bank.

“This is an advance. And I’m looking forward to seeing you again. Come any time; I’m always here, next to my granddaughter,” he nodded.

* * *

Castle of Duke Konakov

Half an hour later

“That’s it, Ignat,” said the duke. “I want to know everything, nothing left out. Is that clear?”

“Understood sir!” the man saluted, “I’ll use all my sources and gather everything there is out there, absolutely! Who they are, who they are fighting with, how many people, their finances and everything!”

“Good,” the duke nodded to his head of intelligence, “just be discreet about it, and, yes,” Ignat had almost left when the old man added more. “Keep an eye on him. Make sure they look out for him. Report anything amiss to me right away, right away, no matter what time it is. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir! May I begin now?” And after the duke nodded, the man hastily left the duke’s study and began calling his subordinates.

This was the first interesting assignment he’d been given in quite awhile. Lately, the old man had completely stopped monitoring what was happening outside the castle walls. But now, he again wanted to make use of his intelligence operatives. The order to collect all the information about the Bulatovs seemed interesting to him, because this Family, well... there was no information on it, as if someone had deliberately deleted all of it.


Chapter 5

“C-o-o-o! C-o-o-o! C-o-o-o!

C-o-o-o! C-o-o-o! Coo-Cooo!

C-o-o-o! C-o-o-o! C-o-o-o!”

“WHAT THE HELL IS UP with you?!?” I cursed as I lay there, hoping against hope that the pigeons would shut up. But one minute followed another and all they did was increase their tempo.

So yes, I had to wake up...I get no respect...

May I live to see the day when I did...

“What are you doing here?” I asked, seeing the flock of the birds by the fireplace.

Four of them, actually, crowded around the hearth, hotly discussing something. They were really arguing, and even pecking at each. Although, actually, Kooky was doing all the pecking and seemed to be ordering the others about.

“C-o-o-coo,” he seemed to shrug and nod towards the fireplace.

There already was wood in it, and it seemed that they were arguing about how to light a fire

Rather than mock them, I helped them out. And as I did so, the entire gang of birds settled down on my chair. As they went on discussing something or the other, I was the odd one out. So I got dressed and headed for the dining room.

In fact, I hadn’t been sleeping well lately. For days on end work downstairs had been going on renovating the basement and other areas of the castle, so there were construction crews and equipment and materials scattered about, along with deliveries, and so on. All kinds of fun, in fact. What made it extra special was all the while I had to think about my patient. Of course, if I had my previous powers, it would all be much simpler. But I didn’t, and I had to come to terms with this. What this meant was that I had to be creative, come up with some new methods. And, in fact, I could simply grow her a new brain, perhaps place it elsewhere, say, in her stomach. But no, better to be smart about this. Otherwise, I’d end up creating mutants, which might not go down too well in this world, and I’d have to deal with the fallout.

Thinking thusly, I didn’t notice that I’d made it to the kitchen. My feet were on auto-pilot and took me to where the smell of delicious food led them. I had to admit that our cook wasn’t bad at all. But she was working pretty hard at getting it all done on her own. She not only cooked for me and the countess, but for the guards, as well. Anyway, she was coping with it all, so, yes, so far so good. And Georgy was still recruiting staff, and had already found a nice collection of servants. Yes, we already had a butler in Makar, but the cleaning lady was seriously overextended, so she’d soon have four others to help her out. As for handymen, they could always do a number of different tasks. And so, generally speaking, things were looking up. Victoria had no problem cashing that check for a hundred thousand rubles I’d been given by the duke.

“Good morning!” she smiled as soon as I entered the room. “Have a seat and help yourself, you go-getter. I don’t even want to ask you how you got that check from Duke Konakov.”

“It’s no secret,” I shrugged, plopping down into a brand new, not very comfy chair. “He gave it to me himself.”

What’s the big surprise? That’s what happened, but Victoria gave me a strange look. Oh well. Just then I was given a nice helping of some kind of meat dish. Now that’s what I call real food!

I could only imagine what was going on in her head right now. She’d been close to resigning herself to an ignoble defeat, and a life of poverty, when I suddenly appeared, showing her that all was not lost. And the most important thing was that I was enjoying myself. After all, in my former world anybody could do whatever they liked, and that was rather boring.

After I was done with a hearty breakfast, a servant brought in a nice assortment of cakes, and also more coffee, of course. It was nice what happened when we had money.

Candidly, I, like Victoria, was terrified at the idea of living in poverty. In my past life, the Order of the Hierophant had so much money I didn’t even have to engage in the onerous matter of counting it. I just knew I had enough, and that’s all there was to it. I was certain that nobody could break through the defenses we’d installed. And even had they made it into my former castle, we had more funds stashed in vaults ‑‑ twenty-six of them scattered throughout the world, and they could only be accessed through a portal.

“All done!” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Now it’s time to turn to something else.”

“What were you doing before breakfast?”

“Before breakfast, I was leading a miserable existence,” I said. I dislike it when I have an empty stomach. When that happens, my source operates at, at most, thirty percent of its capacity. Of course, I could disperse my energy, but that wasn’t good for my digestive system. And then I’d have to spend even more energy restoring it.

Victoria and I sat there a while discussing our immediate plans. Now that we had a little money, we could let our imaginations roam a little. We decided that, after the first level of the basement was renovated, we’d have the builders tackle the castle’s main rooms, and also patch up the roof. All on his own, well, the carpenter couldn’t cope with it all before anytime soon. And spring would be upon us before we knew it, along with snow melt and whatever, and we’d have a deluge pouring in upon us from the leaky ceiling...Ugh...I didn’t want to live in a dump, so it made sense to look after this place.

Yesterday, once I got back home, I turned off my phone so that no one could contact me, regardless of the urgency. After I’d treated the duke’s granddaughter, I only had the strength to get to bed and activate accelerated energy recovery. That, and, yes, I had to digest the food I’d consumed. Actually, I couldn’t even remember what exactly I’d had to eat yesterday.

Now, after this sumptuous breakfast, which, in fact, was more like a brunch considering the time, I was able to get down to business. I checked the email and the missed calls, and then went to check on the construction process. Generally, not much going on right then. I was busy, though, throughout the day thinking about my best options for treating Duchess Konakova.

And in the late afternoon, I went to see how she was doing. It wasn’t like anyone out there was in a hurry to attack us again, and the gangsters from the Port District were totally off my radar at this point. As for the viscountess, she was, no doubt, busy working on some nasty form of retribution. Well, let her go at it. I’d deal with it when I had to. Anyway, she still had to grapple with the consequences of her recent attempts to get to us. The dead prisoners she ordered to be shot were still roaming about her lands, and were a real nightmare for her guards. Victoria had done a great job in creating incredibly tenacious zombies. She did have problems ensuring they wouldn’t harm civilians, but I helped her in issuing those instructions. As I’ve mentioned already, an Archmagister is not defined by how much power he wields, but in how much knowledge he has amassed, including how to apply that knowledge.

And thus it was that two days flew by. During this time, I managed to once again drop in to visit the duke, and again left after expending all my strength in treating his granddaughter. However, this most recent visit went well, even better than usual, in fact. After I slightly modified my approach to the treatment, matters began to move along more swiftly. And I wasn’t the only one to notice this.

“Mikhail...” I woke up from a phone call. I didn’t want to even pick up the phone, but Kooky kept poking it in my face, so I had no choice. The duke himself was on the line.

“Good…” I looked out the window, but still didn’t understand what time of day it was. “Hello!”

“Mikhail...” repeated the old man. “I see that my granddaughter is improving. I understand that this process is not quick and saps a lot of your energy, but...”

He paused, and fell silent for a couple of seconds. I couldn’t wait to find out what he was getting at. However, Konakov soon got to the point.

“Here’s the thing, Mikhail. I’ve been considering how I’ll reward you now that she’s doing better.” Come on, old man, keep going. “As soon as Nadenka is back on her feet, you can count on any support from me. Besides military support, that is...You see...” And the duke explained what the deal was.

Should he extend military support to me, then Snegirev’s overlord could immediately attack him. Apparently he’d been bearing a grudge against the Konakovs for some time, and was champing at the bit for an excuse to launch a war against him. Should he do so, this would result in a real massacre, and a lot of innocent people would be caught in the middle, or even die. The thing was, the two Families were roughly equal in strength, although in recent years, the old man had been starting to decline a bit. Of course, the main reason he didn’t want a war to break out was something else entirely. For him, it wasn’t an interesting endeavor. He thought only about his granddaughter’s recovery.

“But if you get Nadenka back on her feet in the near future, I will enter the war immediately, at your first request,” Konakov concluded.

“I wouldn’t demand it, that’s for sure,” I shook my head. “But in any case, it won’t be something I could manage in the near future; the damage to her brain is too extensive. We cannot rush it. To do so could only make things worse.”

Yes, that was clever of me to say that, but, really, I couldn’t cure her right away. And I didn’t want to rely on others for help in doing so.

“I understand...” he said in a deep voice. “But you’ve already done a lot. Far more than all those other doctors these past two years. I’m talking about all of them put together.”

“You mentioned any help other than military aid. What, for example, would that include?” I decided to clarify matters. Money, of course, was always nice, but there were other ways of rendering payment.

“Check your email and you’ll understand what I’m talking about...” he said, and after saying goodbye, he hung up.

Strange, that. But he clearly meant what he said.

And yes, there it was, an email that said “First payment.” So did that mean that the hundred thousand rubles he’d already paid didn’t count?

I immediately clicked on the message and... got lost in the amount of information it contained. I had to send a servant to bring my breakfast to my study. Then I ducked into the study myself, and didn’t emerge until the evening. All the information turned out to be extremely interesting, and I could only guess how Konakov had compiled it in such a short time. Even Georgy’s data paled in comparison.

This letter contained everything about the Snegirev family: Who they serve, what they own, information about relatives, photographs, places where they keep prisoners, including my peasants. In short, everything and then some! Even the stores where the Snegirevs shop at, for example. Now, I had all I needed at the tips of my fingers. For example, there was a group of about a hundred of my people who’d been kidnapped from one our villages who were being held not far from here. It was a tannery, or whatever ‑‑ a space where leather is tanned. It’s hard labor, and costly, to boot, and so the viscount was delighted to use my people as slaves.

I ordered Chernomor to prepare a detachment of twenty men, while I continued studying another very interesting point in the duke’s letter. Apparently, the Snegirevs had been invited to a ball in honor of the anniversary of the head of a Family with whom I wasn’t acquainted. Of course, I hadn’t been invited, but that wasn’t a problem. As the viscountess had accepted the invitation, that meant the ball was a great opportunity to talk to her again, try to clarify what she really was made of, and maybe even...but no, it would be stupid of me to kill her.

Not that I didn’t want to. I could get through her bodyguards, although yes, they were strong. But to do this, I’d have to really prepare for it, with thirty bolts fortified with powerful spells, and then I’d have to break into their mansion. After that, I’d have to head straight for the hospital, kill the viscount, and then I’d be done. Or so it would seem, right? I’d win the war and could rest on my laurels. After I got back all of the property the viscount seized, I’d again be wealthy and influential. The only thing was I would still need to maintain the lands, and there was also the matter of the people who held them right now.

I knew from all of the information provided by the duke that these were Families with children who were there under agreements concluded with the overlord. So should the Snegirevs die, then all of their holdings would be passed on to the overlord until the eldest child reached adulthood, after which he would get what was his, although it would only be part of the takings. And no, I couldn’t kill these offspring, nor murder any children, for that matter, nor even intimidate them. That wasn’t me. No matter what the end goal was, harming children was not my modus operandi.

And so alas! What that meant was that I first had to take what was mine, and only then eliminate the viscount and viscountess. In fact, it was a good thing I didn’t take them out before now.

Chernomor arrived some five minutes after I’d reached these conclusions. By then, though, I’d already called Count Cherepanov, and so the commander of the Bulatov guard had to wait a little.

“Nicky, I have a question,” I said, getting straight to the point. “Do you want to go to a ball?”

“That’s such a strange question that I’m at a loss. Healer, might you be ill?” he laughed. “Where to? Whose ball? When? What time? And why am I not in the know about it?”

I had to tell him everything in order. Ultimately, the count was upset that he was not invited to the ball, although, after rummaging through his mail, it turned out that he himself had overlooked this invitation a few days ago.

“Okay, don’t worry about the invitation! Who’s going? One, or two of you? Will Victoria be joining you?”

“Yes, she will,” I nodded. “But just so you know, Viscountess Snegireva will be there.”

“Well, maybe they’ll also wheel the viscount in on a gurney!” he laughed. “What do I care?”

After we’d finished chatting, I sat back in my chair, and took my cup of coffee back from the pigeon. He was just about to throw a cube of sugar into it. I salvaged it just in time, leaving the bird with a sugar cube clutched in his little claws and a scowl on his face.

“Leave me now. Get yourself your own cup of coffee,” I said. Meanwhile, Chernomor, who’d been standing outside the door, poked his head in. “We need to talk.”

Okay, talking is good. Although, about what? I told him already why we had to get twenty men together.

“Listen, I asked you to give us work, at least sometimes,” Chernomor sat down opposite me, shaking his head.

“Okay, then. So get to work,” I threw up my hands, almost spilling my coffee. “What’s stopping you?”

“You’re planning on going with us to rescue our people, and it’s always the same story. You’ll have us stay back, hiding in the bushes like a detachment of dolts, while you kill all the enemies. So what are we there for?” Chernomor fell silent, waiting for a response. I couldn’t see what the issue was.

“But you do all of the other work,” I shrugged.

“You mean the cleanup, and loading and so on,” he waved his hand.

He was right, of course. The thing is, I didn’t want to lose my people. And I didn’t yet know what they could handle, and what was too much for them.

“What is it that you’re suggesting, Chernomor? Enlighten me.” I said, sipping some coffee and leaning back in my chair. “Go ahead and do it on your own? Is that what you want...?”

“I propose that you stay here, managing the Family’s affairs, and we’ll take forty people and some gear...I’ll take Timothy along, as well, as he’s great at driving. We’ll have the Combat Suit along to shield us and...”

“Take the entire castle, why not? If anything happens, you can take cover behind the walls,” I laughed. “Why not?”

In fact, I somewhat agreed with him. It wasn’t too complicated, rescuing a hundred people. What was more challenging was figuring out where to house them after the rescue. This castle wasn’t expandable, and we couldn’t bring a hundred or more village laborers here. It’d be better to put them in one of the villages, but that wouldn’t be safe at this time. So yes, I had to think about it. I gave Chernomor the go-ahead, and he immediately set off to prepare for the rescue mission, but now I... Again, I had nothing to do.

Although, wait a minute... As we’d been talking, an invitation had come into the Family mailbox. When it came to the ball, Cherepanov was a real magician, no doubt about it. You can’t drink experience away.

And anyway, we decided to postpone the operation to rescue the villagers to tomorrow, when the viscountess would be busy at this social engagement. I didn’t think she’d manage to send reinforcements in time. And since all I had to do was wait, I decided to continue studying the documents that the duke had sent me.

Snegireva was a difficult lady, but of course. Her Gift was rare, and she’d developed it well. She was a Poisoner. I’d already met one of those here, a sailor who could charge his blade with poison magic. But her Gift was totally unlike the sailor’s. It was far more subtle. She could, for example, poison food, such that no ordinary person would even notice it. And the poison had various potential effects that could manifest right away, or later. For example, one form of her poison might produce symptoms in an hour, or in a week. No one would even suspect who was responsible. The victim’s heart would, say, suddenly stop beating. And you couldn’t tell that the food was poisoned, not by its taste, nor by its color. But if you understood how the poison worked, you could feel certain bursts of its deadly energy.

Really, this was a vile Gift, and the only ones who could escape it had to also have a strong Gift. I doubted that the viscount could, say, poison her husband, but, theoretically, she could hurt yours truly, meaning me. Or, at least, she might think so. I certainly wondered if she’d be trying to at the ball.

The next morning, I was in a great mood when I got up. I not only knew my enemy now, I, in fact, knew just about everything about them. And that meant a lot, because I now could foresee what the Snegirevs might have in store for me. For example, I knew from the hospital reports that the viscount wasn’t going to be back on his feet anytime soon. And so, once we freed the first batch of prisoners, we could proceed to getting back more of our villagers. But that would have to wait until we secured more of our surrounding villages. For the time being, and as strange as it sounded, it was best to let them languish in captivity.

After a quick breakfast, I had Timothy drive Victoria and me to the city center. We then went shopping. Not only did the countess need new “threads,” but I did, as well. I couldn’t go to the ball in something I’d already worn, you see. That would be regarded as bad taste and even a slap in the face of my hosts. And I didn’t want to do that to Cherepanov, either. The same applied to Victoria. Yes, she owned a couple of nice gowns already, but she could use something new.

We were ready for the ball that evening, and Timothy drove us there. I know, Chernomor wanted him for the raid to spring the villagers, but I wasn’t about to take a taxi to this affair. The reputation of the Bulatov Family was at stake, after all. Anyway, Chernomor could make do without Timothy. We’d devised an impeccable plan, and soon we’d have a hundred people who were no longer slaves, and the viscountess would be short a couple of dozen guardsmen.

“Oh! Bulatovs, you both look gorgeous!” Nikolai met us right inside the entrance, and handed us each a goblet. “I do believe this is a great excuse to have a drink!”

“Oh, you blinked... That, too, is a great excuse to have a drink,” I laughed.

“My friend, I do approve of the way your mind works. And there’s no substitute for a fine mind,” Nikolai laughed, and we moved inside altogether.

Hmmm...how had he managed to juggle three glasses all this time? That was talent, and nothing but.

We moved straight to the center of the ballroom. As Nikolai and Victoria chatted, I surveyed the crowd. No, this wasn’t a major city…I was already familiar with many of the faces from the last ball, and also from the websites featuring the local aristocracy. And I spotted Snegireva. I saw the subtle changes to her expression once she happened to glance my way. Of course, she tried to mask them.

Right now she was surrounded by several men. But this was no surprise — she really was quite pretty. I knew she was in her mid-thirties, but she actually looked a little younger. Clearly this woman took care of herself, and judging by who she surrounded herself with, she wasn’t here to please her husband.

* * *

“Konstantine, surely you jest,” the woman smiled coquettishly. “I would love to alleviate your loneliness, but...Well, you know my situation. This war... Oh, you should know, my enemy is so...” ‑‑ the viscountess could not find the words. And it was just then that she spotted Mikhail standing by the pastries, popping one after the other into his mouth. He looked straight at her, and as soon as their eyes met, he smiled and winked.

“Are you okay?” Konstantine asked, and the viscountess immediately remembered why she was here at this ball. She wanted to network, develop allies, establish connections, and do what she could to improve her Family’s reputation. She quickly pulled herself together and smiled at the man.

“Of course!” she exclaimed. “I’m so enjoying our conversation!”

And she continued chatting up Konstantine, who was merely a baron, but as she did so she was thinking about something else. This evening had turned from a rather ordinary event into something full of promise. Yes, now she’d been given the opportunity to potentially rid herself of a rather troublesome problem. And thus, after flirting with the baron for a little longer, she headed over to chat with her enemy. Yes, she had to talk to the one who had dared refuse her.

* * *

Yes, coming here was a fine idea. I looked again at Snegireva, who seemed to be having a lovely time. And it was nice seeing how dazzling Victoria was. We danced a little, and then enjoyed some hors d’oeuvres, and talked some more with Cherepanov. After that, the count wandered off somewhere, leaving me and Victoria on our own.

We spent this time usefully. After all, it was one thing to win battles, but it was also important among the aristocracy to appear in society.

“Count Bulatov, what an unexpected, delightful encounter!” Victoria and I were sitting at a small table enjoying some wine when Snegireva approached us. It had taken her a while, really. I noticed some time ago how she was casting looks at us.

“Yes, I feel the same way!” I smiled. “Would you like to join us? Or shall we chat in a more private place?”

Really, what was her aim in approaching us right now?

“I would prefer to talk in private. No offense, Victoria. Would you allow me to steal Mikhail for a little while?” And yes, she was smiling, but both the smile and the look in her eyes were venomous.

Especially when she looked at Vika — it was like she wanted to rip right into her.

And though I be an Archmagister, meaning I knew so very much about so very many things, there were still many mysteries left for me to unlock, such as the mind of a woman. Even Archmagister Vanessa Avengold, who had been so logical and learned, well, she often made my head spin with her decisions. And so...my best guess was that the viscountess saw Victoria as competition, and wanted to take her out.

Victoria gave a brief nod of assent, and glanced quickly at me. I gave her a little wink, and she calmed down. She gave a little shrug, and continued sipping her goblet of wine. The viscountess and I went upstairs to the second floor, and then out onto a veranda. Several armchairs and small tables were situated about out there.

“How very nice to see you in person,” she said, as soon as we were seated. “Now that I have, I’m so sorry about the hostilities between us.”

“And I, too, am glad to set eyes on you,” I smiled. I expected her to flatter me to no end, before she...But of course I knew why she wanted to talk to me, moreover, in private.

“Such a stupid and senseless war...” she shook her head, and then looked languidly at the starry sky. It was freezing cold, and thus, the air was especially clear, and yes, the stars were amazing. “Why, really, should we be fighting?”

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Long before I became the head of the Family your husband started the war. And so...?” Let’s get to the point, woman!

“I just don’t know. Now that I’ve met you, and I see what a brave, honest man you are, I fully understand how senseless the war is,” she said thoughtfully.

And then we went on to chat some more about this and that. We talked about the ball, and all of the people in attendance. In short, nothing of significance.

“Mikhail,” a waiter walked past us with a tray, and she took two glasses, one of which she immediately handed to me. “Since we’ve finally met and had this talk, let’s drink to it. You won’t refuse a lady, will you?”

“Oh, but of course not!” I grinned. Yes, a drink, but not to peace. No, peace was out of the question.

Every word this woman said was a lie. She was handing me a glass of poison, and was certain I didn’t have clue. Well, why disappoint her right off the get-go? We clinked glasses, smiled, and started drinking wine. Soon, I’d emptied my glass, and setting it on the table, I again turned to her.

“Well, I think we need to somehow draw up a peace agreement...” she didn’t let me finish.

She simply gave a nervous little laugh, abruptly stood up, and turned to head back inside.

“An agreement?” And she widened her eyes as if this was a novel notion. “Oh, Mikhail...the last thing we need is yet another agreement! Anyway this war will soon end...Excuse me now. I must leave.”

Yes, go now, viscountess...What a pity, though, that I couldn’t pour quite enough energy into her with one touch. But while we clinked glasses, I did manage to at least touch her and “gift” her with something. Now she’d have to shave her back on a regular basis. Not unless she wanted to grow wool there like a sheep. A small gift from me, but nice. Especially considering how difficult shaving the back is.

After watching the woman go, I rose from my chair and headed back to Victoria. Sadly, while I’d been gone, two guys had sat down with her. One was skinny and tall, dressed in a bright shiny suit, and the second was his exact opposite, short, stocky and wearing a brown jacket.

Some of the Gifted here dressed in a way that displayed their Gift. I didn’t see the point in this, so I was wearing a classic suit. Anyway, everyone already knew that I was a Healer. Or did they all know?

“Let’s go, why not?” The skinny guy was sitting as close as he could to the countess, and was apparently oblivious to how much she was shrinking away from him.

But of course Victoria could simply strike him down with her Death Aura, but that would hurt the Bulatov Family’s reputation. So, though it was most unpleasant, she was doing her best to be polite with the jerk. The second man in the brown jacket was now standing nearby watching the two of them.

“Gentlemen, I don’t want to dance, or do anything else,” Victoria said. And just then I walked up and said “Leave us, and go play with each other, if you will.”

“Well, that’s rich!” That was the skinny one objecting, and he jumped to his feet. “She should be grateful I even looked at her! She’s in no position to turn me down!”

“What’s wrong with her position?” I asked, sitting down next to Victoria.

“Her Family is practically destitute, and they’ll be passing her around before too long, that’s what’s wrong!” he barked. “And what the hell...” he looked at me more closely and sneered. “A-a-ah!” he drawled. “So are you the new head of the Family? Aha! Why should I even care? You won’t last long!”

Strange, why didn’t I recognize this idiot? I thought I knew all of the aristocrats around here, but I’d never seen this guy before.

Actually, I was confounded by this world sometimes. I didn’t understand how aristocrats like this existed alongside aristocrats like Cherepanov. He might appear to be dissipated, but, in fact, he ran a tight ship.

“So who are you, anyway?” I squinted at him. “I think I know your friend here, but you...” No, no matter how much I looked at him, I didn’t recognize the guy. His friend in the brown jacket was the youngest son of some baron or the other. That’s if my memory was serving me right, of course.

“I?” the tall guy was genuinely surprised. “You really don’t know who my father is?”

“All I know is that you’re ruining the countess’s evening,” I said, standing up. “And therefore, I strongly recommend that you shut up and go look for fun and games somewhere else.”

A greenish light flashed in my eyes, but this only made the idiot laugh. Damn, I keep forgetting what they think of Healers here. But I could do something about that right now.

“Aha! You really are a Healer!” he laughed. But his companion was impassive, and even stepped back. “Old man Bulatov completely lost his mind, and he handed his Family over to this sorry sod before he died!”

I wondered when these misplaced prejudices would finally disappear? Yes, at my first encounter with Snegirev, nobody knew a thing about me. But now, well, there really was no excuse. And clearly this idiot was trying to maneuver me into a duel. It was obvious. He would have challenged me already, but that’s not the way it worked here.

The guy continued to insult me and talk about how powerful his father was. That fact is, though, that the guy was no aristocrat. He was simply the son of an entrepreneur who owned a number of business and a lot of real estate. This included a construction company, which was something I could use.

But as he wasn’t an aristocrat, he couldn’t challenge me to a duel. This was despite the fact that he actually wielded more power than did most of the aristocrats present here.

All right, then. Since you’re asking for it...

“I don’t know what your name is, and I don’t want to know,” I said, cutting into his verbal diarrhea. “I challenge you to a duel...” after thinking for a second, I decided not to kill him. “But not to the death. We’ll fight until one of us surrenders or passes out, and we will not use weapons.”

“Huh? Are you afraid? Okay, then, I’ll still get to humiliate you!” the guy was delighted, although his friend tried to dissuade him. Of course, he ignored the sage advice of his aristocratic friend.

Ah, I see. Skinny guy was rank six — not bad. Especially for a commoner. Plus, his father clearly cared enough about his son to ensure that he trained hard. I’m certain that in future he wants his son to hook up with an aristocrat. Well, I didn’t want to mess up his father’s ambitions for his son just because he’d raised an idiot. Yes, he did have to take credit for that, as well.

“Thank you,” Victoria whispered quietly in my ear. “I wanted to challenge him to a duel myself, but...”

“You did well!” I nodded in response. “I’m impressed even. You managed to hold back.”

Relationships between aristocrats are complex. To simplify it as much as possible, Victoria could punish her offender herself, but this would be a big blow to my reputation. Like, I brought her here, which means I have to take care of her within the walls of this mansion. On the one hand, it sounds stupid, but on the other hand, it’s logical, because I shouldn’t have left her even for a few minutes.

The servants quickly set up an ad hoc arena for the fight, and meanwhile the news of the upcoming spectacle spread throughout the mansion. A crowd started forming and everyone was discussing the details of the fight. Wagers weren’t usually made on duels, but this was only officially. Everyone liked to debate about who they favored to win.

“What’s going on? Huh? Mikhail, are you in hot water yet again?” Count Cherepanov emerged from the crowd. He looked a little rumpled right now, as if he’d been busy with something or the other. “I heard there was a duel in the works, and right away I knew it must be you! Why, though...?” and spotting my adversary, it seemed that he recognized him. But he didn’t tell me his name.

I gave Nikolai a brief account of events. Like, he pestered Victoria, then insulted the Family, and so on. Cherepanov, of course, nodded. He got it.

“Yes, well, you must defend the honor of the Family. Good for you that it’s not to the death. His father isn’t a bad guy, as far as I know...I expect he’ll mete out an even harsher punishment to his wayward offspring.”

In another five minutes, the arena for the duel was set up. I and skinny guy were left in the center of the ring. Nikolai was the referee, and he also announced the start of the fight.

“You’re making a mistake, count! You set yourself up for a drubbing!” laughed skinny guy, adopting a fighting stance.

I’d already been told that this son of a merchant was a skilled fighter. And I knew what his Gift was, too. For a commoner, it was a strong Gift, and rare. And given the will and proper training, he could attain some real heights with it. Not first rank, of course, but still. You see, in a fight without weapons, the most challenging opponent is one who was a pure Physique. Obviously. And that is exactly what this guy was.

He moved into a fighting stance, continuing to shower me with trash talk, and he was clearly sure of himself. I was rather relaxed, and didn’t even lift my hands up, and as soon as we were close enough, he slugged me in the face. His blow was so swift, I didn’t even see it coming. A gasp passed through the crowd and I expected everyone was writing me off, as if I hadn’t been expecting something like that. This guy was, in fact, predictable, especially as right before the fight I’d been able to watch a little footage on Cherepanov’s phone of his technique. He always started out the same way. And thus, I’d taken the time to strengthen my facial bones and the skin and tissue on the left side of my skull right before the fight started. I poured plenty of energy into it. I also fortified my neck muscles so that my head didn’t even tilt to the side. In fact, I stood upright as if nothing had happened.

“Is that your best?” I asked, looking at how the kid was nursing his hand. He didn’t even have the chance to respond before I levied a kick to his ribs that sent him onto the floor. “Do you give up?”

To my surprise, he didn’t want to give up right away. He quickly recovered, jumped to his feet, and rushed into another attack. But I dodged, and bopped him in the nose. Not that my blow hurt him.

Being a Physique, he could activate his own armor. And depending on his training and strength, the armor could be pretty strong.

I’d heard about great warriors who could withstand not only bullets, but bursts from heavy automatics. This was without the need for artifacts or other accouterments. But the kid I was fighting was no great warrior. And therefore, blow by blow, I gradually depleted his strength, and also, by injecting energy, caused attacks of pain, dizziness, nausea and weakness. But he hung in there as long as he could. He did not want to be humiliated. And he even landed several blows on me in response. He was ready to hang in there until the end, really, but...

“Mikhail” I heard Victoria. “Chernomor is calling! He says it’s urgent!”

“What?” my opponent was taken aback at seeing a greenish glow on my hand. Then, I slammed my fist into his forehead, causing him to fly off to the side and pass out cold upon hitting the floor.

“The duel is over!” I announced, walking up to the countess.

I wondered why I had such a bad feeling. Maybe because of the range of emotions crossing Victoria’s face.

Damn, I knew that I shouldn’t have let them go it alone.


Chapter 6

“SO WHAT’S GOING ON?” Victoria asked. We’d been in such a hurry to get back to the castle that we hadn’t had time to talk.

“I don’t know,” I said with a dismissive wave. “Chernomor just said there were problems, and he didn’t want to talk about it over the phone. And so he’s waiting for us at the castle.”

Victoria said nothing in response, and we both fell silent. I wasn’t in a talkative mood. I was sunk in thought, and also in the process of communicating with Kooky. He was flying behind the car, and if we were to believe his little detachment of pigeons, then right now they were setting up a huge tent city on the grounds of the castle. That’s pretty much all he had to say.

What else could there be? It’s not as if there were many options. Either Chernomor had overestimated his strength, and they’d suffered losses, or else there were other difficulties. After all, they’d set out on the rescue mission without carrying out any reconnaissance. You see, Kooky had been with me all this time, shit bombing in the glasses of whomever I didn’t like. And, of course, he’d been eavesdropping. Not that he’d uncovered anything particularly interesting. The gathering was simply a celebration, and no one had weighty matters to discuss.

Before long we arrived at the castle gates and Chernomor, looking grave, was there to greet us.

“Mikhail, look!” And he indicated the tent city. And yes, there were huge tents situated around the castle, with smoke from fires filling the air. Hmm...somewhere or the other Chernomor had procured a field kitchen. And now, our exhausted cook was preparing a huge vat of porridge for our new guests.

“So what’s the problem?” I asked, exiting my car and extending my hand to help Victoria out. She looked at the tent village, then at the castle, and only then did she turn to look at Chernomor. She was clearly bewildered.

“What do you mean?” Chernomor again pointed at the tents. “Do you not see all the people there? Three hundred of them! And we were counting on, at most, one hundred!”

“I see...” I scratched the back of my head. “So what was the issue, then? Were there any problems?”

“Hell yes!” He nodded and started talking about how it went down.

Indeed, they’d encountered difficulties. We didn’t expect the viscountess to have so many of her forces on the border. It was a good thing, then, that Chernomor had taken more fighters with him. He left the Combat Suit back at the castle to defend it just in case, but kept constant contact with it. And he also left behind some twenty guardsmen to patrol the castle grounds. Everyone else set out to rescue our villagers.

They had a couple of trucks and six Svyatogors with them, and drove right through the forest. The area was familiar to everyone, many had grown up here, and at first everything was fine. Chernomor and everyone else knew the land well, including the location of the ravines covered in thick snow, along with every creek and stream. So they moved forward in confidence, and soon ran into the enemy’s first outpost. Fighting ensued. Then they proceeded to the next outpost, and then the third. The enemy’s numbers only increased, and in the end they found themselves up against a real army. And by the time they reached the village, they were expected, and had to take measures. The viscountess’s people had adopted defensive positions, and prepared an ambush, and so on. However, Chernomor lashed out at them along the way, and the Snegirev guards were taken aback. And yes, when Chernomor and all of his forces burst out of the forest into the village, they’d been able to bypass Snegirev’s army, who’d been expecting them at the only road around there.

“Okay, sounds like you did fine, but how many of our guys were killed?” I finally broke in and asked.

“How many!?! None!” exclaimed Chernomor. “What are you interrupting me for?...What is this? I’m delivering my report now!”

What a stubborn old man.

“Well, tell me what the problem was, then! I’m still at a loss as to why you had us come back early from the ball.” Actually, by then I had no more reason to stay at the ball.

“We captured twenty prisoners. And you told us to expect a hundred of our people, but we brought back three times as many.” he boomed in his deep bass, and again pointed at the tent city. “Now then, what should we do with them? We can put the prisoners in the basement and ransom them off ASAP, but what about the villagers? Here they are, along with their families!”

Actually, most of them used to live in the surrounding villages. And so Chernomor didn’t want to leave any of them behind once his men had dealt with all of the enemy. And that’s why he’d arranged to transport them here. It took some logistical on-the-fly planning, because he’d expected to find a hundred prisoners, or even fewer. For this reason, they all had to take the road back, rather than travel through the forest. And so yet again Chernomor had to fight Snegirev’s forces, along with his mercenaries, all the way to back to the castle. And yet, there were no losses. This, despite the fact that they were outnumbered. It seems that taking them by surprise was key to their success, in addition to the enemy’s lack of coordination, and Chernomor’s supreme arrogance.

The roads that served as borders between my lands and Snegirev’s have outposts manned with small armies around the clock to prevent my forces from making incursions. But Chernomor approached from the opposite direction, i.e., from Snegirev’s territory. This is something they weren’t expecting. And that’s where Chernomor had taken prisoners. Some of them had given up without firing a single shot.

I was impressed. Our forces suffered some slight wounds, but no one was seriously wounded. I didn’t even see the need to treat them right away, especially because there were far more serious injuries among the freed villagers. I discerned this from a superficial diagnosis I made of several people passing by. But yes, first I needed to rest a little. I could drain myself by healing a few people, but what good would that do? Better to attend to them all in the morning.

“Okay, Chernomor,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “You did the right thing by bringing all of these peasants here along with their families. Now all you have to do is figure out where they’ll sleep tonight. I’m off to bed!”

Chernomor was about to sputter in indignation, but I swiftly left. Yes, of course he wanted me to figure it all out, where to put our new arrivals. And in the end, I’ll come up with something, but only after I’ve rested a little. I wasn’t actually going to sleep; rather, I needed to meditate. Not that there’s much of a difference between the two. Both when sleeping and when mediating, I would lie under a blanket with my eyes closed. The main thing was to remember to breathe.

I needed to meditate now because I needed to focus on distributing the energy I’d taken in. Yes, it took energy to generate energy! Oddly enough, that’s what the source required to function. And that is why overloading it could be harmful. With the source, you needed to maintain some reserves with which to accelerate the recovery process. And this is why I didn’t want to go all out when it came to tapping into it, the source, because then I’d have to spend too much time replenishing those reserves. Right now, although I was tired. I still had enough in me to make my source function as it should. And this is what I did to the background of the din outside.

As my replenishing was underway, I thought hard about the issues facing me. What was I to do with three hundred people? I’d been thinking that if we had just a hundred, then I could somehow accommodate them here inside the castle. It’s not like the conditions here were ideal, but still, they’d have a roof over their head, and some kind of work to do. And speaking of, how was I to feed them? I’d already dispersed my funds primarily on the colossal cost of the repairs and renovation work underway here, and no, I hadn’t been counting on feeding three hundred peasants. So, no, I wasn’t overjoyed at this turn of events.

If I was to simply place them in a nearby village, this would be tantamount to sacrificing them. So yeah, we had to somehow keep them nearby and ensure that they were safe. That meant keep them behind high walls, or in some other place inaccessible to the bad guys.

Hmm... Now that’s an idea...

I was suddenly inspired, and jumped out of bed. My idea required a little preparation, but it just might work! I’d also be killing two birds with one stone, and yes, I’d also be plucking them, frying them, and eating them! But first I had to talk to the new arrivals. Last night none of them had time for this. They needed to adjust to their new circumstances, while I really did need the overnight meditation session. But now, I was ready to get to know my future laborers.

On the way out, I saw Victoria, but didn’t bother her. She was busy with our new maids — telling them what we needed done in terms of laundry and cleaning, and so she merely smiled and nodded at me as I made my way to the kitchen. Yes, I had things to do, but no, I didn’t need to skip breakfast. My source had performed well last night, so why offend it? Time to give it some fuel.

En route there, I briefly looked in on how the guards were doing in their drills. Right now they were going all out sparring with wooden swords, and I didn’t see them wearing any protection. Okay, I guess it didn’t hurt for them to adjust to pain. In fact, that would come in handy in a real battle.

After eating a hearty breakfast, I took the time to thank the cook. I even gave her some energy — she’d hardly slept all night. She had to feed all of the people out there, and also make a breakfast for the guards, plus cook something for Victoria and me. On the good side, after my little energy treatment, she was practically purring in happiness. Yes, that’s what my treatments were all about for those not endowed with a Gift. They were fortunate in how acutely they felt favorable changes, and I didn’t even have to expend much energy.

In the same way, it was easier for me to inflict damage on the ungifted. They fell ill more often, and also were easy to wound, and it was difficult for them to regenerate. But for me, it was a piece of cake to treat them. It would take a mere touch to treat any ailment, and that is how I treated the cook. She had high blood pressure, not to mention the damage of years of working on her feet.

“Ach, sir!” she sighed, bending over and rubbing her knees. Yes, she was feeling the onset of arthritis, and was tormented by swelling. But after my touch, well, problem solved. “You saved my child, and that is why I am faithfully serving you.”

“Well, keep up the good work. Why not?” I smiled as I speared another warm cutlet from the table. “It is to my benefit, as well, to help you,” I added as I left the kitchen.

By then, I’d received what was the tenth message from Chernomor. He said that he’d assembled everyone together and that they were all waiting for me. And, indeed, I stepped out the door to a crowd of peasants. Some were hovering around Chernomor, gesticulating and talking about something, to which he growled at them a couple of times, and then they seemed to calm down. I saw men, women and children alike. In regards to the women and children, last night I ensured they all had places in the castle. Some of the rooms were somewhat renovated, even if far from ideal, but it was better than sleeping in cold tents.

“Greetings, master!” said a bearded man who was standing next to Chernomor, taking off his hat and bowing.

“Put your hat back on!” I said right away. All I needed was to have to treat anyone for hypothermia. And, although all I had on was a light jacket, it was pretty cold outside, at least, for the ungifted. “Why are you all here?”

Of course, I knew why. The men wanted to talk to the count and find out what they should do next.

“Sir, you understand...” the man scratched the back of his head. “We are simple people, we don’t know your plans,” he looked at the crowd gathered around, and they all nodded. “We want to know what to expect, and what we should do. As it is, it’s cold outside, and our hands are itching for work.”

“Why are you whining in front of the count?” boomed Chernomor, causing the man to flinch. “Speak, don’t complain!”

“That’s what I’m doing!” said the bearded man. “Maybe I could use different words, but that doesn’t change the meaning!”

“Do you think that the Bulatov Family has been ruined, and that I am not able to provide you housing?” I quietly asked, and the man nodded uncertainly. “Well, then, do not worry!” I announced, turning to the crowd at large. “I shall not abandon you. Just stay here for a couple of days, and in that time, I’ll have resolved all these matters. You’ll have work, and good working conditions.”

The crowd immediately roared with approval, and several dozen people headed for their tents. They were already busy, in fact, chopping wood, and heating water. Of course, thus far, the conditions weren’t the best. But they were simple people, and what I needed was to provide them with land to plow, or a small factory to give them work, and then they’d be happy. As for my part, I needed to ensure they’d be safe. The Bulatovs had failed on that score already.

During this meeting, I’d taken the opportunity to conduct a remote superficial diagnostic of everyone there. What was evident even before was that they hadn’t been living in the best conditions. They were all exhausted from long-term malnutrition, and several people were on the verge of pneumonia. And so these problems needed addressing right away.

“What’s your name?” I asked the bearded man who’d been speaking on behalf of the others. Clearly he served as their elder.

“Everyone calls me Mitrofan, sir,” he again tried to take off his hat, but noticing my disapproving look, he changed his mind.

“Mitrofan, I need to see...those two. And that guy over there swaying on his feet...And...”

I quickly pointed out several people and asked them to be brought to my study. Mitrofan did not ask unnecessary questions, and quickly bowed and began to gather the people together. An order was an order — we understood each other.

I was in my study sipping hot tea when the people requiring treatment came in to see me one by one. Yes, that is why I wanted to see them — so as to treat them. They might not die without my healing powers, but what use were sick people to me? And while everyone rested up and got better, I’d find them a new home.

“Master,” a young guy dressed in rags walked in. His face was haggard, and he was skin and bones. He looked to be around eighteen, or maybe twenty years old.

“Sit down,” I indicated the chair opposite me and took a sip of tea, while simultaneously assessing his state of health. Hmmm... This one was perhaps the most damaged of them all. On the good side, he wasn’t Gifted and so I could completely heal him. “Well, tell me! What was it like working for the Snegirevs? How did they treat you? And, generally speaking, are you glad we freed you?”

I asked him all this in part to kill time. What I initially thought was the onset of pneumonia turned out to be a malignant tumor, and it could not be dealt with quickly. Were I to destroy it right away, this would be too much of a shock on his frail body. Sure, I could simply give him an energy boost, but to what end? Anyway, what was the hurry? Why not take the time to do things right?

And yes, I wanted to hear what he had to say. As I treated him, the lad didn’t stop talking, and gave me all of the details about his time in what he called captivity. Actually, they weren’t locked up in prison, but in an ordinary village. They got up at the break of dawn, slaved away until nightfall and then were off to bed. Several of them tried to escape, but there were patrols that would catch them and bring them back. They’d then be whipped, but not so badly as to hinder their ability to work.

So, in short, the working conditions were, well, not the best. It was hard labor, and it didn’t matter if you were sick or not, and forget about days off. The food was pretty lousy, too. Clearly their enslavers economized on food.

The only ones who had it good were the ones who abandoned the Bulatov Family and took an oath to serve the Snegirevs. They were fed better, and were given easier work. They took them to other villages and even paid them some wages.

“Are there any among you who swore to serve the viscount?” I said with narrowed eyes, and the lad quickly shook his head.

“Oh, no, sir! We all remained faithful to Gregory... Ahem... Your Family! I swear, we were all true!” And he almost jumped up to bow, but I stopped him.

“Calm down,” I closed my eyes and concentrated on the guy’s lymphatic system. One more touch, and he’d be completely healthy. “Well then, none of the ones outside there wanted to serve the Snegirevs, eh? And this was on principle?” I asked, bemused. I was done with the treatment now, and leaning back in my chair.

“No, sir! All of the people who have come here are loyal to you! But the others...” he shook his head. “Many couldn’t stand it and gave up.”

Yes, I got it. They were my people, but they’re workers, not guardsmen. What did it matter to them if they were working for the Snegirevs rather than the Bulatovs? Small matter, really, if you kept your oath or not, because you still had to work for a living. So I didn’t blame the ones who gave up on us.

After the boy, an elderly man of about sixty years of age came into the study. His joints were trashed, but this took so little time, we didn’t even get past greetings. Although yes, I did send him to the kitchen for a good meal with meat in it. He needed the protein to produce building blocks to facilitate his recovery.

And so it was that one after another, the worst cases filed into my study. Some only had time to say hello and bow before I provided my healing touch, channeling my energy where it was needed. With others, I had to take more time to distribute the forces and initiate the healing process. I would ask them the same questions about how it was under the Snegirevs, and all of their responses were about the same.

“Next!” The woman stood up and walked out on stiff legs towards the exit, not believing her luck. She’d been suffering severe abdominal pain for the past two years. Now all of this was behind her, and she was amazed that feeling good was even possible.

“Well, since you’ve invited me, then I’ll come on in,” I heard a familiar voice, and Timothy walked in. He sat down opposite me and waited patiently for me to finish my cup of tea.

“Kooky, tell them to bring me more. Two cups,” I nodded toward Timothy. I was glad to see him, as I’d been wanting to have a chat with him.

“Cooo?” my pigeon wasn’t happy as he lazily rose from his perch.

“Okay, three! Have them bring three cups!” I waved. “And cookies, as well. So be it.”

“C-o-o-o!” Now satisfied, my feathered friend trilled, and then he lifted off as he did his vanishing act.

“Mikhail, actually, I didn’t come here for tea,” the old man said somewhat hesitantly. “I’m here on another matter...”

“Well, anyway I wanted to talk to you,” I interrupted him. “I think it’s time for you to change your profession. I propose you work as a supervisor. Or maybe a manager. Or, as you say in the military, an ensign?”

“C-o-o-o cooooo!” Kooky appeared just in time to put in a word.

“Here! You can be my estate manager! Well done, feathered one!” I stroked his little head, and he did his trilling thing. “Well, Timothy? Would you like to be the manager of the Bulatov estate?”

“Hmm...” Timothy hemmed and hawed a bit. “Well, I’m not interested on being your ensign. But if it’s between that and being your estate manager...”

I got it. Yes, he wanted to remain a driver, but, in fact, I didn’t need a driver. And so, between two evils, he chose the lesser, although there was essentially no difference between these two titles.

Initially, I’d wanted him as my driver. But a lot had changed since then, and I now I knew that any guardsman here could drive a car. Yes, perhaps not so skillfully, but Timothy would be much more useful managing the estate.

I noticed some time ago that he had a head for business matters. He was skilled at handling finances and managing people. Even in the early days here at the castle when we were sorting out the rubble, well, Timothy was the one ordering the guards about and telling them what could be used, and what needed to be discarded. He, of course, tried to turn down the position, but this was more for show. And he finally agreed to take the job when I offered him better housing in our renovated quarters.

“The basement,” I said. “Actually, I prefer to call it the zero floor.”

“So first you tell me that the manager is a really important person and then you tell me I’ll be living in the basement?” Timothy chuckled. He was joking with me at this point.

“Let me remind you that it’s not in the basement, but on the zero floor,” I emphasized. “And don’t turn your nose up at it. Let me show you!”

In fact, I hadn’t yet seen what it was the builders had accomplished at this point. They were done renovating the first level of the basement, and now they were working their way upwards, restoring several areas at once, as well as patching up the towers and repairing the roof. I hadn’t let anyone see what they were doing because I didn’t want to get in their way. And it’s not like I myself had the time to see how it was going.

I have to say they’d done a pretty good job. I knew I could trust Cherepanov’s people, and they clearly knew what they were doing. It’s a little expensive, really, but what can you do? You have to pay for quality.

“Wow! This is nothing like a basement,” Timothy whistled as soon as we entered one of the renovated apartments. “So is this for real? I get to live here?” he was surprised.

“Well, yes, with Masha,” I nodded to him. “Or maybe four rooms aren’t enough?”

“Ha! Well then,” he said as he scratched his bald head. “I guess you’re looking at your new estate manager!”

“We have a deal! You, more than anyone else, knows what needs to be done around here and how important it is,” I nodded.

“Well, you’re right about that!” laughed Timothy. “I remember when during my military days how the ensign got stinking drunk once. And so he loaded up my air-to-air missiles, can you imagine?”

“Yes, I can, and in fact, that’s what I’m doing right now!” I smiled wryly. “Actually, what is an air-to-air missile. I’ve heard about missiles and even watched a video, but that’s all I know about it.”

“Imagine me flying to take care of an Interface and activating my targeting module, and then, instead, I’m blasted out of the sky! Have you ever seen the aircraft used by the offworlders?”

After that came more of Timothy’s stories, each one more interesting than the last. Actually, I didn’t know that the offworlders possessed aviation technology. I mean, they didn’t own technology as such, but those horses of theirs were vastly different from this world’s steeds. And Kooky...I got the feeling he wasn’t from this world. In fact, I was sure he wasn’t. As for their aviation, they flew about on bird-like creatures, and would always get a drubbing from our helicopters and airplanes. And that’s all I knew about it.

“And that ensign somehow poured motor oil into the transmission. God, what that a noisy mess…” Timothy went on as I looked at the recently completed renovations in the basement.

I was, in fact, impressed. The builders had turned the basement into several apartments, and they were all beautiful and cozy. Charming. Our new estate manager got the largest four-room apartment. High ceilings, light walls, and even small windows right below the ceiling. All we needed now was to furnish it, and then he and Masha could move right in. Actually, it was his job as the manager to select the furnishings. Timothy and I looked at the rest of the apartments and servants’ quarters and asked me about the budget, and that’s when I sent him to see Victoria. I didn’t want to deal with all this stuff, which is why I’d given him the job in the first place. The last thing I wanted was to discuss the budget. I simply told him not to spend too much in light of all of our current expenses.

Next, I dropped by our infirmary, and spent some more energy there. As long as there was life on this planet there would always be the wounded and the sick. I would never be without a job — this is what they told us back at the academy.

Finally, this done, I could set about the preparations to execute my plan. It was a good one, although many unknowns remained. So off I went to find Victoria, as she was the one who could tell me all about where I intended to be going in the near future.

* * *

Castle of Duke Konakov

“Arkady, you’re wrong to think that I’m completely old and unable to teach you a thing or two,” the old man’s voice was calm, which you couldn’t tell from his look. Fortunately, the man he was talking to couldn’t see him through the phone. “Do you think you have license to do whatever you want? Well, you’re wrong.”

Arkady Kurchatov said something in response, and the old man sighed.

“Kurchatov!” he abruptly interrupted. “Enough already! I know that your guards were on my land. And this is called a provocation, and not an annoying mistake, as you say. You deliberately deployed several detachments that distracted my people from their work.”

The man at the other end spoke some more, but the old man just shook his head.

“Listen to what I’m telling you, count!” Konakov again broke in. “I warn you again — next time your antics will end in instigating a war. This is no empty threat. Moreover, if you sink so low as to attack Bulatov when he is being attacked from all sides at once, then I will not stand to the side. Do you hear me loud and clear?”

After this, Kurchatov must’ve been offended because only the sound of beeping ensued, and the old man sighed heavily and leaned back in his chair. Then he picked up a glass of something strong. Ice cubes began clinking in his glass, and after taking a small sip, Duke Konakov gave the order to the commander of his guard to be on the alert. Then he summoned his intelligence chief. He was well aware that with his declaration he had drawn unnecessary attention to Count Bulatov, but it also bought him some time. The old man knew that no matter how impudent Kurchatov was, he would not risk a war just yet. Their forces were equal, and thus, in the event of hostilities, both sides would suffer serious losses.

“Just live long enough to finish curing my granddaughter... That’s all...” the old man said quietly and closed his eyes.

* * *

Mansion of the Snegirev Family

Morning after the ball

The first rays of the sun broke through the loosely closed curtains, and the woman sleeping alone in the huge bed began to stretch.

She lay there for a while, not wanting to interrupt her sweet morning slumber. The viscountess was in a great mood, because last night had been a huge success. Yes, she hadn’t planned on what she’d done, and had to act spontaneously given the circumstances, but she could never have imagined that Bulatov would fly into her trap like that. And she was almost dizzy with happiness now — it was like a dream come true.

“Madam...” came the quiet voice of her assistant, who had been standing in a dark corner all this time, afraid to disturb her mistress.

“Oh!... Well, what is it?” asked the viscountess.

“Last night one of your villages was attacked... by the Bulatov guards...” the assistant said even more quietly, her body trembling. “They took about three hundred of the workers.”

“W-what?” Her dreams popped like a soap bubble and she jumped out of bed, but then she calmed down and sat on the edge of the mattress. “Do you know? To hell with it!” She waved her hand. “Nothing can spoil my mood now! Let him do what he wants; it will all be over very soon,” she smiled.

The assistant exhaled and provided a full report. Where they came from, how they managed to get away, and most importantly, why the patrols didn’t notice them in time. It all boiled down to the fact that the Bulatovs intimately knew the lands that had recently belonged to them. All of the details made the viscountess clench her fists, but she reminded herself that no one yet had escaped her Gift. Give it a day, or even two, but Bulatov would die. Then she recalled the time she’d used her Gift to eliminate a competitor.

The viscount was planning on marrying someone else, and she couldn’t tolerate this, which is why she’d poisoned the competition’s glass of wine — a baron’s daughter. A week later the competition had died, and no one knew how it came to be.

“Madam, what would you like me to do?” Her assistant finished her report and was now awaiting further instructions.

“Nothing,” the viscountess waved her hand, but then she paused and smiled. “Although...wait! I want to take a bath! Summon the maids, please.”

After her assistant left, the viscountess stood up and headed for her bathroom. Her silk robe fell to the floor, exposing her beautiful body, but the maids who entered the room froze in the doorway, and their eyes widened in shock.

“What is it? What are you staring at?” the viscountess said, but they said nothing. They just stood there with their mouths agape. So the viscountess went over to a full-length mirror to take a look at herself. And turning to see her back, she realized why the maids were so afraid. “What... What the...” she hastily began to feel her back with her hands, unable to believe that thick red curly hair was now growing all over her spine.

* * *

“But this is impossible!” again Victoria exclaimed.

Woman! When, oh when will you stop doubting me?!

“Vic, don’t exaggerate,” I smiled and took a sip from the cup. “Mmm... And so what’s this?”

“It’s a ginger beverage,” she said, sitting down opposite me. She’d been sitting there before, but then she stood up to pace the room.

“It’s terrible!” I took another sip. “But I like it...Alright!” I remembered what we were talking about. “Why? Why don’t you think I can go there?”

“Because those aren’t ordinary mountains we’re talking about. They arose only two hundred years ago, as a result of a magical cataclysm. There was a battle between the two strongest mages, one of the earth and the other of the cold!” And again she sprang up out of her seat. “And you can’t get over the wall; they built it to last forever.”

“Then how did you fritter away a place like that?” I was at a loss.

And indeed, there were more questions than answers.

In fact, I thought I had come up with the most excellent plan for housing our new workers. There was such a place...It was rather far away, but these were lands that once belonged to the Bulatovs. And it was perfect in that it’d be easy to protect them behind that impenetrable wall.

As Victoria noted, there was now a mountain range there, and it wasn’t just any mountain range. Rather, it was covered in magical anomalies. At the summit, the temperatures dipped to minus seventy degrees, and yet one had to climb that high because of the wall. Even those with strong Gifts could freeze to death there, or else they could fall from the steep cliff walls.

The mountain range formed a circle with a radius of approximately five kilometers. And in the middle of this circle were three cozy villages, along with quite a few mines. Lots of minerals were in those mines, but now, one of our enemies was taking advantage of our absence to extract them. It was wrong, that, and so it was time to get our lands back.

And, in fact, the mountains did not totally surround the villages — there was one small passage. It was about a kilometer long and blocked by the stone wall built a hundred years ago. Now it was guarded by the enemy with a force of at least a hundred people. In theory, we’d need around five hundred fighters to overcome this army. And it’s not for sure that we’d even be able to take them were we to give it our best.

In short, it was an ideal place to defend. No planes could fly over the mountains, and people couldn’t climb over them, and so the enemy could easily entrench themselves. All they had to do was guard the one narrow passageway.

“I still don’t understand how the Bulatovs were kicked out of there. Or did they leave on their own?” I repeated my question after Victoria was done talking.

“The Bulatovs would never give up their lands,” she frowned. “That day, five Families attacked us at once. They hit the most vulnerable places, and my father had to pull back a significant part of his forces. As the baron had been very friendly to us, nobody expected him to attack.”

“Oh, and so he stabbed you in the back!” I nodded. “What that means is he’s due for a bolt in his ass.”

“A jagged bolt, I hope?” laughed Victoria.

“Yes, and red-hot,” I bared my teeth. “But that’ll come later...First, I’ll go there and take a look around. If anything happens, Chernomor is already on the alert, and yes, he has already tried to dissuade me.”

Actually, that’s where we ended the conversation. The girl warned me about the dangers that awaited me in the mountains, and advised me to go there merely on a reconnaissance mission, and not get into trouble quite yet.

But this plan had been in my head for several days now, and I already knew about the ultra-low temperatures. So I prepared as needed. I slightly modified my skin structure and put on a small layer of fat. Yes, my adipose tissue itself had to be changed a little, but none of this was hard to do. Now, if I wanted, I could walk around naked all winter, and even sweat a little if the temperature rose above, say, minus ten Celsius.

Having finished the disgusting ginger tea and after saying goodbye to Victoria, I headed straight to the stables. Hmm... The choice was difficult, but still obvious. The two offworld steeds were ready to kick up earth with their hooves, jets of steam issuing from their nostrils, but only when my faithful Corgi horse wasn’t looking at them.

Rather pathetic looking, not burdened with excessive intelligence, this was only at first glance. I remember how I dreamed that I grew a new brain in the duchess’s stomach. And so that is more or less what I’d given the Corgi horse. He had a brain now, although not in his stomach. And so I mounted him, my faithful ride, and indicated the way to go. In advance, I’d applied several chains of runes to his bones. One of them allowed him to communicate with Kooky, who was our real-time navigator on this journey.

And thus, we got there without encountering a single patrol or checkpoint along the way. I’d instructed Kooky at the outset to ensure we moved along stealthily. After all, if any of our enemies were to figure out what I was about here, all of my efforts would be in vain. Although, it’s not like anyone would believe what I was aiming to do.

The Corgi horse stopped about two kilometers from my destination, and I didn’t even bother to tie him up. I could now communicate with him the same way I did with Kooky. I could summon him to come, even. For now, though, I sent him to graze nearby.

As so I emerged from the forest and set my eyes on what Victoria had been telling me about. What I beheld was a high wall fashioned from black stone with several towers, all of which had arrow slits. Mounted at the top were guns that could pierce any of our armored cars, and you couldn’t even see the guards that were at the very top. However, did I need to, even? The wall was about a kilometer long, with towers every two hundred meters. In the darkness of the night, no one noticed me, and I calmly walked around and counted the guards that were stationed in the towers at the lower levels.

“A hundred people...” I muttered. “Where am I to bury you? All about is nothing but stone...”

I set about slowly climbing upwards. But not up the wall, which Victoria told me not to even try to scale, not under any circumstances.

The mountains, indeed, looked impregnable, but this was only for the ordinary Gifted. Minus seventy is not such a terrible temperature, but icy steep cliffs were another story. Well, anyway, somehow I was managing. I could always find some kind of little nook and cranny, a foothold here, a little ledge there. Along the way I thought about what to do next. Once I get there, I could look around inside and, perhaps, eliminate a few guards. But then what? Then, I think, I could possibly call for help. I could get rid of the guns, eliminate the particularly vigilant guards, and simply help the other guards fall asleep for a long, long time. After they awoke, it would be too late. In short, I decided to let the circumstances dictate my actions.

I didn’t even notice how I made it to the very top. Yes, it would be hard for even the most prepared climber, what with the howling wind and the incredibly powerful magical frost. Why go far to get proof of this? Look at that guy, chilled to the bone.

I observed the frozen corpse in bright clothes. He was leaning against a rock, his gaze forever fixed on some distant point. I wondered how long he’d been here. And could Victoria make him move?

Eh...the notion of bringing her here was definitely a non-starter.

I made my way forward, encountering ever more confirmation of Victoria’s dire warnings. She was right in saying that these mountains were deadly to just about anybody who was unfortunate enough to end up here. Here was a helicopter lying on its side, its crew scattered several tens of meters about. I wondered if it could be repaired? It looked old, though. I also came across more alpineers, several military men, and even one strange man in rather expensive clothes. I encountered him when I reached the very summit of the cold peak, and had begun to descend along the inner slope.

Well done, Victoria, you told me everything in detail. Thanks to her I managed to properly prepare for this. I’d altered my very skin and conserved as much energy as possible and so I could last around seven hours in this frigid environment. That was more than enough.

And I was ready to keep on silently lauding the countess for her comprehensive briefing, except for one thing! Through the howling of the blizzard, a heartrending inhuman roar reached my ears. I immediately activated the search for heartbeats, and at the very edge of my range I was able to detect it. It was not a person, that’s for sure. The heart was at least twice the size of that of a human. Yes, and it had an unnatural beat, and was approaching me at great speed.

It turns out that I was wrong to praise Victoria. This was something she definitely failed to mention.


Chapter 7

VICTORIA STARED INTO THE FIRE, lost in thought. She was thinking about what Mikhail, the head of her Family, had said, and she still couldn’t believe he’d gone off on his own to storm the impregnable wall.

“No way...” she shook her head, and resolutely stood up. “We have to be ready, as well,” she muttered to herself, and nodding in affirmation, she headed toward Chernomor’s room.

She found him doing some maintenance on a machine gun. He sat by a small window humming something as he tinkered with iron parts, and springs and such. Guns and other firearms didn’t fall into the realm of Victoria’s expertise.

“Vika? Why have you come here at this hour” Chernomor asked as he discreetly moved an empty glass out of her line of sight. He’d stashed the bottle away as soon as she started opening the door.

“Did Mikhail tell you where he went?? Victoria sat down next to Chernomor, looking at him. The old man just shrugged.

“He just said he was setting off on some kind of business trip. What a scoundrel, really.” Victoria didn’t even notice what Chernomor had called the head of the Family, because suddenly he smiled as it all came together — meaning the pieces of the gun were now in place. “I’ve been fooling around with this gun for half an hour already. Finally it’s obeying me!”

“Mikhail went to the Agorov mines...” Victoria interrupted him, and the smile on his face vanished.

“Whatever for?” He looked at Victoria, and from the expression on her face he fully understood what was happening. “What kind of idiot is he?! That would be suicide for me, even! You can’t get a tank through those fortifications, and who knows how many men they’ve got stationed there, and that baron...what’s his name?”

“Grishanov,” Victoria said. “Valentine Grishanov! What a bastard...”

“A bastard like none other,” Chernomor nodded. “Can you count the times we tried to recapture the mines? Twice? Three times?”

“I remember everything...” Victoria sighed and looked out the window. “My father was darker than a storm cloud when he heard about how many of our guardsmen fell in that battle.”

“How long ago did he leave? Mikhail?” She heard several clicks and now saw the fully assembled machine gun in Chernomor’s hands. “Maybe I should call him, urge him to come back?”

“No, it’s too late...Most likely he’s already there,” sighed Victoria. “He’ll manage. I’m sure they’ll be taken totally by surprise at his impudence, just like usual. He’ll sneak about and kill them all and...”

“And he will open the gates for us,” Chernomor nodded in agreement. “So we should prepare an assault squad in advance? Should he call, we’ll be ready to roll!”

In fact, that’s exactly what Victoria wanted to hear him say. And so before long, Chernomor was on his way to the barracks. After five or so minutes of shouts and stomping about, several dozen fighters sat in their vehicles ready for action.

“Listen...what if, well, he can’t handle it?” Chernomor said to Victoria, who was standing outside rubbing her hands to keep them warm.

“Don’t doubt him, Chernomor,” she said sternly. “Better to wait for his call.”

* * *

Indeed yes, it’s cold out here! Really, really cold! What that means is the creature roaring like a pride of lions shouldn’t be able to survive out here. No way!

Still, I sensed its large heart, and its inexorable approach. And yes, the creature kept on roaring. And that sound made everything inside me sink and tremble, right down to my bones. Chilling horror tried with all its might to shackle my arms and legs; fortunately, I’d had it far worse in my past life. So no, I didn’t allow paralysis to overcome me.

The monster was heading my way, that’s for sure. It would occasionally stop and howl, and then move forward again. Sometimes faster, sometimes slower, but steadily forward. And as luck would have it, my pigeon wasn’t around. Kooky would be useless in these frigid temps, actually. In fact, what did I need a useless bird for? What, I’d have to warm him up under my armpit up here, crazy!

Instead, I expected that my feathered comrade was busy tormenting the tower guards. I’d sent him there, and so now he and his little pigeon detachment were no doubt up to all their dirty tricks. I’d heard some reports already.

As I’d been ascending the cliffs, he’d shat all over five of the fighters, totally soiling their attire. Sure, might not seem like much, but that kind of thing is really distracting and demoralizing. By the time I appeared on the other side of this mountain, they’d be far less vigilant.

All I had to do was start my descent. I raised my crossbow and prepared to load it, but didn’t dare. It was too cold to fire it. I could seriously damage it shooting it up here. It’s okay. I can face this thing with my bare hands. You bet.

“Ar-ar-arooooo!” The creature seemed to be howling right under my nose.

Yes, I could tell it was super close. But still I saw nothing. Was it under the snow? I was surrounded by snowdrifts, so this was possible. Too late to retreat, so I had to face it, whatever it was. All these snowdrifts, and an enemy that was too fast to outrun. So I got into a fighting stance.

But whatever it was froze right in front of me whilst I was prepared for it to attack me from below. I could feel its heartbeat under my feet, practically. The seconds passed as I prepared for a surprise attack. I reviewed my tactics, and tried to go over what might be my best moves.

But then...I couldn’t believe it ‑‑ I’d never been more surprised. Suddenly, the monster burst out of a snowdrift and came right at me! But what I saw was a fluffy little Spitz!

Luckily, I checked myself in time and didn’t come down on it with everything I had. I could have kicked him like a soccer ball.

But just the same, I kept my guard up. The creature, although small in appearance, could still pose a danger. I recalled a small lizard I came across once in the wastelands of Khgraat. I fed it, even scratched its neck, picked it up, and set off on my way. But just then, I saw that lizard defeat two desert dragons that suddenly manifested, and he did it without my help. The lizard jumped out and, like a bullet, pierced their hides one by one. It then snacked on the fresh dragon meat, and, jumping up to crawl back under my coat, it fell asleep.

This Spitz certainly reminded me of that lizard. No, you deadly little bastard, you may be white and fluffy and cute, but you don’t fool me!

“Woof!!! Woof-woof!!!” The doggy stuck out its pink tongue and began rubbing against my leg.

Shucks, I guess I could pet it a little, the little doggy-woggy. I couldn’t resist, so I scratched the dog behind its ears.

“Woof!” barked the Spitz, and then he sprang onto my shoulder and began licking my face with his warm tongue.

Okay, fine, but I wasn’t about to let my guard down. I steeled myself, just waiting for the cute little monster to reveal his true nature. And he did just that. First he playfully nipped at my fingers and then licked me some more, and then he jumped down into the snowdrift.

“Awoooooooooh!!!” The little doggy with the big heart raised his muzzle upward and howled like nobody’s business. The sound almost whipped the skin off of me and I barely managed to stay on my feet.

Besides the incredibly powerful acoustics the doggy produced, which cut me to the core, a huge wave of energy hit me. Clearly Spitz’s howl was magical, and had he directed it at me, well, I’d have had trouble coping with it.

Anyway, I moved onward, with Spitz jumping around me, begging me to rub his belly, which I did, and occasionally, the dog would leap into my arms. But once I began moving out of the icy hell, the fluffy little doggy starting lagging behind me, and then he dove into a snowdrift and disappeared. Well, anyway, it was nice to meet you, Spitz. Glad you weren’t out to get me.

As the dog was licking me, I managed to explore the nature of the beast a little. Thus, as I proceeded down the mountain, I had a lot of food for thought. What interested me most were the animal’s vocal cords. The way it produced sound, well, let’s say it was quite unique. It was totally unlike what I’d come across in people and in the many creatures I’d treated in my undoubtedly long journey through life. Really, it made me wonder how many energy channels there were out there. The dog’s voice was truly magical. He could use it to slay a person or calm him down.

And there was his heart, as well. It was big, even for a large man. Yet Spitz was a small fluffy animal that weighed less than half a kilo, so what was up with that? Its heart occupied the bulk of its internal space, and contained many, many energy vessels, channels, chambers and all sorts of cool features concentrated inside. Actually, that’s precisely how Spitz survived in its harsh environment. It fed on the atmospheric energy, which, to my surprise, was in abundance at the summit of the rocky ridge.

I was so lost in thought that I didn’t even notice when I reached the base of the mountain. Of course, it was still minus twenty outside, and the wind was blasting frigid air in my face. Tiny little snowflakes were trying to pierce my eyeballs, as well. Just the same, it was warmer than up on the mountain. And yes, I’d slipped a couple of times, and even cut my leg on some icicles protruding from the cliff face, and I couldn’t even count my bruises. My body felt tender now, and my head was aching a little. But when was that enough to stop me?

Finally, the massive black wall appeared in the distance. I saw several spotlights high atop it trained in the opposite direction, but on the side I was on, it was dark and calm. There weren’t even any patrols about. After all, nobody could draw near without being spotted, right? Good for me that they were so sure of this.

* * *

Somewhere on the wall

Ten minutes later

“No, dude!” the guardsman shook his head, looking off towards the forest. “It’s impossible! I’m definitely going to transfer out of here. At the first chance I get, I’m gone, and I’m never coming back here again.”

“Yeah!” laughed his comrade. “I’m sure they’ll let you go, just like that...”

The two soldiers stood at their post looking out at the beauty of the arctic scene below them. Their only responsibility over these past few years was to train the searchlight over the forest and pan it across the area in front of the wall.

Of course, they also had to maintain the searchlight itself, so that it functioned as expected. This meant cleaning it, and, when necessary, they changed the bulbs. And it was their bad luck that they’d had to wipe it down twenty times already tonight. As soon as they’d clean it, some heretofore unseen in these parts nocturnal bird would dump a big load of shit right on the glass.

“What the hell is this?” cursed the guardsman, again noticing how dim the searchlight was. The filthy mass of bird crap was again all over the face of the lamp, which, due to the high temperature of the light, made it meld with the glass.

“Get to it, Boryan,” laughed the other guardsman, “It’s your turn to clean it up. Hop to it!” he shouted as Boryan swore under his breath. “It’s like a pot that you cook oatmeal in. You’d best clean it right away!”

The guardsman wiped off another spot and returned to his post, again starting to pan the beam along the road, and then again through the forest, illuminating the clearing in front of the wall.

“Well, I still don’t get why we’re even here,” said the guardsman, still cursing. “Even if someone tries to attack, they won’t be alone. They’d have, like, twenty tanks at least, and we’d know about it long before they got here.”

“No kidding! And moreover...” just then they both froze, hearing the bone-chilling howl of some unknown monster. “Ohhh...” he shuddered. “I can’t stand it, no. That howling makes me feel like leaping off the wall. What creature is that, anyway? Is it some offworld dragon, or what? Something wild, that’s for sure!”

“Well, I’d be happy to help you jump off the wall,” someone said, and both of the guards laughed, assuming someone was having fun with them. But once the crossbow bolt pierced the forehead of one of them, the other one was no longer amused.

However, by then he could do nothing at all. He couldn’t raise the alarm, nor could he even scream. A second bolt whistled off the bowstring and dug into his chest up to the feathers. That’s when the stranger emerged from the shadows. He ripped the radio off one of them and hung it on his own chest, and then set about searching the bodies.

“Damn...” he cursed. “Kooky, did you see any grenades?”

“Coo-c-o-o-o-coo!” the pigeon with the shimmering greenish feathers appeared out of the darkness. He stalked up to the corpses, poked at them and then spread his wings saying, “Nope, I see no grenades.”

“Too bad...Listen, would you like a case of diarrhea or what?” asked the man, but the feathered one simply made a trilling noise, and then as if dissolved into the air. “What a bore…” he muttered, displeased. “Anyway, sooner or later, Kooky... I’ll make sure you’re covered in wool instead of feathers.”

* * *

Really, it was stunning, the scenery from up here. I liked it! I was surrounded by mountains, and I could see a couple of small villages, with mines and all kinds of machinery. The wall itself was clearly built by a powerful magician, and it housed an entire garrison. The guardsmen slept in the towers, but within the wall itself, protected by an impenetrable magical stone, there were many rooms and passages. As I made my way around the towers tossing one sentry after another off, I could estimate the size of the army here. And I was less than happy, because my initial calculations turned out to be completely off the mark. My chain of runes was not designed for materials charged with offworld energy, so I, one might say, had deceived myself.

At least two hundred soldiers were now sleeping in the wall and the towers. A lot, definitely. But that wasn’t all. There were some nearby barracks which housed around fifty more men. And a few hundred meters away was a village inhabited not only by workers. There, too, were more guardsmen, as reported to me by my feathered spies. Really, I had to give Kooky and his team credit for their great reconnaissance.

Thanks to them, I knew that the gate could only be opened from the control center. But the only way to access the center was if someone inside opened the doors by pressing a button. This button, though, could be pressed by the beak of, say, a pigeon. Thus, I managed to visit the control center, which was housed on the top floor of one of the towers. In fact, I was already sitting inside the control center, gazing into the distance and sipping tea from a thermos, pondering my situation.

It’d be nothing but stupid to fight such a crowd alone. Perhaps I could come up with some devious plan, make the flock of pigeons fart sleepy gas, or something like that. But why do that when I had my own guard?

“Hello!” I dialed the number, and right away Chernomor picked up. I was surprised, actually, because I assumed they’d all be asleep at the castle.

“Mikhail,” Chernomor said in a deep voice. “The strike brigade is ready for battle. But we can’t cover you from the air... Valery flatly refuses to fly there.”

As he spoke, I almost fell off the tower. The only reason I didn’t choke on my tea is because it’d be a shame. My tea with honey was delightful.

“Why aren’t you still sleeping?” I interrupted him. “And how did you know I’ve gone to the mines?”

“Victoria told us, and we decided we’d better be ready to act,” the guard commander answered. “Well? What are your orders?”

“Well, okay... Proceed right up to the gate. Leave the vehicles in the forest so that you don’t draw too much attention,” I said, taking another sip of the tea. Ugh...it had cooled down a little, so I added more boiling water. I listened then to Chernomor’s confusion, whilst Victoria stood there calming him down. “Okay then. I’ll be expecting you.”

“So what’s the plan? More precisely, why do we have to wait at the gate?” Chernomor didn’t understand. I laughed.

“Wait for a miracle, Chernomor. When you approach the gate, be sure to knock.”

At this point I hung up and really did begin to wait, not that I was wasting time. I studied all the information I could get from within the control center. I looked at several cameras that were mostly directed outward. Even in the forest they installed surveillance, while on the wall itself and inside the ring of mountains there was absolutely no surveillance. Were they so sure that it was impossible to get over those rocks? But I saw no cameras trained inside the wall, so I wasn’t able to study the interior spaces. Fortunately, Chernomor thoroughly knew this territory.

So all I could do now was wait for him. In the two hours that it took my guards to make it to the mine, I managed to drain the thermos of tea I’d found, and even prepared some instant coffee. But I was disappointed. The instant brew was a pale imitation of real coffee...disgusting, really, and so after taking a sip, I poured the rest down the sink and began looking for more tea. But here, too, I met with disappointment. I understood then why one of the guards had brought a thermos of delicious tea with him to work. What they kept here, well, not even a pigeon would want it. Not even for a bird bath, really. It would make Kooky’s feathers fall out.

I saw movement outside the wall through the surveillance cameras. Several fighters emerged from the forest. They quickly examined the wall, and after a couple of minutes more guardsmen appeared. It’s strange that they hadn’t noticed me when I was carrying out my own surveillance. Although, no, it wasn’t really strange. The cameras here were doing thermal imaging, so as not to miss a single living soul outside the lens. Floodlights do not illuminate everything, and the fact is that installing comprehensive lighting here would be too expensive.

And spotting just me on thermal imaging would be difficult. Yes, my clothes might have stood out a little against the background, but my body was another story. I’d worked on my skin before this venture to ensure I didn’t emit any heat at all. To the guards, then, I was just a microscopic gray speck on the screen. It’s no wonder that they didn’t spot me, although the guards were perfectly visible to me. Sitting in a room with screens, I was constantly monitoring what was happening around me. I made sure that no one from the authorities woke up and approached one of the machine gun stations. Should this happen, they needed to fire one long burst to deprive me of most of my men. Fortunately, this didn’t happen. Five dozen fighters calmly reached the gate, and...

“Bzzz...”

Chernomor called me.

“Mikhail, we did everything you said,” he threw up his hands. “And a miracle happened, we weren’t shot. But for some reason the gates are closed. Oh, and Victoria is with us.”

“You haven’t done everything. You have to knock, I told you... Haha! Okay, no more jokes.” I pressed the gate unlock button and it slowly opened with a loud rumble.

Ugh, I hope that sound didn’t wake anyone up. But I hoped in vain, because in the next tower I felt that someone had woken up. Several guardsmen felt the vibration from the opening of the gate, and were now up and about.

Oh, all right, then. I saw our vehicles, with all of our detachments, completely blocking the only road up to the fortress.

The gates were now open, and our fighters immediately began to divide into small squads and take pre-selected positions. Chernomor unmistakably found the control center, and within a minute he was knocking on the locked door.

“How did you know I was here?” I was surprised at seeing him. I let him inside the cramped room. True, he barely fit inside here, because in addition to his massive armor, he had a long sword hanging from his belt, and a huge machine gun in his hands, not to mention a backpack full of ammunition.

“Where else could you be? Once you spotted us and realized that I didn’t knock on the gate, that meant you’re looking through the cameras. And these idiots haven’t even upgraded the technology in so many years,” he shrugged. “So what’s next?”

“Well, I thought we could kill all the enemies,” I laughed. “But it seems that you already have everything under control

In fact, Chernomor had dispatched several detachments towards the villages and barracks, and also at defensive positions set up at the exits from the big wall and towers. Now our guards were at their stations, installing heavy weapons, and laying mines. However, the plan was extremely simple.

Our adversaries couldn’t hide inside the wall forever, and sooner or later they’d have to emerge, and when they did, they’d be met by our solders firing their machine guns. The situation was even more dire for whoever was sleeping in the barracks. I knew from my pigeon that we had powerful cannons trained on facilities occupied by the enemy. Apparently my men had captured all of the guns and ammo stationed on the towers.

“How can I get them to emerge…” Chernomor groused, having received several messages about combat readiness on the radio. “It’s a tricky business. The wall is designed well, so it’d be suicide to try to climb down it.”

Kooky mentioned this, as well. No, we couldn’t penetrate the enemy’s quarters that way. Also, Chernomor told me that the walls were riddled with secret passages through which the enemy could retreat and escape. They led to tunnels which extended for a kilometer or more in different directions, and then exited at the foot of the mountains. But only Chernomor and a few guards knew about these tunnels. The locals were oblivious about such things.

“So why didn’t you attack this place through these secret passages? You could’ve moved forces here in the space of a night without anyone knowing, and then you’d be inside already. An inside job, as it were!” I had to ask the old man. It struck me as a logical approach, that.

“Right, you think we’re all that dumb, is that it?” snorted Chernomor, and all I could do was shrug in response. “Okay,” he sighed and plopped down in a chair. But then, it groaned in protest and he stood back up. “These passages are only for evacuation. It’s hard to move inwards through them, because then there’s an alarm that sounds. It’s a huge siren.”

“And once the siren starts screaming, what happens?” I smiled. “Will the guards all come running out to take up their stations on the wall?”

Chernomor thought about it, and nodded.

Anyway, we had a plan. Chernomor issued some orders and we moved out onto the wall and monitored what transpired. Our guys were stealthy, and had already taken out over a dozen of the enemy. These were men who’d awakened early and stepped out for a smoke break, and instead received a bullet in the head. And so we gradually all moved into position, and once all our guardsmen were ready, Chernomor proceeded to the control center and pressed a big red button.

“#!*&#!!!” I heard him swearing. “Their alarm doesn’t work! The dogs!” And he kept on swearing as the speakers issued a crackling, squealing noise that morphed finally into the howl of a siren.

Alright then! The howl increased in tempo, and I discerned the heartbeats of several hundred men. Two hundred fighters against our fifty men and three pigeons. I figured we’d manage with no wounded, even.

Right away, our machine guns began to roar. There were only a few exits in the wall, and they were the only way out. Actually, we barricaded them tightly, leaving a hole for the muzzle. And now through this hole the machine gun was spewing hundreds and thousands of bullets towards the crowd spilling outside.

Shots were also heard from the direction of the villages. Several flashes, the roar of explosions, screams muffled by distance. And then Chernomor’s radio hissed, and the soldiers reported on a successful cleanup in one of the villages. Less than half an hour had passed when the sounds of the battle began subsiding, and then only the howl of the siren remained. After we turned it off, our guardsmen began cleaning out the towers. Only a few dozen of the enemy remained inside, all hiding.

We dealt with them a little differently. What was the point of heading into an ambush when all you needed was to send in a pigeon? Pigeons are related to doves, and so in a way they were symbols of peace. Pigeons were a little different, though, because they could resolve disputes between people, and bring about harmony and more just by delivering grenades without pins.

*Ba-Boom!*

I had to turn off my hearing for a second and protect my eardrums with an impenetrable film. I didn’t have my soldiers comb the tower rooms, as I did this myself. I had no problem managing thirty enemy guardsmen. Indeed, I had several tricks up my sleeve.

Kooky carried a parcel to some folks holed up in one of the fortified rooms. Several little windows extended down the entire length of the corridor. Great entrance for the pigeon, and great exit, as well, once he’d deposited his gift. After the ensuing explosion, I rushed into the room. I’d significantly strengthened the muscles of my legs and back and also poured a shot of energy into my body, and I thundered through the door, taking out part of the jamb, as well. Inside...Ah, it seemed some had survived the explosion. I wasn’t going to heal them just yet, though. First, I had to clear all of the rooms.

There were twenty more people left, hiding in the armory. It would be easy to blow them up, but... yes, even artillery shells were stored there! So one wrong move, and the explosion would be so powerful that even the wall itself, strong as it was, would be smashed to smithereens. Also, what a shame it would be to blow up what were obviously expensive weapons. And they also had all kinds of ammunition on hand, as well. So we had to take a different approach.

“Kooky!” I called my faithful winged avenger. “I have a new assignment for you. You need to distract them while I move in closer.”

“Coo-coo!” he responded, twirling his wing at his temple. “C-o-o-o-o-o-!”

“So there are twenty of them, right?” I didn’t understand what his concern was, but I conducted another scan. “There, that one standing at the far wall is an officer. Hit him, and then just start flying, dodging the blows,” I shrugged and, grabbing the pigeon, I threw him up into the air.

Kooky started flying, disappearing en route, and for several seconds silence reigned. I readied my sword, imbuing it with a considerable amount of power in advance, and was ready to burst into the armory once I got the signal from my pigeon, and then, he gave it.

Judging by the howls and screams in the chamber, Kooky really raised a ruckus. He must’ve made quite the impression in there. Time for me to bust a move!

* * *

Meanwhile...

The estate of Baron Grishanov

The baron was in his library reading a book when he heard a knock on the door.

“Come in...” he muttered, and in the next second his servant ran in. The servant bowed and began to apologize, but Grishanov simply waved impatiently. “Speak already! Don’t piss me off!”

“Sir, The Agorov mines were attacked...” the frightened servant said uncertainly.

“Haha!” After a couple of seconds of silence, the baron processed what he’d been told and laughed. “So who’s the moron who thought that one up?”

“The Bulatovs...” croaked the servant.

“Oh, well then...” Grishanov stared at his book. “Send Lyova there, and have him block Bulatov’s path when he retreats. They must be punished for their stupidity and insolence!”

Then, the baron completely lost interest in the servant, and plunged into his book again.

“Wait! Bring me some cognac!” Grishanov shouted after the servant, who paused and bowed again, acknowledging his master’s wishes.

The baron wasn’t at all worried, because, at a minimum, to capture the mines would require an army of Combat Suits, some heavy artillery, and a large detachment of soldiers. A mere hundred defenders could hold their own against a thousand attackers at the mines, and he knew full well that the Bulatovs had far few guardsmen. Meanwhile, he had not a hundred, but a force of three hundred men stationed there. For good reason. Those mines produced a lot of minerals. It turned a nice profit.

Grishanov immersed himself in reading again. Why not? He’d sent another hundred and fifty men to back up the three hundred already in place. It wasn’t far from his estate, and he’d had a nice road built leading right to the mines, so the distance could be covered in an hour, or even less.

* * *

The next hour flew by. I no longer had to personally participate in the assault, but I was able to carefully observe the actions of my people. They used intelligence and ingenuity in their strategy. Three defenders were simply smoked out of one bunker. For example, they set fire to tires they’d chopped up, and threw them down a ventilation shaft. The result was black acid smoke which issued out of the arrow slits up in the tower. Soon after, the door burst open, and the baron’s guards ran out with their hands raised in surrender. Good decision on their part, yes.

Having dealt with the main forces, we began clearing the villages, barracks and mines. Yes, there were guards everywhere, but the detachments were very small. And there was no point in killing just for the sake of it. My guards fired a couple of warning shots, I personally proposed they surrender, and if they agreed, I guaranteed their safety. I was, at heart, not a monster, after all. Yes, I’d ransom them, and yes, they’d perhaps point their guns at me again someday, but...

First, I’d receive a considerable ransom, and second, perhaps we’d never face them again. If you treated your enemy like human beings, they might simply cease being your enemy. I saw the bewilderment on the faces of the captured guardsmen. After we searched them, we placed them in the barracks. It was warm and dry there, not like a prison cell. Yes, there were some cells here in the wall. If we put them there, then in a couple of days half of them would die from cold or disease. And what did I need that for?

But there was another issue to deal with. It was small and quite solvable, but just the same... The local people. I’m talking about laborers, masons, and other specialists. The baron had removed their counterparts who’d been loyal to the Bulatovs, and put his own people here in their stead. It was understandable, but now there were over a hundred people to deal with. On the good side, not all of the houses were inhabited, so we could easily accommodate them. In fact, most of the houses here were unoccupied and awaiting new workers.

In addition to the mines, there was a lot of fertile land here. But Grishanov decided that agriculture was too difficult and tedious, so currently, all of the fields were overgrown with weeds and small trees.

“Well...” I stood in front of the crowd that had gathered near the village. Some were workers and staff, while others were from the mines. But they had all been notified that the Bulatovs had returned. “Right now, you’re my prisoners,” I said, spreading my hands. “That’s the state of things...”

And it would be a pity if they were to remain loyal to the baron. They’re trained, good at what they do, hardworking, and yet there they were, looking me with undisguised hatred. Well, it is their right to choose who they serve.

“Mikhail,” Chernomor came up to me and said quietly in my ear. “Why do we need them? Should we just let them go? Let them go where the wind takes them. You don’t want to make slaves out of them, do you?”

“Slaves?” I was surprised. “Who needs slaves? Forced labor, by definition, cannot be of high quality,” I looked again at those gathered and chuckled. “And these guys wouldn’t hesitate to engage in sabotage.

“Chernomor, it’s like you were born yesterday sometimes,” said Victoria with a smile. “You can sell them.”

All I could do was look at the girl in surprise and give her a thumbs up.

“Great idea!” I said. “But we don’t need to sell them We’ll just exchange them for our people. The ones who used to live here, for example.”

“Oh, a prisoner exchange!” Chernomor waved his hand. “Where should we take them, though? Put them with the others?”

I just nodded. We still had room in the barracks, even though it’d be tight. And it was a convenient place to keep prisoners. Small windows, so no crawling out through them, and only two exits. At each one we stationed a heavy machine gun. So to attempt an escape was a sure-fire way to commit suicide.

While the prisoners were being placed in the barracks, I quickly went to the warehouse, where the guards had just finished assessing what we’d scored in terms of captured goods. It was a rough assessment, at best. On the good side, we found some mortars and artillery. Not the best, but better than nothing.

I had to find someone among my men who know how to operate cannons, and...it turned out we didn’t have anyone with that skill set except for one fighter who had dealt with shells, and that was in the distant past. His knowledge of how to fire the cannons was sketchy at best.

I called Georgy then, and tasked him with finding a couple of people. The crippled, the disabled, the sick, and so on...just like usual. Georgy wanted to know what model these cannons were, but before I could tell him, I hung up the phone. I mean, how the hell was I supposed to know what model the cannons were? It’s a cannon...like any other. It goes “boom” when you fire it, and then produces another “boom” wherever the missile lands. That’s the extent of my knowledge.

Besides the guns and ammo and artillery, we’d captured some pretty nice construction equipment ‑‑ dump trucks, some clever drills, tractors, and much more. Not to mention some nice tools. The manager here was a tight-fisted guy, and therefore he was in no hurry to put new equipment into operation until the old stuff was obsolete.

I applauded him. This meant that we’d scored some brand new, cutting edge machinery and tools that we could really use. I decided to not worry about doing a comprehensive inventory of everything else until the morning; there was no point in hurrying. And so I took some of the guards and, along with Victoria, headed back to the castle. No reason to stay here. I left some forty soldiers, some of whom were watching over the prisoners. And even though Chernomor swore that we should leave more fighters, and it would be better for us to send the prisoners to hell, I did not listen to him.

After all, he was the one who said this fortress could not be taken, so let him hold the line here.

Our castle also needed to be protected. I was certain that the baron would definitely want to exact revenge. So soon our convoy was rushing through the forest towards the castle, and the pigeon... The pigeon was flying overhead counting the fighters approaching from the direction of the Grishanov estate.

* * *

Half an hour later

Somewhere near the wall

“Excuse me, sir...” the man stood in the cold and held the phone near his ear. “But...the wall has been seized!” He himself did not understand how this was possible. On the way, he tried to contact the guard here to joke with them, like, tell them to leave us some of the enemy to fight, otherwise they’d be bored.

But nobody answered. And now, as soon as the first armored car approached the gate, someone opened fire on them. And whoever it was on the wall and stationed in the towers didn’t want to engage in dialogue at all.

They’d even defaced the coats of arms on the walls already. Or some birds shat on them...Now, what used to depict a sledgehammer coming down on the enemy’s skull was covered in white blobs. Moreover, the blobs were sort in the shape of a pigeon.

“What do you mean it’s been captured?” the voice issuing from the receiver was surprised. His interlocutor tried to digest what he’d heard.

Now the baron put his book down and grabbed his head as he tried to imagine how this was could be.

Then he said to his commander, “Okay, then turn and head for the Bulatov castle. They must’ve thrown all they had into capturing the fortress. There can be no other explanation. So you go and take their fucking castle.”

The baron smiled at his cunning plan and, having issued the necessary orders, he leaned back in his chair. True, another idea soon came to his mind.

“Karpov!” he growled, summoning one of his officers. A few seconds later, a guard dressed in military uniform flew into the room and stood at attention in front of his master. “Take a hundred people and head for the mines! Take a couple of armored cars, but no more.”

“As you wish, sir!” he said, “Shall I have them prepare your car for you?”

“What?” asked the baron. “No, I have no more instructions for you. I pay you all to do it, so whatever for do I need to be there? Now then, get to it! On the double!” barked the baron, and Karpov disappeared in a flash.

Grishanov’s plan was simple, but at the same time quite cunning. The way it worked was that one of his detachments was moving on the castle, so most likely Bulatov would have to take some of his forces from the mines to deal with defending the castle. And so Grishanov’s other detachment would swoop in to stab Bulatov in the back.

The baron again took the half-read book, a crystal glass filled with cognac appeared in his other hand, and now all that remained was to wait for some good news.

* * *

I sat tight and was now waiting. I’d already sent some more people to the mines, and placed a few others a little further from the castle. Just in case.

And just like I thought! Before I could sit by the fireplace and finish my evening coffee, my phone rang. Chernomor reported to me that an army of one hundred and fifty people had been standing near the walls for some time. They tried to approach the gate, but the machine gun fire made them change their minds.

“So now they’re headed for the castle. But they’re not following your footsteps through the forest. They’re taking the road, so they’ll be there before too long,” Chernomor concluded. “What do you want me to do? Should I hit them in the rear, or should we wait?”

“Chernomor...” I sighed. “Do you think that if we leave the mines, next time we’ll be able to take them by surprise like this?”

“Hmmm…” he said thoughtfully. “But the castle... Victoria is there.”

Hey! Actually, so am I! Well, okay, that’s right, you shouldn’t worry about me.

“That’s right, Chernomor!” I smiled. “Victoria is here, along with a couple hundred corpses. And we also have a cache of explosives. So sit tight, and don’t you worry about a thing.”

On the road, then, here they come... However, I already knew about this from one of the pigeons. And that’s why the countess was right now fooling around with all the fresh corpses from the battle. And two more sappers were preparing explosives.

Mining roads was strictly prohibited by law, but weren’t zombies with bombs a completely different matter? I think so, right?


Chapter 8

YES, EVERYTHING PANNED OUT the way I’d anticipated. The baron’s troops slowly made their way to the castles, stopping a little ways off to await reinforcements. Did they not realize Chernomor could sneak up and stab them in the back? Perhaps they assumed that the bulk of our forces were now concentrated at the mines ‑‑ I could only guess. In any case, the baron’s army stopped a couple of hundred meters from the ambush we’d set up for them. To “welcome” them, we’d arrange for dozens of the dead bearing explosives to bury themselves in the snow. Why reinvent the wheel?

But of course the hidden, highly-explosive zombies were just the welcoming party. Their mission was simply to sow some initial chaos and confusion in the ranks of the enemy. After them, our regular forces would enter the fray.

Right then I sat some five hundred meters from the enemy’s position listening to a detailed report from my pigeons. Victoria was with me and I was feeding her the coordinates of where to send the dead, and when to have them blow up. I’d also brought a thermos of hot tea with me to enjoy whilst sitting in the armored car. Yes, I’d come to appreciate these thermoses.

“Well, that’s too bad!” I said, seeing that I’d finished the tea.

“What...?” Victoria was trying to concentrate on controlling the herd of the dead.

“It’s nothing. I just ran out of tea,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. “Well, that means it’s time to go on the attack.”

“But the dead are cold, and so they’re moving pretty slowly. I don’t have time to situate them right,” the countess shook her head, but I simply took her hand and closed my eyes.

Eh, as usual! If you want it done right, you have to do it yourself. How to properly release the energy of death? I struggled to remember — I hadn’t done this kind of thing for a hundred years or more. But yes, I knew I needed to cast the Dance of the Dead spell to speed our undead allies up — Vika lacked the kind of control over her energy to do this.

* * *

Victoria tried her best. It was only recently that she’d honed her ability enough to control such a big horde of dead people. Not to mention that she was managing them over such a great distance. Now, though...she didn’t even ask Mikhail how he knew so many nuances of necromancy. She simply trusted him and listened to his advice, immediately putting her new knowledge into practice.

And surprisingly, each of his tips worked! Her control over her energy significantly increased, and now she was able to cast much more complex spells. And, by the say, that’s exactly what she was doing. She raised the dead, and guided them towards the enemy detachment. But that’s not where the surprises ended. Just then, Mikhail ran out of tea, and grumbling about it, he grabbed her hand. She was flustered, and tried to pull it away, but he persisted, and she felt him trying to take control of the energy.

“Relax and listen to what I say,” Mikhail said quietly, and the countess did just that. She allowed him to access to her necro-energy, and also her source, and listened carefully to his instructions of where to channel her power, and how much energy to use.

She was astonished at how much control she gained over her energy, making it much easier to manage the dead, as if there weren’t twenty, but only two of them. By now they were merely ten meters away from the enemy.

“Free the eye canals... Don’t dry them out ‑‑ free them!” Mikhail exhorted her, still holding her hand. And she did as he said and was again pleasantly surprised.

Now, she could see through her dead detachment’s eyes! It was a very strange feeling. No, not just that she saw through their eyes. What was strange was that this was a skill employed only by those Gifted at the third rank or higher! She was merely sixth rank!

“Do you see?” smiled Mikhail, and Victoria nodded.

“Okay, and there’s more. Now we’ll be spending some energy. Get ready...” he said, still subtly maneuvering her energy so that it flowed in the right direction and at the right velocity, and then, in another five minutes... “Okay, show time.” Mikhail, now perspiring, exhaled and dropped her hand. “Give it all you’ve got...”

Victoria did just that, sending all of the energy she’d accumulated down the channels. A thick black haze emanated from her chest into Mikhail. He groaned a little, but then took control of the necrotic fumes. Then, he extended his hand and thin black threads writhing like snakes issued from his fingers into the dark forest. Just a couple of seconds passed and somewhere in the distance panicked screams, sounds of battle, and the roar of terrible creatures were heard. Mikhail simply sat back and smiled. The louder the screams, the wider his smile. And then, when the first explosions sounded, the count set down his thermos, and helped settle Victoria in the armored car, before stepping out of it.

“You rest now, Vika. We’ll take it from here,” he said, and he told the driver of Victoria’s car to head back to the castle. Mikhail then jumped into another car, and it took off, heading right at the sounds of carnage.

Vika wanted to protest, but her body was spent. Not that Mikhail had let her totally drain her resources. He’d ensured that she’d retained as much as she needed in her source for a full recovery over the next few hours. And he also helped her relax now, so that she wouldn’t try to join the fray. In fact, she was already asleep. She lay in a soft corner of the seat, under the protection of the armor vehicle and several guards, and she was dreaming... Ah, yes... a little smile spread across her face.

* * *

Meanwhile...

In the camp of Baron Grishanov’s forces

“Have you ever heard of that tribe of Necromancers in Africa? What were they called, anyway...” the sentry asked idly, bored as he stood watch. “Let’s see, they were the...the...dammit! It’s on the tip of my tongue!”

“Oh, yeah...I think I know who you mean. They, like, go to funerals to revive the deceased so that they can toast and celebrate their life along with everyone else, right?” chimed in his comrade. “I can’t remember what they’re called either...So, what about it, anyway? What made you think of them all of a sudden?”

“I read something on the Internet, that’s all,” the sentry laughed. “Picture this, though...There’s this dude with a powerful Gift kicking around. He feigns being dead, and then lets the Necromancers raise him so that he can drink at his own funeral! And then he leaves, and pulls the same stunt at the next village! And he gets free booze by ‘dying’ over and over again! Haha!”

“Yeah...I’ll sign up for dying that way!” said the other guardsman, shaking his head. “Ha! No need to go that far. We’re about to capture the castle, and we can get really drunk then! Eh, and that countess...”

“Er, you can have her!” said the other. “She’s a Necromancer. I hear sex with them is deadly...Think about it! I don’t even like being near them. They say that this new count is going to die soon from being around all those morbid fumes.”

“Hmmm...anyway, what was the name of that tribe…” mused the first guy. “Necro----necro-something...”

“Necrofarat,” an eerie hoarse voice was heard from somewhere in the darkness. “But you’re stupid enough to believe all sorts of nonsense. The count isn’t going to die. He feeds off of the power of death!”

A pale naked man covered in explosives was shouting all this as he exited the forest. It was obvious he was dead given his lack of clothing and the wounds evident on body. He was running through the snowdrift right toward the camp, seemingly oblivious of the sentries. He sailed past them heading for their trucks and gear.

After him sprinted another dead man, followed by yet another, and so on. The sentries were stunned at first, but then they finally fired a shot after five of the naked dead had passed. They were running fast enough to be the envy of any track star.

Of course, the guardsmen in the camp also fired at them, although this was a fatal error. After all, these zombies had been programmed to attack. That is, they were programmed to respond to aggression.

They swiftly tore the sentries to pieces. Then they rushed onward. The alarm sounded in the camp and the guards poured out of their tents firing indiscriminately. The dead were in the thick of it all. They were infused with necrotic power and compelled to act. The voices in their heads were saying “Rip them to shreds! Kill! Kill!” And maddened, like puppets freed from their strings, they tore at everyone that crossed their paths.

They were unnaturally fast, and super-strong, able to rip through metal like it was paper, and their teeth...well, they were like wolves tearing into fresh prey, ripping out hunks of bloody flesh from the still living. In the face of this horror the enemy did their best. The guards included some experienced warriors who managed to band together to fight off the dead.

Some of them panicked and tried to flee whilst firing into the air and screaming, while others formed a defense perimeter. And though the zombies were a formidable force, they started to take a beating. The fighters would slice an arm off here, take out some legs with a burst of machine gun fire there, and so on.

“Hold the line!” roared the commander of one detachment. “Aim for the head! These are zombies! That c*nt is a Necromancer, and these freaks are her pets!”

“No such thing as zombies!” howled one of the guardsmen, even as he didn’t stop shooting. He’d already emptied two magazines into one creature’s head, who only then seemed to notice him. The creature rushed right at him, but the final burst from guy’s gun finally deprived the zombie of his head. The commander followed up by slicing the zombie’s arm off with a sharp swing of his blade. But the zombie had another hand and he felt around on his chest for a big button, which he then pressed. What ensued was the bright flash of a powerful explosion that enveloped the entire area.

* * *

Ugh! It was icky! I never again wanted to ingest so many necrotics at once. But it wasn’t all bad.

In fact, it was an interesting experience. It had been awhile, that was all. I needed more practice. The process of modifying someone else’s energy is a very, very interesting thing not yet studied by the scholars of this world. They deemed it to be impossible, and that was that. Where was their intellectual curiosity? What does “impossible” even mean?

Ach! Okay, though. It wasn’t so bad here in this world. They produced great tea and honey, and that alone was worth my respect. And their cakes, coffee, and those shashliks they barbecued...all good stuff.

Indeed, I went from pondering what to do about all the necrotics in my body to salivating. So it goes. Life is strange. In any case, I was pleased at how things were going. I’d spent a fair amount of energy, and also sent Victoria off to rest up. But now, her dead could wreak a lot more havoc than we’d initially planned. What we wanted was to generate a whole lot of chaos. Now, the zombies were stronger, faster, and thanks to the Dance of Death spell, they were really hard to kill, and quite the surprise for the enemy. And best of all, I had five of them run right over to their trucks and supplies, but not to blow them up.

Now, I was heading their way, bumping over potholes and more. We were drawing ever closer to the sounds of battle, and I heard screams and explosions up ahead. Yes, although we’d enhanced the zombies, in the end the plan remained to have them blow themselves up. But that would be when very little remained of them.

“Sir! We’ve arrived!” shouted the driver as he pressed the button to open my door.

I flew out like a bullet as I quickly activated a wave of cleansing energy to rid myself of the remnants of necrotics. There. Now I could focus better. I then donned my armor, checked my team and we all ran toward the battle.

Before I could even shoot my first target, one of my snipers took him out. He’d been fleeing rather than attacking us, but he had a weapon in his hands, so yes, we had to act first. Next, we encountered several more who were fleeing, and took them all out, too.

We were almost out of the forest, and could see flames up ahead. At our backs rattled one of our armored cars and it was firing above our heads, but just the same, it was too close for comfort. Just not a good feeling, heavy ammo flying right over your skull.

The camp was engulfed in flames, and men were rushing about seemingly randomly with only a few clusters here and there pushing back at what was left now of the enraged dead. Right before my eyes, a zombie with no legs crawled closer to the enemy’s fortifications, and, gnashing his teeth, he activated the detonator. Why did he gnash his teeth? Well, he wanted to, that’s all. A fragment of their consciousness remained in these zombies. Probably he knew he was a zombie, and thought that zombies should gnash their teeth.

We burst into the camp and began firing from all guns. Our Combat Suit flew above us, and some of my detachment headed for the trucks and equipment.

In less than a minute, the sounds of the battle began to gradually fade, and then deathly silence reigned.

“So, what?” asked one of our guys. “Is that it?”

“No kidding. I’m disappointed, too,” I said with a wave. “But look at all the toys they left us!”

Indeed, the trucks, armored cars, and more were all intact. At most, one out of ten of the enemy made it out of there by fleeing into the forest. There to greet them were two of the dead who’d miraculously survived.

Really, though, I was surprised at how easy it had been to rout the baron’s forces. Although, why wonder about it, because Necromancers have always been feared, not just in this world, but in my world, as well. Something about dealing with the dead that spooked people to their very depths. It was this feeling like there was something wrong with messing around with dead people.

But yes, we’d won this showdown, and our prize included several heavy trucks, a wheeled tank and a couple of armored personnel carriers. Not to mention some seventy guardsmen. As they all simply fled into the forest, it’s not like it was even a retreat, but a chaotic flight, and that’s about it. Now, we needed to get all of this loot back to the castle, which is what I ordered the men to do. Next on the agenda was preparing for the next attack. Thanks to my pigeon reconnaissance, I knew that a hundred more troops were headed our way.

“C-o-o-o! Coo! Coo! Coo!” I heard him alerting me via our mental link. Hmmm... What’s this? They’d stopped, and were now turning back. They hadn’t even dropped by the mines. I guess it was in vain that I’d had Chernomor prepare for an attack on the fortress.

“Okay, are you keeping an eye on the fleeing forces? What’s going on with them?” I asked Kooky, and he snorted “yes”. And so he was watching them. Well, that was good, as I had plenty still to do. I myself didn’t need to be rushing through the forest after them. I could chase them forever, really. Better to instead wait for them to show up again and defeat them then.

Anyway, why try to catch them? We’d routed them so easily this time thanks to the element of surprise, plus the ambush. I’d heard them there, totally laid back, talking about how they’d waltz into the castle and have their fun with the countess. What I didn’t get was why all these losers had their eye on the countess? Was their life really that dull? Were they that clueless, even? Were they even to hug a Necromancer they’d immediately feel unwell, not to mention what would happen were they to try to have so-called “fun” with her.

After standing around watching others doing the heavy lifting I decided to do something. What I did was head back to the castle. The peasants were still living in their tent city there, and it was time to start relocating them.

En route back, I called Chernomor, and we had a little chat. I passed on what I’d learned from our intelligence. We knew that right then, no one was approaching the fortress. For now, anyway, the baron was as if dropping all hostilities.

But neither Chernomor nor I liked what this portended. No way was the baron going to give up so easily. It would’ve made more sense for him to send out all he had at once, try to sweep us away, crush us with numbers and superior weapon power. Let “try” be the key word here, because the baron knew little about what it would take to dislodge us.

And while I was discussing matters with Chernomor, in particular the defense of the fortress and how to resettle the peasants, Kooky had some news for me. His “commandoes,” as he put it, found lots of equipment stuck in the forest. Trucks were unable to make it through, and there was another wheeled tank that was now just some exotic junk, more or less. All this gear on wheels was not buried in the snowdrifts, and Baron Grishanov’s guards had to abandon it all and make their way forward on foot. This was great, because now all their “discards” were ours. That was the law since it had all been left on our land.

The only problem was that I only had twenty men with me now. I had to leave some men guarding the castle and others guarding the mines. Of course, we also had the Combat Suit. But forcing that miracle of technology to do ordinary work would be, well, crazy, really. For one, the waste of energy would be massive.

But yes, we also had hundreds of peasants at the castle, and no reason why we couldn’t ask some of them to help us set up another ambush and prepare some defensive positions. And they could also help us take all of the vehicles left by Grishanov’s people on our lands. Why not get it all? They’d left so much useful technology not far from the road.

By now, I’d made it to the castle. I headed straight for the dining room, when I asked for some tea right away. A lot of tea. I filled up my thermos, because I had a long night ahead of me. Even though Kooky’s commandos said that all was calm out there, I didn’t believe it. Everything could change in a flash.

Victoria had awakened already, and was now drinking coffee in the drawing room. She was still very weak, although I’d made sure she didn’t drain herself back there. What she needed now was to meditate intensely, because the night was far from over. But since she wasn’t meditating, I sat with her to drink my tea.

“I still can’t believe you pulled it off,” the countess was the first to speak. Not that I had anything to say. “So what should we do next?”

“Drink! Tea for me, coffee for you,” I said with a shrug, slurping the hot beverage by way of demonstrating. Ah, perfect! But yes, that was rude for me, an aristocrat. But Victoria didn’t even mind my slurping.

“Seriously?” she shook her head. “We now have both a fortress and a castle situated at quite a distance from each other. Do you think our guard is big enough to cope with it all?”

She had a point, actually. This was a new problem with which to contend. What made it a problem was that we simply didn’t have enough guardsmen. Right now we had twenty men to guard the castle, and we needed around one hundred to mount an adequate defense.

And a good number to have at the fortress and villages there would be something like three hundred, but we only had around eighty men stationed there. I’d been doing some recruiting lately, but not enough. I didn’t even know how to increase our forces. I guess I could drop in on hospitals and nursing homes and look for old crippled soldiers to cure. Although, yes, I had Georgy doing just that. He did that, and also was in charge of selling weaponry and all kinds of rubbish from our warehouses in the middle of nowhere.

Yes, we could just ignore the mines. But that would be profoundly stupid. It made more sense to keep the mines and just abandon the castle. It was easier to defend the fortress, after all, and the mines generated funds, as well. In fact, the profits were great. Moreover, we could grow crops out there!

This made it more than a source of income, actually. Really, the income was available right away. Once you extracted ore, you could sell it. And it was ongoing income.

“This is our big opportunity to recoup all of the losses we incurred this past year,” Victoria concluded, setting down her cup and motioning to Makar to prepare more coffee. “Now we can restore the villages and assign housing to the peasants. You didn’t notice the status of the houses, did you?”

“No, that escaped my attention,” I shrugged. Really, though, a house was a house. Why check them out? There they were. That’s all that mattered.

But it seemed that it wasn’t all that simple. For example, there were three villages around the Agora mines comprising a total of a hundred houses. We could place around five hundred people there, and if we put housing in some of the other buildings, even more. But there were issues with this. Yes, there were houses, but almost all of them were empty. They had a roof and walls, and that’s it. Some didn’t even have windows. And forget about furniture, stoves, toilets, and so on. What had been there had been looted.

“You must not have been listening when I told you how wars are conducted around here,” she said. But no, actually, I had been listening, only my mind was occupied with other matters at the time. Oh! Again I wasn’t listening, even though she was telling me something. “...as I told you over and over again. Now do you believe me?”

“Sorry, but again I wasn’t listening,” I said, smiling as sweetly as I could. I was using maximum charm and I even released a few pheromones to make myself more attractive right then.

“Oh, Mikhail...” she sighed. She stared at me for a couple of seconds, trying to figure out if I was joking or not. Then she gave in and repeated what she’d just said.

However, it wasn’t anything worth repeating. It was about back when the enemies had captured the villages, and the former head of the Family fought them off. But by then the enemy had taken everything that wasn’t nailed to the ground. And they often razed to the ground whatever they left behind. So, really, nothing of value was ever left, not even spoons and forks. As for bed linen, I had no idea where to get enough to meet the needs of the villagers. I thought about seeing what was available from our other villages, but here, too, was a problem. Everywhere the lands had changed hands over and over again, and so nothing was left. Absolutely nothing. All of everything had been stolen.

“So you couldn’t salvage anything?” I asked. Really, it seemed from Victoria’s stories that the scoundrels were stealing it all right when the Bulatov forces were approaching. So why couldn’t we do likewise?

“No, we salvaged nothing!” she exclaimed. “Look out there!” she said, picking up her cup and walking over to a window. “Do you see?”

I forced myself to get up from my chair. Victoria was pointing... She was pointing somewhere or the other. But what she was indicating was snow, snow, like what could be seen all about.

“What exactly am I supposed to be seeing? So, what you’re saying is...” I said after a few minutes of uncomfortable silence.

“A warehouse. Once the snow melts you can still see the ashes,” sighed Victoria sadly. “Everything I managed to save was burned by those Snegirev bastards.”

“Why were they so harsh? After all, they could have emptied that warehouse, and then sold it,” I said, bemused, but Victoria simply shrugged, as if to say she wished she knew.

However, from what I now knew, this wasn’t a complicated issue. It’s not like anyone expected everything to be ready for occupancy. After all, these were peasants, and they could get by without a washing machine. No matter what, they were better off than when they were enslaved by the Snegirevs.

Speaking of, it was time I made my way to the tent city. Now that I’d recaptured the mines, I wasn’t about to let the baron get them back. Really, I’d ended up provoking all of our enemies at once, but anyway they’d have all come out of the woodwork sooner or later.

“Sir!” I was lost in thought and didn’t even notice where I was. Now, Mitrofan, the bearded peasant who was the spokesman for the tent residents was there before me. He and the others all had some rudimentary weapons in their hands. Were they planning to beat me with clubs?

No, that wasn’t it. They all bowed and greeted me. As they did so, I took a swift look at their camp. They were all settled in, it seemed, with fires burning and cooking scenes inside their tents — smoke was certainly rising from inside and people were keeping warm to the best of their abilities. There were plenty of children running around, as well, and they all seemed to be helping out the adults.

“Sir, we’re ready to help out!” said Mitrofan. He was their elder, it seemed. “There are twenty of us with weapons here! We refuse to be taken captive again!”

“What? What weapons? What for?” I didn’t understand.

“Well, you see...We heard the fighting. We heard all the explosions, and here we are...,” he brandished the shovel handle in his hand.

“Oh, well, I’ve already repelled the attack, so you can relax,” I shrugged. But by now I’d noticed the fear on the faces of the people. Life in captivity had been brutal for them. They were always malnourished, cold, forced to work.

This was the case now, too. Life wasn’t easy, but at least they were free and nobody tormented them.

“So what am I doing here, then? Oh, yes. Who’d like to earn some money? Raise your hand if you’re interested! But the work is hard, I’ll tell you right away...” I said loudly, hoping to find at least five people. Maybe even a dozen would volunteer.

Anyway, that’s what I hoped for but instead... two hundred hands went up, right off the bat.

“Um...” I grimaced. “Sorry, but this isn’t women’s work, so there’s that.”

Just the same, there were too many hands up ‑‑ some one hundred, to be precise. Yep, more than I needed.

“Why are there so many of you?”

“You see, sir, we all need money,” shrugged Mitrofan.

“But you don’t even know what the job is,” I said, throwing up my hands. “What if I said to you that, say, you had to rummage around in shit?”

“What’s so hard about that?” asked another bearded face. True enough...I’d failed to take into account that they almost all plowed the land. Fertilizers were comprised primarily of shit.

“Okay,” I waved my hand at them. “I’ll take you twenty men here, and you get me ten more. They must be strong enough to dig holes and carry heavy objects.”

Maybe all I had were twenty guardsmen, but I had as many of these hard workers as I needed, and then some. These guys would help me set up another ambush. And yes, they were even ready to work for free all for the sake of helping out in our collective defense. They hated being enslaved so much that they were even willing to take up arms.

I took a couple of guardsmen with me as drivers, and also Victoria to help with necrotics. And to my shame I learned that everyone except me knew how to drive. Even Victoria. I definitely needed to do something about that. Although, it turned out that not everyone in this world knew how to ride a horse — not even the peasants. But even a ten-year-old lad could assemble a tractor engine.

We went to the site of the last battle, and got right to work. The men were all strong, and quickly scattered the corpses and freed them of any clothing that could be repurposed. They also collected all the weapons left behind and loaded them into the truck, while the guards sorted it all out and put them in numbered boxes.

Then they dug pits along the road for the dead. Okay, then. All done. Should any enemies travel along this road, Victoria could simply activate the spell she’d prepared, and the combat-ready corpses would mount a mindless attack. And the denouement, of course, would be blowing themselves up. Did I err in insisting on loading the corpses with so many explosives?

Whatever the case, we had yet more work to do and the weather that night turned stormy. As we worked, I halfway expected a new attack any minute, but the pigeons kept assuring me there was not an enemy in sight. Which was really strange, actually. Strange, and stressful. Even when morning broke, there was not a sign of movement about, not even from the baron’s estate.

But there was chatter out there...It seems this baron was held in esteem by society at large. He was wealthy and strong, with a powerful guard. Somehow, though, I had trouble believing this.

* * *

Meanwhile... the estate of Baron Grishanov

That morning...

The baron sat in his comfy chair, staring vacantly at a spot. Near him on the side table was his open book, and a couple of empty cognac bottles. Practically cringing in the corner stood his guard commander. He was tactfully silent, waiting for his master to process events before speaking.

“Well then, how? How on earth!? What the hell!?” the baron finally voiced his confusion. “There you are, Lev...Speak to me. How could this happen? They rolled right over us!”

“I cannot explain it, sir!” responded his commander. “I’m still waiting for reports to come in, but I suspect that Bulatov somehow found a patron. According to our intelligence, there were no more than twenty guards at the castle. And their Necromancer is, at most, sixth rank, or even seventh. She couldn’t have launched attack zombies, no way...”

“Shut up with your assumptions already,” Grishanov interrupted him. “I don’t give a damn about what fairy tales your intelligence pulled out of their asses. One hundred and fifty people! At most a third survived, and almost all of our military hardware was left for this B-B-Bulatov!” He spat out the name. Then he began hyperventilating, and grabbed another bottle from under the table.

“I’ve been told that the only one Bulatov has been associated with lately is Count Cherepanov. But according to reports, the count hasn’t been providing any of his forces. And nor will he,” continued the commander. But the baron was only listening to him with half an ear.

“So then what happened?” Grishanov growled after taking a few big swigs straight from the bottle.

“What happened? I have no idea!” shrugged the commander.

“Okay, listen to my order. Gather all our forces and prepare to mount an attack! And recruit more people! Bulatov has his secrets, but they won’t save him for the full might of my army!”

“Yes sir! Permission to act?” the commander said, and once the baron nodded, he swiftly left.

The baron went back to sitting there, looking into the distance. And he could have sat there until evening. He still was bewildered by how it had come to be. What a loss! One hundred and fifty men, all that military hardware...and for what? They hadn’t even captured the castle...But then the phone rang, snapping him out of his gloomy reveries. Cursing, the baron rose and walked over to the table. And when he saw who was calling, he cursed even more. Then, breathing in and out, in and out, he picked up the phone.

“Snegireva, what are you doing up so early? Can’t sleep?” he tried not to snarl.

“Why the hell are you attacking Bulatov? Huh?” The viscountess was practically screaming, shocking the baron into silence. “Don’t you remember our agreement? Or do you think you can just do whatever you want?”

“You’re saying...” the baron pulled himself together, and now his plump face was flushed. After the chaos he’d been through, this was too much. “Viscountess, do not forget to whom you are speaking.”

“Well, you shouldn’t forget about our agreement...”

“What agreement?” Grishanov cut in. “I made an agreement with your husband, not you! So know your place!” Thusly speaking, he paused to catch his breath. “And by the way, Bulatov captured my mines, in case you’re in the dark on that.”

“What?” the viscountess was surprised. “Did you lose all your guards, or withdraw them all from the fortress?” the viscountess was laughing and the baron was again almost apoplectic. “Actually, it doesn’t matter. The count cannot hang onto the mines. Don’t worry...the count will be out of the picture soon, and I won’t keep your mines. I’ll give them back to you, gift wrapped in pink. Deal?”

At this, Grishanov sputtered a bit and then said “I’ll handle this myself.” But this was just for show. In the end, he agreed he’d hold back his forces for now. Truly, just for now. And not because he trusted Snegireva. It was more because he was loathe to jump into the fray so soon with such an unpredictable enemy. Actually, he wasn’t going to kid himself. The fact was that the baron was simply afraid of this new head of the Bulatov Family. There was something truly intimidating about him...And it didn’t bode well.

* * *

“No word yet on the number of victims...The latest intelligence reports affirm that Vilyuisk is under the complete control of the invaders. Troops have been mobilized and are moving towards the city. A cordon is being set up.”

Who’s the bastard that installed a television in my study?

Okay, though, this was interesting news. Actually, it awakened me.

They were showing breaking news. Apparently a small metropolitan area was now completely at the mercy of offworlders. A major portal had opened, even bigger than the one we’d recently battled in Arkhangelsk. The army that exited this portal was led by a force of powerful mages.

“Okay...” I was gradually waking up, and marveling at the images flickering across the screen, each one more off-putting than the last. What I disliked most of all was the so-called exclusive footage.

They depicted the latest heavy tanks. One of them was not far from the city and each cannon fired from it took out ten strong off-world knights at once. It also fired a huge machine gun — insane. But then a column of flame shot down from the sky, instantly melting the tank into a puddle of molten metal.

Next, the camera panned onto an old man. He stood on the roof of a house that was some three hundred meters away. In his hand he held some kind of belt, his long beard fluttering in the wind, and he wore a long robe that fell to his toes. His forces issued a slew of fiery spears, and all around him fires raged while a halo of flames glowed above his head. The frame lingered on this powerful mage. And just then, a line of flames shot right at the camera man, who screamed in agony before the picture went dark.

“Well, they’re screwed,” I shrugged, flipping off the television. I’d been saying all along things were only going to get worse.

But anyway, I’d slept well. Of course, a couple of hours wasn’t quite enough. But qualitatively, it was great, and that was the most important thing.

No one had attacked us in retaliation yet. Chernomor was still up at the fortress and no longer knew what to do with himself, he was so bored. Meanwhile, his fighters were ensuring they could repel any attacks from the outside. And they were also preparing to welcome the new villagers to settle there. I’d pondered how to transfer the peasants from our tent city to the mines, and in the end decided to deliver them in stages in our all-terrain armored vehicles.

But things were amiss at the castle...As soon as I left my study, I ran into two men dragging a pile of busted up pieces of wood somewhere. Then I saw a woman sweeping a formerly deserted corridor that led to a distant watchtower. As I made my way about, I kept running into people I didn’t know, nor did I understand what they were doing here.

The scene was chaotic in the drawing room, with all these people running about, all of them busy with something, whilst in the middle of it all sat Victoria with a cup of coffee. The china cup and all the rest of the service was from Snegirev’s residence. I was glad I’d absconded with it. At the time, my Corgi horse didn’t appreciate the extra weight, but that was all behind us now.

“Well, maybe you can tell me what’s going on here?” I spread my hands, indicating the hustle-bustle. “What do you mean?” The countess raised an eyebrow and took a sip of coffee. “I’ve solved our problem. These are new servants...”

So she did. All about, they were carrying out some kind of spring cleaning. Yes, we did have a few servants before this, but never enough for the entire castle ‑‑ all they’d been able to manage were a few rooms. Now, we had enough people to get to even the more remote corners of the castle.

Victoria had taken my lead. She’d simply stepped outside, and offered them work for wages.

“So now we have thirty maids hired for permanent work, and the same number of unskilled laborers. The men, though, are only here for two weeks,” she added. I was impressed. There was only one issue, though.

“What about their families? We plan to send everyone to the villages to work and live there together...” I remembered why we didn’t hire them right away.

“Right. That’s why I only hired single people for permanent work. “Widows, orphans,” the countess shrugged and took another delicate sip from her cup.

She explained that single women had nothing to do in the village. Actually, what she really meant that there was so much for them to do that they couldn’t cope with it all. Wash, clean, cook for other people’s children, and then help with the haymaking? Or even help with the plowing? Wow.

So I approved Victoria’s choice and signed the documents formalizing their employment right away. In fact, she’d had them delivered to my study already. They were delivered while I was sleeping, and I didn’t even feel it when that occurred. The good thing was, though, that Victoria had, in fact, found us servants. Here they were, loyal to the Family, and not afraid of work. So now all that remained was another matter. We had to pay them somehow, and also provide food and other necessities. I mean, we’d only recently paid our arrears for electricity!

It would seem, though, that all was well. At least that’s what Victoria said. She told me to get out there and sell some ore from the mines. After all, they were again in our possession. Right. That made sense. But to sell ore, first you had to mine it. Then load it into whatever you used to transport it, sell it to someone to whom you then delivered it, and then, only then, you’d collect payment for it. And it stood to reason that it made sense to create facilities to process the ore as close as possible to the mines themselves. All of this could be done, but there was also the issue of security. We lacked in this department, and I did not yet have a solution.

After eating a hearty breakfast, I stepped outside for a breath of fresh air, and decided to give Chernomor a call. I decided to ask him what he thought about sending half of the guard back to the castle. The ones left at the fortress would get used to it there, set up normal surveillance, and re-equip their firing points. Thus, even just half the guards at the fortress would be enough to repel any attack. And at the same time, we’d send the first group of peasants over for resettlement.

Still outside, I ran into Valery. I didn’t distract him, I just watched him dance around the Combat Suit cussing and swearing. I learned a few new words, in fact...I wished I could write them down, they were so creative, especially when he dropped something heavy on his foot. It fell out of the hatch right onto his big toe. CLANG!

I called Timothy for help in arranging the transportation for the peasants. He picked up right away, and was by my side half a minute later.

“No! Mikhail, no! We only have fuel left for emergencies!” And he spread his arms wide, blocking my path to the armored vehicles.

“What are you saying? Are you suggesting we transport them there in regular cars? On the road? They’d be mowed down in no time,” I said, with fifty peasants ready to go at my back. These were the first in line, the ones who were most eager to get to the mines right away. They all started grumbling, and Timothy had to give in.

“But we’ll be out of fuel after this. We’ll need to send the fuel tankers out for more, and that’ll cost us,” Timothy threw up his hands.

“Fuel tankers? Like that?” — I pointed to a truck with a huge barrel instead of a truck bed.

“Yes, that’s right,” Timothy nodded. “That’s the last of our fuel there, splashing inside that barrel.”

We sent the peasants out, along with some guards, and I turned to other matters then. In particular, I’d spotted one such fuel tanker stuck in the forest not far off. It was one of the baron’s abandoned vehicles. So instead of going to the mines, I summoned my sleepy Kooky and ordered him to find it. And then I got ready to go there. I took five guardsmen along, and we went straight into the forest. It was only halfway through the journey that the pigeon gave me extremely interesting information...

“C-o-o-o!” Coo-Coo-Coo!” he shouted over the intercom. Recently, I mastered Morse code to a passable level, so deciphering his rumbling was far easier for me.

“Stop,” I ordered the driver. Then I took out the phone and called my former guard commander, Valery, now the master of the Combat Suit. Chernomor, my current commander, couldn’t help me in this. “I saw you fixing the Combat Suit. Are you done?”

“No...”

“Well, okay,” I overlooked his response. “Gear up and fly out; I’ll send you the coordinates.”

“What’s going on, sir?” asked one of the men with me once I hung up. I said nothing, and he just sighed and reached for his weapon. “Get ready, guys. We’re about to jump into something. Kolya, you man the machine gun, Gosha, you get behind the wheel, and the rest of you take cover.”

Actually, they all knew what to do without my telling them. But anyway I hoped we could get by without fighting. Perhaps it was all just a misunderstanding, right? It couldn’t be that there were strangers without the Bulatov coat of arms on my land right now trying to abscond with the vehicles abandoned in the forest? Perhaps they just wanted to do my work for me by delivering it all to the castle? But no, that wasn’t the case. We proceeded forward with care so as not to alarm them. I truly did foster the hope that I could just talk to them, and the idiots would understand that they were trying to steal my rightful property.

But instead of talking, they immediately opened fire on us. Fortunately, we were ready for something like this, because my guys immediately jumped out of the vehicle, and two began to draw the fire away, as the machine gun mounted on the roof started blasting at the enemy. The shell casings hissed as they dropped into the snow, raising small clouds of steam, while the bullets whistled and crackled as they tore out large chips from the trees. Meanwhile I flew along firing one bolt after another.

Just like that the forest was alive with flashes of explosions and screams of pain. But this was just the prelude to what ensued once the Combat Suit appeared in the sky. Our adversaries were clearly stunned at seeing it, and even stopped shooting momentarily. They seemed confused at what to fire at first.

A salvo from the cannons ripped through the clot of enemy combatants, neutralizing a dozen opponents at once, and my guards immediately began to target others, gradually driving them away from the vehicles. I ordered them to be as careful as possible with the fuel truck. It would be collective suicide if bullets were to hit the tanker. And a terrible waste of money.

The battle dragged on, minute after minute; the enemy was in no hurry to engage in close combat, because among them there was not one with even an average Gift. But they did have plenty of weapons.

“Ah! Damn! Scum!” hissed one of my men, rolling behind a tree A fountain of blood erupted from his thigh, showering crimson over the snow around him, and I rushed to his aid. No one with a wound like that had much time left without serious treatment. “Guys, I’m wounded!”

“Valery! Fire on them. They’re not near the tanker now!” I ordered my Combat Suit, and he complied, sending down a barrage of artillery fire from the sky above.

That gave us a couple of free minutes.

“I’ll render you aid now,” I smiled, and the guardsman turned pale. “Where does it hurt?” The fighter pointed to his leg. But I was just distracting him. Before he lost consciousness, I managed to dig into the wound with my fingers and pull out the deformed bullet, and then I rummaged around, extracting a few more fragments. He first screamed in agony and then passed out.

Then, he had to endure some more. After all, a cauterization spell is never a whole lot of fun. But in just a couple of seconds his artery was fine again, while the wound was filled with caked blood. Now all I needed to do was inject a massive dose of energy, distribute it throughout the body and concentrate it in the wound... Also stitch up the damaged muscles, and...

“Why are you just lying here? Let’s fight!” I growled, firing my bolts at the enemy. “Are there any other wounded?”

The rest of the guards, who’d seen my methods of treatment immediately shook their heads.

“Really?” I squinted at them. “I can heal you...”

“C-o-o-o!” the pigeon landed on someone’s head. “Coo-cooo!” He was indicating a slash across the guy’s cheekbone. But the man swept Kooky off and yelled, “No! I’m fine, really! That’s just a scratch! I don’t need healing!”

Good god, what was the big deal? All this was, really, was good old-fashioned field medicine. Sure, I was now covered in blood from head to toe. But that was a gusher, that wound...But I guess my patient’s unearthly groans of agony got to them. Okay, well, it hurt, and so he’d screamed.

But my treatment bore fruit. No one else wanted to be treated, and therefore there were no injuries. And we swept the enemy away without a blitzkrieg. Our men broke out from where they’d hid in the woods and engaged the enemy in close combat. None of our adversaries were prepared for this and they took off running. Of course, our flying suit finished them off as they fled. In short, the fun was over. They’d already pulled the machinery out of the snowdrifts for us, so all we had to do was drive it back to the castle. We followed the tracks back to the road.

On the way, Chernomor called me. For some reason the old man was in a foul mood, and asked why I didn’t call him for help. The fact was we didn’t need his help, and there was no need for overkill. The next call I got, though, was truly amusing. As usual, it was an unfamiliar number and an unfamiliar interlocutor. Why be surprised?

“How dare you attack my vassal’s people!” Oh, yes, how dare I! I couldn’t help but wonder who this was. And so I asked.

“Excuse me, but who is this?” I was polite, even if he’d started out so rudely.

“I am Count Zlatonravin!” bleated the idiot on the phone. “And you...”

He went on talking, but I was no longer listening. I strained my memory... Who is this Zlatonravin...? Exactly! He was one of the jackals who’d attacked the Bulatovs. He’d torn off a small, but lovely piece of earth, and now he dared to simply call me up just like that? Okay, what did he want to tell me...

“... a respected merchant! And I regard an attack on his people to be an attack on my subjects!” he finished.

“You fail to mention that this merchant of yours sent his people to steal my property from my lands,” I chuckled. Seriously, at the very least he could see the problem with that. I wanted to add that they were the first to open fire, but I didn’t have time.

“I don’t care what they were doing there. I’m talking to you now. You are a loser, daring to raise a hand against my vassal’s men, and now you must pay him...” he paused. He was probably adding up figures on an abacus or something.

“Five hundred thousand!” I said.

“Close! But no, that figure isn’t quite enough, actually.”

“Isn’t that too much?” I could barely contain my laughter. Still, this man’s hysterics were most entertaining.

“The point is, you heard me, junior. You have two days to pay up. Otherwise we’ll have to speak again, and it won’t be quite so pleasant,” he said ominously. “If you lack the funds, which is likely the case, then you’ll have render payment by ceding over property.”

“Okay, I hear you. I’ll be rendering payment this very day,” I said, smiling, although he couldn’t see it. And no doubt feeling like a winner, he hung up.

Right away I called Chernomor.

“Listen, old man,” the smile never left my face. “Our plans have changed. Do you know Zlatonravin?”

“Mikhail!” Chernomor howled. “Don’t tell me...you’re not getting us into a war with him, are you? Are you?” My silence told him more than if I’d used a thousand words. “Eh...” he sighed. “How many troops do you need? Is thirty enough for you?”


Chapter 9

“NO, MIKHAIL! This is suicide even for you!” Victoria stood up and was adamant that engaging in war with this pecuniary count was a bad idea. Total folly...

She went on and on about it. She showed me maps, opened articles on her phone, and even called Chernomor so that he could help her talk me out of war with the count.

Of course, I’m nobody’s fool. She did, in fact, convince me that if I was to lead our men in an attack on this merchant’s estate, I’d lose half of them. And even though I told Chernomor to prepare fighters, I’d already changed my mind, and didn’t need them now. Not yet, anyway... Anyway, the lands he wanted were temporarily expendable. It wasn’t much territory, although it was highly desirable. The merchant himself lived in a seaside mansion with facilities for receiving cargo ships. It was a sweet setup, complete with multiple bunkers and gun nests, along with an army of a couple of hundred troops. That, actually, was the problem.

“I think you should give up on attacking him. We have plenty of enemies already, and we have a lot on our plates as is,” said Victoria, sighing as she sat down across from me. “Timothy said we only have one last group of peasants to move, and then they’ll all be safe behind the fortress wall.”

“Good,” I nodded. Of course, my mind was on something else altogether. “The thing is, Vika. I already told that count with the odd last name I’d pay him the debt. And what that means is that I shall pay, and with interest. It doesn’t matter how big his forces are, once I give my word, I have to back it up with action.”

Victoria just smiled sadly in response, and shook her head.

“You sound exactly like my father. Just like you, he went up against all of our enemies at once.”

“They all started it, so it’s not my fault,” I spread my hands and smiled.

But now that she knew I wasn’t going to go up against the big bad count with our guardsmen, she calmed down and soon left to attend to other matters. She had a lot to do, actually. She handled our finances, and also help Timothy manage the servants and builders. There was a lot to do right here at the castle, and meanwhile, Chernomor was occupied with the mines. He was doing a good job, too. No complaints from the resettled peasants. All that we needed now was to procure the basic necessities for them. On the good side, back when we raided the big warehouse of the gangsters from the Port District, the loot included a lot of bedding — linens and such. Good thing Georgy hadn’t sold all that stuff yet. There were other household items we could use now, as well.

In any case, I wasn’t going to let matters go with the merchant count. So as soon as I was alone, I took out my phone and accessed the database of phone numbers.

“What was his name...” I muttered, combing my memory, “Ah! Naprudin!” Nobody had told me his name. I’d just read it in an article Victoria showed me.

What is worth noting is that the big bad merchant’s estate was situated on territory he’d stolen from the Bulatovs. So it was my right to take those lands back.

Now I knew how everybody got my phone number. It was easy-peasy. All they needed was my last name, and if they also had my first name, it was no problem at all. All of these databases were publicly available. And while this was very convenient, it went without saying that whatever we said on the phone was anything but private. Conversations were recorded, and could be accessed by interested parties. They could, in fact, be used in court. This was all worth keeping in mind whilst chatting on the phone.

“Ah, Bulatov!” I heard a grumbling voice on the other end of the line. “If you called to beg me for forgiveness, you’re wasting your time. You owe me now, and you must pay up!” He got right to the point with no “Hello, how are you?” even. How rude.

Not that I expected common courtesy from him.

“Actually, I’m calling you in the hopes of coming to an agreement.”

“Not on the phone,” he immediately interrupted me. “Come this evening, and I’ll receive you.”

“I suggest we meet at a restaurant,” I said, but in response I heard laughter.

“Did you not hear me? We’ll meet here! And come alone,” the merchant clearly felt like he could call all the shots. Incidentally, I could contact the Imperial Chancellery and sue him for disrespect. After all, technically this was a commoner, even if he was rich, well-connected, and just one step away from becoming a big shot in the top ranks.

But he should be formal when addressing me, a count. I could actually demand compensation for his rudeness, but I’d have to sue him, prove he was offensive...In the meanwhile, he could send a force of a hundred men my way.

“No, I can’t come,” I don’t know why, but I shook my head. “Not alone, that’s for sure.”

“Why not? Are you afraid of me?” I could just hear how smug he was at the thought. He thought he was humiliating me, a count. Really, that kind of pride was the sort to be found in small, petty souls. But I wasn’t at all surprised.

“I don’t know how to drive,” I shrugged, and he hung there for a couple of seconds, not knowing what to say.

“Haha! Then come on foot,” he neighed and hung up.

Well then, he didn’t specify the time. Okay. At least I knew I’d be welcome whenever I showed up. This merchant probably knew about my Gift. I’m assuming his patron told him all about me. In any event, he clearly wasn’t at all afraid of me. This was confirmed by my pigeons, who were now flying above his seaside mansion and his estate. They were telling me what was going on there.

Absolutely nothing was going in, in fact. He hadn’t even increased the security at his estate, nor at the mansion. He was certain that I was devastated, cowering in the corner, quaking with fear. Fine by me. This was only to my advantage. Evening wasn’t far off, and again Victoria tried to dissuade me. Chernomor joined in, but I decided to go by horse.

Yet again I had to choose between the two massive offworld mounts, or my Corgi horse. Actually, it wasn’t hard for me to decide which one to take.

“Let’s let you carry me there!” I shouted to my faithful steed, and he happily trotted out on his short legs.

True, this meant that I had to go by road, because my little horse couldn’t plow through the snowdrifts. He’d have to swim through them, actually. Not good.

I left early, right after dinner. Both I and the horse ate well. Due to my manipulations, the horse was now truly omnivorous. He could eat meat, or oats. He could even eat tree bark. Why not? Of course, that would be sort of like “tree jerky,” and wouldn’t be as nutritious as other forms of fodder. No, he couldn’t eat sand, nor stones, but maybe down the road I could make that happen, too. Then, he’d finally be perfect for these forays.

Or, hey, maybe he’d be improved by wings? Yes, a Corgi Pegasus!

Or, maybe not. The thing about chimerology was that once you started down that path, you could go too far. Before you knew it, you’d end up with a monster comprised of dozens of different animals. And you’d have to feed this monster, and control it, and provide it with energy.

Anyway, the merchant’s estate wasn’t far away. Had I gone by car, I’d have made it there in about half an hour. But I was riding my Corgi horse, and no way was I going to push him to the limit to get there. Actually, that’s why I left early.

We passed several villages along the way and then traveled on the ring road that encircled Arkhangelsk, and before long, my navigator informed me we’d be there in five minutes.

As we moved along, I admired the scenery. I could see how much land our enemies had taken from us, and pondered how I’d get it all back. Factories, warehouses, villages, forests and fields, even mountains. The Bulatov Family was once the most powerful in this city. The entire eastern regions for many kilometers once belonged to them. Or, rather, to us.

I also enjoyed how people looked at us. Some laughed when they saw the strange animal, others looked after us and twirled their fingers at their temples. Others didn’t even know what beast this was. It clearly wasn’t a pony, was it? He was a full-sized horse, just on the short side.

We turned off the road and encountered a closed gate. Awaiting me were ten soldiers in full combat readiness brandishing machine guns. They immediately pointed their weapons at me, and after making sure that I wasn’t going to attack, they approached me.

“Dismount!” barked one man, pointed the muzzle of the machine gun at the ground. “And get rid of that freaky beast. It’s disgusting to look at it.”

“Do you not notice that I am a count standing here before you?” My eyebrows shot up at such impudence. Were they really all so tired of life? It was one thing for the merchant to disrespect me, for which he’d pay, but even worse, this ordinary soldier, with his weak Gift...

“Was I not clear? I don’t give a damn if you’re the Prince of Persia, get down, I said,” you could see how viciously gleeful this idiot was. Evidently he was getting his kicks from goading an aristocrat in front of the others. That made him the king of fools, I guess. Or so it seemed.

But I had other reasons for being here, and so putting him in place right now would be counterproductive. So I jumped down from the Corgi horse, and led him along. But again they blocked my path.

They unceremoniously patted me down, fished out my phone, and took it into their station. I had nothing else with me, as I’d expected something like this.

Did they think they’d deprived me of means of communication, and that would be that? Could they also wipe the chains of runes from my bones? I found their naivety amusing, actually. They were so sure that I was broken now and that I was trembling all over — I even heard them reporting on my pitiful state via their radio.

Of course, I was playing it up. I knew this type who thought it was far easier to reach an agreement with someone who was cornered. They’d assume someone that desperate would agree to anything to save his life.

Pathetic. Meaning, anyone who thought this way. They assumed others were like themselves.

Next, they took my horse away, and then escorted me to Naprudin’s mansion. Well, what can I say? A nicely landscaped area, surrounded by a wall with towers and machine-gun emplacements. On the outside the mansion wasn’t striking, but the interior, in contrast, was lush and ostentatious. Clearly this merchant loved luxury, and displayed his wealth to all and sundry.

I had a hard time not snickering because, in fact, this merchant was nothing more than the poor underling of this Count Zlatonravin.

I thought they’d take me to a reception area for guests, but instead they took me straight to the merchant’s office. It was on the second floor, down a long hallway.

“Wait!” growled one of the guards, and he went inside. I stood in the hallway with two other armed escorts.

Oh, how hard it was. It was so hard maintaining a pallor and looking scared rather than indiscriminately taking all these guys out.

No, first I’ll have a little chat. I needed to see this bastard, check him out, assess what he was made of. But already I didn’t see how I’d get out of here without some bloodshed. Even if we reached some kind of agreement to end hostilities, I could never, ever forgive him for his impudence.

“Hey! What, can’t you stand up?” I swayed a little and lightly touched the shoulder of first one of the escorts, and then the other.

I didn’t respond, and just stared at the wall. I’d launched my “treatment,” and that was enough. These two didn’t have much time left. It didn’t matter, all their weaponry, for the only defense to what I’d just done would be a Gift. Only those who were Gifted had any hope of resisting my treatments. And even they were not always equipped to defend themselves.

In around half an hour, they’d start to realize they didn’t feel well, but by then, it would be too late. One would undergo skin rejection, whilst the other would have intestine issues, which, really, are no joke. Indeed, both conditions were incredibly painful. And death was inevitable. I’d simply blocked several vessels in the so-called mesentery ‑‑ it was too easy.

“Come in!” said the guard, now exiting the merchant’s office. I froze a little and he had to push me into the room. Great, now he’d also soon be dead. But this would occur sooner, and would be even more painful.

“Not so brave now, are you?” I finally saw Naprudin in the flesh. He didn’t introduce himself, and why should he? He didn’t have long to live now, even if he had some kind of Gift. It was average. Wow.

He was a fleshy man, big. Two meters tall, and weighing around a hundred and fifty kilograms. He was balding and had a saggy face, with a triple chin, no less.

He was dressed in costly, tasteless clothing. It was a shiny brown suit with a snow white, unbuttoned shirt, a loud tie, and a hat that was on his desk.

Of course, I immediately diagnosed his condition. Diabetes mellitus, obesity, hypertension. Wow, I’d picked up so many clever words, I didn’t even understand half of them! Yes, his Gift was average, but his channels were all clogged up with magical crap, and so he was unable to employ his powers to their full potential. He, too, was primarily a Physique, but he also had a slight predisposition to metal magic. It’s a rare Gift, and I couldn’t fathom how this idiot acquired it. There were others in the office, as well. They were armed and possessed average Gifts. Each of them had a blade and a pistol hanging from their belts, and they were dressed a little differently than the usual guardsmen stationed at the mansion. These must be his personal bodyguards.

But they didn’t offer me a seat. Now this big fat man was sneering at me, clearly savoring his power over me. He felt like he held all the cards, and could do whatever he wanted.

“Well, here I am!” I spread my arms and walked up a chair. True, it was next to the merchant’s mini-bar, but I didn’t mind. I sat down and poured myself a shot of something from an expensive-looking bottler of liquor.

Mr. Big’s eye started twitching, but he quickly got a grip.

“Do you understand how big of a mess you’re in? Someone needs to teach you a lesson in how to play the game,” he said. “Clearly, you don’t know who’s who in the sandbox.”

“Is that right?” I asked. “How did your people end up on my land?” I said, taking a sip and closing my eyes. Ah, yes, it was tasty, this beverage. A bit strong, perhaps, but nice...

“Haha!” Mr. Big shook like a gigantic tub of jelly. His face flushed and he clasped his hands over his immense stomach. “You!” he suddenly growled, red with anger. “You’re nothing but a runt! You have no lands, no estates, nothing! Everything you have belongs now to my count! And to the Snegirev Family!”

I just sat and listened to the stream of these nonsensical statements while slowly sipping from my glass. I’d even found some ice, which was skillfully hidden in a miniature freezer.

Meanwhile, he went on and on. It turned out that the Snegirevs’ overlord was deliberately prolonging the war. They had to in order to make everything look above board. His aim was to eventually take all of my lands and legally register them in his name because he couldn’t just employ military means. Should he do that, he would damage his reputation and he’d have a hard time breaking into society in the capital.

I heard all sorts of interesting things as I listened to his rant. What this Naprudin was, in fact, was a useful idiot. I didn’t even interrupt him, because when else would it be possible to learn so much about the enemy’s ambitions?

The merchant thought he was formidable, even scary, and leveled threat after threat at me as he claimed I was on the hook and had to do whatever he told me to do.

“Okay, well then, how can I...er, atone for my guilt, let’s say?” He’d finally fallen silent, realizing he’d told me far more than he needed to. So now it was my turn to pick up the threads of the conversation. “True, I’m still unclear what it is I’m guilty of. Even if you dispute my claim to these lands, they weren’t your people’s lands, either...”

“You!” Again he sputtered, pointing at me. “I know that you don’t have money,” a nasty smile appeared on his face again, “but you have a Combat Suit. I’ve been told it crashed on your lands. Moreover, it participated in the treacherous attack on my people. You will give it to me... So... The mines also no longer belong to you, and as for the castle... Get ready to move...”

He was speaking as if what he said made perfect sense, and that I’d be happy to simply hand all of the above over to him. Just like that.

“Can I at least keep my horse?” I laughed, interrupting Naprudin in the middle of his speech. He froze for a second, and his face turned red again. Maybe he’d simply keel over from a stroke? That would make it easy.

“Oh, but I’m not finished,” he said. “I’m taking the countess along with the castle...”

“Tsk-tsk...” I shook my head. All these scumbags wanted the countess. Okay, no need to linger here. He’d already gone too far, and it was time for me to end this farce. “What if, for example, I refuse?” I put my now-empty glass on a side table and turned to him, looking into his little pig eyes.

He laughed at that. Even his bodyguards snickered.

“Listen,” he began. “You’re liquored up, it seems...You might not make it out of this place. Right now you’re completely in my power, and I can do whatever I want with you.”

Again he was full of himself and talking too much. But some of what he’d said was of interest. It turned out that he wasn’t the only one involved in this. He’d called the viscountess, and offered to hand me over to her for a price.

Now he was simply waiting to see who’d pay more for me. If somehow I could pay the most, then he’d probably let me go. But really, I expected this. I knew we’d never see things eye to eye. The only way to talk to bullies like this was from a position of strength.

Yet again I was up against the ignorance that prevailed in this world, where they thought they could attack Healers with impunity. I was used to it by now. Yet again, I’d be teaching them a lesson.

Having set my crystal glass down, I stashed the bottle on the bottom shelf of the mini-bar. I didn’t want to damage it, as there was still a lot left, and I wanted to take it with me when I left.

Then I slowly stood up and looked over the merchant’s bodyguards. And once again, I assessed the merchant himself. I wouldn’t have time for any more diagnostics.

“Hey! I didn’t say you could get up,” barked Mr. Big. “Looks like someone needs to teach you some manners...Gerasim, you show him what I mean. I think one arm should suffice.”

He nodded to one man, but the others all came forward to assist him, and they proceeded to force me back into the chair, as I thrashed about a bit, so as to touch each one of them. In the end, all four of them had to struggle to get me to sit down again, and then Gerasim grabbed my arm and...

What was he up to, anyway? It was all so silly. He was going to break it. After he produced a sickening crunching sound, they all stepped back.

“Hmm... Interesting,” I looked thoughtfully, first at the fragments of bones protruding from my forearm, then at the idiots gathered around. “Let me get this straight. Am I supposed to scream in pain now and beg for mercy? I think that’s what you want, right? That’s my theory, anyway.”

“What the…” the merchant was clearly taken aback by my reaction. I just stood and waited. Yes, his bodyguards were Gifted, and I couldn’t inflict much damage on them in such a short time, but... But now they were noticeably weaker, they felt dizzy, not to mention the nausea, like after a concussion.

Mr. Big was at a loss still. And what really surprised him was when I simply put the bones in place and in seconds healed the damage.

“You didn’t see that,” I smiled and took a step towards the taken aback bodyguard. And as I spoke, I mentally contacted my intelligence officer. “Kooky, it’s time! Now!”

A green haze enveloped my fist, energy quickly rushed into the muscles and bones, significantly intensifying the blow. And then, a moment later, I struck, and in the deathly silence, the cracking of bones sounded, along with the last convulsive breath of Gerasim the bodyguard, who fell to the floor.

“What the hell!?” squealed the merchant, frantically struggling to rise from his seat. But panic, fear, and excess weight played a cruel joke on him. He stood up, but his legs got tangled, and he suddenly tripped and fell onto the carpeted floor. My eyes were green and gleaming as I calmly walked over to him, and my entire form was infused with a wave of energy.

But the other bodyguards suddenly pulled themselves together. They rushed to cover their boss, forming a shield, yet ready to attack. Pistol shots rang out, two drew their swords and rushed forward, delivering swift stabbing blows. I dodged them, but several bullets pierced my chest — most unpleasant. Of course, my diamond armor prevented any real damage. I’d certainly poured enough energy into it ahead of time.

But the charged swords were more dangerous. One of the fighters possessed a rare and rather unpleasant Gift that enabled him to control plasma. He enveloped his sword in bright flashes of concentrated energy, and just one touch left a deep, charred cut on my arm. It burned right down to the bone, but, fortunately, while he stood in shock watching my wound heal, I kicked him in the solar plexus. Ooof! He’d poured a lot of energy into that strike, as he’d stopped his breathing whilst delivering it.

The second swordsman came up from behind me and plunged his sword into my side. He was a Physique, but strong, and rather unusual. He didn’t derive strength from his Gift so much as speed... I swung around, but he simply disappeared. He as if blurred into air at will and I could never manage to hit him. As I struggled to land a blow, another batch of bullets flew at me. So I momentarily turned my attention to the shooters. They wisely retreated to the wall, and now they were simply waiting for the right moment so as not to suffer any damage. But I, well, why bother chasing them?

I simply grabbed a gun from the dead Gerasim sprawled on the floor. I first shot him in the head, just in case, and then fired another one, as Gerasim was anyway could be hanging in there. Only then did I empty the entire clip at the shooters. They reciprocated, but the bullets simply hurt me, while my shots pierced their defense without difficulty. This was because I was shooting them in the face. I managed to take out one of them, but the second one activated a shield that he used to cover his head. All I did was wound him.

Click!

Ack! Out of cartridges. Right when I was about to shoot the merchant, who, by the way, had collected himself enough to start crawling towards the door. I quickly grabbed one of the bodyguard’s swords, when the speedy Physique got in my way.

Before I could take a step, he intervened right before I could retrieve another gun from the floor. I bent over only to receive a nasty cut that came out of nowhere. My Diamond Armor was holding up well, especially considering how fast the swordsman was.

Okay, I was tired of jumping around.

I pretended to try to get around him to attack the last shooter, who was still floundering about. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed his satisfied grin. He let me past him, and behold, the charged tip of his blade slid between my shoulder blades.

“I’ve never seen a Healer who could fight like that. I must admit, you’ve surprised me, count,” the voice came from behind me. All sound had died down now save for the grunting of the wounded bodyguards. And soon he, too, would fall silent. You see my energy was now rushing through the blade clutched in the speedy bodyguard’s hand, and coursing into his body.

Though the sword was piercing my chest, I could still breathe, and now I was focusing solely on controlling the flow of energy.

“What awaits you now is simply amazing,” I smiled. It was over now. He was mine.

“Whatever you say,” he grinned, trying to extract the sword so as to behead me with the next blow. But...but...something wasn’t right. “What?” he muttered in surprise.

I already told him he was in for a surprise. And he didn’t have to wait long. My energy caused his arm to atrophy, while his muscles weakened. He couldn’t, just couldn’t pull the sword out.

Next...but I needed to carry out some diagnostics. I needed to hit his weak points — everybody had them.

This fighter kept himself in excellent shape, and focused on both training hard, and eating right. Thus, his blood vessels looked good. But...it seemed he’d suffered some blows in childhood. Moreover, he’d suffered a concussion or two!

“Hunhhh...” I heard him wheezing behind me, and felt his body tremble. Still he didn’t let go. I needed to stir up old trauma! He’d not only been brain damaged, he’d also suffered gunshot wounds in the past. His kidneys had been hit, the small intestine, and even a lung had been grazed by a bullet. Now they were all overgrown with so-called connective tissue, and his body would now dissolve these adhesions. The entire process took mere seconds, but I was pleased with the result. The speedy one let go of the sword, fell onto his back, and soon inhaled his final, convulsive breath. While I...

Hmm...how to get my hands on that sword? The blade was protruding from my chest, but the hilt was behind me and no way could I grasp it. Okay, I’ll just stop the bleeding and let it stay there for now.

I shot the remaining bodyguards in the head. Too bad that while I was dealing with his bodyguards Naprudin managed to escape. The odor lingered, though — the merchant had soiled himself...

I didn’t even think about stopping. Sure, I could chase after the merchant, but to what end? His mansion was so very posh, and now, it just so happened that Chernomor was on the way over with thirty guardsmen. We’d arranged for him to arrive not only in armored cars, but also in trucks. I could bring whatever I wanted back to the castle.

I heard stomping outside the door, and it suddenly burst open. Two guards tried to burst inside, but my sword made short work of them.

Next. Three more ran up the stairs. I stabbed one through the heart and grabbed the second one by the face, ripping it off with a flick of my wrist. Yes, that was gratuitous violence. Yes, it was unnecessary and not especially easy to cause instant tissue rejection. But I anesthetized him a little so that he wouldn’t lose consciousness, and I pumped a lot of adrenaline into his blood, forcing his adrenal glands to carry on until his death. He screamed madly as he dashed about. Yes, let them all see him. And then they could all decide for themselves if it was worth it to approach me.

* * *

“Alpha group! You’re up!” the officer issued the command over the radio, and fifteen soldiers with assault rifles prepared to burst into the merchant’s mansion. Meanwhile, the officer himself was speeding off in his personal car even as he ordered that the count be eliminated at any cost. To this end, he’d roused all his forces, and so now dozens, and maybe hundreds of fighters, including armored vehicles, were flocking toward the mansion.

This Alpha group, though, really was the vanguard. They heard shots inside, screams, and the clanging of steel, so they did not enter the house, but moved systematically, calculating each step they took.

“Bust inside there!” their commander ordered one man, who took a step towards the entrance. But then the door opened up all on its own.

From inside fled a figure drenched in blood...it had once been a man, but now, he had no skin on his face, which was nothing but a mass of blood with eyes popping out of the sockets. He bolted out the door, flailing his arms, clearly maddened by the pain. He rushed past the stunned soldiers gathered at the door and headed down the path, screaming incessantly. Suddenly, no one wanted to bust inside.

“Commander...” the soldier croaked, frozen in horror. “Shouldn’t we just surround the building and wait? Why should we go inside?”

“Yes, you’re right...We don’t need to worry about what’s going on in there. Let’s guard the perimeter,” agreed the commander. Yes, the order was to eliminate the target, but no, it wasn’t worth dying for this...

* * *

“Lie down, you bastard!” hissed the guard entrenched in the kitchen with his partner. They’d made the maids cover them, and now they were listening to every sound outside the door.

And even though the master’s order was to take out the target in the mansion, they had no intention of doing so. They found out what had happened to the boss man’s personal bodyguards and realized they didn’t have a prayer of overpowering the maniac Healer. Better to just wait things out.

“Shut up, wench!” one said, hitting a young maid in the head with his rifle butt who was whimpering in fear. She passed out then — at least she was quiet now.

Thus they sat there. Outside, shooting and screams of pain were sometimes heard, and these sounds came from different directions.

“Why is it taking our guys so long to get here? Where the hell are they?” whispered one of the men, but his buddy simply scowled.

“Who knows what the hell they’re doing? Maybe they got him already? Go take a look.”

“Right! You first!”

They began to squabble, but abruptly fell silent when they heard footsteps outside the door. Someone was walking around out there, and whistling a cheerful tune. These steps stopped right outside the door, and both fighters pointed their rifles in that direction.

“I’m just wondering why there are so many of you in here,” said someone opening the door.

The figure in the doorway caused all of the maids to scream in unison as the two fighters fired indiscriminately. They didn’t even aim, they just fired towards the door, although no one was there anymore.

The bullets whistled, hit the walls, ricocheted in different directions, and wounded the maids and the two men themselves. Then a blade cut the head off the head off one of the guards, and before his body hit the ground, it pierced the chest of the second one. After which the gruesome figure turned to the girls screaming in panic.

“Well! Shut up, why are you so upset,” he raised his hands, demonstrating his peaceful intentions. But no matter what, they were still hysterical. Apparently his appearance scared them, as all he had on were bloody rags, full of charred bullet holes. And yes, the blade of a sword pierced his chest with the hilt protruding from his back, and most of all, this terrified them.

No, he wasn’t looking his best. But still he lingered. Several of the girls had been wounded, and one of them was unconscious. There was blood dripping from her head, forming a pool. The stranger walked up to her and put his hand on her head, just for a second. Then he did the same to the wounds on the other girls. They felt better right away, and the bleeding stopped. They were stunned, but didn’t have time to thank him. He disappeared as suddenly as he had appeared, and screams and gunfire were heard from the next room.

* * *

By the way, this mansion really was huge. It even had a basement level, in which two dozen guards were hiding. By then, my appearance inspired real horror in everyone, and so it was easy dispatching with these basement soldiers. All I needed to do was lob some grenades at them. Of course, I first made sure that they weren’t using more servants as cover.

I was pleased at how much stuff there was here that we could use. And there was also a library, although it was meager. I didn’t know if I really needed a golden toilet, for example. Perhaps, though, some other tasteless rich man might want it. I also came across a couple of safes with unknown contents, and much more. Paintings, for example, that could be sold.

Now, all that remained were two problems. First, that’s the guards who’d cordoned off the mansion. But I had Chernomor on the way to help me out. Already now I could hear the roar of motors in the distance. My second problem was the sword in my chest. It was ridiculous that there was nobody who could pull it out of me. But of course, once my guys were here, one of them would get it out. And so to kill time until they arrived, I headed back to the merchant’s office. Yes, it was tastelessly luxurious, but I’d left that bottle of liquor there. It was awaiting me now...

Explosions and gunfire were heard somewhere outside. Heavy machine guns rumbled and equipment roared. Every now and then I got a report from Kooky whilst I, well, I enjoyed whiskey on the rocks. My only problem was how to sit back comfortably with a sword piercing my chest.


Chapter 10

I’LL NEVER UNDERSTAND... Why? Why do the contents of a fine bottle of whiskey disappear so quickly? I mean, I’d left behind half the bottle, but after just a couple of glasses only drops were left.

In an attempt to unravel this mystery, I studied the glass first and then switched to the bottle. Ah, I see! The bottle had a concave bottom, seriously so. Thus, looking at it from the outside, it appeared to hold a fine amount of the amber liquid.

It was all an illusion, though, and at times like this, I regretted my inability to let loose a string of colorful curses. I was a novice, though, in the art of cursing. I’d been acquainted with masters in the field who would know what to do to the scam artist who designed this bottle. What I would do if I knew how to curse well would be to force him to hiccup incessantly, or even worse. As I recalled from my past world, they taught us at the academy about the magic of curses. What made them work was that the victim had to really deserve the curse. It couldn’t be used against random people, especially if they were pure of soul. The best amulet against such magic, really, was to maintain one’s integrity. Indeed, this was the only surefire form of protection against curses.

I heard explosions outside in the distance, and several soldiers ran into the mansion. There were lots of people crowded inside here already, as the servants had yet to leave.

Again I had to stand up and move. Those explosions meant that Chernomor was approaching. According to Kooky, he was slowly making his way to the mansion. The enemy’s forces were still out there, but they weren’t enough to slow down my guardsmen. Just the same, I had to help my men out. And I’d had a nice little rest, and even snacked on some cookies I found stashed in the merchant’s desk drawer. I was done here, actually. I could, though, check out the kitchen. Perhaps the cooks were still on duty there and could prepare me a little something or the other.

Now on my feet, I headed downstairs. There in the entry hall were five fighters. They were discussing the dead, mangled bodies I’d deliberately left around the entrance. The dead didn’t care what state their bodies were in, but they could make an indelible impression on the living.

Which, in fact, was the case. Who was the monster in the mansion ripping people to shreds? That was all the buzz, so my plan was working. For even greater effect, I’d splattered a lot of blood on the walls.

“Look! A zombie!” one of them shouted as soon as I appeared. Really, though, I was offended at this point.

So what if I had a sword sticking out of my chest? What’s the big deal? I’d live, right? Couldn’t they see that I simply needed someone to pull it out?

I didn’t bother trying to explain all this to them, though. I simply ducked behind a huge sofa and fired short bursts at them right through it. I’d picked up the machine gun from the office, of course. There were plenty of firearms strewn about, because they’d all come here to take me out. There weren’t many Gifted among the guards, and the merchant had compensated for this by providing powerful weapons.

I found it rather fun to fire at the beating hearts. They tried to respond, but they couldn’t see me, while I, well, it wasn’t really even a fair fight since I sensed their heartbeats. That being said, there were five of them against one of me, so there was that.

So I fired away, switching out magazines as needed. I was not as adept at this as my guards were, but I’d been studying the local weapons ever since landing in this world. The knowledge retained from the last inhabitant of this body was, at best, superficial. At first, I could distinguish a pistol from a grenade launcher, but that was about it. Now, though, I could even distinguish between different rifles, which was progress.

And this applied to the different cartridges they used, which really varied. There were the cartridges that pierced armor, and the kind that were designed for bare skin. The most expensive ammo, though, was the kind designed to deplete the shields used by the Gifted or by mages. Those were used primarily against offworlders, and even then only by special punitive squads who were deployed against the Interface portals.

That made me think of something. By now there was only one of the five enemy fighters left. He alone survived my hail of fire, partly because he’d found cover behind the fireplace.

“Give up!” he shouted, for lack of anything else to say. “The building is surrounded, and you could still make it out of here alive! Just drop your weapon and our medics will help you!”

In response, I just laughed.

“You contradict yourself!” I chuckled. “First you tell me I could make it out of here alive, and then you threaten to sic your medics on me!”

He didn’t understand my humor, but took my answer as a refusal to give up. But then I heard a familiar sound. What was it exactly? I know I’d heard it before...Oh, I remember now! A grenade!

The flash blinded me, I heard a ringing in my ears, and, yes, I myself went flying. A grenade, but it was an unusual one. Some kind of reinforced grenade, far more powerful than the norm, and with an additional stunning effect. A dozen fragments pierced my body, and I was thrown against the opposite wall, and in general, half the room was torn apart. Then I hit the floor and heard nothing more.

* * *

For some time Doberin tried to piece together what happened. He’d seen a lot of cruelty around him, and he, too, had engaged in multiple acts of cruelty. He’d killed, tortured people, and carried out all of the other orders his boss gave him. But this...

Just like all of the others, he’d been alerted ahead of time. His area of responsibility extended only to a small port in the merchant’s domain. True, this was his main job, but Doberin liked to moonlight, as well. It paid well, and it wasn’t hard work. Just some kidnapping, torture, and whatever to make people change their minds more to what the boss wanted. For example, that time Naprudin wanted to build a shopping center, but the local residents didn’t want to sell, not for the price Naprudin was offering them, anyway. Doberin’s job was to negotiate with a little torture and terror.

This time, Naprudin was offering a major payout. All he had to do was kill this count who’d taken up residence in his mansion. At first, Doberin couldn’t understand why the reward was so high. After all, the count was a Healer. It was all kinds of fun eliminating the weak, because it was easy.

So he’d put together a small detachment and they headed for the mansion. The others outside had warned him, but he ignored them. They’d said what was going on inside was positively hellish, and that no one who went in ever came out again.

“I have my ways,” he smiled, and boldly went inside.

But that’s when everything started going wrong. All of the walls, and the ceiling, even, were splattered with blood. There were body parts hanging off the chandeliers...and yeah, they no longer felt like fighting and so they headed for the entry hall. It was spacious there, and no one could sneak up on them.

They started arguing about how to make an exit without totally losing face. But then they heard steps in the hallway and he appeared.

“Look! A zombie!” cried one of his men, turning pale. And the man was indeed strange. A sword pierced his chest, the hilt protruding from his back.

This zombie wasn’t talkative, and before the fighters even had time to react, he disappeared behind a massive sofa. And then he began to shoot without missing, hitting one of them after another. They tried to shoot back, but they didn’t know where he was. They riddled the sofa, but never hit the enemy.

And while the firefight was going on, Doberin, who was also the commander of this detachment, and the only Gifted among them, decided to save his own skin and hid behind the fireplace. No bullets could get to him there, after all.

Now he had only one thought spinning in his head. He wanted to survive. He could care less about the others. His sole goal was to make it out of here. So he decided to pull out all the stops. The grenade he used was extremely costly. He always had it on him just in case; it was able to penetrate the armor of even the powerfully Gifted. Even if they survived, they’d be stunned for some time.

He threw this grenade, realizing he was also killing anyone else from his team who might still be alive. Oh, well. The explosion was so powerful, he, too, almost lost consciousness from the bright flash and crazy roar.

After the explosion, he ran out from behind cover. As expected, this strange, so-called Healer was also affected. He was thrown to the other end of the room, and now lay motionless on his side.

“Too damn bad. They would have paid more if I brought you in alive,” Doberin sighed, kicking the corpse riddled with shrapnel.

“I’m so sorry!” the corpse responded, and grabbed Doberin’s leg, digging his fingers into his shin until the bones crunched. The wounds on the body of the “corpse” began to rapidly heal, and fragments began to fall out and rain down on the tiles with a ringing sound. “What a waste to use such a grenade, all for naught.”

Doberin’s eyes were wide with a primordial horror. His terror only grew when he realized he couldn’t take a step. He was paralyzed and he fell to the floor, right onto to the “corpse,” who was smiling now as he allowed Doberin to impale himself on the sword sticking out of his chest.

* * *

I wonder how much that grenade cost? What a shame to throw something like that away so frivolously. He could have launched it at a detachment of offworld warriors, and then taken his time collecting the artifacts. Or he could have simply stunned a powerfully Gifted adversary. Which, in fact, he’d done, I guess, but still, what a waste.

But now, my situation was rather dire. There at the entrance was a new group of suicidal men, comprised of six. They were about to burst inside. Meanwhile, here I lay, without a weapon and with this idiot’s heavy carcass on top of me. He was pieced by the sword sticking out of my chest. Maybe I could use this as a strategy in swordplay later. I mean, I had this weapon that no one can take away. Of course, there were obvious downsides to my situation.

I managed to toss the corpse off me, and stood up before the heartbeats reached me. Probably these guys worked with the man who misused that grenade on me. Good thing I didn’t anticipate a weapon like that, or I wouldn’t have come here in the first place. On the other hand, none of this was as difficult as I thought it would be. That being said, it’s been a very long time since this Archmagister had been roughed up like this...

By the time I could sense not only hearts, but also hear heavy footsteps, I was ready. I had not only healed all my wounds, I also was internally prepared. Externally, I was still a fright, of course. I had little holes all over, and blood flowing down my body. Well, maybe I’d gone too far with the blood, but it still might work. When they burst inside, I was already lying there, posing as a corpse, next to their commander. And of course I still had that sword piercing me. I planned to keep is as a souvenir.

As I thought, these were the man’s subordinates. They were looking for him, found him and were extremely upset.

“Dammit! We didn’t get here in time...why oh why?...Damn!” said one of them, and he sounded consumed by grief.

“Leave it alone, Van...” the other tried to calm him down.

He just nodded, which I saw through my dead open eyes. Then they began to inspect the entire room, and came across me.

“There he is! Dead!” one of them said, pointing at me.

“Stop burying me ahead of time!” I couldn’t resist it. After all, they’d taken their time about it. I didn’t think it would take them so long to notice me. I was lying there longer than I expected.

They were frozen in shock. While I was lying there, I’d generated the Final Push spell inside myself. This really was something of a last resort for a normal person. The spell forces you to mobilize all of your bodily resources, and significantly strengthen them for a fast attack or sprint. After ten or so minutes of this, an ordinary person’s organs would simply collapse. This was, of course, if they didn’t receive treatment in time.

A risky tool for most, but for me, well, it was an essential crutch. I was, as it were, “borrowing from my body.”

Now was the time. With a movement imperceptible to the eye, I exploded upwards and hit the first guardsman. I simply slugged him in the face with a powerful upper cut. I broke several bones and initiated some intracranial bleeding. Before he hit the floor, I yanked the next guy’s arm, ripping it out of the shoulder socket. Truly pain-inducing, that kind of maneuver. Worth the effort it took. Before he could even scream in pain, though, my fist slammed into his throat, crushing his airways. He wouldn’t be speaking for awhile, if ever, actually. He really was no more among the living, essentially.

I grabbed two machine guns and rapidly mowed down the next threat in short order. The Final Push not own speeds up your body, but your mind, as well. Not much, but enough to enable me to fire with both hands. Just like in a movie I saw once — nice effect, I thought. But now I was out of bullets. I dropped the gun, grabbed a knife from some guy’s belt, and rushed in for some close combat action. My target didn’t even have time to aim, much less fire. I plunged the knife up to the hilt between his ribs into his heart, and felt a shock of pain from an incredible release of healing energy. No, this was a strong opponent, and while a wound to the heart hurt a helluva lot, it wasn’t enough to take him out. He could still attempt to shoot me, and I didn’t need that.

In the end, the Final Push was starting to wear off, and I had one more guardsman to deal with. Yes, I could extend the spell, but that would leave me dangerously weak once it wore off. And so I set about wrapping things up.

This last adversary was, in fact, not entirely healthy. When I was firing the two machine guns at once, some of the bullets had hit him. Now he was on the floor, writhing in pain, and not a danger.

“Okay, let’s have a little talk,” I sighed. The thing was, I felt badly about killing him, he was so young. “I might let you live.”

A glimmer of hope appeared in the guy’s eyes, and yet he still looked at me with some malevolence. But I fully disarmed him, and now, I grabbed his foot and dragged him into another room. This place was demolished, and worst of all, there wasn’t anything to eat, and that’s what I really needed now.

I ended up dragging him down to the basement. It housed a pantry, and so I decided to kill two birds with one stone. Of course, I had to boot a couple of servants out who where cowering in there. One of them was so frightened at seeing me, he passed out. Did I really look that bad?

“Okay, speak up!” I said, poking my prisoner in the side with my foot as I bit into a baguette. Mmm... Fresh. Carbohydrates were exactly what I needed right then.

But my prisoner was tight-lipped. He glared at me, and kept silent.

“I want to remind you that I am offering you life...” I shook my head and took another bite of bread.

He still said nothing. And since I was eating and unable to talk him into cooperating, I decided to use other forms of persuasion. The guardsman’s body arched from a severe flash of pain, he screamed, and only then did I turn off the hurt.

“What do you want to know? What exactly? At least ask a question... Unh...,” he squeezed out, as soon as he recovered enough to speak.

Ah, perfect! In fact, I’d failed to ask concrete questions, but he could provide me with some kind of information.

“Just talk! Tell me how many of you are here, and why are you in a uniform without any insignia? Who do you serve, how did you end up here on the merchant’s estate?” I could ask questions until nightfall, really. He could talk while I ate. Having finished the baguette, I started searching for some raw meat. Or, yes, some veggies. I needed to eat more of them.

“Umm...” the kid clearly was still reluctant about talking, but once I cocked my eyebrow and extended my hand toward him he changed his tune. “Okay, I’ll talk! I’ll talk!” he said, raising a hand up. He only had one that functioned, as the other had taken a bullet and was seriously mangled. I’d stopped the bleeding on the way here. “There were seventeen of us here... there were. And we serve Count Zlatonravin.”

However, that’s what I expected. Who else could these people serve if not this count who’d contacted me regarding the merchant’s business? They were stationed here to guard the merchant, because, said the prisoner, he was of great use to the count. He carried out the count’s dirty business, thereby enabling the count to not sully his own hands, nor his reputation. The kid couldn’t provide the details, but he did share whatever he knew. They also were tasked with spying on the merchant. And whatever they’d learned, they shared with the count, including the conversations I’d had with the merchant. Thus, the count knew that the merchant’s handling of me in his office wasn’t working out as planned.

From what the kid was saying, it was clear that they never were planning on letting me out of this place alive. Even had I given them all they wanted — the Combat Suit, the mines, all my lands and the castle and so on and so on, they would have finished me off right then and there. They planned on taking it all and selling me to the viscountess. Really, though, knowing the viscountess, was any of this a surprise? What a shame, though, that I’d let the merchant slip away...Now he was holed up in the count’s residence under his protection, and I couldn’t touch him.

“C-o-o-o!” I’d heard my pigeon outside the door for awhile now. Kooky had procured my phone from the security station and brought it to me. I got up to let him in. My feathered friend strutted inside, looked at the guardsman like he was shit, and almost ceremoniously handed me the phone.

“Good job! Now get me my crossbow,” I said, but Kooky looked nonplussed.

“C-o-o-o?” he uttered, twirling a wing at his temple, indicating I was speaking nonsense. But I just shook my head.

“Was it a waste, all that effort to make you stronger? You work out how to do it. I need my weapon,” I said, although I myself had no idea how he’d manage to get it to me.

Kooky muttered and strutted about a bit, but then, still sulking, he flew off on this latest mission. I went on with my interrogation. I grabbed a tomato and, biting into it, I sat down opposite the prisoner.

“So if I seize this mansion, when could I expect this count of yours to show up with his army?”

“Hah!” he chuckled, and coughed. Yes, son, your lung is punctured. You don’t need to be laughing. “Sorry, count. You need to capture the mansion first. And this is not going to happen.”

“I’m not asking for your opinion. I’m looking into the future, and this is why I’m asking you about the count,” I smiled. He looked startled. Did he really think that I could see into the future? But really, was it all that strange? I was already a freak in his eyes.

“I guess it would take him a couple of weeks. Plus or minus a couple of days...” he estimated. I stopped chewing.

“What are you saying? Why so long?” I had trouble swallowing the tomato, I was so surprised. This changed everything! From just grabbing some loot and leaving, I could instead carry out a real excavation of this place and take my time returning to the castle.

“He’s in the capital now...”

My interrogation session with the kid dragged on. In the meanwhile, I repelled another couple of attacks, shot down some enemy forces from the windows, and also filled my stomach to capacity with all sorts of goodies. I even had the cooks whip up something tasty, and after they did so, I felt like inviting them to work for me. But then again, why did I need spies in my kitchen? They could even poison my food, and although that wouldn’t kill me, it could spoil the taste. Worse though would be if they were to pass on secret information to the enemy.

I was pleased at how the interrogation was going, though. The more I learned about the enemy, the better. I allegedly had two weeks before the count arrived, along with his main forces. Really, this place wasn’t worth tangling with them, and in a couple of days, some of his forces stationed on his estate near Arkhangelsk might show up. Actually, they could show up at any minute, but my prisoner said that Zlatonravin was a very careful and cautious person, close to paranoid, even. He would only attack if he was absolutely certain he’d come out victorious.

Indeed, when he’d issued the order to lure me here, his confidence in succeeding was absolute, and more. What could I, a Healer, do? Particularly if they disarmed me? According to local beliefs, I should be helpless. And my guards could do nothing, either, as the lines of defense against outside invaders were rock solid around the merchant’s estate. I also learned a fair amount about the count. He hailed from the capital, and all of his forces and property were located there. All he had around Arkhangelsk was a summer residence on a small piece of land. Zlatonravin loved to relax here in the summer, and would also bring his mistresses here. And this also allowed him to keep an eye on the dark matters he tasked with his vassal, the merchant.

“Okay,” I waved my hand. “You’re been a big help. Most of all, you weren’t lying...I would have known.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but didn’t have time. The knife entered his heart, and his face was frozen in a mask of horror and disbelief. As the life seeped out of him, his arms and legs went limp, and he stared into the distance. Sorry, I had to do it.

As death was clutching at his soul with its bony fingers, I climbed into his consciousness and completely erased his memories of that day. He had seen too much, and so I couldn’t just let him go. And I had to erase his memory because yes, he was, after all, strongly Gifted, and I lacked the strength right then to contend with his defenses. It was far easier to do this as he was dying.

And after erasing his memory, I launched my treatment. I restored the damage to the heart and lungs. I treated his entire body, stopped the minor bleeding, and imbued his body with enough strength to restore any other lingering damage. He never regained consciousness. He’d be unconscious for a couple of days, and then he’d awaken with no memory of what had transpired. Otherwise, he’d be just fine.

Could I have killed him? But of course, and it would be my right. But a deal was a deal, and he’d come through on his end. It wasn’t logical, really, but I’m not a machine, after all. I do what I want, which makes me human.

After I was done with the kid, I exited the basement pantry and headed upstairs. From the windows on the second floor was a beautiful view of the estate. The well-groomed landscaping was now a field plowed up by explosions, shells were whistling and flashing through the air, pillars of black smoke were curling over burning armored vehicles. It was festive, actually. And now the forces still left surrounding the mansion were turning to face the Bulatov detachment.

“Chernomor! How are you?” I said, phone to my ear, and I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t expect him to pick up the call so quickly, even before he cut off cussing, mostly about me.

“Mikhail! So you’re not dead yet, eh?” Something rumbled in the background, and again he let out a string of curses.

“So how’s it going? Are you making progress?” From what I could see from my vantage point they were about to break through the last ring of defense. “Oops!” I exclaimed as I started closing the window.

“What? What happened?” I guess my saying “oops” alarmed Chernomor.

“It’s the damned snipers...” I said, clenching my teeth as I extracted a massive bullet. It had even pierced my shield, dammit! “Here’s the thing, Chernomor. You don’t have to rush, they won’t be sending reinforcements.”

We chatted for a while, with short breaks for gunfire. I shot from the windows, distracting the mansion guards from focusing on my men. As for Chernomor...well, he favored using heavy machine guns or close combat. What he liked most of all was to rush the enemy brandishing a machine gun in one hand and a huge sword in the other. What a spectacle, I have to say. Between Chernomor coming at me and a tank, I’ll take the tank.

Thanks to the interrogation, I was certain now that Naprudin was hiding out at the count’s estate. It wouldn’t be worth it trying to get to him there. But yes, he’d ordered his own men to hold the line, not go anywhere, stare death in the face to defend his mansion.

“So tell me...” began Chernomor during another lull. “What did you do there?”

“What?” I didn’t understand.

“Well, about a dozen soldiers have already surrendered. And everyone, no exception, is pale... And they’ve also pissed themselves...,” he fell silent for a second. “They’re more afraid of going inside that mansion than they are of staying out here to face us. It’s even kind of offensive.”

“Sorry, Chernomor, I can’t talk,” I felt another group of fighters enter the mansion. And anyway, I had no response. Yes, I’d put on quite the show here, and I never dreamed it would work out so well.

But yes, new enemies meant more creativity on my part. Anything less would be a sin. I grabbed a shotgun and headed towards the stairs. Along the way, I stopped by Naprudin’s office and took a sword from one of the bodyguards. As I was doing so, one of the cabinet doors opened, revealing the merchant’s personal stash of fine liquors.

Well, well... I needed to quickly deal with this newest batch of idiots and barricade the entrance so that no one could distract me anymore.

* * *

“Aaarrgh!” Roaring menacingly, Chernomor swung his massive sword and cut two opponents in half at once.

He’d stormed across an open area using the hood he’d ripped off of an armored car as a shield. As he ran, he fired from a massive machine gun. Then he threw the hood at them and, still firing, pulled out his sword charged with his energy. The blade slew even the Gifted on the spot; neither cover nor high-quality shields helped them, and of course, their bulletproof vests were worthless. Following their massive leader were ten guards sporting the coats of arms of the Bulatov Family, who then ran up to the mansion. They shot down any who opposed them, while most decided to just give up. Behind came the wheeled tank, its cannon directed at them.

“It’s over! We give up!” Several men raised their hands, but anyway Chernomor swung his sword and...

“Chernomor! Stop!” one of the guardsmen stopped him. “We can sell them!”

The old man grimaced at these words; after all, he was used to killing the enemy, and not thinking about ransoming them. But he got a hold of himself, and ordered that they be taken prisoner and led away. There were some thirty of them in all.

They looked terrible, too. They’d been afraid to enter the mansion...but there hadn’t been any way to simply flee given the carnage all about, and so they’d simply bided their time, hoping to escape death.

Then Chernomor took a dozen fighters and headed towards the mansion. He was careful, because who knew how many were inside. But then...

“The door is locked... It’s blocked by something from the inside,” the soldier shook his head and tried to open it by force, but to no avail.

Finally, after thinking a little, they fired a shot from the tank at the door. They heard squelching sounds, and the ones who entered almost lost their lunch. There was blood everywhere, body parts, too, and it smelled like decomposition...

“How long have they been dead? Why does it smell so foul?” the soldiers asked, but Chernomor only grinned. He recognized whose handiwork this was.

There were corpses lying near every window that could be climbed through, and everything around was covered in blood, but for some reason not a drop was on the paintings, nor on the seemingly valuable furniture. Only the walls, ceilings and floors were splattered with crimson.

The soldiers quickly went through all the rooms, found many servants locked inside, and they led them outside. On the way out, half of the maids simply fainted at what they saw. The other half went hysterical. It wasn’t much better with the men; only five people managed to exit on their own. Once outside, they vomited on the steps. Chernomor continued to inspect the building. The count had stopped answering the phone a long time ago, and so the old man was prepared for the worst.

“Commander!” yelled one of the guards who was standing at the door to the merchant’s office. “I found him!” Judging by the man’s expression, Chernomor expected bad news.

He immediately flew into the office, and, putting away his weapon, ran up to Mikhail, who was slumped in his chair and showed no signs of life. His clothes were bloody rags, and a sword pierced his chest, while his face was buried until a thick layer of dried blood.

“Eh...” Chernomor sighed heavily. “Goddamit!...Our Family had a chance with him, but now...”

“Now...just get this fucking sword out of me,” wheezed the “corpse,” opening his eyes. “My back itches like crazy and it’s driving me insane...”


Chapter 11

“ARE YOU SURE you’re okay?” asked Chernomor, his foot on my back.

“Yes, just pull! What are you waiting for?” I said, grasping the table.

And so the mighty warrior grasped the hilt and yanked the sword toward himself. Sure, I might have come up with an easier way to get the sword out, but why waste time and effort? I’d have had to soften the bones around the blade, and that would be a waste, really, of my energy.

Anyway, Chernomor got the job done. Of course, he wasn’t surprised when not even a drop of blood oozed out of the wound. I kept all of my vital substances within so as to not have to restore them later.

After that, what followed was routine. I didn’t expect any more attacks from Naprudin or Zlatonravin’s forces, but just in case, I sent guards out to the fortifications they’d set up. Better safe than sorry. Meanwhile, for whatever reason, Kooky was responding to all of my queries with curses.

“Chernomor, why don’t we bring some peasants here to help out?” We were outside now, examining the estate. Having looked the mansion over, I realized we needed more than our guards to properly loot the place,

In just half an hour we’d filled the trucks to the brim with all kinds of stuff, but I also saw lots of furniture we could use in the castle. We could furnish half the rooms with it. I ensured that they took care in how they handled items I especially liked, such as chandeliers, wardrobes, beds with some incredibly soft mattresses, not to mention dishes, appliances, and sundry other things we could use. We could even use some of these draperies, although Count Bulatov didn’t need to bite off more than he could chew.

“In principle, I agree...” Chernomor scratched the back of his head. “You might even take any windows that are still intact. We could use them at the castle...Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Chernomor, you can’t even imagine how much you’ve just grown in my eyes,” I nodded. I’d already thought about the windows, and then some. “Do we have some heavy construction equipment at the mines? You know, bulldozers and such?”

“Yes,” he responded, though rather reluctantly. Sure, he might be ready to take the windows, but that wasn’t enough. He didn’t understand what I was getting at.

“Let’s get them over here!” I said, waving my hand. “Then, we can take the walls!”

“Hmmm...” Chernomor cleared his throat, taking that in. “I understand what you’re saying...The Family is rebuilding and so on, but the walls...Are we supposed to break them down into bricks?”

“What I’m thinking is reconstruction, yes. On my land. In any case, the building will have to be demolished,” I shrugged.

“What, do you want to occupy this land?” Chernomor looked at me in disbelief. I shook my head, and he exhaled in relief. “Well, that’s good. We don’t have enough men for that.”

“But sooner or later we will return.

We have to. This land once belonged to the Bulatovs, which meant that I must repossess it, no matter what. I didn’t want anyone else’s territory, but I definitely intended to take what is mine.

Soon, the first group of peasants showed up. The men readily agreed to engage in well-paid temporary work, though it was not without danger. They poured out of the trucks while the elders walked over to talk with us.

“Sir...” Mitrofan bowed first to me, and then to the commander of the guard “Where would you like us to begin?”

“Mitrofan, we have more to ask of you,” Chernomor seemed as if he was restraining from laughing. “We need everything!”

“Yes, they told us — the furniture, paintings, books.”

“The walls too,” the old man added, and Mitrofan froze. “Dismantle the walls, and take it all, so that nothing remains but barren land.”

However, no one protested. If the gentleman wants to dismantle the mansion into bricks, then it shall be done. I appreciated this manner of thinking; this was not the time to argue about it. We had work to do, all of us! Get to it!

I stuck around for a little longer. I enjoyed watching the workers cart out books, expensive furniture, computers and more. Most of all, I enjoyed seeing them plunder the huge wine cellar. The peasants understood the value of these bottles, and handled them as if they were their own children. They paid no attention to the many corpses lying about. What mattered was ensuring that each bottle was treated with the utmost care. I didn’t even know who was going to be happier ‑‑ I, or, when he dropped by to visit, Cherepanov.

It was moving towards evening, and starting to get dark outside, and I left Chernomor in charge of the looting of the estate, while I myself... well, since I came here on my faithful horse, I decided to get back the same way. Moreover, my people needed the vehicles more than I did right now. True, I had to look for the stables, which were on the very outskirts of the estate, and were now being guarded by three of my men. Despite the cold, they were all standing around outside for some reason.

“What are you doing out here?” I asked, but they just nodded towards the entrance.

“Look for yourself, sir...” the first one grinned and, turning the handle, he opened the door.

I shrugged and went inside.

There I saw the frightened grooms with their horses huddled in a corner. They looked like they’d been bitten. Meanwhile, my faithful Corgi horse stood chewing oats with a smug look on his face as he glanced now and then at his “hostages,” as if daring them to stop him.

As I road back to the castle, I carefully carried out a self-diagnosis. I was close to complete exhaustion, especially after using the Final Push spell. It had taken a lot out of me, and I needed to spend some energy on recovery. I had to modify this spell a little before using it again to account for this new body I now inhabited. Before, my body was completely different. I also really needed to take a long bath, and change my clothes. Of course, I couldn’t do this back at Naprudin’s estate, especially as my people were busy looting it before dismantling it. I expected them to take everything, even the plumbing, after all.

We flew along the road without hindrance, despite my appearance, and also that of my Corgi horse. True, a couple of men in one of the villages thought I was a zombie. That was all, though. They simply took to their heels and fled rather than attack me. A couple of kilometers from the castle I met my very disgruntled and angry bird.

“Ah, I see! Well done, Kooky! I can even give you a bonus for your efforts,” I laughed, realizing what exactly he’d been up to.

My outraged pigeon then started fluttering around me cooing obscenities, all because for the last couple of hours he’d been following my orders. I, meanwhile, had forgotten that I told him to retrieve my crossbow. But, though he indicated I was crazy, he’d tried to carry out the order, and he’d been dragging the crossbow along the ground because he couldn’t fly with it. He’d dragged it impressively far and he’d even somehow put a rag under it so that my weapon wouldn’t get dirty or scratched.

I found I had to mollify him somehow. He was miffed. So before I knew it, my feathered friend was perched in the seat of honor on the head of my Corgi horse, looking like he’d won a major battle. And he also demanded pretzels galore. Lest I forget, I left Georgy a message to stock up on them.

By nightfall we reached the castle. I rushed right over to the shower after telling the servants to lay out some new clothes for me and brew at least a liter of tea. And also some coffee. I also wanted enough food to feed five people, all of it for my restoration.

But on the way to the shower, I passed by Victoria. She called out to me, and when I turned around she dropped her book. I was taken aback — that’s no way to treat a book! But, really, at that point, I was too tired to raise a fuss. By then, I was thinking only about standing under powerful streams of hot water. And so I ignored the countess’s numerous questions, and went on my way.

And seriously, the feeling when a crust of dried blood, perhaps a centimeter thick, flakes off your face is indescribable. Let’s not even talk about the rest of my body, which was covered in blood and dirt and gore and more!

As I cleaned up, the cook prepared food. The servants carried plates into the drawing room, which was now furnished quite nicely. I could dine here, or work, or meditate by the fireplace. So, placing my phone on the other side of the table, I pounced on the food. I wasn’t allowed to eat in peace, though. Victoria was notified when I was out of the shower, and she had to know what had transpired.

I remember in my past life, when I was still just a magister, I went to a fair in a neighboring country, purely for fun. Along the way, I fell into the hand of bandits. They interrogated me about who I was, where I was going, what kind of ransom my relatives could pay. But I refused to answer, so they decided to try torture. What was hilarious was when the sliced off my arm, and I, laughing, grew a new one...Yes, even now I recall the looks on their faces when they realized I was a Healer.

“Chernomor called me and said you were wounded...” Victoria decided to have coffee with me, and her questions were incessant.

After finishing three helpings of food, I turned my attention to her.

“Yes, I had a sword thrust through me, and someone blasted me with an incredibly powerful grenade and... Ah! That sniper also shot me... Not to mention some thirty bullets that made it through my Diamond Shield...” I waved dismissively. “Child’s play. Nothing serious.”

“A Diamond Shield...” she said. “I guess I’m used to everything else, but a Diamond Shield...”

“It’s a mandatory spell for every Healer,” I shrugged. “It’s like every necromancer’s Battle Wraith. Mandatory.”

“Battle Wraith?” she asked questioningly. She even forgot to sip her coffee, although she held the cup to her lips.

“Ye gads!” I sat back and looked at her. “Did you ever study your magical abilities, ever? You’re starting to scare me with your complete lack of basic knowledge,” I looked at her again and realized that she had really never heard of Battle Wraiths. Perhaps they didn’t even exist here.

“Well...”

“No worries. I’ll teach you about them, but later,” and she broke into a smile. “Right now I need to eat!”

Victoria gestured as if she had zipped her mouth shut and thrown away the key, but it lasted no more than ten minutes.

“You’re from another world...” she leaned towards me, turning to look around first. She wanted to make sure no one was around to overhear us. But I knew we were alone. No doubt the way I was shoveling food down was off-putting. “Sorry, I don’t want to intrude into your past, but...You have witnessed Interfaces, right? I mean, both here and back in your home planet...”

“Of course,” I said. Why hide it? I’ve taken part in them.”

“Really?” Victoria drew nearer and was whispering now. “You know what awaits us, right?”

“Uh-uh!” I shook my head as I drained a glass of compote. Nothing of the kind, I must say! But the look on her face suggested that she wasn’t going to let up on the questions. “Vika, Interfaces all vary. There are none that are the same. So I don’t know what they’re going to end up looking like in this world.”

“But your knowledge, well, if you could somehow anonymously share it with others, couldn’t it help? Save innocent lives... I’ve given a lot of thought to this, and...”

“If it could help, I’d have long ago found a way to communicate it to people,” I cut in, and saw how upset she was. I frowned too. Sighing, I decided I needed to explain some things to her. “Keep in mind that everything I say now is strictly confidential. You must tell nobody else. Not a soul. Got it?”

She eagerly nodded, and I shared with her some of what I knew. I told her that even in my past life I wasn’t able to thoroughly study Interfaces.

“Vika, I’ve gone through four major Interfaces. And we came out victorious in all four of them. We were so confident after the first one that we were certain that any that followed would be no problem. We prepared artifacts in advance, created powerful spells, and...,” I shook my head. I hated even thinking about how stupid I was back then.

“And the enemy turned out to be too strong?” Victoria finished for me, but I shook my head.

“Not exactly...In one of the final battles of the first Interface, we used the same strategy. A chain of powerful spells of mass destruction literally destroyed the main enemy army in a matter of seconds. So we prepared in advance for the next Interface...”

Really, what I was telling her was not something I could ever forget. It was harsh. We didn’t think we could fail when the next Interface occurred. We treated it almost like a holiday. After all, every time thus far we’d been victorious, and our planet’s magical potential was significantly enhanced. You see, almost all free magic is absorbed by the victorious world. It’s sucked out from the losing side.

The portals opened, and the enemy army was supposed to emerge from there, and we had already prepared and saturated our ultimate spells with mana.

“But as soon as people started emerging from the portals...” I sighed and wet my throat with a large slug of whiskey. Yes, I’d brought a bottle of the good stuff with me. “Those creatures had the women and children emerge first. And the commander of the troops gave the order to let loose all our spells onto an empty field, where they would not harm anyone.”

“Well, you should have waited for the bastards to exit, and struck again,” Victoria frowned, and was so upset she almost jumped out of her chair. She’d even clenched her fists.

“You have no idea how much power was put into those spells. And all the energy of the strongest magicians, all the reserves of crystals were spent on their creation,” I smiled sadly. “And then the massacre began. We lost many, but we’d learned a lesson. You cannot predict what will transpire in any given Interface.”

Victoria fell silent, and what with the sad memories, I’d lost my appetite. Thus it is that we spent several minutes in silence, each of us lost in thought.

“So what about you?” Victoria asked, looking intently at me. “What would you have done if you’d been the commander??

“Don’t even go there,” I shook my head. “I am the one who gave the order, and it was the right one.”

Again we fell into silence. Yes, I’d given her a lot to think about, but she’d given me a lot to remember. I can’t say what these Interfaces were all about. Yes, there were lots of theories about them, but no concrete evidence.

“But why?” Victoria again broke the silence. “Why are they attacking us? Why are negotiators who try to reach a peace agreement killed? I don’t know why they have to simply want to engage us in bloodshed all the time!” exclaimed the girl. “It’s so pointless!”

“All are good questions to which I have no answer,” I grimaced. “But one theory is that these Interfaces only happen between worlds that are fundamentally incompatible and unable to interact peacefully.”

“But what’s the point?” the girl shook her head. “It’s madness...”

“Madness!” I agreed, taking a sip of tea. Um, yeah, it was lukewarm. But I didn’t want to call the servants in the middle of this conversation. And so I had to improvise. I could use fire magic, but unless you’re a fire mage, it’s not easy to do. First I’d have to transform vital energy into neutral energy and then into the element of fire...No, too much work. It would be far easier for me to heat up my finger and use it to heat the tea. It looked strange to Victoria, but that’s what I did.

“Would you like me to heat up your coffee?” I nodded at her cup. “I can use my finger...”

“No, thank you...” she shook her head. “I still don’t understand why we can’t agree even in theory.”

“Well, look!” I kept on stirring the tea with my finger, and now it was steaming. “Interfaces are a link between two worlds, and one of them is always weaker than the other. Let’s say we came across a planet with a huge amount of useful resources, but monkeys lived there. Stupid monkeys, for whom the ninth rank is happiness, and the fifth is considered heroic. Do you think our world wouldn’t hesitate to drain that planet’s resources?”

“The only question is which of us are the monkeys,” Victoria frowned. “We are stronger. In every attack they always suffer more casualties.”

“It’s quite simple to determine who is stronger,” I shrugged and took a sip of the aromatic, practically boiling tea. Ah, nice...But Victoria was waiting for me to go on, and was looking rather sternly, first at me, and then at my tea. “The world of monkeys is the one in which portals open later,” I shrugged, but Victoria didn’t understand what I meant.

I had to explain what the portals looked like on the other side. They appear in different places, but in an inactive state. Moreover, this condition can last up to two days. And during this time, an army gathers and prepares near them. Then the portal master either closes the portal, or selects an exit location, and then...

“The portal master?” Victoria asked, and I grabbed my head.

“You don’t have anything like that?” I asked, and the countess shook her head. Right. Things were even worse here than I thought. I assumed they had them everywhere, as this was an ordinary Gift.

“So can you open portals?” From her clueless expression I realized that she wasn’t joking.

“You might have noticed that I am a Healer. I can, say, treat a cold, or deliver a baby...” I chuckled. “No, I do not know how to open portals. Before I could close them, but now...”

“Have you forgotten how to do it now?” Victoria laughed. “I didn’t think that such knowledge could be lost,” Victoria finally handed me her mug so that I could heat up her coffee for her.

This time, instead of dipping my finger into the mug itself, I just heated my palms and cupped the sides. Yes, this did take longer, of course...

“I haven’t forgotten, and still retain the knowledge right here,” I said, pointing to my skull. “But my body...I’m in the body of some poor kid who died. And he seems to have been more or less the sedentary type who neglected any form of self-development. His channels were a mess, and let’s not even talk about his source.”

I shook my head thinking about it. I mean, the monumental effort I’d put into restoring this mortal carcass I now inhabited.

We sat there in the drawing room until the break of dawn. I shared with the countess my memories of my old world. I left out certain details, but it was good for Victoria to learn more about all this. The Necromancers here were also not nearly as strong as the ones from my former world. And yes, in the world that Interfaced with this one, the magicians were, for the most part, far stronger. I also explained how in Interfaced worlds, the balance of power is calculated at the onset, with the first pairing. Over the years, though, this can undergo dramatic changes.

That being said, though, Victoria didn’t understand why the offworlders kept on coming to our world, although far greater numbers of them died each time. And yet, they were deemed the stronger world.

“Hey, do you think that our worlds are about the same in terms of size? Could it be that they have a lot more inhabitants?”

“Could be,” I shrugged.

Indeed, one could assume that if, say, one planet was larger and heavier, than that meant it had more powerful gravity, or whatever. But the truth is that the laws of physics weren’t the same throughout the universe. They differed depending on the world.

Victoria was bemused, and sat back then, lost in thought. It had never occurred to her until tonight that the offworlders could simply take over by virtue of their numbers. Should billions of enemy warriors emerge from the portals, than it didn’t matter what kind of technology we employed against them. We’d be doomed. By now, though, having long ago eaten my fill, I went off to bed.

Hours later, I was awakened by a phone call. I couldn’t decide what I disliked more — Kooky waking me up, or the phone. I always wanted to lie there for five more minutes, thinking about nothing in particular. But instead, I always had to be ready to roll.

This time, Chernomor was calling to report that they’d finally finished dismantling the mansion and delivering everything to the castle, and, moreover, they’d found a small warehouse full of really nice building materials.

“Take it all to the mines, give it to the foreman, let the villagers do what they need with it all,” I mumbled in a sleepy voice. “Or you decide what’s rubbish and what’s worthy. If a broken brick isn’t something the peasants can use, just toss it out.”

“Rubbish?” Chernomor echoed me. “They might still want it. You never know...”

Well, if they wanted it, great. One thing’s for sure, they’d worked hard for the Bulatovs lately.

Still, what a way to wake up. Thanks, you old bastard. I could no longer linger in bed. I had to get up. I’d restored my energy and it was at an acceptable level in my source. No, it wasn’t at full capacity, but it was good enough. Okay, then! I had great things ahead of me! Thinking thusly, I clambered out of bed, and stretched. But then something spasmed in my back, and I had to lie back down. Damn! I was, after all, in this young man’s body, so what gives?

But it wasn’t anything major — just a fracture in my lumbar vertebra from yesterday’s action. It must have resulted from that powerful grenade that blasted me to high heaven. Having dealt with the fracture, I took the time to check out the rest of my body. I didn’t want to miss even minor injuries, since I could easily treat them right now. And ten minutes later, I was ready once again to move mountains. I’d again showered and also had a bite to eat. So I took a little walk in the fresh air and read a little book. Now done with “moving mountains” for the time being, I turned to routine matters. Money... No matter how much we had, it was never enough, not for all we had to accomplish. But first things first. Time for a little meditation. It was long overdue, and it required that I be in a calm state of mind.

I really worked hard at being thorough in this meditation, and combined it with a detailed, super-thorough diagnostic scanning of my condition. I concentrated not only on catching the most minute damage, but also on discerning any changes within me. What I focused on was not the body, per se, but on the magical components. And yes, I’d made a real breakthrough in my magical potential. So that explains why I’d ached so much all morning. The battles I’d engaged in yesterday had pushed me to the limit. Indeed, I had truly risked my life, I can’t deny it. Of course, I am a Healer, so my chances of dying were small. We Healers had so many trump cards up our sleeves, it would make anybody else choke with envy.

All done with the self-care, then. Now it was time to turn to business with a clear conscience. I’ll leave strengthening the body for later, perhaps for the evening, and right now was a good time to check the mail, think about what to do with the prisoners, and get to the reports from Chernomor.

So I spent a couple of hours leafing through messages, studying property documents, and talking with the Imperial Office about my seizure of the mines. I mentioned the prisoners I’d taken, what a hassle it was, and they proposed a solution for me.

I called Victoria, and once she showed up, I asked about the prisoners, in particular, the ones still at our impregnable fortress.

“Of course, I sent a message to the baron this morning,” she exclaimed. “But he didn’t respond...” she said, sitting on the new sofa now in my study. Naturally, it came from the merchant’s mansion.

“Okay, I see,” I nodded. “That means either he doesn’t care about his people, or he wants to use force to get them back.”

It was so fortuitous that the Imperials had proposed an alternative to ransoming the prisoners. Although it’s not like I hadn’t thought of this solution myself, but now I’d been given a lot more information on it, and even a phone number for the service I needed.

And if the baron wasn’t in a hurry to negotiate to get his people back, he’d be doing what he could to play for time. He might even decide he didn’t ever want to get them back, meaning I could do whatever I wanted with them.

I could even kill them, but of course I wasn’t about to do that. First, it wasn’t legal, out and out murder like that, but that wasn’t the main reason. After all, if I was a heartless monster, I could just take them out on the sly. But the fact was that I simply wasn’t into the wanton killing of innocent people. That isn’t me. There wasn’t even any point in it, after all. Now, if the killing was in the context of fighting, well, that was a different matter. I relished taking out my enemies, and also benefited from it. But as regards these prisoners, well, I had more peaceful ways to take care of them.

“Okay, Vika... I guess that’s it for now...If I need you, I’ll call,” I said, picking up my phone, but the countess just sat there.

“Well, I’m not busy now, so I’ll just hang around for a while,” she shrugged and stared at the corked bottle of wine that stood on the coffee table in front of the luxurious sofa. “Hm...” she paused and then, meeting my perplexed gaze, she smiled. “Gosh, Mikhail, I just want a little taste!”

By this time, the long beeps on the phone had ended, and a sleepy, tired, seemingly senile voice answered the phone. He immediately told me the name of the organization so that I wouldn’t have to ask again, and then I could start a conversation. The office I contacted dealt with prisoners. This state-run entity was created for the sole purpose of minimizing the useless, unnecessary losses that inevitably accompany every war between Families.

“Good afternoon!” I greeted the functionary of the Imperial bureau who’d picked up the phone. “I have prisoners...” I was immediately bombarded with routine questions, and I answered as succinctly as possible. “A lot...Over a hundred. I’ll give you the details later...No, I cannot transport them...Yes, four o’clock suits me...”

He really did have a lot of questions. They needed to know if I wanted to pay for them to pick up the prisoners, and what condition they were in, and were there any wounded and so on. In the end, I only had to pay them six hundred rubles, and just like that, problem solved. Now, at four o’clock in the afternoon, an Imperial transportation service would arrive at the fortress to pick up all of the baron’s people. They’d take them away to wherever; I didn’t care where. They’d get medical care, shelter, food, and of course they’d get to live out their lives. As for their living conditions, well, that was up to the baron.

The Imperials would be sending him a formal ransom request, but he could choose to ignore it. In such a case, the Imperials would forward the request to his next of kin. And if they, too, ignored it, the baron’s former guards would have to pay off their ransom on their own. They’d simply be sent off to work in factories or fields, or even serve in the army or navy. It might even be to their benefit. And I’d get my money, minus twenty percent. That would go right into the state treasury.

“Well, my bad, I guess, for assuming that the state was here just to use and abuse the citizenry,” I grinned once the call was over. “And then there are these endless wars between the Families, and on top of that they have to deal with the gangsters in the city. Now, well, it seems it’s not all to our detriment.”

“Actually, it’s worse than you think,” Victoria said with a sad smile. “What happens is that all of this can impact our rating.”

Say what!? I think I’d heard something about these ratings, but never paid much attention. Just recently, when I talked with an Imperial employee on the issue of registering the reclaimed lands, he was surprised that there was so little on the Bulatovs still — our file was almost empty. And our rating was close to zero. Anyway, ever since I’d responded to the call to protect the city and saved so many people with my Gift, the Imperials were a lot kinder in how they assessed my Family. At the time, I never attached any importance to the rating system, but now that Victoria was talking about it, I was starting to take note of it.

What it amounted to is that we rose in the ratings every time we did something that was of benefit to the Empire. This included not killing prisoners, joining in the defense when portals opened, and saving innocents and so on. This all went into the official record and was tracked and entered into a database. And the higher my rating, well... Victoria did not explain this point to me in detail. It resulted in bonuses and privileges, and also it didn’t hurt if I needed anything from the Empire, of course.

“By the way, where’s Chernomor?” I asked, getting back to my agenda for the day.

“I don’t know,” Victoria shrugged. “He’s out there somewhere...I saw him on the training ground heading for the barracks...”

“If you see him again, ask him to come see me,” I said. Yes, I could call him, but I had a lot to do. “And can you handle the transfer of the prisoners? Hand them over to the Imperials, formalize everything, and so on?”

“Yes, of course!” she smiled. “But in exchange, I’ll take this bottle with me,” she said. Wow.

“You’d be better off drinking coffee!” I admonished her, but anyway she went for the wine. I guess she was still mulling over all that we’d talked about last night. Really, nobody knew what the Interfaces were all about, and how they’d end. Now, though, Victoria knew that it would be either in the complete plundering of one of the worlds, or in its total destruction.

The girl left, and I plunged into studying the accounts. Georgy had sent me some new records detailing property he’d sold from the gangster’s warehouse, including ammunition and other small items. Yes, it had been a big haul, for sure, but thus far we hadn’t generated enough income from it. I could have him sell some vehicles, but he was already pretty busy.

Eventually someone knocked on the door, and then Chernomor entered.

“Huh! What’s this? Nice sofa!” he boomed, plopping down on it and stretching out his legs. “Very convenient, as well.”

Hmmm...time for me to get rid of the sofa and put a wooden bench there instead. That would take care of anybody who wanted to linger.

“Well, what’s the news?” I asked Chernomor, who was so relaxed he was practically snoring.

“What...?” He lifted his head and looked around. Had he really fallen asleep? “Yes, indeed,” he frowned, trying to recall what we’d been talking about. “Hmm...”

“I’m wondering how it went yesterday? The assault? Are there many wounded? Any serious injuries?” I was amused, seeing Chernomor struggle to pull himself together. But yes, I needed to know.

“No, nothing to worry about. No serious injuries at all. Just a few with lesser wounds. I’m talking about nothing hard for you to deal with. Without you, they’d be heading for retirement.”

In fact, nothing serious. Although, yes, one guardsman almost had his head blown off. Thankfully, he was saved by an artifact I’d provided Chernomor. The guardsman’s shield was already close to depletion, and that’s when a sniper sent a bullet right into his skull. It’s probably the same sniper who’d targeted me. Luckily, I hadn’t taken a hit to the head. Anyway, even though the artifact didn’t stop the bullet, it significantly slowed it down, and without it, the guardsman would’ve died. And Chernomor was grateful to me for providing him with the artifact.

“All we lost were two armored vehicles and three small defensive artifacts,” summed up the guard commander, and then he again leaned back into the sofa. “We also transported everything of value to the castle. This sofa, for example,” he patted the armrest.

“Did you find much money?” This interested me most of all.

“Seventy-five thousand, I guess,” Chernomor waved. “They’re counting everything right now. There’s all sorts of wine and jewelry. Lots of little things. Books ‑‑ you can sell them...”

“No, not the books. They all go to the library!” I almost leaped out of my chair. Really! The thought of selling books! First, I’d read them and then...I’d put them on the shelves to please the eye.

“Hmm…” Chernomor boomed again, “I don’t know why you need so many, these are basically all sorts of reference books, dictionaries, translated books... Okay,” he groaned and began to get up. “They’ll bring you the money as soon as they’ve counted it all.”

“No need,” I waved my hand. “Have them hand it all over to Timothy. He’s in charge of the builders. Have them build some new barracks.”

“Well, about that,” said Chernomor. “We already have barracks. They’re still functional.”

Right, they weren’t collapsing quite yet. It was a rotten wooden building with damp, cold rooms that let in snow and drafts. It’s amazing, really, that they were still standing after decades or more. I wanted it demolished, and a solid stone barracks erected in its stead. Warm, dry rooms, good quality beds, so that my guard could rest well as needed. It should be a strong structure, as well. Able to withstand explosions and direct hits from artillery shells. What a shame if the first cannon salvo was to take out my entire army. Chernomor’s eyebrows shot up as I spoke. He was surprised, I guess, which surprised me.

“Mikhail, I understand what you’re saying, but right now we have more urgent needs,” he protested. “Our fighters are seasoned, strong, they don’t need luxury.”

“Whoever doesn’t care about his army will care about someone else’s,” I smiled, remembering a saying from my world. “You are the Family’s defenders, and shall be treated accordingly.”

“In any case, seventy thousand is not enough for all this,” he sighed. “Oh, I see you have some wine right here under the table. Mind if I take a bottle? My joints are aching, and wine helps.”

“Your joints are fine...Don’t forget that I see everything,” I chuckled, and Chernomor reluctantly smiled back. Nice try, old man. “Sure, take a bottle. And don’t worry about the money. I’ll figure something out.”

Sure, we’d been spending a lot lately, and had even more enemies now.

But at least we’d scored big from the merchant, and it didn’t really matter that he’d escaped. He was just a minor figure, really, and not a threat to my wellbeing. Of course, someday I’ll track him down and finish him off, but this would be gratuitous, because, were I to do so, it wouldn’t make his patron, who did pose a danger to me, go away.

As for the viscountess, well, she’d been far too quiet lately. It was bothersome. She must be cooking something up, and I might not like it. I didn’t see how I could do anything about it, though, except wait and see. For us right now, the best we could do was play defensive. We could prepare for them to attack us on our territory, and then we could trap them. Were we to launch an attack, we’d be taking more of a risk. After all, until recently, none of our enemies expected much from me. Now, though, they were all on the alert, and just waiting for me to mess up.

“What are your plans for today?” Chernomor said, looking at the corked bottle, and trying to find an excuse to open it.

“Rest, meditation, self-care — I need to get my strength back.” It was the only way to defeat enemies...I said this bit to myself. What he was going to do, well, it was anyone’s guess. Chernomor chuckled at what I’d said.

“Strength? So what have you displayed before this? Weakness?” And he laughed as he recalled how the merchant’s mansion looked after I was done with it. “I’d like to see what you’re like at full strength.” And still chuckling, he got up and left.

At that point, I decided not to delay any longer, and immediately plunged into a deep meditative state. I’d restored my energy, and now it only made sense to distribute some of it into strengthening myself. No, this wasn’t like what I’d done back in the Port District. That was rather barbaric. Now, I wasn’t forcing anything; rather, I set about gradually developing my channels and source.

As I was meditating, Victoria again dropped by my study. She asked about the barracks and reminded me that construction would obviously cost a pretty penny if everything was done as I wanted. But I remained adamant. To do this, we had to do it right, and build a high quality structure. Period.

“By the way, I have a financial director,” I remembered the accounts and financial statements I’d been studying just that morning. We didn’t have a lot of liquidity, but that could change.

The reason why I’d thought of our financial director is that my phone was ringing, and it was Georgy himself calling. I picked up the call.

“Georgy! Where’s the money already?”

“We have your man,” I heard an unfamiliar male voice. “Await further instructions, and get some funds together. Also, the boss passes on his greetings.”

And he hung up. I didn’t call the stranger back. Why bother? I knew who this was, and that’s all the information I needed. I’d figure out the rest on my own.

Victoria just sat on the sofa. She couldn’t help but notice my expression.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Eh,” I sighed, setting down the phone. “My plans for resting have to be canceled. Summon Chernomor, because we have to rescue our financial director.”


Chapter 12

IN FACT, GEORGY WAS a far more valuable man to me than he probably realized. He truly intrigued me. He was not only a man of many talents, he could be very useful to me in the future. But that’s not the only reason why I wanted to rescue him. He was his own guy and would do things that I didn’t even ask him to do. He simply had a lot of initiative. That was the case in dealings with the gangsters, and with Snegirev. Whenever I thought I needed to know more about this or that, he’d already be there handing me a folder. And he never asked for anything in return. What this meant was that he believed in me, and this was valuable to me.

I didn’t even remember when last we’d talked. I always meant to call, but then one thing after another got in the way. Didn’t we have a little chat the day before yesterday? And it was interesting, because we didn’t just talk about ongoing matters, but also touched on abstract topics.

He filled me in some about his life on the street. He said that it’s actually not as hard as it seems. You just need to know the ins and outs of it, that’s all. For example, he told me not to mess around with the gangsters, but by then it was too late. Not that I cared. Really. Anyway, they got into my business first, and now, well, even this current matter was unasked for and unavoidable.

In fact, it seemed to me that Georgy foresaw something like this. He could even have noticed that he was being followed, but for whatever reason didn’t tell me about it. I’m almost sure that he probably thought that he could handle it on his own, and didn’t want to bother me with his problems.

The next time I saw him, I’d slap him on the head, and yes, punish him with a week of uncontrollable diarrhea.

In any case, Georgy had given me a couple of contacts not long ago, perhaps because he anticipated he’d be abducted or something. I was to call these numbers in the event of something unforeseen occurring. And this was it.

After Victoria left to get Chernomor, I dialed the first number. After a couple of beeps, I heard silence on the other end of the line.

“I’m calling on behalf of Georgy,” I said. I had to speak first, it seemed.

“Got it,” said a rather young voice. “So, it was you Georgy was talking about, right?”

In fact, my financial director, who was also my head of intelligence, provided all the information in advance, gave not only numbers, but also all the necessary data, addresses and even photographs. But he also told me to call only as a last resort.

Now I was talking to a guy nicknamed Kuzya. He seemed to be around twenty years old, lived on the streets, and did, well, whatever to earn money. In summary, he seemed to be a faithful associate of Georgy’s. The photo I had of Kuzya was of a thin, freckled guy with red hair, sort of a tough young punk.

“Tell me…” my interlocutor perked up. “Who are you? Georgy keeps mum about you.”

It was a reasonable question. But if Georgy didn’t want to talk about me, I’d best not say much about me, either. Not that I’d anyway share too much with this guy.

“Let’s put it this way...” I thought for a couple of seconds, choosing the right words. “I’m Georgy’s business partner.”

In response, Kuzya just laughed. I didn’t myself comprehend what was so funny.

“So why are you calling?” Kuzya asked, once he’d calmed down.

I didn’t know what to say. I thought it went without saying that since I’d called, I was looking for Georgy. Okay, so time to get to the point.

“I need to find my business partner. Isn’t that why he gave me your number?”

“Well, since you’re looking, then I have bad news for you...” Kuzya said, realizing that I wasn’t joking. “You already need a new partner. He’s most likely dead meat. So yeah, you no longer have a partner. It’s over.”

“You think he’s already dead?” I didn’t think the gangsters would kill him right away. What would be the point? I mean, here they were trying to get to me. That’s why they’d called.

“Maybe not yet, but soon, soon. Anyone those guys pick up never comes back. They’re serious badasses, and it’s better not to mess around with them,” said Kuzya, but he’d said “not yet,” and that was music to my ears.

If Georgy was still alive, I knew I’d be able to rescue him. Chernomor had been alerted by then, and was getting together the team for a rescue operation, along with weapons and gear. We had plenty of guns, but lacked in other areas. What with all of the trips to and from the merchant’s mansion whilst looting it, we were almost out of fuel. Okay, then. I’ll think of something.

I sent Kooky out to carry out some reconnaissance in the city, and talked again with Kuzya.

“By the way, since you no longer have a partner, I can offer you my services,” he said. “Seems like Georgy’s been pretty flush lately.” Oh, really? Did Georgy tell this guy as much?

But before I could tell him to forget it, he went on. More precisely, he changed his mind.

“You know, I put two and two together in my head, and along the way I realized you’re why Georgy is in hot water right now. So yeah, I’m withdrawing my offer,” he chuckled.

What a way to react to a friend who’d been kidnapped by “badasses.” But they’re tough kids, these ones who live on the streets. In the Port District, it was easy to fall prey to the gangs, the offworlders, or some drunken sailor. They were used to violence and loss, and knew better than to cry over the ones who fell. Anyway, that was my view from the outside.

“Why do you think that it was because of me he’s been kidnapped?” I asked, although I wasn’t too surprised. But was it really that obvious?

“Mister, it’s as soon as he started hooking up with you that it all began. None of them took any interest in him until then. They let him pass by, and even turned a blind eye to what he was up to. And then...Well, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to get involved with those guys,” Kuzya blurted out the last bit. And then he fell silent.

“So who are ‘those guys?’” I smiled. It’s not like I didn’t know, but I didn’t mind hearing Kuzya confirm my thoughts.

“I get it, Georgy is one of us and I’ll stand by him, but...” the boy hesitated. “Information costs money. I don’t know you, who you are, where you’re from... In short, you have to pay!”

At this point I was tired of hanging out in kindergarten. What was his problem? He was as if telling me Georgy was one of his people, but he didn’t want to help. I was just wasting my time.

“I’m about done here!” I said coldly. “I’ll give you three hundred rubles, and you tell me who these people are and where they’re keeping Georgy.” Fast and to the point!

He thought for a couple of seconds and considered whether this amount was enough. But what was there to think about? He’d never seen money like that, not in his entire life... Maybe I’d gone too far, even, but having promised that amount, I couldn’t backtrack.

“Ooga!... okay!” Kuzya burst out, and then, clearing his throat, he went on. “It’s the port gang. But I can only guess where they’re holding him.”

He actually gave away some pretty valuable information, and I was able to send a flock of pigeons out to investigate. They immediately checked out several addresses. They flew into warehouses, looked into underground establishments, climbed into basements and penetrated ventilation shafts into particularly deep hideouts.

Thanks to Kuzya, we didn’t waste time on the most unlikely possibilities and this made everything easier. For example, Kuzya immediately dismissed all casinos, brothels and other similar establishments. And he knew where they usually held prisoners. There were five such locales.

“Well, I’ve told you all I know,” Kuzya finished after sharing the final address, which was a warehouse in the Port District. “How will you pay me?”

“Georgy will give it to you once I find him,” I said, and ignoring Kuzya’s sputtering, I hung up.

I saw no point in more talking, because I’d changed all my plans. Kooky had, in fact, found Georgy...I never expected that he’d be so quick at locating him. I’d doubled the capabilities of the feathered team, though, and also come up with ways to employ Kooky’s mental connection with me. And one thing’s for sure: Kooky could find Georgy far more quickly than I could. Just now, for example, he’d potentially saved hours. Kooky and his team were great assets, this much I knew. Time to call Chernomor, and alert him even...

* * *

Somewhere in the Port District

An old abandoned mansion

Kuzya ended the conversation and carefully hid his phone from prying eyes. For sure they all knew he had a phone, and for sure they wanted to steal it. Not that Kuzya had bought it ‑‑ but of course he’d stolen it.

Now,he lounged in an old, battered chair and looked around at the other boys gathered around. They surrounded him, and were clearly eager to hear what he had to say.

“You all heard it. Just think, Georgy has a business partner! Haha!” He laughed again, and so did the others.

No one could believe such a thing, because... After all, they weren’t just commoners ‑‑ they were trash, street children, punks. They had no future. They lived only in the moment. Georgy, of course, was a big success, because he had a car.

“Just the same, I feel sorry for Georgy...I’ll miss him. He was okay, a real human,” sighed one kid.

“Who’s saying he ain’t? He was okay...” Kuzya agreed. “I’d call him the smartest, luckiest devil I ever knew,” he grinned, and sighing, he looked out the broken window of the abandoned mansion. “But this time his luck ran out. We’ll never get out of this hole, guys. We was born with nothin’, and we’re gonna’ die with nothin’!”

They sat in silence for a while, but then Kuzya perked up again.

“Just think about it, Georgy’s partner said that he’s gonna get him out!”

At this, they boys all started laughing again, because they all knew this was crazy talk. That’s just not the way things happened. Nobody would ever waste their time and energy on one of them. They were used to being used, abused, written off and forgotten as soon as they were no longer useful.

* * *

I will never tire of praising my pigeon. Really, well done! But of course, I could never tell him as much. Otherwise, knowing my feathered fowl, he’d become arrogant. He’d strut around the castle turning his beak up at everybody.

But he’d found Georgy so swiftly. My former driver was now being held in one of the gang’s many warehouses. And that changed everything, because I’d been thinking that they were holding him in their main hideout, the one that served as their headquarters, or in their boss man’s mansion. And so I’d alerted our guards, and told them to get ready for a fight. But taking a detachment to a warehouse, that would be, well, beyond funny.

Funny if I was to tell someone about it, maybe. The count takes an army to rescue a commoner.

Chernomor burst into my office then. He didn’t plop down on the sofa this time, though, because now he was wearing a full set of armor, had a sword on his belt, and was carrying a machine gun. In short, my commander of the guard was in full combat readiness.

“Change of plans, we’re not going anywhere,” I said, and his face fell.

“What happened?” he boomed. “I was just about to see if the guard was ready to go, and if the vehicles were refueled, and the machine guns loaded.”

“Like I said, change of plans. Georgy isn’t being held at the mansion,” I said, opening a map up on my phone, and showing him where Kooky said he was. The feathered one actually left a dot right on the screen, even damaging the glass with its beak. “Right here, see?”

“I see...” he scratched the back of his head. “So then, what now? What’s the plan?”

“Just wait for now,” I shrugged. Really, I couldn’t send my army out to take an ordinary warehouse. Kooky had estimated that the number of men guarding Georgy wasn’t, well, excessive. We didn’t need to come down on them with full force.

Sighing heavily, Chernomor swung around and left. For now, all we had to do was wait, and so our guardsmen would just have to sit tight in their vehicles ready for action. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be needing them, though. Not today, anyway. I was well-rested and could handle this matter on my own. Or...Well, I’d think about it.

Kooky indicated that we had time. Yes, they’d really roughed Georgy up, but he’d live. I assumed that they wouldn’t kill him before calling me up and demanding a ransom. Otherwise, what was the point? In any case, no point in wasting men and resources. Including fuel. We didn’t have much left, and were we to drive a column of armored cars to the other end of the city, we’d run totally out. Timothy was already at his wit’s end about where to procure more, and complaining about how we were wasting it as if we had an endless supply.

I even felt sorry for him. We’d dumped so much loot we’d plundered from the merchant’s mansion, and he had to sort through it all. Right now it was all piled up in a warehouse, and he had to make records of it all. He’d decide what to keep, what to put up for sale, what to give to the peasants for their households.

And yes, it would be Georgy who’d be selling the valuable stuff. It’s not like we could sell it, after all. Funny, right? Well, not really. Although I’m a full-fledged count, many enterprises in the city were owned by the aristocracy, and they didn’t want to see me succeed. And why not? Because those out to get me were more powerful, or so they thought, and they didn’t want to get on the bad side of my enemies. They all knew that there was a conspiracy out there to destroy Count Bulatov. And they assumed he existed only at the behest of those who allowed him to carry on.

And we’d also used up a lot of artifacts. We’d spent them in the most recent attack on the baron’s forces, and in yesterday’s battle at the mansion we’d used up the rest. We need to make a point of acquiring replacements. And forget about buying them. They were far too costly.

As I pondered all this, Victoria walked in. She still was at a loss as to why I was so concerned about the life of some commoner. It wasn’t like he was anything special, right? Sure, you have to stand up for your people, but why call up the guard and have them risk their lives for the sake of a man from the streets?

“You mean, he’s a nothing, eh?” My jaw dropped, hearing the countess say such things. “How is it you don’t see the value in our Georgy boy? Vika, it’s like you were born yesterday!”

“He’s just an ordinary taxi driver!” she exclaimed, truly bewildered. “And no, I don’t understand what you see in him. Any peasant can drive a car.”

And I hadn’t even told her that I’d planned to have Chernomor help out. She would’ve been blown away at hearing that. Okay, why shock the lady.

“Well, if you suddenly disappeared, Vika, right away I’d call...do you know who? I’d call this ordinary taxi driver.” Victoria opened her mouth to object but I cut in. “And within fifteen minutes I would know where you were, how many guards were there, what weapons they had, and what they ate for breakfast.”

“Okay, okay, that’s enough!” she waved her hand and I laughed.

“One day I was quietly having dinner, and Georgy called me. Do you know what he said?” I chuckled. “He wished me bon appetit. And everything would have been fine, but at that time I was having dinner in my study.”

“How did he know? Maybe you were slurping into the phone like you do.” Victoria said, but I shook my head

“I didn’t slurp... Later, after frightening him with torture, I forced him to tell how he guessed.”

Yes, actually, it’s a funny story. But the solution turned out to be even more complicated than I thought.

Georgy is a very sociable guy, and managed to get to know almost every servant in the castle. He knows everyone by name, unlike me, by the way. And so when talking with the cook one day he found out that I like to eat after evening meditation. He’d called me a couple of times while I was mediating and I never picked up the phone. I never pick up only in two cases: when I’m meditating, or when I’m fighting. And so he easily figured out what the deal was.” After hearing this, even Victoria agreed that a guy like that was worth rescuing. She left then to help Timothy sort through what we’d plundered from the mansion, and again I called Chernomor.

“Have Valery come see me right away,” I said, smiling then. “I have work for him!”

* * *

An inconspicuous warehouse near the main port

About an hour later

“Boryan, why is he just hanging there? I still feel like beating up a couple of guys, and here’s this sod asking for it,” laughed one of the guards, a big bruiser who looked to be around forty years old.

“Yeah, you really laid into him, Vasya. Now he’s going to croak, and what are we going to tell the boss?” The other guard shook his head.

They sat not far from the entrance, in a huge, open room. From the outside the building looked abandoned, but in fact it was a warehouse for smuggled goods. Besides this twosome, there were other guards and a lot of goods on the shelves. There were also containers full of special equipment, and all of the other attributes of an ordinary warehouse. Hanging about a meter above the ground was a bloody form. He face was swollen, his hands were turning blue, and he looked like he must hurt all over. They’d had a real good time beating the hell out of him.

The guards weren’t, in fact, ordinary gangsters, nor were they bouncers. They were a cut above the rest due to their intelligence. They sat next to their victim and calmly discussed current affairs. They all knew that this guy didn’t have long to live. Once the ransom came in, he’d be sent to the bottom of the sea. He wasn’t the first they’d dispensed with, and so the process had been honed to perfection.

“Hrrrnnn...” the prisoner hanging on the rope wheezed, and one of the guards immediately jumped out of his chair.

“No, let me have another piece of him! There he goes bothering us. I don’t need to hear him grunting!”

“Sit down already, Vasya,” said the other. “We shouldn’t have hit him at all.”

And that was true. They were told to simply look after the prisoner. They didn’t need to interrogate him, and they didn’t need to ensure he stayed healthy. But he did have to stay alive until he was no longer needed. However, Vasily used to serve in the army in faraway lands, and he was curious about who this guy was working for. He actually already knew who, but he wanted anyway to break the prisoner. He wanted to put his old interrogation skills to the test. But the prisoner wouldn’t talk. Even with broken fingers and knocked out teeth, he simply did his best to smile and it was insulting.

“I just don’t understand why this half-baked count attacked our boss. Is he a total idiot, or what? Have you actually seen him?” Vasily was perplexed. He sat down and popped open a can of beer.

“Yeah, I don’t get it myself. He’s probably a half-wit. None of the local aristocrats mess around with us, and yet this little loser lays into us,” he sighed, waving his hand. “Hey, I’ll go get a beer, too. Let’s drink to this loser’s health! Ha!”

He pulled the tab, poured the brew into a mug, ready to toast, but just then someone quietly knocked at the door. They froze in surprise.

“Holy shit,” Boris said. “I’ll knock someone’s block off now!”

“I’m not going to stop you. What the hell! Is it one of our guys?” Vasily asked.

They had guards posted at the door, and no one else was allowed in here. Especially anyone who’d knock on the door. Their boss, for example, would never knock.

But just then, whoever it was again knocked, and Boris strode over there and set about opening the door. The lock clicked, he jerked the handle towards himself, and raised his fist to immediately punch the insolent bastard.

“What?” He froze with his hand raised. Instead of an insolent bastard, he saw a Combat Suit. It was standing there training all of its cameras on him. Before Boris could scream, a bright flash of gunfire illuminated the room.

* * *

“And how did you manage to…” I shook my head, looking at the bloody body at my feet.

Valery in his suit stood beside me. In fact, he flew straight here with Georgy after rescuing him from the warehouse.

“That’s what you think, Georgy, but only twenty people were guarding you. And they were weaklings...” I squatted down, and the one eye that was not completely swollen looked at me.

“Hrrnnn...” he croaked. Apparently he was surprised at the light guard, as well.

“That’s what intrigues me. All we needed was a single Combat Suit. They didn’t have time to fire a shot. He took them all out.”

“Mikhail, I don’t want to say anything, and I don’t understand medicine either...” Victoria couldn’t help herself. “But don’t you think he needs urgent treatment?”

“What?” I rose to my feet and examined Georgy. He entire body was covered in abrasions and bruises, his fingers were broken, as were some bones in his face, and his teeth were all knocked out. And this was just the start of the list. Had I wasted the vital energy I’d already shared with my former taxi driver? No. More likely that is why he was still alive. “Well, I needed to discuss with him why his kidnappers were so lax. I think they are simply accustomed to acting with impunity.”

“Hrrrnn...” Georgy agreed with me, or maybe he didn’t agree.

“Are you sure he isn’t about to die?” asked the countess, looking dubiously at Georgy.

“Well, that’s why you’re here!” I smiled. “If he does dies, you can raise him, right?” Again I squatted next to Georgy. “How do you feel, my friend, about the afterlife?”

“Hrrrnnn...” he shook his head.

No, I wasn’t a tyrant. Right away I’d nullified his pain, and even if there was no evident way to treat him, that didn’t mean there was nothing I could do. In fact, I’d already set about repairing the internal damage, what was the most threatening. I’d poured a considerable amount of energy into him.

Okay then. I asked Valery to take the patient to the infirmary, while I prepared to operate on him. It was rather boring to heal with my power alone. I love combining my healing arts with local medicine. For example, five times less energy was required for a treated and sutured wound. And that’s just one example.

In the end, I spent four hours fussing over him. My energy began to run out, and so I launched some slow recovery processes and had some food brought in to him. He needed to be fed. And that’s when I decided to chat with him a little. He may not be able to walk, but he could talk. Yes, he had a little lisp for the time being, until his teeth grew back.

“You’ll have new teeth in a couple of days. The old ones have to all fall out first, so take care not to choke on them,” I cautioned him.

“I’ll be careful,” he nodded. “Don’t tweat it...”

“So then, tell me. Did they torture you?” Georgy nodded. “What did you tell them?” I knew that he was a reliable person. But under the hands of a skillful torturer, anyone would reveal at least something.

“I didn’t tell them anything,” he grinned, and seeing my surprise, he added, “But they didn’t ask.”

“They just beat you?” I dropped my scalpel, I was so disgusted.

Georgy shrugged as if to say “that’s the way it goes.” Really, if was offensive. They apparently thought they knew all they needed about me. And even though they didn’t ask him anything, they themselves, without realizing it, had revealed a whole lot.

You see, all that time he’d been hanging there, Georgy had been conscious. They thought he was almost a corpse by then, and so they’d discussed all sorts of things, including plans that were to be kept in confidence. And so now, there was another entry in his column of mortal enemies. And in mine, as well.

However, I could make some good money off of all this. I was about to organize the means of doing so.

“Okay, you can’t go into the city just yet. I’ll have a room set up for you here. You can stay in the castle,” I said. “Right now, you need to rest.”

“I can’t go back to the city now. Not ever,” he smiled sadly. “Mikhail, those are serious people. Don’t underestimate them. Their boss, although ignoble, is, in terms of strength, more powerful than many aristocrats.”

“Don’t underestimate me either,” I smiled, and putting my hand on his forehead, I sent him into a deep sleep. Let him rest. As for me, I now had a new, potentially very profitable endeavor before me.

I couldn’t help but smile. I went to see Chernomor, and found him in his room wrestling with a steel boot. It wasn’t easy putting armor on, and the same could be said about taking it off. Right now he was struggling with the boot. But then...

“Chernomor! I exclaimed. “Good thing you haven’t yet fully undressed! You need to gear up again!”

The look on the old man’s face was priceless. His mouth fell open as he digested what I said. He looked first at the pile of armor, then at the other steel boot he had to put on. He then contemplated all the other gear, and only then did he again look at me.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, I know you need at least an hour to get fully dressed. But what can I say?” I smiled and nodded. “So what’s this about? Are we avenging what they did to Georgy?”

“Well, it’s more than that,” I said, still smiling. I sat down in Chernomor’s chair and touched some indecently large rifle that lay disassembled on his desk. “I remember you telling me about some kind of African Zulu Empire...” I immediately felt the commander’s interested gaze on me. He even froze and forgot how to breathe, “And that they have very interesting weapons.”

“Well! Talk to me!” Chernomor couldn’t stand it. “What is this all about? They don’t sell their guns to anyone! Or...” thick eyebrows climbed up his forehead as soon as he realized what I was hinting at. “Yes, I understand! It can’t be...”

“Right!” My smile was even wider now. “But it all has to be taken from some very bad people.”

“But what’s the plan?” — Chernomor surprisingly quickly pulled on his second boot, and was fastening the cuirass at record speed.

“I can’t tell you, as I myself don’t know. But it will be interesting, and it will reap rewards.”


Chapter 13

CANDIDLY, I AM SICK of this. When I first arrived here, in this world, I was impressed at how interesting it was. It has so much to offer, but these squabbles between the aristocrats, well, they’ve always struck me at incredibly boring and stupid. And they seriously distract me from doing what I want. Moreover, these gangsters — they’re also a pain in the butt. They and their boss, nothing but a bother.

Really, what I wanted was to check out the world that Interfaces with this one, take a look when a portal opens, and not like before when I just dashed in and out. What I wanted, really, was to take a good look around. Explore, find out what it’s all about. I could, perhaps, get to know these offworlders better. Clearly they were rather bellicose, but I could most certainly find some there interested in other forms of contact. It just took finding them. Of course, none of this would be easy. Already Vika was suspicious, and wanted to know more than I was ready to share.

And I also was interested in more massive renovations, like on the scale of major reconstructions and landscaping. I wanted to rebuild the castle, and create truly nice conditions for my people. I wanted the peasants to flourish, and prosper. This wasn’t just for their benefit, but for mine, as well. After all, I’m a Healer! In helping the people, I help myself — it’s what I do! I treat, I heal, I cure. And thus far, I’ve been lacking in wounded guardsmen. Yes, it’s in treating others that I grow stronger. And I need to be strong if I want to tackle all the challenges that come my way. Indeed, were I strong enough, my problems would be few. I would no longer have to waste my time on petty viscounts, barons, and counts. Or on gangsters, even.

But these gangsters weren’t going to be an issue much longer. Sadly, it was more complicated with the aristocrats. The aristocrats were a real hassle, with the ancient Families acting as the patrons to lesser ones, and with all of these interconnections creating a tangled mess. Were I to kill some pathetic viscount, it’s not like his possessions would go to me; rather, his overlord would get them. So why should I even kill him? None of them even cared about how he nibbled away at the Bulatov lands, bit by bit, and did all he could to damage us. One thing’s for sure, and that’s what was revealed in the paperwork. So if I wanted to get back what was ours, I needed to go up against the powerful, ancient Family that inherited the possessions of their vassal should the latter be taken out. I wasn’t ready to do that, but the time would come. I had to do it sooner or later.

As for now, I had to deal with the Port District gang, which was comparatively easier. Of course, the boss wasn’t without influence, but he was a big fish in his relatively small pond, and was all about looking like a big shot. Clearly he thought he was king of the hill, and there were even some aristocrats who kowtowed to him. And from what Georgy told me, this guy wasn’t going to leave me alone. For him, it was a matter of reputation. I’d bopped him on the nose, and he couldn’t afford to lose face like that. He had to respond. Were he to look weak, the other gangs would fall on him like a shoal of piranhas.

To put matters in perspective, if I was to take out Zlatonravin, or were I to simply punish him, it would be such a hit on his reputation that he’d do whatever he could to get back at me. But these gangsters were another matter.

The big boss was, in the end, just a commoner. So all I had to do was finish him off, and then his fearsome criminal empire would collapse on its own in a matter of days. I could foster the collapse, actually. But I was getting ahead of myself. First, I had another endeavor at hand, and it was both profitable and interesting.

“Well then, count! The men are ready, and we’re all awaiting your order,” said Chernomor, poking his head inside the door. “What say you? Time to move out?”

“Yes, just like we planned — as stealthily as possible,” I nodded.

Our plan was simple, just the way I liked it — no need to reinvent the wheel. No, we weren’t going to overwhelm the bandits with a horde of explosive zombies. Victoria wasn’t part of this mission, and she’d stay here in the castle under the protection of the guards.

A small, solid group of us set out. We were armed with the best gear, including weapons, most of which we’d procured from the merchant’s place. And each of the men on this mission was Gifted. Some were weakly Gifted, but we also had some solidly average ones.

“Maybe we should take the Combat Suit?” asked Chernomor as I climbed into the armored car. “Just for peace of mind.”

“The suit needs to charged, plus we have to do this quietly,” I pointed out.

The massive door of the armored car closed and we set off. The port Georgy mentioned was located away from the city. It was once a military base, but was now abandoned. They’d closed it to move nearer to the city, and after two hundred years all that remained of it was dilapidated docks ‑‑ essentially ruins. But just the same, there was still a port that allowed ships to dock. Nobody could approached this place without attracting notice; hence, the need for stealth. Thus, we abandoned the armored car rather far from the destination. First, we cut the headlights and pulled off the road long before reaching our target. We’d had Kooky and his “commandos” thoroughly scout the area, and he alerted me to where ambushes and sentries were situated. I also knew how many guards we’d be facing, and what their weapons were, and so on. In short, we were fully prepared for what we’d be encountering. What this cargo was, well, it was valuable, indeed, and so it was heavily guarded.

We arrived even earlier than planned. As we got there, they were unloading the ship. It was a large merchant vessel, and a big crane was in the process of transferring a large metal container onto a truck.

It was quite the ship. There were guards all over it, and, clearly, everyone knew what was going on. I, however, didn’t plan on going up against all these guards. My target was just the container. I didn’t care about the smugglers themselves.

After this unloading, the merchant ship, as the teachers at the academy of magic told those who were late for classes, would “leave and return the right way.” It would go back out to sea and head for the main commercial port of Arkhangelsk. The markets would all be open there, and they’d offload their legal cargo.

That would be tomorrow morning. Now, under the cover of darkness, the smugglers were engaged in various profitable deals. As for the gangsters, well, little did they know how much they had to lose.

* * *

Meanwhile...

The abandoned port

“Mikhryun, tell me,” the driver stared at his comrade, who was sitting next to him. The latter was a security guard; thus, he was looking carefully all about.

“What is it?” muttered the guard.

“Why are there so many guards? What’s the big deal with this container? Looks like the kind we drop off every week!” he asked, waving at the guards all over the place. “Why so many of you?”

“What’s it to you?! Just do you job and drive once we’re loaded!” growled Mikhryun. “But before we set off, do something about the fucking pigeon on the hood!” He pointed at the bird perched outside the window staring at them.

“I’ve been trying, over and over! The bastard flies away and then comes right back!” said the driver. “And the bastard shits like a flock of seagulls! And I just washed my hair...No, I can’t do a goddamned thing about the goddamned bird!”

They sat in silence for some time. The driver looked in the mirror and watched the loading process. In theory, no one should be in the cab when the container was placed on the trailer, but not this time. Nobody was too concerned about endangering the driver. The goal was to unload the cargo as quickly as possible so that the ship was on schedule at the Port of Arkhangelsk. It would look quite suspicious if the ship was late.

But the security guard got out of the car, out of harm’s way. He told the driver he needed to inspect the area and talk to the commander. It wasn’t much fun looking at an ancient crane hoisting a multi-ton container chock full of weapons above them.

The loading was completed without incident. The boss had told them all to be on the alert because this cargo was especially valuable, but so far, all was calm. And so everybody relaxed a bit. The ship began to pull away, leaving behind the group of guards, a few SUVS, and the truck with the black metal container loaded in back.

Everyone piled into their means of transport, with nothing to cause any alarm. Thus far it was business as usual, as was to be expected — after all, nobody but the chosen few even knew about this place. There was only one road to this port, carved out of stone back in time immemorial. It’s not like anyone not among the initiated could make their way here. Just in case, there were security posts stationed all along the route.

“Sniper!” someone shouted, and just then a series of shots were fired. Massive bullets knocked sparks out of the armored SUVs, and several of the gangsters dropped into the snow.

“Get a move on! Lay on the gas!” The shooting was ongoing, and the driver was cowering in his seat, but a security guard burst into the cab and forced him to grab the steering wheel. “Go! Now! The boss will rip our heads off if we don’t deliver the cargo!”

Hearing this, the driver, though pale and trembling grabbed the wheel, fired up the engine, and, ignoring the indiscriminate shooting, powered the truck into the darkness of the night.

Miraculously, he made it out of the port, and now the truck was hysterically rushing along the narrow snow-covered road. They drew further and further away from the lights of the port, leaving behind the guards trapped there, and the ongoing bursts of the machine guns suggested they’d never leave.

“Do you know where to transport the cargo?” This was the security guard asking, as the driver was so focused on the road that he seemed to have lost the power of speech.

“Y-yes...” he mumbled. He wanted to step on the gas even more, but he was already going at top speed. He was driving so fast that even the security guard asked him to slow down.

“Okay, calm down then...we’re okay now...” he said, staring out at the road. Every now and they they’d pass by some of their gang out there. They’d give the thumbs up sign, signaling to the truck to keep on going, and then they’d block the road after them lest anyone try to pursue them.

“Take a right,” said the security guard as they approached the first intersection, but the driver looked at him in bewilderment.

“No...we go straight...we don’t have any warehouse down that way,” he said, indicating the road on the right.

“The commander’s order,” the gangster shrugged, and the driver had no choice but to obey.

Of course, he sensed that something was off at this point. He’d never seen this guy next to him, and he actually knew everyone by sight. Every now and then he shot a look at the guy, who got tired of it.

“Okay, I see that you’ve guessed. But we’ve already arrived, so you can stop the truck,” the stranger said with a wide smile. And just to make his point, he aimed his machine gun at the driver. “Stop here, and don’t be afraid!”

* * *

Yes, I’d considered going it alone again on this mission. I was glad now that I brought Chernomor and a team along, because it made all this a lot simpler. There was a lot of security at the port, the soldiers were well armed, and the road leading to the city was heavily guarded. Although I’d expected as much. But what I didn’t expect was how well all of this security played into my hands. First, it’s far more difficult to keep track of a large number of forces.

That alone inspired me to come up with a downright ingenious plan. I suggested it to Chernomor, but he said that it was suicide and tried to dissuade me. Actually, the more he tried to talk me out of it, the more certain I was that it was a great plan.

My men hid the armored car and took up positions near the port, while I joined the gangsters on the docks. I didn’t actually reveal myself to them; rather, I hid nearby amongst abandoned containers and other junk. There was all kinds of debris out there. Yes, it’s not like the gangsters didn’t patrol the area. But what was noteworthy is that they were all dressed in the same dark uniforms. First time I’d seen uniforms on the gangsters, and so I assumed they were a special security force. Was it the big boss who’d hired them for this delivery?

In any case, I didn’t worry about it. I kept an eye on the unloading process, and when it was almost completed, I grabbed one of the guards when he was taking a leak. It wasn’t hard to do this. I simply turned his respiratory muscles off, and he, well, stopped breathing and that was that. I then put on his uniform. It was too big, but didn’t look bad over my own clothes.

And then I waited. I knew better than to head straight over to the truck. But that would change once the firefight started. In fact, I hastened the process. As soon as the container was secured onto the truck, I gave the command to the snipers to open fire. Of course, none of my men fired on the truck, but they did take the guards out.

Panic broke out, but these were experienced guards and they immediately assumed defensive positions. But by then it didn’t matter. By then I’d climbed in beside the driver and was exhorting him to leave. All that I had to worry about was anyone who was supposed to escort the truck. If, say, the SUVS were to follow it, we’d have to modify our strategy. So I had our team shoot out their wheels first thing, and then target the drivers as needed. Actually, they did have to blow up an SUV that tried to follow the truck.

Anyway, it all worked out, and now, we were only ten kilometers away from the castle, far from the deserted port, on a deserted country road covered in snow. Nobody could find us, and Chernomor and the guards should arrive any minute now.

“Okay, you can just go,” I said to the driver, and he hesitated, and then climbed out of the cab.

I then moved over into the driver’s seat.

“Wait!” I called out to the driver, and he froze in fear. He hadn’t gone far, because he didn’t know where to go. The nearest village was three or even more kilometers away.

“W-what?” he mumbled, shivering.

“Take your jacket, otherwise you’ll freeze,” I threw his jacket out the window. And I tossed him some warm boots, as well.

The driver accepted the warm clothes with gratitude in his eyes, and hurriedly put everything on. Now he could make it to civilization, and once there he’d maybe call his accomplices. Although, actually, he didn’t seem like he was one of the gangsters. He’d probably been contracted to drive the truck and they’d probably have killed him once the job was done.

“Wait!” Again, I called out to him. He’d only taken a few steps, and yet again he froze in fear. “Why all this here...” I said, indicating my feet. “Why are there three pedals?”

I figured out already what two were for. The one on the right was to move the truck, and the one on the left was to stop it. I’d even done some practice driving, and figured I could drive the truck a bit while waiting for Chernomor. Why just sit here and wait?? Look at how even the peasants maneuvered these things, while I, Archmagister Mikhail, Head of the Order of Healers, now a count, head of the ancient, powerful Bulatov Family, was unable to cope with this pile of iron!

“That’s the clutch on the left!” shrugged the driver. “It’s simple. You start in the lowest drive, then slowly release the clutch and apply the gas a little.”

“Okay, go then, man!” I waved at him. No, I can’t drive this thing. I’d just have to accept it

The man shrugged again and quickly trotted off along the road, and I leaned back in the seat and closed my eyes. But I didn’t even have time to really meditate when lights appeared in the distance, I heard the roar of an engine, and very soon our armored car pulled up alongside me.

“Phew! I was worried you’d try to drive off on your own,” said Chernomor, leaping out with a couple of guardsmen. “I’m glad you didn’t try.”

“I didn’t feel like it,” I said, lazily waving as I vacated the driver’s seat.

We reached the castle without incident. We dashed along the country roads into Bulatov territory and pulled up by our warehouse. That’s what I called this ad hoc structure we’d erected. It wasn’t much, but it sufficed for now. After all, we had to stash our stolen goods somewhere.

There to greet us was Timothy. Despite the late hour, he seemed to sense our approach and had already prepared everything for unloading. He’d emptied a few shelves and cleared out a small area.

Everyone was eager to open the container. We didn’t actually know for sure what would be inside, but we decided to not rush it. First, we created a hole in the container to allow one of Kooky’s commandos in for a look.

He flew inside and began to report on the contents. The chain through which this information was conveyed to us was rather complex. The man tapped to receive the intelligence was a sapper, so he was able to determine if there were mines installed in the doors of the container.

Apparently, everything was fine. Nobody expected the container to be hijacked like this, and so they hadn’t rigged it with explosives. But just to be on the safe side, I took another half hour to check things out. I roused Victoria to raise one of her corpses, so, in fact, a zombie was the first one to see what was inside.

“Grrrr...” the dead man growled in surprise, because inside he saw untold riches and treasures. And a delicious, appetizing bird...

But she cooed in anger and flew up to the ceiling, and then shat on his head. We all ran up to the container to see what we’d stolen from the gangsters this time.

“Wow!” boomed Chernomor, looking at our haul. “Yes, this stuff came from the Zulus.”

“Yowza! I call dibs on this!” said our sniper, indicating a hefty rifle, some two meters long.

“You can’t even lift it,” another fighter teased him. “But I suspect that the commander will take this machine gun for himself...” he sighed sadly, seeing a really powerful gun on one of the stands.

Before the second door could be opened everyone had divvied up the contents of the container. The poor zombie was simply swept to the side. A roar of voices arose, the fighters jokingly called dibs on weapons that could never be legally purchased on the market. They could only be stolen, or smuggled. That was the only way to acquire them.

The African Empire never sold or shared their weapons. And they were legendary, these arms. Reliable, surprisingly lethal, and best of all, the technology used was unknown elsewhere in the world, and this significantly enhanced the quality. They did not rely primarily on electronics, as this was not something the Africans understood well.

“Listen up now! Attention!” Chernomor barked, and everyone immediately lined up and fell silent. “Mikhail, let’s take a look at the trophies. And you all head to your posts!”

The guards immediately disappeared and dispersed, some to patrol the area, others to assume defensive positions. And I, Chernomor and Victoria were able to calmly inspect the contents of the container. Although I’d already been clued in on what to expect by Kooky. I knew, for example, that there was a Combat Suit at the other end of the oblong container. Only this one was created in the African Empire. But the colors on it...I think we’ll end up painting it later. The creators had decided a leopard print would suit the Suit, but I definitely disagreed with them about this.

The suit looked streamlined compared to ours. It was only two meters tall, with no hatches on the outside, which were there for machine guns and cannons and such.

“This is ridiculous, really. But we can use it around the house, I think,” I said, waving at the suit, and Timothy, standing nearby, almost dropped his jaw in astonishment.

“Mikhail! Don’t jump to conclusions,” he said, jumping up and running over to the suit. “This is an Arc 37 Fraction 15, which has a highly specialized, extremely lightweight modification! You can’t even find it in Africa.”

Aha! Now I fully understood.

“And so what can this orc do? It looks like medieval armor.”

Wrong thing to ask. Timothy’s expression said it all. No, it’s not that he could operate a Combat Suit. He was a pilot. But just the same, he knew a lot about weaponry.

It turned out that this suit was cutting edge technology. It was designed for close combat, and could fly and also engage in swordplay. Not to mention it had a growth shield. I, too, could do most of the above, as could all of us here. But what this suit featured was particularly strong armor and incredibly powerful hydraulic boosters. In fact, if you were to shoot at the shield, you’d just be charging it up. That’s the simple version. To really see what it could do, you had to experience it in action. That’s what Timothy said. He added that I’d never regret this acquisition.

And so our foray to the abandoned port was, in the end, a great success. In addition to the African Suit, the container held a lot of other weapons. Most of them were quite special. The rifles were especially powerful; the machine guns were either armor-piercing, or fired ammo at super-fast speed. And there were also several hefty boxes of melee weapons. Most of the swords were fashioned from offworld steel. I didn’t look closely at everything; I just ordered Chernomor and Timothy to distribute the weapons among our fighters. A good half of the container was filled with all kinds of ammunition. This was, apparently, intended for the weaponry.

After half an hour I left the warehouse to Timothy and Chernomor, who were happily engaged in counting and divvying up all of the new toys. I did urge the commander to make it fast. After all, soon we’d be initiating the second phase of the plan. As for me, I needed to check on Georgy. I had some matters that required his attention and I didn’t think he’d mind.

* * *

Mansion of the leader of the port gang

A few hours later

“B-boss...” another messenger entered the boss’s office. He was even paler than the ones who’d preceded him.

“Well?” The boss nodded at him to speak.

“W-we found the container. And the truck...” Judging by the messenger’s look, there was more bad news. And it also concerned the container.

“Spit it out already!” growled the boss, and he even jumped up and loomed over the man threateningly. Veins bulged on his forehead, but he still kept a grip on himself.

“The container is empty, and it says on it...” the messenger reached into his pocket and took out his phone. He pulled up a photo on the screen and showed it to his boss.

The boss looked at the screen for a couple of seconds, and then he started hyperventilating, and his face turned red. But then he closed his eyes, exhaled, and sat back down.

“So, what the f*ck...for Georgy?” he asked, turning to his assistant. His tone was soft now, but scary. “Who the f*ck is that?”

He tossed the phone onto the table and the assistant was able to see the photo. It showed the container with the words “Greetings from Georgy” written on it in white paint.

“Hm…” the assistant thought. “We did have a guy with that name around. Remember that attack at the warehouse? We were holding him there...”

“What do you mean, you were holding him there? Who the hell is he? Tell me already!” the boss was again struggling with anger management.

“We thought it was an ordinary snoop, boss,” the assistant pursed his lips, realizing their stupidity. “How were we to know that this was Bulatov’s close associate?”

“Morons! He’s the one who told Bulatov about the container! Idiots!!!” he howled clutching his head.

Now the pieces of the puzzle all came together. He knew who stole the goods from the container, and knew how Bulatov knew about the transfer of the cargo. There was just one thing he still didn’t comprehend. And that was what to do about it.

After all, the goods didn’t belong to him. The stuff was worth far too much for anyone in this town and the gang was supposed to simply move the goods down the food chain. They were supposed to deliver it safe and sound to the railway, where it’d be loaded onto a train, and then they’d be done with it. It was boring, but very profitable, this business.

The customer was from the capital, and a serious man. Very serious. He’d paid a fortune for these goods to be delivered to him, and was right now waiting for the result...If the cargo had been lost, then yes, they be facing trouble. Big trouble. Not just them, but everybody would be in hot water.

“Sorry to interrupt, boss!” Hearing this, the boss almost jumped up and hit his assistant. But then he went on, “Word’s out that Georgy is now in the Port District...”

“Meaning...?” The boss was confused.

“He’s walking through the slums right this minute, apparently heading home.” the assistant, too, was confused as he looked at his messages.

“Ugh...” the gang leader either sighed or growled, and rubbed his jaw. “So. This is definitely an ambush, I’m sure of it,” he shook his head. “Well, what the hell!” He grabbed a huge cigar from the table and paced around the office, pushing aside the furniture and the subordinates clustered about. “To hell with it! We’re in my territory now!” he growled. “Bring him in! Alive!”

The gangsters didn’t need to be told twice. In fact, the Port District was under their complete control. Even the cops kept away. They knew better than to bother the boss and his gang on their own turf.

In half an hour the boss’s men cordoned off the slums, and now, no one could get in or out of there. They then sent several heavily armed gangs to Georgy’s residence. These included a couple of armored cars, who pushed through the debris on the streets, stopping once they reached their destination. They trained their gun onto the tenement, and had their men take up strategic positions. But there was no ambush in sight. It was as if the idiot really had just gone home. Crazy dumb, that was. How could he be so naive after the damage he’d inflicted on them?

They sent a group of ten in, who burst into the building and kicked the door down. In no time, they’d again captured Georgy.

He was just sitting there watching an old television, paying no attention to what was going on outside. He was taken totally by surprise. They shoved him into a car, and shortly thereafter they hauled down some stairs into a deep, dark basement.

He had a bag on his head, so he didn’t know where they’d taken him, but most likely this was the gang’s main headquarters. They couldn’t resist slugging him in the back and stomach now and then, but so far, they had no intentions of killing him. Of course, they assured him he was in for a lot more once the boss was done with him. They then tied him to a hard, metal chair and left him alone in the dark. He sat there for a few minutes listening to the sounds outside the door.

Soon, he heard the approach of heavy footsteps. The door screeched open, the steps drew nearer, and someone tore the black bag from Georgy’s head. Georgy blinked, and then looked at the man standing there.

“Well, hello, Georgy boy!” said a bald, stocky man, baring his teeth as he sat down opposite him “Looks like they used you and tossed you out with the garbage.”

“You...you’re...” Georgy muttered as if confused, and then he realized who the bald man was. “Oh...”

“That’s right. I’m the big boss here in the Port District,” grinned the man. “So, kiddo, do you have any idea how much trouble you caused us? And what kind of trouble you’re in now?”

“I heard them talking while they were bringing me here,” he nodded. “But why do you think they’ve tossed me out?” The boss was outraged, especially by how calm the little punk was. He wasn’t begging for mercy...He wasn’t even cowering in fear.

“What else would you call it? You passed on intelligence to you master, and then he sent you off. It’s indefensible, but...”

The boss paused in thought. Georgy was clearly doomed, so the boss could have a little fun. Why not?

“You like being in the know, don’cha kiddo? “I’ll tell you something,” the boss snarled, leaning closer. “That a-hole, your count, doesn’t have much time left,” he smiled. “A ship’s docking soon with some of my top fighters. I’m siccing them on the count...He cannot stop them.”

“No...no...” Georgy was thrown into consternation. “You’re one step ahead of him...So what next? Why kill him?”

“Haha! They told me that you were a wise guy. They were wrong,” the boss shook his head. “I’ll seize all his property, that’s what! But I’ve said enough. You’re a dead man,” he laughed. “But...what happened to the Zulu Combat Suit the count stole? Do you know?”

“Of course, I know,” said Georgy. “I was part of the heist.”

The boss’s face twisted at this. He wanted to knock the little punk’s teeth out, teach him some respect.

“Talk to me!” he snarled, but Georgy just smiled.

“What’s there to say? He sent it to Count Cherepanov as a gift,” he grinned, and the boss’s face turned beet red. It was one thing to get the suit from Bulatov, and quite another to get it from a count from the capital...He wouldn’t part with a gift like that quite so easily.

The boss jumped up from his chair, and punched the wall over and over again to let off steam. The concrete began to crack and crumble onto the floor in a cloud of dust.

“Motherf*cker... Bastard... Scum...” the man growled, clenching his teeth. He even took his phone out of his pocket to call Cherepanov and ask him to hand over the stolen suit, but he quickly changed his mind. He had to turn to the courts for something like that. Or at least produce some kind of evidence of the theft.

“Okay, little bastard...” the boss muttered, turning to the prisoner. “If you want to keep on living you gotta do something for me. You need to testify about the theft of the suit.”

“So what if I say you’re lying?” Georgy chuckled, and the boss glared at him.

He approached the prisoner, and looked straight into his eyes, and told him what he’d do to him. It wasn’t pretty.

In so doing, the boss calmed himself down. He decided that, to get the suit back, he’d enlist the support of his patron, and they’d both launch negotiations with Cherepanov. But then Georgy said “Why are you so vindictive? As far as I know, it was not Bulatov who attacked first. What did he ever do to you? So what, he stole your car.”

“Bastards like that piss me off,” said the boss. “They don’t respect their elders; they buck the order. I’m a man of distinction...I deserve respect. But that bastard...He didn’t earn his title...he’s just riding the gravy train.”

“I see. You’re consumed by envy,” nodded the prisoner. “That’s what I thought.”

As he spoke, the ropes on his arms and legs crackled, and then burst. And before the boss could recover from his astonishment, the prisoner picked up his chair and smashed it on the boss’s head. And yes, it was a hefty chair, made of iron. And that wasn’t all. Without a word, Georgy struck blow after blow. And although the boss had his most powerful barrier around him, he felt his strength sapping away.

Although he was, in fact, a man of some power. Fifth rank, and something of a Physique — pretty formidable. So with a roar he rallied, and repelled the blows hailing down on him using the same dented chair, which was now a mangled mass of metal. He then delivered a swift, powerful blow to the former captive’s chest. He slammed his fist into Georgy, but to the boss’s surprise, he didn’t feel any give. In fact, Georgy was sneering, sort of. And then, Georgy struck the boss between the legs.

“Urrrhhh!” the boss was half growling and half groaning. He was also stunned, because his barrier was still intact, and yet...he was in incredible pain!

But he was no stranger to pain, and so he managed to block Georgy’s next blow, which was aimed at his face. Not that it helped much. Suddenly his hand was numb, and then it hurt like hell. The fighting went on. But, though he was known throughout the Port District as one of the top fighters, he found himself losing ground to this little punk.

The kid was not a great fighter, and his blows were even on the weak side, and yet each time he hit the boss, something inexplicable happened. First the boss felt weak, and then dizzy, and then his vision darkened, and he began to stagger.

The fight didn’t last much longer. Georgy pressed his advantage once the boss started falling. He landed blow after blow on him, and then he grabbed him by the throat and...he closed his eyes. A green mist rolled down his arm and pierced the boss’s now inert body. The powerful boss began to convulse, and he exhaled then, breathing his last, hoarse breath.

* * *

All was well. It was, in fact, great. Really, amazing.

I was in the very heart of the port gang. The boss’s corpse was at my feet, and I had absolutely no idea how I would get out of here.

But yes, my plan worked. They actually thought that I was Georgy, and even dropped their defenses. Why worry about some punk from the streets? A commoner? He was a nobody. This was precisely why I pulled out this old, dirty trick up my sleeve. I’m talking about the Body Double.

It’s a highly complex spell, and limited in scope. But it worked long enough to make me look just like Georgy. I made it into the gang’s headquarters, face to face with the boss. What a fight that was!

He had a strong Gift, rank five. I had to work it to bust through his defenses, but to my delight he had some chronic issues. Bad on him, that. Usually the Gifted don’t pick up serious maladies, but if you insist on abusing your body, then it no longer matters how strong you are.

Such was the case with the boss. He’d eaten a lot of cheap junk food in his time. Especially fried foods, which are the worst. And this resulted in vile little constrictions in his blood vessels. What do they call them here? Atherosclerotic plaques? That’s a mouthful.

I took advantage of this during our fight. I gradually caused his blood to thicken, and his own body did the rest. The blood clots caused him to grow ever the weaker until he lost consciousness. I could have stopped there, but his was a powerful Gift. That meant that despite all the damage caused by his conditions, he could restore his body. The Gifted here are truly far more resilient than ordinary people.

In the end, I weakened him as much as I could, and then, having depleted a lot of my energy reserves, I grasped his throat and choked off his airways. Crude, yes, but it’s the first thing that came to my mind. Essentially, he suffocated.

Now that I got that off my list of must-do items, I morphed back into good old Mikhail. In fact, I had to by then. Body Double was a short-lived spell. To bring it about, I’d had to drag Georgy to the tavern, and then it took me eight hours to take on his appearance. One big drawback of this spell is that the other person has to agree to the switch. They even had to help bring it about. So this meant I couldn’t just turn into the boss right now.

Oh well. I’d figure a way out all by my beloved self, but first I’d give the command.

“Chernomor!” I had to call him from the boss’s phone. He was clever enough to force me to use his fingerprint to unlock the device. Not that this was a problem.

I heard my commander of the guard’s voice at the other end.

“Yes, it is I… All is fine. Yes, he’d dead. You can begin!” And my smile was downright wicked. The gang was in for a big surprise.

But this was their problem. My problem was that someone was headed this way.
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