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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “SIR, WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!” the guard said, opening the limo door. “But you have nothing to worry about. We’ll take care of them. You can just stay here and relax.” 
 
      
 
    “As you say,” I answered him lazily and kept on staring listlessly through the window. 
 
      
 
    I was bored to tears. From outside the window I heard the crack of gunfire and the boom of spells being cast. Strange people in strange masks doing strange things. They wanted to eliminate the heir of a noble family, i.e. me. 
 
      
 
    An amused smile touched my lips. Another attack? How many was that this week? Five? And all had failed. Pathetic amateurs! In the third attack, I’d even felt myself starting to root for their side. At some point I wanted to open the armored and enchanted door to help the hapless fighters, but the central locking kicked in the moment danger struck. 
 
      
 
    All I could do was put my hopes in my attackers’ professionalism. They might at least kidnap me in one of their attempts, so that I could start living a normal life. Although pigs will fly before that happens. 
 
      
 
    It was funny, really. Every time I found myself in one of these situations, I was on the side of the attackers. 
 
      
 
    Mine is a hard life... The life of the next in line to rule the Family. If this had been my first life, everything would be different. But alas, it wasn’t so, which is what made my situation such a disaster. 
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt, Alex?” another guard said, running up to me. He happened to be a master of fire. 
 
      
 
    Making like he was worried about me. Oh, come on. I knew all about rats like him, who smiled to your face and gave the finger to your back, or even just stuck a knife in it. And that was just a guard! The less said about my ‘relatives’ the better. A damned snake pit full of damned lies for a damned life. I might be seventeen right now, but before... Before, I was far older... And believe me, I ate types like that guard for breakfast every day. 
 
      
 
    I used to love breakfast. And my life. It had been a happy one. At least for me. I doubted that the local slimeballs shared my happiness. 
 
      
 
    I took the remote in hand and pressed the button for the mirror, which came right out of the roof, and leaned forward a little to get a better look at myself. The leather seats of my armored car gave a pleasant squeak. Yes, my apparently ordinary limousine was stronger than an army APC on the outside, and comfier than many houses on the inside. 
 
      
 
    Come on, Xander, what’s happened to you? You’re dressed like some hotshot, riding in a fancy car that doesn’t belong to you, but to your pompous Family. In fact, you don’t have anything of your own, not even a future. This wasn’t the reincarnation the Hunter’s Code promised me... 
 
      
 
    Sometimes I have moments of weakness, when I think too much. They usually happen when there’s a battle going on right outside and I can’t join in with it. That really annoys me, but there are reasons for it. 
 
      
 
    There was a powerful explosion outside my window, but my car didn’t give a honk. It was a family car, and better protected than many poor aristocrats’ manor houses. 
 
      
 
    More explosions followed, these ones signifying that it would all soon be over. Again, without me. 
 
      
 
    The bridge support beam behind which those amateurs had launched their ambush crashed down to the ground outside. After it, two partially burned bodies thumped to the asphalt. And one of them, it seemed, was still alive. Reaching out a hand, the almost dead attacker tried to cast something with the last of his strength, but an ordinary bullet from a simple pistol took off the skull of the unfortunate Gifted. A sad death for a foolish man. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and turned back to my mirror. The same sad-looking young man that I’d hated looking at for all these years looked back at me from the mirror. It wasn’t that he... I mean, I — it wasn’t that I was ugly, exactly. Actually, by local standards, I was almost handsome. Tall, dark-haired, with a chiseled athletic build. Dumb habit. I just COULDN’T let my body be weak. Sometimes I got carried away and caused gossip among the servants, shocked by my training sessions. 
 
      
 
    But damn! Where were all my scars? I’d had so many in my past life as a Hunter, and I was proud of them. Was... 
 
      
 
    That damn Black Hydra devoured me... But I took the beast down to the underworld with me. I had hunted it for so long and achieved success where many had failed. That ancient and graceful beast was old, and ve-e-ry strong! I could still smell the stench of the noxious fumes of the Adyghe Swamp, where that creature had reigned supreme for centuries, invading other worlds to sow pain and chaos. 
 
      
 
    That had been my final trophy... What a shame... 
 
      
 
    A pleasant warmth spread through my chest at the memory of the hydra. A straightforward job. Excitement. The surge of adrenaline and pride at a job well done. Oh, how I missed it all! 
 
      
 
    It was a good hydra. A dark grin spread across my face, one that tended to strike primordial fear into all who saw it. I checked myself and quickly hid it away, bringing back to my face the bored and distant expression of a spoiled and dimwitted brat of a noble Family. Others couldn’t see it yet; it was too soon. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe it was the perfect time? I was traveling to see my father, who was supposed to officially announce who his successor would be. If only I wanted to be it. That said, my relatives didn’t really want it either. But tradition... 
 
      
 
    Really, I had a feeling that it would all go fine. My famed intuition, which my brothers applauded and even envied. They knew that it was better to listen to what I said than live to regret it. 
 
      
 
    The attack ended almost as soon as it had begun, and my convoy resumed its journey. But before we had gone far, the attack started anew. Maybe the last one was just a practice run? 
 
      
 
    This time there were more attackers, and they were a little better prepared. The leading car in our convoy flew into the air in the flash of a magic-strengthened explosion. That car wasn’t as well protected as my limo. 
 
      
 
    The attackers cast themselves at us from all sides, yelling. I grimaced again. The yelling was a sign of uncertainty and a desire to bolster oneself and one’s comrades, forming a unified crowd. Why bother doing that if you can just kill your enemy? Silently and effectively. 
 
      
 
    If only they killed all the guards and I went missing without a trace! Oh, I could only dream! Until my father announced his decision, there was no way in hell I’d be allowed to go anywhere. My ass was too valuable to just up and lose, let alone allow to be killed. 
 
      
 
    No, I was no dutiful son who would wait for an answer and shake in fear beneath his father’s gaze. I had tricks up my sleeve in case anything went wrong, but for now everything was going fine. 
 
      
 
    Two minivans screeched to a halt beside my car, covering it from the attackers. Reinforcements called by my guards. 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily. Not today... Well, at least — not now. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’re late,” was the first thing my father said. 
 
      
 
    Henry Goddard looked like he always did — immaculate and imperious. Just like the noble head of a famous family should look. A tall gray-haired man with a straight back like he’d swallowed a broomstick. That expression on his face, that eternal displeasure. He never seemed to smile, and he looked upon the circumstances and events around him as upon an unfortunate and unpleasant misunderstanding. 
 
      
 
    I, incidentally, am Alex Goddard, but in my last life I was just Xander. True, I’ve been called by many names, but Xander was the one I liked the most — it’s short and sweet. 
 
      
 
    “We were attacked three times in one journey. I think that might be a record,” I answer him in a voice as indifferent as his own. “We had to stop and explain to the attackers that they weren’t in the right.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he defeated them all,” my younger brother drawled in his shi... his unpleasant voice. “And now he’s going to tell us how they died of fear, trembling before his Gift.” 
 
      
 
    All those present smiled. There were even a few quiet titters. 
 
      
 
    “A picture says a thousand words,” I said, shrugging my shoulders impassively, and summoned my Gift. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, out of my palm flew a Kreoskian Ash Dragon infected with rot. It soared up to beneath the high ceiling of the Council Hall. Spreading its mottled wings, it looked around and roared in fury. 
 
      
 
    There were no guards present, since there were only family members in the hall, and my dragon dove down at my brother, filling the ancient hall with a sinister scream. 
 
      
 
    The little shithead had been sitting at ease in a comfy business chair and hadn’t been expecting anything of the kind. He fell off that chair in surprise and started shouting. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill you, you bastard!” my brother screamed in a high falsetto. He was still going through puberty, and his voice broke as he shot up from the floor, already activating his Gift of lightning. 
 
      
 
    Unlike mine, his strike was real, not just an illusion. 
 
      
 
    My relative’s face filled with a broad spectrum of feelings. Rage from being humiliated yet again screamed from his eyes. Particularly as the man who had humiliated him was higher in status by birth, but lower in strength. 
 
      
 
    My real brothers were back in the Order. There, all were brothers and all had a special relationship with each other. What did the randomness of being born in the same family have to do with that, particularly in one so... pathetic? Not in its power or nobility, but in its nature. But here I am going off on a tangent... In the meantime, my odious brother fired a white-hot ball of lightning straight at me. 
 
      
 
    Maybe he lost his self-control to some extent, but not entirely. The lightning was flying slower than usual, and even an ungifted man could easily dodge it. 
 
      
 
    And so could I... But why bother? I stayed standing right where I was and looked at my brother with a smirk, enjoying the confused and perplexed look on his face. It’s all about thinking before you act, brother! Use your head! 
 
      
 
    The lightning wouldn’t kill me, but he didn’t know that, and neither did all the others. Including my father’s wives, three of which were there at that moment. 
 
      
 
    If he killed me in front of the whole family, there was no way he’d ever get to take his place as head of the household, which he was so hoping for after the death or retirement of old man Henry. 
 
      
 
    I stood and smiled, staring straight at him. Dumb, naive upstart. Too dumb to understand that I wasn’t one of his friends who he could spook with his power. Ooh, such power! Heh, basic lightning… 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the hall watched for what would happen next, but nobody risked getting involved. Although the mother of the younger one clearly wanted to intervene, to correct her favorite son’s wayward action and dispel his magic. She was strongly Gifted, and it would have been child’s play to her. But father was the boss here, and the one who would decide what would happen. 
 
      
 
    When the lightning ball was only a few feet away from me, and I could already feel the heat from the red-hot orb on my skin, the elder Goddard finally reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Enough,” he said calmly, and the ball lightning exploded. Particles of high-temperature plasma splattered in all directions, burning through my feast day clothes, scorching my skin and sending pain lancing through my body. The room began to smell noticeably of burnt meat. 
 
      
 
    But not so much as a muscle moved on my face. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, brother! I have no power, and you have plenty to spare. But your soul is pathetic,” I spat right in his face, in the hope of causing another fit of rage. 
 
      
 
    That rookie weakling who... I didn’t have time to finish my thought. A mental attack from my father sent me flying into the wall. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I sensed him preparing to attack. The old man’s much-praised speed only made me smile. But I still sensed it in time, even if I couldn’t resist. Oh, well... That’s life for you. Father was strict, and an asshole to boot. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” was all he said as he watched me slide helplessly down the wall. “We are a fighting family, but all you can do is use your foolish jokes. How many times have I told you not to use your power on your brother?” 
 
      
 
    Right... So it was all my fault! Damn, sure would be nice to break something heavy over his head right now! But I couldn’t... 
 
      
 
    The first time I used my powers on my brother at a reception, he had responded the same way. But back then it had been an Andalovian Snake, around ninety feet long from head to tail. 
 
      
 
    It had made my brother piss all over his reputation. Quite literally, haha... Henry had said then that I was no use at all. Not only could I not help the family in my way, but I also harmed its reputation. It had been ten years since then, and of course, I never listened to him. I had done similar things many times since. 
 
      
 
    “If you aren’t dying and are ready to hear why I bought you here, then sit down,” father said, addressing me again and pointing to a chair. 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, I sat down on the ancient carven chair, showing tranquility in my every move, although my skin burned with invisible fire. I wanted to tell him everything on my mind, but I couldn’t... How tired I was of telling myself the word ‘couldn’t’ for all these years. The Code had declared that my next life would be lived at my leisure. Well, then I had a question for the Code — where the hell was that leisure?! 
 
      
 
    “You are my eldest heir, and in a month you will be eighteen years old, which means that I must declare you my successor,” father said, looking at me intently. “And so, I have made my decision...” 
 
      
 
    Go on, I’m hanging on your every word. What’s your decision? 
 
      
 
    “I’m listening,” I said, my face still stony. 
 
      
 
    “You should die!” came the furious answer from my father, slamming the silence of the grave down on the hall. “Your Gift is a mistake that will bring our family neither to success nor glory. But I cannot avoid declaring you my successor. I give you a choice. A fake death or a real one.” 
 
      
 
    With all the words and letters in the world I couldn’t convey how hard it was in that moment to say nothing. It had been a long time since I’d had to exert such effort to control myself. 
 
      
 
    “A fake death,” I said, trying not to give myself away, though I was feeling properly nervous. 
 
      
 
    Did I just imagine my brother and his mother sighing with disappointment at my words? Hoping to be rid of me for good, eh? With a guarantee? The hell with them! 
 
      
 
    “You always did have plenty of smarts,” father said, and smiled. “It is a shame that fate played such a cruel joke with your Gift.” 
 
      
 
    The Gift of creating harmless illusions in a fighting clan that always sought out more strength probably was indeed a joke of fate. 
 
      
 
    “As if I have a choice,” I said, allowing myself a fake sad smile. 
 
      
 
    “There is always a choice, even when it doesn’t seem like it,” father said, and laughed again. “Well done for not getting hysterical. I applaud you. Where would you like to be exiled to after all the... ahem... formalities?” 
 
      
 
    I had read about such operations and knew how they were done. There were plenty of yacht-sized icebergs there, but with a plan, it could all work out fine. 
 
      
 
    “The Eastern Empire!” I said, making my choice. 
 
      
 
    “Good choice. Your mother was from there, and you look a lot like her, to my deepest regret.” Henry thought for a moment. “Do you know the tongue?” 
 
      
 
    “I do, I learned it,” I answered him in perfect Imperial. 
 
      
 
    While my younger brother was dicking around, I was studying, and studying hard. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Then I will make all the necessary preparations, and you are dismissed.” He waved a hand. “I will call you when all is ready, and will send you your documents.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, brother... You are dismissed,” my younger brother said, seizing the opportunity to spit venom at me and getting a sound smack to the back of his head from his mother as a reward. 
 
      
 
    Interesting the way it went; I was smashed against a wall, and all he got was a slap to the back of the head. 
 
      
 
    As I walked out of the council hall, I couldn’t believe how I’d been treated. Looking back and seeing nobody, I allowed myself a slight weakness. A happy smile spread across my face. 
 
      
 
    Oh, Code! For so many years I had trained and planned for the day I came of age, and now they just up and kicked me out themselves?! I had learned seven languages to perfection because I had no idea where I would end up after I ran away. I had spent so many years studying the cultures of so many countries. And they just decided to kick me out like I was a nameless fleabag mutt, not Alex Goddard, heir to a great family! 
 
      
 
    They all had such smug faces, except my father. He was just doing his job, but the others were really happy about it. They had always been on good terms with each other. It was only me they thought of as a black sheep. Hell, practically a leper. If only they knew how carefully I constructed that image. 
 
      
 
    My mother was an escaped imperial noblewoman who married my father by arrangement. As a result of their wedding, I appeared. Or rather, my body did — I only recognized myself in it around age six. 
 
      
 
    When my Gift awoke within me, my father and mother argued, and he drove her away, saying she had weak blood. After all, he gave her sanctum, and in return she was supposed to give him a strong heir. None of that was ever said to my face, of course, but I sniffed out the details myself. It was easy, what with the general distaste my ‘relatives’ had for me. In fact, it was an open secret — I suspected it had been revealed to me deliberately, so as to hurt me as much as possible. Idiots. As if that could change anything! 
 
      
 
    All my life I had had to play the role of a trusting, clever, but very naive young man. 
 
      
 
    And now all that was about to change. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little later 
 
    The same place 
 
      
 
    “I’m worried about our son, my love.” The woman speaking showed sincere concern on her face. 
 
      
 
    Amand couldn’t be accused of loving his eldest son. On the other hand, he didn’t pay any attention to foolish things like intrigues or the games of the court. He always tried to isolate what mattered the most from conversations. A head of the family had no time for trivialities. The family was suffering a troubled winter, which had included two clan wars that had cost far too much strength and too many people. 
 
      
 
    “I will tell you again: he is no longer my son, and he is dead to the family, and all the more so to the clan. This is a settled matter. What happens to him now no longer concerns me. What came to pass was his own fault. His weakness is not only his mother’s fault, but his own too.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” another woman said, smiling slightly. She was the mother of the next heir in line. Unlike Alex, that heir possessed true battle magic — the Gift of Lightning — and had developed it wonderfully. “Had he been born to the Andel family, he might have become a respected family member, perhaps even head of the household. Those old believers adore everything to do with the arts. They would literally bow to him. Alas, we are not they, and must maintain the face of a martial family.” 
 
      
 
    “You see, you get the picture already,” the man answered without looking in her direction as he went through some papers. 
 
      
 
    Henry Goddard had too much still to do today. He had to decide the fate of his son... his former son. 
 
      
 
    He had thought for a long time in figuring out all the options. The choice he had given to Alex was really an illusion of choice. For himself, he had already decided to banish his son, although at first he had seriously considered arranging the boy’s death. That would have been even easier. It would have cleared up a great many unknowns and prevented potential problems in the future — after all, despite his challenging character, Alex was a smart boy. To the deep disappointment of the head of the family, he was far smarter than his own brother Karl, who was now the first in the line of succession. 
 
      
 
    Something else that gave him pause were the stories and superstitions among the nobility that killing one’s own blood can cause the Gift to weaken. And the Gift is no man — it cannot be fooled. There was no direct proof of it, mostly because there had been nobody stupid enough to kill members of their own family recently, but Goddard didn’t want to risk it. This was no time for surprises, however unlikely they were. 
 
      
 
    “Your decision is the law, and I do not argue with it,” the first wife said, hurrying to calm down her husband, afraid that he would misinterpret her and change his decision. “We girls talked and decided to ask you to help Alex. He is our son, after all.” 
 
      
 
    The husband sighed heavily, then decided to hear out the emissary his wives had chosen. “Help him in what manner?” 
 
      
 
    “When you choose an identity for him, could you give him a truly noble status?” At this her cheekbones tensed a little, but she kept her emotions in check. 
 
      
 
    The man thought for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “His Gift is not combative, and noble status means constant duels and other dangers for him,” he explained to his foolish wife. 
 
      
 
    “We understand that, but without you he will never gain it. His Gift may develop itself further, and then you’ll have given your son a chance at a new and successful life,” the woman said in even tones, at the same time moving behind her husband and gently massaging his shoulders. “Or do you prefer that he not have the right to enter the Academy, that he work as a serving boy in a cheap tavern? Your blood serving the Imperials?” 
 
      
 
    She knew what buttons to push, and the expensive golden-feathered quill in Henry’s hand shook. 
 
      
 
    His blood, a servant? He understood what his wife was driving at, and fully agreed with her. He had certificates from the old times that could guarantee a noble status for anyone. 
 
      
 
    His blood would not go into service and bring shame to the entire family. Even if he was banished and forever without the right to officially represent his clan. 
 
      
 
    “You speak sense. I will see it done.” 
 
      
 
    With his back to his wife, who was deeply massaging his shoulders, he couldn’t see her lips curl into a slight smile. A very unkind smile. If he had decided to kill the former heir right now, she would have been happier and more satisfied with herself. The problem would have disappeared once and for all. But she knew her husband well, and knew that he wouldn’t do that with the way things were. So she had had to think of another, cleverer and more complex plan. That bastard son would not survive among aristocrats. There was a reason that the craziest rumors of all were about the Imperials. 
 
      
 
    She was a clever woman, and never acted with only one plan to hand. 
 
      
 
    “I think it might be wise to send his tutor with him. Alex will have a tough time alone. He isn’t used to working with his hands, and Schurgen can give him knowledge of a world he has never lived in.” This was another decision she had made along with the other girls. “And he’s old now anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “If I do that, will you leave me in peace and let me work?” the head of the family said, clicking his tongue in vexation as his pen slid and ruined a perfect order with a smudge of ink. 
 
      
 
    “I promise not to bother you with any trifling matters for the next two months.” 
 
      
 
    That was an offer Henry couldn’t refuse. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, I will do this one more favor for you, my dear!” 
 
      
 
    “You spoil me as always,” she said, leaning over and hugging him, then kissing him passionately. 
 
      
 
    Henry had to put aside his work for another hour. But it was worth it. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Castle of King Aristarch 
 
    Past life 
 
      
 
    IT WAS AN UNEXPECTED visit. Grand Master Wulf was gracing my father’s royal castle with his presence. That was... strange. Hunters always kept as far from politics as they could, and kept their contacts with the Powers That Be to a minimum. Although... There were rumors that this was more to do with the uselessness of those contacts, that the Hunters only really acknowledged their own brothers as ‘Powers’ at all. 
 
      
 
    Another incredible coincidence was that my brother and I happened to be staying with our father at that moment. The crown prince Ambrosius, who my father had ordered me to serve, spent most of his time in the north of our kingdom, defending its border. My older brother was twenty-five years old while I, the youngest of four, was only twelve. 
 
      
 
    I was slowly starting to get used to the life of the heir’s squire, although to be frank, I wasn’t really worthy of the honor. If I had been normal, then I would have been tutored and then sent to a distant garrison or a small easy-to-win war where I could prove myself. And in any case, a fourteen-year-old son couldn’t pretend to the throne. 
 
      
 
    But there was one small nuance. I had the Gift of the Soulcatcher. Potentially the strongest Gift in the whole family, including my father the king. Developing that Gift was impossible without an experienced tutor, and my father made sure it continued to be impossible, practically, by handing me off into the service of my elder brother. 
 
      
 
    Even now I was locked in my bedroom and under guard for the duration of the Grand Master’s visit. And now was the day he was due to leave. 
 
      
 
    I watched through a narrow window from above as his horse was led to him and he exchanged a few words with the king, constantly looking around. Maybe I was just going mad, but I thought I saw him look at my window — and his face twisted into a smirking smile. 
 
      
 
    I remembered a frosty night two years ago, and an injured Hunter that wandered into our outpost to recover his strength. I had managed to sneak over to him in the night and to commit one phrase to memory. To remember it forever! Now or never! 
 
      
 
    I squeezed out through the window and reached the drainpipe with some difficulty. Down sixty feet below me was the stone castle square which I would splatter against if I fell. 
 
      
 
    The smile on the Hunter’s face changed to one of approval, and nobody saw me. Carefully, I started to climb down, gripping the slippery copper pipe with shaking hands and praying to all the gods to keep the old bolts from falling out. Luck — I made it all the way down and scurried over to the Hunter, who was already climbing onto his horse. 
 
      
 
    And then my father saw me. An angry grimace distorted his face and he started shouting. 
 
      
 
    “Grab the pup!” 
 
      
 
    I dodged away from the two guards, but old sergeant Crackle grabbed me by the collar and lifted me up into the air like a kitten who’d fouled itself. 
 
      
 
    “I accept the Code into my heart and soul!” I shouted desperately before I was dragged away. 
 
      
 
    “May it be so!” the old Hunter said, apparently quietly, but the echo of his voice rolled like a drum through the open courtyard. 
 
      
 
    The calmly pronounced words possessed such power that all the guards in the castle dropped to their knees unbidden, and even my father almost lowered himself, but managed to hold back and activated his power. 
 
      
 
    Funny... The father who had scared me stiff all my life with his power was now working at the absolute limit of his strength just to resist this man’s voice... 
 
      
 
    “You have no right!” the king shouted furiously. 
 
      
 
    “The oath has been made and accepted! This boy is now a Hunter!” the Grand Master said with a gravitas far above what the king could achieve. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot take him!” In his fit of rage, the king placed a gauntleted hand on the hilt of his huge sword. 
 
      
 
    “I am within my rights,” Wulf said, smiling slightly. “And if you oppose me, then I will utter the words of the Summons.” 
 
      
 
    For the first time ever, I watched as my father, one of the mightiest people in the world, a huge fearsome man and a warrior, turned pale and gulped. Was he really afraid? Then I realized that all around us were silent, horror frozen on all their faces... 
 
      
 
    Only Grand Master Wulf was smiling the pleased smile of a kindly grandfather. He was also reaching out a hand. Reaching it out toward me... 
 
      
 
    That was the day my life as a Hunter began. It may have been tough, and very dangerous, and I may have given up any right I had to any claim to the throne or even my own family, but I became free. Anything was better than being a slave to my brother forever, and then one day accidentally falling off a horse and breaking my neck. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After my father escorted me out of his office, not six hours passed before I was on an airship bound for another country and adventure. 
 
      
 
    There were no good-byes as such. Tutor Schurgen came for me in the morning and gave me the things the family had issued me. 
 
      
 
    A folder of papers, a hold-all full of my personal effects, and a wallet with a small amount of cash. Enough to live on for half a year, and then I’d be on my own. And it would be a humble life, I have to say. But I had enough for food and shelter at least, if I correctly understood the prices there. 
 
      
 
    The only surprise was that my tutor and assistant Schurgen was to accompany me. I don’t know why on earth for, but my father decided to release him to run free alongside me. 
 
      
 
    If he had been a decent father and ever once taken an interest in me, I might have believed it. But knowing that he didn’t give a damn about anyone but the family, I had to think about it. 
 
      
 
    True, maybe it wasn’t just anyone he didn’t give a damn about, but me personally. After all, I was a stain on the family, failing to live up to his great expectations. In marrying my mother, he had hoped to thicken the blood with strength, but I came out instead. They say he didn’t speak a word for two weeks when my Gift manifested itself. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, could you help me?” a girl’s high voice asked, pulling me from my reverie and back to the airship. 
 
      
 
    I turned around and saw a young woman with a cute face, snow-white hair cascading down it in ringlets. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you, my lady?” I asked, bowing my head respectfully. 
 
      
 
    The girl smiled at me playfully. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my first time on an airship and I can’t find my cabin, and all the staff seem to have disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    The girl handed me a ticket just like my own, with the cabin number and passenger gender on it. 
 
      
 
    “How could I refuse such a fine lady?” I smiled at her and offered her my arm, which she looked at doubtfully for a moment, but then took. 
 
      
 
    This was my first time on an airship too, so why not help out such an attractive girl? 
 
      
 
    Oh, boy... For a moment I was taken back to my youth as a Hunter. I had conquered so many girls then. My bed had never been cold, not counting my long campaigns on the Hunt. 
 
      
 
    In this world, my sex life was watched like a family treasure. God forbid that I make a bastard on the side and ruin everything. A shame on the family and the clan. Idiots... 
 
      
 
    It was easier for my relatives to keep me bridled and limited in everything I did than to treat me like a human being. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I was flying for the first time, but I was still a Hunter, and I had some tricks that could come in handy here. 
 
      
 
    I sent a mental order to my ally, and my right eye began to see through his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Before ten minutes passed, he’d found the right floor and cabin. And we happened to be walking that way already. 
 
      
 
    “You seem to know your way around quite well,” she said, working up the courage to talk first. “Do you fly often?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at her. “Not that often, but for your sake I had to hurry up and remember how this ship is laid out.” 
 
      
 
    We kept up the smalltalk the whole way there. Sometimes my words made her laugh, and she squeezed my arm harder, and then sharply pulled away, realizing that she was being too forward. 
 
      
 
    “I am Eva, by the way,” she said. In New Prussia, it wasn’t done for a lady to introduce herself to a stranger first. In the Eastern Empire, on the other hand, such behavior can be taken for poor manners or disrespect. 
 
      
 
    “Very pleased to meet you, Eva. My name is Alexander.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh...” She covered her face with her fan to hide the blush. “Forgive me. I didn’t know you were from the Empire. You speak Imperial so well. You must accept my praise. You have a remarkable grasp of the language, and your pronunciation is perfect.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a problem,” I said, waving a hand. “I hope we’ll see each other again.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so too.” The girl smiled at me and disappeared behind the door to her cabin. 
 
      
 
    Nice girl. I wondered — was she running away too, or just on vacation? 
 
      
 
    In this world there are planes that fly faster than airships, but nobles are forbidden from flying on them. Well, forbidden by status rather than law. Can’t bring guards on airplanes, after all. And light aircraft weren’t without their dangers too, and highborn passengers tended to care about their precious asses. 
 
      
 
    If you’re flying on a plane, that means your family is in real trouble. Airships are slow, but have the advantage of defense. A huge multisectional balloon filled with inert helium. Even if several sections were punctured, the ship would stay strong enough for the crew to land it. 
 
      
 
    The frame of the airship was very well armored. Sure, that reduced the useful space, but was also the main selling point for this method of transportation. 
 
      
 
    Takes a while to shoot down a big ship like that. In practice, even though they were civilian vessels, they still had weapons systems and trained operators for them. That was on top of crew members who were hired specially for their Gifts. Plus every noble has a retinue of bodyguards with them, so an airship is a hell of a place to try an assassination. 
 
      
 
    I myself didn’t have anyone with me right then but the old man Schurgen, who I’d ordered to go to my cabin and wait for me while I took a walk and gathered my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want him to see my smile. I had been smiling a lot today. More than in the whole month before this... 
 
      
 
    My father had left me several letters that described in detail what I should do and not do next. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the watch on my wrist, smiled yet again. 15:30. I’d been dead for ten minutes now. 
 
      
 
    My sham convoy had been attacked and a serious battle had ensued, in which I personally killed at least fifty attackers, but then suffered a hero’s death. 
 
      
 
    Father had even announced a three-day mourning period in the family and clan in my honor. 
 
      
 
    As for my mothers-in-law and brothers, especially Karl, they were probably all drinking champagne already. 
 
      
 
    My father, as it turned out, was as much of an asshole as ever. He had given his wayward son the title of Baron. To think! He knew that I had no power, that he was sending me alone into one of the most dangerous places there was, and making me a noble to boot. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have much by way of brains. Although I could guess who was really behind it. I supposed I was had a great time ahead of me. I was the noble, but poor Baron Alexander Galaxius, with no money, manor or strong family behind me. But a genealogy cleaner than most Counts, who got their titles through marriages of convenience and big bribes. 
 
      
 
    My existence alone would be enough to cause fits of rage and squeamish disgust among those types. They’d probably challenge me to a duel. Not that I’d mind. 
 
      
 
    The airship finished loading on passengers and started to take off. I’d explored it enough, and now I decided to go to the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    But then I remembered that my money was in my hand luggage, which was with my servant. 
 
      
 
    A servant who was loyal not to me, but to the family, and now he had been effectively banished along with me. He had shown no emotions, but there had to be a storm raging in his heart. 
 
      
 
    Now to think of how to get rid of him. If father had ordered him not to leave me even for a minute, that was bad. He would carry it out to the last. And no matter how hard you try, you can’t teach an old servant new tricks. The family would always be his first priority. That was why forty years of service had rewarded him with no higher role than teacher to a useless heir. 
 
      
 
    I walked around the airship for a few more hours, enjoying the winds of freedom carrying me off to a new life. Finally, I could live the way I wanted to. Following the Code was paying off! 
 
      
 
    Once I’d given everything a good thinking-over and made my decisions, I headed back to the cabin where my tutor should be waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    “You asleep, old man?” I called out to him as I walked into the three-berth cabin. 
 
      
 
    The table was empty, but I’d told him I was going for a walk to work up an appetite and that he should think of something for us to eat. Some servant he was. 
 
      
 
    Schurgen didn’t answer, but I knew for sure that he hadn’t left the cabin. I was right; he came out after a little while and sat down opposite me on a long sofa. 
 
      
 
    Between us stood a coffee table, saddening me with its emptiness. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, master, I fell asleep,” Schurgen murmured, barely bowing his head. 
 
      
 
    A drawn-out silence arose between us. 
 
      
 
    “I imagine you want to drink, master,” he said, deciding to break it first, and stood up to fetch tea without waiting for my answer. 
 
      
 
    He brought a tray with two cups and a porcelain teapot. After pouring a couple of cups, he offered one to me. 
 
      
 
    Well... Let’s go! 
 
      
 
    “Is it poisoned?” I asked, looking him straight in the eye. 
 
      
 
    Not a single muscle twitched on his face, nor did he give any sign through movement or reflex that might answer my question. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me with a slightly wounded gaze, then reached out for my cup and poured out the tea he had served me. 
 
      
 
    “Why poison you if I can just do it with my own hands?” he answered just as calmly. 
 
      
 
    “So you were ordered to deal with me personally, and make sure I’m dead.” I nodded my understanding at him, and allowed myself a slight chuckle. 
 
      
 
    The chuckle was enough to crack his veneer of calm. His face changed and he sneered. 
 
      
 
    There were the colorful emotions I inspired in him. Now he was showing his true self. Guess he didn’t like it so much when someone other than his master laughed at him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” he agreed, “and I will carry out the order with pride.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you feel bad for killing the student you’ve struggled with for so long? You watched me grow up. You taught me to read and count, not to mention more complex skills.” I took another look into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Indifference was all I saw there. 
 
      
 
    “You are no longer a part of the family. You are the shame that I wasted most of my life on, all for nothing. But I will fix that mistake. I will fulfill my order for the good of our family!” He sounded so sure of his power, and talked as if to a dead man walking. 
 
      
 
    “Did my father order it?” I asked, figuring it was worthwhile to at least find out who I’d pissed off. 
 
      
 
    “No... Unfortunately, your father is blind in matters concerning his son. Imagine it — giving freedom to a man who knows so much about the family, who could cause so many problems. What about reputation? If you are discovered, it will be a disgrace. It’s a good thing the new successor and his wise mother turned out to be far more perspicacious and cold-blooded than he.” As the man spoke, he looked at my neck. 
 
      
 
    Going to break my neck, huh? Still as sadistic as ever, old man. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do with the body? Throw it off the balcony into the sea like a stranger’s? To feed the fish?” I forced out a slight chuckle. 
 
      
 
    The servant’s eyes lit up and he smiled. “Got it in one, you little shit!” 
 
      
 
    Oh, dear. Where had all the ‘sirs’ and ‘masters’ gone? This is what I had to deal with from people now. Lose your status and nobody wants anything to do with you all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    Of everyone in the mansion, only ten people actually said good-bye to me. And plenty of people knew I was going, it was no secret. 
 
      
 
    True, I’d have to deal with that knowledge too, because I knew what it would all come to. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, Henry decided to take no chances and made me sign papers before I left, to the effect that I renounced everything related to the family and promised to never make any claims to it again. As if he hadn’t already done enough... 
 
      
 
    Those warm memories brought a smile to my face, and that bothered the old man. He stood up and walked toward me. 
 
      
 
    “Best not move. That way it won’t hurt as much,” he said to me calmly. “But you can fight if you want. That way it’s more fun.” 
 
      
 
    Wow. I must have really got to him over all these years. 
 
      
 
    I pushed myself up from the chair and started to back away. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t run away...” he said. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t wrong. The door was behind him. 
 
      
 
    I created the illusion of a fire salamander, around waist-high. It breathed fire at him, then attacked. 
 
      
 
    He dispelled my illusion with a single strike. 
 
      
 
    “It’s cheap tricks like those that got you banished in the first place.” 
 
      
 
    I contorted my face into an expression of terror, but I was actually pretty happy. Betrayal has to be punished, and I never did like that bald old bastard anyway. 
 
      
 
    I created a Dark Unicorn with a mouth like a shark’s, and sicced it on him. Actually, the unicorn is a mutant and completely harmless, it just looks scary as death itself. 
 
      
 
    My tutor got tired of my show. Filling his body with energy, he jumped toward me, then reached both hands out for my throat. 
 
      
 
    “Got you now.” His grip tightened around my neck. “You were a mangy black sheep that let the whole family down. And now you die!” 
 
      
 
    You had to see his eyes. So much pleasure and anticipation. Seems we were sheltering a serial killer all this time. 
 
      
 
    You had to see his eyes after I hit him in the kidney too, and with an enhanced blow, not an ordinary one. But that wasn’t the end. When he realized he was strangling me, but nothing was changing, his expression changed again, this time to a deep bewilderment. 
 
      
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked, laughing and strengthening my spirit armor. 
 
      
 
    “But how?!” He couldn’t believe what was happening. “You’re just a loser...” 
 
      
 
    A second strike, even more powerful, hit him in the liver, and furious pain shot through the old man. 
 
      
 
    “Gghr...” he croaked, spitting blood out onto the not very expensive carpet. “You were lying all this time!?” He looked at me with hate in his eyes. “Traitor...” 
 
      
 
    In his view, I had betrayed the family. I had done all I could to get this outcome or to escape, so that I wouldn’t be looked for too hard after. Whereas he had no wife, no children, had never even had a lover or so much as a cat. He had dedicated his whole life to the family. And now he was dying far away from home, at the hands of his beloved and respected master. 
 
      
 
    Scratch that, he wasn’t dying yet! The old parasite was trying to build up new armor, focusing the energy in his body. 
 
      
 
    A leap and a knee to the jaw shattered all his hopes. But I didn’t let him fall backwards. I grabbed his body and twisted his neck until it cracked. 
 
      
 
    My hands remembered just fine how to do that. 
 
      
 
    Beyond that, it was all pretty simple. Since he’d wanted to throw me off the balcony, I did the same thing. Only first I stepped out to check there was no one who could see me. There was nobody — the balcony was secluded. 
 
      
 
    “Farewell, my faithless servant!” I said to the body as it fell. 
 
      
 
    I felt a tinge of hurt after all that had happened. I knew that if he got the order, he wouldn’t just kill me, he’d kill himself too. But still... He could have at least said he was sorry about it. Even if he didn’t mean it. 
 
      
 
    If I had been a man without my old memory, this would have broken my heart. As it was, all the event left me with was a poor taste in my mouth that I would quickly wash away with a cold pint of beer in the ship’s restaurant after all was said and done. But now wasn’t the time for beer. First, business... 
 
      
 
    “Come out, Shnoop!” I ordered my pet, and the little Shnark crawled out of the shadows themselves onto my shoulder. “Did you find out where our targets are?” 
 
      
 
    Shnoop nodded and grinned with his sharp, snow-white teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Then dive into the shadows and show me the way.” 
 
      
 
    As I walked through the corridors to my first target, I smiled in satisfaction. I was glad that my pet from my past life was still with me here. Our connection was so strong, even my death didn’t break it. Or maybe that was my bonus for honoring the Code? 
 
      
 
    My helper was a small creature, about the size of a rat. He had four bright blue eyes that gleamed even in the daytime, and a black body. His fur was unusual — soft when I stroked it, but for others it turned into sharp needles that stabbed mercilessly into their strange flesh. 
 
      
 
    He was an echo of my former life... The life of a Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Despite his fearsome appearance, he wasn’t a strong opponent. His job was scouting, but it wasn’t as simple as that. These critters have some big hangups, and it’s all because they’re sentient. 
 
      
 
    Good thing those hangups weren’t rearing their heads this time. Sometimes he just makes me feel plain awkward. 
 
      
 
    His main power was that he could sneak into any place that had at least a lick of shadow. I could also see through his eyes, at least when he let me. 
 
      
 
    Like now, as he led me to the room I needed and showed me what he was seeing. I could always sense where my pet was, which made life easier and lowered the chances of getting lost in an unfamiliar place. My loyal spy... 
 
      
 
    The cabin I needed was in economy class, right at the end of the left wing. A convenient place — no witnesses. 
 
      
 
    I walked confidently up to the door and started to knock on it. 
 
      
 
    Through Shnoop’s eyes I saw a man of around thirty-five stand up and walk to the door without particular suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s there?” What a good, strong-willed voice he had. Had to be a former army man. 
 
      
 
    “Room service,” I said, answering with the first thing that came to mind, without the faintest idea if the ship even had room service. 
 
      
 
    But this time Lady Luck turned her face to me and let me glance down her cleavage. 
 
      
 
    The lock turned and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    Without letting him know the mistake he’d made, as soon as I saw the man’s face I delivered a power-enhanced blow with the flat of my hand right to his Adam’s apple. He had armor on, but it was weak and poorly powered. I broke right through it along with his neck. 
 
      
 
    Then I darted into the room and closed the door behind me. The man was already dead, lying on the floor with his hands at his throat. Had he been trying to repair his crushed windpipe, or was it just a reflex? He should have been experienced enough to know that the weakly Gifted can’t survive things like that. 
 
      
 
    Starting from Master, people could live a week without limbs. Their Gift supports them, gives them regeneration, keeps them from dying. 
 
      
 
    Again, I was in luck. There was a secluded balcony here too, and another body went down to feed the fish. 
 
      
 
    I watched the body fall, and... Whoops. The fish wouldn’t see it — we were flying over the mountains. Well, maybe someone would find his remains some day. That, or the vultures would clean it up. Bon appetit, feathered friends! 
 
      
 
    Next I went back into the room and had a quick look around. Ooh! Dominic Friedrich, army veteran, ten years served. Not much good as an army man, I’d say. And civilian life can’t have been going well for him, since he agreed to try to take me out. I put his passport and other documents into a separate bag. His weapon joined them. Shame I couldn’t yet create a spatial pocket. That skill of higher-ranking Hunters was still unavailable to me. I needed to train more. And how does a Hunter train? That’s right! By killing monsters! 
 
      
 
    That was another reason that I chose the Eastern Empire. The Imperials had portals opening all the time, with all manner of monsters jumping out of them. And my Soulcatcher Gift let me drain the power out of them and absorb their souls. 
 
      
 
    I found a wallet that the man didn’t need anymore, and swore. He had twice as much money as I’d been given. Greedy bastard, that dad of mine! 
 
      
 
    Who was it who valued my life so generously? Or on the contrary, ungenerously... Although, maybe that was only the advance. 
 
      
 
    I went through all the man’s things and kept only a gold chain and some other things to sell later. The rest I put into cases and bags and threw overboard. 
 
      
 
    Oh, Pandora! The balconies here were as if designed for getting rid of bodies. 
 
      
 
    After checking the room for evidence, I stepped out of it and hung the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the handle. 
 
      
 
    Now nobody would go inside until after the journey. 
 
      
 
    Take me further, I ordered Shnoop mentally, and we walked on to my next victim. 
 
      
 
    He had found only two, but I was sure there were more. My relatives couldn’t let me go just like that, after all. Hell, I don’t know if I would have let me go in their place. I was a direct threat to them, at least in their opinion. They couldn’t know that I didn’t give two shits about them. 
 
      
 
    I was a Galaxius now, and I could make my own family! And set my own damn rules in it! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE NEXT TARGET was a lot easier. Shnoop showed me his memories. Yeah, he can do that too. Like I said, he’s the perfect spy. If the family had learned of my little helper, I would have stayed a prisoner forever. I would have found out all the secrets of the other families, and soon, after twenty years or so, we would have taken all the power in Europe. 
 
      
 
    But I was a Hunter! My entire past life was filled with fighting, and although I might want it another way, there was no guarantee I could manage that for long. Now it was time to live without the Code, and that meant that there would still be many fights for me, but I would have time for myself too. That was if another family didn’t put me down first. 
 
      
 
    True, I wished them good luck there. It’s no easy thing to kill a Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, about my next victims. There were two of them, and Shnoop showed me how carelessly they treated the task they had been set. 
 
      
 
    The first thing they’d done was call up a girl for the two of them, one of those ladies of easy virtue who got a free ride in exchange for a share of their profits. There are always a few shady potential customers on board, even among the staff of such a noble form of transport. Apparently having gotten what they wanted, the two men were now sitting and drinking strong liquor. 
 
      
 
    What the hell kind of cavalier attitude was that? Sure, they thought I was a weakling, but to break out the booze this early..? Or was this their way of getting ready? 
 
      
 
    I sent Shnoop to them and watched through him to see what they were doing. One was asleep, the other was talking on the phone. There was an empty bottle on the table, and he apparently wanted seconds. 
 
      
 
    I moved away from the room, and now watched the door through my little friend. Ten minutes later, a waiter from the on-board bar walked up with a bottle on a tray. The gray-bearded man almost immediately opened the door for him and grabbed the bottle, threw a large bill onto the tray, and told the waiter to keep the change. 
 
      
 
    Now was my time to act. Speeding up, I darted over to them. The waiter had just left, and I knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” the man said, swinging the door open again. “I tipped you already!” 
 
      
 
    “Hi!” I said to him, smiling as I sped up my power-enhanced body. In two steps, I was next to him and grabbing hold of him. I shifted to behind his back and started to strangle him, not letting him make a single sound. 
 
      
 
    The man turned out to be an old hand, and didn’t try to unclench my arms right away, but instead hit me in weak spots on my legs, trying to force me off him. Alas, kid’s tricks like that didn’t work on me. 
 
      
 
    It was surprising, come to think of it! We in the order had the goal of hunting monsters, yet we spent half our lives training to fight humans. Funny, isn’t it? 
 
      
 
    A little more force through my arms and his body went limp. How convenient that his balcony was open at that moment. Guess he liked to go out to smoke. I dragged him there, then threw him overboard. 
 
      
 
    Hmm... Just then, we happened to be flying over a village. Oh, well. There was almost no chance that he’d land right in it. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At the same time in the village 
 
      
 
    The newly elected elder was standing on a large stage and making his vow to the people. 
 
      
 
    “I, Francis Anshlua, swear on my name and my family that I will work by the sweat of my brow for the good of our village!” the old man said, wiping said sweat from his brow. “I can guarantee you that I will make sure that every penny is accounted for, unlike our last elder. With each passing year, our village will become only more beautiful. And may God strike me down if I lie! May he punish me here and now.” 
 
      
 
    Following those words, something fell out of the sky onto Francis and killed him. 
 
      
 
    “Mommy, was he trying to trick us?” a six-year-old boy in the crowd asked, having watched this happen. “Look, God dropped some old dude on him.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think long about what to do with the sleeping one. If another aristocrat had been in my shoes, maybe he wouldn’t have killed the man in his sleep. 
 
      
 
    But the Hunter is blessedly uninfected with such virtue. We were a pretty twisted bunch overall, although we did have a certain nobility of our own. It’s just that we got to decide who it applied to. 
 
      
 
    A fast and sharp strike to the man’s throat crushed it. The patient wasn’t going to make it, although he was still kicking for a while. Then he went over the balcony too. Damn, the balconies here were lethal. I wondered how many people had been thrown off them so far this year already. And they say these airships are safe. The tickets weren’t cheap either, as much as a car. Not just any peasant could afford one. 
 
      
 
    After that it was all like I’d already practiced. All personal effects overboard after a thorough check. Money and valuables into my pockets, the rest over the side. 
 
      
 
    This time, before I could walk out, there was a knock at the door. 
 
      
 
    I sent Shnoop to check it out, and he showed me what he saw. Outside the door stood two girls who had been called up by the two gentlemen. God, these amateurs. Were they here for a job, or a brothel? 
 
      
 
    I knew for sure that they were here for me — I found documents on them with my personal information, everything they needed. The cabin I was in, what I had with me and a photo of me. 
 
      
 
    I decided to wait a little, but the girls didn’t seem about to leave. Maybe I’d have invited them in if I wasn’t so selective, but damn, I had more then enough of these kind of women in my past life. And their quality then had been a lot higher, and I didn’t want to start too low here. Better to say no to love for rent in this world! 
 
      
 
    There was nothing left to do but open the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies, your order has been canceled,” I said, and handed them two large bills. 
 
      
 
    It would take them a week of work to earn that kind of money. 
 
      
 
    That was all the whor... the girls needed. They took the money and flitted away. So quickly that I don’t know if I could have chased them off even if I wanted to. Guess they worried I might change my mind and want the money back. 
 
      
 
    After that, I shut the door to the cabin and walked back to my own. I left all the money and valuables there and then went to take a walk. 
 
      
 
    My stroll was for a purpose. I was absolutely sure that there were still people here who had been sent to kill me. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop hadn’t found them yet, which meant they were smarter and weren’t giving themselves up like the last idiots. 
 
      
 
    I walked for around two hours, and to tell the truth, I’d worked up a decent appetite. And the views that opened up to me lifted up my sick soul. No, it wasn’t the mountains or skies that captivated me — it was all the fine ladies... But alas, I didn’t have time for them right then. 
 
      
 
    I chose mostly empty corridors and decks that were almost free of people. But it was all fruitless until I finally got desperate and started to think that maybe I should head to the restaurant. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant would have to wait, I realized, when a smiling man with a cane stepped out from behind a corner. 
 
      
 
    He looked unassuming, but stood out to me at once. He was shrouded in active armor, powered to the max. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, young man. I don’t suppose you know where there’s a pool table around here, do you?” he asked as he slowly walked up to me, his face a picture of naive innocence. 
 
      
 
    I made the same face back at him. 
 
      
 
    “Decided to roll some balls around? Sure, I’ll help you out, I was just there.” I smiled as I spoke, trying to look as disarming as I could. 
 
      
 
    “You’d be doing me a big favor, young man...” 
 
      
 
    Uh-huh, I’ll do him a favor... Incidentally, I really did like to shoot some pool. Great game for training restraint and accuracy, and on top of that I just enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    The man leaned on a cane as he walked, but I doubted he really had a limp, he was just a decent actor. And it seemed like my own acting put him at ease. He wanted to end it all with one fast strike. 
 
      
 
    I was wrong to think he was a master. No, not this guy. The energy from his armor started to flow into his cane. As soon as he got close enough to me, he’d try to attack. 
 
      
 
    I stood and waited for him to approach, even looked around, making like I was just enjoying my walk. 
 
      
 
    As it happened, we were in the engineering section at that moment, which two people were unlikely to enter by accident. True, this one was the backup section in case something happened to the usual one. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done me a big favor, and now you can di... A-aaa-aaahh...” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have time to finish the sentence before he dropped through the floor. 
 
      
 
    It happens — you think you have everything under control, that it’s all going to be a piece of cake, but you just didn’t notice that a hole for draining water and other fluids was covered up by an illusion. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the six-foot-wide hole that was there, he just saw a continuation of the floor. I was standing on the other side of it, and when he sped up he walked into the little fence surrounding the hole and fell right over it. 
 
      
 
    Truth be told, I could have killed him easily. I just wanted to test out my illusory capabilities. 
 
      
 
    Test complete, now I could go eat. Just a shame his key card flew away with him and I couldn’t search his room. 
 
      
 
    I walked along the promenade deck whistling happily. I hadn’t been in such a good mood in a long time. 
 
      
 
    The Von Wayrother airship was outfitted for the full convenience of its noble passengers. Along the passenger deck were angled windows that revealed an incredible view of the restless greenish waves of the Baltic Sea, in the depths of which my loyal servant was now feeding the fishes. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant was on the lower deck, and to get down there I had to go down two stairwells. I flew down them, childishly sliding down the banister for the last few steps. Alright, maybe my behavior wasn’t worthy of the heir of a noble family, but who would see me anyway? The last assassin was gone, and my soul was filled with the joys of freedom and the anticipation of my new life. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius,” the doorman said, flinging the door open wide and bowing deeply as I walked through. 
 
      
 
    It was a stretch, really, to call the establishment a restaurant — the designers of the airship had fought over every pound of weight, but since the clientele consisted entirely of noble aristocrats who were used to luxury, the designers had been forced to add a small, but luxurious salon. 
 
      
 
    They’d dispensed with the usual solid carved wood furniture and used titanium instead, and a multitude of framed paintings attempted to cover up the ugliness of the metal paneled walls. But for me personally, the question of what to eat was always more important than where. Especially in my past life. 
 
      
 
    I smiled again as I remembered my meal at the mouth of an active volcano, where I’d finally caught up to a hellhound after tracking it for three days without sleep or rest. I was out of my gourd with hunger then! 
 
      
 
    Of the eighteen tables, only two were occupied. A waiter jumped up to me and gestured for me to choose a table. I froze for a second in thought. 
 
      
 
    The trouble was that a very appetizing lady was sitting by the window, a lone glass of white wine on the table before her. At my appearance, she darted her big hazel eyes at me, but then turned away, trying to look as disinterested as possible. 
 
      
 
    As for me, unburdened by good manners, — or at least not giving a damn about them right then, — I gave the girl a good look. The woman, even. 
 
      
 
    She was around thirty years old, wearing a simple but expensive dress, plenty of precious jewels, and, most importantly, no sign of a wedding ring on her finger. She was a little on the heavy side for my taste, but her build was well complimented by her lavish breasts, which threatened to spill out onto the table in front of the fine lady. 
 
      
 
    Her back was straight and her bearing proud. Probably a widow — a common occurrence in a world of impulsive Gifted aristocrats. 
 
      
 
    After quickly considering which I wanted more — to introduce myself to the fine lady or to fill my stomach — I decided I’d rather eat first, and went to sit at a far table where I could keep an eye on her, but she’d have to turn her head to see me, which was, of course, impermissible to a lady of standing like her. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like me to bring you the menu, Mr. Galaxius?” It felt strange to hear someone else say my new surname. I had always associated the harmonious-sounding Imperial name only with my banished mother, but it was high time I stopped blanking in confusion every time it was used to address me. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered when he placed a small menu before me, just two pages — the limits of a small kitchen and scant supplies, also to reduce ‘excess weight.’ 
 
      
 
    “Would you like some wine? We have French, Italian...” 
 
      
 
    “Beer. Light. German. Cold,” I said briefly, noticing the soup jockey failing to hold back a fleeting grimace of disgust. Of course — I was a noble gentleman! Nobles can’t drink beer! That’s the drink of plebs! 
 
      
 
    “And fast,” I added, smiling dangerously. 
 
      
 
    The waiter ran away like the wind, and I remembered the sessions we had at the Order after a successful hunt. The beer there came in barrels, and the celebrations lasted more than one day. The fierce hunters who constantly risked their lives were almost as good at partying as they were at killing... 
 
      
 
    Finally, I took a look at the people sitting at the second occupied table. Two aristocrats sharing an expensive vodka. From the Empire, judging by their clothes. And by the look of them, they’d been sharing it a while. That was clear by their reddened faces, untied collars and loud voices. Let alone the hungry looks they kept casting at the lone woman. 
 
      
 
    “Your drink, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The waiter plonked a pint of foamy light beer down onto the table before me, a single droplet of condensation falling down the outside of the glass. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like anything to eat?” the waiter asked, leaning forward in expectation of an order. 
 
      
 
    I silently picked up the glass and drained it in three gulps, not deigning to respond to the waiter. Here were my first difficulties. The prices in this not-quite-restaurant could bite a chunk out of my humble budget. My sire had given me a miserly amount of money, wanting either to demean me or to economize. 
 
      
 
    Oh, the hell with it! It was too good a day to think about the future. 
 
      
 
    “Poached prawns and rabbit ragout! And more beer.” 
 
      
 
    “At once, sir!” The waiter disappeared again. 
 
      
 
    It seemed the woman noticed my drink without even turning her head. I always knew that women have better peripheral vision than the tunnel vision more common to men. To my surprise, instead of a disgusted grimace, an intrigued smile appeared on her face. 
 
      
 
    Soon my food came, and another glass of beer, and I forgot the woman again. My young body needed fuel, and the dishes smelled incredible. 
 
      
 
    Loud shouting tore me away from my food. I raised my head and saw that one of the Imperials was bowed low over the woman’s table, leaning against it with one arm and loudly saying something to her, and she was furiously objecting. 
 
      
 
    Next the drunken aristocrat peeled himself from the table, nearly falling over, took out his wallet and tossed a few banknotes onto the table. The sound of a ringing slap told me the woman’s reaction. Drunken ape! Had he confused the noble lady for a whore?! How much had he had to drink for that..? 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I didn’t really want to get involved, but my feet decided for me when I saw the enraged drunk raise his arm to return her slap. I grabbed it just as his hand started to fly down, and the woman flinched fearfully in expectation of the blow. 
 
      
 
    A pull back, a sweep with my foot and the unlucky flirt went crashing to the floor. Fat cheeks, overweight, tiny eyes. And he was the same age as me! From a distance I thought he was well over forty! How do people let themselves go like that? 
 
      
 
    His companion, a little older, was already rising uncertainly from the table with the clear intention of helping his drinking buddy. And the tub of lard lying on the floor suddenly started casting a fireball, damn him! Was he out of his mind? 
 
      
 
    A quick strike to the jaw broke his cast, sending the idiot into a light stupor, but the body of the second man covered over with smoke. Looked like that one had decided to go into combat mode too. Did these guys want to die? 
 
      
 
    Titanium is a very hard, but light metal. Some people wrongly believe that it’s lighter than aluminum, and that’s why it’s used for all the parts of flying machines. But that’s not true — titanium is almost half again as heavy as aluminum, but a whole six times stronger. 
 
      
 
    And that’s probably why the chair didn’t crumple when I brought it slamming down on the second drunkard’s head. Sure, I strengthened the hit with a little magic, but he wasn’t fighting fair either! The result was that their table, a moment ago fixed to the floor, flipped over with all its contents, and the second man fell into a deep knockout! 
 
      
 
    The fat one shifted again and I kicked him in the side, which made the bastard throw up right at my feet! 
 
      
 
    And then the guards turned up. Both the ship’s security and, it seemed, the bodyguards of the two drunken morons. I figured that out by the colors. Blue and green. Plus a crest in the form of a deer’s head. 
 
      
 
    “You’re done for!” the fat one wailed with difficulty while his bodyguards pulled him away under the hard stares of the ship’s guards. “You don’t know who you’ve messed with! I am the senior heir to the Vorontsov family! I’ll grind you into dust!” 
 
      
 
    The second one didn’t come round. They just grabbed him by his arms and legs and hauled him out after the shouting fat one. 
 
      
 
    “A duel! I demand a duel! I will find out your name and you will pay for this!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive us for our guests’ behavior,” an officer in a dark flight uniform said politely, but with dignity. “As a gesture of our goodwill, your lunch is on the house. Along with a bottle of champagne of your choosing!” 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to tell them where to... Oh, the hell with it! No matter how cheap it might have sounded, a free lunch was just what I needed right then. Plus, I saw the way the woman was looking at me now, like I was a... hero? 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to take a walk with me, madame? I think they’ll need to... clean up a little in here.” I nodded at the fat man’s puddle of sick on the floor, at the table his friend knocked over. 
 
      
 
    The woman thought for a moment, biting her upper lip in an endearing way, then decisively took my offered hand. 
 
      
 
    “As for that champagne,” I said to the officer as we walked away, “be so kind as to take it to room twenty-six.” 
 
      
 
    The woman opened her charming mouth to say something, but I beat her to it. 
 
      
 
    “My balcony has a wonderful view of the panorama below us. Plus... I have plenty of ways to entertain a lady,” I said, and created a little show of illusions on my palm. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AIRSHIPS, IN CONTRAST TO airplanes, have another inarguable advantage. They don’t need an airstrip to take on or let off passengers. And although the airships themselves are serviced at an airfield, they can take passengers to the very center of the city, usually to wherever the train station is. 
 
      
 
    So it was now. I stood on my balcony and smiled as I watched Capital City float by beneath us. The simply named capital of the Eastern Empire was a stopping point on my journey. 
 
      
 
    Would I be staying there long? I didn’t know. My goal was a hunt... 
 
      
 
    Hunter... How nice that word sounded! In my past world, people thought of us as adrenaline junkies, but we just loved our work. And that same work protected the fools who gave us those kind of nicknames. 
 
      
 
    Of course, in this world I had no intention of devoting my whole life to the hunt, like I had my last one. I wanted to just live an entirely different life, full and fun. Only there was a catch here... The aristocrats were the ones who had all the fun, and I guess I was one of them now, but what next? I could dive into that swamp again, but I’d have no business there without more power. 
 
      
 
    And power was something I could only get through the hunt. The way my power worked, I became stronger by killing monsters. Alas, the new power I got in this world was too weak, but it could combine well with my last power and become something new. And that led me back to hunting again. 
 
      
 
    I breathed in deeply, then narrowed my eyes with a smile. Duchess Isabelle de Lusignan had turned out to be quite the find! I guessed she had been a widow for over a year. Although details like that didn’t interest me anyway. She was headed to Ural where her family had industrial interests, and more importantly a new potential husband. 
 
      
 
    The woman wasn’t very skilled, but had plenty of appetite. She compensated for her lack of experience with enthusiasm and wild passion, so for the last day I’d barely gotten any sleep. Well, as my old tutor used to say: “You’ll sleep in your grave!” Lying old bastard! I never made it to my grave, and here I was, still tired. 
 
      
 
    The Von Weyrother docked at the landing platform and the crew thanked the passengers over the loudspeaker for choosing to fly with them. Then they invited us to proceed to the exit, which I did. As I walked through the corridors, I heard alarmed shouting. A group of guards ran by me, right toward the now empty cabins where my unfortunate assassins had departed the vessel earlier. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and sped my pace. Thank god the passionate French woman didn’t rush up to say good-bye. Due to common sense, I hoped, and not temporary weakness in the legs. 
 
      
 
    After going down the lift from the docking platform, I picked up my meager baggage and stepped out onto the station square. 
 
      
 
    I’d have to throw out the suitcase that my dead servant had put into the baggage, as soon as I found out what was in it. I didn’t want to keep things that others had packed for me. Guess that was my past paranoia showing. 
 
      
 
    It was getting dark, and I didn’t see a single taxi parked by the station. Looked like two trains had come in just as we disembarked, and the last car picked up a fat merchant with a big family right before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    As funny as it was, I had made money off the journey thanks to the killers I found on the way. And I wasn’t even ashamed! On the contrary, I was sure I’d saved the fish and vultures from upset stomachs by taking all that inedible paper with me. I should have undressed them too... Ha-ha... 
 
      
 
    It was a warm spring evening, and I mentally sent Shnoop out to scout, tasking him with finding a nice hotel. I wanted to take a walk and stretch my legs, plus have a look around. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t remember my mother much — dad kicked her out before I was even five years old, — but she’d told me plenty about her homeland, and seemed to miss it. 
 
      
 
    The evening and nighttime are the best friends of my little comrade as he moves through the shadows, so he finished his job quickly. Before he’d even finished, I’d seen the route and even the hotel itself through his eyes. Its name — Europa — was lit up brightly on the front. I headed toward it. And here was the famous Imperial Avenue, with all its canals and bridges! 
 
      
 
    It was getting dark fast, and I walked on with a sure step, dragging my suitcase on wheels behind me and holding my leather bag in my hand. That was all that the heir to one of the richest families of Europe got! Former heir... 
 
      
 
    Shnoop quietly hissed into my ear, and I slowed my pace a little. Out from under a bridge appeared four shadows, two of which were already slipping behind my back. 
 
      
 
    I smiled when the strong young men stepped out into the dim light of the street lanterns, their faces unburdened with intellect, but their fists full of strength. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy didn’t give his brat money for a taxi, huh?” their leader chuckled, a little shorter than the others. He was probably the ‘brains’ of the pack of thugs. “Or maybe the brat just likes to save money. In that case, well done!” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, wiping the smile off my face and trying to look confused. 
 
      
 
    “Us? We’re locals! But you sure ain’t,” the leader said, still smirking at me, then spat onto the sidewalk through a hole in his teeth. “This is our territory. Be so kind, noble gentleman, as to pay the toll!” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “How much?” The ringleader burst out laughing. “Everything you have! And we’ll escort your noble ass to where you’re headed, and not even drown you in the canal on the way!” 
 
      
 
    Laughter rolled through the gang. 
 
      
 
    “So I guess you’re a local comedian?” I asked. “Did the circus let you out for a walk, or are you self-taught?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” The man frowned. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I shot back mockingly. “Here’s the thing, boys. I’m in a great mood today. So you can all just crawl back into the garbage heap you came from and I won’t break anything off you.” 
 
      
 
    “You got some nerve! I’m gonna cut you up, asshole!” No longer smiling, the leader took out a butterfly knife and waved it around a few times, apparently to scare me. Idiot... 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you know how to use a knife, huh? They got a cooking class at the circus, or what?” 
 
      
 
    “Jug, Snag! Beat the shit out of this bastard!” the leader ordered, though he showed no signs of moving forward himself. Definitely the smartest of the bunch! 
 
      
 
    The two thugs standing behind me moved to carry out the order. I just stood and smiled, staring into the leader’s eyes. Why move when I could see everything around me through my pet’s eyes? I could sense some weak magic too. Looked like two of the four had weak Gifts. The leader and one of the ones behind me. 
 
      
 
    At the last second I stepped to the side and shoved one of the would-be robbers, speeding him up and sending him slamming into the stone barrier of the bridge, toppling over it and splashing into the river. The second one I kneed in the stomach. The hit to his solar plexus knocked all the air and most of the bravery out of him, leaving only idiocy. The dumbass fell down onto the sidewalk and greedily gulped down air, trying to stay conscious. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell’re you doin’, dickhead!? I’m gonna... Tusk, show him!” And still no sign of moving forward himself. Clever bastard. 
 
      
 
    Instead, a big man shot forward with a roar. After a look at the size of him, I almost decided to use my Gift, but changed my mind. Not very sporting to throw around the mentally challenged with magic. I could make do without. The bigger they are, the harder they fall! 
 
      
 
    True, it took a dozen hits instead of one, but still. By the time the big man fell to the ground senseless, my knuckles were smarting. What was his thick skull made of..? I also looked at my jacket in displeasure. That bastard tore my sleeve when he grabbed at my arm. With the wardrobe I had available! 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you son of a..!” I gave the man a heartfelt kick and turned to the ringleader. “Well, string bean? Arm or leg?” 
 
      
 
    “Wha...” the unlucky bandit gabbled, staring wide-eyed and slowly retreating. 
 
      
 
    “I’m asking you — you want me to break an arm, or a leg?” 
 
      
 
    “H-hey, bro, listen! This was just... You can just walk on by. I didn’t mean nothin’,” the chief suddenly decided, smart to the very end. 
 
      
 
    “But I did mean something! So choose — which do I break?” 
 
      
 
    “M-Maybe neither?” he said, backing up to the railings of the bridge as I slowly came closer. He started to extend his knife arm, but then thought better of it and hid it behind his back. 
 
      
 
    I cast a sharp look at him and smiled, which made him shudder. They’d given me a great time. No sense in killing or maiming them. What for? Trying to scare me with their bullshit? That was all they were doing, really. They didn’t seem like natural born killers. Most likely these kids had decided to rip off a gullible aristo for a few hundred rubles and bring it home to show their parents. Or go spend it on drink together. 
 
      
 
    I’d wasted plenty of money on drink myself, in my life as a Hunter, but life back there was so expendable. We lived a day at a time. 
 
      
 
    “Fine! But you’ll owe me one!” 
 
      
 
    The bandit frowned. “Owe you what?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “A favor. Come on, don’t sulk! I’ll make it worth your while!” 
 
      
 
    The hustler pricked up his ears then. “Really? What d’ya want us to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I said honestly. “But I’ll think of something. What’s your name anyway, scumbag?” 
 
      
 
    My future accomplice looked embarrassed. “Pretzel... I mean, Vasya, Vasya Sorokin.” 
 
      
 
    “And where can I find you, Pretzel?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell, the whole Ligovka knows who I am!” he said, getting some of his pep back after it became clear that I wasn’t about to hurt him. He even spat onto the sidewalk. “Ask anyone!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Pretzel, but if you... ahem... behave unwisely, then my friend will come pay you a visit!” 
 
      
 
    The thug looked worried again. “What friend?” 
 
      
 
    “That one!” I said, pointing a finger behind him to where I’d placed an illusion of a Night Chomper on the railing, a harmless but very frightening mix of a bat and wild boar. 
 
      
 
    “Woo-oo-ooh!” the illusion shrieked. 
 
      
 
    “Aaa-aaahh!” Pretzel shouted, starting to step away. But he didn’t break away like a frightened horse, he shifted off sidelong, looking at me as if asking permission to go. 
 
      
 
    I raised my voice so the shaking thug could hear me. “He’ll find you and eat your brains! No matter where you go!” 
 
      
 
    After a good chuckle, I rolled my suitcase onwards. I still needed to get some sleep. I hoped I wouldn’t meet another appetizing widow right at the reception desk. As for Pretzel and company... well, I always did prefer to have dubiously intelligent, but highly loyal minions for simple, but dirty jobs. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, maybe they’d be lucky enough for me not to need them. I still hadn’t made any plans for my future. Damn the EE. Nothing here was the way it should be. Alas, learning the language was a far cry from learning all the laws and customs. 
 
      
 
    I still had a lot of work to do. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, but I have to ask,” the middle-aged man behind the reception desk said, bowing his head, “are you aware of the prices in our hotel, and certain you won’t have a problem with them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m aware,” I said, nodding. “I want a room for three days, preferably deluxe.” 
 
      
 
    “The deluxe rooms are all taken,” he said automatically, glancing at his computer screen. “I can offer you a junior suite, but I don’t recommend it.” 
 
      
 
    Now that was interesting. The service staff back in New Prussia would never have said something like that. 
 
      
 
    There they follow the rules strictly, never diverting from them. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to get to the bottom of it. “Might I ask why?” I said to him. 
 
      
 
    “There are several rather loud aristocrats in the neighboring rooms. At times they...” He hesitated. “…cause problems for other guests. Your status is too low to avoid trouble with your name alone.” 
 
      
 
    Nice when a man stays a man, and doesn’t act like a machine like they did in my last principality. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine, I’ll take it.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I warned you,” he said, shrugging and waving my passport over a special contraption. 
 
      
 
    After paying a hefty sum for the room, I realized just how poor I was. 
 
      
 
    That was terrible, catastrophic. No, I wasn’t upset... I was angry! Where on earth was I supposed to get money? I couldn’t exactly walk outside and offer to kill griffins for a reward. 
 
      
 
    In my last world, there was no such thing as a poor Hunter. Even in the toughest times, we could go to the Order and draw out any amount of money in a case like this. 
 
      
 
    Although that wasn’t the only reason. If a Hunter was skilled and strong, he could earn wherever he went. And if he was weak and foolish, then he’d likely soon be dead, and the dead can’t be poor either. 
 
      
 
    “Go check out our neighbors,” I said to Shnoop as we went up in the elevator. 
 
      
 
    I reached my room without issues. It wasn’t hard to find — there were just four in this wing. Three were already taken, and the last was mine. 
 
      
 
    After entering the room, the first thing I did was take a shower, and then I lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it... Am I really here..?” 
 
      
 
    I was so tired I didn’t even notice myself falling asleep, and by the time I woke up it was early morning. 
 
      
 
    Whatever I was told about the neighbors, they didn’t seem to be there. True, it was a total mess in their room after a drinking session; Shnoop showed me that. 
 
      
 
    The morning was quiet, and I was able to get on with my affairs. The first of which was to check my things in my suitcase. That took a few minutes, and the verdict was pretty poor... My favorite suit, various documents that could come in handy, and a few pairs of underpants and socks. 
 
      
 
    That was all a great family had given to their son for the road. Why didn’t they just send me naked, I wondered? Wouldn’t have been much worse. 
 
      
 
    Ah, whatever... I could deal with all this later. 
 
      
 
    I went down to the lobby and asked the clerk to call me a taxi. Ten minutes later, I was sitting in a cheap car and looking at the driver. 
 
      
 
    He stared tiredly ahead. “Where we headed?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “I need a tech store,” I answered him, and we shifted into motion. 
 
      
 
    The driver didn’t seem talkative at first, but by the end of the journey he was like a different man. He started asking what it was that I needed and where I came from. 
 
      
 
    He told me he’d lived here all his life and knew all the best stores. And if I gave him a little tip, he’d take me to the best of the best. He asked what family I belonged to, and I saw no reason to hide it. I told him I was from a long dead family, and learned where the building I needed was. 
 
      
 
    I liked his attitude. It didn’t change toward me; on the contrary, even greater respect entered his voice. 
 
      
 
    In New Prussia, every taxi was like an information desk. You can ask them any question and they’ll tell you right away if they know an answer to your question. 
 
      
 
    And I still had plenty of business to sort out, the way I saw it. 
 
      
 
    Of note, we saw a fight between two Gifted aristocrats who had some disagreement and decided to settle it right there in the middle of the road. The driver swore and had to find a way around, which cost us some time. 
 
      
 
    For the whole journey, I stared out the windows and studied the city. I had a good memory, and I was memorizing the place for the future. I had decided to settle down here. At least for a while... 
 
      
 
    After paying the driver and stepping out of the car, I found myself in front of a large shopping mall, and of course, I had no idea where to go. The driver just told me that it was here. I’d had to pay three times more for the ride than necessary. The driver just didn’t have any change, and I didn’t have any small bills left. I saw the greedy look he shot at my money. I slammed my wallet shut and told myself that I shouldn’t flash my money around. I wasn’t used to thinking of these pieces of paper as money. Hunters used crystals or gold, and the credit card was the main means of exchange in my home principality in this world. 
 
      
 
    I had to send Shnoop to find the store I needed. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, he found it right away and pointed the way for me, even led me there personally. He had the ability to walk in the shadows where only I could see him. He moved in another dimension, and only his master or another creature capable of entering that dimension could see him. 
 
      
 
    I used to be able to walk there too, in my past life, but not for long. It was far from easy, and cost an unreal amount of energy. But when a dragon is breathing fire at you, sometimes it’s your only way out. Here and now, there was no way I could go there even if I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    “May I help you with something?” a salesman asked, walking up to me and looking at me with a strange expression on his face. In his eyes I saw... greed? 
 
      
 
    “You may. I need a good work laptop and phone,” I said, placing my order and then, without waiting for him to answer, sat down in one of the soft chairs placed there for the customers. 
 
      
 
    The man stood there for a couple of seconds, then scowled and scurried away. 
 
      
 
    Nowadays you have to have good tech to get anything done, and my folks either hadn’t thought to or had decided not to give me my own things. 
 
      
 
    At the very least, I needed to study the laws of this country and figure out where to go next. The note from my father had said to act as I saw fit. Which could be translated as: Do what you want, it’s your life now. Even if you die, I won’t be particularly upset. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, my salesman had already gone behind his counter and was shooting looks at me from there. 
 
      
 
    What did he want? Did I have to make as if I gave a damn about him? The hell with that! Before anything else, he was a servant. That knowledge and attitude came to me from my noble family. Every time I’d treated a servant as an equal just because I liked them, it had always been taken for weakness. 
 
      
 
    The salesman had come up to me without saying ‘sir,’ without greeting me the way a noble should be greeted. It was writ clear on my face that I was a noble, only I had no signet ring on my finger. Maybe that meant he thought I was a bastard or unacknowledged. Although there were smaller families who didn’t tend to wear signet rings. If the family is too insignificant, then all it has is paper and no family ring. 
 
      
 
    The salesman was clearly behaving like a moron; first he ran up to me to accept such an important client, then apparently decided to insult me. 
 
      
 
    It looked strange, but... I knew people like him. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes he came back empty-handed, although he should have been bringing me my order. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t help you until you provide a bank statement to confirm that you have sufficient funds,” the man said, baring my teeth and now fixing me with a satisfied gaze. 
 
      
 
    A bank statement? I didn’t even have a bank... 
 
      
 
    From what I knew, this was a rare demand even for low-class customers. But I gave him one more chance. 
 
      
 
    “I have enough cash to pay for the order, you ignoramus. What sort of clown show are you running here?” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot buy means of communication with cash,” the salesman said, grimacing. “It is written in the rules... Although I suppose a village noble like you wouldn’t know that.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to call your manager here and advise him to fire you? Why on earth should I show you a damn thing?” I stood up to my full height and walked up to him, but not all the way. “Or should I just make you pay myself? I suppose I could cut off an ear or break one of your arms. That won’t stop you from handling my order.” 
 
      
 
    I could most likely be put in prison for murder. If I had a family, I could have gotten away with it. But for some reason, this slimeball was sure I didn’t have anyone to stand up for me. 
 
      
 
    The boy grinned and stuck a hand in his pocket. “Perfect!” he said. “Now I have proof of you threatening me. Please note that this store belongs to the Kirzhukin family. I am under their protection as a servant. And you owe me a thousand rubles, otherwise I’ll hand the recording over to my masters, which will get you into serious trouble. Of more than just the material kind, believe me!” 
 
      
 
    So that was how it was... Now I could see why the boy had lit up so bright. He had come up with a ‘cunning’ plan and was afraid I wouldn’t take the bait. 
 
      
 
    He was holding a phone in his hand, which may well have had a recording on it. 
 
      
 
    How would I be threatened if the recording went further? His family probably wasn’t very noble or strong. But that meant they had a lot of pride, and could get a big boost to their reputation from people like me. 
 
      
 
    The newspaper headlines would say that the family punished a baron who gravely insulted their servant, and therefore the whole family! 
 
      
 
    Oh, the drama... 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a lot became clearer in my mind. The taxi driver! That was who had given me up, and it was likely a tried and tested scheme. He looked for unsuspecting marks from the sticks, questioned them and formed an opinion of their purchasing power. And then handed them off to his co-conspirator. Primitive, but effective. Doubtful that a crummy provincial family would go up against one in the capital. 
 
      
 
    “Can you turn on your voice recorder again?” I asked him politely, without raising my voice. 
 
      
 
    The young man bared his teeth. 
 
      
 
    Now he really was celebrating. “Apologies are all very well,” he said, “but they won’t change the price.” 
 
      
 
    That said, he did what I asked and showed me the phone; it was recording. 
 
      
 
    “I want to make sure these words are recorded,” I said clearly and expressively. “I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about your family, let alone your cheap con, or you in particular. If it weren’t for the cameras in this place, you’d already be dead. And if your family comes to get vengeance for some servant, then it will die too. That is all.” 
 
      
 
    At first the boy paled, but then his grin came back even wider. 
 
      
 
    “Now you’ve done it, pal,” he said, all the politeness gone from his voice. “For that, the cost goes up to ten thousand at least. And you know, even if you don’t pay, I don’t give a damn. This recording is going to make my master very happy.” 
 
      
 
    I cocked my head and looked at him like the idiot he was. “I won’t be paying,” I said, “but if you get down on your knees and reach out your hands, I might give you a bread roll.” Then I took out my wallet and opened it enough for him to see how much money there was there. Then took out a bill that would be just enough for a bread roll. A nice one, even. 
 
      
 
    “Your money will come in real handy when you’re dead.” 
 
      
 
    At this our conversation ended, and I walked out of the store empty-handed. I’d only lost time, although... I had gained a lesson. Without paper you’re a nobody, or in my case without a signet ring. 
 
      
 
    I wondered — did my extinct family have the privilege of bearing a family ring? I hoped it did, or else I’d have to earn it. I had read that this was easiest to do nearby the Rifts. 
 
      
 
    Squeezing past the mall’s customers, I headed to the dressing room for aristocrats. At least this place had one of those, and it was empty right then, which was what I needed. 
 
      
 
    “Come out, Shnoop!” I ordered my pet. 
 
      
 
    He appeared on my shoulder and licked my cheek. 
 
      
 
    “You know what to do,” I said to him. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop had already done it more than once, and I must say, he really did love his job. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BEFORE I’D EVEN LEFT the changing room, my helper returned to me with the phone that had the recordings on it. 
 
      
 
    “W-a-aa-ant?” Shnoop asked in a hissing, but excited voice, twitching his ears happily like radar dishes and rubbing his paws. 
 
      
 
    He was holding the phone in his teeth, but I didn’t have to worry about its safety. He’d never broken anything before. For him, that would be a tragedy. 
 
      
 
    “Good job — I’ll buy you some ice cream. Want some?” 
 
      
 
    “W-w-a-a-aa-ant!” he said, exulting, and dove into a shadow on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Hmm... I left too soon. 
 
      
 
    When I opened the phone, I realized it had no password, and the guy probably did that deliberately in the hope that I’d try and take it off him. And smartass here didn’t even notice. I had no trouble finding the recordings, only there were three, not two. The first was a failed attempt that he closed accidentally. 
 
      
 
    I immediately deleted them all and was going to give it back to Shnoop, but then a great idea occurred to me. 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the urinal and put the phone on record. Then I copied the recording three times. 
 
      
 
    Done! 
 
      
 
    “Take it back, but make sure he doesn’t notice,” I said, dropping the phone. 
 
      
 
    Before it hit the tile, Shnoop’s paw shot out and grabbed it. 
 
      
 
    He used to carry weapons for me too, but now he was weak... And I didn’t have enough energy to feed him the way I used to. Yet another reason why I needed to go hunting. I could train up Shnoop, and I’d have my own spatial pocket. 
 
      
 
    Actually, it was incredible that my Shnoop was able to follow me here at all. He had refused all the power that he had been able to gain in an entire life with me, and that was a lot... He had fixed his soul fast to mine, and that’s a bind that can’t be broken even in several lifetimes. 
 
      
 
    Now that would be funny, if in my next life I found myself without my knowledge and thought I had some devil living inside me. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop let me watch through his eyes as he returned the phone to the salesman. The young man noticed nothing. True, he had already closed the store and was driving somewhere in his car. I could guess where he was going. 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be so many dangers here, but I just wanted to laugh. This was so much fun! 
 
      
 
    As I walked a little around the mall, I realized that the taxi man really had been pulling the wool over my poor eyes. 
 
      
 
    He’d told me there were no other good tech stores here, but it turned out there were plenty. That last one was a dump in comparison to these. 
 
      
 
    I managed to buy a laptop, a phone and even a simcard with no more issues. The sim I immediately linked to my passport. 
 
      
 
    That was a mandatory procedure. If the government wanted to find me now, they’d have no trouble at all. 
 
      
 
    And yeah, I did it without a bank account, although it turned out there really was a rule about that. Only it wasn’t enforced the way that retarded salesman told me it was. You could make a purchase with cash as long as you showed your passport. If you didn’t have your passport, then your bank account was used to confirm your identity instead. Dumb jackass... 
 
      
 
    I had no plans to hide, but whether I picked up the phone or not was my choice. 
 
      
 
    All the stuff I bought was great quality, and it cost... a lot. 
 
      
 
    At this rate, soon my finances would be in trouble. Once again, I turned to Shnoop for help. 
 
      
 
    I walked into a dark corner where there were no cameras, then said to him: “You know what to bring me!” 
 
      
 
    He did know, my clever pet, and just five minutes later he brought me three wallets. One of them had a crest I didn’t recognize on it. 
 
      
 
    I wrapped my hands in an aura, avoiding the possibility of leaving any fingerprints, and opened the wallets. The first had around two thousand rubles in it, the second — five hundred, and the shittiest one was the one with the crest. Just two hundred rubles... 
 
      
 
    Four hundred in total, roughly the monthly paycheck of a high-ranking official in these parts. 
 
      
 
    But for a highborn aristocrat, expenses of several times that weren’t unheard of. Quality costs a lot. 
 
      
 
    Even now, that laptop I picked up was several times worse than my old one. That one had been made to order and was... mmmm... it hurt even to remember it. My precious had been left behind there... I even had to break it before I left. So it would never go to anyone, especially not my idiot brother. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t afford to get cocky too often — I might get caught, after all. 
 
      
 
    It might seem from the outside that I could steal a million with enough patience, but it wouldn’t work. Firstly, Shnoop was too weak to go very far from me. And I was a long way from any family safes. He also couldn’t carry anything too heavy, or do the work for long. 
 
      
 
    And even if I just stuck to wallets, that wouldn’t be so simple either. For example, I had ordered him to bring ten, but I got only three. 
 
      
 
    Sure, I mentally told him to only take ones that were easy to take and wouldn’t be missed too quickly. Why stir up the hornet’s nest too soon? And if anyone remembered the numbers on their banknotes, which was highly unlikely, of course, then I’d end up under scrutiny by the gendarmes, or whatever the cops were called here. 
 
      
 
    Since he’d brought me only three, that meant he hadn’t found any more. 
 
      
 
    Just in case, I ordered him to keep looking. 
 
      
 
    In my case, money was as important as water. My idiot father hadn’t even left me my watch. 
 
      
 
    All because it was made to order, and bore the family crest. 
 
      
 
    I had to find the first not-too-pricey store for aristocrats that I could, and then buy a watch for two thousand rubles after a thorough search. More than half of my ‘catch.’ I didn’t choose the most popular brand, but a solid Swiss option that army men liked for its stunning durability and reliability. Now I knew vaguely where I was and precisely what time it was. Plus, I really like expensive accessories. My ‘family’ watch had been worth 50000, which, converted into rubles... well, some weaker families didn’t have so much in total in a month for all their members... Anyway, never mind — I’d get mine eventually... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kirzhukin Family Manor, Capital of the Empire 
 
    Office of the Chief of Family Security 
 
      
 
    The Chief of Security was out of sorts. His leader had been acting with very poor judgment recently. In his lust for power and influence, he had taken a few... somewhat unethical measures. 
 
      
 
    The desire of the weaker families to elevate themselves was second only to their stupidity and self-conceit. And he was the one who had to clean up all the mistakes. 
 
      
 
    Just yesterday he had ‘handled’ a situation in which the eldest heir challenged an heir of Prince Bolkonsky to a duel, thereby risking not only his life, but also the well-being of his family. 
 
      
 
    How did that pipsqueak fail to comprehend that he couldn’t stand toe to toe against Sergei Bolkonsky, with his strong Gift? The man would have ground him into dust. Oh, that famous aristocratic pride! 
 
      
 
    “Piotr Alekseyevich! Karasyov is here to see you.” 
 
      
 
    The chief frowned, trying to figure out who that was. “Who?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Um... Karasyov! The salesman from Tech for Aristocrats. He says he has information for His Nobleness!” 
 
      
 
    Ah! Karasyov! Another visionary project of the family, aimed at conning all manner of poorer nobles, adding to the family’s treasury and increasing its status. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” the security chief asked when the man with a face like a ferret walked in. A servant of however many generations, he had even been given a minimal education at the family’s expense. 
 
      
 
    “Master Khmurov! I managed to trick an aristocrat! A baron, even, from the provinces! He sealed his own doom! You can make him pay you monthly, or you can...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll decide what I can and cannot do,” the chief said, interrupting the servant’s gabbling. “Show me!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes! Right here!” The ‘ferret’ played the first recording. 
 
      
 
    The phone emitted a strange sound like tinkling water. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?!” 
 
      
 
    The servant paled. 
 
      
 
    “It must just be some error..! Here’s the next one!” 
 
      
 
    More tinkling water, interrupted a couple of times and then restarting. 
 
      
 
    The security chief stood up and leaned his large frame over the table. “Are you playing some joke on me, fool?!” 
 
      
 
    “I... I don’t know what happened! Something’s wrong... Here, listen, there’s a third one! You have to hear what that beggar said!” 
 
      
 
    More tinkling, which quickly ended. Then the sound of a toilet cistern emptying and a short chuckle followed by a young voice. 
 
      
 
    “Like Old Mac used to say, the soul is beneath the bladder. Take a piss and your soul feels lighter! Ha-ha...” 
 
      
 
    The chief of security turned white, then red. He stared hard at the idiot before him, then said balefully: 
 
      
 
    “Down on your knees, lackey!” He nodded to his two bodyguards: “Hold him!” 
 
      
 
    The unfortunate conman said nothing, frozen in fear as he was forced to his knees, his arms twisted behind him. All he saw was the respected and terrible Piotr Alekseyevich standing up before him and unzipping his expensive pants. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A loud siren interrupted my morning meditation. And then another two joined it, not as loud. I didn’t like to be interrupted, but something interesting was going on. 
 
      
 
    Springing to my feet, I walked over to the window and opened the heavy velvet drapes, inciting an unhappy growl from Shnoop, who moved deeper into the shadows. Then I stepped out onto the balcony. 
 
      
 
    By all appearances, the public siren and city warning system had been activated. A police car flew by too, lights flashing and sirens blaring, and behind it came two APCs bearing an interesting logo with the initials DCA. 
 
      
 
    I looked to the sky. As my mom used to joke, there are three seasons in Capital City: “wet mud, dry mud, frozen mud.” Today, despite the summer, the sky was covered over with gray clouds, and it seemed like the mud was planning to shift from the second state to the first. 
 
      
 
    “Follow them,” I said to my pet. The sun was clouded over. The perfect weather for my little scout. 
 
      
 
    As for me, I begrudgingly skipped my shower, quickly got dressed and ran down the broad marble staircase, skipping the elevator. 
 
      
 
    The trim doorman with his obligatory full mustache bowed low and opened the door for me. “Good morning, your lordship!” 
 
      
 
    I tossed him a coin, which he caught deftly. 
 
      
 
    “Most grateful, your lordship!” the man said, bowing again. 
 
      
 
    After a moment’s thought, I threw him another five-ruble coin. Even if the doorman was surprised, he didn’t let on, just repeated his obligatory ritual — catch, bow, thank. 
 
      
 
    “A question, my good man!” I said. “The sirens are notifying us of a rift, is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly right, your lordship!” 
 
      
 
    “What does DCA stand for?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s the Department for Combating Anomalies, sir!” 
 
      
 
    “Where did the Rift open?” 
 
      
 
    Here the doorman narrowed his eyes and looked this way and that. 
 
      
 
    “In the Mars Field district, I think, your lordship!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it. Thanks!” 
 
      
 
    I tossed him another coin and then quickly walked off in that direction, turning down a narrow alleyway to cut a corner. Shnoop had scouted out a shortcut and showed it to me, and was already at the scene of events himself. 
 
      
 
    Apart from the fact that the Empire was the native land of my mother, it had one other very attractive feature, at least for me. The Empire was closer to the Epicenter, and rifts appeared in its territory more often than back in Europe. 
 
      
 
    The Imperials themselves thought of themselves as the ‘shield’ of Europe, while the Europeans had a different opinion, considering them practically barbarians. That said, even the noble families of Old Europe accepted that the Imperials had far more experience fighting the beasts of the Rifts, simply because they fought them more often. 
 
      
 
    Capital City was far enough away from the Epicenter that Rifts were a rarity there, but the procedure for destroying them had nonetheless been perfected long ago. 
 
      
 
    At that moment the local police were putting up a cordon around the dangerous area, and all the civilians inside it locked their doors and shutters and tried to make no noise. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop showed me a still open alleyway, and I ran through it into the cordon, continuing on until I saw the Rift itself. 
 
      
 
    The word ‘rift’ was a very apt descriptor for these phenomena, which are officially called Otherworldly Anomalies. Gifted people like me saw the build-up of energy and distortion in space that they caused. Ordinary people, on the other hand, just saw a bluish curved line firing out chaotic blasts of blue lightning in all directions. It was those ordinary people who had named them Rifts in the first place. 
 
      
 
    After each of those blasts of lightning, monsters appeared in our reality, the selfsame monsters that had been terrorizing humanity for so long now. It was impossible to predict the appearance of specific species, but in general, each species had been cataloged and each had measures prescribed against it. 
 
      
 
    A group of Gifted were casting a spell on a neighboring rooftop, and the Rift was starting to shimmer. I had arrived late, but it would still be ten minutes before the employees of the DCA, named ‘portallers,’ would slam the Rift shut. 
 
      
 
    Down on the ‘front line,’ the ‘physical engagement’ experts were already in operation, destroying the monsters crawling out from the Rift. I glanced out from the alleyway to assess the situation. It looked like a Wolf Pack was visiting us today. That was the collective name for four six-armed furry beasts vaguely reminiscent of wolves, hence the name. 
 
      
 
    Another blast of lightning bolts, and another dozen of the beasts burst out from the portal. They landed in an unfortunate position for the fighters, who had seemed to have thought of everything. 
 
      
 
    Rifle fire cracked through the air, magic spells hissed, wounded beasts howled. And three of the monsters headed straight for me! 
 
      
 
    I took two steps back, one of the beasts yelped, and an already dead body rolled into the alleyway. Guess one of the fighters shot it. Still, two of the beasts survived and rose up right before me. 
 
      
 
    These were actually Largens — ‘caretakers of the jungle’ who fed exclusively on carrion, hunting only as a last resort. 
 
      
 
    At least, that was in my world. I didn’t know how things worked here. 
 
      
 
    The beasts had a minor magical Gift that allowed them to strengthen their bodies while in a pack. I knew all that because I had a database in my head far bigger than all the local Monster Catalogs put together. 
 
      
 
    It all took just moments, and my body overtook my mind again. Two brief screeches and two furry bodies sliding to my feet, and I was richer by two more souls. I even felt a little embarrassed. For a real Hunter, this wasn’t so much a hunt as target practice. 
 
      
 
    But that sweet, sweet feeling... The fresh souls floated up from the monsters’ bodies and switched camps to mine, flying straight into my chest. 
 
      
 
    Shameful to even think of it, but these were my first souls in this world... I had had no chance of getting close enough to a Rift without giving myself away, and if I did that then my former family would never have left me alone. 
 
      
 
    Though it was nice to receive the souls, I still cringed. These Largens were scared, and about to cause harm to humans, so I had done the right thing. But the trouble was... I had planned only to watch... It was too soon to act... In my world, I had been taught to approach the hunt with care, and to never fail to prepare for it first. 
 
      
 
    I took a quick look around. The walls of the alley were solid and windowless, which meant there were no witnesses to my short battle. On the other hand, at street level there were the window wells of basements, and the windows in them were partially without glass. I quickly threw the bodies into a basement, then roughed up my hair, painted an expression of terror on my face and pressed myself against a brick wall. 
 
      
 
    “They ran that way!” I shouted, loudly and a little hysterically, pointing out a direction as the DCA fighters ran into the alleyway. 
 
      
 
    “Take cover, resident!” one of the armed-to-the-teeth fighters snapped at me, casting an annoyed glance my way, and his group ran on in the direction I pointed. 
 
      
 
    I took a look around the corner again. The Rift had already been contained, and soon it would be shut. 
 
      
 
    Today I had seen my first monsters in this world, and I was relieved. I had been seriously worried that they might be different ones here, and that their souls might not come to me. That would have been a total disaster. 
 
      
 
    I’m far from the weakest, of course, but my path to becoming the strongest would have been closed forever. And living a life of mediocrity was boring, and not at all my style. 
 
      
 
    I shook off the illusory specks of dust, smoothed my hair and ordered my pet to find me a restaurant. Preferably with a good view. As my friend and veteran Hunter Kurt used to joke — “time to shit, and we ain’t even eaten yet!” I smiled at my thoughts. At the end of the day, the life of a Hunter was nothing like the life of an aristocrat here. It was much more eventful, and our manners were a lot worse. 
 
      
 
    I’d asked for a restaurant, but my pet found me something else. He sent me a signal to approach, but didn’t let me see through his eyes. 
 
      
 
    As a fully sentient being, Shnoop had his own will and character, and often did whatever he wanted. To him, my commands weren’t binding. They were more like favors he did for me. When — and only when — he felt like it. 
 
      
 
    He led me to a stinking alley with a row of garbage cans lined up against the right-hand wall and a brick wall looming on the left. After a few paces, I realized there’d been a battle here. 
 
      
 
    At the very end of the dead end, I sensed Shnoop; he was waiting for me there. 
 
      
 
    Filling my body with energy and hiding my aura as much as possible, I moved soundlessly like a cat on the prowl. 
 
      
 
    My approach was so quiet that even Dumbo wouldn’t hear it, let alone the person digging around at the end of the alley. 
 
      
 
    An interesting sight awaited me there. A girl in a DCA uniform sat with her back against the wall. She had no injuries at first glance, but only at first glance. When I looked closer, I saw she had a few puncture wounds around her stomach. She was covering them with a hand. But her strength was waning, her eyes already starting to roll back. She couldn’t talk either, only wheeze. 
 
      
 
    I could tell she had no strength left, because a filthy man was leaning over her, probably homeless, helping. 
 
      
 
    Sure... Helping. Helping himself to the contents of her pockets. All the same, he wasn’t above smiling at her and telling her reassuring words. 
 
      
 
    The DCA were in real trouble if their soldiers could be taken down by bums. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop cleared it all up when he gave me his memories, and it all shifted into place. 
 
      
 
    The girl ran here after three beasts that I hadn’t seen before, but they were all fire-type. 
 
      
 
    She stopped to face them here, but to put it bluntly, she was too weak. She beat them, but then got a thorough stabbing from some humans hidden nearby. They looked like criminals up to dark deeds. 
 
      
 
    In her inexperience, the naive girl turned her back on them, even said she’d protect them, told them not to be afraid. But they weren’t afraid; they were getting rid of a witness. I watched them run away in the memory, not forgetting to take with them the corpses of the beasts she’d slain. They might have crystals in, and she lay there dying. 
 
      
 
    Ugh... 
 
      
 
    A kick of my boot to the back of the head and the bum crashed to the ground next to the girl. 
 
      
 
    Then, out of the goodness of my heart, I took out my phone and called the cops. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ARE WE DONE YET?” I asked, looking tiredly at the chief commissioner, who had stopped by personally to question me. 
 
      
 
    I ended up here after calling for help, picked up as the main witness. The girl survived, incidentally, and might even be able to run again after a month or two if the healers patched her up instead of leaving her to crawl her way back to good health on her own. 
 
      
 
    “Do forgive me, Mr. Galaxius. But you must put yourself in our position. A noblewoman and DCA fighter has been attacked. That’s a very serious matter. We must uncover as much detail as possible as soon as possible. Alright, let’s start over again... How did you come to be there?” 
 
      
 
    You might think I’m a moron, but hold that thought. Firstly, I didn’t want that girl to die — I felt a kinship with her. After all, in some sense she was a Hunter too, albeit small-time. Apart from that, I wanted to get to know the local authorities and their rules. 
 
      
 
    Things were very strict back in New Prussia, but there were all kinds of rumors about the EE. 
 
      
 
    From what I could tell, either the rumors were lies or they just had a different attitude to barons here. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t threaten me or abuse me, just did their jobs. 
 
      
 
    “Like I told you, I’m not from around here and I was trying to get to my hotel quicker, to get to safety, get away from the Rift.” I had a good memory and I remembered just fine what I’d said before and repeated it exactly. 
 
      
 
    If they thought they were going to catch me in a lie, they could think again. 
 
      
 
    “And you still don’t remember seeing anyone suspicious?” Come on. How could I remember if I wasn’t there? This guy... 
 
      
 
    “No...” 
 
      
 
    In the end they kept me there for around an hour until another employee came in and told the commissioner that the girl had woken up and could now clear up the situation. 
 
      
 
    Then they asked me politely to follow them to her so that she could see my face. 
 
      
 
    To be fair, they did tell me first that I had a right to refuse. I agreed. Why not? 
 
      
 
    I got a breezy ride in a cop car — they even put the sirens on. 
 
      
 
    Once we arrived on the ward, we found the girl pale and weak, but able to talk. Other cops were already there and had written down her words and figured out roughly what had happened. They also asked her if she recognized me, to which she gave a feeble shake of the head. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, Lady Inga, you should memorize this man’s face,” the commissioner told the girl briefly, fully relaxing. “He saved your life.” 
 
      
 
    There we go, case closed and I walk free. He had no more need for me to hang around. 
 
      
 
    The commissioner offered me a hand. “Thank you for your assistance, your nobleness!” 
 
      
 
    This was a delicate moment. I could choose not to shake his hand; I’d be within my rights. He was a peasant and I was a noble. But his status was much higher than mine, and if I did that, it would be a sign of disrespect. 
 
      
 
    It was like he was testing to see if I was an asshole. 
 
      
 
    “Likewise,” I said, shaking his hand. 
 
      
 
    I was assigned a car that was supposed to take me back to the hotel, but I made a change of plan. Seizing the opportunity, I shared my situation with the beat cop behind the wheel and asked his advice on the right course of action for an aristocrat who was a citizen of the Empire, but had lived his whole life in another country and now wanted to make a home here. 
 
      
 
    He advised me to visit the Imperial Archive, and I asked him to take me there. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    ‘Imperial Archive.’ I hate bureaucracy. I’ve always hated it. In my last world, everything was simple and easy. You just present a soul to the Elder to get your well-earned reward. 
 
      
 
    Yep, as simple as that. Yeah, yeah, of course there were maniacs and collectors who cut bits off the monsters they killed, like... trophies. Old Mac used to love that stuff. His shack was filled with beaks, claws, tentacles and all sorts of other garbage he was very proud of, but that was never my thing. You’ve killed a monster and stolen its soul — why desecrate its corpse to boot? 
 
      
 
    Yes, we were paid too, for killing the monsters. The Order paid us. As for how it gathered its income from interested parties, we just... didn’t give a crap. But Elder Tooth never made a mistake. He poured out precisely as many full-weight crystals as we’d earned, less a small contribution to the Order’s needs. We didn’t mind that; after all, if you got crushed by a crystal golem and needed a few months to recuperate, the Order would pay for it all. It was a kind of professional insurance. 
 
      
 
    In the room I needed, it seemed there was never any sunlight. Yet it wasn’t in the basement; it was on the fifth floor, which I took the stairs up to out of old habit. I never missed an opportunity for a little exercise, and I didn’t much like elevators. It can be tough to protect yourself from danger in tight spaces, and I was always on guard. Paranoia? Maybe. But like Old Mac used to say: “A Hunter too brave is a Hunter soon dead!” 
 
      
 
    Covered windows, a dusty floor badly in need of cleaning, a cute girl standing on this side of the counter and daintily covering her hooked nose with a lace handkerchief. Her simple clothes made of not the most expensive materials and the lone ring on her middle finger spoke of average means at best. I’d never been a snob, but in this life I’d learned to figure people out by their appearance. Although sometimes I did get it wrong when I ran into types who valued bling higher than they should. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, madame!” I said to the girl waiting at the counter. “Am I next after you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the girl nodded and looked at me, her eyes lingering. As it happened, I looked pretty rich myself. She had no way of knowing that this was the last and only whole and clean suit I had, tailored to my figure by one of the highest-class tailors of Europe. The last gift from my family, so to speak. And even that they only let me have because it didn’t have the family crest on it. 
 
      
 
    I nodded briefly, not looking away. “Allow me to introduce myself — Alexander Galaxius.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you. Anastasia Gorodetskaya,” the girl said, smiling and offering her hand in greeting. Maybe it was customary in the Empire to kiss ladies’ hands, but I couldn’t be sure, so I just took her fragile hand in my two fingers and carefully shook it. 
 
      
 
    That seemed to do. 
 
      
 
    “What is a charming lady like you doing in this realm of dust and oblivion?” I asked, and was rewarded with a slight smile. 
 
      
 
    “My mother sent me here to pick up a document. It’s about our inheritance. Our grandmother passed away, and now we have to restructure the estate,” Anastasia said to me plainly. 
 
      
 
    Beautiful and not too bright. Not an uncommon condition for the kind of silly young women with titles whose fathers are too foolish to give them an education that might embarrass their future husbands. In the bridal market, the smart girls were at the bottom of the list, right after those with missing limbs and crossed eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Your documents, Lady Gorodetskaya,” a rasping voice said. “Please sign here.” I turned to see an old man in a dusty old smock emerging from the bowels of the vault. Wow. He was a real archive rat, a classic stereotype! 
 
      
 
    “Thank you so much,” the girl said, smiling and reaching out a hand, but the bureaucratic rat jerked the documents away at the last second, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “That will be fifty rubles, madame!” the dusty gnome declared. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. Who did he think he was? What a wild country... 
 
      
 
    “But...” The girl frowned. “Mother said that all the taxes and fees have already been paid.” 
 
      
 
    Either the rules had changed or the old man was just trying to scam the gullible woman out of her money. The situation caught my interest, and I kept on watching. 
 
      
 
    “This is the archiving fee, my lady,” the man said, chuckling without a hint of shame. “It is paid separately!” 
 
      
 
    “But... But I don’t have that kind of money,” the girl said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    Her family couldn’t be rich, if it hadn’t given her money to come with. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do!” The clerk shrugged. “Come back tomorrow. Although... Actually, tomorrow won’t work. Come back in a month.” 
 
      
 
    Now that was a step too far, old man... 
 
      
 
    The girl looked on the verge of tears. “But we really need those documents to claim our inheritance!” she said. 
 
      
 
    That misstep made me want to slowly cover my face with my palm. Why on earth did she say that? That would only make matters worse. Quite the wallflower we had here. Was this her first day out in the adult world? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, I know! The Arnautsky estate...” The old goat narrowed his eyes. “As it happens, its value is estimated at forty-five thousand rubles!” This man was a damn extortionist! 
 
      
 
    Not to say that it was a lot of money exactly, but since her family was struggling for cash, it could fix a lot of problems for them. 
 
      
 
    “Please allow me to pay for you,” I said, suddenly getting an entertaining idea. 
 
      
 
    I was no good samaritan, but I did like to have fun, and what could be more fun than ruining a greedy old man’s plans? I wouldn’t be surprised if he was waiting for me to leave before suggesting that she pay by ‘other means.’ Although that seemed unlikely... For that she could kill him where he stood, if she had the spirit for it. 
 
      
 
    “What? No! Please, don’t!” the girl protested and turned back to the archive worker. “Dear sir, you must understand our position. We are unable to pay so much at this minute. But if you’ll allow it, I can call my mother today and she will transfer the money to me. I’ll be able to pay you in three days.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, then confidently took the woman by the arm and led her out into the corridor. “Sit down here and relax. And don’t worry about a thing. I’ll solve this for you.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’ve no obligation...” the girl protested again. 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. On the contrary, it would be my pleasure. A gentleman cannot leave a beautiful lady in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    The girl blushed. “Beautiful?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, my dear, no need to blush so sweetly. You’re too young and naive for me, and unfortunately not my type. 
 
      
 
    If you see me swat this fly, you might swoon. 
 
      
 
    I went back into the archive and closed the door behind me. Actually, I wanted to strangle the greedy little ferret. And not because he was trying to earn a little extra on the side, but because he clearly enjoyed causing the girl trouble, and seemed proud of himself to boot. 
 
      
 
    How best to do this..? Summon an illusion of a swamp demon, maybe, to make the old cretin fall down dead on the spot from a heart attack? No... I had a better idea. 
 
      
 
    “This is for Lady Gorodetskaya,” I said, placing down five coins, which instantly disappeared from the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” he said, handing over the documents officiously. “What else can I help you with, sir..?” 
 
      
 
    He looked at me questioningly. 
 
      
 
    “Galaxius. Alexander Galaxius,” I said, flashing a friendly smile. “The thing is, I’ve been away for some time on matters of a... family nature, and now that I’ve returned, I’m having trouble finding some of my relatives to help sort out my property.” 
 
      
 
    “Your papers, please!” 
 
      
 
    I handed over my papers. I didn’t know whether my father had falsified them or they were legitimate, but the old man stuck a pince-nez to his nose and brought the papers right to his face, narrowing his eyes and looking them up and down, back to front. He even sniffed them for some reason. And finally seemed satisfied with his inspection. Then he leafed through two huge tomes, then a third, sneezing loudly from the dust he raised. Finally, he lifted his weeping eyes to me. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been away for a ve-e-e-ery long time, Baron Alexander Galaxius.” 
 
      
 
    The old man tried hard to hide his interest in my person, but did a poor job of it. What had he seen in there to be looking at me like that..? 
 
      
 
    I shrugged. “Family business, you understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes! I can help you, but...” He raised his eyebrows at me and cocked his head. 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, archiving fee, right? How much?” I smiled disarmingly, opened my wallet. 
 
      
 
    “Well...” The old man’s eyes darted down, trying to get a look inside my wallet, and I ‘accidentally’ helped him by slightly tilting it toward him. I wasn’t carrying all my money in my wallet anyway. No need to put all your’s eggs in one basket. That helpful paranoia again. 
 
      
 
    “Fifty rubles!” the old man finally uttered. “You can come back for the documents in a week.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled sweetly at him again. “I’d rather get them today.” 
 
      
 
    “Then it’s another hundred!” the bastard said. He looked blind, but he’d counted the bills in my wallet well enough. 
 
      
 
    Keeping my smile plastered on my face, I took everything out of my wallet and put it on the counter. If this archivist had a Gift, it was only for making money disappear from that counter. He grabbed it so fast I barely saw him move. 
 
      
 
    “Come back in two hours! Your documents will be ready!” 
 
      
 
    “I certainly will,” I said, nodding and stepping out into the corridor, where I sneezed violently. 
 
      
 
    “Bless you!” the girl said, smiling at me. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” I nodded. “Here are your documents.” 
 
      
 
    The girl bit her lip. “Do I owe you money?” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. I managed to sort it out for free. The esteemed archivist was only too happy to compromise.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you achieve that?” the girl asked, frowning, but still taking the papers. 
 
      
 
    “With my limitless charm!” Her smile grew wider. “But... You do still owe me...” 
 
      
 
    The girl tensed instantly. “Owe you what, exactly?” It seemed I’d underestimated her mental capacities. 
 
      
 
    Strange — why was she so frightened? 
 
      
 
    “You see, I’m not from around here. It will be a couple of hours before my... ahem... order is ready, but I’m hungry enough to eat a horse and I don’t know where to go. Will you save me, keep me from dying of hunger?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the girl said, smiling and taking my offered arm. 
 
      
 
    She took me to a small restaurant near the archive building, with a cute little inner courtyard and screened patio. After getting a menu and ordering drinks, we made small talk. 
 
      
 
    Anastasia turned out to be the daughter of a country gentleman who had fallen on hard times and come to Capital City to at least make ends meet by working in the government. Then he died in an ill-fated duel, leaving his wife and two daughters almost bankrupt. The good news was that they patched things up with the girl’s grandmother on her mother’s side, a complete harpy. The late son-in-law had caused a rift between the relatives by being the subject of deep hatred from his mother-in-law. After his death, the grandmother swapped her anger for sympathy and willed her fortune to her relatives. Then, a month ago, she suddenly died after drinking too much Crimean Madeira. At the ripe old age of ninety-two, mind. 
 
      
 
    I sat and listened to the woman prattle on, not sure why I was there. Sure, the kitchen was obviously good, but what did I want from this girl? 
 
      
 
    At this point, a rowdy company of drinkers burst into the courtyard, and one fat rump among them looked very familiar to me. It was the senior heir to the Vorontsov family himself, from the airship! 
 
      
 
    “Hey, fatass!” I shouted to the highborn gentleman, who was drunk and therefore couldn’t see too well. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why I did it. Maybe I was just bored. Maybe I thought he hadn’t quite gotten his just desserts yet. Or I just wanted to see how duels were done here. 
 
      
 
    Alas, no duel came to pass... Vorontsov was so drunk that he powered his aura right then and there and was about to attack me, but his bodyguards quickly grabbed him and led him out. 
 
      
 
    “You have offended my master,” one of the bodyguards came back and said to me, a thin man in glasses and an expensive suit. “There will be no duel, because he...” Here the servant hesitated. “Because he refuses to lower himself to the level of pathetic rabble. Tell me your name, so that I can tell his father who dared to speak that way to his son.” 
 
      
 
    “Alexander Galaxius,” I said to him, lazy and disinterested like I was throwing a bone to a dog from a bar table. “You can also tell him that his son is a fat blimp with no manners or sense of his own worth. And that he shames is entire family!” 
 
      
 
    The bodyguard’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that so?” 
 
      
 
    “And now, unless you want a workout, leave me alone. I came here to relax, and now I’m being interrupted by all kinds of riffraff...” 
 
      
 
    The girl watched me in shock and admiration. 
 
      
 
    A little later... 
 
      
 
    “Wa-a-aa-ant!” Shnoop said as he always did, appearing from the shadows on my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, want! Thanks, buddy,” I said, taking the rumpled bank notes from his paws. There were even some hundred-notes among them. “Great job. My little breadwinner.” 
 
      
 
    Shnoop growled in appreciation, then turned his back to me so I could scratch it. He had brought me a lot more than usual — he must have found some old miser’s stash, but I wasn’t ashamed. The greedy get what they deserve! 
 
      
 
    My documents were edifying — I had no relatives left whatsoever. I was the one single member of the family left who hadn’t renounced it. And there was a reason for that. 
 
      
 
    My family hadn’t died out on its own, but lost a clan war, which meant that other people had helped it die out, and since I’d shown up, I was probably going to be the next target. 
 
      
 
    My family had property and bank accounts. However, to get my hands on all that, I had to officially claim my rights as heir and become head of the family. I agreed... Despite all the unpleasantness that would come with that responsibility. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t feared to fight with the Brothers in a slaughter at Crooked Peak against a pack of dragons, so why should I feel afraid now? These were just people... 
 
      
 
    The old man took pity on me, as he thought, and gave me more information than he should have, this time without asking for a bribe. 
 
      
 
    I had to go to the city administration building and see the governor. 
 
      
 
    Without bothering to look for a catch, I did just that — took a taxi straight from the archive building to the administration building, where there was a queue. But that was only for normal people. There was a separate entrance for nobles, and it was unobstructed. 
 
      
 
    I gently grabbed a woman by the arm as she rushed about some government business or other. “Excuse me,” I said. “I need to claim my right of inheritance. Could you tell me where to go, my lady?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” She didn’t seem to understand right away what I wanted, but quickly collected herself and pointed out a sign. 
 
      
 
    If you have questions, ask at reception. 
 
      
 
    And she ran off... What the..? Why not just help? 
 
      
 
    The reception desk directed me to the right office, which I found thanks to Shnoop. The building was large, and there were many strongly Gifted inside it. Plus guards. 
 
      
 
    As I knocked on the door to the office of ‘Denis Pavlovich Badronov,’ I once again mentally checked that I had gathered all the necessary documents and not forgotten anything. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” came a voice from the other side. 
 
      
 
    It was a woman’s, and she was the secretary. 
 
      
 
    I wanted a secretary too. I wondered — did his wife know about her? If yes, then he was almost guaranteed some jealous scandals. 
 
      
 
    The secretary asked a couple of routine questions and asked if I wanted tea or coffee, then let me into the office. 
 
      
 
    “Interesting situation you’re in, young man,” the gray-haired man said, chuckling as he looked through my documents. “You are one of our citizens in practice, and that is all officially confirmed, but that said...” 
 
      
 
    “What, have I been stripped of citizenship already?” I smiled at him, not missing the opportunity to ferret out more information. I knew this wouldn’t be easy, and it was possible that my father had set me up to fail. 
 
      
 
    “No, no... All that is in order. But with your current legal status, on the other hand, you could be arrested,” he said, looking me right in the eye, and then pressed a button in his table. “Lennochka, bring us two coffees, this is going to be a long one.” 
 
      
 
    Judging by what he said, I was living a complete lie. Father most likely made these documents and had been keeping them for a very long time, which was the whole damn problem. He was supposed to register me as living in another country officially, but instead he registered me as traveling, and it turned out that I owed a debt to the Empire. 
 
      
 
    From age sixteen, every noble has to attend group excursions to the Rifts at least once a year or pay a sum to the treasury instead. 
 
      
 
    There was an option to said a clan squad in place of a noble. But that clearly didn’t apply in my case — all my debts had accumulated with interest. For each year that I hadn’t performed my obligations, I now owed the state ten Rift raids, which would be very difficult for a simple aristo without the help of a family to achieve. 
 
      
 
    Until I made the quota, I couldn’t be considered an aristocrat, and I could easily be arrested and given a warning, or even end up in court. 
 
      
 
    He told me a lot and I didn’t understand it all, didn’t even need to hear it all, but the man turned out to be a meticulous type and wanted to educate me down to the smallest detail. 
 
      
 
    “Put simply, you currently bear the mark of a coward,” he said, finally deciding to speak plainly after a string of convoluted explanations. “There isn’t a single family that would invite you into their home. And one who does might well kill you after, if you don’t warn them of your status beforehand. All this has already been entered into your personal case file, and my advice to you is to assemble a squad as soon as possible and spend a year or two paying off your debt to society.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that all I have to do?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “No...” He shook his head, and a note of sympathy entered his voice. “Your manor in Siberia will be put up for auction within half a year.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows in shock. “Is that legal?” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid so,” he said sadly. “When there are over ten applicants to buy the house, then it’s all legal. You were sent the papers and you ignored them, which means you weren’t against this course of events.” 
 
      
 
    Right... So that meant there was a mailbox with an address in our country, and I had been living at this fictitious address. 
 
      
 
    Did I want to give the family manor away to anyone? No... We Hunters were like squirrels, carrying everything we found back to our homes in the Order and trying never to share it with anyone against our will. 
 
      
 
    You never know what might come in handy and when. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the total debt? And how much time do I have to pay it off?” 
 
      
 
    My manor had accumulated debts like a failed gambler at a casino. 
 
      
 
    “If you sign a paper right now to say that you’re against the auction and agree to pay off the debt, then the auction will be delayed for another six months. If you fail to pay it off in that time, then you won’t be able to do the same again.” At least that was some good news... “Although, I should warn you,” the man went on, sitting back in his chair. “You have no power behind you, and most likely, you’ll simply be killed.” 
 
      
 
    “You tell me that so lightly,” I said, raising one eyebrow with a smile. 
 
      
 
    He answered my smile with one of his own. “I’m an aristocrat too, and I’m telling you how things are done. Right now, you’re an aristocrat by paper only. In reality, you’re nobody. You got unlucky, kid. You’re going to have to work damn hard to achieve anything here. Better if you go back to where you used to live, if you still have that option.” 
 
      
 
    My manor would cost seventy thousand. That wasn’t it’s value — it was its debt. He was surprised at the number too, when it came up on the computer. 
 
      
 
    Someone had obviously made sure to bribe the right people to inflate the number. So that a suddenly appearing heir wouldn’t be able to scupper their plans. 
 
      
 
    There was no guarantee that the manor was even worth that kind of money. But there’s one truth I knew from back in my native Prussia. You have a name and a family manor. If you lose either of them, you lose respect. 
 
      
 
    My family was ancient, and my blood should be valued highly. Aristocrats are crazy about old bloodlines, but without a family manor and a signet ring on my finger, I was nothing. 
 
      
 
    Fun times. 
 
      
 
    This well-meaning aristocrat official had improved my opinion of them. He really had taken a deep look at my problem and helped me out just like he should do. 
 
      
 
    And most importantly, it was all for free. The Empire paid him for consulting and solving problems like these. It looked like I wouldn’t be able to stay in this city... Not yet, at least... 
 
      
 
    My path was leading me to Siberia... Like I said, fun times. And there was my family manor, which I’d be able to buy out of debt — God only knew when. 
 
      
 
    Time to get some tickets... They say the bears walk through the towns out there, but maybe that’s just hearsay... 
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    THE SIBERIAN EXPRESS HAD TO BE one of the fastest and most luxurious trains in the Empire. And one of the best defended. 
 
      
 
    In fact, it was an armored train that could carry its cargo safe and sound through the Epicenter Lands. 
 
      
 
    Planes and airships never flew further than the Urals, because immediately beyond them was the ‘gray zone’ — a place where you could run into flying monsters capable of pulling man-made flying machines straight out of the sky, along with all their passengers. 
 
      
 
    This meant that all deliveries, both of manpower and cargo, were made by rail only, and the trains were built to be fortresses capable of defending themselves and their passengers. 
 
      
 
    Four armored locomotives pulled 150 cars behind them, each of which carried 80 tons of useful cargo. That was aside from the supplementary cars, the ‘battle’ platforms and another five dozen passenger cars that looked like safes on wheels. 
 
      
 
    The passenger cars were split into three classes. The majority were third class — crowded bunk-bed cars in which the peasantry traveled. The second class consisted of sleeper cars with four beds to a car, for the staff and poorer aristos. And then, of course, were the first-class cars, occupied exclusively by the high-status. The cost of a single ticket for one of those was comparable to buying out an entire third-class car. It took practically all my money to buy a first-class ticket. But it was worth it. 
 
      
 
    My destination was Irkutsk — the largest city in the east of the Empire, a place which served two functions at once. It was the main logistical center of the Epicenter Lands, the place to which all cargos traveled before being distributed to the Outposts — smaller reinforced Fortresses around the perimeter of the Epicenter. 
 
      
 
    It was also a large military garrison with numerous units of the Imperial Army stationed there, to discourage the neighboring empire to the south — the Dragon Empire — from trying to take the Empire’s east. They had made numerous such attempts in the past. The current ‘Declaration of Friendship and Collaboration’ was just a thin truce while the Dragons raised enough forces for a fresh attempt. That was an open secret... 
 
      
 
    The long track from Capital City to Irkutsk stretched almost four thousand miles, and took almost a full five days to travel. 
 
      
 
    I spent the first twenty-four hours just sleeping, exhausted after my eventful time in Capital City. On the second day I felt hungry and decided to take a walk to the restaurant car to take the edge off my appetite and take a look around. 
 
      
 
    Despite the early hour, I ran into a few blind-drunk aristocrats who were heading back to their cabins, laughing loudly. 
 
      
 
    Some of them were even leaning on their servants. I had to get out of the way a couple of times to let the poor bastards carry their masters past me. The noble youths were on their way to do great deeds and bring glory to their families. 
 
      
 
    But nobles weren’t the only ones on this train, and not the only ones fighting either. True, it was painful to watch the peasantry fight — they just punched each other in the face and then shook hands. In some sense, they were lucky people. The nobles were full of hang-ups, and could kill or start a clan war even over insults made in error. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant for first-class passengers looked just as good as any restaurant in the capital. Unlike on the airship there was no need to save weight here, so the designers could really let loose. 
 
      
 
    I still had the habit of eating well and expensively, but not the money for it... At this rate my humble finances would soon be exhausted, but I couldn’t just force myself to cut back. 
 
      
 
    Back when I was a Hunter, I didn’t know what it meant to not have enough money. When I had no money, I went and killed monsters. Back there, the monsters were many and the Hunters few. 
 
      
 
    There were cases when the barons decided to deal with a wandering portal that spat out monsters themselves, so as to avoid paying us. In the end they usually lost their whole army and still called us. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know the reason, but my last world attracted the monsters. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant car had expensive carpets from which the stewards were currently sponging someone’s vomit, dirty tablecloths that the waiters quickly replaced with fresh ones. Heavy drapes pulled open had been pulled open to let the morning sun through the raised armored screens. 
 
      
 
    The staff looked at me with surprise. I don’t know what surprised them more — my early visit or my apparent lack of an extreme hangover. 
 
      
 
    “What can I get you, sir?” a waiter said, skipping over to me. 
 
      
 
    Although from what I knew, aristos often preferred to eat in their rooms. 
 
      
 
    “An English breakfast, please,” I murmured, watching the fields fly by outside the windows. “And coffee, no milk or sugar. Right away.” 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to drink?” the waiter asked, not going anywhere. 
 
      
 
    I tore my eyes from the view and looked questioningly at the servant. 
 
      
 
    “By ‘drink,’ do you mean alcohol?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your lordship. We have the best wines from France, Italy...” 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen the time?” I said, interrupting the servant. 
 
      
 
    Taken aback, the man cast a glance at an old cuckoo clock on the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty-two minutes past ten, your lordship!” 
 
      
 
    “Civilized people don’t drink before midday!” I frowned, and then raised my voice: “And where is my coffee?!” 
 
      
 
    “One moment, sir!” 
 
      
 
    Of course I did love drinking, but I couldn’t right then... First I wanted to settle in and see what was what, and then I could relax. 
 
      
 
    A habit from my past life. 
 
      
 
    The waiter immediately disappeared, and I allowed myself a smile. Another old joke from my past. The vagrant Scotch always followed that rule. He got that name for a reason, and never spent a single day sober while remaining one of the best Hunters there was. It was always funny to watch him as he sat in the main hall and sadly watched the minute hand of the clock as it crept toward the ‘12.’ 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, is this seat taken?” someone asked, a young and scrawny man who looked around twenty. 
 
      
 
    His glasses stood out, looking like a permanent feature of his face. 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows in surprise, and just in case cast a glance across the almost empty restaurant car. 
 
      
 
    What, nowhere else to sit? 
 
      
 
    “Of course, please sit down,” I said, smiling at him and gesturing to an empty seat. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what he wanted, but I happened to be bored anyway. Maybe he’d be fun or have something to offer. 
 
      
 
    He was clearly not a commoner, but a nobleman, and I also noticed that he had an interesting Gift. Sometimes I was able to roughly determine the aura of a Gift by its secondary signs and remnant aura — it was part of my profession. 
 
      
 
    This aura was a rare one. In New Prussia, we had only two families with the Gift I was seeing now, but only girls were born into them. Men were brought in from the outside, and the selection process was tougher than for the Grand Prince’s daughter. The Gift of the Healer was very rare, and hard to learn without an experienced tutor. 
 
      
 
    “Newspaper?” I said, offering him one that I’d already read out of the three different ones I had. 
 
      
 
    I needed to gradually figure out what this young man was up to. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, don’t mind if I do,” he said, taking the newspaper and starting to study it, at the same time glancing occasionally at the door he entered through. 
 
      
 
    So he had sat down with me to keep himself safe. But from who? 
 
      
 
    I learned the answer to that question around twenty minutes later, when three men with clear signs of drunkenness burst into the room all at once. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! There’s our little Andy!” one of the minor aristocrats said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    I could tell by their manners and dress that they were minor, but still cocky. 
 
      
 
    One of them walked up to us with an arrogant, proprietary swagger. “Why did you leave us?” he asked the young man at my table, hugging him and appearing to try to suffocate him. “Or have you found yourself a new friend?” 
 
      
 
    The young man looked at me guiltily, his eyes begging forgiveness. He’d clearly thought that they’d fear to come over here, and would leave him alone. 
 
      
 
    They were just a bunch of idiots... They thought he was a minor aristocrat, which was probably why they were bullying him. 
 
      
 
    But they didn’t bother using their heads and noticing the mark of the absent signet ring on his finger. He was clearly traveling incognito, which was why he wasn’t using force on them. He didn’t want to give himself away. 
 
      
 
    “What are you sitting with this guy for? Come drink with us,” the cockiest of them said, tugging him by the arm. 
 
      
 
    Right away I could see that they were aristos from the deep provinces. They could only bother people like us. We were both sitting without signet rings and the only thing that spoke to our status was our clothes and the cost of this train car. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” I said, standing up and speaking to the others. “Would you mind taking this booze-breath of yours and getting the hell out of here? We’re trying to have a conversation here.” 
 
      
 
    That was all they needed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, aren’t you a cocky one,” the bald one whistled. “You have offended me, and I am Viscount Jora Myasov.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, lord... There was only one aristo of the three of them; the others were just his friends. 
 
      
 
    “My condolences. So what?” A smirk crept onto my face. 
 
      
 
    “I demand a duel!” he said, baring his teeth in the pathetic grin of a half-dead hyena cub. “Or I will accept recompense, in the amount of, let’s say...” He thought for a moment. “A thousand rubles!” 
 
      
 
    “Do I look like a charity for beggars?” I asked, feigning shock, and instantly dodged the energy-enhanced blow he launched at me. 
 
      
 
    His arm passed an inch from my face, but that was just what I wanted. I grabbed it and squeezed in just the right points, then twisted it behind him and dragged him down to the ground, making the aristocrat scream and fall to his knees. 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably used to this pose,” I said, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “You bastard...” 
 
      
 
    Uh-huh... A kick to the stomach took out the cocky one who was accosting the new friend I’d barely exchanged two words with. 
 
      
 
    But from behind came the third, trying to burn my face with his palms of fire. 
 
      
 
    A sharp blow with the back of my head and blood started spurting out of his broken nose onto the just-cleaned carpet. 
 
      
 
    The servants watched it all with lazy expressions on their faces, waiting for it all to end so they could get started with the cleaning. 
 
      
 
    I added to their workload by breaking the Viscount’s nose on my knee. 
 
      
 
    He turned out so weak that he lost consciousness at once. The blow wasn’t strong, but he flew back and was now lying on the floor with his arms spread. 
 
      
 
    A guard entered the car. “What’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    “A gentlemen’s fight, but it looks like it’s over already,” one of the serving girls said. 
 
      
 
    “Got it...” The guard clicked his tongue. “Is the conflict over?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “You can take them away. Will anything happen to the staff for witnessing this?” 
 
      
 
    I wondered if the viscount would want to take his anger out on the commoners when he came round. 
 
      
 
    “Ha-ha-ha... Good joke, your nobleness.” The man laughed heartily and got on with tidying up. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t see what was funny. What, were all the serving staff masters, so everything would be fine, or what? 
 
      
 
    “Do forgive me for causing you such problems,” the young man in the glasses said. “I felt sure they wouldn’t dare approach us. They were wary of others.” 
 
      
 
    “The others had signet rings,” I said, showing him my own ringless hand, but then hurried to reassure him: “For various reasons I can’t carry my ring right now, but I shall soon fix that, as I’m sure you will.” I offered him a hand. “My name is Alexander Galaxius, by the way.” 
 
      
 
    “Very pleased to meet you, I’m Andrei...” He was so happy that I wasn’t holding all this against them that he shook my hand at once and told me his name before what I’d said about the ring hit him, and he realized he had to properly introduce himself or appear rude. “Andrei Androsov...” 
 
      
 
    The kid looked like a ghost after telling me his surname. 
 
      
 
    “Have you killed many people?” I asked him calmly. 
 
      
 
    His eyes widened. “What?! What people?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re hiding, and that can be a reason to hide,” I said, sipping my coffee and grimacing. “Bastards... Now the coffee’s cold.” 
 
      
 
    A waitress heard what I said and hurried over to bring me a fresh cup. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t killed anyone,” he said angrily after finally processing my words. 
 
      
 
    “So you dishonored the Emperor’s daughter? I get it... She’s probably a knock-out, and you just couldn’t help yourself. And now you have to run away.” 
 
      
 
    The young man blushed deeply again. “I didn’t do anything with Olga! I have a bride already...” 
 
      
 
    Somehow, his face turned even redder. I liked making fun of him. 
 
      
 
    “Guess she’s ugly as sin, since you ran away? I get it, I’d run away too.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s fine...” 
 
      
 
    “So you ran away from home in search of easy women and noisy clubs? Too many eyes on you back home, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “No... I want to go into a Rift...” I’d wound up the guy so much that he said that last in a whisper and looked sad saying it. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Heh... You’d make a poor spy,” I said. “So why do it the hard way, then? I can’t believe that a family that has a Healer in it is so poor that it can’t organize an escort for one of its scions into a Rift.” 
 
      
 
    I’d gotten pretty talkative, but the young man already looked tired, and didn’t even think about trying to get away from me, deciding that I must have been sent after him. 
 
      
 
    “My parents didn’t want me to become a battle healer,” he said dejectedly. “And we have money. What rock have you been living under where people don’t know about my family, anyway?” 
 
      
 
    The guy wasn’t disheartened; he had been gathering his thoughts, and now he moved to counterattack. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not from around here.” 
 
      
 
    I told him a fast version of my cover story — that I’d lived my whole life in the European principalities and traveled the world, and now that I’d turned eighteen, I’d decided to return home. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me with stark envy in his eyes. Right up until I said that my whole bloodline was dead, and that I was the only heir left. Still officially unconfirmed, to boot... 
 
      
 
    I told him about the Rift too, and wow was I right to do so. 
 
      
 
    “Then you need to go to the Training Center, otherwise they might not let you in,” he said, adjusting his glasses and taking a lecturing tone. “But it’s not bad there, and you’ll be able to assemble a squad of nobles. Based on what you said, I can conclude that you want to go into a Rift yourself, and I can tell you right now — that’s suicide.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t notice exactly when this nerd started to open up to me. He was smart and knew a lot, and it seemed like his family were no small fries, I just hadn’t heard of them. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, I need the lavatory,” I said, interrupting his story of the Rifts and the beasts that inhabit them. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, I’ll wait.” It seemed he liked to talk, and that usually people didn’t like to listen to him, but in me he’d found a grateful listener. “Wait, the lavatory isn’t...” 
 
      
 
    Yes, I know it isn’t that way... 
 
      
 
    But that didn’t matter now; I stepped out into the gangway and headed toward my next misadventure. I had sent Shnoop off to work, meaning to keep an eye on those three idiots, and it bore fruit. The viscount was traveling with guards, and had decided to pay two of them a little extra to take me out. 
 
      
 
    So that’s how it was, huh? All I did was give him a thrashing, and now he was going to kill me? Sheesh. They were two large men, their rank at around Warrior. At least one of them was around that, based on what I’d heard. 
 
      
 
    Whereas I was a Student or Apprentice, at least as far as they thought. Oh, how wrong they were... But that didn’t change a thing; they were still coming to kill me. The viscount had already called his father, and he had given the go-ahead. When they killed me, they’d call in the viscount and he’d make like it was a duel or say I attacked him and he had to defend himself. 
 
      
 
    Why wouldn’t they believe him? I didn’t even have a family ring on my finger. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go up to him and tell him that the viscount wants to invite him to his train car to make his apologies,” one man said to the other, sharing his master plan. “You wait outside in the gangway. As soon as he and I go in, you put him down.” 
 
      
 
    Well done, Shnoop. 
 
      
 
    I ran to the gangway where I was supposed to be put down and opened the door, then stood behind the wall to wait. 
 
      
 
    I had no desire to play with them or waste any more time than I had to, so I filled my body with energy and cast my armor. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they appeared, I attacked first with no preamble. 
 
      
 
    The old man who I attacked with a kick reacted well, blocking. But then the momentum... and the open door... One down. The second one, on the other hand, tried to take out his gun, which made me quickly change my plans and move closer to him. 
 
      
 
    A short fight over the weapon, in which I needed only ten seconds to get hold of it and shoot him in the head. I just had to choose the right angle so that his brains flew through the door and didn’t spray all over the car. Didn’t want to have to clean them up. 
 
      
 
    That one was no Warrior... Just a weak Apprentice, which is why he had a gun. But the old man had withstood my blow, although it should have broken his arms. He was most likely a weak Veteran. 
 
      
 
    I threw the body out, then summoned Shnoop and tossed the gun to him. 
 
      
 
    “Get rid of it, and make sure nobody finds it... ever.” It had my fingerprints on it, and I didn’t need any more trouble, although it wouldn’t be a disaster. 
 
      
 
    When I stepped out of the gangway, I saw a conductor who was walking through the car and had been listening. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me, did you hear any noise just now?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “Noise? No, I just came in... But I did see two men coming out of the toilet cabin. Maybe they were making noise?” 
 
      
 
    “Shameful...” the conductor said with a grimace, and walked on. 
 
      
 
    Now, when the viscount kicked up a fuss about his missing guards and called the police, the conductor would tell them what he’d heard about the two men and the approximate time. 
 
      
 
    They’d just think the two loverboys ran off together... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Somewhere deep within the Eastern Empire 
 
      
 
    Stinky woke up with a crazy hangover. That tends to happen when you drink whatever you can lay your hands on. Actually, his name was Alexander Ilyich Sukharyov, and he was once known across all five villages in the area as a tinker who could fix any pot. 
 
      
 
    But something in his life went awry, turning him into a bum with the offensive nickname ‘Stinky.’ 
 
      
 
    This morning was different from all the previous ones. His head didn’t just ache from the heavy hangover, but also from the slight concussion given to him by his friends and drinking partners Shovel and Brick. 
 
      
 
    And all because he had tried to win over Otter — Brick’s ‘common-law wife.’ Stinky was punching above his weight, and in the end he was chased out of the small, but cozy settlement under the railway bridge where their commune lived. 
 
      
 
    This had happened before. Now he would have to get some booze somewhere and come back for a make-up drinking session. 
 
      
 
    Sighing heavily, Stinky rolled over. Something was jabbing him in the side. Reaching out a filthy claw, he saw with surprise that it was a brand-new pistol that had appeared as if out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    The old tinker whistled. Looked like he wouldn’t have to grovel and beg to get some booze to make up with his friends. Looked like HIS commune was about to have a new boss! And no way could Otter get away from him now! After all, brave Stinky was about to make her a widow! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I wondered what Shnoop had done with the pistol. Hopefully he dropped it in some swamp. 
 
      
 
    After my ‘stroll’ I went back to Andrei, and he and I sat in that restaurant right up until evening. So many people came and went that my eyes struggled to catch them all. Incidentally, it was the lesser aristos who behaved most arrogantly. The serious ones were usually polite. 
 
      
 
    The merchants were far too haughty as well. One of them I really didn’t like, and I sent Shnoop out fishing. 
 
      
 
    So much boasting, but only five hundred in his wallet. And how pretentiously had he drawled his ‘keep the change, though you don’t deserve it,’ to the waitress. Great. Left her a whole ruble as a tip, rich bastard. 
 
      
 
    I’d make much better use of his money. 
 
      
 
    Androsov asked me to go talk to the conductor with him. He was afraid to use his power and reveal himself. He really didn’t want his parents to find him before he got the chance to raid at least a couple of Rifts. 
 
      
 
    The conductor took twenty rubles to let Andrei switch to my car, far away from the idiot viscount. He was grateful to me. And almost broke, it turned out. He’d brought some precious gems from home, which he meant to sell for cash. Of which he had none at all, and no cards either, since that would unmask him. 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that you can challenge anyone you want to a duel here?” He seemed to enjoy giving me advice and clearing up things I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “I got that already,” I said, hinting at the viscount. 
 
      
 
    “Right... I forgot about them.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, maybe it’s better you don’t go into a Rift? I’m kinda worried you’ll get your balls ripped off. You don’t seem like an experienced fighter.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how to fight without my Gift,” he said, shrugging. 
 
      
 
    “Or with it, right?” I grinned at him crookedly. 
 
      
 
    Guess I struck a nerve, and he decided to take a risk. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your hand,” he asked me. I hid my hands behind my back and looked around theatrically. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! I don’t know you well enough for that!” Then I laughed and held my hands up before me, palms forward as if to fend him off. 
 
      
 
    The young man rolled his eyes. “Has anyone ever told you you’re a jackass, Galaxius?” 
 
      
 
    “More than once.” He couldn’t even imagine how many times I’d heard that kind of thing in my past life. “Fine, take my hand, but if you break it, you have to fix it.” 
 
      
 
    He looked around again to check for prying eyes, then grabbed me by the wrist. I saw him activating his Gift, and a sharp pain lanced through my arm. Enough pain to drive you mad if you haven’t been through it a hundred times before. He was playing with my nerve endings. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s not right,” Andrei said, frowning at my mocking smile. “How can you stand it?” 
 
      
 
    “A fighter doesn’t fear pain, he lives with it,” I shrugged, and decided to give him some advice: “If I were you, I’d kill right away if it’s a question of life and death. Don’t waste time messing with their nerve endings. And learn to fight without your Gift, too. It’ll come in handy.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement,” he said, nodding and adjusting his glasses. “Now let me give you some advice,” he smirked. “Learn all the laws of the EE. As it is now, you’re like a fish out of water. You might be challenged to a duel and not even know that it’s unlawful, or you’ll accidentally declare war on someone’s family. At the end of the day, you are a future head of a Family.” 
 
      
 
    He had me there... I really hadn’t managed to study everything I needed to back home. I never really believed that I’d manage to get to the EE. I prepared more for the French Duchy. 
 
      
 
    Now that I had time on the train, I could catch up on what I missed. It was real handy that Androsov had turned up when he did, and could help me figure out all the nuances. 
 
      
 
    “Say, Andy, do you like whiskey? I saw a great collection in the bar here...” 
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    The Androsov Manor 
 
    15 miles from the Capital 
 
      
 
    PRINCE IVAN VASILYEVICH ANDROSOV was in a state of extreme irritation. Neither his favorite royal fish soup nor the juicy pies baked by his chef brought him joy. He was very proud of his chef, incidentally — it wasn’t easy these days to find someone who really knew how to cook traditional national dishes. Right now, the culinary market was gripped by tartare and foie gras. But the prince was a fan of old-school Imperial cuisine. 
 
      
 
    This was the third day since the disappearance of his heir — Andrei Ivanovich Androsov, an eighteen-year-old youth. 
 
      
 
    The Androsov family was an ancient bloodline long famed for its Healers. It was a rare Gift, but very... profitable, and very promising with the right training, even in combat conditions. Therefore the noble Androsov family was still a sickeningly rich one. And its Healers were doctors for the Imperial Family, which spoke for itself. 
 
      
 
    The trouble was that Andrei wasn’t a fan of training hard, especially physically. All the combat masters that his father hired ended up just shrugging. The boy wasn’t interested in training, and the father couldn’t force his son. He hoped that he would grow up and later come to his senses. He didn’t, and the elder Androsov finally accepted it. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless his son wasn’t foolish, and instead of training his combat abilities, he trained his mind. He could live as a healer just fine, too. 
 
      
 
    Katya Androsova, a stunning brunette with bright green eyes, Andrei’s sister and best friend, tried to reassure her father: “Oh, father, don’t worry so much! Andy will turn up!” She and her brother had been like two peas in a pod since childhood, and Katya was no less worried than their patriarch. 
 
      
 
    The sister understood her brother better than anyone. A great many things bored him, but his most challenging trait was his stubbornness. If he wanted to do something then he did it, and if he didn’t want to then you’d kill him before you made him do it. She believed that her brother wouldn’t go missing, or wanted to believe it, but she also hoped that her father would find him soon. And that it wouldn’t harm their already difficult relationship with their father. 
 
      
 
    The senior Androsov had called in all his favors and influence to find his beloved son. But it was like he’d disappeared into thin air. 
 
      
 
    His phone, credit card and even family ring were still on the desk in his room, where perfect order reigned as usual. 
 
      
 
    Ivan Androsov rubbed his eyes heavily, following up by massaging his temples. He shuddered to think how serious his son’s intention to disappear was, what with him leaving his signet ring behind. Without a ring you become nothing, and your bloodline doesn’t mean a damn thing. 
 
      
 
    Ivan Androsov did have one idea. His heir had showed a great deal of interest in the Rifts, and the old legends of battle healers bravely sharing the trials and tribulations of the true heroes of humanity — the Monster Slayers. 
 
      
 
    The Slayers were exceedingly respected people in the Empire, but not every Slayer lived to thirty, let alone a ripe old age. 
 
      
 
    He might even celebrate if his son became a Slayer, but... without combat training, Andrei would simply be killed before even reaching a Rift. 
 
      
 
    It would be an idiotic venture, in the prince’s opinion. They already had all that their hearts could desire anyway! And all the rest, including a reliable guard made up of poor but strong aristocrats, who the family could afford to hire with no regard to the cost. 
 
      
 
    That was not to mention the fact that their family had plenty of its own strong aristocrats who could take him with them for a light stroll into a weaker Rift. The thing was... the elder Androsov himself was at fault... He had forbidden Andrei from even thinking about that in the heat of an argument, and now he sorely regretted his outburst. 
 
      
 
    Had Andrei really gone to the Epicenter? Obnoxious boy! Well, never mind. A great many people were out looking for him, and sooner or later he would be found. And then he... No... He wouldn’t shout at him. That was no way to handle this. He would have to have a serious talk with him! But if that talk didn’t help, then his son would need to be punished. It simply would not do for the heir to behave this way. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the first time in my eighteen years here, the place felt somehow like home, and I felt... free. 
 
      
 
    The Slayers were militarized divisions that were not directly subject to the leadership of the Epicenter Army. Mobile groups consisting of at least three strongly Gifted, acting at their own risk, having signed away all liability. 
 
      
 
    The concept of the Monster Slayers arose long ago. The trouble was that the tiered defenses of the Epicenter Army, which mostly consisted of ordinary people or the weakly Gifted, held the lines of defense on the outskirts of the Epicenter, holding back the onslaught of beasts in the habitable regions of the Empire. 
 
      
 
    The Rifts that arose in their area of responsibility were drowned in mass artillery fire, and the mage portaliers quickly closed those Rifts with infantry support, returning the ‘neutral zone’ to its neutral state. 
 
      
 
    But deeper Rifts also opened up. The main danger of those was that their energy grew every month that they continued to exist, and so too did the stream of monsters emerging from them. 
 
      
 
    Considering the fact that aircraft were practically unused within the Epicenter — there were flying beasts in there capable of biting an aircraft in two, — the only way to deal with those Rifts was to reach them on foot and close them ‘manually.’ 
 
      
 
    That was just what the Slayers did. Well, apart from scouting that same ‘neutral zone’ and directly correcting the artillery fire. Their newer members handled that, as a rule. Considering the relative safety of that job, even soloers were allowed to do it. It was a kind of test of professional capabilities. 
 
      
 
    The Slayers also had the Covenant. It was a little different from the Code, but they had some things in common. The main difference was the strict responsibility of the group’s commander. Here, the commander bore total responsibility for the safety of his underlings’ lives. 
 
      
 
    Our Code wasn’t like that. To begin with, the Hunters were lone wolves, as a rule. Each of us had our own power that the local wannabe mages could never dream of. When the Hunters did unite for a time, then each bore responsibility for his own life. Of course, that didn’t mean we didn’t support each other — sooner the opposite, — but when a comrade died... Well, how can I put this... Happy hunting in the next life! 
 
      
 
    Here, on the other hand, the death of any group member meant a big fat minus in the commander’s personal file. That led to their removal from command, and in some cases to a ‘wolf ticket’ — banishment from the front line with no chance of coming back. 
 
      
 
    This was likely related to the value of Gifted asses and the hysterics and claims of their families when they were lost. And considering that it was impossible to become a full-fledged member of the aristocratic community without completing service in the Epicenter, sometimes the groups contained the sons and daughters of high-ranking families whose lives were extremely valuable both to the family itself and to the Empire. 
 
      
 
    It was another matter that they weren’t forced to join the Slayers — they could serve out their term in the line infantry, with a company or battalion under their command. 
 
      
 
    Hell, even if your life is only worth the average here, that’s fine too, only reputation is a fragile thing. Not to mention prestige. If you didn’t have an ancient family behind you and couldn’t boast of a long lineage, then you could make over a hundred raids and claim your well-deserved respect. 
 
      
 
    All this, and much more besides, I learned from Andrei. He was a good conversation partner, perhaps a little shy at first, but as soon as he settled in he started gaining confidence. 
 
      
 
    “Check out those girls,” I said, pointing with my eyes to two bored-looking ladies sitting in the restaurant car. 
 
      
 
    The restaurant had become our constant haunt in the last few days. Today happened to be the final day of our journey, and soon we were due to reach our destination. 
 
      
 
    “They’re alright, I guess,” Andrei said, blushing slightly as he failed dismally to appreciate their beauty. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should introduce ourselves...” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll pass,” he said right away. “I have a fiancée.” 
 
      
 
    “So? What, are you not allowed multiple wives here in the EE?” I made a surprised face. “Let’s have a little fun. If you’re afraid of introducing yourself, just give me a couple of minutes and I’ll handle it.” 
 
      
 
    “My answer is the same,” the young man said, not giving in. “They really aren’t to my taste anyway, and I’d just rather not. I have a fiancée, and I’m not planning on ruining my reputation. What if I get her pregnant, what then? Live in the knowledge that I’ve ruined my offspring’s life by making him a bastard? Look into my wife’s eyes and see nothing but judgment?” 
 
      
 
    “Umm... got it,” I said, getting the picture. “Say, how many wives does your father have?” 
 
      
 
    “One... My mother.” 
 
      
 
    Mystery solved. He was just following his father’s example. As for me, no way was I going to stop at just one wife. And it wasn’t just because that was the kind of person I was, although it was that too. The souls I ate influenced me strongly and gave me excess energy that had an effect on my libido. A single wife might die trying to keep up with me, poor thing. 
 
      
 
    Some guards clattering past us interrupted our conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Something must have happened,” my friend noted. 
 
      
 
    Since I didn’t have any friends in this world yet, why shouldn’t he be the first? He seemed like a decent guy. I could smell trouble a mile away, and couldn’t be fooled. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go check it out, we’ve sat here long enough.” I stood up, stretched out and headed after them. 
 
      
 
    Andrei sighed and begrudgingly stood up to follow me. He didn’t want to go anywhere, but didn’t want to stay behind alone either. 
 
      
 
    Who would have thought... The guards were headed to the car that belonged to the Viscount. And it was noisy in there. I could hear him shouting, and his guards talking to him in raised voices. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who my father is? I could make a single call and have you flogged! Get this bitch out of here and make sure I don’t see you again either!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. Androsov had explained to me why the guards and servants here were so brave. All the trains were under the personal ownership of the Romanov family. Stick your neck out and get too aggressive with them and you stood to lose a lot. And they didn’t accept the weakly Gifted into the guards here. 
 
      
 
    “You can make whatever calls you want, but we have to sort all this out,” the guard said, clearly not giving a damn what the man had to say. “I must inform you that we’ve already sent all the details to the police.” 
 
      
 
    As I came closer, I managed to make out what was happening. The guards were carrying out a corpse, but it wasn’t one of the viscount’s friends — it was a young woman. 
 
      
 
    “I shall repeat myself!” the viscount said, practically spitting his words. His face was bloody, his nose broken. “She is my servant, and I did with her as I pleased. I will pay the fine back home and that is that. Now get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    The young woman lying dead looked to be around twenty-five. Her body was covered in bruises. She had succumbed to the beating. 
 
      
 
    A real scumbag, that viscount... 
 
      
 
    Androsov looked gloomy, but kept a good grip on himself. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen this kind of thing, and maybe he’d seen too many corpses. Although he was a Healer, and such sights were guaranteed in his profession. 
 
      
 
    No need to stay here any longer. “Let’s get out of here...” 
 
      
 
    I’d already seen everything I needed to. On the way back we said nothing, and didn’t return to the restaurant car this time. We each went back to our cabins — we still had to pack up our things. All my stuff was already packed, actually, but I needed some time alone anyway. 
 
      
 
    As I entered my room, I sat down on the bed and narrowed my eyes. I hated assholes like that viscount. I’d swatted him away, and he went to take out his anger on a helpless girl. 
 
      
 
    I wondered if he’d done that kind of thing many times before. I remembered just killing people like him in my past life, and they couldn’t say a word to me. But here? I wanted to kill him right then, that was how I felt. I was no green boy who feared the sight of blood. I was a warrior who bathed in it, and death was a constant companion in my life. 
 
      
 
    If I went and challenged him to a duel, I could kill him, but what then? His family would cause me a heap of trouble, and I didn’t even know what kind. I didn’t even fully understand my situation here. 
 
      
 
    After sitting a while and trying to convince myself that it wasn’t my business, I sighed. It wasn’t working... I didn’t want to just leave it alone. And I never was very good at fighting my desires. 
 
      
 
    And that meant I had to act. 
 
      
 
    I touched a hand to my chest and summoned my sleeping Gift. 
 
      
 
    A sun unfurled within my breast, and from it came the cries of many souls... They wanted to serve... They wanted freedom... They were ready to move on. 
 
      
 
    I never thought I’d have to use this one so soon and spend it. But it was my desire. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and started to concentrate. I hadn’t done this for a long time. So many sweet memories flooded over me right away. 
 
      
 
    In my past life, I had done this too rarely. What I was about to do demanded a great deal of my energy, and there was less value to it than to me being at full strength. But this world I was in... At age ten I realized that my Gift from the old world and the one from this one could be combined. 
 
      
 
    I got it! 
 
      
 
    I created the illusion of an Anthracite Snake on the floor. It was a tiny thing, around three inches long, and thin as a wire. 
 
      
 
    Recalling how many people that tiny thing could kill, I smiled. And then I delved into my soul and from there pulled out the soul of an Anthracite Snake and placed the orb that appeared in my hand into the illusion. 
 
      
 
    I could feel my energy flowing into it, and the illusion stopped being one. Now it was a real snake. 
 
      
 
    “Viscount Myasov the younger is your target,” I said, looking it in the eye. “One bite and you’ll be free. Slip into his suitcase and kill him once he’s far away from here, ideally in a hotel room or his mansion.” 
 
      
 
    “H-sss-ssss...” it hissed, and slid away. 
 
      
 
    Every monster I slew remained in my soul. There used to be a great many of them there, but now they were fewer. From what I understood, my reincarnation took away most of them. But even then, I still had a small supply that I was planning to add to. 
 
      
 
    I could make an illusion and place the soul of a creature within it. But it wasn’t all that simple. I couldn’t create a Minotaur and put the soul of a mocking-toad into it. Only the soul of a Minotaur, and nothing else. 
 
      
 
    One order, and the creature would disappear forever. Continue on to its next life, or wherever it was headed. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there were different kinds of orders, and I could choose the time. And it could be a year, even ten. But the creature I summoned was powered by my energy, and if it didn’t have enough for a year, then it would disappear sooner. 
 
      
 
    I summoned Shnoop. 
 
      
 
    “I want to watch him die. Keep an eye on him and show me when it happens.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little later... 
 
    Siberian Express, car 12... 
 
      
 
    Jora Myasov was suffering. He was suffering from constipation as he sat on the snow-white toilet in his first-class bathroom. 
 
      
 
    But the constipation wasn’t his main problem. Those two bodyguards he had sent off to kill that arrogant upstart of a baron had disappeared. 
 
      
 
    And he’d broken his favorite toy. Taya had been so good. She’d had such a high pain threshold, which was important for his... ahem... games with the serving girl. Sure, she often had a rough time of it, but the girl had long ago come to terms with her fate in life and didn’t dare question her master. She just patiently acted as a punching bag when he was in a bad mood. But this time he’d pushed her too far... 
 
      
 
    And what was he supposed to do now?! Where was he to find a new toy that wouldn’t scream when his boot slammed into her stomach, but just quietly groan instead, swallowing her blood and tears!? How could this day get any worse?! And he hadn’t even reached Irkutsk yet! 
 
      
 
    Jora strained, but wasn’t getting anywhere. He was probably overly stressed. Without getting up from the toilet, he stuck a hand into his knapsack, which contained a packet full of an illegal, but oh-so-useful substance. Expensive as hell, because it was made from otherworldly jelly. Some idiots said it caused addiction and had all manner of side effects. Fools! It was sheer bliss! 
 
      
 
    Just as he was feeling around in the hidden pocket for the packet, he suddenly felt something like a sharp bite. 
 
      
 
    The young aristo yelped and pulled his hand out, seeing two tiny bleeding wounds on his palm. Then his vision started to blur and he began to feel the worst pain he’d ever felt as the venom seeped through his veins. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to scream, but couldn’t make a sound. The venom first fully paralyzed its victim, then attacked all its nerve endings, causing pain beyond measure. The heart gave out, and the victim died in agony. 
 
      
 
    When he fell off the toilet, it looked like his eyeballs burst from the pressure. But at that point, he no longer felt anything. 
 
      
 
    Just as he didn’t hear the satisfied “Sh-sh-sh-shcumbag!” coming from beneath the shadow of the sink. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SIBERIAN EXPRESS LET US OFF at Irkutsk Station, which looked more like some kind of fortress. Huge turrets with anti-air batteries and mages on watch showed that beasts were a regular occurrence here. And the worst of them, too — powerful flying types. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Androsov’s small bag and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And I thought I packed light! You look like a bum!” 
 
      
 
    Andrei was already a little used to me but now, but still turned up his noble nose at my jokes. It helped that we had been drinking and eating at my expense. Well... Sort of mine. Really, it was at other people’s expense via Shnoop. 
 
      
 
    Still, though. Andrei, with his collection of rare gems, each time gave me embarrassing reassurances that he would ‘pay me back in full.’ Right up until I got sick of that and said “one more ‘I’ll be sure to pay you back, rest assured,’ and I’ll leave you alone with all your bling. You can try eating it!” That seemed to help. 
 
      
 
    The station teemed like an ant hill. Andrei quickly got his bearings; he had been preparing his escape for a long time, after all, and had studied all the details. Well, as best as he could from afar, anyway. 
 
      
 
    There were a few armored cars parked in the distance, and that was just where we headed. 
 
      
 
    A junior infantry captain aggressively studied our documents, made some notes in his own books, then nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All in order. Go in!” 
 
      
 
    This was transport for Slayers, or rather those who wanted to become them. 
 
      
 
    I had planned to get settled into a hotel first, but with the circumstances aligning so favorably, why not? I needed to stick close to Andrei for a while; he was smart and savvy, and still not much of a fighter yet. So if we ran into trouble on the road, I could handle that, and he could help me avoid mishaps in my documents or when I signed up. Oh, how I hated all that bureaucracy. It was especially tough because I was so used to all the rules and laws of New Prussia. 
 
      
 
    Flying quickly down narrow streets, the column of armored cars shot towards the outskirts of the city. The narrow viewing ports made it hard to see anything, but I could at least tell that every house in Irkutsk was almost a fortress in itself, with narrow windows and heavily reinforced shutters. So different from the peaceful cities of Europe, where one’s main concern was avoiding duels with arrogant aristocrats. 
 
      
 
    Apart from Andrei and me, that junior captain who checked our documents was also riding in the armored car. Incidentally, Andrei had shown him his real documents, and he’d run into no problems. I could sense a similarity with my Order, which anyone could turn up and sign up for. Never mind your status; just make yourself useful. Just like Androsov told me that family influence matters little to Slayers. Of course, the families did try to muscle in and control things, but it never went well. After all, first and foremost, the Slayers obeyed the Imperial Family. 
 
      
 
    They also strategic value too. Androsov showed me the jellies obtained from the heads of monsters, explained that without them the Empire would be in trouble. The jellies are a whole separate story; I never encountered them in my past life. But there were more Slayers here than in my past life, and although they were neither feared nor respected, they were valued. 
 
      
 
    That was why oversight of the Slayers came from the very top; there were some bright sparks who tried to make them work only for them, to get jellies only for them and close only the Rifts they wanted closed. 
 
      
 
    The brightest of those sparks were quickly snuffed out. Only the Slayers had free trade — they could sell their spoils to whoever they liked. 
 
      
 
    Six other people sat with us. Judging by the signet rings on their fingers, two of them were aristos, each with two servants/bodyguards. 
 
      
 
    Thank the Code, they weren’t too friendly and didn’t come to us with empty questions, so I didn’t have to tell anyone to shove off. Androsov was too well-bred to engage anyone in conversation. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here!” our escort said, glancing outside as the armored car’s engine cut off with a final roar. “Unload, gentlemen!” 
 
      
 
    I stepped out right behind Andy, and looked around with interest. 
 
      
 
    The Training Center. The special institute where every Slayer begins his path. A kind of school that gives the minimum required knowledge that a noble aristo needs to maybe not die in his first raid. 
 
      
 
    The Center was a large building, and there were plenty of people there too. It was split into different wings, and was a staging ground in itself. 
 
      
 
    “Look,” Androsov said, drawing my attention to a squad emerging from a car. 
 
      
 
    They had just come back from a raid, and they looked the worse for wear. 
 
      
 
    Life had ragged these troops around. Judging by the Slayers’ rings, they were of the lowest rank, and around forty years old. 
 
      
 
    From my walking encyclopedia, i.e. Androsov, I learned that it wasn’t just aristos who wore signet rings, but Slayers too. They were high-status and useful. Without a Slayer’s ring, you can’t get into a Rift. And the ring also shows your status. The lowest is the white stone, the highest and most prestigious — the rainbow stone, belonging to Absolutes. 
 
      
 
    We walked through the entrance and showed our documents to another guard, after which we were let inside. We wanted to go look for where to go next right away, and take a walk around in the process. But that wasn’t the way things were done here. We were still outsiders, and a young woman of around twenty was assigned to escort us to where we needed to be. 
 
      
 
    And where we needed to be was the reception lounge. 
 
      
 
    We were met there along with everyone else. Our documents were checked again, and we were given our own service cards to sign. 
 
      
 
    Androsov and I turned out to have different contracts and different goals. 
 
      
 
    For starters, he signed up for half a year. I signed up for a week. Did he really have nothing better to do..? But actually, it was his way of staying safe from his father. 
 
      
 
    You become a Slayer right after your first raid and week of training. Then you can go on raids any time you like. But there was a nuance with the contracts. While you’re studying, all your raids are relatively safe — the Center picks them and sends you out based on the study program, with an escort. On top of that, even relatives couldn’t pluck us from our studies. Which was why he did it. For me, a month would be enough to cover all my debts and then figure out what life had in store for me next. I didn’t want to waste three months in a daycare, playing at gaining life experience through the work of a Slayer. Especially since the profession was so similar to the profession of Hunter, which I knew like the back of my hand. 
 
      
 
    I’d spent enough time on that in my past life. This time it was more of a hobby and a way to establish myself. 
 
      
 
    Androsov and I took the documents we needed to the tenth office, which wasn’t hard to find. That’s where the real fun began. 
 
      
 
    “Enter,” we heard after we knocked. 
 
      
 
    There was no queue, incidentally, and we didn’t have to wait all day. 
 
      
 
    “Good day,” Andrei said. “We were sent here from the reception hall.” 
 
      
 
    “Both at once!?” The dusty old man sitting before us took off his glasses and rubbed them. “Did they not tell you that you have to come in here one at a time?” 
 
      
 
    The old man was military, and it seemed he’d already rolled up his sleeves to give us a clout round the ear. 
 
      
 
    Damn, would I have to start my first day by knocking out a Slayer..? Not an option... He hadn’t accepted me in yet. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive us for our manners, but my friend just arrived in the Empire and there’s a lot he doesn’t understand, so he asked me to help him,” Androsov explained, with just the right notes of respect and good upbringing in his voice. “He’s afraid to sign on the wrong line out of ignorance.” 
 
      
 
    The old man thought for a moment and huffed through his mustache, but sat back. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, rookie, I’ll let you off this time,” he said more gently, looking at me. “Can your friend speak our tongue? He’ll have a tough time without the language. Where’s he fought?” 
 
      
 
    The word ‘fought’ could cover any number of things. I could have fought against monsters in wild places, or protected my family, or maybe someone else’s, or hell, served in the army. 
 
      
 
    “I understand our tongue, but not so much our laws and customs,” I said, smiling disarmingly. “And I’ve fought where I’ve had to. The life of an aristocrat in a foreign land, without a signet ring but with your origins writ clear on your face, is not easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright... Sit down,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    And here was where the really interesting part began. What we went through before was a sign-up where they weeded out all the farmers’ kids and gave out the first forms for ‘filtration’ by signature. Now we had to make real choices. From what I understood, we had been sent to the tenth office as two strong nobles. 
 
      
 
    It helped that I was with Androsov, and his surname was pretty well known, it seemed. 
 
      
 
    We were assaulted with questions, and I confirmed my opinion that the old Slayer earned his keep. Every question was harder than the last to answer without revealing my past life. 
 
      
 
    With Andy, it was all much simpler. Where he was born, where he studied, ‘I wish to serve the Empire and learn new skills.’ 
 
      
 
    The questions to me, on the other hand, were attempts to catch me out. I started to get the feeling that I couldn’t lie, and the old man would be able to check all my answers, so I had to describe only my experience in this world. Which was, unfortunately, minimal. The old man’s face got darker with my every answer. 
 
      
 
    He froze for a while after our ‘chat,’ smacking his lips and shifting around his dentures. 
 
      
 
    “Well, your case is pretty clear,” he nodded at Androsov. And yes, the old man showed no respect whatsoever for nobility, which confirmed my suspicion that the Slayers were living in their own world here. “A half year contract is a good and wise choice. You’ll learn a lot in that time, and not die pointlessly in the process. And we won’t have to write to your noble pops explaining why we didn’t protect your noble ass. Sure, that’s just a formality, but it’s one I really hate!” 
 
      
 
    He moved his age-faded gaze onto me. “As for you, kid, we have a problem.” In his eyes I saw interest mixed with a certain annoyance. “Are you one of those types? One of those bookish types of boys who read too many stories about heroes and want to get famous fast? Or is this a way of ending your own life without fame or glory, but with a decent insurance payout for your relatives?” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect,” I began carefully, still smiling nonetheless, “I’m neither one nor the other. I don’t even have any relatives, so if anything happens, the Empire will save money on me, like as not.” 
 
      
 
    “So why do you want the kamikaze package?” the old man asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “Kamikaze..?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, y’see, the Japs have these crazy guys...” the old man started to explain, but I interrupted him. 
 
      
 
    “I know who kamikazes are, and no, I don’t plan on dying. A week’s tuition is the minimum time before you can be let into the Rifts, isn’t it? Or am I missing something?” 
 
      
 
    The old man grimaced, apparently not used to being interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “You have it right, but I’m obliged to warn you that...” 
 
      
 
    I interrupted the old vet again. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I read it all carefully. All the risks of the decision. I read something about a ‘liability waiver’ form, which significantly reduces the insurance payout that I don’t need.” 
 
      
 
    The old man sniffed and reached into his table somewhere, handing me another form. 
 
      
 
    “Right again. Here’s the form, but you’re making a mistake!” 
 
      
 
    “What’s it to you to talk me out of it?” I smiled, quickly scanning the form and signing it. 
 
      
 
    “Ballsy type, you...” he said, suddenly smiling. “You remind me of me when I was young.” 
 
      
 
    He noticed that I was staring unblinkingly at his signet ring. The stone in it was a deep blue. Slayer Second Class. An elite, only a rung away from the top of the ladder. Now that was power! Far from all Slayers lived to the day when their stone began to gleam blue. 
 
      
 
    “Judging by your signet ring, you seem to have made a good career for yourself. I think I’ll do just fine too,” I said, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I should have said ‘cocky’ instead of ‘ballsy,’” the old man said, frowning mockingly, but I could tell he wasn’t angry. “Alright, we’ll see. If you die, then so be it. If you live — great, we’re always glad to have new Slayers. In the meantime, here’s some direction for you. Second barracks, your course officer is Slayer Fourth Class Krasnikov. Listen to him and we might see each other again more than once.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean more than once?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll definitely see you again once — I hand out the rings.” The old man reached into a drawer again and put a simple metal signet ring on the table, a transparent stone inset into it. “This is the symbol of the Monster Slayer, and your future friend and comrade until the day you die. Without it, you are nothing. As indeed it is without you. We’ll meet again in one week, if you don’t mess up too badly. That’s it for now. Get out of here! I’m up to my neck in work!” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for spending your precious time on us,” I said, trying to make conversation with our young and silent escort who had only told us her name — Helga. 
 
      
 
    The blonde, too thin for my tastes, moved her gaze to me and carefully studied me with her gray eyes, apparently trying to figure out if I was joking or being serious. She had no family signet ring on her finger, but she did wear a Slayer ring. True, the stone was still colorless, which showed that she hadn’t even reached sixth class yet. 
 
      
 
    “I’m the orderly on duty today, so it’s fine,” she said, finally deigning to answer as she escorted us to the second barracks. 
 
      
 
    “Been here long?” I asked, trying to keep up the small talk since there was nothing else to do. 
 
      
 
    “Almost a month,” she answered just as briefly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! So you’ve already been into a Rift?” Androsov asked, burning with curiosity. 
 
      
 
    She gave him a scathing look. “I have, yes.” Damn! That look made me think they might haze the newcomers here too. 
 
      
 
    “What’s it like... inside?” Andy said, undeterred. 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” the girl nodded. 
 
      
 
    “The beasts didn’t bite too hard?” I asked, trying to knock the girl off balance. Just for fun. 
 
      
 
    She looked at me again and grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “Comedian, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid so,” I said. “But it wouldn’t be funny at all if the beasts ruined such a beautiful face!” 
 
      
 
    A girl was always a girl, so the clumsy compliment softened her a little bit, but she still didn’t deign to respond. 
 
      
 
    “We’re here!” She nodded at a long two-story building that looked more like a second-rate guest house than a barracks. On the other hand, it made sense that they weren’t going to put nobles in a cowshed. “You need to see the duty officer!” 
 
      
 
    “Will we see each other again?” I asked as she was about to go. 
 
      
 
    “Afraid so,” the girl frowned. “I live here too.” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect! I owe you a beer,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t serve alcohol here,” she said with a slight smile. 
 
      
 
    “Damnation!” I raised my eyebrows. “So how do you relax around here?” 
 
      
 
    “We just don’t get stressed,” she answered with a wry grin. “I’m off.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Olga!” I chuckled, translating her name into the Slavic version. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Helga,” she said with a frown. All the good nature disappeared instantly from her face, and her fists clenched like she wanted to hit me. What was her deal..? 
 
      
 
    I raised my hands jokingly, admitting to my wrongdoing, and she walked away unhurriedly. Damn, she looked pretty good from behind... 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with you?” I asked, turning to a frowning Andrei. 
 
      
 
    “Huh? What?” He shook his head as if driving away memories. “Nothing! Just my imagination...” 
 
      
 
    The duty officer led us to the course director. 
 
      
 
    Vasiliy Krasnikov was an experienced Slayer. He was the one responsible for this barracks, and for conducting the initial training for rookies. The Slayers didn’t have military ranks, but they did have classes, which depended first of all on the number of raids, or more precisely... Well, it’s complicated. From rank six, the lowest, to rank one, the highest. Above rank one was only... Absolute. 
 
      
 
    Absolute. So much in one little word. The mightiest Gifted in the world. To become an Absolute, you had to perform truly incredible feats in Rifts and have a rank no lower than Great Magister. 
 
      
 
    So few people... ahem... survived to that rank, that not every clan, not even every state had an Absolute. Legends were woven of their deeds, they were feared and respected, and each was known by name. 
 
      
 
    They say here that killing monsters makes a person stronger. Only this has never been confirmed on more than the level of assumption. I couldn’t say anything about that myself. 
 
      
 
    Krasnikov’s signet ring glowed bright orange. 
 
      
 
    Krasnikov himself, to be precise, Viscount Vasiliy Krasnikov, was a Slayer Fourth Class. He had over fifty raids under his belt, as witnessed by the simple badge on his chest showing that number. Respectable. In any case, class four is a solid class; the man had more than enough competency to look after rookies. 
 
      
 
    But it seemed he had decided to take his career further as an administrator rather than a fighter. And that was worthy of respect too. Without a strong flank, the front-line fighters drop like flies. I knew that from my past life; the Hunters had the Elders, who nobody would ever think of calling pen pushers. 
 
      
 
    Well, now! Looked like my new life was starting! A life full of deadly danger and crazy risk! Just like I always wanted... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Metropole Restaurant, Capital City 
 
      
 
    IN THE VIP HALL DESIGNED TO SEAT fifty people, there were seated just two. 
 
      
 
    Two men, richly but inconspicuously dressed, deftly handling their cutlery and unhurriedly swallowing their food, every now and again boldly downing small shot glasses of burning cold Imperial Special. 
 
      
 
    “Have you heard the news of the Galaxius manor?” the older one asked. A gray-haired man, but in good shape for his age. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It’s my job,” the second one nodded, a little younger, but still of a distinguished age, with pale eyes and a wolf-like gaze that few could hold. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be handling it?” the first one asked. “It’s a strange situation. I thought we’d already sorted all that out.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, it is strange,” the second nodded, deftly impaling a semi-transparent slice of smoked sturgeon on his fork. “And yes, I will be making inquiries, but as usual, I cannot directly ‘handle it’ just yet. After our last event, the entire Imperial Guard is hot on my heels.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, surely that isn’t anything new to you?” the first man said, smiling. “Isn’t that a sort of occupational hazard?” 
 
      
 
    The younger man kept chewing as he picked up a sweating carafe and refilled the two shot glasses. 
 
      
 
    “Down the hatch!” 
 
      
 
    They drank and quickly followed up with chasers. The little canapes with white beluga whale caviar were just perfect. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, so it is,” the second man nodded. “But there is a great deal strange about this young Galaxius. He is not supposed to exist. At all.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t give a crap,” the first one said with a less than noble grimace. “The Galaxius manor must be mine. I already have a buyer for it, and there is a fine penny to be made from reselling it. No small share of which belongs to you, as a matter of fact!” 
 
      
 
    “I will handle it,” the second one nodded with displeasure, clearly unused to being hassled in this way. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the first man said, then picked up a silver bell and shook it. Time for the main course... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Next up, Galaxius!” the instructor shouted, Slayer Third Class Afanasy. “Now!” 
 
      
 
    Damn. It was so nice to lie on the grass and look at the clouds. But now it was my time to spar. This was an indispensable part of training sessions that were supposed to reveal the potential of a young Slayer and show to the instructors what he could do. 
 
      
 
    Why bother me with that if I was only there for a week while the others had at least three months to go? 
 
      
 
    “Go on, dead man!” one of my classmates shouted. 
 
      
 
    I’d been here three days already, and this was my first sparring session in all that time. They were putting me up against a young and distinguished aristocrat with the Gift of water, and he was far from the weakest. Looked like he was an Apprentice, but I couldn’t be sure. Aristos didn’t much like to reveal information about themselves. 
 
      
 
    I stepped into the circle and stood before him, then lazily raised my arms, showing that I was bored. 
 
      
 
    That seemed to piss him off. 
 
      
 
    “Could you give me another opponent, and not this loser? I want to fight,” he said to the instructor, causing a round of laughter. 
 
      
 
    Androsov was the only one not laughing. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, I saw Helga there too — she was sitting on a soft cushion and recording a lecture with another group. Here it was more of a priority to work in the open air than in stuffy classes. 
 
      
 
    “If only there were someone here to fight with,” I said, yawning languidly and stretching until my bones cracked. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies! You can exchange wisecracks back in the barracks. For now, START!” Our instructor had a sense of humor, but was a little cracked. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know my opponent’s name. Hell, I’d barely learned anyone’s name. I kept myself to myself, but sometimes Androsov joined me. 
 
      
 
    The water blade I dodged just by ducking. The water spear I dodged just by quickly shifting to the side, and so on a few more times. Although I did have to jump over the blade once. It wouldn’t have killed me, but it might have broken my bones. I didn’t even cast my armor, seeing how inexperienced my foe was. 
 
      
 
    When he realized the futility of his attempts, he made to move closer. 
 
      
 
    He looked serious, and I could tell that he had been taught to fight by hand before learning to use techniques. The bastard kept trying to hit me in the jaw. Alas, I didn’t let a single hit through, just repelled his strikes with a palm or blocked them with a leg before they started. 
 
      
 
    And he kept getting angrier and angrier, like a kettle boiling over. Guess I shouldn’t have played around with him so much. He attacked, and I just defended with boredom writ clear on my face. 
 
      
 
    But all good things come to an end, including my patience. I started to get bored. 
 
      
 
    A feinting closed fist aimed at his face, which he dodged with a smile and then was about to hit me from the side, but ran into a kick to the stomach instead as I turned, ripping through his armor like it was paper. The young man fell to the ground like a sack, clutching at his side. 
 
      
 
    Oops... Looked like I nearly popped his kidney. Bastard; I overdid it and put too much power into the strike. 
 
      
 
    God, I really didn’t like these sparring sessions. I’d spent my whole past life learning how to kill, and now — time for some friendly sparring, folks! It’ll be fun! What a joke... 
 
      
 
    My strike had done its job, and our instructor stopped the fight. 
 
      
 
    “I see...” he said slowly, staring at me. “Galaxius is bored with us. Hey, Petrov!” he shouted to another instructor who was training an older group. “Give me one of your soldiers.” 
 
      
 
    “Helga or Pavel?” the man shouted back right away. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to spar with Helga,” I said, digging in my heels. “I’d rather make love with girls, not war.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, aren’t you gallant?” The instructor grinned at me. He seemed to take that as a challenge. “Let’s try both at once!” 
 
      
 
    And that’s what they did. Pavel and Helga both moved to stand before me. 
 
      
 
    When had she had time to become a Warrior? There was no family ring on her finger, which meant she wasn’t a noble. That made this path we were on a tough one to follow. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, maybe she was in service to some family that supported her. But then why didn’t her clothes bear the emblem of that family? Servants always wore emblems. 
 
      
 
    After the signal to start, they leaped on me. The instructor forbade them from using ranged attacks, so that they didn’t accidentally kill me. It just so happened that I didn’t have the confirmed rank of my Gift, and nobody knew which it was. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want everyone to know it, either. Better I stay a dark horse. In truth, I didn’t know it too well myself, since there were no rituals for my Gift in my old homeland, it was useless, but here... I wasn’t used to their classifications yet. I was a man from another world, after all. 
 
      
 
    Pavel immediately started firing off a flood of rapid Gift-strengthened strikes, not forgetting to cast some weak armor on himself. I didn’t power mine to the full either, so as not to give myself up. 
 
      
 
    Helga, on the other hand, stalked around me like a cat, trying to attack me from behind. When I deliberately let one of Pavel’s blows to my head through, she pounced, aiming to destroy my armor and knock me out. Damn, what did I do to piss her off? 
 
      
 
    She was a snake, not a cat. And snake-like, she jumped behind my back and wrapped herself around me, trying to suffocate me. Right then Pavel was about to put an end to it, but I reeled away along with the living weight on my back and he tripped as his blow hit thin air. Then he fell face-first into my knee. Unfortunately, my power-strengthened knee. His armor fell away along with the blood streaming from his nose, splattering down on the training ring. 
 
      
 
    “Hey babe, you really wanted to hug me so bad that you decided to do it now?” I whispered in her ear, which was right over my shoulder. “We could just get out of here and have a lot more fun, you know.” 
 
      
 
    The poor girl squeezed, trying to crush my armor as I slowly, but barely noticeably boosted it. 
 
      
 
    “Alexander’s done for,” someone said, writing me off. “It ain’t easy to get out of a hold like that.” 
 
      
 
    I shot a glance at the fighter, who always had his long hair tied up with a red ribbon. 
 
      
 
    “You know what the problem is with holds like this, and with fighting girls in general?” I asked, turning to the young man and paying no mind to the girl hanging off me. 
 
      
 
    “Enlighten me, o great Galaxius, who’s about to be lying unconscious on this soft grass!” the young man said, not without a sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, enlighten us,” Helga said. My words must have hit a sore spot, to make her pipe up. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, Helga started to pour more energy into her limbs... But the trouble was, I started to do exactly the same, boosting my armor even more. 
 
      
 
    “Girls aren’t always ready to go all the way, they have too many hang-ups,” I said, putting on a show for the audience. “You know, if this were a real fight, I could die from this, and... Dying isn’t much fun... So...” 
 
      
 
    Since her head was over my shoulder, I turned mine and quickly kissed her on the lips. 
 
      
 
    “WOAH!” the people shouted. 
 
      
 
    *Smack* 
 
      
 
    That was the noise Androsov made as he slapped himself in the face. 
 
      
 
    The girl reacted instantly. Her cheeks reddened, her eyes filled with blood. She didn’t know whether to kill me or keep on hugging me in her hold, and her concentration faltered, as did the hold itself. I easily grabbed her weakening arm and threw her over my shoulder, then twisted her up so tight that she had no way to get free unless she was secretly a master. 
 
      
 
    “There, I win,” I said, grinning to the crowd. “Girls can easily be knocked off balance by the simplest of actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Great method,” the instructor praised me, “but if she was a noble, then you could expect a lot of challenges to a duel after that, or a quick death from, say, a brick happening to fall out of the sky.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “But while we’re here, we’re Slayers, and everyone has equal rights.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, well done! You’re dismissed, and... No more sparring for you. Don’t want you killing someone on accident. First you need to undergo a check for your Gift rank.” 
 
      
 
    I proudly straightened up and shook myself off. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this..?” I wondered aloud as I noticed a trace of concealer on my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Who left this mark on me?” I looked at the girl’s face and didn’t see a single sign of makeup on her. She didn’t need any, with the natural beauty she had. 
 
      
 
    Whatever, it didn’t matter. I rubbed it off with a handkerchief and went back to my room. 
 
      
 
    So that was how easy it was to get off classes. And I’d gotten myself a fangirl that started to puff like a little steam engine as soon as she saw me. 
 
      
 
    Five days passed that way, and I have to admit, I started to get sick of the place. I was so bored... I learned all the important things I needed to know about the Rifts on the very first day, and then we started studying various monsters and all manner of details. 
 
      
 
    For example, I learned that it was anyone’s guess what exactly the Rifts were — nobody understood their true nature. There are different kinds, and all they have in common is that if they’re not closed, then all kinds of monsters start jumping out of them. 
 
      
 
    And they have to be closed in different ways. For example, the Rift could be a cave full of giant rats, and closing it might require getting to a crystal deep underground and breaking it. Then the portal closes. But there was one more nuance that I have no idea how to explain. It closed only after all the people who had walked into it came out. 
 
      
 
    There’s also a simple type of rift, a huge cave of monsters, all of which have to be killed, or almost all, and then the portal closes itself. 
 
      
 
    There are various theories, but for some reason it seemed to me that all this crap was linked to mages from other worlds. Like someone was performing an experiment that had some effect on Earth. 
 
      
 
    I had seen plenty of powerful and insane mages who were willing to do anything for their experiments. 
 
      
 
    There was a chance that it was an experiment with places of power, and after a little while those places formed spatial rifts. And just like even the children in my former world know, monsters stream to places of power and grow there like they’re on steroids. 
 
      
 
    Another detail was the Slayer ring. As it turned out, you can’t go into a rift without one. It just wouldn’t let you in, and due to that an entire brotherhood had formed. The rings themselves were garbage, but the gems within them had great value. 
 
      
 
    They say that only the leaders of countries and those close to them know all or much about them. As for ordinary people, the most they were allowed to know was that the gemstone had an unearthly origin. I didn’t know if they mined it from meteorite or from the Rifts themselves. All I knew was that at the moment when there were no monsters left in a Rift, there was nothing left to feed off the energy of the place of power, and so there was a burst of energy that fed the gemstone. The ring filled with energy, more and more each time, making even its color change. That was how the Slayer ranks worked. 
 
      
 
    The weakest Rift, for example, was white. After that came the red ones. The difference between the energy received when a red Rift is closed might be ten times that of a white Rift. 
 
      
 
    A master couldn’t go into white Rifts and make a rainbow stone. 
 
      
 
    “Sh-shh-sh-shit!” Shnoop hissed at me, slithering out of the shadows. 
 
      
 
    He looked agitated. “What happened, little one?” 
 
      
 
    I’d ordered him to keep an eye on things and let me know if anything happened. 
 
      
 
    When you live in a barracks, you never know where danger might come from. Sure, the barracks were more like dorms, but that didn’t change anything. Just now, for example, he’d found something interesting. 
 
      
 
    The little one sent me his memories, and I jumped up from the apple tree I was sitting on in the garden, whose twisted trunk made such a comfortable seat. 
 
      
 
    Androsov was having trouble... 
 
      
 
    Without delay I headed to the barracks we lived in, and before five minutes had gone by I was opening the door to the shower room. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” a man standing by the door said, moving to block me. “You can’t come in here!” 
 
      
 
    One hit with three fingers to his throat and he fell to the floor, clawing at his windpipe. I didn’t have to strike with all my strength. All that mattered was knowing where to hit and how. 
 
      
 
    I opened the door and saw three fighters holding Androsov in place, his lip split, the men clearly intent on continuing their dirty deeds. 
 
      
 
    There was another one there lying in the corner. He must have been the one they started beating for some small mistake. He looked like a minor nobleman. And Andrei had stood up for him, thereby saying that a crowd against one was dishonest. Shnoop had shown me all that. What an idealist my comrade was! I was slowly starting to realize why his father was so worried for his fate. This was a cruel world, and Andrei’s childhood had been too sheltered. He probably spent most of it reading books. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, dickheads, let him go and get the hell out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “You can get out of here, Galaxius,” Baron Okhotsky snarled at me. 
 
      
 
    Okhotsky was a high-strung type whose father had sent him to the Slayers so they could knock some sense into him. But he started his own little gang here and went on behaving like he was still at home. He never tested me, although a couple of times he did try to lure me into his gang. My last sparring session had its consequences. Many whispered about how I’d taken down three Gifted, and it seemed that a lot of people just decided not to mess with me. Good decision... 
 
      
 
    “Or what? Going to set your dogs on me?” I laughed, staring him right in the face and hoping that he’d see the disdain in my eyes. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll rip their balls off?” 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t afraid... Shame. A bolt of pure energy flew toward me, not even transformed into an element. Okhotsky had a large energy reserve, which had gotten him out of a lot of his fights. 
 
      
 
    More play fights! How was I going to avoid accidentally killing these kids!? 
 
      
 
    I created a field of pure energy in front of me, his orb disappearing at it struck it, my field remaining whole. That’s what happens when weak energy encounters more powerful and ‘aggressive’ energy. 
 
      
 
    “You’re done for, Timmy...” 
 
      
 
    Next came a tussle in which I was one against all. But not for long... I didn’t want to maim anyone. And the longer the fight went on, the greater the chance of that happening. So I just fought hand-to-hand, first boosting my armor so that it could definitely withstand that ‘crazy’ ball of energy. 
 
      
 
    I kicked Okhotsky away, and he slammed into the tile wall of the shower room with the back of his head, temporarily knocking him out of the action. 
 
      
 
    The other I brought crashing to the ground with a sweep of my leg, just as a strengthened strike from the third flew into my head. He didn’t break through my armor, but the strength of the strike was impressive. I took a closer look at the Warrior when I kicked him in the balls, then pulled his face down to smash against my knee. No way would he be up for any pleasures of the flesh for at least a week. 
 
      
 
    Without so much as a pang of conscience, I kicked the second one before he got to his feet, then walked up to Okhotsky. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed him firmly by the hair. “Don’t. Even. Think,” I said, punctuating every word by slamming his head back against the tile, “About. Bothering. Me. Or. My. Friends. You got that?!” 
 
      
 
    “Unnhhh...” my dazed opponent groaned. 
 
      
 
    I hoped he heard me well enough. The last hit was harder than the rest, and consciousness left the local ‘kingpin.’ 
 
      
 
    I walked over to Andrei, still sitting on the floor, and reached out a hand. “You alright?” 
 
      
 
    “F-fine,” he answered, accepting my help. 
 
      
 
    “You’re gonna have a shiner,” I said, chuckling at his rapidly swelling eye. 
 
      
 
    “No, I won’t,” Andrei said, finally remembering that he was a Healer. He brought a hand to his face and held it there for a few seconds. Once he pulled it back down again, I saw that the swelling was going down right before my eyes. 
 
      
 
    I whistled... Even with such an easy heal, I could judge the speed and effect. This kid was strong! 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I said, nodding at the door. “The orderlies will be here in no time, and I don’t want to have to explain this to them.” 
 
      
 
    I took my friend by the arm and pulled him toward the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Androsov pulled his arm away and rushed over to the unconscious young man he’d been trying to protect. 
 
      
 
    “When are you going to get the picture?!” I rolled my eyes at him. “You can’t be this kind! The world is a cruel place! You have to just take care of your own!” 
 
      
 
    But Andrei wasn’t listening to me, he just fell to his knees and started running his hand over the boy’s body, muttering to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Two broken ribs, ruptured spleen... Concussion... Alex! He needs to go to the infirmary!” 
 
      
 
    I sighed heavily. And again. Then picked up the guy’s body. 
 
      
 
    “C’mon, let’s go... But hey, answer me one question. Who is this? And why did you stick your neck out for him?” 
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    AFTER THE ADVENTURE in the shower room, all was calm. The guy we ‘saved’ turned out to be Viscount Hans Schrader, the son of an impoverished but proud family from my ‘homeland’ of New Prussia. Of course, I didn’t know him — his family was too small by the standards of my former family. 
 
      
 
    If you can only give your son a name and no inheritance — make him earn some capital himself It seemed that it was by this principle that Schrader the elder had sent his son off to the Epicenter. And it made sense. The career of the Slayer is dangerous and difficult, but it can make good money, and with that comes respect too. 
 
      
 
    Okhotsky and co. had just decided to ‘give Fritz a kicking.’ Despite the fact that the Epicenter was in the territory of the Empire, practically anyone who wanted to access it could. 
 
      
 
    There were never enough Slayers, and the only difference between subjects of the Empire and foreigners was the tuition fees — Imperials didn’t have to pay it, but everyone else did. Or, as in the case of the viscount, they just took out a loan that they’d have to pay off after becoming a Slayer. A smart decision, it seemed to me. 
 
      
 
    In any case, the incident in the shower was practically without consequences. Everyone knew that those who choose the profession of Slayer are hot-headed and unpredictable types. That was apart from the fact that they were aristos, but for some reason that I couldn’t fathom, they tried as hard as they could to bump off others like them instead of directing their energies at more peaceful aims. 
 
      
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I understand fighting over resources. Or hell, even invasions and war — the world is cruel and only the strong survive. But killing another man just for looking at you wrong, saying something wrong? I don’t think I could ever come to terms with that. 
 
      
 
    All the participants in the conflict survived, all of them got healed, and my reputation as a ‘strange son of a bitch’ was strengthened still further. Which I was only too happy about. Plus Andrei found himself a new sensitive ear in the form of Hans, grateful to him for the help. Again, that was only to the good for me — I liked Andrei, but sometimes I got sick of him. 
 
      
 
    The week flew by. In principle, the material they taught us was a strong theoretical basis for raiding the Rifts. And most of the time went on challenging the course attendants themselves. Like with the sparring. 
 
      
 
    All the same, most of our learning would be in the field, but the teachers had to know the strengths and weaknesses of their students, so they could build the raid groups accordingly. 
 
      
 
    That was another point in which I stood out, when I refused to show my Gift, limiting myself to the testing of its ‘physical’ characteristics. And yes, again I hid my full power. Why did I do that? The usual suspicion and paranoia of a Hunter, that was all. 
 
      
 
    In my past world, directly asking a Hunter about his abilities meant... Well, it meant nothing, to be honest, but the one asking would be taken for a clown. Trust. That’s something that gets earned over long years. Those who worked together already knew who was capable of what, and as for everyone else... They didn’t need to know. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, from what I understood, in the subject of ‘General Physical Capabilities’ I had been given a solid A. And that score was based on my sparring, since in the test itself I ‘got greedy’ and boosted my energy enough only for a B. To the direct question “How’s that?” I shrugged, looked the officer in the eye and said honestly that “I do better when I’m stressed!” He made as if he believed me and we went our separate ways. 
 
      
 
    And now, today was my last day in this fine institution. But everyone was looking at me like I was crazy. After all, I had refused to go into the Rift with the group, saying instead that I’d handle it on my own somehow. 
 
      
 
    They chewed me out, of course, but the instructors didn’t go too hard on me. They knew at this point that I was no moron, which was confirmed by the lectures at which I had been questioned about various monsters. 
 
      
 
    Although there really wasn’t much to remember — just fifty different creatures in total. Piece of cake. Not to mention that I already knew some of them well. I had my own methods of fighting them, but I hadn’t expanded on them here. 
 
      
 
    The night wasn’t without interesting moments. I didn’t sleep, really, since I suspected something would happen, and even sent Shnoop out to stand guard. And when he sent me a live stream from his eyes, I realized it had started. 
 
      
 
    Baron Okhotsky just couldn’t relax, and decided to do me dirty that night, as a good-bye present. What’s there to say..? It was a very short dirty deed, and they were the ones done dirty when I stood waiting at the door and attacked them as soon as they came in. 
 
      
 
    This time I didn’t hit them in the face, but worked on their bodies and limbs. Why get into trouble before graduating by leaving bruises where they could be seen? 
 
      
 
    A straight kick to Okhotsky sent him flying back a dozen feet, and he didn’t get up again. The idiot didn’t even have his armor up, having planned to cast it only once he was standing over my bed. 
 
      
 
    I knew that a couple of guys with bunks next to mine weren’t sleeping. But they were trying their damnedest to look like they were. One fat peasant was even fake snoring. 
 
      
 
    Okhotsky came to me with the same crew as before, and just like before they crawled away together... 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bother hitting hit more than I had to, or saying anything. Just put him in his place and that was that. 
 
      
 
    Of course, I could have broken all his limbs, but then there was the chance that he’d go take it out on Androsov. Although that was unlikely — Androsov was a count, this guy just a baron. They didn’t know who was who back in the shower rooms. Okhotsky was just from the sticks, and had never heard of the Androsov family. But now his senior comrades in the barracks had filled him in, and called him a fool. Of course, here we were all equals, and it didn’t matter who you were. But out there wasn’t in here... 
 
      
 
    The elder Androsov could rip the Okhotsky family out by the roots if he wanted to, while their children were here. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re leaving already?” Androsov asked me. “Don’t you think that’s a mistake? Free Slayers don’t live long.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure am. I even got my ring.” I took the signet ring out of my bag and showed it to him. 
 
      
 
    “Cool!” the boy said in excitement, staring at my new trinket. “Wait! Why is it red!?” 
 
      
 
    Now that was an interesting question. I had been given a blank stone, transparent. 
 
      
 
    When the Slayer puts the ring on his finger, then the gemstone shows how much energy is in him from the Rifts. Mine, however, turned red instantly, which stunned the veteran Slayer from the Training Center. That was when he twigged that I’d probably already fought monsters back in Europe, and that was why I wanted to strike out on my own. 
 
      
 
    The old man sucked his false teeth in his usual style, but said nothing, just made a note in his terminal and then turned it to me to look at. 
 
      
 
    The screen showed my ‘Personal File’ and the proud note — Slayer Fifth Class. The ring couldn’t be fooled, at the end of the day, and it didn’t turn red just like that — the color confirmed my new class beyond a doubt. 
 
      
 
    “There’s an answer for those useless tutors who were so surprised by your ‘strange’ power,” the old man couldn’t help saying before I left. “Although cases like these are one in a million. Can I ask you a question? Where’d you find the time to raid so many Rifts?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Do I have to answer?” 
 
      
 
    “No, this is just an old man’s curiosity,” the veteran said, instantly losing interest in me and looking a little pissed off. “That’s all, you’re dismissed! And good luck... colleague!” 
 
      
 
    I quickly remembered that interesting conversation, and smiled at Andrei. 
 
      
 
    “They say I’m too cool for white, but not cool enough for rainbow! We settled on red!” 
 
      
 
    “So you’re a Slayer Fifth Class now?” My brother in arms widened his eyes. It took almost a month of constant raids to even earn the starter sixth class. 
 
      
 
    “Seems so,” I said, lowering my eyes humbly. 
 
      
 
    “There’s more to you than meets the eye, Galaxius!” he said, laughing kindly. “You didn’t waste any time on your travels. Well, if you ever want a group raid, just message me. You have my number, and I can ask my future group to take you with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal.” We shook hands and said our good-byes. 
 
      
 
    I headed for the exit, but along the way I had to make another stop. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” someone shouted, though it was more like a growl. 
 
      
 
    I turned around. Helga was approaching me at a fast walk, almost a run. 
 
      
 
    “So you’ve finally started running after me!” I smiled at her. “Just couldn’t forget my kiss, huh? Came for another? No? Hmm... Why don’t we go get a bite to eat somewhere and you can about my offer again?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re such a...” I could feel the cold emanating from Helga. 
 
      
 
    She unwittingly activated her aura, and it turned out she was an Elementalist! 
 
      
 
    “You’re so cold!” I said, shivering playfully. “Need me to melt your heart?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know why she was running after me, but now I was dodging her blows. 
 
      
 
    “That enough playing?” I asked the girl once I had a firm hold on her and she couldn’t even move. 
 
      
 
    “Let me go right now, you... jackass!” the girl exploded. 
 
      
 
    I did what she asked, then quickly jumped back to dodge a blow to my jaw. 
 
      
 
    The girl was red from the fight and breathing heavily. Hmm... The more I looked at her, the more I liked her. There was something about her that reminded me of... home! It was that heightened sense of self-importance! Ha-ha! 
 
      
 
    “You’re such a... I just wanted to know what the hell you think you’re doing, you moron. Only a week’s study and you’re off into a Rift? But you know what? I don’t give a damn anymore! Do what you want! I just want one more kiss from you!” 
 
      
 
    Wow... Now that surprised me, but the look in her eyes told me not to relax. 
 
      
 
    “That I can arrange,” I said, while wondering where the catch was. 
 
      
 
    She clumsily, but confidently leaned toward me, her lips approaching mine, and then I saw it... Her lips... Wow... She had poured so much of her Gift into them that if I kissed her, my lips would fall off like ripe cherries falling off a branch. 
 
      
 
    What a fun way to get her own back against me. And she was definitely more than just a Warrior... There was so much energy infused into her lips that I shivered! Hell, she could tear the Royal Knight of Death to pieces with a kiss like that. 
 
      
 
    I could probably withstand it, but why reveal my power? I just kissed her on the cheek instead... 
 
      
 
    “Your lips are too cold today, babe,” I said, letting her go and leaving her to stand alone, angry and disappointed. “Maybe we’ll see each other again sometime. Seeya!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill...” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t hear who it was she was planning to kill because I was already walking out the gates, first showing my Slayer ring as proof that I had the right to a ‘free life.’ 
 
      
 
    But what to do now? So many thoughts, and at the same time so few. 
 
      
 
    I listened to myself — what was it I wanted, anyway? A chick... But that could wait... Damn, old habits die hard. Well, I hoped my old personality wouldn’t make a complete comeback, or else the local aristocrats would have a tough time of it. I used to be far crueler then than I was now. For some reason, I associated this world with a vacation. 
 
      
 
    I called a taxi and asked the driver to take me to a clothes store. 
 
      
 
    He asked a couple of questions, and, after realizing where I needed to be, took me there. Incidentally, I noticed him glance at my red ring, and his behavior totally changed when he saw it. Slayers were respected here. Highly respected! And the ring of the Slayer is a great substitute for a family signet ring. So it seemed to me, anyway... But I’d get my hands on a family ring too. It was a matter of principle. 
 
      
 
    I chose a sports clothing store, since I wanted light and comfortable clothes for my forays into the Rifts. My suit wasn’t much good for raids, and I didn’t much want to walk around in the uniform from the Slayer school that I still had with me. That would just draw unwanted attention. 
 
      
 
    I spent thirty-five rubles in the store, but got three solid outfits. I could have gotten more, but I still didn’t know what exactly I needed and what would work best. I couldn’t run around town in armor. 
 
      
 
    Strong, waterproof cloth, a comfortable cut and durable but light thick-soled boots. They could be used to smash a skull if it came to that. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like anything else?” the salesman asked me. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t mind some chaos stones...” 
 
      
 
    “Um...” He hesitated. “I am not sure what that is, Master Slayer. I mean clothes.” 
 
      
 
    I would have been surprised for real if he’d pulled a chaos stone out from under his counter. 
 
      
 
    “Then I don’t need anything else.” I turned around and walked to the exit. 
 
      
 
    The taxi was just where I’d asked the driver to wait for me, and he didn’t mind in the least — he kept the meter running. 
 
      
 
    The man was around fifty and wore a business suit. He didn’t ask any useless questions, and generally just drove in silence. “Where next?” he asked now. 
 
      
 
    “I need a not very expensive store that sells hand-to-hand weaponry.” 
 
      
 
    “There are two stores that might suit. One of them is run by an old guy who’s owned it for twenty years, not a nobleman. The second belongs to the Agaev family.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to the peasant store,” I said. 
 
      
 
    After my experience buying tech, I didn’t want to deal with the aristo stores again, it wasn’t worth it. Although Irkutsk was practically a front-line city, but you could never be too careful. 
 
      
 
    We drove for around fifteen minutes. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop appeared on my shoulder and started whispering into my ear: “W-w-w-aa-aant?” 
 
      
 
    Damn... He was holding a watch in his paws. A gold watch with no monogram. He hadn’t had any incidents in some time. Until now. 
 
      
 
    The trouble was, my little Shnoop was a kleptomaniac. He liked to carry off everything that wasn’t nailed down, and you never knew what he might find. 
 
      
 
    The most surprising moment in my past life was when he brought me a baby. It had taken quite some effort to find his parents. 
 
      
 
    Plus, Shnoop gets all kinds of offended if I don’t accept what he brings. For a while he even stops answering summons, apparently as a way of punishing me. So I had no choice. 
 
      
 
    “Of course! Thanks!” I tickled him behind the ear while the driver wasn’t looking. 
 
      
 
    Now I had a stolen watch... Damn, what could I do with it? Wait, he didn’t rob the taxi driver, did he? 
 
      
 
    Oh, damn! Why did I put it on? Now that’d be funny, if it really did turn out to be the taxi driver’s watch, and he saw me trying it on. Although I doubted it was his... But it was an interesting situation... 
 
      
 
    “My dear man, there’s something lying here...” I said, leaning down for show and then sitting up and offering him the watch. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Thanks a lot!” The taxi driver looked embarrassed and his eyes darted to and fro. Maybe it wasn’t even his watch, but either way, he played it cool. “How’d I manage to drop it?” 
 
      
 
    “No problem! You be careful. And yes, wait here for me.” 
 
      
 
    It was a small, but well reinforced building, like all the others in Irkutsk, with a sign hanging from it: Arkhip’s Legendary Armory. The old man must have a flair for the dramatic! 
 
      
 
    I walked inside. A bell rang lazily, informing the owner of my arrival. How cute! Especially considering the dozen cameras that showed him every customer from a range of angles as soon as they walked in. I also walked through a metal frame that looked suspiciously like a scanner, which probably told the owner what I had for breakfast that day. This guy had to be a real paranoiac! 
 
      
 
    He must be the guy sitting behind the counter, carefully polishing a long and narrow dagger with a soft cloth, looking out dimly through round, thin-framed glasses. Those glasses were the only thing about him that made him look like a merchant. 
 
      
 
    Because the old man himself... Hell, it was hard to even call him that! Sure, the guy was old, but he stood out for his truly gargantuan size. He was at least six and a half feet tall, with the broadest shoulders, and his shirt seemed about to tear from the strain of his mighty muscles. Like a giant from the story books that my mother read to me as a child! 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, mister...” He narrowed his eyes a little. “Slayer Fifth Class!” 
 
      
 
    It seemed that even his glasses were fake, meant to at least somehow soften his fearsome appearance and make him look a little more like a simple merchant. 
 
      
 
    “And greetings to you, mister...” I fell silent, waiting for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Ha! No ‘misters’ for me!” The man’s laughter echoed through the store. “Call me Arkhip. I am the owner of this humble store.” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, yeah. Humble. I’d had time to cast a quick glance at the assortment on offer. A sword of Balean steel, a spear of fiery rosewood... I wasn’t used to the local prices, but all these were very rare weapons. 
 
      
 
    “Not long in the city?” Arkhip asked, still trying to look friendly. It didn’t work too well. Don’t get me wrong, I could tell he was really trying to win over his customer, but he gave the impression of something wild and untamed. 
 
      
 
    “How did you guess?” I asked, not bothering to deny it. 
 
      
 
    “Slayer Fifth Class,” the big man willingly explained. “And I’ve never seen you before. If you got your classes here, it would have taken you more than a year. That is, if you’re not some extraordinary type — no offense. And my work would have definitely brought you to me in that time. I have a good memory for faces, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Baron Alexander Galaxius,” I said, introducing myself for some reason, although at first I’d wanted to buy what I needed and quickly get out. 
 
      
 
    Another quick glance at my hand to confirm that there was no family ring there, and then he looked at me again with his ‘honest’ gaze. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you, Mr. Galaxius?” 
 
      
 
    “I need a sword. Straight. A bastard sword will do.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s your budget?” the big man asked outright. 
 
      
 
    “Minimal,” I said without a hint of embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” Arkhip reacted normally too. And just placed two swords on the counter, one after the other. 
 
      
 
    “Four thousand and five thousand,” he said simply and straightforwardly, making no effort to talk up the goods, which made sense. A Slayer Fifth Class should know his weapons. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even pick them up. Cheap steel, cheap weapons, which for some reason cost an arm and a leg. 
 
      
 
    “The quality suits me,” I said slowly, and that was the truth. For my purposes, it was more than enough for now. “But the price, on the other hand...” 
 
      
 
    I looked closely at the owner. He didn’t look away, and for a while we silently drilled holes into each other with our heavy gazes. 
 
      
 
    “There is one option...” the man began carefully. “But it’s a weapon I can’t give a guarantee for. For certain reasons. Can’t give you a receipt either.” 
 
      
 
    There we go — now we were getting down to the interesting stuff. 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “That sounds like something I’d like to see.” 
 
      
 
    “One minute.” The owner walked into the back, leaving me under the watchful gaze of twenty-four... Ah, no! Twenty-six cameras! 
 
      
 
    He came back quickly and placed a twin brother of the ‘sword for 4000’ on the table. 
 
      
 
    “Two thousand!” he said. “And I’ll throw in the scabbard for free!” 
 
      
 
    “How about a discount for a regular customer?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “For sure... As soon as you become a regular customer!” the old man said, smiling back at me. 
 
      
 
    I picked up the sword to get a closer look at its hidden defects. It had obviously been used before, but it looked like new. And I didn’t think there was any point in asking the big man about its origins. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it!” I said without haggling. Something told me that I could stand to be on good terms with this old shopkeep, and that the effort would repay me a hundredfold. 
 
      
 
    I counted out the still large sum of money for me from my wallet and handed it to Arkhip, but held onto the cash for a moment when he grabbed it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you could tell me, my dear Arkhip, whether you could offer... ahem... certain interesting items at interesting prices?” 
 
      
 
    “Not only can I, I have to!” The shopkeep smiled, and I let him take the money, which immediately disappeared beneath the counter. “This greatly hastens the coming of your discount and the rank of ‘honored customer.’” 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” I reached out a hand, which was immediately engulfed in the old man’s truly giant hand. 
 
      
 
    I took my purchase and, satisfied with each other, we parted ways. The bait had been cast and swallowed, and business like this has to be developed slowly. 
 
      
 
    The taxi driver took me to the hotel where I planned to stay. After paying him, with a little extra as a tip, I quickly settled into my simple, but clean room and decided to take a shower first of all. 
 
      
 
    “W-w-wwant?” Shnoop asked, appearing on my shoulder. In his teeth was the already familiar gold watch belonging to the taxi driver. Goddamn... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW THAT ALL MY MAIN BUSINESS was attended to, I finally reached my first Rift. I hadn’t particularly prepared for it, except for buying that sword. 
 
      
 
    Since I already had my ring, I now had access to the information on the Center’s site, which showed which Rifts were currently open and where. There were a ton of them, actually, clearly enough for everyone. 
 
      
 
    My first selection criterion was accessibility on foot. I had no transport, and I didn’t want to rent an army car. That cut my options down to just a few Rifts within an hour or two’s walk. 
 
      
 
    There was one in the form of a huge anthill that had been open for more than a year that caught my eye right away. Several hundred people might have entered it at once, but nobody had reached the very bottom and closed it yet. 
 
      
 
    According to the information I had, they didn’t even know how to close it. Almost all the inhabitants had to be killed, the inhabitants being giant ants. Or maybe there was a crystal down below that had to be broken. Whatever, I’d leave that for later. 
 
      
 
    In the end, I sorted them by size and distance. The smallest were the fastest to be cleared, being the main goal for the course attendants at the Center. A couple had only just appeared, and the experts had classified them as minor right away, but nobody had raided them yet. Although maybe they had visited them and just not registered it. In any case, they were still marked as open. I wasn’t planning on registering either. What good was that to me? Better to just go in quietly and do my thing. As for glory... Glory would be shown on my ring over time, as it changed color. 
 
      
 
    In the end I chose one that was a little way off, a new portal that had just opened yesterday. Since it was small, I thought I should be able to manage it in a couple of hours if I didn’t get killed. Ha-ha... 
 
      
 
    I left my hotel and flagged down the first taxi I saw. 
 
      
 
    “Where to, sir?” the driver asked me respectfully after an appraising look at me. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” I said, showing him coordinates on the map. 
 
      
 
    The taxi driver entered the coordinates into his tablet and pointed out a red area which had the place I needed within it. 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, that’s a red zone. The furthest I can take you is here.” He pointed out a spot which meant nothing to me. 
 
      
 
    “How far from there to my target?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Around three miles.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I said, climbing into the back seat. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    “As you like, Sir Slayer.” The man nodded respectfully, and we drove off toward the Rift. 
 
      
 
    Even the taxis here were solid off-roaders, and the drivers were clearly skilled. The zone around the Epicenter was dangerous, and the road left a lot to be desired too. Very soon the road turned to gravel, and we bounced our way toward the woods. 
 
      
 
    After half an hour we stopped before a barrier next to a full-scale concrete pillbox, which two soldiers stepped out of as we drove up. 
 
      
 
    The taxi driver turned to me. “Here we are, Sir Slayer!” 
 
      
 
    I pulled out a banknote and gave it to him. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, keep the change,” I said, stepping out. 
 
      
 
    “Good health,” the sergeant said, saluting me. The army loved the Slayers; it was the Slayers who came to bail them out when everything went to shit. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Sergeant.” I offered a hand, which the man shook in surprise. Right — the Slayers normally just took the military for granted. Although, in general, noble assholes paid little more attention to soldiers than to flies buzzing around. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to be... alone?” the sergeant asked. 
 
      
 
    The taxi was already gone. I looked around slowly. 
 
      
 
    “See anyone else here?” 
 
      
 
    The sergeant paled. “Sorry, Sir Slayer!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m kidding,” I said, smiling at him. Looked like the Slayers scared the local army men. “What’s the situation, Sergeant?” 
 
      
 
    “No wandering beasts detected within six miles,” he said, looking at his tablet. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect.” I nodded. “See you later, soldiers!” 
 
      
 
    Then I stepped boldly into the woods along a narrow bath that led in the direction I needed. After a mile or so, I checked my map and started to bear left, now walking on rough terrain. 
 
      
 
    But overall, I felt just great. The scent of freedom was intoxicating, and reminded me of my past life. Back then I chose my own way too. Only my equipment was better... Ha-ha... Just a little. I touched the hilt of my sword without thinking — a Hunter wouldn’t even call this garbage a weapon! But I had to start somewhere. I couldn’t just strangle the monsters to death. 
 
      
 
    At the site of the Rift there was nothing and nobody. It was clearly new, and it would still be a week or two before it started spitting out monsters, if not a month. Old Rifts were surrounded by fences, sometimes trenches, and mobile fortresses were placed there for Slayers and others, army experts, scientists when necessary. 
 
      
 
    The Rifts differed even in their appearance, or rather in the forms they took in our world. This one looked like a shining white spot hanging in the air. The white color signaled that it was the weakest type of Rift, so in theory I wouldn’t have anything to fear inside. 
 
      
 
    Alright, time to go! I pulled out my sword, charged it with power and cast some light armor. 
 
      
 
    As I stepped inside, my ring acted as a kind of key — a flash of dizziness and I almost immediately lost my sight, the sunny day replaced by pitch darkness. 
 
      
 
    A disgusting chittering noise came from off to one side. The sound was coming closer, and I was still blinking and cursing myself with every word I knew. Sheesh, some experienced Hunter I was! I knew already that many locations were caves, and we’d been told that recently in the Center too, so what was I thinking!? 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, the darkness wasn’t total. It was a cave with a bluish moss growing on the walls, giving off a little light. And in that diffuse light I managed to see the small figure giving off those disgusting sounds and running toward me, working its short crooked legs and holding a crooked stick before itself. 
 
      
 
    Looked like the little thing wanted to stab me with that stick! 
 
      
 
    My reflexes were heightened, as always. I moved to the side, letting the aggressor pass me by and waving my sword. The headless body’s momentum took it several more steps, then it crashed to the ground. Well, at least it stopped shouting. 
 
      
 
    Then two things happened at once. My Gift ‘sucked out’ the monster’s soul as usual, and without even seeing it alive I realized that it was a Brown Goblin — a small but pesky beast, dangerous only in packs. 
 
      
 
    As for the second pleasant surprise — that was the burst of energy that infused me after I killed the monster. Now that was far, far nicer. When I killed the wolves in Capital City, I didn’t get any energy, and I’d thought things just didn’t work the same way in this world. It bothered me, even. As it turned out, it worked just fine in the Rifts, because... Oh, damn! 
 
      
 
    I remembered a recent lecture again, one of the ones I had to attend but didn’t have to listen to because I was snoozing quietly in the back. The energy of the monsters flowed into the Slayers’ bodies through their rings, making them stronger. Of course! I didn’t have a ring back in the Capital! 
 
      
 
    And there was another nuance. I walked over to the monster’s detached head and stood on it with a heavy boot, pressed down. The skull cracked like a ripe melon, and I crouched down and examined the contents. I was in luck. Among the brains and shards of bone was a glowing white blob of materialized energy — that same ‘jelly’ that was the main loot of the Rifts. 
 
      
 
    Carefully, so as not to get it on me, I picked up the valuable substance with two fingers and it began to vibrate, about to absorb into my body. Oh, no! No need for that yet! 
 
      
 
    I threw it into my sack made of a special isolating material that prevented the jelly from interacting with my body. It could stay there for now; I still had plenty of power anyway. 
 
      
 
    Like Androsov told me, that always happens to inexperienced people. You have to learn to work with the jellies to not automatically consume them. If a weak fighter gets even a half-decent jelly, then the burst of energy can kill him on the spot. Whereas experienced people like Androsov can hold them bare-handed and stop the absorption. 
 
      
 
    Looking around, I realized that I was in an almost circular cave around a hundred feet in diameter. The exit portal gleamed behind me, but it was still too early to leave. As I walked around the edge of the room, I saw steps leading down. This clearly was no ordinary cave, but a creation of sentient creatures. 
 
      
 
    I walked down the stairs cautiously, and saw a room just the same as the one upstairs, with another staircase leading down, but with one little difference. There was an opening in the wall. As smooth as if cut by a tool. 
 
      
 
    Out of old habit, I gently stepped up to it — the moss beneath my feet helped — and carefully looked into it. In the distance I saw a silhouette unmoving, but no goblins. Before I stepped inside, I looked up, again out of old habit. Whoa! In the corner of the ceiling was a spider’s web, and in it sat a spider as big as a pig, apparently waiting for me to go in. It must have eaten all the goblins! 
 
      
 
    Well, now. Gunpowder didn’t work here, nor did explosives. There were some archers and knife throwers, but they weren’t in high demand. You can’t charge a throwing weapon with your power, after all, and ordinary iron can only kill a few of the very weakest monsters. And why bother when you could always take along someone with a fire gift or an ‘air specialist’ with lightning? 
 
      
 
    In general, the few Slayers who used ranged weaponry tended to prefer enchanted one-time-use weapons that accumulated power in advance and destroyed the charge/weapon after use. They were used against serious monsters and were insanely expensive! 
 
      
 
    I’d used things like that myself, in my past life. For example, ‘silver’ throwing daggers against undead, which can’t be killed with normal weapons. They weren’t real silver, of course, just called that for some reason. But the rules of the game had changed. 
 
      
 
    Fine. I’d use a trick as old as time: bait. Thankfully, my new Gift gave me a great way to do that. 
 
      
 
    I created the illusion of a goblin and infused it with the real soul. 
 
      
 
    “Run fast and shout loud!” I said to it, waving at the room with the spider. “And you’ll be free!” 
 
      
 
    The goblin nodded, cackled and shot inside, starting to run around in circles. Good boy! The spider crashed down, choosing the perfect moment to crush the feeble body, but then I intervened, not letting the spider clench the mandibles which the gripped the poor goblin. A few sweeps of my sword, and the fat furry body was lying at my feet. After slicing open its head, I was richer by one more white blob of jelly. 
 
      
 
    I approached the silhouette that I noticed before, and I saw that it was a human skeleton chained to the wall. That confirmed my suspicions about the man-made nature of the caves — goblins couldn’t have made them, let alone spiders. 
 
      
 
    Some kind of sign with strange symbols on it was nailed to the wall above the skeleton’s head. I picked up the chain and looked at it closely. Ordinary metal. Nothing special, and nothing valuable, so better to leave the poor guy to hang there for longer. 
 
      
 
    I had spent over twice the power on materializing the monster than on fighting both enemies, but was still full of strength, so I sent the second jelly to join the first in my sack and continued to explore the dungeon. 
 
      
 
    It had five more floors, home to nine goblins and one more spider. Killing them filled up my bag with five more jellies — they didn’t drop from every monster, — and my ‘inventory’ went up by seven souls. No issues there — I picked them all up. 
 
      
 
    The lowest floor was empty. Yeah, no megabosses like the ones made up by wannabe Casanova Slayers to seduce foolish young women. When there is a megaboss in a Rift, then it’s usually the only creature there. For the simple reason that it kills and eats all the other beasts weaker than itself. This Rift was already atypical, since it had two completely different types of monsters living in a small space. 
 
      
 
    How did they live here? What did they eat? That was what the ‘scientists’ tried to figure out, with variable success. The main unconfirmed theory was that the Rift temporarily connected two worlds, chaotically grabbing a chunk of one of them. 
 
      
 
    It was also known that if a Rift wasn’t closed quickly, then a great many beasts emerged from it. Whether they were there from the start or the Rift ‘matured’ and gained strength, — that was something else that wasn’t known for certain. 
 
      
 
    I leaned toward the theory that they were places of power, and that was what fed the monsters. But that couldn’t go on forever, and eventually they came out to hunt people. 
 
      
 
    The Rifts, now — they were the anomalies that were in my world. True, they rarely did harm, and not much even then. Our worlds were quite different after all. 
 
      
 
    Alright, now I had to think — what to do next? I seemed to remember being told that when a Rift was fully cleared, we should feel a burst of energy from the explosion of the energetic ‘thread’ feeding its denizens. But I hadn’t felt anything like that. 
 
      
 
    That meant I wasn’t paying attention; I missed something. 
 
      
 
    “Creep around and report back,” I said to Shnoop. 
 
      
 
    That was enough for him to understand that I wanted him to search the whole place and let me know if he ran into trouble, but generally try to stay out of it. I wanted to make sure I cleared this place, to help me figure out how these Rifts worked. 
 
      
 
    Some things I knew already, but some I didn’t. For example, why aren’t all Slayers filthy rich? They go in groups of five to ten people, and one jelly for each person isn’t really enough. But if they raided in smaller groups, then there was a chance of running into a hundred enemies, and then the heroes are all toast. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, there are also sizable expenses involved in raiding. Weapons break frequently. And injuries require treatment, and if it’s from the Healers, then it doesn’t come cheap. 
 
      
 
    “F-f-fooouuunnnd!” Shnoop hissed, and showed me a picture of a spider hanging from the darkest reaches of the cave ceiling. 
 
      
 
    That was another difficulty... Here a sensor was needed that could guide the squad, otherwise you could spend hours on all this. 
 
      
 
    “Fff-ff-ooo-ooouunnd!” my little helper hissed again in excitement, showing me a new image. 
 
      
 
    In one of the rooms there was a hole in the wall leading to another room, smaller and dark, and in it was a clutch of eggs, at least two hundred. The hole itself was covered with a spider web, which is why I didn’t notice it. Not because I was too relaxed, but because it didn’t look interesting. I was studying something completely different in this Rift. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to check how far I and others could get through in a completely relaxed state and without preparation. 
 
      
 
    It turned out I did just fine, but I wouldn’t advise it to others. 
 
      
 
    I created the illusion of a spider and sank a soul into it. 
 
      
 
    “Kill the one up there, and freedom is yours.” The creature didn’t waste any time skittering to the wall and then across it. 
 
      
 
    The dead spider fell from the ceiling and exploded into pieces. I didn’t even have to find its head and step on it to know there would be no jelly. 
 
      
 
    Its soul was a nice bonus, at least. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t keep it for long. 
 
      
 
    I repeated the procedure again, and gave this one a new command. 
 
      
 
    “Destroy the whole clutch and you’ll be free!” After giving the order, I lost all interest in the spider. Then I turned to Shnoop. “As for you, my friend, turn this place upside down, see if you can find anything useful. You know we need everything, just like in the last world.” 
 
      
 
    I noticed the destruction of the clutch right away. A barely perceptible wave passed through the cave like a pleasant breeze. That was it... The Rift was fully cleared, and in a week it would close on its own. All that was left was to report it. 
 
      
 
    I felt my ring absorb a portion of the energy released, and I stroked it in satisfaction. I liked this world, with its rules and order. At this rate, I could climb to the level of the strongest of this world. 
 
      
 
    It was all down to the fact that I devoured the monsters’ energy along with their souls, and it was already being reprocessed into my Gift. In other words, I was nothing like the competition. Both the ring and the souls made me stronger. 
 
      
 
    While I sat on the moss-covered steps, Shnoop kept coming back to me, diving out of the shadows and throwing various finds at my feet. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I saw was a golden coin. A tiny little scale, almost worn away, but enough to confirm my theory that this was another world, and everything here had been made. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, the souls from the clutch came to me as well, but they were so small that they had almost no energy. If I didn’t use them very soon, then my soul would suck everything out of them and they might depart to be reborn. 
 
      
 
    That was always the way. Only strong souls could stay in me for long. The weak left. 
 
      
 
    The second item that Shnoop brought me were those shackles. Guess he freed the prisoner after all. And the last item was a chunk of ore about the size of pebbles. Hmm... I was no expert in ore; I’d have to show it to someone who knew about these things. Just in case, I took both the shackles and the ore. 
 
      
 
    That was it; time to go. 
 
      
 
    The exit here was simple. You just walk straight through the Rift portal. 
 
      
 
    Which is just what I did. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I walked through the portal, bright light lanced into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, what a brave rookie we have here...” was the first thing I heard. “First he takes our Rift, then runs away without even fully clearing it...” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled to myself. Fun times... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE WERE SEVEN of them. All men, and they were Slayers. 
 
      
 
    “This is disorder. You could have at least logged that you were taking this job. Then we wouldn’t have bothered coming here,” the second man muttered, standing the closest to the leader. “Now what are we meant to do? Clean up after you?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed at their remarks. What a cheerful bunch. 
 
      
 
    “Cool your jets,” I said, smiling and stretching, showing satisfaction and ease. “I cleared the whole place, and even got a decent haul from it.” 
 
      
 
    At the word ‘haul,’ I patted my shoulder bag full of jellies. 
 
      
 
    “Woow,” the guys crooned at the sight of my catch. 
 
      
 
    Although, how could they see it? I’d shaken the bag; I guess they could tell by the look of it. 
 
      
 
    Most of them were around twenty-five except the eldest, who was forty at the most, and the leader. 
 
      
 
    “Right...” the leader said slowly. “Congratulations, of course, but I’m afraid we can’t take you at your word. Rifts are no joke, and if you’re lying about clearing it, then innocent people could suffer. So why don’t we all go back in there together and check? If my guess is wrong, then drinks are on me tonight by way of apology.” 
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment... Then plastered a wide, friendly smile across my face. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come now, boys. How could I lie to you? This is my first Rift, I wouldn’t do that... I even took out a loan for my sword, it was thousands!” 
 
      
 
    I took the sword out of the scabbard at my belt and started to twirl it around. 
 
      
 
    I did know, of course, that a tracksuit wasn’t the best outfit for raiding. But Slayer clothes would draw too much attention. 
 
      
 
    “So you agree? And afterwards, we can go drink to your first time...” 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing to hide. Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    Making like I was deeply motivated, I turned around and stepped into the portal. 
 
      
 
    The usual blindness for a second, and then my sight went back to normal. 
 
      
 
    I ran quickly down one flight of stairs and entered the first room I came across, then created a full-size illusion of myself. 
 
      
 
    My illusion stood with its back to the portal, but Shnoop gave me a clear view of it. The men emerged from the portal, all with tellingly activated armor. How careful they were being. 
 
      
 
    “You see, the whole place is empty!” I shouted to them, and had my illusion descend the stairs. “Let’s go all the way to the bottom, I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid! Don’t hurry, this place could be dangerous!” their leader shouted to me, and his men sped their pace. 
 
      
 
    They were being so careful that they walked right past my room without noticing it. And all I’d done was cast an illusion in the doorway to make it look like a solid wall. 
 
      
 
    Amateurs. 
 
      
 
    They were running far too hard after my illusion, thinking it was me... And... my suspicions proved true when my naive copy stopped with his back to them, and lightning bolts struck out at him, powerful ones too. That kind of power would burn through an Apprentice without noticing. Their leader was the one who attacked, and he was clearly a Warrior or Veteran. 
 
      
 
    The strike passed right through my illusion, and the losers just stood there staring blankly. They’d probably never encountered this before. Next I made my illusion turn around and look at them in confusion, open its mouth as if to say something. 
 
      
 
    That worked! 
 
      
 
    Ranged attacks blasted into my illusion one after another. 
 
      
 
    “Put the bastard down!” their leader shouted. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell kind of Gift is that? Why’s he incorporeal?” 
 
      
 
    I fought the urge to burst out laughing at these idiots. 
 
      
 
    Did they think I was some shmuck? That they could lure me into an empty cave and then blame it all on the monsters? Plus rob me while they were at it. And we were getting on so well, too! 
 
      
 
    I’d noticed that something was wrong back at the exit, when I saw that the army men were gone. They probably saw the Rift start flashing, which meant it had been closed. That being the case, they reported back to wherever they were meant to, then went about their business. They could have stayed anyway, as it happens. What if I was injured and needed help? They usually did just that. 
 
      
 
    Since it was different this time, I realized what might have been the cause. When these morons turned up, the soldiers probably told them that the portal was already closed, and the Slayers dismissed the soldiers. No doubt they said they’d go in after me and help me if I was injured. 
 
      
 
    So the soldiers left. Why do work that wasn’t theirs? Our contracts clearly state that we take sole responsibility for our safety. 
 
      
 
    That was one drawback of the Slayers... Anyone could be one, and most of them weren’t nobles and couldn’t resist a chance to make some money when it presented itself. 
 
      
 
    That was why upstanding people raid the Rifts via the centers, which put together a proper squad. Not self-made ones like this. Reputation is worth a lot. 
 
      
 
    “Your time has come,” I said quietly, and smiled. 
 
      
 
    What did I need those goblin souls for? No idea, and so I created illusions for them and sent them out to kill. 
 
      
 
    The Slayers were so busy attacking my illusion that they didn’t notice the goblins coming up behind them... or me. 
 
      
 
    As standard in the genre, the weakest were standing at the back, so they were the ones to die first. After them came the leader... I swept my sword into his neck from behind, and oh no... I broke the sword against his armor, but it did its job, sending the head flying off. All down to my personal skills. I had filled the weapon with so much of my energy that its durability fell to almost nothing, usually only two hits at the most. And so it went here — one hit for the armor, another for the neck. 
 
      
 
    Right after that, before the others could figure out what was happening, I cast a circular ring of fire. It wasn’t strong, but enough to scare them and take down their armor. Though it was still such a shock that one of them jumped so hard that he fell down the stairs and broke his leg... 
 
      
 
    The goblins had no weapons, but had claws and teeth, and almost all my foes were already dead... Alas, my attack killed two of them too. Friendly fire, oops... 
 
      
 
    “He killed Kirill! What the hell?!” a white-haired young man screamed, unable to believe his eyes, and got a fist to the jaw for it. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t spare any power, and my punch ripped his jaw right off. And now the others decided to run away. But where could they go? 
 
      
 
    Lightning bolts for me, huh? Well, I could do lightning too... Maybe not as good as Henry, but still pretty good. 
 
      
 
    I ran after them and threw my own lightning bolts until I’d killed them all. 
 
      
 
    The battle was easy. They were weaklings who couldn’t have even gotten through my spirit armor. Not to mention that I attacked suddenly and ruined all their plans. And they spent all that energy on my doppelganger. 
 
      
 
    Next I sat down to catch my breath and have a think. 
 
      
 
    “FREIGHDOMB!” the last of the living goblins uttered brokenly, standing behind me. 
 
      
 
    I had no more use for him anyway. “You’re free.” 
 
      
 
    The goblin dissolved before my eyes, transforming from a physical state into an ethereal one. 
 
      
 
    Only then did the realization of what I had done hit me... 
 
      
 
    Daa-aa-amn! I broke my new sword! Kidding, that wasn’t the most important thing. 
 
      
 
    I had a moral dilemma before me. In the case of a group of dead Slayers being found, the rules provided for two options. 
 
      
 
    The first was to drag the corpses to the surface and call a funeral team. 
 
      
 
    The second — if the creatures who killed the Slayers were still dancing around on their corpses — was to report it to the Center and leave it to them to decide the further fate of the deceased. 
 
      
 
    Both options had one thing in common. The Slayer who found them was OBLIGATED to report it to the Center. Otherwise... Otherwise there’d be trouble that I didn’t need at all. A moment’s thought and I realized that I could be linked to this group as sure as death — I had been seen at the checkpoint, and the army boys had probably seen the assholes turn up here. Guess I could go kill those soldiers too... Ha-ha. Kidding again! 
 
      
 
    Actually, I could even leave the corpses within the Rift even without a present threat. But since ordinary people can’t get inside, they would send some poor Slayer here on his side job as pallbearer. And the circumstances looked... suspicious. 
 
      
 
    In the end I dragged the corpses one after another to the surface, swearing profusely, and laid them out side by side. After a moment’s thought, I put the leader’s head where it was supposed to be. I cast a critical look over my installation... Beautiful... 
 
      
 
    At this point any normal person might have felt a pang of conscience, but not me. Attacking me?! Ha! They got their just desserts! Payback, that’s what I call it. 
 
      
 
    As for loot, there wasn’t a lot. Nobody brought cash into the Rifts, naturally. Each of them had a white jelly, — it was a Slayer tradition to carry one ‘just in case’ — and they all went into my bag. 
 
      
 
    Knives, short swords — almost the entire group relied on their Gifts, smashing monsters with curses. None of their gear was useful to me except something I found on the leader, a big two-handed sword of quality steel — better than mine. I waved it a couple of times, trying it out for size. Hmm, well... Nothing special. Sure, I wasn’t bad at handling weapons like this, but they were a little... specific. Carrying around such a long hunk of steel and trying to use it in narrow dungeon corridors was a bad idea. 
 
      
 
    So I put the sword back down next to the corpse. 
 
      
 
    The armor interested me even less — partly broken, partly burned and all covered in blood. Sure, it would be one thing if there had been some legendary dragonscale armor, but this was all junk. And I wasn’t sure I’d be able to trade it all in anyway. Sure, old man Arkhip seemed like a reliable guy, but I couldn’t be sure yet. 
 
      
 
    I took a look at their rings too. The leader was a class five, four were sixes and two were rookies with transparent gems. 
 
      
 
    The Slayers didn’t reinvent the wheel — just like in the army, they gave everyone metal dog tags to help with postmortem identification. 
 
      
 
    I scanned the leader’s number on my tablet and his dossier came up. What do we have here..? 
 
      
 
    Semyon Mukhin. Not a noble, just as I suspected. The ‘current task’ line was empty. So they didn’t bother to log their departure, which wasn’t that strange. 
 
      
 
    What else..? The Reputation section. Minus points... Expelled from the Center for... Disobeying orders, actions leading to the death of raid members, dubious morals. A real reject! Not enough to take away his ring, but enough that no self-respecting Slayer would have sat down to shit next to him... I mean, would have gone on a raid with him. That means the others were outcasts like him, or... just fools. 
 
      
 
    I knew about people like this. They proudly called themselves ‘freelance,’ and there’s all manner of human scum among them. Although there were also plenty of decent individualists who just decided that they didn’t need the Center. I think someone told me that they had some kind of center of their own in Irkutsk, a place where they hung out, talked and did business. 
 
      
 
    I could tell that was how they found each other because the ‘Current group’ section was empty too. When you go through the Center the party is officially confirmed, but these guys joined together just by mutual agreement. 
 
      
 
    That was to my advantage. That meant that the formal death investigation would really be just that — a formality. ‘Freelance’ Slayers were disliked for... Well, for everything! 
 
      
 
    Alright, that was that! I took one decent, but simple dagger from one of the corpses — just to make sure I still had at least one weapon, and a knife could always come in handy; for cutting up sausages, for example. 
 
      
 
    Then I took out my assigned number plate on a stick, with my identification number as a Slayer stamped into it, and wrote the date and time in permanent marker. And, with a sense of a duty done, I stuck it into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Tradition, what can you do? I was going to inform the Center that the Rift was closed, but the marker was just for random passersby — so that they didn’t waste time, and the date would help the soldiers know when they could expect the Rift to dissipate. 
 
      
 
    Next I walked back to the checkpoint, whistling happily. The weather was great. 
 
      
 
    When I reached the soldiers, I asked to use their radio and called the Center dispatcher and described the situation. I came, I saw, I pulled them out. Galaxius, Slayer Fifth Class. Model Slayer and life of the party. My tablet squawked, confirming my application. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at it and saw new notifications in the Reputation section. There were two. 
 
      
 
    
    	 Rift number #38575732 cleared. 
 
    	   
 
    	 Deceased group found. 
 
    	   
 
   
 
     
 
      
 
    They were both marked as ‘Under review’. Of course — that was standard procedure, after which I would either gain reputation or lose it. For now, a proud zero stood next to my Reputation meter. 
 
      
 
    The soldiers immediately set out for the Rift to keep guard over the bodies of the slain before the corpse-bearers got there, and I called a taxi and headed back into the city. 
 
      
 
    An armored convoy from the Center flew by — they’d reacted fast, sending a scout group to my location. Now there was a group that wouldn’t be stopped at the checkpoint. That was the only plus that I missed. When you formed a raid group through the Center, you could rent official transport which would carry you like the wind all the way to the Rift. With enough money it could be an APC, or even a tank. 
 
      
 
    As we entered the city, the taximan turned around to ask for a precise destination. There was a choice between several places, but night was coming on and I... I was just bursting with sexual desire. A side effect of my Soulcatcher Gift — the soul energy burned me from within, and the easiest way to express it was through sex. 
 
      
 
    “To the hotel, and keep the meter running,” I said. 
 
      
 
    After taking a quick shower and getting changed, I climbed back into the cab. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s a good place to cut loose around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Cut loose?” The older taximan looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Master Slayer wants a drink? A bite to eat? Love for sale?” 
 
      
 
    “Ahah!” I laughed. “A drink — yes! A bite — yes again! Love for sale... No. What about a nightclub where I can fulfill my first two wishes and perhaps meet a fine lady... a little higher in class?” 
 
      
 
    “The gentleman would like a club for aristocrats?” 
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily,” I said. With the dumb rules here, there was no guarantee I could make it with anyone there. I might end up spending all night sleeping only on my back. “Something open to all... expensive... and prestigious?” 
 
      
 
    “Understood, consider it done!” The taximan quickly weaved his way through the alleyways and in a few minutes he dropped me off at a place with bright neon lights glowing in the dark like a Christmas tree. The name gleaming proudly was: Club Imperial. There was also a line out the door, mostly consisting of young and attractive non-noble girls who immediately started to eye me up. 
 
      
 
    I walked up to the security and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening! What do I have to do to get inside?” 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Sir Slayer!” The heavyset guard smiled widely and opened the red rope barring the entrance. “You — nothing. Slayers are always welcome!” 
 
      
 
    Just what I thought. I walked inside and a staff member ran up to me at once, apparently somehow already warned by the guard. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Sir Slayer! It is a great honor for our establishment to host you! What can I get for you?” 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Nothing new. A club is a club. I never much liked them in Europe, although I sometimes did visit such establishments. Only the higher-class ones, of course. My father wouldn’t have approved of his wayward son visiting a club ‘open to the public.’ 
 
      
 
    A dance floor, where owing to the early hour there were as yet no crowds of half-drunk customers, but six girls twirling around poles to drum up more custom, a row of tables, booths deeper in, a mezzanine floor hanging above the dancefloor. I had no plans on dancing, but I did want a good view. 
 
      
 
    “On the mezzanine, a table at the edge!” I decided. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir! Please follow me!” 
 
      
 
    The food wasn’t anything to write home about. That made sense — people came here to... ahem... dance. But I still had a bite to eat, trying not to stuff my stomach too full, and downed a couple of shots of whiskey, watching my surroundings and choosing. 
 
      
 
    There was plenty of choice. Around seventy percent of the audience was made up of women and girls of all flavor and color. Finally, my eye stopped on two bored-looking friends — a brunette and a blonde who kept darting their eyes at me. I called over the waiter and gave him a five-ruble note. 
 
      
 
    “Those two girls over there. Are they working, or..?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir. Party girls. They come here often, but they’re, ahem... well-behaved enough! Very fond of noblemen!” the man said, brimming with useful information. 
 
      
 
    “Then a bottle of champagne for them. And let them know that if they want to, they can come and keep me company. And... Tell them a good story.” I passed the waiter another fiver. 
 
      
 
    “It will be done!” the man said, nodding and disappearing at once. 
 
      
 
    When he appeared with a bucket of ice and the bottle I ordered, he stayed behind a little and said something to the girls, bowing low to make himself heard over the loud music. I suspected that he was in the process of illustrating for them a ‘Grand Prince, incognito, and a mighty Slayer to boot, who rides dragons in breaks between managing his huge fortune.’ 
 
      
 
    That bore fruit, and rather than filling their glasses there, he headed toward my table with the bucket in hand, and the two dames strutted after him. 
 
      
 
    “Mind if we sit down?” the blonde asked, smiling. “I’m... and this is my friend...” 
 
      
 
    I’m ashamed to admit it, but I didn’t commit the names to memory. After all, as Old Mac used to say: ‘a random intimate encounter is no good reason to get to know one another!’ 
 
      
 
    I looked over the girls carefully. They looked... strong enough for what I had in mind. Because I wasn’t planning on doing any sleeping. 
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    IN THE MORNING I AT LEAST walked the girls out and gave them money for a taxi. And promised that we’d see each other again, of course. I put aside a couple of hours to sleep, to get my other head back into the game. 
 
      
 
    Then, at breakfast, I was scrolling through my tablet and was pleased to see a ‘+4’ next to my Reputation meter — +3 for closing the Rift and +1 for caring for and reporting the dead. Wow... Looked like the value of the lives of seven Slayers was a lot less than one closed Rift in this world. 
 
      
 
    I also looked up the price of jellies. The Slayer Centers always guaranteed that they would buy all jellies. The price fluctuated. I looked at the history and was reminded of a stock market graph. Apparently it all depended on supply and demand, which made sense. 
 
      
 
    After breakfast I handed my only decent suit in at a local laundromat and put on a tracksuit, although I wore light trainers instead of my boots. My look was a little silly and wild — either an athlete who slept in, or a minor gangster. I’d need to get my hands on some better gear, but for now... This would do. 
 
      
 
    The taxi was already waiting for me by the main exit, and I threw in my backpack and jumped in after it. 
 
      
 
    “Arkhip’s Legendary Armory, please!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir Slayer!” the driver called back. Right — no matter how I dressed, the Slayer ring made me a respectable member of society! 
 
      
 
    The old storekeeper smiled widely. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, Arkhip!” A sincere smile lit my face, and I reached out a hand. That gesture from an aristo toward ordinary people usually caused a certain embarrassment. But not for the old armorer. I suspected that there was an explanation for that. 
 
      
 
    “What can I do for you today?” the huge man asked once the pleasantries were done with. 
 
      
 
    “You can let me show you something, and buy it off me if we can agree on a price!” 
 
      
 
    A flame of interest flickered in the old man’s eyes. “I’ll gladly take a look!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s start with the simple stuff.” I took a jelly out of my bag and put it on the counter. I’d at least rinsed off the blood and brains back in my room, and cleaned the bag itself. 
 
      
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, the owner named his price. 
 
      
 
    “A hundred and thirty-three rubles!” 
 
      
 
    Oh, you greedy pig! Precisely one ruble more than today’s price at the Center. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “That doesn’t seem like an honest price,” I said. “At the Center you get reputation along with payment when you hand in jellies. One more ruble somehow doesn’t make up for that.” 
 
      
 
    The old man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “I had to try.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, try again,” I said, still smiling peaceably. 
 
      
 
    “Well... Let’s call it a hundred and fifty and it’s a deal, and yes — ‘honored customers’ get even better deals.” 
 
      
 
    “Hah! And how do I become one of those?” 
 
      
 
    “With time, Sir Slayer, with time!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I nodded. “That works for me.” 
 
      
 
    I put down another eight jellies on the counter for him. I decided to keep five for myself... Just in case. 
 
      
 
    “Oh-ho!” the owner said, looking up. “When did you get the time to farm these? How many raids?” 
 
      
 
    “One,” I said humbly, watching with surprise as his gray eyebrows shot upwards. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’re full of surprises, Mr. Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “So I am,” I said. “There’s more where that came from.” 
 
      
 
    One after another I laid out the coin, the shackles and the chunk of ore. 
 
      
 
    “Only let’s agree right away on trust,” I suggested. “I don’t like to be cheated, but I don’t want to have to check the prices every time either.” 
 
      
 
    “Suits me,” the old man nodded. “Something tells me you’re going to be a profitable customer. Maybe we’ll even be friends.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and said nothing as Arkhip put on his salesman’s hat. 
 
      
 
    “An Arkyrian coin. Common loot, worth little. A little more than our gold. Twenty-two rubles. The metal... It’s ordinary metal, but it can be used to make weapons for you Slayers. Two point three rubles per pound, making a total of...” He quickly pulled some scales out from under the counter. Call it thirty rubles for thirteen pounds. And now for the best of the lot. Spider ore. Encountered where spiders live. Not the best material, but definitely better than ordinary steel. Was there a vein there?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated a little, but decided to tell him the truth. 
 
      
 
    “No idea!” 
 
      
 
    “Shame! It really is a decent material, you can make money off it!” 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “I can’t really see myself as a miner.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to! There are specially trained people for that!” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t get it.” 
 
      
 
    “Put it like this,” the storekeeper said slowly. “I have some guys who will clear out the whole vein. Honest, trustworthy types. You tell me the place and forget about it. You get a forty percent share. The boys take fifty, and I take my humble ten percent for setting up the deal.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Is it really worth it?” 
 
      
 
    “Decide for yourself.” He put the chunk of ore on the scales. “There’s five and a half pounds here. At six point eight rubles a pound, we can call that thirty-seven and a half. And a vein usually has at least two hundred and fifty pounds.” 
 
      
 
    I did some simple equations in my head. That worked out at a full six hundred rubles! Comparable to the value of the jellies from a Rift. And I didn’t have to do any of the work. That was definitely worth it. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check,” I said, nodding. “Will you take this one?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure will! All together... That’s one thousand four hundred and thirty... Let’s round it up to forty!” 
 
      
 
    Well, well, well... Not bad at all. Although that was normally shared between several people. And that wouldn’t be anywhere near as nice. On the other hand, this was a starter-level Rift. Experienced Slayers were probably insanely rich. For as long as they stayed alive, of course! 
 
      
 
    “You need to buy anything?” 
 
      
 
    “A sword,” I muttered. “Same as the last one.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to the last one?” 
 
      
 
    “It broke.” For some reason I felt awkward. 
 
      
 
    “So why didn’t you bring it to me?” the owner asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “The material, Alexander! That’s worth money too!” 
 
      
 
    Aw, hell! Of course, he was right! I just didn’t think of it. Another reason to go back into the Rift. 
 
      
 
    “So will you sell me another sword like it?” 
 
      
 
    “Like it? No. That was... ahem... an uncommon item with irregular deliveries,” the owner answered slowly, watching my reaction closely. Uh-huh. I had some ideas on where his ‘deliveries’ came from! 
 
      
 
    I just smiled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “One minute!” He disappeared into the back and returned after a moment, putting two short swords and one saber on the counter. 
 
      
 
    I cast a glance at them and grimaced. 
 
      
 
    “These won’t do.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re all within the budget you told me,” the old man said, shrugging. 
 
      
 
    “I need a sword,” I said firmly. “Come on, what are your cheapest options?” 
 
      
 
    “One minute.” Arkhip disappeared again into the back and came back with two swords. 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred and fifty, and three hundred and seventy.” 
 
      
 
    The swords were nothing special. The same garbage as before, but someone had decided to show off and added some gemstones to the hilt and scabbard. Guess they were relying on dumb aristos who love everything that glitters. Clowns... 
 
      
 
    In the end I chose the cheaper sword and said my good-byes to Arkhip, leaving his store. This time I wanted to take a walk, and strolled back to my hotel on foot. 
 
      
 
    And yes, there was one more point. As Arkhip had said, if I ‘just so happened’ to run across any lost weapons or gear from Slayers, Arkhip would buy them without question for a reasonable price. Well... We understood each other. 
 
      
 
    During my walk, I summoned Shnoop and assigned him the task of hurrying over to the Rift and picking up the remnants of my sword, plus checking whether there was a vein of ore there. Alas, he was unable to do that. I knew that because he connected to my source and started to feed off the energy from it. He didn’t have enough of his own for such long trips. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop was linked to my soul and couldn’t go too far from me. Not yet, at least... He hadn’t really recovered yet, after all. Oh, the power he had in his past life... And the power I had too. 
 
      
 
    If I’d had my old body with me here, I wouldn’t need this ring or anything else. I’d have joined the first clan that caught my eye and declared myself its leader. Ninety-nine percent chance the emperor himself would come to me with a decree that it was my clan now. And he would have brought all his daughters too. You know, just in case I liked the look of one. 
 
      
 
    In the end I had to go to the vein myself, lest I found myself in catastrophic need of money. People always need money, but there’s one peculiarity of hunters. They don’t like to let their prey go, and that extends to trophies. 
 
      
 
    If I cleared the place, then the loot was mine. 
 
      
 
    I took out my phone and called Androsov. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Andrei! Listen, do you know anything about veins and ores in Rifts?” I asked him, skipping quickly to the point. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on... I’m in a lecture...” he whispered into the phone, and there was silence for a few minutes. “Alright, I’m here... What exactly is it you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    “Everything you know about veins. Turns out I found a chunk of ore, and I’ve been told that there might be a vein there, and I’ve never even heard of them before,” I said, telling it all straight. 
 
      
 
    “How did you find that?! You’ve been into a Rift already? When? You only just graduated!” The young man’s eyes widened. “But what am I even talking about?” He shook himself. “It’s no surprise coming from you, you sure are a strange one. And you couldn’t have heard about the veins, or about much else. You skipped the lectures, remember.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you, I didn’t skip them, I was busy! Sleep doesn’t sleep itself. Why don’t you clue me in, and next time I’ll take you with me to find some babes at the club.” I knew how annoyed he got when I invited him to such places. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not... As for the ore, you get various veins in the Rifts, and the ores are worth different amounts, so you’re best off checking the rates online. The rights to them go to the unit that reported the Rift closed. You can also buy and sell such rights. That’s all you need to know for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, I owe you one,” I said, and hung up. 
 
      
 
    Alright, where was I? I’d been walking on autopilot while talking on the phone, and now I was on a street I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    . 
 
      
 
    Vitka’s Fur Hats 
 
      
 
    What did I need fur hats for? Fun store. 
 
      
 
    The whole window display was decorated with all manner of fur hats, and I couldn’t seen a single person inside. 
 
      
 
    With the help of Shnoop I found out where the taxi was parked, and walked that way. The cabbie took me to the Rift, where I no longer saw any soldiers, but now, next to my sign, there was a seal from the verifiers who had confirmed that the Rift was closed. 
 
      
 
    The bodies of the assholes I killed had already been taken away, and there was nothing to say they had ever been. 
 
      
 
    With a calm heart, I walked into the Rift ready for anything, but the place was quiet. Nothing and nobody around. 
 
      
 
    “Get to work, buddy,” I said to my helper. 
 
      
 
    He climbed out of the shadows for an instant, licked his lips in satisfaction, then disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Only took him five minutes to case the whole place. And he didn’t find a damn thing more. No more ore, no vein. It was empty. 
 
      
 
    So it was a waste to come back here, but at least now I was sure I didn’t miss anything. But then, how did that chunk of ore get in here? 
 
      
 
    After checking the Rift, I wanted to grab a new one, but stopped for a think. A really solid think... After all, I didn’t have a base or stash where I could dump all my loot. The hotel was fine, but fifty rubles a day wasn’t nothing either, and there wasn’t that much space there, and I doubted they would just let me bring in whatever I felt like. 
 
      
 
    Now, for example, I had the debris of my old sword in my backpack. I didn’t know how much it was worth, but I didn’t care as long as I got something back for it. 
 
      
 
    Actually, I guessed that I probably wouldn’t be able to get my manor back in the near future, and I didn’t even know what state it was in, and I had to live somewhere in the meantime. Buy an apartment or house? Good option, but where was I going to get the money? Money has to be stolen or earned. 
 
      
 
    “Here, Schnoop!” I called. 
 
      
 
    My pet came at once. 
 
      
 
    “Whadyann-nee-ee-eed?” his cunning face hissed back. 
 
      
 
    “Go steal me some cash!” I told him, deciding on my approach to the problem. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop, standing there with his mouth open, snapped it shut and then looked around. He thought a moment... Then shrugged and dove into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    What? It might work! 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work... I sat by the portal for thirty minutes and just stared at the sky. Maybe money would fall down from there. It didn’t... 
 
      
 
    Shnoop really let me down. He dove back out of the shadows and opened a fistful of crumpled notes. There was an old purse almost rotted away that still had four ruble coins in it. Two five-ruble bills, and they looked like a moose had chewed them up and spat them out. Hopefully spat out... 
 
      
 
    Plus a scattering of coins, which amounted to eleven rubles and twenty-five kopeeks. 
 
      
 
    To tell the truth, I didn’t expect him to find me any money in the field, but it turned out he’d brought his metal detector and he went digging holes. What a good boy. Although — hold on, what was that..? I didn’t notice the silver ring in the grass right away. It was thin, possibly a woman’s... And another ten rubles. 
 
      
 
    All this was nonsense. There was no way I could afford an apartment. A simple residence for people of medium means might cost around twenty or thirty thousand, but alas, I wasn’t used to living in huts like that. I needed my mansion. He who fights well lives well. 
 
      
 
    That meant I had at least one idea. I needed to rent accommodation. 
 
      
 
    I called Androsov — he should know. Only this time he didn’t pick up. I guess the lecture was dragging out. Looked like I’d have to solve my problems myself. 
 
      
 
    I wandered off to find transport. I wasn’t far from the suburbs — maybe three to six miles. 
 
      
 
    The courteous taxi driver took me to a retailer that dealt with things like this. He courteously suggested that I ask them for advice on where to live. Now that’s why I like the taxi drivers in this world and this country. They’re like little encyclopedias — they know it all and can help with anything. 
 
      
 
    The retailer’s office was almost in the city center, which spoke to its high status, so I was sure it would suit me just fine. They got to work quite quickly. I was welcomed by a young woman who listened to all my heart’s desires and immediately showed me two dozen options on a screen, each with a price below it. 
 
      
 
    I wrote off a few of them right away; the price was crazy. Alas, I wasn’t about to pay fifteen thousand rubles for a mansion. Even one so luxurious. 
 
      
 
    But an apartment in the commuter district, and a quiet one at that, cost two thousand a month. I took that. 
 
      
 
    Wasn’t too bad as apartments went... Two floors, two thousand square feet... 
 
      
 
    Yep, I’m a big fan of convenience and luxury. 
 
      
 
    Renting it was even easier. Just pay up and it’s yours. 
 
      
 
    There was a kind of business here wherein people bought up properties and improved them, then rented them through realtors like this one without ever seeing the tenants. 
 
      
 
    Two thousand was a lot of money, but I didn’t care. I took the place for a month on the condition that I could pay for more at any time. 
 
      
 
    And so I now had my own temporary dwelling. 
 
      
 
    The apartment was nice, and it was on the final floor of a nine-story building. I had my own attic and gym, four bedrooms and two bathrooms. 
 
      
 
    True, for me the bedrooms were storerooms. But there was a separate one of those too. 
 
      
 
    Now I had somewhere to come back to. The realtor girl went with me and showed me everything, then took my money. And so I was left practically flat broke. Happy times were soon to come, when a Rift would be sweet home... 
 
      
 
    After that I returned to the hotel, picked up the few things I owned and took them to my new home. 
 
      
 
    I messaged Androsov to say I’d rented an apartment, then sent him the address so he could come visit. 
 
      
 
    At the ground floor was a concierge who kept things tidy and provided additional services. 
 
      
 
    “If you need any cleaning, I’ll sort it all out,” she said. “Just let me know and I’ll send people over. It’s a paid service, of course, but I think you understand already, young man.” She turned out to really know her stuff, and decided to fill me in on all the details. “You can also pay to have someone cook for you, or cater for a banquet. There are also girls, but you organize that yourself, all I can do is give you business cards from reliable people. 
 
      
 
    I had nothing against prostitution, but my self-respect was too high to pay for something I should be able to find for free. I wasn’t hideous, after all, and I had plenty of moves in my past life that I still remembered. And I’d had enough of women who could be bought in that same past life. Here I wanted variety. Maybe I’d manage to pull some princess or other? Sure, I’d have to deal with her husband later, but that was later. 
 
      
 
    As I sat in my home, I got to thinking. This was all well and good... But I had to make progress. I had many expenses and a lot of business to attend to. 
 
      
 
    I calculated my budget and realized it was done for... 
 
      
 
    Since it wasn’t worth going to a Rift today, I could go and ask about my signet ring and my manor. I hadn’t even seen it with my own eyes yet. Here I was worrying and thinking up scenes in my head, but maybe all I had was a broken down old hovel. 
 
      
 
    The concierge woman helped me there too. For five rubles, she told me where I needed to go and even called a taxi. Gotta love the service industry! 
 
      
 
    I headed to City Hall, to get back what was mine! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I hate bureaucracy. No, let me rephrase that. I. HATE. BUREAUCRACY. 
 
      
 
    I had been almost entirely free of that ever-present companion of human society in my past life, and now here I was, tangled up in red tape. And the plan was for me to relax here! 
 
      
 
    These assholes make your life several times harder if they don’t see a ring on your finger as witness to the might of your family. I watched as a dozen aristos were served without a queue or any other trouble. They just said what they needed and it was done for them. 
 
      
 
    Like Old Mac used to say: “there may be a war on, but lunch still has to be on time!” — I had plenty of time for Rifts and making money, but I needed to finally think about restoring the name of Galaxius, and I couldn’t do that without my family manor. At the end of the day, I had come here not only to strengthen myself, but to gain capital to solve all these problems. So I had to start somewhere. 
 
      
 
    I could count on two ‘advisers’ who could help me do that — Arkhip and Androsov. I was sure the first would suggest a solution to the problem, but something told me that it wouldn’t be the most lawful, and like hell did I want to invite those kind of problems. 
 
      
 
    In the end, I went to harass my walking encyclopedia and asked for some advice. Androsov came through, and asked for a day to think about it. In the end he gave me the address of a certain law firm that was well known in the capital of the Empire and operated out of Irkutsk. Usually, the main offices of such companies are in the capital, whereas the legal company Grossman and Sons had its head offices right here in Irkutsk, which is where Raphael Goldsmith was, while his sons were spread out across the branches; the eldest was manager of the capital branch. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I thought for some time before resorting to the experts. But then I figured — why not? After all, if you need to take out monsters, then you hire Slayers, and the best hero to slash through red tape is an old and experienced lawyer. Especially one with a surname like that. 
 
      
 
    When I stepped out of the taxi and looked around, I was sure I made the right choice. The nine-story building was in the very center, next to the Imperial Office, and looked even nicer than it. There was a huge sign on the ground floor: ‘Lombard.’ Two gloomy Slayers happened to be walking out from there at that moment, casting sullen glances at me. 
 
      
 
    There were also several smaller signs, ‘Goldsmith and Sons Ltd.,’ ‘Goldsmith Bank,’ and a few others. Looked like Mr. Goldsmith had his fingers in more pies than just legal practice, which showed he had broad horizons. 
 
      
 
    I even had to wait a little in a luxury waiting room on the ninth floor, where a bony old secretary looked at my Slayer ring and approved my audience. 
 
      
 
    Tasty coffee made my wait more pleasant, and after precisely forty minutes, I was invited to go in. 
 
      
 
    To my surprise, Raphael Goldsmith wasn’t a very old man; he was around sixty, dressed in an old but impeccably clean suit. It seemed he didn’t give a damn about the kind of showmanship that was in vogue with the local aristocracy, although he did wear the gold signet ring of a Family Head on his middle finger. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you, Mr. Galaxius?” He looked at me with the piercing gaze of a man somewhat tired of life. 
 
      
 
    I placed the papers I’d gotten from the Imperial Archive on the table. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve run into a little trouble with claiming my inheritance, Mr. Goldsmith,” I said, smiling and sitting down in the chair he gestured at. 
 
      
 
    The lawyer didn’t even look at the papers, just cast a glance at the monitor in front of him. Intuition told me that he had a little more info there than was in my dusty folders. Incidentally, when had he had time to look at it, considering that other clients had been going in and out the whole time that I was in the waiting room? 
 
      
 
    “A little trouble..?” Raphael smiled. “I see you’re quite the optimist, young man!” 
 
      
 
    I raised a questioning eyebrow, waiting for him to go on. 
 
      
 
    “From what I can see, this will not just be a matter of a little trouble — it will be practically impossible!” 
 
      
 
    “Impossible?” I echoed. 
 
      
 
    “I said ‘practically,’” Goldsmith answered with a hint of self-satisfaction. “But you’ve come to the right man, and I will try to help you!” 
 
      
 
    “Try?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you know how to get down to brass tacks, young man!” The lawyer narrowed his eyes at me. “I’ll put it this way: I can help you, but there are a great many variables involved, and the first of them is... I don’t mean to offend you, but our services are expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “How much do your services in particular cost? No disrespect, Mr. Goldsmith, but I don’t want your company to take on my case.” I smiled still wider. “I want you specifically — Raphael Goldsmith.” 
 
      
 
    The old Jew leaned back in his chair and stared at me. For the first time since our conversation started, the boredom disappeared from his eyes and slight interest took its place. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? I have to say, I very rarely take on cases personally...” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” I said, unceremoniously interrupting him. 
 
      
 
    “Ten thousand a month just for my time, not including expenses,” the lawyer said, not at all offended. 
 
      
 
    Holy..! Damn, that was the whole monthly income of a minor family! 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” I said, my mouth overtaking my thoughts. 
 
      
 
    The interest in the old man’s eyes strengthened. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so? Well, then... I’ll need three days to prepare. In that time, you must make an advance payment for the first month.” 
 
      
 
    “How much time will this take?” I asked, trying to at least measure my costs. And yes, I had no idea where I was going to get the money for the first payment. Right then, I had about three thousand to hand. The simplest option was to go all out and send Shnoop out to work, but that wasn’t so good an idea. Firstly it wouldn’t make much, and secondly... You should be ashamed of yourself, Mr. Galaxius! Especially with a pile of portals close to hand — you’ll need him to help you carry out the loot! 
 
      
 
    “I will tell you everything after a thorough study. For now, I can say that it is unlikely to take less than three months. If I understand correctly, you need not only to return your family manor, but also to...” He glanced back at his screen, which I couldn’t see. “To restore the Family itself and become its Head? Along with the right to bear a family ring?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded. “You do understand correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then! I’ll see you in three days! Margarita Abramovna will book you in for a meeting, so you don’t have to waste time waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Goldsmith,” I said, standing up from the chair and leaving the office. Looked like I needed to make some money. And a hell of a lot of it! 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After I left the law offices, I decided to just take a walk. I knew roughly how I was going to earn that money, but sometimes you just have to switch off and walk. Your problems won’t go anywhere, but sometimes you just want to do nothing. 
 
      
 
    I walked through the streets and lazily looked at store windows and the faces of passersby. Some looked at me interestedly, others studiously. 
 
      
 
    I was a fit young man in a tracksuit just walking down the street and eating ice cream that I’d bought at an ice cream truck. I got three assorted scoops for myself. Shnoop accepted only vanilla with nothing added. And he was absolutely mad for it. I always tried to treat him to it whenever there was an occasion. 
 
      
 
    I walked through a dark archway and gave him his scoop, which he took in trembling hands and scurried off into the darkness while I walked on. 
 
      
 
    I’d have to invite Andrei to my housewarming party. I wondered — should I invite some girls too, or was it best not to embarrass my friend? Although... Maybe I could try and lure in that Helga girl... I doubted I’d get anywhere with her fast, but something about her intrigued me. My thoughts kept returning to the ice queen, which was highly unusual for me. 
 
      
 
    Lost in thought as usual, I turned down who knows where and threw away the rest of my cone after finishing my ice cream — I always did that — and looked around. Where had I ended up, anyway? 
 
      
 
    Ahead was the building of some educational institute, which students in uniform just happened to be streaming out of. Beyond it there was some park. Hmm... I scratched my head and called for a taxi after a quick glance at the street address on the building opposite. 
 
      
 
    Then I leaned against the trunk of a big tree and squinted against the sun, thinking about what I might eat next. 
 
      
 
    A Hunter without intuition is a dead Hunter. That’s what Grand Master Wulf always said when he set up all manner of unpleasant surprises to help us develop that sense. He was a fan of the theory that you can improve your intuition that way. We all cursed him for the bruises, burns and frost bite it caused us, but we didn’t argue. It’s tough to argue with a Grand Master! 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if Wulf had trained my intuition or if I’d had it since birth, but I definitely had it. And it had gotten me out of trouble many times before. 
 
      
 
    Just like now, as I inspected the local architecture, I saw something strange out of the corner of my eye. A black minivan driving too fast and too twitchy. 
 
      
 
    When it came closer, I saw a side door start to open, although the driver didn’t seem like he was going to slow down at all. And there was nowhere to run, except... 
 
      
 
    On top of that, there were two young girls around age twelve drawing even with me, and they were clearly in the hit zone. My trained body reacted again before I had time to think. 
 
      
 
    As I moved, I swept up both the girls and charged my body with power. Holding the pair close to my chest, I crashed back-first through the double-glazed window of a kitchen store next to us, falling inside to the sound of breaking glass and ceramics. And immediately covered the girls with my body. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud boom outside, and the shockwave took out the remnants of the store window, passing by above us, sending shards of stone and glass raining down on my back. 
 
      
 
    “Follow them!” I shouted, summoning Shnoop, whose mouth was all covered in ice cream. 
 
      
 
    Screams rang out all around us, and I stood up carefully, picking the little girls up by the collars of their coats. 
 
      
 
    “You alright?” I asked, looking into four eyes the size of tea cups. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yeah!” one of them spluttered, nodding, and then as if on cue they both burst into tears and grabbed me around the waist. Damn! And this is the same guy who told Androsov that looking after other people is... irrational. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright, calm down!” I said, patting them awkwardly on their heads. I never had any children in my past life... Well, at least not any I knew about. Hunters were forbidden from having families, and I never stayed in one place long enough. And anyway, I was never a big fan of kids. They’re so loud. 
 
      
 
    Glancing outside, I saw that the tree that I had been standing under had been snapped in half, and was now happily flickering with flames. It took quite a hit! 
 
      
 
    After I was sure the kids were alright, I fought to free myself from them and handed them off to their useless bodyguards who appeared nearby. If I’d been the girls’ father, I’d have fired them to hell! Or maybe shot them on the spot! It was their job to save their daughters, not mine. Useless asshats... 
 
      
 
    I edged away from the scene before the police got there. None of the many rubberneckers tried to stop me, but I’m sure they remembered my face. Whatever — the hell with them! 
 
      
 
    I jumped into a nearby taxi and headed home, where I threw away my torn and burnt clothes and took a shower, thinking. 
 
      
 
    The day was nearing its end, and I had a choice to make. Go get drunk, or go punish those assholes. Of course, I chose the second. 
 
      
 
    An unhappy Shnoop came back just as I stepped out of the shower. 
 
      
 
    “Diiiidnnnnn’t eee-eeat aaaall!” he complained at me, grimacing. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and stroked his smooth fur. “I’ll buy you more!” Through his eyes I had witnessed the minivan traveling to some industrial district and disappearing behind a high fence in a hangar. Well, well. Nighttime strolls are a great pick-me-up! 
 
      
 
    Let’s see... What did I have? Two more tracksuits. Time to figure out some armor. Spirit armor is great, but spirit armor plus the regular kind is even better. 
 
      
 
    The taxi dropped me off a block away from my target and quickly peeled away. This was a run-down district. Half the street lamps weren’t working, and it was just a sprawl of warehouses and hangars. And the streets were completely empty of people. 
 
      
 
    Alright then. Two guards in the booth by the entrance, a whole fleet of cars inside the hangars, and eight people inside. Who were drinking, naturally! What else can you expect from the bad guys? 
 
      
 
    Shnoop isn’t just a valuable spy, he’s a great saboteur too! When he chewed through the wire in the guard house, not only did the camera monitors turn off, but so did the lights. For my part, I jumped over the wall and knocked out the first guard at a run as he stepped out to check the fuse box. Then it was the second guard’s turn. I hope I didn’t kill them — I don’t like killing for no reason. 
 
      
 
    After weighing their guns in my hand a moment, I decided they were no use. That flashlight, on the other hand... 
 
      
 
    I ran across the yard, stole into a hangar and walked up to something like a recreation room, which every warehouse and hangar had, where the workers could get changed, wash, and, like they were doing now, drink. 
 
      
 
    The guards looked like ordinary people, but the one who cast that powerful magical explosion had to have a strong Gift, at least Veteran rank or higher. So, after carefully memorizing their positions, I gave Shnoop the go-ahead. 
 
      
 
    Sparks rained from the fuse box when my pet bit through the 220 volt wire. That didn’t cause him any discomfort at all, although he did sneeze afterwards and his fur stood on end like a hedgehog’s. 
 
      
 
    I darted inside. The first two died at once when my power-boosted strikes outright crushed their skulls. As I moved, I dropped the energy by more than half, but still broke the necks of two more. None of them even tried to cast their armor! 
 
      
 
    I dropped the power a little more and dealt with the remaining four. And only two of them tried to do anything. But I doubted they were even Apprentices! 
 
      
 
    After checking the Giftless ones for weapons, I shoved them into the bathroom, slamming the door behind them and jamming the handle with a rifle. 
 
      
 
    “Try anything and I’ll kill you!” I grabbed two of the weakly Gifted and pulled them outside, where there was still light. 
 
      
 
    “Who the hell are you, dude?!” A thug’s face stared at me, almost fully sobered up after my punches. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to ask you the same thing! WHAT are you, dude?!” 
 
      
 
    The man blinked in confusion and I decided to make him feel a little more motivated. Androsov isn’t the only one who knows how to do that. I put my finger to his forehead and added a little more power. I know what that feels like. Like a stun gun to the head. 
 
      
 
    “AAAH!! What the hell are you doing, man!?” the poor bastard shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you calling ‘man’!? Address me as ‘my master’!” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry... m-my master!” 
 
      
 
    “Or even better — Dark Lord!” I said, getting carried away. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say, Dark Lord!” the man muttered in fear, flinching against the thought of me prodding him in the head again. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you, dog?” I asked affectionately. 
 
      
 
    “Uhm... I’m Musician...” he said, then corrected himself: “I mean, Sasha Siny.” 
 
      
 
    “Why Musician?” I asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “I graduated from music school. As a violinist.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll be!” I raised my finger at him. “To think, you could have been playing in the philharmonic right now! Why in God’s name did you try to kill me today?” 
 
      
 
    “Kill? You? Today?” the violinist gabbled in confusion. 
 
      
 
    I sighed and poked him again, turning up the ‘power’ just a little. 
 
      
 
    “AAAHH! Have mercy!” 
 
      
 
    “Today, outside that kitchen store!” I clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Naw, naw, our job was to take out Merkulova the Younger! What the hell do you have to do with it?!” 
 
      
 
    “Who?!” Now it was my turn to be surprised. 
 
      
 
    “You know, Sophia Merkulova, daughter of Baron Merkulov. We had a contract on her!” 
 
      
 
    “A twelve-year-old girl?” It finally hit me what he meant. 
 
      
 
    “Eleven...” the thug corrected, for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re, like, hired killers?” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Well... Yeah.. But it’s not our fault... It’s just life!” Musician said, trying to exonerate himself. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how I hate all this,” I sighed. “Who placed the order and why?” 
 
      
 
    The man hesitated. I spoke thoughtfully off to one side. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s a surprising fact for you. The nerve centers of the brain are the least sensitive. In the crotch, on the other hand, they’re far more delicate! I really don’t like doing this, but...” I ripped his pants off in one pull. 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t!” the thug shouted in fear. 
 
      
 
    “Answer me!” I growled back. 
 
      
 
    “Baron Samoilov. They had some argument, and he didn’t want to challenge Merkulov to a duel.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s too chicken,” the other one said, finally joining in on the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” I raised my eyebrows. There were the ‘noble’ aristos for you! “Money, valuable papers, precious jewels?” 
 
      
 
    The man frowned in confusion again. “Uhhh...” These morons didn’t learn anything from life. I jabbed him in the solar plexus with my finger. I stopped short of jabbing him in the crotch, although I wasn’t lying — the effect would really be something! 
 
      
 
    “Ugh...” the thug grunted, and fell unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Damn!” I said, clicking my tongue and turning to the second. 
 
      
 
    “In the safe! It’s all in the safe!” that one shouted. 
 
      
 
    “And where...” I began. 
 
      
 
    “On the second floor of the utility room, under the table!” he blabbed. Hey, this one was much more useful. 
 
      
 
    “One last question! How did you cause that explosion? From what I’ve seen, you guys couldn’t light a cigarette without a match.” 
 
      
 
    “Baron Samoilov gave us an artifact!” 
 
      
 
    “And where is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It was one-time-use!” 
 
      
 
    That was no surprise, really, and my question about the safe was rhetorical too. I had Shnoop, after all! I smacked the guy in the nerve center and he fell unconscious like his friend. 
 
      
 
    “Time to get some well-earned compensation!” I chuckled. “Go searching, Shnoop!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT’S SAD WHEN A BUNCH of useless thugs try to kill you, and then it turns out it wasn’t even you they were trying to kill. And what sort of petty cash was this, with just seven hundred in small bills? Valuable papers? No such luck. Just promissory notes, and stained with blood, no less. 
 
      
 
    I looked askance at the bundle of papers I was holding. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-nine rubles of debt. Garbage! 
 
      
 
    Seventy-seven rubles. Garbage! 
 
      
 
    A hundred and thirty rubles. Garbage! 
 
      
 
    Eighty-six thousand rubles. Garbage... 
 
      
 
    Of course, they were all garbage. Notes beaten out of god knows who, possibly for debts that didn’t even exist. I wouldn’t be surprised if some homeless guy wrote that note for eighty thousand. While they were breaking his arm... Why not just go all the way to twenty million? 
 
      
 
    I returned home in sadness. I didn’t even take much from there with me, since there were no valuables. This was just a small-time gang of the kind that lived no longer than its master required. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, I returned on foot since it seemed impossible to get a car. That’s the way it goes... Even Shnoop was no help. He led me to a taxi — an empty one. 
 
      
 
    Well, I always thought night was the perfect time for a run. So that’s what I did, ran all the way home. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t all that tired, but my body was grateful. I could have gone on working my legs for god knows how many miles. I was still in good shape, and that was nice! 
 
      
 
    Back at home I showered and slept... Although I didn’t forget to light up the fireplace first. It wasn’t cold in the house, but I’d killed in these clothes, and I figured it was worth burning them. There was a reason I bought tracksuits. I threw all my clothes into the fireplace and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, my ringing phone woke me up. It was Androsov. 
 
      
 
    “You asleep?” What a dumb question. Of course, my friend. 
 
      
 
    “It’s six in the goddamn morning...” 
 
      
 
    “Lucky I called, then! No way should you be sleeping, you’ll get all out of schedule,” my friend blabbered on happily. “Anyway, we’ve decided! We’re all coming over to yours today, for a housewarming! Looking forward to seeing you!” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t even have time to tell him where to stick that suggestion. 
 
      
 
    Damn... Now I was awake, and there was no getting back to sleep. That’s what happens when your brain wakes up and starts to think, and you realize immediately that while you’re sleeping, you’re losing time. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to get rid of that habit in this new world. What good was it to me here if I was on vacation, as it were? 
 
      
 
    After waking up and doing my business, I went to put on my last tracksuit and made a mental note to buy more of them. Before that, I checked the fireplace. It had all burned up well, but just in case I threw on more wood and lit it. 
 
      
 
    Downstairs I said hello to the old lady whose name I forgot to ask, and asked her to call me a car. 
 
      
 
    I’d already decided where I needed to go, and it was a Rift. Money doesn’t earn itself, just like souls don’t gather themselves. 
 
      
 
    There was a fresh Rift open, and it seemed I’d be spending a lot of time raiding them. Why not? It was convenient! Nobody had any claims on this one, and nobody had found a way to clear it properly. 
 
      
 
    This Rift was only a week old, and only one squad had managed to visit it so far. As a result, only four out of six of them got out alive, and they said it was a tough place! 
 
      
 
    The whole cave was filled with spiders and bats as big as large dogs. 
 
      
 
    Plus, according to them, the spiders weren’t ordinary spiders — they had a very sticky web that they’d spread all over the place, making it hell to move around. 
 
      
 
    The report also said that one girl died in the retreat, when she stepped back and pressed herself against a wall. Damn... Why did I find that funny and want to call it “getting into a real sticky mess?” 
 
      
 
    My sense of humor would get me in trouble one day. Although, why one day? It had always gotten me into sticky messes in my past life. 
 
      
 
    The taxi drove up, I named the address, and wow! The driver took me to where I asked. In other words, there was nothing interesting about the trip. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, this time the Rift was right in the basement of an apartment building. The whole street had been cordoned off, the people evacuated. I liked the job because there was a note on it from the Slayer Association. They were paying a thousand rubles to the squad that could clear this place as soon as possible. I had made my own application on the site, and now I could get started. This time I decided to go down the official path, so as not to invite another group wanting to cause me trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” A soldier standing at the entrance to the seven-story building stopped me. “What, are you going in on your own?” 
 
      
 
    He looked pretty alarmed, naturally. 
 
      
 
    “Sure am...” 
 
      
 
    “Pfft.” He shook his head. “So you’re suicidal, got it. Don’t you know the last group lost two members?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure do,” I answered lazily and scratched my head. “Poor guys. They should have come better prepared.” 
 
      
 
    He looked me up and down skeptically. “So you’re prepared, are you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I said, and added: “See, I even brought a sword.” I pointed to my toy. 
 
      
 
    “Fine... I won’t try to talk you out of it, it’s your life.” 
 
      
 
    There was a reason I called the sword a toy. In my past life I would have been ashamed to even pick it up. We had our own blacksmiths and enchanters, and a great many other people besides. They weren’t free, of course, at least not always — it depended. 
 
      
 
    Oh, the armor they made me from dragon skin and scale! A sight to see! True, we had spent over a month hunting that dragon, and almost two days bringing it down. But each of us got our share of the valuable material. 
 
      
 
    And now I was trying to save up money for a lawyer to get back a silly ring without which I had no entry to the aristocratic world. Never thought I’d live to see the day... 
 
      
 
    Outside the Rift, I stood motionless for a minute and thought over everything I knew about dungeons like these, and what I needed to do in them. Inside a half-sunken grotto awaited me, possibly a former mine, shrouded in gloom and damp. I didn’t count the beasts; they were temporary residents there. 
 
      
 
    Everything seemed to be in order. A deep breath, and a step into the murk. 
 
      
 
    I found myself on a small outcrop, and I felt the sudden urge to punch the leader of the last squad for his information. He didn’t include a warning that if you took three steps in, you end up underwater in a huge puddle. 
 
      
 
    Actually, as I saw it, this grotto was similar to the last place in its terrain. Here, too, you had to walk down a spiral staircase to some caves. 
 
      
 
    At least he wasn’t lying about the gloom and damp. 
 
      
 
    “Come out,” I ordered Shnoop, and he gladly obliged, and came bearing gifts. 
 
      
 
    “Ww-wwaaaant?” he asked, offering me a long nail, a ten incher, I guessed. 
 
      
 
    You can kill someone with one like that. 
 
      
 
    “Uhh... Yeah, I really want that,” I said, taking the nail off him with the hand not gripping my sword. “Take a good look around and show me this place.” 
 
      
 
    “Ye-ee-eeesss!” he hissed, and disappeared into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    “The first thing he showed me was a very curious bat hanging opposite me below the ceiling and looking straight at me, the bastard. Those damn Slayers... Why didn’t they say these bats can blend into the background like chameleons? 
 
      
 
    I charged my fist with energy and made a single sharp thrust with my left arm, firing the rusty screw right into the spot where the monster was hanging. 
 
      
 
    Bulls-eye. Its spirit flowed into me. 
 
      
 
    “Would you look at that... The nail really did come in handy.” I chuckled to myself and created an illusory bat. 
 
      
 
    Then I placed the spirit in the illusion and ordered it to bring me the corpses of three of its brethren. 
 
      
 
    And I told it only to attack them unawares and when they were alone. 
 
      
 
    And then I didn’t move from where I stood, and had no plans to. Why should I? I could go and start clearing the place alone, no problem, or maybe there would be problems, who knows? But the question was — why bother? We had been taught to destroy, not to make a show of triumphant heroics. 
 
      
 
    One might think that all we did was fight when we were studying, but no... Our order placed a great deal of value in developing the mental faculties. 
 
      
 
    A dumb Hunter is a dead Hunter. 
 
      
 
    The more Shnoop showed me, the more I realized that the Slayers who came before me got off easy. This was clearly no simple Rift level. Maybe it didn’t have much energy, and the beasts are weak, but their number was something else... 
 
      
 
    My bat minion brought me its first victim in its clutches, and I got a soul. Although I got the soul first, but still. This one I summoned too, and sent out hunting. All I told it was to kill anyone weaker than itself. 
 
      
 
    The spiders were nothing as far as I was concerned, but the fliers could pose a problem if they attacked in a mob, like gangsters, and they could. 
 
      
 
    For myself, I decided to descend another floor and enter an empty dead-end tunnel of the grotto. There was a small nest of injured spiders in it. I couldn’t quite tell if they’d been left there to lick their wounds or to die. 
 
      
 
    But ten wounded fighters — why not? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t far to get to them, just ten minutes and I was in position. I cast my armor, and before they could figure out what was happening, rushed to attack. I didn’t use any ranged techniques. I’d rather do things the quiet way, with a power-strengthened body. That was my specialty, after all. Ranged attacks were silly child’s play, or memories from the past. 
 
      
 
    Right away three spiders managed to react, lumbering toward me on shaking legs. Only two reached me; one broke two legs on the way and fell. 
 
      
 
    A rapid straight stab pierced through the head of the first, and as I pulled out my sword I swung it in a wide sweep and cut off all the legs of the second, then finished it off. 
 
      
 
    The others started freaking out too, but not all of them could even move. I managed to take them all out pretty fast. None of them even came close to touching my body. Well, not my body, but my armor. To bite or scratch me, they would have had to dig away at the armor for a long time first. 
 
      
 
    For as long as I still had energy, I was invincible. I could always fight back. The trouble was, a strong Gifted at the level of Great Magister could take down my armor in one hit and not even notice it. 
 
      
 
    No matter how experienced I was, I was still weak. Too weak, and I hated that. That was exactly why I needed the Rifts. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, back to the Rift. 
 
      
 
    I had ten spiders now, which I summoned right away and ordered to follow me. 
 
      
 
    We walked to an entrance, and there I saw a heap of corpses. 
 
      
 
    I listened to myself and sensed... yes... The spirits flowed into me. And they sent a pleasant shiver through my body. This was how I became stronger, taking away the energy stored in souls. It all happens slowly, but when the souls build up to many thousands it makes a big difference. That’s how I level up my Gift. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, you’re ten brave soldiers now, so go find and destroy any smaller and weaker groups of your brethren that you find,” I said to them. “Got it? If you run into a superior opponent, then don’t fight them, come back to me instead.” 
 
      
 
    They understood and rushed off to carry out the order. 
 
      
 
    Everyone wants freedom, and these were no exception... And anyway, they had no choice. 
 
      
 
    I told them that they’d have freedom after they died or fully cleared the grotto. 
 
      
 
    But what was this..? Shnoop was sending me a new ‘video.’ 
 
      
 
    He was standing opposite a crystal growing out of a wall. So there was the source of the energy that the monsters were feeding on. 
 
      
 
    It seemed it absorbed energy from these mountains and fed it to the monsters... Fun. 
 
      
 
    It was probably once a defensive artifact that powered something or someone. But over time, it started to cause problems for a whole other world. 
 
      
 
    Although who knew anyway? Maybe it was the same world, but these places were in very distant corners of it. Who knew what used to be here a thousand years ago? 
 
      
 
    Damn... A noise... Coming closer. 
 
      
 
    “Check that out...” 
 
      
 
    Only a couple of seconds passed before Shnoop showed me what he saw — eight of my spiders running back toward me away from thirty other spiders. 
 
      
 
    Goddamn... Why did they have to get into trouble right away? 
 
      
 
    Whatever... The Hunter’s victims come to him themselves... Why was my heart thudding, why did I want to smile? 
 
      
 
    I hid behind a wall and waited for my spiders to run by me, then leaped out and cast a wave of fire that instantly burned up a third of all our pursuers, but ate through a bunch of my energy too. I was relying on killing them all... 
 
      
 
    One mental command, and my troops came back intending to leap into battle. And I was already fluttering around like a butterfly and killing all of them like a damn hornet! Why was it so easy? 
 
      
 
    Where was their strength? 
 
      
 
    “Show me what you’re capable of! Make my blood boil!” 
 
      
 
    As if they could... A couple of minutes and it was all over... Shame... 
 
      
 
    But things were about to heat up; my shouting drew the attention of more than just spiders. 
 
      
 
    Really, I didn’t give a damn. My fliers had already put down thirty of their brothers, and I summoned them back and ordered them to defend the air. 
 
      
 
    I also summoned all the spiders, and left five of them to help out by laying sticky traps and shooting with their webs. 
 
      
 
    I noticed that they didn’t really like to shoot them out, but there’s no arguing with one of my commands. 
 
      
 
    “Well, then... As for you,” I said, looking at Shnoop. “You go steal me something!” Why not give him something to do? 
 
      
 
    Of course, I could have sent him off to fight too, but he didn’t like that much. 
 
      
 
    I stood on a broken stalagmite and watched as another group of spiders climbed up toward us while another battle raged in the air. 
 
      
 
    I was bored just standing there, so I fired weak bolts of lightning at them. Shame that I didn’t have the same aptitude with my Gift as Henry, and all I could do was these cheap tricks. But... I could say with certainty that it all came in handy in life. Just like now, when one of my bolts hit a decent-sized stalactite and it collapsed onto the spiders. 
 
      
 
    Weak magic, but it took away twenty sets of snapping mandibles. 
 
      
 
    In the end, they lost half their forces while they were running up, and when they reached the top of the stairs, they found my army of spiders waiting for them. 
 
      
 
    Damn, this was going to be a real mess. 
 
      
 
    There was no point in hiding now, and I sent all my troops to attack. As for me, I just stood waiting. 
 
      
 
    “Www-www-aaant?” Shnoop hissed, appearing beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Well I’ll be... Where did you find women’s stockings, you little pervert!?” 
 
      
 
    Holy... 
 
      
 
    “Www-www-aa-aaant?” he asked even more slowly, and narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
      
 
    “Ack... You dumb beast, why do you bring me all this... Alright, give it here...” 
 
      
 
    Shnoop grinned happily and jumped back into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t understand him sometimes — he seemed to like setting me up. 
 
      
 
    But it was my own fault... I had told him to steal, but what I meant was to find something in here. He’d just gone out of the Rift and rooted through someone’s apartment. 
 
      
 
    I tossed the stockings into my bag. I’d throw them out later, when he forgot about them. The main thing was not to forget them myself. 
 
      
 
    I could assess how well my souls were doing by how many new ones came flowing in. In our Slayer course, they said it would be just great if the Rifts stopped appearing. For me personally it would be a catastrophe. Of course, there were still anomalous zones in the world where various beasts live. I knew that from back when I lived in New Prussia. There was a lot I learned there... Shame that I only trained my body physically, squeezing it for all I could... Because there was nowhere to get souls to speed up the process. 
 
      
 
    My spiders got quite a long way. 
 
      
 
    In places I had to stop planning my next moves to slice apart arrogant bats who thought they could fly up to me unawares and scratch me. Think again, assholes. I could bite whoever I wanted, including them. 
 
      
 
    Before half an hour had passed, my army of spiders was finished. To their credit, I have to say that they killed twice their own number. Their brethren hadn’t expected such a treacherous attack from their own, and mine took advantage of that. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up and get searching,” I said, summoning Shnoop. “Or else you and I will soon be begging for scraps on the streets. Look for gold and other useful things.” 
 
      
 
    Shnoop looked at me and nodded, then disappeared into the shadows. 
 
      
 
    For my part, I summoned a batch of two dozen spiders. 
 
      
 
    “You guys run along and keep on killing.” 
 
      
 
    Sure, I could have summoned them all, but what for? I had to grow my Gift, and the energy wouldn’t hurt. And if I suddenly got into trouble, I’d need some way to get out of it. Sure, I could get myself out, but why bother when I had such obedient and, most importantly, useful souls? 
 
      
 
    Shnoop jumped out several times and brought me all kinds of things. Let’s just say there was plenty of garbage and I left it for later. What on earth did I need a cart wheel for, for example? Of course, it could be made of a rare metal for our world, but as far as I could see it was ordinary iron, and rusty to boot. 
 
      
 
    There were a couple of ordinary rings, copper and silver. They were probably lost by the miners, and it wasn’t a given that they wore them on their fingers. I knew peoples who wore them in their beards and ears. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop reported that a large group of bats was headed toward me from one of the tunnels. 
 
      
 
    I decided to test a theory and ran as hard as I could that way before they had time to fly out. 
 
      
 
    After reaching the entrance to the tunnel branch, I got ready and stopped to wait. When I heard them, I quickly created the illusion of a black dragon without a soul, an ordinary trick. 
 
      
 
    Just as they flew out of their lair, my dragon roared and breathed out flames. 
 
      
 
    Hah... 
 
      
 
    The bats darted back. The first of their rows were so frightened that it looked like they dropped down dead on the spot. The second rows tried to run away, and slammed right into the ones coming up behind them. 
 
      
 
    Brutal... and a dozen souls more, without me having to do a thing. 
 
      
 
    I finished off the rest with mass damage fire techniques. They all happened to be in a narrow place, and it didn’t even take me much effort. 
 
      
 
    Some of them got away, of course, but with a clear conscience I created twenty bat illusions and gave them souls. 
 
      
 
    I also created thirty spiders and decided that should be enough. 
 
      
 
    I divided the bats into two halves. One I sent to cover the spiders, the other to roam freely and hunt. 
 
      
 
    After roughly two hours, my army had done the job and killed everything else in the place. The spiders and bats worked the best, acting in unison. Hell... I would have called them rats, not bats. While the spiders fought, the bats attacked from behind and delivered their death-dealing blows. 
 
      
 
    Damn, this wasn’t even funny. Here I was with a shitty little army, and I was so happy. 
 
      
 
    Next came the time to collect my loot, probably my favorite part. 
 
      
 
    Since I knew what kind of enemies would be here, I read about them in advance and learned everything there was to know about them. That damn Slayer encyclopedia had different sections, and they all depended on your class. There were plenty of places I couldn’t get to... And I was so curious. 
 
      
 
    That’s where I read that the spiders have valuable ingredients that the Center or others are happy to purchase. The legs and so on are too cheap, and you have to sell them fast. The price seemed to depend on the freshness, which was counted in minutes. 
 
      
 
    But they also had hearts, which I didn’t even bother trying to collect. You had to take them out carefully right after you killed them, and then put them into a special container or a spatial ring, which I didn’t have, and probably wouldn’t have for the next thirty years. They were worth a princess’s head, probably... And they were sold at private auctions, invite-only. 
 
      
 
    Although, if I put down a rich aristocrat whose daddy bought him such a ring, then maybe I would manage to get hold of one. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I couldn’t sell the hearts. But there were also the glands, which don’t go off so fast. They contain a poison that people buy up with great enthusiasm, but the trouble is that the glands are hard to get too. That said, we’d gotten things from harder to get places. With Shnoop on the job, it’d be a piece of cake. 
 
      
 
    As for the jellies, I decided to check for myself. Well, at least the first thirty. Then I realized that it might take me a week. 
 
      
 
    Damn, all this depended on the little bastard who should be already piling up a heap of goods by the entrance to the Rift. 
 
      
 
    I had nothing to do, and I walked to the Rift exit, first dismissing all my summoned souls. They had served me well. 
 
      
 
    By the exit I saw a whole heap of goods... I hoped they were good, anyway... 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure there was anything of value there, but he had piled up a lot, that was for sure. Next time I’d have to give him a clear definition of what has value. 
 
      
 
    For now I ordered him to pick up all the jellies he could find, and when he found them, to turn on his ‘video link’ for me. I wanted so see what he got from what. I also hinted that the venom glands were up to him as well. 
 
      
 
    I found nothing of value in the heap of trash. Bluntly speaking, the most valuable thing was an inscribed stone that was apparently once a sign into which the miners had decided to carve pictures. It looked old and heavy, maybe over two hundred pounds. 
 
      
 
    But I thought I’d be able to haggle for maybe four hundred rubles out of it. Not that that was a lot of money, but I still didn’t know the market that well, and maybe it’d turn out that some collector would pay a few tens of thousands for it. I’d drag it to the taxi somehow. 
 
      
 
    At this point Shnoop appeared, looking displeased. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Goooinnnng!” He threw a cluster of glands onto the cave floor. “Do it yooouuurrrssself!” 
 
      
 
    And then he disappeared, the little..! I had to pick up a knife and gut the spiders myself. A Hunter’s skills are for life, so the work went fast... 
 
      
 
    A little later... 
 
      
 
    Captain Nechiporuk was serving at a new Rift. His people had encircled the area and there was a squad of Slayers cooling their heels nearby, sent to clear it. Only they couldn’t go in while their colleague was still inside. He didn’t know if they physically couldn’t or if that was just their way, but when the captain told them that there was a crazy lone Slayer inside, the group leader asked the precise time the man went in and set a timer on his watch. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit!” a young Slayer cadet said, standing next to the group leader in the basement, outside the Rift. 
 
      
 
    The leader frowned and looked at the Rift. It had started to shimmer, and the intensity of its glow had fallen to roughly half what it was. A sure sign that the Rift had been closed, and would disappear from our world after some time. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that only one of ours went in there?” the cadet asked. 
 
      
 
    “Most certainly, your lordship!” the captain nodded. He was stunned himself. Hell — that youth that went into the Rift looked even younger than this cadet. 
 
      
 
    “What was his class?” 
 
      
 
    “His ring shone red, so fifth class!” the captain said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    Here the Rift shimmered again, and a young Slayer appeared from it, covered from head to toe in slime and blood. He was holding some stone in his arms that he let drop to the ground with a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    “Hey there, soldier!” the young man said, smiling. “And the same to you, colleagues! Listen up, captain! Bring me a couple of bags, large as you can find. I’ll owe you one! And... Do me another favor. This damn rock is heavy! Help me carry it to the taxi!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I TRUDGED INTO MY ENTRYWAY dirty and stinking, all covered in the slime and blood of slain victims. The taxi driver, good man, had a roll of cellophane in the trunk, apparently for smelly occasions just like this one. I didn’t ruin his seats, but I saw him put up a new air freshener as soon as I got out of the car after paying him a double fare. 
 
      
 
    After getting the sacks of loot from the trunk, I dragged myself upstairs, dreaming of a shower and rest. Not to mention letting off some steam after absorbing all those souls. Through sexual contact, of course. My gift and my curse! 
 
      
 
    I tried to remember if I threw out the numbers of those two girls I picked up at the club or if I had to go out and meet some new ones. 
 
      
 
    “You have visitors, Mr. Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “I do?” I raised my eyebrows. “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight noble ladies and gentlemen. You told me in advance to let them in. Or did I misunderstand you?” 
 
      
 
    Oh, hell. Andrei. Of course — I’d told the concierge to give him the key, but I’d been hoping to get home before him. Or were these young folks just in a hurry? 
 
      
 
    “No, you did right, thanks.” I reached into my pocket and gave the woman a tip. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius!” the woman said uncertainly. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be very grateful if you could use the service elevator. Forgive me...” She dropped her eyes in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “What? Oh... Right... Of course! No problem.” I trudged toward the service elevator, still dripping slime and chunks of something slippery. 
 
      
 
    “And keep to the left of the carpets, please!” she shouted at my back. 
 
      
 
    Ugh, what a dragon! They should send her into a Rift, it’d have trouble with her! Well, whatever, best not to shit where you eat, and the old woman had to clean up after me. Never mind, I’d live. I tramped off along the marble tiles. 
 
      
 
    I stepped out onto my floor and looked thoughtfully at the carpet laid out across the full width of the corridor. No way around... Ugh, the hell with it! I walked staunchly straight across it, and just then something leaked out of my bag. Damn it... 
 
      
 
    Right in front of me, the passenger elevator door opened and two bellboys nearly ran right into me, murmuring excuses and stepping forward fast to avoid hitting me. They were walking to MY apartment! 
 
      
 
    “Room service!” one of them announced, first ringing the bell while glancing back at me coming closer. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, come in,” Andrei’s voice replied, and the door started to close before my eyes. My door! All I could do was stick a foot into the crack to stop it, because my hands were full. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” came my friend’s annoyed cry. “Oh! Ugh! Wow! What did you crawl out from under?!” 
 
      
 
    “A Rift,” I murmured, casting a glance around my apartment. 
 
      
 
    It seemed the party was only just starting, and the guests were eating light aperitifs. The bellboys were bringing food. 
 
      
 
    “But we said we were hanging out!” Androsov frowned. 
 
      
 
    “Why not both?” I chuckled. “You’re the lazy asses here, and rich to boot. We poorer Slayers have to do what we can.” 
 
      
 
    And I showed him my two bags of spoils. 
 
      
 
    “Yuck!” Androsov wrinkled his noble nose at me. 
 
      
 
    “That’s just what I’m talking about! You snowflakes, damn!” I chuckled again and lumbered off to the downstairs bathroom, the closest. The door turned out to be locked. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, peek-a-boo!” I rapped on the door. “If you’re fucking in there, then hurry it up! If you’re washing, then there’s another bathroom! I need this one! Get out!” 
 
      
 
    I would have been very surprised if anyone really was having sex in there. And probably jealous too... Oh, how low you’ve fallen, Xander... 
 
      
 
    The lock clicked, and Helga stepped out looking like a thundercloud. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hi!” I laughed. “You alone in there, or...” I craned my neck as if to look behind her into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    “’Or...’” the girl echoed mockingly, then turned up her nose at me. “You stink, Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “The scent of a true Slayer, my dear! Get used to it!” I shot her a smile and slipped by her before she could say anything, locking the bathroom door behind me. Yes! Finally! 
 
      
 
    After a quick wash, I realized that I had a problem. All my very few items of clothing were up in the wardrobe in the bedroom. Well, whatever, I was at home, wasn’t I? So I wrapped myself up in a towel and boldly stepped out. 
 
      
 
    The only person I knew there was Androsov’s new loyal minion — Viscount Hans Schrader, who I saved in the can... I mean, in the shower room. There were also two counts there, two countesses and another viscount. I had no idea what title Helga had. I didn’t even know her surname, which was strange, actually. But the company was generally highborn — it seemed that Andrei had wasted no time in getting himself some high-society friends. Looked like I was the lowest born there. 
 
      
 
    With longing, feeling the increasing pressure of my libido, I cast a hungry look across the countesses. I didn’t even look at the ‘ice queen’ as a possible sexual partner... at least not today — on the whole, she was pretty good looking. But something told me that I didn’t have a chance with her highborn friends either. Damn... Although... I still caught some interested glances at me my strong and well-built body. Only I wouldn’t have said they were looks of sexual interest. More like I was interesting to them as a new person. Plus, the red Slayer ring added to my mystique. They all had novice transparent rings. Damn cadets... 
 
      
 
    After quickly getting changed, I walked out into the lounge looking my normal self again. The fireplace smoldered away merrily, and two invited waiters brought in drinks, with another serving a table in the corner. These asshats couldn’t even cut their own sausages! Although... There wasn’t any sausage, it was all lobster and other delicacies. It pays to be rich! 
 
      
 
    “Hold up!” I barked, stopping the waiter and swiping two glasses of whiskey one after another, downing them to catch up to the already warmed-up guests. The amber liquid flowed down my throat and exploded in a bomb of heat in my stomach, reconciling me a little with harsh reality. 
 
      
 
    There — now I could unwind. I had a quick bite to eat, got reacquainted with everyone, and then the dancing started. I think I was starting to understand why the aristos stuck with each other. They could allow themselves things they couldn’t while in the presence of peasants — they could let themselves go in full without fear of ending up in a scandal piece in the paper. 
 
      
 
    When the slow music began to play, I wiped my hands with a napkin and offered an arm to Helga. 
 
      
 
    “Wanna dance?” 
 
      
 
    Androsov gave a muted grunt nearby. It was surprising, actually. Both the countesses had already been dancing away with cavaliers of their own, but Helga just sat there like an outcast, slowly sipping her champagne. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I turned to my friend. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” he said, turning red and thinking better of saying anything to me. I was surprised, of course... Did he really have a thing for Helga..? Oh, buddy... You won’t go there. You aren’t the kind of guy to cheat on his fiancée. I know people like him — they’d curse themselves for it to the end of their days. A hound loyal to one mistress until death itself. “I just wanted a drink,” the young man said, embarrassed again. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I won’t be gone forever, I’ll be back soon,” I said, and turned back to my future partner. 
 
      
 
    “Well... Alright,” the girl said, and gracefully took my arm. We stepped onto the dance floor. Was Androsov muttering something behind us again? Maybe he really just couldn’t wait to fill himself with whiskey? 
 
      
 
    We struggled a little with the dancing. Helga silently and diligently removed my hand as it constantly tried to wander beneath her waist. And she didn’t put any effort into the conversation, just stared distantly off to one side. I was right to call her Ice Queen. 
 
      
 
    She was also a better dancer than me, a lot better! I realized at once what a problem that was, and decided I’d have to take a few lessons. When I was a Goddard, I wasn’t taught how to dance more than the bare minimum. Henry must have known for a long time that I wouldn’t be his heir. 
 
      
 
    But Countess Svetlana Pokrovskaya, on the other hand, turned out more favorable to me. And she was more than willing to press her warm body against me, asking me with interest about myself and my journeys into the Rifts. 
 
      
 
    When I fell into a soft armchair because I started to get an uncomfortable feeling between my legs which made it hard to dance, and the countess headed to the bathroom, Helga surprised me again. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you like BDSM,” she said as if talking about the weather. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” I asked, hiccuping from the whiskey. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s a kind of sexual practice where...” the girl began to explain to me patiently, but I interrupted her. 
 
      
 
    “I know what it is! Why did you say it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” Helga faltered, shooting me a look. “She has a very kind and caring father who really likes close-combat weaponry... They say that at a certain ball, his daughter refused a foreign viscount, and he called her a slut... And for that, he went back to his homeland a eunuch. There was a scandal, of course, but Pokrovsky being Pokrovsky said he was ready to go to war if they wanted. What do you think he’ll do if he finds out someone got his daughter drunk and took advantage?” 
 
      
 
    “Um... I didn’t get her drunk,” I said, not understanding what I had to do with it. 
 
      
 
    “Sure!” she said, raising an index finger. “You just try to prove that to him.” 
 
      
 
    Goddamn..! The countess emerging from the bathroom red from dancing and alcohol suddenly lost all her attractiveness to me. Well, the hell with her anyway! I moved my eyes to the second countess. 
 
      
 
    “And Countess Sinelnikova is engaged. Firmly and for some time,” Helga said, again feeling the need to enlighten me for some reason. “But I guess you could try your luck. I’ll give you around a two percent chance of success. But then you better be ready to take on the whole Nechayev family, most of whom are career soldiers. Incidentally, Igor Nechayev, who Sinelnikova is betrothed to, has an uncle who commands the Third Imperial Army and has the rank of Great Magister. 
 
      
 
    What a letdown... Great Magister... Guess I wouldn’t bother looking at ladies like that... For the next couple of years... Or my first thousand cleared Rifts. 
 
      
 
    The ranks of the Gifted here were clear and simple. 
 
      
 
    The weakest was Student, and that rank was given to all Gifted the moment their Gift awakened within them. Then came the rank of Apprentice, and a Gifted at that level with a brain could easily take down a five-man squad of Students with his control skills and energy advantage alone. 
 
      
 
    After that came Warrior and Veteran — now these were serious opponents, no longer to be trifled with, truly knowledgeable when it comes to fighting. 
 
      
 
    Gifted often fail to get past the level of Veteran. It’s a kind of filter that not everyone gets through. That was why aristocrats trained their children practically from birth, to avoid a stall in their progress — to them, that was like death. 
 
      
 
    Next came Master and Magister — Gifted at this rank were armies in themselves, capable of fighting off an enemy army alone and of defending cities, if the same ranks weren’t used against them. Of course, anyone can be mobbed by lower ranks. But the question was, would they let you do that? 
 
      
 
    As for what comes after, that’s nightmare territory judging by what I’d seen so far in this world. 
 
      
 
    Beyond Great Magister... Who and what that guy is... I guess one of those could take on a few armies. If it happened to be the right Gift, then such a person could do a great deal. People like that are worth their weight in gold in the Empire, and probably not just there, but in any country. After them comes the truly elite of the elite, who are all on friendly terms with the Emperor himself. And obey him personally. They are also universally feared and spoken of only in whispers. 
 
      
 
    A High Mage is a monster with such a huge supply of energy that I didn’t even want to think about it in my situation; I’d only disappoint myself. Thank the gods that such people were so few... 
 
      
 
    After that comes just one more rank that I won’t even name or think about. They say those are legends who can give orders even to the Emperor himself, and he obeys... but I think that’s all lies... 
 
      
 
    Anyway, in conclusion, so much for my chances of getting laid tonight... 
 
      
 
    Although... 
 
      
 
    I moved my eyes to Helga, at which the girl slightly turned away for some reason. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t think about what?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “About anything!” She jumped up and ran out to the balcony. Something was wrong with her. Something was very wrong with her! 
 
      
 
    “Well then, gentleman! Let’s at least get wasted!” I said to the noble count and his loyal viscount. 
 
      
 
    A little later... 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Andrei! Pick Hans up out of the salad!” 
 
      
 
    Viscount Schrader had fallen peacefully asleep with his face in his bowl of salad, checking out of the drinking marathon. 
 
      
 
    “N-no way,” Andrei answered, his tongue barely obeying him. It’s an old Imperial tradition — if someone falls asleep in the salad, the party was a success! I... hic... my dad told me that when uncle came to visit us!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least pull that pea out of his nose! He’ll choke!” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Androsov took a fork and tried to undertake the operation, but his hands were shaking and he nearly put the viscount’s eye out. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, screw your traditions!” I took the fork off Andrei, pulled Shrader’s head from the bowl and wiped his face with a napkin, leaning him back in his chair, which he immediately began to slide off. 
 
      
 
    I looked around. Helga was the only sober one left. It seemed that Pokrovskaya, wounded by my openly ignoring her, had found herself another suitor, because she and one of the counts were absent. The others, in various degrees of intoxication, were doing... something. 
 
      
 
    And the servants had been sent home, to avoid a scandal. Damn! What was I supposed to do with all these people? On the other hand, I had four bedrooms. We’d figure it out. Oh, those nobles! I really was shocked. And tomorrow they’d sober up and put on their snob masks again. Oh, well, at least they got to have a good time. 
 
      
 
    Helga called a taxi and left, casting a strange parting glance at me on the way out. I helped the others reach the bedrooms. Strange sounds were coming from one of them: moaning, along with loud slapping sounds. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but send Shnoop there, and called him back at once. 
 
      
 
    “Gr-rrr-rrross!” my little friend said, sharing his expert opinion. 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. “You said it! Well, now I’m definitely making that room the storeroom. No way in hell am I sleeping in there! Sheesh, these aristocrats...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I woke up before anyone else did, looking at Androsov beside me, a bead of spittle dripping from the corner of his mouth onto my pillow. Ugh! Lightweights! 
 
      
 
    After a quick shower, I put on my last and only decent suit and went downstairs. Looked like I needed a cleaner. The lobsters didn’t smell quite so good in the morning and the rest wasn’t doing so good either, so I made do with two bananas and a glass of juice from the fridge, deciding I’d eat properly later. 
 
      
 
    I opened the door to the downstairs bathroom... Oh, gods above! It wasn’t the lobsters! The smell was coming from my bags of valuable loot, which I totally forgot about. I was going to need a walk-in freezer if I wanted to keep processing poor critters. 
 
      
 
    I switched on the extractor fan and went to find something that could be used to move this stuff, all the while trying to keep the morning’s bananas down. Hunters may have strong stomachs, but even they had limits! 
 
      
 
    Then I remembered that I had covers in the storeroom that had been covering the furnishings in the long absence of tenants here. I hoped the landlord wouldn’t mind. They looked waterproof, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Oh! And that service cart would come in handy too. I called a taxi, threw the tied-up sacks on the cart and rolled it out to the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius!” the concierge woman shouted to me as I was on my way out. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything... alright in your apartment?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
      
 
    “Some neighbors have complained of an unpleasant stench!” 
 
      
 
    “Some lobsters went off! Um... I’m going to need a cleaning service,” I said. “As soon as all the ladies and gentlemen have sobe... I mean, rested and left, please be so kind as to tidy the place up! Yes, yes, I remember! It’s a paid service! We’ll sort it out when I get back! Must go, in a hurry!” 
 
      
 
    “Arkhip’s Legendary Armory, please!” I shot to the taxi driver. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir Slayer!” We shifted into motion, but the taximan wrinkled his nose for the whole trip. Although my loot was tied up, it still stank a little. I made a poker face and opened up my tablet to check the latest news. 
 
      
 
    My ‘Reputation’ had increased by a whole six points, and was now up at the round number ‘10.’ Next to it had appeared a new line. ‘Unlock Raid Leader status. Allows you to officially create a group of up to five people.’ 
 
      
 
    Right, I’d heard something about that. Sure, nobody could stop Slayers from cooperating by verbal agreement, but the status of official Leader came with a range of advantages. 
 
      
 
    We drove up to the store and I took my bags from the trunk, then dragged them inside. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius! Nice to see you...” the merchant began, friendly right up to the moment I plopped the hellish bags on his counter. 
 
      
 
    “W-w-wwaant?” I smiled, imitating Shnoop. 
 
      
 
    “What is this? Ugh!” Arkhip covered his face. 
 
      
 
    “Cave spider glands! Fresh..! Well, almost!” I said, proudly talking up my wares before stepping back from the counter. The smell near knocked me off my feet. 
 
      
 
    “Umm...” The storekeeper was in shock. 
 
      
 
    “I read the bestiary and saw the prices! The apothecaries of the Empire will be overjoyed!” I said, still praising my slightly rancid goods. 
 
      
 
    “B-b-but... Storage requirements... The condition...” the greedy merchant began to crow. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Arkhip! Don’t start that!” I wailed. “I got them just yesterday! With these very hands!” 
 
      
 
    I showed him my hands, noticing that it was high time I went for a manicure. And a pedicure, yes... And a foot massage! Mmmm... 
 
      
 
    Arkhip kept on looking at me, stunned. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, no means no, I suppose! I’ll take them to the Center! I’m sure they aren’t so... squeamish!” I sighed again and stretched out my greedy hands to the goods. 
 
      
 
    “No, no!” The stinking bags immediately disappeared from the counter. “How many is it?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want to count them?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    Arkhip cast a wary glance under the counter. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just take you at your word! This time...” 
 
      
 
    “Forty four articles!” I said proudly. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh!” The merchant finally took on a businesslike stance. “In that case...” 
 
      
 
    “Arkhip!” I said warningly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sir Slayer?” 
 
      
 
    “We had a deal, remember? Trust?” 
 
      
 
    “Right, right,” the storekeep nodded. “I’ll take them at fifty rubles a piece...” 
 
      
 
    I did some mental calculations. A little lower than the market rate, but an Arakhan toad could eat me before I’d haggle here! No way was I dragging THAT anywhere else! 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” I nodded. “And I have more for you! Jellies!” 
 
      
 
    I tossed another bag down on the counter. 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-two!” 
 
      
 
    “Woah!” The storekeep looked at me with respect. “You got all those on your own?” 
 
      
 
    I was surprised by the amount too. There had been over a hundred monsters there, albeit weak ones, and I only got twenty-two jellies... I was counting on a minimum of fifty! But it seems all is not so simple, Xander, far from it... 
 
      
 
    “No, me and a whole circus! The elephants helped!” I chuckled. “How much will you give me for them?” 
 
      
 
    “A hundred and sixty-five a piece!” Arkhip answered without so much as a blink. 
 
      
 
    Well done him! The price did just go up today, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Deal again!” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You going to buy anything today?” the big man asked, reaching for his money box. “Or got anything else to sell?” 
 
      
 
    The stone... I forgot the stone, and I’d had such high hopes for it yesterday, and now it was just sitting in my cupboard... 
 
      
 
    “No, I managed not to break my sword today.” 
 
      
 
    “Here you go. Five thousand, eight hundred and thirty rubles!” 
 
      
 
    “Perfect! See you again!” I shoved the envelope of cash into my inside pocket and turned to the exit. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius!” the store owner shouted at my back. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” I turned around, frowning. I still needed to visit the sports goods store. Somehow, my fashionable tracksuits didn’t last very long. 
 
      
 
    “You want a job, by any chance?” 
 
      
 
    “From you?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Sure, I needed money, but not that badly. Although... Why not hear him out? Hopefully he wouldn’t offer me anything illegal right off the bat. Let’s at least know each other for half a year first, then I’d think about it... 
 
      
 
    “Well... Let’s put it this way; I’m acting as a middleman.” 
 
      
 
    “For whom?” I frowned again. 
 
      
 
    “Ever heard of the Lair?” 
 
      
 
    I tried to remember... Right! 
 
      
 
    “The free Slayers?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” The big man beamed. “The thing is, I work with them in a certain capacity, and some of their orders go through me. In both directions!” 
 
      
 
    “Can you be more specific?” I asked. I didn’t give a damn who I went into a Rift for. Maybe this was something interesting. 
 
      
 
    I had heard about these guys. Just like the Center, only the rules are simpler and anyone can get in. And they don’t live long, and they love money more than anything... 
 
      
 
    I had read that there are sometimes orders for the Lair when some Rift pops up with a rare monster inside that needs to be taken alive, or some precious stone needs to be gotten for later sale to an aristocrat who wants to make a fashionable floor out of material from a different unknown world. 
 
      
 
    Slayers don’t particularly approve of that sort of thing. They stick to more moral principles like killing monsters and protecting mankind. And most business with the Lair is done through middlemen. 
 
      
 
    Arkhip laid it all out like a map. 
 
      
 
    The first contract. A young aristocrat, after asking a Slayer father for his daughter’s hand in marriage, received the answer that he had to go into a Rift to prove he was a ‘real man.’ The young man’s family was rich, with powerful bodyguards and far-reaching connections. They used those connections to book a weak Rift. All they needed now was an active Slayer as a guide. It paid 1000 rubles, and they kept all the loot. 
 
      
 
    The hell with that! A waste of time, and gods forbid the young aristocrat got himself killed — there’d be no end of trouble then. 
 
      
 
    The second contract. The Free Slayers were gathering a large group for an ‘anthill.’ A routine contract paying 2000 rubles, loot to be distributed by seniority, meaning jack shit for me. I had noticed that ‘anthill’ long before, but I’d be going there under my own conditions and with my own group. So into the trash with that one too! 
 
      
 
    The third contract, now. A ‘red’ Rift. Some nebulous group was gathering Slayers at class five and above. An escort job. But, as Arkhip said, they’d definitely take me. It looked a little shady, but the 5000 ruble payment and equal distribution of loot made it a tempting offer. 
 
      
 
    I asked for more details about the last option. It was a classic ‘Jelly Raid,’ in which nobles gathered a group of fighters to avoid paying three times more than they had to for the valuable resource, and at the same time level up their people. It was a pretty common job, Arkhip said. As a rule, the squad normally had enough power on its own, but took in Slayers to abide by the rules. 
 
      
 
    I asked Arkhip about the Slayer rings, without which you can’t get into a Rift, and he laughed and opened a drawer, scattered a handful of blank rings on the counter. Apparently there were delivery channels for them, and many Slayers who went into retirement didn’t need them anymore and sold them. It seemed like money could get you practically anything you wanted in this world! 
 
      
 
    I expected that in saying ‘sold them,’ what Arkhip really meant was ‘snuffed it before the pension came in.’ 
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered, with the rings. If someone else put my ring on, it would turn colorless. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it!” I nodded, and Arkhip gave me the coordinates and meeting time. 
 
      
 
    Now to the fitness store! I knew it wasn’t smart to go raiding Rifts in a tracksuit, but I didn’t have enough money for decent gear yet. Whatever — it could be my trademark. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    A little later... 
 
      
 
    Arkhip swore profusely as he transferred the contents of the bags into his mobile freezers. The stench was so bad he even had to put on a gas mask. 
 
      
 
    Money doesn’t smell, they say? Liars! Sometimes it smells bad enough to bring tears to your eyes! 
 
      
 
    The old storekeep thought about his new acquaintance. There was something he liked about Galaxius, and the old fighter couldn’t figure out what. There was some kind of strength emanating from him, something that young people didn’t normally have. Actually, never mind young — he barely knew anyone who gave off that kind of power! 
 
      
 
    He was once like that himself. Arkhip Iceberg, Monster Slayer First Class, hope of the Empire and pride of his family. A man who climbed from the depths by his bootstraps, earning respect from the powers that be. Those around him had believed that if anyone could do the impossible and earn the rank of Absolute, it would be him. And he almost made it. 
 
      
 
    Arkhip washed his hands thoroughly, took a sweating bottle of Imperial Special out of the freezer — he drank only vodka and only of a certain quality, — and poured some into a crystalline tumbler, half filling it. 
 
      
 
    Then he drank it down in one gulp without so much as a grimace. A quality product, and the deep freezing removed any unpleasant taste, making the drink almost thick. 
 
      
 
    He thoughtfully opened the drawer in his table where his Slayer ring sat orphaned in a corner. The ring that he had tried to throw out more than once; it reminded him of his past life, and of his... failure. 
 
      
 
    He sighed and put the ring on his finger. The transparent stone came alive, sensing its master, flashing a couple of times and then glowing red. Slayer Fifth Class. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    IT LOOKED LIKE I’D MADE a mistake. I didn’t like the group I was supposed to take into the Rift at all. 
 
      
 
    Six big thuggish faces, and all their rings burned with a white light. And I knew for sure that they weren’t Slayers, I checked up beforehand — they weren’t in the Slayer register. They didn’t even belong to the Free Slayers. But these men had to have visited plenty of Rifts — the ring can’t be fooled! 
 
      
 
    That’s the face I put on for them. Of a shmuck who does what he’s told and is altogether very agreeable. Let them think I made a mistake if they got anything into their heads. 
 
      
 
    I knew that might seriously provoke them, but then that would be their problem, right? 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the most interesting part. 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I didn’t see my whole temporary group right away. At first, my attention was pulled to the only ‘non-human’ in the group. 
 
      
 
    A volcanic panther. Female. A proud and strong creature that was now suffering. On her neck was a collar that drained away the greater part of her energy, and apparently made her utterly obedient to her master. 
 
      
 
    Her fur gleamed a dull purple, far from the red hot flame common to members of her species at full strength. The fire in her eyes had almost gone out, and the beast looked at the outside world with boredom and indifference. 
 
      
 
    That proud creature did not want to live. I could feel it. No, I couldn’t read animals’ minds. That required a certain ritual and the consent of the animal. But I could read emotions well enough — that panther looked like it wanted to die. 
 
      
 
    I had never encountered this species in my past life. I learned about it and others from the library of my last family. As a Hunter, I couldn’t let information like that pass me by, and I’d learned a lot about all kinds of species. 
 
      
 
    “Well, kid, where do we start?” one of them said, a grin splitting his thuggish face. “We’re ready to listen to you and do what you tell us.” 
 
      
 
    What was I supposed to say to them? That I’d rather raid Rifts with people who didn’t reek of booze? I mean, I didn’t count, I had experience. And for now I was sober, although I couldn’t say that I wouldn’t get into any drunken arguments after. I had to relax somehow, right? 
 
      
 
    Alright... What did we have? This was a red Rift, considered one level above the white ones I’d been in so far. True, it wasn’t peak, and was most likely a strengthened white Rift rather than a true red. 
 
      
 
    All the same, the monsters that lived inside were stronger now. From what I understood, these Rifts had more energy, which caused life to flourish like grass in the rainy season. 
 
      
 
    All my companions were armed, and I was pleased to see no crossbows. I knew idiots like these, who might shoot themselves or their own any second. 
 
      
 
    “I hear something,” one of them suddenly shouted. 
 
      
 
    So loudly that I grimaced. He was either a moron or doing it deliberately. 
 
      
 
    I gave a mental order to Shnoop to creep around and show me what he saw. I knew for sure that there was nobody there. God knows what he was hearing. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, this rift was in the form of a cave, but a simple one. One broad cavern, straight as a dragon’s bowel. No need for tunnels and forks or to go looking for trouble. Just walk in a straight line and trouble finds you. 
 
      
 
    Even the ceilings were low. I took all that in and came to the conclusion that there was something wrong with these people. He couldn’t have heard anything. 
 
      
 
    Strange men... A strange job... And most importantly, I just didn’t give a damn about any of it anymore! My middleman Arkhip already had the money for it. That meant that if I didn’t get them out of here, but the Rift got closed, then that means they just didn’t make it. And I couldn’t save them despite all my efforts. 
 
      
 
    “Walk in a wide chain in pairs. Cover each other just in case,” I said, deciding to give them some instructions. 
 
      
 
    You can never be too careful — they could attack from behind. 
 
      
 
    What was making me so suspicious anyway? I guess it was no wonder — it had already happened in this life, and countless times in the last. 
 
      
 
    The men didn’t argue with me, and did what I told them. Only I didn’t feel any better for it... There was something not right here... 
 
      
 
    Shnoop had already found blood stains without corpses. And the blood wasn’t that old, maybe just a day or two... 
 
      
 
    We moved quietly forward. I didn’t wait for the full picture from Shnoop. The sooner I dealt with these guys, the sooner I’d get my money, and we could say good-bye. 
 
      
 
    Two of them argued amongst themselves like old women at the market. “Looks like there’s no one here... They sent us on a wild goose chase.” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t be... I’ll break our tipster’s finger if that’s true.” 
 
      
 
    They’d been complaining for five minutes that there were no monsters, which meant their raid would be a waste. 
 
      
 
    There are rifts like that sometimes, with just two or three creatures and that’s it. Rifts are kinda like Kinder Surprise. You never know what’s inside. 
 
      
 
    They did well, of course, great in fact. They were so worried about money that they even asked me if I could see anything valuable around, which anyone would believe in my place. It all looked right. 
 
      
 
    They were walking along and tapping their sword hilts on the walls, sighing heavily that it wasn’t a vein. Come on... Even I could see that it was ordinary rock. 
 
      
 
    The actors in this idiot theater were rumbled when I realized this wasn’t their first time in a Rift. And they were holding their weapons at ease. 
 
      
 
    I’ve seen many warriors and fighters. Before the unknown, before a fight, they always keep their weapons at the ready. These guys sometimes even sheathed their swords to drink. That’s just unprofessional. 
 
      
 
    They were morons or clowns. I was betting on the second. 
 
      
 
    Hmm... Shnoop was sending me an interesting view. At the end of this broad cave was a circular room, and other smaller caves branched off from it, home to white wolves. The wolf was generally a noble and proud creature, but these had overindulged on free energy and become junkies, it seemed. Their eyes were red and bleeding. Their fur was sparse in places, and black foam seeped constantly from their mouths. They weren’t dying; this was just their normal state. 
 
      
 
    I realized that if my ‘allies’ wanted to attack me, they’d do it when I got into a fight. They probably already knew what enemies awaited us, and that there were around twelve of them. Each as powerful as several spiders, roughly. Back in the day I would have put them all down without even noticing, but I was still gathering strength... 
 
      
 
    When we had almost reached the narrow point leading into the round cave, I raised a fist. 
 
      
 
    “Got a funny feeling about this place. Be ready.” I crouched down and made like I was peering ahead. “Listen, if anything happens, my armor can withstand two, maybe three attacks. Can anyone else do better?” 
 
      
 
    “Mine can take one...” 
 
      
 
    “One...” 
 
      
 
    “One...” 
 
      
 
    Where’s your imagination, amateurs? Why do you all just repeat the same thing like parrots? 
 
      
 
    “Alright, then I’ll try to take the first hit myself if anything happens, and you guys back me up, got it?” 
 
      
 
    “No problem!” their leader said. “You can depend on us.” 
 
      
 
    As it happens, my armor could withstand twenty hits, but it seemed like they believed me. Damn... The hell with the Slayers and the aristocrats, maybe I should become an actor. I could do all the special effects myself with my Gift. 
 
      
 
    “Move,” the leader said, pulling on the leash in his hand. “Ugh, useless creature. I order you to move your damn paws!” 
 
      
 
    The panther’s collar started to glow, and she contorted in pain. Those bastards. 
 
      
 
    Despite the pain, she was in no hurry to carry out the order, and she resisted with all her might. It was a slave collar for animals, not an easy item to get hold of. It would cause pain until she carried out the order. Aristocrats love to use methods like that for their home security. The Goddard Family rejected those methods — they didn’t have much trust for collars or wild animals. 
 
      
 
    She resisted until two streams of blood began to flow from her nose, and she fell down to her belly. Then she had to take a couple of steps toward her master, or else die. A proud kitty... And expensive. 
 
      
 
    Clearly not for raids like this — her level was still too low. Strange... I felt a strength emanating from her, sensed that the collar was blocking most of her power. The slave collar had turned a missile into an air pistol. But without it, she just wouldn’t have obeyed them. 
 
      
 
    “That’s better!” the man said, laughing at what appeared to him an instance of him breaking her will. 
 
      
 
    He had not broken it... I could see in her eyes that she was waiting for a fight she could deliberately die in to spite her captors. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Slayer? You go ahead, we’ll cover you,” the group leader said, leering. 
 
      
 
    “Right, right, of course!” I said, nodding with unhealthy enthusiasm. “Alright, I’ll pull them to me and you guys put ‘em down. And we’ll slowly clear them all like that!” 
 
      
 
    “Great plan, kid,” the leader said, laying it on thick again. “Let’s do just that.” 
 
      
 
    I tried to imagine what I would do in their place. I’d try to get the maximum possible use out of the shmuck, i.e. me, and then finish him off at the end. That’s the sensible thing to do. Rifts don’t clear themselves, and why risk your life if you have a naive Slayer to do it for you? 
 
      
 
    There was a small chance that they weren’t planning to kill me, but then they sure were behaving strangely! 
 
      
 
    Without further ado, I picked up a hefty stone and fired it at a balding wolf in the closest tunnel. It hit, of course, but what was a rock to a beast of the Rift? The creature and its two brothers started sprinting for me, and just as I planned I ran back, powering up my armor just in case. 
 
      
 
    But I turned out to be right — only one of them shouted at me a little hysterically. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them get to us!” 
 
      
 
    I turned around obediently and took a battle stance. 
 
      
 
    And then the leash holder let the panther loose. 
 
      
 
    In the end, she and I took the first wave of wolves together. Our ‘allies’ stood at a safe distance using ranged techniques, of which they had a surprising variety! 
 
      
 
    Ice spears, fire balls, a couple of lightning bolts. I judged the power of their abilities and skills, at the same time dodging the furious animals and covering the panther as best I could, who seemed to have turned off her survival instincts entirely. 
 
      
 
    It looked like I had four Apprentices and a couple of Warriors. In Slayer ranks they were all class six, even without being Slayers officially. 
 
      
 
    Not a bad group, really, I just didn’t see any brain surgeons among them. Looked like the panther was the tank, but the group was still too weak for a red Rift. On the other hand, this rift had been practically cleared already — by them, or someone else? I had no idea. But the risk for this pick-up group was minimal. 
 
      
 
    Damn, even I had a hard time! That patchy white skin was unusually strong, and I had to keep feeding my sword with power to pierce it. The metal groaned, working at its limit, and at any moment I might have ended up without a weapon! 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn it!” I said, letting my manners slip. “Put one down! All together!” 
 
      
 
    Those chaotic clumps of energy flying this way and that were getting on my nerves. These people had clearly been trained to kill other people, but not beasts from the Rifts. For example, three lightning bolts at one guy are guaranteed to knock him out of action, but they’ll only enrage that wolf even more! 
 
      
 
    Right away I kicked the second wolf, who was trying to tear into the panther’s side as she ripped into the first enemy’s shoulder. And she wasn’t even working at full strength. 
 
      
 
    I sank my sword into my foe’s weakly protected belly, powered up the blade and pulled it sharply inwards. The wolf’s guts fell from its belly and it screamed piercingly. Next, carefully, so as not to hit the panther, I cut open the neck of the one she was mauling. 
 
      
 
    My ‘comrades’ literally destroyed the third, finally putting a little effort in. 
 
      
 
    “Strong beasties!” one of the group said, wiping sweat from his brow and then taking a white jelly from his bag and absorbing the energy from it. Two more followed his example. I must have overestimated their ranks! Their energy supplies were really low, or they just panicked and spent all their reserves on overkill. 
 
      
 
    After a look at the body of the wolf they killed, I figured it had to be the second one. And that meant that this wasn’t the group that had been through the rift already and cleared almost the whole place. Very strange... 
 
      
 
    I caught strange looks from the group leader, and, sighing to myself, I took out a jelly too and squeezed it in my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, I’m tired,” I complained. “Overestimated my strength!” 
 
      
 
    That seemed to work. I had plenty of energy, but I nearly impaled myself trying to protect the panther. 
 
      
 
    The leader just laughed and took out a knife, walking over to gut the monsters. A little arrogant, the way I saw it, but I let that slide too. 
 
      
 
    “Nice!” he said in satisfaction, pulling a valuable jelly from the head of the second wolf. “Red!” 
 
      
 
    Yeah, I could see the color too. And even remembered the price. For today it was at around 600 rubles. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll share it out later,” he said, unceremoniously stuffing the find into his bag and moving to the last wolf. But just like the first one, the third corpse was empty. 
 
      
 
    After waiting for everyone to recover their energy, we moved on. 
 
      
 
    I lured three more wolves out of the second branch. This time it all went a little smoother. My companions took down another wolf as it ran at us, the panther leaped at the closest, and I got a lucky hit on the last one, slicing right through its ribcage, but got thrown back by a powerful paw. 
 
      
 
    My companions finished that one off too, while I grimaced theatrically, clutching at my supposedly wounded side and returning to the group. 
 
      
 
    “Gods, it hurts so bad!” I shrieked. No doubt about it, my acting was getting better and better, because I got a couple of sneers, and the leader even muttered something like “wuss!” as he moved forward to gut the corpses again. This time we got two more red jellies. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m alright,” I said, making like I was a hero and a true Slayer that can’t be broken by a mere scratch. 
 
      
 
    “Well done, kid!” said one of the ones who had just been sneering a moment ago. He gave me a thumbs up. “If this isn’t a big Rift, then it’ll all be over soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” I said, smiling, but laughing in my soul. 
 
      
 
    I did hope it would be over soon; I didn’t want to see their ugly faces or hear the whispering behind my back any more. Creeps... 
 
      
 
    I knew which cave the remaining six wolves were in, and they knew too, because they could hear growling from there. Strange — why didn’t those shameful wolves come and help their brothers in the pack? Did they think the first group could handle it, and then they could finish off what was left? Thereby gaining more power from this place. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t come out,” I said, stating the obvious to my ‘allies.’ “We’ll have to lure them out.” 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “Can you handle it? We aren’t meleers, dumb for us to go in there, but if you can lure them here, we can take ‘em down fast. We still have plenty of energy!” Sure they did. Those bastards squeezed those red jellies. 
 
      
 
    “I’m almost out of gas,” I said tiredly, leaning on my sword and trying to look like I was struggling to stay standing. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, don’t pussy out. One last push! I think they’re the last ones. I’m sure it’s just two pathetic pups sitting in there, no threat to you,” the leader told me, and the others nodded along with him. 
 
      
 
    Sure, pups... There were six full-grown wolves in there... 
 
      
 
    Well, whatever, at least this was starting to get interesting. 
 
      
 
    “Fine! I’ll send this animal in there with you,” the leader said, to finally convince me. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” I nodded, and started forwards. 
 
      
 
    Only they didn’t send the panther to me. And they didn’t move an inch themselves. As soon as I stepped into the cave, smiles split their faces. What were they so happy about? I’d deliberately done what these morons wanted so I could see what they had cooked up for me. 
 
      
 
    And they managed to surprise me... 
 
      
 
    The main one threw some kind of crystal, and I watched as the entryway to the cave covered over with a murky film, blocking my way out. 
 
      
 
    “You have two hours...” the leader told me with a wicked grin. “You, uh... don’t take this too hard, kid, but you’re dumb as a plank. Someone put in an order for you, and you took some cheap bait. Truth be told, we’re surprised they even gave us so much money for such an easy mark.” 
 
      
 
    “Had it tougher in the past, huh?” I asked him, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t scared? Well, maybe you didn’t tell us the truth, and you still have strength, but that ain’t gonna help you.” The man had changed so suddenly. All the awkwardness in his movements was gone, and now he was acting like the man in charge. “You stay here, brute, and if the human survives, then kill him. If he doesn’t, then finish off those wolves and wait for me to come back!” The panther looked at him with a challenge in her eyes, and he seemed to understand it. “I forbid you from dying!” 
 
      
 
    Oh, now that was bad... Oh, so very bad for him. 
 
      
 
    What surprised me most of all was that they turned around and walked away. Huh? What, they couldn’t be bothered to watch me get torn apart by wolves? Why the callous disregard for my life? I must have overdone it when I made myself look like a weakling. 
 
      
 
    Whatever, time to finish with them. The wolves were already drawing closer, their growls growing louder. 
 
      
 
    “Go out,” I said to Shnoop. “You know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Ww-ww-wwaaant!” he nodded, and rubbed his paws. 
 
      
 
    In the next moment, Shnoop dove into the shadows and jumped out right next to the surprised panther. She didn’t attack him at once, just stared at him wide-eyed. Clever girl! She hadn’t been commanded to attack everything, and she figured this thing might kill her. She stared at it with clear anticipation. 
 
      
 
    But no, my dear, not today. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop wasn’t just a pretty kleptomaniac. As soon as he touched the collar, it disappeared. Sometimes I didn’t even know where he sent things. I had a theory that his species had its own planet of garbage where they stored everything they stole. 
 
      
 
    “And you? Do you know what to do?” This question I asked of the panther. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head, not believing her eyes. Even her tongue rolled out in surprise. Then she nodded at me, staring hard into my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Then start!” 
 
      
 
    And she started... First by darting after my former allies. I felt sorry for them... 
 
      
 
    Guess I’d deal with the wolves in the meantime. No need to hold back now, so I summoned three wolves at once. 
 
      
 
    “Sic ‘em!” They wouldn’t survive, but they’d be free. 
 
      
 
    The wolves understood the command and shot off to where they were needed. After two minutes I heard the furious sounds of fighting, and only then walked after them. My wolves had lost, but killed two and wounded four. That would make my job easier. 
 
      
 
    Speeding up, I used a sweeping punch to finish off one of the wounded creatures, whose two front legs were already hanging limp. Its head flew off to the side, but I didn’t stop — I began my dance of death, filling my body with power. Of the three, only one was almost healthy and tried to hit me. He was the largest of them too. If he was the alpha, then he was a shitty one. He’d just sat here in his cave when I was killing his buddies before. 
 
      
 
    Waiting for the right moment, I fired a stream of fire into the maw of one of the wolves and it howled, jumping back with a burned face. 
 
      
 
    I had no trouble finishing it off, or the other one, who thought he was the smartest and would jump onto my back and bite my neck. Alas... Filling my sword with power, I turned and swept it through the air, cutting the creature in two. 
 
      
 
    True, there was a downside — my sword broke into pieces again. It couldn’t withstand the energy... Hunk of junk. 
 
      
 
    The main and last wolf perceived that I’d suffered a mishap, and decided to attack. 
 
      
 
    And he charged me head-on, too, brave thing. This time I charged my fist with as much energy as I could and sent it slamming into the wolf’s face, crushing it. 
 
      
 
    Galaxius — six! Wolves — zero! 
 
      
 
    Oh, and Shnoop sent me what he was seeing as if on cue. And it was worth the watch. The panther was ripping through her former masters. 
 
      
 
    Oof... Now that was painful... She struck out at the group leader with a paw and hit him right in the family jewels, leaving nothing there but a bloody wreckage, and then gracefully leaped on him. He tried to defend himself, but she twisted past his block and closed her teeth around his neck. Even that wasn’t enough for her, and she started to work all four of her limbs at once. 
 
      
 
    I fell into a reverie, captivated by the humiliating sight. 
 
      
 
    After a couple of minutes, they were all dead or badly wounded. And most importantly, they’d died by tooth and claw. I could blame it all on the wolves. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Shnoop, back to me! Time to look for loot!” The image cut off, and my pet jumped out of the shadows beside me. 
 
      
 
    He knew what to do and got right down to business. Not one minute had gone by before there were four white jellies and one red one in my hands... What a joke... Red ones kept dropping for them, but I just got white ones? So not fair... Damn RNG! 
 
      
 
    “Look for anything else of value around here,” I ordered him. 
 
      
 
    Imagine my surprise when it turned out that those assholes’ gear was the only valuable loot in the whole place. 
 
      
 
    If only he’d brought me one crummy, rusty sword... What a shitty Rift. So kind of me to close it. For the service, I’d get a plus in my personal file and the money that Arkhip had. 
 
      
 
    I took a quick look at the loot from the thugs and sorted out what was worth taking and what wasn’t. The armor was useless now. The panther really tore them up! The weapons seemed to be all that was worth taking. They were shitty, but! Each sword was worth around six hundred, and that would come in handy. They hadn’t eaten the red jellies like I feared, which was a bonus, and they had two to three white jellies each on top of that. In the end, I was up fourteen. That wasn’t bad at all. I’d made some good money on this job. There were mobile phones and other personal items too, which I swept up into my bag, of course. The spoils of battle are sacred, as we said where I was from. Although we said that about any trophy. We Hunters were greedy types. 
 
      
 
    “R-rr-rr?” came a growl from behind me, from the big cat who had been standing and staring at me across the barrier for five minutes now. 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at? You’re a free pussy now! Or have you decided to carry out your master’s orders after all? Come on, then... I’ll help you.” After those words, I powered up my fist until my bones ached, and punched the barrier. 
 
      
 
    It collapsed. 
 
      
 
    Beasts respect strength, and it’s worth showing it to them. They know the rights of the strong, and they won’t attack someone stronger then them without good reason. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t attacking... 
 
      
 
    “What are we standing here for?” I asked, looking her straight in the eye. I didn’t think she’d attack me, but anything could happen. I was ready. 
 
      
 
    True, she was probably around as powerful as all these wolves put together. And injured, too. 
 
      
 
    Still, I could handle her, how could it be otherwise? Although... The eyes on this big and powerful cat looked somehow very smart, for an animal. 
 
      
 
    As for what happened next, I couldn’t have expected it in my worst nightmares! How could it be?! I pulled the dagger from the hilt at my belt... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Office of the Director of the Slayer Training Center, Duke Khrulyov 
 
      
 
    “VASILY PETROVICH, CAN I come in?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, come in, Sergei!” 
 
      
 
    The Center’s chief analyst wasn’t a Slayer, but he was an excellent analyst and he earned his rather large paycheck in full. 
 
      
 
    “What do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “A very strange case, Vasily Petrovich.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, Sergei, give me the details.” Khrulyov set aside the papers he had been looking at. When the chief analyst said things like that, then there was something more than strange going on. 
 
      
 
    “A fresh Rift, minimal category one, but very problematic. Sverchkov’s group rushed over to shut it, but failed. They even lost two people.” 
 
      
 
    Khrulyov grimaced. Yes, he remembered. Every lost Slayer caused him a pang of regret. He took every one personally. And they’d lost many... 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh, a colony of cave spiders and long-eared bats, if my memory serves. I seem to recall that we sent Semyonov with a group to clear it! And, if I’m not mistaken again, the Rift has been closed!” 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely right,” the analyst nodded, not at all surprised. Their ‘grandpa,’ as they all lovingly called their commander, had a truly phenomenal memory. “Only it wasn’t the Semyonov group that closed it.” 
 
      
 
    “The Free Ones got there first?” The old man sneered. He didn’t like that bastard brotherhood. 
 
      
 
    But it was hard to do without them. There were always those who didn’t want to follow the rules, and walked a road that might be crooked and less safe but more free, and at times more profitable. 
 
      
 
    “You could say that,” Sergei said, for some reason embarrassed. “A Free One. Alone! True, he isn’t exactly free. He’s one of ours, but works alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” The Center Director raised his eyebrows in surprise. “But why would a Slayer Second or Third Class go into a starter rift? Poor guy hurting for cash?” 
 
      
 
    “The Slayer was Fifth Class, Your Eminence!” 
 
      
 
    “Huh?!” the veteran exclaimed, raising his eyebrows. “How can that be?” 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t the faintest idea!” the analyst said and shrugged. “There’s just no way he could have done it, judging by his profile! Semyonov’s group went in after him to check and found over a hundred corpses of slaughtered monsters! And he did it in one run, without going out to rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?! Impressive!” The Center director shook a disappointed head. “And who is this unique person?” 
 
      
 
    “Alexander Galaxius, Your Grace.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Khrulyov rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Right! I want all reports on Galaxius on my table this very minute. Who he meets and where, what he clears. This is a very curious case indeed...” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Hey! What the hell?!” 
 
      
 
    I woke up to a large and wet tongue giving me a bath. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?!” 
 
      
 
    A huge fanged face leered above me, looking down at me with... reproach? 
 
      
 
    “What do you want? Huh?! A walk!? Gimme a sec...” 
 
      
 
    I unstuck my eyes, threw on a tracksuit and trainers, put my last belt around the panther’s neck, first having to put on a song and dance for her about how it was ‘necessary for the job.’ The panther turned out to be pretty understanding, especially after she bit the edge of the belt slightly and realized she could tear it off in a second. Would I have to buy a leash somewhere..? 
 
      
 
    The concierge, still staring in amazement after last night, watched us go as we stepped out and headed toward the nearby park, where I let her off the leash after crouching down and telling her very clearly not to eat anybody. I knew that she could send back mental messages in response, but for now she stayed resolutely silent, although she definitely understood me. 
 
      
 
    My phone started ringing. 
 
      
 
    “Alex! I need your help!” came Androsov’s voice through the line. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?!” I murmured, shying away from the cold drizzling rain. 
 
      
 
    “Did I wake you up again?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, I’m out walking my pet!” 
 
      
 
    “Walking WHO!?” Andrei sounded shocked. 
 
      
 
    “I got myself a pet. Always wanted a cat.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t they shit in trays? Or in your slippers... Hee-hee...” 
 
      
 
    “Enough jokes, or I’ll hang up. Whaddaya need?” 
 
      
 
    “‘Whaddaya,’ he says, like a peasant and not an aristo!” my friend needled me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m hanging up now, Your Arrogance,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! I need your help!” 
 
      
 
    “Androsov! Finally got some balls, huh? What do you want, a blonde or a brunette?” 
 
      
 
    “Uhh... Oh, you! I’m being serious here!” 
 
      
 
    “So am I!” 
 
      
 
    “I have a hand-to-hand exam in a week.” 
 
      
 
    “And?” 
 
      
 
    “And... I want you to coach me! Pretty please...” 
 
      
 
    “What do I get out of it?” 
 
      
 
    Silence on the other end. 
 
      
 
    “Well... What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Haha, I’m kidding!” I chuckled. “I’ll come over... In an hour... If this bitch ever takes a leak...” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you...” 
 
      
 
    “No time to explain! Hold on!” I put down the phone and crawled into the bushes to see where my cat had gone. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Stop that!” I shouted, seeing that she was eating something. “Where did you find a squirrel, you big dumb cat?” 
 
      
 
    The panther looked at me with distaste and spat out a furry ginger tail. 
 
      
 
    “Were you brought up in a barn?! Come on, let’s go!” I noticed a pair of aristocrats walking their purebred dogs in the park. If the cat ate them, it would be hard to explain. 
 
      
 
    I locked the creature in my apartment, then put on a tracksuit. Hmm... My wardrobe was pretty sparse. Well, at least today it was justified! 
 
      
 
    Quickly catching a taxi, I shot over to Arkhip’s place first, loading all my loot into the trunk of the taxi. I chuckled as I remembered yesterday’s armored car, which I’d had to order from the Center after several taxi drivers told me, with all due respect, to go to hell. I’d probably have to buy or rent my own transport. With the panther, my choices were limited now. 
 
      
 
    As it happens, the group of unregistered Slayers didn’t seem to interest the Center at all, but for closing the Rift I immediately got +8 to reputation, which pushed it up to 18 points. 
 
      
 
    “And hello again!” I said, dropping onto the counter my torn bags, partly cut to ribbons by the blades of captured weapons. 
 
      
 
    Arkhip hailed me, then asked: “What’s this?” At the same time, he didn’t look at all surprised. 
 
      
 
    “All that remains of my employers, to whom you referred me, as it happens!” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    Seeing the big man tense and feeling the power emanating from him, I hurried to soothe him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I have no complaints against you... Almost none, anyway.” I faltered. “Before they died, one of them said there was a price on my head. From someone called ‘King.’ Does that name mean anything to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm...” Arkhip frowned. “He’s a local mob boss. He pretends like he’s an aristo, so nobody can touch him. I’ll tell you straight, kid. You’re in deep shit. King always takes an advance and never returns it. Because he gets the job done. Always.” 
 
      
 
    “God damn it!” I breathed. “So what am I supposed to do?” 
 
      
 
    The old man shrugged. “Survive... I would advise that you flee the city immediately, but you wouldn’t listen, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I wouldn’t,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Thought as much,” the storekeep sighed. “Well... I’m partly to blame here too. Although I don’t really care — you’re a big boy, and you have to understand that these kind of jobs carry certain risks. Still, I don’t like this... I didn’t verify the info, my source was reliable, but considering King is involved here, that’s no surprise.” 
 
      
 
    “Apology accepted,” I said, smiling weakly. “But I need information. Where do I get it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Nobody knows.” 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Then... Let’s follow the thread from the start. Where did those fake Slayers come from? Can you find out?” 
 
      
 
    Arkhip looked at me strangely. 
 
      
 
    “What? You going to ask for money for the info?” I scowled. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Arkhip said, shaking his head. “I’ll find out all I can. Come back tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” I smiled. “Alright, back to the meat. I put some jellies on your counter.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... Red ones? Not bad.” The storekeep livened up right away. “The white ones are at 150 today, the red ones... I’ll take them at 720 a piece.” 
 
      
 
    “Weapons and trinkets?” I scattered the bandits’ rings and chains across the counter. Yes, I wasn’t above taking even those. 
 
      
 
    “One minute,” Arkhip said, taking out a calculator and jabbing at its buttons for a while, muttering to himself quietly. “White jellies, twenty-two units... Red, two units... Swords... Daggers... Gold... How much you got here? Right...” 
 
      
 
    Finally, he raised his head. 
 
      
 
    “For all of it — nine thousand two hundred, plus the reward for the job, making it fourteen thousand two hundred, plus a bonus of two thousand and... let’s say... seven hundred. Making a total of — seventeen thousand!” 
 
      
 
    “Bonus?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Arkhip turned red as a steam boiler. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t normally do that, but... Awkward situation, kid... Guess I’m getting old.” The old merchant was so bothered that he’d dropped his storekeep front and forgotten all about ‘Sir Slayer.’ But I didn’t mind a bit! “Does that work for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    The old man seemed to relax a little. “Alright. Want to buy anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Some light body armor, for wearing beneath clothing,” I said, thinking on the fly. What should I expect from the assholes who were after me..? They’d do more than try to shoot me. Sure, the Gifted are harder to kill than ordinary people, but still. Could use a helmet too... I smiled as I imagined myself walking around Irkutsk in a helmet. That was probably too much. “Got a power stone?” 
 
      
 
    “Only one-time-use.” 
 
      
 
    “How much?” 
 
      
 
    A power stone under my body armor would be just perfect. I didn’t know why they called chain mail ‘body armor,’ but whatever... It really was like chain mail, only lighter and enchanted by a Gift. I’d love to make the acquaintance of a family whose main Gift was related to enchanting objects. 
 
      
 
    The power stone or ‘shield stone’ is a kind of external power armor that the Gifted use as a back-up in case of danger. An artificial crystal that activates automatically when its bearer’s life is threatened. An expensive item, but in high demand among paranoiacs afraid for their lives. I wasn’t one of those, but it’s better to have an insurance policy. A bullet to the head from a sniper rifle can be deadly. 
 
      
 
    In the end I got 12500 in cash, which meant I now had a little over 23 thousand rubles. Not bad... I’d have to go see Goldsmith, give back that advance... Maybe I was finally climbing out of my financial hole! 
 
      
 
    I also kept two red jellies and five white ones back for myself. Plus a shitty sword from one of the bandits, that would be enough for me for now. I took two power stones and a light vest. Enough for now... 
 
      
 
    Arkhip reached out a hand to me in parting and I shook it. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, you’re now my honored customer!” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that’s a permanent rank,” I said, smiling crookedly. 
 
      
 
    The old man smiled widely back. “You have my trust... Sir Slayer Fifth Class!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The taxi whisked me to the Training Center, and now I was getting out by the checkpoint where Androsov was waiting for me. 
 
      
 
    On the way there in the taxi, I was thinking — how could all that have happened yesterday? The panther was a proud and strong animal, and when it gave me a ‘meow?’ I melted inside and didn’t show it, but when she rolled onto her back and started pawing at the air and looking at me, I just couldn’t help it... 
 
      
 
    That was her way of finding a way through my armor so that I’d adopt her. And I couldn’t refuse her... 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been planning on getting a cat, especially one like this, and if I’d known what she was like then I would have said good-bye to her in that cave. 
 
      
 
    At that moment something overtook me, and I offered her my hand, freshly cut with a dagger. Blood dripped from my palm, and I waited... 
 
      
 
    She knew... Knew what to do, and walked up to me to lick up my blood. Such a young and silly cat. She had joined her life to mine, just as Shnoop once had. Became a part of my soul. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, at that moment I knew that this was right. The panther was one of those beasts that was as large as its owner, and she would have no place in this world without me. She had probably been dragged from a Rift long since closed. 
 
      
 
    All she could do was die or ask me to deliver her to the farthest woods of Siberia, to eke out a lonely existence. Only I had far too much to do. And she didn’t ask anyway... 
 
      
 
    Instead, she twigged onto the fact that life with me wouldn’t be so bad. Or maybe since I was involved in the death of her last master, she decided I was going to be the next one. 
 
      
 
    Damn, Shnoop was already a lot for me to handle... What was I supposed to feed her? And who was going to clean up after her? 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, this was one strong kitty... When I connected her to my soul, I was stunned by the amount of power that immediately transferred to her to restore her tortured body. The truth was obvious: she could be a loyal helper and killing machine in my future. Just like Shnoop, she was bound to me for good, but would feed off my energy to grow. Now I needed to raid even more Rifts because I was eating for three, as it were. 
 
      
 
    “Took you long enough,” Androsov said, smirking and offering me a hand. 
 
      
 
    Instead of greeting him, I jabbed him sharply beneath the ribs, making him bend over double. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell...” my friend groaned, his eyes widening. 
 
      
 
    “Lesson one! A real fighter has to always be ready for an attack!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you nuts?” Andrei snapped, his eyes still wide. 
 
      
 
    “Come on! I’ll make you into a killing machine yet!” 
 
      
 
    Androsov straightened in alarm, moving a safe distance away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to the gym!” I looked at the gray sky gloomily. “Crappy weather today!” 
 
      
 
    On the way there I caught wounded glances from my colleague, and thought about what I could do to help him. He wasn’t exactly a fighter, to put it mildly. Maybe if I had at least half a year. Training... Power exercises... Hand-to-hand drills... I’d spent my whole life learning this stuff... and my past life too. What was I supposed to do with this pansy? 
 
      
 
    There were several future Slayers training in the gym, so I dragged Androsov off to a corner so that nobody bothered us and we bothered nobody. 
 
      
 
    “Look, my friend! No offense, but if you can’t knock out your opponent in two or three hits, then you’re gonna get your ass kicked! And if that happens, you better not tell anyone that I’m your sensei. Alright, let’s start.” 
 
      
 
    We spent a whole hour studying pressure points. And his Gift really helped him out, thank balls! Androsov knew the entire human nervous system like the back of his hand, so all he had to do was learn how to inflict pain instead of taking it away! 
 
      
 
    “Go on!” I nodded at him. “Attack!” 
 
      
 
    Andrei awkwardly jabbed a fist at me. I blocked it, and a wave of pain lanced up my arm. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad, but we need more pain!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Andrei stared at me wide-eyed. “Your arm should be paralyzed!” 
 
      
 
    “Are as you can see, it wasn’t enough!” I jabbed a fist into his stomach, not too hard, just to drive the lesson home. “Go again! Hesitation in battle will cost you your life. I just tapped you with a fist that could have had a dagger in it, or enough power to smash your skull!” 
 
      
 
    The young count spent the next half an hour puffing like a steam train and trying to reach me. It was unpleasant, but tolerable. Maybe he was an Apprentice in the aristocratic grading, but that was in healing skills, and taking away pain was one thing. Causing it was something else again! He had too little energy for it. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, stopping my friend and taking out of my pocket the pouch of jellies that I took everywhere with me, just in case. “Here, take this!” 
 
      
 
    My friend raised his eyebrows. “What, do I just chew it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, it’ll work quicker that way!” I said, nodding in full seriousness. 
 
      
 
    My friend looked at me with a stunned expression, then started moving it toward his mouth. Da-aamn! 
 
      
 
    “Wait, stop! I’m joking!” I said, and burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    Andrei looked at me in befuddlement. 
 
      
 
    “Just squeeze it in your hand like always!” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    He scowled back. “You’re a real dumbass, you know that!?” 
 
      
 
    “You repeat yourself, Your Grace!” I said, mocking him back. “How is it you don’t know simple facts about the jellies?” 
 
      
 
    “I do know them...” he muttered to himself, grinding his teeth. “I’m just tired and got confused... You’re a bad influence on me.” 
 
      
 
    Andrei squeezed the jelly in his fist and drew the power from it. It took fifteen minutes, and in the meantime I took a look around. 
 
      
 
    “Ready!” my friend gasped after fully absorbing the substance, his energy restored. 
 
      
 
    “Now come on, try again! And don’t hold back!” 
 
      
 
    It took us just two minutes to get to the point where one of my hands was fully paralyzed, the second partially, and I barely powered my armor in time to avoid a shock strike to my solar plexus. Sure, I was only defending myself, but the kid did a good job! 
 
      
 
    “Ow!” Androsov shouted, thrown away off to one side by a kick. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, buddy, but you got carried away!” I said, chuckling and trying to bring the feeling back to my lower limbs. It wasn’t going well. 
 
      
 
    “You said it yourself — full contact!” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s fine, you did everything right, it’s just that I... um... miscalculated my strength. Stand there, don’t go anywhere!” 
 
      
 
    I walked over to two students deep in a sparring session. Full contact, no ranged techniques, all physical. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, fighters!” I barked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” one of them asked, a big man with white hair. His face was vaguely familiar — some viscount or baron, maybe? 
 
      
 
    “I bet you a white jelly that you can’t beat my fighter!” I said laughingly. 
 
      
 
    “Your fighter?” The white-haired man raised his eyebrows. “Androsov, you mean? Ha! That’s a deal!” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have a jelly?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    The big lug shook his head. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take a bet in rubles,” I said without skipping a beat. 
 
      
 
    “How much?” the guy asked, taking the bait at once. 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred rubles!” 
 
      
 
    The white-haired man shook his head. “A jelly’s never been worth that much!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Chicken, huh?” 
 
      
 
    “Me?! Against Androsov?! Fine! I’ll do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, perfect! Andrei!” I shouted, waving my friend over. “This arrogant young man wants to punch you in the mouth!” 
 
      
 
    “Viscount Slobodskoy?” 
 
      
 
    How did he manage to know everyone? I was far too lazy to remember everyone I ran into. If they were still here next year, then maybe I’d think about it. Otherwise why bother filling my head with unnecessary corpses? My past life was already full of those... 
 
      
 
    “Well... I guess,” I said, shrugging. “Come on! Into the ring! What’s the most important thing to remember in our business?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “The most important thing is — don’t be a pussy! Come on, my gladiator!” I said, and started clapping my friend. 
 
      
 
    People who had been training there started to stream in from all sides, talking amongst themselves in hushed tones. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen! Taking all bets!” I said, raising my voice and digging around in my pocket for my wallet. I pulled out five hundred-ruble notes and waved them in the air. I bet... Five hundred rubles on Count Androsov!” 
 
      
 
    The people looked at each other. The viscount was as tall as the count, but at least seventy pounds heavier. The muscles bulged on his tanned body, and he looked... imposing. 
 
      
 
    “A hundred rubles on Slobodsky!” 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred rubles on Slobodsky!” 
 
      
 
    “Another hundred!” 
 
      
 
    “All bets taken, no more bets!” I chuckled, carefully gathering the money into a pile. “Fighters! Begin!” 
 
      
 
    It all ended very quickly. Androsov got himself another black eye, almost cutting my business plan off at the root, but fortunately he stayed conscious. He knocked the viscount out once he reached his neck. 
 
      
 
    “Aaaaaaand! Victory goes to... Count Aaaandrrrossov!” I roared like an announcer, pulling Andrei from the ring. “Alright, let’s get out of here, before the nobles wake up and start complaining! We made some dough, enough for a good night out!” 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t even broken a sweat during our training session, so I just stayed in the corridor to wait for Mr. Androsov to get himself together. 
 
      
 
    The male and female changing rooms were next to each other and students were walking in and out of them. 
 
      
 
    Two girls walked out of the girls’ changing room, shot me a look of interest and walked away into the distance, whispering to each other and casting backward glances at me. Guess I was becoming something of a celebrity, but I couldn’t be sure! And when they walked out they didn’t even close the door, and in there... 
 
      
 
    The souls I had absorbed were pressing hard on my loins, making me want to do irrational things. Through the door I could see a beautiful leg, its owner carefully pulling a white stocking over it. Ugh, goddamn! 
 
      
 
    I looked around. There didn’t seem to be anyone nearby, and I stepped inside, feeling like a pimply youth creeping on older girls in the showers. Cursed hypersexuality! 
 
      
 
    Looking out quietly from behind the lockers, I couldn’t help myself. 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” 
 
      
 
    It was Helga herself. In a white thong and a white lace bra, she was pulling on a second stocking. And she looked... delicious! 
 
      
 
    Honestly, I was stunned, but her reaction surprised me. No shrieking, no frantic attempts to cover up; the girl just jumped up from the bench and fired off a great right hook that nearly took off my jaw! Yet again, I had to appreciate her strength! I wasn’t the only one pulling punches in this place! 
 
      
 
    Of course, I could have dodged... maybe. But as one of my old teachers used to say... If you’ve wronged a woman, then be a man and take your punishment, otherwise it’ll only be worse later. 
 
      
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU! OUT!” she shouted, pointing at the door. 
 
      
 
    My feet reacted quicker than my mind. I jumped out and slammed the door behind me, leaning my back against it. And then a nervous laughter bubbled out of me. 
 
      
 
    As he stepped out of the changing room, washed and groomed, Androsov shot me a strange look. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” I said, finally relaxing. “Just remembered a funny joke!” 
 
      
 
    “Want to tell it to me?” my friend asked, his eyes lighting up. 
 
      
 
    “Not today,” I said and shook my head, feverishly considering whether to wait at the door for the furious warrioress or make my escape quietly. Better the latter, I decided. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Andrei! I forgot to feed my pet, I’m gonna run by home quick. Then we can go out for a drink!” 
 
      
 
    Seeing my comrade grimace, I added: 
 
      
 
    “With you or without you! I just absolutely need to fuck someone today!” 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, so crass, Galaxius!” Androsov said, wrinkling his noble nose. 
 
      
 
    “Think what you like, but I have a real problem. Not getting laid has a serious effect on my thinking abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn. They’re already... not that great,” Andrei tried to joke. 
 
      
 
    I silently jabbed at his stomach, but he blocked it. 
 
      
 
    “Better, but!” With my second hand, I gave him a slap round the back of the head to keep it from getting too big. “Not good enough! You need to train more! Alright, I’m off! Call you soon!” 
 
      
 
    I got the taxi driver to take me to the butcher’s, where I stared at the meat on display thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    “What would Sir Slayer like today?” the butcher asked, appearing before me in a white but not very clean apron. 
 
      
 
    “I have a cat to feed...” I said, scratching my chin. It still hurt. Helga had a heavy hand. 
 
      
 
    “Well... I could sell you some offal, or you want mincemeat? How much? A pound? Two pounds?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... What’s that you have there?” I asked, jabbing a finger at half a carcass hanging behind the counter on iron hooks. 
 
      
 
    “Lamb, sir, the best in Irkutsk! Take a look here,” he said, pointing to the display case in the counter before him. “There’s the haunch, the ribs, and here’s the tenderloin!” 
 
      
 
    “Give me two of those half-carcasses... I mean, a whole carcass... Yeah!” I said, finally making a decision. 
 
      
 
    The butcher looked at me suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive my impertinence, but... didn’t you say you wanted it for a cat?” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” I said, nodding. “She’s... a very large and very greedy cat!” 
 
      
 
    To the butcher’s credit, he asked no more questions, just glanced at the markings inked onto the carcasses. 
 
      
 
    “Sixty one pounds! That enough?” 
 
      
 
    “God knows.” I shrugged. “Probably. Wrap it up in... something!” 
 
      
 
    I paid and threw the sack into the trunk of the taxi, which quickly took me to my apartment. 
 
      
 
    Running swiftly by the concierge, who narrowed her eyes at my sack as if trying to scan it, I ran into the elevator and went up to my apartment. 
 
      
 
    “Mee-oww!” the huge cat said, rubbing against my leg as soon as I came in. 
 
      
 
    “Heh, greedy guts! Guess you can smell it? Here you go! Eat up!” I said, and threw the carcass right onto the tiled floor of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    The panther sniffed it carefully, then laid down and started to tear into it unhurriedly. 
 
      
 
    I sat nearby on a stool and started to think. 
 
      
 
    “What am I supposed to call you? Oh! You can be Caramel!” 
 
      
 
    I heard a growl of discontent between munches. 
 
      
 
    “No need to talk to me like that! Caramel is a cute name, all the ladies will love it! If you don’t eat them, that is... Ha-ha!” 
 
      
 
    I stroked the back of her neck, then went to get myself ready. The young baron had fought well, and now he wanted to go out and have some fun! And get laid! Oh, how badly he wanted to get laid! 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ARE YOU SURE IT ISN’T TIME you went to sleep?” I asked, stepping forward and covering the girls with my body. “It isn’t too late to say sorry, pay your tab and get the hell out of here, you dumb sons of bitches!” 
 
      
 
    I swear, I snapped when I shouted that last part. But when I saw that piece of shit grab a girl — I think her name was Lera — by the arm and turn his Gift on to the full, leaving a cold burn on her wrist, I started to boil over. 
 
      
 
    “Listen... Baron... Landless and ringless...” Damn, these guys were cocky, and barely holding back from attacking right there and then. “Are you sure you’re not biting off more than you can chew? Do you even understand who you are, and who we are?” 
 
      
 
    “You? You’re garbage!” A grin split my face. “The kids of rich merchant parents who sell their asses and serve aristocrats for pennies so you can waste your daddy’s capital here.” 
 
      
 
    Wow, that really pissed them off. Which is just what I wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Alexander, wait...” Androsov said, trying to intervene, not liking the situation at all. “Let me heal her.” 
 
      
 
    Well done, Andrei! A true healer. Before I could even hint at him to help the girl, he was standing next to her and healing her with his Gift. She looked at him gratefully through tear-stricken eyes, then looked back at the men in fear. 
 
      
 
    The manager arrived, a family seal embroidered on his white shirt. “I must ask you gentlemen to leave our establishment and settle your dispute off the property, if you would be so kind,” he said. “Would you be so kind?” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” said a brute I didn’t know, grinning. “Only I’m not sure that the baron...” — he sneered as he pronounced my title, — “will agree to go outside without hiding behind the count’s back...” 
 
      
 
    “We have no gripe with you personally, Count,” a clean-shaven man said. “But this man has offended us and dared to hit my friend.” He pointed at his friend, who I’d punched in the face when he grabbed the girl. 
 
      
 
    Those jackals... They were letting everyone know that they had a gripe with me in particular. And if I asked for Androsov’s help right then, then the conflict would be solved, but there’d be a slight crack in my street cred. And there was no guarantee that I wouldn’t be reminded about it even five years from now. 
 
      
 
    As I stepped out onto the street, I remembered how well this night had started. Just perfect, damn it... We arrived at a nice club, had some cheese and grapes and washed it down with a couple of glasses of expensive whiskey. Androsov had insisted on the cheese, probably out of nostalgia. I wouldn’t have eaten anything at all... Maybe... 
 
      
 
    Although... I did want a nice chunk of bloody meat, but I decided that I’d get my meat today anyway. I had my eye on two girls dancing nearby. I could tell they weren’t exactly peasants, but weren’t aristocrats either. Maybe they were the servants of some family, or worked at a good company with good pay. 
 
      
 
    I walked up to them and introduced myself, at the same time testing the waters — they were happy to talk, and soon they were at our table. 
 
      
 
    It all started with the arrogant aristos, as it seemed to me at first glance, and then it turned out that it was just idiotic merchant kids. Like Androsov said: “just silver spooners looking for trouble.” And trouble they found... Androsov went to the toilet, and these guys saw me and the two beautiful girls and decided that they needed them more than I did, and that’s when it kicked off... 
 
      
 
    Threats... Insults... 
 
      
 
    They were lucky that Caramel was at home, or I would have fed them to her. 
 
      
 
    Now we stepped out into the parking lot and walked right to the end of it, where there was no one around. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh... I hate fights like these, but I’ll back you up,” Androsov said, determined to get involved. “And don’t worry about your reputation, I’ll think of something.” 
 
      
 
    Sure, he’d think of something... 
 
      
 
    “Andrei, do you remember what they told us about tactics at the Center?” I asked, deciding to thicken the brew. 
 
      
 
    “I remember everything they said, unlike you!” he said, laughing as he needled me for sleeping through the lectures. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t getting involved, and that’s that,” I said to him seriously. “Wait, don’t get your panties in a twist,” I said, seeing him opening his mouth to argue. “Imagine for a second that I lose and so do you. What do you think will happen to the girls then?” 
 
      
 
    He thought about it and frowned. Imagined all of it... 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call for help...” he said, thinking he’d solved the problem. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t call anyone.” I put a hand on his shoulder and looked into his eyes. “Just stay with the girls and look after them. If I lose, then they’re with you, and these clowns won’t dare touch them.” 
 
      
 
    He clenched his fists and looked at the girls again. He was an honest guy, and it was clear he didn’t have many friends in his life. He didn’t like the situation, but he’d do what I said, since that was the right thing to do. After all, healers have a tendency to care for people. 
 
      
 
    And he really thought I might lose. Only I didn’t think so. I wanted to teach those clowns a lesson, and at the same time not damage my reputation. What did I need his help for if I was sure of my own power? 
 
      
 
    They stopped and stood off to one side, waiting for me to come closer. And I’m not a proud type... 
 
      
 
    Why not go closer? 
 
      
 
    Only I needed to think of how to approach this. All being well, I’d take the first one down without a word, then knock out the next. Then the last one should be a piece of cake. But there were witnesses here, and I had to make sure they started it. 
 
      
 
    “Finally... This isn’t gonna hurt... It’s gonna hurt a lot,” their leader said with a grin when I came closer. And tried to hit me. 
 
      
 
    I almost let the blow through from surprise at the audacity! That was my strategy! I’d wanted to fight them fair and square, but they... 
 
      
 
    I dodged a strike that crackled with ice. Letting a hit like that through could freeze half my face. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t care... My armor was up the whole time, so I boldly moved to attack. 
 
      
 
    “Put down this peasant!” the ringleader barked at his six men, and they moved to surround me. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you!” I shot back at him, and grabbed the leg of a man who unfortunately thought himself a martial arts expert, trying to deliver a spinning kick to my head. A good warmup... 
 
      
 
    Their power was at the Warrior level, but their skills were weak... It was clear that their parents wanted to make strong Gifted of them, and spared no expense, but they hadn’t had enough practice. 
 
      
 
    I powered my arm with energy and struck with my elbow on the knee of the leg I had a hold on. 
 
      
 
    Oh, how his eyes bulged... And I hadn’t even broken anything yet, but it looked like his armor was gone. 
 
      
 
    I dodged two other attackers, who so far were just trying to squeeze in on me in close combat. The little shits came to help their leader. 
 
      
 
    Wait... Seemed like I did break something, maybe — he was limping. Weakling... I didn’t even hit him at full strength! 
 
      
 
    “Come on, where’s all your trash talk now? Why so serious? I’m just a weak little baron, right?” I said, my voice dripping with mockery. 
 
      
 
    The leader’s eyes began to burn with anger, and he conjured an ice spear and threw it at me. You can kill a man with those things. 
 
      
 
    I bent down to dodge it and the spear lanced into a nearby car. 
 
      
 
    “My car!” his ally shouted... 
 
      
 
    “You really are a clown,” I said, smirking from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    “You’re dead... Son of a...” 
 
      
 
    An aura of ice covered his body, causing even the ground beneath him to cover over in rime. 
 
      
 
    Now he was serious. 
 
      
 
    It was even funny how angry and serious he was being. I launched a stream of fire at him, which didn’t seem to do him much harm... But he didn’t yet know how to control his aura and the field around it. The result was that the fire and ice created steam, which was now broiling him pretty decently, and clearly stopping him from seeing. It didn’t bother me; I could see him clearly through Shnoop’s eyes, and kicked him square in the stomach. 
 
      
 
    While the others couldn’t see, my kick smashed through his armor and I quickly started firing off jabbing blows to his pressure points. 
 
      
 
    My job done, I stepped back quickly. They didn’t want to attack me with screen of steam still up, fearing to hit their friend. And once it fell because he couldn’t hold the aura any longer, they were very surprised. 
 
      
 
    He was down on his knees and shaking... 
 
      
 
    “You BASTARD...” he growled in my direction, and all eyes, both onlookers and his he friends, were now on him. “I’ll kill you...” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah? Say, do you piss yourself every time you threaten to kill someone?” I asked, pointing at his legs. 
 
      
 
    Incidentally, it seemed like we had more onlookers than we started with. The clubbers wanted to see what all the fuss was about, and I heard some people in the crowd shouting to make bets. 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw Androsov moving to stand in the path of two young men who wanted to join in, the signet ring gleaming on his finger. 
 
      
 
    That worked... His family wasn’t the kind you made an enemy of... Hmm, I’d have to ask him more about his folks. 
 
      
 
    Everyone could see the wet spot around my enemy’s crotch, watched it spread... What was I supposed to do..? That’s pressure points for you... He couldn’t control it, or even be aware of it. He was all red too... Like a boiled lobster... Ha-ha... 
 
      
 
    Mocking laughter rang out. 
 
      
 
    “That merchant kid is such a coward, he pissed himself,” roared a broad-shouldered noble. “I always said they’re about as brave as sheep.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” another guy said, laughing. “You keep sheep out of this! My father has forty-three farms of them, and I guarantee they’re braver than this coward!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright,” he said, waving a hand in a sign of peace. “Agreed, pissing yourself when you’re three against one is definitely beneath a sheep. Come on, let’s go get a drink when all this is over.” 
 
      
 
    And soon it was all over. The man — I didn’t even know his name — wasn’t getting up. His muscles were simply out of action. If he had more experience in such matters, he could have toned them up with his Gift, but alas... 
 
      
 
    His pals couldn’t understand what had happened. They just stared at the coward in shock. In principle, I could finish this up with a beatdown, but the question was... What for? 
 
      
 
    That would teach them not to mess with me or to try taking what was mine. 
 
      
 
    My head was already swollen — both were, in fact! — and these guys not only started coveting my women for the night, they also wanted to humiliate me. 
 
      
 
    By force, sons of bitches... Hell, if a girl got taken off me by force, I’d stop respecting myself. How could I call myself a proud Hunter then..? Hunters don’t just get what they want, they know how to keep it too. If you’re a Hunter who only loses things, then I have bad news for you. In that case you aren’t a Hunter at all, but a loser who works for other people. 
 
      
 
    For the next ten minutes I doled out a standard-issue beating to show them just how badly in the wrong they were. 
 
      
 
    I broke a couple of ribs or a jawbone for each of them, to make sure they kept their mouths shut next time. 
 
      
 
    The one down on his knees I left untouched. That was all the more embarrassing for him. I was sure he wanted to become an aristocrat one day, maybe even by marrying a poor baroness. And then this whole tale would come to the surface, of how his friends fought bravely while he stayed on his knees in piss-soaked pants that cost at least three thousand rubles. 
 
      
 
    I was sure that my actions of the day might come back to haunt me later. But I didn’t give a damn about that either... Being an aristocrat is no easy business, and neither is being a Hunter. And both those lives are alike. We’re always the subject of envy and hate. 
 
      
 
    How many times had people tried to kill me in my past life? The funniest time was when they sent a cute girl to do the job. What a thing to think up... They had her dip her nipples in poison. 
 
      
 
    Like I was a drooling teenager who couldn’t sniff out the scent of poison. Although actually, it was tasteless and scentless. Made with an extract of deadly rockweed. A rare poison... But I was already at a rank that had its own secrets, and the poison was no trouble to detect. 
 
      
 
    Now, on the other hand... I guess I could actually get poisoned... I could drink the wrong whiskey, and my kitty would be doomed... 
 
      
 
    And then the poisoner... And then his whole family and maybe the whole city... Who knows who I’d release to avenge me as I lay dying? 
 
      
 
    Anyway, we went back inside. And yes, for the rest of the night we drank for free. Lots of people impressed by what they’d seen offered us drinks. I suspect that this local goon squad had already pissed everyone off. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, I put on my Slayer ring, which I’d taken off after entering the club. Why did I do that? Just by accident! I went to wash my hands and forgot to take it out of my pocket and put it back on, got distracted. When the public saw the signet ring with a gleaming red stone, everything fell into place and the amount of free booze skyrocketed. This was a club ‘for all,’ after all, where aristocrats were in the minority, and Monster Slayers preferred places a little... quieter. Considering my age, fifth class was a surprise. I doubt those dumbasses would have bothered me if they’d seen the ring. Although I couldn’t know for sure. Alcohol often makes people do irrational things. 
 
      
 
    After some time I realized that if I didn’t leave the club at that very moment, then I’d wake up with a pounder of a hangover and another day of blue balls. So I moved on to decisive action. 
 
      
 
    First of all I sent the half-dead Androsov to the barracks, paying the taximan to make sure he got all the way to his room, fearing that my buddy would fall asleep somewhere on the street before he got home. And the nights here were starting to get cold. He’d freeze his Johnson off, and he was so carefully saving it for his future bride. Speaking of that, I really did wonder — who was she? Andrei, despite his somewhat... ahem... sensitive character, he was a true giant when it came to loyalty! 
 
      
 
    Next I swept up my two girlfriends into my arms — they hadn’t drunk much, by the way, but they were ready as could be, all red and aroused in anticipation of our coming date — and loaded them into the taxi. And then I opened my mouth and... closed it again. I couldn’t take them back to the apartment. Caramel was there, and who knew how she’d react? Get yourself a pet, they say... 
 
      
 
    In the end, by old Hunter’s tradition, we went and got a room. The Hunter has no family, no home. We were like tumbleweed, and the closest things we had to homes were our Fortresses, places where new Hunters were trained and old ones always welcomed, and then immediately tasked with training the youth, to be a living example and inspire the next generation to reach new heights! 
 
      
 
    Once we reached the nearest decent hotel, I booked a deluxe suite — it was high time I got to feel human again. It had a huge bed, which was... still not big enough for us. But thankfully there were many comfy couches, a jacuzzi, balconies, kitchen tables... and we tried them all out. I swear they tried not to show it, but the girls sighed with relief when I came... ahem... to the end of my latest ‘raid.’ 
 
      
 
    The girls went off to sleep, but I suddenly felt wide awake. My family jewels tinkled happily in my trousers, empty, peace and calm reigned in the world, and I wanted something more. 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I didn’t even know I was dialing Helga’s number, and by the time her sleepy voice answered on the other end, it was too late to retreat. 
 
      
 
    “Galaxius?! Are you out of your mind?! Don’t you know what time it is?!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. “Nice to hear from you too!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, you seem to have been here a while by our standards. Can you tell me where to relax around here? Massage, sauna, the whole deal?” 
 
      
 
    “Prostitutes too?” the girl asked with a strange tone, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “No, no! I just want to relax!” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, you’ve already gotten laid?” 
 
      
 
    Damn, what was she, a telepath? 
 
      
 
    “Um... Do you have an answer for me or not?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s the Comfort Health Center... Write down this address...” Helga murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Great! Got it! Thanks, honey!” 
 
      
 
    “Call your whores honey!” she snapped again. What was with her? 
 
      
 
    “Whatever, good night... sugar!” 
 
      
 
    There was a furious roar from the other end, and I hurried to end the call. I quickly got dressed and crawled outside, calling a taxi. I was done. God grant those girls good health... 
 
      
 
    The Comfort Health Center worked around the clock. So claimed its website, which I scrolled through as I sat in the car. The service wasn’t cheap; I’d even call it expensive. It was aimed at the most refined of the public. But they had something special on offer — a sauna with ‘rift herbs,’ which cost an arm and a leg! Does that mean you can gather herbs in Rifts too..? 
 
      
 
    At the entrance I was politely familiarized with the prices and the list of services, given a crisp white sheet, towel and shoes, and then handed over to a staff member, who gave me a tour. 
 
      
 
    At first I worked up a sweat in the Russian baths, where I was whipped furiously with a birch broom, and took a couple of plunges into the cold pool, then sat in that sauna with the ‘rift herbs,’ first making sure that they had nothing to do with drugs. I got a crazy dose of energy that reawakened all my urges again... Damn it... 
 
      
 
    And next I went for a massage. Where a skinny middle-aged woman, apparently with the use of her Gift, thoroughly squeezed all my muscles. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d paid and gotten dressed, I stepped out onto the front plaza where the taxi was already waiting for me, the sun poking above the city horizon. New strength rumbled within me, and I felt no less than euphoric. I filled my lungs with morning air not yet tainted with exhaust fumes and smiled widely. 
 
      
 
    There we go, relaxation done with! Now — time to kill... 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIS TIME IT ALL WENT fast. I didn’t have to wait in the waiting room; I was taken straight to the head of the company. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Galaxius! Greetings!” Rafael Goldsmith stood up from his chair, reaching out to shake my hand. “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” I shook his hand. “Never better! Here!” 
 
      
 
    I took out a roll of hundred-ruble notes tied up with an elastic band and slapped it down onto the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” The lawyer carelessly swept the cash into the top drawer of his table as if sweeping a chocolate wrapper into the trash. I suspected that it had pretty much the same value to him. A Goldsmith likely earned in a day — or maybe even in an hour — what a lesser family might earn in a whole month. The gulf in this world between strong and weak families was a little too vast. “Please, sit down! Tea? Coffee?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and sat down in a soft chair. “I’m good. I’d like to know what you’ve heard about my case.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” the old man said, nodding and narrowing his eyes. “All the preparatory work on your case has been done, and I myself have done a little research, and as of tomorrow I will begin to work, as it were, with focus.” 
 
      
 
    “Your predictions?” 
 
      
 
    “There you go again, young man!” Raphael chuckled. “There’s a true saying amongst our people. Good pay begets honest work. Relax, Alexander. Your problems are now my problems too, a little. I’ll keep you up to date. I’ll make sure of it!” 
 
      
 
    “What did you mean last time when you said that I have big problems?” I asked, not letting up. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just say that in deciding to return your property, which most assuredly does belong to you, yes, you have touched on the interests of other influential courtiers. I cannot name any names as yet; my information still demands confirmation. But in time, you will know all! The deeper you dig, the more dirt you find.” 
 
      
 
    “Interests?” I asked, smiling evilly at him. “Could I ask what the hell kind of interest these respected and so far still living courtiers could have in my family manor? Or is this how things are done here?” 
 
      
 
    “But... But... Alexander!” the man said, smiling at me and hurrying to reassure me. “There’s no need to panic or hurry. In our business, hurrying leads nowhere good. I said that you touched on interests, not that war has been declared against you. Give me time and I will discover all. Your case is not unique, and we will likely be able to come to an amicable arrangement.” 
 
      
 
    “When will I get the first information?” I asked, deciding not to try to prove him wrong, but to listen to what he had to say. He was more experienced than me, after all, and that was what I was paying him for. 
 
      
 
    “You’re quite the pushy young man! But I like you!” Rafael leaned back in his chair. “Let’s do it like this! Once every three days, come visit my office, we can drink some nice coffee and have a chat. Does that work for you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure does!” I stood up and reached out a hand. “I won’t dare take up any more of your time today!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, enough of that!” The old man stood up too, and shook my hand firmly. “I work for you now, after all! And plus...” 
 
      
 
    He was still holding my hand, and his grip was strong for an old man. 
 
      
 
    “You seem to be a sensible young man, but I still have some advice for you. I don’t approve of gambling, but if you enjoy it, then I advise that you visit the Solace Casino. People often lose card games there because of... kings!” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. Ha! He’d done a ‘little research’? Damn. I wouldn’t want to get on this guy’s bad side! 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for the tip. But I don’t care for gambling myself!” I said, smiling and remembering Dragon’s Poker from my past life. I had left so much money at the card table! I wouldn’t dare guess how much! In this world, I’d decided... well, the hell with gambling! On the other hand, maybe I’d make an exception and pay a visit to that casino. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I puffed like a steam engine as I dragged the big boulder that I found in my second Rift into Arkhip’s store. Why leave it hanging around in my hallway? I kept tripping over it. 
 
      
 
    “You could have asked for a cart, you know,” Arkhip said, raising his eyebrows at me. 
 
      
 
    “It’s strength training!” I wheezed, then cast a measuring glance at the countertop and decided not to risk it, putting the boulder down on the floor instead. “W-w-wwaant?” 
 
      
 
    Shoot! Shnoop’s catchphrase was stuck in my head. 
 
      
 
    “What do we have here?” Arkhip walked out from behind his counter to take a closer look at the goods. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, god only...” I began, but then stopped myself. “It’s some strange, but doubtlessly essential and sacred artifact!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Sure it is!” the old man said, crouching down and pulling out a large magnifying glass to inspect the rock. “Ha... Ha-ha! Pranksters!” he said, bursting out laughing. 
 
      
 
    I frowned. “What’s wrong?” I asked. Of course, I had tried to take a look at what was inscribed on the rock, but all I could figure out was that it was some strange symbols I didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “You take a look yourself!” the old man said, standing up and offering me his magnifying glass. 
 
      
 
    I frowned, but took the glass and brought it close to the surface of the stone. The zoomed-in symbols... weren’t symbols at all! They were drawings of some kind! There was a bearded man with a pick, who was sticking it in... Holy shit! And there was a strange creature with big tits, who was... Wow! And there was... 
 
      
 
    “Ugh, gods!” I said, standing up sharply and handing the magnifying glass back to the old man. “Filthy... dwarfs!” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you found the miner’s kama sutra!” Arkhip said, laughing at me from under his thick brows. “Very... Ahem... Valuable! And yes! Definitely sacred to someone!” 
 
      
 
    I scratched my head and wondered sadly what I was supposed to do with the cave drawing. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we could sell it to some perverts?” I suggested sadly. 
 
      
 
    “You know any?” the old man asked, pricking up his ears. 
 
      
 
    A certain countess immediately sprang to mind, but... no. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I said, shaking my head. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do!” The old man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” I said, smirking at him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look at me like that! Customer confidentiality! Just leave it here! I’ll sort it out. We’ll see what we get for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Happy to!” I sighed, feeling relief that I didn’t have to deal with that damn boulder anymore. “Anyway, did you find anything out?” 
 
      
 
    Arkhip frowned. “Yeah. The thing is...” 
 
      
 
    At this point, the doorbell tinkled furiously, almost torn off as the door flew open and a young woman shot into the store. 
 
      
 
    Red hair, green eyes, a very... ahem... impressive figure which couldn’t be hidden by the medium armor she wore that could stop a shot from a light tank. 
 
      
 
    I tensed, even cast my armor and cursed myself for not bringing my sword. But when I saw that Arkhip was only smiling, I just stepped aside and watched. 
 
      
 
    “Arkhip! I need a sword! Right now!” The woman’s face was red and her eyes were firing lightning. Looked like someone had really pissed her off. 
 
      
 
    “The usual?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah! And hurry!” 
 
      
 
    The old man disappeared into the back, and the sudden guest moved her eyes to me. 
 
      
 
    “What are you staring at?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m just... Admiring!” I laughed, trying to get at least some idea of what kind of guest she was. Her armor was expensive. She must be around twenty-five to thirty years old. No trace of rings on her fingers beneath those thick gloves. And she radiated power. Great power. 
 
      
 
    “Cocky type, huh?” the girl asked. 
 
      
 
    “Uh-huh!” I said, nodding happily and continuing to look her over. 
 
      
 
    I was thinking of what else to say, but then Arkhip came back. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go!” he said, laying the sword down on the table. It was in a scabbard, so I couldn’t tell what it was made of. “Thirty-two thousand! With your discount, as usual! Card?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah!” the girl said, immediately forgetting about me, grabbing the sword and waving her bank card over the payment machine, which beeped melodically as it took the payment. Holy..! Thirty-two big ones! With the discount! 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” she said, and darted straight back outside. I thought I heard her muttering something like “you’re done for, jackasses!” on her way out. But I couldn’t be sure... 
 
      
 
    I chuckled and opened up my tablet. The nearest Rift was... Twelve miles away. There was no car outside. What did she need that sword for?! 
 
      
 
    “Who was that?” I asked the owner. 
 
      
 
    “An honored customer,” Arkhip said, smiling. Got it — confidentality. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, back to the meat,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The old storekeep had gotten some info. One of the gangs working under King had rented a manor on the outskirts of the city for the purposes of robbery and racketeering. I might be able to start untangling the thread there. That was all the information for now, but the old man promised to ask around more. It had to be done carefully so as not to arouse suspicion, and I could understand that. Well, now at least I had a lead. The second now actually, thanks to Goldsmith. Plenty of food for thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I went back home and found that Caramel had broken through the door to the loft and was lying beneath the skylight, yawning lazily and washing herself. She looked at me, then went straight back to her beauty routine. 
 
      
 
    Why did I feel like she wouldn’t agree to roam free in the woods of Siberia? She couldn’t want comfort, could she? Did she really want comfort..? 
 
      
 
    I chuckled. I didn’t care about the door. I’d wanted to hire a guard for the apartment, but it looked like I didn’t need to. A penny saved is a penny earned! 
 
      
 
    I crouched down next to the big cat and carefully stroked her head. She broke off from what she was doing and looked at me in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s the thing,” I said slowly, scratching her behind the ear. “We need to set some ground rules for our relationship. We’re going to be together for a long time, after all. All our lives, or maybe... even longer. For as long as you don’t want to talk to me, I accept that, although I don’t understand it. But maybe you could help me with a certain delicate matter...” 
 
      
 
    The panther frowned, not understanding what I wanted from her. 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I need to go somewhere and kill someone. Are you in?” 
 
      
 
    Caramel narrowed her eyes, then licked my hand. 
 
      
 
    “Well then... let’s go! And, uh... I hired a driver with a truck... Nobody wants to let you on their seats, sorry!” 
 
      
 
    That was met with an angry hiss. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know! I’ll buy a car, I promise! I just don’t have much money yet, but today’s operation should help fix that a little. So let’s get going!” 
 
      
 
    We didn’t drive all the way to the destination. It would have been silly to get out so close. Instead I looked on the map on my phone and found a cafe near the place, and gave the address to the driver. It was only four o’clock in the afternoon, and I probably needed to go see them a little later. What kind of rule breaker would I be to show up in broad daylight? People were busy in the daytime, and they might not all be there. And if I was really unlucky, the place would just be empty. Although, there was the chance that there would be people there with the same Gift as me, and I wouldn’t want to show up there. 
 
      
 
    So time to go eat some ice cream and... whatever Caramel wanted. 
 
      
 
    I was starting to realize that she was going to be a financial black hole. No matter, as long as she made herself useful... 
 
      
 
    The fact that there were three fewer squirrels living near my apartment building was of dubious value so far. Thanks were certainly in order for the pigeons, however. They now avoided my balcony like it was a large predatory cat. 
 
      
 
    “Rrr-rrr-rrr?” Caramel murmured. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I said to her strictly. “We aren’t going to be killing anybody here. We’re going to eat and then get going. Do you want to eat?” 
 
      
 
    Dumb question... From what I could tell, the beast’s power came with an appetite to match. She had to be fed lots and often. 
 
      
 
    Although I could just not feed her — but then she would go looking for food herself, and I might lose a few neighbors. 
 
      
 
    Come to think of it, I should probably send Shnoop to check on them — maybe there was already an old man or two missing. 
 
      
 
    Either the small cafe on the street corner wasn’t the most popular place or it was just a slow time — there was nobody there apart from two couples. 
 
      
 
    My appearance caused a certain stir. It isn’t every day you see a beast from the Rift. 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Wait!” a waitress said, hurrying over to me. “You can’t bring animals in here!” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t?” I echoed dumbly, then moved my eyes to Caramel. “See? You got called a dumb animal. You going to eat her too, like the last one? Well, you go ahead, just warn me first so I can step back. It’s so hard to wash out the blood...” 
 
      
 
    The waitress paled. I didn’t bother waiting for her reaction, just walked past her and found an empty table to sit at. 
 
      
 
    Who was she to tell me what I could and couldn’t do? I’d read about beasts. An aristocrat has the right to be wherever he wishes with his beast. 
 
      
 
    Oh, shit... She didn’t have a collar on. Maybe that was what it was all about. 
 
      
 
    They all thought I was controlling her through training, and she could go wild any time. I’d have to think of a way to solve that problem. 
 
      
 
    At this point the girl got a grip on herself, and said nothing. She stared particularly hard when Caramel sat down opposite me on a chair, settling in to wait patiently for her food. 
 
      
 
    “Bring meat, and two ice creams,” I said to the woman lazily and stared into the distance. 
 
      
 
    I don’t much like behaving like that, but as soon as you start speaking kindly to common servants, they take advantage. 
 
      
 
    I deliberately didn’t give a task to Shnoop yet, but waited to make the order first. 
 
      
 
    “One’s for you, but first, the manor,” I whispered into thin air, but thin air heard me and licked its lips. 
 
      
 
    Before ten minutes had passed, Shnoop started to show me the first footage. 
 
      
 
    From the very first moments I liked the house, and it caught my interest. Not only did it have a man cave, but a sizable storeroom too. 
 
      
 
    Damn... Don’t eat that, Shnoop! 
 
      
 
    He had found a crate of canned food and was quickly opening the cans. I don’t know where he put it all — he’d destroyed ten already... 
 
      
 
    By the time I’d learned enough and the ice cream had been consumed with relish, two hours had gone by. I figured it was time to start slowly moving there. I still wanted to walk around the house, or at least hang around outside it, but it wasn’t to be. 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” a familiar voice said nearby before I could ask for the bill. “Hey!” 
 
      
 
    Uh-oh... A woman’s voice... 
 
      
 
    I turned my head slowly to the side and saw Zhanna Garkovskaya, a fellow student from the course at the Center. 
 
      
 
    She looked so happy, standing there and smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Zhanna! You look radiant in this light.” What fate brings you here? Or have you been following me?” I smiled coyly and stood up to help the lady sit down. 
 
      
 
    Zhanna accepted my gesture and gracefully sat down. 
 
      
 
    “As always, Galaxius, you’re gallant and cheeky at the same time,” the girl said, her voice like a songbird. “I suppose you’re waiting for a girl, and I’m disturbing you? Although, no... I guess you don’t normally wait for them?” 
 
      
 
    “You know me so well,” I said, smiling at her again, and called the waitress. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we did study together, and you know how fast rumors spread there...” 
 
      
 
    I knew those rumors... Androsov, that damn blabbermouth... He’d blabbed about my exploits and I immediately got a reputation as a ladies’ man. 
 
      
 
    Zhanna and I spoke for around two hours. She was one of those ladies who always stayed positive. And to my surprise, she and I got on pretty well. She loved to talk without stopping, and I didn’t mind listening. 
 
      
 
    At first I couldn’t figure out what a girl like her was doing at the Center. She’d make a great wife, but not a fighter, raiding Rifts and looking for trouble. I figured that out after the first time we sparred together. She didn’t like violence, or anything related to it. But she wasn’t noble, she was just a girl from a successful merchant family and she had to get everything she wanted herself... 
 
      
 
    There was something about her that I liked. I felt sympathy for her, maybe, and I was the one who convinced her to leave Slayer school early and try out something else. All this just wasn’t her. 
 
      
 
    To think of it... She had dedicated her whole life to an education in finance, and then something went wrong and she had to join the Slayers. She came from a long line of financiers just like the Androsovs, or maybe even smarter with money than them. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, for her recent education she had borrowed seven hundred rubles, and here she had decided to earn them as quickly as possible. Alas, here she might only find death, with skills like hers... 
 
      
 
    I decided to help the girl and lent her the amount she needed to pay off her debt. Well, why not? Androsov said that a Family always needs loyal people. 
 
      
 
    Zhanna and I came to an agreement that she had a certain amount of time to tie up her loose ends, and then she’d come work for me. I had to promise her that I wouldn’t come on to her, that it would be strictly business. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how she agreed to the caper, but I think she knew in the depths of her soul that she couldn’t survive alone. She wasn’t made for battle, and her family... Well, that was complicated. 
 
      
 
    “Earth to Galaxius,” she said, waving her hand in front of my face. “Or are you that bored of me already?” She puffed out her cheeks theatrically for a few seconds, then brought her usual coy smile back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I was just thinking what a beautiful employee I’ve managed to lure in,” I said, and looked her up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” She clenched a fist and showed it to me. “Don’t forget your promise — business only. And by the way, you didn’t even tell me what I’ll be doing yet. I’d like to know the pay too, as it happens! And have you forgotten that you gave me the opportunity to refuse? Aren’t you afraid I’ll abandon you?” 
 
      
 
    The girl sat smirking, waiting for me to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you won’t even let me dream,” I said, sipping the juice that the waitress just brought me. “As for the job, there are two options. You can either be my secretary who handles my paperwork, or my number jockey, but probably the first. Just how you like it, basically.” 
 
      
 
    “Mmmm... Coffee with milk and no sugar?” she asked happily. 
 
      
 
    “How did you...” I raised my eyebrows at how well informed she was. 
 
      
 
    “That was all you ordered at the Center, and it wasn’t hard to remember,” the girl explained readily. 
 
      
 
    I already said she was smart. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, I’m late for my lecture,” Zhanna said, suddenly bursting into a flurry of activity. “Sorry, but I gotta run! You have my number. I’ll call you!” 
 
      
 
    And she went off to her lecture, not forgetting to hug me before she went. Zhanna, Zhanna... I liked her as a person, and I’m good at people. She has non-standard thinking. She should probably have gone into business with Androsov, only then the both of them would disappear. 
 
      
 
    Did she say that I have her number, but she’d call me..? Feminine logic. 
 
      
 
    I called Shnoop and gave him the task of following her. 
 
      
 
    I needed to know how this person lived if she was going to work for me. I had to sit another hour in the cafe, drinking coffee with milk but no sugar. 
 
      
 
    She caught a taxi and headed toward the university. Surprise, surprise. 
 
      
 
    Right, that was it! Time to act. I’d sat here long enough. 
 
      
 
    Zhanna had held me up a good while, that was for sure, but I didn’t mind one bit. She was fun to talk to. A generous and kind creature. She didn’t even want to take money at first, and then thought I was trying to buy sex. Imagine! Ha! 
 
      
 
    I moved homewards... Ugh... I wanted to unwind, but I’d have to quickly get everything done. 
 
      
 
    As I approached the building, I already knew what was there. Shnoop had crept inside again, and was showing me what was going on. 
 
      
 
    In total, there were twenty people in the house. They didn’t seem like criminals — they were well dressed in expensive suits. More like pen pushers than face punchers. From what I understood, they were running a racket in which they bought goods for fake or sold-on debts. That was why the house was filled with all sorts. 
 
      
 
    In the parking lot were three minivans in which they kept the goods. 
 
      
 
    Hmm... What if..? Right! 
 
      
 
    I checked that there weren’t any cameras on the street, walked up to the first car, powered up my fist and then slammed it down on the hood. My hit left a sizable dent in it and set off the alarm. 
 
      
 
    And now, time to make myself scarce. 
 
      
 
    Just as I suspected, the pathetic little people took the bait. At first three ran out, and by the way, they were holding guns in their pockets. When they saw the scene, they called reinforcements and seven more came out. 
 
      
 
    In the end, ten in the house and ten more by the cars, walking around and looking for who might have done this. They were all holding weapons and had weak armor up. 
 
      
 
    Really, I didn’t get who they could shake down and what for. 
 
      
 
    Right, what did I need? To take a talker alive, and the rest could hang. 
 
      
 
    Standing by the door, I pulled on the handle and ran into my first problem. The door was locked. Damn, why lock the door with your boys outside? 
 
      
 
    Whatever, guess I had to knock. 
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” came a voice after a minute. 
 
      
 
    Took a long time for him to walk to the door too. 
 
      
 
    “Me!” I answered him back, and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    He died instantly without even knowing who killed him. 
 
      
 
    Just a blow to the head and his brains were flying out through the back of it. I put him down pretty hard. 
 
      
 
    And now I could have some fun. 
 
      
 
    I summoned the souls of two wolves and made them flesh. 
 
      
 
    “What are you growling at? Go kill anything that moves!” I ordered the wolves, and they rushed to obey. 
 
      
 
    Only they made a hell of a noise. I heard gun shots, screaming. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t care as long as they did their job. 
 
      
 
    Two men managed to run up into the attic and hole up there. Alas, the door was solid, and the wolves couldn’t take it down. Weaklings... 
 
      
 
    I headed there and watched through Shnoop’s eyes. Standing by the door, I created the illusion of a bat beneath the ceiling and sent a little soul of the same bat into it. 
 
      
 
    More screams... And shooting. 
 
      
 
    And there I was, knocking down the door at a run and flying in to finish off the bastards who killed my bat. Sons of bitches... They blew her brains out. 
 
      
 
    What I liked about my creatures was that they were alive, and indistinguishable from real ones. Even the blood was the same, until they were killed or completed their mission. Then they disappeared, leaving no evidence behind. 
 
      
 
    The house was clear. 
 
      
 
    “Shnoop, drag all the corpses to the attic! No need for us to scare the other guests,” I said, quickly outlining the plan of action to him. 
 
      
 
    The little one rushed to get it done before the others came in. All I did was use some cloths to cover up a spot by the entrance where there was a big puddle of blood. 
 
      
 
    It occurred to me to wipe it up, but I discarded the thought. 
 
      
 
    Instead I threw another larger towel over it and let it soak it all up. Then I asked Shnoop to carry out those ones, and covered the puddle with some fresh ones. 
 
      
 
    Next I partly opened the door and stood to wait for the others. Myself, I stood in the first room I could find by a pile of boxes, and created an illusion to hide myself. Now it would look to everyone else like there were three more piles of boxes. 
 
      
 
    They all came back in together. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll call Alexander. He can come figure out what that was,” one of them said, putting me on guard. 
 
      
 
    But I quickly realized that he wasn’t talking about me. 
 
      
 
    “When I find the asshole who did this, I’ll tear his legs off,” said a big man with a set of keys in his hand, apparently the car’s owner. 
 
      
 
    “Timur, come downstairs! We got problems.” They were calling a dead man without knowing it. 
 
      
 
    I waited for them to pass by my room, then summoned two more spiders and six bats. 
 
      
 
    More than enough. I gave these ones the order to kill seven, but leave three alive. Not necessary whole, even better injured. 
 
      
 
    “And you go drag the corpses to the attic!” I said. Shnoop was the best porter in the world. 
 
      
 
    “What? How? What the..?! Aa-aa-aaaah...” The fun was starting, along with the shooting. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, who’s that?” someone said, noticing me. 
 
      
 
    As if they could have not noticed me. I’d walked out into the corridor myself, and started to follow them. 
 
      
 
    A bald one in a gray jacket raised his pistol and fired the whole magazine at me. My armor barely even depleted, but a spider seized its chance and snatched him away. 
 
      
 
    It took only seconds, the spiders showing the initiative and dragging the bastards to me themselves. 
 
      
 
    I was sitting in a chair, one leg crossed over the other, holding a large combat knife with which I was unhurriedly cleaning my fingernails. 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me very carefully! I’m only going to ask this once!” I said, looking at them lazily. “Who put out the order for Galaxius? Answer fast!” 
 
      
 
    I could tell by their faces that they’d never even heard the name. 
 
      
 
    “You’re dead, jackass!” one of the goons said, jabbing a threatening finger at me. “Do you even know who you’ve attacked? No, you don’t know, otherwise you never would have done it! You’re a dead man walking!” 
 
      
 
    “Wrong answer!” I said, smiling, and threw a knife at him. It thudded into his chest, nailing his body to the boards without letting him fall fully back. “Anyone need to hear the question again?” 
 
      
 
    I looked across the others. They said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, got it, you don’t know anything. Next question, then. Where do I find King?” 
 
      
 
    I spent an hour on the interrogation and torture, and in the end it was all just like I thought. These were simple foot soldiers who had nothing to do with anything important. All I could learn from them was where there were other houses like this one where others like them worked. I’d have to verify that information — they could be sending me to their competitors. 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t too disappointed — I’d had a pretty good time, and as for King, from what I understood, I wouldn’t learn anything here. Oh well, at least I had a good time. 
 
      
 
    And earned a little on the side, I hoped. 
 
      
 
    I dialed up Arkhip and called for a crew that would bring everything out as quickly as possible for a fee. Time to see how useful his services were, and if his people were professional. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop found all the money that was there and brought it to me, along with the valuables. It looked like their cashbox was emptied once a day or so, so there was a little over five thousand in it, which wasn’t bad at all by peasant standards. There was also gold and jewels that Arkhip could value for me. 
 
      
 
    After speaking to Arkhip, I went up to the attic to cover my tracks. I had the necessary creatures from my past life. 
 
      
 
    I created the illusion of a green slime and put a soul into it. 
 
      
 
    “Bon appetite, kiddo...” 
 
      
 
    “Girk!” it uttered, and started moving toward the bodies. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes and all the corpses were dissolved in acid. An interesting creature that I loved in my past life. It removed unnecessary bodies so easily and quickly. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I WOKE UP TO A SQUAWK from my tablet. What the hell?! I rubbed my eyes, looked and saw a new notification. 
 
      
 
    Attention, Monster Slayers! 
 
      
 
    You must immediately report to the Training Center located at the address... 
 
      
 
    You have been added to a group according to the Rules of the Covenant, in particular — ‘One mandatory raid into a Rift by direction from the Center.’ 
 
      
 
    What on earth..? I reached for my phone and saw fifteen missed calls from Androsov. Of course — I always put my phone on silent at night. Sleep is sacred! 
 
      
 
    I called my friend back. “Hello? You called?” I asked sleepily. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?!” 
 
      
 
    “At home... Still in bed. You?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going into a Rift today.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, congratulations! You be careful,” I chuckled. “Now can I go back to sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep?! Are you out of your goddamn mind?!” Wow, Androsov didn’t usually cuss. He was too well-bred for that. “We’re leaving in an hour! You’re in our group.” 
 
      
 
    “In your group?” I raised my eyebrows. “Why the hell..?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you read your notifications? Check your tablet.” 
 
      
 
    “We-e-ell... There was some kind of ping just now.” I scratched the back of my head. 
 
      
 
    “That was the final notification. But the info on the raid was sent out a full day ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm... I didn’t see it!” 
 
      
 
    “Did you have your tablet with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah... I was busy.” 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn it, Galaxius! You’re killing me!” 
 
      
 
    “Better me than a stone hernia,” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Who?!” 
 
      
 
    “Not ‘who,’ but ‘what’! Forget about it...” I glanced at my tablet again. “What’s all this ‘mandatory’ nonsense? What if I don’t wanna go?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you can’t be serious. They spoke about this on the second day of lessons... Damn! You were asleep again!” 
 
      
 
    “Well, sorry! Can you give me the gist of it?” 
 
      
 
    “Once per month, any active Slayer at class four or higher must complete a mandatory raid by demand of the Center to verify...” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” I said, having heard enough already. “You mean, after I reach third class there’ll be no need to serve my time?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right...” he answered on the other end, stunned. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome! Gotta train!” I chuckled. “And... There’s no way we can blow this off?” 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with your vocabulary? Aren’t you an aristocrat?!” 
 
      
 
    Hmm... He was right, actually. All my aristocratic education had washed off me without seeping in, and the jargon of a Hunter was bursting forth. We never looked too hard for a word, and there’s no time for lofty turns of phrase when there’s a bone dragon in front of you, but a sharp jibe can sometimes quickly sober up a wayward ally. 
 
      
 
    “You aren’t my mom!” I snapped. “So what about my question?” 
 
      
 
    “No! There’s no way!” 
 
      
 
    “Alright, alright, I’ll be there soon,” I said, and hung up even though Andrei was still talking. If you can’t get out of something, then best to get it out of the way as quick as possible! 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at, lazy bones?” I asked my panther, who was stretching out her long claws languidly. “Yeah, yeah! Amazing claws, agreed, just put them back. I’m not replacing the furniture for you. And come on and link to me already. All you’ve done so far is eat!” 
 
      
 
    Caramel snorted, and was right to do so. After all, my last complaint wasn’t quite justified — the linking of souls is a slow process. I was as used to Shnoop as if he had always been with me, and I hadn’t even been close to getting a new pet, so the issue was mine... 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You’ve prepared pretty well! Nice to be rich and healthy!” I said, chuckling as I looked at my group. 
 
      
 
    They really did look impressive. High-quality armor and weapons, and... those faces. And no, they weren’t looking at me, but at Caramel, who was sitting by my feet and had started thoroughly cleaning her paw, every now and again casting glances at the group. 
 
      
 
    “So that’s your KITTY?” Androsov said, the first to get his wits back. 
 
      
 
    “Yep! Isn’t she pretty?” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    Caramel really did look astonishingly well groomed. And so she should! I paid 200 rubles for the trouble! Her fur was a gleaming, shimmering scarlet, and that wasn’t just down to the energy coursing through her, it was also the talent of professionals! And I still hadn’t even gotten a manicure yet... 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, after Zhanna left and the panther crawled out from beneath the next table where she had dragged her chunk of meat, two thoughts came into my head at once. And I almost slapped myself on the forehead. 
 
      
 
    The first was that because our souls weren’t fully linked yet, Caramel gave off the aura of a personal pet. That is, an ordinary pet like the kind that ordinary people have. And no matter how pretty she was, she was still a monster from a Rift, so her aura could be read for some time after she left a place. There were such specialists, and not just in the police. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop had never been found out because he had long since become a part of my very being. Caramel still needed time to get there. Considering where I was going, it was a dead giveaway. 
 
      
 
    As for the second thought — after I saw the well-groomed Zhanna, it occurred to me that my pet didn’t look very presentable. Her former owners were real assholes, after all. So I found a nearby grooming salon for unusual pets, where princess spent all that time that Shnoop and I manfully endured. 
 
      
 
    “How come she doesn’t have a control collar?” Helga asked at once, frowning. 
 
      
 
    The panther stopped for a moment and looked first at the girl, then at me. 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t eat her! I think she’ll give you a stomach ache anyway. And I have no idea where to find a vet around here.” 
 
      
 
    Helga hissed at me as well as any cat, and I smiled innocently. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, what do we have? Why are we standing around here? Who are we waiting for?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going on a raid, Galaxius!” the girl said, rolling her eyes. “Why didn’t you prepare?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Don’t I look prepared? My sword is right here!” 
 
      
 
    I showed her my pathetic lump of iron. 
 
      
 
    “You call that a sword? This is a sword!” With a whistle, Helga pulled out a sword with a blade so silver it was almost white. Balean steel? Holy shit! That sword must cost a hundred thousand! Even with the discount for honored customers. “And what are you wearing?!” Helga asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I looked at myself in confusion. A blue tracksuit... And white stripes on the pants... Three! “Stylish, fashionable, modern!” 
 
      
 
    “What did I do to deserve this!?” the girl said, her face sinking into her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Alright! Fill me in and let’s get going!” I said, laughing. 
 
      
 
    And Androsov filled me in. Their raid group had been formed. But its four members had no classes yet, and at least one member had to be a Slayer with a class. The guys didn’t want to bring in an outsider, so they chose me. 
 
      
 
    Helga had been named the leader — she might not have a class either, but she’d already built up her reputation. The same as mine, allowing her to lead a raid group of up to five people. 
 
      
 
    Only they forgot to ask my agreement, and cunning Helga used the right for a ‘mandatory raid’ to include me forcibly. What the hell did she want to do that for? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Center’s armored car took us in comfort to the Rift. A white Rift, category one. No scouting done. All manner of surprises could be waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    I’d already realized that all these ‘difficulty categories’ that people invented were only a very rough approximation of what was inside. As if the Rifts, or the entities that created them, didn’t give a rat’s ass what people thought of them. 
 
      
 
    Her brows knitted together, Helga described our combat mission. 
 
      
 
    I knew the rest of the group too. Viscount Schrader, the kinky... ahem, I mean, the upstanding Countess Svetlana Pokrovskaya, and the already familiar Count... I think his name was Pavel, but I don’t remember his surname. Well, that explained the quality of the equipment — all these guys were the rich heirs of noble families, except Schrader. Guess someone ‘sponsored’ him. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Galaxius, what’s your Aristo rank?” 
 
      
 
    “Ummm...” I rubbed my chin. “Warrior. Probably...” 
 
      
 
    “But you aren’t sure?” The girl’s frown deepened. 
 
      
 
    “I hate those tests!” I said, shrugging and smiling. 
 
      
 
    “And what can your kitty do?” Helga asked, moving her eyes to my pet. 
 
      
 
    “Caramel? Well, she can sleep... And eat... And, forgive me, ladies, she also knows how to sh... how to defecate!” 
 
      
 
    “Galaxius!” 
 
      
 
    “Fine!” I said, raising my hands when I saw she was boiling over, or rather freezing — ice seemed to be her main element. What’s the opposite of ‘boiling’ anyway? Ah, forget it! “We’ll tank! Both of us!” 
 
      
 
    “You sure you’ll manage?” Helga asked, raising an eyebrow. “Count Smolin is a strong meleer too!” 
 
      
 
    Ah, it was Smolin. I moved my gaze to the young man. He looked strong, and he had been at the Center more than a month now, like Helga. Instead of a sword, he carried a battle axe and shield. A true Viking! 
 
      
 
    “Well... He can join in too,” I said, shrugging. “Only... Watch you don’t get in our way!” 
 
      
 
    “You forget yourself, Baron!” the boy said, raising his voice. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, that made me want to laugh. Right! He was the one who went off with Pokrovskaya that time. But his voice still sounded manly enough. I guess the long hand of Pokrovsky senior hadn’t yet reached the young suitor. 
 
      
 
    I raised my right hand and pointed the back of it at the hero loverboy. 
 
      
 
    “What color is this stone?” I asked with a smile, and the count opened and closed his mouth, saying nothing. “This is all that matters in a Rift! So I do the talking and you do what you’re told!” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, I’m the boss here!” Helga snapped, crossing her arms. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. What a kindergarten. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, then command!” I said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Pavel... You... Listen to him and stay out of trouble!” she said, making me smile. 
 
      
 
    I had intel on Hans. He was a ‘universal,’ who could both fight badly in close combat and cast simple spells. A tough Gift. Those who had it normally chose one thing and leveled it up, or stayed a jack of all trades until the day they died... It seemed that Schrader hadn’t chosen yet. 
 
      
 
    “What about our countess?” I asked, deciding to figure out the potential of our whole squad. 
 
      
 
    “Elementalist,” Helga answered for her friend. “Her main element is fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” I chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, commander!” I said, turning my face serious. “Well, are we ready to go?” 
 
      
 
    Naturally, we didn’t go any damn place. Helga spent another whole hour talking to us about tactics and the interaction of the raid group in conditions of uncertainty. I was already thinking of scouting ahead when we finally entered the Rift. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Damn ratmen! We’d run into a real lair of ratmen. And those bastards had magic too, albeit weak. 
 
      
 
    We figured that out when they literally set Pavel’s backside alight, piercing through his power armor and burning his fashionable expensive physical armor. Good thing we had a Healer on the team. 
 
      
 
    By the way, Androsov pleasantly surprised me. So did Helga. Though Pokrovskaya, Smolin and Schrader were so-so, around the level of Warriors, Helga proved herself to be at the level of Veteran when she struck out at the skittering furry monsters with a ring of ice. Where did such a fragile girl get such power?! 
 
      
 
    We were immediately crowded away from the entrance into the depths of the large cave, mobbed by the creatures. I span like a whirlwind, cutting down the stinking fiends as they ran in. My pet was a huge help. 
 
      
 
    Caramel was fully rested, and now she was tearing enemies apart left and right, deftly dodging their attacks. True, she did pull a lot of power from me in a constant stream. That was the downside of being a Soulcatcher. My pets and I drew on the same source of energy, which could be both a positive and a negative. I also couldn’t summon any dead beasts, or else I’d make my team suspicious. I had to fight the old-fashioned way, relying on my skills and large supply of energy. 
 
      
 
    As a result we were driven onto a narrow ledge where we were protected from ranged attacks by a stone lip, but still took physical attacks. 
 
      
 
    Just as there seemed to be no end to the disgusting creatures, the onslaught suddenly ebbed, leaving us alone. 
 
      
 
    Androsov sang nearby, healing up the Count, and Helga breathed heavily as she waited for the next attack. 
 
      
 
    Two hours passed, and we tried to break through, but it wasn’t happening. The ratmen showered us with fiery raindrops again — they really were like raindrops flowing from the paws of the casters and flying toward us in a dense stream. 
 
      
 
    We made two attempts before we decided to take a rest. Even I needed a jelly to restore my power. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop went to do some scouting, and I saw a large and monstrous queen rat who seemed to command her troops without ever showing herself to us. She was the one giving the orders, and if we didn’t kill her, then we were going to have a tough time. The trouble was that in order to reach her we’d have to get through the crowd of her spawn first, like a living sea filling the narrow passageway leading to their ruler. Check and mate! 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do, commander?” I asked Helga, almost without sarcasm. I really did want to know what she’d suggest. 
 
      
 
    “We need to rest,” she said, looking a little lost. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at my watch. 
 
      
 
    “And how long are we going to rest for? We’ve been in this Rift twelve hours already!” 
 
      
 
    “Well...” The girl looked at me strangely. “That means that in twelve more hours, help will come for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Holy..!” I gawped at her. “What, that’s an option?!” 
 
      
 
    “You should have listened to the lectures!” Androsov said, a little too hurriedly butting in on the conversation. 
 
      
 
    “What did they say? After twenty-four hours, the Center sends the cavalry?” 
 
      
 
    “Why cavalry?” my friend asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Well... Reinforcements, I mean!” 
 
      
 
    Androsov glanced strangely at Helga, who said nothing and stared off to one side, clearly not wanting to answer. She stared into the dark of a passageway where more rats might come from. 
 
      
 
    No need to look there. There’s nothing there. As for the tunnel behind your back, better not look down there. If you find out how many are lying there in wait, you won’t feel so good. 
 
      
 
    “Well, yeah... Basically... But not always! We had to make an application for it.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean, it’s like, for weaklings?” I shook my head. “Then next time don’t invite me, if you’re planning to call for help instead of making it through on your own.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal!” Andrei nodded. And Helga sighed in relief for some reason. 
 
      
 
    Had she been afraid that I’d kick up a fuss that her decision might have ruined my reputation and honor as a noble? No worries there... There were counts here, and a whole prince’s son. They had more reputation at stake than me. I could just say that it was all them and that I had nothing to do with it. 
 
      
 
    “Fine! Take a rest,” I said, nodding. “Sleep if you can, and I’ll take watch!” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep? Here?!” Androsov raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” I looked around. “Sure, the stone floor is a little hard, but you could use some of those bags over there as pillows.” 
 
      
 
    “He meant, how can we sleep with the rat people below us?” Helga clarified, crossing her arms. 
 
      
 
    Now it was my turn to be surprised, remembering the short bursts of sleep during Hunts — and the beasts we were up against were far worse than these little critters. Sleep is sacred! I had long ago learned to sleep with one eye open; I didn’t need anyone to stand watch because I always reacted to any possible threat. And I had Shnoop, too! Although... I had lost plenty of sleep in my past life too; it wasn’t for nothing that I was still sleeping off all my past sins here. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know if my speech helped or if the party was just exhausted, but one after another they drifted off into slumber. And the ratmen had gone suspiciously quiet too. I waited for my companions to finally fall asleep, then crouched down in front of my panther. 
 
      
 
    “Listen up! You stay here and protect these people! And — under no circumstances may you eat them! You have to keep them alive! Got it?!” 
 
      
 
    Caramel nodded slowly, clearly thinking of starting a mental dialog with me, but decided to stay silent, putting her head back down on her front paws. 
 
      
 
    “Clever girl!” I said, scratching her on the back of the neck. Then I carefully descended the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Shnoop was a spy’s best friend! He had explored all the tunnels and burrows in the cave, and I’d watched carefully as he did it. The ratmen had fully blocked all the passageways to the exit from the Rift, along with the path from our cave to their queen’s. But they had dug so many tunnels here. And I found a long, narrow and winding tunnel that started from our cave and at first led off in the opposite direction, but then, curling round to the side, it came out right in the lair of the local boss. 
 
      
 
    And that was my plan. For almost an hour I partly walked and partly crawled through the tunnels, putting down three wandering enemies along the way, and finally reached my goal. The queen’s cave was guarded on all sides, but my side had only a dozen sentries. 
 
      
 
    If the panther had been with me, she would have put them all down in a second, but Caramel was keeping watch over my Slayer friends as they slept. On the way, I absorbed a white jelly, deliberately overloading my energy. And now three crazed wolves from the last Rift appeared before me, at first in the form of illusion, and then fully materialized in our world. 
 
      
 
    I already knew that the fresher the soul, the easier it is to incarnate it in an illusion. As for the souls I had left over from my past life, they were far harder to incarnate. 
 
      
 
    “Kill them all!” I said, waving toward the passageway. The beasts obeyed, surging forward. 
 
      
 
    I darted after them. The three wolves were enough to bring down the pathetic guard of ratmen, and they slipped into the big hall where the final goal of my journey lurked. The wolves broke in all directions, squealing furry bodies hanging off them. They didn’t have long left to live, but they’d earned their freedom! 
 
      
 
    The queen of the rats screeched in a corner in something like a man-made bog or pool full of sticky mud, with a multitude of small pink hairless newborn beasts teeming around it. Some might have said “Gross!”, but those people hadn’t really seen gross. Oh, if only they could see a single tomb golem, built of scraps of corpses! 
 
      
 
    I summoned twenty rats and waved them toward the tunnel leading back to the cavern where my allies slept and from where the greater part of the monstrous army stretched. 
 
      
 
    “Hold the tunnel!” 
 
      
 
    And then something strange happened. The summoned ratmen ‘froze,’ disobeying my order. It was like their will had been recaptured by the OverMama. They could do no harm to me or to their queen, so they did nothing. Just sat on the floor and trembled weakly. Shoot! 
 
      
 
    I began to furiously materialize the goblins and spiders I still had in reserve. I did it begrudgingly — by doing so, I was weakening myself. Just a little, but still. I just had to do something to distract at least a little of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    As for me, I pushed forward, swinging my sword left and right, periodically using ranged techniques. Swing! Wave of Flame! Swing! Telekinesis! Swing! Thrust! Ice Shards! 
 
      
 
    I had almost reached my goal when I sensed that all the minions I’d summoned had fallen, and all the enemies’ attention was focused on me. Damn, they were going to overrun me! Just have to hold them back..! 
 
      
 
    Shit! I didn’t want to summon... him! I really didn’t want to! But he was just what I needed right then! Illusion! Check! Soul! Check! I almost fell over, so much energy did the act suck out of me all at once! 
 
      
 
    But behind me rose up a furry humanoid with the body of a man, the head of a goat, and hooves instead of feet. It was Kern — a sentient, but most horrible creature who had destroyed several villages before I got to him. The beast possessed mass hypnosis, capable of making people do... terrible things! 
 
      
 
    “Stop them!” I shouted, waving at the oncoming horde of fur. 
 
      
 
    Kern didn’t let me down — a strange resonance suffused the cave, striving to subjugate the will and mind of the attackers. First they slowed... Then one the ratmen tentatively jabbed his spade-like broad spear into the belly of another, and a second smacked another around the head with the same tool. It seemed to be working! 
 
      
 
    I pressed on further, pushing through the few enemies left between me and my target. The huge fat beast screeched deafeningly, so loud that I worried my eardrums were going to burst. 
 
      
 
    I added power and swung my sword at the queen. Unsurprisingly it broke in half, but not before it smashed through the beast’s ribcage. Time to stop economizing — I needed better weaponry. 
 
      
 
    I kicked away a pink rat cub that fell at my feet and turned back. Freed from the control of the queen, the ratmen now fully obeyed the will of Kern, and were now furiously murdering each other. 
 
      
 
    I waited a little until only around twenty were left, then walked up to my summoned beast. 
 
      
 
    “Your soul is free!” 
 
      
 
    And then something else strange happened. The goat head turned its monstrous face to me and bleated: 
 
      
 
    “I like it here. I shall stay.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widened. “Are you nuts?!” I shouted. How could that be?! This was one of my souls! It had to obey me! 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering, I felt an overwhelming desire to drive the remaining shard of the sword I was still holding into my own throat. What the hell?! This creature I’d summoned was trying to do harm to ME!?! 
 
      
 
    “I AM THE SOULCATCHER! YOU ARE MY MINION!” I roared, and for a second I felt all the power, all the might that I had had in my past life. Along with the realization of how weak I was now. 
 
      
 
    Kern’s soul surged out from his body and melded into me once again, hiding somewhere in a dark corner in fright. The illusion simply melted away. 
 
      
 
    That strange feeling instantly disappeared, leaving behind only a slight sadness and emptiness. Whatever it was, it was gone. And whatever had happened, some of my foes were still alive. I needed to finish clearing the place. I’d think about what just happened later. 
 
      
 
    I threw my ruined sword away, remembering where it fell so I could pick it up later. These shitty swords really were the worst! Was I the only one using them practically as consumables? 
 
      
 
    There was a reason that Slayer weaponry cost so much. They really were specialist items. Weapons for the Gifted in our world didn’t work quite right in the Rifts. ‘Our’ metal didn’t want to absorb the power of its owner in Rifts, remaining dead steel useful only for... suicide. 
 
      
 
    The blacksmiths came up with whatever tricks they could, learning through trial and error to make various alloys from native metals and foreign ones. Enchanters worked with them too, to lend the necessary properties to the finished weaponry. But all the same, the results were mixed. At the same time even the weakest alloy, like the kind my weapon was made of, still cost a great deal in comparison to the ordinary weapons of our world. While still being fragile garbage... 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, there were almost no ratmen left. With some of them I just broke their skulls, some I burned, a couple I decapitated. So overall, I had fun. And stocked up on souls nicely! 
 
      
 
    “Shnoop!” I called out to my pet. “Time to gather the loot!” 
 
      
 
    The little guy disappeared for a second, then reappeared not far away. The head of a rat corpse cracked open and my pet snorted in disappointment as he saw no jelly, then moved on to the next corpse. 
 
      
 
    I picked up one of the ratmen’s shovel-spears, swung it back, filled it with power and brought it crashing down on the queen’s skull. Both the shovel and the skull broke. Ugh, the stench! I grimaced and peered into the mess of brains, started going through them with a knife. An orange jelly. Whoa, nice! I carefully tossed it into my pouch. Cool find! 
 
      
 
    Little rat cubs swarmed around me, squeaking and trying to either bite my leg or ask for food. I didn’t sense that the Rift was deactivated — guess I had to kill the cubs too, or else they could feed off of the corpses and the colony would build up again. 
 
      
 
    “Shnoop!” I shouted to my little friend again. 
 
      
 
    He appeared nearby. His snout and paws were covered in blood. My little butcher! I showed him one of the shovel-spears of the ratmen. 
 
      
 
    “Take these to the exit too!” I said, pointing to the small blade. “No need for the handle! Got it?” 
 
      
 
    My pet nodded and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    I picked up what was left of my sword — a penny saved is a penny earned, after all, — and went back to our ‘camp.’ My brave fellow raiders were still snoring without a care in the world, breathing peacefully. I smiled. And these were the same people who said they could never fall asleep in here. 
 
      
 
    “There are some little rat cubs left... And finish off any adults you come across too,” I whispered to my panther as she stood up to meet me. “Kill them all. Only... You don’t have to eat them... Otherwise you’ll get the shits again... I’ll buy you a whole leg of lamb!” 
 
      
 
    Caramel snorted and jumped down right off the ledge. I leaned against a wall and waited for Shnoop. His ‘harvest’ took around an hour. My comrades were just starting to shift, waking up after a good night’s sleep. 
 
      
 
    “Company rise!” I shouted like a drill sergeant. “You slept through the whole war, you maggots!” 
 
      
 
    I just couldn’t resist the pleasure of seeing the aristocrats scrabbling to wake up in a stunned panic. True, I had to move fast to dodge an icicle, but I forgave that. 
 
      
 
    “Galaxius!” my awoken comrades all shouted at once. “You bastard!” 
 
      
 
    “Your jokes are dumb!” Andrei added, his hand at his heart. Looks like I overdid it a little. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not joking. The ratmen... Um... Suddenly wiped themselves out! The path is clear!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean... ‘Suddenly wiped themselves out’?” Helga asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “Well, a suicidal urge awoke within them and they started killing each other!” 
 
      
 
    She stared at me. “Are you making fun?” 
 
      
 
    “No! You can see for yourselves!” I nodded toward the cave where the final slaughter had taken place. 
 
      
 
    “So you had nothing to do with it, huh?” our leader asked, shooting me a look of suspicion. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I helped out a little with the ones who didn’t get suicidally enlightened... Just a little!” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group went to explore the cleared location. Right at that moment, a wave of power rolled through our bodies — Caramel must have finished her work, and everyone looked around in amazement. 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, leader!” I said, chuckling. 
 
      
 
    “With what?” Helga frowned, expecting yet another joke. 
 
      
 
    “Class six!” I nodded at her Slayer ring, which was now glimmering with a milky white light. A strange smile touched the girl’s face — she looked happy, but sad at the same time. 
 
      
 
    After a quick look around we headed for the exit, where another discovery awaited everyone except me. 
 
      
 
    By the exit, carefully sorted into piles, were white jellies, the tips of shovel-spears and heaps of other garbage that Shnoop considered necessary and important. 
 
      
 
    “What’s this?! How the..?!” Helga turned to look at me in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “This,” I said, pointing to the piles, “is sorted swag! Better than the best fashion malls of London and Paris!” 
 
      
 
    “Did you do this yourself?” Even Androsov seemed amazed. 
 
      
 
    “No! His Imperial Highness helped!” I joked with a grin, but for some reason nobody laughed. These guys needed to get a sense of humor. 
 
      
 
    “We should look around the whole Rift. Maybe we’ll find something valuable,” Pavel said carefully, still smelling like burnt chicken despite Androsov’s best efforts. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing left,” I said, waving a hand. 
 
      
 
    The stubborn count looked at me. “Are you sure?”  
 
      
 
    I sighed. “No! I’m not sure! You go look! I’ll be right outside!” 
 
      
 
    “Listen up!” Helga said, suddenly remembering that she was the leader. “The raid is over! Everyone outside!” 
 
      
 
    The first thing I saw when I reappeared in our world was the barrel of assault rifles aimed right at my face. 
 
      
 
    “Baron Alexander Galaxius! You are under arrest!” 
 
      
 
    Uh-oh... Here we go again... 
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