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VALERIA LOOKED AT VICTOR AND SMILED. INSIDE EVERY MAN, NO MATTER how grown up, there was still a little boy. Victor was twenty years old and, of course, he was grown up. Lera was prepared to insist on that with all the conviction of a nineteen-year-old woman in love.


“Dungeons,” she whispered into Victor’s ear. “Dungeons and dragons. Oo-oo-oo!”


Victor snorted. They were sitting in a room that would have seemed dirty if it wasn’t so dark. Jostling all around them were excited children and adults with embarrassed smiles. On a stage decorated with mystical symbols a young man wearing white makeup and a long, flowing cloak was making frightening faces. He was lit from below by a few crimson footlights.


“Now you are going to learn what real horror is like!” the young man drawled menacingly at the spectators. “Aagh! A-a-a-agh! Even I feel afraid at the thought of what you are going to see!”


He spoke with the precise articulation that only college drama students have. Even Lera, who didn’t know much English, could understand every word.


“I like the dungeons in Budapest,” she whispered to Victor. “They have real old dungeons there…it’s very interesting. And all they have here is one big ‘house of horror.’”


Victor nodded guiltily and said, “But at least it’s cool in here.”


September in Edinburgh had turned out hot. Victor and Lera had spent the morning in the royal castle, a center of tourist pilgrimage. They had a bite to eat and drank a pint of beer in one of the countless number of pubs. And then they had found somewhere to take shelter from the midday sun….


“Sure you haven’t changed your minds?” the actor in the black cloak asked the audience.


Lera heard someone crying quietly behind her. She turned around and was surprised to discover that it was a grown girl, about sixteen years old, standing there with her mother and little brother. Several ushers surfaced out of the darkness and quickly led the entire family away.


“There you have the other side of European prosperity,” Victor said didactically. “Would any grown girl in Russia be frightened by a ‘house of horror’? European life is too calm and peaceful, it makes them afraid of all sorts of nonsense….”


Lera frowned. Victor’s father was a politician. Not a very important one, but very patriotic, always taking every chance to demonstrate the shortcomings of Western civilization. But that hadn’t stopped him from sending his son to study at Edinburgh University.


And Victor, who spent ten months of the year away from his homeland, stubbornly repeated his father’s rhetoric. You would have to look very hard to find another patriot like him, even inside Russia. Sometimes Lera thought it was funny, and sometimes it made her angry.


Fortunately the introduction was over now, and the slow guided tour through the Dungeons of Scotland began. Under a bridge beside the railway station, some enterprising people had partitioned off the bleak concrete premises into small cages. They had put in weak lightbulbs and draped tattered rags and artificial cobwebs everywhere. On the walls they had hung portraits of the maniacs and murderers who had run amok in Edinburgh over its long history. And they had started entertaining children.


“This is the bootikin!” howled a girl dressed in rags—their guide for the room they were in. “A terrible instrument of torture!”


The children squealed in delight. The grown-ups exchanged embarrassed glances, as if they had been caught blowing soap bubbles or playing with dolls. To avoid getting bored, Lera and Victor stood in the back and kissed while the guides babbled. They had been together for six months already, and they were both haunted by a strange feeling that this romance would turn out to be something really special.


“Now we’ll go through the Maze of Mirrors!” the guide announced.


Strangely enough, this turned out to be really interesting. Lera had always thought that those descriptions of mirror mazes in which you could lose your way and run your forehead straight into the glass were exaggerated. How was it possible not to see where there was a mirror and where there was an empty space that you could walk into?


It turned out that it was possible. In fact, it was very possible indeed. People laughed as they jostled against the cold mirrored surfaces, and waved their arms about as they wandered around in the noisy clamor of the group, which had suddenly been transformed from a handful of people into a crowd. At one point Victor waved in greeting to someone, and when they eventually got out of the maze (the door was slyly disguised as a mirror too), he gazed around for a long time.


“Who are you looking for?” Lera asked.


“Ah, it’s nothing,” Victor said with a smile. “Just nonsense.”


There were a few more halls decorated with the somber trappings of medieval prisons, and then—the River of Blood. The hushed children were loaded into a long metal boat, and it set off slowly across the dark water to the Castle of the Vampires. The darkness was filled with malevolent laughter and menacing voices. Invisible wings flapped above their heads, water gurgled. The impression was only spoiled by the fact that the boat sailed about five meters at the very most, after which the illusion of movement was maintained by fans blowing air into their faces.


But even so, Lera suddenly felt afraid. She was ashamed of her fear, but she was afraid. They were sitting on the last bench; there was no one else beside them, ahead of them there were actors groaning and giggling as they pretended to be vampires, and behind them…


Behind them there was nothing.


But Lera couldn’t get rid of the feeling that there was someone there.


“Vitya, I’m afraid,” she said, taking hold of Victor’s hand.


“Silly girl,” Victor whispered into her ear. “Just don’t cry, all right?”


“All right,” Lera agreed.


“Ha-ha-ha! Evil vampires all around!” Victor taunted, imitating the voices of the actors. “I can sense them creeping up on me!”


Lera closed her eyes and clutched his hand even tighter. Boys! They were all boys, even when they had gray hair! Why was he frightening her like that?


“Ow,” Victor exclaimed very convincingly. Then he said, “There’s someone…someone biting my neck…”


“Jerk!” Lera blurted out, refusing to open her eyelids.


“Lera, there’s someone drinking my blood,” Victor said in a mournful, despairing voice. “And I’m not even afraid. It’s like a dream….”


The fans kept blowing their cold wind, the water slapping against the sides of the boat, the wild voices howling. There was even a smell of something like blood. Victor’s hand went limp. Lera angrily pinched him on the palm, but he didn’t even twitch.


“I’m not afraid, you blockhead!” Lera exclaimed, almost at the top of her voice.


Victor didn’t answer, but he tumbled softly against her, and that made her feel a bit less afraid.


“I’ll bite your throat out myself!” Lera threatened. Victor seemed to be confused. He didn’t say anything. Then Lera surprised even herself by adding, “And I’ll drink all your blood. Do you hear me? Straight after…straight after the wedding.”


It was the first time she had mentioned this word in connection with their relationship, and she froze, waiting to see how Victor would react. A single man simply had to react to the word “wedding”! He would either be frightened or delighted.


Victor seemed to be dozing on her shoulder.


“Did I frighten you?” Lera asked. She laughed nervously and opened her eyes, but it was still dark, although the howling had begun to fade away. “All right…I won’t bite you. And we don’t have to have a wedding!”


Victor still didn’t say anything.


There was a creaking sound, and the iron boat floated another five meters along the narrow concrete channel. The clamoring kids piled out onto the shore. A three-or four-year-old girl who was holding on to her mommy with one hand and sucking on one finger of the other kept turning her head and staring straight at Lera. What could have caught her attention? A young woman speaking an unfamiliar language? No, that couldn’t be it, they were in Europe….


Lera sighed and looked at Victor.


He really was asleep! His eyes were closed and his lips were set in a smile.


“What’s wrong with you?” Lera asked, and gave him a gentle shove. Victor slowly started slumping over, with his head falling straight toward the iron edge of the boat. Lera squealed and managed to grab hold of him. What was happening? Why was he so limp and flabby? She laid him out on the wooden bench. An attendant immediately appeared in response to her cry—black cloak, rubber fangs, cheeks daubed with black and red makeup. He jumped nimbly into the boat.


“Has something happened to your friend, miss?” The boy was very young, probably the same age as Lera.


“Yes…no…I don’t know.” She looked into the attendant’s eyes, but he was bewildered too. “Help me! We have to get him out of the boat!”


“Maybe it’s his heart?” The lad leaned down and tried to take hold of Victor’s shoulders, then jerked his hands away as if he had taken hold of something hot. “What’s going on? What kind of stupid joke is this? Light! We need light!”


He kept shaking his hands, and there were drops of something thick and dark falling from them. But Lera was petrified, staring at Victor’s pale face. The lights came on, bright and white, burning out the shadows, transforming the frightening tourist attraction into the setting for a vile farce.


But the farce was over, vanished with the tourist ride. There were two open wounds with raised edges on Victor’s neck. Blood was oozing from the wounds slowly, like the last drops of ketchup from an upturned bottle. The thin spurts of blood drops were even more terrifying because the wounds were so deep. Right above the artery…as if they’d been made with two razors…or two sharp teeth…


And then Lera started screaming. A thin, terrible scream, with her eyes closed, waving her arms about in the air in front of her like a little girl who has just seen her favorite kitten smeared across the surface of the street after being hit by a dump truck.


After all, inside every woman, no matter how grown up she is, there is still a frightened little girl.
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“HOW COME I COULD DO IT?” GESAR ASKED. “AND WHY COULDN’T you?”


We were standing in the middle of a boundless gray plain. My eyes could not make out any bright colors at all in the overall picture, but I only had to look closely at an individual grain of sand, and it flared up in tones of gold, purple, azure, and green. The sky over our heads was a frozen swirl of white and pink, as if a river of milk had mingled with its fruit-jelly banks and then been splashed out across the heavens.


There was a wind blowing too, and it was cold. I always feel cold down on the fourth level of the Twilight, but that’s an individual reaction. Gesar, on the other hand, was feeling hot: His face had turned red and there were beads of sweat trickling down his forehead.


“I haven’t got enough Power,” I said.


Gesar’s face turned deep crimson.


“Wrong answer! You are a Higher Magician. It happened by accident, but you are still a Higher One. Why are Higher Magicians also known as magicians beyond classification?”


“Because the differences between their levels of Power are so insignificant that they cannot be calculated, and it is impossible to determine who is stronger and who is weaker…” I muttered. “Boris Ignatievich, I understand that. But I haven’t got enough Power. I can’t get to the fifth level.”


Gesar looked down at his feet. He hooked up some sand with the toe of his shoe and tossed it into the air. Then he took a step forward—and disappeared.


What was that, a piece of advice?


I tossed some sand up in front of myself. Took a step forward and tried in vain to raise my shadow.


There was no shadow.


Nothing changed.


I was still where I had been, on the fourth level. And it was getting even colder. The steam of my breath no longer drifted away in a little white cloud, it fell on the sand in a sprinkling of sharp, frosty needles. I turned around—in psychological terms I always found it easier to look for the way out behind me—and took a step forward, emerging onto the third level of the Twilight. A colorless maze of stone slabs corroded by time, lying beneath a low, motionless, gray sky. In places the desiccated stems of plants trailed across the stone, looking like oversized bindweed killed by the frost.


Another step. The second level of the Twilight. The stony labyrinth was covered with a carpet of interwoven branches.


And another step. The first level—not stone any longer. Walls with windows. The familiar walls of the Moscow office of the Night Watch—in its Twilight version.


With a final effort, I tumbled out of the Twilight into the real world. Straight into Gesar’s office.


Naturally, the boss was already sitting in his chair. I stood there, swaying, in front of him.


How on earth had he managed to overtake me? After all, he had gone on to the fifth level just before I had started making my way out of the Twilight!


“When I saw you were getting nowhere,” Gesar said without even looking at me, “I came straight out of the Twilight.”


“From the fifth level into the real world?” I asked, unable to conceal my amazement.


“Yes. What do you find so surprising?”


I shrugged. There was nothing really surprising about it. If Gesar wanted to present me with a surprise, he always had a huge range to choose from. There’s an awful lot that I don’t know. And this…


“It’s annoying,” began Gesar, interrupting my train of thought. “Sit down, Gorodetsky.”


I sat down facing Gesar, folded my hands on my knees, and even lowered my head, feeling sheepish.


“Anton, a good magician always finds his powers when he needs them,” said the boss. “Until you become wiser, you won’t become more powerful. Until you become more powerful you won’t master higher magic. Until you master higher magic, you won’t go into places that are dangerous. Your situation is unique. You were affected by”—he frowned—“the spell of the Fuaran. You became a Higher Magician when you weren’t ready for it. Yes, you do have the Power. Yes, you do know how to control it…and what you used to find hard to do is no problem at all to you now. How long were you down on the fourth level of the Twilight? And now you’re sitting there as if it was nothing special. But the things that you couldn’t do before…”


He stopped.


“I’ll learn, Boris Ignatievich,” I said. “After all, everyone says I’m making good progress. Olga, Svetlana…”


“You are,” Gesar admitted willingly. “You’re not a total idiot, you’re bound to develop. But right now you remind me of an inexperienced driver, someone who has driven a Lada around for six months and then suddenly finds himself at the wheel of a Ferrari racing car! No, worse than that, a dump truck in a quarry. A huge Belaz truck weighing two hundred tons, creeping up around a spiral road on its way out of a quarry with a hundred-meter drop at one side! And there are other dump trucks driving down below you. If you make one false move, turn the wheel too sharply, or let your foot slip on the pedal—then everyone’s in trouble.”


“I understand,” I said with a nod. “But I never asked to be a Higher Magician, Boris Ignatievich. It was you who sent me after Kostya—”


“I have nothing to reproach you with and there are a lot of things I’m trying to teach you,” said Gesar. And then he added, rather off the point, “Although you did once reject me as your teacher!”


I said nothing.


“I don’t even know what to do….” Gesar drummed his fingers on the file lying in front of him. “Send you out on routine assignments? ‘A schoolgirl has seen a hobo werewolf,’ ‘A vampire has shown up in Butovo,’ ‘A witch is casting real spells,’ ‘There’s a mysterious tapping sound in my basement’? Pointless. With your Power, nonsense like that is no problem to you. You’ll never have to learn anything new. Leave you to rot behind a desk? That’s not what you want anyway. So what, then?”


“You know what to do, Boris Ignatievich,” I answered. “Give me a genuine assignment. Something that will force me to develop and mature.”


Gesar’s eyes glittered with irony.


“Sure, coming right up. I’ll organize a raid on the special vault of the Inquisition. Or I’ll send you to storm the Day Watch office….”


He pushed the file across the desk. “Read that.”


Gesar meanwhile opened an identical file and immersed himself in the study of several pages from a school workbook that was covered in writing.


Why did we have these old cardboard files with tatty lace bindings in our office anyway? Did we buy several tons of them last century, or had we picked them up a little while ago from some charitable organization providing work to home-bound invalids? Or were they produced in some ancient factory that belonged to the Night Watch in the provincial city of Flyshit?


But anyway, it was a fact that in the age of computers, photocopiers, transparent plastic folders, and elegant, robust files with convenient clips and pins, our Watch still used flaky cardboard and string. What a disgrace! We should be ashamed to look our foreign colleagues in the eye!


“It’s easier to apply protective spells that prevent long-distance sensing to files made from organic materials,” Gesar said, in answer to my unasked question. “It’s the same reason why we use only books for studying magic. When a text is typed into a computer, it doesn’t retain any of the magic.”


I looked into Gesar’s eyes, astonished.


“I never even thought about reading your mind,” the boss said. “Until you learn to control your face, I don’t have to.”


Now I could feel the magic that permeated the file: a light, defensive spell that caused no problems for Light Ones. Dark Ones could remove it with no real difficulty, but it would create a real din while they were at it.


When I opened the file—the Great Gesar had tied the laces in a neat bow—I discovered four fresh newspaper clippings that still smelled of printer’s ink, a fax, and three photographs. The clippings were in English, and I began by focusing on them.


The first clipping was a brief article about an incident in a tourist attraction that was called the Dungeons of Scotland. This establishment seemed to be a fairly banal version of the standard “house of horror.” But a Russian tourist had been killed there, according to the article, “as a result of technical faults.” The Dungeons had been closed and the police were investigating to establish whether the personnel were responsible for the tragedy.


The second article was much more detailed. It didn’t mention any “technical faults” at all. The text was rather dry, even pedantic. I grew more and more excited as I read that the man who had died, twenty-year-old Victor Prokhorov, had been studying at Edinburgh University and was the son of “a Russian politician.” He had gone to the dungeons with his girlfriend, Valeria Khomko, who had flown from Russia to see him, and died in her arms from loss of blood. In the darkness of the tourist attraction someone—or something—had cut his throat. The poor guy and his girlfriend had been sitting in a boat that was sailing slowly across the “River of Blood,” a shallow ditch around the “Castle of the Vampires.” Perhaps some sharp piece of metal protruding from the wall had caught Victor across the throat?


When I got to this point, I sighed and looked at Gesar.


“You’ve always been good with…er…vampires,” the boss said, looking up from his papers for a second.


The third article was from the yellow press, one of Scotland’s cheap tabloids. And of course, in this case the reporter told a terrible story of modern-day vampires who suck the blood of their victims in the dismal darkness of tourist attractions. The only original detail was the journalist’s claim that vampires did not usually suck their victims dry and kill them. But like a true Russian, the student had been so drunk that the poor Scottish vampire had got tipsy too and then got carried away.


Even though the story was so tragic, I laughed.


“The yellow press is the same everywhere the whole world over,” Gesar said without looking up.


“The worst thing is, that’s exactly the way it appears,” I said. “Apart from him being drunk, of course.”


“A pint of beer with lunch,” Gesar agreed.


The fourth clipping was from one of our Russian newspapers. An obituary. “Condolences to Leonid Prokhorov, Deputy of the State Duma, whose son has been killed tragically…”


I picked up the fax.


As I expected, it was a report from the Night Watch of the city of Edinburgh, Scotland, Great Britain.


The only slightly unusual thing about it was that it was addressed to Gesar in person, not the duty operations officer or head of the international department. And the tone of the letter was just a little more personal than is customary for official documents.


The contents were no surprise to me, though.


“We regret to inform you…the results of a thorough investigation…total loss of blood…no signs of initiation were found…searches have discovered nothing…our best men have been put on the case…if the Moscow department considers it necessary to send…give my best wishes to Olga, I’m very pleased for you, you old co…”


The second page of the fax was missing. Obviously the text on it was personal. And so I didn’t see the signature.


“Foma Lermont,” said Gesar. “Head of the Scottish Watch. An old friend.”


“Aha…” I said thoughtfully. “And so…”


Our glances met again.


“Oh no, you can ask for yourself if he’s related to the Russian poet Lermontov,” said Gesar.


“I was thinking of something else. ‘Foma’ is the Russian version of ‘Thomas,’ so Thomas Lermont?” I asked.


“And you can ask him yourself if he’s Thomas the Rhymer, too!” Gesar laughed, meaning the legendary thirteenth-century Scottish laird and poet.


“What does he mean by ‘co’—as in commander?”


“‘Co’ is…” Gesar hesitated and glanced at the page with obvious annoyance. “‘Co’ is just ‘co.’ That’s none of your business.”


I looked at the photographs. A young man, the unfortunate victim, Victor. A girl, very young. His girlfriend, no need to guess there. And an older man. Victor’s father?


“The circumstantial evidence suggests a vampire attack. But why does the situation require intervention by us?” I asked. “Russians are often killed abroad. Sometimes by vampires. Don’t you trust Foma and his men?”


“I trust them. But they don’t have much experience. Scotland is a peaceful, calm, cozy country. They might not be up to the job. And you’ve had a lot of dealings with vampires.”


“Of course. But even so…Is the reason because his father’s a politician?”


Gesar frowned.


“Twenty years ago the young man’s father was identified as a potential Light Other. A rather powerful one. He declined initiation and said he wanted to remain a human being. He sent the Dark Ones packing straightaway. But he maintained a certain level of contact with us. Helped us sometimes.”


I nodded. Yes, it was a rare case. It’s not often that people reject all the opportunities that Others have.


“You might say that I feel guilty about Prokhorov senior,” Gesar said. “And though I can’t help his son anymore…I won’t let his killer go unpunished. You’re going to go to Edinburgh, find this crazy bloodsucker, and reduce him to dust in the wind.”


That was a direct order. But I hadn’t been about to argue in any case.


“When do I fly?” I asked.


“Call in to the international section. They should have prepared your documents, tickets, and money. And a cover story.”


“A co–ver story? Who for? Me?”


“Yes, you’ll be working unofficially.”


“Will I have co-ntacts?”


For some reason Gesar frowned again and gave me a strangely suspicious glance.


“Only Foma…Anton, stop mocking me!”


I gave Gesar a perplexed look.


“‘Co’ is the beginning of the word ‘cocksman,’” Gesar blurted out. “We were young then, you know…the free-and-easy morals of the Renaissance…All right, off you go! And try to catch the next flight out.” He paused for an instant, then added: “If Svetlana doesn’t object. And if she does, say that I’ll try to persuade her.”


“She will object,” I said confidently.


What was it that had upset Gesar like that? And why had he felt I needed the word “cocksman” explained to me?


 


Svetlana set a plate down in front of me, full of fried potatoes and mushrooms. Then a knife and fork appeared on the table, followed by a salt shaker, a saucer of pickled cucumbers, a little glass, and a small carafe with just a hundred grams of vodka. The carafe was straight out of the fridge and it immediately fogged up in the warm air.


Bliss!


Every man’s dream when he comes home from work. His wife fusses over the stove and puts delicious things that are bad for him on the table. Was there something she wanted to ask me? My daughter was playing quietly with her building set—at the age of five she had already lost interest in dolls. She didn’t build little cars and airplanes, though. She built houses. Maybe she was going to be an architect?


“Sveta, they’re sending me to Edinburgh,” I repeated, just to be on the safe side.


“Yes, I heard you,” Svetlana replied calmly as she made the little carafe on the table lift into the air. The round glass stopper twisted out of its neck. The cold vodka flowed into the glass in a thick, translucent stream.


“I have to get a plane today,” I said. “There’s no direct flight to Edinburgh, so I’ll fly to London and transfer there…”


“Then, don’t drink a lot,” Svetlana said anxiously.


The carafe swerved and moved away toward the fridge.


“I thought you’d be upset,” I said, disappointed.


“What’s the point?” Svetlana asked, serving herself a full plate of food as well. “Would you not go?”


“No, I would.”


“There, you see; Gesar would only start calling and explaining how important your trip is.” Svetlana frowned.


“It really is important.”


“I know,” Svetlana said, nodding. “This morning I sensed that they were going to send you somewhere far away again. I phoned Olga and asked what had happened in the last few days. Well, she told me about that young guy in Scotland.”


I nodded in relief. Svetlana knew all about it; that was great. No need for lies or half-truths.


“It’s a strange business,” she said.


I shrugged and drank the forty grams of vodka I had been allocated. I crunched happily on a pickled cucumber and then asked, with my mouth full, “What’s so strange about it? Either a wild vampire or one who went insane because he hadn’t fed for too long…that’s pretty normal stuff for them. This one seems to have a distinctive sense of humor, though. Fancy killing someone in a tourist attraction called the Castle of the Vampires!”


“Quiet.” Svetlana frowned and indicated our daughter, Nadya, with her eyes.


I started chewing energetically. I love fried potatoes, especially with a crispy crust. And they have to be fried in goose fat, with crackling, and a handful of white mushrooms, fresh ones if they’re in season, or dried ones if they’re not. Everything’s all right. Mommy and Daddy are talking about all sorts of nonsense about movies and books. Vampires don’t really exist….


Unfortunately, there’s no way our daughter can be fooled. She can see them all quite clearly. It had been a struggle to teach her not to mention it in a loud voice in the metro or on the bus. “Mommy, Daddy, look, that man there’s a vampire!” It wasn’t a big deal about the other passengers—they would just put it all down to childish foolishness—but I felt awkward for the vampires somehow. Some of them have never attacked people. They drink their donor blood honestly and lead perfectly decent lives. And then in the middle of a crowd a five-year-old kid jabs her finger at you and laughs: “That man’s not alive, but he’s walking around!” There was nothing we could do, she could hear what we were talking about, and she would draw her own conclusions.


But this time Nadya took no interest in our conversation. She was putting a red tile roof on a little house of yellow plastic bricks.


“I don’t think it’s a question of anybody’s sense of humor,” Svetlana said. “Gesar wouldn’t send you all the way across Europe for that. The Watch in Scotland isn’t full of fools. They’ll find the bloodsucker sooner or later.”


“Then what is it? I’ve found out everything about the victim. A decent guy, but no saint. Obviously not an Other. The Dark Ones have no need to kill him deliberately. The boy’s father once refused to become an Other, but he cooperated unofficially with the Night Watch. A rare case, but not unique. The Dark Ones have no reason for revenge.”


Svetlana sighed. She glanced at the fridge and made the carafe come flying back to us.


I suddenly realized that she was worried about something.


“Sveta, have you looked into the future?”


“Yes.”


It’s not possible to see the future in the way that charlatans and fortune-tellers talk about it. Not even if you’re a Great Other. But it is possible to calculate the probability of one event or another: Will you get stuck in a traffic jam on this road or not, will your plane explode in midair, will you survive or be killed in the next battle?…To put it simply, the more precise the question is, the more precise the answer will be. You can’t just ask, “What’s in store for me tomorrow?”


“Well?”


“There’s no threat to your life in this investigation.”


“That’s great,” I said sincerely. I took the carafe and poured another glass each for both of us. “Thanks. You’ve reassured me.”


We drank, then looked at each other grimly. The vodka tasted like water.


Then we looked at Nadya. Our daughter was sitting on the floor, fiddling with her building set. Sensing our eyes on her, she started trilling, “La la-la la la-la.”


It was the kind of singsong that grown-ups often use to represent little girls in jokes. Horrid little girls who are just about to blow something up, break something, or say something really nasty.


“Nadezhda!” Svetlana said in an icy voice.


“La-la-la…” Nadya sang in a slightly louder voice. “What have I done now? You said Daddy shouldn’t drink before he flies away. Drinking vodka’s bad for you, you said so! Masha’s daddy drank, he drank and he left home…”


There was a subtle weepy note in her voice.


“Nadezhda Antonovna!” Svetlana said in a genuinely stern tone. “Grown-up people have the right…sometimes…to drink a glass of vodka. Have you ever seen Daddy drunk?”


“At Uncle Tolya’s birthday,” Nadya replied instantly.


Svetlana gave me a very expressive look. I shrugged guiltily.


“Even so,” said Svetlana, “you have no right to use magic on Mommy and Daddy. I’ve never done that!”


“And Daddy?”


“Neither has Daddy. And turn around and face me immediately. Am I talking to your back?”


Nadya turned around and pressed her lips together stubbornly. She thought for a moment and then pressed one finger against her forehead. I could hardly hold back a smile. Little children love to copy gestures. And it doesn’t bother them at all that it’s only characters in cartoons who put their fingers to their foreheads when they’re thinking, whereas real live people don’t.


“OK,” said Nadya. “I’m sorry, Mommy and Daddy. I won’t do it again. I’ll fix everything!”


“Don’t fix anything!” Svetlana exclaimed.


But it was too late. The water that had been in our glasses instead of vodka suddenly turned back into vodka. Or maybe even pure alcohol.


Right there in our stomachs.


I felt as if a little bomb had gone off in my belly. I groaned and started picking up the almost cold potatoes on my fork.


“Anton, at least say something,” said Svetlana, exasperated.


“Nadya, if you were a boy, you’d get my belt across your bottom!” I said.


“Lucky for me I’m not a boy,” Nadya replied, not the slightest bit frightened. “What’s wrong, Daddy? You wanted to drink some vodka. And now you have. It’s already inside you. You said vodka doesn’t taste nice, so why drink it with your mouth?”


Svetlana and I looked at each other, at a loss.


“There’s no answer to that,” Svetlana summed up. “I’ll go and pack your suitcase. Shall I call a taxi?”


“No need. Semyon will take me.”


 


Even that late in the evening the ring road was packed, but Semyon didn’t even seem to notice it. And I didn’t even know if he had checked the probability lines or was simply driving with the instincts of a driver who has a hundred years’ experience.


“You’re getting snobbish, Anton,” he muttered without taking his eyes off the road. “You might at least have told Gesar: I won’t go anywhere on my own, I need a partner, send Semyon with me…”


“How was I supposed to know that you like Scotland so much?”


“How? Didn’t I tell you how we fought the Scottish at the battle of Sebastopol?”


“Not the Germans?” I suggested uncertainly.


“No, the Germans came later,” Semyon said dismissively. “Ah, there were real men in those days…bullets whistling overhead, shells flying through the air, hand-to-hand fighting by the Sixth Bastion…and there we are, flinging magic at each other like fools. Two Light Others, only he’d come with the English army…He got me in the shoulder, with the Spear of Suffering…But I got him with the Freeze—frosted him all the way up from his heels to his neck!”


He grunted happily.


“And who won?” I asked.


“Don’t you know any history?” Semyon asked indignantly. “We did, of course. And I took my friend Kevin prisoner. I went to see him later. It was already the twentieth century then…1907…or was it eight?”


He swung the steering wheel sharply as he overtook a Jaguar sports car and shouted through the open window, “Use your brakes, you stupid ass! And he wants to swear at me!”


“He’s embarrassed in front of his girlfriend,” I explained, glancing at the Jaguar as it disappeared behind us. “Letting some old Volga cut him off like that.”


“A car’s not the right place for showing off to a girl—the bed’s for that. The consequences of a mistake there are more upsetting, but less tragic…Ah. I tell you what, if things get tight, call Gesar and ask him to send me to help. We’ll call in to see Kevin, drink some whisky. From his own distillery, by the way!”


“All right,” I promised. “The moment the pressure comes on, I’ll ask for you to come.”


After the ring road, the traffic was calmer. Semyon stepped on the gas (I’ll never believe that he has the standard ZMZ-406 engine under the hood of his hurtling Volga) and fifteen minutes later we were approaching Domodedovo Airport.


“Ah, what a wonderful dream I had last night!” Semyon exclaimed as he drove into the parking lot. “I’m driving around Moscow in this battered old van, with one of our people sitting beside me…Then suddenly I see Zabulon standing in the middle of the road, dressed like a hobo for some reason. I step on the gas and try to knock him down! But he just waves his hand and puts up a barrier. We go flying up into the air and somersault right over Zabulon. And we drive on.”


“So why didn’t you turn back?” I needled him.


“We were in a hurry to get somewhere.” Semyon sighed.


“You should drink less. Then you wouldn’t be bothered by dreams like that.”


“They don’t bother me at all,” said Semyon, offended. “On the contrary, I enjoyed it. Like a scene out of some parallel reality…Oh, hell!”


He braked sharply.


“More like its lord and master,” I said, looking at the head of the Day Watch. Zabulon was standing in the parking space that Semyon was just about to drive into. He gestured for us to come closer. I said, “Maybe that dream was a hint? Will you have a go?”


But Semyon was not inclined to try any experiments. He drove forward very smoothly. Zabulon stepped aside and waited until we had pulled between a dirty Zhiguli and an old Nissan. Then he opened a door and got into the backseat.


It was no surprise that the automatic door lock didn’t work.


“Evening, watchmen,” said the Grand Dark Magician.


Semyon and I exchanged glances. Then we looked at the backseat again.


“Almost night,” I said. Semyon might have a thousand times more experience than me, but as the one with the greater Power, I would have to do the talking.


“Yes, night,” Zabulon agreed. “Your time. Off to Edinburgh?”


“To London.”


“And then to Edinburgh, to investigate the case of Victor Prokhorov.”


There was no point in lying. Lying never helps anyway.


“Yes, of course,” I said. “Do you object, Dark One?”


“I’m all in favor,” Zabulon replied. “I’m almost always in favor, strangely enough.”


He was wearing a suit and a tie, but the tie knot was lowered slightly and the top button of his shirt was unfastened. He looked just like a man who was in business or worked for the state. But the mistakes in that assumption started with the word “man.”


“Then what do you want?” I inquired.


“I want to wish you a pleasant journey,” Zabulon replied coolly. “And success in investigating the murder.”


“Why are you so interested?” I asked after an awkward pause.


“Leonid Prokhorov, the father of the deceased, was identified as an Other twenty years ago. A powerful Dark Other. Unfortunately,” Zabulon said with a sigh, “he did not wish to undergo initiation. He remained a human being. But he maintained good relations with us and sometimes helped us in small matters. It’s just not acceptable when your friend’s son is killed by some petty bloodsucker in a raving fit. Find him, Anton, and roast him on a slow fire.”


Semyon had not been present during my conversation with Gesar. But judging by the puzzled way he was scratching his clean-shaven chin, he knew something about Leonid Prokhorov.


“I intend to do that anyway,” I said cautiously. “You have nothing to worry about there, Great Dark One.”


“But what if you need some help?” Zabulon asked, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “You never know who you might run up against. Take this….”


An amulet appeared in Zabulon’s hand. It was a figure carved in bone, a snarling wolf. The little figure had a distinct aura of Power.


“This is contact, help, advice. All together.” Zabulon leaned over the back of the seat and breathed hotly into my ear. “Take it…watchman. Say thank you to me.”


“I’ll never say that.”


“Take it anyway.”


I shook my head.


Zabulon sighed. “Very well, let us have the foolish theatrical effects: I, Zabulon, do swear by the Darkness, that in presenting my amulet to Light Magician Anton Gorodetsky, I do not entertain any evil intent and do not intend to harm his health, soul, or mind, nor do I demand anything in exchange. If Anton Gorodetsky accepts my help, this does not impose any obligations on him, the power of Light, or the Night Watch. In gratitude for his accepting this help, I grant permission for the Night Watch of Moscow to make three interventions using Light Magic up to the third level of Power inclusive. I do not demand and shall not demand any gratitude in response. May the Darkness be my witness!”


A small, dark sphere like a miniature black hole appeared, spinning on his palm beside the carved figure—a direct confirmation of his oath by the Primordial Power.


“Even so, I don’t think I would…,” Semyon began.


At that moment the cell phone in my pocket rang and switched itself into loudspeaker mode. I never used its multitude of various functions: speaker phone, organizer, games, built-in camera, calculator, radio. I only used the built-in music player. But this time the conference-call function came in handy.


“Take it,” said Gesar on the other end of the line. “He’s not lying about this. We’ll work out what he is lying about later.”


The connection broke off.


Zabulon laughed and continued to hold out the carved figure. I raked it off the Dark Magician’s hand without saying a word and put it in my pocket. I didn’t have to swear any oaths.


“Well then, good luck,” Zabulon continued. “Ah, yes! If it’s not too much trouble, bring me a little magnet from Edinburgh for the refrigerator.”


“What for?” I asked.


“I collect them,” Zabulon said with a smile.


And then he disappeared, dropped straight down to some deep level of the Twilight. Of course, we didn’t follow him.


“What a show-off,” I said.


“‘For the refrigerator,’” Semyon muttered. “Yes, I can just imagine what he keeps in his refrigerator…. A little magnet! Bring him a little jar of strychnine. Mix it into some of that Scottish haggis and bring that back for him.”


“Haggis is a brand of diapers,” I said. “They’re good, we used them for our daughter.”


“Haggis is a kind of food, too,” said Semyon, shaking his head. “Although, as far as taste goes, there’s probably not much difference.”


Chapter 2 









 


 

IT’S HARD TO GET ANY PLEASURE OUT OF FLYING THESE DAYS. BOEING 737S and Tupolev 154s crashing, Swiss air-traffic controllers getting lost in thought, and all sorts of Arab terrorists on the loose don’t exactly put you in the right mood to sit back in your comfortable seat and enjoy yourself. And although the duty-free cognac is cheap, the female flight attendant is attentive, and the food and wine are perfectly good, it’s not easy for a man to relax.


Fortunately, I am not a man. The probability lines had been checked by Svetlana and Gesar. I can feel out the future for a few hours ahead myself if need be. We would get there with no problems, make a nice, soft landing at Heathrow, and I would have time to make the connection for the plane to Edinburgh.


So I could sit there calmly in my business-class seat (I didn’t believe that this was a sudden fit of generosity from my boss; there simply hadn’t been any other seats available), sip the decent Chilean wine, and glance compassionately at the woman trying to look younger than her age who was sitting across the aisle from me. She was very frightened. Every now and then she crossed herself and whispered a silent prayer.


Eventually I couldn’t stand it any longer. I reached out to her through the Twilight and stroked her head gently. Not with my hands, with my mind. I touched the hair that had been dyed so often and used the kind of affection that only human mothers can provide, the affection that instantly removes all anxieties.


The woman relaxed and a minute later she fell sound asleep.


The middle-aged man beside me was a lot calmer, and he was also pretty drunk. He briskly opened up the two little bottles of gin that the flight attendant had brought, mixed their contents with tonic in the harsh proportion of one to one, drank the result, then started dozing. He looked like a typical bohemian—jeans, cotton sweater, and a short beard. A writer? A musician? A theater director? London is a magnet for everyone—from businessmen and politicians to bohemians and rich playboys.


I could relax too, look out the window at the dark expanses of Poland, and do a bit of thinking.


Before Zabulon had shown up, everything had seemed fairly simple. The boy Victor had run into a vampire who was either hungry or stupid (or both at the same time). He had been killed. Once the vampire had sated his hunger and seen what he had done, he had gone into hiding. Sooner or later, using the old tried-and-tested police methods, the Night Watch of Edinburgh would check all the local and visiting bloodsuckers, find out if they had alibis or not, put someone under surveillance, and catch the killer. Gesar, suffering from some kind of guilt complex over Victor’s father, who had refused to become a Light Other, had decided to speed up the good work. And at the same time give me a chance to pick up some experience.


Logical?


Absolutely. Nothing odd about it.


Then Zabulon turns up.


And we are shown our noble Leonid Prokhorov, the might-have-been Light Magician, in a different light! It turns out that he is also a might-have-been Dark Magician! He has helped the Day Watch, and so Zabulon is burning with desire to punish his son’s killer!


Did such things happen?


Apparently they did. Apparently the man had decided to play for both teams at once. We Others cannot serve the Light and the Dark at the same time. But for human beings it’s simpler. That’s the way most of them live anyway.


Then…then Victor’s killing might not be a coincidence. Zabulon could have found out that Prokhorov was helping us and taken his revenge by killing Prokhorov’s son. But not with his own hands, of course.


Or the other way around. It was a sad thought, but Gesar could have given the order to eliminate Victor. Not for revenge, of course not! But the Great Magician would always find a morally acceptable way to justify what he wanted to do.


But stop! Then why would Gesar send me to Edinburgh? If he was guilty, then he had to understand that I wouldn’t try to conceal his guilt!


And if Zabulon was guilty, then he had even less reason to help me. For all his dainty manners, I would be only too glad to get rid of him!


So it wasn’t the Great Ones….


I took a little sip of wine and set down the glass.


The Great Ones weren’t responsible, but they suspected each other. And they were both relying on me. Gesar knew I wouldn’t pass up any opportunity to do Zabulon a bad turn. And Zabulon understood that under the right circumstances I could even go against Gesar.


Excellent. I couldn’t have asked to be dealt a better hand. A Great Light One and a Great Dark One, both significant figures in the worldwide struggle between the Light and the Dark, and both on my side. I could get help from them. And Foma Lermont—the Scot with a surname that echoed so sweetly in the Russian heart—he would help me too. And that meant the vampire had nowhere left to hide.


And that made me feel good. Evil goes unpunished far too often.


I got up and squeezed cautiously past the man next to me into the aisle. I looked up at the sign. The toilet at the front of the plane was occupied. Of course, the easiest thing to do would have been to wait, but I felt like stretching my legs. I moved aside the curtain that separated business class from economy and walked toward the tail of the plane.


A well-known ironic phrase says, “Economy-class passengers get there at the same time as first-class passengers, only for a lot less money.” Well, there wasn’t actually any first class on our plane, but the business class wasn’t bad at all—fine, wide seats, lots of space between the rows. And also the flight attendants were more helpful, the food was better, the drink was more abundant.


Not that the economy-class passengers were having it tough, however. Some were sleeping or dozing lightly, many of them were reading newspapers, novels, or guidebooks. A few people were working on their laptop computers and others were playing games. One highly original individual was piloting a plane. As far as I could see, it was a fairly realistic flight-simulator, and the player was actually flying a Boeing-767 from Moscow to London. Maybe that was his own cranky way of fighting his fear of flying?


And of course, lots of passengers were drinking. No matter how often we’re told that alcohol is particularly harmful when flying at altitude, some people are always keen to give their flight above the clouds a little extra lift.


I walked all the way back to the tail section. The toilets there were occupied too, and while I stood and waited for a few minutes, I examined the backs of the passengers’ heads. Bouffant hairstyles, girlish braids, short crew cuts, gleaming bald patches, amusing kids’ punk cuts. Hundreds of heads thinking about their business in London.


The door of the toilet opened and a young guy slipped out and squeezed past me. I stepped toward the lavatory.


Then I stopped.


And turned around.


The guy was about twenty years old. Broad in the shoulders, a little bit taller than me. Some young men start to grow rapidly and broaden out after the age of eighteen. This used to be attributed to the beneficial influence of the army, which “made men out of boys.” But in reality, it’s simply a matter of the way the hormones work in any particular organism.


Garden-variety physiology.


“Egor?” I said uncertainly.


Then I took a hasty glimpse through the Twilight.


Yes, of course. Even if he had been wearing an iron mask, I would still have recognized him. Egor, Zabulon’s decoy, who was intercepted and cunningly exploited by Gesar. Once he had been a unique boy with an indeterminate aura.


Now he had grown into a young man. With that same indeterminate aura—a luminous glow that was usually colorless, but was sometimes tinted red, blue, green, or yellow. Like the sand on the fourth level of the Twilight…look closer and you’ll see all the colors in the world. A potential Other, still capable, even as an adult, of becoming either kind. Light or Dark.


I hadn’t seen him for six years!


What a coincidence!


“Anton?” He was as bewildered as I was.


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


“Flying,” he replied stupidly.


But I was up to the challenge, and I asked an even more idiotic question. “Where to?”


“London,” said Egor.


Then suddenly, as if he had just realized how funny our conversation was, he laughed. As nonchalantly and light-heartedly as if he held no grudges against the Night Watch, Gesar, me, and all the Others in the world…


A second later we were slapping each other on the shoulder and muttering nonsense like “Well, would you believe it…” “I was thinking just recently…” “What a surprise!” Pretty much the standard conversation for two guys who have been through something pretty important and rather unpleasant together, quarreled with each other, and then, after years have passed and life has changed, discovered that their memories are basically pretty interesting. But at the same time, two guys who don’t feel warmly enough about each other to embrace and shed an emotional tear at their meeting.


The passengers nearby looked at us, but with obvious goodwill. A chance meeting of old friends in such an unexpected place as a plane always arouses sympathy in everyone who witnesses it.


“Is there some special reason why you’re here?” Egor asked anyway, with a note of his old suspicion.


“Did you fall out of your tree?” I said indignantly. “I’m on an assignment!”


“Really?” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you still working in the same place?”


“Of course.”


Nobody was taking any notice of us anymore. And we were left hovering uncertainly, not knowing what to talk about next.


“I see you still haven’t been initiated?” I said awkwardly.


Egor became tense for a moment, but he answered with a smile. “Ah, damn the lot of you! Why would I bother with that…you know yourself that I’m barely even seventh-level. That’s pointless, whichever way I go, Light or Dark. So I just sent both sides to hell.”


I felt a sudden tightness in my chest.


Coincidences like this definitely didn’t happen!


“Where are you flying to?” I repeated, making Egor burst into laughter again. He was probably regarded as the life and soul of any party—he laughed so easily and infectiously. “No, I know you’re going to London, but what for. To study? A holiday?”


“A summer holiday in London?” Egor snorted. “Why not in Moscow? One stone jungle is the same as any other…. I’m going to the Festival.”


“In Edinburgh?” I asked, knowing what the answer would be.


“Yes, I graduated from the circus college.”


“What?” Now it was my turn to gape in surprise.


“I’m a conjurer,” Egor chuckled.


Well, would you believe it!


But then, it was an excellent disguise for an Other. Even for an uninitiated one—they still have minor powers that exceed normal human abilities. They’re natural stage magicians and conjurers!


“That’s just great!” I said sincerely.


“It’s a shame you’re going to London,” Egor said with a sigh. “I would have got you into the show.”


And then I did something stupid. I said, “I’m not going to London, Egor. I’m going to Edinburgh too.”


It’s not often that I’ve seen joy disappear from a face so fast, to be replaced by unfriendliness and even contempt.


“I see. So what do you want from me this time?”


“Egor, you…” I hesitated.


Could I honestly say that he had nothing to do with it?


No.


Because I didn’t believe it myself.


“I see,” Egor repeated. He turned around and walked to the middle of the cabin. There was nothing left for me to do but step into the lavatory and close the door behind me.


There was a smell of tobacco. Even though it was strictly forbidden, passengers who smoked still fugged up the toilets. I looked in the mirror and saw the crumpled face of a man who is short of sleep. Even though I am a lot more and a lot less than just a man, I felt like banging my forehead against the mirror, and I did, whispering silently to myself, “Idiot, idiot, idiot…”


I had relaxed. I had believed that I was starting a straightforward work assignment.


But how could that possibly be, when Gesar himself had sent me on my way?


I splashed cold water on my face and stood there for a while, staring angrily at my own reflection. Then I took a leak, pressed the pedal to release the blue liquid disinfectant into the steel toilet bowl, washed my hands, and splashed water on my face again.


Whose operation was this? Gesar’s or Zabulon’s?


Who had sent Egor, who never became an Other, on the same route as me? What for?


Whose game was it, whose rules, and—most important of all—how many figures would there be on the board?


I took Zabulon’s present out of my pocket. The bone was a dull yellow, but somehow I knew that the carver had depicted a black wolf. A large, mature black wolf with its head thrown back in a long, dreary howl.


Contact, help, advice… 


The figure looked perfectly ordinary, you could find hundreds and thousands like it in souvenir kiosks. But I could feel the magic that permeated it. I only had to take it in my hand…and wish. That was all.


Did I want help from the Dark Ones?


I resisted the desire to flush the little figure down the toilet, and I put it back in my pocket.


There were no observers to appreciate the pathetic gesture.


I rummaged in my pocket and found a pack of cigarettes. I don’t smoke so much that I suffer during a four-hour flight, but right then I felt like indulging some simple human weaknesses. All Others are like that: The older we get, the more petty bad habits we acquire, as if we are clinging to the slightest manifestation of our natural being—and there is no anchor more reliable than vice.


But then, having realized that my lighter was in my jacket pocket, without the slightest hesitation I ignited a high-temperature discharge arc between my finger and thumb—and lit up from the magic fire.


Rookie Others try to do everything with magic.


They shave with a Crystal Blade, until they lop off half a cheek or the lobe of their ear. They heat their lunch with Fireballs, splashing soup all over the walls and scraping their meat-balls off the ceiling. They check the probability lines before they get into a slow-moving trolley.


They enjoy the very process of using magic. They’d use it to wipe their backsides if they could.


Then Others get older and wiser and start getting more economical, too. They realize that energy is always energy and it’s better to get up out of your chair and walk across to a switch than reach out to the buttons with a stream of pure Power, that electricity will cook your steak a lot better than magic fire, and it’s better to cover a scratch with a Band-Aid and only use the Avicenna spell for serious injuries.


And then later, of course, unless an Other is doomed to stay at the very lowest levels of Power, genuine mastery arrives. And you no longer pay any attention to how you light your cigarette—with gas or with magic.


I breathed out a stream of smoke.


Gesar?


Zabulon?


All right, it was useless to guess. I just had to do one thing: Remember once and for all that everything was going to be a lot more complicated than I thought at the beginning. That, and go back to my seat—we would soon be landing.


 


Over the English Channel we were thrown about a little, as usual. But we landed softly and went through the EU passport control in the blink of an eye. The other passengers moved to collect their luggage (apart from the uninitiated Egor, I was the only Other on the plane), but I dropped back a bit and found my shadow on the floor. I gazed into the gray silhouette, forcing it to assume volume and rise up toward me. I stepped into my own shadow—and entered the Twilight.


Everything here was almost exactly the same. Walls, windows, doors. Only everything was gray, colorless. Ordinary people in the real world drifted by like slow-moving shadows. Without knowing why, they carefully skirted around an entirely unremarkable section of the corridor and even started walking faster to avoid it.


It was best to approach the customs post for Others in the Twilight, in order not to make people nervous. It was shielded by a simple spell, the Circle of Inattention, and people tried very hard not to see it. But they might spot me talking to empty space.


So I approached the desk in the Twilight and only emerged into the real world when I was protected by the spell.


There were two customs officers—a Light One and a Dark One. Just the way there ought to be.


Monitoring Others when they cross borders doesn’t seem very logical to me. Vampires and werewolves are obliged to register with the local branch of the Watch if they stay in a town overnight. The justification for this is that lower Dark Ones too often give way to the animal side of their nature. That’s true enough, but any magician, whether he’s Dark or Light, is capable of things that would send a vampire running for his coffin in horror. Well, anyway, the tradition exists, and no one anywhere wants to change it—despite all the protests from vampires and werewolves. But I do wonder what the point is in monitoring the movements of Others from one country to another. That’s important for people—illegal immigration, smuggling, narcotics…even spies, if it comes to that. But it’s fifty years now since spies used to walk through border-control zones with elk hooves tied to their feet, and they don’t parachute into enemy territory at night now either. A self-respecting spy flies in on a plane and checks into a good hotel. And as for Others, we have no immigration restrictions, and even a weak magician can obtain the citizenship of any country without the slightest problem. So what was this absurd counter doing here?


It was probably for the Inquisition. Formally speaking, the customs posts belonged to the local Night and Day Watches. But another copy of the report was sent off every day to the Inquisition. And they probably studied it more carefully there.


And drew conclusions.


“Hello. My name is Anton Gorodetsky,” I said, stopping in front of the counter. We don’t use identity documents, and that’s a good thing. There are always rumors going around that they’re going to start putting a magical tag on everyone, the way they do with vampires now, or else make an invisible entry in the ordinary human passports.


But so far we still manage without bureaucracy.


“A Light One,” declared the Dark Magician. He was a weak magician, sixth-level at the very most. And physically very feeble: short, skinny, and pale, with narrow shoulders and sparse blond hair.


“A Light One,” I agreed.


My colleague from the London Night Watch was a fat, cheerful black guy. The only things he had in common with his duty partner were that he was also young and also weak, only sixth-or seventh-level.


“Hi there, bro!” he said happily. “Anton Gorodetsky. Serve in a Watch?”


“Night Watch, Russia, city of Moscow.”


“Level?”


I suddenly realized that they couldn’t read my aura. They could have read it up to the fourth or fifth level. But after that, everything was just a blurred glow to them.


“Higher.”


The Dark One straightened up a bit. Of course, they’re all egotists and individualists. But they do admire their superiors.


The Light One opened his eyes wide and said, “Oh! Higher! Coming for long?”


“Passing through. On my way to Edinburgh. I fly out in three hours.”


“Holiday or business?”


“An assignment,” I said without any further explanation.


Light Ones, of course, are liberal and democratic. But they too respect Higher Others.


“Did you enter the Twilight there?” the Dark One asked with a nod toward the human customs area.


“Yes. Will it be caught on the cameras?”


The Dark One shook his head. “No, we monitor everything here. But in town I recommend you to be more careful. There are plenty of cameras. Lots of them. Every now and then people notice us disappearing and reappearing; we have to cover our tracks.”


“I’m not even leaving the airport.”


“There are cameras in Edinburgh, too,” the Light One put in. “Not so many, but even so…Do you have the contact details for the Edinburgh Watch?”


He didn’t bother to mention that he meant the Night Watch. That was quite obvious.


“Yes,” I said.


“I have a good friend who runs a little family hotel in Edinburgh,” said the Dark One, joining in the conversation again. “For two hundred years already. Beside the castle, on the Royal Mile. If it doesn’t bother you that he’s a vampire…”


What was all this, nothing but vampires on every side?


“…then here’s his card. It’s a very good hotel. Friendly to Others.”


“I have no prejudices against vampires,” I assured him, taking the rectangle of cardboard. “Some of my friends have been vampires.”


And I sent one of my vampire friends to his death…


“There’s a good restaurant in terminal B,” the Light One put in.


They were so genuinely eager to help me that I wasn’t sure how to get past this solid wall of friendship and goodwill. Fortunately, another plane landed, and several more Others showed up behind me. Keeping a smile on my face the whole time—something to which the Russian facial musculature is rather poorly adapted—I went to collect my suitcase.


 


I didn’t go to the restaurant, I wasn’t feeling hungry at all. I wandered around the airport a bit, drank a double espresso, dozed for a while in a chair in the lounge, and walked to my plane, yawning a bit as I went. As was only to be expected, Egor was on the same flight. But now we demonstratively ignored each other. Or rather, he demonstratively ignored me, and I didn’t try to impose my company on him.


An hour later we landed at Edinburgh Airport.


It was already almost noon when I got into a taxi—one of those remarkably comfortable English taxis that you start to miss just as soon as you leave Great Britain. I greeted the driver and, on a sudden impulse, handed him the card from the “friendly hotel.” I had a booking in an ordinary human hotel, but the chance of talking to one of Scotland’s oldest vampires (two hundred years is no joke, even for them) in informal surroundings was simply too tempting.


The hotel was in the historical town center, on a hill close to the royal castle. I lowered the window and gazed around unabashedly with the curiosity of someone who has just arrived for the first time in an interesting new country.


Edinburgh was impressive. Of course, you could say that any truly old city is just as impressive presuming it wasn’t flattened sixty years ago by the fiery steamroller of the Second World War, which reduced ancient cathedrals, castles, and houses—large and small—to rubble. But there was something special here. Perhaps it was the royal castle itself, so well sited on a hill and surmounting the city like a crown of stone. Perhaps it was the large number of people on the streets—tourists idly loitering or wandering about with cameras hanging around their necks, looking at the shop windows or the monuments. After all, the king is always made by his retinue. Or perhaps it was the lacework pattern of the streets scattered around the castle, with their old houses and cobbled roadways.


Even if he’s wearing the most beautiful crown, a king also needs worthy robes. The naked king in Andersen’s fairy tale was not saved by the glittering diamonds on his head.


The taxi stopped at a four-story stone house with a narrow frontage that was squeezed between two shops crowded with customers. The shop windows were hung with colorful kilts and scarves, and there were the inevitable bottles of whisky. What else would you take away from here? From Russia it’s vodka and matryoshka dolls, from Greece it’s ouzo and embroidered tablecloths, from Scotland it’s whisky and scarves.


I climbed out of the taxi, took my suitcase from the driver, and paid him. Then I looked at the building. The sign above the entrance to the hotel said HIGHLANDER BLOOD.


Right. An impertinent vampire.


I walked up to the door, blinking against the bright sunshine. It was getting hot. The legend that vampires can’t tolerate sunlight is just that—a legend. They can tolerate it, they just don’t find it pleasant. And on a hot summer day like this I could almost understand them.


The door didn’t swing open in front of me as I expected—obviously they weren’t fond of automatic devices in this hotel. So I pushed it with my hand and walked in.


Well, at least there was an air conditioner here. The coolness I felt could hardly have been left over from the night, despite these thick stone walls.


The small entrance hall was rather dark, and perhaps that was why it felt rather cozy. I saw an elderly, highly respectable-looking gentleman standing behind a counter. A good suit, a tie with a pin, a shirt with silver cufflinks in the form of thistle heads. A plump face with a mustache and red cheeks, a strawberries-and-cream complexion…But his aura left no doubt at all—he was human.


“Good afternoon,” I said, approaching the counter. “Your hotel was recommended to me…. I would like to take a single room.”


“A single?” the gentleman asked with an extremely pleasant smile.


“A single,” I repeated.


“We’re very short of rooms, it’s the Festival…” the gentleman said with a sigh. “You didn’t book, then?”


“No.”


He sighed plaintively again and started leafing through some papers or other—as if this little family hotel had so many rooms that he couldn’t remember if any were free. Without looking up, he asked, “Who was it that recommended us?”


“The Dark One at the customs in Heathrow.”


“I think we should be able to help you,” the man replied without any sign of surprise. “Which room would you prefer, Light or Dark? If you have…er…a dog with you, there is a very comfortable room that even the very largest dog can leave…and come back to…on its own…without disturbing anyone.”


“I want a Light room,” I said.


“Give him the suite on the fourth floor, Andrew,” said a voice behind me. “He is a distinguished guest. Very distinguished.”


I took the key that had appeared as if by magic in the receptionist’s hand (no, no magic involved, it was simply his dexterity), and turned around.


“I will show you the way,” said the light-haired youth who was standing in front of a cigarette machine beside the door that led into the small hotel restaurant. Hotels like this one very often do not have a restaurant and they serve breakfast in the rooms, but the guests here had rather exotic tastes.


“Anton,” I said, introducing myself as I examined the owner of the hotel. “Anton Gorodetsky, Moscow, Night Watch.”


“Bruce,” said the youth. “Bruce Ramsey, Edinburgh. Owner of this establishment.”


He looked just perfect to play Dorian Gray in a film version of Oscar Wilde’s novel. Young, graceful, and indecently fresh and handsome, he could easily have worn a badge that said READY FOR DEBAUCHERY!


Except for the fact that his eyes were old. Gray and faded, with the even, pink whites of eyes that belong to a two-hundred-year-old vampire.


The youth picked up my suitcase—I didn’t object—and started walking up the narrow wooden stairs, talking as he went.


“Unfortunately we don’t have a lift,” he said. “It’s an old building and too narrow to fit a shaft in. And besides, I am not used to lifts. It seems to me that a mechanical monster would disfigure this wonderful house. I hate those reconstructed houses, old facades hiding boring standard-plan apartments. And we don’t often have guests who find it hard to climb the stairs…except that werewolves don’t like steep steps, but we try to accommodate them on the first floor—there’s a special room there—or on the second…What wind has blown you into our quiet town, Higher Light One?”


He was not so ordinary himself. A vampire at the first level of Power—not exactly magical Power, not the same as my own, it was vampire Power. But he could definitely be called a first-level Other.


“The incident in the Dungeons,” I said.


“Just as I thought.” The youth walked on in front of me, striding freely up two steps at a time. “A most unpleasant incident. I appreciate the humor of the situation, of course…But it is not good. These are not times when you can simply walk up to someone you like and drink him dry. Not at all!”


“Do you miss the good old days?” I couldn’t resist asking.


“Sometimes,” said the youth. He laughed. “But each age and each time has its own advantages, doesn’t it? People become civilized, they stop hunting witches and believing in vampires. And we become civilized. We can’t regard human beings as cattle who have no rights. People deserve the right to be respected, if only as our own ancestors. You should respect your ancestors, surely?”


Unfortunately, I couldn’t find anything to argue with in all this.


“It’s a good room, you’ll like it,” the vampire continued as he reached the fourth-floor landing. There were only two doors there and the staircase went on up into the attic. “On the right is the suite for Dark Ones, also very pleasant. I furnished it to my own taste and am quite proud of the design. And this is your suite.”


He did not need a key; he patted the lock gently with his hand and the door opened. A bit of petty showing-off that seemed rather strange for such an old vampire.


“We have a very good self-taught designer, a Light Other. He is only sixth-level, but no magic is needed for this work,” Bruce went on. “I asked him to decorate three rooms to the taste of Light Ones. Most of the rest of the interior is rather more original, you understand…”


I walked into the suite and froze on the spot in astonishment.


I’d never realized that my taste was like this.


Everything around me was white, beige, and pink. The parquet flooring was light, bleached wood, the walls were covered with beige wallpaper with pale pink flowers, the furniture was old-fashioned, but also made of light-colored wood and snow-white satin. The large sofa by the wall was leather. And what color? White, of course. There was a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The windows were draped with transparent tulle and the curtains were bright pink.


The sun must really make this place sizzle in the mornings!


One door led into a small bedroom. Cozy, with a double bed. The bed sheets were pink silk. There was a little vase on the dressing table with a fresh scarlet rose in it—the only spot of deep color in the entire suite. The washroom and toilet were behind another door. The space was tiny, but it was equipped with some kind of hybrid cross between a hydromassage unit and a shower cabinet.


“Rather vulgar, and it doesn’t suit the style,” Bruce said with a sigh behind me. “But many guests like it.”


His face, reflected in the mirror, looked rather pained. Evidently he had not really liked the idea of installing this miracle of modern plumbing in the hotel.


I nodded to the vampire without turning around. The idea that vampires are not reflected in mirrors is just as false as the tales that they absolutely cannot tolerate sunlight and are afraid of garlic, silver, and aspen stakes. They are reflected in mirrors, even when they deflect a person’s attention.


But if you don’t look at them when you’re talking to them or, even worse, if you turn your back on them, it really unnerves them. Vampires have a very large number of magic techniques that require looking their opponent straight in the eye.


“I shall be glad to take a wash,” I said. “But a little bit later. Do you have ten minutes you could spare me, Bruce?”


“Are you on an official visit to Edinburgh, Light One?”


“No.”


“Then, of course I do.” The vampire’s face lit up in a broad smile. He sat down in one of the armchairs.


I took a seat facing the youth and forced a smile in response to his, all the while looking at his chin.


“So what do you think of the suite?” Bruce inquired.


“I think an innocent girl of seventeen would like it,” I replied honestly. “Only it needs a white kitten.”


“If you wish, we can arrange for both of those,” the vampire suggested politely.


Well, now I could consider the social part of the conversation over.


“I have come to Edinburgh unofficially,” I repeated. “But at the same, at the request of the head of the Night Watch…and the head of the Day Watch…of Moscow.”


“How unusual…,” Bruce said quietly. “The esteemed Gesar and the most worthy Zabulon sending the same messenger…and a Higher Magician, as well—and for such a minor incident. Well, I shall be glad to be of assistance.”


“Does what happened upset you personally?” I asked bluntly.


“Of course. I have already told you my opinion,” Bruce said, and frowned. “We’re not living in the Middle Ages; this is the twenty-first century. We have to break the old patterns of behavior…” He sighed and squinted at the door of the bathroom. “You can’t wash in a basin and go to a wooden privy when water mains and sewers have been invented. Even if you are used to a basin and find it rather more agreeable…. You know, in recent times there has been a movement growing among us to take a humane attitude toward human beings. No one drinks blood without a license. And even with a license they try not to kill…. Hardly anyone drinks children under the age of twelve, even if they are chosen by the lottery.”


“And why twelve?”


Bruce shrugged. “It’s just a matter of history. Do you know, for instance, what the most terrible crime is in Germany? The murder of a child under the age of twelve. If the child is already twelve, it is a completely different crime with different penalties…. Well, as it stands we don’t touch the young growth. And now we are trying to push through a law to exclude children from the lottery altogether.”


“Very touching,” I muttered. “But why did someone dine on the young man without a license?”


Bruce thought about it. “You know, I can only offer hypotheses….”


“That’s exactly what I’m interested in.”


Bruce paused for a bit longer, then smiled broadly. “What is there really to discuss? One of the young ones lost control. Most likely a young girl who only became a vampire recently, and she liked the look of the young man. And then there’s the setting, so arousing, in the style of the old legends…she got carried away.”


“You think it was a woman?”


“It could be a young man. If he’s gay. There isn’t actually a direct connection.” Bruce turned his eyes away in embarrassment. “But it’s always more pleasant…more natural, somehow…”


“And the second option?” I asked, struggling to stop myself from commenting on what he had said.


“Someone from out of town. Perhaps a tourist. You know, after the Second World War, everything got so jumbled up, everyone started traveling all over the place….” He shook his head disapprovingly. “Certain irresponsible individuals started taking advantage of that.”


“Bruce, I wouldn’t like to trouble your Watches,” I said. “They might get the idea that their Moscow colleagues have doubts about their professionalism. Perhaps you could tell me who’s the senior vampire in your city? The Elder, the Great…what do you call him?”


“I don’t call him anything,” Bruce said with yet another broad smile. And he slowly moved his fangs to demonstrate his status, lowering the two long, sharp teeth out of his upper jaw and then drawing them back in again. “But they call me Master. I don’t really like the word; it comes from those stupid books and films. But if that’s what they want, let them call me that.”


“You’re rather young for a Master,” I said, slightly surprised. “Only two hundred years old.”


“Two hundred and eight years, three months, and eleven days,” Bruce specified. “Yes, I am young. But this is Scotland. If only you knew what suspicious, stubborn people the Highlanders are, absolutely hidebound in their superstitions! In the time of my youth not a year went by without one of us having an aspen stake hammered through his heart.”


Perhaps I was mistaken, but I thought I detected a hint of pride in his fellow countrymen in Bruce’s voice.


“Will you help me, Master?”


Bruce shook his head. “No, of course not! If we find out who killed the Russian boy, we will punish him. Ourselves. We won’t destroy him, but we will punish him severely. No one will hand him over to the Watches.”


Well, naturally. I should never have expected anything else.


“Is it pointless to ask whether you have already found him and punished him?”


“It is,” Bruce replied with a sigh.


“Well, then, should I go bustling about, trying to find the criminal?” I asked in a deliberately rueful voice. “Or should I simply take a holiday in your wonderful city?”


A harsh note of irony appeared in Bruce’s voice. “As a Dark One, the only thing I can say to you is, take a holiday! Relax, look around the museums, have fun. Who cares about this dead student now?”


That was when I felt I couldn’t hold back any longer. I looked into Bruce’s eyes. The black holes of his pupils glittered scarlet. I asked, “And what if I break you, you bloodsucking carrion? If I break you, turn you inside out, and make you answer all my questions?”


“Go ahead,” Bruce replied in a soft, almost tender voice. “Try it, Higher One. Do you think we don’t know about you? Do you think we don’t know how you came by your Power?”


Eye to eye.


Pupil to pupil.


A black, pulsating tunnel, drawing me into emptiness. An eddying vortex of red sparks from the stolen lives of others. An enticing whisper in my ears. The inspired, exalted, unearthly beauty of the youthful vampire’s face.


Fall at his feet…


Weep in ecstasy at his beauty, wisdom, will…


Beg for forgiveness…


He was very powerful. After all, he had two hundred years of experience, multiplied by the first level of vampire Power.


And I felt the full brunt of his Power. I stood up on trembling legs that would not obey me. I took an uncertain step forward.


Bruce smiled.


Another vampire once smiled in exactly the same way in a Moscow alleyway when I ran into it, following the boy Egor, who was helplessly following the Call….


I put so much Power into my mental attack that if I had used it for a Fireball, it would have shot straight through about thirty houses and struck the fortress wall of the old Scottish castle.


Bruce’s pupils turned white and blank. The alluring black tunnel was scorched by a white radiance. Sitting there in front of me, swaying backward and forward, was a dried-up old man with a young face. But the skin on his face was starting to peel off, flaking away in little scales, like dandruff.


“Who killed Victor?” I asked. The Power continued to flow through me in a fine stream, twisting into a running knot threaded through the vampire’s eyes.


He didn’t say anything, just carried on swaying in his chair. Maybe I’d burned out his brain…or whatever it is they had instead of brains. A fine start to the unofficial investigation!


“Do you know who killed Victor?” I asked, reformulating the question.


“No,” Bruce replied quietly.


“Do you have any theories about the matter?”


“Yes…two. A young vampire lost control…Someone from the outside…a visitor…”


“What else do you know about this killing?”


Silence. As if he was gathering his thoughts before starting a long speech.


“What else do you know that is not known to the staff of the city Watches?”


“Nothing…”


I halted the flow of Power and sank into an armchair.


What should I do now? And what if he submitted a complaint to the Day Watch? An unprovoked attack, interrogation…


For about a minute Bruce carried on swaying in his chair. Then he startled, and his eyes acquired a meaningful expression again.


Meaningful and pitiful.


“I beg your pardon, Light One,” he said quietly. “Please accept my apologies.”


It took me a few seconds to understand.


A vampire Master is not simply the most powerful, cunning, clever bloodsucker. He is also the one who has never known defeat.


A complaint from Bruce would mean serious trouble for me. But for him it would mean loss of status.


And this polite old youth was very vain.


“I accept your apologies, Master,” I replied. “Let what has happened remain between us.”


Bruce licked his lips. His faced turned pink, recovering its former attractive appearance. His voice became slightly stronger, as he had realized that it was not in my interest to publicize what had happened. “But I would ask,” he said, putting emphatic, poisonous hatred into that last word, “that you do not make any more attacks of the kind, Light One. The aggression was unprovoked.”


“You challenged me to a duel.”


“De jure, I did not,” Bruce replied quickly. “The ritual of challenge was not observed.”


“De facto, you did. Are we going to bother the Inquisition with this?”


He blinked, and once again became the hospitable host.


“All right, Light One. Let bygones be bygones….”


Bruce got to his feet and swayed slightly. He walked across to the door. Once outside the room, he turned and declared with evident displeasure, “My home is your home. This room is your dwelling and I shall not enter it without permission.”


This ancient legend, strangely enough, is quite true. Vampires cannot enter anyone else’s home without being invited in. No one knows why that is.


The door closed behind Bruce. I let go of the armrests of my chair; there were wet marks left on the white satin. Dark marks.


It’s bad to be sleep-deprived. Your nerves start playing tricks.


But now I knew for certain that the Master of Edinburgh’s vampires had no information about the murder.


I unpacked my suitcase and hung a white linen suit and two white shirts on hangers. I looked out the window and shook my head. I took out a pair of shorts and a T-shirt with the inscription NIGHT WATCH on it. A hooligan’s joke, of course, but you can see anything at all written on T-shirts nowadays.


Then my eye was caught by a fancy calligraphic text in a frame on the wall. I had already noticed a frame like it downstairs, and another on the staircase. Were they hanging all over the hotel, then? I walked over and was surprised by what I read:


By oppression’s woes and pains, 


By your sons in servile chains, 


We will drain our dearest veins 


But they shall be free! 


Robert Burns


“Why, the son of a bitch!” I said almost admiringly. Even the people who stayed in the hotel would never suspect anything!


Unquestionably, Bruce had the same sense of humor as the vampire who had drained his victim at the Castle of the Vampires. He was an excellent candidate for the role of murderer.


The only trouble was that after the kind of shock he had suffered, Bruce couldn’t possibly have lied.


Chapter 3 








 


 

TOURISTS ARE THE MOST TERRIBLE BREED OF HUMAN BEINGS. SOMETIMES I feel a vague suspicion that every nation tries to send its most unpleasant representatives abroad—the loudest and most clueless, with the worst manners. But it’s probably all much simpler than that. Probably it’s just that the secret Work/Play switch everybody has hidden in their heads gets toggled and turns off 80 percent of their brains.


But the remaining 20 percent is more than enough for play anyway.


I was walking along in a crowd that was moving slowly toward the castle on the hill. No, I wasn’t planning to study the austere dwelling of the proud kings of Scotland. I just wanted to get a feel for the atmosphere of the city.


I liked it. Like any tourist center, its festive atmosphere was a little bit forced and feverish, encouraged by alcohol. But even so, the people around me were enjoying life and smiling at one another. For the time being they had set their cares aside.


Cars didn’t often come this way, and they were mostly taxis. Most of the people were walking. The streams moving in the direction of the castle and back intermingled, swirling together in quiet whirlpools around the performers doing their thing in the middle of the street; thin rivulets trickled into the pubs, filtered in through the doorways of the shops. The boundless river of humanity.


A wonderful place for a Light Other. But a tiring one too.


I turned off into a side street and strolled gently downhill toward the gorge that separated the old and new parts of the city. There were pubs here, too, and souvenir shops. But there weren’t so many tourists, and the frantic carnival rhythm slowed down a bit. I checked my map—it was simpler than using magic—and moved in the direction of a bridge over the broad gorge that had once been Nor Loch. The gorge had now passed through its final stage of evolution and been transformed into a park, a place where local people and tourists who were sick of noise and bustle could take a relaxed stroll.


There were more tourists eddying onto the bridge—boarding the double-decker tour buses, watching the street artists, eating ice cream, pensively studying the old castle on the hill.


And on the grassy lawn there were Cossacks, dancing and waving their swords about.


I gave way to that shamefaced curiosity with which tourists regard their compatriots who are working abroad and moved closer.


Bright red shirts. Broad pants like jodhpurs. Titanium alloy swords, presumably so that they would give off pretty sparks during swordplay and be easier to wave around. Stiff, frozen smiles.


There were four men squatting down and dancing.


And they were talking to one another—with Ukrainian accents, but still in my own native Russian. Although you might say they were using the underground version. In more or less printable form it went something like this:


“Up yours!” one pantomime Cossack dancer spat merrily through his teeth. “Move it, you louse! Keep the rhythm going, you tattered condom!”


“Go to hell!” another man in fancy dress answered. “Quit grousing. Wave those arms about. We’re losing money!”


“Tanka, you bitch!” the third man joined in. “Get out here!”


A girl in a bright-colored dress started dancing, letting the Cossacks take a short break. But she still found time for a dignified reply with no serious obscenity:


“Bastards, I’m sweating like a pig, and you sit there scratching your balls!”


I started making my way back out of the crowd of whirring and clicking cameras. Close beside me I heard a girl speaking to her companion in clear Russian.


“How awful!…Do you think they always swear like that?”


An interesting question, that. Always, or just when they’re abroad? Does everybody? Or just ours, the Russians, in the strangely naefve belief that nobody outside Russia knows Russian?


I’d rather believe that’s the way all street artists talk to one another.


Buses.


Tourists.


Pubs.


Shops.


A mime artist wandering around a small square, feeling at nonexistent walls—a sad man in an invisible maze.


A cool black dude in a kilt, playing a saxophone.


I realized why I was in no hurry to get to the Dungeons of Scotland. I had to breathe this city into my lungs. Feel it with my skin, my body…with the blood in my veins.


I decided to wander around in the crowd for a bit longer. And then buy a ticket for the “room of horror.”


 


The tourist attraction was closed. The huge sign was still there on the pillars of the bridge. The double doors fashioned in the entrance-to-ancient-dungeons style were open, but the gap was roped off at chest height. A sheet of cardboard hanging on the rope politely informed me that the Dungeons were closed for technical reasons.


To be quite honest, I was surprised. It was five days since Victor had been killed. Long enough for any police investigation. The Edinburgh Night Watch would have examined everything they needed to without advising the human police about it.


But the place was closed.


I shrugged, lifted up the rope, ducked under it, and set off down the narrow stairway. The metal-grid steps echoed hollowly under my feet. Two flights down there were toilets, then a narrow little corridor with ticket offices that were closed. A few lamps were lit here and there, but they were only intended to create a lurid atmosphere for the customers. Standard, dim energy-saving lightbulbs.


“Is anyone alive down here?” I called out in English, and then realized with a start how ambiguous that was. “Hey…are there any Others here?”


Silence.


I walked through a few rooms. The walls were hung with portraits of people with brutal faces, the kind that would have delighted Lombroso’s heart. Framed texts told the stories of criminals, maniacs, cannibals, and sorcerers. There were display cases with crude models of severed arms and legs, vessels full of dark liquids, instruments of torture. Out of curiosity I took a look at them through the Twilight. All newly made—no one had ever been tortured with them; they didn’t carry the slightest trace of suffering.


I yawned.


There were strings with rags dangling from them stretched out above my head. I guessed they were supposed to represent cobwebs. Higher up I caught glimpses of a metal ceiling with rather unromantic rivets the size of saucers. The tourist attraction had been built in a strictly utilitarian, technical space.


There was something bothering me.


“Is there anyone there? Alive or dead, answer me!” I called out again. And again there was no answer. But what was it that had alarmed me like that? It was something that wasn’t right…when I looked through the Twilight.


I looked around again, using my Twilight vision.


There it was! That was what was so odd!


There was no blue moss—that harmless but unpleasant parasite that grows on the first level of the Twilight, the only permanent inhabitant of the gray reverse side of the world. In a place like this, where people constantly experienced fear, even if it was only circus fear and not the real thing, the blue moss ought to have flourished like crazy. It ought to have been dangling from the ceiling in shaggy stalactites, spread out across the floor in a repulsive, wriggling carpet, covering the walls like thick flocked wallpaper.


But there wasn’t any moss.


Was someone cleaning the premises regularly? Burning the moss off (if he was a Light One) or freezing it off (if he was a Dark One)?


Well, if there was an Other on the staff here, that would be a help to me.


As if in response to my thoughts, I heard the sound of footsteps. They were quite fast, as if someone had heard me shout and was hurrying toward me from a long way away, through the maze of plasterboard partition walls. A few seconds later the black-painted door from this room into the next one opened.


And in walked a vampire.


Not a real one, of course. He had a normal human aura.


A man in costume.


A black cloak, rubber fangs in his mouth, pale makeup on his face. A good-quality makeup job. Only, all this didn’t fit too well with the curly red hair. He probably had to wear a black wig when he was working. And another thing that didn’t fit was the plastic bottle of mineral water that my visitor was just about to drink from.


The young guy frowned when he saw me. His good-natured face turned not exactly angry, but strict and reproachful. He reached up to his mouth and turned away for a second. When he looked at me again, the fangs were gone.


“Mister?”


“Do you work here?” I asked. I didn’t want to use magic and break his will. There are always simpler ways of coming to terms with someone. Human ways.


“Yes, but the show’s closed. Temporarily.”


“Because of the murder?” I asked.


The young guy frowned. Now he certainly wasn’t feeling well-disposed.


“Mister, I don’t know how you got past…This is private property. The place is closed to visitors. Come with me, please, I’ll show you out.”


He took a step toward me and even reached out one hand to demonstrate that he was prepared to take me out by force.


“Were you here when Victor Prokhorov was killed?” I asked.


“Just exactly who are you?” he asked cautiously.


“I’m a friend of his. I just flew in from Russia today.”


The young guy’s face dropped. He started backing away, until he came up against the door he’d come in through. He pushed it, but the door didn’t open. I must confess that was my fault.


Now he was in a total panic.


“Mister…I wasn’t to blame for anything! We’re all cut up about the way Victor died. Mister…Comrade!”


He spoke the last word with a Russian inflection. I wondered what old action movie he remembered it from.


“What’s wrong with you?” I was the one who was confused now. I moved closer to him. Could I really have been lucky enough to come across someone who knew something, who was involved with the murder somehow? Otherwise, what was all the panic about?


“Don’t kill me, I didn’t do anything!” the young guy babbled. His skin was whiter than his makeup now. “Comrade! Sputnik, vodka, perestroika! Gorbachev!”


“That last word could certainly get you killed in Russia,” I muttered, and reached into my pocket for my cigarettes.


It was a very unfortunate thing for me to say. And that movement wasn’t the best of ideas either. The young guy’s eyes rolled up and back, and he fainted on the floor. The bottle of mineral water fell beside him.


 


Out of sheer stubbornness, I dealt with him without using any magic. A few slaps to the cheeks and a sip of water soon fixed him up. Then I considerately offered him a cigarette.


“It’s all right for you to laugh,” he said morosely, after we had sat down in two fake torture chairs, each of which had a hole in the seat and, lurking in the hole, a menacing stake on a crank-and-lever mechanism. “You think it’s funny…”


“I’m not laughing,” I said mildly.


“You’re just laughing to yourself.” The young guy drank greedily. Then he held out his hand and introduced himself: “Jean.”


“Anton. But I thought you were Scottish.”


Jean shook his ginger curls proudly. “No…French. I’m from Nantes.”


“Are you studying here?”


“Just earning a bit of money.”


“Listen, why are you wearing that idiotic costume?” I asked. “There aren’t any customers anyway.”


Jean blushed—quickly, the way only redheads and albinos can.


“The boss put me on guard duty until the show opens up again. I’m just waiting…in case the police suddenly decide they want to check something. It’s a bit creepy here on your own. I feel calmer in the costume.”


“I almost crapped in my pants when I saw you,” I complained to him, knowing there’s nothing better for easing stress than that kind of low style. “But what were you afraid of?”


Jean gave me a surly glance and shrugged.


“It’s hard to say. That guy was killed here, so it’s like we’re to blame or something…but for what, for what? And he was Russian! You can never tell…Everyone knows what that can lead to…We started talking about it here, just joking at first. Then it got more serious. What if his father comes, or his brother, or a friend…and he kills all of us.”


“So that’s what you’re talking about,” I said brightly. “Well, let me assure you that blood vengeance isn’t really all that common in Russia. But the Scots have it too, by the way.”


“That’s just what I’m saying,” Jean agreed, missing the point. “It’s barbaric. Primitive! The twenty-first century, the civilized world—”


“And someone gets his throat cut,” I threw in. “What actually happened to Victor?”


The young guy glanced at me again. He took a drag on his cigarette and shook his head. “I think you’re lying. You’re not a friend of Victor’s. You’re from the Russian KGB. You’ve been sent to investigate the murder. Right?”


He really must have been overdoing it on those action movies. This was getting ridiculous.


“Jean, you know yourself,” I said in a low voice, “that I can’t answer that question.”


The Frenchman nodded very seriously. Then he carefully stubbed his cigarette out on the floor. “Let’s go, Mr. Russian. I’ll show you the place. Only don’t smoke anymore, there’s nothing but rags and cardboard here, perfect tinder for a blaze—whoosh!”


He pushed the door and, of course, it opened easily. Jean gave it a thoughtful look and shrugged. We walked through a few more rooms.


“There it is, the crappy Castle of the Vampires,” Jean said in a gloomy voice. He fumbled at the wall and flicked a switch. The light became a lot brighter.


Yes, darkness was appropriate here. Without it, the tourist attraction simply looked ludicrous. The River of Blood that people were supposed to sail across to the vampires was a long metal trough about three meters wide. The trough was full of water.


It wasn’t deep.


Maybe up to my knee.


The metal barge wasn’t actually floating on the water, of course. I rocked the side of the boat with my foot and realized that it was standing on rollers of some kind. And under the water I could see the cable that towed the boat from one “mooring” to the other. The total length of the trough was no more than fifteen meters. Halfway along its route the metal tub crept into a room that was separated off by heavy curtains (they were pulled back now). I saw an impressive-looking fan on the ceiling of the room. On one wall there was a crudely painted picture of a castle standing on a cliff.


I walked to the bow of the barge and glanced into the dark room. Yes, it was an idiotic sort of place to lose your life. Right…in five days any clues could have disappeared, but I could give it a try.


A glance through the Twilight was no help. I spotted weak traces of Others—Light Ones and Dark Ones—but that would have been the specialists from the Watches who had investigated the crime scene. There were no signs of a vampire trail. But I could sense emanations of death—and they were very clear, as if only an hour or two had elapsed, not five days. Oh, the boy had died a very bad death….


“Who does the sound effects?” I asked. “There must be some kind of gasping and groaning…terrifying howls? Your tourists don’t ride in total silence, do they?”


“It’s a recording,” Jean said sadly. “The speakers are over there, and over there…”


“And doesn’t anyone in here keep an eye on the tourists?” I asked. “What if someone feels unwell?”


“We watch them,” Jean admitted reluctantly. “You see that little hole in the wall across there? There’s always someone standing there and watching.”


“In the dark?”


“They use a night-vision device,” Jean said, embarrassed. “An ordinary video camera in night mode. You stand there and watch the screen….”


“Aha.” I nodded. “And what did you see when Victor was being killed?”


Either he was feeling calmer now, or he didn’t see any point in pretending, but he didn’t try to deny anything. He just asked, “What makes you so sure I was there?”


“Because you’re wearing a vampire costume. What if one of the customers is recording in night mode too? That’s what the makeup’s for, right? I think each one of you has his own role to play, and during the show you were wearing that costume and you were somewhere nearby.”


Jean nodded. “That’s right. I was there. Only I didn’t see anything, believe me. They all just sat there. Nobody attacked any of them, no one went anywhere near them.”


I didn’t bother to mention that you can’t catch a hungry vampire (and he would have to be very hungry to hunt as brazenly as this) on tape in night video mode. Night mode uses infrared, and a hungry vampire is no warmer than his environment. There might just be a few slight traces on the tape.


“Was everything being recorded?”


“Of course not. Why waste the tape?”


I squatted down and dipped my hand in the water. It was cold and musty. It looked as though nobody had bothered to change it…but then, if the investigation wasn’t over yet, that was only natural…


“What do you see?” Jean asked curiously.


I didn’t answer. I was looking at the water through closed eyes. Looking with the Twilight vision that pierces through reality to the essence of things.


The trough filled up with hazy crystal forms. There were crimson threads showing through the crystal, and an orange sludge swirling on the bottom of the trough.


There was human blood in the water.


A lot of blood.


About four liters.


That must be where the powerful emanations of death were coming from. Blood preserves its memory longer than anything else in the world.


If the police had only bothered to make a proper analysis of the water, they would have realized that all of Victor’s blood was simply drained into the channel. And there were no vampires involved in the crime.


But the police hadn’t been looking for vampires. And maybe they had carried out an analysis. If they hadn’t, it was only because they had no doubt what the result would be. A quick slash of a knife across the throat, and the blood glugs over the side of the boat. Only an Other could come up with the idiotic idea of looking for vampires in a tourist attraction!


“The case just opened up,” I muttered, getting up off my knees. “Dammit…”


Yes, it was a vicious killing. And the murderer certainly had a black sense of humor. Only, that was no concern of ours. Let the Edinburgh police conduct the investigation.


So just why had the boy been killed? A pretty stupid question. There are far more reasons for death than there are for life. He was a young guy, passionate and keen, his father was a businessman and a politician. He could have been killed for something that he’d done or for something his father was involved in or for no reason at all.


Yes, Gesar and Zabulon had both been caught out. They’d seen danger where it didn’t exist.


“Thanks for your help,” I said to Jean. “I’ll be going now.”


“So you are from the Russian police!” Jean exclaimed happily. “Did you spot anything?”


I smiled suggestively and shook my head.


Jean sighed.


“I’ll show you out, Anton.”


 


Not far from the Dungeons I found a nice little pub called the Corncrake and Pennant. Three small adjoining rooms, dark walls and ceilings, old lamps, glass mugs for the beer, pictures in frames, knickknacks on the walls. A bar with ten beer pumps and a vast array of bottles—there were at least fifty sorts of whisky. It was everything that the phrase “a Scottish pub” brings to mind, and exactly what the foreign tourist expects when he hears that phrase.


Remembering what Semyon had said, I ordered haggis and soup of the day. And I took a pint of Guinness from the woman behind the bar, who was large and well-built with muscular arms from constantly working the beer pumps. I walked through to the end room, the smallest, where I found a free table. A group of Japanese were having lunch at the next table over. And there was a plump, elderly man with a mustache who looked like a local drinking beer at another table. He looked rather dejected, like a Muscovite who has accidentally found himself in Red Square. There was music coming from somewhere too. Fortunately it was melodic and not too loud.


The soup turned out to be simple meat broth with croutons, and the haggis was nothing more than the local answer to liver sausage. But I drank the soup and ate the haggis, along with the fries that came with it, and felt that I had fulfilled my obligations as a tourist.


I liked the beer best. As I was finishing off the mug, I phoned home and had a chat with Svetlana. I told her I wouldn’t have to stay away for very long, because everything had been resolved very quickly.


I got myself another pint of beer before calling the head of the Edinburgh Night Watch. I found Foma Lermont’s number in the phone book and dialed.


“Hello, how can I help you?” someone answered politely after the phone had rung a couple of times. The interesting thing was that he answered in Russian.


“Good afternoon, Thomas,” I said, deciding not to use the Russian name Foma after all. “My name is Anton Gorodetsky, I’m a colleague of yours from Moscow. Gesar asked me to give you his warmest greetings.”


It all sounded very much like a bad spy story. I pulled a wry face at the thought.


“Hello, Anton, I’ve been waiting for your call. How was your flight?”


“Great. I’m staying in a very nice little hotel. It’s a bit dark, but it is right in the center. I’ve had a stroll around the Old Town and some of the surroundings.” I was getting carried away; it seemed highly amusing to speak in Aesopian language. “Could we get together?”


“Of course, Anton, I’ll just come over. Or perhaps you might join me? I have a nice cozy spot here.”


I raised my eyes and looked at the elderly gentleman sitting by the window. A high forehead, pointed chin, intelligent and ironic eyes. The gentleman put a mobile phone away in his pocket and gestured toward his table.


Yes, he and Gesar had a lot in common, all right. Not in the way they looked, but in the way they behaved. Thomas Lermont was probably just as good as Gesar at putting his subordinates in their place.


I picked up my glass and joined the head of Edinburgh’s Night Watch at his table.


“Call me Foma,” he said. “I’ll enjoy remembering Gesar.”


“Have you known him for long?”


“Yes. Gesar has older friends, but I don’t…. I’ve heard a lot about you, Anton.”


I let that pass. There was nothing I could say. I hadn’t heard of the head of the Edinburgh Night Watch before yesterday.


“You’ve been talking to Bruce. What do you make of our vampire Master?”


I paused to formulate my impression precisely. “Spiteful, unhappy, ironic. But they’re all spiteful, unhappy, and ironic. Of course, he didn’t kill Victor.”


“You put pressure on him,” he said, not asking, but stating.


“Yes, that was just the way it worked out. He doesn’t know anything.”


“No need to make excuses,” said Lermont, taking a sip of his beer. “It worked out just fine. His own vanity will make sure that he keeps quiet, and we have the information…All right, what did you see in the Dungeons of Scotland?”


“Scary stories for children. The show’s closed, but I managed to speak to one of the actors. And take a look at the crime scene.”


“Well?” Lermont asked keenly. “So what did you find out, Anton?”


I’d learned a lot from all those years dealing with Gesar. Nowadays I could tell when the boss’s hand was poised to swat down a young magician who had overreached himself.


“The River of Blood where Victor’s throat was cut”—I glanced at the impassive Lermont and corrected myself—“where Victor was killed…There’s blood in the water. A lot of human blood. It doesn’t look as if it was a vampire who sucked the boy’s blood out. Someone opened his artery and held him while his blood spilled out into the trench. But we need an analysis of the water. We could bring in the police, they could do a DNA analysis….”


“Oh, what great faith you have in technology,” Foma said with a frown. “It’s Victor’s blood in the trench. We checked the very first day. Simple similitude magic, no more than fifth-level Power required.”


But I wasn’t about to give in. Dealing with Gesar had also taught me the art of wriggling out of things.


“It’s no help to us, but the police ought to be given the idea too. Let them know that the blood was drained into the trench, and that will put an end to any rumors about vampires.”


“The police here are good,” Foma said calmly. “They checked everything too, and they’re conducting an investigation. But putting an end to stupid rumors is none of their business. Who takes any notice of the yellow press?”


I felt encouraged. I had gone straight to the right conclusions after all.


“I don’t think any more intervention will be required from us,” I said. “Murder is evil, but let people fight their own evil themselves. It’s a pity about the boy, of course, but…”


Foma nodded once or twice and took another sip of beer. Then he said, “Yes, a pity about the boy…. But Anton, what are we going to do about the bite?”


“What bite?”


Foma leaned forward across the table and whispered, “It wasn’t a knife wound on Victor’s neck, Anton. There’s absolutely no doubt that the marks were left by a vampire’s fangs. Now, that’s an unfortunate problem, isn’t it?”


I felt my ears burning.


“Is that definite?”


“Ab-so-lute-ly. Just how would a hit man know so much about the way a vampire’s fang is structured and how it works? The lateral grooves, the tapping point, Dracula’s Fissure, the corkscrew twist on entry…”


By this time my entire face was blazing red. I could see the classroom where I had once been taught, and my teacher Polina Vasilievna with her pointer, and the huge rubber model on the desk: a pointed, twisted object like a corkscrew and a white fiberglass board with black letters: VAMPIRE’S RIGHT CANINE (OPERATIONAL) TOOTH. MODEL, SCALE 25:1. It had been a working model at one stage; when a button was pressed, it elongated and began to rotate. But the electric motor had burned out long ago, and nobody had taken the trouble to repair it, so the fang was permanently frozen in a position between concealed and operational.


“I was too hasty with my conclusions,” I admitted. “It’s my fault, Mr. Lermont.”


“It’s nobody’s fault, you simply didn’t want any Others to be involved,” Foma said generously. “If you’d familiarized yourself with the results of the autopsy, you’d have realized your version was wrong. So now what do you say?”


“If the vampire was very hungry and he sucked the man dry”—I frowned—“he could have puked it up afterward. But not all the blood. Were there any traces of anesthetic serum in the water?”


“No, there weren’t,” Foma said with a nod of approval. “But then, that doesn’t mean anything. The vampire could have been in such a hurry that he didn’t bother with the anesthetic.”


“He could have been,” I agreed. “So, either he puked, or he bit and then held the victim until he bled out. But what for?”


“To confuse us all and mislead the investigation.”


“That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, shaking my head. “Why confuse things? Why leave the marks of a vampire’s bite and drain away the blood? They’re very careful with it; they wouldn’t just pour it away. Our vampires even have a saying for novices: ‘Blood spilled on the ground is mother’s milk wasted.’”


“You can always find a way to make sense of anything,” Foma declared didactically. “For example—the killer vampire needed to make us suspect a young, hungry vampire. So he bit the boy but he didn’t drink, just poured the blood away, hoping that it wouldn’t be found. Or the vampire was hungry, but as soon as he bit, he realized what he’d done and decided to pour the blood away, to create the impression of falsified evidence….”


Completely carried away now, I fluttered my hands in the air, as if I was talking to Gesar. “Oh, come on, Bo—Foma! You can come up with lots of theories, but I’ve never met a hungry vampire who would leave the blood once he had his fangs in. This argument isn’t getting us anywhere. What’s far more important is why the boy was killed. Was he a random victim? Then we really do have to look for a tourist or a novice. Or did someone have a special reason for killing Victor?”


“A vampire can kill a man with a single blow,” said Foma. “And without even touching him. Why would he leave any clues behind? Victor could have died from a heart attack, and no one would have suspected a thing.”


“Agreed,” I said with a nod. “Then…then your Master is right. It’s some vampire from out of town, and the boy just happened to be in the wrong place. He bit him, then got frightened and puked up the blood….”


“It looks that way,” Foma agreed. “But there’s still something bothering me, Anton.”


We finished our beer without another word.


“Have you tried testing traces from the body?” I asked.


I didn’t have to say that I meant traces left by an aura.


“A dead aura from a dead body?” Foma said with a skeptical shake of his head. “That’s never been much help. But we did try. No traces were found…. Tell me, watchman, what else did you see that was unusual in the Dungeons?”


“There are Others working there,” I said. “There’s no blue moss, although the place is overflowing with emotions. Someone cleans it out regularly.”


“There are no Others working there,” Foma snapped. “The blue moss just doesn’t grow there.”


I looked at him uncertainly.


“Out of interest, we tried bringing it in from outside. It withers and falls off in an hour. A sort of natural anomaly.”


“Well…it happens, I suppose,” I said, making a mental note to check in the archives.


“It does,” Foma agreed. “Anton, I’d like to ask you not to leave the investigation just yet. There’s something here that really bothers me. Try having a word with Victor’s girlfriend.”


“Is the girl still here?”


“Of course. The police asked her not to leave town. The Alex City Hotel, not far from here. I think it will be easier for you to make contact with her.”


“Do you suspect her of something?”


Foma shook his head. “She’s just an ordinary person…. It’s something else. She’s taking her lover’s death very hard, but cooperating willingly with the police. Still, maybe a fellow Russian will find it easier to get through to her. A gesture, a glance, a word—any little thing. I really don’t want to close this case and leave everything to the police, Anton.”


“And it would be a good thing to meet the owner of the Dungeons of Scotland, too,” I said.


“That won’t get you anywhere,” Foma said dismissively.


“Why not?”


“Because those stupid Dungeons belong to me!” Foma said with loathing.


“But—” I broke off. “Well…but then…”


“What then? I have a small holding company, Scottish Colours, that works in the tourist business. Our Night Watch is a shareholder in the company, and the profits go to finance its activities. We organize musical events and circus performances, we have shares in a few hotels, four pubs, the Dungeons of Scotland, three tour buses, and an agency that takes tourists to the Scottish lochs. How else would you like us to earn our money?” He laughed. “The whole of Edinburgh lives off the tourists. If you go to Glasgow and you find yourself in the suburbs, you’ll see a frightening sight—buildings on the point of collapse, hotels boarded up, factories closed down. Industry is dying. It’s not profitable to produce goods in Europe any longer, but it is profitable to produce services. What else should an old bard do but run concerts and tourist attractions?”


“I understand, it was just unexpected….”


“There aren’t any Others working there,” Foma repeated. “It’s a strange place…the blue moss doesn’t grow there…. That was why I bought the land in the first place. But I didn’t find anything unusual.”


“Then could the murder have been intended as a blow against you?” I asked. “Against you personally and the Night Watch of Edinburgh? Does someone want to compromise Light Ones?”


Foma smiled and stood up.


“That’s what I need you for, Anton. To have a powerful magician from the outside involved in the investigation. Have a word with Valeria, all right? And don’t put it off.”


 


But I ended up having to put off the meeting with Valeria for a little while after all.


When I was already almost at the hotel, I saw yet another crowd of tourists gathered in a circle around a performing street artist. There was a whole rainbow of tiny little colored balls flying up in the air above the people’s heads, and somehow I knew who I was going to see, even though Egor had called himself a conjurer and not a juggler.


In actual fact, there were five performers there. Three young guys in bright circus clothes were taking a break. A young girl in a flowing, semitransparent dress was going around to the spectators with a tray, and they were gladly putting in coins and notes.


At the moment, only Egor was performing. He was wearing a black suit and white shirt, with a bow tie—looking very well-groomed and quite different from the crowd in their summery clothes.


Egor was juggling with the colored balls. But not simply juggling…. His right hand was shooting red, blue, and green balls no bigger than a cherry high up into the air. The open palm swiveled with emphatic slowness, demonstrating that there was nothing in it. Then the fingers folded together and the whole hand swung rapidly—and another ball went soaring upward. His left hand caught the falling balls and crumpled them into his fist, breaking off the rainbow, then immediately opened again—empty.


The little balls came from nowhere and disappeared into nowhere. There were more and more of them all the time, as if Egor didn’t have enough time to take back out of the air everything that he had thrown up into it. The colored parabola kept growing brighter and brighter, denser and denser, turning into a gleaming, glittering rope of color. It was dazzling. The movements of his fingers became so fast that they exceeded the ability of any prestidigitator. The spectators held their breath. The sounds of the street rolled up to that motionless circle of people and died, like the murmuring waves of a distant sea. The colored cord fluttered through Egor’s hands.


The tension grew and grew. The girl stopped collecting money—nobody was looking at her now in any case. She turned toward Egor and looked at him with eyes filled with love and delight.


Egor suddenly jerked both his hands—and he was left holding a fluttering, brightly colored ribbon.


The spectators applauded as if they just woke up.


I recalled the hoary old joke about the conjurer who came to a circus looking for a job. “I go out onstage and juggle with different-colored fish, get it? And then they fly up into the big top and disappear. The only thing is, I haven’t figured out how to do it yet….”


Poor stupid conjurer. To do that, you have to be an Other. Even an uninitiated one.


In actual fact, even without being initiated, or having made that first entry into the Twilight, an Other is capable of far more than an ordinary human being. And in Egor’s case everything was far more complicated. He had entered the Twilight when he was a child. He had even broken through into the second level—although he was fed Power by someone else, since his own abilities were minimal.


But he had avoided going through with initiation, and remained what he was—an indeterminate Other who did not know how to control his abilities and had not turned either to the Light or the Dark. His Book of Fate had been rewritten, returning him to his initial condition and giving him the chance to choose again. But he had refused to make a choice.


And he had decided that he was an ordinary human being.


Egor himself did not understand how he performed his act. He was certain that he was controlling the little balls very deftly, skillfully transferring them from one hand to the other before launching them into the air again, then adroitly replacing them with a special kind of ribbon that was evidently weighted at several points to make it all easier.


In actual fact a trick like that is impossible.


But Egor was quite certain that he performed his act without any magic. Like a very dexterous ordinary human being.


The spectators applauded with expressions of lively, genuine delight on their faces, the kind of delight you only see in the faces of children at the circus. For a moment the world had become magical and wonderful for them.


They didn’t know that that’s the way the world really is—our world…


Egor bowed and walked around the circle quickly—not collecting money, although they were holding out notes to him, but simply looking into the eyes of the spectators.


He was drawing Power from them, feeding! Without even realizing it, he was feeding on the emotions of his audience!


I started hastily making my way out of the crowd, but the spectators behind me were pushing forward, there were children jumping about at my feet, and a seminaked girl with studs in her pierced lips was breathing hotly in my ear. I was too slow—Egor had spotted me. And he stopped.


There was nothing left to do but open my arms wide.


Egor hesitated for a second, then whispered something to the girl with the tray, who was following him. He squirmed his way into the crowd. People made way for him, but they also slapped him enthusiastically on the back and made delighted comments in various languages.


“I’m sorry, I just happened to be passing,” I said guiltily. “I wasn’t expecting to see you at all.”


He looked at me for a second, then nodded. “I believe you.”


Ah yes, he was at the peak of his Power right then. He could sense a lie intuitively.


“I’ll be going,” I said. “That was a great performance, I was fascinated.”


“Wait, I need to wet my throat,” said Egor, setting off beside me. “I’ve been streaming with sweat…”


Some curious little boy grabbed hold of his sleeve. Egor politely stopped and unbuttoned his shirt to show that there was nothing in it. Then he took a light, silvery little ball out of the air and handed it to his suspicious spectator. The kid squealed in delight and dashed across to his parents, who were standing nearby.


“Really great,” I said appreciatively. “Do you perform in Moscow? I could take my daughter to the circus.”


“No, not in Moscow,” Egor said, frowning. “Do you know how hard it is to get into the circus back home?”


“I can guess.”


“If you’re not from a circus family, if you haven’t been jumping around the circus ring since you were five years old and you haven’t got any contacts…And if you get an offer to perform abroad…” Egor frowned. “To hell with them! Next year I’ll be performing in a French circus, I’m just negotiating the contract, then they’ll really be jealous.”


We sat down at a table outside the nearest cafe. Egor ordered a glass of juice and I asked for a double espresso. I was feeling sleepy again.


“So are you here because of me or not?” Egor asked abruptly.


“I had no idea that you were flying to Edinburgh. My assignment here has nothing to do with you!”


Egor looked into my face suspiciously. Then he sighed and relaxed.


“Then I apologize. I got a bit heated in the plane. I don’t like the outfit you work for…I have no reason to like it.”


“That’s OK,” I said, gesturing with my open palms toward him. “No offense taken. You don’t have to like our outfit, it doesn’t deserve it.”


“Uh-huh,” said Egor, staring pensively at his glass of orange juice. “Well, how are things there? Still Gesar, is it?”


“Of course. He was, he is, he always will be.”


“And how about Tiger Cub and Bear?” Egor asked with a smile, as if he’d just remembered something good. “Did they get married?”


“Tiger Cub was killed, Egor.” I actually was taken aback when I realized he didn’t know about it. “It was a very bad business…we all suffered.”


“Killed,” Egor said thoughtfully. “A pity. I liked her a lot. She was so strong, a weretiger…”


“A shape-shifting magician,” I corrected him. “Yes, she was strong, but very emotional. She attacked a Mirror.”


“A Mirror?”


“Yes, well that’s a type of magician. A very unusual type. Sometimes, if some Watch starts winning, a Mirror Magician appears to help the other side. They say they’re created by the Twilight itself, but no one knows for sure. A Mirror Magician can’t be defeated in ordinary battle; he absorbs his opponent’s Power and parries every attack. We really took a beating that time…and Tiger Cub was killed.”


“What about the Mirror? Did you kill him?”


“Vitaly Rogoza was his name…. He dematerialized. Of his own accord, that’s their destiny. A Mirror is originally a weak, indeterminate magician who loses his memory, then travels to the place where one Power is gaining a serious advantage over the other and takes the side of the one that’s losing. And afterward the Mirror disappears, dissolves into the Twilight.”


I said all this in a monotone, thinking about something else.


There was a painful, cold lump growing in my chest.


A weak, indeterminate magician?…


“Serves him right,” Egor said vengefully. “I feel sorry for Tiger Cub…I often used to think about her. And you, sometimes.”


“Really?” I asked. “I hope you weren’t too angry with me.”


To be quite honest, I really couldn’t have cared less right then just who Egor used to remember and how.


A weak, indeterminate magician…


He travels to the place where…


He dissolves into the Twilight…


“I was a bit angry,” Egor admitted. “But not too much. It wasn’t really your fault. That’s the way your job is…lousy. But I resented it, of course. I even dreamed once that you were really my father. And I was going to become a Dark Magician and work in the Day Watch in order to spite you.”


So he hadn’t lost his memory, had he? I couldn’t draw such a simple comparison between Rogoza and Egor after all.


“That’s a funny dream,” I said. “They say some dreams are an alternative reality breaking through into our consciousness. Maybe somewhere, somehow, that’s the way it was. You shouldn’t have gone over to the Dark Ones, though…”


Egor said nothing for a moment, then he snorted. “Oh, no. A plague on both your houses. I don’t like the Dark Ones, and I don’t like the Light Ones. But you come round anytime, Anton! I’m staying just near here. In the Alex City Hotel. I’ll introduce you to the rest of our crew, they’re all great guys!”


He put a few coins on the table and stood up. “I’ll go back to work. My number’s the highlight of the show; the lads won’t take in much money without me.”


He had hardly even touched his juice.


“Egor!” I called to him. “How did you happen to come to Edinburgh? Was it your own idea?”


The young man looked at me in surprise. “No, it wasn’t. A company invited me, Scottish Colours. Why do you ask?”


“I thought I could give you a hand, if necessary,” I lied without a moment’s hesitation. “Find you an agent.”


“Thanks,” said Egor, and the warmth in his voice made me wish the earth would open up and swallow me. “No need, but thanks anyway, Anton.”


I sat there, looking at the dregs in the bottom of my cup. Were there still not enough coincidences for me? Maybe I should use the coffee grounds for a bit of fortune-telling?


“Scottish Colours,” I muttered.


My chest was feeling so cold now that it didn’t hurt anymore.


Chapter 4 








 


 

THERE’S NOTHING MORE ABSURD THAN TO ARRIVE IN A NEW CITY AND spend your time in a hotel room. That’s OK for the red-hot afternoon of the Spanish siesta. Or for newlyweds on their honeymoon, when the size of the bed is far more important than the view out the window.


So Valeria was caught in a hopeless situation. The police had told her not to leave the city. And she simply didn’t have the strength to go out into that crowd of merrymakers, that swirling mass of tourists.


She opened the door immediately, as if she had been waiting just behind it. Although, of course, no one could have warned her, since I’d walked past the receptionist under the protection of a Circle of Inattention.


The girl was wearing nothing but shorts and a bra. Well yes, it was quite hot outside, of course. Even the good hotels here didn’t have air-conditioning; the climate in general didn’t really require it. But it was quite hot—especially if you were drinking.


“Yes?” Lera challenged me drunkenly.


Her black hair was styled in a blunt bob. She was attractive, thin, quite tall.


One of her hands was on the handle of the open bathroom door. I had arrived just as she was on her way to the toilet.


“Hello, Lera,” I said politely. I wasn’t exactly looking super-respectable, just shorts and a T-shirt, but I still chose the “representative-of-the-authorities” tone of voice. “Can I come in?”


“Why not?” Lera said in surprise. “Come”—she hiccupped—“come on through. Only…I’ll just be a moment.”


She went into the bathroom without even bothering to lock the door behind her. I shook my head, walked past the un-made bed, and sat in an armchair by the window. It was a small room, quite comfortable in a formal sort of way. There was a bottle of Glenlivet whisky on the coffee table. It was more than half empty. Glancing at the door of the bathroom I sent a simple spell in Lera’s direction.


I heard the sound of coughing in the bathroom.


“Need any help, Lera?” I asked, pouring myself two fingers of whisky.


Lera didn’t answer. She was being sick.


I found some cold mineral water in the mini-bar and poured a little bit into Lera’s glass to rinse it out—it smelled strongly of whisky. Then I splashed it out straight onto the carpet and poured in more water.


“I’m sorry…,” said the girl as she emerged from the bathroom, looking a lot livelier. “I…I’m sorry.”


“Have a drink of water, Lera,” I said, holding out the glass.


A good-looking girl. Very young. And with very sad eyes.


“Who are you?” she asked, and drained the glass avidly. “Hell…my head’s splitting.”


She sat down in the armchair opposite me and took her head in her hands.


We’d never be able to make conversation like that.


“Can I help?”


“Do you have any aspirin? Something for a headache…”


“Ancient Chinese massage,” I said, standing up and going around behind her. “The pain will soon be gone.”


“Oh, sure, I believe in massage, all the guys say they can do massage, anything to get their paws on you…,” Lera began, but stopped talking the moment my hands started taking away the pain.


Of course, I don’t really know how to do massage. But I can disguise healing magic as massage.


“That’s really good…you’re a magician…,” Lera murmured.


“Yes, I am,” I agreed. “A fully qualified Light Magician.”


Right…stop the blood vessels cramping…draw the alcohol out of the blood…OK, pass it through the kidneys…neutralize the metabolites…balance the serotonin and adrenaline…restore the pH of the blood to normal…OK, and at the same time we’ll reduce the output of hydrochloric acid in the stomach…


Of course, I’m nowhere near as good as Svetlana. She could have done all this with a single touch. I labored away for about three minutes. I had the Power, but I lacked the skill.


“Miracles like that don’t happen,” Valeria said nervously. She turned around and looked at me.


“Oh, yes, they do,” I said. “You’ll want to go to the toilet now. Don’t be embarrassed and don’t wait; you’ll pass water every fifteen minutes. Until you get all the garbage out of your system…. Stop. Wait a moment….”


I looked at her closely. Well, would you believe it!


“Don’t drink any more alcohol,” I told her. “Not at all.”


I went to the bathroom to wash my hands. The running water carried away the fatigue from my fingers and the imprint of an aura distorted by suffering. I could have used Power to clean myself, but the old folk methods are still the best.


“Why are you ordering me about?” Lera said darkly when I got back. “But thank you, the massage was good…I’ll just be a moment!”


I waited for her to come back from the toilet. She was clearly shocked by the speed and efficiency with which her body was being purged. Once she had sat down, I explained.


“You’re pregnant. You shouldn’t drink now.”


“My period is due to start tomorrow,” Lera retorted so furiously that I realized she could sense it. Through sheer feminine intuition, without any outside help, she had realized she was pregnant. Then she had rejected the idea and started binge-drinking.


“It won’t start.”


She didn’t argue. She didn’t even ask how I knew. Probably she put it down to the wonders of oriental medicine. She asked, “Why would I want a child without a husband?”


“That’s for you to decide,” I said. “I’m not going to try to persuade you either way.”


“Who are you?” Lera finally asked.


“Gorodetsky. Anton Gorodetsky. I’m from Moscow. I…I was asked to investigate the circumstances of Victor’s death.”


Lera sighed and said bitterly, “Vitya’s father is using his contacts…What’s the point…now?”


“To find out the truth.”


“The truth…” The girl poured herself some water and drained the glass in one gulp. Her body was driving her blood through her kidneys at a furious rate, removing the alcohol and its metabolic products. “Victor was killed by a vampire.”


“Vampires don’t exist, Lera.”


“I know. But what do you do when a guy says, ‘There’s someone drinking my blood,’ and then they find him with a bite mark on his throat and no blood left in his body?”


There was a subtle note of hysteria in her voice.


“I checked the channel the boat was sailing in,” I said. “There’s blood in it. A lot of blood. Calm down, Lera. Vampires really don’t exist. Someone killed your friend. He bled to death. That’s terrible, it’s cruel, but vampires don’t exist.”


She said nothing for about a minute. Then she asked, “Why didn’t the police tell me that?”


“They have their reasons. They’re afraid of leaks of information. Perhaps they even suspect you of something.”


That didn’t frighten her at all. In fact it seemed to make her angry.


“The bastards. I can’t get to sleep, I get sloshed on whisky in the evenings. Yesterday I almost dragged some guy into bed. I’m afraid to be alone, understand? Afraid. And they don’t tell me anything…. Excuse me, I’ll just be a moment.”


I waited for her to come back from the toilet and said, “I must have overdone it a bit with the massage. But I’m not a professional, I’ve just picked up a few moves.”


“The things they teach your crowd,” Lera said, and I realized she was as certain that I worked for the KGB as the young Frenchman in the Dungeons had been. We’re all children of mass culture. We all believe in its cliches. You don’t even need any documents if you behave like a secret agent in an action movie.


“Lera, I want to ask you to make an effort to recall all the circumstances of Victor’s death,” I said. “I know you’ve told the story over and over again. But please try.”


“We got into that stupid boat,” Lera began. “I almost fell over; it was a very awkward step down, a long way, and I couldn’t see the bottom of the boat in the darkness.”


“Tell me everything from the very beginning. Start from the moment when you got up that morning. Every detail.”


Lera’s eyes glinted mischievously. “Well…we woke up at ten; we missed breakfast. Then we had sex. Then we went into the shower and we got a bit carried away in there…”


I nodded and smiled benevolently as I listened to the girl’s story, which really did include all the details. And when she broke into tears, I waited for a few minutes without saying anything. The tears stopped and Lera shook her head. She looked into my eyes.


“We went into a pub, the Oak and Ribbon, and had something to eat. We drank a pint of beer each. It was hot, and then we saw the sign for that damned tourist show. Victor thought it would be interesting. Or at least that it would be cool inside. So we went in.”


Nothing. Not a single clue. I realized that Lera had been questioned by professionals before me; they had drained her, forced her to remember, asked the same questions ten times. What else could she possibly remember out of the blue now?


She started describing the boat again, the awkward step down into it, and I raised my hand.


“Stop there, Lera. That mirror maze—you said it was the most interesting thing. Didn’t anything odd happen in there?”


I didn’t know why I’d asked that question. Perhaps because I was still thinking about Egor. Perhaps I’d remembered the old wives’ tale that vampires have no reflections in mirrors.


“In the Maze of Mirrors…” Lera knitted her brows. “Ah! There was something. Victor started waving to someone. As if he’d seen someone he knew. Afterward he said he must have imagined it.”


“How about you, Lera? Did you see anybody you knew?”


She shook her head.


“No. There are mirrors on all sides in there. You really get lost among all those faces, all those people. And it gets a bit annoying after a while…. I tried not to look.”


“Can’t you even make a guess at who he might have seen?”


“Could that be important?” Lera asked seriously.


“Yes,” I replied with no hesitation.


It was very important. It was a clear clue. If there was a vampire in the Dungeons and he was diverting people’s eyes, he could have been seen in the room of mirrors. And Victor hadn’t just seen someone—he had recognized him.


So what was dangerous about being recognized? Someone had gone into the Dungeons—what of it? Why had the vampire panicked and killed the unsuspecting student?


I didn’t know. Not yet.


“I think Victor thought he had seen a friend of his…not someone from here,” Lera said after thinking for a moment. “Because he was very surprised. If he’d seen someone from the university, he would have waved to him and shouted ‘Hi.’ But he just waved and didn’t say anything. You know, the way you do when you’re not quite sure if you’ve seen a friend or made a mistake. And afterward, when he couldn’t find anyone, he really seemed quite upset. And he said it was all nonsense. As if he’d persuaded himself that it couldn’t have happened. Anton, did Vitya see his killer?”


“I’m afraid he did,” I said, nodding. “It’s possible that was why he was killed. Thank you. You’ve been a great help.”


“Should I tell this to the police?” Lera asked.


“Why not? Only, if possible, don’t mention that I was here, OK? But you can tell them what you’ve remembered.”


“Will you tell me if you find the killer?”


“Definitely.”


“You’re lying,” Lera said, shaking her head. “You’re lying…you won’t tell me anything.”


“I’ll send you a postcard,” I said after a pause. “With a view of Edinburgh. If you get a postcard, it means Victor has been avenged.”


She nodded. I was already at the door when she asked, “Anton, if I…What should I do about the child?”


“That’s for you to decide. You must understand that nobody else should ever decide anything for you. Not the president, not your boss, not even a kind magician.”


“I’m nineteen,” Lera said in a quiet voice. “I loved Vitya. But now he’s gone. Twenty years old with a child and no husband…”


“You have to make up your own mind. But please don’t drink, in any case,” I said.


And I closed the door behind me.


 


Evening arrived, and I hadn’t slept the night before, which had been divided between airports and airplanes. I ordered another coffee from the bar, glancing regretfully at the beer pumps: One pint would be enough to make me completely dozy now. I phoned Gesar and gave him a summary of what I’d found out during the day.


“Look for a vampire in Victor’s circle of Moscow acquaintances,” Gesar mused thoughtfully. “Thank you, Anton, all his Moscow contacts have been checked already…All right, we’ll look a little bit harder. We’ll start digging as far back as kindergarten. What are you going to do now?”


“Go and catch up on my sleep,” I said.


“Any provisional conclusions?”


“There’s something going on here, Gesar. I don’t know what it is, but it’s something big.”


“Do you need any help?”


I was about to say no, but then I remembered Semyon.


“Boris Ignatievich, if Semyon isn’t too busy…”


“Is he missing Scotland?” Gesar chuckled. “All right, I’ll send him over. If he gets a move on, you’ll meet in the morning. Get some rest.”


I didn’t tell Gesar anything about Egor. I put my cell phone away with a quick glance at the charge indicator. Well, well—the battery was still almost full. In Moscow my phone went flat in a single day, even though I didn’t talk very much. But abroad, it worked quite happily for a week. Were the towers here planted closer together or something?


Now for another part of the job. An unpleasant part.


I took out the carving of the wolf and set it on the table.


Contact, help, advice?


I grasped the figure with both hands and closed my eyes. Perhaps that wasn’t how it worked?


“Zabulon!”


Was that someone’s gaze I seemed to sense?


As far as I recalled, Zabulon never responded immediately. Not even when his lover called.


“Zabulon!”


“Why are you shouting like that, Gorodetsky?”


I opened my eyes. There was no one there, of course.


“I need some advice, Dark One.”


“Ask.”


It was a good thing that almost no emotion at all is transmitted in this kind of conversation. Zabulon was probably chuckling to himself. A Light One coming to him for help!


“Zabulon, when the Mirror Magician came to you, did you summon him?”


That obviously wasn’t the question he’d been expecting.


“The Mirror? Vitaly Rogoza?”


“Yes.”


A pause. No, he knew the answer all right; he was deciding whether to tell the truth or to lie.


“A Mirror cannot be summoned, Light One. They are children of the Twilight.”


“Then what has to happen for a Mirror Magician to appear?”


“One Power has to acquire a significant advantage over the other. And it has to be a sudden imbalance, acquired too quickly. The Mirror came because Gesar was raising Svetlana’s level too rapidly, he brought Olga back into play, and…and he rewrote your future daughter’s destiny to make her the Greatest of the Great.”


“Is it possible to foresee who will be the next Mirror Magician?”


“It is. He is an Other whose own fundamental Power is minimal. He must have no love for the Light or for the Dark. Or, on the contrary, he must love the Light and the Dark. A human being, and an Other, who stands at the fork in the road and makes no distinction between Light and Dark. There are individuals like that, but they are rare. In Moscow there are two of them: Victor’s father and…your little friend Egor. But then, he’s already grown up now, isn’t he?”


“Why did Rogoza come from Ukraine?”


“Because we’re not the ones who decide who’s going to be a Mirror. I was rather hoping that he would show up, but nobody ever knows anything in advance. A Mirror Magician might come or he might not. He can appear straightaway or he can take days, even months, to reach the place where the equilibrium has been disrupted. Have I satisfied your curiosity?”


“Yes.”


“Then I expect a courtesy in return. Who killed Victor? And what have Mirror Magicians got to do with it?”


“You won’t like this information, Zabulon. I think that Victor was killed in order to discredit the Scottish Night Watch. They own the tourist attraction. And as for the Mirror…I’m afraid that the situation here might be destabilized. So badly that a Mirror Magician will turn up. Are there any candidates for the role in Edinburgh?”


He believed me. At least, I thought he believed me. He answered thoughtfully, “I don’t know. I’ve never tried to find out.”


“Then that’s all for the time being. If you do find out, please let me know, if you would be so kind.”


Without bothering to wait for his mocking chuckle, I opened my hand and cut off the contact. The figurine was gleaming with sweat, which made it seem almost alive.


That was it, time to go back to the hotel. To that cozy deluxe apartment for Light Ones, that kingdom of white and pink and beige, those lace curtains and silk sheets.


My phone jangled.


“Hello?” As I pressed the phone to my ear, I caught the waiter’s eye and ran one finger across my open palm, as if I was writing out a bill. The waiter gave a labored smile, glanced at the solitary cup standing in front of me, and scribbled a2 on a piece of paper.


“Anthony, my friend,” Lermont said in English. His use of “Anthony” told me immediately that there was someone nearby who was not supposed to know I was Russian. “How was my employee feeling when you left the Dungeons?”


“Just fine.”


“He’s been killed, Anthony. Do you think you could come over?”


I hissed something unprintable and scooped the small change out of my pocket, trying to remember how to get where I was going. Right…the castle was there, the ravine and bridge were there…“If I can catch a taxi straightaway, I’ll be there in five minutes.”


“Make it quick,” Lermont told me.


I found an available taxi immediately; fortunately I didn’t need to resort to magic in order to get someone out of a cab that was already occupied. Edinburgh was remarkably good for taxis in general. I got in, took out a cigarette, and lit it. The driver looked at me rather disapprovingly but didn’t say anything. I cranked the window all the way down. Of course, his next passengers would be nonsmokers….


But I felt like smoking.


Idiot. What an idiot I was! I’d felt alarmed for Egor, concerned for Valeria…But I hadn’t bothered to use my head for what it was really meant for. My visit to the Dungeons had been observed. And now poor Jean, the nervous French student, would never go back home to Nantes….


It was my fault.


But what about Lermont—closing the place down and only leaving one man on duty to watch it! Not an Other, not a Battle Magician who could fight vampires on equal terms, but a frightened kid in makeup and a costume.


I imagined the young redheaded guy with his face pale from loss of blood instead of makeup, lying there surrounded by those appalling instruments of torture. “It’s a bit creepy here on your own.” And I started swearing wildly under my breath.


“I’m an asshole, a fool…”


Lermont was waiting for me at the entrance to the Dungeons. He looked dark-faced and angry, the way only a Light One can be angry.


“Let’s go,” he said, and tramped off without even looking to see if I was behind him. We walked quickly through a string of empty rooms and came out at the River of Blood. This place again?


But Foma got into the boat without saying a word. I followed him in. He waved his hand, the mechanism creaked, and the boat moved forward.


“Haven’t you called the police yet?” I asked.


“Not yet. Only our own people…and observers from the Dark Ones.”


“Where are they?”


“I asked them to wait a few rooms away. I said I wanted to bring in an independent expert to examine the body. An ordinary human being. No point in anyone knowing about you at this stage….”


The boat crept across the small dark space and docked at the other mooring.


“There,” Foma said morosely.


I clambered out of the boat and followed Foma into the next room, which contained an exhibition of methods of execution. There was a dummy hanging in a noose from the ceiling, and over there on the guillotine—it wasn’t a dummy on the guillotine. The killer had demonstrated his sense of humor once again.


To cut a man’s head off with the sham blade of the fake guillotine must have taken superhuman strength—the kind of strength that a vampire has, for instance.


The white plastic bucket under the guillotine was half full of blood. The severed head was lying beside it. I squatted and picked the head up cautiously. It wasn’t who I was expecting. I felt like screaming at the helpless awareness of my own stupidity.


“I wish I knew what bastard did this,” said Foma. “That man worked for me for seventeen years.”


“The bastard was a young redheaded guy,” I said. “He pretended to be French and spoke with a slight accent. He looked twenty years old. And he had a liking for theatrical effects. Very quick-witted, a remarkable actor.”


Carefully laying the severed head back down on the floor, I looked at Lermont’s dumbfounded face and explained.


“He made a total fool of me. I was talking to the killer only two steps away from the body. And I didn’t suspect a thing. Not a thing!”


The head of the murdered guard—black-haired, but with a sprinkling of gray quite appropriate for a man over fifty—stared blindly up at me from the floor.


 


“You can only mask your true nature from someone who’s very weak,” said Lermont, drilling into me with his mistrustful eyes. “That’s axiomatic. Try to define my aura.”


A strange conversation over a dead man whose head had been severed. A strange place, a strange crime, strange ideas…


Lermont’s aura—a blaze of bright yellow-green discharges, a prickly hedgehog of Power, dimmed. The pointed discharges were drawn in and faded. A few seconds later Lermont was surrounded by the smooth, multilayered aura typical of a human being.


A ragged, open aura is a sure sign of an Other. It can have sharp needles and prickles, swirling vortices, gaping holes. All these are indications of an open energy pattern and the ability to absorb energy, not just give it out the way human beings do. To absorb, process, and perform miracles.


A human aura is smooth, multilayered, integrated. People only give out Power, they don’t absorb it. And the smooth membrane of their aura is an attempt to protect themselves, to halt the slow, implacable draining away of life.


Yes, now Lermont looked like a human being.


Almost like a human being…


I looked a bit more carefully and saw the pale needles of his aura. Foma had disguised himself very well, but I had broken through his defense.


“I see it,” I said, “but I didn’t look at that young guy so carefully. He could have masked himself.”


“In that case, your redheaded companion is a Higher Vampire. Or a Higher Magician pretending to be a vampire.” Foma nodded in satisfaction. “And he would not be able to put on a mask while disguising his aura at the same time. This is good, Anton, this is really good. We know his physical appearance: young, red-haired—there aren’t all that many Higher Others in the world.”


“He must have gotten the cloak from somewhere around here,” I said. “And the false fangs. He heard me coming and instead of running away, he calmly came out to meet me…and invented a cover story on the spot.”


“I think I can guess why he needed the cloak,” Foma said gloomily, glancing at the blood-spattered floor. “He must have gotten blood on himself…. Send me his image, Anton.”


I closed my eyes and tried to remember the Frenchman as clearly as possible. Then I sent the mental picture to Lermont.


“Aha,” said the Scot. “Excellent. I’ll check all our files.”


“Perhaps we ought to inform the Inquisition?” I asked.


Lermont shook his head. “No, not yet. The events have not exceeded the limits of a crime committed by a solitary Dark One. The Day Watch of Edinburgh has not lodged any protests. We’ll manage without the Inquisition, Anton. For as long as we can.”


I didn’t argue. There’s not much fun in calling the Inquisition in to help.


“Is my help still required here?”


“No—go and get some sleep,” said Lermont. “We won’t inform the police; this is purely our business. My lads will try to find some clues, and I’ll start checking the Higher Others.”


He grunted as he bent down over the severed head, as if he was hoping to spot some kind of clue carelessly left by the criminal. Lermont could do to lose that belly, I thought as I watched his exertions.


“Foma,” I asked in a quiet voice. “What is there in here, in the Dungeons of Scotland?”


“Eh?” he asked without even turning around.


“What are the Dark Ones looking for here?”


“It’s a tourist attraction, Mr. Gorodetsky,” Foma said coolly. “Just that, and nothing more.”


“Well, all right,” I said, and left.


 


The killer had not needed to come back. If he had left any clues, they would already have been found—both the ordinary ones and the magic ones.


But he had come back and killed again. In order to anger the Night Watch even more? Nonsense. In order to put pressure on Lermont? Total nonsense.


So there was something he hadn’t managed to do the first time around. And so he had to come back again.


What could Lermont be hiding? This place wasn’t as straightforward as it seemed. I knew that much. For example, the blue moss didn’t grow here. That was already a significant anomaly. The structure of the Twilight is heterogeneous. For instance, in some places it is harder to enter than in others. I had even heard about zones where it is quite impossible to enter the Twilight. But the blue moss was a universal parasite….


I walked about a hundred meters away from the place and looked through the Twilight.


Aha!


Where I was standing, the moss was flourishing. There were thick garlands of it outside the pubs and cafes. It was thicker on the houses where people lived and thinner on the offices and shops. And there was more moss on the crossroads, where drivers get nervous.


All perfectly normal.


But when I looked toward the bridge, the closer to the entrance to the Dungeons, the more blue moss there was! It was drawn in that direction…. And no wonder! The moss got thicker and thicker and then suddenly, ten meters from the doors, it started to dry up, as if it had hit some invisible boundary line.


Strange. If there was some environmental factor that was harmful to the moss, it ought to have made it fade out gradually. This had to be something else….


I reached out one hand to the closest colony of moss—a luxuriant blue clump on the asphalt. I said, “Burn!”


The Power flowed through me, only I held back the pressure. The moss didn’t burn up immediately. It swelled up and started growing, trying to process this free dose of energy. But the Power increased, and the moss couldn’t cope. It started turning gray and drying up…and finally burst into flames.


Now I could see it. When you know exactly what to look for, everything becomes extremely clear.


The Power scattered through space, the vital energy given out by human beings, drained into the Twilight unevenly. Yes, it constantly seeped through the fabric of the universe, down to the first level, the second, the third…but somewhere in the region of the Dungeons there was a gaping hole—and there was a constant stream of Power gushing down into it. As if someone had cut a hole in a piece of cloth through which water normally filtered slowly…


Too much food for a brainless parasite. The moss crept toward the tourist attraction, attracted by both the stream of Power and the emotions of the frightened customers. It crept up close—and then dried up.


I thought I could understand why Foma Lermont had chosen this precise spot to open his attraction. All this energy flowing into one place had to be concealed from rank-and-file Others. The excessive free Power here could be attributed to tipsy tourists, frightened children, the endless carnival that was Edinburgh….


I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Foma had put a lot of effort into popularizing Edinburgh for just one reason: to conceal this spot.


Even Light Ones sometimes have dark secrets. It can’t be helped.


I walked slowly uphill along one of the streets leading to the Royal Mile. It wasn’t a very touristy kind of street. Dark, with the only light coming from windows. All the shops on it were closed. But I expected it to lead straight to my hotel. I was feeling desperately sleepy. Maybe I ought to take a taxi after all? But it was only a ten-minute walk….


I turned on to a narrow street between the houses and found myself standing in something between a small square and a large courtyard. I walked over to a small monument, only one meter high, in the roadway. There was a bronze parrot sitting on a stone chalice with a thin stream of water flowing from it. It was either an undersized street fountain or an oversized drinking fountain. Using my cigarette lighter to examine the plaque below the parrot, I learned that this fountain had been erected by the inhabitants of the city in memory of a beloved parrot who had died of pneumonia at a very advanced age.


Then suddenly something clicked behind me and I felt a powerful jolt in my shoulder. So powerful that I had to take several steps forward to avoid falling facedown in the chalice of water.


Something hot trickled down my back.


What the hell?


There was another click and something ricocheted loudly off the bronze bird. The hot bullet hissed as it fell into the water, finally convincing me that I had almost been killed beside the parrot fountain.


Someone was shooting at me!


At me, an Other!


A Higher Magician, who could destroy palaces and raise up cities with a wave of my hand!


Well, all right, the cities are a bit of an exaggeration…breaking down is always easier than raising up.


Squirming in my hiding place behind the fountain, I looked hard into the darkness. No one. OK, how about through the Twilight?


The result astounded me.


The shots had clearly come from the side street next to the one that had led me to the fountain. But I couldn’t see anyone, either human or Other!


At least it was only a flesh wound. The bullet had passed straight through the soft tissues. I had stopped the bleeding in a reflex response, within a second. After that I recalled a couple of good healing spells to knit the damaged muscles back together.


Another shot. The bullet passed over the top of my head and a wave of heat tousled my hair. The soft sound suggested that the gun must have a silencer. The fact that I hadn’t been killed yet suggested that the shooter was firing from a pistol, and firing very well, or from a sniper’s rifle, and extremely badly.


But why couldn’t I see the gunman?


I waved my hand and spread a five-minute Morpheus spell over the entire street. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, I spread it across all the windows. And the roofs of the buildings, and the nearby side streets. Morpheus is a gentle sleep-inducing spell; it gives a man about five seconds before it puts him out altogether. If he’s standing, he can sit down; mothers holding children can put them down; drivers can slow down. There wouldn’t be any casualties. Or probably not.


Silence.


Had I got him?


I got up and looked through the Twilight again. Well, now, whoever you might be, if you’ve fallen asleep, your camouflage will fail….


A click. A faint flash in the side street. And another bullet went flying into my poor right shoulder! In exactly the same spot!


Well, I could take some grim comfort in the fact that I already had a wound there in any case. But it was really painful! Why did it hurt so badly if there was already a hole there?


I squatted down so that the fountain again shielded me from the gunman. Now there was no doubt that the shots really were coming from the side street.


What was I going to do? Hurl Fireballs into the darkness and try to strike the camouflaged gunman that way? Scorch everything around me with the White Mirage? Put on a Magician’s Shield and go into open battle? But if I couldn’t see my enemy, then I was facing a magician more powerful than I was!


Maybe I could call for help, ring the police, call in Gesar and Foma?


Wait.


It didn’t have to be Gesar and Foma.


Zabulon had said contact, help, advice.


A bit of protection would come in handy right now.


I took the little figure out of my pocket and set it down on the cobblestones of the roadway. I touched it gently with Power and shouted, “I! Need! Help!”


It all happened in a split second. The air struck my face so hard that for a moment I thought the invisible gunman had switched to grenades. But it was the figure in the amulet being transformed—swelling up and softening and turning into a shaggy gray shadow. White fangs glinted in the darkness, yellow wolf eyes glittered, and the werewolf leaped straight over the fountain, then immediately jumped to the right. There was the click of a shot, but obviously it missed. Skipping from side to side as precisely as only a creature that is targeted by gunfire can, the beast went dashing into the side street. I heard growling, then there was a rumble and a metallic clang. The clicks of the shots carried on sounding in the same way, at regular intervals of a second or two, but something told me the bullets were going astray and the gunman wasn’t dangerous anymore.


I jumped up and ran after the wolf, covering myself with a Shield just in case. And I finally did what it would have been a very good idea to have done in the first place: I created light. A simple spell that any Light Magician can manage. An appeal to the Primordial Power, and there was a bright white light swaying in the air above me.


And I immediately saw the one who had nearly killed me. The one who had not been visible in the Twilight.


But it wasn’t a “who.” It was a “what.” A fancy metal tripod similar to a professional stand for a video camera. Standing on a rotating disk on the tripod was a cylinder with gleaming lenses. Attached to the disk by a spring recoil clamp was a short rifle with a round magazine like the old Soviet PPSh, with a long ridged silencer on the barrel. A metal-clad cable ran up to the trigger, ending in a clamp with a wire that ran around the trigger.


The machine was still functioning. The cylinder was twitching with a quiet buzzing sound, the clamp was pressing the trigger, and the rifle, now pointing upward, was firing into the sky. I leaned down, feeling the blood flowing over my shoulder. I put my good hand on the cylinder. On the side I found a little lid with an inscription in Chinese characters—SHOOTER I—followed by a number: 285590607. Below the hieroglyphs was a round, smiling child’s face sketched in a few simple lines.


Humorists.


I pried open the little lid with my fingernail and turned the power switch to Off.


“Shooter I” gave a quiet whir of its servomotors and then fell silent.


“Greetings from the Heavenly Kingdom,” I said, and sat down beside the machine. I looked at the short rod of the aerial, protruding from the cylinder. Yes, the real gunman could be absolutely anywhere. I had been fighting a robot.


And it was very lucky for me that its sights had been slightly off center.


“Would you believe it?” I said, examining the robot. “What are we going to do about this sort of thing? Start inventing spells against technology?”


The wolf walked out of the darkness. He sat down facing me and started licking his paw. I couldn’t see any wound; he had probably burned himself on the hot gun barrel when he knocked the tripod over.


“If Martian tripods had fleas, they’d look like this,” I said to the wolf. “Have you read War of the Worlds?”


At first I didn’t think he would answer. Not all werewolves are capable of speech when they change into animal form. But the wolf looked up at me gravely and barked, “On-ly-the-mo-vie.”


“Then you know what I mean,” I said. “Thanks.”


“Lick-the-wound.”


“I’m no shape-shifter, to go licking my wounds…,” I said, pressing my palm to my right shoulder and concentrating. I felt sick and the pain pulsed in my hand. A gun wound is a nasty business. Even for a magician. Sveta, now—she’d have healed me in a couple of minutes…


“Whose-tail-have-you-stepped-on?” Words were coming more easily to the werewolf now. “The-Eif-fel-Tow-er’s?”


I didn’t get the joke immediately. I shook my head. “I see you’re as witty as Petrosian. Thanks for your help. Were you hurt?”


“My-paw,” the wolf said indistinctly, starting to lick himself again. “The-ma-chine-burned-it.”


“Change to human form and I’ll heal it,” I said, standing up. I wasn’t bleeding anymore. Casting a Camouflage spell on the disabled tripod (everyone would see something quite ordinary and uninteresting in its place), I put it under my left arm. It was heavy, with a strong smell of hot metal, sour gunpowder smoke, and something oily. But I’d have to carry it, I couldn’t just leave a weapon lying in the center of the city.


“La-ter,” the wolf said evasively. “In-a-safe-place. Where-are-you-stay-ing?”


“In a hotel. You’ll like it, let’s go. Only, stay by my leg all the way and try to look like a good dog.”


The wolf growled, but then immediately hid his fangs. He wasn’t really such a big beast. In the darkness he could pass for an Alsatian.


To be honest, I wasn’t expecting that to be the end of the day’s unpleasantness. But we reached the hotel with no problems. There was a new receptionist looking bored behind the counter, but he didn’t ask any questions; he’d obviously been given instructions and guidance about me. He gave the werewolf a curious look but didn’t make any comment about him, either. I walked up to the desk and said, “The key to the Dark suite upstairs, please.”


The receptionist didn’t argue, but he did inquire, “Could you not spend the night in the same suite?”


“I have an allergy to animal hair,” I replied.


I could hear voices and glasses clinking in the restaurant. Guests relaxing. But I didn’t really feel like joining in a party at which a Bloody Mary was the most popular drink and its name was taken quite literally.


Chapter 5 








 


 

FIRST I UNLOCKED THE WOLF’S DOOR, THEN MINE. THE WOLF DARTED into the dark room, turned around, and slammed the door shut with his muzzle. Immediately I heard a damp tearing sound, as if someone was ripping wet foam rubber into pieces. The werewolf had begun transforming back into a human.


I walked into my suite, switched on the light, and closed the door. I put “Shooter I,” still smelling of gunpowder smoke, in the corner. I pulled off my bloody T-shirt and threw it in the rubbish bin. I took a look at myself in the mirror.


A handsome devil. One shoulder caked with blood and a terrible crimson scar where the bullets had entered.


But never mind. The important thing now was to patch up the wound. I’d apply an Avicenna spell now, and by morning there wouldn’t be a single trace left. What was a bullet wound to us magicians? Pah! A mere trifle. But I closed the curtains across the windows anyway and switched off the ceiling light. If I got another bullet in the head, no magic would save me.


I stood under the shower, washing away the sweat and blood and simply luxuriating in the warm streams of water, trying to fit all the pieces together.


The Dungeons of Scotland were an anomalous zone through which Power drained out of our world…to where? To the lower levels of the Twilight, obviously. That was clear enough.


Egor had been invited to Edinburgh as a potential Mirror Magician. That is, as a magician who would take the side of the Night Watch—Foma wouldn’t work against his own interests! And so Foma was afraid of a serious battle in which the Dark Ones would get the upper hand. He was so afraid that he was trying to cover himself in every possible way. And Gesar had apparently sent me to Scotland at his request. That was clear enough too.


But after that, things were a bit less clear!


Victor’s blood had been sucked out; only a vampire, with his throat built like a vacuum pump, could drain a man dry like that in three or four minutes. But the vampire had immediately puked the blood into the trough. Why? Was he not hungry? A vampire is never well enough fed to turn down another helping. Blood is not so much food as energy in the only form that vampires can absorb. A vampire can digest the blood he has drunk in fifteen minutes. Why pour it away? So no one would think it was a vampire? But people don’t believe in vampires anyway, and the form of the wound would make everything clear to the Watch.


Why had the watchman been killed? And in such a cruel manner? Was he getting under somebody’s feet in the Dungeons? There were plenty of ways to put a man out of action without doing him any harm. That Morpheus spell, for instance. The Vampire Call. If it came to it, a blow across the head with a club—cruel, but not fatal! An incomprehensible, unnecessary murder…


And then everything really got tied into knots with the robot shooter! Sometimes we and the Dark Ones do use firearms. It’s particularly common among young Others—a serious faith in heavy pistols, machine guns loaded with silver bullets, powerful grenades. But who could have brought a remote-controlled robot shooter to peaceful Edinburgh? I hadn’t even known that such devices had already gotten past the prototype stage and been put into mass production in China. There was nothing complicated about them, of course—a rotating turret, a TV camera, and a night-vision device. Whoever had set up the robot on my route had been hiding somewhere far away, staring into the screen of a switchboard, twirling a joystick, pressing the Fire button. Any magician—or any vampire—could do it. Or any human being, come to that.


What was going on? Why was there so much aggression directed against me? Attacking a Higher Light One, and a member of the Night Watch, was a very serious step to take. Whoever had taken it must have nothing to lose….


As if someone had read my thoughts, there was a knock at the door. I groaned, closed my bathrobe, and went to open up.


Standing outside on the doorstep was a girl, or a very young woman—she was about fifteen, the age that can be interpreted in different ways. The girl was barefoot, her short black hair glistened, and her black-and-red dressing gown seemed to be the only thing that she was wearing.


“May I come in?” she asked in the voice of an exemplary schoolgirl.


“I ought to have guessed straightaway,” I said. “Yes, come in.”


“And how ought you to have guessed?” the girl asked, lowering her eyes. “By taking a better look at the figurine?”


“I didn’t have a microscope with me. But a male wolf would certainly have pissed on the gun.”


“Oh, how crude you are, and a Light One, too!” the girl said with a frown. She walked over to an armchair, sat down, and crossed her legs. “Not pissed on it, marked it! You don’t mind me coming in? I won’t compromise you?”


“Unfortunately no, my child, you won’t compromise me,” I said, opening the minibar. “Would you like something?”


“Warm milk with honey.”


I nodded. “All right, I’ll just call the restaurant.”


“There isn’t any room service here.”


“They’ll make an exception for me,” I said confidently.


“Never mind, pour me some wine. Red.”


I poured myself a whisky with ice. Then I spotted a fifty-gram bottle of Drambuie and poured that into the whisky. Just what I needed for a sound night’s sleep—a large serving of Rusty Nail. If the girl could do without her milk and honey, that was no reason for me to do without my honeyed whisky….


“So whose tail have you stepped on so hard?” the girl asked. “That’s the first time I’ve seen a robot rod blazing away like that…“


“It isn’t a rod…”


“What’s the difference?” My guest snorted. “I’m a girl. I’m allowed to get it wrong.”


“You’re not a girl, you’re a werewolf.” I looked closely at her face. “And I remember you.”


“You do?” All her bravado suddenly evaporated. “You remember?”


“Of course. Your name’s Galya. Galina Dobronravova. You were the one who noticed the witch Arina when she kidnapped my daughter.”


“You do remember,” the girl said with a smile. “And I thought you must have forgotten a long time ago.”


“No.” I handed her the glass of wine. “Thank you. You really helped a lot that time.”


“You have a fine daughter.” She took a bold gulp of wine and frowned slightly. “And your wife is very beautiful.”


I nodded and asked, “What are you going to do now?”


“I don’t know. Zabulon told me this is a very important assignment. He said I have to help you, even though you’re a Light One. Protect you against everything.”


“But why you?” I asked. “Pardon me for saying so, but you are very young. And you’re only fifth-level.”


“Because I…” Galya hesitated. “Was I some help? Even though I am only fifth-level?”


“Yes, you were.” I downed my cocktail in a single gulp. “I’m sorry, I’m terribly sleepy.”


“So am I. But I feel so afraid in there. It’s all red and black. Can I stay with you?” She looked at me and lowered her eyes in embarrassment.


I put down my glass and nodded.


“Of course. Will the sofa be all right for you? I’ll give you a pillow and a blanket.”


“Light One…” the girl began slowly in an offended voice, but abruptly changed tack. “All right, I’ll leave these heavenly halls and go back to my anteroom to hell. It will probably feel more cheerful in any case!”


She walked proudly out of the room, clutching the glass of wine in her hands. I glanced into her doorway—her suite really was decorated in crimson and black. On the floor I saw tufts of black fur. The girl had transformed so quickly that she hadn’t given her skin time to change completely.


As she closed her door, Galya stuck her tongue out at me.


And after I closed mine, I started laughing quietly.


Acceleration, emancipation, and the sexual revolution! No, I won’t lie, I liked the idea that this girl had fallen for me four years earlier. Or maybe not four years earlier, maybe she had fallen in love afterward. Retrospectively, so to speak, when the flood of hormones brought the time for romantic emotions and vague desires.


And how hard she’d tried to seduce me! Crossing her legs like that, allowing her dressing gown to slip, making those eyes at me.


Yes, sometimes I felt it was a great shame that I was a Light One…


But I wanted to sleep so badly that I felt absolutely no desire to indulge in exciting fantasies about sex with a young female werewolf. I posted a few guardian and defense spells entirely automatically—a ritual as ordinary as cleaning my teeth. Then I climbed into bed and listened to the sounds outside the windows: The city was still enjoying itself, the city was in no hurry to get to sleep. I took my cell phone, switched it to the music function, and closed my eyes. The age of cassette players had gone the same way as gramophone records, the age of minidisks had never happened, and now the age of CDs was on the way out. Now there was just the cold code name MP3. But we’d gotten used to it. It didn’t bother us anymore.


This is how the light begins. 


A dark night with no special signs. 


But someone has entered into that gloom. 


You still don’t realize it will be the same way for you. 


Yes, this sounds crazy, yes it sounds like a pipe dream. 


But this is exactly how the light begins, how the fear ends, 


How the sound is born. 


This is how the fear ends. 


And you have drunk the potion of poisoned herbs 


From the carefully hidden books. 


Now each shout you make is also a clue. 


So much unhappiness and misfortune. So much meaningless suffering. 


But this is the only way the light begins, the only way the fear ends, 


The way the sound is born. 


Soon is the day of funerals, 


So dig that trench to the roaring of thieves and cawing of ravens. 


Bury your own death, 


Tell yourself a fortune of life and of light. 


The first trace left. The last friend lost. 


This is how the light begins, how the fear ends, 


How the sound is born… 


I fell asleep. And in my dreams there was no one shooting. There was no one cutting off heads with a blunt guillotine. And there was no one chasing anyone else.


There wasn’t a young girl in a silk dressing gown, either. There wasn’t even any room for Sveta. Just someone’s curious, hostile gaze that was fixed on me and never moved.


 


It’s never nice to be woken by a phone call. Not even if it’s the woman you love or an old friend who’s calling.


It was already light outside. I lifted my head up off the pillow and looked around the bedroom…. everything was fine, except that I’d kicked the blanket onto the floor during the night. I reached out for my phone and looked at the number.


Instead of a number, the screen on the phone simply said ZABULON, even though the Dark One’s number was not in my address book.


“Hello, Dark One.”


“How’s your health, Anton?” Zabulon inquired sympathetically. “Has the shoulder healed up?”


“Everything’s fine, thank you.” I touched the place where there had been a wound the day before. The skin there was pink and it itched.


“I’m glad my gift was of some use,” Zabulon continued in the same polite tone. “I’d like to share a bit of information with you. There are no candidates for the role of Mirror in Great Britain. There is one in France, one in Poland, two in Italy…I can’t imagine why Thomas chose to drag Egor all the way to Edinburgh.”


Well, there was my proof. My naefve attempt at cunning had failed. Zabulon had dug up the truth after all.


“I hope that he won’t be required,” I said.


“Of course, of course,” Zabulon agreed. “It really is quite disgraceful to exploit the poor boy again in the interests of the Light…. Anton, my dear fellow, what is actually going on there? I heard there was another murder yesterday. Has someone else had his blood drained?”


“Yes,” I said, sitting up in bed. “Another one. He was beheaded with a model of a guillotine.”


“And what did they do with the blood?” Zabulon inquired.


“Drained it into the bucket for washing the floor.”


“I see.”


“I’m glad you understand something at least,” I said.


“Don’t be so modest, Anton…,” Zabulon said, and paused. “Ask Foma how long it’s been since he visited his neighbor in the grave.”


“What’s that?” I said, thinking I must have misheard. “His neighbor’s grave?”


“How long is it since he visited his neighbor in the grave,” Zabulon repeated with a chuckle, and cut the connection.


Swearing under my breath, I got up and headed for the bathroom. I tidied myself up and took a cold shower, then put on a short-sleeved shirt and a pair of jeans. Somehow I wasn’t in the mood anymore for frivolous shorts and a T-shirt. If the weather had allowed, I would have put on a sweater or a jacket.


My phone rang again.


“Hello, Gesar,” I said after glancing at the display.


“How are you getting on?”


“The shoulder’s healed,” I said, absolutely certain that Gesar knew everything.


“Which shoulder’s that?”


“Yesterday someone shot at me.” I told him briefly what had happened. And there was such a deadly silence that I blew into the mouthpiece, as if it was an old-style telephone.


“I’m thinking,” Gesar said dryly. “Thinking…”


“Maybe I should go and get some breakfast first?”


“Yes, do,” said the boss. “And then find Foma. Tell him there’s no time left for half-truths and dissembling. He has to check the rune.”


“Which one, exactly?” I asked in the tone of someone who checks runes every day of the week.


“Merlin’s Rune.”


“Ah…” I said, slowly beginning to understand something. “Merlin’s Rune…isn’t that in the grave?”


It was a shot in the dark, but from Gesar’s silence I realized that I’d hit the bull’s-eye.


“Anton, how do you…” He swore briefly. “Find Foma and have a completely frank talk with him! I’ll get in touch with him too.”


“Yessir!” I rapped, and put the phone away in my pocket.


Well, how about that!


So there was a rune. A rune in a grave. The grave of Merlin.


But Merlin was a mythological character, wasn’t he? King Arthur, the Knights of the Round Table, Merlin…None of them had ever existed!


Aha. But the Great Gesar and Thomas the Rhymer didn’t exist either. Neither did crazed vampires and young girl werewolves, Light Healers and obstinate young magicians who had acquired the higher level of Power by some oversight…


Strangely enough, my mood was rapidly improving. Maybe because things had finally started moving? I ran down the stairs, said good morning to the previous day’s receptionist, and opened the door of the restaurant.


There wasn’t a single human being in there. Only two young vampires and a girl werewolf.


The vampires were eating carpaccio. Galya was eating an omelet. That was surprising: Usually after two consecutive transformations, werewolves eat meat by the pound.


“Good morning,” I greeted my fellow guests.


The vampires smiled crookedly and nodded. Galya began prodding at the omelet with her fork. It was obvious why: The hormonal rush had receded, and now she was feeling embarrassed. She’d managed to get some clothes from somewhere—black trousers, a white blouse, a little jacket with short sleeves. Something like the things that schoolgirls wear in Japanese cartoons.


“Hi,” I said, sitting down beside her. “Had a good rest?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Not bothered by any nightmares? That’s a frightening kind of room you’ve got, I’m not surprised you didn’t want to stay in it. The designer tried a bit too hard, don’t you think?”


Galya gave me a thoughtful look. She put a piece of omelet in her mouth, chewed it, and said, “Thank you, Light One. But I don’t really fancy you, honestly. Would you like me to bring you some food? Look after you a bit?”


“Yes, do,” I agreed.


The girl went over to the buffet table—omelets and fried eggs in heated containers, bread, salami, cheese, meat, a bunch of green herbs. In the corner by the door into the kitchen there was a small refrigerator. I wondered if the vampires’ blood was kept in there. Or did the barman pour it for them in the evening? The bar counter was empty now; even the beer pumps were covered with colorful cases.


My phone rang again.


“Oh, let me get something to eat,” I groaned, taking the phone out of my pocket.


“Anton?”


“Hello, Foma.”


“Are you up already, Anton?”


“Yes, I’m just having breakfast.”


“I’ll send a car round for you. Can you be outside your hotel in about five minutes?”


“Er…,” I said, gaping at Semyon, who had just appeared in the doorway. He looked radiant and he waved to me gleefully. “All right if I bring a friend?”


“That Dark One? The girl werewolf? Better not.”


“No. A friend of mine has just arrived from Moscow. A Light Magician.”


Foma sighed.


“All right. Both of you come. The driver knows where to go.”


“There’s something I have to ask you,” I warned him.


Lermont sighed again.


“I’m afraid there’s also something…that I have to tell you,” he said. “Get a move on, I’m waiting.”


I put the phone away and smiled at Galya, who had just reached me with the plates and the coffeepot. At the same time, Semyon started moving toward me from the door.


“Oh! Galya Dobronravova!” Semyon exclaimed, breaking into a broad smile. “I remember, I do…How’s school going? How’s Marina Petrovna?”


The girl’s face came out in red blotches. She put the dishes down on the table.


“Can you imagine,” Semyon told me in a confidential voice, “Galya took a dislike to her chemistry teacher and started harassing her. She would transform and then wait for her outside the house in the evenings, snarling and showing her teeth. Can you believe it? But the husband of this modest teacher of chemistry turned out to be a not-so-modest police patrol officer. And on the third evening, the way it always happens in fairy tales, he came out, rather concerned about aggressive dogs, to meet his wife on her way home from work. He saw our little Galya snarling in the bushes, realized that she wasn’t a dog, but a wolf, grabbed his pistol, and fired at her, emptying the entire clip. Two bullets, by the way, got Galya in her little backside as she was hightailing it away from the infuriated guardian of law and order. There was a great fuss. We worked out what was going on, paid Galya a visit at home, and had a little chat…. It was OK, though, we managed without the Inquisition. The whole business was played down.”


The girl turned and ran out of the dining room. The vampires watched her go with thoughtful expressions.


“You shouldn’t be so hard on her,” I said. “Yesterday she faced bullets to save my life.”


Semyon grabbed a piece of salami and chewed it. He sighed with disappointment. “Pure soya…It’s good that she faced up to the bullets. But what about persecuting her teacher?”


“That’s bad,” I said gloomily.


 


We piled into the taxi, taking the robot shooter with us, wrapped up in a bathrobe. The metal tripod stuck out, but that didn’t concern us too much.


The driver was a human being. It looked as if the Edinburgh Watch made much greater use of paid human staff than we did. We quickly drove out of the tourist center and set off in the general direction of the Firth of Forth.


“Thanks for calling me over,” said Semyon, gazing out the window with undisguised delight. “I’d been stuck in Moscow too long…. So tell me, what’s going on?”


I started telling him. At first Semyon listened with the condescending interest of an old, experienced soldier listening to a raw recruit’s horror stories. But then he turned serious.


“Anton, are you sure? I mean, that Power flows down there?”


“Shall I ask the driver to turn back and drive past the Dungeons?”


Semyon sighed and shook his head. He said just two words. “A vault.”


“Meaning?”


“A hiding place. Where something very important is hidden.”


“Semyon, I don’t really understand—”


“Anton, imagine that you are a very, very powerful magician. And for instance, you can stroll around on the fifth level of the Twilight.”


“I can’t.”


“Can’t imagine it?”


“Can’t stroll around down there. I can imagine it easily enough.”


“Then imagine it. You can go deeper than any of the Others that you know. You suddenly need to hide something that’s very valuable. A magical artifact, a powerful spell…even a sack of gold, if you like. So what do you do? Bury it in the ground? It will be found. Especially if you’re hiding a magical object; it would create a disturbance in the Power around itself, no matter how you covered it up. Then you take this thing and go down deep into the Twilight…”


“And I leave it there, say, on the fifth level,” I said and nodded. “But an object from our world would be pushed back up….”


“That’s why you need a constant stream of Power. Well…it’s like putting an object that floats on the bottom of a bathtub filled with water. Left on its own, it will surface. But if you keep it pressed down with a stream of water…”


“I understand, Semyon.”


“Do you have any ideas about who hid what down there?”


“Yes,” I said. “Only first I’ll ask Foma about it.”


The phone in my pocket rang again. Would it never give me any peace?


“Yes?” I said, without looking at the screen.


“Anton, this is Gesar.”


The boss’s voice sounded strange somehow. As if he was bewildered.


“Hello.”


“I’ve had a word with Foma, and he’s promised to be frank with you. And with Semyon, now it’s come to that…”


“Thank you, Boris Ignatievich.”


“Anton…,” Gesar began, and paused. “There’s another thing…. We’ve dug back into Victor Prokhorov’s past. And we’ve found something.”


“Well?” I asked, already sure that I shouldn’t expect anything good.


“Did his photo look familiar to you?”


“An ordinary-looking young guy. A statistically average Moscow face.” I caught myself starting to get rude, the way I always do when I get agitated. “Every second guy in every college looks like that.”


“Try to picture Victor a bit younger. As a teenager.”


I made an honest effort. And answered, “You get a statistically average Moscow schoolboy. In every school….”


“But you’ve almost certainly seen him, Anton. And not just once. He was in the same class at school as your neighbor, Kostya Saushkin. He knew him very well. You could say they were friends. He probably dropped in to see him at home quite often. I think sometimes he must have run into you, waving his backpack about and laughing for no reason at all.”


“It’s not possible,” I whispered. Gesar’s story had flabbergasted me so completely that I wasn’t even amazed by the un-typically colorful way he’d told it. Waving his backpack about and laughing? Yes, more than likely. If there are children living on your hallway in your apartment building, you’re bound to stumble over their backpacks, hear them laughing, and step in little patches of chewing gum. But who remembers the faces?


“Anton, it’s true. The only vampire Victor ever knew was Konstantin Saushkin.”


“But Gesar, Kostya was killed.”


“Yes, I know,” said Gesar. “At least, that’s what we all thought.”


“He couldn’t have survived,” I said. “There’s no way he could have. Three hundred kilometers above the Earth. There isn’t any Power there. He burned up in the atmosphere. He burned up, you understand, Gesar? Burned up!”


“Stop shouting,” Gesar told me calmly. “Yes, he burned up. We watched his space suit on radar right to the very end. But what we don’t know, Anton, is if Kostya Saushkin was still in that space suit. The height was quite different by then. We have to think. We have to calculate.”


He cut off the call. I looked at Semyon, who shook his head sadly.


“I heard, Anton.”


“Well?”


“If you haven’t seen the body, don’t be in a hurry to bury it.”


 


Foma Lermont lived in the Midlothian suburbs. In a quiet, wealthy district of cozy cottages and well-tended gardens. The head of the Edinburgh Night Watch met us in his own garden. He was sitting in a wooden arbor entwined with ivy, setting out a game of patience on a coffee table. In his crumpled gray trousers and polo shirt he looked like a typically placid gentleman of pre-retirement age. Surround him with a crowd of grandsons and granddaughters, and he would have been the elder statesman of a large family. When Semyon and I arrived, Lermont politely got to his feet and greeted us, then he swept the cards up into a heap, muttering, “It’s not working out….”


“Foma, I think the time has come for straight talking,” I said, and glanced at Semyon. “You don’t object if my friend is present.”


“Not at all. Gesar has vouched for him.”


“Foma, today I got a call from Zabulon, of the Moscow Day Watch.”


“I know who Zabulon is.”


“He told me…He asked me to ask you when was the last time you visited your neighbor in the grave.”


“Last night,” Lermont replied in a low voice.


“And Gesar…he asked about the Rune. Merlin’s Rune.”


“The Rune’s not in the grave,” Lermont said. He looked over at Semyon and asked, “What do you know about Merlin?”


“There was a magician of that name,” said Semyon, scratching the back of his head. “A Great Light Magician. A long time ago.”


Lermont looked at me and asked, “How about you?”


“I always thought Merlin was a mythological character,” I replied honestly.


“You’re both half right,” Lermont said, smiling. “The Great Light Magician Merlin really is a mythological character. The real Merlin was…not so nice. Yes, of course, he did help the young Arthur to draw the sword out of the stone and become king. Although Arthur had no right to the throne at all…that’s just between you and me. Merlin was not a thoroughly black-hearted villain. He simply used any means available to achieve his ends. If he needed to put a king who would listen to him on the throne, then he did. If the king had to inspire respect and love in his subjects—and of course he had to, why suffer unnecessary complications?—then he educated the king to be noble and high-minded. And the king could have his own royal toys to play with…a beautiful round table and brave knights. And did you know that Arthur’s ruin at the hands of a child born on a certain day was predicted even before Mordred was born? And do you know what the noble Arthur did?”


“I’m afraid to imagine.”


Lermont laughed. And then he recited off by heart from Morte d’Arthur, “‘Meanwhile did King Arthur order to be brought to him all the infants born to noble ladies and noble lords on the first day of May, for Merlin had revealed to King Arthur that the one who would destroy him and all his lands had been born into the world on the first day of May. And therefore did he order them all to be sent to him on pain of death, and many sons of lords and knights were sent to the king. Mordred was also sent to him by the wife of King Lot. Arthur did put them all in a ship and launch it to sea, and some were four weeks from birth, and some younger still. And by the will of fate the ship was driven ashore where a castle stood, and shattered, and they were almost all killed—but Mordred was cast up by a wave and picked up by a good man and raised until he did reach the age of fourteen years from birth, and then he brought Mordred to the court, as is told hereafter.’


“‘And many lords and barons of Arthur’s kingdom were outraged that their children had been taken away and killed, but they laid the blame for this more on Merlin than on Arthur. And either out of fear or out of love, they did keep the peace.’”


“A worthy successor to the good King Herod,” Semyon murmured.


I didn’t say anything. I was remembering an animated film that my little Nadya was very fond of. About the young King Arthur. About the funny, forgetful magician Merlin. I imagined the sequel, about how Arthur, egged on by Merlin, orders wailing, screaming infants who can’t understand what’s going on to be loaded into an old, dilapidated ship…


So this was the symbol of purity and nobility? The much-vaunted King Arthur of glorious legend?


“Not much like that fine young boy in the warmhearted Disney cartoon, is it?” Lermont asked, having apparently read my thoughts. “Or like that eccentric magician who took him under his wing? But you mustn’t blame Arthur. It was his destiny. That was the kind of teacher he had.”


“How did Mordred survive?” I asked.


Lermont’s eyes glinted ironically. “That’s hard to say. How did the boy Arthur become heir to the throne? Perhaps Mordred didn’t survive, but instead there were people who told some boy that he was Arthur’s son and his father had tried to kill him when he was a baby. What does it matter who he really was by birth? The important thing was who he thought he was.”


“Is he still alive?”


“Mordred? Of course not. He was only a human being. And so was Arthur. They departed this world a long time ago.”


“And Merlin?”


“He withdrew into the Twilight forever,” Lermont said with a nod. “But Merlin was a genuinely great magician. I think he was the greatest magician of all time. I think,” he said with a sideways glance at Semyon, “that Merlin was a zero-point magician.”


I nodded. I understood that. A magical “temperature” of zero. Merlin didn’t contribute a single drop to the streams of Power that permeate the world; he had absolutely none of it. And that was precisely why he was a great magician. He absorbed the Power of others, the Power that was diffused in space, and used it to work miracles.


No other magician so powerful had been born in the world since then.


But one such enchantress had been born. My daughter, Nadya.


“Merlin didn’t leave many artifacts,” Lermont continued. “He created them playfully, as if it took him no effort at all. Excalibur, of course. Merlin’s Cloak. Merlin’s Chalice. Merlin’s Crystal. Merlin’s Staff.”


“He didn’t bother himself too much about finding names for them, then?” Semyon said with a laugh, and then suddenly fell silent.


“Merlin’s Rune?” I asked.


Lermont shook his head.


“Merlin’s Rune is only a key, kept in Merlin’s grave, twenty-two miles from…from what is believed to be the grave of Thomas the Rhymer. Naturally, Merlin himself is not in the grave, but some traces of the great magician are preserved there. You may think me sentimental, but I often visit my own grave. Although I have never liked going to Merlin’s. I simply relied on the protective spells. But that was a mistake. The grave has been robbed.”


“I thought Merlin’s grave was in Brittany,” said Semyon.


“No, it lies to the south of Edinburgh. Near the little town of Peebles, at the confluence of the Tweed and the Powsel. It’s not very far from here.”


“And what does this rune consist of?” I asked.


“A stone. Charged to the hilt with magic and scratched all over with almost illegible signs. Merlin’s Rune”—Lermont hesitated and looked all around us, but continued nonetheless—“is the key, or rather, the main part of the key that allows access to a hiding place that Merlin once set up on the bottom of a lake. The lake has vanished long ago, but the hiding place, of course, is still there.”


“A hiding place in the Twilight?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“Fifth level?”


Lermont sighed.


“I could get down to the fifth level myself, my young friend. Or I could call in Gesar. Or Andrew. Higher Ones can be found who are capable of reaching the fifth level. But this hiding place was made by Merlin. It’s right down at the very bottom. Which means it’s on the seventh level.”


“Oh, my sainted aunt!” Semyon exclaimed in delight. “The seventh! So the seventh level does exist! It’s not a fairy tale, then?”


“It exists, all right. Only, I don’t know anybody alive on this planet who is capable of getting there….” Lermont shrugged and spread his hands wide.


“What about the rest of the key? And the Rune?”


“As for the Rune…I’ve read the inscription—it gives instructions on how to get past a sentinel on the fifth level. But after that you have to go farther. I can’t do that.”


“Have you at least tried?” I asked.


“What for?” Lermont asked, throwing his hands up. “Why go down into the Twilight for Merlin’s heritage? Anton, you must have some idea now of what he was like…do you think there’s anything good down there?”


I shrugged.


“The hiding place is believed to contain the Crown of All Things,” said Lermont. “Sounds tempting, doesn’t it? But somehow I think that the Crown of All Things is really the End of All Things.”


Semyon opened his mouth to say something, but then changed his mind.


“And what are the other parts of the key?” I asked. “Merlin’s Crystal Mace? Or perhaps Merlin’s Old Shoe?”


Lermont shook his head. Refusing to acknowledge my sarcasm, he said, “That’s the most unpleasant part of the story. You’ve already realized that Power goes pouring down out of our world to the lowest level of the Twilight from the spot above the hiding place, haven’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Well, then, if you try to enter the Twilight when you’re inside the Dungeons, you can only get as far as the third level. After that there’s a barrier, a whirlpool of Power. It’s simultaneously a load that holds the hiding place down at the bottom of creation and a defense against the curious.”


“Not too many of the curious would even be able to get down to the third level…,” Semyon mumbled, scratching the back of his head. “Sorry, I’ll keep quiet!”


“Well then, Merlin’s Rune won’t help you get past the third level,” Foma went on. “I was certain that no one, apart from me, knew the secret, and I only discovered it by chance, when there was an accident beside the bridge…. A young woman fell and ruptured an artery on a sharp metal rod….”


“Blood,” I said.


“Yes,” said Foma. “The second part of the key. If someone dies from loss of blood, then the Twilight is temporarily saturated with energy. The whirlpool on the third level calms down and you can get past it and go on deeper.”


“Does the person have to die?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I haven’t checked, as you can understand. Preserved blood is no use, we know that for certain. That’s why the killing in the Dungeons put me on my guard. But the protective spells on Merlin’s grave hadn’t been touched. No one had approached the grave, no one had tried to open it. And I relaxed, I put it all down to coincidence. But last night I decided to go to the grave.”


“And you found that it had been opened using a remote-controlled device?” I said. “Right? Something like those robots they use at nuclear power stations.”


“How did you know?” Lermont asked, incredulous.


“Last night someone shot at me with that,” I said, nodding toward the tripod with the rifle, which Semyon had leaned against the outside of the arbor. “An automatic radio-controlled shooting device.”


Lermont glanced at the weapon without the slightest interest. He smiled bitterly.


“We’ve gotten old, Anton. We pride ourselves on having gotten old…Gesar, Al-Ashaf, Rustam, Giovanni, me…all the other ancient ones who remember the world without electricity, steam trains, and gunpowder. The oldest magicians who know the most and are almost the most powerful. We have underestimated the new generation. Rockets, robots, telephones…” He chewed on his lips and looked at his neat little house with the same melancholy expression that I had sometimes seen in Gesar’s eyes.


It’s probably that melancholy look that allows me to forgive Gesar for everything he does in his job as head of the Night Watch.


“One of the young generation,” Foma went on. “One of the young generation, who knows how to use technology and is not afraid of it.”


“I think I know who it is,” I whispered. “Kostya Saushkin.”


“The Higher Vampire who took the Fuaran?” Lermont asked with a frown. “I know that story. But he was destroyed!”


“Nobody saw the body,” I said. “In any case, he wouldn’t be afraid to go down after Merlin’s legacy. And he’d use technology without the slightest hesitation. And beyond that, he must hate me. Enough to try to shoot me. It was my fault! I sent him off to die. He survived—and decided to take his revenge.”


“Anton, don’t be in such a hurry,” Semyon said reasonably. He explained apologetically to Foma. “Please don’t be angry, Mr. Lermont! Anton is still young and hotheaded. Yesterday he thought that Kostya was dead. Now all of a sudden he’s changed his mind. But what we have to worry about is something else. What do you think, Mr. Lermont, has the villain of the piece already found Merlin’s hiding place?”


“Merlin was a magician of the old school,” Lermont answered after a moment’s thought. “A key has to have three elements. Three is a magic number, a number of Power. Three, seven, and eleven.”


“Yes, prime numbers,” Semyon agreed, “that’s clear enough. But what about the third part of the key?”


“I discovered the second part by accident,” Lermont said. “I don’t know anything about the third. I can only assume that it must exist. I don’t even know what it is—an object, an incantation, a sacrifice, a time of day? Perhaps you have to enter the Twilight naked on the night of the full moon, holding a thistle flower between your teeth. Merlin was a great joker.”


We said nothing for a while. Then Lermont gave a forced smile. “All right, my friends. I have revealed all the secrets that I had. I can’t see any point in panicking ahead of time. Merlin’s hiding place will surrender its secret to a Higher Other of immense power who spills someone else’s blood in the Dungeons and gets his hands on the third part of the key. But what that third part is, no one knows. Let’s all calm down, go inside, and have a cup of tea.”


“The English tradition of tea-drinking!” Semyon said respectfully.


Foma gave him a mocking glance and corrected him. “Not English. Don’t forget that you’re in Scotland now. You are welcome guests in my home—”


“I have just one more question,” I said, interrupting Lermont. “Why did you invite Egor to Edinburgh?”


“You mean the young illusionist?” Lermont asked with a sigh. “I decided to take out an insurance policy. If there’s a serious conflict, then the first to suffer will be our Night Watch. I don’t have that many Battle Magicians. A Mirror is the best thing that can be used to oppose…”


“Oppose whom?” I prompted, realizing Lermont was not going to finish the thought.


The distant forefather of the Russian poet Lermontov gave me a look of annoyance so intense that I felt the full force of the same hot temper that brought a premature end to the Russian poet’s life.


“Merlin! Now are you satisfied?”


“You believe that he…”


“The one thing that Merlin always valued above all else was himself. And he could have given the name of the Crown of All Things to the means for bringing him back from oblivion. It would be his kind of joke.”


“Nothing of the sort has ever happened,” said Semyon, shaking his head.


“No, it hasn’t. But there have never been any other magicians like Merlin. His essence…his soul, if you like, could be slumbering somewhere down there, on the seventh level…until a sufficiently powerful magician can reach it. To put it crudely, until a stupid body arrives to provide Merlin’s black soul with a new receptacle! Would you be glad to see the Great Merlin back in the world? I certainly wouldn’t! And that’s the reason I need a potential Mirror Magician close at hand. Perhaps that might do the trick. A Mirror might possibly destroy Merlin. What don’t you like about that, Gorodetsky?”


“But you can’t do that!” I exclaimed with a feeling of anguish that surprised even me. Everything was muddled together in my head—Kostya, whom I had killed and who might still be alive; the Dark Magician Merlin, thirsting for resurrection; the totally unsuspecting Egor…“Ever since he was a child we’ve exploited him for our operations! And now are we going to throw him into hell, use the lad to protect ourselves against Merlin? He’s nothing but a boy!”


“All right!” said Lermont, also raising his voice. “You’ve advanced a convincing argument! Now let me lay out in front of you the personal files of all the potential Mirror Magicians. Will you point the finger? Choose a different candidate? There’s a girl of nine, a boy of fifteen, a young husband and father, a pregnant woman…they never live to old age in an indeterminate state, sooner or later they choose the Light or the Dark! They’re all young, all of them almost children! Will you take the choice on yourself and relieve me of this appalling responsibility?”


“Yes!” I shouted, leaping to my feet. “Yes, I will! I’ll relieve you. Bring out your files, Mr. Foma Lermont!”


“I’ll bring them this very moment!” he said, also getting to his feet. “You choose, you choose!”


We stood there, glaring angrily at each other, and it was a while before we realized that both of us had tears running down our faces.


Chapter 6 









 


 

I DON’T KNOW IF LERMONT REALLY WOULD HAVE BROUGHT THE FILES OR not. And I have even less idea of what I would have done if he had. I probably would have chosen a different candidate for the role of the Mirror Magician.


But we weren’t given a chance to do any of that.


First I noticed Lermont’s face change. He was looking away from me, in the direction of the road.


Then I heard the roar of an engine and I turned around.


A little white van hurtling along the road suddenly turned and easily broke through the symbolic gesture of a wooden fence that surrounded Lermont’s cottage. It braked to a halt with a wild squeal, throwing up earth and gravel from under its wheels.


The rear doors of the van had been removed. Two men jumped out of it and a third, left inside, opened fire from a machine gun mounted on a swivel.


The first to react was Foma. He had put up a Shield as soon as the van came flying into his garden. Or maybe he hadn’t put it up. Perhaps it was just a guard spell that had been installed a long time ago in order to deal with this kind of invasion.


The machine gun roared and rattled, the sound resonating in the back of the van and reaching us as if it had been amplified by a huge tin megaphone. The sound was accompanied by a stream of lead. But the bullets didn’t reach their target. They halted gently, hung in the air for a second, like some special effect in an action movie, and then fell to the ground.


The two who had jumped out, both masked in black hoods, dropped to the ground and opened fire with submachine guns. As yet, no one had gotten out of the front of the van.


Were they idiots, or what?


Semyon waved his hands a few times. I noticed he cast the benign Morpheus, which would give the attackers about ten seconds to carry on playing at soldiers, and the instantly acting Opium. But the spells didn’t work and the firing continued, with the bullets getting stuck in midair halfway between us. I looked closely…No, they weren’t Others. Just ordinary people. But each of them had the gentle glow of a protective amulet on his chest.


“Just don’t kill them!” Lermont cried out when I raised my hand.


I only had two Triple Blades ready and waiting for instant action—I hadn’t been expecting to wind up in a shootout like this. I flung both, aiming at the large machine gun. The first charge missed, but the second struck home, reducing the weapon to a heap of shredded metal. The racket quieted down a bit; now only the men with the submachine guns were firing, but rather uncertainly, as if they had just discovered the invisible barrier. That was good. Every defense has its limit of saturation; the machine-gun fire would have put it out of action fairly quickly.


We had been attacked by men! Ordinary men, equipped with protective amulets. An act that was not only absolutely unheard of, but also stupid. It’s one thing to shoot a magician from ambush, using a remote-controlled weapon. But like this, face-to-face, three gunmen against three magicians…what were they hoping to achieve?


Simply to distract our attention?


I swung around just in time to see the white smoke trail heading in our direction. The rocket had been launched from the roof of a high-rise building standing almost a kilometer away. But it was clearly remote-controlled, and it was coming straight for the arbor.


“Foma!” I shouted, throwing a Freeze in the direction of the rocket on the off chance it would be effective. But the temporal stasis spell either missed its target or the rocket had also been protected against magic. Nothing happened.


“Into the Twilight!” Lermont shouted.


Sometimes it’s better to do as you’re told rather than think up your own original moves. I stepped into the Twilight, sinking down to the second level almost immediately. Lermont was there beside me; he also considered the first level an insufficiently secure defense. But to my surprise, he didn’t stop on the second level. He waved his hand and went down deeper. Perplexed, I followed him down to the third level. What need was there for this? A powerful explosion in the real world might be felt on the first level, but it wouldn’t reach the second…and if Foma suspected the unthinkable, the most terrible thing possible, then a nuclear blast would scorch through the material of all levels of the Twilight….


The gray gloom was lit up by a white flame. The ground under our feet trembled slightly. Only slightly—but it trembled!


“Where’s Semyon?” I shouted.


Lermont merely shrugged. We waited a few more seconds for the splinters to stop flying, the flame to die away, and the smoking fragments of the arbor to stop falling in the real world.


And then we went back out.


Lermont’s neat and tidy cottage had lost all the glass in its windows and was covered with a fine sprinkling of debris. A hefty branch torn off the nearest tree by the explosion was protruding from a window on the second floor.


The small van was lying where it had been tossed onto its side. There were two motionless bodies beside it. A third man, the machine-gunner or perhaps the driver, who had prudently stayed put in his cabin, was slowly crawling away toward the fence, dragging his useless legs behind him.


I didn’t feel any particular pity for him. He was an ordinary bandit who had been used to distract our attention from the rocket attack. He’d known what he was getting into.


Where the arbor had stood there was a small crater, strewn with white scraps of wood. The playing cards were soaring and circling above our heads—a capricious chance had tossed them up into the air instead of incinerating them.


We found Semyon right beside the van. He was inside a transparent, glowing sphere that looked as if it had been carved in crystal. The sphere was slowly rolling along and Semyon, with his arms and legs held out, was turning over and over with it. His pose was such a hilarious parody of the drawing The Golden Section that I giggled stupidly. Squat and short-legged, Semyon looked nothing like the muscular athlete drawn by Leonardo da Vinci.


“A very uncomfortable spell,” Lermont said in relief. “But then, it is reliable.”


The crystal sphere cracked all over and disintegrated in a cloud of steam. Semyon, who was upside down at that moment, nimbly swung around and landed on his feet. He stuck a finger in his ear and asked, “Do they always do that around here on Saturdays, Mr. Lermont? Or is it just in honor of our arrival?”


Lermont took no notice of this simple piece of wit. He inclined his head to one side, as if he were listening to someone’s voice, and frowned. And his frown became deeper and deeper.


Then, with just a couple of gestures, he created the glowing frame of a portal in front of himself and said, “Follow me, gentlemen. I’m afraid all this was merely a diversion.”


I didn’t get the time to ask what he intended to do about the overturned van, the demolished arbor, and the crawling bandit who was already out in the street, where the neighbors could see him. A second portal opened beside the first, and Others began jumping out of it, one after another.


They weren’t simply Light Ones from the Night Watch—they were dressed in police uniforms, with bulletproof vests and helmets, and they were holding their machine pistols at the ready!


Well now, Thomas the Rhymer, aren’t you a fine one for the blather! ‘We have underestimated technology’! I can see just how badly you underestimate it…. 


Lermont stepped into the first portal. I hung back a moment, waiting for Semyon, but he suddenly stopped, with his eyes fixed on a gaunt man with red hair.


“Kevin! You old fogey!”


“Simon, you old blockhead!” the redhead shouted in delight. “Where are you going? Hang on!”


They put their arms around each other and started hammering each other on the back with all the enthusiasm of the crazy rabbit in that commercial for electric batteries.


“Later, we’ll catch up on everything later,” Semyon muttered, freeing himself from Kevin’s embrace. “Look, the portal’s getting cold. I brought you some wine from Sebastopol, remember it? Sparkling Muscat, here!”


I spat and shook my head. What sort of thing was that to say—“later, later.” In the movies, any character who said that to an old friend was irrevocably doomed to die soon.


I could only be glad that we weren’t characters in an action movie.


I stepped in through the frame of the portal.


A dense white glow all around. A feeling of lightness that can only be compared with what cosmonauts experience. Mysterious paths inaccessible to human beings.


What were those Others in police uniforms going to do there? The basic day-to-day routine work of the Watches? Wipe clean the memories of any chance witnesses, remove all traces of the explosion, interrogate the attackers, if they survived.


But who had dared to do it? Attacking a member of a Watch was already an act of insanity. But to attack the head of a Watch, plus two foreign magicians, was absolutely unheard of. And to use human beings to do it…


I suddenly realized quite clearly that the Frenchman I had met in the Dungeons had also been a human being, as I’d first thought. Not a Higher Magician who had concealed his true nature from me. Just an ordinary man. But incredibly cunning and cool, a brilliant actor. Not the same sort of pawn as these bandits who had been sent to their death. Perhaps he was the one who had fired the rocket at us?


And then the vampire. Was it really Kostya? Had he really survived after all?


And to top everything off, there were the protective amulets on the bandits, which had won them time. Vampires weren’t capable of creating amulets. That was the work of a magician, an enchantress, or a witch!


Just who were we up against, here? Who was trying to break into the Twilight to get his hands on Merlin’s legacy?


And was he capable of going down to the seventh level?


As always, the portal came to an end suddenly. The white glow contracted into a frame, I stepped through it, and I was immediately grabbed by the shoulder and jerked sharply down to the left, onto the floor behind the cover of an improvised barricade consisting of several overturned tables.


Just in time. A bullet went whistling over my head.


I was in the Dungeons of Scotland. In one of the first rooms.


Lermont was beside me, sheltering behind the barricade, and I had been dragged to the floor by a dark-skinned Other. Judging from the number of spells he had teed-up on his fingers, he was a Battle Magician.


Another shot rang out. The shooting was coming from the open door that led into the next room.


“Foma, what’s happened?” I asked, looking at him in bewilderment. “Why are we lying on the floor? We should put up a Shield….”


Lermont didn’t lift a finger, but a barrier appeared at the door, sealing it off. Before I even had time to feel amazed at the Scottish magician’s stupidity and delighted with my own astuteness, there was another shot, and the bullet whistled by overhead. The barrier hadn’t held it back.


“I beg your pardon, I was a bit hasty there,” I muttered. “How about going through the Twilight?”


“The same problem as with the rocket,” Lermont explained. “The bullets are enchanted down to the second level.”


“Let’s go through to the third.”


“There’s a barrier on the third from here!” Lermont reminded me. I felt ashamed and said no more.


The dark-skinned magician half-stood and hurled several spells into the corridor. I spotted Opium, Freeze, and Bugaboo. The reply was another shot. With that same precise, mechanical rhythm.


“Foma, it’s a machine!” I said quickly. “It’s the same kind of machine that fired at me!”


“So what? It’s protected against minor spells. Do you suggest blazing away with Fireballs, starting a fire, and bringing the bridge down on top of us?”


No, Thomas the Rhymer wasn’t panicking or falling into despair. He was clearly trying to think of something. And he had to have some kind of plan. Only I didn’t want to hang about.


Semyon stepped out of the portal that was still hanging in midair. He immediately squatted down and scrambled toward the barrier. Yes…sometimes experience is more important than Power.


Somewhere far away, behind the walls and the doors, there was a scream that broke off on a high note.


And sometimes fury is more important than experience.


I slipped into the Twilight.


First level. The decor seemed to have become real. The walls of plasterboard and plastic were now stone, there were dried stalks of some kind rustling under my feet. In the Twilight the interior of the building must have been constructed by human fantasy: Too many people had passed this way who sincerely believed in the rules of the game and had made themselves believe in dungeons.


Dungeons and dragons.


There was a little dragon with bristling red scales standing in the stone archway and blocking my way. The dragon came up to my shoulder. He was supporting himself on his back legs and a long tail, twisted into a corkscrew. His webbed wings were flickering nervously behind his back. The glowing, faceted eyes glared at me, the mouth opened and spat out a gobbet of flame.


So that’s what you look like in the Twilight, Shooter I! 


I jumped to one side, tossing a Fireball at the little dragon. A very small fireball, so as not to cause any shocks in the real world.


Then I went down to the second level.


The dungeon hadn’t changed. But the dragon here was black and a little bit taller. His eyes were bigger, rounder, and darker, and he had acquired pointed ears that stuck up. The scales had changed into either coarse fur or chitinous spines that were pressed tight against his body. The jaws were extended forward. The wings had been transformed into small trembling legs.


The mouth opened wide and a bundle of blue sparks flew out in my direction.


I dodged and took a few more steps. And then, forgetting once again about the barrier, I stepped down on to the third level of the Twilight.


At first it felt as if I had run into a wall—a flexible, springy, but impenetrable wall. But that sensation only lasted for a second.


An instant later I found myself on the third level.


And I immediately realized that this had to be connected with that scream of a dying human being I had heard before entering the Twilight.


Someone had opened the barrier again. Opened it with someone’s living blood.


But there wasn’t any little dragon here.


I ran along the corridor without bothering to destroy the robot shooter. Lermont could handle that himself. The machine wasn’t going anywhere. It was more important for me to catch the killer. Whoever he might be—vampire, magician, sorcerer, a stranger or a former friend…


This was clearly the central section of the Dungeons. The focus of the Power, the center of the vortex, the keyhole. The River of Blood—only here it looked like a ditch filled with bubbling black liquid as thick as pitch. A gleaming black table. And lying on it—a motionless body in a bloodstained white robe.


It looked as if this time the person who had lost his life was one of the hired human personnel who worked for the Edinburgh Night Watch. One of the pathologists who did jobs for Lermont.


Could Lermont really have left the Dungeons with no reliable guards? Without anyone to ambush raiders? Had he abandoned the people who trusted him to the whim of fate?


A single glance back at the real world told me everything.


He had left guards. And set up an ambush. But he had underestimated the strength of his enemy.


I counted six bodies in the room. Three of the dead were raiders—in semi-military uniforms that didn’t belong to anyone’s army, with automatic weapons. The magazines of the guns glittered with the spells applied to the bullets. One of the others was a first-level Light Magician, almost torn in half by bursts of machine-gun fire at point-blank range. The magician’s unexpended Power was slowly oozing out of him in a cloudy white glow. The other two who had been shot were human—employees of the Night Watch. The protective amulets that had failed to save them sparkled brightly on their chests. They had also died with guns in their hands: They were still clutching pistols.


How many attackers had there been? And how many had gone on past the third level?


Before I had time to complete the thought, a gray shadow came flitting down through the Twilight from the first level to join me on the third. And Bruce appeared in front of me.


The Master of the Edinburgh vampires looked in pretty poor shape. His chest had been ripped to shreds by bullets. He was breathing heavily, and his fangs glittered in his mouth.


“Aha!” I exclaimed with such obvious delight that Bruce understood me straightaway.


“Stop, Light One!” he howled. “I’m on your side! I came at Lermont’s request!”


“And who shot you?”


“The robot in the corridor!”


I screwed up my eyes, tracing the vampire trail. Yes, the traces of the undead feet passed through the corridor, from the entrance to the Dungeons. He wasn’t responsible for the bloodbath.


So this was who Lermont was counting on to defeat the automated gunman. It’s hard to kill someone who’s dead, even with charmed bullets.


“Who is he?” I didn’t specify who I meant, but Bruce understood.


“I don’t know! Not one of us! A stranger! He had about twenty people with him, but they’re all dead. And Lermont’s guards are dead!”


“Let’s go after them,” I ordered.


Bruce hesitated. He glanced at the body oozing blood. Unlike all the others, this man had died very recently, and his body existed on all levels of the Twilight at once. Death is very strong magic.


“Don’t even think about it,” I warned him.


“He doesn’t need it anymore,” Bruce muttered. “He doesn’t need it, but who knows who I still have to fight.”


It was disgusting, and it was also true. But to hand a dead person over to a vampire to feed on…


“If you drink the blood, the barrier will appear again,” I said, finally finding an argument in my favor. “Let’s go. You can hold out.”


Bruce pulled a face, but he didn’t object. He hung his head low, as if he was about to ram into some barrier, and went to the fourth level.


I slipped down after him.


Bruce was standing there, holding his chest. He was shaking and there was naked fear in his eyes. There was no one there apart from Bruce. Nobody and nothing—the Dungeons had disappeared. Just sand, gray and colored at the same time, just black boulders scattered about here and there…And a pink-and-white sky with no sun.


“Anton…I can’t go any deeper.”


“Have you been on the fifth level?”


“No!”


“Neither have I. Let’s go!”


“I can’t!” the vampire howled. “Damn it, can’t you see that I’m dying!”


“You’ve been dead for a long time!”


Bruce shook his head so furiously, it seemed as if he wanted to screw it off his neck.


If I’d had even the slightest suspicion that he was faking, I would have forced him to go down. Or finished him off forever.


But going to the fourth level had clearly exhausted his final reserves of strength.


“Go and get Lermont!” I ordered him.


Clearly relieved, Bruce went dashing back the way he had come—the way a diver who is choking for breath hurtles upward out of the fatal depths.


And I started looking for my shadow on the sand.


It had to be there. I had to cast a shadow. I was going to find it.


Otherwise something terrible was going to happen.


For instance—Merlin would rise from the dead. And a Mirror Magician would come to the assistance of the Edinburgh Night Watch, which had already suffered heavy losses. And he would maintain the equilibrium come what may.


The conjurer Egor.


And that would be his blinding moment of glory—before he self-destructed, dissolved into the Twilight, and was cast into emptiness by the remorseless will of the Primordial Power.


We had used plenty of people before, surely?


I growled, taking a step forward. I shouldn’t be looking for this shadow on the sand. This shadow was inside me.


I was lashed by an icy wind—and I fell through to the fifth level of the Twilight.


And landed facedown in green grass.


There was a cold, fitful wind blowing. The sunlight filtered through the purple clouds, as heavy as snow clouds, that were drifting across the sky. The rolling plain, covered with tall, prickly grass, extended all the way to the horizon. Somewhere in the distance there was thunder rumbling and lightning flashing—flashing the wrong way, from the earth up into the sky, up into those purple clouds.


I stood up and swallowed hard—my ears were blocked. The usual oppressive sensation of the Twilight—the creeping weariness, the desire to get back out into the real world as quickly as possible—had disappeared. The fifth layer turned out to be energetically balanced. But when my eyes had adjusted and I looked more closely, it was obvious that the colors around me lacked real vitality. The grass was green, but pale. The clouds were more dove-gray than purple. Even the flashes of lightning were strangely subdued; they didn’t sear the retinas of my eyes.


But even so…it looked as if it was possible to live here.


I looked around me. And I saw the Guard in the flattened grass.


It was a golem—a creature made of clay and brought to life by magic. A rare sort of thing; nobody has made them for a long, long time. A golem was a medieval robot that they sometimes put to work, but more often they were created to guard things.


Only the classic golem looked like a clay man, and he was brought to life by means of runes inserted in a special opening (when it came to this detail, the magicians’ sense of humor usually plumbed the depths).


But the golem in front of me was a snake. Something like a clay anaconda ten meters long, as thick as the torso of a grown man, with two rapaciously grinning heads—one at each end of its body. Its skin was reddish-gray, like a badly fired brick. The golem’s eyes were open, and it was the eyes that frightened me most of all. They were absolutely human.


But then, why shouldn’t they be, if the golem had been made by Merlin?


Exactly halfway along the snake’s trunk there was a slim section with a small hollow in it, about the size of an open hand. And lying in that hollow was a square, gray stone, covered with half-effaced Celtic writing.


Yes, a strange golem: The Rune didn’t bring it to life, it killed it.


Or rather, it rendered the snake motionless—if the baleful glint in its eyes was anything to go by.


I looked around again. There was no one there apart from me and the motionless golem. The grave-robber had already gone deeper.


Right, then!


I summoned the battle spells up out of my memory—all the most powerful things that I had learned and had sufficient Power for—and teed them up for rapid use. I had to be ready to go into battle at any moment. Provided, of course, that I managed to get any deeper….


“Wait, Anton!”


Three figures materialized out of the blue—Lermont, Semyon, and a black man I didn’t know. Lermont was literally dragging Semyon and the black man after him, holding them by the arms. Oh, he was powerful, all right!


“What a lovely place!” Semyon said in delight, gazing around. “Ooh…So this is where…”


He spotted the golem and stopped. Then he walked across and gave it a cautious kick. He shook his head. “Ooh…what a massive beast…. Did you bring it down, Anton?”


“I’m afraid it’s not that simple to bring down,” I said, pointing to the Rune. Then, turning to Foma, I said, “Shall we move on?”


“Can you manage it?”


“I’ll give it a try.”


Lermont shook his head doubtfully. He glanced at his subordinate and said, “You can’t go any further. I brought you along because of this…ugly brute. But there’s no way you can go on. Wait for as long as you can and then go back.” Lermont heaved a deep sigh—and dissolved into thin air.


I took a step forward.


Nothing.


Another step. And another, and another.


“It’s not working, then?” Semyon asked sympathetically.


What was this? I’d broken through to the fifth level, and it was absolutely calm here, but I couldn’t get any lower!


A step. Another step. Where’s that shadow?


“Anton…,” said Semyon, shaking me by the shoulder. “Anton, stop. You’re just wasting your strength.”


“I’ll get through,” I whispered. “I have to…”


“You don’t have to do anything. Lermont’s got the experience. He’ll handle everything.”


I shook my head from side to side, trying to relax. I’d gotten to this level using my anger…maybe I could get to the next one if I was calm, peaceful? All I was facing was a kind of watershed: a thin film of surface tension between worlds, a borderline beyond which the vital Power began to increase. The first level was practically dead, dried out, sterile. The second was a little more alive. The third and fourth already began to resemble our world. The fifth…the fifth was almost fit to live in. There were already colors here and although it was cold, it wasn’t so cold that you would freeze. Grass grew here, there was rain and strange, violent storms. What would there be on the sixth level? I had to understand the place I was trying to break into. Was it a glacial world, a dying world? A place where it would be hard to breathe, difficult to walk or talk?


No. The sixth level wouldn’t be like that. It would be even more colorful than the fifth. Even more alive. Even closer to the real world.


I nodded along with my thoughts…


And stepped from the fifth level to the sixth.


It was night there. Perhaps not a summer night, but it was still warm. I couldn’t see a single star in the sky above my head, but there was a moon. Not a strip of gray dust in the sky, like on the first level. Not the three tiny colored moons that shone on the second level. An absolutely normal moon, perfectly familiar to the human eye.


But not a single star. The stars are not for Others.


Under the white spotlight of the moon, the world seemed completely real. The trees were real, alive, with leaves that rustled in the wind. There was a smell of grass and burning…. I suddenly realized that this was the first time I had ever smelled anything in the Twilight. No doubt, if I chewed on a grass stalk, I would actually taste the bitter juice….


But what was burning?


I turned around and saw Lermont. But I didn’t see him as a stout, middle-aged gentleman. I saw him in his Twilight form.


Thomas the Rhymer had become a white-haired giant almost three meters tall. His skin radiated a murky white light. He was grabbing bunches of white and blue light out of the air, mixing them together in his gigantic hands as if he was making snowballs, and throwing them off into the far distance. I followed the trajectory: The hissing bundles of flame went flying over the flat plain, sweeping aside the rare trees in their path, and fizzled out in a dark cloud that was moving rapidly away. Burning trees marked the shots that had missed.


“Foma!” I shouted. “I’m here!”


The giant mixed up a truly immense sphere in his hands and grunted as he hurled it after the dark cloud. He turned around.


He had an amazing face. Kind and harsh, beautiful and frightening, all at the same time.


“The young magician has passed the barriers,” Thomas rumbled. “The young magician has hastened to come to our aid….”


He was a little bit crazy just at that moment—like all Others who take on their deep Twilight forms in the heat of battle.


Thomas covered the distance between us in just a few steps. It seemed to me that the very ground shook under his feet.


“They didn’t manage it, my friend….” The ancient bard lowered a hand as big as a shovel onto my shoulder and spoke in the third person as if he meant someone else. “They only got as far as the sixth level. Thomas drove them away, he did. Thomas drove them away, like cowardly little puppy dogs.”


Lermont leaned his face down to me and whispered confidentially, “But only because his enemies didn’t fight. They’d been here long enough to realize that they couldn’t get to the seventh level of the Twilight.”


“How many of them were there, Thomas?”


“Three, my friend, three. The right number.”


“Did you get a look at them?”


“Only a short one,” Thomas said with a shake of his head. “You can’t read an aura properly here, but Thomas managed. A Dark Other—an undead vampire. A Light Other—a sorcerer-healer. An Inquisitor Other—a Battle Magician. Three came together for the legacy of Merlin. Three almost got through. Three Higher Others. But even Higher Ones cannot get through to the seventh level of the Twilight.”


“A Dark One, a Light One, and an Inquisitor,” I asked in amazement, “all together?”


“The legacy of Merlin is enticing to all. Even Light Ones. Why else do you think, young magician, that Thomas wished to keep your arrival secret from his Watch?”


“Are they all men?” I asked.


“All men. All women. How should Thomas know? Thomas didn’t touch them. Thomas just saw a little bit of their auras.”


“Thomas, we have to go,” I said, looking into the giant’s eyes. “Thomas, it’s time to go back. Time to go home.”


“Why?” the giant asked in surprise. “It’s good here, young magician. You can live here. A magical land, a kingdom of fairies and magicians…. Thomas can settle here, Thomas can find his haven—”


“Thomas Lermont, you are the head of a Night Watch! The whole of Scotland is under your protection! Witches, vampires, ghouls…you’re not going to let them all run riot, are you?”


Thomas said nothing, and for a moment I thought he would refuse to go, that he really had found the fairy kingdom to which, legend said, Thomas the Rhymer had withdrawn seven hundred years earlier.


Of course, the Dark Ones wouldn’t have run riot. Help would have come—from England, from Ireland, from Wales. And Light Ones would have been found in Europe and America to come to the aid of the orphaned Scottish Watch.


But would Lermont’s disappearance be the final drop that triggered Egor’s transformation into a Mirror Magician?


“Let’s go, my young friend,” Lermont said. “You’re right, you’re right, and I am in too much of a hurry…it is not yet time…. But listen, young magician! Listen to the ringing of the silence, to the singing of the crickets in the grass, to the night birds beating the air with their wings….”


Either he made me hear it or it was all real, but through the giant’s noisy breathing I heard the silence and the sounds.


“See how hotly the fire blazes, how the silvery leaves catch the moonlight, how dark the grass is beneath our feet…,” Lermont whispered. “You could live here…”


And I saw.


“Not many Others have been here when they were still alive,” Lermont said, and sighed. “We only come here after we die, do you understand? We come here forever….”


I felt a cold shiver run down my spine. I remembered the members of our Watch who had died: Igor, Tiger Cub, Andrei…


“Did you know that? Did you know that earlier?”


“All Higher Ones who have managed to reach the fifth level know it,” Thomas said in a sad voice. “But this knowledge is too dangerous, young magician.”


“Why?”


“It is not good to know what awaits you after death. Thomas knows—and it is a burden to him. Thomas wishes to come here. Far away from cruel and greedy people. Far away from human evil and human good. It is so sweet…to live in a world of Others….”


“Live?”


“Live, young magician…. Here even vampires have no need of blood. Here everything is different, otherwise. Everything is the way it should be. Here is the real world…on the fifth and sixth levels, and the seventh—the very greatest. Here the towers of wise men studying the world of creation soar up to the heavens; cities full of Light and Dark seethe with vital life; unicorns roam through virgin forests and dragons guard their mountain caves. We shall come here…I sooner, and you later…and our friends will come out to greet us. I shall also be glad to greet you, young magician….”


A gigantic arm hugged me around the shoulders as if I were a child. Foma heaved a deep, heavy sigh and continued, “But it is not yet time. Not yet time. If I had been able to reach the seventh level…I would not have come back. But my Power is not sufficient for that. And yours will not be either, young magician….”


“I’m in no hurry for the time being,” I muttered. “I have…”


What did I have? A wife and daughter? They were Others, Higher Others. We could all depart together. For the cities of Light and Dark…where our fallen friends were happy together, where no one remembered about those stupid little human people…


I shuddered. Was I dreaming, or had I become taller too? Or had Lermont started to shrink?


“Foma, let’s get going!”


“Wait. Look at this!”


A white light had started dancing above our heads. Foma reached out his hand and pointed to a slab of transparent red stone hidden in the grass under our feet. What was this, a ruby the size of a large tea tray?


I squatted down, ran my hand across the smooth surface, and looked at the lines and dashes of Celtic runes.


“What’s written here, Foma?”


“Merlin wrote that,” Lermont said with a thoughtful note in his voice. “Merlin wrote that it is the keyhole and the final key, both at the same time. It says here in Coelbren”—he paused—“if we say it in high style…then…”


“Say it in any style!” I exclaimed, feeling the time slipping away.


The Crown of All Things is here concealed. Only one step is left. 


But this is a legacy for the strong or the wise— 


Foma spoke in a strange voice, one that was higher and more tuneful. And at the first words he spoke, the letters carved in the stone started to glow, as if someone had lit up a powerful lamp underneath it. One after another the letters were transformed into slim columns of light, shooting up into the sky.


You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it. 


Proceed, if you are as strong as I; 


Or go back, if you are as wise as I. 


Beginning and end, head and tail, all is fused in one 


In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable. 


The final letter flared into white brilliance just as Lermont spoke the final word.


“I hate karaoke,” I said. “What does all this mean?”


“Thomas knows no more than you do, young magician,” said the giant, clutching me in his arms. “And now, let’s be leaving!”


I thought Lermont was going to step straight into the real world. But no, he went to the fifth level first and waved to Semyon and the black guy.


“Leave!” he shouted.


They didn’t have to be asked twice. Then Lermont winked at me, leaned down over the golem, and jerked Merlin’s Rune out of the snake’s body.


The beast’s eyes flashed in fury, its trunk swirled up into the air, and both of its mouths opened wide in unison.


But we were already out of the Guard’s reach. In the ordinary human world. In a room full of dead bodies.


The once-more overweight, aging Lermont put me down and collapsed on the floor. His face was covered with sweat. There were even beads of it hanging on the ends of his mustache.


We were surrounded by a familiar bustle—Light Others were taking prints of auras, studying the bodies, collecting small pieces of flesh and drops of blood for analysis. When I arrived, and Semyon arrived straight after me, we were immediately met with wary glances, and I felt the probes of spells slipping over my body. When they discovered that we were Light Ones, and high-ranking, the watchmen withdrew their probes in embarrassment.


I saw Bruce off to one side. The Master of vampires no longer looked like a walking corpse, the rosy bloom having returned to his cheeks. He was squatting in the corner, drinking something from a glass. I didn’t try to see exactly what it was.


“Well, I never!” said Semyon, shaking his head. He looked absolutely happy. “I never even imagined I’d see the fifth level someday, like the Great Gesar or Thomas the Rhymer. Oh…now I can die happy!”


He winked at me.


“I’ll sew your mouth shut,” Lermont declared in a very familiar tone of voice. “The fifth level of the Twilight is no subject for idle talk.”


“Aha,” Semyon agreed quickly. “It’s just my stupid way of nattering.”


“Foma…” I reached out one hand to help the magician up. “Thank you…for coming back. And for showing me—Thank you for that.”


“Let’s go,” said Foma, walking quickly through to the next room and the mooring, where the metal boat was swaying on the dark water. I followed him. Lermont hung an umbrella of silence over us and the noise immediately died away. “Did you want to ask something?”


“Yes. Who are they?”


“I don’t know.” Foma took out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat off his face. “Several attempts have already been made to reach the legacy of Merlin. But I’m not certain it was these Others who tried. The last attempt was more than a century ago. And in particular, no one has ever made such wide use of humans before…. This is all very serious, Anton. But we’ve been lucky—Merlin has puzzled everybody with the third key.”


“What does that poem mean?”


“It’s a riddle. In those days they were very fond of riddles, Anton. It was considered good form to give your opponent a chance to beat you. Even if it was only the bare ghost of a chance.”


“One thing is clear: Apart from simply going head-on, trying to break through into the seventh level, there’s an alternative route,” I said.


“It looks that way. But I don’t know what to say to you about that. And if I did, I wouldn’t say it.”


“Are you going to guard Merlin’s hiding place until the end of time?”


“For as long as I can,” said Lermont, turning the Rune of Merlin over in his hands. He sighed. “At least now the Guard is watching over the fifth level again. Next time the enemy will have to subdue it.”


“Destroy the Rune, Foma!”


He shook his head. “There aren’t any simple answers, Anton. If the Rune is destroyed, the Guard will disappear too. I’ll hide it as securely as I can. You don’t need to know how. And…thank you for your help.”


“Meaning, ‘Now get lost’?” I asked, smiling.


“Meaning, ‘Thank you for your help.’ The more outsiders there are here, the more fuss there will be over everything that has happened. I’m grateful to you, and to Semyon. Your plane tickets will be delivered to your hotel.”


“Fair enough. And thank you, Foma.” I bowed. “May you walk with the Light!”


“Wait,” Lermont said in a gentle voice. He walked up to me and embraced me. “I mean it: Thank you. Don’t take offense. We’re going to have a lot of problems here, and a lot of visitors from the Inquisition. Do you really want to get stuck here for a month?”


“Guard the Crown well, Foma,” I said after a pause.


“Think about what you’ve seen, Anton. I’m sure that one of your compatriots is involved in what has happened. Approach the mystery from your side—and we’ll meet again.”


“If I find whoever it is from our side, I’ll tear his legs off and stick them in his ears. Good-bye, Thomas the Rhymer!”


When I had already reached the door, I added, “Oh yes, by the way, we’re used to flying first class!”


“Be grateful if I don’t send you as baggage,” Foma replied in the same tone of voice. Then he turned and walked back to his colleagues.


Epilogue 








 


 

“YOU KNOW, THAT’S A REALLY BAD MOVE, TO TELL SOMEONE YOU fought side by side with that you’ll meet again later,” Semyon declared somberly. “He hasn’t got a single free moment to see me. And now we’re flying back home, like real ninnies. If we had just a week…we could have gone to the lochs, done a bit of fishing…”


“Semyon, the Inquisition will arrive any minute—we’d be stuck here for a month.”


“So, what’s wrong with that?”


“I’m a family man.”


“Oh, that’s right…,” Semyon said with a sigh. “With a little daughter…. Is she walking yet?”


“Semyon, stop playing the fool!”


We stopped in front of the hotel entrance. Semyon chuckled and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Er…how much time have we got?”


“Five or six hours. If the tickets are for the evening flight.”


“I’ll just drop into a shop and buy a few souvenirs. Shall I get some for you?”


“What, exactly?”


“What sort of question’s that? Whisky and scarves. Whisky for the men and scarves for the women. I usually get five of each.”


“Go on, then,” I said, waving him away. “But get me a child’s scarf too, if you see one. Something bright and cheerful.”


“Definitely.”


I walked into the hotel lobby. The receptionist was not at his desk, but there was an envelope lying there with my name written on it in large letters. Inside were three first-class tickets—for me, Semyon, and Galya Dobronravova. Foma had acted with incredible efficiency, and he hadn’t even forgotten about the wolf-girl.


I knocked on the door of the Dark suite on the fourth floor. No response. I listened and heard the sound of water flowing somewhere inside. I took Galya’s ticket out of the envelope and pushed it under the door.


I found the key in my pocket and went into my own suite.


“Slowly-slowly-go-over-to-the-armchair-and-sit-down,” a voice said at incredible speed. It was the young red-haired guy who had introduced himself to me as Jean in the Dungeons of Scotland.


He had positioned himself perfectly—at the window, with the blinding sunlight pouring in through it. My shadow was behind me: There was no way I could plunge into it.


“Start-moving-toward-the-armchair-slowly-slowly,” the young guy rattled off.


He was accelerated, enveloped in the green glow emanating from the amulet on his arm. It looked like an ordinary woven bead trinket, the kind that hippies make. His reflexes now were many times faster than those of a normal human being. And since he was holding an Uzi automatic rifle and its magazine of charmed bullets was glowing bright red, it would have been unwise of me to object.


“Speak more clearly,” I said, walking over to the chair and sitting in it. “Since you didn’t kill me straightaway, there must be something to talk about.”


“You’re-wrong-wizard,” the young guy said.


I thought it was funny, his childish use of “wizard.”


“I-was-ordered-to-kill-you-but-there’s-something-I-want-toask-you.”


“Ask away.”


I needed my shadow. I needed to turn my head, see my shadow, and dive into the Twilight. I would be faster than him there.


“Don’t-turn-your-head! If-you-look-at-your-shadow-I’ll-shoot-straightaway. How-many-of-you-are-there?”


“What?”


“How-many-brutes-like-you-are-there-walking-the-earth?”


“Well…” I thought for a moment. “Do you mean Light Ones or Dark Ones?”


“It-doesn’t-matter.”


“Approx…imate…ly…one…in…every…ten…thou…sand…,” I drawled slowly. Not to be a wise guy, but to try to convince this young fellow that he was speeded up too far. But then, was he even able to control the effect of the charm?


“Bastards-I-hate-them,” he said, as quickly as ever. “I-was-told-to-say-you-betrayed-a-friend-and-deserve-to-die…”


There was a knock at the door. The young guy’s glance darted in that direction and then back to me. In a single movement he pulled the tablecloth off the table and covered his automatic rifle, which was still trained on me. He said, “Open-it!”


“Who’s there? It’s open!” I shouted.


If it was Semyon, we’d have a chance.


The door opened and Galya walked in. The way she looked simply took my breath away. A short little black skirt, an almost transparent pink top—she would have had Lolita smoking nervously in the corner.


Jean was dumbstruck too.


“Hi.” The girl was chewing something. She concentrated and blew out a huge bubble of gum. The bubble burst and Jean jumped, startled. I was afraid he would start blasting away, but the moment passed safely. “And who are you?” she asked.


She gave Jean a look that made him blush bright red. He managed to jabber and mumble at the same time: “I’m-just-visiting.”


“Well, friends of Anthony’s get a discount,” Galya said, and winked at the young man. She walked up to me, swaying her hips, and said, “I left my knickers in your place, did you find them?”


All I could do was shake my head.


“Ah, screw them anyway,” Galya declared. And she began slowly leaning down, reaching out for my lips with her own, giving Jean a chance to stare…I daren’t even think at what!


But he stared.


“Get ready,” Galya whispered. The girl’s eyes were serious and tense. But she still touched my lips—and sparks of mischief glinted in her eyes.


She transformed instantly into a she-wolf. Crudely, horribly, scattering drops of blood and scraps of skin around her, wasting no time on morphing properly. Then she flung herself around and leaped at the killer like a shaggy black shadow.


He started to shoot at the same moment that I flung two Triple Blades, one after another.


The first cut off the hand that had been holding the gun and also gouged out a chunk of his body. I didn’t realize where the second blade had gone at first. I leaped to my feet and jumped toward the she-wolf writhing on the floor. Her body had taken all the bullets that were intended for me. Not very many—only five or six. If only they hadn’t been charmed.


Jean stood up, swaying on his feet. He looked at me with wild, insane eyes.


“Who sent you?” I shouted, hitting him with a Domination, the spell of absolute obedience.


Jean shuddered and tried to open his mouth—and his head flew apart into three pieces. So now I knew where my second blade had hit him.


The body swayed and slumped to the floor beside the wolf-girl. Blood pulsed out of its arteries.


If she had been a vampire, and not a werewolf…


I leaned down over her and saw that she was transforming back into a human being.


“Don’t you dare! You’ll die!”


“I’ll die anyway,” she said in a clear voice. “I don’t want to die…as an animal….”


“You’re not…”


Instantly there was a note of irony in her voice. “Silly…Light One…”


I stood up. My hands were covered in blood and there was blood squelching under my feet. The killer’s headless body was shuddering convulsively.


“What’s happening here—” Semyon froze in the doorway. He ran his hand over his face and swore.


His other hand was holding two plastic bags. One had bottles in it. The other probably had scarves.


“What’s happening? Nothing,” I said, looking at the dead girl. “It’s all over.”


 


I bought the magnet for Zabulon in Edinburgh Airport while Lermont and Semyon were rebooking the tickets. We now only needed two seats in the cabin of the plane and one ticket for an item of nonstandard freight—a long wooden box that had been treated with spells. One of them was to protect the contents against decomposition. Another was to persuade the customs men that there was no need to check the box, since it was being used to transport harmless skis.


The magnet was banal but beautiful: a Scotsman in a kilt, with bagpipes. I put it in my pocket, then stood in front of the display of postcards for a while. I chose one with a photograph of the castle and put it in my guidebook to Great Britain. I didn’t have any reason to send it to Lera—yet. But I hoped very much that sooner or later I would be able to keep the promise I had made to Victor’s girlfriend.


Semyon was unusually quiet. He didn’t reminisce about the way airplanes used to look at the dawn of the aviation industry, he didn’t crack any jokes. We walked through the customs and passport checks and took our seats on the plane. Semyon took out a flask of whisky and glanced at me inquiringly. I nodded. We each took a mouthful straight from the flask, earning ourselves a disapproving glance from the flight attendant. She immediately went off to her little cubbyhole and came back with glasses and a few little bottles, which she handed to Semyon without saying a word.


“Don’t feel sorry for her,” Semyon said gently. “Dark Ones will always be Dark Ones. She would have grown up into a monster. Most likely.”


I nodded. He was right, of course. Even a “silly Light One” like me had to understand that….


I leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. I realized that I’d even forgotten to check the probabilities to see if the plane was in any danger of crashing. Ah…what difference did it make? People flew all the time without worrying if anything bad was going to happen. I could try that too.


“I checked the probability lines,” Semyon said. “We leave ten minutes late, but we arrive on time. There’s a tail wind. Lucky, that, isn’t it?”


I opened the little plastic bag, put the disposable earphones in my ears, and stuck the jack into the socket hidden in the arm of my seat. I pressed the buttons to select a channel and stopped when I heard a familiar song:


Do not lose what has been given, 


Do not regret what has been lost. 


This boy at the doorway to heaven 


Is weary of sighing and tears. 


But he can see straight through you, 


And he won’t sing us any psalms. 


He will ask us only one question— 


Did we live and did we love… 


Did we live and did we love… 


Did we live and did we love… 


Story Two 
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THE FIRE SAFETY INSPECTOR JABBED HIS FINGER IN THE DIRECTION OF THE incense stick smoking in its stand.


“And what’s that?”


“Opium,” the young woman replied dreamily.


There was a sudden silence in the accounts office. The inspector’s face broke out in red blotches.


“I’m not joking. What is it?”


“A joss stick. It’s Indian. It’s called opium.” The young woman looked around at her colleagues and added self-consciously: “But that’s only a name, you mustn’t think…There isn’t really any opium in it!”


“At home you can smoke opium or cannabis, or anything else you like,” said the inspector, ostentatiously nipping his fingers together and extinguishing the small smoldering stick. “But here…you’re surrounded on all sides by nothing but paper.”


“I keep an eye on it,” the young woman objected resentfully. “And it’s in a special stand, see? The ash falls on the ceramic base. It’s a nice smell, everyone likes it…” she went on in a gentle, reassuring voice, in the same tone adults use when talking to a little child.


The inspector was about to say something else, but just then the middle-aged woman who was sitting facing all the other bookkeepers intervened. “Vera, I’m sorry, but the inspector is quite right. It’s a very sickly smell. By the time evening comes, it gives you a headache.”


“In India the windows are probably always kept wide open,” a third woman put in. “And they burn their fragrances all the time. It’s terribly dirty there; there are always cesspits somewhere close by, and everything rots very quickly, because of the climate. They have to smother the stench somehow. But what do we need it for?”


A fourth girl, the same age as Vera, giggled and stuck her face in the screen of her computer.


“Well…you should have said!” Vera exclaimed. Her voice sounded tearful. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“We didn’t want to offend you,” the older woman replied.


Vera jumped to her feet, covered her face with her hands, and ran out into the corridor. Her heels clattered on the parquet flooring, and the door of the restroom slammed in the distance.


“We had to tell her sooner or later,” the middle-aged woman said with a sigh. “I’m really sick of smelling those sticks of hers. It’s always opium, or jasmine, or cinnamon….”


“Do you remember the chilis and cardamom?” the young girl exclaimed. “That was really horrible!”


“Don’t make fun of your friend. You’d better go and bring Vera back; she’s much too upset.”


The young girl willingly got to her feet and left the room.


The inspector gazed around at the women with a wild expression. Then he glanced at the man beside him—a young, plump individual wearing a T-shirt and jeans. Beside the inspector in his respectable uniform, the man looked very untidy.


“This is a madhouse,” the inspector declared. “Nothing but breaches of the fire safety code everywhere I look. Why haven’t you been closed down yet?”


“I’m surprised at that myself,” the other man agreed. “Sometimes when I’m walking to work, I wonder, What if it’s all over now? What if they’ve put an end to the whole mess and from now on we’re going to work according to the fire safety regulations, without breaking a single rule—”


“Show me the fire-safety board on the second floor,” the inspector interrupted, looking at his plan of the building.


“Gladly,” said the man, opening the door for the inspector and winking at the women they were leaving behind in the office.


The inspector’s indignation was lessened a bit by the sight of the board. It was brand-new and very neat and tidy, painted red. Two fire extinguishers, a bucket of sand, an empty conical-shaped bucket, a spade, a gaff, and a crowbar.


“Well, well. Well, well, well,” the inspector murmured as he glanced at the buckets and checked the date when the extinguishers were last refilled. “The good old-fashioned kind. I didn’t really expect that.”


“We make an effort,” said his guide. “When I was still in school, we had one just like that on the wall.”


The inspector turned his plan around and thought for a moment.


“And now let’s take a look at…at your programmers.”


“Yes, let’s,” the other man said brightly. “That’s upstairs, follow me….”


At the foot of the stairs he stepped aside to let the inspector go first. He turned back and glanced at the fire safety board, which faded and then dissolved into thin air. Something fell to the floor with a quiet sound. The man smiled.


The visit to the programmers gave the inspector another reason to be indignant. The programmers (two young women and one young guy) were blithely smoking at their workstations, and the wires from the computers were twisted into terrible tangles (the inspector even crawled under one desk and checked that the sockets were grounded). When they came back down to the first floor fifteen minutes later, the inspector walked into an office with the strange title DUTY POINTSMAN on the door and laid his papers out on the desk. The young man acting as his guide sat down facing him and watched with a smile as the inspector filled in his report form.


“What sort of nonsensical title is that you have on the door?” the inspector asked without looking up from what he was doing.


“Duty pointsman? He has to deal with anything that turns up. If some inspector or other calls, if the drains burst, if someone delivers pizza or drinking water—he has to handle everything. Something between a receptionist and an office manager. It’s a boring job; we take turns to do it.”


“And just what is it that you do here?”


“Is that really any business of the fire safety service?” the man asked thoughtfully. “Well…we guard Moscow against manifestations of evil.”


“You’re joking!” said the inspector, giving the duty pointsman a dour look.


“Not at all.”


A middle-aged, Eastern-looking man walked in without knocking on the door. The duty pointsman quickly got to his feet as he entered.


“Well, now, what have we got here?” the newcomer asked.


“One item left in the accounts office, one in the toilet, one in the fire safety board on the second floor,” the duty pointsman replied eagerly. “Everything’s in order, Boris Ignatievich.”


The inspector turned pale.


“Las, we haven’t got a fire safety board on the second floor,” Boris Ignatievich observed.


“I created an illusion,” Las replied boastfully. “It was very realistic.”


Boris Ignatievich nodded and said, “All right. But you didn’t notice the other two bugs in the programmers’ room. I think this is not the first time our guest has combined the duties of fire inspector and spy…am I right?”


“What do you think you’re—” the man began, and then stopped.


“You feel very ashamed of carrying out industrial espionage,” said Boris Ignatievich. “It’s disgusting! And you used to be an honest man…once. Do you remember how you went to help build the Baikal–Amur Railroad? And not just for the money. You wanted the romantic dream, you wanted to be part of some great effort.”


Tears began running down the inspector’s cheeks. He nodded.


“And do you remember when you were accepted into the Young Pioneers?” Las asked cheerfully. “How you stood in line, thinking about how you would devote all your strength to the victory of Communism? And when the group leader tied your tie for you, she almost touched you with her big, bouncy tits….”


“Las,” Boris Ignatievich said in an icy voice. “I am constantly amazed at how you ever became a Light One.”


“I was in a good mood that day,” Las declared. “I dreamed I was still a little boy, riding a pony….”


“Las!” Boris Ignatievich repeated ominously.


The duty pointsman fell silent.


The silence that followed was broken by the fire safety inspector’s sobbing. “I…I’ll tell you everything…. I went to the Baikal–Amur Railroad to avoid paying alimony….”


“Never mind that,” Boris Ignatievich said gently. “Tell us about being asked to plant bugs in our office.”


Chapter 1 








 


 

“I THINK YOU CAN GUESS WHY I’VE GATHERED YOU ALL TOGETHER,” Gesar said.


There were five of us in the boss’s office. Gesar himself, Olga, Ilya, Semyon, and me.


“What’s to guess,” Semyon muttered. “You’ve gathered all the Higher and first-level Others. Svetlana’s the only one missing.”


“Svetlana’s not here because she’s not on the staff of the Night Watch,” Gesar said, and frowned. “I’ve no doubt that Anton will tell her everything. I won’t even attempt to forbid it. But I won’t connive at breaches of the rules, either…. This is a meeting of the Night Watch top management. Ilya, I have to warn you straightaway that some of what you hear will be new to you, and under normal circumstances you would never have heard it. So you must not talk about it. Not to anyone.”


“What exactly is ‘it’?” Ilya asked, adjusting his spectacles.


“Probably…probably everything that you are about to hear.”


“A bit more than just ‘some of it,’” Ilya said with a nod. “Whatever you say. If you like, I’m willing to accept the mark of the Avenging Fire.”


“We can dispense with the formalities,” said Gesar. He took a small metal box out of his desk and began rummaging in it. Meanwhile I carried on looking around with my usual curiosity. What made the boss’s office so interesting was the huge number of little items that he kept because he needed them for his work or simply as souvenirs—though it was hard to say which was which. Something like Pliushkin’s bins in Gogol’s book Dead Souls, or a child’s box in which he keeps his most cherished “treasures,” or the apartment of some absentminded collector who’s always forgetting what it is he actually collects. And the most amazing thing was that nothing ever disappeared; even though there was almost no space left in the cabinets, new exhibits were added all the time.


This time my attention was caught by a small terrarium. It didn’t have a lid, and there was a piece of paper glued to its side, bearing the letters “OOO” (or the numbers 000). Standing inside the terrarium was a stupid little toy made in China—a small plastic toilet, with a tarantula squatting on it in a regal pose. At first I thought the spider was dead or made of plastic, but then I noticed its eyes glinting and its mandibles moving. There was another spider crawling across the glass walls—fat and round, looking like a hairy ball with legs. Every now and then the spider stopped and spat a drop of green venom onto the glass, clearly aiming at something outside. At the same time something showered down off the spider into the terrarium. There were some other spiders moving around on the bottom, greedily reaching out their legs to catch the treat. The fortunate ones who managed to grab something began jumping up and down for joy.


“Interested?” Gesar asked, without looking up.


“Uh-huh…. What is it?”


“A simulation. You know I like to study self-contained social groups.”


“And what does this simulation represent?”


“A very interesting social structure,” Gesar said evasively. “In its basic form it should have become the traditional jar of spiders. But here we have two principal spiders, one of whom has taken up a dominant position by climbing onto a high point, while the other is acting as if he is providing protection against external aggression and caring for the members of the community. As long as the dominant spiders remain active, this simulation can continue to function with minimal internal aggression. I just have to spray the inhabitants with beer every now and then to relax them.”


“But doesn’t anyone ever try to climb out?” Ilya asked. “There’s no lid….”


“Only very rarely. And only the ones who get fed up with being a spider in a jar. In the first place, the illusion of conflict is constantly maintained. And in the second place, the experimental subjects regard being in the jar as something out of the ordinary.” Gesar finally took some object out of his box and said, “All right, that’s enough of the small talk. Here is the first thing for you to think about. What is it?”


We stared in silence at the gray lump of concrete that looked as if it had been chipped out of a wall.


“Don’t use magic!” Gesar warned us.


“I know,” Semyon said guiltily. “I remember that incident. A radio microphone. They tried to put it in here in the fifties…or was it the sixties? When we were the ‘Nonferrous Mining Equipment Assembly Trust.’ Some bright guys from the KGB, wasn’t it?”


“That’s right,” said Gesar. “Back then they were very keen on looking for spies, and on a sudden impulse they decided to check us. We had provoked certain suspicions…It was a good thing that we had our own eyes and ears in the KGB. We organized a campaign of misinformation, certain vigilant comrades managed to get others rebuked for the pointless squandering of expensive equipment…and what about this?”


A huge steel screw glinted in Gesar’s hands. To be quite honest, I didn’t even know that they made screws that large.


“I doubt if you know about this,” Gesar told us. “It’s the only attempt…at least, I hope it is…ever made by the Dark Ones to spy on us using human means. In 1979. I had a very difficult conversation with Zabulon, and afterward we signed an appendix to the agreement on prohibited methods of conflict.”


The screw was put back into the box. Two tiny brown tablets were taken out.


“That was from when they wanted to take our building away!” Ilya said brightly. “In ’96, wasn’t it?”


Gesar nodded.


“Absolutely right. A certain ambitious young oligarch got the idea that the former state enterprise, which had become the Nonferrous Metal Mining Company, looked like a very tasty and absolutely defenseless little morsel of property. However, when their listening devices and external observation revealed the kind of people who simply dropped in for tea and a chat with the old director, the oligarch cut his ambitions back sharply.”


“That was misinformation as well, of course?” Olga asked curiously. It seemed that the boss’s unusually complicated preamble was intended for her, because she had missed all these old events.


Semyon giggled and drawled in a voice like Yeltsin’s: “You un-der-stand, my friend, you decide important matters at the city level, and you don’t ask for any help…. Call round if anything happens.”


Gesar smiled in reply. “‘Call round if anything happens’ is putting it a bit strongly. But never mind, no one judges the victors…. Anyway, those were cases from the past. But here is today’s catch….”


He took something that looked like a Band-Aid out of the box. A thin white square, slightly sticky on one side—it was not easy for Gesar to pull it off his finger.


“Technology is constantly developing,” I said, impressed. “A microphone and transmitter?”


“You’ll be surprised to know that there’s a recorder here too,” Gesar told me. “Everything is recorded and then shot off in a three-second coded burst once a day. A fine little toy. Expensive. And you can’t buy it just anywhere.”


“Get to the point, Boris,” Olga said.


Gesar tossed the “toy” back into the box and glanced around keenly at all of us.


“A week ago Anton and Semyon spent some time in the city of Edinburgh. Something rather unpleasant happened there. Without going into too much detail, a group of Others, including at least one Light One, one Dark One, and an Inquisitor, tried to steal one of the most ancient magical artifacts in existence, with the help of paid human assistants who were equipped with magical amulets. The artifact is the so-called Crown of All Things, created by the Great Merlin shortly before he withdrew into the Twilight.”


Ilya whistled. Olga said nothing: Either she had already heard about this from Gesar, or she didn’t think any display of emotion was required.


“I should add that the three Others were all Higher Ones,” Gesar continued. “Well…perhaps not all of them. Perhaps two of them. Together they could have taken the third one down to the sixth level of the Twilight.”


To my surprise, Ilya didn’t say anything. He must have been stunned. I didn’t think he had ever gone any deeper than the third level.


“This is already unpleasant,” said Gesar. “None of us knows what kind of artifact Merlin hid on the seventh level of the Twilight, but there are serious grounds for believing that this artifact is capable of destroying all civilization on Earth.”


“Another Fuaran?” Semyon asked.


“No, Merlin didn’t have the knowledge to transform people into Others,” said Gesar, shaking his head. “But it is something very powerful indeed. Security measures to keep the artifact safe have been tightened up: The Inquisition is guarding it now, as well as the Night Watch of Scotland. But the situation is too serious. I have learned that attempts have been made to spy on Watches in Moscow, New York, London, Tokyo, Paris, Beijing…in short, at all the key points on the planet. Everywhere the people involved have no idea who hired them. So far all attempts to find the instigators have produced nothing.”


“Gesar, what’s down there, on the seventh level of the Twilight?” Ilya asked. “I know it’s not done to talk about the deeper levels to anyone who hasn’t been there, but—”


“Semyon will tell you what he saw,” Gesar replied. “He’s been to the fifth level. And ask Anton if you like—he’ll tell you about the sixth level. I give my permission. But as for the seventh level…”


Everybody gazed curiously at Gesar.


“I haven’t been there. And I can’t answer your question,” Gesar concluded firmly.


“Ha,” said Olga. “I was certain you had been there, Boris.”


“No. And before you ask, Zabulon hasn’t been there either. Nor have any of the Others I know. I believe that only a zero-point magician is capable of it. Someone who possesses absolute Power. Merlin was such a magician. Nadya Gorodetskaya will become such an enchantress….”


Everybody turned to look at me.


“I won’t let her into the Twilight before she’s grown up,” I said firmly.


“Nobody’s asking you to,” Gesar assured me. “And…don’t start objecting before I finish. I want to put your Nadya under guard. Continuous guard, round the clock. At least two Battle Magicians. Second or third level of Power. They won’t hold out long against Higher Ones, but if we provide them with good artifacts, they’ll be able to drag things out long enough to call for help.”


Ilya grabbed his head in his hands. “Boris Ignatievich! Where will I get that many second-and third-level Others from? Are we going to take our entire fighting force off the street?”


“No, not all of it,” Gesar replied. “We have four second-level Others, after all. And nine third-level. Alisher and Alexander can be raised to third-level.”


“Which Alexander? Korostilyov?” Ilya asked in amazement.


“No, Malenkov.”


“Sasha can be raised,” Olga agreed. “I’m prepared to do it in three days. Even two.”


“Wait!” I exclaimed. “Wait! Would you like to hear my opinion?”


Gesar looked at me curiously. “Yes, I would. Only bear in mind that sooner or later the individuals who failed to obtain the artifact will come to the conclusion that they need an absolute magician. And there is only one in the whole world. One. Your daughter. So will you agree to her being guarded?”


“But what will Svetlana say?”


“Svetlana is a mother,” Olga said in a gentle voice. “I think she remembers how her daughter was kidnapped once already. And she understands that she herself cannot guard her daughter twenty-four hours a day.”


“Sveta will agree, Anton,” Semyon said with a nod. “No need for a crystal ball there.”


“But Boris Ignatievich, what am I supposed to do with the streets?” Ilya objected. “I protest officially as your deputy for the patrol service! Am I supposed to send out fourth-and fifth-level magicians to work on their own? The Dark Ones will walk all over us!”


“They won’t,” Gesar said with a frown. “Zabulon is also allocating his second-and third-level magicians to guard Nadya Gorodetskaya.”


It was my turn to clutch my head in my hands. But Ilya immediately calmed down.


“Then we only need to supply half as many bodyguards? In that case, I—”


“No, not half. It’s two of ours and two Dark Ones.”


“Gesar!” I protested.


“Anton, this is being done for the sake of your daughter’s safety,” Gesar replied in a firm voice. “That’s all, the matter’s closed! Let’s get on with other business. Ilya, you stay behind after the meeting, we’ll discuss who to use as bodyguards and how to equip them.”


I said nothing. I was seething inside, but I said nothing.


“So far we have only spoken about defense,” Gesar continued. “I charge Olga with developing the measures for protecting the Watch against spy technology and a possible attack by human mercenaries. Involve Tolik from the computer service. And Las from the operations side.”


“But he’s a weak magician.” Olga snorted.


“But he has a nonstandard way of thinking,” said Gesar. “And you know pretty much all there is to know about battles between Others and human beings. You’ve certainly had plenty of experience.”


I gave Olga a curious glance. So she did have an interesting background, then?


“What I need from all of you now is something else,” Gesar went on. “How are we going to attack?”


“Attack whom?” I protested. “If only we knew who it is that’s muddying the waters….”


“To attack doesn’t necessarily mean to go rushing into battle,” Olga stated didactically. “To attack also means to take actions that the enemy isn’t expecting, to disrupt his plans.”


Gesar nodded in approval.


“Then there’s only one thing we can do,” I said. “That is, apart from trying to find the traitors…but I expect the Inquisition is breaking its back on that one already. We have to break through to the seventh level. But if we can’t…the Circle of Power?”


“Zabulon also suggested a Circle of Power,” Gesar said with a nod. “But it won’t help, not even if we try by accumulating each other’s power, or the Dark Ones try by sucking each other dry…not even with a human sacrifice…. The strength of barriers between the levels of the Twilight increases exponentially. We have calculated it.”


“Not even a human sacrifice?” Semyon asked in amazement.


“Not even,” Gesar said dryly.


“That little poem…on the sixth level…,” I said, looking at Gesar. “Remember, I told you about it?”


“Recite it,” Gesar said with a nod.


The Crown of All Things is here concealed. Only one step is left. 


But this is a legacy for the strong or the wise— 


You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it. 


Proceed, if you are as strong as I; 


Or go back, if you are as wise as I. 


Beginning and end, head and tail, all is fused in one 


In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable. 


I recited it from memory.


“And what does that give us?” Gesar asked almost jovially.


“‘Go back, if you are as wise as I,’” I repeated. “There is some kind of detour, an alternative route to the seventh level. You don’t have to go head-on at the barrier.”


Gesar nodded again. “That’s right. That’s what I hoped you’d say.”


Semyon gave me a look of sympathy. It was clear enough. In the Watch, things work like they do in the army: You suggested it, now you do it.


“Just don’t overestimate my intellectual capabilities,” I muttered. “I’ll think about it, of course. And I’ll ask Svetlana to think about it too. But so far nothing comes to mind. Maybe we should delve into the archives?”


“We will,” Gesar promised. “But there is another way to go.”


“And I’m the one who has to go there,” I said. “Am I right?”


“Anton, your daughter’s in danger,” Gesar said simply.


I shrugged. “I surrender. OK, I’m ready. Where do I go? Into the mouth of a volcano? Under the Arctic ice? Out into space?”


“You know very well that there’s nothing we can do out in space,” Gesar said with a frown. “There is one hope…not a very big one. Perhaps one of Merlin’s associates might guess what he had in mind.”


“We’d have to find a living contemporary…,” I began.


“I’m his contemporary, more or less,” Gesar said in a bored voice. “But unfortunately I was not acquainted with Merlin. Neither when he was a Light One, nor when he was a Dark One. Why are you looking at me like that? Yes, it is possible. Sometimes. For Higher Ones. That’s not the point…. I hope none of you are planning to change sides?”


“Boris Ignatievich, don’t drag it out,” I said.


“Merlin was friendly…insofar as that was possible…with an Other whom I knew by the name of Rustam.”


I exchanged glances with Semyon. He shrugged. Olga looked puzzled too.


“He had many names,” Gesar continued. “He used to be in the Watch too. A very, very long time ago. He and I were friends once. We helped each other in battle many times…saved each other’s lives many times. Then we became enemies. Even though he was and still is a Light One.”


Gesar paused. It seemed as if he didn’t really want to remember all this.


“He is still alive, and he lives somewhere in Uzbekistan. I don’t know exactly where; his strength is equal to mine and he can camouflage himself. He hasn’t served in the Watch for a very long time. He is most probably living as an ordinary human being. You will have to find him, Anton. Find him and persuade him to help us.”


“Uh-huh,” I said. “Uzbekistan? Easy as ABC. A—comb the whole place. B—winkle out a magician in hiding who’s more powerful than I am—”


“I’m not saying it’s simple,” Gesar admitted.


“And C—persuade him to help us.”


“That part’s a bit easier. The point is that he saved my life six times. But I saved his seven times.” Gesar chuckled. “He owes me. Even if he still hates me as much as he used to. If you find him, he’ll agree.”


There was no confidence in Gesar’s voice, and everyone could sense that.


“But it’s not even certain that he knows anything!” I said. “And is he still alive?”


“He was alive ten years ago,” said Gesar. “My assistant, the devona, recognized him. And he told him about his son Alisher.”


“Magnificent,” I said with a nod. “Absolutely wonderful. I suppose I have to follow tradition and set out unarmed and completely alone?”


“No. You will set out fully equipped, with a thick wad of money and a bag full of useful artifacts.”


It was several seconds before I realized that the boss was being perfectly serious.


“And not alone,” Gesar added. “Alisher will go with you. In the East, as you know, there are more important things than power and money. It is far more important for someone who is known and trusted to vouch for you.”


“Alisher too?” Ilya sighed.


“I’m sorry,” Gesar said, without even the slightest note of apology in his voice. “We must regard this as a military emergency. Especially since that’s just what it is.”


 


I don’t often get to go back home in the middle of the day. If you’ve been out on Watch duty, then you come home early in the morning. If you have an ordinary working day to get through, you won’t get back before seven. Even with the ability to foresee traffic jams on the roads—what good is that if the jams are everywhere?


And naturally, even without the help of magic, any wife knows that a husband doesn’t come back early from work without good reason.


“Daddy,” Nadya announced. Naturally, she was standing by the door. She can tell I’m coming just as soon as I approach the entrance to the building—that’s if she’s not busy with some important childish business of her own. If she’s feeling bored, she knows from the moment I leave the office.


I tried to pick my daughter up. But she was clearly far more interested in the cartoons on TV, a squeaky “La-la-la, la-la, la-la-la” coming from the sitting room. She had done her duty as a daughter: Daddy had been met when he came back from work and nothing interesting had been discovered in his hands or his pockets.


So little Nadya deftly slipped out of my arms and made a dash for the TV.


I took off my shoes, tossed the Autopilot magazine that I had bought on the way home onto the shoe stand, and walked through into the sitting room, patting my daughter on the head along the way. Nadya waved her arms about—I was blocking her view of the screen, on which a blue moose with only one antler was hurtling downhill on skis.


Svetlana glanced out of the kitchen and looked at me intently. She said, “Hmm!” and disappeared again.


Abandoning any attempts to fulfill my paternal functions until better times, I walked into the kitchen. Svetlana was making soup. I’ve never been able to understand why women spend so much time at the stove. What takes so long to do there? Toss the meat or the chicken into the water, switch on the burner, and it boils itself. An hour later drop in the macaroni or potatoes, add a few vegetables—and your food’s ready. Well, you mustn’t forget to salt it—that’s the most difficult part.


“Will you pack your own suitcase?” Svetlana asked without turning around.


“Did Gesar call?”


“No.”


“Did you look into the future?”


“I promised you I wouldn’t do that without permission…” Svetlana paused for a moment because I had gone up to her from behind and kissed her on the neck. “Or unless it’s absolutely necessary.”


“Then why did you ask about the suitcase?”


“Anton, if you come home from work during the day, then I go to bed alone in the evening. They’re either sending you out on watch or away somewhere on an assignment. But you were on watch two days ago, and the city’s calm at the moment….”


Nadya laughed in the sitting room. I glanced in through the door: The moose on skis was hurtling wide-eyed straight toward a line of small and obviously young animals, who were walking along the edge of a precipice. Oh, it was going to be a real disaster!


“Sveta, are you sure Nadya should be watching cartoons like that?”


“She watches the news,” Svetlana replied calmly. “Don’t avoid the issue. What’s happened?”


“I’m going to Samarkand.”


“Your assignments do take you to some interesting places,” Svetlana said. She scooped up a spoonful of soup, blew on it, and tasted it. “Not enough salt…. What’s happened out there?”


“Nothing. Nothing yet.”


“The poor Uzbeks. Once you get there, something’s bound to happen.”


“Gesar held a meeting today. With the Higher Ones and the first-level….”


I told Svetlana briefly about everything we had discussed. To my surprise, there was no reaction to the idea that from now on Nadya would be guarded in secret by two Light and two Dark Magicians. Or rather, the reaction was exactly what Olga had forecast it would be.


“Well, good for Gesar! I was thinking about ringing him myself…to ask for protection.”


“You’re serious? You’ll allow it?”


Svetlana looked at me and nodded. Then she added, “While I’m with her, Nadya’s in no danger. Believe me, I’ll make mincemeat of any three Higher Ones. But it’s best to take precautions. When’s your flight?”


“In five hours. From Sheremetievo.”


“Semyon will get you there in an hour. So you still have two hours left. You can have something to eat, then we’ll pack your things. How long are you going to be there?”


“I don’t know.”


“Then how much underwear and how many pairs of socks shall I put in?” Svetlana asked reasonably. “I can’t imagine you washing anything while you’re away.”


“I’ll buy new ones and throw the old ones away. Gesar promised to give me heaps of money.”


“I wonder how much ‘heaps’ is for him,” Svetlana replied doubtfully. “I’ll pack five pair of underwear. Sit down at the table, I’m serving the soup.”


“Daddy!” Nadya called from the sitting room.


“What, my little daughter?” I answered.


“Daddy, will Uncle Afandi give me the beads for a present?”


Svetlana and I looked at each other, then walked quickly into the sitting room. Our daughter was still watching the cartoons. The screen showed a group of different-colored animals gathered around a campfire.


“What uncle do you mean, Nadya?”


“Uncle Afandi,” said our daughter again, without looking away from the screen.


“Who’s Afandi?” Svetlana asked patiently.


“What beads?” I asked.


“The man Daddy’s going to see,” Nadya told us, with that how-stupid-you-grown-ups-are! intonation. “And the beads are blue. They’re beautiful.”


“How do you know who Daddy’s going to see?” asked Svetlana, continuing the interrogation.


“You were just talking about it,” Nadya replied calmly.


“No, we weren’t,” I objected. “We were talking about me going on an assignment to Uzbekistan. That’s a beautiful country in the East. Gesar used to live there once. Do you remember Uncle Gesar? But we didn’t say anything about an Afandi.”


“I must have misheard, then,” Nadya replied. “There isn’t any uncle.”


Svetlana shook her head and looked at me reproachfully. I shrugged: OK, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have butted in. Mommy would have got a lot more out of her.


“But the beads are real anyway,” Nadya suddenly added inconsistently. “You bring them, all right?”


There was no point in asking any more about Uncle Afandi. Nadya had had “fits” of clairvoyance ever since she was three, if not two. But she was absolutely unaware that she was prophesying, and as soon as you started asking “How do you know that?” she clammed up.


“My fault,” I confessed. “Sorry, Sveta.”


We went back to the kitchen. Svetlana poured me some soup without saying a word, sliced the bread, and handed me a spoon. It sometimes seems to me that she plays the role of a perfectly ordinary wife with emphatic irony. But after all, it was her choice. Gesar would be absolutely delighted if Svetlana came back to the Watch.


“Rustam has had a lot of names…is that what Gesar said?” Svetlana asked thoughtfully.


“Uh-huh,” I said, slurping my soup.


“We can assume that now he’s called Afandi.”


“Anything’s possible.” I wasn’t exactly counting on it, but in my situation I couldn’t afford to ignore even the slimmest lead. “I’ll ask around.”


“It’s good that Alisher will be with you,” Svetlana observed. “You let him do the talking as often as possible. The East is a subtle business.”


“Now, there’s an original thought…,” I said sourly. “Sorry. I’ve been hearing wise thoughts about the East all day long today. The rivers of eloquence have already flooded the lake of my awareness, O Turkish delight of my heart!”


“Daddy, bring back some Turks and some delight!” my daughter called out immediately.


 


I didn’t meet Alisher often at work. He preferred working in the field—he was always out on patrol and usually only appeared in the office in the morning, with his eyes red from lack of sleep. I once heard that he was having an affair with some girl from the accounts department, and I knew he was a seventh-level Other, but apart from that I knew very little about him. He was naturally reserved, and I don’t like to force my friendship on anyone.


However, Semyon seemed to be on friendlier terms with him. When I went down and got into the car, Semyon was just finishing telling a joke. As I sat beside him, he was leaning back over his seat and saying, “All right, Daddy, let’s go the long way around. Bring me a little scarlet flower, please!”


Alisher laughed first and then held his hand out to me.


“Hi, Anton.”


“Hi, Alisher.” I shook his hand and passed my bag back to him. “Dump it on the backseat, I don’t want to bother with the trunk.”


“How’s Sveta? Did she scold you?” Semyon asked as he drove off.


“No, of course not. She wished me luck, fed me a delicious dinner, and gave me heaps of useful advice.”


“A good wife always keeps her husband happy,” Semyon declared cheerfully.


“You’re in a good mood today,” I remarked. “Is Gesar sending you to Samarkand too?”


“As if he would,” Semyon said with a histrionic sigh. “Listen, lads, why are you going to Samarkand? The capital’s Binkent, I remember that for certain!”


“Tashkent,” I corrected him.


“Nah, Binkent,” said Semyon. “Or isn’t it? Ah, I remember! The town’s called Shash!”


“Semyon, you’re not old enough to remember Binkent,” Alisher scoffed. “Binkent and Shash were ages ago—only Gesar remembers that. But we’re flying to Samarkand because that’s where the oldest Light Other who works in a Watch lives. The Watch in Tashkent is bigger, they have all the swank of a capital city, but most of them are young. Even their boss is younger than you are.”


“Well, how about that…,” said Semyon, shaking his head. “Incredible. The East—and everyone in the Watches is young?”


“In the East the old men don’t like to fight. The old men like to watch beautiful girls, eat pilaf, and play backgammon,” Alisher replied seriously.


“Do you often go home?” Semyon asked. “To see your family and friends?”


“I haven’t been there even once in eight years.”


“Why’s that?” Semyon asked in surprise. “Don’t you miss your home at all?”


“I haven’t got a home, Semyon. Or any family. And a devona’s son doesn’t have any friends.”


There was an awkward silence. Semyon drove without speaking. Eventually I just had to ask, “Alisher, if this isn’t too personal a question…Your father, was he a man? Or an Other?”


“A devona is a servant whom a powerful magician creates for himself.” Alisher’s voice was as steady as if he were giving a lecture. “The magician finds some halfwit who has no family and fills him with Power from the Twilight. He pumps him full of pure energy…and the result is a stupid, but very healthy man who possesses magical abilities…. No, he’s not quite a man anymore. But he’s not an Other—all of his power is borrowed, inserted into him by the magician at some time. A devona serves his master faithfully, he can work miracles…but his head still doesn’t work any better than it did before. Usually the magician chooses people who are mentally retarded, or have Down syndrome—they’re not aggressive and they’re very devoted. The power inserted into them gives them good health and a long life.”


We didn’t say anything. Neither of us had expected such a frank answer from Alisher.


“The common people think a devona is possessed by spirits,” he went on. “And that’s almost true: It’s like taking an empty, cracked vessel and giving it new content. Only, instead of intelligence it is usually filled with devotion. But Gesar’s not like all the others. Not even like other Light Ones. He cured my father. Not completely…even he can’t do absolutely anything. At one time my father was a total idiot. I think he suffered from imbecility—obviously owing to some kind of organic damage to the brain. Gesar healed my father’s body, and in time he acquired normal human reason. He remembered that he had once been a complete imbecile. He knew that if Gesar didn’t fill him with fresh Power regularly, his body would reject his reason again. But he didn’t serve Gesar out of fear. He said he would give his life for Gesar because he had helped him to become aware. To become a man. And also, of course, because a mindless fool like him now had a wife and a son. He was very afraid that I would grow up an idiot. But it was all right. Only…only the people remember everything. That my father was a devona, that he had lived too long in this world, that once he was an imbecile who couldn’t even wipe his own nose—they remembered all that. My mother’s family rejected her when she left to join my father. And they didn’t acknowledge me, either. They forbade their children to play with me. I am the son of a devona. The son of a man who should have lived the life of an animal. I have nowhere to go back to. My home is here now. My job is to do what Gesar tells me to do.”


“Wow…” Semyon said quietly. “That’s a tough deal…really tough.” Then he subtly changed tack. “I remember how we drove back those counterrevolutionary bandits, the basmaches. You don’t mind me saying that, do you?”


“What’s wrong with it?”


“Well, maybe now they’re not bandits any longer, but national heroes…”


“When Gesar was a commissar in Turkestan, my father fought in his detachment,” Alisher said with pride.


“He fought there?” Semyon asked excitedly. “What year was that in?”


“The early twenties.”


“No, I was later…In Garm, in twenty-nine, when the basmaches broke through from abroad.”


They launched into a lively discussion of events from days of long ago. From what I understood, it seemed that Alisher’s father and Semyon had almost crossed paths: They had both fought alongside Gesar when he was on active military service in the Red Army. To be quite honest, I didn’t really understand how Gesar could have taken part in the events of the Civil War. The Great Light One couldn’t possibly have bombarded the White Guards and the basmaches with Fireballs! Apparently not all Others had been indifferent to that revolution. Some of them had taken one side or the other in the struggle. And the great Gesar and his comrades had gone dashing about the steppes of Asia to fight whoever had taken the other side.


And I also thought that now I could probably guess why Gesar and Rustam had quarreled.


Chapter 2 








 


 

EARLY IN THE MORNING IS THE RIGHT TIME TO ARRIVE IN A NEW CITY. By train, on a plane—it makes no difference. The day seems to start with a brand-new leaf.


On the plane Alisher became taciturn and thoughtful again. I half-dozed almost all the way through the flight, but he looked out the window as if he could see something interesting on the distant ground, enveloped in night. Then just before we landed, when we flew out into the morning and the plane started its descent, he asked, “Anton, would you mind if we separate for a while?”


I gave the young magician a curious look. Gesar’s instructions hadn’t involved anything of the kind. And Alisher had already told me everything about his family and friends—or, rather, about the fact that he didn’t have any.


But then, it wasn’t hard to guess what a young guy who had left his homeland at the age of just over twenty might be thinking about.


“What’s her name?” I asked.


“Adolat,” he replied without trying to deny anything. “I’d like to see her. To know what happened to her.”


I nodded and asked, “Does that name mean something?”


“All names mean something. Didn’t you ask Gesar to give you knowledge of the Uzbek language?” Alisher asked in surprise.


“He didn’t suggest it,” I mumbled. But really, why hadn’t I thought of it? And how could Gesar have goofed so badly? We Others learn the major languages of the world as a matter of course—naturally, with the help of magic. Less common languages can be lodged in your mind by a more powerful and experienced magician. Gesar could have done it. Alisher couldn’t.


“That means he didn’t think you needed it,” Alisher said thoughtfully. “Interesting….”


It seemed as if Alisher couldn’t imagine Gesar making a mistake.


“Will I really need the Uzbek language?” I asked.


“It’s unlikely. Almost everyone knows Russian…. And anyway, nobody would take you for an Uzbek,” Alisher said with a smile. “Adolat means ‘justice.’ A beautiful name, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” I agreed.


“She’s an ordinary human being,” Alisher murmured. “But she has a good name. A Light name. We went to school together….”


The plane shuddered as the undercarriage was lowered.


“Of course, go and see her,” I said. “I think I can find the way to the Watch office on my own.”


“Don’t think it’s only because of the girl,” Alisher said, and smiled again. “I think it would be best for you to talk to the members of the local Watch yourself. You can show them Gesar’s letter and ask for their advice…. And I’ll get there an hour or an hour and a half later.”


“Weren’t you on very friendly terms with your colleagues, then?” I asked quietly.


Alisher didn’t answer—and that answered my question.


 


I walked out of the airport terminal building, which had clearly been reconstructed recently and looked absolutely new. The only things I had with me were my carry-on bag and a small plastic bag from the duty-free shop. I stopped and looked around. The sky was a blinding blue and the heat was already building up, although it was still early in the morning. There weren’t many passengers—our flight was the first since the previous evening, and the next one wasn’t expected for about an hour. I was immediately surrounded by private taxi drivers, all offering their services in their own particular way:


“Come on, let’s go, dear man!”


“I’ll show you the whole city, you’ll see the sights for nothing!”


“Where are we going, then?”


“Get in, my car’s comfortable, it has air-conditioning!”


I shook my head and looked at an elderly Uzbek taxi driver who was waiting calmly beside an old Volga with the black-and-white checkerboard squares of a taxi stenciled on its side.


“Are you free, Father?” I asked, rather formally in deference to his age.


“A man’s free as long as he believes in his own freedom,” the taxi driver replied philosophically. He spoke Russian very well, without any accent at all. “Get in.”


There you go. I had barely even arrived, and already I’d called someone “Father,” and the taxi driver had replied with the typical florid wisdom of the East. I asked, “Did one of the great ones say that?”


“My grandfather said that. He was a Red Army soldier. Then an enemy of the people. Then the director of a Soviet farm. Yes, he was great.”


“Did he happen to be called Rustam?” I inquired.


“No, Rashid.”


The car drove off and I turned my face to the breeze from the window. The air was warm and fresh, and it smelled quite different from the air in Russia. And the road was good, even by Moscow standards. A wall of trees along the side of the highway provided shade and created the impression that we were already in the city.


The taxi driver said thoughtfully, “An air conditioner. Nowadays everyone promises their passengers coolness. But what did our grandfathers and great-grandfathers know about air conditioners? They just opened the windows in their cars and they felt fine!”


I looked at the driver in bewilderment.


“It’s just my joke. Have you flown in from Moscow?”


“Yes.”


“No baggage at all…Ai-ai-ai!” He clicked his tongue. “Don’t tell me they lost it!”


“An urgent business trip. There was no time to pack.”


“Urgent? Nothing’s urgent in our city. There was a city standing here a thousand years ago, two thousand years ago, three thousand years ago. The place has forgotten what urgent means.”


I shrugged. The car was certainly taking its time, but it didn’t bother me.


“So where are we going? There’s the Hotel Samarkand, the Hotel—”


“No thanks. I didn’t come here to sleep. I need the marketplace. The Siabsky Market, in the Old City.”


“That’s the right way to do it!” the driver said warmly. “The man knows where he’s going and what for. The moment he lands, he goes straight to the market. No luggage, no wife, no problems—that’s the right way to live! But did you bring money to go to the market?”


“I did,” I said, nodding. “How can you go to the market with no money? How much will I owe you? And what do you take—soms or rubles?”


“Even dollars or euros,” the driver replied nonchalantly. “Give me as much as you think you can spare. I can see you’re a good man, so why haggle? A good man is ashamed not to pay a poor taxi driver enough. He pays more than my conscience will allow me to ask.”


“You’re a good psychologist,” I laughed.


“Good? Yes…probably. I did a PhD in Moscow. A long time ago…” He paused and then said, “But no one needs psychologists nowadays. I earn more as a taxi driver.”


He paused again, and I couldn’t think of anything to say in reply. But we were already driving through the city, and soon the driver began listing all the places I had to visit in Samarkand. Three madrasahs that made up the Registan, a single architectural ensemble; the Bibi-Khanym Mosque…All this, as it happened, was right beside the finest market in Samarkand, the Siabsky, which, as the driver now realized, was famous even as far away as Moscow. And I also had to visit the market, even before anything else. It would be a sin not to see it. But a good man like me wouldn’t make a mistake like that….


 


The driver would probably have been very disappointed to see me walk straight past the entrance to the market. No, of course I was planning to visit it. There was work to do, but I still had to gather some impressions to take away with me.


But now wasn’t the time.


And so I elbowed my way out of the noisy crowd outside the entrance to the market, walked past a herd of Japanese (they’d even found their way here!) who all had the usual tiny cameras and video cameras dangling from their necks and their shoulders, then set off to walk around the Bibi-Khanym Mosque. It really was impressive. The ceramic tiling of the huge dome glinted a bright azure blue in the sunlight. The doorway was so huge that I thought it looked bigger than the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, and the absence of any bas-relief work on the wall was more than made up for by the intricate patterning of blue glazed bricks.


But the place I was headed for was no glamorous tourist spot.


Every city has streets that were built under an unlucky star. And they don’t have to be located on the outskirts, either. Sometimes they run alongside gloomy factory buildings, sometimes along the railway lines or main highways, sometimes even beside a park or ravine that has survived through some oversight by the municipal authorities. People move in there reluctantly, but afterward they don’t leave very often—they seem to fall under the spell of a strange kind of drowsiness. And life there follows quite different laws and moves at quite a different pace….


I remember one district in Moscow where a one-way street ran alongside a ravine overgrown with trees. It seemed like a perfectly ordinary dormitory suburb, but it was under that spell of drowsiness. I found myself there one winter evening on a false alarm—the witch who was making love potions had a license. The car drove away, leaving me to draw up a report noting the absence of any complaints on either side, then I went out into the street and tried to stop a car—I didn’t want to call a taxi and wait for it in the witch’s apartment. Although it wasn’t very late, it was already completely dark, and there was thick snow falling. There was absolutely no one on the street, everyone took a different road from the metro station. Almost all the cars had disappeared too, and the ones that did drive by were in no hurry to stop. But right at the edge of the ravine there was a small amusement park, surrounded by a low fence: a little hut for the ticket-seller, two or three roundabouts, and a children’s railway—a circle of rails about ten meters in diameter. And in the total silence, under the soft snow falling from the sky, against the background of empty, lifeless blackness, the tiny locomotive was running around the circle, jingling its bell and blinking its little colored lights as it pulled along two little carriages. Sitting absolutely still in the first one was a boy about five years old, dusted with snow, wearing a large cap with earflaps and clutching a plastic spade in his hand. He was probably the ticket-seller’s son and she had no one to leave him with at home…. It didn’t seem like anything special, but it gave me such a bad feeling that I used magic and made the driver of a passing truck stop and take me to the city center.


Allowing for the difference between the cities, that was pretty much the kind of street where the Night Watch office was located. I didn’t need a map, I could sense where I needed to go. And I only had to walk for ten minutes from the market-place, which was right at the center of town. But I seemed to have entered a different world. Not the bright world of an Eastern fairy tale, but a kind of ordinary, average place that you can find in the Asian republics of the former Soviet Union, Turkey, and the southern countries of Europe. Half Europe, half Asia, with far from the best features of either part of the world. A lot of greenery, but that’s the only good part—the two-or three-story houses were dusty, dirty, and dilapidated. If they were less monotonous, they might at least have rejoiced the eye of some tourist. But even that variety was lacking here, everything was dismally standard: paint flaking off the walls, dirty windows, entrance doors standing wide open, washing hanging on lines in the courtyards. The phrase “frame-and-panel housing construction” surfaced from somewhere in the depths of my memory. Its bleak, bureaucratic tone made it the perfect description of these buildings that were meant to be temporary but had already stood for more than half a century.


The Night Watch office occupied a small, dilapidated single-story building that was surrounded by a small garden. I thought that a building like that looked just perfect for a small kindergarten, filled with swarthy, dark-haired little kids.


But all the children here had grown up long ago. I walked around a Peugeot parked by the fence, opened the gate, went past the flowerbeds in which withering flowers were struggling to survive, and shuddered as I read the old Soviet bureaucratic-style sign on the door.


 


NIGHT WATCH


SAMARKAND BRANCH 


BUSINESS HOURS:


20:00–8:00


 


At first I thought I must have gone crazy. Then I thought I must be looking through the Twilight. But no, the inscription was absolutely real, written in yellow letters on a black background and covered with a cracked sheet of glass. One corner of the glass had fallen off, and the final letter of the word “Watch” was tattered and faded.


The same text was written alongside in Uzbek, and I learned that “Night Watch” translated as “Tungi Nazorat.”


I pushed the door—it wasn’t locked, of course—and walked straight into a large room. As is customary in the East, there was no entrance hall. And that was right—why would they need a hallway here? The weather was never cold in Samarkand.


The furnishings were very simple, reminiscent in part of a small militia station, and in part of an old office from Soviet times. There was a coatrack and several cupboards full of papers by the door. Three young Uzbek men and a plump middle-aged Russian woman were drinking tea at an office desk. There was a large electric samovar, decorated in the traditional Khokhloma folk style, boiling on the desk. Well, how about that—a samovar! The last time I’d seen one in Russia was at the Izmailovo flea market, with all the matryoshka dolls, caps with earflaps, and other goods for the foreign tourists. There were several other desks with no one sitting at them. An ancient computer with a massive monitor was clattering away on the farthest desk—its cooling fan ought to have been replaced ages ago….


“Assalom aleikum,” I said, feeling like a total idiot who’s trying to look intelligent. Why on earth hadn’t Gesar taught me Uzbek?


“Aleikum assalom,” the woman replied. She was swarthy-skinned, with black hair—quite clearly Slav in origin, but with that remarkable change in appearance that happens without any magic at all to a European who spends a long time in the East or is born and lives there. She was even dressed like an Uzbek woman, in a long, brightly colored dress. She looked at me curiously—I sensed the skillful, but weak, touch of a probing spell. I didn’t shield myself, and she gathered her information with no difficulty. Her expression immediately changed. She got up from the desk and said, “Boys, we have a distinguished visitor.”


“I’m here entirely unofficially!” I said, raising my hands in the air.


But the fuss had already begun. They greeted me and introduced themselves—Murat, sixth-level; Timur, fifth-level; Nodir, fourth-level. I thought they looked their real age, about twenty to thirty. According to Gesar, there were five Others in the Samarkand Watch…and according to Alisher, the members of the Watch in Tashkent were younger. How much younger could they be? Did they take on children from school?


“Valentina Ilinichna, Other. Fourth-level.”


“Anton Gorodetsky, Other, Higher,” I said in turn.


“I run the office,” the woman went on. She was the last to shake my hand and in general she behaved like the most junior member of the Watch. But I estimated her age as at least a hundred and fifty, and her Power was greater than the men’s.


Another peculiarity of the East?


But a second later any doubt about who was in charge here was dispelled.


“Right, boys, get the table set out quick,” Valentina commanded. “Murat, you take the car, run around the route quickly, and call into the market.”


And so saying, she handed Murat the key to a huge old safe, from which the young guy took out a tattered wad of bank-notes, trying his best to do it inconspicuously.


“Please, there’s no need!” I implored them. “I’m only here for a brief, entirely unofficial visit. Just to introduce myself and ask a couple of questions…. And I have to call in to the Day Watch too.”


“What for?” the woman asked.


“There were no Others at the border check at the airport. There was just a notice in the Twilight, saying Light Ones should register with the Day Watch on arrival, and Dark Ones should register with the Night Watch.”


I wondered what she would have to say about such a flagrant piece of incompetence. But Valentina Ilinichna merely nodded and said, “We don’t have enough members to maintain a post in the airport. In Tashkent they do everything properly…. Nodir, go and tell the ghouls that Higher Light One Gorodetsky is here on a visit from Moscow.”


“I’m here unofficially, but not exactly on personal…,” I began, but no one was listening to me any longer. Nodir opened an inconspicuous door in the wall and walked through into the next room, which I was surprised to see was equally large and half empty.


“Who are the ghouls?” I asked, struck by an unbelievable suspicion.


“Oh, that’s the Day Watch office. They haven’t really got any ghouls, that’s just what we call them…to be neighborly…” Valentina Ilinichna laughed.


I followed Nodir into the next room without saying anything. Two Dark Others—one young and one middle-aged, fourth-and fifth-level—smiled at me amicably.


“Assalom aleikum…,” I muttered and walked through the large room (everything was just the same, even the samovar was standing in the same place) and opened the door to the street running parallel to the one from which I had entered the building.


Outside the door there was an identical garden and on the wall there was a sign:


 


DAY WATCH


SAMARKAND BRANCH 


BUSINESS HOURS:


8:00–20:00


 


I quietly closed the door and walked back into the room. Nodir had evidently sensed my reaction and cleared out.


One of the Dark Ones said good-naturedly, “When you finish your business, come back to see us, respected guest. We don’t often get visitors from Moscow.”


“Yes, do come, do come!” the other one said emphatically.


“Sometime later…thank you for the invitation,” I muttered. I went back into the Night Watch office and closed the door behind me.


It didn’t even have a lock on it!


The Light Ones appeared slightly embarrassed.


“The Night Watch,” I hissed through my teeth, scandalized. “The forces of Light—”


“We’ve cut back on space a bit. Utilities are expensive, and there’s the rent…,” said Valentina Ilinichna, spreading her hands and shrugging. “We’ve been renting these premises for two offices like this for ten years now.”


I made a simple pass with my hand and the wall separating the Light Ones’ office from the Dark Ones’ office lit up with a blue glow for an instant. The Dark Ones of Samarkand were not likely to have a magician capable of removing a spell cast by a Higher One.


“There’s no need for that, Anton,” Valentina Ilinichna said reproachfully. “They won’t listen. That’s not the way we do things here.”


“You are supposed to keep a watch on the Powers of Darkness,” I exclaimed. “To monitor them!”


“We do monitor them,” Timur replied judiciously. “If they’re right next door, it makes them easier to monitor. But we’d need five times as many members to go dashing around all over town.”


“And the signs? What about the signs? ‘Night Watch’? ‘Day Watch’? People read them!”


“Let them read them,” said Nodir. “There are all sorts of offices in the city. If you try to hide and don’t put up a sign, you’re immediately suspect. The militia will come around, or bandits working the protection racket. But this way everybody can see this is a state organization, there’s nothing to be got out of it, let it get on with its work….”


I started to come to my senses. I needed to remember this wasn’t Russia. The Samarkand Watch didn’t come under our jurisdiction. In places like Belgorod or Omsk I could criticize and lay down the law. But the members of the Samarkand Watch didn’t have to listen to me, even though I was a Higher Light One.


“I understand. But in Moscow it could never happen…Dark Ones sitting on the other side of the wall!”


“What’s the harm in it?” Valentina Ilinichna asked in a soothing voice. “Let them sit there. I expect their job’s not too much fun either. But if anything happens, we won’t compromise on our principles. Remember when the zhodugar Aliyaapa put a hex on old Nazgul three years ago, boys?”


The boys nodded. They livened up a bit and were obviously quite ready to reminisce about this glorious adventure.


“Who was it she put the hex on?” I asked, unable to resist.


They all laughed.


“It’s a name—Nazgul. Not those Nazgfbls in the American movie,” Nodir explained, and his white teeth flashed as he smiled. “He’s a man. That is, he was. He died last year. He took a long time to die, and he had a young wife. So she asked a witch to sap her husband’s strength. We spotted the hex, arrested the witch, reprimanded the wife, did everything the way it’s supposed to be done. Valentina Ilinichna removed the hex, everything worked out very well. Although he was an obnoxious old man, a very bad character. Malicious, greedy, and a womanizer, even though he was old. Everybody was glad when he died. But we removed the hex, just like we’re supposed to do.”


I thought for a moment and sat down on a squeaky Viennese chair. Yes, knowledge of the Uzbek language wouldn’t have been much help to me. It wasn’t a matter of language. It was a matter of a different mind-set.


The rational explanation had calmed me down a bit. But then I spotted Valentina Ilinichna’s glance—kindly, but condescendingly, sympathetic.


“But even so, it’s not right,” I said. “Please understand, I don’t want to criticize, it’s your city, you’re responsible for maintaining order here…. But it’s a bit unusual.”


“That’s because you’re closer to Europe,” Nodir explained. He couldn’t mean he believed that Uzbekistan had nothing at all to do with Europe. “But it’s all right here; when there’s peace, we can live beside each other.”


“Uh-huh,” I said. “Thank you for the explanation.”


“Have a seat at the desk,” Valentina Ilinichna said amicably. “Why are you sitting over in the corner like a stranger?”


I actually wasn’t sitting in the corner at all. Timur was finishing setting the table in the corner. The brightly colored tablecloth that had instantly transformed two office desks into one large dining table was already covered with plates of fruit: bright red and luscious green apples; black, green, yellow, and red grapes; huge pomegranates the size of small melons. And there was very appetizing-looking homemade salami, cold cuts, and hot bread cakes that must have been heated using magic. I remembered how in one rare moment of nostalgia, Gesar had started singing the praises of the bread cakes in Samarkand—how delicious they were, how they didn’t turn stale even after a week, all you had to do was warm them up, and you just kept on eating them, you couldn’t stop…. At the time I had taken what he said as the standard old man’s reminiscences. The kind where they say, “The trees were bigger then, and the salami tasted better.” But now my mouth was watering and I suddenly suspected that Gesar hadn’t been exaggerating all that much.


And there were also two bottles of cognac on the table. The local kind—which frightened me a bit.


“Forgive us for laying such a simple table,” Nodir said imperturbably. “Our junior member will be back from the market soon, and we’ll dine properly. Meanwhile we can make a light start.”


I realized there was no way I was going to escape a gala dinner with abundant alcohol. And I suspected it was not only Alisher’s entirely understandable interest in his old girlfriend from school that had made him dodge an immediate visit to the Watch. It was many years since a visit by someone from Moscow had also been a visit from a superior, but even so, Moscow was still a very important center for the members of the Samarkand Watch.


“I’ve actually come here at Gesar’s request…,” I said.


I saw from their faces that my status had soared from simply important guest to quite unimaginable heights. Somewhere way out in space, where Others could not go.


“Gesar asked me to find a friend of his,” I went on. “He lives somewhere in Uzbekistan….”


There was an awkward pause.


“Anton, are you talking about the devona?” Valentina Ilinichna asked. “He went to Moscow…in ’98. And he was killed there. We thought that Gesar knew about it.”


“No, no, I’m not talking about the devona!” I protested. “Gesar asked me to find Rustam.”


The young Uzbeks exchanged glances and Valentina Ilinichna knitted her brows.


“Rustam…I’ve heard something about him. But that’s a very, very old story. Hundreds of years old, Anton.”


“He doesn’t work in the Watch,” I admitted. “And, of course, he has a different name. I think he has changed his name many times. All I know is that he is a Higher Light Magician.”


Nodir ran a hand through his coarse black hair and said firmly, “That’s very difficult, Anton-aka. We do have one Higher Magician in Uzbekistan. He works in Tashkent. But he’s young. If an old and powerful magician wishes to hide, he can always manage it. Finding him doesn’t just require someone who is powerful, it requires someone who is wise. Gesar himself should search for him. Kechrasyz, apologies, Anton-aka. We will not be able to help you.”


“We could ask Afandi,” Valentina Ilinichna said thoughtfully. “He is a weak magician and not very…not very bright. But he has a good memory, and he has lived in this world for three hundred years….”


“Afandi?” I asked cautiously, caught off guard by the name.


“He’s the fifth member of our Watch.” Valentina Ilinichna seemed a little embarrassed. “Well, you understand—seventh-level. He mostly takes care of the office and grounds. But he might just be able to help.”


“I’m almost certain he will,” I said with a nod, remembering what Nadya had said. “But where is he?”


“He should be here soon.”


There was nothing else I could do. I nodded again and walked toward the so-called simple table.


Murat got back half an hour later, carrying several full bags, and some of their contents immediately migrated to the table. He carried the rest into the small kitchen attached to the main premises of the Watch. My culinary knowledge was sufficient for me to realize that pilaf was about to be made.


And meanwhile we drank the cognac, which unexpectedly turned out to be quite good, and I tried the fruits. Valentina Ilinichna let Nodir lead the conversation. And I politely listened to the history of the Uzbek Watches from ancient mythological times to Tamburlaine, and from Tamburlaine to our own time. I won’t lie—the Light Ones here had not always lived in perfect harmony with the Dark Ones. There were plenty of grim, bloody, and terrible events. But I got the feeling that the flare-ups of hostility between the Watches in Uzbekistan were governed by laws that I knew absolutely nothing about. People could fight wars and kill one another while the Watches maintained a polite neutrality. But during Khrushchev’s time and the early years of Brezhnev’s rule, Light Ones and Dark Ones had fought one another with incredible ferocity. Three Higher Magicians had been killed at that time—two from the Day Watch and one from the Night Watch. And that war had also decimated the ranks of first-and second-level Others.


Then everything had gone quiet, as if the stagnation of the eighties also extended to the Others. And since then relations between Dark Ones and Light Ones had consisted of a rather halfhearted standoff—more jibes and taunts than genuine enmity.


“Alisher didn’t like that,” Timur observed. “Is he still in Moscow?”


I nodded, delighted by this opportune change of subject. “Yes. He’s in our Watch.”


“How is he getting on?” Nodir asked politely. “We heard he’s already fourth-level.”


“Practically third,” I said. “But he can tell you himself. He flew down with me, but he decided to visit some friends first.”


The members of the Watch were clearly not pleased by this news. Timur and Nodir both looked not exactly annoyed, but uncomfortable. Valentina Ilinichna shook her head.


“Have I said something to upset you?” I asked. The bottle we had drunk together encouraged me to speak frankly. “Do explain to me what the problem is. Why do you feel this way about Alisher? Is it because his father was a devona?”


The members of the Watch exchanged glances.


“It’s not a question of who his father was,” Valentina Ilinichna said at last. “Alisher is a good boy. But he’s…very categorical.”


“Really?”


“Perhaps he has changed in Moscow,” Timur suggested, “but Alisher always wanted to fight. He was born in the wrong time.”


I thought about that. Of course, in our Watch, Alisher had always preferred to work on the streets. Patrols, confrontations, arrests—there wasn’t much that happened without him being involved….


“Well…that’s a bit more natural in Moscow,” I said. “It’s a big city, life is more stressful. But Alisher misses his homeland a lot.”


“But we’re glad Alisher’s here, of course we are!” Valentina Ilinichna said, changing her tune. “It’s been such a long time since we saw him. Hasn’t it, boys?”


The “boys” agreed with feigned enthusiasm. Even Murat went so far as to declare from the kitchen that he had really missed Alisher.


“Will Afandi be here soon?” I asked, turning the conversation away from an awkward subject.


“Yes, indeed,” said Valentina Ilinichna, concerned. “It’s after two already…”


“He’s been here for a long time,” Murat commented from the kitchen again. “He’s wandering around the yard with a broom. I can see him through the window. He probably decided we’d ask him to cook the pilaf….”


Nodir walked across quickly to the door and called out, “Afandi, what are you doing?”


“Sweeping the yard,” the fifth member of the Samarkand Watch replied with a dignified air. To judge from his voice, not only had he been born three hundred years earlier, his body was far from young too.


Nodir turned back to us and shrugged apologetically. He called again, “Afandi, come in, we have a guest!”


“I know we have a guest. That’s why I’m sweeping!”


“Afandi, the guest is already in the house. Why are you cleaning outside?”


“Eh, Nodir! Don’t you teach me how to receive guests! When the guest is still outside, everybody cleans and tidies the house. But if the guest is in the house, you have to clean outside!”


“Have it your own way, Afandi.” Nodir laughed. “You know best, of course. But meanwhile we’re going to eat grapes and drink cognac.”


“Wait, Nodir!” Afandi replied agitatedly. “It would be disrespectful to the guest not to dine at the same table with him!”


A moment later Afandi was standing in the doorway. He looked absolutely ridiculous: a pair of sneakers with the laces unfastened on his feet, a pair of blue jeans held up with a Soviet Army belt, and a white nylon shirt with big, broad buttons. Nylon is a durable material. The shirt was probably twenty or thirty years old. Afandi himself was a clean-shaven old man (the scraps of newspaper stuck to the cuts on his chin suggested that this cost him a serious effort) with a balding head, appearing to be about sixty years old. He cast an approving glance at the table, leaned his broom against the doorpost, and skipped briskly across to me.


“Hello, respected guest. May your Power increase like the fervor of a man undressing a woman! May it rise to the second level and even the first!”


“Afandi, our guest is a Higher Magician,” Valentina Ilinichna said. “Why do you wish him the second level?”


“Quiet, woman!” said Afandi, letting go of my hand and taking a seat at the table. “Do you not see how quickly my wish has come true and even been exceeded?”


The members of the Watch laughed, but without the slightest malice. Afandi—I scanned his aura and discovered that the old man was on the very lowest level of Power—was regarded as the jester of the Samarkand Watch. But he was a well-loved jester; they would forgive him any foolish nonsense and never let him come to any harm.


“Thank you for the kind words, Father,” I said. “Your wishes really do come true with remarkable speed.”


The old man nodded as he threw half a peach into his mouth with evident enthusiasm. His teeth were excellent—he might not take much care of his overall appearance, but he obviously attached great importance to that particular part of his body.


“They’re all young whippersnappers here,” he muttered. “I’m sure they haven’t even welcomed you properly. What’s your name, dear man?”


“Anton.”


“My name’s Afandi. That means a sage,” said the old man, looking around sternly at the other members of the Watch. “If it weren’t for my wisdom, the powers of Darkness—may they wither in agony and burn in hell—would long ago have drunk their sweet little brains and chewed up their big stringy livers!”


Nodir and Timur chortled.


“I understand why our livers are stringy,” said Nodir, pouring the cognac. “But why are our brains sweet?”


“Because wisdom is bitter, but foolishness and ignorance are sweet!” Afandi declared, washing his peach down with a glass of cognac. “Hey! Hey, you fool, what do you think you’re doing?”


“What?” said Timur, who was about to follow his cognac with a few grapes. He looked at Afandi quizzically.


“You can’t follow cognac with grapes!”


“Why?”


“It’s the same thing as boiling a kid in its mother’s milk!”


“Afandi, only Jews don’t boil young goat meat in milk!”


“Do you?”


“No,” said Timur, abashed. “Why use milk?”


“Then don’t follow cognac with grapes!”


“Afandi, I have only known you for three minutes, but I have already tasted so much wisdom that I shall be digesting it for an entire month,” I put in, to attract the old man’s attention. “The wise Gesar sent me to Samarkand. He asked me to find his old friend, who once went by the name of Rustam. Do you happen to know Rustam?”


“Of course I do,” Afandi said with a nod. “But who’s Gesar?”


“Afandi!” Valentina Ilinichna exclaimed, throwing her hands up in the air. “You must have heard of the Great Gesar!”


“Gesar,” the old man mused. “Gesar, Gesar…Wasn’t he the Light Magician who worked as a night-soil man in Binkent?”


“Afandi! How can you confuse the Great Gesar with some night-soil man?” Valentina Ilinichna was shocked.


“Ah, Gesar!” said Afandi, nodding. “Yes, yes, yes! At Oldjibai, the vanquisher of Soton, Lubson, and Gubkar. Who doesn’t know old man Gesar?”


“But who knows old man Rustam?” I butted in again, before Afandi could start reciting Gesar’s great and glorious deeds.


“I do,” Afandi declared proudly.


“Please, don’t exaggerate, Afandi,” Timur said. “Our guest really needs to meet Rustam.”


“That’s not easy,” said Afandi, suddenly shedding all his buffoonery. “Rustam has cut himself off from people. He was seen in Samarkand ten years ago, but since then no one has spoken to Rustam, no one….”


“How do you know about Rustam, Afandi?” I couldn’t resist asking. If it wasn’t for what my daughter had said, I would have believed the old man was simply stringing me along.


“It was a long time ago,” Afandi said with a sigh. “In Samarkand there was an old man, a complete fool, just like these young whippersnappers. One day he was walking through the town, complaining that he didn’t have anything to eat. And suddenly a mighty hero, a batyr, with eyes that glowed and a high, wise forehead, came out to meet him. He looked at the old man and said, ‘Granddad, why are you so sad? Do you really not know the power that is concealed within you? You are a Boshkacha! An Other!’ The batyr touched the old man with his hand, and the old man acquired power and wisdom. And the batyr said, ‘Know that the Great Rustam himself has been your teacher.’ That was what happened two hundred and fifty years ago!”


As far as I could tell, the members of the Watch were as astonished by this story as I was. Murat froze absolutely still in the doorway of the kitchen and Timur spilled the cognac he was just about to pour into the glasses.


“Afandi, were you initiated by Rustam?” Valentina Ilinichna asked.


“I’ll tell everything to a person wise enough,” Afandi answered, taking his glass from Timur. “But you can tell a stupid person a hundred times, and he won’t understand a thing.”


“Why didn’t you tell us this story before?” Timur asked.


“There was no reason to.”


“Afandi, a pupil can always call his teacher,” I said.


“That is true,” Afandi confirmed pompously.


“I need to meet Rustam.”


Afandi sighed and gave me a cunning look. “But does Rustam need to meet you?”


How sick I was of that florid Eastern style! Did they really talk to one another that way in their daily lives? “My wife, have you warmed a bread cake for me?”—” Oh, my husband, will not my warm embraces take the place of your bread cake?”


I realized I was on the verge of giving way and saying something unworthy of a guest who had been met with such great hospitality. But fortunately there was a quiet knock at the door and Alisher walked in.


I didn’t like the look on his face at all. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see Alisher looking sad. After all, he could have discovered that his school sweetheart had married, had five children, gotten fat, and completely forgotten about him—more than enough reason for feeling sad.


But Alisher was alarmed about something.


“Hi,” he said to his former colleagues, as if he had left them only yesterday. “We’ve got problems.”


“Where?” I asked.


“Right outside the fence.”


Chapter 3 








 


 

AFTER EDINBURGH I OUGHT TO HAVE BEEN EXPECTING SOMETHING like this.


But instead I had relaxed. The streets smothered in greenery, the splashing of the water in the irrigation ditches, the noisy Eastern market and the severe outlines of the domes of the mosque, the Dark Ones on the other side of the wall, and the overwhelming hospitality of the Light Ones…it was all so completely different from Scotland. I thought the only problem I’d have to deal with would be finding the old magician; I wasn’t expecting any more cunning tricks involving human beings.


The building was surrounded by about a hundred men. I could see militiamen among them, and well-equipped soldiers from the Special Forces, and young soldiers—skinny, pimply kids—awkwardly clutching automatic weapons. All sorts of forces had been brought together to capture us. Everything that had been close at hand.


That wasn’t a problem. Even without my help, Alisher could brainwash a hundred or two hundred attackers. Unfortunately, every man in the cordon was protected by magic spells.


Every Other is capable of shielding himself and others against the influence of magic. He doesn’t even have to be at a very high level in order to apply protective spells to a hundred people. To put it simply, magic that is controlled by reason is more like a knife than a grenade launcher. And what you need to protect yourself against it is not the heavy armor plate of a tank, but a light bulletproof vest made of Kevlar. By striking with raw Power in the form of a Fireball, a White Lance, or a Wall of Flame, I could burn out an entire city block. And equally powerful amulets and spells would be required to protect anyone against the strike. But in order to subordinate the attackers to my will and scatter them, first I would have to strip each one of them of his protection. And that was far from simple. There are dozens of different kinds of Shields, and I didn’t know which kind had been used. Most likely (at least, this is what I would have done) each individual Shield was made up of two or three spells chosen at random. One soldier, for instance, has the Shield of Magic and the Sphere of Calm. Another has the Sphere of Denial, the Crust of Ice, and the Barrier of Will.


Just try finding the right approach for each one! And from a distance!


“They followed me,” Alisher explained while I, protected by my own Sphere of Denial, stood at the window and studied the warriors who had surrounded us. “I don’t know how, but they followed me all the way from the airport. I kept having the feeling I was being followed, but I couldn’t spot anything. And then, when I was leaving my acquaintance’s house…they tried to arrest me. About twenty men. Not a single Other. I tried to shield myself from them, but they could see me!”


They could see me, too. Not all of them, but a few soldiers had clearly spotted me, despite the magic. That meant that they had been charged with search spells as well as protective spells. Glance of the Heart, Clear Gaze, True Vision—the magical arsenal is quite extensive. Light Ones and Dark Ones have been thinking up ways to deceive one another for thousands of years.


And now it had all been turned against us.


“How did you get away from them?” I asked, moving away from the window.


“Through the Twilight. Only”—Alisher hesitated—“they were waiting for me there, too. There was someone keeping watch on the second level…. I got out as fast as I could.”


“Who was it on watch? A Light One? A Dark One?”


Alisher gulped and smiled awkwardly. “I think it was a deva.”


“Nonsense,” I exclaimed, suppressing the urge to swear. “Devas don’t exist.”


“They don’t exist in Moscow, but we have them here,” Timur stated with absolute certainty. He followed my gaze to the door that led to the Dark Ones. “Anton, believe me, it’s not them! They have no reason to attack us, and to involve people as well! The Inquisition would have their heads!”


I nodded. I wasn’t even thinking of suspecting the Samarkand Day Watch.


“Get in touch with the top management in Tashkent. Tell them to stop these men!”


“How?” asked Timur, puzzled.


“By human methods! Phone calls to the ministers of defense and internal affairs! And get on to the Inquisition, quick!”


“What shall I say?” Valentina Ilinichna asked, taking out an old cell phone.


“Tell them we have a critical situation here. An alpha-prime violation of the Great Treaty. The provision of information concerning Others to human beings, the involvement of human beings in confrontations between the Watches, the illegal use of magic, the illegal dissemination of magic, violation of the agreement on the separation of powers…in brief, violations of clauses one, six, eight, eleven, and fourteen of the basic Appendix to the Treaty. I think that will be enough.”


Valentina Ilinichna was already making the call. I looked out the window again. The soldiers were waiting, sitting on the fence. What were the walls made of here? If they really were compressed reeds, which is how they looked, bullets would go straight through them….


“Ah, what beautiful words!” Afandi suddenly exclaimed. He was still sitting at the table and chewing energetically on a piece of sausage. His glass was full, and the cognac bottle on the table was empty. ‘A violation of the basic Appendix’! That makes everything clear all right, clear as day. Keep giving the orders, Commander!”


I turned away from Afandi. It was just my luck—the person all my hopes rested on was as halfwitted as the devona before he met Gesar.


“Time to be going, lads,” I said. “I’m sorry things turned out this way.”


“Anton, can you disperse them?” Nodir asked with timid hope in his voice.


“I can kill them, no problem. But not disperse them.”


Someone began hammering on the door that led to the Dark Ones’ office. Timur walked over, asked something, and opened it. The two Dark Ones who were on duty there came running in. Judging from their bewildered expressions, they had only just discovered the cordon and were desperate for explanations.


“What are you doing, Light One?” howled the one who was a bit older. “Why did you bring these men here?”


“Quiet,” I said, raising my hand. “Shut up!”


He had enough sense to do as I said. “This situation comes under point one of the Appendix to the Great Treaty,” I said and Afandi grunted loudly. I gave him an angry sideways glance, but the old man had just swallowed an entire glass of cognac, and now he was breathing rapidly and pressing his hand to his mouth. I continued, “In this situation, under the terms of the Convention of Prague, as the most powerful magician here, I assume general command of all Others here present. All Others here present!”


The young Dark One looked at his elder, who frowned, but nodded and said, “We await your orders, Higher One.”


“Total evacuation of the Watches,” I said. “All documents and artifacts to be destroyed. Get to it.”


“How are we going to get out?” the young Dark One asked. “Put up Shields?”


I shook my head. ”I’m afraid they have charmed bullets. We have to leave via the Twilight.”


“Oh, Afandi has been in the Twilight!” the old man declared loudly. “Afandi can walk in the Twilight!”


“Afandi, you will go with me and Alisher,” I ordered. “The others—”


Alisher looked at me in alarm and moved his lips soundlessly: “The deva…”


“The others will cover us,” I ordered.


“Why should we?” the young Dark One protested. “We—”


I waved my hand, and the Dark One squirmed and squealed in agony, pressing his hands against his stomach.


“Because I order it,” I explained, removing the pain. “Because I am a Higher Magician and you are fifth-level. Do you understand?”


“Yes.” Appallingly enough, there wasn’t even a hint of indignation in the Dark One’s voice. He had tried to throw his weight about, been punished, and accepted my right to command because I was more powerful. Later, of course, he would write a whole bunch of complaints to the Inquisition. But for now he would obey.


Meanwhile the other Watch members were destroying their offices. The older Dark One was working alone, but he seemed to have everything under control, the destruction spells having been applied to the safe in advance—there was smoke pouring out of the keyhole. And they had been applied to all the documents, too—the ones on the desk were curling up, turning yellow, and crumbling to pieces. The Light Ones were burning everything by hand, and they were doing it with real enthusiasm. I watched as Timur drove a deftly rolled Fireball straight through the metal wall of the safe and it exploded inside.


“They’ve gone very quiet,” Alisher said anxiously, glancing out of the window. “They’ll see the smoke any minute….”


They saw it, all right. A voice with a strong accent addressed us in Russian through a megaphone: “Terrorists! Lay down your weapons and leave the building one at a time! You are surrounded! If you do not comply, we will storm the building!”


“What crazy nonsense!” Valentina Ilinichna exclaimed indignantly. “Terrorists, would you believe it!”


A second later Alisher leaped back from the window and the glass shattered with a tinkling sound. A small metal cylinder fell to the floor, spinning around its axis.


“Let’s leave!” I shouted, diving into the Twilight. After the heat of Samarkand, the coolness of the first level was actually quite pleasant.


That very moment the gray gloom around me was lit up brightly. I didn’t even want to think about how blinding the flash must have been in the human world. Fortunately, from down there in the Twilight I couldn’t hear the earsplitting screech.


I’d never thought that the Special Services’ light-and-sound grenades could be so devastating against Others. Only Valentina Ilinichna had managed to withdraw into the Twilight with me—in here she looked like a slim young woman no more than thirty years old.


The other Watch members were still blundering helplessly around the office. Some were rubbing at their eyes, some were holding their ears. A light-and-sound grenade blinds you for ten to twenty seconds, so they couldn’t withdraw into the Twilight.


“Help the boys!” I shouted to Valentina, and rushed to the doors. I flung them open in the Twilight, not the ordinary world, and looked outside.


Yes, of course, they were already storming us. Clumsily and stupidly, en masse—there were dozens of Special Services men running toward the entrance, and the soldiers on the other side of the fence had started firing at the windows. The assault was uncoordinated, as it always is whenever somebody gets the clever idea of creating a joint unit of militiamen, common soldiers, and Special Services. I saw one of the Special Services men throw his hands up in the air and fall: He had taken a bullet in the back. He probably wouldn’t have anything worse than bruising; the troops in the assault wave were wearing bulletproof vests.


But the fact that several marksmen started aiming their shots directly at me was very bad news. That was either Clear Gaze or True Vision. Which was very, very serious indeed. And the bullets really were charmed to the maximum. Not only did they exist in the real world and the first level of the Twilight at the same time, they were packed with deadly magic!


I ducked. Fortunately, our enemies had not been accelerated and the advantage of speed remained with me. I waved my hand, allowing the Power to flow from my fingertips. A rain of fire fell on the earth and a wall of smoke and flame sprang up in front of the attackers. Right now, lads, are you ready to jump into the fire?


They weren’t. They stopped (one was moving too fast and he stuck his face into the flames and jumped back with a howl), then they drew back and started raising their automatic rifles.


Naturally, I didn’t wait for them to fire. I burst back into the house, on the way reducing the dubious Night Watch sign to cinders with a Fireball. The adrenaline was coursing through my veins.


War games? All right, then, let’s play war games!


I hung the Absolute Lock spell on the door (actually there are two of these spells, but the other one wouldn’t have had any effect if it was applied to an inanimate object). I hung a light Shield right across the walls, one that would hold against automatic fire for about five minutes. Of course, the attackers would notice that something was wrong. But there was no way that we could leave secretly now.


The two Dark Ones entered the Twilight one after the other. They had been standing with their backs to the grenade when it exploded. The older one was about to strike the window with something, but I caught hold of his arm. “What have you got there?”


He bared his long, crooked teeth in a grin. Well, well, an ordinary weak Dark Magician, but what a jaw he had sprouted now!


“They’ll shit themselves. Just a little bit.”


“Go ahead,” I agreed. “Only, not here. Cover your side!”


Timur entered the Twilight, followed by Alisher, who was dragging Murat after him. Only Nodir was still rubbing his eyes, unable to recover his senses: He had been blinded worst of all.


“Alisher, let’s get Afandi!” I shouted.


We walked over to the old man, who was still sitting at the table, trying to suck on the mouth of a fresh bottle of cognac.


“On the count of two,” I said. “One, two…”


We leaped out of the Twilight, grabbed Afandi under the arms, and lifted him off his chair. With my free hand I managed to grab the bag with all my personal items and throw the strap across my shoulder. The bursts of automatic fire thundered in my ears and the bullets jangled as they ricocheted off the Shield, the crimson flames flickering outside the windows. With a deft movement, the old man managed to get one suck at the bottle—just at the moment when we dragged him into the Twilight.


“Ai!” he exclaimed in disappointment. The bottle was left behind in the normal world, and Afandi’s hand closed on emptiness. “Ai, the drink’s disappearing.”


“Granddad, we haven’t got any time for drink,” Alisher told him with incredible patience. “Enemies have attacked us, we’re leaving!”


“No surrender to the enemies!” Afandi exclaimed gleefully. “Into battle!”


At long last Nodir also entered the Twilight. I looked around at my improvised army: four weak Light Ones, two weak Dark Ones, Alisher, who had been tested on the streets of Moscow, and Afandi as ballast. Well, it could have been worse. Even if those Higher Ones who had been in Scotland were hiding somewhere around here, we could give them a fight for their money.


“Let’s leave!” I commanded. “Alisher, you take Afandi. Valentina, Timur—you go first. Everybody erect the Magician’s Shield!”


We left straight through the wall. On the second level of the Twilight it wouldn’t have existed at all. On the first level it did exist, and it even seemed to slow down our movements. But if you took a running start, it was possible to pass through almost any material object down here.


And we did pass through it. Only Afandi got one leg stuck, and he jerked it about in the wall for a long time before he broke free, leaving one sneaker behind. It would stay hanging there on the first level of the Twilight, slowly fading away over a period of several months. A few particularly sensitive people would even notice it out of the corner of their eye…provided, of course, that the building survived.


On the side we broke out through, the cordon was thinner. Five men with submachine guns were staring at the blank wall, obviously puzzled about why they had been stationed there. But two of them turned out to be charmed, and they saw us. I don’t know what we looked like—ordinary people who leaped out through the wall or spectral shadows. In any case, there was no goodwill evident in the soldiers’ faces, only fear and the readiness to shoot. Valentina did the right thing: Her spell had no visible effect, but the fail-proof Kalashnikov in one soldier’s hands refused to fire. And then Timur hurled a Fireball through the Twilight and burned off the barrel of the other soldier’s automatic rifle.


That was a mistake!


Sure, those two couldn’t fire anymore. But their comrades, who couldn’t locate us themselves, saw the ball of flame come flying out of nowhere—and they started firing. Either out of sheer fright or because they had been trained to do it.


At first I thought Timur hadn’t put up a Shield. The burst of fire literally cut straight through him: I saw the bullets leave holes in his back, one after another. He fell over on his back, and then I saw that he did have a Shield after all. A weak one, only at the front, but it was there.


The enchanted bullets had pierced straight through his magical armor. It was the very same technique as in Edinburgh!


“Tim!” Nodir shouted, bending down over his friend.


That was what saved him—several bursts of fire from the soldiers blazing away erratically with their automatic weapons went right over his head.


The next moment, before I could do anything to stop him, Murat struck back.


The members of my group didn’t have a very wide choice of spells. As provincial magicians unused to combat and not naturally very powerful, they were quite unprepared for this skirmish with human beings who could kill Others.


Murat used some version of the White Sword that I didn’t know. In theory this spell should only kill Dark Others and people who are totally given over to evil. In practice, you have to be a monk who spends his days in prayer and self-mortification for the remorseless blow not to cause you any harm. Any trace of aggression or fear makes a man vulnerable to the blade of pure Light.


Those young Uzbek lads in military uniform had a limitless amount of fear and aggression in them.


The white blade cut straight through four soldiers like a sharp scythe mowing down wheat. It literally sliced them in half, with fountains of blood and other unmentionable sights. The fifth soldier dropped his automatic weapon and took to his heels, screaming wildly. Even seen from the Twilight he seemed to be moving fast, he put on such a burst of speed!


Murat was frozen to the spot. I walked around in front of him. The white blade was still fading away in his hand and he looked very calm, almost sleepy. I looked into his eyes and found the answer to my unasked question.


It was over. He was already withdrawing. The death of four humans was too great a burden for his Light nature to bear.


I squatted down beside Nodir and shook him by the shoulder. “Let’s go.”


He turned his face toward me and said in a surprised voice, “They killed Timur. They shot him!”


“I can see. Let’s go.”


Nodir started shaking his head. “No! We can’t leave him here….”


“We can and we will! Our enemies won’t get their hands on the body, it will dissolve in the Twilight. We’ll all go that way sooner or later. Get up.”


He shook his head again.


“Get up. The Light needs you.”


Nodir groaned, but he got up. And then his eyes fell on Murat. He shook his head again, as if he was trying to shake out the sudden overload of dark impressions. He dashed over to Murat and tried to grab hold of his arm.


His fingers clutched nothing but air. Murat was melting away, dissolving into the Twilight. Far more quickly than Timur’s dead body would disappear. A Light Magician has to have a lot of experience in life in order to convince himself that he had the right to kill four people. I could probably have held out. Murat couldn’t.


“Let’s go!” I ordered, giving Nodir a slap across the face. “Let’s go!”


Somehow he managed to pull himself together and plod along behind me—away from the office, which was still being stormed, away from two comrades, one dead and one dying. Valentina walked in front, with the Dark Ones beside her. Alisher was dragging along Afandi, who had sobered up and calmed down. Nodir and I brought up the rear of the procession.


They started firing after us again—the screams of the soldier who had survived the White Sword had attracted attention. I raised another Wall of Flame and, unable to resist, flung a small Fireball at the old Peugeot by the fence. The car flared up in a jolly blaze, adding a little French charm to the Central Asian landscape.


The confusion that had set in made it easier for us to retreat. Moreover, in the Twilight there were gaping holes in the low fence, and the next building didn’t exist at all. We ran down the deserted street as far as the crossroads and turned onto another narrow street that led to the market. It seemed that sooner or later every street here led to the market…. Nodir was sobbing and swearing by turns. Afandi kept looking back, gazing in amazement at the battle raging around the empty building. It looked as if the attackers had started firing at one another in their confusion.


The Dark Ones were holding up better. Valentina Ilinichna was walking in the center, and they were providing perfectly competent lateral protection. I actually thought that we had already escaped pursuit. And that was an unforgivable mistake for a Higher Magician to make. Or almost unforgivable.


After all, I had never really believed that devas existed.


The European tradition is golems—creatures created out of clay, wood, or even metal. In Russia the wooden ones are known affectionately as pinocchios, although the last actual operational pinocchio rotted away sometime in the eighteenth century. We don’t know what their contemporaries used to call them. We were taught to create pinocchios in our classes and that was both amusing and instructive—the wooden doll that came to life could walk, perform simple work, even talk…and it crumbled into dust after only a few minutes. For a wooden golem to last even a few days, the magician has to be very powerful and very skillful, and experienced magicians don’t really have much use for dimwitted pinocchios. Bringing metal to life, making a creature of metal, is even harder. I remember that Sveta once made a walking doll out of paper clips for little Nadya, but it took exactly three steps, and then froze forever. Clay is remarkably malleable and amenable to animation; it holds the magic for a long time, but even clay golems are not made very often nowadays.


In the East, though, there were devas. Or rather, it was believed that there were. Essentially, they’re golems too, only without any material basis—animated clumps of the Twilight, intertwined vortices of Power. According to legend, creating such a deva (the Arabs usually called them genies) was regarded as an examination that a magician had to pass to be acknowledged as Higher Level. First you had to create the deva, then you had to subordinate it to your will. Some were eliminated at the first stage, but a far sadder fate awaited those who screwed things up at the second.


I thought devas were creatures of legend. Or, at the very most, an extremely rare experiment that one of the greatest magicians of antiquity had managed to pull off once or twice. And even less did I imagine that devas still existed in our own times. However, the members of the local Watches seemed to believe in them.


Only, they didn’t have the Power to spot a deva approaching.


The young Dark One—I never did learn his name—screamed and started flailing his arms about, as if he was trying to fight off something invisible. He was lifted up off the ground and carried through the air until he stopped, shouting and squirming, from as high up as a two-story house. I shuddered as I watched the Dark One’s sides collapse as if from the pressure of a gigantic hand, and his clothes start to char. His scream became a feeble wheeze.


And then a bloody streak appeared on the Dark One’s body in the form of an arc. A moment later the dead body fell to the ground, cut—or rather, bitten—right through.


“Shields!” Alisher shouted.


I didn’t increase the strength of my own Shield. In the first place, I didn’t know if it would be any use to me against the deva. And in the second, I was the only one who could stand up to the creature.


I instantly sank down to the second level of the Twilight.


And immediately I saw the deva.


The flexible body woven out of plumes of fire and smoke really did resemble a mythical genie. The predominant color was gray—even the petals of flame were blackish-gray, with just the faintest hint of crimson. The deva didn’t have any legs; its torso narrowed and became a snake’s body that writhed as it moved along. The ground underneath it steamed like damp laundry under an iron. The head, the arms, and even the genitals that protruded absurdly from the serpentine half appeared completely human. But they were huge—the deva stood five or five and a half meters tall—and they were made of smoke and flame. The eyes blazed with a scarlet fire—the only bright detail on its body—or in the entire second level of the Twilight.


The deva saw me too—just at the moment when it was reaching its hand out for Valentina. The monster howled in glee and came skidding toward me with surprising agility. What was this crazy reptile trend? A two-headed snake golem in Scotland, and now a half-snake, half-man deva in Uzbekistan.


Just as a test, I threw a Fireball at the deva. It had absolutely no effect; the bundle of flames simply dissolved in the monster’s body. Then I tried a Triple Blade. The deva winced, but it didn’t slow down.


All right, then…


I allowed the Power to flow through my arm and created a White Sword. I was probably influenced by Murat’s final action, but it was a mistake to follow the Uzbek magician’s example: The white blade easily sliced through the deva’s body, but without causing it any harm. There was no time to ponder the reasons for this failure. The deva swung its arm back and struck out with its hand. I managed to jump back, but a cunning thrust with the tail caught me by surprise and I was sent tumbling across the ground. The deva advanced on me, laughing triumphantly, but I couldn’t get up. Strangely enough, I didn’t even feel afraid. All I felt was revulsion at the sight of the monster’s penis rising into an erection. The deva clutched his penis in one hand and began waggling it about, either masturbating or preparing to use it to pummel me with. What was this? Was I supposed to die of a blow from some brainless monster’s dick? I didn’t try to create another White Sword. I gathered Power into the palm of my hand and struck out at the deva with the sign of Thanatos.


The deva flinched and scratched his chest with his free hand where the blow had landed. Thin streams of smoke curled and twisted like hairs behind his open palm. Then the deva started roaring with laughter, still clutching his male member, which had grown to the size of a baseball bat by this point. The deva radiated heat—not living warmth, but hot air, the same as a blazing bonfire gives off.


He wasn’t so brainless after all. I was far more stupid, striking with the sign of death at a being that wasn’t even alive.


“Ai, you Satan, you mangy dog, vicious offspring of a sick tapeworm!” I heard someone shout from behind the deva. Old man Afandi had somehow managed to enter the second level of the Twilight! And not only that—he had taken a firm grip of the deva’s tail and was trying to drag it away from me!


The monster turned around slowly, as if it couldn’t believe that anyone would dare to treat it with such contempt. It stopped scratching and raised its massive hand above the old man’s head in a clenched fist. It would drive him into the ground up to his ears!


I frantically sifted through the clutter that had accumulated in my head. Everything to do with golems, from the first classes to the tall tales I’d heard from Semyon. The deva was just another golem. Golems could be destroyed! Golem…golems…cabbalistic golems, golems with goals and free will, golems for fun and amusement, wooden golems…the impossibility of creating a plastic golem…Olga had once told me…a skill that no one needed anymore…the spell wasn’t that difficult in principle, but it took a lot of Power….


“Dust and Ashes,” I shouted, throwing out one hand toward the deva.


Now everything depended on whether I’d made the sign correctly. The standard position widely used in magical passes, with the thumb gripped between the next two fingers, but with the little finger extended forward, parallel to the thumb. That month of training in stretching our fingers had certainly been well spent. We would be the envy of any pianist….


The monster froze and then slowly turned around to face me. The red light in its eyes went out and the deva began whining shrilly like a puppy dog whose paw has been stepped on. The deva opened its hand and the penis fell off and shattered in a heap of sparks, like a firebrand that has flown out of a bonfire. Then the fingers on its hands started crumbling away. The deva had stopped whining now; it was sobbing, reaching its fingerless hands out toward me and shaking its head with the blind eyes.


That was how the great magicians of the East used to subdue them….


I held the position with the sign of Dust and Ashes, allowing the Power to flow through me, on and on, for about three minutes in second-level Twilight time, until the deva was finally reduced to a handful of ash.


“Cold, isn’t it?” said Afandi, hopping up and down. He walked up to the remains of the deva, held out his hands, and rubbed them together as he warmed them. Then he spat on the ash and muttered, “Ugh, you son of evil and father of abomination…”


“Thank you, Afandi,” I said as I got up off the frosty ground. It really was terribly cold on the second level. At least by some miracle I’d managed not to lose the bag with my things—it was still hanging on my shoulder. Although…perhaps the miracle in question was an affinity spell cast on the bag by Svetlana? “Thank you, Granddad. Let’s get you out of this place. It’s hard for you to stay down here for very long.”


“Ai, thanks, O mighty warrior,” said Afandi, beaming. “You thanked me? I shall take pride in that for the rest of my pointless life! The vanquisher of a deva has praised me!”


I took him by the elbow without saying a word and dragged him up to the first level. I’d put so much Power into destroying the deva that even I was finding it hard to stay in the Twilight.


Chapter 4 








 


 

THE CHAIKHANA , OR TEA HOUSE, WAS GLOOMY AND DIRTY. FAT BLUE-BOTTLES buzzed as they circled around the weak lightbulbs in fly-spotted shades hanging from the ceiling. We were sitting on greasy, bright-colored cushions around a low table, only about fifteen centimeters high. The table was covered with a brightly patterned tablecloth, and it was dirty too.


In Russia a cafe like this would have been closed down in a moment. In Europe they would have put the owner in prison. In the USA the proprietor would have been hit with an absolutely massive fine. And in Japan the boss of an establishment like this would have committed seppuku out of a sense of shame.


But never before had I come across smells as delicious as those in this little chaikhana that was absolutely unfit for tourists.


Once we got away from our pursuers, we had split up. The Dark One had gone to find his colleagues and report on what had happened. Valentina Ilinichna and Nodir had set out to gather the Light Ones who were reserve members of the Watch and to call Tashkent and request reinforcements. Alisher, Afandi, and I had caught a taxi and made our way to this chaikhana beside a small market on the outskirts of Samarkand. I had already begun to suspect that there were at least a dozen markets in Samarkand, and certainly more than all the museums and movie theaters taken together.


On the way I cast a masking spell on myself and became Timur’s double. For some reason young magicians think it’s a bad omen to assume the appearance of a dead man. There are all sorts of beliefs attached to this superstition, from “you’ll die soon” to “you’ll pick up someone else’s habits.” Anybody would think that habits were fleas that scatter after their host dies and look for someone who resembled him as closely as possible…. I have never been superstitious, so I didn’t hesitate to adopt Timur’s appearance. I had to disguise myself as a local in any case. Even in this chaikhana a visitor with a European appearance would have looked as much out of place as a Papuan at the haymaking in a Russian village.


“The food here is very good,” Alisher explained in a low voice after he had ordered. Since I didn’t know a word of Uzbek, I had kept quiet while the young boy waiter was with us. Fortunately, so had Afandi: He only croaked every now and then as he rubbed his bald patch and glanced proudly at me. The meaning of that glance was quite clear: “We showed that deva what for, eh?” I nodded amiably in reply.


“I believe you,” I said. There was a massive Chinese stereo system standing by the wall, with huge, hissing speakers and blinking colored lights. The cassette that was playing was some Uzbek folk music that originally would have been very interesting, but was hopelessly spoiled by the pop-music rhythms that had been introduced into it and the quality of the stereo. But at least the volume was set so high that I could speak Russian with no worries about attracting glances of surprise from the people nearby. “It certainly smells delicious. Only, I’m sorry, but it is rather dirty in here.”


“That’s not dirt,” Alisher replied. “At least, it’s not that kind of dirt. You know, when people come to Russia from Western Europe, they frown too at how dirty it is everywhere! But it’s not dirty because no one ever cleans anywhere! In Russia the soil is different and there’s more ground erosion. That fills the air with dust and it settles everywhere. Wash the sidewalk with soap in Europe, and it will stay clean for three days. But in Russia you can lick it clean with your tongue, and the dust will settle again in an hour. In Asia, there’s even more dust, so the Europeans and the Russians think, ‘Dirt, ignorance, savagery!’ But that’s not true! It’s just the way the land is. But when you find good smells in Asia, that’s not the dirt. In Asia you have to trust your nose, not your eyes!”


“That’s interesting,” I said. “I never thought about it like that before. That must be why people in the East have narrow eyes and big noses, then?”


Alisher gave me a bleak look. Then he forced a laugh. “OK, that’s one to you. It’s funny. But that really is what I think, Anton. In the East, everything’s different.”


“Even the Others,” I said with a nod. “Alisher, I didn’t believe in the deva. I’m sorry.”


“You know, from your description, it wasn’t the same one who followed me,” Alisher said in a serious voice. “He wasn’t so tall, but he was very agile. He had legs. More like a monkey with horns.”


“Curses on them, foul belches of creation, creatures of feckless magicians!” Afandi put in. “Anton and I defeated that licentious, depraved deva! You should have seen the battle, Alisher! Although a young boy shouldn’t really watch pornography….”


“Granddad Afandi,” I said. “Please!”


“Just call me Bobo!” said Afandi.


“What does it mean?” I asked warily.


“It means ‘granddad,’” said the old man, slapping me on the shoulder. “You and I defeated those devas, and now you’re my grandson!”


“Afandi-Bobo,” I said. “Please, don’t remind me of that fight. I feel very embarrassed that I couldn’t overcome the deva straightaway.”


“Devas!” Afandi repeated firmly.


“Deva?” I suggested naefvely.


“Devas! There were two of them. The big one was holding the little one in his hand and waving him about, left and right, left and right!”


Afandi got halfway to his feet and gave a very graphic demonstration of the behavior of the “devas.”


“Hai, great warrior Afandi,” Alisher said quickly. “There were two of them. Anton was so afraid, he didn’t notice the second one. Sit down, they’re bringing our tea.”


We spent ten minutes drinking our tea with sweet pastries. I recognized halva, Turkish delight, and something like baklava. All the other sweet miracles of the East were new to me. But that didn’t stop me from enjoying the way they tasted. There were different colored sugar crystals (I preferred not to think about what they had been colored with); skeins of very fine, very sweet threads; something that looked like halva, only it was white; and dried fruit. They were all delicious. And they were all very sweet, which was particularly important for us. A serious loss of Power always leaves you with a yearning for something sweet. Even though we operate with Power that isn’t our own and simply redistribute it in space, it’s not easy by any means. Your blood-sugar level falls so low that you can easily slip into a hypoglycemic coma. And if that happens in the Twilight, it will take a miracle to save you.


“Next there’ll be shurpa broth and pilaf,” Alisher said, pouring himself a fifth bowl of green tea. “The food here is simple. But it’s the real thing.”


He paused, and I realized what he was thinking.


“They died in battle. The way watchmen are supposed to die,” I said.


“It was our battle,” Alisher declared in a low voice.


“It is our common battle. Even for the Dark Ones. We have to find Rustam, and no one is going to stop us. But I feel sorry for Murat…. He killed those men, and then he couldn’t live anymore.”


“I could have,” Alisher said morosely.


“And so could I,” I admitted. We looked at each other with understanding.


“Humans against Others.” Alisher sighed. “I can’t believe it! It’s a nightmare! They were all enchanted; that’s a job for a Higher One.”


“At least three Higher Ones,” I said. “A Dark One, a Light One, and an Inquisitor. A vampire, a healer, and a Battle Magician.”


“The end of time has arrived,” said Afandi, shaking his head. “I never thought the Light, the Dark, and the Fear would all join together….”


I glanced at him quickly and just managed to catch the brief instant before the stupid expression reappeared on his face.


“You’re not nearly as stupid as you pretend, Afandi,” I said quietly. “Why do you act like some senile old man?”


Afandi smiled for a few seconds, then grew more serious and said, “It’s best for a weak magician to appear like a fool, Anton. Only a powerful one can afford to be clever.”


“You’re not so very weak, Afandi. You entered the second level and stayed there for five minutes. Do you know some cunning trick?”


“Rustam had a lot of secrets, Anton.”


I carried on looking at Afandi for a long time, but the old man’s face remained absolutely impassive. Then I glanced at Alisher. He was looking thoughtful.


I wondered if he and I were thinking the same thing.


I was sure that we were.


Was Afandi Rustam? Was the simple-minded old man who had meekly cleaned a provincial Watch’s office for decades one of the oldest magicians in the world?


Anything was possible. Absolutely anything at all. They say that the passing years change every Other’s character and he becomes less complicated: A single dominant character trait overshadows everything else. The cunning Gesar had wanted intrigues, and he is still intriguing to this very day. Foma Lermont, who dreamed of a quiet and comfortable life, was now tending his garden and working as an entrepreneur. And if Rustam’s dominant character trait was secretiveness, after living so long he could quite easily have become totally paranoid and disguised himself as a weak and dimwitted old man….


But if that were true, he wouldn’t open up to us, even if I told him what I suspected. He would laugh in my face and sing an old song about his teacher…. After all, he hadn’t actually said that Rustam initiated him! He had told the story in the third person: Rustam, a foolish old man, an initiation. We were the ones who had set Afandi in the role of the foolish old man!


I looked at Afandi again, with my inflamed imagination ready to see cunning and morbid secretiveness and even malice in his gaze.


“Afandi, I have to talk to Rustam,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “It’s very important. Gesar sent me to Samarkand, he asked me to seek out Rustam and ask for his advice, in the name of their old friendship. Advice and nothing more!”


“It’s a fine thing, old friendship,” Afandi said, nodding. “Very fine! When it exists. But I heard that Rustam and Gesar quarreled, that Rustam spat after Gesar as he walked away and said he never wanted to see him on Uzbek ground again. And Gesar laughed out loud and said that in that case, Rustam would have to put out his own eyes. At the bottom of a bottle of fine old wine there can be a bitter sediment, and the older the wine, the more bitter the sediment gets. In the same way an old friendship can produce very, very great pain and resentment!”


“You’re right, Afandi,” I said. “You’re right about everything. But Gesar said one other thing. He saved Rustam’s life. Seven times. And Rustam saved his life. Six times.”


The waiter brought our shurpa, and we stopped talking. But even after the young lad had gone away, Afandi sat there with his lips firmly clamped shut. And the expression on his face suggested that he was figuring something out in his head.


Alisher and I exchanged glances and he nodded very slightly.


“Tell me, Anton,” Afandi said eventually. “If your friend was distressed when the woman he loved left him…so distressed that he decided to leave this world…and you came to him and stayed with him for a month, drinking wine from morning until night, making him go to visit friends and telling him how many other beautiful women there are…is that saving his life?”


“I think that depends on whether the friend really was prepared to leave this life because of love,” I said cautiously. “Every man who has ever gone through something like that has felt that there was nothing left to live for. But only very, very rarely have they ever killed themselves. Unless, of course, they were foolish, beardless young boys.”


Afandi said nothing again for a while.


And then, as if it had been waiting for the pause, my phone rang.


I took it out, certain that the caller was either Gesar, who had been informed about what had happened, or Svetlana, who had sensed that something was wrong. But there was no number or name on the display. It was simply glowing with an even gray light.


“Hello,” I said.


“Anton?” It was a familiar voice, with a slight Baltic accent.


“Edgar?” I exclaimed in delight. No normal Other would ever be glad to get a call from an Inquisitor. Especially if that Inquisitor is a former Dark Magician. But this was a highly unusual situation. Better Edgar than someone I didn’t know, some zealous devotee of equilibrium hung from head to toe with amulets and ready to suspect anyone and everyone of being a criminal.


“Anton, you’re in Samarkand.” Edgar wasn’t asking, of course, he was stating a fact. “What’s going on there? Our people are putting up a portal from Amsterdam to Tashkent!”


“Why Tashkent?” I asked, puzzled.


“It’s easier. They’ve used that route at least once before,” Edgar explained. “So what’s up down there?”


“Do you know about Edinburgh?”


Edgar snorted derisively. Right, what a question to ask. There probably wasn’t even a single trainee in the Inquisition who hadn’t heard about the attempt to steal Merlin’s artifact. So what else should I expect from the experienced members of staff?


I continued, “Everything indicates that it’s the same team. Only in Scotland they used paid mercenaries, but here they mesmerized local soldiers and policemen. Loaded them up with amulets and spells, charmed bullets…”


“I can see this is the end of my vacation,” Edgar said gloomily. “I wish you hadn’t stuck your nose into this! They pulled me back in off the beach! Because I have experience working with you!”


“I’m very flattered,” I said acidly.


“Is all this very serious?” Edgar asked after a pause.


“A hundred men sent to attack both the local Watches. As we withdrew two Light Ones were killed. And then we were attacked by a deva, who bit a Dark One in half. It took me three minutes to beat it down!”


Edgar swore and asked, “What did you beat it down with?”


“Dust and Ashes. It was lucky I just happened to know it….”


“Tremendous!” Edgar said sarcastically. “By sheer chance a young Moscow magician happens to remember a spell against golems that hasn’t been used in a hundred years!”


“Are you trying to stitch me up already?” I laughed. “Come and join me, you’ll like it here. And by the way, gather up those spells against golems. The word is that there’s another one on the loose.”


“This is an absolute nightmare,” Edgar muttered. “I’m in Crete. Standing on the beach in my swimming trunks. My wife’s rubbing suntan lotion on my back. And they tell me to be in Amsterdam in three hours and set out immediately for Uzbekistan! What do you call that?”


“Globalization, sir,” I answered.


Edgar groaned into the phone. Then he said, “My wife will kill me. This is our honeymoon. She’s a witch, by the way! And they summon me to lousy Uzbekistan!”


“Edgar, it doesn’t become you to say ‘lousy’ like that,” I said, unable to resist another jibe. “After all, we all lived in the same state once upon a time. Consider it your deferred patriotic duty.”


But Edgar was obviously not in the mood for sarcasm or exchanging jibes. He heaved a sigh and asked, “How will I find you?”


“Call me,” I replied simply, and cut the connection.


“The Inquisition,” Alisher said with an understanding nod. “They’ve caught on at last. Well, they’ll certainly find a few things to do here.”


“They could start by cleaning out their own backyard,” I said. “They’ve got someone beavering away on the inside.”


“Not necessarily,” said Alisher, trying to intercede on behalf of the Inquisition. “It could be a retired Inquisitor.”


“Yes? Then how did anyone find out that Gesar had sent us to Samarkand? He only informed the Inquisition!”


“One of the traitors is a Light Healer,” Alisher reminded me.


“Are you saying it’s a Higher Light One from our Watch? A Healer? Working for the enemy?”


“That could be it!” Alisher said obstinately.


“There has only ever been one higher-level Light Healer in our Watch,” I reminded him calmly. “And she’s my wife.”


Alisher stopped short and shook his head. “I beg your pardon, Anton! I didn’t mean anything of the kind!”


“Ai, that’s enough quarreling!” Afandi said in his old foolish voice. “The shurpa’s gone cold! And there’s nothing worse than cold shurpa. Apart from hot vodka!”


He looked around stealthily and passed his hands over the bowls of shurpa. The cold broth started steaming again.


“Afandi, how can we talk to Rustam?” I asked again.


“Eat your shurpa,” the old man muttered. And he showed us how.


I broke off a piece of a bread cake and started on my broth. What else could I do? The East is the East, they don’t like to give a straight answer here. The best diplomats in the world come from the East. They don’t say yes or no, but that doesn’t mean they abstain.


It was only after Alisher and I had finished our shurpa that Afandi sighed and said, “Gesar was probably right. He probably can demand an answer from Rustam. One answer to one question.”


Well, at least that was one small victory!


“Coming right up,” I said, nodding. Of course, the question had to be formulated correctly, to exclude any possibility of an ambiguous answer. “Just a minute….”


“Why are you in such a hurry?” Afandi asked in surprise. “A minute, an hour, a day…Think.”


“In principle, I’m ready,” I said.


“So what? Who are you going to ask, Anton Gorodetsky?” Afandi laughed. “Rustam’s not here. We’ll go to see him, and then you can ask your question.”


“Rustam’s not here?” I asked, almost struck dumb.


“No,” Afandi avowed firmly. “I’m sorry if anything I said might have misled you. But we’ll have to go to the Plateau of the Demons.”


I thought I was beginning to understand how Gesar could have quarreled with Rustam. And I thought that Merlin, for all his evil deeds, must have been a very kind soul and an extremely patient Other. Because Afandi was Rustam. No crystal ball was needed to see that!


“I’ll just be a moment…” Afandi got up and went toward a small door in the corner of the chaikhana that had the outline of a male figure stenciled on it. It was interesting that there wasn’t any door with a female silhouette. Apparently the women of Samarkand were not in the habit of spending time in chaikhanas.


“Well, this Rustam’s a real character,” I muttered while he was gone. “As stubborn as a mule.”


“Anton, Afandi’s not Rustam,” Alisher said.


“You mean you believe him?”


“Anton, ten years ago my father recognized Rustam. At the time I didn’t think anything of it…the ancient Higher One was still alive—so what? Many of them have withdrawn from the active struggle and live unobtrusive lives among ordinary people….”


“So?”


“My father knew Afandi. He must have known him for fifty years.”


I thought about that.


“But what exactly did your father say to you about Rustam?”


Alisher wrinkled up his forehead. Then, speaking very precisely, as if he was reading from the page of a book, he said, “‘Today I saw a Great One, whom no one has met anywhere for seventy years. The Great Rustam, Gesar’s friend, and then his enemy. I walked past him. We recognized each other but pretended that we hadn’t seen anything. It is good that an Other as insignificant as I has never quarreled with him.’”


“But what of it?” I asked. It was my turn to argue now. “Your father could finally have recognized Rustam, disguised as Afandi. That’s the point.”


Alisher thought about that and admitted that, yes, it could have happened like that. But he still thought his father hadn’t meant Afandi.


“But anyway, that doesn’t get us anywhere,” I said, gesturing impatiently. “You can see how obstinate he is. We’ll have to go to the Plateau of the Demons with him…. By the way, what is that? Just don’t tell me that in the East there are demons who live on some plateau!”


Alisher laughed. “Demons are the Twilight forms of Dark Magicians whose human nature has been distorted by Power, the Twilight, and the Dark. They teach us that in one of our very first lessons. No, the Plateau of the Demons is a human name. It’s a mountainous area where there are boulders that have fantastic shapes—just like petrified demons. People don’t like to go there. That is, only the tourists go….”


“Tourists aren’t people,” I agreed. “So it’s just garden-variety superstition?”


“No, it’s not all superstition,” Alisher said in a more serious voice. “There was a battle there. A big battle between Dark Ones and Light Ones, almost two thousand years ago. There were more Dark Ones, they were winning…and then the Great White Magician Rustam used a terrible spell. Nobody has ever used the White Haze in battle again since then. The Dark Ones were turned to stone. And they didn’t dissolve into the Twilight, but tumbled out into the ordinary world, just as they were—stone demons. What people say is true, only they don’t realize it.”


It was as if Alisher’s words had broken open some lock in my memory. And the door of a closet had creaked open to reveal an ancient skeleton with its teeth bared in a bony grin….


I felt my heart seared by a cold, clammy, repulsive memory. I was standing facing Kostya Saushkin. And from far away Gesar’s voice was whispering in my head…


“The White Mist,” I said. “The spell is called the White Mist. Only Higher Magicians can work it; it requires total concentration and the bleeding of all Power from within a radius of three kilometers…”


Gesar had not simply given me bare knowledge. He had transferred an entire piece of his memory. A generous gift…


 


The stone burns your feet through the soft leather shoes, because the stone is red hot, and even the spells applied to your clothes lose their effect. And up ahead someone’s body is smoking, half sunk into the softened stone. Not all of our comrades’ charms have withstood the Hammer of Fate.


“Gesar!” a broad-shouldered man shouts in my ear. His short black beard has turned frizzy in the heat, his red and white clothes are dusted with black ash. Lacy black-and-gray flakes are falling on us from above, crumbling into dust as they fall. “Gesar, we have to decide!”


I say nothing. I look at the smoking body and try to discern who it is. But then his defense finally collapses, and the body explodes into a column of greasy ashes that shoots up into the sky. The streams of dispersing Power waft the ashes about and for a moment they assume the spectral form of a human figure. I realize what it is that is falling on us, and a lump rises in my throat.


“Gesar, they’re trying to raise the Shade of the Masters.” The voice of the magician dressed in red and white is full of panic and horror. “Gesar!”


“I’m ready, Rustam,” I say. I reach out my hand to him. Magicians do not often work spells in pairs, but we have been through a lot together. And it’s easier for two to do it. Easier to make the decision. Because there are hundreds of Dark Ones and tens of thousands of men in front of us.


And behind us there are only a hundred people who have put their trust in us, along with about ten apprentice magicians.


It’s not easy to convince yourself that a hundred and ten are worth more than a hundred and ten thousand.


But I look at the black-and-gray ash, and suddenly I feel better. I tell myself what powerful and benign individuals will always tell themselves in a situation like this in a hundred, a thousand, or two thousand years:


These are not people facing me! 


These are raging beasts! 


The Power flows through me, the Power floods my veins with an effervescent broth, emerging onto my skin as bloody perspiration. There is so much Power all around—flowing out of the dead Others, dissipating from the spells that have been pronounced, flooding out of the men running into the attack. The Dark Ones knew what they were doing when they brought an entire army with them. Others do not fear the weapons of men, but the arms waving swords, the screaming mouths set in fierce grins, and the eyes craving death belong to living wine-skins filled with Power. And the more that this filthy human rabble—driven together under the banner of the Dark by cruel rulers or the thirst for gain—feels hate and fear, the stronger are the Dark Magicians walking among them.


But we have one spell in reserve, a spell that has never yet been uttered beneath this sun. It was brought back by Rustam from an island far away in the north, where it was invented by a cunning Light One by the name of Merlin. But even he, who stood so dangerously close to the Dark, had been horrified by it….


The White Mist.


Rustam pronounces strange, coarse-sounding words. I repeat them after him, without even trying to understand their meaning. The words are important, but they are only the hand of the potter, giving shape to the clay, shaping the clay mold into which the molten metal will be poured, creating bronze manacles that allow no freedom to the hands. There are words at the beginning and end, words that provide the form and the direction, but it is Power that decides everything.


Power and Will.


I can no longer hold back the force that is pulsing within me, ready to tear my pitiful human body apart with every beat of my heart. I open my mouth at the same time as Rustam. I shout, but I shout without words.


The time for words is over.


The White Mist surges out of our mouths in a murky, billowing wave, and it rolls on toward the advancing army and the circle of Dark Magicians, who are weaving the cobweb of their spell…no less terrifying, but slower…just a little bit slower. The gray shadows that are just beginning to rise out of the stone are swept aside by the White Mist.


And then the White Mist reaches the Others and the human warriors.


The world in front of us loses its colors, but not in the same way that this happens in the Twilight. The world turns white, but it is the whiteness of death, not life, a displacement of colors that is as sterile as their absence. The Twilight shudders and collapses, layer upon layer adhering to each other, pulling the men screaming in pain and the Others struck dumb by fear in between its icy millstones.


And the world congeals.


The white gloom disperses. The ash falling from the sky is still there. The red-hot ground beneath our feet is still there. And there are also the petrified figures of the Others—freakish and bizarre, often entirely unlike human forms. They have been turned to granite and sandstone, coarsened and warped. A shape-shifter who was transforming into a tiger, a vampire who had fallen to the ground, magicians with their hands raised in a vain attempt to protect themselves…


There is not a trace left of the humans. The Twilight has swallowed them, digested them, and reduced them to nothing.


Rustam and I are shaking. We have torn and bloodied each other’s skin with our nails. Well, we had been thinking for a long time of becoming blood brothers.


“Merlin said that Others would be cast out on the final level of the Twilight, the seventh…,” Rustam says in a quiet voice. “He was wrong. But this is not a bad result either…This battle will live down through the ages…. It is a glorious battle.”


“Look,” I say to him. “Look, my brother.”


Rustam looks—not with his eyes, but in the way that we Others know how to look. And he turns pale.


This battle will not live down through the ages. We shall never glory in it.


To kill the enemy is valorous. To condemn him to torment is infamous. To condemn him to eternal torment is eternal infamy.


They are still alive. Turned to stone. Deprived of movement and Power, touch, vision, hearing, and all the senses granted to men and Others.


But they are alive and they will remain alive—until the stone is reduced to sand, and perhaps even longer than that.


We can see their auras quivering with life. We can see their amazement, fear, fury.


We shall not glory in this battle.


We shall not talk about it.


And we shall never again pronounce the prickly, alien words that summon up the White Mist….


 


Why was I looking up at Alisher? And what was the ceiling doing there behind his head?


“Are you back with us, Anton?”


I lifted myself up on my elbows and looked around.


The East is subtle. The East can be sensitive. Everyone in the chaikhana had pretended that they hadn’t seen me faint. They had left Alisher to get on with bringing me around.


“The White Mist,” I said.


“All right, all right,” said Alisher, nodding. He was seriously alarmed. “I made a mistake, not haze but mist. I’m sorry. But what reason is there to faint?”


“Rustam and Gesar used the White Mist,” I said. “And three years ago…anyway, Gesar taught me that spell. He taught me it very thoroughly. Shared his memories. Anyway…now I can remember how it all was.”


“Is it really so very grim?” Alisher asked.


“Yes, very. I don’t want to go to that place.”


“But it was all a long time ago,” Alisher said reassuringly. “It’s all over now, it’s been forgotten for ages….”


“If only…,” I said, but I didn’t try to explain. If Alisher was unlucky enough, he would see it and understand for himself. Because we would have to go to the Plateau of the Demons in any case. The Rustam in my borrowed memories was nothing at all like Afandi.


Just at that moment Afandi came back from the toilet. He sat down on his cushion, looked at me, and asked, “Decided to take a rest, did you? It’s too soon for resting, we’ll have a rest after the pilaf.”


“I’m not so sure,” I muttered as I sat down.


“Ah, what a fine thing civilization is!” Afandi went on, as if he hadn’t heard me. “You’re both young, you don’t know what blessings civilization has brought to the world.”


“Was the lightbulb in there actually working, then?” I murmured. “Alisher, ask that waiter to get a move on with the pilaf, will you?”


Alisher frowned. “You’re in a hurry…”


He got up, but just at that moment a young man appeared with a large dish. Naturally, one plate for everyone, just as it should be…reddish, crumbly rice, orange carrots, a generous amount of meat, a whole head of garlic on the top.


“I told you the food here was good,” Alisher said delightedly.


But I looked at the man who had brought the pilaf and wondered where the young boy had gone. And why this waiter was acting so nervous.


I took a handful of rice and raised it to my face. Then I looked at the waiter. He started nodding and smiling eagerly.


“Mutton in garlic sauce,” I said.


“What sauce?” Alisher asked in amazement.


“I was just remembering the wise Holmes and the naefve Watson,” I replied, no longer concerned that my Russian might seem out of place. “The garlic is to cover the smell of the arsenic. You told me yourself—in the East you have to trust your nose, not your eyes. My dear fellow, have a little pilaf with us!”


The waiter shook his head and slowly backed away. Out of curiosity I took a look at him through the Twilight. The predominant colors in his aura were yellow and green. Fear. He was no professional killer. And he had brought the poisoned pilaf himself, instead of his younger brother, because he was afraid for him. It’s amazing what abominable things people will do out of love for their nearest and dearest.


Basically, it was all pure improvisation. Some filthy substance with arsenic had been found in the chaikhana, some kind of rat poison. And someone had given the order to feed us poisoned pilaf. It’s not possible to kill a powerful Other that way, but they could easily have weakened and distracted us.


“I’ll make lagman noodles out of you,” I promised the waiter. “And feed them to your little brother. Is the chaikhana being watched?”


“I…I don’t know….” The waiter had realized that, despite the way I looked, he ought to speak Russian. “I don’t know. They ordered me to do it!”


“Get out!” I said, standing up. “There won’t be any tip.”


The waiter dashed for the door of the kitchen. And the customers started leaving the chaikhana, deciding to take the opportunity not to pay. What had frightened him so badly? What I said, or the way I said it?


“Anton, don’t burn a hole in your trousers,” said Alisher.


I looked down—there was a hissing Fireball spinning in my hand. I had gotten so furious that the spell had slipped off the tips of my fingers into the launch stage.


“I ought to burn down this nest of vipers, just to teach them a lesson,” I hissed through my teeth.


Alisher didn’t say anything. He smiled awkwardly and frowned by turns. I understood exactly what he wanted to say. That these people were not to blame. They had been ordered to do it, and they couldn’t refuse. That this modest chaikhana was all that they had. That it fed two or three large families with little children and old grandparents. But he didn’t say anything, because in this case I had a right to start a little fire. A man who tries to poison three Light Magicians deserves to be shown what’s what, to teach him and other people a lesson. We’re Light Ones, not saints….


“The shurpa was good…,” Alisher said quietly.


“Let’s leave via the Twilight,” I said, transforming the Fireball into a thin plume of flame and directing it at the dish of pilaf. The rice and meat were reduced to glowing ashes, together with the arsenic. “I don’t want to show myself in the doorway. These bastards work too quickly.”


Alisher nodded gratefully and got up, stamped on the embers in the dish, and emptied two teapots on it just to be sure.


“The green tea was good too,” I said. “Listen, the tea looks pretty ordinary. Pretty poor stuff, to be honest. But it tastes really good!”


“The important thing is to brew it right,” Alisher replied, relieved by the change of subject. “When a teapot is fifty years old and it hasn’t ever been washed…” He paused, but when he didn’t see an expression of disgust on my face, he went on. “That’s the ingenious part! This clever crust forms on the inside—tannins, essential oils, flavonoids…”


“Are there really flavonoids in tea?” I asked in surprise, hanging my bag over my shoulder again. I’d almost forgotten it. The underwear wouldn’t have mattered, but the bag also contained the selection of battle amulets that Gesar had given me, not to mention five thick wads of dollars!


“Well, maybe I’m confusing things…” Alisher admitted. “But it’s the crust that does it; it’s like brewing tea inside a shell of tea…”


Taking Afandi under the arms in the way that was already a habit, we entered the Twilight. The cunning old man didn’t argue. On the contrary, he pulled up his legs and dangled between us, giggling repulsively and crying out, “Hup! Hup!” I thought that if, despite what Gesar’s memories told me, Afandi really was Rustam, I wouldn’t let his age prevent me from giving him an earful of good old vernacular.


Chapter 5 









 


 

TO BE QUITE HONEST, I WOULD HAVE PREFERRED A RUSSIAN UAZ OR Niva. Not out of patriotic considerations, but because the Toyota jeep was by no means the most common car in Uzbekistan, and disguising it with magic would have been like unfurling a flag over my head and howling, “Here we are! Come and get us!”


However, Afandi had told me very definitely that the road ahead was bad. Very bad. And the only Niva we came across near the chaikhana was in such terrible condition that it would have been shameful to subject the old lady to such mockery and humiliation.


But the Toyota was new, and tricked out with all the gear, the way they do things in Asia—if you can afford to buy an expensive car, then let it have the works! A sports silencer, a bicycle rack (although the potbellied owner hadn’t been on a bike since he was a child), a CD-changer, a tow-bar, and facings on the doorsills—pretty much all the glittering trash that the manufacturers invent to hike up the basic price by an extra fifty percent.


The owner of the car was apparently also the owner of the local market. He looked like a standard Uzbek bey, the way they’re always shown in the cartoons. In other words, about as credible as the fat capitalist with the eternal cigar clutched in his teeth. The irony of the situation was that this guy had probably derived all his ideas about how a rich man ought to look from children’s cartoons and fashionable European magazines. He was fat. He had an Uzbek skullcap embroidered with gold thread on his head. He was wearing a very expensive suit that was clearly too tight. And an equally expensive tie that had definitely been splattered with fatty food more than once and then run through the washing machine. He had a pair of polished shoes that were quite out of place in the dusty street. And gold rings with huge artificial gemstones or “dopealines” as the jewelry traders spitefully refer to them. The skullcap was supposed to symbolize his closeness to the people, and all the rest symbolized his European gloss. He was clutching a cell phone in one hand—an expensive one, but the kind that ought to belong to a rich young dope, not a respectable businessman.


“Will this car be OK for us?” I asked Afandi.


“It’s a good car,” Afandi said.


I glanced around once again—there were no Others to be seen anywhere nearby. No enemies, no allies, no ordinary Others living among the ordinary human beings. So that was fine.


I emerged from the Twilight and looked hard at the owner of the 4x4. I touched him gently with Power and then waited until he turned to face me, knitting his thick brows in bewilderment. I smiled and sent him two spells with names that are much too flowery to bother with here. They’re usually referred to as Haven’t Seen You for Ages and Bosom Buddies.


The modern-day bey’s face dissolved into a broad smile.


The two young guys accompanying him—either bodyguards or distant relatives—stared at me suspiciously. In the Twilight my hastily applied mask as Timur had fallen away, and this unfamiliar Russian who was walking toward their boss with his arms held out wide naturally made them wary.


“Ah, how long it’s been!” I shouted. “My father’s old friend!”


Unfortunately, he was about twenty years older than me. Otherwise I could have gotten away with the “old school friend” line, or “Remember our times in the army, brother!” But then, in recent years, the “times in the army” approach had worked less and less often: The mark was simply unable to figure out how he could possibly have served in the army with you when he had “honestly” bought his way out of military service with a bundle of greenbacks from the good old USA. Some people had even developed a serious neurosis as a result.


“Son of my old friend!” the man howled, opening his arms wide to embrace me. “Where have you been all this time?”


The important thing at this point is to give the other person just a little bit of information. He’ll invent the rest for himself.


“Me? I’ve been living in Mariupol with my grandmother!” I told him. “Oh, how glad I am to see you! You’re such a big man here now!”


We hugged each other. The man had a delicious smell of shashlik and eau de cologne. Except that there was rather too much eau de cologne.


“And what a fine car you have!” I added with a glance of approval at the Toyota jeep. “Is that the one you wanted to sell me?”


A melancholy expression appeared in the man’s eyes, but Bosom Buddies gave him no choice. Never mind, he ought to have been happy that Gesar had equipped us so generously for our journey. Otherwise I would have asked him to give me the Toyota.


“But…it’s…” he protested sadly.


“Here!” I opened my bag, took out four wads of dollars, and thrust them into his hand. “Now, the keys, please, if you don’t mind. I’m really in a hurry!”


“It…it’s worth more than that…,” the man said in a wretched voice.


“But I’m taking it secondhand!” I explained. “Right?”


“That’s right,” he admitted, speaking slowly.


“Uncle Farhad!” one of the young men exclaimed in bewilderment.


Farhad gave him a strict glance, and the youth fell silent.


“Don’t interrupt when your elders are talking, don’t shame me in front of the son of my old friend!” Farhad barked. “What will the son of my old friend think?”


The young guys were in a panic, but they kept quiet.


I took the keys out of the man’s hands and got into the driver’s seat. I breathed in the fresh smell of the leather upholstery and glanced at the dashboard. Yes, the car was definitely secondhand. According to the odometer, it had traveled three hundred kilometers.


I waved to the three men who had been left with forty thousand dollars instead of their means of transport. Then I drove out onto the road and said, “Everybody leave the Twilight!”


Alisher and Afandi appeared on the empty backseat.


“I would have given him a little more happiness,” said Alisher. “So he wouldn’t suffer too much afterward. He looks pretty spiteful, not a very good man, but even so…”


“More spells only make a screwup all the more likely,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s all right. I paid him fair and square. He’ll survive.”


“Are we going to wait for Edgar?” Alisher asked. “Or look for the Light Ones?”


I’d already thought about these choices and rejected them.


“No, there’s no point. Let’s make straight for the hills. The farther we are from people, the quieter it’ll be.”


 


Alisher took my place at the wheel when it started getting dark. We had been driving south from Samarkand, toward the Afghan border, for three hours. Just as twilight fell, the asphalt road had given way to an appallingly bad dirt track. I moved to the backseat, where Afandi was snoring peacefully, and decided to follow the old man’s example. But before I dozed off, I took several battle amulets out of my bag.


Novices are often fond of all sorts of magical wands, crystals, and knives, either made by their own hand or charged by a more powerful magician. Even a weak and inexperienced magician can achieve a quite astounding effect if he prepares an artifact with loving care and pumps it full of Power. The problem is that this effect—powerful, prolonged, and precise—is a one-off. You can’t attach two different spells to the same object. A magic wand intended to belch out flame will cope magnificently with its task, even in the hands of a weak Other. But if his opponent guesses what is happening and raises a defense against fire, the wand and its miraculous flames are useless. It can’t freeze, dry, or stand someone on his head. You can either use the fire that’s available, or hammer away with the wand as if it were a club. It’s no accident that weak magicians who have dealings with people (and it’s precisely the weak magicians who interfere in human affairs or involve people in their own) have always used a magical staff—a hybrid of the usual wand and a long club. Some of them, to be honest, have been far more skillful with the club than at using magic. I remember how all of us in the Watch went to the Pushkin movie theater for the premiere of Lord of the Rings. Everything was fine until the Light Gandalf and the Dark Saruman started fighting each other with their magic staffs. The two rows filled with Others broke into genuinely Homeric laughter. Especially the trainees, who had it drilled into them every day that a magician who relied on artifacts was simply an idle show-off, more interested in appearances than efficiency. A magician’s power lies in his skill in using the Twilight and spells.


But of course there are exceptions to every rule. If an experienced magician has managed to foretell the future, no matter how—by skillful analysis of the lines of probability, or simply from his own experience—then a charged artifact is quite indispensable. Are you certain that your opponent is a werewolf, who cannot manipulate Power directly and relies on physical strength and speed? One accelerating amulet, one pendant with a Shield that is activated at close quarters, one simple wand (many prefer to charm an ordinary pencil—wood and graphite make an excellent accumulator for Power) with a freezing spell. And there you are! You can quite confidently send a seventh-level magician off to hunt down a Higher Werewolf. The Shield will repulse the attack, the amulet will lend the magician’s movement quite incredible speed, and the temporal Freeze will transform the enemy into a motionless bundle of fur and fury. Call for transport, and he’s ready for shipping to the Inquisition.


The artifacts in my bag were far more valuable than the money lying beside them. And they had been prepared by Gesar in person…well, perhaps not prepared, but at least selected from the special stores in the armory. I could be sure that they were powerful and that they would be useful. I suddenly remembered an old Australian cartoon film that I had seen when I was a kid, Around the World in Eighty Days. In that cartoon, the coolheaded English gentleman Phileas Fogg, who was attempting to set a new record for traveling around the world, seemed like a cunning fortune-teller who always knew what he would need in the hours ahead. If he took a wrench, a stuffed opossum, and a bunch of bananas with him in the morning, then by the time evening came, the stuffed animal had plugged a leak in the side of a ship, the wrench had braced shut a door that his enemies were trying to break down, and the bananas had been given to a monkey in exchange for a ticket on a steamship. All in all, it was very much like a computer game in the “quest” genre, where you find you have an effective use for every item.


Artifacts from Gesar could be used for their designated purpose or in some entirely unexpected way. But whatever happened, some use was usually found for them.


I laid the twelve items out on the seat between me and the snoring Afandi, and I studied them carefully. I should have done this earlier, but I hadn’t taken them out at home because I didn’t want to attract Nadya’s attention. I hadn’t felt like fiddling with magical artifacts on the plane, either, and after that there simply hadn’t been time. Wouldn’t it be annoying if I discovered one of the amulets was a weapon against golems!


Two portable battle wands, each no longer than ten centimeters. The first was made out of ebony—fire. The second was made out of a walrus tusk—ice. Well, they were both commonplace and useful. I’d managed without them so far, but anything could happen.


Four silver rings with protective spells. That was a very strange set! The standard magician’s Shield protected against everything, you just had to feed it with energy. An Other didn’t often need protective rings. And here I had specific protection against fire, ice, acid…and vacuum. At first I couldn’t believe what I’d seen through the Twilight. I studied the last ring carefully. No, I was right! If the pressure suddenly dropped, the ring started to work and held the air around the person wearing it.


That was strange. Of course, there were several battle spells that suffocated the enemy, some by removing the air from around him. The things that had been thought up in thousands of years of warfare! But as far as I knew, nobody actually used these whimsical and slow spells in battle.


Four bracelets. At least it was quite clear what they were for! Four different spells that forced a man or an Other to tell the truth. If Rustam got really stubborn, all I had to do was say “Tell me the truth,” and the ancient magician would be struck with a blow of absolutely monstrous Power. The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.


The final two amulets were rather less ordinary, both in appearance and content, and had quite clearly been prepared by Gesar himself for this mission of ours. The first was a SIM card for a cell phone, in a little plastic box. An ordinary card, but pumped full of magic. I studied it for a while, but I couldn’t figure it out. Then I decided to experiment: I took my own card out of my phone and put the one charged with magic in its place.


It didn’t make any sense! It was a copy of my own SIM card! But what for? So I wouldn’t have to waste money on calls to Moscow? What raving nonsense!


I thought for a while and then asked Alisher to call my number. Strangely enough, the phone still worked there.


My phone rang immediately. Everything was OK, it really was a copy of my SIM, but it had been treated with magic for some reason…. I shrugged and decided to leave the card in my phone. Maybe it coded the calls in some clever magical way? But I’d never heard of any magic like that before.


The final amulet was a small stone rolled smooth by the sea, with a hole in it—something I’d once heard was called a “chicken god.” Human superstition believes it brings good luck. A cunningly woven silver chain that looked like a thick, twisted thread ran through the hole.


In itself, of course, a “chicken god” doesn’t bring any good luck, but that doesn’t stop children from searching enthusiastically for them on the seashore and then wearing them on a string around their necks. This stone, however, had been enchanted with a complex spell that partially resembled the Domination. Was that for the conversation with Rustam too? I thought about it for a while and then hung the chain around my neck. It couldn’t do any harm….


All I still had to do was distribute the rings and the wands. I didn’t think about that for too long either. I nudged Afandi awake and asked him to put on the rings. He exclaimed “Ah!” in delight, put the rings on his left hand, admired them—and nodded off again.


I gave the wands to Alisher, and he put them in the breast pocket of his shirt without saying a word. They stuck out like Parker or Mont Blanc ball-point pens, no less elegant and almost as deadly. I say almost because a single stroke of a boss’s pen could kill more people than those battle wands ever could.


“I’ll get some sleep,” I told Alisher.


He didn’t say anything for a while. The jeep was slowly making its way up the rocky track, which had been climbed by donkeys far more often than by four wheels. The beams of the headlights swung from left to right and right to left, alternately picking out a steep rocky cliff and a sheer drop with a river roaring at the bottom.


“Sleep,” said Alisher. “But take a look at the probability lines first. The road’s really bad.”


“I wouldn’t even call it a road,” I said. I closed my eyes and looked into the Twilight. Into the immediate future, where the sinuous, interwoven lines of probability led.


I didn’t like the picture I saw. There were too many lines that broke off abruptly and ended at the bottom of the ravine.


“Alisher, stop. You’re too exhausted to drive through the mountains in the dark. Let’s wait until morning.”


Alisher shook his head stubbornly. “No, I can sense that we have to hurry.”


I could sense that too, so I didn’t argue.


“Shall I drive?” I suggested.


“I don’t think you’re any wider awake than I am, Anton. Give me a blast, will you?”


I sighed. I don’t like using magic to drive away sleep and tiredness, to sharpen the senses. Not because of the negative consequences (there aren’t any; get a good sleep afterward, and you’re fine). That’s not the problem. The problem is that very soon you stop relying on your usual senses and start using a constant feed of magical energy, walking around hyped-up all the time, like a manic-depressive in the manic phase. Everything you do goes well, and you’re a welcome guest in any company, a bright spark, a jester. But sooner or later you get used to it, you want to be even livelier, even wittier, have even more energy. You increase the flow of Power stimulating your nerves. And so it goes, until you discover that you’re spending all the Power that you are capable of processing on maintaining an artificial level of vivacity. And you are simply afraid to stop.


Addiction to magic is no different from ordinary drug addiction. Except that only Others suffer from it.


“Give me a blast,” Alisher asked me again. He stopped the car, put on the hand brake, threw his head back, and closed his eyes.


I put one hand on his face and the other on the short-cropped top of his head and concentrated. I imagined the stream of Power moving through my body and starting to seep out through my palms, soaking into Alisher’s head, running along his nerves like cold fire, sparking across the synapses, jolting every neuron…. No special spells were needed, I was working with pure Power. The most important thing here was a clear understanding of the physiological process.


“That’s enough,” Alisher said in a fresher voice. “That feels really good. I’d just like a bite to eat.”


“Just a moment.” I leaned over the seat into the hatchback. My instincts had not misled me: There were two boxes of cola in plastic bottles and several boxes of chocolate bars. “Will you have some cola?”


“What?” Alisher exclaimed. “Cola? Sure! And I’ll have some of those bars too! God bless America!”


“Isn’t that a bit too much just for inventing a sickly sweet lemonade substitute and highly calorific candy?”


Instead of answering, Alisher pressed a button on the stereo console and a second later the speakers started playing a rhythmic sequence of chords.


“It’s for the rock-and-roll, too,” he said imperturbably.


We sat there awhile eating chocolate bars and washing them down with cola. All Others have a sweet tooth. Still snoring, Afandi smacked his lips and reached out his hand. I put a chocolate bar in his fingers that were now decorated with the rings. Afandi munched the candy bar without waking up. He carried on snoring.


“We’ll be there at three o’clock,” Alisher told me. “Are we going to wait until morning?”


“The night is our time,” I replied. “We’ll wake old man Rustam up. He doesn’t work very hard anyway.”


“It’s strange,” said Alisher. “Odd. Does he live there like a hermit, in a cave?”


“Why do you think that?” I asked, and pondered for a moment. “Maybe he grazes goats or sheep. Or he keeps bees up in the mountains. Or he has a weather station.”


“Or an observatory for watching the stars…What was that strange ring you put on Afandi’s hand?”


“You mean the one with the ruby? Protection against a vacuum.”


“Very exotic,” said Alisher, sucking on his plastic bottle. “I can’t remember a case of an Other being killed in a vacuum.”


“I can.”


Alisher said nothing for a few seconds, then he nodded and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. Does it still bother you?”


“We were friends…almost. As far as a Light One and a Dark One can be.”


“Not just a Dark One. Kostya was a vampire.”


“He never killed anyone,” I said simply. “And it wasn’t his fault that he didn’t grow up as a human being. Gennady made him a vampire.”


“Who’s that?”


“His father.”


“What a bastard.”


“Don’t be so quick to judge. The boy wasn’t even a year old when he ended up in the hospital. Double pneumonia and allergies to antibiotics. Basically, the parents were told that their son wouldn’t survive. You know, there are some wonderful doctors who shouldn’t even be allowed to practice as vets, for the poor cows’ sake: ‘Your little boy’s going to die, prepare yourselves for that. You’re still young, you can have another child….’ Of course, they couldn’t have another. Kostya was Gennady’s posthumous child. After initiation, vampires retain the ability to impregnate and conceive for quite a long time; it’s one of nature’s strange jokes. But they can only have one child. After that, the vampire becomes sterile.”


“Yes, that’s what I heard,” Alisher said, nodding.


“So Gennady had a talk with his wife. She was a human being. She knew her husband was a vampire…there are families like that. But he hadn’t killed anyone, he was a very law-abiding vampire, she loved him…. Anyway, he bit her. Initiated her. Their plan was for the mother to initiate the son. But she was still metamorphosing, and the baby started dying. Gennady bit him, too, and Kostya got well. That is, he died, of course. Died as a human being. But he recovered from his pneumonia. The doctor started running around, crowing that it was all due to her remarkable talent. Gennady once admitted to me that he almost went for her throat when she started hinting that the right thing to do would be to reward her for the miraculous recovery.”


Alisher was silent for a while. Then he said, “All the same, they’re vampires. It would have been better if the boy had died.”


“Well, he did die,” I said. I suddenly found this conversation disgusting. Kostya had been a very normal child, except that once a week he had to drink preserved blood. He loved playing football, reading fairy tales and science fiction, and then he had decided to study biology, so that he could analyze the nature of vampirism and teach vampires how to manage without human blood.


But Alisher wouldn’t understand me. He was a true watchman. A genuine Light One. But I tried to understand even the Dark Ones. Even vampires. To understand and forgive…or at least understand. Forgiving was the hardest thing. Sometimes forgiving was the hardest thing in the whole world.


The telephone in my pocket rang and I took it out. Aha. An even gray glow.


“Hi, Edgar,” I said.


After a short pause Edgar asked, “Has your phone identified my number?”


“No, I guessed.”


“You’re powerful,” Edgar replied in a strange voice. “Anton, I’m already in Samarkand. Where are all of you?”


“All of us?”


“You, Alisher, and Afandi.” The Inquisitor clearly hadn’t wasted the last hour or so. “Well, you’ve created a fine mess here…”


“We have?” I protested, outraged.


“All right, maybe not just you,” Edgar acknowledged. “But you too. Why did you take the car from the director of the market?”


“We didn’t take it, we bought it. In accordance with the clauses concerning the need to confiscate means of transport in an emergency. Shall I recite the relevant paragraphs?”


“Anton, cool it,” Edgar said quickly. “No one’s accusing you of anything. But the situation really is pretty bleak. To cover it up, we’ll have to put out a story about the elimination of a large gang of terrorists. And you know how we hate disguising our own…our own failures as human crimes.”


“Edgar, I understand you,” I said. “But what has this got to do with us? I have personal business with an Other who doesn’t serve in the Watches. I flew here unofficially and I have a perfect right to move around the country.”


“By virtue of the emergency situation, only with the knowledge and under the surveillance of a member of a Watch,” Edgar corrected me.


“Well, Afandi’s with us.”


Edgar sighed. I thought I heard someone say something in the background.


“OK, Anton. Deal with your personal business…which the Inquisition will have to deal with afterward. Only, don’t go driving through the mountains at night, you’ll end up at the bottom of a precipice.”


To be honest, I was actually touched by his concern.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll rest until morning.”


“OK, Anton,” Edgar repeated. After a pause he muttered rather awkwardly, “It was good talking to you…despite everything.”


I put the phone away and said, “He’s strange, that Edgar. He was strange as a Dark One, too. But when he became an Inquisitor, he changed completely.”


“You know, I think that sooner or later you’ll end up as an Inquisitor yourself,” Alisher said in a very humdrum voice.


I thought about what he’d said and shook my head. “No, there’s no way. My wife and daughter are Higher Light Ones. They don’t take guys like that into the Inquisition.”


“I’m very glad that’s the case,” Alisher said seriously. “Well, then, shall we go?”


And at that very moment the mountains shook. Gently at first, as if the strength of the rocks was being tested. Then more and more powerfully.


“An earthquake!” Afandi howled, waking up instantly. “Out of the car!”


When he wanted, he could be very serious indeed. We jumped out of the jeep, walked a bit higher up the track, and froze. The mountains were shuddering. Small stones began slithering down the slope and showering onto us. Alisher and I automatically erected a joint protective dome. Afandi did his bit too—he set one hand above his eyes and started surveying the night in search of unknown danger.


And he actually spotted something.


“Look over there!” he shouted, jumping up and down and reaching out his hand. “That way! That way!”


We turned around, keeping the Shield above our heads: The rocks bounced off it with a clatter. We followed Afandi’s gaze and enhanced our night vision (actually, after the stimulation I’d given him, Alisher didn’t really need to do that).


And we saw the next mountain, covered with thick forest, being reduced to rubble.


It looked as if mighty hammer blows were being struck from within the mountain crest. The mountain was repeatedly jolted and waterfalls of small stones, avalanches of boulders, and entire groves of trees showered down off it, rapidly filling up the ravines. In a few minutes the kilometer-high peak was transformed into a plateau of crushed stone and woodchips from the shattered tree trunks.


Then I got the idea of looking at the mountain through the Twilight.


And I saw a vortex of Power spinning above the disaster zone.


It was either the vortex of a curse that had been put on the place or some special kind of spell that caused an earthquake. I didn’t know which. But there was no doubt at all that the catastrophe had been caused by magic.


“They missed,” said Alisher. “Anton…did you talk to Edgar?”


“Yes.”


“Are you sure the Inquisition doesn’t have any beefs to settle with you?”


I gulped to swallow the lump that had risen in my throat. Beefs with the Inquisition were very, very bad news.


“The Inquisition wouldn’t have missed…,” I began, and then broke off. I took out my cell phone and looked at it through the Twilight. Inside its cocoon of plastic, metal, and silicon, the SIM card was pulsating with a blue light. Typical behavior for a working amulet.


“I think I know what happened,” I said, keying in a number. “And I don’t think it had anything to do with the Inquisition.”


“Hello, Anton,” Gesar said, as if I hadn’t woken him. But then, it was still evening in Moscow.


“Gesar, I need to have a word with someone from the European tribunal. Immediately.”


“With one of the Masters?” Gesar asked.


“Well, not the assistant night watchman!”


“Wait a moment,” Gesar said calmly. “And don’t cut the call off afterward.”


I had to wait for about three minutes. All that time we stood there, watching the vortex of Power calming down. The sight was like something out of a fairy tale. That earthquake had probably used up the energy of some ancient and powerful amulet. Like the ones they held in the special vaults at the Inquisition.


“My name is Eric,” I heard a strong, confident voice say. “What can I do for you, Light One?”


“Mr. Eric,” I said, without bothering to inquire what position he held in the Inquisition—they really don’t like revealing their hierarchy. “At the moment I am close to the city of Samarkand in Uzbekistan. We have an emergency on our hands. Could you tell me if the Inquisition sent its staff member Edgar here?”


“Edgar?” Eric asked thoughtfully. “Which one?”


“To be quite honest, I never knew his surname,” I admitted. “A former member of the Moscow Day Watch, he moved to the Inquisition after the trial of Igor Teplov in Prague….”


“Yes, yes, yes,” Eric said more brightly. “Edgar. Of course. No, we haven’t sent him to Samarkand.”


“Then who have you sent?”


“I don’t know if you are aware of the fact, Anton,” Eric said with undisguised irony, “but the European Bureau deals with Europe. And also with Russia, owing to its ambivalent geographic location. We don’t have either the resources or the desire to take on events in Asia, where the country of Uzbekistan is located. You need to contact the Asian Bureau, which at the moment is located in Beijing. Shall I give you the number?”


“No, thank you,” I replied. “And where is Edgar now?”


“On leave. For”—there was a brief pause—“for a month already. Is there anything else?”


“A word of advice,” I said, unable to restrain myself. “Check where Inquisitor Edgar was during the events in Edinburgh that you already know about.”


“Just a moment, Anton,” said Eric, finally losing his cool. “Are you trying to tell me—”


“That’s all I have to say,” I blurted into the phone.


Gesar who, of course, had listened to every single word of the conversation, immediately cut Eric off and said, “Congratulations, Anton. We’ve figured out who one of the three is. You’ve figured it out.”


“Thanks for the SIM card,” I replied. “If it hadn’t distorted my location signal, I’d already be dead.”


“It’s actually intended to make your voice sound convincing when you talk to people on the phone,” said Gesar. “The location malfunction is a side effect. I just can’t seem to get rid of it. All right, carry on the good work! We’ll get straight on to Edgar.”


I looked at the phone pensively, then cut the connection and put it in my pocket. Had Gesar been joking about making my voice sound convincing, or was it the truth?


“Edgar,” Alisher said in a satisfied voice. “So it was Edgar! I knew Dark Ones couldn’t be trusted. Not even Inquisitors.”


Chapter 6 








 


 

WE DROVE ONTO THE PLATEAU OF THE DEMONS AT HALF PAST THREE IN the morning. On the way we passed an aul, a tiny settlement in the mountains—fewer than ten small clay-walled houses set back a little way from the road. There was a bonfire on the only small street, with people crowding around it—ten or twenty of them, no more than that. The earthquake had evidently frightened the inhabitants of the aul and they were afraid to spend the night in their houses.


Alisher was still driving. I was alternately dozing on the backseat and thinking about Edgar.


What had made him go against the Watches and the Inquisition? Why had he broken every possible taboo and involved human beings in his machinations?


I couldn’t understand it. Edgar was a careerist, like all Dark Ones, of course he was. He could kill if necessary. He could do absolutely anything at all, Dark Ones had no moral prohibitions. But to do something that set him in opposition to all Others—that could only be explained by insanity or a thirst for Power. And then, Edgar had so much Baltic restraint and reserve. Spending decades crawling up the career ladder was easy. But staking everything on a single throw of the dice?


What had he found out about the Crown of All Things? What information had he dug up in the archives of the Inquisition? Who else had he managed to involve? The Dark vampire and the Light Healer—who were they? Where were they from? Why had they conspired with an Inquisitor? What goals could a Dark One, a Light One, and an Inquisitor have in common?


But then, the goal wasn’t too hard to figure out. The goal was always one and the same: Power. Power in all its forms. You could say that we Light Ones were different. That we didn’t need Power for Power’s sake, but only in order to help people. And that was probably true. But we still needed Power. Every Other is familiar with that sweet temptation, that delicious sensation of his own strength: the vampire, sucking on a young girl’s throat; the healer, saving a dying child with a wave of his hand. What difference did it make what it was for? Every Other would find a way to apply the might that he acquired.


I was far more concerned about another point. Edgar had been involved in the business with the Fuaran. He had been in contact with Kostya Saushkin.


And that brought me back to that unfortunate youth, Victor Prokhorov. The boy Vitya, who had been friends with the boy Kostya…


Again and again everything pointed to Kostya Saushkin. What if he had managed to survive somehow? If he’d used his final scraps of Power to erect some kind of vampire Shield around himself and lived long enough to set up a portal and disappear from his burning space suit? And then he’d gotten in touch with Edgar?


No, it was impossible, of course. The Inquisition had checked the matter very carefully. But what if Edgar had already been playing a double game, even then? And he had falsified the results of the investigation?


But even so, it still didn’t add up. Why would he save a vampire he had just been hunting? Save him and then conspire with him? What could Kostya do for him? Without the Fuaran—nothing! And the book had been destroyed, that was absolutely certain. It had been observed just as carefully as Kostya. And its destruction had been confirmed by magical means. The discharge of energy when such a powerful and ancient artifact is destroyed is quite impossible to confuse with anything else.


Basically, there was no way that Edgar could have saved Kostya—that was the first conclusion. And he didn’t have any need to save him—that was the second.


But even so, even so…


Alisher stopped the jeep and switched off the engine. The silence that fell was deafening.


“I think we’re here,” he said. He stroked the steering wheel and added: “A good little car. I didn’t think we’d make it.”


I turned back toward Afandi, but he was no longer asleep. He was looking at the freakish stone figures scattered about in front of us, with his lips tightly pressed together.


“Still standing there,” I said.


Afandi glanced at me in genuine fright.


“I know about it,” I explained.


“It was a bad business,” Afandi said with a sigh. “Ugly. Not worthy of a Light One.”


“Afandi, are you Rustam?”


Afandi shook his head. “No, Anton. I’m not Rustam. I’m his pupil.”


He opened the door and climbed out of the car. After pausing for a second, he murmured, “I am not Rustam, but I will be Rustam….”


Alisher and I glanced at each other and got out of the car too.


It was quiet and cool—it’s always cool in the mountains at night, even in summer. And it was just starting to get light. The plateau that I knew from Gesar’s memories had hardly changed at all. Except perhaps that the outlines of the stone figures had been softened by the wind and the rare showers of rain: They were less clearly defined, but were still recognizable. A group of magicians with their hands raised in invocatory spells, a werewolf, a magician running…


I started to shiver.


“What is this…,” Alisher whispered. “What happened here?”


He reached into his pocket and took out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.


“Give me one too,” I said.


We lit up. The air around us was so pure that the sharp smell of tobacco seemed like a memory of home, a reminder of the smog of the city.


“These…were they people?” Alisher asked, pointing to the blocks of stone.


“Others,” I told him.


“And they…”


“They didn’t die. They turned to stone. Lost all their external senses. But their reason remained, attached to the lumps of rock.” I looked at Afandi, but he was still standing there, pensively examining the field of the ancient battle, or watching the eastern horizon, where the sky had turned slightly pink.


Then I looked at the plateau through the Twilight.


The sight was genuinely bloodcurdling.


What Gesar had seen two thousand years ago had made him feel fear and revulsion. But what I saw now made me feel pity and pain.


Almost all the Dark Ones who had been turned to stone by the White Mist were insane. Their reason had not been able to withstand being incarcerated in total isolation from any sense organs. The fluttering colored auras around the stones blazed with the brown and reddish-green fire of madness. If I try to think of something to compare this sight with, it looked like hundreds of total lunatics whirling around on the spot—or rather, standing there absolutely motionless, screaming, giggling, groaning, weeping, muttering, drooling, scratching their faces, or trying to poke their own eyes out.


There were only a few auras that retained some remnants of reason. Their owners were either distinguished by quite incredible willpower, or they were blazing with the thirst for revenge. There was not much madness in them, but they were overflowing with fury, hatred, and the desire to annihilate everyone and everything.


I stopped looking through the Twilight and looked at Alisher instead. The young magician was still smoking, and he hadn’t noticed that his cigarette had already burned down to the filter. He only dropped the butt when it scorched his fingers. And then he said, “The Dark Ones got what they deserved.”


“Don’t you feel any pity for them?” I asked.


“They abuse our pity.”


“But if you have no pity in you, how do we differ from them?”


“In our color,” said Alisher. He looked at Afandi and asked, “Where should we seek the Great Rustam, Afandi?”


“You have found him, Light One with a heart of stone,” Afandi replied in a quiet voice. And he turned to face us.


He had transformed with the speed of a mature shape-shifter. He was a whole head taller and much wider in the shoulders—his shirt had split and the upper button had been torn out, together with a piece of cloth. To my surprise, his skin had turned lighter, and his eyes had become bright blue. I had to remind myself that two thousand years earlier the inhabitants of this part of Asia had looked quite different from the way they did now. Nowadays a Russian will smile when someone from Central Asia tells him that his ancestors had light-brown hair and blue eyes. But there is a lot more truth in these words than modern-day Russians realize.


Rustam’s hair, however, was actually black. And of course, his Eastern origins could be seen in the features of his face.


“So you are Rustam after all,” I said, bowing my head. “Greetings, Great One! Thank you for responding to our request.”


Beside me Alisher went down on one knee, like a valorous knight in front of his lord—respectfully, but proudly.


“Afandi is not Rustam,” the ancient magician replied. His gaze was clouded, as if he were listening to someone else’s voice. “Afandi is my pupil, my friend, my guardian. I no longer live among people. My home is the Twilight. If I need to walk among mortals, I borrow his body.”


So that was it! I nodded in acknowledgment of his words and said, “You know why we have come here, Great One.”


“I do, and I would prefer not to answer Gesar’s question.”


“Gesar said that you—”


“My debt to Gesar is my debt.” A spark of fury glinted in Rustam’s eyes. “I remember our friendship and I remember our enmity. I asked him to leave the Watch. I asked him to stop the war over people. For people’s own sake. But Gesar is like this youth…” He stopped talking and looked at Alisher.


“Will you help us?” I asked.


“I will answer one question,” said Rustam. “One question. And then my debt to Gesar will be no more. Ask, but do not make any mistake.”


I almost blurted out: “Did you really know Merlin?” Oh, these sly tricks…ask one question, make three wishes…


“What is the Crown of All Things, and what is the easiest way to get it from the seventh level of the Twilight?” I asked.


A smile appeared on Rustam’s face. “You remind me of a certain man from Khorezm. A cunning merchant to whom I owed money…and I promised to grant him three wishes. He thought for a long time and said, ‘I wish to grow young again, be cured of all ailments, and become rich—that is one wish.’ No, young magician. We shall not play that game. I am not granting a wish, I am answering one question. That will be enough. Which is it that you wish to know? What the Crown of All Things is, or how to get it?”


“I really don’t want to wind up like Pandora by asking, ‘How do I open this box?’” I muttered.


Rustam laughed, and there was a hint of madness in his laugh.


But what else could you expect from a Light One who had dissolved into the Twilight and was living beside the enemies he had once condemned to eternal torment? He had fixed his own punishment, or penance, and it was slowly killing him.


“What is the Crown of All Things?” I asked.


“A spell that pierces through the Twilight and connects it with the human world,” Rustam responded instantly. “You made the right choice, young magician. The reply to the second question would have confused you.”


“Oh, no, if you’re answering one question, then answer fair and square!” I exclaimed. “Explain how this spell works and what it’s for!”


“Very well,” Rustam agreed with surprising readiness. “The strength of an Other lies in the ability to use the human Power flowing through all the levels of the Twilight. Our world is like an immense plain covered with tiny springs that give out Power but do not know how to use it. We Others are merely the channels into which this water flows from the hundreds and thousands of springs. We do not provide a drop of water to this world. But we know how to retain and use the water of other people. Our ability to accumulate that Power is the consequence of our ability to immerse ourselves in the Twilight, to break through the barriers between the levels and manipulate ever more powerful energies. The spell that was invented by the Great Merlin erases the barriers between our world and the levels of the Twilight. What do you think would happen as a result of that, young magician?”


“A catastrophe?” I guessed. “The Twilight world is different from ours. On the third level there are two moons…”


“Merlin thought otherwise,” Rustam said. He seemed quite carried away now that he had answered the question, and he was quite willing to talk. “Merlin believed that each level of the Twilight is something that didn’t happen to our world. A possibility that was never realized. A shadow cast on existence. He thought our world would not die, it would destroy the Twilight. Obliterate it, as the sunlight obliterates shadows. Power would flood the entire world, like the waters of the ocean. And under that layer of water, it would make no difference who had once been able to immerse himself in the Twilight and who had not. Others would lose their Power. Forever.”


“Is that true, Rustam?”


“Who can say?” Rustam asked, spreading his hands wide. “I answer your second question because I do not know the answer. Perhaps that is what would happen. People would not even notice the change, and Others would become ordinary people. But that is the simplest answer, and is the simple answer always right? Possibly catastrophe would await us. Two small moons colliding with one large one, blue moss starting to grow in the wheat fields…who can say, magician, who can say? Perhaps Others would grow weaker but still retain some of their Power. Or perhaps something absolutely inconceivable would happen. Something we cannot even begin to imagine. Merlin did not take the risk of using the spell. He invented it to amuse himself. He found it pleasant to think that he could change the entire world…but he did not intend to do it. And I think Merlin was right. It is not a good idea to touch what he has hidden in the Twilight.”


“But the Crown of All Things is already being hunted,” I said.


“That is bad,” Rustam declared imperturbably. “I would advise you to cease these attempts.”


“We’re not the ones,” I said. “It’s someone quite different. An Inquisitor, a Light One, and a Dark One who have joined forces.”


“Interesting,” Rustam said. “It is not often that a single goal brings enemies together.”


“Can you help us to stop them?”


“No.”


“But you say yourself that it is bad!”


“There is very much in the world that is bad. But usually the attempt to defeat evil engenders more evil. I advise you to do good; that is the only way to win the victory!”


Alisher snorted indignantly and even I winced at this well-meant but totally useless conclusion. I thought what a victory evil would have won if Rustam and Gesar had not used the White Mist! Perhaps I did feel pity for the incarcerated Dark Ones, but I had no doubt at all that if they had destroyed the two Light Ones standing in their way, an agonizing death would have awaited the Others and the people whom Gesar and Rustam were defending. Yes, perhaps you couldn’t defeat evil with evil. But you couldn’t increase the amount of good by using nothing but good.


“Can you at least suggest what they are trying to achieve?” I asked.


“No,” said Rustam, shaking his head. “I cannot. Erase the difference between people and Others? Why, that is stupid. In that case you ought to erase all the inequality in the world. Between rich and poor, strong and weak, men and women. It would be simpler to kill everyone.” He laughed, and I was horrified to realize yet again that the Great Magician was not entirely sane.


But I replied politely, “You are right, Great Rustam. It is a stupid goal. One Other has already tried to attain it…with the help of the book Fuaran. Only, by another means—by transforming all people into Others.”


“A fine jest,” Rustam replied without any particular interest. “But I agree, these are two roads that lead to the same goal. No, young magician! It is perhaps more complicated than that.” He screwed up his eyes. “I think the Inquisitor found something in the archives. An answer to the question of what the Crown of All Things really is.”


“And?” I asked.


“And it proved to be an answer that suited everybody. Dark Ones and Light Ones and the Inquisition that maintains equilibrium. It is remarkable that such a thing has been found in the world. It even makes me feel slightly curious. But I have told you everything that I know. Merlin’s spell annihilates the differences between the levels of the Twilight.”


“You live in the Twilight yourself,” I observed. “You could suggest something! After all, if the Twilight disappears, you will die!”


“Or I shall become an ordinary man and live out the remainder of a human life,” Rustam said without any particular emotion.


“Everyone who has withdrawn into the Twilight will die!” I exclaimed. Alisher looked at me in amazement. Of course: He didn’t know that the path followed by Others ended on the seventh level of the Twilight….


“People are mortal. How are we better than them?”


“At least try to suggest something, Rustam!” I implored him. “You are wiser than I am! What could it be? What could the Inquisitor have found?”


“Ask him yourself,” said Rustam, reaching out his hand. His lips moved and a stream of blinding white light flashed past me toward the Toyota.


I could probably have spotted Edgar myself, if only I had been expecting to see him on the plateau. Or perhaps even the most thorough check would have been useless. He had not concealed himself in the Twilight or by using the common spells available to all Others. Edgar was hidden from our eyes by a magical amulet on his head that reminded me of a skullcap. It was only its size that prevented me from calling it a Hat of Invisibility. I supposed it could be a Skullcap of Invisibility, since we were in Uzbekistan after all.


I automatically raised a Shield around myself and noticed that Alisher had done the same.


Only Rustam seemed entirely unconcerned with the Inquisitor’s presence. The light he had summoned had taken Edgar by surprise—he had been sitting on the hood of the car with his legs dangling, calmly observing us. For a second it looked as if he couldn’t understand what had happened. Then the skullcap on his head started smoking and Edgar flung it to the ground with a muffled curse. That was when he realized that we could see him.


“Hi, Edgar,” I said.


He hadn’t changed a bit since the last time we’d seen each other—on the train, when we were doing battle with Kostya Saushkin. Except that now he wasn’t dressed in his signature suit and tie, but in a much freer and more comfortable style: gray linen trousers, a thin white cotton sweater, and good leather shoes with thick soles. He looked like a svelte, fashionable European. And in the Central Asian wilderness, that made him seem like either an amiable colonizer taking a brief respite from the white man’s burden, or an English spy from the time of Kipling and the Great Game that Russia and Britain had played in this part of the world.


“Hi, Anton,” said Edgar, getting down off the hood. “Just look at that…now I’ve interrupted your conversation.”


Strangely enough, he seemed embarrassed. But then, who wouldn’t be embarrassed after calling down tectonic spells on our heads? Who wouldn’t be afraid to look us in the eye?


“What have you done, Edgar?” I asked.


“It was just the way things worked out,” he said with a sigh. “Anton, I won’t even try to make excuses! I feel really awkward!”


“And did you feel awkward in Edinburgh, too,” I asked, “when you cut the watchmen’s throats? When you hired the thugs?”


“Very awkward,” Edgar said with a nod. “Especially since we didn’t manage to break through to the seventh level in any case.”


Afandi/Rustam began laughing and slapping his sides. How much of it was Rustam and how much Afandi, I couldn’t tell.


“He felt awkward!” Rustam exclaimed. “They always feel awkward, but it never means anything.”


Obviously embarrassed by this reaction from Rustam, Edgar waited until the magician had laughed his fill. I took the chance to look the Inquisitor (or perhaps I should say “former Inquisitor”?) up and down through the Twilight.


Yes, he was hung all over with amulets, like decorations on a Christmas tree. But there was something else besides the amulets. Charms: combinations of the very simplest natural components that don’t require much effort to become saturated with magic and that acquire their magical properties from light, almost imperceptible touches of Power, in the same way that saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur—almost harmless in themselves—together become gunpowder, which explodes at the slightest spark.


It was no accident that Edgar was dressed completely in cotton, linen, and leather. Natural materials have an affinity for magic. You can’t charm a nylon jacket.


And these charms that transformed his clothing into magical armor bothered me. Charms are the weapons of enchantresses and witches. Magicians rarely make use of them. There was no way I could imagine Edgar carefully impregnating his own trousers with herbal infusions.


So was this the work of another member of their criminal gang? The Light Healer? Yes, healers knew how to work with charms; I knew that very well from Svetlana.


“Edgar, you realize that I am obliged to arrest you?”


“And what if you can’t?” Edgar asked, but he didn’t wait for an answer. The fingers of his left hand began moving, weaving together a spell. I realized which one it was—and I hesitated for just an instant as I made up my mind whether to warn Rustam. Strangely enough, it was in my interest for Edgar to get what he wanted.


“Rustam, he’s working the Confession!” I shouted.


I warned him because, after all, this ancient magician with bats in the belfry was a Light One….


Edgar instantly struck with the spell, simultaneously shouting, “How can I take the Crown of All Things?”


There you go. I hadn’t needed to use my four bracelets that compelled an honest answer to any question!


We all gazed at Rustam in silence. He was slowly rubbing his chest where the spell had struck him. He raised his head, looked at Edgar with his cold blue eyes, and said, “With your hands.”


Alisher started laughing. Edgar had been caught out by the ambivalence of his presentation of the question. Even under a powerful spell Rustam had managed to give a perfectly precise and absolutely useless answer.


And then, with a slight movement of his lips, Rustam struck back. And he struck with something entirely unfamiliar to me. No fancy effects, but Edgar was shaken from side to side, and his cheeks swelled up in red blotches from slaps delivered by an invisible hand.


“Never try to put pressure on me again,” Rustam warned him when the slapping session was over. “Do you understand, Inquisitor?”


Before Edgar could decide what to say, if anything, I threw up my hand, feeling absolutely delighted that I hadn’t used my set of bracelets against Rustam, and fired off all four tongue-loosening spells against Edgar instead. The amulets on the Inquisitor’s body blazed up brightly, but they couldn’t absorb the full force of the blow.


“Who was the vampire with you in Edinburgh?” I shouted.


Edgar’s face contorted as he struggled painfully to hold back the word that was rising to his tongue. He failed.


“Saushkin!” he shouted.


Rustam laughed again and said, “Bye-bye!”


Afandi was suddenly himself again. It was as if a rubber doll had been partly deflated! He lost height, his shoulders narrowed, wrinkles appeared on his face, his eyes dimmed, and the hairs of his beard fell out and scattered.


Edgar and I looked at each other with hatred in our eyes.


And then, without wasting any time on gathering Power or intoning spells, Edgar struck at us. A fiery rain poured down from the sky, seething and bubbling on the Shields that Alisher and I had erected. But there was no fire around Afandi, who was still confused and hadn’t yet recovered his wits—evidently one of the protective rings had been activated.


The minute that followed was full of attacks and counterattacks. Alisher wisely left me to conduct the battle, took a step backward, and fed Power to our Shields, only occasionally allowing himself a brief lunge of attacking magic.


Gesar must have involved the finest diviners in the Watch in the preparation of our equipment. After the fire came ice. A blizzard started howling through the air, tiny snowflakes with edges as sharp as razors tested the strength of our Shields and melted impotently as they approached Afandi. Before the storm of ice had even died away, Edgar struck with the Kiss of the Viper and the rocks beneath our feet were suddenly covered with drops of acid. Afandi was protected yet again. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed that the old man wasn’t just doing nothing, he was weaving some weak but very intricate and unusual spell. I didn’t really expect him to be successful, but at least he was busy and not getting under our feet.


The fourth spell that Edgar used was a vacuum. I was already expecting exactly that—and when the air pressure around me started falling rapidly, I calmly carried on lashing Edgar alternately with Opium and Thanatos. Behind me Alisher was striking out with Fireballs and lumps of supercooled water from the wands. The combination of Fireballs and icy shrapnel exploding into viscous blue drops was remarkably effective: I could see the Inquisitor’s amulets, confused by the contrast, starting to lose their Power.


But there was more to all this than just the amulets. Edgar, a first-level magician, was holding out against both of us and still managing to counterattack! Either he was pumped to the maximum with Power or he had surpassed the first level. I didn’t have the time to make a thorough check of his aura.


The failure of the vacuum seemed to dent Edgar’s fervor. It was such a rare spell that our readiness for it bewildered the Inquisitor. He began slowly backing away, circling around the charred Toyota that was now smoking from acid and covered in hoarfrost. He got snagged on an icicle that had smashed through the car’s door and almost fell. As he waved his arms about to keep his balance, he almost let my Opium through.


“Edgar, surrender!” I shouted. “Don’t make us kill you!”


Those words stung the Inquisitor, inciting his fury. He paused for a second, then took a strange pendant off his belt—a bundle of small gray feathers tied together with string, like a small twig broom. He tossed it into the air.


The feathers turned into a flock of birds like overgrown sparrows, but with beaks that glittered like bronze. There were twenty or thirty of them, and they came dashing straight for me, maneuvering like supermodern reentry vehicles, the pride and joy of the generals in the space program.


The “chicken god” hanging around my neck broke and fell off its chain. And the flock of birds began fluttering about aimlessly in the air. They didn’t try to approach Edgar, but they couldn’t attack me—and they carried on fluttering about like that until finally Edgar swore and waved his hand to make them disappear.


Afandi also flung his spell and seemed to break through Edgar’s defenses. But there was no visible effect on the Dark Magician. He carried on backing away, occasionally counterattacking. There was a glow on his chest that kept getting brighter and brighter all the time—an amulet hidden under his clothes had been activated and was preparing to respond. For an instant I even thought that Edgar had equipped himself with a suicide spell, Shahid or Gastello, which would take us to the grave along with him.


“More Power to the Shields!” I ordered, and Alisher gave it everything he had, powering up the Shields around us as well as one around Afandi.


But Edgar was clearly not in the mood for a dramatic suicide. He launched one more brief attack and then pressed his hands to his chest, where the amulet was glowing. The blue lines of a portal sprang up around him. The magician took a rapid step forward and disappeared.


“He’s hopped it,” Alisher said. He sat down on the rocks and immediately swore and jumped back to his feet with his trousers smoking. The Kiss of the Viper was still in effect.


I stood there, feeling completely drained. Afandi stood beside me, laughing.


“What did you throw at him?” I asked.


“The next seventy-seven times he lies down with a woman, he will suffer shameful failure!” Afandi explained triumphantly. “And no one will be able to remove the spell.”


“Very witty,” I said. “Very Eastern.”


With a few brief spells I cleared away the traces of magic from the ground under our feet. The drops of acid had raised bubbles in the stone like rising dough.


Saushkin!


So it was Saushkin!


Epilogue 








 


 

GESAR DIDN’T ANSWER STRAIGHTAWAY. IN FACT, TO BE QUITE HONEST, IT was more than two minutes before he answered.


“Anton, do you think you could—”


“No, I couldn’t,” I said.


The sky above me was gradually growing brighter. The strangely large southern stars were fading. I took another swig of cola out of my bottle and added, “Thanks for the amulets. They were all spot-on. But now pull us out of here. If one more psychopath comes along…”


“Anton.” Gesar’s voice sounded a bit softer now. “What happened?”


“I had a heated conversation with Edgar.”


Gesar paused and asked, “Is he still alive?”


“He is. He left via a portal. But first he spent a long time trying to finish us all off.”


“Has our friend the Inquisitor completely lost his mind?”


“Possibly.”


Gesar hummed something into the phone and I suddenly realized the boss was trying to think of the best way to use this information when he talked to Zabulon. Of how he could humiliate Zabulon the most with this story about his former colleague.


“Gesar, we’re very tired.”


“A helicopter will come to get you,” Gesar said. “Putting up a portal would be very difficult. Wait for a while, I’ll get in touch with Tashkent. Are you…at Rustam’s place?”


“We’re on the plateau where you used the White Mist against the Dark Ones.”


It’s not often that I manage to embarrass Gesar. I couldn’t afford to let the chance slip.


“The helicopter will be there soon,” Gesar said after a pause. “Did you talk to Rustam?”


“Yes.”


“And did he answer?”


“Yes. But not all the questions.”


Gesar gave a sigh of relief. “Well, at least he told you something…. You didn’t have to…er…prevail upon him?”


“No. I discharged all four bracelets into Edgar.”


“You did?” asked Gesar, growing more cheerful with every word I said. “And what did you find out?”


“The name of the vampire who’s working with Edgar.”


“Well?” Gesar prompted. “Who is it?”


“Saushkin.”


“That’s impossible!” Gesar barked. “Absolute nonsense!”


“Then the spells failed.”


“My spells couldn’t have failed. But you could have missed,” Gesar said in a slightly softer voice. “Anton, we’ll have to do without…unnecessary delicacy. When you get here, I’ll show you something I didn’t want to show you.”


“I’m all agog,” I said with a snort.


“I’m talking about the remains of Konstantin Saushkin. We keep them here, at the Watch.”


Now it was my turn to pause. But Gesar said, “I really don’t want to distress you once again. Charred bones are not a very pretty sight. Konstantin Saushkin is dead. There can be no doubt about it. Not even Higher Vampires can live without a skull. That’s all. Now relax and wait for the helicopter.”


I cut off the call and looked at Alisher. He was lying close by, munching on a chocolate bar. I said, “Gesar told me that we have Saushkin’s remains.”


“Yes,” Alisher replied calmly. “I’ve seen them. A skull with the glass from the space suit melted into it. Your Saushkin’s dead.”


“Don’t be upset,” Afandi put in. “Sometimes with an effort it’s possible to lie under any spell.”


“He couldn’t have been lying…,” I whispered, recalling Edgar’s face. “No, he couldn’t have….”


I lifted the cell phone up in front of my face, went into the MP3 menu, and chose something at random. When I heard a woman’s voice singing along with a quiet guitar, I put the phone down beside me. The tiny speaker strained as hard as it could.


We used to rise with the dawn 


And live for a thousand years. 


Then someone went and stole 


The fire—the flickering light. 


And then some of us started praying 


And others sharpened their fangs, 


But we all drank from the Blue River. 


But then time slipped through our fingers, 


And by winter the river was shallow. 


And those who had always lived here 


Blamed those who had come from afar. 


Some had daughters growing, 


And others had sons, 


But we all drank from the same stream… 


“Afandi!” I called. “Do you know that my daughter told me about you? Back in Moscow.”


“Yes?” Afandi asked in surprise. “Is your daughter an enchantress, then?”


“Yes, she is,” I said. “But still a little one. Only five years old. She asked if you would give her your beads. The blue ones.”


“What a fine daughter!” Afandi exclaimed in admiration. “Only five, and already thinking about beads! And turquoise is a fine choice…here!”


I didn’t see which pocket he took the beads out of before he handed them to me. I looked curiously at the string of sky-blue pieces of turquoise and asked, “Afandi, they’re magical, aren’t they?”


“Only a tiny bit. I charmed the string so that it will never break. But apart from that, they’re just beads. Beautiful ones! I chose them for my great-granddaughter, she’s getting on a bit, but she still likes her finery. Never mind, I’ll buy her some more. These are for your daughter, may she wear them in good health.”


“Thank you, Afandi,” I said, putting the present away.


One rose higher and higher, 


Another damaged his wing. 


In some fields the grain swelled and ripened, 


But in others nothing would grow. 


One was killed, struck by a bullet, 


And the other fired the gun, 


But we all drank from the same stream… 


After the wine or the poison potion, 


Some remember their father, some their mother. 


One decides it is time to build, 


Another that it’s time to destroy, 


But every day at midnight 


He who sits by the Mill of Fate 


Resolves all their arguments 


And says who must go out on watch. 


Alisher cleared his throat and said quietly, “Perhaps it’s none of my business—after all, musicians are pretty strange people!—but I think we ought to hold an official inquiry into that song….”


Story Three 








 


 

A Common Destiny 
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THE TUTOR, VADIM DMITRIEVICH, LOOKED AROUND INTENTLY AT THE trainees. He was young himself; not so long ago he had been standing in their place, and now he was desperately lacking in respectability. Or at least, that was what he thought.


“We’re about to make our first field trip,” the tutor said. His hand automatically reached up for the bridge of his nose—he was always trying to adjust his spectacles despite not having any. Why on earth had he cured his own shortsightedness? Spectacles would have added to his respectability! “Andrei, repeat the assignment.”


A skinny teenage boy took a step forward and recited in a breaking voice, “We walk along the street. We examine passersby through the Twilight. If we see any Dark Ones or Light Ones, we inform you. But we pay most attention to finding uninitiated Others.”


“What do we do if we discover an uninitiated Other?”


“Nothing,” the boy said firmly. “We inform you, and then act according to the circumstances. An Other should be initiated at an appropriate moment, when he is most inclined toward the Light.”


“What do we do if we notice a criminal act committed by Dark Ones?”


“Nothing,” the boy replied with obvious annoyance. “We inform you and then contact the Watch….”


“While maintaining a safe distance,” the tutor added. “And what if we discover a crime being committed by human beings?”


“We also do nothing,” the boy replied, this time in a really somber voice. “All we do is watch!”


The other trainees smiled. In addition to the boy, there were two adult men and a young woman standing in the line. In the tutor’s opinion, those three were all destined for the fourth or fifth level. But the boy might possibly get as far as the second, or even the first. He was an excellent prospect for a Battle Magician.


“Thank you, Andrei. You put everything quite correctly. We watch. We are only learning. Is that clear? Do not enter the Twilight, do not work any spells. Our basic task is to search for uninitiated Others. And don’t go thinking that it’s easy. Sometimes a person has to be studied for several minutes to determine if he or she is a potential Other. By the way, Anton Gorodetsky was discovered during a study assignment like this one. Gesar himself discovered him.”


The tutor paused for a few seconds and then joked, “Well, I’m not Gesar, but I am planning to become a Higher Other.”


In point of fact, he had absolutely no chance of reaching the Higher level. Actually, he had less than half an hour left to live. But the tutor couldn’t sense that. In the bundle of probability lines that he could have examined, there was only one inconspicuous little line that led to death.


At that precise moment, however, dozens of coincidences were coming together and that slim thread was swelling up with blood. Unfortunately, the tutor was too busy to study his own destiny every hour.


“We walk along Chistye Prudy Boulevard,” he said. “We don’t do anything, we just watch.”


One kilometer away, at the very center of the city, on Lubyanskaya Square, a car was stuck solid in a traffic jam. The Caucasian driver shrugged and glanced guiltily at his passenger, who thrust several bills into the driver’s hand and climbed out of the car. The driver put the money in his pocket and frowned as he watched his passenger walk away. He was not very likeable, somehow. He had paid well enough, but…The driver looked at the little icon glued to the dashboard of the old Zhiguli, then at the copper plaque with a sura from the Koran. He mentally thanked both the Christian and Muslim gods that the journey had been short. He really hadn’t liked that passenger!


The driver was an uninitiated Other, but he didn’t know it. Today his destiny could have taken an entirely new direction.


But it hadn’t happened. He turned onto a side street, where he was almost immediately flagged down by a pushy young woman. They agreed on a price and set off to the southwest district.


The tutor halted opposite the Rolan movie theater and lit a cigarette. He looked at Andrei, the trainee he felt the greatest liking for, and asked, “Have you read Denis’s Stories?”


“Uh-huh,” the boy murmured. He was a well-read, bookish boy from a good family.


“What do we learn from the story ‘The Grand Master’s Hat’?”


“That little Denis Korablyov lived in a very prestigious neighborhood,” the boy replied.


The young female trainee laughed. She hadn’t read Denis’s Stories, she had only seen the TV film a long time ago and then forgotten the moral, but she was amused at the facetious answer.


“And what else?” the tutor asked with a smile. He never smoked as he walked along, because he had read in a fashionable magazine that it wasn’t a respectable thing to do. And now every time he inhaled, he brought his death closer—but it wasn’t the nicotine that was to blame.


The boy thought about the question. He liked the young woman magician, and he also liked the semiconscious awareness that he was cleverer than she was.


“We can also say that chess grand masters are very careless people. His hat was carried away by the wind and he didn’t notice.”


“I suppose so,” the tutor agreed. “But for us Others, the main moral of this story is not to get involved in petty human problems. You are likely to be misunderstood or even become an object of aggression.”


“But Denis made up with the grand master. When he offered to play him at chess.”


“Which is another wise thought!” the tutor continued. “You don’t need any magic in order to establish relations with a human being. You don’t even need to try to help him or her. The important thing is to share the other individual’s interests.”


They listened to the tutor attentively. He liked to take some fairy tale or children’s book as an example and draw lots of interesting comparisons. The trainees always found that amusing.


Half a kilometer away from them the former taxi passenger was walking along Myasnitskaya Street. He stopped at a kiosk, found some change in his pocket, and bought the Pravda newspaper.


The tutor looked around for the nearest trash bin. It was a long way away. He was about to throw his cigarette butt in the pond to delight the swans, but he caught Andrei’s eye and changed his mind. This was terrible: three whole years as a Light Other, and his nasty little human habits were still as strong as ever! The tutor walked briskly over to the bin, dropped his butt into it, and came back to the trainees.


“Let’s move on now. And watch, watch, watch!”


By now his death was almost inevitable.


A middle-aged man holding a newspaper approached the Chistye Prudy metro station. He hesitated before walking down the steps. On the one hand, he was in a hurry. On the other, the day was much too fine. A clear sky, a warm breeze …the borderline between summer and autumn, that season of romantics and poets.


The man strolled as far as the pond, sat on a bench, and opened his newspaper. He took a small flask out of the pocket of his jacket and sipped from it.


A hobo carrying a plastic bag full of empty bottles stared at the man and licked his lips at the sight of that sip. Not expecting anything, but unable to overcome his habit of begging, he asked in a hoarse voice, “Will you give me a drop, brother?”


“You wouldn’t like it,” the man replied calmly, without the slightest sign of malice or irritation. It was simply a statement.


The homeless man hobbled on. Three more empty bottles, and he would be able to buy a full one. Number Nine. Strong, sweet, tasty Number Nine…damn all these bourgeois types with their newspapers, there were people here suffering from hangovers….


That was the very day when the hobo’s cirrhosis of the liver would develop into cancer. He had less than three months left to live. But that had nothing to do with what was happening on the boulevard.


“A man with a plastic bag, an ordinary human being,” said the woman trainee. “Andriusha, you have the keenest eyes here. Can you see anyone?”


“I see a hobo…A Light Other by the metro!” the boy cried with a start. “Vadim Dmitrievich, there is a Light Other by the metro! A magician!”


“I see him,” the tutor said. “Initiated ten years ago. A magician. Fifth-level. Not an active member of the Watch.”


The trainees looked at their tutor admiringly. Then Andrei turned his head back and blurted out gleefully, “Oh! On the bench! A Dark Other! Undead! A vampire! A Higher Vampire! Not registered…”


The boy had begun lowering his voice at the word “undead,” and he had pronounced the words “not registered” almost in a whisper.


But the vampire had heard. He folded his newspaper and stood up. He looked at the boy and shook his head.


“Go,” said the tutor, tugging Andrei by the sleeve and dragging him behind himself. “Everybody go, quickly!”


The vampire walked toward him, taking long steps, reaching out his right hand as if in greeting.


One of the male trainees took out a phone and pressed the emergency contact button. The vampire growled and started walking faster.


“Halt! Night Watch!” said Vadim Dmitrievich, raising his hand and creating the Magician’s Shield. “Stop, you are under arrest!”


The vampire’s silhouette blurred as if from rapid movement. The young woman trainee screamed as she tried to erect her Shield, but she couldn’t manage it. The tutor turned to look at her, and at that instant something struck him in the chest, tightened into a hot, prickly fist—and ripped out his heart. The useless Shield fizzled out, dissipating into space. The tutor swayed, not falling yet, but staring helplessly at the bloody, beating lump of flesh lying at his feet. Then he started leaning down, as if to pick up his heart and stuff it back into the ragged, gaping hole in his chest. The world around him turned dark, the asphalt leaped up toward him, and he fell, clutching his own heart in his hand. His teaching career had not been a very long one.


The young woman squealed when the blow descended on her and she was tossed between the trees to the very edge of the roadway. She lay there across the curb, still squealing and watching a car the same color as the dirty asphalt driving straight at her.


The car managed to brake in time.


The young woman squealed again as she tried to get up, and only then felt the terrible pain in her lower back. She lost consciousness.


Andrei was suddenly jerked up into the air, as if someone wanted to look him in the eyes or sink their teeth into his throat. A voice whispered, “Why did you have to see me, A-student?”


The boy screamed and began struggling in those invisible hands. He could feel a shameful damp patch spreading across his jeans.


“Have you been taught to record auras?” the voice asked out of thin air. “Remember, I can sense a lie.”


“No!” Andrei shouted, squirming. The invisible vampire’s grip slackened slightly.


And just at that moment the boy’s eyes were blinded by a bright flash. One of the male trainees had managed to gather enough Power for a battle spell after all. Naturally it wasn’t only young kids who liked to peep into the next sections of the textbook….


Andrei was jerked through the air, the world spun around him—and he landed with a splash right in the middle of the pond, frightening the fat, lazy swans and the sly, brazen ducks. From there he saw the trainee who had thrown the Shock spell fall, and the other trainee, who was making a phone call, take to his heels.


Andrei swam to the little house that had been built for the swans and scrambled up on to the wooden platform. The little house smelled of bird droppings. But the boy still preferred to sit there in the middle of the pond until the operations group arrived. The following day his action was described by Gesar as the only correct thing to do in the given situation, and the boy was unofficially requested to think about working in the Watch. As Vadim Dmitrievich used to say to his students when he was alive, “Dead heroes serve in a different place.”


Considering the nature of the situation, there weren’t many casualties. Only the tutor and one of the trainees—a mathematician by education. Perhaps he didn’t have enough time to calculate what kind of opposition an untrained fifth-level magician could offer against a Higher Vampire.


Or perhaps he simply hadn’t bothered to calculate anything.


Chapter 1 








 


 

I SAID HELLO TO GARIK, WHO WAS DISCUSSING SOMETHING WITH A colonel of the militia. The colonel was an ordinary man, but he was involved in our work; he knew something about the Watches and helped us cover up incidents like this one. The bodies had already been taken away, our specialists had finished fiddling about with auras and traces of magic, and now the forensic experts from the militia had started their work.


“In the Gazelle,” Garik told me with a nod. I walked across to our operational vehicle and got in.


A young lad wrapped in a blanket and drinking hot tea from a mug gave me a frightened look.


“My name’s Anton Gorodetsky,” I said. “You’re Andrei, right?”


The boy nodded. “I…,” the boy began in a remorseful voice. “I didn’t know…”


“Calm down. You’re not to blame for anything. Nobody could have foreseen the appearance of a wild vampire in the center of Moscow in broad daylight,” I said. In fact, I thought to myself that if the lad had such a natural ability for reading auras, this sort of thing actually ought to have been foreseen. But I didn’t want to criticize the dead tutor. Someday this incident would go into the teacher training manuals—on the pages printed in red to indicate that the knowledge had been paid for in blood.


“But I shouldn’t have shouted like that,” the boy said. He put down the mug of tea. The blanket slid off his shoulders and I saw a massive bruise on his chest. The vampire had hit him really hard. “If he hadn’t heard me…”


“He would still have sensed your fright and confusion. Calm down. The most important thing now is to catch this undead monster.”


“And lay him to rest,” the boy said in a firm voice.


“Right. And lay him to rest. Have you been studying with us for long?”


“Three weeks.”


I shook my head. He was a talented young boy, no doubt about it. I just hoped that what had happened wouldn’t sour him on the idea of working in the Watch.


“Have you been taught how to record auras?”


“No,” the boy admitted. And he shuddered, as if at some unpleasant memory.


“Then describe the vampire as precisely as you can.”


The boy hesitated and then said, “We haven’t been taught. But I’ve tried studying it. It’s the fourth chapter in the textbook…Recording, Copying, and Transmitting an Aura.”


“And you studied the subject?”


“Yes.”


“Can you transmit the vampire’s aura to me?”


The boy thought for a moment and nodded. “I can try.”


“Go on. I’m opening myself up.” I closed my eyes and relaxed. OK, come on, young talent….


At first there was a faint sensation of warmth—like a hair dryer blowing into my face from a distance. And then I sensed a clumsy, rather confused transmission. I locked onto it and took a close look. The boy was trying with all his might, transmitting the aura again and again. Gradually I began building up a complete picture out of the isolated fragments.


“Just a little bit more,” I said. “Repeat that….”


The colored threads flared up more brightly and arranged themselves into an intricate pattern. The basic colors, of course, were black and red—nonlife and death, the standard vampire aura. In addition to the overall color scheme, which is constantly changing and can be very different at different times, there are fundamental features such as the subtle pattern of Power—as individual as fingerprints or the pattern of blood vessels in the iris of the eye.


“Well done,” I said, pleased. “Thank you. It’s a very good impression.”


“Will you be able to find him?” the teenager asked.


“Definitely,” I assured him. “You’ve been a great help. And don’t be upset. Don’t punish yourself…your tutor died a hero.”


That was a lie, of course. In the first place, heroes don’t die. Heroes don’t protect themselves with the Magician’s Shield when they see a vampire attacking, they strike to stun him. An ordinary Gray Prayer would have slowed the vampire down and stopped him, at least for a while. Long enough for the trainees to scatter and run, and the tutor could have gathered his thoughts and erected a decent defense.


But there was nothing to be done about it now. There was no point in explaining to the boy that his first tutor was a kind, sweet guy, but completely unprepared for real work. That was the whole problem: Genuine Battle Magicians with the smell of blood and fire in their nostrils didn’t often go into tutoring. The tutors were more often noble-minded theoreticians….


“Garik, do you need me here?” I asked. There was already a Dark One I didn’t know loitering around near Garik and the colonel. Which was only to be expected. The Day Watch had dropped by to get their guy off the hook, if they could, and if they couldn’t, to find out how serious our losses were. Garik shook his head. I ignored the Dark One and walked off casually toward my car, which was parked right under a No Parking sign. Antitheft spells are used by all Others, but applying a spell that lets you be seen by everyone on the road and park wherever you like is a bit more complicated.


Getting an impression of the vampire’s aura was a great stroke of luck. In a situation like that, even experienced adult magicians lose their heads. But this kid had managed to do well. I was itching to get back to the office as quickly as possible and pass on the impression for the duty watchmen’s information—then everyone who went out on patrol could look for the bloodsucker. A Higher Vampire, unregistered…No, I couldn’t really count on a coincidence like that.


But it was a Higher Vampire!


Trying to set aside my excessive hopes that there was a connection to my case, I got into the driver’s seat and set off for the office.


 


The city duty officer was Pavel. I flashed him the impression of the aura, and he was delighted to get it. It’s always a pleasure to hand the patrolmen something serious instead of highly uninformative information such as, “At Chistye Prudy a wild vampire took out two on our side…His appearance? Male, kind of middle-aged…”


I sat down in front of the computer in my office, looked at the screen, and said, “This is plain crazy.”


But I launched the Comparison program anyway. The big problem with comparing auras is that you can’t let the system compare them automatically, the way you can with fingerprints. The impression of the aura can be passed from head to head, but not from head to computer: No computers like that exist. To get an aura into the database, we have an elderly artist who works with us—Leopold Surikov. Despite being the namesake of a famous Russian artist, our Leopold had not been a great success as a painter. And he had turned out to be a pretty weak Other, too. But he could receive an impression of an aura and then reproduce the intricate pattern in a drawing, working patiently and painstakingly in the manner of a Chinese or Japanese miniaturist. And then that drawing could be entered into the computer for safekeeping and comparison. All the other Watches who can afford to keep an artist Other on the books do it exactly the same way.


Of course, it’s slow, laborious work. Two days for even the least intricate aura.


But if the aura was already in the database, you could sidestep the long process, which was what I intended to do. Just to make sure I’d done everything possible. But the question remained: How would an unregistered vampire’s aura get into the database?


A table appeared on the screen and I started clicking away with the mouse, constantly checking with the traces in my memory as I entered plus and minus signs into the questionnaire.


“Is there an upper arc?”


Of course not. How could an undead vampire have an upper arc in his aura?


The figure showing the number of registered auras was immediately cut by a factor of five. There were far fewer undead in the archive than live Others. Several rows also disappeared and the table immediately became shorter as it was focused on vampires.


“How prominent is the first lateral barb?”


I entered two plus signs. I could have entered three—the barb was right on the borderline.


The questions continued. I answered about twenty of them before I let myself glance at the upper right corner of the table.


I saw the figure 3 winking at me.


I’d gotten a result after all. A small figure like that had to refer to a vampire and members of his clan, the ones he had initiated. There are certain differences between their auras, but they are absolutely minimal; it would take hundreds of questions to get a specific identification.


But three candidates suited me just fine.


I clicked on the figure 3….


And I almost fell off my chair. There was Kostya Saushkin’s smiling face looking back at me, with the words LAID TO REST written across it in thick red letters.


I stared dully at the screen for a few seconds, remembering the contents of the aluminum container that Gesar had shown me a week earlier, after I got back from Samarkand.


And then I groaned out loud when it finally hit me.


I clicked again and shuddered when I saw Polina, Kostya’s mother. But it wasn’t the photograph that shocked me, it was the words written across it in red: LAID TO REST.


I started running through her file from the top: “Born a human being, with no abilities as an Other. Initiated by her husband under paragraph 7 of the agreement, ‘The right to self-determination of an Other’s family…’” A little farther down I picked out the line: “Refused to participate in the lottery, rewarded with a monthly supply of nonpreserved donor blood, group 3, rhesus positive. She was conservative in her feeding habits, did not hunt human beings, always took exactly the same type of fresh blood, unlike some vampires who, once they gave up hunting, started insisting on virgins’ blood, only group 1 or 2. Groups 3 and 4 give me indigestion, they said.”


The final lines of the extract made everything clear.


“Voluntarily terminated her existence and laid herself to rest on 09.12.2003, shortly after the death of her son, Higher Vampire Konstantin Gennadievich Saushkin (Case No. 9752150). Buried on 10.14.2003, at her own request, with the Christian rites of burial, performed by the Light Other Father Aristarkh.”


I knew Father Aristarkh. He was one of those very rare cases when an Orthodox priest managed to combine his life as an Other with his faith and also tried to carry out some kind of missionary work among the Dark Ones. I had been speaking to him only a month earlier. Why hadn’t I known about Polina Saushkina’s suicide—for that was what it was, if you stripped away the shell of words.


I hadn’t wanted to know, so I hadn’t asked. All very simple.


A third click of the mouse—and the third file.


Naturally: “Gennady Ivanovich Saushkin…”


I groaned and clutched my head in my hands. Fool! Fool! Fool!


It didn’t matter that, according to the file, Saushkin senior was a fourth-level vampire, that he didn’t hunt, was not a member of the Day Watch, and had never been known to break the law.


Edgar had never been listed as a Higher Other either. But just look at the way he had managed to withstand the influence of four amulets and only tell me part of the truth.


And I had understood the partial truth exactly the way that suited me. The way that suited my own complexes, fears, and feelings.


The boy Andrei, who had been fished out of the pond after his close encounter with Gennady Saushkin, was wrong to blame himself. He was not to blame for his teacher and fellow trainee being killed.


I was to blame. I had got stuck on the name Saushkin, as if it was some kind of impassable barrier. And I hadn’t bothered to take even a single step sideways.


I was just about to print out the page when I realized that I couldn’t even wait thirty seconds for the printer to purge its printing heads and make itself ready.


I leaped out of my office and dashed up the stairs.


But then I ran into a dead end—Gesar wasn’t in. Of course, I realized that he needed to rest sometimes too, but why did it have to be right now? This was really bad luck….


“Hi, Anton,” said Olga, coming out of the main office. “Why are you looking so…hyped-up?”


“Where’s Gesar?” I howled.


Olga looked at me thoughtfully for a second. Then she walked up to me, pressed her hand carefully against my lips, and said, “Boris is sleeping. He hasn’t gone home even once since the day you got back from Uzbekistan. An hour ago I used all the female wiles in the book to get him to go to bed.”


Olga was looking great. Her hair had obviously been worked on by a good stylist, her skin was covered with a wonderful gold tan, and she was wearing a hint of makeup—just enough to emphasize the beautiful outline of her eyes and the sexy plumpness of her lips. And she smelled of something very expensive—spicy and floral, hot and seductive.


She really had used all her female wiles.


But then, I’d seen her when she looked quite different. And not only seen her—I’d actually inhabited that magnificent body myself. We had traded bodies in order to elude the Day Watch. The sensation had been instructive, but I couldn’t say that I really missed it all that much.


“And if you, Anton, start yelling and phoning Boris and insisting that he has to come to work immediately, I’ll turn you into a bunny rabbit,” Olga said. “I just haven’t decided yet if it should be a real one or a stuffed toy.”


“An inflatable one from a sex shop,” I said. “Don’t try to frighten me, it’s impossible anyway.”


“You think so?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.


“I do. But if you really want to practice your battle magic that badly, I have someone you can use as a target.”


“Who?”


“A Higher Vampire. The one who’s been working with Edgar. The one who took out two Light Ones today at Chistye Prudy.”


“Who?” Olga repeated insistently.


“Saushkin.”


A faint shadow ran across Olga’s face. She took me very gently by the elbow and said, “Anton, we all have tragedies in our lives. Sometimes we lose friends, and sometimes we lose enemies, but we still blame ourselves….”


“Save the psychotherapy for Gesar!” I barked. “It’s Gennady Saushkin! Saushkin senior! Kostya’s father!”


“We checked him, he’s fourth-level…,” Olga said, and then stopped.


“Do I have to explain to you how easy it is for a vampire to raise his level?” I asked.


“From fourth-level to Higher…,” she said. “But dozens of people would have disappeared, we ought to have noticed….”


“Then we just didn’t!” I exclaimed, grabbing her by the hand. “Olga, it’s one chance in a thousand, but what if he’s still at home? What if we could take him by surprise?”


“Let’s go,” Olga said with a nod. “I hope you can still remember your old address?”


“Just the two of us?”


“I think two Higher Light Ones can handle one vampire. Everyone in the office right now is too young. We don’t want to take cannon fodder with us, do we?”


I looked into her eyes for a few seconds, watching the mischievous sparks dancing in them. Was Olga bored of sitting in the office and managing things, then?


“Let’s go,” I said. “Just the two of us. Although it’s a bit too much like the beginning of a Hollywood action movie.”


“How do you mean?”


“I mean there’ll be an ambush waiting for us. Or you’ll turn out to be the Light Other who’s helping Edgar and Gennady.”


“Idiot,” said Olga, not even offended. But while we were walking downstairs, she said spitefully, “By the way, just to be sure, we checked out your Sveta.”


“And what did you find?” I asked.


“It’s not her.”


“I’m glad to hear it,” I said. “And have you been checked out?”


“All Higher Light Ones have been checked. In Russia and Europe and the States. I don’t know who it was that Foma caught a glimpse of in the Twilight, but all the Higher Ones have hundred-percent alibis.”


 


You should never go back to houses where you once used to live. Never, not for anything—not until you’re old and senile, and the sight of the sandbox in the courtyard of the building where you were born brings a sweet smile to your lips.


As I looked at my old front entrance, I thought that not so many years had gone by…even by ordinary human standards. Eight years ago I had walked out of these very doors to set out on an ordinary vampire hunt. I didn’t know then that I would meet Svetlana, that she would become my wife, that I would become a Higher One…


But I was already an Other. And I knew that there were Others living above me—a family of vampires. Good, law-abiding vampires with whom I managed to remain friends for quite a long time.


Until I killed my first vampire.


Well, there’s always a first time for everything.


“Shall we go?” Olga asked.


I was suddenly struck by another painful memory. The boy Egor, who at the time was younger than the trainee Andrei, had recorded an aura just as successfully and had also almost become a vampire’s victim. And Olga and I, working together for the first time, had set out on his trail.


“Deja vu,” I said, snapping out of my trance.


“What’s brought that on?” Olga asked absentmindedly. She had lived in the world for so long that she could easily have forgotten that adventure of ours…. “Ah, you remembered ustracking Egor? By the way, I recently found out that he works in a circus, can you imagine? As an illusionist!”


“Let’s go,” I urged her.


Olga was right not to be afraid of the shadows of her past. If she did feel a little bit guilty about Egor, at least she was still keeping an eye on him.


We got into the elevator and I pressed the button for the tenth floor. We rode up in complete silence. Olga was clearly psyching herself up, gathering Power. I examined my fingers. In the years since I’d left, the elevator had been changed, replaced by a “vandal-proof” model with metal walls and buttons. Young punks could no longer burn the plastic buttons with cigarette lighters the way they used to, so the buttons were glued up with chewing gum instead.


I rubbed my fingers together to clean off the sticky muck of polyvinyl acetate, artificial flavors, and someone else’s spittle.


I didn’t always manage to love people all the time.


The lift stopped and I said apologetically, “Tenth floor. The Saushkins…Wait. Saushkin lives on the eleventh.”


I glanced sideways at the door to my old apartment. They hadn’t changed the door…even the locks looked the same to me, except that the faceplates were a bit brighter and fresher. When we had walked up half a flight of steps, I looked back at my door again, and it opened, as if someone had been waiting for us to move away. A disheveled woman of uncertain age stuck her head out. Her face was swollen and she was wearing a dirty housecoat. She looked us up and down with a spiteful expression and started shrieking, “Have you pissed in the elevator again?”


The accusation was so unexpected that I broke into laughter. But Olga pressed her lips together and took a step back down. The woman quickly half-closed the door, ready to slam it shut. Olga looked hard at the woman for a while and then said very quietly, “No. You imagined it.”


“I imagined it,” the woman said in a thick, slow voice.


“And your upstairs neighbor is flooding your apartment,” Olga went on. “Go upstairs and tell him what you think of him.”


The woman beamed and leaped out onto the landing just as she was—in her filthy, soiled house coat and tattered slippers and no socks. She ran past us eagerly.


“Why did you do that?” I asked Olga.


“She asked for it,” Olga replied judgmentally. “Let her serve the cause of the Light. At least once in her life.”


I thought that if there was really a Higher Vampire hiding in Saushkin’s apartment, this could actually be the last thing the woman ever did in her life. Vampires really dislike personal insults.


But then, I didn’t find the woman at all likeable either.


“Who did you sell the apartment to?” Olga asked. “Who is this mental patient?”


“I sold it through an agency.”


“And they’re not poor people, if they could buy an apartment,” Olga said with a shrug. “How can she neglect herself like that?”


Apparently she was more offended by the woman’s dilapidated appearance than her rudeness. Olga was almost obsessively strict about such matters—no doubt as a result of the hardships of the war years and her subsequent imprisonment.


The woman whom Olga had recruited so swiftly was already pounding on Saushkin’s door with her hands and feet and screeching, “Open up! Open up, you bloodsucker! You’ve flooded me out! You’ve filled my whole apartment with hot water, you bastard!”


“I’m always touched by these accidental insights that human beings have,” Olga remarked. “Tell me, why does a neighbor who has flooded her apartment, even if it is with hot water, suddenly become a ‘bloodsucker’?”


Meanwhile the woman upstairs had launched into a list of her property that had been soaked and ruined. The list was so colorful that I couldn’t help glancing around to make sure there was no steam actually escaping from the open door of the apartment.


“A Czech piano, a Japanese television, an Italian three-piece suit, a brown mink coat!”


“A chestnut Arabian stallion,” Olga said derisively.


“A chestnut Arabian stallion,” the woman shrieked obediently.


A little girl slightly older than Nadya came out of my old apartment. Seven or eight years old, a pretty face, with a sad, frightened expression. Unlike her mother, she was dressed like a doll—in a smart dress, white socks, and shiny patent-leather shoes. She gave us a frightened glance, then looked at her mother with an expression of weary, exhausted sympathy.


“Sweetie pie!” the woman exclaimed, jumping away from Saushkin’s door. With a panic-stricken glance at Olga, she went dashing down to her daughter—or perhaps back to her apartment. “Go home,” Olga said in a quiet voice. “There’s no more water flooding your apartment. We’ll deal with your neighbor. And tomorrow morning go to the hairdresser’s, have a manicure, and get your hair done.”


The woman seized the girl by the hand and skipped in through the doorway with a frightened backward glance at us.


“What is it that makes people the way they are?” Olga asked thoughtfully as she looked at the mother and daughter.


As she closed the door, the woman yapped, “And don’t you…pee in the elevator anymore! I’ll call the militia!”


The word “pee,” softened from “piss” for the daughter’s sake, somehow seemed especially horrible—as if there were switches inside the woman’s head, clicking away as they tried to return her thoughts to normal.


“Is she sick?” I asked Olga.


“That’s just it, she isn’t,” Olga said in annoyance. “She’s psychologically healthy! Let’s go on through the Twilight….”


I glanced down, found my shadow, and stepped into it.


Olga appeared beside me.


We looked around and I couldn’t help whistling.


The entire stairway was overgrown with lumpy blue garbage. The moss was dangling from the ceiling and the banisters like an ultramarine beard, it was spread out across the floor in a cerulean carpet, and around the lightbulbs it was woven into honeycombed, sky-blue balls that could have inspired any designer to invent a new style of lampshade.


“The staircase has been neglected,” Olga said, vaguely surprised. “But then, a rabid vampire and a hysterical woman…”


We walked up to the door. I pushed on it—it was locked, of course. Even weak Others know how to lock their doors on the first level of the Twilight. I asked, “Shall we go deeper?”


Instead of answering, Olga took a step back, twisted around, and kicked the door hard just beside the lock. It swung open.


“Why do things the hard way?” Olga laughed. “I’ve been wanting to try out that kick for a long time.”


I didn’t ask who had taught her to break down doors like that. Despite Olga’s confidence, I was by no means certain that the apartment was empty. We went into the entrance hall (the blue moss was still there all around us) and both spontaneously left the Twilight.


It was such a long time since I had been here….


And it was a long time since anyone had been here. The apartment was full of that heavy, musty smell that you only find in rooms that have been closed up and abandoned. You’d think that even though no one had been breathing there, fresh air would at least enter through the ventilation system and the small cracks, but no. The air dies anyway, turning sour, like yesterday’s tea.


“There’s no smell,” Olga said with relief.


I understood what she meant. There were smells, of course—smells of musty damp and accumulated dust. But there wasn’t that smell we had been expecting, the one we had been afraid to find—the sickly sweet smell of bodies that had been drained of blood by a vampire.


“Nobody’s lived here for at least a month,” I agreed. I looked at the coatrack—a winter jacket, a fur cap…a pair of dirty, heavy, fur-lined boots on the floor. It wasn’t just a month, it was a lot longer than that. The owner of the flat had been missing since winter at least. I didn’t remove the defensive spells that I had applied to myself in the car, but I relaxed. “Right, then, let’s see how he lived…so to speak.”


We started our inspection in the kitchen. Like the rest of the apartment, the windows in there were covered with heavy curtains. The tulle that was now gray with dust was no doubt supposed to have given the apartment a cozy atmosphere. It hadn’t been washed for perhaps two years—ever since Polina died.


Behind my back Olga clicked a light switch, making me jump. She said, “Why are we walking around in the dark, like Scully and Mulder?…Check the refrigerator.”


I was already opening the door of the refrigerator that was churning away smugly to itself. Kitchen technology is the kind that gets along best without any human supervision. But a computer left unattended for six months will very often start to malfunction. I don’t know what the reason for that is, but it isn’t magic, that’s for sure. There isn’t any magic in hardware.


There was nothing horrible in the refrigerator, either. Well, nothing criminal. That was something I had hardly dared to hope for. A suspicious-looking three-liter glass jar covered with white mold contained sour tomato juice—you could have made moonshine out of it. Of course, it wasn’t good that the tomatoes had been allowed to go to waste, but the Tomato Watch from Greenpeace could deal with that particular crime. There were two-hundred-and five-hundred-gram bottles of thick glass standing in the door of the refrigerator. Each bottle had a Night Watch mark that glowed feebly through the Twilight—it was licensed donor blood.


“He didn’t even drink his allowance,” I said.


There were also sausages, eggs, and salami in the fridge, and in the freezer compartment there was a piece of meat (beef) and pelmeni (mostly soya). Basically the usual range of foods for a man living on his own. Only the vodka was missing, but that was inevitable. All vampires are nondrinkers by necessity: Alcohol immediately disrupts their strange metabolism—it’s a powerful poison for them.


After the kitchen I glanced into the toilet. The water in the toilet bowl had almost completely evaporated and there was quite a smell from the drains. I flushed the toilet and walked out.


“A good time to choose for that,” said Olga. I stared at her in confusion, then I realized that she was joking. The Great Enchantress was smiling. She had been expecting to see something terrible too, but now she had relaxed.


“Anytime’s good for that,” I replied. “It stank in there, so I flushed the toilet.”


“Yes, I realized.”


When I opened the bathroom door, I discovered that the lightbulb had burned out. Maybe he had left it switched on when he left. I couldn’t be bothered to search my pockets for a flashlight, so I called on the Primordial Power and lit up a magical light above my head. What I saw made me shudder.


No, it wasn’t any kind of horror scene. There was a bath, a sink, a tap slowly dripping, towels, soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste…


“Look,” I said, making the light brighter.


Olga walked up and glanced over my shoulder. She said thoughtfully, “That is curious.”


There was writing on the mirror. Not in blood, but in tri-colored toothpaste, so that the words actually reminded me of the Russian flag. Someone’s finger—and somehow I was sure it was Gennady Saushkin’s—had traced out three words in large capital letters on the glass surface of the mirror:


THE LAST WATCH


“No mystery story ever manages without words on the walls or the mirror,” said Olga. “Although, the writing ought to be in blood, of course….”


“This toothpaste suits the purpose too,” I replied. “Red, blue, and white. The traditional colors of the Inquisition are gray and blue.”


“I know,” Olga said thoughtfully. “Do you think it was deliberate? Vampire, Inquisitor, Healer?”


“I can’t see the line between deliberate intention and coincidence,” I admitted.


I walked along the short corridor and glanced into the sitting room. The light worked there.


“It’s very nice,” said Olga. “The house is so run-down, but they did a nice repair job in here.”


“Gennady’s a builder by profession,” I explained. “He did everything at home himself, and he helped me out once…Well, I didn’t know who he was then. He was very well thought of at work.”


“Of course he was, as a nondrinker,” Olga agreed, and walked into the bedroom.


“He’s a perfectionist too,” I said, continuing to praise Gennady as if we hadn’t come here to lay the vampire to rest, as if I was recommending him to Olga to refurbish her apartment.


I heard a muffled sound behind me and turned around.


Olga was being sick. She was slumped against the doorpost, with her face turned away from the bedroom, and puking straight onto the wall. Then she looked up at me, wiped her mouth with her hand, and said, “A perfectionist…Yes, so I just saw.”


I definitely didn’t want to see what Olga had taken such a violent dislike to. But I walked over to the door of the bedroom anyway, on legs that had turned to rubber in advance.


“Wait, I’ll get out of the way,” Olga muttered, moving aside for me.


I glanced into the bedroom. It took me several seconds to make sense of what I saw.


Olga needn’t have bothered to move. I didn’t even have time to turn around, I just puked up my lunch straight into the bedroom, through the doorway. If shaking hands through a doorway is bad luck, then what about puking through one?


Chapter 2 








 


 

GESAR WAS STANDING AT THE WINDOW, WATCHING THE CITY DECK itself out in its evening lights. He was standing there silently, hands clasped behind his back, shuffling his fingers as if he were weaving some kind of cunning spell.


Olga and I didn’t say anything either. Anyone might have thought that it was all our fault….


Garik came in and lingered just inside the door.


“Well?” Gesar asked without turning around.


“Fifty-two,” Garik said.


“What do the specialists say?”


“They’ve examined three. They all have the same injuries. The throat has been bitten and the blood has been drunk. Boris Ignatievich, can we carry on with this somewhere else? The stench is so terrible that the spells can’t handle it…. And it’s all around the house already…as if a sewer had burst….”


“Have you called a truck?”


“A van.”


“All right, take them away,” said Gesar. “To some waste ground, well away from the city. Let them be inspected there.”


“And then?”


“And then…,” Gesar said pensively. “Then bury them.”


“Are we not going to send them back to their families?”


Gesar thought it over. Then suddenly he turned to me. “Anton, what do you think?”


“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “Disappeared without a trace or murdered…I don’t know which is better for the families.”


“Bury them,” Gesar ordered. “When the time comes, we’ll think about it. Perhaps we’ll start quietly exhuming them and sending them back to their families. Invent a story for each one. Do they all have documents?”


“Yes. They were lying in a separate pile. All neat and tidy, the work of a perfectionist.”


Yes, he had always been neat and tidy. He used to lay down plastic sheeting when he drilled holes in the wall and carefully cleaned the floor after himself.


“How could we have failed to notice him?” Gesar asked in a voice filled with pain. “How did we botch it? A vampire killed more than fifty people right under our very noses!”


“Well, none of them are Moscow locals,” Garik said. “They’re from Tajikistan, Moldova, Ukraine…” He sighed. “Working men who came to Moscow looking for a job. Not registered in Moscow, of course. They lived here illegally. They have places along the main roads where they stand for a day or two, waiting to be hired. And he’s a builder, right? He knew everyone and they knew him. He just drove up and said he needed five men for a job. And he chose them himself, too, the bastard. Then he drove them away. And a week later he came back for some more….”


“Are people really still so sloppy?” Gesar asked. “Even now? Fifty men died, and nobody missed them?”


“Nobody,” Garik said with a sigh. “That dead piece of filth…he probably didn’t kill them all straightaway…. He killed one, and the others waited for their turn—for a day, two, three. In this room. And he put the ones he’d drunk in two garbage bags so they wouldn’t stink, and stacked them in the corner. The radiators on that side are even switched off. He must have started in the winter….”


“I really feel like killing someone,” Gesar spat through his teeth. “Preferably a vampire. But any Dark One would do.”


“Then try me,” said Zabulon, casually moving Garik aside as he entered the Saushkin family’s sitting room. He yawned and sat down on the divan.


“Don’t provoke me,” Gesar said quietly. “I might just take it as an official challenge to a duel.”


A deadly silence fell in the apartment. Zabulon screwed up his eyes and braced himself. As usual, he was wearing a suit, but without a tie. And for some reason I got the impression that he had chosen the black suit and white shirt deliberately, as a sign of mourning.


Olga and I waited, watching the standoff between these two Others who were responsible for what happened on a sixth of the world’s land surface.


“Gesar, it was a figure of speech,” Zabulon said in a conciliatory tone of voice. He leaned back on the divan. “You don’t think I was aware of this…excess, do you?”


“I don’t know,” Gesar snapped. But from his voice it was clear that he knew perfectly well that Zabulon had nothing to do with this business.


“Well, let me tell you,” Zabulon said just as peaceably, “that I am every bit as outraged as you are, or perhaps even more so. And the entire community of Moscow vampires is outraged and demands the execution of this criminal.”


Gesar snorted.


And Zabulon finally couldn’t resist making a jibe. “You know, they don’t like the idea of their food base being undermined…”


“I’ll give them a food base,” Gesar snapped in a low, grave voice. “I’ll keep a lid on the preserved blood for five years.”


“Do you think the Inquisition will support you?” Zabulon asked.


“I think so,” said Gesar, finally turning around and looking him in the eye. “I think so. And you will support my request.”


Zabulon lost the game of stare-me-down. The Dark One sighed, turned away, looked at me, and shrugged, as if to say, What am I to do with him, eh? He took out a long, frivolous pink cigarette and lit it. Then he said, “They’ve gone completely wild….”


“Then you make sure they don’t go wild.”


“Their children can’t grow up without this, you know that. Without fresh blood they never reach sexual maturity.”


Naturally, Zabulon was not in the least concerned for the fate of vampire children. He just wanted to make fun of Gesar. As far as that was at all possible.


“Children? We’ll allow the children fresh blood,” Gesar said after thinking for a moment. “We wouldn’t want thirty…er…Anton?”


“Thirty-two,” I told him, remembering the exact number.


“We wouldn’t want thirty-two bloodsucking teenagers. Fresh blood. But donor blood! We are suspending the issue of licenses for five years.”


Zabulon sighed and said, “All right. I’ve been thinking it was time to tighten their rein myself. I had asked the secretary of the community to keep an eye on the Saushkins…. They proved to be a rotten little family.”


“I ought to have insisted on seven years,” said Gesar. “You agreed to five too easily.”


“But what’s to be done now, we’ve already agreed,” said Zabulon, puffing out a cloud of smoke. He turned to me. “Anton, did you come to see Gennady after Kostya was killed?”


“No,” I answered.


“But why didn’t you? As an old friend and neighbor…ai-ai-ai….”


I didn’t answer. Eight years earlier I would have blown my top.


“We’ve decided this matter,” said Gesar. He frowned as he looked out into the corridor, where they had started carrying out the bodies. The whole entrance and stairway had been put under a light spell that completely removed any desire the inhabitants of the building might have had to peek out their doors or look out their windows. But then, in view of the fact that no one had come to see what the woman from my old apartment was screeching about, people around here must all be exceptionally incurious anyway.


It kept getting harder and harder for me to love them. I had to do something about that.


“What else?” Zabulon asked. “As far as help in catching Saushkin is concerned, there’s no problem. My watchmen are already out hunting for him. Only, I’m afraid they might not deliver him in one piece….”


“You’re not looking too well, Zabulon,” Gesar suddenly said. “Why don’t you go to the bathroom and wash your hands and face.”


“Really?” Zabulon asked curiously. “Well, since you insist…”


He got up and then halted in the doorway for a moment to make way for two watchmen who were carrying along a half-decomposed corpse in a plastic sack. Apart from blood, there’s a lot of water in a human body. If you leave a bloodless body to rot inside a plastic cocoon, the result is extremely unpleasant.


Zabulon, however, was not appalled by the sight.


“I beg your pardon, madam,” he said, letting the remains pass. Then he strode cheerfully off to the bathroom.


“Were there women as well?” Gesar asked.


“Yes,” Olga replied curtly.


Gesar didn’t ask any more questions. Apparently even our boss’s iron nerves had given way.


That night the lads who were carrying out the bodies would get totally juiced. And although it was a breach of the rules, I wouldn’t try to stop them. I’d sooner go out on patrol duty myself.


Zabulon came back a minute later. His face was wet.


“The towel’s dirty; I’ll dry off like this,” he said with a smile. “Well?”


“Your opinion?” Gesar asked.


“I had this friend once, she liked to draw a Christmas tree on the mirror with toothpaste for the festive season. And the words ‘Happy New Year’ and little numbers.”


“Very funny,” Gesar said fastidiously. “Have you heard anything about such an organization?”


“About a ‘Last Watch’?” Zabulon asked, clearly emphasizing the capital letters in his intonation. “My dear enemy, even among the Dark Ones there are any number of sects, groups, and mere clubs that I have never heard of. But there are some that I have heard of. And the names that you come across! ‘Children of the Night,’ ‘Watchmen of the Full Moon,’ ‘Sons of the Wind.’ And, by the way, I recall one group of children—human children, not Others—who love to play at vampires. Perhaps we ought to bring them here? To make them realize that a vampire is not really an imposing gentleman in a black cloak who lures maidens into an ancient castle? It’s not that gothic at all….”


“Zabulon, have you heard anything about the Last Watch?”


“No.”


“Gorodetsky has suggested”—Gesar paused and looked at me—“that it’s what the three Others who tried to get their hands on the artifact in Edinburgh call themselves. The Dark One, the Inquisitor, and the Light One.”


“The Dark One is Saushkin, the Inquisitor is Edgar,” Zabulon said, nodding. “But who is the Light One?”


“I don’t know. We’ve checked all the Higher Ones; they’re clean.”


“Well, Saushkin wasn’t a Higher One…,” Zabulon said with a shrug. “Although…it’s easier for vampires. And then, what about Edgar, Gorodetsky?”


“I didn’t have time to study his aura thoroughly,” I replied. “There was a battle going on…and he was also hung with amulets from head to toe. Give me five minutes in a quiet situation, and I’ll know everything there is to know about him….”


“Nonetheless,” Zabulon insisted, “I know what happened on the Plateau of the Demons. In general terms. So tell us about it.”


“In battle he behaved like a Higher One,” I admitted after seeing Gesar nod his reluctant permission for me to reply. “There were three of us…Well two, if you don’t count Afandi, although he tried his best too. We had a set of protective amulets from Gesar, all very well chosen. But he was almost a match for us. I even think that he might have been able to continue the fight and had a chance of winning. But when Rustam left, Edgar had no reason to carry on fighting.”


“And so we have an Other who has managed to raise his level,” said Zabulon. “My dear Gesar, don’t you think that the Inquisition got hold of the Fuaran after all?”


“No,” Gesar said definitely.


“If Kostya had survived,” Zabulon said, thinking out loud, “then we might have hypothesized that he had memorized the recipes in the Fuaran. And managed to create some…er…copy of the book. Perhaps not as powerful, but still capable of raising Edgar to the Higher level. And then a Light One could have been subjected to the same procedure.”


“And then we could suspect any Light One,” Gesar summed up. “But fortunately for us, Kostya is dead and he wasn’t able to reveal the secret of the Fuaran to anyone.”


“Did he not have time to share the contents of the book with his father?”


“No,” Gesar replied firmly. “It’s a book of enchantment. You can’t retell it over the phone, you can’t photograph it.”


“What a shame, that would be such a good idea,” Zabulon said, clicking his fingers. “A little witch showed me just recently that there’s this thing in cell phones, it’s called SMS messaging. You can send a photograph over the phone!”


At first I thought Zabulon was being witty again. Speaking with such amazement about the SMS messages that little kids cheerfully send each other in class, he looked very comical.


And then I realized he was being serious. Sometimes I forget just how old they are. To Zabulon, a cell phone is like magic.


“Fortunately it’s not possible,” said Gesar, returning to the question at hand. “He could have memorized something and reproduced it…but no, that’s nonsense. Even that’s impossible. The nature of a vampire is different from the nature of a witch. Only an experienced witch could re-create the Fuaran, even in a weaker form….”


I looked at Gesar and asked, “Tell me, Boris Ignatievich…can a witch become a Light One?”


 


The happiest moments in the life of parents of a small child in Russia are from a quarter to nine until nine o’clock in the evening. Fifteen minutes of happiness while the child joyfully watches advertisements for yogurt and chocolate (even though that in itself is a bad thing) and then his or her eyes are glued to Piggy, Crow, Stepashka, and the other characters in the program Good Night, Kiddies.


If only the people who allocate time for children’s programs on TV sat with their own children in the evening, instead of dumping them on highly trained nannies, then Good Night would last half an hour. Or an hour.


And, by the way, extending the show would be great for improving the birth rate. Fifteen minutes is not very long, whichever way you look at it. At least there would be time to drink a cup of tea in peace.


I didn’t tell Svetlana the details of what we saw in Saushkin’s flat. But she understood everything perfectly well, even from a very brief account. No, it didn’t spoil her appetite, she carried on drinking tea. We had seen plenty of worse things in the Watch. But of course, she turned a bit gloomy.


“We have a theory about the Light One,” I said, trying to lead the conversation to a different subject. “Gesar checked out all the Higher Ones, no one’s under suspicion there. But Edgar had a lot of charms on him. That’s the work of a witch. So I thought…”


“That Arina had changed color?” Svetlana asked, looking at me. “Maybe.”


“You squeezed her pretty hard that time,” I said. “You must have felt her mind. Do you think she could have become a Light One?”


“For an ordinary Other, it’s impossible,” Svetlana said. “Or almost impossible…For a Higher One…for Arina…”


She paused, remembering. I waited, glancing now and then at the TV screen, where a sad little girl was dragging a mitten along on a string and imagining that it was a puppy. How terrible! That would be the end of all our mittens and gloves. Nadya wouldn’t actually turn them into dogs, of course—any magic has its limits. But there would be more toy dogs in the apartment from now on.


It was time to buy her a puppy, before life became unbearable.


“She could,” Svetlana said. “She could have become a Light One. Her soul is very strange, there’s everything mixed up together inside it…there weren’t any particular atrocities, though. But Arina swore an oath to me that she would live for a hundred years without killing a single human being or Other. She can’t go against that.”


“And she hasn’t killed anyone,” I observed. “But as for supplying Edgar with amulets and raising his level of Power…nothing was said about that. Arina has enough wisdom to interpret your prohibition selectively.”


“Anton, we’re talking about the wrong thing,” Svetlana said, putting down her cup. “Arina, who has become a Light One, or some other enchantress—that’s not the point at all. The important question to ask is: What are they trying to achieve? What has united them? The ambition to destroy the entire world? Nonsense! You only find people who want to destroy the world just for the sake of it in stupid films. Power? But that’s stupid too, Anton! They have enough Power already. No artifact, not even one made by a crazy magician fifteen hundred years ago, will allow them to achieve absolute Power. Until we understand what they are trying to achieve, what they want to find at the bottom of the Twilight, then it’s completely irrelevant whether it is Arina or not, if she has become a Light One or disguised herself so that Thomas couldn’t recognize her.”


“Sveta, do you have any hunches?” I pretended not to notice that she had said “we.” It’s true what they say—you never really leave the Watch completely.


“The Crown of All Things erases the barriers between the levels of the Twilight…,” Svetlana said, and paused.


“Mama, the cartoon’s over!” Nadya shouted.


“Try comparing it with the White Mist. The spells obviously have a single root,” Svetlana concluded, getting up and walking toward Nadya. “Time for bed.”


“A story!” Nadya demanded.


“Not today. Daddy and I have to talk.”


Nadya looked at me resentfully, fiddling with the thin string of turquoise beads around her neck. She muttered, “You’re always talking…And Daddy’s always going away.”


“That’s Daddy’s job,” Svetlana explained calmly, grabbing hold of her daughter’s hand. “You know he fights against the forces of Darkness.”


“Like Harry Potter,” Nadya said rather doubtfully, looking at me. I suppose I didn’t have the spectacles or the scar on my forehead that were needed to match up to the image.


“Yes, like Harry Potter, Fet-Frumos, and Luke Skywalker.”


“Like Luke Skywalker,” Nadya decided, and gave me a smile. Obviously that was the character she thought I resembled most of all. Well, that was better than nothing.


“I’ll be straight back,” said Svetlana, and the two of them went to the nursery. I sat there, looking at a chocolate with a bite taken out of it. It had alternate layers of dark chocolate and white chocolate. When I counted seven layers, I laughed. It was a graphic illustration of the structure of the Twilight. The White Mist folded all the layers together, turning any Others who got in the way into stone. OK, let’s sidestep the effect of the spell in battle. What happened afterward? I closed my eyes, trying to remember.


Afterward the Twilight straightened out again. The levels of the Twilight returned to their old places.


Why had we decided that the Crown of All Things would join the Twilight and the real world together forever? Simply because we believed what Rustam had said? But how did he know…The Twilight would fold up—and then expand again. As it left our world, the Twilight would spread out its layers again. It was like a stiff spring: You could compress it, but it would straighten back out.


And that was interesting. I didn’t believe in a Merlin who had created a magical bomb to destroy the entire world simply for the fun of it. He wasn’t that kind of Other. But I could easily believe in Merlin as an experimenter who had invented a new amusement, but decided not to try it out.


What might happen if all the levels of the Twilight were united with the real world for a short time?


Would all Others die out?


Hardly.


If that were the case, Merlin would surely have boasted of his Power.


But he had thought up a kind of allegorical riddle for his message…


I recited the verse in a low voice as I watched Svetlana walk back quietly into the kitchen.


The Crown of All Things is here concealed. Only one step is left. 


But this is a legacy for the strong or the wise— 


You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it. 


Proceed, if you are as strong as I; 


Or go back, if you are as wise as I. 


Beginning and end, head and tail, all is fused in one 


In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable. 


“Trying to understand it?” Svetlana asked as she sat down beside me. “You know what I was thinking? Why did we decide that the Twilight would come together with the world forever? Most probably it would move back out again.”


“That’s what I was thinking too,” I agreed. “Like with the White Mist. But what would that lead to? Blue moss starting to grow in our world?”


Svetlana laughed. “Wouldn’t the botanists have a field day! A new form of plant life, and one that reacts to human emotions. They’d write millions of doctoral theses….”


“They’d open factories for processing blue moss,” I added. “Start spinning threads out of it, making blue jeans…”


Svetlana suddenly turned serious. “And what would happen to those who live in the Twilight?”


“The disembodied Others?” I asked.


Svetlana nodded.


“Life and death,” I said, and nodded too. “I don’t know. Do you suppose they might be…resurrected? Come to life again in our world?”


“Why not? We know they live there. I even saw one on the fifth level, when I was fighting Arina…”


“And you didn’t tell me,” I commented.


“You know it’s best not to talk about these things. It’s best not to know about it if you can’t get there yourself. I’m not at all sure that everybody ends up there, perhaps it’s only the most powerful. The Higher Ones, for example. Why should all the rest know that they won’t have any existence after death?”


“Thomas the Rhymer said that down there on the lower levels of the Twilight there are magical cities, dragons and unicorns…all the things that don’t exist in our world, but could have.”


Svetlana shook her head. “Thomas seems like a very good man to me. But he’s a bard. A poet. You can’t cure that, Anton. You talked to him when he was in his Twilight form, dreaming about unicorns and fairies and magical cities, Others who have built a world of their own and don’t live as parasites on the human world. I wouldn’t count too much on all that being true. Perhaps there are only little huts and wooden houses there. And no fairies and unicorns.”


“That’s still not too bad,” I said. “Very many people would gladly swap the heaven they desperately hope to get to someday for eternal life in a hut out in the countryside. There are certainly trees there.”


“The Other I saw didn’t look very happy,” Svetlana said. “Of course, he was…well, kind of blurred, not very clear. But that’s only natural, if his usual habitat is the seventh level of the Twilight. But he looked so…creased and rumpled. And he ran toward me, as if he wanted to tell me something. But I had other things on my mind at the time, you understand.”


Neither of us said anything for a while.


“Maybe they really would be brought back into our world,” Svetlana said. “And that might be enough to make Edgar, Gennady, and Arina work together. They must all have lost loved ones, not just Saushkin. And probably anyone who has lost loved ones would be thrown off balance by an opportunity like this.”


“It would throw anyone at all off balance,” I said.


We looked at each other in alarm. It was good that now we were guarded around the clock. It was bad that our potential enemies were three Higher Ones.


“I’ll put up a few more protective spells for the night,” said Svetlana. “Don’t think me a coward.”


“The Crown of All Things can be reached by force,” I said. “By breaking through to the seventh level of the Twilight. But I couldn’t do it. Probably Nadya could. If only I knew how to get through by using my wits…by cunning. I’d use that artifact myself. There’d be about the same number of Light and Dark magicians down there. We’d manage.”


“And what if we’re wrong and it’s nothing but a bomb that will destroy the world?”


“That’s why I prefer not to think too much about how to reach the artifact. I’ll leave that headache to Gesar and Zabulon.”


“Let’s go to bed and sleep on it,” Svetlana said. “Tomorrow’s a new day.”


But we didn’t go to bed straightaway. First Svetlana put up several new protective spells around the apartment, and then I did the same.


Chapter 3 








 


 

THE MORNING TURNED OUT SO FRESH AND CLEAR THAT ALL OF THE PREVIOUS day’s doom and gloom seemed to have evaporated into thin air. Nadya meekly ate the rice porridge that she didn’t like, and Svetlana didn’t say a word when I casually told her that I was thinking of going to work early. But she did suggest that I should come back home early too, so that all of us could go to watch some family movie that her friends had told her was really great. I imagined the Dark Ones who were guarding Nadya being forced to watch a romantic fairy tale in which, naturally, good defeats evil, and I smiled.


“Definitely. I just want to find out how things are going. Maybe there’s been some kind of breakthrough.”


“They would have called you,” said Svetlana, scattering my idle dreams like smoke.


But that didn’t spoil my mood. I got ready quickly and grabbed my briefcase full of papers (oh, yes, even Light Magicians have to do their paperwork), then kissed my daughter and my wife and left the apartment.


On the next floor down Roma, an amiable young lummox who had been working in our Watch for about two years, was making lively conversation with a thin, pretty young woman, one of the Dark Ones Zabulon had assigned to guard us.


I greeted them both and walked on, shaking my head.


That was the way romances with unhappy endings got started. The way it had happened with Alisa and Igor…


The weather was so good that for a second I hesitated, standing outside the door of the building and wondering if I ought to walk to the metro. On the other hand, I really didn’t want to go into the metro at all. Those hot trains, those jostling crowds—the rush hour in Moscow ends somewhere around midnight.


No, the car would be better. Svetlana wasn’t planning on going anywhere. And if I checked the probability lines, I could skip past the traffic jams and be at work in only twenty minutes.


I removed the protective spells that wouldn’t have done me any harm but would have made sensitive drivers give my car a conspicuously wide berth, and got into the driver’s seat. I turned the key in the ignition and closed my eyes to check the best route for me to drive. The result was rather discouraging. For some reason all the probabilities were centered on Sheremetievo Airport, which was crazy, since I had no intention of going there!


I suddenly felt something fluffy wrap itself around my neck, and an amiable voice with a slight drawl asked, “Does the king have a long journey to make today?”


I looked in the rearview mirror and didn’t like what I saw.


I didn’t see Edgar. But I did see the thing that he had thrown around my neck—a silvery strip of fur. It didn’t look much like a decorative neckpiece; there was something predatory about it…as if there were lots of tiny teeth hidden under that gray fur.


And I also saw Gennady Saushkin, sitting on the right side of the backseat. The vampire’s face was composed and impassive.


“What’s on your mind, Edgar?” I asked.


“That’s none of your business,” Edgar replied with an ominous laugh. “Don’t even think of withdrawing into the Twilight and don’t try any spells. That little ribbon around your neck exists at every level of the Twilight…at least as far down as the sixth. And it will rip your head off if you use even a trace of magic.”


“I won’t test it,” I said. “So now what?”


“Maybe you’d like to invite us back home?” the invisible Edgar asked.


“Surely you don’t think that I’d give you Nadya,” I said. I didn’t feel afraid, I was simply astonished by the question. “You can kill me.”


“I wasn’t really counting on it,” Edgar said, “but Gennady insisted on the question being asked—he’s very keen to make use of your little daughter.”


“The way he made use of his own son?” I asked, unable to resist, and I was rewarded with a vicious scowl that erased everything human in the vampire’s face.


“Quiet now,” said Edgar, nudging my shoulder. “Don’t get carried away, or I won’t be able to hold Gennady off. He’s very upset with you. Can you guess why?”


“Yes. Why don’t you make yourself visible? It’s not a pleasant sensation talking to empty space.”


“Drive out of the lot,” Edgar said, laughing. “I wouldn’t like your bodyguards to notice us…. We’d finish them off before they even knew what hit them. But Svetlana’s a different matter. I’m afraid she might prove too hot to handle.”


Gennady scowled again, demonstrating that he had a full set of teeth and his four canines were larger than the average human size.


“I’m sure she would,” I said quite sincerely. I stepped on the gas and drove the car gently out of the parking lot. Maybe I should crash into a post? No, that won’t rattle them, they are prepared for tricks like that…. “For Nadya’s sake she’d grind you into dust.”


“That’s what I think too,” Edgar said as politely and peaceably as ever. “The last thing we need is a rampaging woman on our trail. And whether or not your daughter can get through to the seventh level of the Twilight still remains to be seen. The chances are no better than if we give you a good shaking up.”


I snorted. “I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you there. I can’t do what’s beyond me. I’m a Higher Magician, but not a zero-point one. You have to be Merlin to get through to the seventh level.”


“I told you we have to take the girl,” Gennady said in a quiet voice. “I told you he couldn’t do it!”


“Cool it!” Edgar reassured him. “He can. He’s just not motivated enough yet, but we’ll help him, and he’ll manage just fine.”


“Try it,” I said. “But where should I drive?”


“Sheremetievo, where else?” Edgar laughed. His invisibility was gradually peeling away and he was appearing by stages, first as a transparent outline, then acquiring colors. Gennady still hadn’t fully revealed himself and I could only see him in the mirror. “I think the quickest way will be around the ring road, right? And try not to waste any time. We have a flight to Edinburgh in an hour—I think we’ll get there before anyone misses you. I don’t really want to waste the last charge in my Minoan Sphere on a portal to Scotland. But bear in mind that if you’re late for the plane, we will go through a portal.”


“I assume that Arina’s waiting for you in Edinburgh?” I asked.


“You just drive,” Edgar ordered. “And in the meantime I’ll explain why you’re going to help us.”


“Very interesting,” I said. There was a cold sensation spreading through my chest, but there was no way I was going to show any fear. But what difference did that make? Vampires can sense fear instinctively. It’s hard to shield yourself from their perceptions, even with magic.


“You’re going to do your best for your daughter’s sake, of course,” said Edgar. “For your daughter’s and your wife’s. That wouldn’t work with a Dark One, but it’s just the trick for Light Ones.”


“You’d never get to my family.”


“Perhaps I wouldn’t—on my own. Gesar and Zabulon would fight with everything they’ve got. I counted six bodyguards. How many do you know about? The two young fools on the staircase?”


I didn’t answer.


“I expect there are at least eight, or even twelve,” Edgar said thoughtfully. “There’s no point in guessing: Both the old farts have decided to play it safe. But if there was an explosion beside your house…not an ordinary explosion, but a nuclear one…Then even any Higher Magicians there would be killed. Hiroshima demonstrated that quite clearly.”


“You wouldn’t go that far, Edgar,” I said. “You’re a Dark One, but you’re not a psychopath. An atomic bomb in the center of Moscow? Just to kill my wife and daughter? How many people would be killed? And what if somebody panics and decides it’s a nuclear attack, and it starts a world war?”


“Right! That’s the most important point.” Edgar laughed. “Even if Gesar senses that something’s wrong and moves your family far away from Moscow, to some secure vault in Ufa, for example, that won’t fundamentally change the situation. Your actions will still decide the fate of hundreds of thousands or even millions of people. Not bad incentive for a Light One, is it?”


“Edgar,” I asked. “What’s happened to you?”


“Nothing,” said Edgar with a nervous, unnatural laugh. “I’m just fine!”


“Have you lost someone, Edgar?”


The question was a shot in the dark. But when Edgar didn’t answer, I knew I’d hit the target. I’d finally begun to understand something about what was going on.


“My wife,” he said eventually. “Annabel.”


“You said you were in Crete with her,” I recalled.


“I was. Exactly a year ago. We were walking to the beach from the hotel…There was a truck driving past us. The driver lost control and ran into her at eighty kilometers an hour. There was no time for me to do anything.”


“You loved her,” I said, amazed.


“Yes,” Edgar said, nodding. “I loved her. I’m not Zabulon, I can love. Or I could.”


“I’m very sorry,” I said.


“Thank you, Anton,” Edgar replied in a perfectly normal voice. “I know you really mean that. But it still doesn’t change anything…in the way things are between us.”


“Why did you turn against everyone? Why did you involve people?”


“People? What difference does it make how we use them, Anton? We live off their energy. Why shouldn’t we use them as cannon fodder too? And as for why I went against everyone…that’s the wrong way of putting the question. I’m not against them, I’m for them. For all Others, if you like. Dark Ones and Light Ones. When we achieve our goal, you’ll understand. Even you’ll understand.”


“That’s not what we agreed,” said Gennady.


“I remember what we agreed,” Edgar snapped. “We do what we planned. And then you challenge Anton to fight. That’s right, isn’t it? You wanted an honest duel?”


“Yes,” Gennady said rather doubtfully.


“Well, if you’re so certain that I’ll understand,” I said as I turned onto the ring road, struggling with the temptation to swing the steering wheel hard and throw the car off the over-pass, “then you could tell me what it is you’ve planned. And then maybe I’ll help you voluntarily.”


“I thought about that,” Edgar said with a nod. “From the very beginning, I thought that of all the Light Ones I know, you were the sanest. But I happened to find myself working with Gennady here. And he was absolutely against it. He doesn’t like you. And you know why: You killed his son. His wife laid herself to rest because of you. So how could we take you into the Last Watch?”


“A very romantic name, by the way.”


“That’s Gennady, he’s a great romantic.” Edgar laughed. “No, we weren’t going to touch you. Revenge is a fine thing, but only if you’ve got nothing else left…. Then Gesar had to go and send you to Edinburgh!”


“Did you kill Victor because he recognized Gennady?”


“Yes,” said Edgar, nodding. “It was an improvised move. Gennady got nervous. He thought Kostya’s old school friend couldn’t have turned up by accident, that we were being followed. It was a mistake, of course. But we did discover how to open the barrier on the third level. We didn’t have precise information about that before then.”


“But you knew about the golem on the fifth level?”


“Oh yes!” said Edgar, laughing again. “After Annabel was killed I was transferred to work in the secure archive. You know…to settle down and get over my pain in a quiet job…If only you knew, Light One, what they have hidden away in the strong rooms at the Inquisition! I had never even suspected that things like that could be created. I tell you honestly, in the last hundred years, the quality of magic has actually deteriorated. We’ve been spoiled by using human things. But we used to have things that were like telephones and cars and airplanes…they weren’t just like them, they were better. We could have founded a civilization based entirely on magic!”


“Except that we produce less Power than we consume,” I said. “We can’t live without people.”


“I thought about that, too,” said Edgar, brightening up. “We could have—Hey, don’t slow down! Take the left lane, it’s free now…So, I’ve thought about that subject. I picture the ideal society as something close to the medieval model. People living a simple, healthy, uncomplicated life, working in the open air, pursuing the arts and crafts. No centralized states would be needed—a feudal system with barons and nominal kings would be quite good enough. And we Others would live partly separately and partly among the people. Without hiding from them! And everyone would know about us. Of course, under this arrangement even people could challenge a magician or a vampire. Let them! There has to be an effective mechanism of natural selection to weed out the weak and excessively cruel Others. A world like that would be far more pleasant than the one we have now—for Others and people. Have you never read any fantasy?”


“What?”


“Haven’t you read any of those books? Lord of the Rings? Conan? A Wizard of Earthsea? Harry Potter?”


“I’ve read a few,” I said. “Some are a bit naefve, but some are interesting. Quite passable as escapist literature, even for us.”


“And it’s far more popular with people than science fiction,” Edgar said confidently. “That’s the paradox, people aren’t interested in reading about settling on Mars or flying to the stars—all the things that people really can achieve, but Others can’t. But they dream about becoming magicians, rushing into battle with a big sharp sword…. If only they knew what the wounds from a real sword look like!…What does all this mean? That a medieval world in which magic exists is the one most attractive to people!”


“Well, yes,” I said. “Of course. Because no one thinks about how delightful it is to relieve yourself into a cesspit when it’s twenty degrees below freezing, or the stench those pits give out when it’s ninety degrees in the shade. Because the heroes in the books don’t get head colds, indigestion, appendicitis, or malaria, and if they do, there’s a Light Healer right there on hand. Because everyone sees himself sitting on the throne, wearing a magician’s cloak, or, at the very least, in the retinue of a brave and jolly baron. Not out in a parched field with a wooden hoe in his hands, watching the baron’s retinue ride off after they’ve just trampled his pitiful harvest, half of which belongs to the brave and jolly baron anyway.”


“That’s a different matter,” Edgar said peaceably. “There are pluses and minuses to everything. But there wouldn’t be any advertising, politicians, lawyers, genetically modified food…”


“It’s time you joined Greenpeace. Your world would have lots of children who were jinxed in their mothers’ wombs. And even more perfectly normal children dying during birth because of incorrect presentation or lack of medicines. Edgar, are you really planning to throw the world back into the Middle Ages?”


Edgar sighed.


“No, Anton. That’s a very, very unlikely outcome. I can tell you honestly that’s what I’m hoping for, but the chances aren’t great.”


“I’m thinking very seriously about turning the wheel and crashing into a pillar,” I said. “See that pedestrian bridge over the ring road? It has these very tempting concrete pillars…”


“We wouldn’t be hurt,” Edgar replied. “And I don’t think you would be either. You’ve got a good car: air bags, safety belts…you could survive. Don’t be silly. If you want to kill yourself, try working a bit of magic.”


“What did you dig up in the archives? What are you hoping for?”


“Don’t tell him,” Gennady said morosely. But his words seemed to have the opposite effect from what he intended. After all, Edgar was a primordial Dark One, used to regarding vampires with disdain. Even his allies.


“The Inquisition has always taken a great interest in artifacts that lie out of its reach,” Edgar said. “And particularly in the artifacts created by Merlin…for perfectly understandable reasons. Not much was known about the Crown of All Things. Only that it was in Scotland and was potentially one of the most powerful magical objects in existence. If not the most powerful. But it was believed that no information about the Crown existed. Fortunately, several years ago the Inquisition began compiling a comprehensive catalogue and putting everything in the computer system. This included translating into electronic form the results of medieval interrogations of witches and reports by agents and scholars that had been forgotten by everybody. I searched for everything to do with Merlin and discovered a few lines that had been forgotten for a long, long time. A certain thirteenth-century Light Enchantress, first-level…let’s say that she came into possession of information above and beyond her rank…. This enchantress was questioned about a dust-up in Glasgow, which was still a small provincial town at the time. And during the interrogation, she mentioned the ‘last artifact’ created by Merlin. They asked her to say what this artifact did and she replied, to translate literally, ‘The Crown is what all the Others who have left us dream about, what they wait for in the Twilight, what will bring them happiness and restore their freedom.’ Nobody attached any significance to her words at the time, and they just lay in the archives for centuries. Until that sheet of parchment was put into a scanner and I started a search with the key word ‘Merlin.’”


“And I assume that this information is no longer in the Inquisition’s database?” I queried.


Edgar just laughed.


“You want to bring dead Others back to life?”


“Departed,” Gennady hissed. “Departed, but not dead!”


“It’s not that simple,” said Edgar. “We think that the Crown of All Things will fuse the Twilight world and the human world, eliminating the barriers between the levels. At present the departed ones cannot—or cannot effectively—return to our world, and we are not strong enough to stay in the lower levels of the Twilight for any length of time, but the Crown will change all that. Our departed ones will be with us.”


“Edgar, you don’t know anything for certain,” I said. “You can’t know anything. This is nothing but guesswork. What if the different levels really do fuse with our world? That will be a catastrophe!”


“We know that the departed Others want this,” Edgar said firmly.


“All based on a single phrase spoken by an enchantress in the thirteenth century?”


“She was Merlin’s mistress. She knew for certain.”


I didn’t go on arguing.


What could I oppose to their faith? Nothing. Faith can only be opposed by another faith, not by facts, let alone hypotheses.


“Edgar, if I knew definitely that the Crown would bring back the departed Others, then I would help you. But I’m not sure it will.” I turned onto the Leningrad Chaussee. “That’s the first thing.”


“Carry on,” Edgar said politely.


“But even if I wanted to help you, the guard on the artifact in Edinburgh has been strengthened. Everyone knows that you’ll go back in there again. And I think they’ve already figured out what magic you stole from the repository and how much, so your amulets won’t come as a surprise any longer. We won’t get through that easily. That’s the second thing.”


“Believe me, I did a thorough job,” Edgar said proudly. “Right now in the Inquisition they have no idea of what they had, what they didn’t have, and how much is left. The Inquisition is a very highly bureaucratic structure, which is probably the inevitable fate of any supranational organization, whether it’s human or ours. It will be hard, but we’ll get through. Even if you don’t help us…I expect it’s almost impossible to make you kill Light Ones.”


“We should have taken the girl. Then he would have helped us,” Gennady rumbled from behind me.


“Calm down,” Edgar told him. “What kind of monster are you anyway? You should be more humane, Gennady!”


“I was humane when I was alive,” said the vampire. “And I held out until they killed Kostya. And until Polina left me. I can’t take any more!”


“But even so, we have to try to overcome our differences of opinion, since we’re going to be on the same team—for a little while, at least,” Edgar stated reasonably. “Avoid insults, don’t threaten his family…there’s no point. Is that all you have to say, Anton?”


“No, there’s one more little comment. I can’t get through to the seventh level. When I got to the sixth, I was hyped up, the adrenaline was flowing. But the next barrier is too strong for me to break through. And the Watches have also evaluated the strength of the barrier—no input of Power from outside will help.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s not a case of Power as such! There’s more of it pouring down the vortex above the Dungeons of Scotland than you could possibly use. But you have to work with it, pass it through yourself. And what if you do supply Power artificially? Pump it out of people, out of artifacts…what then? You can’t keep raising the voltage in the mains forever, the wires will melt! What’s needed is a superconductor, do you understand? And that superconductor is a zero-point Other, someone who produces absolutely no magical energy!”


“Oh, these technical explanations,” Edgar sighed. “Gennady, did you understand that?”


“I did. I told you—”


“All right, be quiet. Anton, I understand that you can’t jump over your own head. And neither can I….”


“Edgar, when did you become a Higher One?” I asked.


The former Inquisitor laughed. “Just recently. Don’t pay any attention to that.”


“OK, so you removed Gennady’s registration seal,” I said, thinking out loud. “That’s fine, I know they taught you fancier tricks than that in the Inquisition. But you can only raise your level of Power with the Fuaran. The book was burnt up….”


“Don’t try to blind me with science,” Edgar said. “Tell it to Gennady, he likes that stuff. Nobody’s expecting any miracles from you. What’s expected is a bit of savvy. Find the way around the barrier.”


“I’m sure Thomas the Rhymer has been searching for that for hundreds of years.”


“But he didn’t have a wife and a daughter sitting on a nuclear bomb all set to blow,” said Edgar, glancing at his watch. “We’re on time. Well done. You’re a good driver. And now listen—don’t drive into the parking lot, we don’t want to leave any unnecessary tracks. There’s a young guy waiting for us at the entrance to the departures hall. Give him the keys. He has been paid to drive your car to a parking lot and pay for three days. When you come back, you can pick it up.”


“If you come back,” Gennady growled.


“I’m sorry, but I think I know his chances are better than you believe,” Edgar snapped. “So, we’ll slip through passport control quickly, and you won’t try to attract the attention of the Others at customs. A Light One wouldn’t want any unnecessary casualties, right? We’ll get on the plane and you’ll have a cup of coffee, even a sip of brandy is permissible. And you’ll think. Think hard. So hard that I can hear your brains creaking. And it will be very good if by the time we reach Edinburgh you already know how to get the Crown of All Things. Because we don’t have any time to spare. Only twelve hours until the bomb goes off.”


“You bastard,” I said.


“No, I’m a highly effective personnel manager,” Edgar said with a smile.


Chapter 4 









 


 

THERE ARE SOME WORDS THAT CAN SEND A MAN INTO A TRANCE WITHOUT using any magic.


For example: “Tell me something funny.” Even if you’ve just watched the finale of Test Your Wits on TV, read the latest Terry Pratchett book, and dug up ten really funny, fresh jokes on the Internet—that will all fly right out of your head in an instant.


The words “Sit and think” are pretty effective too. They immediately remind me of an algebra test or some quarterly essay at school, and the weary face of the teacher who no longer expects anything good from his pupils.


This time we were flying directly to Edinburgh, on Aeroflot. If this had been a standard assignment, I wouldn’t have minded at all. I liked what I’d seen of Scotland. And it was particularly nice that Edgar, of course, had taken seats in business class. Three infuriated people, who between them could obviously have bought the Boeing 767 we had been flying in, were left fuming at check-in when their tickets proved to be invalid. I didn’t say anything, but I felt hope beginning to warm my chest. Most human problems with double bookings or invalid tickets are actually caused by the machinations of certain light-fingered Others—most often Dark Ones, but sometimes Light Ones too. That’s why all such incidents are investigated by the Watches. Well, in theory all of them, but in practice only the ones that cause serious scandals. In this case it looked as if a really large-scale scandal was in the offing….


But I was afraid that the investigation still wouldn’t be as prompt as I needed it to be. Especially right then, when everyone all the way across Moscow was hunting for Saushkin.


The customs post at departures had also been reinforced. Instead of two Others on duty, there were four—in such cases parity is strictly observed. I had been hoping that perhaps they might use some of our lads for the reinforcements and they would spot me, but all of the Others were from outer Moscow, not the city. And before check-in, Edgar had given us false passports and applied high-quality masks that fourth-and fifth-level Others wouldn’t be able to penetrate. So I walked past my colleagues under the name of Alexander Peterson, resident of St. Petersburg. Gennady became Konstantin Arbenin, but what Edgar called himself, I didn’t hear.


Once I was on the plane and the flight attendant had brought the coffee and cognac that Edgar had promised, I realized that I had completely lost the game. Every now and then the furry noose around my neck, which had attracted glances of puzzlement at customs, squeezed a little bit tighter, or scratched at my skin with its tiny little claws…or teeth. Just about the only thing it didn’t do was purr while it waited for me to use any magic. I even remembered what the thing was called: Schrfdinger’s Cat. Evidently because nobody had ever been able to decide whether this piece of trash was alive or dead. In the Inquisition they used Schrfdinger’s Cat for transporting the most dangerous criminals. The lousy son of a bitch had never failed. And by the way, unless I was getting things confused, it was the only one of its kind. Edgar had stolen some truly unique artifacts.


“Drink your coffee,” Edgar said amiably. I had been put in the window seat, with Gennady beside me. Edgar sat behind us, and he made sure there was no one in the seat next to him: The perplexed but unresisting passenger was moved to somewhere in economy class, with showers of apologies and promises of countless bonuses in compensation. All in all, Aeroflot made a quite remarkably pleasant impression. No worse than the Western carriers, or even a bit better. It was just a pity I wouldn’t be able to enjoy the flight. I was in the wrong company for that.


I drank coffee and brandy by turns, watching out the window as the plane taxied onto the runway. Edgar whispered something behind my back—and the roar of the engines disappeared. A Sphere of Silence. Well, it made sense: Now no one would bother us, and no one would hear us. It was a good thing that, unlike the wizard Khottabych in the flying carpet fairy tale, Edgar had other ways of combating the noise apart from stopping the engines….


Proceed, if you are as strong as I; 


Or go back, if you are as wise as I. 


Merlin was mocking. Of course he was—mocking the hapless treasure hunters. But he still believed that he had to give a hint. That was in the unwritten rules of the game in those days. So there had to be a way.


Proceed—go back. Forward—backward…


Perhaps you had to pump up the momentum by swinging backward and forward, like trying to free a car that’s stuck in the mud—an art completely forgotten by the masses in this era of automatic transmissions. Reach the sixth level, jump back out, then back to the sixth and take a run straight through…


Absolute drivel. I had just barely managed to get as far as the sixth level once, pausing to catch my breath after every breakthrough. Even assuming that I could jump straight out of the depths of the Twilight like Gesar, I still wouldn’t be able to pump up my speed like that.


I started to go over it again from the beginning.


The Crown of All Things is here concealed. Only one step is left. 


That was all clear enough. The inscription was on the sixth level. The Crown of All Things was hidden on the seventh. The cunning Merlin had left the signpost where only the most powerful and skillful magician could reach it…it felt really good that I had managed to get there!


But we weren’t told anything special in this line. It was a kind of preamble. An introduction. We could only hope that Thomas the Rhymer’s translation was adequate…but then it ought to be, coming from a great bard and an ancestor of Lermontov.


But this is a legacy for the strong or the wise— 


This was more or less clear too. Merlin had left the decision on whether to use the artifact up to those who would be his equal. In power or wisdom—it didn’t matter which.


You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it. 


Right now, this was a bit more interesting. It looked as though Merlin believed that using the Crown might cause a global catastrophe. You shall receive all and nothing—or you shall receive everything, but not for yourself.


Or was I being like Edgar and Gennady, only seeing what I wanted to see?


What if you shall receive all and nothing meant that the whole world would be in your power, but it would be destroyed?


I didn’t know. I couldn’t understand. If only I could have read it in the original…


“Edgar, I have to make one phone call,” I said.


“What?” Edgar chortled. “Who to, Gesar? We’ve already been warned to switch our phones off.”


“Do you want me to produce a result? I have to ask Foma Lermont about something.”


Edgar didn’t hesitate for long. He closed his eyes, then nodded.


“Call. You have three minutes before we start to take off. But remember, I’m listening very carefully.”


It was a good thing I hadn’t erased Lermont’s number…. I took out my phone and called. One ring, two…


“Anton?”


There was a clear note of curiosity in Lermont’s voice.


“How does that third line go? You translated it as ‘You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it,’ remember? What’s the point here: ‘You shall receive everything and lose everything’ or ‘You shall receive everything, but you don’t need it’?”


Thomas grunted and recited the line in Old English. “‘With it thou shalt acquire all—and nothing shalt thou get…’”


Well, thanks a bunch for not saying it in Welsh… 


“That means?” I asked, determined to get it clear.


“It means that if you get it, you will receive something that you personally don’t need, although it is very important—global, universal.”


“Thank you, Foma!”


“Brainstorming?” Lermont inquired. “Good luck. We’re not wasting our time here either, we’re working—”


I cut the connection. I wondered if Edgar and Gennady had heard our conversation and was suddenly surprised to realize that I was enthralled by the task. Despite the noose on my neck. Despite the blackmail. Despite the vampire and the crazed Inquisitor sitting there with me. I wanted to understand. I wanted to solve Merlin’s riddle. I could never be as powerful as him, but maybe I could at least rival him intellectually.


I wanted to believe I could.


Proceed, if you are as strong as I; 


Or go back, if you are as wise as I. 


Right. We’d come back to that phrase. The meaning was more or less clear. The strong could proceed and attain the goal following Merlin’s route. The wise would go back and choose the other way around.


Beginning and end, head and tail, all is fused in one. 


That was probably just flowery speech. Alpha and omega, the beginning and the end. Head and tail? Maybe that was a hint at the golem on the fifth level of the Twilight.


Maybe this line had to be thought about seriously after all.


In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable. 


This bit probably referred to the application of the spell. Life and death are inseparable. The Others who have withdrawn into the Twilight will come to life again, return to our world…. I wondered if that was what they wanted? I’d almost had to drag Thomas the Rhymer out of there, he’d wanted to stay so much, to taste the joys of the magical heaven.


I imagined the resurrected Kostya yelling at his father, “Did I ask you to resurrect me?” Was that a possibility?


I didn’t know. I couldn’t understand a thing. Oh, but Thomas could hardly be right. He was caught in the trap of his own dream, just as Edgar and Gennady were blinded by theirs. That inhabitant of the Twilight who had managed to reach the first level, and had even saved me, you could say, by showing me the way to the Dark Ones’ headquarters such a long time ago, hadn’t looked very happy with things. I wondered who he was and why he had helped me. How had he ever found out about what was happening from down there in the spectral Twilight depths of creation?


Questions, questions, and no answers to them!


Beginning and end, head and tail, all is fused in one. 


There seemed to be something in this, though. Head and tail—that was the bit that I couldn’t get out of my mind. Whose head was fused with his tail down there? That is, if I didn’t take the golem-monster with teeth in both tails seriously as a candidate.


But why not take it almost seriously?


Not for me, of course. For our own dear Last Watch.


So, let’s suppose the Crown of All Things was concealed in the body of this miserable two-headed beast. Somewhere in the middle, where one part ended and the other began. Where head and tail were indistinguishable…Go back—that is, to the fifth level, and you’ll find it there!


Well, that sounded very convincing. If I could say it with a straight face. They didn’t have the Rune, and Edgar wasn’t likely to be able to get it. Just let them try to destroy a golem created by Merlin!


Of course, if the Crown of All Things really was found in the belly of that creeping horror, then that would be…that would be very annoying.


But I doubted that would be the outcome.


“You’re smiling,” said Gennady. “What have you come up with?”


“Quiet,” I said. “I’m soaring on the wings of inspiration. Better give me some cognac.”


Gennady pursed his lips and said nothing.


Absorbed in my thoughts and surrounded by a cocoon of total silence, I completely missed the moment of take-off. When I looked out the window, we were already high up above the first layer of clouds, the first level. Aagh, now I was seeing levels that had to be broken through everywhere!


Yes, there was definitely something about that line that stuck in my mind. Head and tail, right? I’d heard about that somewhere. In magic? No, more likely in folklore. In some beliefs or other…yes, of course! Egyptian myths and, later, European ones. Alchemical treatises. Buddhism, in the form of the wheel of Samsara, rebirth…


Ouroboros. The snake devouring its own tail.


I felt goose pimples rising on my skin. It was no accident that Merlin had set a two-headed snake to guard the fifth level…The Crown wasn’t in it, of course.


But it was a hint, and a very clear one!


The beginning and the end. It gives birth to itself, fertilizes itself, and kills itself. An eternal and unchanging force that is dissolved in space and then restored again, the eternal circle of time, a defense against Chaos and Darkness, safeguarding the universe, enclosing and supporting the world, bringing life into death and death into life, simultaneously motionless and moving…


Death and resurrection.


An eternal stream of Power, dying and being reborn…


I understood.


I understood everything.


My fingers started trembling and I grabbed tight hold of the armrests. I caught Gennady’s suspicious glance and said, “I’m afraid of flying. Get me some cognac, OK? Be a real man, even if not for very long.”


Gennady got up without saying a word and beckoned to the flight attendant.


Ouroboros.


The beginning and the end. Life and death. The circle of Power maintaining the universe.


I understood it all. I was the first since Merlin. Now I had something to be proud of, if only I could manage to stay alive!


“You’ve thought of something,” said Edgar. Half-standing, he leaned forward over the back of my seat and looked into my eyes curiously. “Ah, Anton! I was right. You do have an idea.”


“I do,” I said, not trying to deny anything, “Edgar, I want to ask you one more time—are you sure that it’s safe to bring out those who have withdrawn? You know what the Shade of the Rulers is, don’t you?”


“I know,” said Edgar, and his face darkened. “It summons magicians who have withdrawn back from the sixth level, where they can exist for a fairly long time. Torn out of their natural surroundings, pumped full of Power, absolutely insane…destroying everything around them with appalling ferocity. Anton, don’t confuse the forcible extraction and exploitation of the withdrawn with their resurrection. You know, if someone woke you up in the middle of the night, hit you on the head, poured shit all over you, and started yelling in your ear, you’d go on the rampage too.”


“So you’ve definitely made up your mind…,” I said and paused. I ought not to seem to surrender straightaway. Edgar couldn’t read my thoughts, I was a Higher One after all, but he’d be able to sense a lie in my intonation or the expression on my face. And so could Gennady. “Edgar, what guarantees do I have?”


“What guarantees do you mean?” he asked in amazement.


“Guarantees that when I explain everything to you, you won’t give orders for the bomb in Moscow to be detonated. And that you’ll take Schrfdinger’s Cat off my neck.”


Edgar laughed. “Anything else you’d like?”


“I’m giving you a lot,” I answered.


“Will the Oath of the Light and the Dark satisfy you?”


“Edgar!” Gennady said in a chilly voice. “There are limits to everything!”


“I swear on the Light and the Dark and the equilibrium between them,” Edgar said in a steady voice, “that if you help us to obtain the Crown of All Things, I will remove Schrfdinger’s Cat from your neck, will not give orders for the bomb in Moscow to be detonated, and will allow you to fight Gennady one against one. If you win, I shall cause no further hindrance to you and your family, provided that I am not attacked by you. If you lose, I vow not to undertake any measures against Svetlana and Nadya. Again provided that they do not attack me themselves. I do so swear!”


A small sphere appeared in the palm of his hand. One half of it glowed brightly and the other half was black, as if it was sucking the light into itself. The sphere revolved slowly, with light flowing into darkness and darkness flowing into light.


“One clarification,” I said. “What does ‘if I help you to obtain’ mean? When’s that?”


“When we have the Crown in our hands.”


“I don’t agree,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s a serious chance that you’ll be killed trying to obtain the Crown. But the Cat can only be removed by the person who put it on. I don’t fancy the prospect of spending the rest of my life with no magic and this piece of garbage around my neck.”


Edgar thought about it. Or, more likely, he pretended to think about it. He had probably decided long ago just how much he was willing to compromise.


“Let me clarify,” he said, looking at the sphere of Light and Dark spinning on his palm. “I shall order the bomb in Moscow not to be detonated just as soon as we all believe that what you tell us is the truth. I will remove the Cat before we set out to obtain the Crown. But you will be with us, bound by an oath not to obstruct us. That is as far as I can go.”


Now it was my turn to demonstrate the workings of my thoughts. Was I or wasn’t I prepared to accept such conditions? If I was going to tell the actual truth, then I probably ought to do a bit more haggling….


“Another clarification,” I said. “You will not only remove the Cat, you will also allow me to withdraw to a safe distance. I do not wish to be obliged to join battle on your side against my own will!”


“Battle?” Edgar repeated curiously. “You probably don’t mean against the members of Lermont’s Watch.”


“No, I don’t,” I said with a smile. “You’ll have enough problems without them, believe me.”


“All right,” said Edgar. “I will allow you to withdraw to a safe distance before we set out to obtain the Crown. But afterward you will be obliged to come back and do battle with Gennady. He…wants that very much.”


“Agreed.” I held out my hand and said, “I swear on the Light.”


A sphere of fire appeared on my hand and immediately disappeared again. The Cat around my neck tightened in annoyance—and relaxed again. It wasn’t my magic; the Primordial Power itself decided whether to affirm a magician’s words.


“Gennady, do you confirm Edgar’s commitments?” I asked.


“Yes.” He didn’t swear on the Dark. The Primordial Power only rarely descends to vampires. But I believed him. After all, the most important thing for Gennady was to get his son and wife back. Revenge was secondary now.


Suddenly realizing that the Sphere of Silence would not prevent passengers from observing the strange lights, I glanced around.


No, everything was in order. The passenger on the other side of the aisle was sleeping. His neighbor by the window was working on his laptop. What fine fellows these businessmen were….


“It is not possible to get through to the seventh level,” I said. “There is no way. Only a zero-point magician can do it…or an Other who has dematerialized and withdrawn into the Twilight.”


Gennady tensed up. Edgar asked in an icy voice, “And is that your advice?”


“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Merlin explained everything quite marvelously. You simply got hung up on your own idea about the seventh level of the Twilight! Well, not only you,” I added self-critically. “Merlin didn’t simply give instructions on how to obtain the Crown. He was writing about the problem in general! About how it was possible to meet one who had withdrawn.”


Edgar and Gennady exchanged glances.


Yes, that had been meant to hook them. And it had.


“Proceed, if you are as strong as I,” I declaimed. “What’s that about? It’s about traveling to the seventh level, where those who have withdrawn live! But if you don’t happen to be a zero-point magician, what then? Then you need the artifact created by Merlin. The Crown of All Things. And where do you get it? The inscription on the sixth level reads Go back, if you are as wise as I. And what do we have on the fifth level?”


“The Guard. A golem in the form of a double-headed snake,” said Edgar, screwing up his eyes.


“Head and tail, all is fused in one!” I exclaimed triumphantly. “It’s not just a guard, you idiots! It’s the artifact’s wrapping, its protection. Did you read fairy stories when you were children? It’s like the old fable: The death of Koshchei is in the egg, the egg is in the duck, the duck is in the trunk…It’s the same principle. And by the way,” I added in a sudden fit of inspiration, “I wouldn’t be surprised if, when you rip the golem in half, some other vile beast crawls out of it. Or even flies out of it. It will probably try to get away, so be prepared to take down a fast-moving flying target!”


“Thus are life and death inseparable,” Edgar said, and started thinking.


“The death of the golem is a new life for the withdrawn,” Gennady whispered. “Edgar, could this be true?”


Edgar thought. He was trying to remember something.


“By the way,” I added, “the Crown is probably the golem’s activator. Merlin inclined toward simple and elegant solutions.”


“There have been two cases in history when a golem-guard also served as the casing for what it was guarding,” Edgar said. “And the first to use this artful trick was one of Merlin’s pupils.”


In my own mind I gave thanks to this unknown magician for so aptly confirming what I had said. But outwardly all I did was nod pensively.


“There, you see. Merlin probably told him about his own idea. Or perhaps he helped his teacher to make the snake-golem.”


Edgar nodded and said, “If only we had the Rune…It was the simplest thing in the world to neutralize the golem with it.”


He believed me.


“It’s your own fault,” I said. “Instead of organizing secret societies, you should have opened up your ideas for general discussion. All Others have lost someone at some time….”


“You have no idea how strong the bureaucracy is,” Edgar said in disgust. “The discussion would have gone on for a hundred years. And in the end they would have decided not to do anything.”


“That can’t be true,” I protested.


“You’re simply too young…and too remote from the administrative structures. Gesar and Zabulon would agree with me.”


I shrugged. Perhaps they would.


I wondered if Gesar had anyone to grieve for. He loved Olga, and now she was with him. He had even managed to make his son an Other. But surely over hundreds of years the Great Gesar must have lost loved ones, friends, children. And some of them must have been Others, not ordinary people. Others who had withdrawn into the Twilight.


And Zabulon? Of course, as he now was, Zabulon didn’t love anyone. But could that always have been the case? He had been a child once, the same as all other children, except that he was a potential Other. He happened to have taken the path of Darkness. But it wasn’t possible that he had never loved anyone! Even Dark Ones can love…


An interesting little situation. In principle, the activities of the Last Watch worked to Gesar’s and Zabulon’s advantage! Any Other of any serious age had to be delighted by the idea of bringing back the withdrawn.


Although, of course, they could never admit it openly.


Chapter 5 








 


 

THE FLIGHT ATTENDANT HANDED OUT THE LUNCHES. I WAS OFFERED cognac again, but I refused. Enough already. I had to be in good form in Edinburgh.


Behind me Edgar ate with a hearty appetite. Gennady prodded pensively with his fork, picking out only the pieces of meat. When his gaze fell on me, I completely lost all desire to eat my own meat. It even took me some effort to get the salad and a piece of cheese down. It was really rather annoying that everything tasted so good. I ought to have ordered the vegetarian lunch.


Saushkin took a flask out of his pocket. He unscrewed the top and took a gulp, then he put the flask away, demonstratively licking his dark-stained lips.


“You know, Edgar, there’s one thing that surprises me,” I said in a quiet voice. “I thought you always had a dislike for bloodsuckers. Not to mention vampires who violated the Treaty…And you removed a criminal’s registration seal?”


“Calm down, Anton,” Edgar said peaceably. “When Gennady killed those Light Ones on the boulevard, it was only self-defense. And in Edinburgh…well, that was unfortunate. But it was self-defense too in a certain sense. Gennady didn’t even drink the boy. He didn’t like the idea of drinking one of Kostya’s friends, so he poured all the blood away….”


“And how did he reach the Higher level?” I asked, looking at Gennady.


The vampire opened his mouth just a crack, extending his fangs.


“His son left the recipe for ‘Saushkin’s Cocktail’ in his notes,” Edgar said coolly. “Sure, Gennady increased his level illegally. But he didn’t have to kill any people to do it….”


“Are you sure about that?” I asked, looking at Gennady. His fangs were extending farther and farther. I wondered what Schrfdinger’s Cat would do if someone tried to bite me through its fluffy body.


“It’s true, isn’t it?” Edgar asked, reaching out one hand and taking Gennady firmly by the shoulder. “Or is there something I don’t know about my comrade-in-arms?”


“He’s lying,” said Gennady. “He’s trying to set us against each other.”


“I don’t think so,” said Edgar, still holding the vampire’s shoulder, and perhaps even applying a little pressure to it now. “You’re very agitated, Gennady. Calm down.”


“I’m perfectly calm,” the vampire hissed.


“Have you killed people?” Edgar asked imperturbably. “There wasn’t any recipe for a cocktail left by your son, was there?”


“Yes, I’ve killed some,” Gennady said. He took the flask out again and shook it. “But there was a cocktail! This is it, Kostya’s cocktail. I didn’t go through all my papers right away, I had too many things on my mind! So I only read the letter in spring, and by then it was too late…So what?”


“They found fifty-two bodies drained of blood in his apartment,” I said. “Perhaps you were wondering what had got the Watches so heated? His own kind are ready to tear Gennady to pieces now. They’ve been left without licenses for five years!”


“That’s Gesar being too modest again,” Edgar commented. “In his place I would have demanded ten. It’s outrageous. I had my suspicions in the matter. Outrageous! Gennady, that’s not the way to do things! We’re all one team!”


“Are we still one team?” Gennady asked.


Edgar sighed. “Yes. What’s done can’t be undone…But why did you do it?”


“How was I to know that you would come and find me?” the vampire asked. “I wanted my revenge on Anton. And how can a weak vampire take his revenge on a Higher One? I had to build myself up. It’s all his fault!”


This was an excuse that would never go out of fashion, I thought. Not only among the sons of Darkness, but among the most ordinary of human scum:


It was all his fault! He had an apartment, a car, and an expensive cell phone, and all I had was three rubles, chronic alcoholism, and a hangover every morning. That was why I waited for him in the gateway with a brick…. She had longlegs, she was seventeen, and she had a handsome boyfriend, and I had impotence, a porn magazine under my pillow, and a face like a gorilla. I just had to attack her in the hallway when she walked in, humming to herself, with her lips still hot from kisses…. He had an interesting job, work assignments all over the world, and a good reputation, and I had a degree diploma that I bought, a petty job working under him, and chronic idleness. That was the reason I fixed things so that he would be accused of embezzlement and kicked out of the firm….


They’re all the same, these people and these Others who are desperate for glory, money, or blood and have discovered that the shortest path is always the Dark one.


There’s always somebody who’s getting in their way and somebody who’s to blame….


Probably when Gennady Saushkin wanted to save his little son he really was trying to do good. He didn’t have a soul, but in his mind and his heart, he simply couldn’t accept Kostya’s death. Just as he didn’t want to accept it now. And the Dark way had proved so simple and so short….


For a long time he had teetered on the very brink, if a vampire still has that option open to him. He hadn’t killed people. He had even tried to be honest and kind, and he had managed it. He had even managed to bring Kostya up almost as a human being.


But what makes the short roads different is that you have to pay a toll for using them. And on the Dark roads they don’t like to announce the charge until the end of the journey.


“Are you satisfied with his explanations?” I asked.


“I’m disappointed,” Edgar replied. “But there’s nothing to be done about it now.”


“There are some things that you can’t put right,” I agreed.


But to myself I added, And there are some that you can.


 


The Twilight customs counter at Edinburgh was empty. There were some forms lying there and even a search amulet, glowing an even, milky-white color. The last Other to pass this way had been a Light One. There were no Others on duty.


Edgar pulled me into the Twilight. I still couldn’t use magic with that damned Schrfdinger’s Cat squirming on my neck and occasionally sticking its claws out. I took one look at Gennady and turned away. He was an appalling sight. What was it Zabulon had said about human children playing at vampires? They ought to be shown what a vampire really looked like. Cheeks eaten away by ulcers; ashen-gray skin; vacant, cloudy-white eyes like hard-boiled eggs with the shell removed.


We walked past the counter and through a door that was closed in the real world, into some kind of service corridor. We went into a small room that was either a poorly furnished janitor’s office or a storeroom for lumber that was already worn out but not yet written off. Chairs with their backs torn away and broken legs, shelves full of dusty boxes and jars, rolls of murky-colored flooring material.


Edgar jerked me by the shoulder and pulled me back into the real world. I sneezed. It was definitely a temporary storeroom for junk. I blinked as my eyes grew accustomed to the dim lighting—the windows were completely shut off by blinds. I laughed. Well, now I could award myself another point in this game.


Sitting in a chair that was better preserved than all the others was a beautiful woman with black hair. Her simple everyday clothes—trousers and a blouse—seemed entirely inappropriate on her. She ought to have had a long dress that emphasized her femininity or something light and airy, white and transparent, or nothing at all.


But she would have made any clothes look good. Even a hobo’s old suit.


I admired her once again. Just as I had the first time our paths had crossed.


“Hello, Arina,” I said.


“Hello, sorcerer.” She held out her hand, and I pressed my lips to the palm.


Even though I had seen her in her Twilight form.


Even though I knew that this magnificent body, so healthy and overflowing with vitality, only existed in the human world.


“You’re not surprised,” said Arina.


“Not a bit,” I said, shaking my head.


“He knew,” Edgar put in. And from the way he spoke, I suddenly realized that he was not the most important member of the trio. Perhaps Edgar was the one who had stirred everything up in the first place, and he had supplied the Last Watch’s battle magic, but he wasn’t the most important one there.


“Svetlana guessed?” Arina surmised.


“We decided together,” I said. “By the way, you’re a Light One now, aren’t you? Pardon me, but I won’t risk looking at your aura—I’ve got this little kitten dozing around my neck….”


“Yes, I am,” Arina said calmly. “But you already knew that Great Ones can change color, didn’t you?”


“Merlin changed,” I said casually. “I have a question for you, witch—or whatever you are now. Healer?”


Arina didn’t answer.


“You gave a promise to my wife. Swore an oath. That for a hundred years—”


“I would not cause harm to anyone, neither Others nor people, except in self-defense,” Arina continued.


“Surely changing your color hasn’t released you from your oath.”


“But I haven’t killed anyone, Anton. I outfitted Edgar and Gennady, but that’s a different matter altogether. That didn’t violate the oath.”


“Svetlana took pity on you,” I said. “She took pity on you.”


“Perhaps she was right to, Anton?” Arina said, smiling. “Look, I’ve become a Light One. And I haven’t harmed your wife and daughter, have I?”


“And what about the nuclear weapon that Edgar is threatening to explode beside our house? In how many hours’ time?” I asked, looking at the former Inquisitor.


Edgar raised one hand and looked at his watch. He said: “The thing is, Anton, that to be really interested in the success of our venture, you had to feel a real personal involvement.”


Before he had even finished speaking, I felt a heavy throbbing in my temples and a mist seemed to obscure my vision.


“The explosion took place five minutes ago,” Edgar said dispassionately. “I haven’t broken my oath—the time was set yesterday…And don’t get emotional, please. If Schrfdinger’s Cat finishes you off, you won’t be able to help your wife and daughter.”


I had no intention of using magic.


The dead always have trouble with taking revenge. Especially dead Others. I didn’t need that kind of trouble.


I kicked Edgar. Maybe not as elegantly as Olga had kicked open the lock on Saushkin’s door. But I think I kicked harder. And where it counts.


Edgar flew back against the wall, struck it hard with the back of his head, and slowly slid down it, holding onto his crotch with his hands.


Then Gennady jumped me. He grabbed me across the chest with superhuman strength, pulled my head back with his free hand, and bared his teeth….


“Gena!” Arina only said this single word, but the vampire’s fangs were instantly withdrawn. “Edgar asked for what he got. Calm down, Anton. Our gray friend was mistaken.”


Edgar groaned as he rolled around the floor, still clutching his family jewels.


“There hasn’t been any explosion,” Arina continued. She got up and came toward us, then looked into my face. “Hey, Anton! Calm down. There hasn’t been any explosion!”


I looked into her eyes. And nodded.


She was telling the truth.


“What do you mean…there hasn’t…,” Edgar groaned from the corner.


“I told you I didn’t like the idea,” Arina said. “Even if I was still a Dark One, I wouldn’t have liked it! There hasn’t been any explosion. The criminals who stole a tactical nuclear war-head have repented and returned it to the authorities. They are being interrogated at this very moment.” She sighed. “And not very humanely, I’m afraid. There hasn’t been any explosion, and there won’t be.”


“Arina!” Edgar had even stopped groaning. “Why? You could have just delayed it…for a guarantee…”


“I can’t do things like that now,” Arina explained with a sweet smile. “Unfortunately, I just can’t. I told you at the beginning that I would cut out any acts of destruction with massive human casualties.”


“Then why…did you let me start all this anyway…,” Edgar said, straightening up with difficulty. He gave me a glance filled with hate. “Bastard! You’ve…smashed everything up!”


“You won’t need any of it for the next seventy-seven times,” I replied spitefully. “Didn’t you notice the spell that Afandi flung at you?”


Arina laughed. “So that’s it. That old joker Afandi. Yes, the next seventy-five times you can pester someone else, Edgar.”


“Why did you do this?” Edgar asked Arina with pain in his voice.


“So that what you said would sound convincing. Anton could have spotted a lie, even with the Cat on his neck. Saushkin, please, let our guest go. He won’t fight anymore. Boys always try to settle their disagreements by the most primitive methods….”


Gennady reluctantly moved away from me and sat down on the floor with his legs crossed under him. I looked around for a chair that wasn’t a total wreck and sat down too, deliberately not asking for permission. Arina went back to her own chair. Suddenly realizing that he was the only one standing, and that he was still clutching his private parts, Edgar also took a seat.


“All right, now everyone’s settled down and we can talk calmly,” Arina said in a voice that reminded me of a hostess at a literary salon who has just watched one poet pulling another’s curly hair. “Peace, peace, and more peace! Anton, let me explain things to you. You understand that it’s far more difficult for me to lie than it is for Gennady or Edgar. We don’t want any atrocities, we’re not trying to destroy the world. We’re not trying to exterminate all human beings. All we’re doing is bringing the withdrawn back to life.”


“Arina, what did they hook you with?” I asked. “Someone you loved? A child?”


For a moment I clearly saw sadness in Arina’s eyes.


“A loved one…Yes, there was someone I loved, sorcerer. He was here for a while, and then gone. He didn’t even live out his human lifetime, he was killed…. And I had a daughter. Earlier, before him. She died too. When she was only four…from plague. I wasn’t there with her, I arrived too late to save her. But not even the Crown will bring them back; they were people. Wherever they might have gone, there’s no way for us to reach them, and no way for them to come back.”


“Then why…” The question was left unfinished, hanging in the air.


Gennady gave a quiet, hoarse laugh. “She’s got ideals! She’s a Light One now, like you. She only kills for noble reasons…”


“Hush, bloodsucker!” said Arina, and her eyes flashed. Then she immediately continued in a steady voice, “He’s telling the truth, Anton. I became a Light One by my own deliberate choice. By the dictates of my reason, not my heart, you might say. I’m sick of the Dark Ones. I’ve never seen anything good come of them. I was thinking of joining the Inquisition, but I had too many old charges to answer. And I don’t like them anyway, the smug hypocrites…. I beg your pardon, Edgar, that doesn’t apply to you, of course. I went straight to Siberia. And during that time I lived in Tomsk, a nice quiet town. It inclines you toward the Light. I worked for a living the way I used to, as a local witch. I put an advertisement in the newspaper, and when they came from the Watch to check on me, I pretended to be a quack. It’s not hard for me to wind the average watchman around my little finger. And then I realized that I was only doing good deeds. I only sent husbands back to their wives if I could see their love was still alive, that it would be better for everyone. I healed sicknesses. I found people who were lost. I made people younger again…just a little bit. The important thing there was to use just a little bit of magic—all the rest is making people believe in themselves, making them live a healthy life. And not a single hex, not a single potion to send someone back to a woman he didn’t love…. So I decided I’d had enough of playing Dark games. But do you know what it takes for a Dark One to change color?”


I shook my head.


“You have to think of something immense, something really important. It’s not as simple as ‘if you’ve done good deeds for a year, you become a Light One; if you’ve worked evil, you become a Dark One.’ No. You have to do something that turns everything in you upside down. Something that will bleach white everything that came before, everything you did with your life…or simply cancel it out.”


“Was Merlin undone by his massacre of innocent children?” I asked.


“Yes, I think so,” Arina said, nodding. “What else? He wanted so badly to create a kingdom of justice and nobility here on earth—that was what he nurtured Arthur for. How can you be choosy about your methods in the pursuit of such a great cause? And suddenly the probability lines showed a child who would grow up and destroy the entire kingdom…I wasn’t alive then, so I don’t know what Merlin was thinking and what he wanted. But the very moment that Merlin decided to murder the innocent for the sake of his dream, the Great Light Magician died and the Great Dark Magician was born.”


Ouroboros again. Life in death and death in life.


Could it all really have been so very simple for Arina? She was tired of being a Dark One, she was drawn to do good deeds—and so she became a Light One? She reformed, like the old woman Shapoklyak from the children’s story, and changed sides….


Or was there something else involved? For instance, the long and complicated relationship that bound her to Gesar? Those joint intrigues of theirs, when the Light Magician and the Dark Witch pursued the same goals? Had Gesar inclined her toward the Light, or had Arina realized that there wasn’t that much difference between her Darkness and Gesar’s Light?


I didn’t know, and she wouldn’t answer me if I asked. Just as she wouldn’t answer if I asked whether Gesar and Zabulon had known her plans in advance and were playing their own game, allowing the Last Watch to get closer to Merlin’s legacy.


“But how did you and Edgar get together? If it’s not a secret, that is.”


Edgar didn’t say anything. He was whispering—obviously trying to heal his injuries as best he could.


“Why should it be a secret?” said Arina, looking at her comrade-in-arms and, apparently, lover. “He managed to track me down after all. It had become a matter of principle for him. Well, he tracked me down, but by that time he wasn’t interested in his career anymore. His wife had been killed, he had found out about Merlin’s last artifact, and he wanted to get his hands on it. And the quickest way to do that was to become a Higher One—but not simply a Higher One, a zero-point magician, like Merlin. Edgar thought I could reconstruct the Fuaran. He overestimated my abilities a little there. But I liked what he told me about the Crown. So the two of us joined forces.”


I nodded. That sounded like the way it must have happened. Edgar, already obsessed by the idea of reaching the artifact, had found Arina. Together they had coopted Saushkin, who was thirsting for vengeance, into their “Last Watch.” And they had set to work. An Inquisitor who had access to an absolutely vast repository of magical amulets; a highly intelligent witch who had become a Light One; a Higher Vampire who was going insane with grief for his son and his wife…


A sorry sort of crew they made.


But a terrible one.


“Aren’t you afraid that the Crown will become your mistake, Arina? In the same way that Mordred was Merlin’s?”


“Yes,” she said. “I am a bit afraid of that…. Well. Tell me, did we make a mistake by taking you prisoner? Have you found a way to get hold of the Crown of All Things?”


“Yes,” I said. “Merlin deliberately confused the question of the seventh level. Only a zero-point Other can enter the kingdom of the dead.”


“The withdrawn,” Gennady corrected me without any malice in his voice. “Not the dead, the withdrawn.”


Why was that such a sore point with him? Because he wasn’t alive?


“I think it’s impossible too,” Arina said, nodding. “If I had the Fuaran, I could have raised Edgar to the zero-point level. But without the book it’s difficult. I remembered some things, I managed to rewrite a few others, and somehow or other I raised him to the Higher level. But I obviously don’t have the skill to rival the Fuaran…So what were your thoughts?”


“The Crown of All Things is on the fifth level,” I said. “You could have taken it two weeks ago!”


Arina narrowed her eyes and peered at me. And I started telling her all the nonsense I’d fed to Edgar and Gennady on the plane. About taking a step back. About the head and the tail. About the golem.


“You’re probably lying, I suppose,” Arina said pensively. “It all fits so well…. But it’s a bit simple for old Merlin, don’t you think? Well?”


“I think he’s lying too,” Gennady suddenly put in, backing her up. He hadn’t shown any real sign of trusting me on the plane either. “We ought to have taken the daughter….”


“Gena, don’t you even dream in your worst nightmare of ever touching that little girl!” Arina said in a warning tone. “Is that clear?”


“Of course,” said Gennady, suddenly changing his tune.


“Well then, sorcerer, are you telling the truth or lying?” Arina asked, looking into my eyes. “Eh?”


“The truth?” I said, leaning forward. The only thing that could save me now was fury…and frankness, of course. “Who do you take me for, Merlin? How should I know the truth? They hung this brute around my neck, threatened to blow up my wife and daughter—together with half of Moscow—and then ordered me to tell them how to get the artifact! How do I know if I’m right or not? I thought about it. It seems to me that this could be the right answer! But nobody, including me, can give you any guarantees!”


“‘Just what do you want from me, my darling cutthroats’…Maybe I should sing ‘Murka’ for you?” Edgar said suddenly.


I didn’t immediately realize that he was joking about “Murka,” the traditional Russian song about betrayal. He didn’t often make jokes.


“But there could be something to this story of his, after all,” Edgar added, giving me a hostile look. “It sounds like the truth.”


Arina sighed. She spread her hands and said, “Well then, all we can do now is verify it. Let’s go.”


“Stop,” I said. “Edgar promised to take the Cat off me.”


“If you promised, then take it off,” Arina told him after a moment’s thought. “But don’t forget, Anton, that you may be powerful now, but there are three of us, and we’re as strong as you are. Don’t even think about pulling any tricks.”


Chapter 6 








 


 

GENNADY WAS DRIVING. APPARENTLY EDGAR AND ARINA THOUGHT THAT they could restrain me better if I attempted to escape or attack them. I was sitting in the backseat with Edgar on my left and Arina on my right.


But I didn’t attempt to attack or to escape, they had too many trump cards up their sleeves. Now that they had taken the Cat off my neck, the skin where the fluffy strap had been was scratched and itchy.


“They’re guarding the Crown much more seriously now,” I said. “Aren’t you afraid of a massacre, Arina? Will your conscience be able to handle it?”


“We’ll manage without bloodshed,” Arina replied confidently. “As far as that’s possible.”


I doubted very much that it was possible, but I didn’t try to argue. I looked out in silence at the suburbs we were driving through, as if I was hoping to see Lermont or his deputy and at least be able to warn them with a look or a gesture….


If I tried to get away, they would almost certainly catch me. I had to wait.


The day was just declining into evening; it was the busiest time for tourists, but today Edinburgh seemed quite different from two weeks earlier. The people on the streets seemed somehow muted and joyless, the sky was obscured by a light haze, and the birds circling overhead seemed alarmed by something.


So, apparently everything in the world could sense the approaching cataclysm, including people and birds….


The cell phone in my pocket jangled. Edgar was startled and tensed up. I looked inquiringly at Arina.


“Answer it, but be discreet,” she said.


I looked at the phone. It was Svetlana. “Hello.”


As ill luck would have it, the connection was excellent. You would never have suspected that we were thousands of kilometers apart.


“Are you still working, Anton?”


“Yes,” I said. “I’m driving in the car.”


Arina was watching me closely. She was bound to be able to hear every word that Svetlana said.


“I deliberately didn’t call. They told me something had happened…some terrorists or other, pumped full of magic…is that why you’re late?”


A faint spark of hope began to glimmer in my breast. I wasn’t late yet! Svetlana couldn’t have been expecting me home from work so early.


“Yes, of course, that’s why,” I said.


Come on, now, guess! Use magic! You can find out where I am now. Raise the alarm. Warn Gesar, and he’ll get in touch with Lermont. If the Edinburgh Night Watch are expecting an attack, that will be the end of the Last Watch. 


“Make sure you don’t get stuck for too long,” Svetlana told me. “Surely you have enough people working for you to manage all these things? Don’t take everything on yourself. OK?”


“Of course I won’t,” I said.


“Is Semyon with you?” Svetlana asked casually.


Before I could answer, Arina shook her head. Of course, if Svetlana suspected something, she could phone Semyon after I said yes.


“No,” I said, “I’m on my own. I’ve got a separate job to do.”


“Do you want me to help? I’m getting a bit bored sitting at home,” Svetlana said, and laughed.


Arina was alarmed and tense now.


“Don’t be silly, this is nothing special,” I said. “Just an inspection visit.”


“As long as you’re sure,” said Svetlana, sounding a bit disappointed. “Call me if you get completely stuck. Oi, Nadya’s trundling something around. Bye…”


She cut off the call and I started to put the phone away in my pocket. Trying to keep cool while looking straight into Arina’s relaxed face, I pressed three buttons on the phone: Incoming Calls—Call Last Number—Off.


That was all. I couldn’t risk leaving the phone switched on. Arina might hear the ringing tone from inside my pocket. Had the call gone through? Had the international telephone network managed to process it before it was canceled? I didn’t know. I could only put my hope in the greed of the cell phone network operators—it was more profitable for them to put the call through and debit my account.


And also, of course, I put my hope in Svetlana’s common sense. When her phone rang and then stopped again, she would have to use magic instead of trying to call me back. Arina and Edgar were far older than me. For them a cell phone would always be a portable version of a cumbersome apparatus into which one had to shout, “Young lady! Young lady! Give me the Smolny Institute!”


“She suspected something,” Edgar said to Arina. “You shouldn’t have done that with the bomb…it didn’t have to be detonated, but at least we would have had a trump card in reserve!”


“Never mind,” said Arina. “Even if she did suspect something, they don’t have any time. Anton, give me that phone.”


A glint of suspicion had appeared in her eyes. I gave her the cell without saying anything, handing it to her gingerly with the tips of my fingers and not touching the keys.


Arina looked at the phone and saw that it was in waiting mode. She shrugged and switched it off completely.


“Let’s do without any calls, all right? If you need to call anyone, you can ask me for my phone.”


“I won’t bankrupt you?”


“No, you won’t.” Arina took out her own phone and dialed a number—not from the contacts list, but the old way, pressing every key. She raised the phone to her ear and waited for an answer. When it came she said quietly, “It’s time. Go to work.”


“Still haven’t run out of accomplices, then?”


“They’re not accomplices, Anton, they’re hired hands. People can be perfectly effective allies if you equip them with a small number of amulets. Especially the kind that Edgar has.”


I looked at the stately royal castle towering above the city, crowning the remains of an ancient volcano now forever extinct. Well, well, this was the second time I’d ended up in Edinburgh, and I still didn’t have time to visit its main tourist attraction….


“And what have you prepared this time?” I asked There was an idea flickering on the edge of my consciousness, scratching away at it like Schrfdinger’s Cat. Something very important.


“Funnily enough, I’ve actually prepared one of Merlin’s artifacts,” Edgar said. He had by now recovered from my un-gentlemanly blow. “It’s called Merlin’s Sleep.”


“Ah, yes, he was rather uninventive with his names for things,” I said with a nod. “‘Sleep’?”


“Just Sleep,” Edgar said, shrugging. “Arina was very upset about the high number of casualties the last time. This time it will all be very…civilized.”


“Ah, and there’s the first little spark of civilization,” I said, looking at the smoke rising from a taxi stopped in front of us. The driver had clearly fallen asleep as he took a curve, and his car had run up onto the sidewalk and crashed into an old building. But the most terrible thing was not the smoke coming from under the taxi’s hood, or even the motionless bodies inside it. The sidewalks were covered with the motionless bodies of locals and tourists—and one young woman had clearly been knocked aside by the taxi’s radiator and then crushed against the wall by its old-fashioned black box of a body. She was probably dying. The only thing I could be glad about was that she was dying in her sleep.


This was not the humane Morpheus spell that we learned in the Night Watch, the one that gave people several seconds before they lost consciousness. Merlin’s Sleep acted instantly. And it was very precisely localized: I could see the boundary line of the artifact’s influence. Two adults stepped inside it and fell to the ground, instantly overcome by sleep. But the seven-or eight-year-old boy who had been walking a few steps behind them was still awake, and now he was crying as he tugged his motionless parents from just over the zone. He had little prospect of help—those people who had not yet entered the zone of sleep were running away from it with remarkable alacrity. I could understand why. To someone who didn’t know the truth, it all looked like the effect of some highly poisonous gas. And somehow, the sight of this little boy trying to get his parents to their feet on the other side of the scattering crowd was almost as tragic as the sight of the young woman killed in the crash.


Edgar continued gazing fixedly at the smoking taxi after we had driven past it. That would probably have been a good moment to escape…if I had been intending to escape.


“Does that remind you of something?” I asked.


“Incidental casualties are inevitable,” Edgar said in a voice that had turned flat and hoarse. “I knew what I was getting into.”


“What a pity they didn’t,” I said. And I looked at Edgar through the Twilight.


This was bad, very bad. He was hung all over with amulets, dozens of charms had been applied to him, and there were spells trembling on the tips of his fingers, ready to dart off at any moment. He was positively glowing with Power waiting to be used. Arina and Gennady looked exactly the same. Even the vampire had not scorned the magical trinkets.


I wouldn’t be able to manage by using force.


We drove to the Dungeons in total silence, past sidewalks strewn with bodies and motionless vehicles (I saw three that were burning). We got out of the car.


On Princes Street, on the other side of the ravine, everything had stopped dead too, but I could already hear a siren howling somewhere. People always recover from a panic. Even if they don’t know what it is they’re up against.


“Let’s go,” said Edgar, pushing me gently in the back.


We set off down the stairs. I looked back for a moment at the stone crown of the castle above the roofs of the buildings.


Why, yes! Of course. You only had to think for a moment and put it all together. Merlin had been most magnanimous when he composed his little verse….


“What are you dawdling for?” Edgar shouted at me. His nerves were on edge, and no wonder. He was anticipating a meeting with the one he loved.


We walked past more motionless bodies. There were people and Others; Merlin’s Sleep didn’t differentiate between them. I noticed several sleeping Inquisitors. Behind the fake dividing walls everything was lit up brightly by the glow of auras. They had been waiting, and the ambush could not have been prepared any better.


Only, no one had known the full power of the artifact that had been used.


“You haven’t forgotten about the barrier on the third level, I suppose?” I asked.


“No,” said Arina.


I noticed that, as we walked along, first Edgar and then Arina left perfectly innocent-looking objects charged with magic on the floor and the walls: scraps of paper, sticks of chewing gum, bits of string. In one place Edgar rapidly sketched several strange symbols on the wall in red chalk—the chalk crumbling into dust as soon as he had traced out the final sign. In another place Arina smiled as she scattered a box of matches across the floor. The Last Watch was clearly afraid of being pursued.


Eventually we entered the room with the guillotine, which for some reason the Last Watch had chosen as its point of entry into the Twilight. This was probably the exact center of the vortex, the precise focus of Power.


And here, in addition to the two first-level magicians who were asleep, there was one person who was wide awake.


He was a young man, short and plump, wearing spectacles on his cultured-looking face. He looked very peaceful and nonaggressive in his jeans and bright-colored shirt. In the corner of the room I noticed a girl about ten years old, sleeping with her head resting on a bag that had been considerately placed underneath it. Had they decided to open the way through with the blood of a child, then?


“My daughter fell asleep,” the man said, correcting my mistaken assumption. “An extremely interesting device, I must say….” He took out a small sphere woven out of strips of metal from his pocket. “The lever shifted, and it won’t move back again.”


“That’s the way it should be,” said Edgar. “It won’t move back again for seventy-something years. So the device is useless to you; leave it here. Take this!”


He tossed a wad of money to the man, who caught it and casually ran his finger over the ends of the notes. But I noticed that he was keeping his left hand behind his back. Uh-oh…


“All correct,” the man said with a nod. “But I’m a little concerned about the scale of the event…and the devices that you employ. It seems to me that the deal was clearly made on unequal terms.”


“I told you this would happen,” Edgar said to Arina. He turned back to the man and asked, “What do you want? More money?”


The man shook his head.


“Take the money and your daughter, and go. That’s my advice to you,” said Arina.


The man licked his lips and then unbuttoned his shirt.


He turned out not to be fat at all. His torso was encased in something that looked like a back brace. Except that it had wires protruding from it.


“A kilogram of plastic explosive. The switch works on the ‘dead hand’ principle,” said the man, raising his left hand. “I’m going to take that sphere, all the strange trinkets that I found on these guys”—he prodded one of the sleeping Others with his foot—“and everything you have in your pockets. Is that clear?”


“As clear as day,” said Edgar. “I said right at the beginning that this would happen. I made the right choice with you.”


I suddenly noticed that Gennady was no longer there with us.


“And this resolves a certain number of moral difficulties,” Edgar continued, turning away.


The explosives belt suddenly flew into little pieces. It wasn’t an explosion; it looked like the work of a clawed hand moving with unnatural speed…out of the Twilight, for example. Totally confused, the man opened his left hand, and a small switch with an absurd little tail of wire fell out of it. He’d been telling the truth.


The next moment, the man screamed, and I chose to turn away.


“An exceptionally loathsome character,” said Edgar. “His threat was serious, even though the little girl is his own daughter. But now we have the blood we need, with none of the killing of innocent people that upsets Arina so much.”


“You’re no better than him,” I replied.


“I don’t pretend to be,” Edgar said with a shrug. “Let’s go. It’s not the first time we’ve entered the Twilight together, is it?”


Edgar even took hold of my hand. I didn’t protest. I found my own shadow on the floor and stepped into it. Through the gust of icy cold wind, into the frozen, hungry space of the Twilight…


The first level.


We moved on without delay. The second level. The space around us was seething, agitated either by the fresh blood or the hole that Merlin had made here in the fabric of creation.


Edgar and Arina were still beside me. Intensely focused. A moment later Gennady also appeared, with blood on his lips. On the second level I could barely recognize Saushkin senior, his face was so badly distorted by hideous malice and insane hatred.


The third level. The final eddies of the vortex of Power that had been blocking our way so recently were still raging here.


Edgar started looking around and said, “Someone’s following us…one of the signs has been activated.”


“Successfully?” A cloud of steam escaped from between Arina’s lips as she asked.


“I don’t know. Let’s go lower!”


The fourth level greeted us with its pink sky and colored sand. I pulled my hand out of Edgar’s grasp and said, “We agreed! I won’t join the fight against the golem!”


“And nobody’s forcing you to,” Edgar said with a toothy grimace. “Don’t worry, you can keep out of it. Forward!”


This was the point at which I had planned to start an argument. To drag things out and then run for it, or even stay on the fourth level and send the Last Watch on to a pointless battle against the monster.


But something seemed to urge me on. Something like the insane obsession that had possessed Arina, Edgar, and Gennady seemed to take possession of me, too. I had to go down to the fifth level…I had to!


If only to distract them from their vigilance…


“All right, but I don’t intend to lay down my life for your sake!” I shouted, and stepped down to the fifth level under Edgar’s watchful eye.


They appeared beside me almost instantly. Yes, they had certainly pumped themselves full of Power. Gennady was the only one who was slightly delayed. He had obviously got through at the second attempt.


And this level of the Twilight was so much nicer than the ones above it! Cool, even chilly, but already without that icy wind that sucked the life out of you. And the colors here looked almost natural….


I looked around, trying to spot the golem, and I saw it about two hundred meters away: There were two snake’s heads sticking up out of the grass, turning this way and that like submarine periscopes. Then the golem spotted us. The heads shuddered and reached up higher. There was a loud hissing sound—very much like a real snake’s hiss, except that it was coming from such a long distance away….


A moment later the snake was already slipping toward us, managing to keep both of its heads above the grass at the same time.


“‘Head and tail,’” Arina said pensively. “I don’t know, I don’t know…Edgar, release Kong.”


I understood what she meant when I saw Edgar take a small jade figurine out of his pocket. It was a long-armed monkey with short, pointed horns protruding from its head. The Inquisitor breathed on the figurine and then unscrewed its head—the figurine turned out to be hollow—and carefully set it down in the grass. We barely had time to jump back before the vessel started giving out green smoke that coiled into the form of a monster.


The deva that had hunted Alisher in Samarkand was nothing like King Kong. He didn’t have the height for that, since he only stood about three meters at the withers. But the toothy, gaping jaw, muscular limbs with sharp claws, coarse dark-green fur, and brutish, flaming-orange eyes impressed me far more than the sentimental giant from the old movies.


And the movie King Kong probably never had such a repulsive, acrid smell, either. How can a golem stink when it consists of concentrated Power, not flesh, or even clay, and it has been stored in a magical vessel? I didn’t know. Maybe it was an accidental side effect. Or maybe it was a joke played by the monster’s creator?


“Go and kill it!” Edgar shouted, pointing to the snake. Kong roared and went dashing toward the snake in huge bounds. The snake slithered toward him, not at all frightened by his sudden appearance, even seeming to liven up at the prospect of a worthy opponent. The earth shuddered under their feet and coils, the monkey’s thunderous roar and the snake’s deafening hiss fusing together into a single mighty rumble.


Now was the time! While they were entranced by the prospect of the forthcoming battle.


I turned around—and froze. Standing behind me was a short old man with a beard, dressed in white. At some moments he looked absolutely real, I could count every last hair in the gray beard and gaze into the weary face furrowed with wrinkles; at others he became a hazy white shadow through which I could see the grass and the sky.


The old man slowly pointed to the ground at his feet. Then he repeated the gesture.


Did he want me to go down to the sixth level?


I mimicked the gesture and jabbed my hand downward. The old man nodded, and an expression of relief appeared on his face.


He began melting away into the air.


There was no time to hesitate. At any moment one of the Last Watch might turn around and realize that I was preparing to make my escape.


The Power is within me! I can go down to the sixth level. 


The Power is within me! I can see it always. 


I must do this! Therefore I will do it. 


I felt a blast of icy wind.


As I stepped through the barrier I heard Arina’s voice. “Somebody really is—”


The voice fell silent, cut off at the border of the sixth level. At the border that protected the world of Others who had withdrawn.


“Thank you for coming,” the old man said. And he smiled.


Before I answered, I looked around me.


Daytime. A blue sky with white fluffy clouds and a sun. A meadow of green grass, birds twittering in the trees.


An ancient, gray-haired old man standing in front of me. His clothes had probably never been white—the coarse, grayish sackcloth had only appeared to be white at first glance. And he was barefoot, too…but the cumulative effect was not one of a pastoral, sentimental closeness to nature. He was simply a man who went barefoot, who didn’t think it was worth wasting time on making shoes.


“I greet you, Great One,” I said, bowing my head. “It is an honor for me…to see the Great Merlin.”


The old man looked into my face curiously. As if this wasn’t the first time he had seen me, but he’d never had a chance to look at me properly before.


“An honor? How much do you know of my life, Light One?”


“I know about some things,” I said with a shrug. “I know about the ship with the little children.”


“And even so it is ‘an honor’?”


“It seems to me that you have already paid for many things. And in addition, for millions of people you are a wise defender of good and justice. That also counts for something.”


“There were only nine of them…,” Merlin muttered. “Legends—they always exaggerate. The bad things, and the good things….”


“But they did exist.”


“They did,” Merlin confirmed. “Why do you think that I have already paid? Do you not like the heaven that awaits Others after death?”


Instead of answering I bent down and plucked a stalk of grass. I put it in my mouth and bit it. The juice was bitter…only not quite bitter enough. I squinted and looked at the sun. It was shining in the sky, but its light was not blinding. I clapped my hands—the sound was very slightly muted. I breathed in, filling my lungs with air—the air was fresh…and yet there was something lacking in it. It left a slight musty odor, like the one in Saushkin’s apartment….


“Everything here is not quite genuine,” I said. “It lacks life.”


“Well done,” said Merlin, nodding. “Many do not notice that straightaway. Many live here for years, or centuries, before they realize that they have been deceived.”


“Can’t you get used to it?” I asked.


Merlin smiled. “No. It is impossible to get used to this.”


“Remember the joke about the fake Christmas tree decorations, Anton?” someone asked from behind me. I looked around.


Tiger Cub was standing just five steps away.


There were many of them. Very many of them, standing there and listening to my conversation with Merlin. Igor Teplov and Alisa Donnikova—they were together, holding each other by the hand, but there was no happiness in their faces. The girl werewolf Galya was hiding her eyes. Murat from the Samarkand Watch gave me an embarrassed wave. A Dark One I had once killed by throwing him off the Ostankino Television Tower looked at me with no malice or resentment in his eyes.


There were so many. The trees prevented me from seeing just how many of them were standing there. If not for the forest, the Others would have stretched all the way back to the horizon. They had let the ones I had known come through to the front.


“Yes, Tiger Cub, I remember,” I said.


I didn’t feel any more fear or anger. Only sadness—a calm, weary sadness.


“They look so real,” Tiger Cub said and smiled. “But they bring no joy at all….”


“You’re looking good,” I muttered, for the sake of saying something at least.


Tiger Cub pensively examined her tiger-skin cape. She nodded. “I made an effort. For the sake of this meeting.”


“Hi, Igor!” I said. “Hi, Alisa!”


They nodded. Then Alisa said, “Good for you, Anton. You’re powerful. But don’t get too bigheaded, Light One! Merlin himself has been helping you.”


I looked around at the old man.


“Sometimes,” Merlin admitted tactfully. “Well…besides that outlandish tower escapade of yours. And then when you were fighting that werewolf in the forest…And only just a little bit…”


I wasn’t listening to him any longer. I was gazing around, trying to find the one whose words were most important of all to me.


Kostya pushed aside the Other he had been standing behind and came forward toward me. Of everyone there, he probably looked the best and the most absurd at the same time: He was wearing a tattered space suit that had once been white, but was now blackened and burned through in several places.


“Hello, neighbor,” he said.


“Hi, Kostya,” I replied. “I…I’ve been wanting to say something to you for a long time: Forgive me.”


He frowned. “Will you drop those Light affectations of yours…What is there to forgive?…We fought honestly, and you won honestly. Everything’s fine. I ought to have realized that you weren’t erecting the Shield because you were afraid….”


“Even so,” I said. “You know that I hate my job. I’ve turned into a small screw…a tiny part of a machine that gives no quarter and shows no mercy!”


“And how else could it be, between us?” Kostya suddenly smiled. “Drop that…And you…forgive my father. If you can. He never used to be like that.”


I nodded. “I’ll try. I really will.”


“Tell him that Mom and I are waiting for him.” Kostya paused and then added firmly, “Here.”


“I’ll tell him,” I promised, trying to spot Polina in the crowd.


Kostya suddenly took a step forward, shook my hand awkwardly—and stepped away again.


And in that brief instant when our hands touched, I felt his cold hand turn warm, saw his skin flush pink and his eyes gleam once again. Kostya stood there swaying, looking at his hand.


But my hand was seared by an icy chill….


The ranks of Others shuddered. Slowly, involuntarily, they began moving toward me. There was hunger and envy in their eyes—in all of their eyes, even Tiger Cub’s, even Igor’s. Even Murat’s….


“Stop!” Merlin shouted. He darted forward and stood between me and the withdrawn Others, raising his hands high in the air. I noticed that he carefully skirted around me to avoid touching me.


“Stop, you mad fools! A few minutes of life…that is not what we want, not what we have been waiting for!”


They stopped and looked at one another with embarrassment. Then they moved back. But the hungry fire was still blazing in their eyes.


“Leave now, Anton,” Merlin said. “You understand everything and you know what you have to do. Go!”


“I can’t get through. The Last Watch is up there,” I said. “Unless your golem has stopped them….”


Merlin looked straight through me at something. Then he sighed. “The golem is dead. Both golems are dead. A pity, I used to go up to the fifth level sometimes and play with the snake. But it was sad and lonely too.”


“Can you take me through?” I asked.


Merlin shook his head. “Not many of us are capable of going up to the fifth level. Only a very few can reach the first level, and even so we are powerless there.”


“I won’t be able to get past them,” I said. “And I can’t go straight forward to the seventh level either.”


We smiled at each other.


“You will be helped,” Merlin said. “Only, do everything right, I beg of you.”


I nodded.


I didn’t know if it would work. All I could do was try.


The next moment the air around me started to vibrate as if something seething with a huge excess of Power had broken through the Twilight. What levels, what distances? What did these mean in the face of this Power resonating in awareness of its own self?


Little Nadya stepped down onto the grass. She waved her arms about but couldn’t keep her balance and plopped down onto her bottom, looking up at me.


“Get up,” I said strictly. “It’s damp!”


Nadya jumped to her feet, dusted off her velvet jumpsuit, and jabbered, “Mommy taught me how to walk into the shadow! That’s one! And there was a monkey and a snake fighting, and they both beat each other. That’s two! Two men and a woman were watching the snake and saying very bad words. That’s three! And Mommy told me to bring you straight back home for supper! That’s four!”


She gulped when she saw the huge crowd around her, then lowered her eyes in embarrassment and said in a polite little girl’s voice, “Hello…”


“Hello,” said Merlin, squatting down in front of her. “Are you Nadezhda?”


“Yes,” Nadya said proudly.


“I’m glad I’ve seen you,” said Merlin. “Take your daddy home. Only not straight home. First go back to the sleeping people. And then home.”


“Backward means forward?” Nadya asked.


“That’s right.”


“You look like a wizard from a cartoon,” Nadya said suspiciously. Just to be on the safe side, she took hold of my hand, and that clearly made her feel more confident.


“I used to be a wizard,” Merlin confessed.


“A good one or a bad one?”


“All kinds,” he said with a sad smile. “Go now, Nadezhda.”


Nadya cast a wary look at Merlin and asked me, “Shall we go, Daddy?”


“Yes, let’s go,” I said.


I turned around and nodded to Merlin, who was watching us silently, in sad anticipation. The first to raise her hand and wave good-bye was Tiger Cub. Then Alisa. And then they were all waving to us…waving good-bye forever.


And when my daughter, the newly initiated Absolute Enchantress, took a step forward, I stepped after her, holding her hand in order not to lose my way in the swirling vortex of Power that had completed its circle and was returning us to our world.


Because the Twilight, of course, has no end, just as no ring or circle has an end.


Because the warmth of human love and the cold of human hate, the running of beasts and the singing of birds, the fluttering of a butterfly’s wings and the sprouting of a grain through the earth do not pass away, leaving no trace. Because the universal stream of living Power out of which parasites like the blue moss and the Others greedily snatch their crumbs does not disappear without a trace—it returns to the world that is awaiting rebirth.


Because we all live on the seventh level of the Twilight.


Epilogue 








 


 

“HOW! LOVELY! IT IS! HERE!” NADYA EXCLAIMED.


I picked her up in my arms. We were standing on a cobbled street in Edinburgh, surrounded by hundreds of thousands of sleeping people. The sirens were drawing closer and closer as the time of the Others was coming to an end.


“Yes,” I agreed. “Everything here is real.”


“Only, everyone’s sleeping,” Nadya observed sadly. “Like in the fairy story about the sleeping princess. Can I wake them up?”


She could…. She could do anything at all now—if she was taught.


“But aren’t you tired?” I asked. My legs were buckling under me and I was feeling a bit dizzy.


“What from?” Nadya asked in surprise.


“In a little while,” I said. “Just a little while, we’ll wake everyone up…all those we can. Daddy just has to do one thing that’s very important first. Will you help me?”


“How?”


“Just hold my hand,” I said. I closed my eyes and flung out my arms. I held my breath.


I had to feel this city. The stones and the walls that remembered Merlin and Arthur. People might have forgotten, but the stones remembered. The ancient fortress, set above the city like a crown, remembered too, and it was waiting.


Why were we so stupid sometimes? Why did we expect magic to be hidden in something we could hold in our hands when it could be everywhere all around us?


Of course, Merlin hadn’t hidden his most important creation in the Twilight. He hadn’t put his trust in the strength of the golem, but he hadn’t put it in the strength of oak chests, either. This ancient fortress had stood on the cliff for fifteen hundred years. It had been defended and captured, it had been destroyed and rebuilt, the proud kings of Scotland had kept their treasures in it—and the stones covered with runes that Merlin had laid in the deepest foundations had been waiting for their time to come.


I only had to reach out to them. Touch them. Feel them…


“Light One!” someone roared behind me. I looked around, emerging from my trance.


Edgar and Arina were standing there, just looking at me—and I was astonished to discover that their eyes were full of fear. Gennady was running toward me. Running and shouting. Surely he didn’t think that the strength of magic depended on how loud you shouted? He came rushing toward me, taking immense bounds, transforming as he advanced, looking less and less like a human being. His fangs were growing, his skin was turning the color of death, the hair on his head was falling out in tangled gray skeins.


I raised my hand, gathering Power for the Gray Prayer.


But just then Nadya stepped forward and shrieked in the vampire’s face, “Don’t shout at my daddy!”


Gennady staggered. What had struck him was more powerful than his hate. But he couldn’t stop; he kept moving forward as if he was running against a hurricane. And he collapsed at our feet. Nadya squealed and hid behind me.


I squatted down and looked into Gennady Saushkin’s eyes. He looked at me and asked, “Can’t they come?”


“No, they can’t come. And they would never have been able to. But I will do what they asked me to. Go, while there is still time.”


“Help me, Anton,” he said in an almost normal voice.


“Nadya, look the other way!” I ordered.


“I’m not looking, I’m not!” my daughter mumbled, turning away and putting her hands over her eyes to make quite sure.


I raised my hand, with Gennady watching my movements as if he was already spellbound. And the Gray Prayer dispatched the vampire to the sixth level of the Twilight.


I got up and looked at Edgar and Arina. “A zero-point Other,” Arina said in delight. “An Absolute Enchantress…”


“For five minutes I’ll be much too busy to be concerned with you,” I said, looking at them. “But afterward…”


“We have the Minoan Sphere,” Edgar said pleadingly. “Can we?”


“They’ll search for you,” I said. “And so will I. Remember that. But just now you have five minutes. And only because they asked me to forgive.”


“What are you going to do?” Arina asked.


“What those who have withdrawn have been dreaming of. Grant them death. Because without death, resurrection is impossible.”


Edgar narrowed his eyes. He opened a bag that hung at his waist, took out a small ivory sphere, and handed it to Arina. She took it without saying a word.


“Help me too, Light One,” Edgar said. “What’s it to you?”


“You’ve got protective charms draped all over you like garlands on a Christmas tree. How can I help you?”


“I’ll help him,” Arina suddenly said. “Don’t you get sidetracked. Do what you’ve got to do.”


I didn’t understand exactly what it was that she did. She seemed just to move her lips. Edgar smiled, and for an instant his face was handsome and almost young. Then his legs buckled and he collapsed onto the cobblestones of the street.


“But you’re not planning to dematerialize,” I remarked. “What kind of a Light One are you?”


“Well, one way or another the goal has been achieved now,” Arina declared. “The withdrawn will get what they were longing for!”


I shook my head. Then I looked at the castle and closed my eyes again.


“I’m returning your phone,” Arina said. “I don’t want anybody else’s things.”


I heard the Minoan Sphere burst quietly behind my back, opening up a portal for Arina, one that would be impossible to trace. Oh, she had been a strange Dark One, and she had turned into a strange Light One.


Suddenly I heard the faint sound of music. Arina had switched on the player built into my phone. By chance?


Or to show that her grasp of technology was a lot better than I thought?


They seem to have left the nigredo like you and I


And they walk in the light, knowing nothing. 


They spit in the mirror and laugh at themselves—yes, 


They have left the nigredo, knowing nothing.


The dark one will be punished, his brow smeared with chalk, 


The light one will be caught and rolled in soot, 


But what can you do? 


Like you and I they seem to have left the nigredo,


Knowing nothing. 


On the capricious hand there are eight life lines, 


And so when they meet they maul each other, 


But what can you do? 


Like you and I they seem to have left the nigredo,


Knowing nothing.*








 


 


Well now, that’s a blessing. When you manage to get out of the nigredo, whether you’re a Dark One or a Light One, you have a chance to continue your journey. You can only move on via the nigredo, decay and dissolution. Move on to synthesis. To the creation of the new. To albedo.


The ancient stones on the top of the cliff were waiting.


I reached out to them. No spells, words, or rituals were required here. I only had to know what to reach out toward and what to ask for.


Merlin had always left himself a loophole. Even as he was about to set out for the Others’ heaven, he had suspected that this stolen heaven might turn out to be hell.


“Release them,” I pleaded, without even knowing whom I meant. “Release them, please. They have done evil that was evil, and good that turned into evil. But for all things the time comes for forgiveness. Release them….”


The fortress towering over the city seemed to sigh. The birds circling in the sky started moving lower. The dense gloom in the air began to dissipate. The final ray of the setting sun fell on the city in a promise to return with the dawn.


And I felt all the levels of creation shrink together and tremble. I saw the stone figures on the Plateau of the Demons in Uzbekistan collapse and crumble, as if it were happening in front of my very eyes. I saw the Others who had withdrawn into the Twilight after dematerializing dissolve into it—with a feeling of relief and tremulous hope.


It became easier to breathe.


“Daddy, can I look now?” Nadya asked. “Just peep with one eye?”


“Yes,” I answered. I squatted down, my legs wouldn’t hold me up any longer. “Daddy’s just going to have a little rest, and then we’ll go home…. Will you take me the short way?”


“All right,” Nadya agreed.


“Actually, you know what, let’s not take the short road,” I said, changing my mind abruptly. “I don’t really like short roads. Why don’t we fly in an airplane?”


“Hooray!” Nadya shrieked. “In an airplane! And will we come back here sometime?”


I looked at her and smiled. Maybe I’d manage to teach her always to be wary of simple answers and short roads.


“Definitely,” I said. “You didn’t think this was the last watch, did you?”
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