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— P>

UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL PERMITTED

Prologue

—«P»—

The entrance did not inspire respect. The coded lock was broken, the floor was littered with the
trampled butts of cheap cigarettes. Insde the evator the walls were covered with graffiti, the word
Spartak scrawled as often asthe usua crude obscenities. The plastic buttons had been burned through
with cigarettes and painstakingly plugged with chewing gum that was now rock-hard.

The door to the apartment on the fourth floor was a good match for the entrance: some kind of hideous
old Soviet atificid leather, cheap duminum numbers barely held on by their crooked screws.

Natasha hesitated for amoment before she pressed the doorbell. She must be insane, hoping for anything
from aplacelikethis. If you were so crazy and desperate that you'd decided to try magic, you could just
open the newspaper, switch onthe TV, or listen to the radio. L egitimate spirituaist salons, experienced
mediumswith internationd diplomeas... It wasdl aswindle— that was clear enough. But at least you'd
be in pleasant surroundings, with pleasant people—not like this last resort for hopeless losers.

Sherang the bell anyway. She didn't want her journey to be awaste of time.

At firg it seemed like the apartment was empty. Then she heard hasty footsteps, those typica of
someonein ahurry whose worn dippers arefalling off their feet asthey shuffle dong. For abrief instant
the tiny spy-hole went dark, then the lock grated and the door opened.

"Oh, Natasha, isit? Comein, comein..."

She had never liked people who spoke too familiarly upon first meeting. There ought to be alittle bit
moreformdlity.

But the woman who had opened the door was dready pulling her into the gpartment, clutching her
unceremonioudy by the hand, and with an expression of such sincere hospitality on her aging, brightly
made-up face, that Natasha couldn't bring herself to object.

"My friend told methat you..." Natasha began.

"I don't know, | don't know about that, my dear,” said her hostess, waving her handsin the air. "Oh,
don't take your shoes off, | wasjust going to clean the place up... oh, al right then, I'll try tofind you a

pair of dippers”
Natashalooked around, finding it difficult to conced her disgust.

The hdlway wasn't S0 very smadll, but it was crammed full. The light bulb hanging from the celling was
dull, maybe thirty watts at best, but even that couldn't hide the genera squaor. The hallstand was piled
high with clothes, including a musguash winter coat that fed the moths. The small open area of the
linoleum floor was an indigtinct gray color. Natasha's hostess must have been planning her cleaning
session for along time.

"Y our name's Natasha, isnt it, my daughter? Mine's Dasha."

Dashawas at least fifteen or twenty years older than her. She could have been Natasha's mother, but



with amoather like that you'd want to hang yoursdlf... A pudgy figure, with dirty, dull hair and bright
lacquer peding off her fingernails, wearing awashed-out housecoat and crumbling dippers on her bare
feet. Her toenails glittered with bright lacquer too. My God, how vulgar!

"Areyou aseer?' Natashaasked. And in her own mind she screamed: "What afool | am!™”

Dasha nodded. She bent down and extracted a pair of rubber dippersfrom atangled heap of footwear.
The mogt idiotic dippers ever invented—the kind with al those rubber points sticking out ontheinsde. A
yogi's dream. Some of the rubber prongs had falen off long ago, but that hadn't made the dippers any
more comfortable.

"Put them on!" Dashasuggested joyfully.

Asif shewere hypnotized, Natashatook off her sandals and put on the dippers. Goodbye, pantyhose.
Shewas bound to get acouple of runs, even in her famous Omsatights with their famous Lycra
Everything in thisworld was aswindle invented by cunning fools. And for some reason intelligent people
dwaysfdl for it.

"Yes, I'm aseer," Dashadeclared as she attentively supervised the donning of the dippers. "I got it from
my grandma. And my mom too. All of them were seers, they dl helped people, it'sin our family... Come
into the kitchen, Natasha. | haven't tidied up theroomsyet..."

Stll cursing hersdlf for being so supid, Natasha went into the kitchen, which met dl her expectations. a
hesp of dirty dishesin the sink, afilthy table—when they appeared a cockroach crawled lazily off thetop
and undernesth. The windows had obvioudy not been washed for the spring, and the celling was

fly-spotted.

"Sit down." Dasha deftly pulled astool out from under the table and moved it over to the place of
honor—between the table and the refrigerator, a convulsively twitching Saratov.

"Thank you, I'll stland." Natasha had made her mind up not to sit down. The stool inspired even less
confidence than the table or thefloor. "Dasha... That's Darya?"

"Yes Daya"
"Darya, | redly only wanted to find ouit...."

The woman shrugged. She clicked the switch on the eectric kettle—probably the only object in the
kitchen that didn't look asif it had been retrieved from a garbage heap. Shelooked at Natasha. "Find
out? There's nothing to find out. Everything'sjust asclear asday.”

For amoment Natasha had an unpleasant, oppressive sensation, asif there weren't enough light in the
kitchen. Everything went gray, the agonized rumbling of the refrigerator and the noise of the traffic on the
avenue nearby fdl slent. Shewiped theicy perspiration off her forehead. It was the heat. The summer,
the hest, the long journey in the metro, the crush in thetrolley... Why hadn't she taken ataxi? She'd sent
away the driver with the ca—well, she'd been ashamed to give anyone even a hint of where shewas
going and why... but why hadn't she taken ataxi?

"Y our hushand's left you, Natashenka," Darya said affectionately. "Two weeks ago. Left adl of a sudden,
packed, threw histhingsinto a suitcase and just upped and left you. Without any quarrels, without any
arguments. He left the apartment, left the car. And he went to your rival, apretty young bitch with black
eyebrows... but you're not old yet, my daughter.”

Thistime Natasha didn't even react to the words "my daughter.” She was trying desperately to remember



what she'd told her friend and what she hadn't. She didn't think she'd mentioned black eyebrows.
Although the girl redlly did have adark complexion, and black hair... Natashawas overcome once again
by awild, blind fury.

"And | know why heleft, Natashenka. .. Forgive mefor caling you'my daughter'—you're astrong
woman, used to making up your own mind about things, but you'redl like my own daughtersto me...
Y ou didn't have any children, Natasha. Did you?"

"No," Natasha whispered.
"But why not, my dear?" the seer asked, shaking her head reproachfully. "He wants a daughter, right?"
"Y es, adaughter..."

"Then why didn't you have one?' Darya asked with ashrug. "I've got five children. Two of them went
into the army—the e dest. One daughter's married—she's nursaing her baby now. The other's sudying.
And the youngest, thewild one..." Shewaved her hand through the air. "Sit down, why don't you..."

Natasha reluctantly lowered herself onto the stool, holding her pursefirmly on her knees. Trying to seize
theinitiative, she said, "It'sjust the way life worked out. Wéll, | would have had achild for him, but you
can't ruin your career for that."

"That'struetoo.” The seer didn't try to argue. She rubbed her face with her hands. "It's your choice...
Right then, you want to bring him back? But why did heleave? Y our rival's dready carrying hischild...
and shemade ared effort too. Listening to him, and sympathizing with him, and getting up to al sorts of
tricksin bed... Y ou had agood man, the kind every woman wants to get. Do you want to bring him
back? Even now?'

Natasha pursed her lips.

"es"

The seer Sghed.

"We can bring him back... we can."

Her tone of voice had changed subtly, become heavy and emphatic.

"... Only it won't be easy. Just bringing him back isn't dl that hard; it's kegping him that's the problem!™
" want to anyway."

"All of us, my daughter, have our own magic insde us." Daryaleaned forward acrossthe table. Her eyes
seemed to be drilling right through Natasha. " Simple, ancient femae magic. With al your ambitions,
you've completely forgotten about it, and that'samistake! But never mind. I'll help you. Only well have
to do everything in three stages.”

She knocked gently on the table.

"Thefirg thing. I'll give you alove potion. Thisisnot agresat Sin... The potion will bring your man back
home. It will bring him back, but it won't keep him there."

Natasha nodded uncertainly. Theideaof dividing the enchantment into "three stages' seemed
inappropriate somehow— especialy coming from thiswoman in this apartment...



"The second thing... Your riva's child must never be born. If it is, you won't be able to keep your man.
Y ou'll haveto commit agreet Sin, destroy an innocent child in thewomb..."

"What are you talking about!" Natasha said with ashudder. "I'm not going to end up in court!"

"I'm not talking about poison, Natashenka. I'll make a pass with my hands,"—and the seer redlly did
make a pass with her open palms—"and then clap them... And the job's done, the sin's committed. No
court involved."

Natasha didn't say anything.

"Only I won't tekethat Sn on mysdlf,” said Darya, crossing hersdf frenziedly. "I'll help you if you like, but
then you'll haveto answer to God!"

Evidently taking the silence as consent, she continued:

"Thethird thing... Youll have achild yoursdf. I'll help with that too. Y ou'll have abeautiful, clever
daughter who'll be ahelp to you and ajoy to your husband. Then dl your troubles will be over."

"Areyou serious about al this?' Natasha asked in aquiet voice. "You cando dl this..."

"Il tell you how it is" said Darya, standing up. "You say 'yes," and it will &l happen. Y our husband will
come back tomorrow, and the day after tomorrow, your riva will miscarry. And | won't take any money
from you until you get pregnant. But afterward | will—and I'll take alot. | tell you that now, | swear by
Chrigt the Lord."

Natasha gave acrooked smile.
"And what if | cheat you and don't bring you the money? After everything's already been done..."

She stopped short. The seer was looking at her sternly, without speaking. With an air of gentle sympathy,
like amother looking at afoolish daughter. "Y ou won't chest me, Natashenka. Just think for amoment
and youll redizeit'snot worth trying."

Natasha swallowed hard. She tried to make ajoke of it:
"So it's payment on delivery?'

"Ah, my little busnesswvoman,” Daryasaid ironicdly. "Who's going to love you, so practica and clever?
A woman should aways have somefoolishnessin her... ah... On ddivery. Ddivery of dl threeitems.”

"How much?’
"Hve"
"Y ou want five?' Natasha burst out and broke off. "I thought it was alot chegper than that!"

"If you just want to get your husband back, that will be cheaper. But then after awhile, hell go away
agan. I'm offering you red help, acertain cure.”

"l want to do it," Natasha said with anod. She had the fedling that what was happening was dightly
unreal. So that was dl: Just aclap of the hands and the unborn child would be gone? Another clap and
she would bear her beloved idiot achild of her own?

"Do you take the Sn on yoursdf?' the seer asked insstently.



"What sinistherein that?' Natasharetorted, her irritation suddenly breaking through. "Every woman's
committed that sin at least oncel- Perhaps there isn't anything there anyway!"

The seer pondered, asif she were listening to something. She nodded her head.
"Thereis... And | think it's definitely adaughter.”

"I'll takeit," said Natasha, il in anirritated voice. "I'll take dl the sinson myself, any you like. Do we
have aded?'

The seer looked at her sternly, disgpprovingly.

"That's not right, my daughter... About al the sins. Who knowswhat sins| might hang on you? My own,
or somebody ese's... then afterward you would have to answer to God."

"Well sort it out somehow."

Daryasghed: "Oh, these young people are so foolish. Do you think He wastes his time rummaging about
in peoplessins? Every sin leavesits own trace, and the judgment matchesthetraces... All right, don't be
afraid. | won't put anybody €l se's snsdown to you."

"I'mnot afraid.”

The seer didn't seem to be listening to her anymore. Shewas Sitting there asif she were listening dertly to
something ese. Then she shrugged: "All right... let's get the job done. Give me your hand!™

Natashaheld out her right hand uncertainly, keeping aworried eye on her diamond ring. It didn't come
off her finger very eadly, but. ..

lld.]!ll

The seer had pricked her little finger so quickly and deftly that Natasha hadn't felt athing. Shefroze,
dumbfounded, watching the red drop welling up. Asif thiswere dl perfectly norma, Daryatossed the
medica needleinto adirty plate with the solidified remains of borscht init. The needlewasflat, witha
sharp little point—the kind they useto take blood in laboratories.

"Don't be afraid, everything's sterile, the needles are disposable.”

"What do you think you're doing?' Natashatried to pull her hand away, but Darya shifted her grip with a
surprisngly powerful and precise movement.

"Stop, you fool! Or I'll haveto prick you again!™

Shetook asmall pharmacy bottle of dark-brown glass out of her pocket. The label had been washed off,
but poorly. Thefirgt letterswere dill visble: "Tinc..." She deftly twisted out the cork, set the bottle down
and shook Natashaslittle finger over it. Thedrop of blood fdll into the bottle.

"Some people believe," the seer said in a contented voice, "that the more blood thereisin apotion, the
stronger it will be. It's not true. The blood in it has to be good quality, but the amount makes no
differenceat dl..."

The medicine woman opened the refrigerator and took out afifty-gram bottle of Privet vodka. Natasha
remembered her driver caling that kind of vodka"the reanimator.”

A few drops of the vodkawent onto awisp of cotton wool that wound round Natashasllittle finger. The



medicine woman held out the bottle to Natasha.
"Want some?'

For some reason Natasha had aclear vison of hersalf waking up the next morning, somewhere at the far
end of the city, robbed, raped, and not remembering a single thing about what had happened. She shook
her head.

"Well, I'll have adrop.” Daryaraised the "reanimator” to her lips and drained the vodkain asingle gulp.
"That'sabit easer... for working. And you, you've no need to be afraid of me. | don't make my living by
robbing people.”

Thelast few remaining drops also went into the little brown bottle of love potion. And then, quite
unperturbed by Natashas curious gaze, the seer added some sdlt, sugar, hot water from the kettle, and a
bit of powder with astrong smdl of vanilla

"What isthat?" asked Natasha.

"Haveyou got acold? It'svanilla”

The medicine woman held thelittle bottle out to her.
"Tekeit."

"Isthat dl?'

"Yes, that'sit. Y ou get your husband to drink it. Can you managethat? Y ou can put it in teg, or evenin
vodka—but that's not the best way."

"But wheresthe... spdl?’
"What spdl|?*

Natashafdt like afool again. Her voice almost broke into ashout as she said, "Thisisadrop of my
blood, adrop of vodka, sugar, sdt, and vanillal”

"And water," Darya added. She put her hands on her hips and looked at Natashaironically. "What did
you expect? Dried eye of toad? Oriol€stesticles? Or for me to blow my noseinit? What do you
want—ingredients or effect?’

Natasha didn't answer. She was overwhelmed by this attack. And Darya continued, no longer trying to
conced her mockery: "My darling girl, if I'd wanted to impress you, then | would have done so. Have no
doubt about it. What mattersis not what's in the bottle, but who madeit. Don't you worry, go home and
giveit to your husband. Will he be calling round again?'

"Yes... intheevening,” she mumbled, "he phoned to say hed come and collect afew things..."

"Let him collect them, only you give him sometea. Tomorrow heéll bring the thingsback again. That is, if
you let himin, of course." Daryalaughed. "All right then... And there's one morething to do. Do you
takethissin on yoursdf?'

"l do." Natasha suddenly redlized that she no longer felt completely justified in laughing at what she had
said. There was something here that wasn't funny. The seer had made her promise far too serioudy. And
if her husband did come back tomorrow... "Y our word, my deed..." Daryadowly parted her hands and
started speaking rapidly: "Red water, others grief and rotten seed and evil breed... What wasisno



more, what was not will not be... Return to the void, you are dissolved without trace, by my will, a my
word..."

Her voice fdl to an incoherent whisper. She moved her lipsfor aminute. Then she clapped her hands
hard.

It must have been atrick of the imagination—Natasha thought she felt agust of icy cold wind blow
through the kitchen. Her heart started pounding; she felt ashiver run down her spine.

Daryagave her head a shake, looked at Natasha, and nodded: "That's al. Go now, my dear. Go home,
my daughter, and wait for your husband.”

Natasha got up. She asked, "But what... whendol..."

"When you get pregnant, you'll remember about me yourself. I'll wait for three months... and thenif I'm
ill waiting—don't blameme..."

Natasha nodded. She swallowed hard to keep down the lump that had risen in her throat. Somehow she
now believed completely in everything the seer had promised. .. and at the sametime, it was painfully
clear to her that in three months time, if everything redly did work out, she would be painfully reluctant to
give the money away. She would be tempted to put it al down to coincidence... why should she givethis
filthy charlatan five thousand dollars?

And yet sheredized that she would. She might drag it out until thefina day, but shewould bring it.

Because she would remember the gentle clap of those un-manicured hands and that wave of cold that
had suddenly spread through the kitchen.

"Go now," the seer repeated with gentle ingstence. "I still have to cook supper and clean up the
gpartment. Goon, goon..."

Natasha went out into the dark hallway, took off the dipperswith asigh of relief, and put on her shoes.
Her pantyhose seemed to have survived the ordedl ... that was certainly more than she'd dared to hope
for...

She looked at the seer and tried to find the right words to say. Should she thank her? Ask her about
some details? Maybe even joke—if only she could manageit, of course...

But Darya had forgotten her completely. The seer's eyes were open wide and she was staring straight at
the closed door, feebly waving her hands through the air in front of her as she whispered:

"Who... who... who?'

The next moment the door behind Natasha opened with a sudden crash and the hdl was ingtantly full of
people. Two men were holding the seer firmly by the arms and another had walked quickly into the
kitchen without looking around firs—he obvioudy knew the layout of the apartment very well. A young,
black-haired girl had appeared beside Natasha. All the men were dressed in a smple and somehow
deliberately inconspicuous manner: the same kind of shorts and T-shirtsthat ninety percent of the male
population of Moscow was wearing in thisincredible heat. Natasha suddenly had the frightening thought
that their clothes were something like the unobtrusive gray suitsthat specid service agentswore.

"That'sterrible," the girl said, looking a Natasha and shaking her head. "How disgusting, Natalya
Alexeevna"



Unlike the men, she was dressed in dark jeans and a denim jacket. She had a sparkling pendant on a
slver chain around her neck and severd massive silver rings on her fingers—fancy, complicated rings
with dragons heads and tigers heads, intertwined snakes and patterns that |ooked like the letters of a
strange, mysterious aphabet.

"What do you mean..." Natashaasked in a cheerlessvoice.

Instead of answering, the girl unzipped Natasha's purse and took out the little bottle. Sheheld it upin
front of Natasha's eyes, and then she shook her head again in reproach.

"Got it!" shouted the young man who had goneinto the kitchen. "It'sdl here, guys.”

One of the men holding the seer by the arms sighed and said in an oddly bored-sounding voice, "Darya
Leonidovna Romashova! In the name of the Night Watch, you are under arrest.”

"What watch?' There was anote of obvious puzzlement, mingled with panic, in the seer'svoice. "Who
areyou?'

"Y ou havetheright to reply to our questions,” the young man went on. "Any magica action from your
side will be regarded as hostile and punished without any warning. Y ou have theright to request the
Settlement of your human obligations. Y ou are accused of ... Garik?”!

The young man who had gone into the kitchen came back out. Asif she were dreaming, Natasha noticed
that he had an intellectud, thoughtful, rather sad kind of face. She had dwaysliked men likethat. ..

"l supposeit'stheusud s&t," said Garik. "Theillega practice of black magic. Third or fourth degree
intervention in the consciousness of other individuas. Murder, tax evas on—hbut the last ones not for us.
That'sfor the Dark Ones."

"You are accused of theillegd practice of black magic, intervention in the consciousness of others, and
murder,” the man holding Daryarepested. "Y ou will comewith us."

The seer gave along, piercing, terrifying scream. Natashainvoluntarily glanced at the open door. Of
course, it would be naive to hope that the neighbors would come running to help, but they could cal the
police, couldn't they?

The strange visitors didn't react to the scream. The girl only frowned and nodded in Natasha's direction:
"Wheat shdl we do with her?"

"Confiscate the potion and wipe her memory clean." Garik looked at Natasha without atrace of
sympathy. "Let her believe there was no one in the gpartment when she got here."

"And that'sdl?' Thegirl took apack of cigarettes out of her pocket and lit one without hurrying.
"Katya, what other choice isthere? She's ahuman being— how can we do anything with her?"

Thiswasn't even frightening anymore. It was adream, anightmare... and Natasha reacted as such. She
grabbed the precious bottle out of the girl's hand with a sudden movement and dashed toward the door.

She wasflung back asif she had runinto aninvisblewall. Natasha shrieked as shefdll at the seer'sfeet;
the bottle went flying out of her hand and shattered against the wall with surprising ease. A tiny patch of
gticky, colorlessliquid appeared on the linoleum.

"Tiger Cub, pick up the piecesfor the report,” Garik said calmly.



Natasha burst into tears.

No, shewasn't afraid, dthough Garik's tone of voice left no doubt that they realy would wipe her
memory clean. They'd clap their hands or do something elseto wipeit clean. And she would find hersdlf
standing out in the street, firmly convinced that the seer's door had never opened.

She cried as she watched her love dribble across the dirty floor.

Someone stuck their head in through the open door from the landing. "Weve got company, guys!”
Natasha heard the dlarmed voice, but she didn't even look around. There was no point. She was going to
forget it al anyway. It would al be shattered into sharp little fragments and soak away into the dirt.

Forever.

Chapter one

—«P»—

| NEVER HAVE ENOUGH TIME TO GET READY IN THE MORNING. | CAN GET
up at seven, or even at Six, but | sill need another five minutes.
Why isit dwayslikethat, | wonder?

| was standing in front of the mirror, hastily putting on my lipgtick, and as dways happenswhen you'rein
ahurry, the lipstick was going on unevenly, asif | were aschoolgirl who'd secretly borrowed her
mother'sfor thefirst time. It would have been better not to bother at al and go out without any makeup
on. | don't have any complexes about that—I look good enough without it.

"Alyad"

Here we go.

That just hasto happen, doesn't it?

"What isit, Mom?" | shouted, fastening my sandasin ahurry.

"Come here, my little one.”

"Mom, I've aready got my shoeson!" | shouted, adjusting atwisted strap. "I'm late, Mom!™
"Alya"

It was pointless arguing.

Deliberately clattering my hedls, although | wasn't redlly angry at dl, | waked into the kitchen. Mom was
gtting in front of the televison, the way she dways does, and drinking yet an-other cup of teawith yet
another cake. What isit she likes so much about those repulsive Danish cakes? They're such terrible
garbage! Not to mention how bad they are for the figure.

"Little one, are you going to be late again today?' Mom asked, without even turning her head in my
direction.

"] don't know."



"Alisa, | don't think you ought to let it happen. Normal working hours are one thing, but keeping you
there until onein the morning..." Mom shook her heed.

"They pay forit," | said offhandedly.
And then Mom did look a me. And her lips began to tremble. "So you hold that against me, do you?"

My mother dways did have an expressve voice, like an actresss. She should have worked in the
thester.

"Yes, we live on your wages,” my mom said bitterly. "The state robbed us and threw us out to die at the
side of the road. Thank you, dear daughter, for not forgetting about us. Y our father and | are very
grateful to you. But there's no need to keep reminding us..."

"Mom, | didn't mean anything of the sort. Y ou know | don't have a standard working day!"

"Working day!" My mom flung her aamsin theair. She had acrumb of cake on her chin. "Working night,
more likel And who knowswhat you get up to?"'

Of course, shedidn't redly think anything of the kind. On the contrary, she was always proudly telling her
friendswhat afine, upstanding girl | was. It wasjust that in the morning shefdlt like arguing. Perhaps
sheld been watching the news and sheld heard yet another disgusting story about our life herein Russa
Perhaps she and Dad had had afight first thing in the morning—that would explain why he had left so
ealy.

"And I've no intention of becoming agrandmother at forty!" my mom went on, without following any
particular logic. What logic did she need, anyway? She'd been afraid for agesthat | would get married
and leave home and shed be left living with just my father. Or maybe she wouldn't—I'd taken alook at
the reality lines, and it was very probable that my dad would leave her for another woman. He wasthree
years younger than Mom, and unlike her, he took care of himsdif.

"Youll befifty thisyear, Mom," | sad. "Sorry, I'mredly inahurry.”

When | was dready inthe hdlway, | heard my mom'svoice, full of righteousindignation: ™Y ou never did
want to talk to your mother like anormal human being!”

"Therewas atime when | wanted to," | muttered to mysdlf as| skipped out the door. "When | till wasa
human being | wanted to. But where were you then..."

| knew for sure that Mom was taking comfort in thinking about the argument she would have with mein
the evening. And she was dreaming about involving Dad in it too. When | thought about thet, it instantly
put mein afoul mood.

What kind of way to behave istha—ddiberately provoking afight with someone you love? But Mom
just lovesto do it. And she doesn't understand it's her own character that killed my father'slove for her.

I'll never do that to anyone.
And | won't let Mom do it either!

Therewas no onein the hallway, but even if there had been it wouldn't have stopped me. | turned back
to face the door and looked at it in aspecia way, with my eyesdightly crossed... sothat | could see my



shadow.
My red shadow. The onethat's cast by the Twilight.

It looks asif the gloom is condensing in front of you, until it becomes an absolutely black, intense
darkness—so black it would make a starless night look like day.

And againgt the background of that darkness you see atrembling, swirling, grayish silhouette, not quite
three-dimensiona but not flat either... Asif it had been cut out of dirty cotton wool. Or maybeit'sthe
other way around—a hole has been cut through the great Darkness, leaving adoorway into the Twilight.

| took astep forward onto the shadow and it did upward, enfolding my body, and the world changed.

The colors almost completely disappeared. Everything was frozen in adark, gray blur, like what appears
on atedevison screenif you turn the color and contrast al the way down. Sounds dowed down, leaving
slence, with nothing but a bardly audible background rumble, asfaint asthe murmur of adistant sea.

| wasinthe Twilight.

| could see Mom's resentment blazing in the apartment. A bitter, lemon-yelow color mixed with self-pity
and her acid-green didike of my dad, who had chosen the wrong time to go to the garage and tinker with
hiscar.

And there was a black vortex dowly taking shape above Mom's head. A curse directed at someone
specific, till week, ontheleve of "I hopethat job of yoursdrivesyou crazy, you ungrateful creature!™
But it was amother's curse, and they're especialy powerful and tenacious.

Oh no, my dear mom!

Thanksto your efforts, Dad had a heart attack at thirty-seven and three years ago | barely managed to
save him from another... a acost that | don't even want to remember. And now you've set your sights
onme?

| reached out through the Twilight as hard as | could, so hard | got astabbing pain under my shoulder
blades, and grabbed hold of Mom's mind—it twitched and then froze.

Okay... now thisiswhat well do...

| broke into a sweet, athough it'saways cool in the Twilight. | wasted energy that would have been
useful a work. But amoment later Mom no longer remembered that sheld been speaking to me. And in
general, she wasredly pleased that | was such ahard worker, that | was appreciated and liked at work,
that | went out when it was bardly light and didn't come back until after midnight.

That's done.

Probably the effect would only be temporary. After dl, | didn't want to delve too deeply into Mom's
mind. But at least | could count on acouple of months of peace and quiet. And so could my dad—I'm
my dad's daughter and | love him alot more than my mom. It'sonly kidswho can't tell you who they love
more— their mom or their dad—grown-ups have no problem answering the question...

When | wasfinished, | removed the half-formed black vortex, and it drifted out through the walls, looking
for someone to attach itsdlf to. | took a breath and cast a critica glance around the entrance.

Y es, it hadn't been cleaned for along time. The blue moss had crept over everything again, and it was



thickest around our door. That was only natural. With Mom's hystericdl fits, there was dways something
for it to feed on. When | waslittle | used to think the Light Ones planted the mossto annoy us. Theniit
was explained to me that the blue mossis anative inhabitant of the Twilight, a parasite that consumes
human emations.

"lcel™ | commanded, flinging out my hand. The cold obediently gathered at my fingertips and ran across
thewadlslike astiff brush. The frozen needles of moss dropped to the floor, instantly decaying.

Takethat!
That will teach you to go feeding on peopl€e's petty little thoughts!
That'sreal Power, the Power of an Other.

| emerged from the Twilight—in the human world |ess than two seconds had passed—and straightened
my hair. My forehead was damp. | had to take out my handkerchief and blot off the sweat. And of
coursewhen | looked in my mirror | could see that my mascara had smudged.

| had no timeto fuss over my appearance. | just threw on alight vell of attractiveness that would prevent
any human being from noticing the faultsin my makeup. Wecdl it a"paranjah,” and everybody likesto
poke fun at Others who weer it, but we al use it anyway... When we're short of time or we need to be
absolutely sure of making agood impression. .. or sometimesjust for fun. One pretty young witch from
Pskov—who doesn't redlly know how to do anything right except throw on a paranjah—has been
working asamodd for three years. She makes her living from it. The only trouble isthat the spell doesn't
work on photographs and videos, so she hasto keep turning down al the offers she receivesto work in
advertisng...

Nothing was going my way today. The eevator didn't come for ages, and the second one's been out of
order for along time now, and on my way out of the hdlway | raninto Vitdik, the young guy who lives
above us. When he saw mein my paranjah, hejust froze with astupid smile on hisface. Hehasbeenin
love with me since he was thirteen—stupidly, hopeesdy, slently inlove. It'sthe result of my doppy
work, to be quite honest. | waslearning the love spell and decided to practice on our neighbor'slittle
boy, snce hetook every chance he could get to ogle me while | was Stting on the balcony, sunbathing in
my bikini. Wdll... | practiced. And | migudged the limiting factors. Hefdl in love forever. When he
doesn't see mefor along time, it dl seemsto pass off, but it only takes a fleeting encounter, and
everything starts up again. HEll never be happy inlove.

"Vitdik, I'minahurry,” | sad, smiling a him.
But the young man just stood there, blocking the doorway. Then he decided to pay me acompliment.
"Alisa, you look redly beautiful today..."

"Thanks." | gently moved him aside and felt him tremble when my hand touched his shoulder. Hell
probably remember that touch for aweek...

"I've passed thefind exam, Alisal" he said hastily, talking to my back. "That'sit, I'm a college student
now!"

| turned back and took a closer look at him.

Was this boy, who sill used acnelotion, getting wild ideasinto his head? Was he hoping that now he'd
got into college and launched into "adult life" he could have a chance with me?



"Squirming out of thearmy?' | asked. "Men today have no balls. They're dl wimps. They don't want to
servether time and get abit of experience, and then go and study.”

His amilewas dowly fading away. It was awonderful sight!

"Ciao, Vitdik," | said, and skipped out of the entrance into the sweltering heat of summer. But my mood
was a bit better now.

Theselittle pupsin love are dways fun to watch. They're boring to flirt with and having sex with themis
repulsive, but just watching them is pure pleasure. | ought to give him akiss sometime. ..

Anyway, amoment later I'd completely forgotten my lovesick neighbor. | stuck my hand out. Thefirgt
car drove straight past— the driver looked at me with greedy longing in hiseyes, but hiswife was Sitting
beside him. The next car stopped.

"I need to go to the center of town," | said, leaning down toward the window. "Manege Square.

"Get in," said the driver, reaching across and opening the door. He was a cultured-looking man with dark
hair, about forty yearsold. "How could | refuse such agood-looking girl alift?

| dipped into thefront seat of the old Zhiguli 9 and rolled the window all the way down. The wind hit me
in the face— that was somerelief at least.

"Y ou'd have got there quicker on the metro,” the driver warned me honestly.
"I don't like the metro.”

The driver nodded. | liked him—he wasn't staring too brazenly, even though 1'd obvioudly overdone
things with the paranjah—and the car waswell cared for. He dso had very beautiful hands. They were
strong, and their grip on the wheel was gentle but secure.

What apity | wasinahurry.

"Areyou latefor work?' the driver asked. He spoke very politely, but in amanner that was somehow
personal and intimate. Maybe | ought to give him my number? I'm afree girl now, | can dowhet | like.

"Y$"

"I wonder, what kind of jobs do such beautiful girlsdo?"' It wasn't even an attempt to strike up an
acquai ntance or acompliment—it was genuine curiosity.

"] don't know about dl therest, but | work asawitch."
Helaughed.

"It'sajob likeany other..." | took out my cigarettes and my lighter. The driver gave me afleeting glance
of disgpproval, so | didn't bother to ask permission. | just lit up.

"And what do awitch's duties congst of 7

Weturned off onto Rusakov Street and the driver speeded up. Maybe | was going to get thereintime
after dl.

"It varies" | replied evasively. "But basicdly we opposetheforces of Light.”



The driver seemed to have accepted the rules of the game, though it wasn't redlly agame at al.
"So you're on the side of the shadow?"
"The Darkness"

"That's great. | know another witch, my mother-in-law," the driver said with alaugh. "But shesdready
retired, thank God. So why don't you like the forces of Light?”'

| stedlthily checked out hisaura. No, everything was okay. He was a human being.

"They get in our way. Tell me, for ingance—what'sthe most important thing in life for you?"
The driver thought for a second.

"Jud lifeitsdlf. And for nobody to sop melivingit.”

"That'sright," | agreed. "Everyone wantsto be free, don't they?"

He nodded.

"Well, we witchesfight for freedom too. For everyoné'sright to do what they want."

"And what if someonewantsto do evil?*

"That'shisright.”

"But what if heinfringes on other peoplésrightsin the process? Say | stab someone and infringe on his
rights?'

Thiswas funny. We were conducting the classic dispute on the subject "What isthe Light and what isthe
Darkness?' We Dark Ones and those who call themselves the Light Ones—we al brainwash our
novices on this subject.

"If someone triesto infringe on your rights, then stop them from doing it. Y ou have that right."
"| getit. Thelaw of thejungle. Whoever's stronger isright.”

"Stronger, cleverer, morefarsghted. And it'snot the law of thejungle. It'sjust the law of life. Isit ever
any different?’

The driver thought about it and shook his head.

"No, itisn't. So | have the right to turn off the road somewhere, throw mysdlf on you, and rape you?'
"But are you sure you're stronger than me?"

Wed just stopped at an intersection and the driver looked a me closely. He shook his head.

"No... I'm not sure. But the reason | don't attack girlsisn't because they might fight back!"

He was beginning to get a bit nervous. The conversation seemed like ajoke, but he could sense that
something wasn't right.

"It's aso because they might put you injail,” | said. "And that'sal.”



"No," hesadfirmly.

"Yes," | sadwith asmile. "That's exactly the reason. Y ou're anormal, hedthy man, with al the right
reactions. But thereésalaw, so you prefer not to attack girls, but court them first."

"Witch..." the driver muttered with a crooked smile. He stepped hard on the gas.

"Witch," | confirmed. "Because | tell the truth and don't play the hypocrite. After dl, everyone wantsto
befreeto live hisor her life. To do what they want. Not everything works out—everyone has their own
desires—but everyone has the same aspirations. And it's the clash of these that givesriseto freedom! A
harmonious society in which everybody wants to have everything, athough they have to cometo terms
with other people's desires.”

"But what about mordity?"
"What mordity?'
"Universd human mordlity."
"What'sthat?'

Theré's nothing better than forcing someone into adead end and making him formulate his question
properly. People don't usudly think about the meaning of the wordsthey say. It seemsto them that
words convey truth. That when someone hearsthe word "red" he will think of aripe raspberry and not a
pool of blood. That theword "love" will evoke Shakespeare's sonnets and not the erotic films of
Playboy. And they find themselves baffled when the word they've spoken doesn't evoke theright

response.

"There are basic principles,” said the driver. "Dogmeas. Taboos. Those... what do they caff them...
commandments.”

"Well?" | said encouragingly.

"Thou shat not stedl.”

| laughed, and the driver smiled too.

"Thou shdt not covet thy neighbour'swife." Hissmilewasreadlly broad now.

"And do you manegeit?'

"Sometimes”

"And you even manage not to ‘covet'? Y ou control your ingtinctsthat well?"

"Witch!" thedriver said with rdish. "All right, | repent, | repent..."

"Don't repent!” | interrupted. "It's quite normd. It's freedom! Stedling... and coveting.”

"Thou shdt not kill!" the driver declared. "Eh? What do you say to that? A universa commandment!”

"Y ou might aswell say 'don't boil ayoung goat in its mother's milk." Do you watch TV and read the
newspapers?’ | asked.

"Sometimes. But | don't enjoy it.”



"Thenwhy do you cal "'Thou shdt not kill' acommandment? Thou shat not kill.... It wasin the newsthis
morning—down South they've taken another three people hostage and they're demanding aransom.
They've dready cut afinger off each one of them to show their demands are serious. And one of the
hostages, by theway, isathree-year-old girl. They cut her finger off too."

The driver'sfingerstightened their grip on the whed and turned pale.

"Bagtards..." hehissed. "Mongers. | heard thet dl right. But they're scum, they're inhuman—they haveto
be to do something like that. 1'd strangle them al with my bare hands..."

| kept quiet. The driver's aurawas blazing bright scarlet. | didn't want him to crash; he was dmost out of
control. My thrust had been too accurate—he had alittle daughter of hisown...

"String them up on the telegraph poled™" he continued, ill raging. "Burn them with napam!™
| kept quiet and waited until the driver had gradualy calmed down. Then | asked:

"Then what about those universa mora commandments? If they gave you amachine gun now, you'd
pressthetrigger without even hesitating.”

"There aren't any commandments that apply to mongtersl” the driver snarled. His calm, cultured manner
had disappeared without atrace now! There were streams of energy pouring out of himin all
directions... and | soaked it up, quickly replenishing the Power that I'd spent earlier that morning.

"Not even terrorists are mongters,” | said. "They're human beings. And so are you. And thereare no
commandments for human beings. That'sascientificaly proven fact.”

As| drew inthe energy that was bursting out of him, the driver calmed down. It wouldn't last long, of
course. That evening the pendulum would swing back, and he'd be overcome by rage again. It'slike
pumping dl thewater out of awel very quickly—it comesrushing back in again.

"But even so, you're not right,” he replied more calmly. "Logic does exigt, of course, yes... But if you
compare things with the Middle Ages, then mordity has definitely advanced.”

"Don't beridiculous!" | said, shaking my head. "How hasit advanced?... Even in the wars back then they
had a trict code of honor. A war then was area war, and kings fought with their armies, risking their
thrones and their heads. And now? A big country wantsto put pressure on alittle one, so it bombsit for
three months and getsrid of its outdated armaments at the same time. Not even the soldiersrisk their
lived! It'sthe same asif you drove up onto the sidewal k and started knocking down pedestrians like
bowling pins”

"The code of honor wasfor the aristocrats,” the driver objected sharply. "The smple peopledied in
droves™"

"Andisit any different today?' | asked. "When one oligarch settles scores with another, therés acertain
code of honor that's observed! Because both of them have goonsto kill for them, compromising material
about each other, certain interestsin common, certain family ties. They'rejust like the old aristocracy!
Kings dtting up to their earsin cabbage. And the Smple people are trash. A herd of sheep that are good
for shearing, but sometimesit's more profitable to daughter them. Nothing's changed. There never were
any commandments, and there aren't any now!"

Thedriver fdl Slent.

After that he didn't say another word al the way. We turned off Kamergerskaya Street onto Tverskaya



Street and | told him whereto stop. | paid, ddliberately giving him morethan | should have. It was only
then that he spoke again.

"I'll never giveawitch alift again," hetold me with acrooked grin. "It'stoo hard on the nerves. | never
thought a conversation with abeautiful girl could spoil my mood so badly.”

"I'm sorry,” | said, and smiled swestly.
"Have agood day at... work." He dammed the door and drove off abruptly.

Widll, well. I'd never been taken for a progtitute before, but he seemed to think that waswhat | was. That
was the effect of the paranjah... and the district we werein, of course.

But at least I'd more than made up for the Power 1'd used up earlier. Held turned out to be amagnificent
donor, thisintelligent, cultured, strong man. The only time I'd ever done better was... it waswith the
Prism of Power.

| shuddered at the memory.

It had all been so stupid... everything about it had been so monstroudly stupid.
My entire life had gone downhill asaresult. I'd lost everything in asingle moment.
"You fool! You greedy fool!"

It was agood thing that none of the people could see my real face. It probably looked about as pitiful as
my stupid young neighbor's.

Anyway, what was done was done. | couldn't turn back the clock, put things right and win back... his
affection. It was my own fault, of course. And | ought to be glad that Zabulon hadn't handed me over to
the Light Ones.

Heused toloveme. And | loved him... it would have been ridiculous for ayoung, inexperienced witch
not to fal in love with the head of the Day Watch when helooked favorably on her...

My fistswere clenched so tight that the nails were biting into the skin. I'd struggled through. I'd survived
last summer. The Darkness only knew how, but I'd survived.

And now there was no point in remembering the past and sniveling and trying to catch Zabulon's eye
again. He hadn't spoken to me since the hurricane last year—the one that had hit on the day when | was
captured so shamefully. And he wouldn't speak to mefor the next hundred years. | was sure of it.

A car moving dowly aong the curb stopped with aquiet rustle of tires. It was a decent car, aVolvo, and
it hadn't come from the junkyard. A jerk with ashaven head stuck his smug face out of the window,
looked me up and down, and broke into a satisfied smile. Then he hissed.

"How much?'

| was dumbstruck.

"For two hours—how much?* theidiot with the shaved head asked more specificdly.
| looked at the number plate—it wasn't from Moscow. So that wasit.

"The progtitutes are farther down, you hdfwit," | said amiably. "Get logt."



"Anyone would think you didn't screw,” the disgppointed idiot said, trying to save face. "Think it over,
I'm feding generoustoday."

"Y ou hold onto your capitd,” | advised him and clicked my fingers. "You'll need it to fix your car.”

| turned my back to him and walked toward the building. My pam was aching dightly from the recoil.
The"gremlin” isn't avery complicated spdll, but I'd cast it in too much of ahurry. 1'd left the Volvo with
an incorpored creature fiddling about under its hood—not even a creature redly, but a bundle of energy
with an obsessive passion for destroying technology.

If hewaslucky, hisengine wasfinished. If he was unlucky, then hisfancy bourgeois e ectronicswould
blow—the carburetors, the ventilators, al those gearwhed s and drive-belts that the car was crammed full
of. I'd never taken any interest in the insides of an automobile except in the most generd terms. But | had
avery dear ideaof theresult of usng the "gremlin.”

The disgppointed man drove off without wasting too much time arguing. | wondered if held remember
what I'd said when his car garted going haywire. He was bound to. HE'd shout, " She hexed it, the
witch!" And he wouldn't even know just how right he was.

The thought amused me, but nonethel ess, the day had been hopelessly spoiled.
| was five minuteslate for work, and there was that quarrel with my mother, and that idiot in the Volvo...

With these thoughts in my head | walked past the magnificent, gleaming shop windows, raised my
shadow from the ground without even thinking about it, and entered the building through adoor that
ordinary people can't see.

The headquarters of the Light Ones, near the Sokol metro station, is disguised as an ordinary office. We
have amore respectable location and our camouflage isalot more fun. This building, with seven floors of
gpartments above shops that are luxurious even by Moscow standards, has three more floors than
everyonethinks. It was specidly built that way asthe Day Watch residence, and the spells that disguise
the building's true appearance are incorporated into the very bricks and stone of the walls. The people
living in the building, who are mostly perfectly ordinary, probably fed a strange sensation whenever they
ride the elevator up—asif it takestoo long to get from thefirst floor to the second. ..

The devator doestake longer than it should because the second floor is actudly the third, and the redl
second floor isinvisible—it houses our duty offices, armaments room, and technical services. Our other
two floors are on the top of the building, and not a single human being knows about them ether. But any
Other who is powerful enough can look through the Twilight and see the severe black granite wals and
the window archesthat are amost aways covered with thick, heavy curtains. Ten years ago they
ingtdled air-conditioners—that's when the clumsy boxes of the split systems appeared on the walls.
Before that the internal climate was regulated by magic—but why waste it like that, when dectricity isfar

cheaper?

| once saw a photograph of our building taken through the Twilight by askillful magician. It'san
incredible sght! A crowded street with people walking al dressed up in their finest, carsdriving adong,
shop windows and gpartment windows.... apleasant old woman looking out of one window, and a cat
sitting in another one, looking disgruntled and gloomy—animals can sense our presence very easily. And
running pardld to dl this: two entrances to the building from Tverskaya Street, with the doors swung
open, and in one doorway there's ayoung vampire from security, polishing hisnailswith afile. Directly
above the shopstheres astrip of black stone with the crimson spots of windowsinit... And the two top
floors seem to weigh down on the building like a heavy stone cap.



If only I could show that photograph to the people who live there! But then, they'd al think the same
thing—aclumsy piece of photomontage! Clumsy, because the building redlly doeslook awkward. ..
When everything was till dl right between Zabulon and me, | asked him why our offices were located so
strangely, mixed in with the humans apartments. The boss laughed and explained thet it made it more
difficult for the Light Onesto try any kind of attack—innocent people might get killed in the fighting.
Everybody knows that the Light Ones don't worry about people at al ether, but they have to hedge
around what they do with al sorts of hypocritical tricks—so the seven floors of gpartments make avery
reiable shidd.

Thetiny duty office on thefirst floor, with the two devators (the people living in the building don't know
about them either) and thefire stairs, seemed to be empty. There was no one behind the desk or in the
armchair in front of thetelevison. It took me amoment to spot the two security guards who should have
been there according to the aff list: avampire—I think his nameis Kostya—who had only joined the
Watch very recently, and the werewolf Vitaly from Kostroma, also acivilian employee, who'd been
working for usaslong as| could remember. Both guards were stlanding quite till, huddied over inthe
corner. Vitaly was giggling quietly. Just for an instant | had a quite crazy ideaabout the reason for such
strange behavior.

"Boys, what'sthat you're doing over there?' | asked sharply. Therésno point in being too polite with
these vampires and shape-shifters. They're primitive beasts of |abor—not to mention that the vampires
are non-life—but they till claim to be no worse than magicians and witches!

"Come here, Aliskal" Vitaly said, beckoning to me without turning round. "Thisisared gas."
But Kostya straightened up sharply and took a step backward, looking a bit embarrassed.
| walked over.

Therewas alittle gray mouse dashing around Vitaly'sfeet. It stopped dead till, then jumped upintheair,
then began squeaking and begating desperately at the air with itslittle paws. | didn't understand until | tried
looking through the Twilight.

So that wasiit.

Therewas ahuge, glossy cat jumping about beside the mouse. Sometimesiit reached its paw out toward
thetiny creature, sometimesit clattered itsjaws together. Of course, it wasonly anilluson, and a
primitive one a that, created exclusvely for the small rodent.

"We're seeing how long it can hold out!" Vitaly said happily. "1 bet it will die of fright inaminute.

"Now | understand,” | said, beginning to seered. "Having fun, are we? Did your hunting instincts get the
better of you?"'

| reached down and picked up the mouse that had frozen il in fear. Thetiny bundle of fur trembled on
my hand. | blew on it gently and whispered the right word. The mouse stopped trembling, then it
stretched out on my palm and went to deep.

"What'sit to you?' Vitaly asked in adightly offended voice. "Aliska, in your line of work you're
supposed to bail these creatures dlivein your cauldron!™

"Thereareafew spdlslikethat,” | admitted. "And there are some that require the liver of awerewolf
killed & midnight.”

Thewerewolf's eyes glittered brightly with malice, but he didn't say anything. His rank wasn't high enough



to try arguing with me. I might only be asmple patrol witch, but that was way above amercenary
werewolf.

"All right then, you guys, tell me the procedure to be followed after the discovery on the premises of
rodents, cockroaches, flies, mosquitoes..." | saidinadow, lazy voice.

"Activate the pest control amulet,” Vitaly said reluctantly. "If any of the creatures should be observed not
to be affected by the action of the amulet, then it should be captured, exercising great vigilance, and
handed over to the duty magician for checking."

"You do know it... So were not deding with acase of forgetfulness here. Have you activated the
amulet?' 1 asked.

The werewolf gave the vampire asideways glance and then looked away.
“No..."

"| see. Failureto carry out duty instructions. As the senior member of the duty detail, you will be
pendized. Y ou will inform the duty officer.”

Thewerewalf said nothing.
"Repeat what | said, security guard.”
Heredized it was stupid to resist and repested it.

"And now get back to serving your watch," | said and walked to the eevator, till carrying the degping
MOouse on my open pam.

"Bon gppetit..." the werewolf muttered after me. Those creatures have no discipline—the anima half of
them isjust too strong.

"I hopethat in agenuine battle you will be a least haf asbrave asthislittle mouse,” | replied as| got into
the devator. | caught Kostya's eye—it seemed to me that the young vampire was embarrassed, and even
glad that the crudl amusement was at an end.

My appearance in the department with amouse in my hand caused an uproar.

AnnaLemesheva, the senior witch on our shift, was about to launch into her usud tirade about young
people who haven't been taught any discipline: "Under Stdin, for being five minutes|ate you'd have been
packed off to acamp in Kolymato brew potions..." When she saw the mouse she was struck dumb.

LenaKireeva squeded and then howled: "Oh, how lovely." Zhanna Gromovagiggled and asked if | was
going to make the "thief's ixir"—which includes a boiled mouse as an essentia component—and whét |
was planning to sted afterward. Olya Mé nikova finished painting her nails and congratulated meon a
successful hunt.

| put the little creature down on my desk, asif | never came to work without a fresh mouse, and told
everyone how the security guards had been amusing themselves.

Annashook her head. "Isthat why you were late?"

"Partly,” | said honestly. "Anna Tikhonovna, | wasincredibly unlucky with the traffic. And then there
were those nitwits playing their games.”



AnnaTikhonovna Lemeshevais an old and experienced witch—it's pointless trying to deceive her by
putting on a brave front. She's about a hundred years old, and after al the things she'd seen, the game
with the mouse was hardly going to seem cruel. But even so she pursed her lips and declared: "These
werewolves have no respect for duty. When we were stationed at Reve, fighting the Swedes, we had a
saying: 'If they send the watch awerewalf, detail awitch to watch him." What would have happened if an
assault group of Light Ones had burst in while both guards were gawking at that rodent? They could have
sent the mouse in ddliberatdly. It's disgraceful. | think you should have demanded more serious
punishment, Alisa"

"Thelash," LenaKireavasaid in aquiet voice. Sheflicked her thick head of long red hair. Oh, that hair of
Lends, anyonewould envy it. But the comforting thing isthat nothing elseis up to the same standard.

"Yes, it was amigtake to ban the practice of punishment with the lash,” Annareplied coldly. "Throw that
cresture out of the window, Alisa"

"| fedl sorry for it," | objected. "It's blockheads like those two who are responsible for the image of Dark
Onesthat exigts in the mass consciousness, a caricature of vicious sadists and mongters... Why torment
the poor mouse?"

"It does create a certain discharge of energy,” said Olya, screwing thelid onto her nail polish. "But it's
very ti-ny..." She shook her handsintheair.

Zhannasnorted derisively. "A discharge! They used up so much energy creating theillusory cat, they'd
have to torture an entire kilogram of miceto make up for it."

"We could work it out,” Olyasuggested. "We torture this mouse to desth and count the total amount of
Power emitted... only we'd need apair of scalesaswell.”

"Youreterible..." Lenasad angrily. "And you're quite right, Alisal Can | take the mouse?'
"What for?' | asked jedoudly.

"I'll giveit to my daughter. She'ssix yearsold. It'stime she was caring for someone and looking after
them. That'sgood for agirl."

There was an avkward silence for amoment. Of coursg, it's nothing unusudl. It'srare for an Other to
have achildwhoisdso an Other... Very rare. It'ssmpler for vampires—they can initiate their own
child. And it'ssmpler for shape-shifters—their children dmost dwaysinherit the ability to change form.
But the chances are not very good for us, or for the Light Ones either. Lena hadn't been lucky, even
though her husband was a Dark magician and former staff member of the Day Watch who had retired
after he was wounded and become a businessman.

"Micedont livevery long," Olyaobserved. "Ther€ll betears and tantrums..."

"That'sdl right. It'll livealong timewith me" Lenalaughed. "Ten yearsat least. Pavel and | will make
sure of that.”

"Thentakeit!" | sad, pointing at the mouse with amagnanimous gesture. "I'll come round sometimeto

vigt.
"Did you put it in adeep deep?' Lenaasked, picking the mouse up by thetall.

"It will deep until the evening for certain.”



"Good."

She carried the mouse to her desk, shook the floppy disks out of a cardboard box and put the little
cregtureinit.

"Buy acage," Olgaadvised as she admired her nails. "Or an aguarium. If it runsaway it will gnaw
everything and leavefilthy droppings everywhere.”

Anna Lemeshevathoughtfully observed everything that was going on and then clapped her hands.

"All right, girls. That's enough distraction. The unfortunate cresture has been saved and it hasfound anew
home. Things could hardly have been resolved more elegantly. Now let's begin our briefing.”

She'savery drict boss, but not malicious. She doesn't make things hard for anyone without reason, and
shell let you fool about, or leave early, if necessary. But when it comesto work, it's best not to argue
with her,

Thegirlsdl sat in their places. Our room is smal—after dl, the building wasn't intended for the present
numbers of the Watch. All that could fit into the room were four smal tablesfor usand one big desk,
where AnnaLemesheva sat. The room reminded me a bit of aschool classroom in sometiny village, with
aclassof four pupilsand one teacher.

Lemeshevawaited until we'd all switched on our computers and logged onto the network. Then she
began in her resonant voice: "Today's assgnment isthe usua one: patrolling the southeast region of
Moscow. Y ou will choose your partnersin the guardroom from the avail able operatives.

We aways go on duty in pairs, usualy one witch and one shape-shifter or vampire. If the level of patrols
israised, then instead of ordinary operativesthey give uswarlocks or some of the junior magicians for
partners. But that doesn't happen very often.

"Lenochka, you're patrolling Vykhino and Liublino..."

LenaKireeva, who had stedlthily launched agame of solitaire on her computer, started, and prepared to
argue. | could hardly blame her. Two huge districts and along way off too. Nothing would come of it, of
course. Anna Lemeshevawould ingst on having her own way as dways, but Kireeva couldn't help
feding indignant.

But just at that moment, the phone on Lemesheva's desk rang. We exchanged glances, and even Lenas
eyes became serious. That was the direct telephone link with the operations duty officer— it didn't just
ring for nothing.

"Yes" said Lemesheva. "Yes. Of course. | understand. | accept the detail..."

For amoment her expression went vague—the duty magician was sending her telepathic guiddinesto the
gtuation.

That meant it was serious. That meant there was work to do.

"Toyour brooms..." Lenawhispered quietly. The brief phrase from a children's cartoon was atraditional
saying with us. "1 wonder who they'll send..." shesaid.

But when Anna Lemesheva put the receiver down, her expression was strict and tough.

"Into the bus, girls. Everyone. Look lively!"



Thismeant something very serious. Thismeant afight.

Chapter two

—«P»—

The minibuswas driven by Deniska, ayoung Dark magician so incredibly lazy that he preferred working
in the garage among the vampires and other small timers. But hislaziness didn't sop him knowing how to
drive, and he knew perfectly afew spdllsthat were essentia for hisjob. Weliterdly flew aong the road
aswe made our way to the city center at a Speed that the presidentia cortege could only dream about. |
felt the surges of Power when he examined the redity lines, made the militiamen look the other way, or
made other drivers steer their cars off to the side. Sitting beside him was Edgar, a plump, swvarthy,
dark-haired magician from Estoniawho looked nothing like a person from the Baltic, but possessed
magical abilitiesthat were dmost second-levd.

Therewerenineof usinthe vehicle. | could hardly remember AnnaLemeshevaever leaving the Waich
building before, but she was sitting in the chair by the door, monotonoudy reciting the guiddines:

"Darya L eonidovna Romashova. Sixty-three years old, looks considerably younger, probably constantly
nourished by Power. Presumably awitch, but could possibly be aDark Sorceress. Under observation
for thelast four years as an uninitiated Other."

At this point Lemesheva permitted hersdlf to swear briefly and obscendly, addressing her abuseto the
members of the detection department. "Apparently she refuses al contact. She avoids conversations on
mystical subjects, citing her reigious piety! What hasfaith got to do with the abilities of an Other?It'sa
different question who that Chrigt of theirswas..."

"AnnaTikhonovna, don't blagpheme," Lenasaid quietly but ingstently. "1 believe in the Lord God, too."

"I'm sorry, Lena," Lemeshevasaid with anod. "I didn't mean to offend you. Let's continue... Romashova
has probably been earning abit from small-scale magic. Love potions, hate potions, hexes, removing
Curses..."

"The standard charlatan's stock-in-trade,” | put in. "No wonder they didn't bother to check her
srioudy.”

"And what about monitoring her results and finding out if sheredlly did help people?’ Lemesheva asked.
"No, I'm going to write areport. If Zabulon thinks thisis good work—then sack me! It'stimefor meto
retire”

Olgacleared her throat in warning.

"I'm prepared to say it to hisfacel” Lemeshevawas obviousy worked up. "Well, | ask you, they suspect
awoman isawitch for four years, but they don't bother to check properly! It's astandard
procedure—we send an agent and monitor the discharge of Power... And the Light Onesdid it, by the

way!"

So that wasit. Now | understood and | immediately gathered myself. What lay ahead wasn't just an
incident with a crazy witch who had done something she shouldn't have. It was afight with the Night
Waich.

Vitaly growled indigtinctly in his seat opposite me, morelikely trying to keep his courage up than



expressing delight at the battle ahead. HEd grown lazy standing watch, this brave mouse-hunter. | smiled
spitefully, and the werewolf snarled and bared histeeth dightly. They had dready started to grow, and his
lower jaw was stretching forward.

"Vitay, spare usthe spectacle of transformation in the vehicle" Lemeshevasaid sharply. "In this heat the
gtink of dog will be quite unbearable!™

Thetrio of vampires on the backseat al began to laugh. |

knew those guys quite well; they had been tested in action, and by and large, | didn't find them repulsive
at dl—not like most non-life. Three brothers, born ayear apart, strong, well-built young men from an
ordinary human family. The eldest had become avampire first, when he was working in aregiment of
paratroopers, and held doneit ddliberately, out of ideologica condderations—his commanding officer,
who was avampire, had suggested the young man should become avampire too. Their unit wasin action
somewhere in the South at the time. Things weren't going too well, and the young man had agreed. Of
course, after that the unit became incredibly effectivein battle. Killing adozen enemiesanight,
penetrating the enemy'srear line, walking past sentries without being seen—for avampire, even an
inexperienced one, dl thisischild's play. Afterward, when he returned to civilian life, the young man had
told hisyounger brothers everything, and they had offered up their own throats for biting.

"Anna Tikhonovna, how many of them are there?' Olgaasked. "The Light Ones?'

"A few. Four... maybefive. But'—Lemeshevaran her stern gaze over dl of us—"you mustnt relax, girls.
Therésat least one second-levd Light magician.”

The oldest vampire brother whistled. Facing a magician, especidly one that powerful, was beyond a
vampiresabilities. And if there were two of them...

"And the girl shape-shifter'sthere,”" said Lemesheva, looking at me.

| clenched my teeth. So, Tiger Cub wasthere. The shape-shifting battle magician, asthe Light Ones
preferred to call her. An old acquaintance of mine... and aclose one. | seemed to fed an achein my left
arm, which she had once pulled out of its socket. And | remembered the wounds on my face—four
bloody linesfrom her claws.

But Zabulon himself had hel ped me then. He had hedled me completely so there was no damage elther to
my gppearance or my health. And | used to go into battle boldly and cheerfully, feding his approving
glance and restrained, patient smile.

It's over. That's all behind you now, Aliska. What used to he is gone now. Forget it and don't
torment yourself. If they tear your face, you'll have to wear the paranjah all the time, until your
turn comes for magical healing, and the line's six months long. And you'll be lucky if they consider
you worthy of complete healing, including cosmetic magic...

"Everybody check your equipment,” Anna Lemesheva commanded.

The girls started bustling about, and | patted my pockets, checking on the tiny packets, little bottles, and
amulets. A witch's Power doesn't lie only in controlling energy through the Twilight. We aso employ
auxiliary means, which iswhat redly distinguishes us from sorceresses.

"Aliss?'

| looked at Lemesheva.



"Do you have any suggestions?'

That was better. | had to think about the future, not about the past.

"The operatives can neutrdize Tiger Cub. All four of them.”

"Wedon't need any help, Aliska," the oldest vampire brother said good-naturedly. "Well manage.”
Lemeshevathought for amoment and nodded

"All right, the three of you work together. Vitaly, you're with me, my reserve.”

Thewerewolf smiled happily. What afool. AnnaLemeshevawould toss him into thefire like asplinter of
wood. Right into the very hottest spot.

"And thefour of us..."
"Five" Lemeshevacorrected me.
Aha, s0 the old crone has decided to do some work hersalf?

"Thefive of usform aCircle of Power," | suggested. "And wefeed it dl to Edgar. Deniskamaintains
contact with headquarters.”

The minibus bounced over afew potholes and bumps. We were dready driving into the yard between
thebuildings

"Yes, that'sthe only possibleway to play it," Lemesheva agreed. "Take note, everybody! That's the way
well work!"

| felt dightly excited that my plan had been accepted completely. | was still agenuine battle witch, after
al. Evenwith al my persond problems. That waswhy | took the risk of speaking up and overstepping
my bounds on the senior witch'sfina decision on how the group worked.

"But | would suggest summoning help in advance. If there are two second-level magiciansthere.”

"All possible help has aready been summoned,” Lemesheva snapped. "And we still have an ace of
trumps up our deeves.”

Vitaly looked at the old witch in surprise and grinned proudly with hiswolf'sfangs. A fool twice over.
Shedidn't mean him. He was no ace, just acommon low card... and certainly not atrump.

"Right, girls, let's get Sarted!”

Our minibus stopped. Anna Lemesheva jumped out spryly and waved her left hand. A fine, dark dust
swirled around her fingersfor aningtant and | felt aspd| of inattention enfold the yard. Now, no matter
what we did, ordinary people would take no notice of us.

We tumbled out of the minibus.

It wasjust an ordinary yard in South Butovo. Oh, what adump... 1'd rather live somewherein Mytishchi
or Lytkarino than be formally registered asaMuscovite and livein that terrible place. There seemed to
be everything there should be: houses and stunted little trees trying to grow in the compressed clay, and
wretched little cars standing at the entrances, but...



"Get onwithit!"

Lemesheva gave me akick that bounced me about three meters away from the minibus. | dmost went
flying into the sandbox, where aboy and agirl about five years old were discussing the mysterious art of
building sandcastles.

But even thelittle children didn't notice me, athough they're dways more sengtive to the presence of
Others.

The vampire brothers went dashing past me like three shadows. They surrounded the minibus, dready in
the process of transformation: Their fangs were growing out between their teeth, and their skin wastaking
on apae, sckly tinge. Thetypica appearance of non-life...

"The Circlel" Lemeshevabarked. | dashed across to the minibus like a bullet and grabbed Olyaand
Lenaby the hand. Oh, the old witch was strong!

But there was someone standing in the entrance to the house, visible only to our sight as Others—ashort,
stocky guy... definitely aguy—you couldnt cal him anything ese—wearing worn Turkish jeansand a
gynthetic T-shirt, with aridiculous cap on hishead.

That wasredlly bad.

The guy was cdled Semyon. And he was amagician of astounding power, even if he wasn't dways quick
to useit. Even more terrifying, he was amagician with immense experience of field operations...

| felt Semyon's gaze dip over me—firm, resilient, and flexible, like asurgica probe. Then Semyon turned
and went back into the entrance hall.

Thiswasredly bad!

Then Zhanna grabbed Olga by the hand. Anna Lemesheva completed the circle—and al my emotions
disappeared.

We became aliving accumulator, connected to Edgar, who was aready walking toward the entrance
with agentle, unhurried stride, a the human level of perception and in the Twilight at the sametime.

Edgar walked up the gairs, just as his opponent had done. Of course, he didn't overtake him there. And
when he reached the door of the apartment on the fourth floor, they were waiting for him. Fused into the
Circle of Power, we were al perceiving the world through his sense organs now.

The door was standing open—at the human leve of theworld. In the Twilight, the doorway was blocked
by asolid wall.

There were two magicians standing on the landing. Semyon and Garik. | couldn't feel any emotions now,
but I fill had my thoughts. Cold, calm, and unhurried. Thiswas the end. Two magicians, each equd to or
superior to Edgar.

"The entranceisclosed,” said Semyon. "Thereé's aNight Watch operation taking place here.”
Edgar nodded politely. "1 understand. But there's also a Day Watch operation taking place here.”

"What do you want?' Semyon moved aside dightly. Standing behind him in the narrow hdlway of the
gpartment was atigress. Animmense beast with gleaming fur and its teeth exposed in asmug smile.

What is Lemesheva counting on? We can't handle this! There's no way!



"Weld like to take the person who belongsto us," Edgar said with ashrug. "That's all.”

"The witch has been arrested and charged: magica intervention of the third degree, murder, practicing
black magic without alicense, conceding the abilities of an Other.”

"Y ou provoked her into taking thisaction,” Edgar said coolly. "The Day Watch will conduct itsown
investigation of events”

"No." Semyon leaned againgt the wall and the blue moss crept convulsively dong the surface, trying to
get asfar away as possble from the magician. "The matter is settled.”

Garik didn't even say anything. He twirled asmall amulet that |ooked like acube of ivory in hisfingers
and glimmers of energy pierced thear. Mogt likely it was an ordinary magical accumulator...

"I'm going through and I'm taking what belongsto us," said Edgar.
He'sincredibly calm. Maybe he also knows something that 1 don't?

The Light magiciansdidn't say aword. But such a piece of obvious stupidity seemed to have put them on
their guard. The witch's fate now depended on who would conduct the investi-gation. If we could get
her, we'd be able to defend her and make her one of us. If the Light Ones got her, then her lifewas over.

But better her lifethan al of ours! Two second-level magicians, a shape-shifter, and another two or three
Othersin the gpartment! They'd crush us!

"I'mgoingin," Edgar said calmly and took a step forward. The Twilight around him howled asit filled
with Power—the magician had set up adefensive screen.

All | remember after that isthe battle.

The Light Ones struck as soon as Edgar took that step. Not with deadly spdlls, but an ordinary "press,”
trying to force our magician off the staircase. Edgar bent over asif hewerewaking into awind and the
outline of the Power vortex protecting him became clearly visible. The battle was being waged at the level
of pure energy. It was primitive and not at al spectacular. Ah, if only Zabulon had been there instead of
Edgar! He'd have forced them to expend dl their energy and tossed those upstarts aside in an instant,
drained of dl their abilitied!

But Edgar was putting up aworthy fight. For about five seconds he moved forward using his own Power,
even forcing the press back to the door of the apartment. Then | felt the cold in my fingertips.

The magician had started to draw on our Power.

| immediately sensed the Light Ones tense as they spotted the energy channel between us and Edgar.
They didn't try to disrupt it—a hasty attempt would only have led to Edgar absorbing their energy as
well. They smply increased their pressure, counting on their own superiority. And | had the impresson
that the magicians concealed ingde the apartment started feeding them with Power aswell.

For afew moments everything hung in the balance. The current of our combined Power had immediately
increased Edgar's pressure, but the Light Ones had their own reserves. Thelittle cubein Garik's hand
crumbled and scattered across the floor in golden dust and their counter-blow pushed Edgar back a
meter. Olga began groaning beside me—her basic energy reserves were exhausted, and now she was
pumping out the very substance of her Power, the deep reservesthat can't be replenished so easily. She
didn't seem to be in very good shape today.



Whét was Lemesheva hoping for?

There was anoise behind the backs of the Light Ones. Aha... the vampire brothers... they must have
got in through the balcony ...

But the magicians didn't even seem to notice what was happening. Thetigresswas the only onewho
went dashing toward the noise, brushing aside the puny furniturein her way and ripping the linoleum with
her claws. And amoment later | heard a pitiful howl from one of the brothers.

Y es, three vampiresweren't redly enough for the shape-shifter...

"Vitdy!" Lemeshevacommanded. The mentd command did through the Twilight and our werewolf
dashed toward the entrance of the house, throwing off his clothes and changing into awolf on the way.
We continued feeding Edgar with energy and he started moving forward again, even managing to squeeze
Garik back into the apartment. Then a huge wolf appeared from behind Edgar and rushed forward,
paying no attention to the magicians.

It was agood idea. But inside the gpartment the appearance of the werewolf was met with abolt of fire.
One of the Light Oneswho had been kept in reserve had joined in the struggle, and held immediately
shown that he was serious.

The werewolf'sthick brown fur burst into flames and he legpt up into the air and fell on thefloor,
thrashing his paws about and rolling over and over, trying to put the flames out. If he had continued the
attack, he would have had a chance to get to the magician before he could prepare a second fireball. ..

But he'd obvioudy been on watch duty for far too long.

Vitaly kept trying to put out the flames, and new charges kept striking him from out of the darkness. A
second, athird, afourth. .. Blood spurted out and burning lumps of flesh went flying through the air. The
wolf howled and fell slent—only its back legswere twitching now, withitstail lying between them,
blazing like afirework. It was actualy quite beautiful.

The amulet hanging at my chest—asmall crysta jug with adrop of red liquid sedled insde—crunched
and shattered into tiny fragments. That was bad. It wasasignal that my Power was running out and it
smultaneoudy released my fina reserve. A drop of the blood of awoman who has died giving birth to an
Other isavery powerful source of energy, but even that wouldn't last for long.

"Lena" Lemeshevaordered.

| felt the wordless command again and Lenaleft the Circle, moving dowly, like adespwalker. My right
hand was left empty and the trance receded for afew seconds, before Anna Lemeshevareached out to
me. But it was enough time for me to see something standing in the center of our Circle—asmall folding
table of black wood, with adim blade of burnished stedl lying on it. And Lenawas aready standing by

the sandbox, frozen over the playing children asif she were choosing between them. ..

"Thegirl!" Lemesheva shouted. "One girl is more use than adozen boys!"

Now | understood everything. Apart from one thing, that is. How had Anna Lemesheva been granted the
right to ahuman sacrifice, and why had she decided to waste such tremendous Power on saving some
ordinary witch?

But then Lemesheva grasped my hand and at once | became amindless part of the Circle of Power.

Edgar was already squeezed back into the corner of the stairwell—they weren't just pushing him back



now, they were trying to crush him againgt thewall. He threw up one hand: " Stop! "
A terrible pain...

The Circlewasdraining the very last drops of energy out of me, and Olgawasn't giving any moreat all.
Sheld been wrung completely dry and she was standing there with us, twitching asif shewere holding a
bare power cable, and Zhanna was groaning quietly too, her head gradually sinking down onto her
ches...

"We havetheright to asacrifice," Edgar said coolly. "If you dont |et her go..."
The Light Onesfroze. | saw the way they looked at each other and Garik shook his head.
But Semyon seemed to believeit right away.

A sacrifice provides amassive discharge of energy, especiadly if it'sthe sacrifice of achild; moreif it takes
placeinsde aCircle of Power; and even moreif it's performed by an experienced witch. LenaKireeva
was standing indde the Ring, the knife dready in her hands and the girl lying on the black table.

If wetransferred the liberated Power into Edgar, the Light Ones wouldn't be able to stand up against it.
Of course, they had extreme methods of their own, but did they have the authority to make use of them?

The shape-shifter tigress sprang out into the corridor. She must have been battering the vampire brothers
on the balcony and seen what we were preparing to do.

"You can't stand againgt us," Edgar said doofly. "Well take what is ours anyway, and ahuman child will
die. And you'l beto blame.”

The Light Oneswere dumbfounded. It was hardly surprising: The Stuation behind this particular conflict
didn't seem particularly important in any way. It wasn't amatter of states threatening nuclear strikes
againg each other if their agents were arrested for spying. Others don't threaten to use first-degree magic
in the case of a petty conflict between operational agents.

But the Light Oneswere still kegping up the pressure on our magician. They were maintaining the press, if
only by inertia, and we had no more Power |€ft to share with Edgar. Olgahad gonerigid and lost
consciousness, and now she was standing in the ring like alimp wooden puppet. Zhannawas dready
gnking to her knees, but heroicaly maintaining agrip with her hands and giving afew fina crumbs of
energy. Lendsface contorted in an agonized grimace and she raised the knife above the twitching little
girl. She was conscious, otherwise the discharge of energy would have been reduced, but she was
restrained by aspell of slence. My body felt aslimp as cotton wool and | was beginning to sway. | wish
they'd hurry... | won't be able to hold out...

"Stop!" shouted Semyon. "We surrender the witch!™

Hold it... hold the Circle. | tried to draw energy out of the surrounding space, out of thelittle girl who
was frightened to deeth, out of the people waking by alittle distance away and diligently paying no
attention to what was going on.

It was usdless. |'d been completely drained of everything. It was Lemesheva. .. that waswhy shewas
standing there stronger than everyone ese, thelousy... Wewere dl going to die here for an old woman
no one needed, and sheld be l€ft, that vile creature.

But the Light Ones had already shoved a scruffy, plump woman in adirty housecoat and torn dippers
into Edgar's arms. She didn't understand athing—she was staring al around and trying to cross hersdlf.



"Youll pay for this' were Semyon'slast words.

Edgar pulled the witch'sarm behind her back with a sharp jerk—he had no time for explanations and no
grength left for magic. He dragged her down the staircase.

Hold the Circle...

A sacrificeisan act of such great Power that it isbest held in reserve. Theright to useit might have been
won twenty or thirty years earlier by the cunning use of intrigue and provocation. That waswhy Kireeva
was il sanding stony-faced above thelittle girl, with the knife gleaming in her hand, ready to cut out her
heart in asingle swift movement, while Deniskamonotonoudy recited the words of the appropriate
spels. At any moment we could have received a powerful stream of energy... only it was better to do
without it.

Hold the Circle...

My fury wasthe only thing that saved me. Fury with the entire unsuccessful day, with dl the failures of the
last year, and with Lemesheva, who clearly knew more than she was saying.

| don't know where | found those final crumbs of Power, but | did! And | drove them through the limp
bodies of Olgaand Zhanna, so that Lemesheva could transmit the thin stream of Power to Edgar...

Thefirgt to jump into the minibus were the vampire brothers. .. those damn usdessfied agents... Then
Lenalet thelittle girl go and she went rushing off, howling. Deniska stopped reciting spells, picked up the
little table, and tossed it into the back of the minibus. And it was only then that Lemesheva broke the
Circle.

Everything was swimming in front of my eyes. For some reason | started coughing as| triedinvainto
free my hand from Olgasrigid fingers.

"Into the bus" Anna Lemesheva shouted. " Quickly!"

Edgar appeared—at least he looked fairly cheerful. He tossed the witch into the back of the bus and
jumped into the seat beside Deniska. Anna Lemesheva dragged Olgainto the busand | helped Zhanna
get in—shewasin avery bad way, but shewas still conscious.

"Who are you? Who are you?' the rescued woman wailed. Lemesheva dapped her acrossthe face with
al her might and the witch shut up.

"Deniska, sep onit," | said. Asif he needed to betold...

Wetore out of the yard with a screech of tires. Edgar was holding his head in his hands and
working—correcting the redlity lines and clearing the way ahead of us.

"Feding bad, Aliska?" Lenaasked with avid curiogity. | gritted my teeth and shook my head. But Lena
complained, "I'm completely exhausted. I'll have to take some time off."

The rescued witch whined quietly until she caught my hate-filled glance. Then sheimmediately fell silent
and tried to move back and away from me, but the vampires were sitting there. Battered, bloody, and
angry—I thought they'd been sensible enough to try to keep away from the shape-shifter, but each of
them had caught one or two blows from her paws.

"And they burnt Vitdik to ashes..." Deniskasaid gloomily.



"Hewasanidiot, of course, but hewasour idiot... AnnaTikhonovna, are you sure this bitch was worth
al thisbother?'

"The order came from Zabulon," Lemeshevareplied. "He probably knows best.”
"He could have helped usthen,” | couldn't help remarking. "Thiswas ajob for his powers, not for ours.”

AnnaLemeshevagave meacuriouskind of glance. "I think not. Y ou made awonderful effort, my girl.
Quite marvelous. | didn't expect you to provide so much Power."

| barely managed to stop mysdlf from crying like achild. To hide my tears| looked a Olga—she was il
unconscious. At least | could take comfort in that—she'd come off far worsethan me... | raised mysdlf
up with astruggle and dapped Olgaon the cheek. No response. | pinched her. She didn't dtir.

Everybody was|ooking & me curioudy. Even the quietly swearing vampires stopped licking their wounds
and waited.

"AnnaTikhonovna, couldn't you help her?' | asked. "Shewas hurt in theline of duty, and according to
indructions..."

"Alisa, my dear, how can | help her?' Lemesheva asked in an affectionate voice. "She's dead. Sincefive
minutes ago. She miscal culated and drained herself completely”

| pulled my hand away. Olga's limp body jerked to and fro in the chair and her chinlolled across her
chest.

"What, can't you tell?' Zhannawhispered. "Aliska, what's wrong with you?"

Tdling the living from the dead doesn't require any spdlls. It's ementary Power work. That subtle
substance that some call the soul issensed immediatdly ... if it'sthere.

"Y ou gave up too much Power!" said Lena. "Oh, Alisa, you're completely empty now! For five
years—empty. Like Y ulia Bryantseva, who drained herself during an operation two years ago, and ever
sgncethen she can't even enter the Twilight!"

"Don't get your hopesup,” wasdl | said, trying to keep acam expresson on my face. "According to the
ingructions, they have to help me restore mysdlf.”

It sounded pitiful.
"Did they help Bryantseva?' Lenaasked.

But Anna Lemeshevasghed and said, "Alisg, if only everything had been according to the ingtructionsa
year ago, when Zabulon was so fond of you."

Before | could even think of areply, the rescued witch suddenly squealed hystericaly: "Where are you
taking me? Where are you taking me?"

That'swhen | lostit. | jumped up and started beating the solitary witch on the face, trying to scratch her
asbadly as| could. She was 0 frightened she didn't even try to resist. | pounded her for about three
minutes to the approving cries of the vampire brothers, reproaches from Lemesheva, and encouragement
from Lenaand Zhanna. The only onewho didn't say anything was dead Olga, whom | kept stumbling
over in the crowded space of the minibus. But | think she would have supported me.



Then | sat down to catch my breath. The old witch was sobbing and feeling her bloodied face. If only
they were chasing us! 1'd bite into those Light Ones' throats as hard as any vampire! 1'd finish
them off without any magic!

But there wasn't anyone chasing us.
Nobody could have called our return triumphant.

The vampirestook Olga's body and set off with it to our headquarters without saying aword, asif they
even understood the full tragedy of the Situation. But then why shouldn't they understand? They had
swapped life for non-life, but they could gtill think and fed, and theoretically they could carry on existing
likethat for al eternity. But now Olgawas goneforever.

Deniska drove the minibus away to the parking lot. Edgar took the rescued witch firmly by the arm and
led her toward the Watch building. She didn't resist. We brought up the rear of the procession.

Carrying abody along a crowded street in the center of Moscow, close to the walls of the Kremlin, is
not the most relaxing of occupations, even with the spell of inattention that Lemesheva had pronounced
again. People didn't look at us, they just quickened their step and walked around the procession. But the
Twilight became agitated.

The fabric of existenceiswoven too fine here. There's too much blood, too many emotions, the traces of
the past aretoo clearly evident. There are places like that, where the boundary between the human world
and the Twilight isamaost imperceptible, and the center of Moscow is one of them.

If I'd been in afit Sate, | would have seen the surges of Power emerging from the depths of a different
redlity. Probably even Zabulon couldn't explain exactly what stands behind them. All that we could do
was pay no attention to the greedy breathing of the Twilight that had sensed the death of awitchin
magica combdt.

"Fagter!" Lemesheva said, and the vampires quickened their stride. The Twilight must have become
serioudy agitated.

Only | couldn't tell any longer.

We went in the door that was invisible to human beings, and Lena had to take me and Zhanna through.
Our colleagues were dready running toward us. The witch, who had started yelling again, was dragged
off to the interrogation room on the tenth floor. Olgawas handed directly to magicians from the
department of healing (without the dightest hope of being able to help, but the fact of desth had to be
registered). One of the healers on duty examined us carefully. He shook his head disapprovingly ashe
assessed Zhannas condition and frowned when he looked at the battered vampires. But when he turned
his attention to me, hisface smply froze.

"Isit redly that bad?' | asked.

"That'sputting it mildly," he said without superfluous sentimentdity. " Alisa, what were you thinking of
when you gave out your Power?"

"l was acting according to ingtructions,” | answered, feding my tearswelling up again. "Edgar would have
been killed—he was up againgt two second-level magiciang!”

The hedler nodded. "Very praiseworthy zed, Alisa. But the priceis very high too."
Edgar was dready hurrying toward the elevator, but he stopped and gave me alook of sympathy. Then



he came over to me and kissed the palm of my hand. These Bdtic types are aways making themsalves
out to be Victorian gentlemen.

"Alisa my most profound gratitude! | could sense that you were giving everything you had. | was afraid
that you would go the same way as Olga." He turned to the healer. "Karl Lvovich, what can be done for
thisbravegirl?

"I'm afraid nothing can be done,” the hedler said with ashrug. "Alisawas drawing Power from out of her
own soul. It'slike acute dystrophy, if you get my meaning. When the body doesn't have enough food, it
dartsdigesting itsdlf. It destroysthe liver, the muscles, the somach—anything to maintain the brain until
thevery last. Our girlsfound themselvesin asmilar Stuation. Zhanna seemsto havelost consciousnessin
time and stopped drawing on her find reserves. Alisaand Olga held out to the end, but Olgasinner
resources were not so great and she died. Alisa survived, but her mentd reserves have been totally
exhaugted.”

Edgar gave a sympathetic nod and everyone e se listened to the doctor with interest as he continued with
hisflorid rhetoric. "The specid ahilities of an Other are Smilar in some waysto any other energy
reaction—take anuclear reaction, for instance. We maintain our abilities by drawing Power from the
world around us, from people and other less complex objects. But in order to begin receiving Power,
firgt you haveto invest some of your own—such isthe cruel law of nature. And Alisahas practically none
of that initia Power left. Smply pumping in Power is no help inthis case, just asapiece of heavily sdted
pork fat or an overcooked, crispy steak won't save someone who's starving to death. The body can't
digest that kind of food—in fact, it will kill, not cure. 1t's the same thing with Alisa—we could pump
energy into her, but shewould choke onit."

"Could you please not talk about mein the third person?' | asked. "And not in that tone of voice!™
"I'm sorry, my girl." Karl Lvovich sighed. "But what I'm saying isthetruth.”

Edgar gently released my hand and said, "Alisa, don't take it too much to heart. Perhaps the chief will
think of something. And by theway, talking about steaks. .. I'm absolutely ravenous.”

Lemeshevanodded. "Let's go to somelittle bistro.”
"Wait for me, okay?' said Zhanna. "I'll just take ashower, I'm lathered in swest..."

| didn't even have enough strength |eft to fed horrified. | siood there like afool, listening to their
conversation, trying to sense anything at all at the level of an Other. To see my real shadow, to
summon the Twilight, to fedl the emotional background...

Therewas nothing.
And they seemed to have forgotten about me aready.

If it had been Zhannaor Lenain my place, | would have behaved exactly the same way. After dl, there's
no point in hanging yoursdlf just becauise someone else got careless, isthere? Did anyone ask meto give
everything, down to the very last drop? No, it was my fault for trying to be a hero!

It was all because of Semyon and Tiger Cub. When | realized who we'd come up againg, | decided to
take my revenge. To prove something... to someone... for somereason...

Now what was | going to do? I'd proved it, al right, and I'd been crippled. And far more badly than in
thefight with Tiger Cub...



"Just be quick, Zhanna," said Lemesheva. "Alisa, will you come with us?'

| turned toward her, but before | could say anything, someone spoke behind my back: "Nobody's going
anywhere.”

Lemeshevas eyes opened wide and | shuddered as | recognized that voice.
Zabulon was standing by the elevator.

Hewasin his human form: skinny and sad-looking, with arather preoccupied air. Many of our people
only know him like that—cam and unhurried, even alittle bit boring. But I know another Zabulon too.
Not the restrained boss of the Day Watch, not the mighty warrior who takes on demonic form, not the
Dark magician beyond classfication. .. but acheerful, inexhaugtibly inventive Other. Smply an Other,
without any traces of the gulf between us, asif there were no differencein age, experience, or Power.

That'sthe way it used to be. Before. ..
"Everybody cometo my office," Zabulon ordered. "Immediately.”

He disappeared—dived into the Twilight probably. But before that he rested his glance on mefor a brief
moment. There was no expression at al in hiseyes. No mockery or sympathy or affection.

But he did look at me, and my heart stood still. For the last year Zabulon had seemed not even to notice
the unfortunate witch Alisa Donnikova

"So much for bistros and showers" Lemesheva said dourly. "Come on, girls."
It was an accident that | ended up sitting apart from the others.

My feet automatically took meto the armchair by the fireplace—the broad lesther armchair in which |
used to curl up, haf-gtting, haf-lying, watching Zabulon at work, looking at the smokeless flamein the
hearth, the photographs hanging dl round thewalls....

When | redlized that I'd unwittingly separated mysdlf from the others, who had taken appropriate places
on the divans by thewall, it was aready too late to change anything. It would only have looked stupid.

Then | kicked off my sandds, pulled my feet up, and made mysdlf comfortable.

Lemesheva glanced at me in astonishment before she started her report. The others didn't even dareto
look—their eyes were fixed adoringly on the boss. The sycophantic toadies!

Leaning back in his chair behind his huge desk, Zabulon didn't react to me at dl ether. At least not on the
outsde.

Well, don't look then...

| listened to Lemeshevas smooth voice—she delivered her report well, speaking briefly and to the point,
nothing superfluous was said and nothing important was omitted. And | looked at the photograph hanging
abovethe desk. It was very, very old, taken ahundred and forty years earlier, using the colloidal
method— the boss once gave me a detailed explanation of the differences between the"dry" and "wet"
techniques. The photograph showed Zabulon in old-fashioned clothes as a student at Oxford, againgt the
background of the tower of Christ Church College. It was agenuine original by Lewis Carroll. The boss
once remarked that it had been very difficult to persuade the "dried-up prim and proper poet” to spend
sometime on one of hisown studentsinstead of alittle girl. But the photograph had turned out very



well—Carroll must have been ared master. Zabulon looks serious, but therésalively glint of irony inhis
eyes, and he looks alot younger too. .. but then, what does a century and ahaf meanto him...

"Donnikova?'

| looked at Lemeshevaand nodded. "I entirely agree. If the absolutely essential god of our mission was
to free the prisoner, then forming the Circle of Power and threatening to perform the sacrifice wasthe
best solution.” | paused for amoment and then added skepticaly, "Of course, that'sif that stupid fool
wasworth dl the effort.”

"Alisal" Therewasametdlic ring to Lemeshevasvoice. "How dare you discuss the chief's orders? Chief,
| gpologize for Alisa. She's overwrought and not. .. not entirely well."

"Naturdly," said Zabulon. "Alisa effectively ensured the success of the entire operation. She sacrificed all
her Power. It's hardly surprising that she fedlslike asking questions.”

| raised my head sharply at that. Zabulon was quite serious. Not a hint of mockery or irony.
"But..." Lemeshevabegan.

"Who was just talking about respect for seniority?' Zabulon interrupted her. "Be quiet.”
Lemesheva broke off.

Zabulon got up from behind the desk and walked over to me without hurrying. | kept my eyesfixed on
him, but | didn't get up.

"That stupid fool," said Zabulon, "was not worth al the effort. Of course not. But the actual operation
againg the Night Watch was extremely important. And al of the injuries you suffered in the bettle are
entirdy judified.”

| felt asif I'd been stabbed in the back. "Thank you, Zabulon," | replied. "It will be easier for metolive
through al these years, knowing that my effortswerenot invain.”

"All what years, Alisa?' Zabulon asked.

It was strange... we hadn't spoken at al for awholeyear... | hadn't even received any ordersfrom him
in person... and now when he spoke to me, there was that cold, prickly lumpin my chest again.

"The heder sad it will be along time before | can restore my Power."

Zabulon laughed. And then suddenly he reached out his hand! He patted me on the cheek...
affectionatdly... inthat old, familiar way ...

"Never mind what the hedler said..." Zabulon declared peaceably. "The heder hashisopinion, and |
havemine”

Hetook hishand away and | had to struggle to stop my cheek following it...

"I think no onewill disagree that Alisa Donnikovawas subgtantiadly responsible for the success of today's
operdion?’

Aha... I'd have liked to see anyone try to object! Lemesheva smply remarked cautioudy, "We dl made
asgnificant effort..."



"From your condition it's not hard to see who made what kind of effort.”

Zabulon went back to his desk, but he didn't sit down. He just leaned over with his hands on the
desktop, looking a me. | think he was studying me closely through the Twilight.

But | couldn't senseit...
"|s everyone agreed that the Day Watch should help Alisa?" Zabulon inquired.

A glint of fury gppeared in Lemeshevas eyes. The old witch had once been Zabulon's girlfriend hersdif.
That was why she had hated mewhen | wasin favor... and why she had become fond of me as soon as
the chief turned his back on me.

"If it'samatter of help,”" she began, "then Karl Lvovich made agood comparison. We are prepared to
share our Power with Alisa, only that would be like giving adying person a piece of fatty bacon instead
of light broth. But | anwillingtotry..."

Zabulon turned his head and Lemesheva shut up.

"If light broth iswhat is required, then she shall havelight broth,” he said in avery cam voice. "Y ou can
al go.

The vampire brotherswere the first to jump to their fet, then the witches stood up. | started shuffling my
feet about, looking for my sandds.

"Alisa, you dtay, if it'sno trouble," Zabulon said.

Theglint in Lemeshevas eyesflared up—and then faded away. She had redized what | was il afraid to
bdievein.

A few momentslater Zabulon and | were | eft done, looking at each other without speaking. My throat
was dry and my tongue wouldn't obey me. No, it couldn't betrue... | shouldn't even try to deceive
mysdf...

"How areyou feding, Alya?" Zabulon asked.
Only my mother ever callsme Alya. And Zabulon used to cal methat...

"Likeasqueezed lemon,” | said. "Tell me, am| redly such aterrible fool? Did | exhaust mysdlf doing a
job that isno use to anybody?"

"Youdid very well, Alya" said Zabulon.
And he amiled.
The sameway he used to amile. Exactly the same way.

"But now I..." | stopped, because Zabulon took a step toward me—and | didn't need words anymore. |
couldn't even get up out of the chair: | put my armsround hislegs and hugged him, pressed mysdlf against
him—and burgt into tears.

"Today you laid the foundation for one of our finest operations,” said Zabulon. His hand was ruffling my
hair, but at that moment he seemed to be somewhere very far away. Of course, a Great Magician like
him could never afford to relax: He carried responsibility for the entire Day Watch of Moscow and the
surrounding region, for the fates of the ordinary Dark Onesliving their calm and peaceful lives. He had to



fight theintrigues of the Light Ones and pay attention to people's needs... "Alisa, after your stupid trick
with the Prism of Power, | decided you werent redlly worthy of my attention.”

"Zabulon, | wasaconceited foal..." | whispered, swallowing my tears. "Forgive me. | let you down..."
"Today you made up for everything."

Zabulon lifted me up out of the armchair in asingle swift movement. | stood on tiptoe, otherwise | would
have been left dangling in hisarms, and | remembered how astonished | had been the firgt time by the
incredible strength of his skinny body. Even when he wasin hishuman form...

"Alisa, I'm pleased with you," he said and smiled. "And don't worry about having drained your Power.
We have certain specid reserves.”

"Liketheright to perform asacrifice?" | asked, trying to smile.

"Yes," Zabulon nodded. "Y ou're going on vacation, starting from today. And you'll come back better
than ever.”

My lips started trembling treacheroudy. What was happening to me? | waswailing like ahysterica child.
My mascaramust have run al over my face, | didn't have asingle ounce of Power |eft...

"l want you," | whispered. "Zabulon, I've been so londly..."

He gently took my arms away. "Afterward, Alya. When you come back. Otherwise it would be..."
Zabulon smiled. ... an abuse of my officia position for persond ends.”

"Nobody would dare say that to you!"

Zabulon looked into my eyesfor along time. "There are some who would, Alya. Last year wasavery
difficult one for the Watch and there are many who would like to see me humiliated.”

"Then don't do this," | said quickly. "Don't take therisk. I'll restore my own Power bit by bit..."
"No, it'stheright thing to do. Don't you worry, my littlegirl."
My heart skipped abest at the sound of hisvoice. At that calm, confident Power.

"Why would you take such arisk for me?" | whispered, not expecting any answer, but Zabulon did
answer:

"Becauseloveisaso apower. A great power, and it should not be disdained.”

Chapter three

— P>

Lifeisadrange busness.
A day earlier | had left my apartment, ayoung, hedthy witch full of Power—but unhappy.

Half aday earlier | had been standing in the Watch offices, crippled, with no hope or belief in the
future... How everything had changed!

"Would you like some morewine, Alisa?" asked Pavel, my escort, looking quizzicaly into my eyes.



"A littlebit," | said, looking out of the window.

The plane had dready begun its descent for the landing a Simferopol airport. The old Tupolev jet
creaked asit dowly hedled over, and the passengers faces were anxious and tense. Pavel and | werethe
only ones sitting there quite calmly—2Zab-ulon himsdlf had checked to make sure the flight was safe.

Pavel handed me acrystal wine glass. Of course, the glass hadn't come from the stewardess's standard
stock, and neither had the South African sauterne that wasin it. The young shape-shifter seemed to be
taking hismission very serioudy indeed. He was flying south for avacation with somefriends of his, but
at the last minute he'd been taken off the flight to Kherson and instructed to accompany meto
Simferopol. The rumorsthat my relationship with Zabulon had been restored had clearly dready reached
him.

"Why don't we drink to the chief, Alisa?' Pavel asked. He wastrying so hard to ingratiate himself that it
was beginning to annoy me,

"All right," | agreed. We clinked glasses and drank. The stewardess walked past us, checking for the last
timethat al the seat belts were fastened, but she didn't evenlook at us. The spdll of inattention that Pavel
had cast was doing its job. Even this wretched shape-shifter could do more than | could now...

"You must admit,” Pave told me after held taken asip of wine, "that the way our chief treatsthe staff is
pretty good!"

| nodded.

"And theLight Ones..." hesaid, putting al the contempt he could muster into those two words, “...
they're much greater individudiststhan we are.”

"Don't overdoit,” | said. "That's not redly true."

"Oh comeon, Alisal" The wine had made him takative. "Do you remember how we stood in the cordon
ayear ago? Just before the hurricane?’

That cordon was probably the only place | remembered having seen him before. The shape-shiftersdo
all the crude work and our paths seldom cross. Only during combat operations, and on thoserare
occas ons when the entire Watch personndl is convened.

"l remember.”
"Well then, that... Gorodetsky. That lousy servant of the Light!"
"He'savery powerful magician,” | objected. "Very powerful.”

"Oh, sure! He grabbed all that Power, squeezed the last drops out of ordinary people, and then what?
What did heuseit for?

"For hisown remordization."
| closed my eyes, remembering how it had looked.

A fountain of light shooting up into the sky. The streams of energy that Anton had gathered from those
people. He had risked everything on asingle throw of the dice, even risked using borrowed Power, and
for abrief instant he had acquired Power that matched or even surpassed the abilities of Zabulon and
Gesar.



And he had expended dl that tremendous Power on himsdf.

Remordization. The search for the ethically optimum solution. The Light Ones most terrible problem was
how to avoid causing harm, how to avoid taking a step that would result ininflicting evil on human beings.

"That makes him a super-egotist!" Pavel said with rish. "He could have defended his girlfriend, couldn't
he? And he could have fought us, couldn't he? And how—uwith that Power! But what did he do? He
used everything he collected on himself. He didn't even try to stop the hurricane. .. but he could have
donethat, he could havel"

"Who knows what any other course of action would have led to?' | asked.
"But he acted just like any of us. Like agenuine Dark Onel™
"If that weretrue, hed bein the Day Watch."

"And hewill be," Pavel said confidently. "Where €lse can he go? He couldn't bear to give away dl that
Power, s0 he used it on himsdlf. And afterward he made excuses—it was al so that he could make the
correct decison... And what was hisdecison? Not to interferel That was al—not to interfere! That's
our way, the Dark way."

"I'm not going to argue with you, Pavlusha," | said.
The plane shuddered as the undercarriage was lowered.

At firgt glance the shape-shifter seemed to beright. But | could remember Zabulon's face during the days
after the hurricane. The expression in his eyeswas very gloomy—I'd learned to tell the difference. It was
asif held realized too late that he'd been tricked.

Pavel carried on discussing the subtleties of the struggle between the two Watches, their different
gpproaches, their long-term operationd planning. What astrategi<... he should have been sitting in
headquarters, not roaming the Streets. ..

| suddenly redized how tired hed made me fed during our two-hour flight. But & first hed made quitea
pleasant impression. ..

"Pavlusha, who do you transform into?" | asked.
The shape-shifter started breathing heavily through his nose and answered reluctantly: "A lizard.”

"Oho!" | looked a him again with more interest. Shape-shifterslike that were a genuine rarity; he was no
ordinary werewolf, likethe late Vitadik. "That's serious! But why don't | see you on operations more
often?'

"l..." Pavel stopped and frowned. He took out a handkerchief and dabbed his sweaty forehead. "Y ou
see, thethingis..."

His embarrassment was wonderful to watch. He was like an erring schoolgirl on avigt to the
gynecologis.

"| transforminto a herbivorouslizard,” hefinaly blurted out. "Not the most useful kind in afight,
unfortunately. The jaws are strong, but the teeth areflat, for grinding. And I'm too dow. But | can bresk
anarmor aleg... or chew off afinger.”

| couldn't help laughing. | said sympeatheticdly, "Wéll, never mind. We need personnd likethat too! The



important thing isfor you to look impressive and indtill fear and confusion.”

"l look impressvedl right,” said Pavel, squinting sideways at me suspicioudy. "Only my scaesaretoo
colorful, like a painted Khokhlomatoy. It's hard to disguise mysdlf."

| managed to keep astraight face.

"Never mind, | think that'sinteresting. When people have to be frightened, especidly little children,
colorful scaesarejust thething."

"That'sthe kind of work | usudly do..." Pavel admitted.

A sharpjolt cut short our conversation as the plane touched down on the runway. The passengers burst
into applause somewhat prematurely. | gazed avidly out through the window for afew seconds, looking
at the greenery, the airport termina, a plane taxiing to take off...

| smply couldnt believeit.

I'd escaped from stuffy, oppressive Moscow. | had the vacation 1'd been waiting for so long. .. and my
gpecid rights... and when | got back—Zabulon would be waiting for me again. ..

Pavel saw me asfar asthetrolley stop. It'sthe most amusing trolley route | know: al theway from one
town to another, from Simferopal to Ydta. But strangely enough, it's quite aconvenient way to travel.

Everything here was different, quite different. It seemed hot— but it wasn't the agphat-and-concrete city
heat of Moscow. And even though the seawas along way off, | could senseit. And the luxuriant
greenery, and the whole atmosphere of a huge resort at the height of the season.

It felt good... it realy did. | just wanted to get a shower as soon as possible, get agood night's deep,
tidy mysdf up...

"You'renot going to Yata, areyou?' Pavel asked understandingly.

"Not exactly to Yata" | said. | looked gloomily &t thelong line. Even the children were dl keyed up,
ready to grab aseat in thetrolley. | had nothing with me at all—just my purse and the sports bag over my
shoulder, and | could have stood quite easily—but only if | managed to get on the trolley without aticket.

And| didn't fed like standing.

If it came down toit, | had athick wad of cash for my travel alowance, vacation allowance, and medical
alowance—Zabu-lon had managed to issue me dmost two thousand dollars. That was certainly plenty
for two weeks. Especidly in Ukraine.

"All right, Pavlusha," | said and kissed him on the cheek. The shape-shifter blushed. "I'll get there, no
need to see me off."

"Areyou sure?' he asked. "l wasingtructed to give you every possible hep.”
Oh, my little protector... A herbivorous lizard, a cow with scales ...
"I'm sure. Y ou need to get some rest too."

"I'm going to go on abicycletrip with friends," he informed me for some reason. "They'reredly nice
guys—UKrainian werewolves and even ayoung magician. Maybe we could cdl into see you?'



"I'd likethat."

The shape-shifter walked back toward the airport, clearly in-tending to board another flight, and | set off
aong thethin line of taxis and private cars offering lifts. It was dready getting dark, and therewere only a
few of them left.

"Whereto, lovely lady?" a stout man with amoustache called out. He was standing beside hislittle Zhiguli
and smoking. | shook my head—I'd never traveled between townsinaZzhiguli... | ignored the Volgaas
well, and the tiny Okatoo— goodness only knew what that driver was hoping for.

But that brand new Nissan Patrol would suit me very well.

| leaned in over the lowered window. There were two dark-haired young guys sitting in the car. The one
in the driving seat was smoking and his companion was drinking beer from abottle.

"Areyou guysfree?'

Two pairs of eyes stared a me, Sizing me up. | didn't look too creditworthy—that was necessary for my
cover...

"Possbly,” the driver said. "If we can agree on aprice.”
"Wecan," | sad. "To the Artek camp. Fifty."
"Areyou a'Young Pioneer?' the driver laughed. " For fifty well give you aride round town."

Thewitty type. He was so young he shouldn't have been able to remember what a'Y oung Pioneer was.
And hisambitions were exorbitant. ... fifty rubles—that was dmost ten dollars.

"Y ou didn't ask the most important thing,” | remarked. "Fifty what?"
"Well, fifty what?' the driver'sfriend repeated obligingly.

"Bucks"

Theyoung guys expressions changed immediately.

"Fifty bucks, we go fast, without any other passengers, and we don't turn themusic up loud,” | added. "Is
itaded?'

"Yes," the driver decided. He began |ooking around. "What about your things?'
"I've got them dl here." | got into the backseat and dropped my bag down beside me. "Let'sgo.”

My tone of voice seemed to have had theright effect. A minute later we were dready swinging out onto
theroad. | relaxed and leaned back a bit more comfortably. Thiswasit. Vacation. | needed torest... eat
the peaches... gather my strength. ..

And afterward Moscow and Zabulon would be waiting for me...
Just a that moment my cell phonerang in my bag. | got it out without opening my eyes and took the call.
"Alisa, how wastheflight?'

| felt awarm glow in my chest. One surprise after another! Even during our best times Zabulon hadn't felt
aneed to take any interest in such petty details. Or wasthisjust because | was unwell and feeling down?



"It was excellent, thanks. They say there were some problems with the westher, but..."

"I know about that. The guysin the Simferopol Day Watch gave us a hand with the weather conditions.
That's not what | meant, Alisa. Areyou in acar now?"

"es"
"Y our forecadt for thistrip isbad."
| pricked up my ears. "Theroad?’
"No. Apparently your driver."

In front of me the young guys cropped heads were like blank stone. | looked at them for a second,
furiousa my helplessness. | couldn't even fed their emotions, let done read their thoughts. ..

"Il handleit."
"Have you let your escort go?"'
"Yes. Don't worry, sweetheart. I'll handleit.”

"Areyou sure, Alisa?" There was genuine concern in Zabulon's voice. And that had the same effect on
me as dope on an athlete.

"Of course. Try looking further ahead in the forecast!"

Zabulon was slent for amoment. Then hesaid, "Yes, it raightensout. .. But keep in touch. I'll comeif
it's necessary."
"If they do anything to me, just skinthem dive, sweetheart,” | said.

"I'll do more than that—I'll make them eat their own skins."

Zabulon agreed. It was no empty threat, of course, but area promise. "Wdll, have agood vacation,
daling.

| switched off the cell phone and dipped into adoze. The Nissan drove on smoothly and we were soon
out on the high road. The young guys occasiondly lit acigarette and there was asmdll of
tobacco—fortunately not the worst kind. Then the sound of the motor became more |abored—we were
climbing the mountain pass. | opened my eyes and glanced through the open window at the Starry sky.
How big the stars were in the Crimea. How close.

Then| fell adeep for red. | even began dreaming—a swest, languorous dream. | was swimming in the
sea a night and there was someone beside me, and sometimesin the darkness | could amost make out
thelines of hisface, and | could fed the gentle touch of hishands...

When | redized that the touch wasred, | ingtantly woke up and opened my eyes.

The engine was sllent and the car was standing alittle distance off the highway. | think it wasin the
emergency Side road for poor souls whose brakes have failed.

My driver's brakes and hisfriend's had definitely failed. | could seeit intheir eyes.

When | woke up the driver's friend took his hand away from my face. He even gave a crooked smile as



he sad, "Were here, sdter.”
"It doesn't look like Artek, brother,” | replied.

"It'sthe Angarsky Pass. The motor's overheated,” said the driver, licking hislips. "We haveto wait. You
can get out for abreath of fresh air.”

If hewas il trying to make lame excuses, he was obvioudy far more nervous than his companion, who
screwed up his courage and said, "Y ou can teakeapiss..."

"Thanks, | don't need one.” | carried on Sitting there, watching the pair of them curioudy, wondering what
they'd try. Would they try to drag me out of the car? Or try to rape me where | was? And afterward?

It would be too dangerousto let me go. They'd probably throw me off acliff. And probably into the
sea—the murderer's best friend throughout the ages. The land preserves cluesfor along time, but the sea
has a short memory.

"We were starting to wonder," the driver declared, "if you redly have the money... Young Pioneer."
"Sincel hired you," | said, emphasizing theword 'hired,” "it means| do."

"Show us," the driver demanded.

Oh, how stupid you are... you little people...

| took the wad of money out of my purse, peeed off afifty and held it out, asif | hadn't noticed the
greedy eyes devouring the money. Wdl, now | was certainly donefor.

But they still seemed to need somekind of judtification. If only for themselves.

"It's counterfeit!” the driver squealed, carefully hiding thefifty in his pocket. Y ou bitch, you were trying
to..."

| looked at them calmly as| listened to a choice serving of obscene language. | felt something insde me
tense up, but even so, | didn't have the normal powers of an Other that would have dlowed meto turn
these two young runts into obedient puppets.

"Hoping your friend can help, are you?' the driver'sfriend asked. "Isthat it? Going to skin usdive, ishe?
Well skinhim, you bitch!™

| laughed as | imagined the million and one amusing things Zabulon would have done to these young pups
just for saying thet.

The driver grabbed hold of my arm. Hisyoung face was basically rather handsome—I wouldn't have
minded having aresort romance with an atractive young man like that—but now it was contorted by a
mixture of anger, fear, and lugt.

"Y ou're going to pay in kind, you bitch."
Ugh. Inkind. And with al my things, and abrief flight through the air down an dmost verticd incline...
No, | didn't want my acquai ntance with the warm water of the

Black Seato art that way. The other young guy reached out toward me, clearly intending to rip my
blouse. The bastard—it cost two hundred and fifty bucks! His hands had dmost reached mewhen |



pressed the barrel of my pistol againgt his forehead.
There was abrief pause.
"My, what tough kidsyou are," | purred. "All right, get your hands off, and get out of the car.”

The pistol had redlly stunned them. Maybe because I'd come out of the airport, so there was no way they
could have expected meto be carrying agun. Or maybe because their little pups ingtinctstold them it
would be a pleasure for meto blow their brains out.

The young guys jumped out of the car and | followed them. They hesitated for afew seconds and then
tried to make arun for it. But that didn't suit me now.

| put thefirst bullet into the ankle of the driver'sfriend. His legs were lessimportant—he didn't have to
work the pedas. It was atrivid glancing scrape—more like a skin burn than afirearms wound—but it
was more than enough. Thefriend fell to the ground with ahowl and the driver stopped dead in histracks
with hishandsin theair. | wondered who they thought | was. A Federa Security Service agent on
vacation?

"I understand your greed perfectly,” | said. "The economy'sin ruins, people aren't getting paid... And the
lust too. After dl, you still have the sexua hyperdrive of youth seething inddeyou. Sodo 1, asit

heppers”

Even the wounded one stopped making noise. They listened to me without saying aword—as night came
on the highway had emptied and there was just one set of headlights gpproaching in the distance. It was
an enchanting, ill night, with the sky covered in sars—awarm Crimean night, and down &t the bottom
of the diff, the ssawas murmuring.

"Y ou're both very good-looking boys," | said. "The only troubleis, I'm not in the mood for sex now. Y ou
haven't behaved well enough. But!" | raised onefinger and they stared at it asif they were hypnotized.
"We can find away round that!"

Judging from the expressions on their faces, they were expecting the worst. But they needn't have. I'm
not amurderer, after all.

"Sincethere are two of you, and you're clearly good friends,” | explained, "it won't be any problem for
you to satisfy each other. And after that well go on to the camp, calmly, with no more adventures.”

"Why you!" Thedriver took a step toward me, but the pistol barrel aimed at his crotch had the desired
effect.

"Thereisanother possbility,” | agreed. "I could relieve you of certain unnecessary body parts. And | bet
you threeto one| can do it with thefirgt shot.”

"You..." hissed thewounded one. "For usthey!l..."
"They wouldn't give abent kopeck for you," | told him. " Get your trousers down and get to work."

| didn't have the Power that allows an Other to bresk a human being'swill. But my voice probably ill
carried the old conviction. They obeyed me. Or they tried to obey me.

We sometimes watch gay porno in our department—it's very amusing. And the vampires and magicians
often show leshian filmsin the duty room. In the filmsthe actors dways set about the job with enthusiastic
skill, but these two halfwits were obvioudy upset by this sudden turn of events, and they lacked the



necessary experience. So | just basically admired the night view of the seaand kept an eye out to make
sure the boys weren't dacking.

"Never mind," | comforted them when | thought they'd been humiliated enough. "Like the man said—the
first time doesn't count. Y ou can practice abit more in your freetime. Get in the car!™

"What for?" the driver asked when held finished spitting. He probably thought | wanted to shoot themin
their fancy auto and push them over the dliff into the sea.

"Wl you agreed to take meto Artek, didn't you?' | said in an astonished voice. "And you've dready
got the money."

We drovetherest of the way without any more adventures.

Except that hafway there the driver started howling that he couldn't live with himself, he had nothing left
to livefor, and he was going to turn the whed and drive off the cliff.

"Goon, goon!" | agreed. "With abullet in the back of your head you won't even fed thefd|!"
That shut him up.

| kept the pistol in my hands al the way to the gates of the Artek camp.

After | opened the door, | leaned back and said, "Ah, ther€'sjust one more thing, guys..."

They looked at me with hate in their eyes. All that Power | could have drained off if only I'd beenin good
shape!

"Better not even try to find me again. Or this night will seem like paradise. Y ou understand?'
Therewas no answer.

"Silence gnifiesagreement,” | said decisively, putting the little Astra Cub back in my purse. Theided
weapon for afrail woman... athough Pavel had had to carry it through customs. | walked toward the
gates and the Nissan roared and set off back the way we'd come. | hoped the failed rapists and robbers
would have enough sense not to attempt any kind of revenge... But then, acouple of days|ater |
wouldn't be concerned about loca petty bandits anymore.

And s0 1 arrived at the Artek camp, where | was supposed to restore my hedlth, at two in the morning.
"Tosuplight broth," as Karl Lvovich had said as he signed the necessary authorizations.

Every exemplary Soviet Y oung Pioneer was supposed to do threethings: Vist Lenin in his mausoleum,
take avacation at Artek, and tie somelittle Child of October's necktie, then after that he could proceed
to the next stage of his devel opment—the Komsomol.

In the course of my brief childhood career asa'Y oung Pioneer, | had only managed to fulfill thefirst
point. Thiswas my chance to make up for one of the things I'd missed.

| don't know how it wasin Soviet times, but now the exem-plary children's camp had aserious|ook to it.
The fence around itsterritory wasin perfect order, and there were guards at the entrance. | couldn't
actualy see any wegpons... not at afirst glance. .. but the strong young guysin militiauniform looked
serious enough without them. There was akid of about fourteen or fifteen there too, looking completely
out of place beside these guardians of order. Was he perhaps a hanger-on from the old days, when the
bugles were sounded and the drums beaten as the neat ranks of Y oung Pioneers marched to the beach



for their prescribed water therapy?

To be honest, I'd been expecting alot of bureaucratic red tape. Or at least considerable surprise. Buit it
seemed likeit wasn't the first time that Y oung Pioneer leaders (dthough now my job had the smpler title
of teacher) had arrived at Artek at two o'clock in the morning in aforeign automobile. One of the guards
took aquick look at my documents—they were genuine, checked and approved in al the appropriate
offices, certified with Sgnatures and sed s—and then he called over the kid.

"Makar, take Alisato the duty camp leader.”

"Uh-huh," the kid mumbled, looking me over keenly. Hewas agood kid, with no complexes. When he
saw abeautiful young woman he wasn't afraid to show he wasinterested. Hed go along way ...

After weleft the guards hut, we waked past along row of sandswith lists of daily activities,
announcements of various events, and children'swall newspapers. .. what along timeit wassincel'd
seen wall newspapers! Then we set off along abadly lit path, and | found mysdlf trying to spot the
traditional Soviet plaster statues of boy buglers and girls clutching oars dong the Sdes of it, but there
weren't any.

"Areyou anew leader?' the boy asked.

"es"

"Makar." He held out hishand in adignified manner.

"Alisa" | shook handswith him, barely managing to restrain asmile.

The difference between our ages was about ten years, or maybe twelve. But even the names showed
how everything had changed in that time. Where were dl the girls named after Lewis Carrall's Alice
now? They'd gone theway of the plaster buglers, the Y oung Pioneer banners, the logt illusions, and the
faled dreams. Marched off in tidy columnsto the Strains of acheerful, rousing song. .. Thelittle girl who
had made every boy in the country fal in love with her when she played Alice in the old film was now
quietly working as abiologist and merely smiled when she remembered her old romantic image.

There were other names now. Makar, lvan, Egor, Masha... It was an immutable law of nature—the
worse things get in acountry, the more it's trampled into the mud, the stronger the yearning for the old
roots. For the old names, the old ways, the old rituals. But these Makars and Ivans were no worse. They
were probably better, in fact. More serious, more single-minded, not shackled by any ideology or fake
show of unity. They were much closer to us Dark Onesthan dl those Alisas, Seryozhas, and Slavas. ..

But | ill fdlt abit dighted somehow, maybe because we hadn't been like that. Or maybe it was just
because they were likethat.

"Areyou just going to be here temporarily?' the boy asked, as serious as ever.
"Yes. My friend'sfalenill. I'm going to take her place. But I'll try to come back again next year."

Makar nodded. "Do, thisis agood place we have here. I'm going to come next year too. I'll befifteen
then."

Maybe | imagined it, but | thought | saw abrief sparklein thelittleimp's eyes.

"And after you'refifteen?'



He shook his head and replied with obvious regret. "Y ou can only come until you're Sixteen. But anyway,
at sixteen I'm going to go to Cambridge to study.”

| dmost choked in surprise.
"That's pretty expensve, Makar."

"l know. It was dl planned five years ago, don't worry." He had to be the son of one of those New
Russans. They had everything planned in advance.

"Wl that's doing things thoroughly. Areyou going to stay there?"
"No, what for? I'll get adecent education and come back to Russia."

A very serious child. No doubt about it, these human beings sometimes threw up amusing types. It wasa
pity | couldn't test him for Other abilitiesright now. .. we could use kidslike that.

| followed my guide as he turned off the pathway and its square flagstones onto a narrow track.
"Thisisashortcut,” the boy explained. "Don't worry, | know everything round here..."

| followed him in silence—it was pretty dark, and | was relying on just my human abilities, but hiswhite
shirt was areliable marker.

"There, you seethat light?' Makar asked, turning back to look at me. ™Y ou go straight toward that. I'm
off now..."

It seemed like the boy just wanted to play atrick on me... it was three hundred metersto the light
through the dense growth of the park. He would have been able to boast to hisfriends about how heled
the new teacher into the bushes and |eft her there. ..

But Makar had no sooner taken astep off to the side than he caught hisfoot on something and fell with a
cry of surprise. | didn't even fed like gloating—it was so funny.

"Didn't you say you knew everything round here?' | couldn't resst asking.

Hedidn't even answer, just breathed heavily through his nose as he rubbed his bruised and bleeding
knee. | squatted down beside him and looked into his eyes:

"Y ou wanted to play atrick on me, didn't you?"

Thekid glanced a me and quickly turned his eyes away. He muttered, "I'm sorry..."

"Do you play trickslike that on everyone?' | asked.

"No..."

"So why was | accorded such an honor?"

It was amoment before he answered. ™Y ou looked like... you were very sure of yoursef."

"l should think so," | agreed smply. "I had some adventures on my way here. | was amost killed on the
way—word of honor! But | got through it. So how am | supposed to look?"

"I'msorry..."



All his seriousness and sdlf-assurance had completely deserted him. As| squatted besde him | said,
"Show meyour knee."

Hetook hishand away.

Power. | know what it is. | could dmost fed it, the Power pouring out of the boy: generated by the pain,
the resentment, the shame—it was pure Power ... | could amost take it—like any Dark Other, whose
strength is people's weakness.

Almost.

But it wasn't what | actually needed. Makar sat there gritting his teeth and not making a sound. He
wouldnt give way, and he held the Power insgde himsdf. It was too much for meright now...

| took aflashlight as dim as apen out of my purse and switched it on.
"It'snothing. Do you want meto put aBand-Aid onit?'
"No, don't. It will be okay likethat."

"Asyouwish." | good up and shone the flashlight around. Y es, it would have been difficult trying to find
my way to that lighted window in the distance... "What now, Makar. Are you going to run away? Or are
you going to show methe way after al?"

He got up without saying anything and set off, and | followed him. When we were dready at the building,
which turned out not to be smdll at al—it was atwo-story mansion house with columns—M akar asked,
"Areyou going to tel the duty teacher?"

"About what?" | laughed. "Nothing happened, did it? We just had aquiet sroll aong the path..."

He stood there sniffing loudly for a second, then repested his apology, only thistime far more sincerely:
"I'm sorry. That wasastupid stunt | tried to pull.”

"Take care of that knee," | advised him. "Don't forget to wash it and dab it with iodine.”

Chapter four

—«P»—

| COULD HEAR WATER SPLASHING ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WALL—THE

duty camp leader had excused himself and gone out to get washed after | woke him up. He'd been
dozing peacefully to the hissing of atrashy Chinese tape recorder. | don't understand how anyone can
possibly deep to the sound of Vysotsky's songs, but | suppose that heap of junk wasn't fit for playing

anythingdse.

Therell be poems and math,
Honors and debts, unequd battle. ..
Today dl thelittletin soldiers

Arelined up here on the old map.



He should have kept them back in the barracks,
But thisiswar, like any other war,

And warriorsin both armiesfdll

In equal numbers on each side.

"I'm done, sorry about that..." the duty leader said as he came out of the tiny shower room, still wiping
his face with a standard-issue cotton waffle-cloth towel. "I was exhausted.”

| nodded understandingly. The tape recorder carried on playing, obligingly making Vysotsky's voice even
hoarser than ever:

Perhapsit'sthe gapsin their upbringing Or the weakness of their education? But neither one of the two
sdes Can win thislong campaign. All these accursed problems of conscience: How not to do wrong in
your own eyes? Here and there, the tin soldiers on both sides, How do we decide who ought to win...

The duty leader frowned and turned the volume down so low | couldn't make out the words any longer.
He hdld out hishand: "Pyotr."

"Alian

Hisgrip wasasfirm asif he were shaking hands with aman. It immediately gave me asense of distance:
a strictly professional relationship ...

Widll, that wasfine. | didn't fed particularly ingpired by this short, skinny man who looked like ajuvenile
himsdlf. Naturally, | wasintending to take alover for the period of my vacation, but someone a bit
younger and better looking would suit me better. Pyotr must have been at least thirty-five, and even
without any Other ahilities| could read him like an open book. An exemplary family man—in the sense
that he was dmost never unfaithful to hiswife, and didn't drink or smoke much and devoted the
gppropriate amount of timeto his children—or rather, hisonly child. A responsible man who loved his
work, he could be trusted with a crowd of snot-nosed kids or teenage hooligans without any concern: He
would wipe away the kids snot, have a heart-to-heart talk with the hooligans, take away their bottle of
vodka, lecture them on the harmfulness of smoking, and pile on the work, the play, and the mordlity.

In other words, the perfect embodiment of the Light Ones dream—not aliving human being at dl.

"I'm very pleased to meet you," | said. "I've dreamed about working at Artek for so long. It'sashameit
has to be under these circumstances...”

Pyotr sighed. "Yes, it'sasad business. Were all very upset for poor Nastenka... Are you afriend of
hers?'

"No," | said and shook my head. "I wastwo years behind her in college. To be honest | can't redly
remember her face...”

Pyotr nodded and began looking through my documents. | wasn't worried about meeting Nastya. She
would probably remember my face—Zabulon isaways very thorough about details. If there wasn't a
sngle Other anywherein Artek, then someone would have come from Y altaor Smferopol, stood close
to Nastyafor amoment or two... and now she would remember me.

"Have you worked as a Pioneer leader before?”



"Yes, but... not in Artek, of course.”

"That doesn't matter,” Pyotr said with ashrug. "They have agtaff of two thousand three hundred here,
that'sthe only difference.

Thetone in which he pronounced these words seemed almost to contradict their meaning. He was proud
of Artek, asproud asif hed founded the camp himself; asif hedd persondly fought off the fascistiswith a
machine gunin hishands, built dl the buildings and planted the trees.

| smiled inaway that said: "I don't believe that, but | won't say anything out of politeness.”

"Nastyaworksin the Azure section,” Pyotr said. "I'll take you there—it's dready time for Nastyato get
up anyway. Our bus goesto Simferopal at five... how did you get here, Alisa?'

"There were no problems,” | said. 'l came by car.”
Pyotr frowned. "They ripped you off, | suppose?’
"No, it was okay," | lied.

"Inany casg, it'sahit risky," Pyotr added. "A beautiful young woman donein acar a night with a
granger.”

"There were two of them,” | said, "and they were absorbed in each other's company.”

Pyotr didn't understand. He sighed and said, "It's not for meto tell you how to behave, Alisa. You're an
adult with amind of your own. But don't forget that anything can happen! Artek isakingdom of
childhood, arealm of love, friendship, and justice. It'sthe one smdl thing that we have managed to
preservel But outside the camp... there are all sorts of people.”

"Yes, of coursethereare,” | said repentantly. It was amazing how sincerely he pronounced those words
full of inspired pathos! And how genuinegly he believed in them.

"Well, dl right." Pyotr stood up and picked up my bag with an easy movement. "Let'sgo, Alisa”
"l can manage on my own, just show metheway..."

"Alisal" he said with areproachful shake of hishead. "Y ou'll get lost. The grounds here cover two
hundred and fifty-eight hectarest Comeon, let'sgo.”

"Yes, even Makar got abit lost,” | agreed.

Pyotr was dready in the doorway, but he swung round sharply at that: "Makar? The fifteen-year-old
boy?Was he at the gate again?”

| nodded, dightly confused.
"l see..." Pyotr said dryly.

Wewalked out into the warm summer night. It was aready getting light. Pyotr took aflashlight out of his
pocket, but he didn't switch it on. We set off dong a path that led down, toward the seashore.

"That Makar'sared problem,” Pyotr remarked as we waked aong.

"Why'sthat?"



"He doesn't need much deep... that'sthetrouble." Pyotr laughed gloomily. "He's ways running off to
the guards at the gate, or to the sea, or even somewhere outside the grounds.”

"I thought he was on some kind of duty at the gate... A Young Pioneer post..." | surmised.
"Alisal"

Pyotr was wonderful at making objections like that. He could express awhole gamut of emotionsjust by
pronouncing aname.

"Children ought to be adeep at night! Not standing guard duty. .. at the camp gates, a the eternd flame,
or anywheredse... And al norma children do deep at night—they wear themsaves out horsing around
before they go to bed. They can have fun here during the day..."

Gravel began crunching beneath hisfeet aswe turned off the paved pathway. | took off my sandals and
waked on barefoot. It was agood feding—the hard, smooth little stones under my feet...

"If | wanted, | could give the guards adressing-down," said Pyaoitr, thinking out loud. "Make them send
the kid away. But what then? | can't tie him to hisbed all night. It's better if he stayswith adults, where he
can be seen, than swvimming doneinthe seaa night..."

"But why does he do that?'

"He says he only needs three hours degp aday,” said Pyotr, with anote of regret and pity in hisvoice.
He was obvioudy one of those people who are more interesting to talk to on the phone or wheniit's
dark—his face was boring, without much variety of expresson, but the range of intonation in his voicel
"And from the way he dashes around all day long, it must be true. But that's not the redl problem..."

"Thenwhat is?" | asked, redlizing that he was expecting a question.

"He doesn't want to missamoment of this summer, of Artek, of hischildhood." Pyotr'stone was
thoughtful now. "Hisfirst and last time a Artek, and what ese haslife ever given him?"

"Thefirg and last time? But the boy told me..."

"He'sfrom achildren'shome," Pyotr explained. "And he'saready too old. It'snot likely helll be ableto
come here again. Nowadays, of course, achild can cometo Artek any number of times, but only for
money, and the charity sessons..."

| actudly dropped a step behind him.
"From achildren'shome? But he was so convincing..."

"They'redl very convincing,” Pyotr replied camly. "He probably said something redly impressive, didn't
he? His parents are in business, he comesto Artek threetimesayear and thisfall he'sgoing to Hawaii ...
They want to believeit dl, so they fantasize. Thelittle onesdo it dl the time, the older ones not so often.
But | expect hetook aliking to you."

"] wouldn't have said 0."

"At that age they Hill can't expressit when they like someone,”" Pyotr informed me very serioudy. "Love
and hate are easy to confusein any case, and for achild... And you know Alisa... just one comment..."

"YS?I



"You'reavery beautiful girl, but thisisachildren's camp after dl, with quite afew older boys. I'm not
asking you not to wear makeup and al that, but... Try not to wear that miniskirt. It redly istoo short.”

"It's not the skirt that's short,” | replied innocently. "It'smy legsthat arelong.”
Pyotr squinted sdeways a me and shook his head reproachfully.

"Sorry, | wasjoking," | said quickly. "Of course | won't weer it. I've got jeans, shorts, and even along
skirt. And my swimming costumeisvery modest!"

Wewalked onin slence.

| don't know what Pyotr was thinking about. Maybe he was wondering if | was suitable for educationd
work. Maybe he was feding sorry about the boy in his care. Maybe he was pondering the imperfection
of theworld. That would have been like him.

But | smiled, remembering how smartly the kid had fooled me.
He ought to be our future brother-in-arms.
A future Dark One.

But even if he wasn't an Other and he was fated to live aboring human life, people like him were still our
foundation and support.

It wasn't even amatter of thetrick held played, of course. The Light Onesliketo joke too. It was what
drovethekid to play prankslike that—to lead a stranger into the middle of apark at night and abandon
her, to thrust out his skinny chest proudly and pretend to be akid with no problems from agreet family ...
All of that was ours.

Londiness, dgection, the contempt or pity of people around you—these are unpleasant fedings. But they
are precisaly the things that produce genuine Dark Ones. People or Others who are marked out by a
sense of their own dignity, endowed with pride and alonging for freedom.

What kind of person would result from achild of well-off parents, one who really did spend every
summer by the seaand studied in agood school, who made serious plans for the future and had been
taught the rules of etiquette? Despite the widespread opinion to the contrary, he wasn't very likely to turn
out closeto us. And he wouldn't necessarily go over to the Light Ones either. Held just bob backward
and forward hiswhole lifelike alump of shit in adrain—petty wrongdoings, minor good deeds, awife he
loves and amistress he loves, waiting to take his boss's place and promote one of hisfriends...

Grayness. Nothing. Not our enemy, but not our aly ether. | have to admit that agenuine Light One
inspires respect. He may oppose us, his goals may be unattainable and his methods may be absurd, but
he isaworthy opponent. Like Semyon or Anton from the Night Watch...

So-called good people are equaly distant from us and from the Light Ones.
But solitary wolf cubslike Makar are our foundation and support.

Hewould grow up knowing for certain that he would have to struggle. That he was on his own against
everyone ese, that it was pointless to expect any sympathy or help, and equaly pointlessto waste his
own energy on pity and compassion. He wouldn't get any ideas about being a benefactor to the entire
world, but he wouldn't play mean, petty tricks on other people either. He would train his own willpower
and character. He wouldn't go under. If the kid possessed the natura abilities of an Other, the incredibly
rare and unpredictable ability to enter the Twilight, which isal that distinguishes usfrom ordinary people,



then hewould cometo us. But if he remained ahuman being, he would unwittingly assist the Day Waich.
Like many others.

"Thisway, Alisa..."
Wewaked up to asmal building. A veranda and open windows—with afaint light in one of them...

"Thisisasummer house," Pyotr told me. "The Azure section has four main dachas and eight summer
houses. Y ou know, | think in summer it'salot morefunliving here.”

He seemed to be gpologizing for the fact that | and my young chargeswould be living in the summer
accommodation. | couldn't resst asking: "And what about in winter?'

"Nobody lives herein thewinter,” Pyotr said sternly. " Even though our winters are so warm, the
conditions would be inadequate for children to stay here.”

He made the trangition to officid bureaucratic language very easily too. It was asif heweregiving a
lecture intended to reassure someone's mom—"the temperatureis pleasant, the living conditions are
comfortable, the catering provides abaanced diet.”

We stepped onto the terrace, and | felt adight stirring of excitement.
| thought... | thought | could aready fed it...

Nastyaturned out to be smdl and swarthy-skinned, with features that had something of the Tatar about
them. A pretty girl, except that now her face was too sad and tense.

"Hdlo, Alya..." She nodded to me asif | werean old friend. And in acertain sense, | was—they had
obvioudy given her afalse memory. "L ook what's happened now..."

| stopped looking around at the room—there was nothing specia about it anyway. A little, ordinary
camp leader'sroom: a bed, a cupboard, atable, and achair. Thelittle Morozko refrigerator and the
chegp black-and-white television looked like luxury items here.

But then, I'm not choosy ...

"Nastya, everything will beadl right," | promised her with false sympathy. The girl nodded weerily, the
way she must have been doing al day long.

"It'sgood you were able to fly down so quickly." She picked up the bag that was aready packed, but
Pyotr immediately took hold of it. "Have you worked in Artek before?"

"No."

Nastya frowned. Maybe whoever implanted the false memory had got something confused, but she had
no time to worry about that now.

"I'll bein timefor the morning flight, Petya,” she said. "Isthe bus going to Simferopol ?*
"Inan hour," Pyotr said with anod.

The former camp leader turned her attention to me again: "I've aready said goodbyeto the girls. So... no
onewill besurprised. Tell them | lovethem al very much and I'll definitely... I'll try to come back."

For an ingtant the tears glinted in her eyes—evidently at the thought of one of the possible reasonsfor a



rapid return.

"Nastya," | said, putting my arm around her shoulders. "Everything's going to be dl right, your mom will
get better..."

Nastyas little face crumpled into agrimace of pain. "She's never beenill!" The words seemed to burst
out of her. "Never."

Pyotr delicately cleared histhroat. Nastyalowered her eyes and stopped talking.

Of course, there had been various different ways | could have been sent to work at the Artek camp. But
Zabulon aways prefers the smplest possible methods. Nastya's mother had suddenly suffered amassive
heart attack, so now Nastyawas flying back to Moscow, and another student had been sent from the
university to replace her. It was dementary.

Mogt likely Nastya's mother would have suffered a heart attack anyway: maybe ayear later, maybefive.
Zabulon aways calculates the balance of Power very thoroughly. To provoke a heart attack in someone
who was perfectly hedthy was afourth-level intervention that automatically gave the Light Onestheright
to reply with magic of the same Power.

Nastyas mother would almost certainly live. Zabulon is not given to sensdless crudlty. Why kill the
woman when the necessary effect can be produced smply by a seriousillness?

And so | could have reassured my predecessor, except that | would have had to tell her too much.

"Heresanotebook | wrote afew thingsin..." Nastyaheld out adim school exercise book with agaily
colored cover showing a popular singer grinning moronicaly on stage. "Just afew details, but it might be
useful. A few of the girls need aspecid gpproach...”

| nodded. Then Nastya suddenly waved her hand through the air and said, "1 don't need to tell you al
this. You'll managejudt fine."

But she gtill spent another fifteen minutesintroducing me to the subtle details of the camp regime and
asked meto pay specid attention to some girls who were flirting with the boys too precocioudy. She
advised me not to demand silence after lights out: "Fifteen minutesislong enough for them to talk
themsdalves out, half an hour at themogt..."

Nastya only stopped talking when Pyotr pointed to his watch. She kissed me on the cheek, then picked
up asmall bag and cardboard box—maybe she was taking some fruit to her sick mother?

"All thebeg, Alisa..."
And at last | wasleft done.

Therewasapile of clean linen lying on the bed. The dectric bulb glowed feebly under itssmple glass
shade. Pyotr and Nastya's steps and their smple conversation quickly faded away.

| wasaone.

But not absolutely done. On the other side of two thinwalls, just five steps dong the corridor, eighteen
little girls aged ten or eleven were degping.

| suddenly started trembling—arapid, nervous trembling, asif | were an apprentice again, trying for the
first time to extract someone e se's Power. Nabokov's character Humbert Humbert would probably have



trembled the sameway in my place.

But then, compared to what | was going to do now, his passion for nymphets was nothing but childish
naughtiness...

| switched off the light and tiptoed out into the corridor. How | missed my Other powers!
| would just have to make do with the human powers | had |&ft...

The corridor waslong and the floorboards squeaked. The threadbare carpet runner was no help—my
steps could easily be heard. | could only hope that at this early hour the girlswere still degping and
dreaming...

Smple, sraightforward, uncomplicated children's dreams.

| opened the door and went into the dormitory. For some reason I'd been expecting somekind of state
ingtitution, halfway between a children's home and a hospita—iron bedsteads, the dull glow of anight
lamp, depressing curtains, and children deeping asif they were sanding at attention. ..

Butinfact it wasdl very nice. The only light came from the lantern on the pillar outside. The shadows
swayed gently, afresh sea breeze blew in at the open windows and | could smell the scent of
wildflowers. The screen of the switched-off televison glowed dully in the corner, and the walswere
covered with drawingsin colored pencil and watercolor paintings that ooked bright and cheerful evenin
the semi-darkness.

Thelittle girls were deeping, sprawled out across their beds or tucked undernesath the blankets, with all
their things nestly arranged on their bedside lockers or scattered untidily on the headboards and the
backs of the chairs—swimming costumes that were still wet, skirts, little pairs of jeans and socks. A
good psychologist could have waked through that dormitory at night and composed afull character
portrait of thosegirls...

But | didn't need one.

| walked dowly between the beds, adjusting blankets that had did off, lifting up arms and legs that had
dipped down to touch the floor. The girls were deeping soundly. Soundly and with no dreams...

| only got lucky with the saventh girl. She was about éeven years old, plump with light hair. An ordinary
little girl whimpering quietly in her deep. Because she was having abad dream. ..

| knelt down beside her bed, reached out my hand, and touched her forehead. Gently, with just the tips
of my fingers

| felt Power.

As| was now, without any Other powers, | couldn't have read an ordinary dream. But sensing the
opportunity to nourish yoursdlf isadifferent metter. It al takes place a the level of animal reactions, like
aninfant's sucking reflex.

And| saw it...

It was abad dream. The girl was dreaming that she was going home—their sesson wasn't over yet, but
she was being taken away because her mother had falenill and her gloomy, frowning father was dragging
her toward the bus. She hadn't even had time to say goodbye to her friends, she hadn't had any timeto
take alast dip in the seaand take some little tones that were very important. .. and she was struggling



and asking her father to wait, but he was just getting more and more angry... and saying something about
disgraceful behavior, about how girls her age shouldn't have to be beaten, but since she was behaving like
this, she could forget about his promise not to punish her with hisbet anymore. ..

It was aredly bad dream. Nastya's departure had affected the little girl very badly...
And anybody would havetried to help the child at that moment.

A human being would have stroked her hair and said something affectionate in a gentle voice, maybe
sung alullaby. .. anything to interrupt the dream.

A Light Other would have used his Power to turn the dream inside out, so that the father would laugh and
say thelittle girl's mother was well again and go running to the seawith her... Hewould have replaced
the crud but redistic dream with aswest lie.

But I'm aDark Other.

And| didwhat | could. | drank her Power. Sucked it into myself—the gloomy father, and the sick
mother, and thelittle friends|ost forever, and the sea stones | eft behind, and the shameful beating. ..

Thelittle girl gave aquiet squeak, like amouse caught under something heavy. And then she began
breathing calmly and regularly. Theresnot alot of Power in children's dreams. It's not like the ritua
killing that we had threatened the Light Oneswith and which provides atruly monstrous discharge of
energy. These were dreams, just dreams...

Light nourishing broth for an aling witch. ..

| got up off my knees, feding dightly dizzy. No, | hadn't recovered my lost powersyet. It would take a
dozen dreamslikethat to fill the yawning gap.

But those dreamswould happen. And | would do my best to encourage them.

None of the other little girls were dreaming. Well, one was, but her dream was no use to me, astupid
little girl's dream about the freckle-faced boy who had given her yet another of those stupid soneswith a
holein them—what they caled "chicken gods.” | suppose chickens must have their own gods.

| stood beside this girl's bed—she was probably the most physicaly advanced of them dl. She even had
the first beginnings of breasts. | touched her forehead severa times, trying to find at least something, but
there was nothing. Sea, sun, and sand, water splashing, and that freckle-faced boy. Not a drop of anger,
envy, or sadness. A Light magician could have drawn Power from her by drinking in her dream and then
gone away sdtisfied. But | was wasting my time here.

Never mind. There would be another evening and another night. And my plump donor's dream would
come back to her— | had drawn out dl of her fear, but not its causes. Her nightmare would return, and |
would help her again. The important thing was not to try too hard, not to push the girl into agenuine
nervous breakdown—I had no right to do that. That would smack of serious magical intervention, and if
the Light Ones had even asingle observer in the camp, or even—who knows what tricks the Darkness
might play—if there was an Other there from the Inquisition, then | would bein serioustrouble.

And | wasn't about to let Zabulon down again.
Never!

It was amazing that he had forgiven me for what had happened the previous summer. But he wouldn't



forgive me asecond time.
At ten o'clock in the morning | went to breakfast with my charges.
Nastya had been right—I was managing just fine.

When the girls had woken up, they had been ahit cautious at first. How could they not have been, when
the leader they had aready come to love had gone away in the middle of the night to see her sick mother,
and another young woman had come into the dormitory instead of her—a stranger, an unknown quantity,
someone quite unlike Nastya? | had immediatdly felt the unfriendly wary gaze of eighteen pairs of eyeson
me—they were dl together and | wasisolated.

The Stuation was saved by thefact that the girlswere ill littleand | am beautiful.

If boys of the same age had been in their place, my appearance wouldn't have made the dightest
difference. Ten-year-old boys are far more interested in the ugliest of puppies than the most beautiful of
girls. And if my charges had been two or three years older, my appearance would have only irritated
them. But for ten-year-old girls, a beautiful woman is an object of admiration. They are aready beginning
to develop the desireto flirt and to please, but they still don't understand that not everybody can grow up
beautiful. | know, | was the same mysdlf, and | used to gape wide-eyed at my tutor, the witch Irina
Alexandrovna. ..

So | soon established contact with the girls.

| sat on Olechka's bed because the notes in the exercise book suggested that she was the most quiet and
timid of them. |

talked to the girls about Nastya, about how bad it iswhen your mother isunwell, and told them they
mustin't be offended with Nastya... she had redlly wanted to stay with them, but your mother isthe most
important person in your lifel

When | finished, Olechka began sniveling and pressed hersdlf against me. And the eyesof dl the others
were looking moist and weepy too.

Then | told them about my dad and his heart attack, and | said that nowadays they knew how to cure
people's hearts, and Nastya's mother was going to be perfectly dl right too. | helped the swarthy-skinned
little cossack girl Gulnarato weave her braids—she had magnificent hair, but as Nastya had noted, she
was abit dow. | argued with Tanyafrom St. Petersburg about what was the most interesting way to
cometo Artek, by train or by plane, and, of course, | finally admitted that she was right—it was much
morefun onthetrain. | promised Anyafrom Rostov that by the evening she would be swimming and not
just floundering about in the shallow water. We discussed the solar eclipse that was expected in three
days time and regretted that it would be just atiny bit lessthan total in the Crimea.

We arived at breakfast as aunited and cheerful group. Only Olga, who was "not Olechka, but aways
Olga" and her friend Ludmilawere till sulky. But that was not surprisng since they had obvioudy been
Nastyasfavorites.

Never mind... in another three days time they would come to love me too.

Our surroundings were genuinely lovely. August in the Crimeaisjust fantagtic. The seawas glittering at
the bottom of the dope, the air was saturated with the scent of salt water and flowers. The girls squealed
and ran about al over the place, bumping into each other. The marching rhymesin the old Pioneer camps
were obvioudy invented for good reason—you can't do much squeding if your mouth's busy trying to



ang.
But I don't know any marching rhymes, and | don't know how to march in line anyway.

I'm aDark One.

Inthedining hdl | smply followed my little charges lead— they knew where we were supposed to sit.

We were surrounded by five hundred children creating a huge din who somehow managed to et at the
sametime. | sat there quietly with my little band of girls, trying to assessthe Situation. After dl, | had to

gpend an entire month here.

There were twenty-five leaders who had come to breskfast with their brigades. My facile pride in how
skillfully I was managing my charges rapidly evaporated. These young men and women were more like
the boys and girls older brothers and sisters. Sometimes they were stern, sometimes they were
affectionate; their word was law and they were also loved.

Wheredid they find people like that?

My mood began to deteriorate. | prodded feebly at the "liver pancakes' that we had been given for
breakfast, with our buckwheat and cocoa, and thought wearily about the unenviable plight of aspy in
enemy territory. | was surrounded by too many expressions of delight, smiles, and innocent pranks. This
was apagure for Light Onesto tend their charges and raise human children in the spirit of love and
goodness, not afeeding ground for aDark Onelike me.

Sheer hypocrisy on every side. Asfdse asgilded and varnished iron!

Of course, | consoled mysdif, if | could have looked around with the eyes of an Other, many things might
have changed, and among al these nice people | might find villains, perverts, individualswho were
madicious or indifferent...

But that wasn't definite. It could well bethat | wouldn't find any. That they were all sincere—to the extent
that that is possible. That they sincerely loved the children, the camp, and each other with alove that was
pure. That this place really was areservation for idiots, the kind of place the Light Ones dreamed of
turning the whole world into.

But that would mean there was at |east some basis for the way the Light Ones acted.
"Hdlo..."

| looked around at the boy walking past. Aha, my first acquaintance in Artek.
"Good morning, Makar." | squinted at his skinned knee. " So where's the iodine?"

"It'snothing. It'll hed onitsown,” the boy muttered. He gave me adightly darmed |ook—evidently he
wastrying to figureout if I'd found out anything about him aready or not.

"Better run, or you won't havetimeto eat anything..." | smiled. "Maybe you only need three hours deep,
but food's a different matter. The food here'singtitutiona too, but it's good."

He strode off quickly aong the line of tables. Now he knew that | wasin the know—about his nocturnal
wanderings and his genuine socid status. If 1'd been in better shape | could have drawn in alot of
Power...

"Alisa, how do you know him?" Olechkawhispered loudly.



| put on amysteriousface. "I know everything about everybody..."
"Why?" Olechkaasked curioudy.

"Because I'm awitch!™ | told her in ahollow, ghostly voice.
Thelittle girl laughed happily.

Ohyes, it'svery funny... especidly becauseit'sthe absolute truth. .. | patted her on the head and called
attention to her full plate with my eyes.

| still had to go through the officia part of the proceedings— the introduction to the head of the Azure
section. And then, the beach and the seathat my little girls were dready twittering about.

And to be quite honest, | redized | waslooking forward to it with just as much delight as the night ahead.
| might be aDark One but, contrary to common ignorant opinion, even vampires love the seaand the
sunshine

The year before, at the end of summer, I'd managed to get away to Jurmaa. | don't know why | went
there—| must have wanted to be somewhere uncomfortable. If so, | was lucky: August turned out rainy,
cold, and miserable. The giff Latvian waitersimmediately started speaking Russian as soon asthey'd
added up the price of my order. The servicein the hotdl was primitive and Soviet-style, despiteits
pretentious four-gtar rating. | wandered al around Jurmala, sat for agesin alittle beer hall in Mgori,
strolled on the wet sand of the deserted beach, and in the evenings | escaped to Riga. There were two
attemptsto rob me, and one to rape me. | enjoyed myself asbest | could... | had my Other powers
then, and no human being in the world could cause me any harm. My heart was weary and empty, buit |
had al the Power | needed and more.

And then | suddenly felt sck of it dl. All a once, in asingle day. Maybe it was because of the two Night
Watch agentswho detained mein Dzintari for ageswhile they tried to frame me for some unsolved crime
involving third-level magic. They wereirreproachably polite and absolutely adamant. That was probably
what the Latvian Red Riflemen were like, and then the Forest Brotherslater. The Latviansareavery
thorough, consistent people—once they take ajob on, they seeit right through to the end...

| managed to refute the charges—they were genuindy groundlessin any case. But the very next morning
| took a planeto Moscow. Without having svum in the seaeven once dl summer.

But now it was payback time for me.

Everything was going along dl right, everything was normd. | met thewoman in charge of the Azure
section—avery nice woman, brisk and pleasantly businesdike, who spoke briefly and to the point ina
good way. | fet we had parted entirely satisfied with each other.

Maybe it was because today I'd put on my light summer jeans, and not the provocative miniskirt?

Atlast | had done abit of sunbathing and been in the sea. The beach at Artek was wonderful, except that
there was too much howling from the kids. But that was an inevitable evil, no matter which way | looked
a things. My little girlsturned themselves over in the sunin ahighly professond manner, tryingto get a
nice even tan. Almost half of them had suntan lotion and after-tan lotion, which they shared generoudy
with each other, so there was no prospect of problems in the evening with burnt shoulders and backs.

If only | didn't till haveto keep an eye onthegirls... | imagined mysdlf swvimming out akilometer or two,
or even three, throwing my arms out and lying on the water ... looking up into the transparent sky,
swaying on the gentle waves, not thinking about anything or hearing anything. ..



But no. | had to watch them. | had to teach Anyato swim and prevent Verochka, with her grade-one
swimming diploma, from trying to swim off too far. | had to herd the girlsinto the shade— they might
have suntan lotion, but ruleswere il rules... Basicaly, aong with the wonderful sea, | had been given
another eighteen capricious, noisy, fidgety little presents. The only thing that kept me smiling wasthe
thought of the night ahead, when the time would come for me to get even with the most bothersome
ones—I'd already decided it would be Verochka, Olga, and Ludmilal That night | wasn't going to gather
chance scraps of Power. | was going to sow the seeds that would sprout in their dreams.

And then | saw Igor.

No, I didn't know what he was caled then. | smply looked around as | was lying on the warm sand and
noticed awell-built young man the same age as mysdlf. He was messing about in the water with hislittle
squirts—agang of ten- or eeven-year-old boys—throwing them into the water, offering them his
shoulders asadiving board, just having aredly good time. He wasn't tanned at dl, but that seemed to
suit him somehow—in the middle of the crowd of swarthy children’'s bodies he stood out like. .. likea
white e ephant moving condescendingly through acrowd of dark-skinned Indians. ..

A handsome young man.

| felt asweet ache somewhere below my stomach. We haven't redly moved all that far awvay from
people. | understood well enough that there's an immense gulf between Others and human beings, that
this young guy was not my equa and we couldn't have any kind of lagting relationship, but even so...

| just like men like that: with strong muscles, light brown hair, and intdlligent faces. Therés nothing to be
done about it.

And what would be the point of doing anything? 1'd been intending to find mysdlf afriend for the summer
ayway...

"Olechka, do you know what that camp leader's called?" | asked thelittle girl pressing hersdf againgt me.
Olechkaclearly felt fond of me because I'd singled her out from the crowd just alittle bit, and now she
was staying close to me, trying to build on her success. People are funny, especidly children. They dl
want care and attention.

Olechkalooked and shook her head. "That's brigade number four, only they used to have a different
leader before.”

A look of alarm appeared in the girl's eyes—as if she were afraid that | would be disappointed with her
for not knowing the answer. She probably redlly was afraid... "Do you want meto find out?" Olechka
asked. "1 know some boysin that brigade..."

"All right," | said with anod.

Thelittle girl jumped up, scattering sand around her, and ran toward the water. | turned away, hiding a
amile

So now | aready had my first informer. A nervous, skinny little girl desperately seeking my attention.

"He'scalled Igor,” Natasha suddenly said out of the blue. She was sitting beside me. Thiswasthe same
girl who had been dreaming about a boy the night before. She didn't sunbathe like a child either—she sat
up on the sand with her legs stretched out and her head thrown back, with her hands propping her up
from behind. She must have seen the pose in some fashion magazine or amovie. Or perhaps shed smply
redlized that in that position her new little breasts were clearly outlined under her svimming costume. She



would goalongway...

"Thank you, Natasha," | said. "I thought I'd met him somewhere before.”

The girl squinted a me and smiled. She said dreamily, "And he's handsome. .."

Whatever are young people coming to nowadays!

"But he'stoo old, right?' | said, trying to tease her.

"No, he'still not too bad." And then she totaly amazed me by declaring: "He'sreiable, though, isn't he?”
"Why do you think so?"

Natasha pondered for amoment and replied lazily. "1 don't know. | just think so. My mom says the most
important thing inaman isreliability. They don't haveto be handsome, let doneinteligent.”

"That depends on what you havein mind..." | wasn't going to be bested by an eleven-year-old
smarty-pants.

"Yes," Natasha agreed readily. "There have to be handsome onestoo. But | wasn't talking about that sort
of nonsense”

How ddightful! | thought that if this girl turned out to be an Other, | would definitely take her on asan
apprentice. There wasn't much of achance, of course, but just maybe. ..

A moment later, shedding al her precocious wisdom in an instant, Natasha jumped up and went dashing
off along the beach after some kid who had splashed water on her. | wondered if the concept of
reliability included daily dousings on the beach.

| looked at the young guy again. He'd aready stopped messing about in the water and was driving his
charges out onto the beach. What aremarkable figure! And the form of his skull was very regular.
Maybeit'sfunny but gpart from agood figure there are two things| like in men—abeautifully shaped
head and well-tended toes. Maybe it's some kind of fetishism?

| couldn't see histoes, of course. But so far | liked everything else I'd seen.

My little spy came back to report. Wet, excited, and happy. She plumped down on the sand beside me
and garted whispering, nervoudy winding alock of hair around her finger.

"His name's Igor Dmitrievich. He's good fun and he only came yesterday. He plays songs on the guitar
and tdlsinteresting stories. The leader of the fourth brigade went away—hiswife had alittle boy. He
thought it was going to be amonth later, but it happened now."

"Wdl, waan't that lucky," | said, thinking mostly of my own interests. Bearing in mind that | had no
powersat dl and | couldnt make the young guy fal inlove with me, acoincidence like that was very
useful. Hed just arrived, he hadn't had a chance to form any romantic attachments... He surely wasn't
planning to spend his entire session just practicing his educationa skills, was he? He was therefor the
teking. ..

Olechkagiggled happily and added in avery quiet voice: "And he's not married ether.”
What on earth can you do with them?

"Thank you, Olechka." | amiled. "Shall wegoinfor aswim?"



"Uh-huh..."

| picked up thelittle girl, who squealed with delight, and ran into the water. It was clear that in the
evening the favorite topic of conversation would be the new camp leader and my interest in him.

But that was okay.
In acouple of days|'d be able to make them forget anything | wanted them to.
Theday rushed by like afilm played a high speed.

The comparison was al the more appropriate because I'd arrived in Artek during the sixth session, when
achildren'sfilm festiva wastraditiondly held there. Two days later there was going to be agrand
opening, and film directors and actors were dready giving talksin some of the camps. | didn't have the
dightest desire to watch any old or new children'sfilms, but the festival promised to give me ashort
break from keeping an eye on the girls. And | dready fdt like taking abresk—I was as exhausted as
after along, tense spdll of duty on the Streets of Moscow.

After the afternoon snack, which consisted of gpple juice and rolls with the romantic name Azure, |
couldn't hold out any longer and | phoned Zabulon. His satdllite phone worked anywhere in the world,
but there was no answer, which could only mean one thing—the chief was not in our world, but
somewhereinthe Twilight.

Well, hewas avery busy man.

And sometimes his businesswaan't very pleasant. Traveling through the lower levels of the Twilight,
where al paradleswith the human world completely disappeared, was quite an ordedl. 1'd never been
down there mysdlf; it required absolutely immense powers. Except, that is, for that one time, after my
supid stunt, when | was caught gathering energy from peopleillegdly...

| can hardly remember anything about what happened. Zabulon rendered me unconscious, punishing me
for my misdemeanor and protecting me againgt the deep levels of the Twilight at the sametime. But
sometimes| do recal something. Asif there was one moment of clear awvarenessin the blank grayness.

It'slike adream or addirious vison. Maybe | was ddirious? Zabulon, in the form of ademon, carrying
me, thrown across his shoulder. His scaly hand squeezing my legs and my head dangling above the
ground, above that shimmering, rainbow-colored sand. | look up and | see aglowing sky. A sky made
entirdy of blinding light. With big, black stars scattered acrossit. And between me and the sky there are
two archesrisng up to animmense height. Dull gray, asif they are made out of mi<... therésnothing
frightening about them, but for some reason | am struck with terror. And the rustling—adry, menacing
rustling sound on dl sides, asif the grains of sand are trembling and rubbing against each other, or thereis
acloud of insects hovering somewhere outsde my field of vison...

| was probably ddirious after al.

Maybe now, when everything had been put right between us, | could risk asking Zabulon what was
down therein the depths of the Twilight?

But the day rolled on, and now it was rapidly approaching evening. | got Olgaand Ludmilato make up
after they quarrdlled. We went to the beach again and Anya swam afew metersfor the first time without
any help. She beat the pams of her hands against the surface of the water, with her eyes staring wildly,
but she dtill swam...

Thiswas hard labor, not avacation! Thiswasfor the Light



Ones; they'd be only too happy to spend dl their time on educationa work. My only consolation was
that night was approaching. The sun was aready getting low in the sky and even the indefatigable children
had begun to get tired.

After fish, pancakes, and potatoes for supper—I wondered where they put it all—I was ready for action.
Now | only had to amuse the girls for another two hours until the second supper (anyone would have had
to agreethat al the kids who came were severely undernourished), and then it would betimeto deep.

It probably showed in my face.

Gdina, the leader of the seventh brigade, came up to me. 1'd got to know her that afternoon, morein
order to keep up my cover than out of any red interest. She was an ordinary human girl, a standard
product of the Light Ones tedious moralizing— kind, calm, and reasonable. She had atougher job than
me—nher brigade was made up of girlswho were twelve to thirteen years old, and that meant they were
congantly fdling in love, getting hysterica, and crying into their pillows. But even so Gdlinawas positively
on firewith the desireto help me.

"Tired?' sheasked in alow voice, smiling as shelooked a my girls.
| just nodded.

"Thefirst sesson'sawayslikethat," said Gdina. "Last year, after 1'd worked here for amonth, | swore
I'd never come back again. And then | redlized | couldn't live without Artek.”

"Likeadrug," | prompted her.

"Yes" Gdinadidn't even notice my irony. "Everything herésin color, if you know what | mean. And the
colorsaredl so pure and bright. Haven't you felt that yet?"

| managed aforced smile.

Gdinatook hold of my hand and, glancing mysterioudy &t the girls, she whispered, "Do you know what?
Thefourth brigadeis going to build abonfire now. They'veinvited usto the bonfire, and I'm inviting you!
Y ou'l get two hours rest and your girlswill be amused without you having to do anything.”

"Isit convenient?' | asked quickly, dthough | didn't have the dightest desire to refuse. Not only because
it was a chanceto be free of work for two hours, but aso because of the attractive camp leader, Igor.

"Of courseitid" said Galina, looking at mein surprise. "Igor comesto Artek every year. He's one of our
best leaders. Y ou ought to get to know him too. HEs anice guy, isn't he?!

Her voice had awarm ring to it. It wasn't surprising. I'm not the only one who likes the combination of
firm musclesand an intdlligent face.

"Well definitdly come," | agreed. "And right away."
Chapter five

—«P»—

| FOUND MY SELF CHANGING MY CLOTHESWITH UNFAMILIAR HASTE.

Wherewas| going in such ahurry? What for? Just to get to know aguy with a cute face and pumped-up



muscles? In two or three days time any man would be mine—I'd be spoiled for choice! I'm no succubus.
I'm an ordinary witch, but | could aready enchant aman if | liked him when | was a child and had barely
learned to control Power. | only had to wait alittle bit longer, and then...

But no, | couldn't wait! | put on my best underwear—far too good for a Pioneer camp leader. 1t should
have been shown off by amodd on acawalk. And the dim silver chain with the diamond pendant, even
though no one would realize they were rea diamonds and not cheap artificia stones... A drop of Climat
perfume behind my ears, adrop on my wrist, adrop on my pubis... was| redly serious about trying to
seduce him today?

Yes, | was—redly serioud!
And | even understood why.

| was used to relying on my abilities as an Other, whether they were appropriate or not, even when |
could get by making ordinary conversation or smply asking. It would have been strangeif it hadn't
become a habit. But since I'd been tern-porarily deprived of my supernatural powers, why not see how |
fared without them?

Could | do anything without magic?
Even something as dementary as seducing aman that | liked?

After dl, | wasyoung, beautiful, and skillful. .. there was the sea, acampfire on asummer evening... the
pesky children had dl goneto bed... surely | could manage it without any magic?

If not, then what was | worth?

I'd promised not to wear the miniskirt, but the shortsthat | took out of my bag were even more
provocative. | spun round in front of the mirror, examining myself. Not bad. A more reveding blouse
would have been better, but there was no point in asking for trouble. Thiswasa'Y oung Pioneer camp,
after dl, not anormal resort.

| was so absorbed in al my preparations that | even missed the knock on the door. | only turned round
when it creaked open and Olechka peeped into my room and started gabbling: "Alisa, wereal ready...
oh!" She stared at me with admiration. With such genuine admiration that | didn't even rebuke her for
entering the room without permission. "Alisa, how beautiful you are!”

| smiled proudly. It was nothing really—aword of praise from adowdy little girl who paingtakingly
decorated her skinny little armswith silly bead trinkets and hung astonewith aholeinit on astring
around her thin neck—but even so it was pleasant... Those stones with holesin them again—I was sick
to death of them!

"What do you think?" | asked, "Could someonefdl in love with me?'

Olechka beamed happily. She dashed over to me, put her arms around me, pressed her faceinto my
stomach and said passionately, "He's bound to fal in love with you! As soon as he seesyou hewill!"”

"It will beour little secret!” | said in awhisper. "All right?"
Olechkabegan nodding rapidly.

"Runto the girlsnow, I'll be out inamoment,” | said. Olechka gave me onelast admiring glance and
skipped out of the room.



Okay. Now just alittle bit of makeup. When you'rein ahurry, everything aways goes awry, but. ..

| touched up my lips quickly with my softest, least-bright lipstick, and my eyelashes with waterproof
mascara. For some reason | was sureit had to be waterproof. And that wasit. Enough.

| wasn't going to aconcert. Just alittle Pioneer brigade campfire.

Every one of the summer houses had a campfire Site. It was obvioudy one of the Artek traditions. The
impression was spoiled abit by the fact that the wood for the campfire looked abit too "officia"—it was
al neatly cut blocks. | could just imagine the camp leaders turning up at the supply office and writing out
arequest: "Frewood for the holding of abrigade bonfireto last two hours..."

But thiswas no joke. | would probably have to organize something of the kind too. Write out areques,
bring the wood—or would the workmen deliver it? Never mind, I'd find out |l ater.

Everything was ready: the wood had been hegped up, the boys of the fourth brigade and the girls of the
seventh were sitting round it. And space had considerately been left for my chargestoo. How very

thoughtful...

Igor was Stting beside the huge campfire with hisboys swarming al over him. He was quietly strumming
the strings of aguitar, and | dmost groaned out loud when | redlized that songs by the Russian "bards’
were anintegra element of partieslike this. What an unfortunate instrument the guitar isl An instrument of
such greet nobility, agenuine monarch of music—reduced to apitiful lump of wood with six strings,
constantly abused by people with no ear and no voice.

Jut | would haveto put up withit.

It would just be ashameif such an attractive human specimen turned out to be one more singer without
any voice or any talent. Oh, and what if he even sang his own songs? That'sared nightmare—when
someone who writes bad verse learns three chords, decides that one negative quantity multiplied by
another will give a positive result, and becomes a ™ singer-songwriter.” 1've seen so many of them. When
they start to sing, their eyes glaze over, their voices are filled with mysterious, romantic, manly courage,
and it's absolutely impossible to stop them. Like wood grouse in the mating season! The only dternative
is popular songsin the garbled renditions that are the best they can manage. Numbers by Victor Tsoi and
Kino or thegroup Alisa... or whatever it isthat young people like today.

Anyway, whatever it was, | wasn't going to likeit.

When he saw usthere, Igor got up to greet usand al my forebodings immediately evaporated. Yes, he
was areally handsome man. "Hello." He spoke as if we were dready close. "We haven't sarted, we
werewaiting for al of you."

"Thank you." | felt mysdf losing control. My little girlswere aready sitting down, €bowing the boys
asde—they were alittle bit wary of the older girls—and | was dtill standing there like afool, attracting
knowing glances.

"You'reagrest svimmer,” Igor said with asmile.
Ahd
So he had found timeto look around on the beach after dAl.

"Thank you," | said again. What was wrong with me? | was petrified, like some naive, inexperienced girl.
| didn't even need to pretend. My anger at mysalf immediately gave me strength. | sat down on the grass



between Olechkaand Natasha. My own private little guard, the spy and the adviser... But they had no
interest in meright now. They were too excited by the prospect of the campfire.

"Okay, Alyoshka, begin!" Igor said in ajolly voice and threw abox of matchesto athickset boy with
blond hair. The boy caught it deftly, then crawled up to the campfire on al fours and sat down with his
legs crossed. It was like the preparations for some sacred ritudl.

The boy took a match out of the box with meticulous precision, cupped his hands like an inveterate
smoker, and struck it. He leaned over toward thefire. It didn't look asif there was any paper thereto
gart the blaze, just pine needles and small chips of wood. Everybody held their breath.

It was aridiculous performance. But even so, | was curiousto seeif the little pyromaniac would manage
to light the camp-fire with one match or not.

Hedid. Thefirst tongue of flameflickered in the gathering gloom. It was greeted with universal howling
and squedling, asif the campfire were surrounded by atribe of primordia humanswho werefreezingin
the bitterly cold wesather.

"Well done!" Igor reached out and shook the boy's hand and then immediately ruffled hishair with a
gmile. "You'l be our campfire monitor.”

Alyoshka's face expressed immense pride.

Five minutes later the campfire was dready blazing and the children had settled down abit. All around
they were chattering, laughing, and whispering, running away from thefire and then back again, throwing
on little branches and pine cones, trying to roast pieces of sausage threaded onto twigs. Thergoicing
was unconfined. Igor sat in state in the middle of the children, punctuating the conversation with phrases
that sent everyoneinto pedls of laughter, or tasting the half-burnt food, or calling back children who were
getting too closeto thefire. Thelifeand soul...

Gdinawas besieged by her chargestoo. | wasthe only one sitting there like atotal fool in the middle of
thejolly crowd, giving irrdlevant answersto the girls questions, laughing belatedly when they did, and
turning my eyes away the moment Igor looked in my direction.

Fool! What a fool | am! Thelast thing | need isto fall in love for real with a human being.

| failed to look away yet again and Igor smiled at me. He reached out and picked up a guitar off the
grass. The slence spread out from him in awave—the children nudged each other, stopped taking, and
prepared to listen with astrange, affected sort of attention. | suddenly wished desperately that he would
sing some kind of stupid nonsense. Maybe some old-time Y oung Pioneer song about potatoes roasted in
thefire, the sea, the Pioneer camp, firm friendship, and the kids readinessto enjoy themsalves and to
study. Anything that would dispd thisidiotic enchantment, anything to sop meinventing al sorts of
nonsense and seeing imaginary positive qualitiesin that handsome physica shdll.

When Igor started to play, | realized | was done for. He could play the instrument. The melody wasn't all
that complicated, but it was beautiful, and he didn't hit any wrong notes.

And then he began to sing:

Two boys saw aheavenly angel
Comeflying into their attic.
Without telling anyone, the boys



Went rushing up thefiredairs. ..

Two boys climbed in through the window,

It was dusty, deserted and dark,

But just four steps away from the corner

A pair of whitewingslay onthefloor...

Y es, boys, oh yes!

Angdsare not forever,

But gedingisasn,

There aren't enough wingsfor everyone...
They want to soar up into the sky,

They only haveto put on thewings...

But they didn't dare, they had been taught well,
They knew what was right, what was wrong.

Thiswasn't asong for children. Of course they listened to it quite attentively, but at that moment you
could have sung them amath textbook set to guitar music—anything would have been good enough. A
campfirein the evening, with your favorite camp leader and his guitar—in aSituation like that children will

likeanything.

But | redlized Igor was singing for me. Even if hewas|ooking into the flamesthe entiretime, evenif the
song wasn't about love, even if we'd barely spoken two words to each other. It was asif he had sensed
my expectations—and decided to refute them. Maybe that was what it was, | thought—many people
possess powerful intuition, even if they're not Others.

Two boys grew up and they followed

Different paths through the maze of life.

One was a bandit and one was a cop,

And both of them regrettedit...

Y es boys, oh yes!

Angelsare not forever.

But gedingisasn,

There aren't enough wingsfor everyone...

Helooked & me and smiled. Hisfingersran quietly across the strings again and he repested quietly:

There aren't enough wingsfor everyone...



Thekids started kicking up adin.

They actudly seemed to like the song, though | couldn't imagine what they could have understood init.
Maybe they were amused by the phrase about "right and wrong," or maybein their little mindsthey
imagined ared adventure—climbing into an attic that an angd had flowninto... But | thought the song
fitted the Others—Dark Ones and Light Ones.

It was agood song. Just not quite right about one thing. The boy who would later join our side would
have put on thewings. Or at least tried them on. Because for ustheideaof "right and wrong" doesn't
exis.

"That'sagood song. But it's very serious,” said Gaina. "Did you writeit?"

Igor laughed and shook his head: "No, afraid not. It's by Y ulti Burkin. Not avery well-known singer,
unfortunatdy.”

"lgor, could you play... oneof our songs?' Galinawasflirting with him for &l she wasworth. The stupid
foal...

"Surel" lgor agreed.

He strummed the strings, striking up ajolly rhythm, and started snging smple-mindedly dl about "the
very, very best camp of songsand friendsin dl theworld.”

That was what they wanted. From the second couplet everybody started joining in, because it was no
problem to guess what the next word would be. When they sang about the sea, and how you had to go
running into it with your camp leader, because he loved "the splashing water and the sand" too, they all
howled with great inspiration. Everybody was pleased, even Gdinaand her girls. At one point Igor sang
about "agtonewith aholeingdeit" that was found on the seashore. .. asif anyone could imagine a stone
with ahole outsideit. | noticed that lots of the kids reached for the stones dangling around their necks.

Well, well. Faithful devotees of the chicken god! Maybe someonein Artek had aspecia job—jproducing
stones with holes in them? Some drunk who never shaved, sitting in aworkshop somewhere, drilling
holesin sonesall day long and scattering them on the beach in the evening to delight al the kids. If not,
an opportunity had clearly been missed.

Igor appeared to be enjoying himsaf as much asthe kids. He sang the song enthusiastically, except
that... dl the enthusasm wasfor the children. Igor was amusing them, but heredly fdlt nothing for the
song oneway or the other.

| relaxed.
At the very least he liked the look of me.
And | liked thelook of him too.

Igor sang another couple of songs. Then Gainatook over the guitar and coerced it into playing—the
instrument resisted as hard asit could, flatly refusing to produce any norma sounds, but Galinastill sang
"Let'sdl hold hands, my friends' and yet another Y oung Pioneer song. Even the boy from the fourth
brigade, who was barely strong enough to press down the metal strings, played better than she did.

Then Igor clapped hishands. "All right! Now well put the fire out and go for supper!”

They brought two buckets of water from somewhere and he began dousing the glowing embers.



| stood there for awhile, following his sparse, precise movements. Igor looked asif held spent hisentire
life putting out campfires. Probably he did everything like that—yplaying the guitar, putting out fires,
working on his computer, caressing awoman. Precisdly. Conscientioudy. Reliably. Satisfaction
guaranteed.

White steam billowed up from the hot embers. The children scattered in dl directions. Then suddenly, il
dousing thefire, Igor asked, "Do you like swimming at night, Alisa?"

| shivered. "Yes"

"So do I. By one o'clock, the children will have settled down and I'll go to the beach for aswim, where
we werethismorning. Comeaong if you like."

For just amoment | lost my head. It was afeding I'd completely forgotten. Instead of me hitting on a
mean, he was hitting on me!

Igor splashed the remains of the water onto the campfire and looked a me. He smiled. "I'd beredlly glad
if you could come. Only... don't get the wrong idea.”

"I think I've got theright idea,” | replied.
"Will you come?'

| really wanted to say no. Just to provoke him. But it would have been stupid, after al, to give up my
own pleasure for the sake of onelittle gibe,

"Probably," | said.
"Il bewaiting," Igor replied camly. "Shal we go? A glass of

ryazhenka before bed isvery good for tired camp leaders. It guarantees sound, hedlthy deep.” Hisamile
waswonderful.

In Artek "lightsout” comesat half past ten.

The bugles sounded solemnly in the loudspeakers and a gentle woman's voice wished everyone
goodnight. | was standing in front of the mirror, looking a my reflection and trying to figure out what was

happening to me.

Had | fdleninlove?

No, that wasimpaossible! | loved Zabulon. | loved the greatest Dark magician in Moscow! One of the
few individuaswho redly controlled the fate of the world. And what was an ordinary human being,
compared to him? Evenif hewas étractive. Evenif he had afinefigure. Even with that idiotic rdiability
that oozed out of him with every move he made. He was an ordinary mae of the human specieswith the

ordinary little thoughts of human males. Pretty good for aresort romance, but nothing more than that. |
couldn't redly fdl inlovewith him!

The cdl phonein my purserang and | started. Mom? Unlikely—she was terribly careful with money and
never rang meonmy cell.

| took it out and accepted the call.

"Hdlo, Alisa"



Zabulon's voice sounded tired. Affectionate and tired, asif held barely been able to find the strength to
makethecal, but redly felt hehad to...

"Hello," | whigpered.
"You'refeding anxious, | can senseit. What's happened to you, my little girl ?*

Therésno way to hide anything from him. Zabulon knows everything. .. at lesst, everything he wantsto
know.

"I'm thinking about taking afriend for the month. .."I sighed into the phone.

"Well, what of it?" Zabulon sounded puzzled. "Alisa, I'm not jealous of your dog, and I'm not going to be
jedous of some little man who amusesyou ther.”

"l haven't got adog,” | said miserably.
Zabulon laughed, and al my stupid thoughts just seemed to evaporate.

"All right then! I'm not bothered if you have adog or you don't. I'm not bothered if you have ahuman
lover. Cam down, my little one. Relax. Recover your strength. Amuse yoursdlf any way you like.
Debauch thewhole of Artek, including al the Y oung Pioneers and the old plumbersif you like. My little
foal..."

"I'm behaving like ahuman being, aren't I?" | suddenly felt ashamed.

"It's nothing to worry about. It won't last long, Alisa. Build up your strength... only..." Zabulon paused
for amoment. "Never mind. It'snothing.”

"No, tdl me!" | tensed up again.

"I have faith in your common sense," Zabulon said, and hesitated. "Alisa, just don't get carried away, dl
right?Y our vacation is strictly governed by the terms of the old treaty between the Watches. Y ou don't
have theright to take alot of Power. Only crumbs. Don't turn into some crude energy-vampire. You're
on vacation, not out hunting. If you overstep the mark, welll lose this resort forever."

"l understand,” | said.
How long was that blunder with the Prism of Power going to keep coming back to haunt me?

| didn't start pouring out promises or swearing by the Darkness and my own Power. Promises mean
nothing. The Darkness doesn't bother itsalf with petty details, and | had no Power right then. | smply
promised mysdlf that | wouldn't overstep the defined boundaries for anything. | wouldn't let down
Zabulon and the entire Day Waitch.

"Then have agood vacation, my little girl.” | thought | caught a hint of sadnessin Zabulon'svoice. "Have
agood vacation."

"Couldn't you come? Just for ashort while?' | asked hopelesdly.

"No. I'mvery busy, Alisa. I'm afraid we won't be able to talk for the next three or four days. But don't
you worry. What good is atedious old miscreant obsessed with global problems as a partner for ayoung
witch on vacaion?'

Helaughed.



We generaly tried not to say thingslike that on the phone, especially the cell phone, because they listen
to dl of them and record everything. It dl sounded like aflippant conversation. .. But what if some
ordinary little human being picked up the thread and started following it? Then we would have to waste
time and energy on him.

"I loveyou," | whispered. "Thank you."
"Good luck, my little one," Zabulon said affectionatdly. "I kissyou.”
| switched off the phone and smiled to mysdf.

Wil then, everything was dl right. So where had that stupid feding of darm come from? And where had

| gotten the crazy ideathat | wasin love with Igor? Love was something different. Love was pure delight,
afountain of emotions, sensua delights, and enjoying spending time together. But what | was
feding—this strange, timid alarm—was only the consequence of my illness. It just felt strange to associate
with aman without having any ideaof how to control him... | couldn't threaten him with apigtal, like
those half-witted bandits. ..

"Alisa?' Olechkas curious little face had gppeared in the doorway. "Are you coming in to see usfor a
minute?"

The girl was barefoot, in just her panties and top. She'd dready gone to bed, but she got impatient.
"Il beright there," | said. "Shal | tll you dl astory?

Olechkalit up: "Uh-huh!"

"A happy one or ascary one?"

The girl wrinkled up her little forehead. But, of course, curiosity won out. "A scary one.”

All children like scary Sories.

"Run back to bed now," | said. "I'll beright there."

Ten minuteslater | was Sitting on Olechka's bed in the dormitory, telling the girlsastory in alow voice:

"And in the morning thelittle girl woke up and went over to the mirror and looked—and dl her teeth
werered! Shetried cleaning them with toothpaste, and washing them with soap, but they were ill asred
asever. She couldn't say asingle word to her parents, in case they noticed. It was agood thing her
younger brother had faleniill and her parentstook no notice of her at dl. That'sthe way it dwaysis—the
little ones get dl the attention and nobody even looks at you, not evenif dl your teeth arered...”

Scary children's stories are so wonderful! Especidly if you tdll them at night, to apack of slly littlegirls,
with amysterious haf-light coming in through the window.

"I've guessed it dready,” Natasha said in abored voice. Such aseriousgirl, you couldn't impress her with
scary sories. The others started hissing at her indignantly and she shut up. | carried on, feding Olechka's
little heart pounding as she pressed herself against me. There would be agood harvest for methere...

"Onthethird night thelittle girl tied her right braid to her bed with apiece of string,” | wentonina
mysterious whisper. "And at midnight she woke up because the string was stretched tight and it was
pulling on her hair and hurting. And the girl saw that she was standing over her little brother'sbed and her
teeth were chattering! Chattering!"



Larisagave aquiet squedl. Not because she was frightened, but because it was the right thing to do. And
of course one of the girls began happily chattering her teeth together.

"Then thelittle girl went into the kitchen and took out the hammer and the pincersthat her father kept in
the cupboard, and before morning came she secretly pulled out al her own teeth. It hurt very badly, but
she managed it, because she was a brave girl and she had strong hands. And the next morning

Her little brother got better. And the little girl's teeth grew back better than ever, because the first ones
were her milk teeth!”

| lowered my voiceto awhisper and said solemnly, "Only they were till pink anyway!"

Oneof the girlswho had been waiting for ahappy ending gasped in fright. | concluded solemnly: "And
the parents il loved her little brother more than her. Because he was very ill that time and they were
redlly worried about him."

And that was dl. | wondered how many of the girls had younger brothers. The birth ratein Russiaislow,
but if thefirgt child isagirl, people usudly try for asecond.

My mother had wanted to do that when she was dready too old, past thirty—what afool... But by then
| was an Other, even at the young age of twelve, and | dealt with the unexpected problem. Though
probably | shouldn't have bothered. If | did have abrother, what would have been so bad about that?
Evenif hewasonly ahdf brother... and only | would have known that for sure (even my mom had her
doubts)... He could have turned out to be an Other—not just abrother but an dly... But what's done
can't be undone.

"And now—to deep!" | ordered the girlsin a cheerful voice.

Of course, they started asking meto tell them another story. But | refused. It was half-past eleven
aready, and | sill had to get to the beach... the girls voices were dready ragged and deepy. When |
left, Gulnaratried to tell ascary story of her own, but al the pauses and hesitations suggested that she
would fal adegp hdfway through it.

| went back to my room, stretched out on the bed, and started waiting.

| wondered what Igor was doing right then.

Was he entertaining his kidstoo?

Or was he drinking vodka with some other camp leaders?

Or was he screwing one of them?

Or had heforgotten he was intending to go swimming that night and deeping peacefully in hisbed?
| shook my head. No. Anything but the last option.

Hewasrdiable. Almost... amost like Zabulon. What an absurd comparison: There weren't many, even
among the Dark Others, who could call Zabulon reliable. But | could. | had a perfect right to do it. Love
isagreat power, and such a strange power...

What if Igor turned out to be apotentia Other?

| squeezed my eyes shut tightly in Smultaneous sweet anticipation and panic. What would | do then?
Then it wouldn't be the tryst with an ordinary man that Zabulon had approved, but agenuine love



triangle...

What was wrong with me!

There couldn't be any triangle. Not even if Igor did turn out to be an uninitiated Other. HEd go running
off with histail between hislegs and forget he ever had aromance with Zab-ulon's girl.

And | would forget it too.

Thetime dragged by unbearably dowly. The hands on my waich crept dong hesitantly, asif they weren't
even sure that time was passing. | had planned to wait for half an hour, but | gavein after twenty minutes.
| didn't have the strength to hold out any longer...

| got up and walked quietly through the girl's dormitory...

Therewas slencein there. The cam, pleasant silence of alarge children's dormitory with just afew
sounds—breathing, snuffling, lips smacking deepily.

"Girls" | caled quietly.

No answer.

| set off dong the row of beds, gently touching shoulders, arms, hair... Nothing... nothing... nothing...
Here was something.

It was Olechka. | knelt down beside her bed and lowered my hand onto her sweety forehead. | heard
her dream and felt the flow of Power. The dream was confused and incoherent; it had nothing to do with
my bedtime story. Olechkawas dreaming that she was climbing to the top of atower—an old tower that
was leaning dightly, with haf-ruined stone banisters that had huge gaping holesin them. Down below a
thefoot of the tower there was either amedieva town or an ancient monastery. And the strange thing
was that athough the tower was in semi-darkness, down below the sun was shining. And there were
people wandering about between the decrepit buildings—happy and cheerful, dressed in light summer
clothes, holding cameras and colorful magazines. They were enjoying themselves so much, it couldn't
possibly occur to them to look up at the sky and see thelittle girl walking toward agap in the banisters as
if shewereunder aspdll...

| needed to hang on just alittle bit longer. Wait until Olechka started faling—that was where the dream
was leading her. | don't know what happened, but | suddenly gathered my strength and sucked in her
dream. Every last screp of it.

The dark tower above the cheerful crowd, and the gaping holes in the banisters, and the cold
indifference, and the fearsome, dluring height. Everything that could give me Power.

Olechkaheld her bresth for amoment. | even felt afraid that she might fal into acoma—it'srare, but it
sometimes happens to people when you draw Power from them too suddenly.

But she started breathing again.

| got up off my knees. I'd even broken into a sweat mysdlf. | could fed that abundle of energy had falen
into the empty gap left by my usual Power. No, it still hadn't filled it, not by along way... and I'd acted
hastily for some reason...

But | was recovering.



Agan—the gentle touches, the soft hair, the lips parted in deep, the rlaxed fingers...
Nothing here... nothing here... but there was something here.

It was Natasha.

And her dream had been prompted by me.

Natasha was standing in a bathroom, naked and covered in soapy lather. She was holding a boy, about
five or sx yearsold, and hammering his head againgt thetiled wall, saying over and over again: ‘Areyou

going to peep again? Are you going to peep?"

The boy was dangling in her hands like arag doll. His eyes were wide open in terror, but he didn't say
anything. He seemed to be far more afraid of being punished by his parents than hurt by hissigter.

But Natashawasn't fedling too good ether. Her soul wasfilled with amixture of furious anger at her
insufferable brother, and fear that she would hit hishead against thewall too hard, and shame, even
though only very recently she and her brother had been given their baths together, and guilt... because
sheld ddliberatdly |eft the door unlocked in the expectation that her brother would try to peepin, driven
by the naturd urge of childrento violate dl prohibitions.

Thiswasredly something! Passionslike that in someone who wasn't even twelve yet!

Natasha gave adeep sigh, and in her dream she hit her brother's head so hard against the wall that it
started to bleed. | couldn't see where the blood came from, but it suddenly covered the entire head.

| sucked in her dream.

Completely. Thefury, thefear, the shame, the guilt, and the budding sensudity, ill vague and ill-defined.
But the dream didn't end!

Natasha had just released her grip when she grabbed her brother again by the shoulders and, with the
cold cdculating movement of an executioner, forced his head into the bath water, which ingtantly turned
pink. Even the clumps of foam on the surface of the water turned pink. The boy began twitching
helplesdy, struggling to pull his head out of the water.

| frozein surprise. A murder committed in adream gives amost the same discharge of Power asared
one. Now I'd be ableto fill the gap in my soul in asingle moment!

All I had to do was draw Natasha's newly awakened fear out of her, and...

But | didn't do anything. | stood there, leaning down over the bed, watching another person's dream asif
it were ahorror movie that was showing on TV instead of the children's cartoons.

Natasha suddenly jerked her brother's head out of the water and he gulped in air greedily. There was no
blood on him any longer—he just had asmall bruise under one eye. Dreams have their own laws.

"Youll tell them you fell in the bath yoursalf and banged your heed, al right?' Natasha hissed. The boy
nodded in fright. Natasha quickly pushed him out of the bathroom and closed the door, then dowly got
into the foamy water. The nice, bright-pink water... | waited for another second or two and then drank
inthe remains of the dream. Triumph, excitement, tran-quillity.

And the gaping wound in my soul wasimmediately half-filled.

| should have let Natashakill her brother. | only needed to take away her fear, and she would have



drowned her little brother like akitten.

| was covered in perspiration. My hands were shaking. Who could ever have expected nightmares like
that from such arationd little Miss Know-it-all?

All right. Sow and steady does it
| moved on.

By half past midnight | had absorbed another three dreams. They weren't such sumptuous feasts, but they
provided fine surges of Power. Thiswasagood placefor avacation, if the girls accumulated that much
energy.

| had dmost completely restored the strength that I'd lost. The lion's share, of course, had come from
Natasha. | had thefeding that if | could just suck in one more dream, then | would be completely
restored and become anorma Other. But nobody had any more dreams that were of useto me. There
was one that smply repelled me: Gulnarawas dreaming that she wastaking care of her old grandfather.
Dashing around the kitchen, pouring histea, congtantly asking him solicitous questions. Oh, how | hate
that awful Eastern culture. .. Turkish delight laced with arsenic.

If it wasn't for Igor...

| would only have had to wait half an hour, or an hour, and one of my eighteen donors would have had a
frightening dream.

Buit...
| didn't hestate for long.

| would collect dl the Power | needed, absolutely everything, the next night. But today | could rdax and
try out therole of an ordinary woman.

| closed the door firmly and dipped out into the summer night. The camp was deeping. There were lamps
lit here and there on the pathways and an dmost full moon hung in the sky. Nights like this are great for
the werewolves: They're at the peak of their powers, they can transform easily and at will, they'refull of
high spirits, the thirst for life, and the urge to hunt, to tear living flesh to pieces, to stalk and pounce on
their prey. Of course, the vampires and the shape-shifters are the very lowest caste of the Dark Ones.
And mogt of them are smply stupid and primitive. But... on nightslikethis| envied them just alittle bit. |
envied them the primitive power that comes from the degpest animal depths of their nature. The ability to
transform into abeast—and get rid of al those stupid human fedings.

| started laughing and st off dong the path a arun, flinging my arms out and throwing my head back to
look up at the sky. | might not have the powers of an Other yet, but my blood was seething with fresh
Power, and | didn't sumble even once or hesitate for amoment in my choice of direction. It waslikejust
before my initiation, when "mother'sold friend” Irina Alexandrovna had arrived at our apartment
unexpectedly. | could sense that my parents were behaving oddly, avkwardly, and every now and then
Irina Alexandrovnawould ook a mein asirange way, asif shewere evaluating me, with agentle,
condescending smile. And then my parents suddenly decided to go out somewherein agreat hurry,
leaving me donefor the entire evening with "the old friend." And my future mentor told me everything.
She said thiswasthefirst time she had ever seen my parents, that she had smply put aspell on them. She
told me about the Others, and about the Twilight that gives them miraculous powers and said that the first
time | entered the Twilight would determine who | would be, aLight One or aDark One... Shesaid |
was afuture Other. That | had been noticed by acertain "very, very powerful magician.” Later |



wondered if it could have been Zabulon himsdf, but | couldn't bring mysdif to ask...

Back then | hesitated for along time... | wasalittlefool. | didn't like the words "Dark Ones.” In thefairy
talesand filmsthe Dark Oneswere dways bad. They had power over the entire world, ruled countries
and commanded armies, but & the sametimethey ate al sorts of disgusting things, spokein horrible,
repulsive voices, and betrayed everyone whenever they got the chance. And, in the end, they dways|ost.

Irina Alexandrovnalaughed for along timewhen | told her dl that. She admitted that dl thefairy taes
wereinvented by the Light Ones. The Dark Onesdidn't usualy bother with that kind of nonsense. She
said what the Dark Ones redlly wanted was freedom and independence. They didn't strive for power,
they didn't impose their own foolish desires oh others. She demonstrated some of her abilitiesto
me—and | learned that my mom had been unfaithful to my dad for along time dready, and my dad
wasn't nearly as courageous as | thought, and that my best friend Vikatold people al sorts of horrible
thingsabout me...

| knew about my mom aready, even at the age of ten. | tried not to think about her and Uncle Vitya. |
felt so hurt for my dad. But when | heard about Vika, | got really furiousand | redlized that | wanted to
get even with her. It seemsfunny to me now, but when | wasten, to learn that my friend had told our
classmate Romka my most terrible secret—that | used to wet the bed until | wasin second grade—was
redly horrible! I'd been wondering why he smirked in that disgusting way when | gave him acard and
some colored pensfor Army Day on the twenty-third of February...

Irinahelped meto enter the Twilight for thefirst time. She said while | wasthere | would decide for
mysdlf who | would be. The

Twilight would see straight through my soul and make the most gppropriate choice.

After that my friend Vika started getting bad marks al the time and swearing at al the teechers, even the
head teacher. Then they took her out of our school; | heard she spent along timein achildren's
psychiatric hospital being treated for arare condition, Tourette's syndrome. The handsome Romka
pissed his pantsin the middle of Russian dictation and had to live with the nickname "Pisser” for two
years afterward, until he and his parents moved to adifferent digtrict.

Uncle Vityadrowned while he was swimming in the shalow pond at the dacha, but that wasn't until three
yearslater. That's quite adifficult task for achild, after dl. And it still makes mefed sick to remember the
way | managed to get hold of alock of hishair...

| didn't regret my choicethetiniest bit.

There are some who think that we Dark Ones are evil. But that's not true at al. We're smply just. Proud,
independent, and just.

And we decide thingsfor oursaves.

The beach a night isfilled with awistful enchantment. Like apark in autumn, or aconcert hdl after a
premiere. Thetired crowd goes away for awhileto gather its strength for new insanities; the sealicksits
wounds and throws the melon rinds, sodden chocolate wrappers, corn cobs, and other human rubbish up
onto the beach; the cool, wet sand covers over the tracks of the seagulls and the crows.

| heard Igor when | was still approaching the beach. First hisguitar and then hisvoice.

Ashesang, | suddenly redized with piercing clarity that nothing was going to happen. There was agroup
of people sitting over there on the sand, enjoying themselves with a bottle or two and some bread rolls



stolen from the supper table to go with them. And the most that | could count on, stupid fool that | was,
was an invitation to spend the rest of the night in hisroom...

But even so | walked toward the sound. Just to make certain. ..
Y ou say theré's no such thing aslove,

There's nothing but the carrot and the stick,

But | say flowersbloom

Because they don't believein degth.

Y ou tell methat you never want

Tobeadavetoanyoneat al.

| say that meansthe dave will be

Whoever you have by your side.

| never liked that song. | don't like the group Nautilus Pom-piliusin generd—their songs sound amost as
if they were ours, but there's something subtly different about them. No wonder the Light Ones are s0
fond of them.

But | particularly didiked that song.

| was only two or three steps away from Igor when | redlized that he was there on the beach aone. Igor
noticed me too—heraised his head and smiled, still Snging:

Maybe | am wrong,

Maybe you areright.

But | have seen with my own eyes
The grassreaching for the sky.
Why should we arguedl night long
And lie deeplesstill the dawn?
Maybel am wrong,

Maybe you areright.

What good isarguing to us,

The day will come and then

Y oull seefor yoursdlf

If there's a bottom to the sky
Andwhy

Thegrassreachesuptoit...



| sat down beside him on alarge fluffy towel spread out on the sand and waited patiently for the song to
end. When Igor findly put down hisguitar, | asked him: "Playing for the waves and the sand?'

"For the starsand the wind," he corrected me. "1 thought it would be hard for you to find mein the dark.
And | didn't liketheideaof bringing atape deck."

"Why not?'
He shrugged. " Surely you can fed it? Thisisatimefor living sound.”
Igor wasright. Maybe | didn't agree with his choice of song, but | wasal for theideaof living sound...

| looked him over without saying anything—or rather, | tried to look him over in the darkness. He was
barefoot, dressed in nothing but his shorts. Hishair had awet gleam to it—he must have beenin the sea
aready. He reminded me of someone at that moment... someone from one of the old fairy tales, either a
jolly troubadour or a prince dressed up as atroubadour. ..

"Thewater'swarm,” Igor said. "Shdl wego in?'
That waswhen | realized I'd been in too much of ahurry to get to the beach.
"lgor... you'll laugh & me... | can't go swimming. | forgot my bathing costume.”

He thought for amoment and then asked very camly, "Areyou shy? Or areyou afraid I'll think you did it
Oeliberately?'

"I'm not afraid, but | don't want you to think that."
"I don't think that at dl," Igor said and stood up. "I'll go into the water and you come and join me.”

Hetook off hisshortsright at the water's edge, started to run, and dived dmost immediately. | didn't
hesitate for long. | hadn't even thought about seducing Igor in such aprimitive way—I redly had
forgotten my bathing costumein my room. But there was no way | was going to fed shy, especidly in
front of an ordinary human being.

The water was warm and the waves caressed me like alover's hands. | swam after Igor, and the
shordine receded and blurred until only the lighted lamps marked Artek out in the night. We swam far
beyond the buoy, probably akilometer from the shore. | caught up with Igor, and then we were
swimming beside each other in slence, not saying asingle word. Not competing with each other, moving
inthe samerhythm.

Findly he stopped, looked at me, and said, "That's enough.”

"Areyoutired?' | asked, alittle surprised. It had seemed to me that he could go on swimming forever...
and [—well, | could have swum across the Black Seaand got out in Turkey.

"No, I'm not tired. But the night is deceptive, Alisa. Thisisthe maximum distance | could pull you to the
shoreif anything happened.”

| remembered what Natasha had said about him being "rdliable.” Looking into hisface, | redized it wasn't
bravado and he wasn't joking. Heredly wasin control of the Situation a every moment. And he was
ready to save me.

You funny little human being. In the morning or tomorrow night I'll gather a little more Power —
and then I'll be able to do whatever | like with you. And it won't be you who'll save me if anything



happens. I'll save you—you big, strong, confident, reliable man... But right now you're sure of
yourself, sure of your ability to protect and save, like a little child walking along a dark street
with his mother and telling her, "Don't be afraid, Mom, I'm here..."

Maybe it isin the style of the Light Ones, but even so, | like it somehow...
| swam dowly upto Igor. Right up to him. | put my arms around him and whispered, " Save me.”

The water was warm, but his body was hotter than the water. He was as naked as | was. We kissed,
sometimes going under the water, then surfacing with arush and gulping in the air and searching for each
other'slipsagain.

"l want to go back to the beach,” | whispered. We started swimming, sometimes touching each other,
sometimes stopping to exchange another long kiss. | had the taste of salt and hislips on my lips, my body
seemed to be on fire, the blood was pounding in my temples. Y ou could drown like that. .. from the
excitement, from the impatience, from the longing to be closer.

About five meters from the beach, where the water was aready shalow, Igor picked meup in hisarms
aseasly asif | weighed nothing at dl, carried meto our clothes and put me down. | felt the towe under
my back and the stars swayed over my head.

"Comeon..." | whispered, spreading my legs. Like adepraved little girl, like aseasoned dut... and this
was me, awitch of the Maoscow Day Watch who was loved by Zabulon himself!

But right now that didn't bother me at dl. There was only the night, the stars, Igor...

Helowered himsdlf toward me, hisright hand did under my back and caught me between the shoulder
blades, hisleft hand did across my breasts and for just amoment he looked into my eyes—asif he were
doubtful, hestating, asif he weren't feding the same burning desire for intimacy thet | was. | arched up
involuntarily to meet hisbody, felt for his aroused member with my hips, swayed—and it was only then
that he entered me.

How | wanted him...

It was like nothing € se in the world. Not like sex with Zabulon, who aways took on the form of ademon
for this. With Zabulon | had dways experienced awild, painful plessure, but it had dways had afeding
of humiliationinit, sweet and arousing, but till humiliation. Not like sex with ordinary men, whether they
were inexperienced youths full of strength, hefty hunks, or experienced, aging womanizers. I'd tried
everything. | knew it al and I could make an evening with any man interesting in its own way.

But thiswas different.

It wasasif weredly did become one, asif my desireswereimmediately transmitted to him and histo
me. | could fed the trembling of his member that had entered my body, and | knew that he could come at
any moment, but he was putting that moment off and | was balanced there on the same agonizingly swest,
timeless boundary of pleasure.

It was asif he had known mefor years and could read me like an open book. His hands responded to
the desires of my body before | could even feel them mysdlf, hisfingers knew where to be gentle and
whereto berough, hislipsdid over my face without stopping for an ingtant, his thrusts became more and
more powerful, carrying me up into the dark sky on aswingboat of ddight and | whispered something
without knowing whet | was saying...

And then the world stopped and | groaned, clutching at his shoulders and scratching, moving after him,



not wanting to let him go. The pleasure was as brief asaflash of lightning, and asblindingly bright. But he
didn't stop, and | was buoyed up again, balancing on that wave of sweetness—and at the precise
moment when his eyes opened wide and his body went totally rigid, | came again. But thistimeina
different way—the pleasure wasn't as piercing, it waslong and pulsating—asif it werefollowing the

rhythm of his sperm, spurting into my body.

| couldn't even groan anymore. We lay beside each other— | was on the towel and Igor was on the
sand—touching each other, caressing each other, asif our hands had alife of their own. | pressed my
cheek againg his chedt, catching the salty smell of the sea and the sour smdll of swest, his body
shuddering under my hand. And | didn't even redize when | started kissing him, moving lower and lower
and burying my facein the rough hair, caressing him with my lipsand my tongue, fedling the excitement
mounting in him again. Igor lay there without moving, just touching my shoulderswith hishands. And that
was right, that was what he should do, because now | wanted to give him pleasure. And when he came
again with aquiet groan, unableto restrain himself, | felt as happy asif he had been caressng me.

Everything wasjust the way it should be.
Everything was like nothing that had ever happened before.

No orgy, not even the very liveiest, had ever given me so much pleasure. | had never felt such happiness,
not with one man or two or three, never felt thisfeding before. .. thisfeding of ... completeness? Yes,
that wasit, completeness! | smply didn't need anyone else.

"I loveyou,”" | whispered. "Igor... | loveyou."

He could have answered that he loved me too—and he would have spoiled everything, or dmost
everything. But he only said, "I know."

When Igor got up and took something out from under the heap of clothes on the sand, | could hardly
even bdievemy eyesat fird.

A bottleand aglass. A crystd glass. Just one.

Igor smiled, the cork went flying into the air and the foaming champagne poured into the glass. | took a
mouthful. Brut, and cold too.

"Now am | good or bad?' he asked.
"Bad," | said, holding out the glassto him. "For hiding a precious treasure like that!"

Igor smiled and drank the wine. Then he said thoughtfully, Y ou know, | think I'm getting that feding
agan..."

He started, and stopped speaking, straightening up abruptly. | jumped up—just intimeto see an
indigtinct shadow dip away into the night from behind a beach parasol not far away.

"That's not good," Igor whispered.

"Whowasit?' | asked. The redization that someone had been watching us didn't increase my excitement
asit usudly did. Completeness. Tota completeness. Even the sip of champagne wasjust a pleasant extra
after sex now, but not really necessary. And | certainly didn't need any outsiders.

"I don't know... it looked like one of the children." Igor was clearly upset. "That'sredly bad... how
Supid.”



"Itsno disaster,” | said, putting my arms around his shoulders. "Thelittle ones are dready adeep, and it's
good for the older ones... it's part of their education too."

He smiled, but he was obvioudy concerned. That's peoplefor you... always making abig dea out of
nothing...

"Let'sgo to your room," | suggested.

"Okay," said Igor with asharp nod. Helooked at me. "But remember, in that case you won't get any
deeptoday.”

"l wasjust going to warn you about that,” | said. And it wastrue.

Chapter six

— P>

When | wasafully functiond Other, | could easily go without deep for five or Six days. But even now |
wasn't feding deepy at dl. Quitethe opposite. | could fed my blood smply seething with energy.

| got back to our summer house half an hour before reveille and looked in on the girls—some of them
weretossing and turning as they woke up, but everything was dl right. No one had run off to go
swimming and drowned, no one had been kidnapped by evil terrorists, no one had got it into her head to
go looking for their brigade leader in the middle of the night.

| went into my room with asmile of stupid satisfaction. | got undressed dowly and lazily, anding in front
of the mirror, then ran my hands sensuoudy over my thighs and stretched like asatisfied cat.

Aninsane night. A magica night. | must have donejust about al the wild things that awoman can do
when she'sin love with aman. Even things | hadn't liked before had suddenly become tantdizing
pleasuresthat night. Surdly | couldn't redly have falen inlove with ahuman being? It wasn't possible. ..
Not with an ordinary man, even if he did understand me better than anyone elsein the world.

It just wasn't possible.
"Darkness, let him be an Other,"| whispered. "Great Darkness, | imploreyou..."

It's adangerous game to bother the primordial Power with such petty requests. Although... | don't
believe the Darknessis able to hear asmple witch. But | expect Zabulon can shout loud enough for it to
hear him...

Zabulon...
| sat on the bed and covered my face with my hands.
Only two days ago nothing would have brought me more joy than hislove. But now?

Of course, he himself had suggested that | should amuse mysdlf. And of course, he couldn't give adamn
for banal human dogmas, especidly those that made up the repertoire of the Light Ones. Infidelity meant
nothing to him. And asfor jedousy... hewouldn't even say aword againgtitif Igor and ...

Stop! Whereisthistaking me?

"Alisa, you'velogt your wits..." | whispered.



Weas| redlly till so much like ordinary people? Could | redlly think—what aterrible thing to say—of
getting married? To ahuman being? Of cooking him borscht, washing his socks, bearing his children and
rasing them?

It wasjust like the old saying: The Watch by day, disgrace by night...
But yes, | could...

| shook my head, imagining how the other girlswould react. No, there was nothing unusua about the
actua fact. Most witches are married and, asarule, to human beings. But...

It was one thing to cast a spell on some wedlthy and influentia man, an oligarch, or even adeputy of the
State Duma or some mgor Moscow gangster. But asimple young guy, a student, without any money or
contacts? | imagined the kind of jokesthat would be hurled at me... and with good reason— that was
the mogt terrible thing!

But it wasn't the sex that was driving meinsane.
What wasit that was happening to me?
It was asif I'd been enchanted by an incubus...

| shuddered at the monstrous thought. What if Igor was an ordinary incubus? A colleague. .. from one of
the primitive types of Dark Ones?

No. It wasimpossible. An incubus would have sensed that | was an Other. A Dark Other, evenif | had
been temporarily deprived of Power. And he would have never turned his Power on awitch, knowing
the price he would have to pay for that. I'd grind him into dust if my Power returned and | discovered
love had been imposed on me. ..

Love? Soit waslovethen?"Oh, Alisa..." | whispered. "What afool you are..."
Wl dl right, so | an afool!
| took aclean pair of panties out of my bag and went into the shower.

| dashed about like someone possessed dl day long until the evening. Everything went quickly, but that
didn't bother mein the dightest. | even had abit of aquarre with the camp commandant when | was
trying to get good placesfor my girlsat the moviefedtiva. But | got them, and | think | left her with an
improved opinion of me. Then they gave out the pieces of dark glassthat had been brought from
somewherein the town of Nikolaev for watching the next day's eclipse of the sun. Five pieces of glass
were given out to every brigade, but | managed to get hold of six. | hadn't even expected anyonein
Ukraineto think of making them, but sncethey had...

After that came the beach, but of course didn't it just happen that today the boys brigades had gone off
on some stupid trip or other! Even the sea brought me no joy. But at acertain moment | looked at
Natasha, understood her sad glance, and realized the comedy of the Situation. | wasn't the only fool.
Thereweretwo of us: the girl, pining for her boy and barely even daring to fantas ze about kisses, and
me, who had done things the night before that you wouldn't even find in the porn videosin the dley at the
GorbushkaMarket... Opposite extremes meeting.

"Areyoumissing him?' | asked in aquiet voice. Just for amoment it seemed Natashawas going to get
furious and she looked a meindignantly. .. then suddenly she sighed: "Uh-huh... you too?'



| nodded without speaking. The girl hesitated for a second and asked, "Were you with him until
morning?"'

| didn't lieto her, especidly snce therewas no one esethere. | just asked, "Did you follow me?'

"| felt afraid in the night,” the girl said quietly. "1 woke up. | was having such horrible dreams... | cameto
you, but you weren't in your room."

"Until themorning,” | confessed. "I like him very much, Natasha."
"Were you making love?" she asked in abusinesdike tone of voice.
| wagged my finger at her: "Natashal"

Shewasn't embarrassed a dl. On the contrary, she lowered her voice and told me, asif | were her
bosom friend, "'l can't get anywhere with mine. | told him that if hetried to kissme, I'd punch himin the
eye, and hesad, "Asif | wanted to!" Why are boys so stupid?"

"Hell kissyou," | promised her. And | thought to myself: I'll do my best to make sure he does.

After al, what could possibly be smpler? The next day | would have my powers back, and the boy with
ginger hair and freckles would follow Natashaaround, gazing a her with eyesfilled with genuinelove,
Why shouldn't | give my best donor alittle happiness?

"What were you dreaming about?' | asked.

"Something horrible" the girl answered briefly. "1 can't honestly remember. But it was something redly,
redly horriblel”

"About your younger brother?' | asked.

Natashawrinkled up her forehead. Then shereplied: "1 don't remember... But how did you know | have
ayounger brother?'

| smiled mysterioudy and stretched out on the sand. Everything was all right. The dream had been
extracted completely.

That evening | redlized | just couldn't stand it any longer. | found Galinaand asked her to keep an eyeon
my girlsfor acouple of hours. There was a strange look in her eyes. No, it wasn't hurt, dthough she'd
obvioudy understood everything, and sheld had designs on Igor hersdf. And it wasn't anger. It was more
like the sad look of adog who has been punished unjustly.

"Of course, Alisa," she said.

That's the trouble with these so-called good people. Spit in their faces, thwart their desires, trample on
them—and they put up withiit.

But then, of course, it isvery convenient.

| st off toward the fourth brigade's small house. Along theway | frightened two little boysin the
bushes—they were smoking shards of glasson alittlefire of digposable plastic cups. Actudly, to say |
frightened them is putting it rather strongly. The kids frowned and tensed up, but they didn't stop what
they were doing.

"Tomorrow they'll give everyone specid piecesof glass” | said amicably. "But you'll cut yourselveswith
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"There aren't enough of the special ones," one of the kids objected reasonably. "Well smoke some for
ourselves—the cups make great smoke."

"And well stick Band-Aids round the edges,” the second one added. "And they'll be just fine."

| smiled, nodded to them, and went on. | liked the kids attitude. Proud and independent. Theright
attitude.

| was aready getting close to the summer house and | could hear the sounds of aguitar when | saw
Makar. The kid was standing by atree, asif heweren't redly hiding, but so that he couldn't be seen from
the direction of the house. Just sanding there looking at Igor, who was sitting in the middle of hisboys.
When Makar heard my steps, he turned around sharply, started. .. and lowered his eyes.

"It's not good to spy on people, Makar."

He stood there, chewing on hislip. | wondered what held been planning to do. Play some nasty trick on
Igor? Chalenge him to adue? Or had he just clenched hisfistsin helpless fury as helooked at the grown
man who'd been making love to the woman he liked the evening before? Y ou stupid, stupid boy. You
ought to be looking at girls your own age, not at enchanting grown-up witcheswith long legs.

"Youll haveit dl, Makar," | said softly. "Girls, and anight besde the seg, and..."

He raised his head and |ooked a me derisively, even rather condescendingly. No | won't, hiseyes
seemed to say. There won't be any sea, there won't be any beautiful naked woman by the edge of
the foaming sea. It will all be quite different—cheap winein a tiny roomin some dirty hostel; a
girl who could be anybody's after her second glass; a sweaty body turned flabby before its time
and a whisper hoarse from smoking: "Where do you think you're sticking that thing, you
greenhorn!"

| knew that, as an experienced and cynical witch. And he knew it, this chance visitor to Artek, this
short-term guest in "the realm of friendship and love." And there was no point in us pretending with each
other.

"I'm sorry, Makar," | said and patted him affectionately on the cheek. "But | redly like him very much.
Y ou grow up strong and clever, and you'l haveevery..."

Heturned and ran away, an dmost grown-up boy who didn't want to waste even aminute of his brief
happy summer, who didn't deep a nights and invented a different, happy life for himsalf.

But what could | do? The Day Watch has no need for human servants. There are enough werewolves,
vampires, and other small timers. | would check Makar, of course. He would make a magnificent Dark
One. But the chances were very, very dim that the boy had the natural gifts of an Other...

My girlswere probably just perfectly ordinary people too.
And the chances were just as dim that Igor had the gifts of an Other.

Maybe that wasfor the best? If he were human, then we could be together. Zabulon couldn't givea
damn about a petty detail like hisgirl having a human husband. But he would never tolerate a husband
who was an Other...

| looked down thoughtfully a my feet as| walked out of the trees toward the little house. Igor was Sitting



on theterrace, tuning hisguitar. There were only two of hisboysthere with him— the " campfire monitor"
Alyoshkaand a plump, sickly looking child | didn't think had been at the campfire.

Igor looked at me and smiled. The boys spoke, greeting me, but we didn't say anything to each
other—we read everything in each other's eyes. The memory of that night, and the promise of the next
one... and the ones after that...

But therewas ahint of confusion and anguish in Igor'seyestoo. Asif there were something making him
fed very sad. My darling... if only you know how great my sadnessis... and how difficult it is for
meto smile...

| don't care if you don't have the gifts of an Other, Igor. | don't care if my colleagues laugh at me.

I'll put up with it. And you'll never know anything about Zabulon. Or about the Watch either. And

you'll be amazed at your own success, at the way your career develops, your magnificent health—
I'll give you all that!

Igor strummed his guitar strings, gave his boys an affectionate look, and started to sing:
I'm afraid of babies, I'm afraid of the dead, | fed my own face with my fingers.
And | turn cold with horror insde—

Am | redly the same asdl these people?

These people who live above me,

These people who live below me,

Who snore on the other side of thewall,

Who live underneath the ground. ..

What wouldn't | givefor apair of wings,

What wouldn't | givefor athird eye,

For ahand with fourteen fingersonit!

| need adifferent gasto breathe!

Their tears are Aty their laughter isharsh,

They never have enough for everyone.

They love seeing their faces in fresh newspapers,

But next day the papers are flushed away.

These people who give birth to children,

These people who suffer from pain,

These people who shoot at people,

But can't eat their food without sdlt.



What wouldn't they givefor apair of wings,

What wouldn't they givefor athird eye,

For ahand with fourteen fingerson it—

They need adifferent gasto breathe.

Something cold and gticky gtirred indde me. A terrible, dreary, hopelessfeding...
That was our song. Thiswaslike our song... far too much like asong for the Others.

| could fedl the emotions of the boys sitting beside him. | was dmost anormal Other now and felt asif I'd
be able to summon the Twilight any moment. It was like when we were having sex the night before—that
gathering momentum on aswing, that balancing on arazor's edge, that waiting for the explosion, the
chasm benesth my feet... There were streams of Power flowing all around—till too coarse for me, not
the light broth from children's nightmares, just the fat-cheeked boy's de-pression because he was missing
his parents. He had some problem with his heart, he didn't play much with the other boys, he followed
Igor around more or less the same way as Olechka stuck to me.

It wasn't light broth.
But it was till amost exactly what | needed. ..
| can't wait any longer!

| swayed forward, reached out and took hold of the boy's shoulder, drawing in his blank sadness, and
the sudden surge of energy dmost made me throw up. But then the world turned cool and gray, my
shadow fell across the worn floorboards of the verandalike ablack chasm, and | fell into it, into the
Twilight, justintimeto see...

... toseelgor drawing in Power from the boy Alyoshkawho was pressing againgt him—athin lilac
stream of Power: the expectation of pranks and adventures, delights and discoveries, joysand
frights—the entire bouquet of fedlings and emotions of a hedthy, happy child, content with the world and
with himsdif...

A Light bouquet.

Light Power.

The dark unto the Dark Ones.
Thelight unto the Light Ones.

| stood up, ill hdf inthe redl world, half in the Twilight, to face Igor, who was d so standing up, to face
thelover that | loved, aLight magician of the Moscow Night Watich.

Tofacemy enemy.
| heard him shout: "No!"
And | heard my own voice shout: "Dont!"

The very first thought that had come into my head proved to be wrong. No, Igor hadn't been working
againgt me, playing out someingdious plans of the Night Watch. He had lost his Power—exactly asl



had. He hadn't seen my aura, he couldn't have had any ideathat he waslooking a awitch.
He had fdlen in love with me. With hiseyes closed. Exactly as| had with him.

The world was gray and dreary. It was the cold world of the Twilight that makes us what we
are—Power-hungry—but aso helps usto find that Power. No sounds, no colors. The leaves frozen il
on the trees, the frozen figures of the two boys, the guitar suspended in midair—Igor had let go of it ashe
entered the Twilight. Thousands of icy little needles pricked my skin, drawing out of me the energy | had
only just acquired, drawing me down into the Twilight forever... but | was an Other againand | could
draw Power from theworld around me. | reached forward and scraped out every last little drop of
everything dark that there wasin thefat boy. | no longer had any problems absorbing Power. | no longer
had to focus on what | was doing and how. It was dl easy and familiar.

And Igor did the same thing with Alyoshka. Maybe abit less skillfully—the Light Onesonly rarely
harvest Power from people directly. They're shackled by their own stupid restrictions, but he drank in all
of the boy'sjoy, and | felt an unnatural joy for my beloved, for my enemy, for a Light Other who had just
acquired Power...

"Alisa.."

nlm,..l .II

Hewas suffering. It was far harder for him than for me. The Light Ones spend dl their lives chasing
illusons. They'refilled with false hopes and don't know how to survive aheavy blow, but he was handling
itand | washandlingit too... | was... | was...

"How absurd,” he whispered and shook his head sharply—a strange gesture in this gloomy haze, in the
Twilight. "You... youreawitch..."

| felt him reach out to my mind—not deep into it, just to the very surface, smply trying to make sure... or
hoping to be proved wrong... and | didn't try to resist. | just reached out in reply.

And | laughed—at the unbearable pain.

South Butovo.

Edgar ganding againgt the Light magicians.

I\'/Vewerefeedi ng Edgar with Power, and the Light Oneswere being fed by the magiciansin their second
ine

Including Igor.

| recognized his aura, remembered his Power profile. Thingslike that are never forgotten.

And herecognized me...

Of course, | didn't know him by sight and I'd never heard his name. But why should an ordinary patrol
witch know al one thousand agents of the Moscow Night Watch? All those magicians, wizards,
enchanters, shape-shifters... When we needed to know, they gave us a specific briefing. The way they
had for Anton Gorodetsky, when we'd followed him on Zabulon's secret instructions ayear and a half
earlier and managed to catch him committing anillegd intervention... And there were some you just
couldn't help remembering... like Tiger Cub, for instance.



But I'd never known about Igor. A third-level Light magician. Probably abit more powerful than me,
athough it was hard to compare the powers of anatural magician and awitch. My beloved, my lover, my

My fate...
"What made you do it?" Igor asked. "Alisa... why did you do it?"

"What do you mean why?' | dmost shouted out, but | stopped mysdlf because | redized he wouldn't
believe me. Hewould never beieve that what had happened was mere coincidence—just astupid and
tragic accident—that there hadn't been any evil intent, that acrud twist of fate had brought us together in
the moment of our weakness, when we could not recognize each other, could not sense our enemy... at
the very moment when al we could do and all we wanted to do wasto love.

How can we say why anything in thisworld happens? Why am | aDark One? Why ishe aLight One?
After dl, both of these are mixed together in dl of us—at the beginning...

Igor could have been my friend and colleague, a Dark One...

And]1... probably... could have becomeaLight One. And then | wouldn't have been taught by awise
witch, but awise enchantress. .. and | wouldn't have paid my enemies back in kind, but sentimentally set
them on "thetrueroad”... by turning the other cheek... and | would have delighted in every pompous
piece of their supid nonsense.

| only redlized that | was crying when the world started spinning around me. Y ou must never cry inthe
Twilight— everybody knows that. The more emotion we alow oursavesto show, the more eagerly the
Twilight drains our Power. And to lose your powersin the Twilight meansto stay in it forever.

| tried to draw Power from my donor, the fat boy, but he was already drained; | reached toward
Alyoshka, but he was absolutely neutral, squeezed dry by Igor. | couldn't draw energy from Igor and |
didn't want to anyway, and everyone e se was too far away, and the world was spinning. .. how stupid...

My knees struck againgt the ground and | even had the stupid thought that | would stain my skirt,
athough no dirt from the Twilight ever stayswith usin the red world.

Aningant later Igor hurled acharge of energy a me.

No, not to finish me off. To save me.

It wasdien, Light Power. But it passed through him and then was given to me.
And Power is always Power.

| stood up, breathing heavily, as exhausted as during that night of our sensdless, impossible love. Igor had
helped meto hold out in the Twilight, but he didn't reach out his hand.

Hewas crying now. Hewasin abad way too. "How could you do it?" he whispered.

"It was an accident, Igor!" | took astep toward him and held out my arms, asif | could hope for
something. "lgor, it was an accident!”

Hejumped away from me asif | were aleper, with the light, degant movement of amagician who isused
to working in the Twilight.

Fighting in the Twilight. Killingin the Twilight.



"Accidentslike that don't happen,” he said, spitting the words out. "Y ou're... you'refilthy scum... you
witch... You..."

He froze as he absorbed the remaining traces of my magic. "Y ou take Power from children!™

| couldn't stop mysdlf from answering. "And you, what are you doing here, Light One?' My tongue
amost refused to obey me. It wasimpossible, unthinkableto cal him that, but he really wasaLight One,
and the abuse had become asimple statement of fact. "What are you doing hereif not grazing on little
human children?'

"Light cannot be removed.” He shook his head. "What is taken returns a hundredfold. Y ou take
Darkness, and the Darkness grows. | take Light and it comes again.”

"Tdl that to the boy Alyoshka, who'll be miserable the whole evening!” | shouted. "Make him fed better
by saying hisjoy will return!”

"l shal have other thingsto do, witch! Saving the children you have driven into the Darkness!™

"Consolethem,” | said indifferently. Everything in the world seemed to be covered with acrust of ice.
"Tha'syour job... my darling."

What am | doing?

Hell only be convinced that | knew everything in advance, that the Day Watch planned a cunning
operation, that he has been cruelly mocked and deceived, that everything that has happened between us
was only acunning pretense. ..

"Witch..." Igor said contemptuoudy. "Y ou will leave this place. Do you understand?”

| very nearly answered him: "Gladly!" After al, what joy wasthereleft for mein this summer, thisses, this
abundance of Power? 1 could restore mysdlf little by little; the important part of the work was dready
done.

"Youcanleave' | sad. "l have permission for avacation and the use of human energy. Y ou can ask your
own organization. .. But do you have permisson... darling?’

What are you doing, you fool ? What are you doing, my love? What am | doing?

What am | doing? | ama Dark One. | am a witch. | am beyond human morality, and | have no
intention of playing petty childish games with those primitive organisms known as people. | came
here to rest, and that's what I'm doing! And you, what are you doing? If you really do love me?
And you do, | know! | can seeit right now, and you can seeit too... if youwant to ...

Because love stands above Darkness and Light.

Because love is not sex or a shared faith, or "the joint maintenance of a household and the
upbringing of children."

Because love is also Power.

And Light and Darkness, people and Others, morality and law, the Ten Commandments and the
Great Treaty have damn all to do withit.

And | love you anyway, you bastard, you skunk, you Light son of a bitch, you good-hearted
blockhead, you reliable cretin! | love you anyway! Even though only three days ago we stood



against each other and dreamed of only one thing: destroying the enemy. Even though we are
separated by an abyss that nobody can ever bridge!

Don't you understand, | love you!

And everything | say is only to protect myself, my words are my tears, but you don't see them, you
don't want to see them...

Oh, come to me, it doesn't matter where—in the Twilight, where no one can see us, or in front of
the astonished boys. Take mein your arm: and we will cry together, and ther€'ll be no need for
words, and I'll clear out and go back to Zabulon in Moscow, back

to Lemesheva's smug tutelage... or do you want me to leave the Day Watch? Do you? | wouldn't
stop being a Dark One. That's not in my power, and | don't want to do it, but | will withdraw from
the endless war between Darkness and Light. | will simply live and not even take anything from
the ordinary, little people, even if you don't want to be with me. | don't even ask that, only leave
me the memory of our love for each other!

Smply cometo me.

No, do not reply to my words!

| ama Dark One!

| cannot be any different!

| love only myself in thisworld!

But now you are a part of me. The greatest part. The most important part. And if I have to—/ will
kill part of myself, and that means | will kill all of myself.

But don't do this!
You are a Light One!

You sacrifice your entire lives, you protect people and stand up for each other... oh, try to look at
me in the same way, even if | am a witch, even if | am your enemy! You know that sometimes you
can... understand. The way Anton Gorodetsky understood... when he gathered such immense
Power for one purpose—and never made use of it. | can only admire Anton as a worthy enemy,
but I loveyou, | loveyou, | love you! Oh, why won't you under stand what 1'm saying and take a
step toward me, you scumthat | love, my darling rat, my only enemy, my beloved idiot!

"Idiot," | shouted.

And Igor's face contorted in such monstrous torment that | understood everything.
Light and Darkness.

Good and Evil.

They're nothing but words.

Only we speak different languages and we just can't understand each other—even if weretrying to say
the samething.



"Leave, or I'll destroy you."

And with those words he left the Twilight. His body became blurred and indistinct and immediately
regppeared in the human world, beside the two boys on vacation at Artek. And | rushed after him,
tearing mysdf out of my shadow—if only it were as smple asthat to escgpe from mysdf, from my
nature, from my fatel

| was even intimeto see what Igor did as he emerged from the Twilight: He caught the guitar that had
amost touched the floor, threw a paranjah—I don't know what the Light Ones call it—over hisface that
was contorted in pain, and brought the boys out of their trance. He must have put them into a stupor
when he entered the Twilight so that they wouldn't be frightened by the camp leaders sudden

disappearance...
What was that you said, little Natasha?

Reliable?

Yes, hesrdiable.

"It'stimefor you to go, Alisa," Igor said. "What do we say, boys?"
Only | could see hisred face now. Full of grief, nothing but grief. ..
"Goodbye," said thefat boy.

"Ciao," said Alyoshka

My legsfdt like cotton wool. | tore mysdlf away from the railings of the verandathat | wasleaning on...
and took a step.

"Goodbye now," said Igor.
It was dark.
It was good that it was dark.

| didn't have to waste any energy on aparanjah. | didn't have to pretend to be happy. | just had to be
careful with my voice. The week light coming from the window didn't matter.

"And then they divided into Light Onesand Dark Ones," | said. "And the Light Ones believed that they
should teach othersto tear their livesto pieces. That the most important thing wasto give, evenif those
who took were not worthy of it. But the Dark Ones believed that they should smply live. That everyone
deserves what he has taken from life, and nothing more.”

They didn't say anything, my stupid little girls... these human children—I hadn't found a single Other
among them, Dark or Light. Not a single enchantress, or witch, or even vampire...

"Good night, girls,” | said. "Sweet dreams, or even better— no dreamsat dl..."
"Good night, Alisa...”

So many voices. | was rather surprised. It wasn't even afairy story, it was afable that every Other knew,
Dark Ones and Light Ones. But they hadn't goneto deep... they had listened.

| was dready hafway out of the door when Natasha's voice asked, "When the eclipse happens—will it



befrightening?’

"No," | sad. "It'snot frightening at al. Just alittle bit sad.”

In my room | picked up my cedll phone yet again and diaed Zabulon's number.

"The number you have dided istemporarily unavailable..."

Where can you be, Zabulon, if your famous Iridium isn't receiving my cdl? Where are you, where?

| don't love you, Zabulon. And | probably never did loveyou. | think I've only just redlized what loveis.
But you do love me! We were together and we were happy. Y ou gave me thiswholeworld and...
please answer! Y ou're my chief, you're my teacher, you're my lover, so tel me—what should | do now?
When I'm |eft face-to-face with my enemy ... and my beloved? Run? Fight? Die? What should | do,
Zabulon?

| entered the Twilight.

The shadows of the children's dreams flickered dll around me. A banquet. .. those streams of energy.
Light and dark. Fears and sorrows, misery and resentment. | could see right through the whole Azure
section. There wasthe boy, Dimka, fedling of-fended in his deep because hisfriends hadn't called him to
drink some of their lemonade. There wasthetirdesslittle girl, Irochka, who was nicknamed the
Energizer, whining quietly into her pillow because someone had stolen her inflatable ring for svimming. ..
And there was my faithful energy donor Natasha—she'd lost her little brother in the strange, dark back
dleys of adream and now shewas running, crying as shetried to find him...

| don't want to gather Power. | don't want to prepare for battle. I don't want anything.
"Zabulon!" | shouted into the shimmering gray gloom. "I cdl to you! Zabulon..."
No answer.

It was easier for Aunt Polly to get an answer from Tom Sawyer with his hand stuck in the jar of jam than
for meto get through to Zabulon...

"Zabulon..." | repeated.
Thisisn't theway | imagined this night... nothing like it.
Igor...Igor...

What are you doing now? Gathering Power? Consulting with the all-wise Gesar? Or are you
sitting staring dully into the mirror... like me...

Mirror, mirror... can you tell my fortune?

I'm not very good at fortune-telling, hut sometimes | have managed to see the future ...
No.

| don't want to.

| know ther€'s nothing good there.

They reached the beach when the eclipse had aready begun. My girls were squedling and grabbing the



pieces of dark glass from each other. They couldn't understand why | didn't ask for apiece. Oh girls,
girls... what difference does the blinding light of the sun maketo me? | can look the sun full in the face
and not blink.

The boys of the fourth brigade were jJumping around Igor, hurrying him on. They couldn't understand why
their beloved camp leader wasn't going faster. They couldn't understand why he'd led them to the beach
by such along, roundabout route.

But | understood.
Through the Twilight | could see the faint flashes of Power being gathered.
What are you doing, Igor ... my beloved enemy...

At each step the smile faded on one more face. Now aten-year-old fidgety nuisance was no longer
feding happy about making up with hisfriend. Now an even-year-old fidget had forgotten about the
black shell he found on the seashore. Now the serious man of fifteen years had stopped thinking about
the date he was promised this evening.

Igor was walking through Artek in the same way that Anton Gorodetsky had once walked through the
Streets of Moscow.

And |, who was his primordia enemy, wanted to shout out, “"What are you doing?'

Anton didn't outwit Zabulon because he gathered more Power than everybody el se. Zabulon was il
more powerful.

Anton knew how to useit properly...
Will you?

| don't want you to win. | love only mysdlf. But what am | to do if you have become the grester part of
me? Trandixed my lifelikeaboalt of lightning?

Igor was collecting everything. Every last drop of Light energy around him. He was breaking dl the laws
and agreements and staking everything on asingle throw of the dice—including hisown life. And not just
because he was burning with desire to protect the little human children from the evil witch.

Hedidn't want to live either. But, unlike me, he was prepared to live for others. If that was the way it had
to be.

The last one he drew Power from was Makar.

I'd been fedling the boy looking at mefor along time. With the miserable, longing gaze of aboy inlove
with agrown-up woman. Miserable, and filled with the sadness of farewell.

It wasn't the kind of sadnessthat we Dark Ones can use. It was a bright sadness.
Igor drank it al up.

He had transgressed dl the boundaries. And | couldn't even respond in the same way—I was bound by
the promise | had given to Zabulon, bound by my old misdemeanor.

And dso by the insane hope that he would do theright thing. That my enemy would win hisvictory, but |
wouldn't lose either.



Up in the sky the bright disk of the sun was dowly dying. The children were dready tired of Staring at it
through their pieces of glass. They were walowing in the sea under the strange spectra light that
reminded the two Others on the beach of the Twilight.

| turned to Igor and caught hiseye.

"Leave," hislipswhispered slently. "Leave, or | will kill you."
"Kill me" | answered silently.

| ama Dark One.

| will not leave.

What is he going to do, this enemy of mine? Attack me? Despite my legal right to be here? Call in
the Yalta division of the Night Watch? He must already have consulted with them... and he knows
there are no charges that can be brought against me.

Igor took a step closer.

"By the Light and the Darkness, | chdlengeyou..." hislipswhispered.
| shuddered.

| hadn't been expecting this. Not this.

"Beyond Light and Darkness, you and |, one against one, to the end.”
He had challenged meto adudl.

It'san old custom that came into being with the Great Treaty between the Light Ones and the Dark
Ones. A custom that ishardly ever used. Because the victor hasto answer to the Inquisition. Because a
dud only takes place when there is no legitimate basis for conflict, when the Watches have no le-gal
competence to intervene, when emotions speak |ouder than reason.

"And may the Light be my witness."

Nobody else could have seen thetiny petal of white fire that flared up for an instant on Igor's open pam.
He himsdlf started when he saw it. The higher powersrarely respond to appeals from smple Watch
agents....

"Igor, | loveyou..."
Hisface quivered asif | had struck it. He didn't believe me. He couldn't believe me.
"Do you accept my chalenge, witch?'

Yes, | can refuse. Go back to Moscow, humiliated but secure, with the stigmaof having refused a
chalenge... every lousy werewolf would spit as| walked past...

Or | could try to kill 1gor. Gather so much Power that | could stand up to him...

"May the Darkness be my witness..." | said, opening my hand. And atiny scrap of Darkness quivered
onmy pam.

"Choose," said Igor.



| shook my head. | wasn't going to choose the place, the time, or the type of duel.

Why can't you understand me? Why?

"Then the choiceis mine. Now. In the sea. The press.”

His eyes are dark. An eclipse isn't frightening—it's only something cutting off the light.

The seawas unnaturaly warm. Maybe because the air had turned cold, asif it were dready evening? Al
that was | eft of the sun was anarrow crescent at the top of the disk—now even a human being could
look at it without blinking.

| swam through the warm water without looking back at the shore, where no one had noticed the two
camp leaders dip into the seawithout paying any attention to the jellyfish that hurried out of their way.

| remembered thefirst time | ever went to the sea. | was dtill very little. | till didn't know that | didn't
bel ong to the human race, that fate had decided | would be an Other. | was staying at Alushtawith my
dad, and he was teaching meto swim... | remembered the feeling of delight when the water first
submitted to my will...

And | remember how strong the waves were in the sea. Very strong. Or wasit just that al waves|ooked
huge to me then? My dad was holding mein hisarms, he was jumping up and down in the waves, making
me laugh. It was such fun... and | shouted that | could swim across the sea, and my dad said of course|
could...

Youll beredly hurt, Dad.
And it won't be easy for Mom, either.

The shore, full of ddlighted children and contented adults, had been left far behind. | didn't even fed the
start of the press. It just got harder to swim. The water just stopped supporting me. There was suddenly
aweight on my shoulders.

A very smple spell. Nothing fancy. Power against Power.
Dad, | redly did believe | could swim acrossthe sea...

| extended a defensive canopy above mysdlf and it took theinvisble weight off my shoulders. And once
again | whispered, "Zabulon, | gpped toyou..."

The strength that | had managed to gather was rapidly melting away. Igor struck again and again,
battering my defenses mercilesdy.

"Yes Alisa"

He has responded after all! He has answered me! Just in time, as always!
"Zabulon, I'mintrouble!”

"I knew dready. I'm very sorry."

| didn't redlize immediately what those words "'l knew" meant. And that impersond tone, and the feding
that there was no Power onitsway... He dways used to share his Power with me, even when | didn't
redly need it that badly...



"Zabulon, am | going to die?’
"I'mafraid 0."

My defensive canopy was dissolving, and | till couldn't make sense of what was happening. He could
intervene! Even from adistance! A smdl part of his strength would be enough for meto resst the
pressure and fight out a draw.

"Zabulon, you said that loveisagreat power!"
"Have you not been convinced of that? Goodbye, my little girl."
It was only then that | understood everything.

Just as my strength melted away and | felt the invisible pressure on my shoulders again, forcing me down
into thewarm, twilit depths.

"Igor!" | shouted, but the splashing of the water drowned out my voice.

He was swimming about fifty meters away, not even looking in my direction. He was crying, but the sea
has no placefor tears.

And | was being dragged down, down into the dark abyss.
How could it have happened... how?

| tried to gather Power from the beach. But there was almost no Darkness there for meto take. That
swest delight and those cries of joy were of no useto me.

Only a hundred meters behind Igor and mysdlf, the young teenager who had fallen so hopelesdy inlove
with mewas vainly trying to lie on the waves and relax the leg that was contorted by cramps. Somehow
he must have noticed us going into the water and swum after us, this proud boy called Makar, who had
aready redized that he couldn't swim back to the shore now.

Loveisa great power... how stupid you all are, you boys, when you fall in love ...

There's Makar, floundering about as his panic grows... | can take his fear and prolong my own
agony for a minute or two...

And there's Igor, swimming in the sea: not seeing anything, not hearing anything, not sensing
anything around him, not thinking about anything except that | have killed hislove. The stupid
Light

magician doesn't know that there are no winnersin duels, especially when the duel has been
carefully prepared by Zabulon...

"Igor..." I whispered as| sank, fedling the pressure force me down, down to the dark, dark seabed.

Forgive me, Dad... | can't swim across this sea...

Story Two



A STRANGER AMONG OTHERS

Prologue

— P>

He could dready make out the lights of the station glimmering up ahead, but ingde the gloomy, neglected
park beside the Zaryafactory the darkness remained as dense and chill as ever. Thethin crust of ice over
the snow crunched under hisfeet— it would probably thaw out again before noon. Locomotive whistles
in the distance, incomprehens ble announcements over theradio relay system, and the crunching under his
own feet—these were the only sounds anyone who happened to be out strolling could have heard if he
wandered into the park at that time of night.

But no one had st foot in here at night for along time now. Not even people out waking massive
canines with huge teeth— dogs could not save them from what they might meet in the darkness of night
among the oaks that had grown tall here over the last forty years.

The solitary traveler with abulky bag over his shoulder was clearly late for atrain. He decided to take a
shortcut and go through the park, along the path, with his feet sometimes crunching thethinice,
sometimesthe gravel. The stars gazed down in amazement at this bold spirit. The round disk of the
moon, asyelow asapool of Advocaat liqueur, shoneitslight through the jagged, naked branches. The
fantastic forms of the lunar seas were like the shadows of human fears.

The traveler noticed the twin gleam of apair of eyeswhen he was il thirty metersfrom thefind trees.
He was being watched from the gaunt, skeletal bushesthat stretched dong both sides of the path. There
wasthe vague, dark form of something over there, in the low thickets, perhaps not even something, but
someone, because this dense patch of darknesswas dive. Or at least it could move.

A dull growl—nothing like aroar, more like alow, hollow squawk—uwas the only sound that
accompanied thelightning-swift attack. A wide mouthful of sharp teeth glinted in the moonlight.

The moon had readied itsdf for fresh blood. For afresh victim.

But the attacker suddenly stopped dead in histracks, asif he had run into an invisible barrier, stood there
for amoment, and then collapsed onto the path with aludicrous squedl.

Thetraveler paused for asecond.

"What are you doing, you blockhead?" he hissed at his attacker. " Do you want me to shout for the Night
Waetch?'

The patch of darkness at the travel er's feet growled resentfully.

"It'slucky for you that I'm late..." said thetraveler, adjusting the bag across his shoulder. "What damn
nonsenseisthis, Others attacking Others..." He strode on rapidly acrossthe last few meters of the park
and hurried toward the station without looking back.

His attacker crawled off the path, under the trees, and there he transformed into a young man of about
twenty, completely naked. The young man wastall with broad shoulders. The crust of ice crunched under
his bare feet, but he didn't seem to fed the cold.



"Damn!" hewhispered fiercely, and then shivered for thefirst time. "Who the hell wasthat?"

Hewas dill hungry, gtill feding savage, but this strange victim who had escaped had robbed him
completely of any desreto carry on hunting. He was frightened now, athough only afew minutes earlier
he had been certain that everyone should be afraid of him—awerewolf out on the hunt. The heedy,
intoxicating hunt for human flesh. And the hunt was unlicensed— which made the sensation of risk and his
own daring even keener.

Two thingsin particular had completely blunted the hunter's ardor. First, the words "Night Watch'—after
al, hedidn't have alicense. And second, the fact that he had failed to recognize hisintended victim asan
Other. An Other like him.

Not long ago the werewolf and any of the Othersthat he knew would have said that was smply
impossible

Stll inthe form of anaked human being, the werewolf hurried through the low thickets to the spot where
he had |€ft his clothes. Now he would have to hide for many, many days, instead of prowling through the

park at night hoping to chance upon avictim. He would have to stay hidden away, waiting for sanctions
from the Night Watch, or maybe even from hisown side.

His only hope wasthat this solitary traveler, who had not been afraid to cut across the park in the dark,
this strange Other—or someone pretending to be an Other—really had been hurrying to catch atrain.
That he would catch it and leave the city. And then he wouldn't be able to contact the Night Watch.

Others dso know how to hope.

Chapter one

— P>

| ONLY CALMED DOWN COMPLETELY WHEN | COULD RELAX AND LISTEN TO

the regular, hammering rhythm of the whedls. Although even then, not completely. How could | possibly
fed cAm?But at least | had recovered the ability to think coherently.

When that cresture in the park broke through the bushes and threw itself at me, | hadn't been afraid. Not
at al. But now | had no idea how | had found the right wordsto say. Afterward | must have surprised
plenty of people with theway | staggered across the square in front of the station, past the tight ranks of
route taxis parked for the night. It's not easy to walk with a steady stride when your knees are buckling
under you.

What the hell was dl this? The Night Watch... What on earth had | meant by saying that? And that beast
with the teeth had immediately started whining and crept back into the bushes. ..

| took another mouthful of beer and tried once again to make sense of what had happened.
So, firgt | 1eft the house. ..
Stop.

| put the bottle down on the little table, feeling confused. | must have looked very stupid at that moment,
but there was no oneto look at me—I was the only person in the compartment.



Stop.
| suddenly realized | couldn't remember my own house at dl.

| couldn't remember a single thing about my past life. My memories began there, in that chilly winter park,
just afew seconds before the attack. Everything before that was hidden in amysterious darkness. Or
rather, not even darkness, but a strange, gray shroud—sticky and viscous, amost completely
impenetrable. A dense, gray, swirling twilight.

| didn't understand athing.

| cast a confused and frightened glance around the compartment. It was a perfectly ordinary
compartment. A little table, four bunks, brown plastic and maroon imitation leather, with lights
occasondly diding by in the night outside the window. My bag lying on the other bunk...

My bag!

| redlized | didn't have the dightest ideawhat wasin my bag. It had to be my things, and things can tell
you alot. Or remind you. For instance, they might remind mewhy | was going to Moscow. For some
reason | felt certain the things could help reawaken my failed memory. | must have read about that
somewhere or heard about it from someone,

| suddenly had abetter idea and reached under my sweater because | realized my passport wasin the
left pocket of my shirt. If | started with my name, then maybe | would remember everything else.

Asl| looked at the yellowish page, with its dark pattern of fanciful curlicues, my fedingswere mixed. |
looked at the photograph, at the face that | had probably been used to identifying with my own unique
personality for about thirty years—or wasthisthe very first day?

Theface wasfamiliar in al its minutest features, from the scar on the cheekbone to the premature hint of
gray inthe hair. But never mind the face. That wasn't what interested me just a the moment.

Thename.

Vitaly Sergeevich Rogoza Date of birth—September 28, 1965.
Pace of birth—the city of Nikolaev.

Turning over the page, | read the sameinformationin

Ukrainian and also ascertained that my sex was male and that the passport had been issued by an
organization with an exceptionaly clumsy acronym DO PMC ADIA—the Didtrict Office of the People's
Municipa Council of the Adminigtration of the Department of Interna Affairsof Ukraine. The"Family
Status' page was an unsullied, virgina blank. | heaved asigh of rdlief, or perhaps disappointment.

Then came the eterna burden and curse borne by every ex-Soviet citizen: my resdence permit and
address. Apartment 28, 28 Tchaikovsky Street, Nikolaev.

Widll, well, there was the number 28 again, twicein arow.

Then the associations redlly began to click—I remembered that my house stood on the corner of
Tchakovksy Street and Y oung Guard Street, next to School No. 28 (that number yet again!). |
remembered everything quite clearly and distinctly, right down to the charred poplar standing under my
window— thevictim of chemica experiments conducted by the young kid who lived on the floor above



me (he had poured all sorts of garbage out the window onto the long-suffering tree). | remembered a
drunken party five years ago in the next house, when someone had casudly told the neighbor from
downstairs what she could do with hersalf when she complained about the noise. Sheld turned out to be
Armenian, the wife of someloca bigwig, and later an entire mob of those swarthy Armenians had come
burgting in and started battering our facesto a pulp. I'd had to clamber out through the little window in
the end room, because the main window wouldn't open, and climb down the drainpipe. When they
noticed that one of the woeful drunks had disappeared from the blockaded apartment, the Armenians
stopped waving their fists about and some kind of agreement was eventually reached with them. | dso
remembered my bitter disgppointment when | asked for assistance from some close loca acquaintances
of mine whom I'd often drunk beer with a the kiosksin the digtrict, and not a single one of them came.

| tore mysdlf away from my surprisngly vivid memories.

So| did have apast after dl? Or were these merely the forms of memories with nothing rea behind
them?

| had to try to figureit out.

From the passport | so gleaned the entirely useless piece of information that | had "exercised the right to
privatize without payment the following volume of living space'—the volume was not indicated—"subject
to the standard maximum of 24.3 square meters.”

And that wasdll.

| thoughtfully put the document away in my pocket—the same one, on the left sde of my chest, and
looked hard at the bag. What will you help me remember, my black-and-green traveling companion
with the foreign inscription FUJI on your bulging side?

Well, let's hope you'll help me remember at least something...

The zipper opened with a quiet whoosh. | threw back the flap of cloth covering the contents and |ooked
inside. The polythene bag on the top contained a toothbrush, atube of Blend-a-Med toothpaste, apair
of cheap disposablerazors, and asmall, fragrant black bottle that obvioudy contained eau de cologne.

| put them on the bunk.

Inthe next plastic bag | discovered awarm wool sweater that was obvioudy knitted by hand, not on a
machine. | set that aside too.

| spent two or three minutes rummaging through the other bags—clean underwear, T-shirts, socks, a
warm checkered shirt... Aha, here was something that wasn't clothing.

A smdl cell phonein aleather case, with an extendable aerid. My memory ingantly reacted: When | get
to Moscow, I'll haveto buy a card...

The charger was there too.

Andfindly, at the very bottom, one more plastic bag. Filled with somekind of blocks. When | ooked
ingde, | was astounded. Thisordinary plastic bag, with itslogo half worn away so thet it was completely
unrecognizable, contained wads of money stacked in two layers. American dollars. Ten wads of
hundred-dollar notes. That was a hundred thousand.

My hand automatically reached out for the door and clicked the latch shut.



Jesus, where had | got thisfrom? And how was | going to get such ahuge amount of money acrossthe
border? But then, | could probably stick a hundred dollar bill under every customs officer's nose and
they'd leave me done.

The discovery aroused amost no associations, apart from the memory of how expensive hotelsarein
M oscow.

Stll inamild state of shock, | put al the things back in the bag, zipped it shut and pushed it under the
bunk. | felt glad there was a second, unopened, bottle of beer standing beside the one I'd already started.
| don't know why, but the sedative substance had a distinctly soporific effect on me. | was expecting to
gpend along time lying there, ligening to the hammering of the whedls, screwing up my eyeswhen the
bright light suddenly brokein for afew moments, and racking my brains painfully.

Nothing of the sort happened. Before I'd even finished the second bottle of beer, | dumped onto the
bunk, till fully dressed, and crashed out on top of the blanket.

Maybe I'd got too close to something taboo in my memories? But how would | know?

| woke up with cold winter sunshine flooding in through the window. The train wasn't moving. | could
hear indifferent officid voicesin the corridor: "Good morning, Russian customs. Areyou carrying any
arms, narcotics, or hard currency?' The replies sounded less indifferent, but most of them were
unintelligible. Then there was aknock at the door. | reached out and opened it.

The customs officer turned out to be a burly, red-faced guy with eyesthat were ready turning puffy. For
some reason, when he spoke to me, he abandoned the standard routine and ssmply asked me, without
any officidese; "What have you got? Get the bag out. ..."

He looked around the compartment carefully, got up onto the steps, and glanced into the luggage rack
just under the ceiling. Then hefindly focused his attention on the bag lying dl donein the middle of the
bottom bunk.

| lowered the other bunk and sat down without saying anything.
"Open the bag, please," the customs officer demanded.
Can they smell money, or something? | thought sullenly and obediently opened the zipper.

One by one the plastic bags migrated to the bunk. When he reached the bag with the money, the customs
officer brightened up noticeably and reached out in areflex response to dam the door of the
compartment.

"Wdl, wel, wel..."

| had already prepared mysdlf to listen to ahypocritical tirade about permits and eventoread a
paragraph from a book—Iike every written law, this one consisted of perfectly understandable words
strung together so that they made absolutely no sense at dl. To listen, read, and then ask hopelesdly:
"How much?'

But instead of that, | mentaly reached out my hand toward the customs officer's head, touched his mind,
and whispered, "Go now... Go on. Everything'sfine here"

The officer's eyesingtantly turned as stupid and senseless asthe customs reguletions. "Yes... havea
good journey..."



He swung around tiffly, clicked the lock open and staggered out into the corridor without saying another
word. An obedient wooden puppet with a skillful puppet master pulling hisstrings.

But since when had | been askillful puppet master?

The train moved off about ten minutes later, and dl that time | wastrying to figure out what was
happening. | didn't know what | was doing, but | was doing exactly what was needed. First that creature
in the park beside the factory, and now this customs officer whose mind had ingtantly gone blank...

Andwhy, in hdl's name, was | on my way to Moscow? What was | going to do when | got off the train?
Wherewas | going to go? Somehow | was aready beginning to fed certain that everything would be
made clear a the right moment—but only at the right moment, not before. Unfortunately, | wasn't quite a
hundred percent certain yet.

| dept for most of the day. Maybe it was my body's reaction to al the unexpected answers and new

skills. How had | managed to set off the customs officer? I'd reached out to him, felt the dull crimson
aurawith the shimmering greenish overlay made up of dollar Sgns... And I'd been ableto adjust his

desires.

| didn't think people could do that. But what wasl, if | wasn't an ordinary human being?

Oh, yes. | wasan Other. I'd told that to the werewolf in the park. And only just that moment did | realize
it was awerewolf that had tried to attack me. | remembered his aura, that bright yellow and crimson
flame of Desire and Hunger.

| seemed to be gradually clambering up astairway out of the blackness, out of ablank chasm. The
werewolf had been thefirst step. The customs officer had been the second. | wondered just how long the
stairway was, and what would | find up there, at the top? So far there were more questions than

answers.

When | findly woke up we had dready passed Tula. The compartment was still empty, but now |
realized that was because it was the way | wanted it. And | realized that | usualy got what | wanted in
thisworld.

The platform a Kursk Station in Moscow drifted dowly past the window. | was standing in the
compartment, aready dressed and packed, waiting for the train to stop. The fema e announcer's muffled
voice informed everyone that train number sixty-two had arrived at some platform or other. | wasin
Moscow, but | till didn't understand what | was doing.

Asusud, the most impatient passengers had already managed to block the way through. But | could
wait, | wasin no hurry. After dl, 1'd be waiting anyway, until my dowly reviving memory prompted me or
prodded me, like amuleteer with a stubborn, lazy mule.

Thetrain gave afind jerk and cameto ahalt. There wasametalic clang in the lobby of the carriage; the
line of peopleingtantly started and cameto life and spilled out of the carriagelittle by little. There were
the usua exclamations of concern, greetings, attempts to squeeze back into acompartment to get things
that couldn't be taken out thefirst time...

But the confused bustling around the carriage was soon over. The passengers had aready got out and
recelved their due dlocations of kisses and hugs from the people meeting them. Or nat, if therewasno
onethereto meet them. There were afew il left, craning their necks as they gazed around the platform,
dready shivering in the piercing Moscow wind. But the only people [ft in the carriage were waiting to
pick up the usud parces of food and other things that relatives had sent with the conductor.



| picked up my bag and walked toward the door, still not understanding wheat | was going to doin the
immediate future.

Probably | ought to change some money, | thought. | didn't have asingle kopeck of Russan money, only
our "independent” Ukrainian currency, which unfortunately wasn't valid here. Just before we reached
Moscow I'd prudently dit open one of the wadsin the plastic bag and distributed some of the bills
around my various pockets. | dwaysdid hate billfolds...

What was that thought I'd had? Always... My "dways' had only begun last night.

| shuddered reflexively at the cold embrace of winter and strode off dong the platform toward the tunndl.
Surely there had to be someone changing money at the Sation?

Rummaging about in my unreliable memory, | managed to establish two things: Fird, | didn't remember
thelast time 1'd been in Moscow but, second, | had agenera idea of how the station looked from the
insde, where to look for the bureau de change, and how to get into the metro.

Thetunnd, thelarge waiting hall in the basement, the short esca ator, the ticket hal—my immediate god
was on the second floor, beside another escalator.

But this currency exchange point looked to have been closed very securely for avery long time. No light
showing in any chink, no essential board with the current exchange rates. All right. Then | had to go to
the exit and turn left, toward the ramp doping down to the Chkalovskaya metro gation. .. and the place |
needed would be near there,

A white trading pavilion, astaircase up to the second floor, empty little shop spaces flooded with light, a
turn... The security guard glanced up at me quickly and then relaxed when he recognized someone newly
arrived in town.

"Goin, therédsno oneingde" hetold me magnanimoudy.

| carried my bag into atiny little room, in which the entire furnishings conssted of arubbish bininthe
corner and, of course, atiny window with one of those little retractable drawers that had always
reminded me of an eternaly hungry mouth.

Hey, | reminded mysdf, don't forget just how young your "always" is...

But even so—if | thought like aman who redlly had lived thirty-five years, surely there must be some
reason for it?

All right, we could get to thet |ater.

The hungry mouth ingtantly devoured five one-hundred-dollar bills and my passport. | couldn't see who
was concedl ed there behind the blank partition, and | wasn't really concerned to get alook at them. All |
noticed were the fingers with pearly polish on the nails, which meant it was awoman. The mouth
reluctantly did open and belched out asizeable heap of one-hundred-ruble bills and severa bills of
smaller denominations. Even a couple of coins. Without counting the money, | put it into my breast
pocket, under my sweeter, keeping just the smdller bills and the coinsfor my trouser pocket. | put my
passport in my other breast pocket and threw the receipt—asmall rectangle of green paper—into the
rubbish bin.

Right, now | was someone. Even in thisinsane city, which wasjust about the most expensive on the
planet. But no... that wasn't right. It had to be dmost ayear snce Moscow had relinquished that dubious
title



Outside, winter greeted me again with itsice-laden breath. Thewind carried fine hard crumbs, like grains
of semoling, akind of immature hail. | strolled back aong the front of the railroad station and then down
to where | wanted to be—on the metro circleline.

It felt like | was beginning to remember where | needed to get to. Well, | could enjoy making some
progress, even if | didn't enjoy the state of uncertainty. And | could hope that whatever business had
brought me to Moscow was entirely good, because somehow | didn't fed | had the Power to serve Evil.

Only native Muscovites go home from therailroad setionsin taxis. If their financid status permitsit, of
course. Any provincid, evenif he hasthe kind of money | had, will take the metro. There's something
hypnotic about this system of tunndls, with itslabyrinth of connections, about the rumbling of thetrainsas
they go hurtling past and the rush of air that fades avay and then starts up again. About the constant
movement. Down here there is unspent energy seething and swirling around under the vaults of the sation
hdls. freefor the taking, more than | could possibly use.

And thereis protection. | think it's connected somehow with the thick layer of earth above your head...
and al the past yearsthat are buried in that earth... Not even years—centuries.

The doors of thetrain parted and | stepped in. There was arepulsive, ingstent buzzing from the
loudspeskers, and then afiney modulated man's voice announced: "Please mind the closing doors. The
next gation is Komsomol skaya."

| wasriding the circle line. Counter-clockwise. And | was definitely not getting out at Komsomolskaya.
But after that. .. after Komsomolskayal apparently would get out. That would be Peace Prospect. And,
by theway, it would be worth walking up the platform at Komsomolskayato get closer to the front of
thetrain. Then I'd be nearer the exit for my connection.

That meant | was changing onto the brown line, and probably going north, because otherwise I'd have
gone around the circle line in the opposite direction and changed at Oktyabrskaya.

The carriage shook as it moved, and since | had nothing better to do, | studied the numerous
advertisements. There was along-haired man standing on tiptoe, but squatting down at the sametime,
who was advertising pantyhose for women, and someone with afelt-tip pen had taken the opportunity to
endow the hairy poser with aphalus of impressive proportions. The next stick-on poster suggested that |
should go chasing around the city after ajeep painted in bright colors, but | failed to grasp the point of
this pursuit. A prize, probably. Miracle tablets for amost every ailment—all in asingle bottle— red
edtate agencies, the most yogurty yogurt of al yogurts, genuine Borzhomi minerd water with a picture of
aram onthe bottle... And here was Komsomolskaya.

| was fed up with the advertisements, so | dropped my bag by the door and went to look at the plan of
the metro system. | don't know why, but at the first glance my attention wasimmediately caught by the
little red circle with the letters AEEA above it—the All-Union Exhibition of Economic Achievements.

That was where | was going. No doubt about it. To amassive horseshoe-shaped building. The Cosmos
Hotdl.

No one can deny that life feels easier when you know what your god is. | heaved asigh of relief, went
back to my bag, and even smiled at my dull reflection in the glass of the door. The door aso bore traces
of themindless hyperactivity of the city's own pithecanthropoids—the inscription "Do not lean againgt the
doors" had been reduced to "Do lean again do.”

The unknown author of this pointless statement wasn't even a pithecanthropus; he was more likely a
monkey, adirty, smug little monkey. Dirty and stupid, precisely because he was too much like ahuman



being...
| was glad that | was an Other, and not a human being.

Here was Peace Prospect; stairs, aturn to the right, an escalator, and there was the train just arriving.
Rizhskaya, Alexeevskaya, AEEA. Out of the carriage and turn right—I'd dways known that.

A long, long escalator, on which for some reason | have no thoughts about anything at al. Those
annoying advertisements again. A pedestrian underpass. And there'sthe hotel. A horseshoe-shaped
mongtrosity of French architecture. The hotel has changed, though, and quite noticeably. They've added
illuminated billboards and bright lights; and then there's the casino, with the prize foreign automobile
displayed on apedestal. Some street girls standing around outside smoking, despite the hard frost. And
the doorman inside, whose hands ingtantly swallow up a hundred-ruble bill.

It wasn't redly late yet, so it was dtill busy in the foyer. Someone was talking on acell phone, rapping out
phrasesin Arabic loud enough for everyone to hear, and there was music coming from severa directions
at once.

"A ddluxe suitefor one" | said casualy. "And please, no phone calls offering me girls. I've cometo
work."

Money isagresat thing. A suitewas found ingtantly and | wasimmediately offered dinner to be delivered
to my room and promised that no one would cal me, dthough | didn't redly believeit. And they
suggested | should register straightaway, because | had a Ukrainian passport. | registered. But then,
instead of quietly making for the eevator to which | was solicitoudy directed, | set out toward an
unremarkable little door in the darkest and emptiest corner of the foyer.

There were no plagues at al on thisdoor.

The receptionist watched me go with genuine admiration. | think everyone el se had stopped noticing me
aadl.

Behind the door | discovered agrubby little office—probably the only space in the hotel that hadn't been
given a European makeover. It looked asif it had come straight out of the uncivilized Soviet '70s.

A standard-type desk—not really shabby, but it had seen plenty of service, a standard-type chair, and an
ancient Polish "Agter" telephone in the center of the desk. Perched on the chair was apuny little guy
wearing amilitia sergeant's uniform. Helooked up a meinquiringly.

The sergeant was an Other. And hewas aLight One—I redlized that Straightaway.

A Light One... Hmm. Then who was 1?1 didn't think | wasaLight One. No, definitely not a Light One.
Well then, that decided the matter.

"Hello," | saidto him. "I'd like to register in Moscow.”

The militiaman addressed me through clenched teeth, with amixture of surpriseand irritationin hisvoice:
"The receptionist handles regigtration. .. When you check in. Y ou haveto check into regigter." Herustled
the newspaper that he had been studying with apencil in his hand before | arrived—I think hewas
marking interesting announcements from theincredibly long list.

"I've been through the ordinary registration dready," | explained. "I need the Other regigtration. By the
way, | haven't introduced mysdf: Vitaly Rogoza, Other."



The militiaman immediately straightened up and looked at me differently, with a perplexed expresson
now. He didn't seem able to recognize me as an Other. So | helped him.

"Dark," he muttered after awhile, with afeding of relief, or so it seemed to me. He also introduced
himsdlf: "Zakhar Zdin-sky, Other. Night Watch employee. Let'sgo through..."

| could clearly hear in histone of voice the old complaint about all these foreigners flooding into our
Moscow. Others could never help dragging human models and stereotypesinto their own relationships.
This Light One definitely seemed annoyed by the arrival of yet another provincia and the need to get up
off hisbackside, tear his eyes away from the newspaper, drag himsdf to his computer, and go through
the hasde of aregigration...

There was another door in the middle of thewall, one that an ordinary person never could have seen. But
there was no need to open it—we walked through the wall, surrounded by the gray twilight that had
ingtantly filled the space around us. Our movements became soft and dow, and even theflickering of the
light bulb on the ceiling becamevisble.

The second room looked far more presentable than the first.

The sergeant immediately sat down at acomfortablelittle desk with acomputer and offered me a sest on
aplump divan.

"Areyou staying in Moscow for long?”
"l don't know yet. | think for a least amonth.”
"Show me your permanent residence registration, please.”

He could have seenit for himself, using hissight as an Other, but gpparently the rules obliged him to use
the smplest method.

My jacket was dready open, 0| just pulled up my swester, shirt, and T-shirt. There on my chest was
the bluish mark of a permanent registration in the Ukraine. The sergeant read it with a pass of hisopen
hand and began dowly fingering the keyboard of his PC. He took awhile to check the data, then rustled
away on the keyboard again. He opened amassive safe that was locked with more than just keys, took
something out, ran through the necessary procedures, and concluded by flinging asmall bundle of bluish
light at me. For an instant my entire upper body was flooded with fire, and a second later | had two sedls
decorating my chest. The second was my temporary Moscow registration.

"Y our regigtration istemporary, but it has no fixed period,” the sergeant explained without any particular
enthusiasm. " Since our database indicates that you are an entirely law-abiding Dark Other, we can go
easy on you and issue an unlimited registration. | hope the Night Watch won't have any reason to change
its opinion about you. The sedl will self-destruct as soon as you spend twenty-four hours outside the
Moscow city limits. If you have to leave for more than twenty-four hours, I'm afraid you'll haveto register

agan."
"l understand,” | said. "Thank you. Can | go?"
"Yes, you can go... Dark One."

The sergeant said nothing for afew moments, then he locked the safe (with more than just keys), lft the
computer asit was, and gestured with his hand toward the door.

Back in the grubby little room, he asked me uncertainly:
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"Pardon me, but who are you? Not avampire, not a shape-shifter, not an incubus, not awarlock—I can
tell dl that. And not amagician either, | think. | don't quite understand. ...”

The sergeant himsalf was a Light magician, about fourth level. That wasn't very high, but it wasn't exactly
nothing ether. ..

Y es, indeed—who was ?

"That'sadifficult question,” | replied evasively. "More amagician than anything else, | think. Goodbye."
| picked up my bag and went back out into the foyer.

Five minuteslater | was dready making mysdf a homein my suite.

I'd been right not to believe the receptionist—the first call with an offer to provide me with entertainment
caught mewhilel was shaving. | morosdly but politely asked them not to call again. The second time
there was less politenessin my tone of voice, and the third time | smply poured so much sticky, viscous
Power into the innocent phone that the person at the other end choked and stopped in mid-word. But at
least they didn't cal me anymore.

I'mlearning, | thought. But am | really a magician or not?

To behonest, | hadn't really been surprised by what the Light sergeant had said. Vampires,
shape-shifters, incubuses... They dl exist. They certainly do. But only for their own kind, for the Others.
For ordinary people, they don't exist. But for the Others, ordinary people are the very source of
existence. Ther roots and their nourishment. For both the Light Ones and the Dark Ones, no matter what
nonsense the Light Ones might trumpet on every sireet corner. They dso draw their energy from the lives
of human beings. And asfor their goas... We both have the same godls. It'sjust that we and the Light
Ones both try to overtake our competitors and reach our goasfirst.

| was distracted from this torrent of revelations by aknock at the door—they had brought my dinner.
After I'd fed the waiter ahundred-ruble bill (wheredid | get thislordly habit of handing out such
incredibly generoustips?), | tried to concentrate again, but 1'd obvioudy lost the wavelength. A pity.

But in any case, | had climbed up one more step. At least now

| knew there were two different kinds of Others: Light Ones and Dark Ones. | wasaDark One. | wasn't
very fond of Light Ones, but | couldn't say that | hated them. After dl, they were Otherstoo, evenif they
did follow rather different principlesfrom us.

And I'd begun to understand a bit more about what lay behind my threst to the werewolf in the park,
behind the vague but imposing title "Night Watch." What it Sgnified was the observation of Dark Ones at
night—precisdy at night, because the Dark Ones time was the night. Naturaly, there was aDay Watch
aswell. They weremy kind, but | had to be careful with them too, because if | did something wrong it
wouldn't earn me a pat on the back. And thiswhole system was in arather shaky state of equilibrium,
since both sides were congtantly seeking means and methods to finally rout their opponents and acquire
undivided control over the world of human beings...

That wasal | had so far. And from the height of thisstep | couldn't make out anything morein the
endrding Twilight. ..

| heard the Cdll just as| wasfinishing my dinner.



Neither too quiet, nor too loud, neither pleading nor imperious. The person it wasintended for heard it
too. And couldn't resis.

It wasn't intended for me. So it was strange that | could hear it...
That meant | had to do something.

Something implacable inside me was aready giving orders. Put your jacket on! Put the bag in the
cupboard! Lock the windows and the doors! And not just with the locks and latches, you blockhead!

Drawing in Power from everywhere | could reach, | made sure that ordinary people wouldn't take any
interest in my room. Others had no business being here anyway.

The dead-drunk Syrian in the next room suddenly sobered up. On the next floor down the Czech who
had been suffering torment with his ssomach findly puked and collgpsed in relief with hisarms round the
toilet bowl. In the room across the corridor an ederly businessman from the Urds dapped hiswife on the
cheek for thefirgt timein hislife, putting an end to an old, lingering quarrd—an hour later the couple
would celebrate their reconciliation in the restaurant on the second floor. If therewas a Light One around
then, I'd dready set thetablefor him...

But dl thisdidn't redly interest me. | wasfollowing the Cal. The Call that wasn't intended for me.

Evening was smoothly merging into night. The avenue wasfull of noise, thewind howled in thetrolley
wires. For some reason the sounds of nature drowned out the voices of civilization— maybe because |
wasligening so intently?

To theright, along the avenue. Definitely.
| pulled my cap down tighter on my head and set off aong the sdewalk.

When | had amost reached along building with shop windows along itsfirst floor displaying absurd
phoney samovars, the Call stopped. But | aready knew whereto go.

Besde the next building there was the dark tunnd of anarrow dley. And right now it wasfilled with
genuindly intense darkness.

Asif to spite me, thewind grew stronger, lashing a my face and shoving me back like arugby player,
and | had to lean forward in order to move at al.

Therewasthedley. It looked like | wastoo late. Anindigtinct silhouette froze for amoment against the
vague patch of light that was the other end of the aley; dl | could make out was a pal e face that was
obvioudy not human and the dull gleam of two eyes. And | think | saw teeth.

That was dl. Someone had been here and disappeared, but there was someone e se till here, and they
wouldn't be going anywhere.

| leaned down over the motionless body and took a close look. A girl, still very young, about sixteen,
with astrange mixture of bliss and torment in her glazed eyes. There was afluffy knitted scarf and a
matching hat lying beside her. Her jacket was unbuttoned, exposing her neck. And there were four
puncture marks clearly visble on her neck.

Somehow | wasn't surprised that | was able to seein amogt total darkness.

| squatted down beside the girl. Whoever had drunk her blood—not alot of it, no more than a quarter of



alite—had also drunk her life. Sucked out al of her energy right down to the last drop. A lousy way to
go.

And then people burst into the aley from both ends smultaneoudy, or rather, not people—Others.
"Stop there! Night Watch! Leave the Twilight!™

| straightened up, not redlizing immediately what they wanted from me, and received ahard blow—»but
not from afist or afoot. It was something white, as white as a surgeon's coat. It didn't really hurt, but it
was annoying. One of the watchmen was pointing a short rod at me. There was ared stone on the end of
it, and he looked asif he were getting ready to hit me again.

And then | wasimmediately thrown one more step up the stairway. Not even just one, but two &t least.

| 1eft the Twilight. Now | understood what was happening when everything around me dowed down and
| could suddenly seein pitch darkness. It was the world of the Others. And I'd been ordered—not
asked, but ordered—to return to the world of human beings.

So | did, obeying without any objections. Because it was the right thing to do.

"Name yoursdf!" they demanded. | couldn't see who they were, because they were shining aflashlight in
my face. | could have made out their faces, but just at that moment that wasn't the right thing to do.

"Vitady Rogoza, Other."

"Andrel Tiunnikov, Other, Night Watch agent,” said the one who had struck me with his battle wand,
clearly taking pleasurein introducing himsef.

Now | could tell that | hadn't been hit with full Power; it had just been awarning shot. But if they wanted,
they could strike alot harder—the charge in the wand was strong enough.

"Wdl now, Dark One. What do we have here? A fresh corpse, and you standing beside it. Are you
going to explain? Or maybe you have alicense? Well?"

"Andriukha, hold your horses," someone called sharply to him from out of the darkness.

But Andriukhatook no notice and just gestured in annoyance.

"Wat!"

He spoke to me again: "Well, then? Why don't you talk, Dark One? Nothing to say?'

| waan't saying anything.

Andriukha Tiunnikov wasamagician. A Light magician, naturdly, and just barely up to thefifth level.
I'd been that strong yesterday.

He obvioudy hadn't charged the amulet himself—I could sense the work of amuch more experienced
magician than him. And | thought the two young guys behind his back ooked a bit more powerful too.

On the other sde the alley was blocked off by agirl, standing on her own. She was young and not very
tall, but she was the most experienced and dangerous member of the group. She was a shape-shifting
battle magician. Something like aLight werewolf.



"Well, come on, Dark One!" Andriukhainssted. "Still got nothing to say?1 see. Show me your
regigtration! And someone et the Day Watch know we have a Dark poacher here..."

"You'reafool, Andriukha," | said derisively. "So delighted because you've caught a Dark poacher! Why
don't you try taking alook at the victim?Who do you think finished her off?'

Andriukha broke off and squinted sideways at the dead girl. He seemed to be getting the picture.
"Ava... vampire..." he muttered.

"Andwhoam[?'

"Youreama... magician..." Andriukhawas so confused, hed begun to sammer.

| turned to the girl, because I'd decided she was the one | ought to talk to. "When | got hereit wasdl
over. | saw the vampire, but he was dready outside the alley. He took off into the yard. The girl was
aready dead, she's been completely drained, but only amouthful of her blood has been taken. I'm new in
town, just off the train two hours ago. I'm staying at the Cosmos Hotel."

And | couldn't resist adding, "Not thefirst time vampires have used thisdley for poaching, isit?"

Now | could see the traces of the past there, on the ground and on the walls. I'd jumped severa steps at
once.

"Only last time you were luckier, Light Ones... But | must say you did alousy job cleaning up—the signs
aredill visblenow."

"Don't get any ideawere grateful to you," the girl answered darkly through her clenched teeth. "And let
metake alook at your registration anyway."

"By al means." | meekly showed them the sedl. "'| hope I'm not required any longer? | wouldn't liketo
hinder your superlative detectivesin their search for the poacher.”

"WEell find you tomorrow," the girl told medryly. "If we need you."

"Pleasedo!” | said with agrin. Then | moved one of the watchmen aside and walked out onto the
avenue.

| cast off the guise of an ordinary Dark One about a hundred steps farther on.

Chapter two

— P>

For the next two days and nights absolutely nothing interesting happened. | wandered around Moscow,
making unexpected purchases and practicing my new abilities, trying not to make it too obvious. |
switched on my cdll phone, without having the dightest ideawhy—I had nowhere to ring and there was
no oneto ring me. | bought amini-disk player and spent a couple of hours putting together adisk for it
from the catalog, looking for old and new songs that triggered some response in my recalcitrant memory.
| gradudly got used to the changesin Moscow, which behind thetinsd glitter of its bright, festive neon
had remained just as dirty and scruffy as ever. The hotdl staff al said hello to me, and they seemed to
have organized aline for theright to serve me—I was il living like aman who didn't acknowledge any
bills worth less than ahundred rubles. But strangely enough, | was still careful to collect my correct



change in the shops, even thelittle nickd-plated coins that are no good for anything except maybe
souvenirsfor foreigners.

During those two days | only met Othersthree times: Once in the metro, entirely by chance; once at
night, when | ran into adrunk witch trying unsuccessfully to fly up to athird-floor balcony because sheld
lost her keys and didn't have enough Power |eft to go through the Twilight. | gave the witch ahand. And
once during the day | wastaken for an uninitiated Other by arather powerful Light magician—I even
remembered his name: Gorodetsky. He'd just happened to go into the shop for the same thing as me—to
put together anew mini-disk for his player. The magician was surprised when he saw my official seds
and backed off immediately. He was even going to leave, out of disgust, | think, but they'd just finished
cutting my disk, so | wasthe one who |€ft.

| was |eft wondering for awhile why he hated the Dark Ones so much.

But then, everybody hates us. Well, amost everybody. And they just don't want to believe that what we
fed about them ismostly indifference—just aslong asthe Light Ones don't get in our way. And they do,
al thetime. But | suppose we get in their way too.

No one from the Night Watch bothered me. | don't think they even made any attempt to find me and
question me. They must have redlized that a Dark magician has no need to drink human blood. Of
course, | could have doneit, and given mysdf a chronic digestive disorder—if | hadn't beensick in
disgust... | wastotdly absorbed in waiting for the next step up dong the stairway, for when something
insde me would force me to make use of magic, but apparently for that to happen required an extreme,
unambiguous situation. Not just minor actions, like getting rid of the fat-faced ticket ingpectorsin the bus
with their shaved heads, or amantle of cam for the agitated people standing in line for metro cards when
| couldn't be bothered to wait—no, all that was quite literdly yesterday's level asfar as| was concerned.
In order to learn something new and reved another layer of my seled memory, in order to take
possession of the knowledge that was still dumbering, | needed more serious shocks.

| had to wait for them, but not very long.

Like many other Dark Ones, | turned out to be an inveterate night owl. Since | wasliving among ordinary
people, | couldn't completely ignorethe day, but | didn't fed like ressting the d-luring call of the night
either. | rose late, about midday or even later, and | only returned to the hotdl at dawn.

My fourth night in Moscow was aready streaked with thefirst hints of dawn, the blackness had aready
admitted thefirst shades of dark gray into itself, when | ran smack into the next step upward. | was
grolling dong deserted |zmailovsky Boulevard when | suddenly sensed the flash of a powerful magical
discharge somewhere in among the buildingsin the distance.

When | say "discharge,” | don't mean that uncontrolled energy had smply escaped. No. The energy was
discharged and then immediately absorbed, otherwise the fina result would have been abana explosion.
Otherstransform themselves, and the world, and energy. But in the final analysis the balance of energy
emitted and absorbed aways amounts to zero, otherwise. ..

Otherwise the world smply couldn't exist. And we couldn't exigt iniit.
| felt something urging meto go there. Go!
So | hadto go

| walked for about twenty minutes, confidently turning corners at intersections and sometimes taking
shortcuts through courtyards. When | was amost there | sensed Others—they were approaching rapidly



from two different directions, and at the sametime | heard the sound of severd automaobiles. Almost
immediately | picked out the house and the apartment | needed from the faceless palisade of high-rises.
That was where the event had occurred that had caught the attention of the other me, still concealed
somewhere in the depths of my ordinary being.

A standard five-story Khruschev-period building on Thirteenth Park Street. Rubbish containers standing
along the end wall, and not asign of the trading kiosks | was so used to seeing in the South.

Three vehicles at the entrance: aZhiguli, ahumble and very unkempt-looking station wagon, and a
pampered BMW. There were actualy plenty of other cars standing al around, but they were obvioudy
parked for the night, while these had just arrived in ahurry and been dumped.

Thefifth floor. At the entrance to the stairwell (the metal door, by the way, was standing wide open) |
sensed powerful magical blocks, and they made me pull my shadow up from the ground and enter the
Twilight.

| think the Twilight draws Power out of Others—if they don't know how to resist it, of course. Nobody
told mewhat to do. | just started doing it instinctively, asif 1'd dways known how. Maybe | always had,
and | just remembered when | needed to.

The blue mossthat inhabitsthefirst level of the Twilight had spread in luxurious abundance over thewalls
and the sairs, even the banisters. The people living in this entrance must be highly emotiond if it was
flourishing sowell.

Here was the apartment | wanted. More powerful blocks, and the door locked even in the Twilight.

And at that point | was flung up another two steps. Overcoming a momentary weakness, | raised my
own shadow from the floor again and went deeper.

| could immediately tdll thiswas a place where not many came. There was no building. There was amost
nothing at al except adense, dark gray mist and the moonsthat | could vaguely make out through it. All
three of them. There ought to have been araging wind—the wind doesn't recognize any difference
between the ordinary world and the Twilight—but at thislevd, time flowed so dowly that | could hardly
feditatdl.

| began dowly fdling, snking into thismig, but | held myself up. Apparently | knew how to do that. A
certain effort—as dways, hard to describe and more instinctive than conscious— and | moved forward.
Another effort, and | glanced out into the preceding level of the Twilight.

Everything was happening in syrupy dow motion, asif the world had sunk into alayer of transparent gray
tar, and at first, sounds seemed like deep, distant peals of thunder, but I managed to adjust to their
downess. | must have set my rate of perception to the same pace, attuned myself to this new redlity, and
from that moment on, everything that was happening began to remind me again of the ordinary
world—the world of human beings.

A narrow hallway, asthey al arein those buildings. Two doors on the |left—to the bathroom and the
kitchen. One room farther along on the | eft and one on the right. The room on the right was empty. Inthe
room on the | eft there were five Others and a body lying on a disheveled bed. The body of aguy about
thirty: He had severd ragged woundsin the area of his crotch and scomach, which immediately put to rest
any ideathat he could be saved. The wounds were covered with acrumpled, bloody bed sheet.

There were three Light Ones and two Dark Ones. The Light Oneswere alean young guy with arather
asymmetrica face and two acquaintances of mine—the music lover Gorodetsky and the girl



shape-shifter. The Dark Ones were a plump magician with akeen, intense expression, and a gloomy
individua who looked to me like an unsuccessful parody of alizard—he was wearing clothes, but his
hands and face were green and scaly.

The Otherswere arguing.
TheLight Onel didn't know wastalking.

"It's the second incident thisweek, Shagron. And another murder. I'm sorry, but it's beginning to look
like you've thrown the treaty out the window."

The Dark One glanced involuntarily at the corpse.

"We can't keep track of everybody, you know that perfectly well," he blurted out, but | didn't hear any
trace of guilt or regret in hisvoice.

"But you undertook to warn dl the Dark Ones about Clean Week! Y our chief promised officialy.”
"We did warn them.”

"Widl, thank you!" The Light One clgpped hishandsin theatrica applause. "Theresultisimpressive. |
repeet: We, the agents of the Night Watch, officially request your cooperation. Cal your chief out!"

"The chief isn't in Moscow right now," the magician replied morosaly. "And, by the way, your chief
knowsthat perfectly well, so he needn't have bothered to authorize you to request cooperation.”

"Doesthat mean,” Gorodetsky asked with the hint of athreeat in hisvoice, "that you are refusing to
provide cooperation?’

The Dark magician shook his head rather more quickly than he need have. "What do you mean, refusing?
No. Were not refusing. | just don't understand what we can do to help.”

The Light Ones seemed to be filled with righteous wrath at that. The magician | didn't know spoke again.
"What can you do? Some shape-shifting hooker ripsthe balls off a client— an uninitiated Other, by the
way—and gets clean away! Who knows all your countless low-life best—you or us?

"Sometimes | think you do," the Dark magician retorted and glanced at the girl. "If you remember the
conversation in the Seventh Heaven when they caught the Inquisitor and him..."— he nodded a
Gorodetsky and paused, asif he were thinking about something.

"Mogt likely the shape-shifter's not registered. And most likely the client got abit too boisterousand er ...
er... Well, let'sput it thisway: He wanted something that was unacceptable even to ahooker. And thisis
the result.”

"Shagron, you can't unload this on the human cops, because she killed him when shewasin her Twilight
form. Likeit or not, the Watches are involved. So tell me straight: Are you going to carry out an
investigation or will you force usto ded with it? And don't even hope that you can just drag things ouit.
Wewant Saturday's vampire and this cat up in front of atribunal, and before next weekend. Do you
understand our demands?' The skinny young guy was leaning on Shagron, ingsting on hisrights, and he
obvioudy enjoyed doing it, as an Other who didn't often get involved in showdowns. And he seemed to
have judtification for putting on the pressure. ..

"Theselousy, lecherous cats," the scay one suddenly muttered. "Brainless bitches..."



"Shut up,” the Light girl told him coldly. "Y ou overgrown gecko.”
Ah, yes, she was a cat too, even though shewas Light...

"Codl it, Tiger Cub," Gorodetsky said to her. Then he turned to the Dark magician again. "Do you
understand our demands?’

At thispoint | returned to thefirst level of the Twilight. To describe the seconds that followed as adumb
show would be a gross understatement.

"Youl" thegirl gasped. "Y ou again!™
"Buenos noches, lady and gentlemen. Pardon me, | saw thelight, so | just dropped in."

"Anton, Tolik," Tiger Cub said in aringing voice that trembled dightly, pointing onefinger &t meina
childish manner. "Andriukhafound him standing over the vampiresvictim on Saturday! ThisDark One
from Ukraingl"

All five of them carried on gtaring sraight at me.

"I hope," | saidironicaly, "that | don't resemble a shape-shifting hooker any morethan | do acrazy
vampire?'

"Who areyou?' the Dark magician, the one they called Sha-gron, asked in ahostile voice.
"A magician, dear colleague. A Dark magician. From out of town."

When hetried to probe me, | could tell that if | hadn't yet climbed up the next step, then | wasright there
infront of it. He didn't get anywhere. And meanwhile | noticed that Shagron's defenses were not entirely
his own—I could sense aframework that had been put together by atop-class magician. Probably the
famous chief who wasn'tin Moscow at the moment.

"A second murder, and hereyou are again,” Tolik drawled suspicioudy, aso making an attempt to probe
me—quite unsuccessfully, as | noted with some satisfaction. "1 don't likeit. Perhaps you would careto
explan?'

Tolik certainly looked annoyed, but now he was behaving correctly, and that suited me just fine. He was
obvioudy theleader of the three Light Ones and now he was busily thinking over the possible courses of
action. There seemed to be plenty of choice.

"Yes, | would," | agreed readily. "1 was out strolling not far from here. | sensed something bad going on.
And | cameto seeif | could do anything to help.”

"Do you work in the Watch back home in Ukraine?' the scaly one asked unexpectedly.
"No."

"Then how can you help?"

"Who knows?" | said with ashrug.

Of course, the scaly one'stongue was long and forked. Our peopl€simagination is certainly pretty
limited. Y ou'd think the Twilight image of a Dark One offered plenty of scope for fantasy—unlike what
the Light Ones have, which isjust astandard ouitfit: aluminescent glow and white clothes. The more
sentimenta ones, mostly the women, have awhite garland aswell. But even so... dmogt al the Dark



Ones go for the old worn-out cliche of ascaly demon with horns and aforked tongue.

"Of course, you have nothing at dl to do with these murders?”’ the girl said with poorly conceded
sarcasm.

"Naturaly."
"l don't trust him," said the girl and turned away. "Anton, you have to probe him."

"Wewill," Anton replied without thinking. "When we get back I'll personally request al the dataon
him..."

| laughed ironically.

"All right. If you don't want any help, | don't mind. I'm not going to impose mysdlf onyou. I'll be going
then..."

| started toward the door.

"Hey, Dark One," Tolik said to my back. "I'd advise you not to leave Moscow. That's an officia ban
from the Night Watch."

"I'll bear itinmind," | promised. "In any case, | wasn't planning to leave..."
"I'll gowithyou,” Tolik said to Anton and Tiger Cub. "'l have something to say to you."

Anton thought gloomily that he must have done abad job cleaning up again—for some reason this
strange Dark One'swords had really stung him. Tiger Cub had imitated the Stranger'sway of speaking
very precisdly, right down to the intonation pattern, and when Anton saw the Dark One, he was
convinced yet again that Tiger Cub had the makings of askillful actress. Who could tell what she might
have been if she hadn't been an Other ...

Shagron and his partner had driven off in their fancy BMW along time ago. Tolik reached out his hand
demandingly and Anton obediently gave him the keysto the office Zhiguli. Tiger Cub got into the back
without speaking. Anton sat beside Tolik, who drove rapidly out onto Sirenevy Boulevard and headed
.

"Who is he, thisDark One?"' Anton asked to break the slence. Hewasin afoul mood. Another
body—and thistime an uninitiated Other!

"He'savery powerful magician,” Tolik said abruptly. "More powerful than me. | tried to probe him and |
failed—he closed up ingantly.”

"Closed up?' Tiger Cub said in an excited voice from the back. ™Y ou mean he came without a shield?’

"That'sjust the point,” Tolik exclaimed gloomily. "When he camein, helooked exactly like an ordinary
magician, maybethird or fourth level. Like me and Anton.”

Anton didn't say anything—strictly speaking, Tolik wasincorrect, but in essence he was right. Gesar had
caled Anton asecond-level magician, but Anton's powers had only risen to that level on afew
occasions. It would be more honest to admit that for the time being he was till third level.

"But assoon as| tried to probe him,” Tolik went on, "that wasit. A blank wall. He's definitely more
powerful than me. Anton. Did you try to probe him?"



"No."
"Lookslikehesfirg leve..." Talik, said with aggh. "If it comesto it, well havetocdl inllya..."

"I'm afraid we might even haveto call in Olgaand Svetaand the boss," Anton remarked. Nobody
answered him. Nobody liked the idea of asking the Higher Magiciansfor help.

Tiger Cub started squirming about, making herself more comfortable on the segt. "Thereés no way he's
not connected with these murders. | can understand the first time—he arrived in Moscow, went out for a
wak, and accidentally sumbled across a poacher. But thistime? What was he doing on Pervo-maiskaya
Streat?!

"But did he definitely arrive on Saturday?' Tolik asked.

"Definitdy," Tiger Cub assured him. "I didn't like the look of him, you know? 1 even found thetrain he
was on and scanned the conductress for memories. He dmost never came out of his compartment, but
hewason thetrandl right."”

"And do we have anything on him?"

Anton thought he caught ahint of concealed hopein Tolik's question: "Compromising materid, you
mean? Not athing. Not asingle violation. He doesn't need any licenses, he's not avampireor a
shape-shifter. And hewas only initiated fairly recently, just seven yearsago... Likeme."

Tolik nodded thoughtfully. "There aren't many Othersin Nikolaev. So the Watches are smdl aswell, only
twenty or thirty agents..."

"Okay, when we get back, I'll dig abit deeper,” Anton promised. "Did you lock up your station wagon,
eh?'

"What's going to happen toit?' Tolik asked with ashrug. "Y es, well have to phone the boss after dl. Or
will we be able to handle this on our own?'

Hewas obvioudy feding uncomfortable. Tolik had beenin charge of the I T department for morethan a
year now, since Anton made the move to operationa work. But no member of the Night Watch hasthe
right to let his qudifications dip— and the time had come around for Tolik's month of field duty.

And on the very firgt day there was an unpleasant incident likethis...
"Well probably haveto tel him," Anton decided.
"Then therés no point in putting it off..." Tolik Sghed.

Tiger Cub eagerly held out her cell phone, but before Tolik could even touch it the phone started chirping
the tune of "Midnight in Moscow."

Anton was about to take the phone, but he restrained himsdlf. Y ou never know... It was obviously one
of their own caling, but he couldn't sense the tense, nervous energy of awork cal. Maybeit was smply
some member of the Watch calling Tiger Cub? Everybody had apersond life, even the members of the
Watch.

Tiger Cub took the call. Most of the time shejust listened, and once she said, 1 don't know."

"It'sGarik," sheexplained in avoicefilled with quiet alarm. " Andriukha's disgppeared.”



"Tiunnikov?'
"Y es. Garik thought hewaswith us.”

"Thelast timel saw him wasthis afternoon,” Tolik told her. "He was planning to go and catch up on his
deep.”

"His phone's not answering. Garik can't sense him elther— and he's Andriukha's mentor..."

Anton turned toward Tiger Cub: "After Saturday he was like aman possessed. What did that Dark One
sy tohiminthedley?'

Tiger Cub shrugged. "Nothing specid—I've told you ahundred times already. He called him a detective.
But Andriukhareally had screwed up—it was obvious straightaway that the Dark One was no vampire. |
explained that to him mysdf.”

"He doesn't have to be avampire," Tolik declared in abored, didactic voice. "This Dark One could quite
eadly be the organizer of thewhole gridy mess. And it goes without saying that his organizationd talents
are clearly above average!”

"One of Zabulon's pawns," Anton mused. "Y es, it's possible. Perfectly possible.”

"Aim abit higher. Not a pawn, not even aknight or arook. A bishop. A serious piece. Maybe even a
quean..."

"Tolik, don't exaggerate. Without Zabulon there's no way the Dark Ones can match us. And Zabulon's
not in Moscow.”

"That'swhat the Dark Ones say. But who knowswhat thetruthis..."
"Zabulon hasn't shown hisface much a al recently,” Anton put in.

"That'sjust it. HE's been keeping quiet, planning an operation... Thelousy thingisthat | can't imagine
what its objectives are. What do we have so far? Two suspicious killings, with absolutely no idea of how
they're connected.”

"If they are connected at all," said Anton, but even he didn't seem to believe his own words.

"No, say what you like, but they're connected,” Tolik ingsted stubbornly. "I can senseit. And thelink is
that magician from out of town."

"Why bother thinking about it?* Tiger Cub asked. " Since Svetlana appeared we've had a substantial
advantage. The Dark Ones have yielded one position after another—remember how the boss put the
pressure on Zabulon at the last round of negotiations? And Zabulon gave way—what other choice did he
readly have? It looks asif the Dark Ones have launched an operation to restore the balance. But the
timing'sterrible—just before Clean Week..."

"For the Dark Onesthat's the best possibletime," Anton growled. "They know we won't start anything
serious without agood reason. But so far there doesn't seem to be any reason.”

"Be careful what you say..." Talik told himin apained voice.
The Zhiguli flew on dong Leningradsky Prospect, overtaking the advancing dawn.

They drove the rest of the way to the office without saying another word. Either no one wanted to predict



thewordt, or they al felt they werein for something serious.

Garik was standing outs de the entrance, shifting nervoudy from one foot to the other. And Ilyawasthere
beside him, short of degp and squinting out from behind his spectacles.

"Right," Tolik said cheerlesdy. "Brace yoursdves."

llyaand Garik quickly got into the car, squeezing Tiger Cub from both sides, and Anton immediately
redized why they'd got in like that, and what the pale, furious, and therefore very restrained Garik would
sy next...

"The Cosmos Hotd . Andriukha's deed, guys..."

Tolik dammed the accelerator to the floor, but even the most powerful car isn't fast enough to overtake
death. Tiger Cub jerked feebly, squeezed tight between her friends, and then froze,

"How did it hgppen?' Anton asked in adull voice.

"That Dark One—Vitay Rogoza—just phoned. He said held found the body of an Other in hisroom."
"I'll personally bite histhroat out,” Tiger Cub promised in ahoarse voice. "And don't you try to stop me!"
"| phoned Bear just in case," llyasaid in avery neutra tone. "1 think he's aready in the Cosmos.”

Anton got the ideathat his colleagues had understood everything in advance and come to termswith the
fact that afight wasinevitable. He secretly stroked the pistol in the holster under his armpit—the weapon
that had never been any redl useto him even once.

| had anagging feding that the events of the night were still far from over. | fdlt | wasjust beginning to be
ableto foresee the immediate future. Not in detail—far fromit, in fact—more asatangled ball of
probability threads. But | had begun to sense where the thickest strands were leading.

Alarm, trouble, disaster, danger—that was what the night had in store for me. At first | thought | would
wait for the Dark Ones downgtairs, beside their BMW outside the entrance, but then | realized |
shouldn't do that. | shouldn't enlighten them asto... well, asto my total ignorance. Let them think that |
really was playing agame. The chief of the Day Watch was out of town, and the others didn't seem to be
any competition for me...

But just who was |? Wasn't | aming too high? Was Moscow so short of powerful magicians? Even if
they didn't work in the Watches? | couldn't keep being led on up the steps forever, could | ?—there are
no infinite stairways. Some way would be found to keep mein check—the M oscow magicians had
plenty of experience, many of them had an entire century of it. And | didn't redly know what | could do
and what | couldn't. | was still an unknown quantity. And how did | know my Power wouldn't evaporate
just as miraculoudy asit had appeared?

So you take your time, Vitalik, don't try to force things along. Better think about what bad things
this fading night could bring you. But better not drag things out, lengthen that stride...

| walked quickly, asfar as Sholkovskoe Shosse, darted into an underpass, and then started hitching alift
on the opposite side of the road.

What | like about Mascow isthat even in the dead of night or early in the morning, dl you haveto dois
raise your hand and an automobile will immediately pull in at the curb. In Niko-laev you can stand there
for haf an hour and no onewill even think of stopping. But here everything is decided by money.



Everyone needsit.
The Exhibition of Economic Achievements, fifty rubles. The standard rate.
| got into the sporty V olkswagen and set off toward problemsthat | could amost fed aready.

When | reached the hotel, | immediately sensed that my room's defenses had been compromised. The
defenses had worked just as they were intended to do, and that was my main problem. Without looking
at anyone, | went up to the sixth floor, waked to my suite, put the key in the lock, and frozefor a
moment, looking at the door.

Okay, whatever was about to happen, | had to go throughiit.

Hewaslying in the middle of the lounge with hisarmsflung out to the Sides. There was an expresson of
childish surprise and resentment on hisface, asif held opened awrapper and in-stead of the candy he'd
been hoping for held found an angry hornet that had instantly sunk its inger into his cardlesdy exposed
finger.

He had stumbled into my Shahab's Ring. Not complex magic, but very powerful. And, naturaly, he

hadn't known the word that was needed. He was the unfortunate young detective, Andriukha Tiunnikov,
aLight Onefrom the Night Watch, who had been trying to prove that I'd murdered the girl on Saturday.

If he'd been more experienced, he would never have stuck his nose into the areaenclosed by the Ring. |
hadn't even st it around the whole room—only the safe with the bag init.

Thiswasthe very lagt thing | needed—the Light Ones regarded the deaths of ordinary people as
poaching, but thekilling of an Other was a different matter atogether. It already smacked of atribunal.

But | had smply closed off my own territory, closed it off in away that Others understood! Thisismine!
Keep out! No entry!

Only he hadn't kept out. And hed met hisend in the Twilight... Theinfantile booby! Had he been trying
to impress his bosses?

| had to own up. Otherwise they'd ask in away | couldn't refuse to answer.

| reached for the phone—not my cell, but the ordinary phone that was standing on the table. The number
obligingly surfaced from my memory.

"Night Watch? Vitaly Rogoza, Other, Dark. If I'm not mistaken, | have your employee, Andrel Tiunnikov
here. HE's dead. Y ou'd better come... Cosmos Hotdl, suite six hundred twelve.”

Strangely enough, the Light Ones weren't the first to arrive. The moment the first Others reached my
floor—there were two of them—I felt asif | were suddenly flooded with energy from someone. The pair
were Dark magicians and they were both brimful of aDark Power that reminded me in some ways of the
Twilight, except that it was even denser and darker. A long tongue of Twilight ran straight down through
thefloors of the hotel, gradualy growing thinner asit approached the ground and seeming to run on
beyond it, to somewhere lower, somewhere underground.

Therewas aknock &t the door, emphatically correct.
"Yes, yes" | replied, without getting up out of my armchair. "It's open, comein!”

They camein. My acquaintance from the apartment on Per-vomai skaya Street, Shagron. And another



one, dso amagician, asfar as| could tell. A bit overweight, like Shagron, with dark hair. And powerful.
More powerful than his partner. But even so, despite my expectations, it was Shagron who started
talking. It seemed that the accepted thing among members of the Watches was for the most important
member of ateam to keep quiet—Anton had preferred to listen too.

"Good morning, colleague.”
"What's good about it? Y ou must be joking, colleague.”

| deliberately pronounced the word " colleague" in the same tone as Shagron. But he wasn't so eaesily
provoked, and that was where he had the advantage over me. In experience. All | had to rely on were
chegp wisecracks like thet, plus moments of sudden illumination and the mystica stairway thet obligingly
offered me one step after another, and then arranged akick up the backside at the appropriate moment.

"I'm not joking, colleague, smply greeting you. It'sapity you didn't wait for us back there... you know
where | mean. 1'd been counting on having aword with you."

"I didn't want to get in your way," | confessed, and it was more than haf-true. A normal response from
an Other—Dark or Light.

"I was counting on help. Help from a brother-in-arms. But you chose to disappear.”

That "I" was gtrictly aDark way of speaking. In Shagron's place, any Light Onewould definitely have
said "We," and been perfectly sincere. And held have meant exactly what Shagron had meant, no less
sincerdly, of course.

"Okay. Let meintroduce you. Thisis Edgar, our colleague from Estonia, recently amember of the
Moscow Watch. What have you got here?"

"What I've got hereisyet another body,” | confessed. "A Light Other. A Watch member. But then you
aready know al about it, don't you, colleague Edgar?’

"Therés not much time? The Light Oneswill be here any minute? Is that what you wanted to say?' Edgar
asked, casting aside diplomacy and addressing mein afamiliar fashion. | realized therewas no point in
arguing with this dark-haired Estonian.

"Last Saturday evening, when I'd just arrived, this Light One wasin charge of the operation dealing with
apoaching vampire..."

"A vampiress," Edgar corrected mewith afrown. "And then?’

"By sheer chancel just happened to be there beside the victim. They found me beside the corpse and
recognized me asaDark One. Clearly out of inexperience—I can't see any other reason—Tiunnikov
accused me of what the vampire... that is, the vampiress... had done. | put himin hisplace, and | admit |

did it quite sharply, but he'd asked for it. And that's really the whole story... When | [eft my room today,
| left some protective spells. And when | camein, there he was. He was aready beyond my help.”

The last phrase smply burst out on its own—I hadn't been planning to say it. It felt like | was beginning to
talk nonsense again.

"This snot-nosed kid wasin charge of the operation?' Shagron asked increduloudy. "When there were
Light Oneswith far more experience—thetigress, the magicians. .."

"Tiunnikov wasin training, that's perfectly normd," Edgar barked at his partner, and then suddenly



glanced a me. "But you set up a Shahab's Ring so strong that it killed the Light Ones trainee on the
soot?'

The question was dmost rhetorical. Apparently 1'd cast asmple spell, but put too much Power intoit.
Maybe...

| sensed the gpproach of the Light Ones at the same time as Edgar, just asthey were nearing the hotel. A
few seconds later Shagron picked them up too.

"What did you tell them?"' Edgar asked, obvioudy in ahurry. "But keep it short.”

| sensed that he had covered us with acowl of invishility, and quite apowerful onetoo. Beforel said a
singleword, | added some Power of my own to the cowl, drawn partly from somewhere inside mysdif,
from my own mind, and partly from outside. It happened quite spontaneoudy, but | read the dumb
astonishment in Edgar's eyes.

"| phoned and said there was adead Light One in my room. And told them hisname. That'sal."

Edgar gave abarely perceptible nod and glanced significantly at Shagron, who gave the dightest of
shrugs.

We stood there in silence until the knock at the door—afar less polite onethistime.
The Light Onesdidn't wait to beinvited. They just walked straight in.

Therewerefive of them—Tolik, Anton, and the girl shape-shifter could barely have had enough timeto
get from Pervo-maiskaya Street to their office. Two others had come with them—a cultured-looking
young guy wearing spectacles with eighty-dollar frames and another with asuntanned face, asif it weren't
winter in Moscow.

Theselast two and Tolik carefully examined, probed, and scanned every centimeter of my suite. The
walls here had probably never seen such intense magica activity.

Anton and the girl didn't interfere, but | could clearly sense the aversion emanating from them. Not even
hatred—the Light Ones don't really even know how to hate properly. More like adesireto pin meinto
the corner, have me condemned and punished. Or simply to hit me with so much Power that I'd be
driven into the Twilight forever.

And | also sensed there was at |least one more Light One somewhere outside the room. Probably
somewhere else on the samefloor, or by the lifts. He was obvioudy covering the others backs, and he
had shielded himsdlf redly well for thejob. | only spotted him, you might say, by accident. But | don't
think that Sha-gron and Edgar had any idea he wasthere.

| frowned. The Light Ones had the numerica advantage— there were twice as many of them. And the
two of them that | was seeing for the firgt time were very powerful magicians, amost certainly first leve.
In any case, the two of them together would be stronger than Shagron and Edgar. And Anton was no
pushover either—he could give Shagron agood fight, or even Edgar. Plusthe girl—she was awarrior.
And that unknown one somewhere nearby. The balance of forces was not good at dl. They'd grind usto
dust, grind us asfine as powdered vanilla. ..

Meanwhile the Light Ones had finished their scanning. The onein spectacles came up to me and inquired
with emphatic indifference: "Tell me, did you redly need to use a protective spell of such great Power?"

"Wdl, why do you think | would have used so much Power?"



The one in spectacles and the other one | didn't know exchanged aquick glance.
"We demand to see your things."
"Stop, stop,” Edgar put in hagtily. "On what grounds, exactly?"

The one in spectacles smiled bleakly—with just hislips. "The Night Watch has reason to suspect that a
forbidden artifact of immense Power has been smuggled into Moscow. Y ou must know that such actions
contravene the terms of the Treaty."

My Dark colleagues|ooked a me doubtfully. They were gpparently expecting some unambiguous
response. But what wasit? On this occasion my magical interna help-all chose not to prompt me. But on
the other hand, | knew perfectly well that there weren't any forbidden artifactsin my bag. And so |
gestured magnanimoudy and said, "L et them look! All night long if they want."

"| protest," Edgar said quietly, and apparently without any great hope. "'Y ou don't have the sanction of
your chief."

"The protestisrgjected,” the onein spectacles parried in an inflexible voice. "I'm the chief here. Show us
your things, Dark One."

| didn't have to be asked twice. | neutraized the remains of the defenses with asingle gesture and opened
the door of the safe, where my bag was lying in totd isolation, apart from a pair of clothes brushes. Part
of itslogo seemed to gaze out at us reproachfully: Fuj... | imagined a bored, squeaky voice pronouncing

it as"phooey..."

| took the bag and tipped its contents out onto the bed. The Light Ones didn't take much interest in my
things, but the Sght of thefind plastic bag put them on their guard—the second unknown magician even
grasped the amulet in the pocket of hisjacket.

When | shook the money out onto the bedcover, everybody |ooked at me. My own side and the Light
Ones. Asif | were somekind of psycho. An absolutely hopeless case.

"There" | said. "That'sdl | have. A hundred thousand. Actualy abit less now."

The magician in spectacles stepped toward the bed and rummaged disdainfully through my things,
glancing into the plastic bags. But | redlized that what he redlly wanted was tactile contact.

He wasn't even satisfied with remote scanning!

Good grief, what did they suspect me of ? Probably some cretin really had tried to bring something
forbidden into Moscow, and since I'd overdone it a bit protecting my miserable heap of bucks, now they
suspected me of everything. That wasredlly funny, and it was getting funnier al thetime.

The one in gpectacles spent about aminute sniffing a my baggage. Then he gave up.
"All right. There's nothing here. We're declaring this suite off-limits. Y ou'll have to change rooms.”

The girl shape-shifter started and gave him a puzzled look. He spread his hands and | understood the
meaning of his gesture. There was nothing to charge me with. No grounds. The shape-shifter tensed up,
but the other magician put his hand on her shoulder, asif he were warning her not to do anything rash.

"Ye-es?' Edgar drawled ingnuatingly, and something Estonian findly camethroughinthat "Ye-es' of his.
"Change rooms? In that case we request official permission for a seventh-level intervention. In order to



avoid unnecessary questions from the hotel management.”

The Light Ones were annoyed by that—but then, they were al annoyed aready in any case.
"Why?We can influence the gtaff without any psychic correction.”

"But you have a habit of declaring any influence aviolation," Edgar explained in avery innocent voice,

"I will per..." llyadrawled dowly and then broke off. "No. | won't permit it. Anton, you go with them
and doit al yoursdlf. Try to make sure they move him asfar avay from here aspossible, so thet...
Anyway, just doit.”

Edgar sghed in disappointment. "Okay. .. if you say no, thenit'sno. But tell me, dear fellow, do you have
any more questionsfor our colleague?’

Edgar'stone of voice was s0 prim and polite that | was afraid the Light Ones might decide he was
mocking them. But they clearly knew Edgar pretty well. And maybe this caudtic, biting politenesswasthe
norm of behavior between the two Watches.

"No, we don't dare detain him any longer. But permit usto remind you that until our investigations are
concluded, heisforbidden to leave Moscow, in connection with three cases.”

"l remember,” | put in asinnocently as| could.
"Inthat case, permit usto take our leave. Colleague Vitaly, pack your things..."

| shoved dl my bitsand piecesinto thefirst plastic bagsthat came to hand, put the plastic bagsinto the
large bag, picked up my jacket from where | had dropped it on the armchair, and stood up. Edgar
pointed to the door ininvitation.

We went out into the corridor and took the evator down to the vestibule, where Edgar suddenly turned
to the Light Onewith us.

"Anton! Our colleagueisnot going to stay in thishotel any longer. Weretaking him with us. If you need
him, you can inquire a the Day Watch office."

The Light One seemed to have been taken by surprise, he glanced uncertainly at the hotel administrator
deeping behind his counter, then nodded indecisively. And we set off toward the exit.

| didn't put my jacket on because I'd aready spotted the familiar BMW standing outside the door of the
hotel—I'd only been able to see it because | was an Other.

It was warm and cozy inside the car. And spacious too—my knees didn't press against the back of the
front sest. | made mysdlf comfortable and asked, "And wheream | going to stay now?"

"At the Day Watch office, colleague? Or, rather, in the office hotdl. Y ou should have gone there
draightaway.”

"If only I'd known whereto go..." | muttered.

The BMW went darting off, turned smartly out of the parking lot toward the entrance, dived under the
boom amost before it had time to rise high enough, and eased into the sparse flow of traffic on Peace

Prospect.
Shagron might not be the strongest of magicians, but he could drive a car superbly. Peace Prospect



flashed by and disappeared, followed by the arc of the Garden Ring Road. And al | saw of Tverskaya
Street was an endless row of shop windows with tinted glass... but then, it wasn't redly endless after al.

We got out of the car very closeto the Kremlin. The magicians|eft their BMW at the curb, without even
bothering to lock it. |

decided to teke alook at it through the Twilight, smply out of curiosity and adesire to assess the qudity
of the protective spells so that | wouldn't overdo things again.

| was astounded. Not by the sight of the car, but by the sight of the building, which had looked so
ordinary in the ordinary world.

In the Twilight the building had grown by three whole floors. One of them wasinserted between the
ordinary first and second floors, while the other two were on top, making the dready big building even
taller. The Twilight floors were made of polished black granite. Aimost al the windows were curtained
and dark, but the first weak rays of sunlight were aready glinting on the white boxes of modern
ar-conditioners.

| forgot about the protective spellsin an ingtant.

There wasasmal porta leading straight out onto Tverskaya Street; behind the glass door | could sense,
rather than see, the silhouette of an Other.

"Well, well, well!" | said. My voice sounded hollow, like dl sound inthe Twilight. My colleagues dll
turned their heads asif by command.

"What? Haven't you seen it before?”
"NO_"
"It impresses everybody thefirst time. Come on, you'll have plenty of timeto admireit.”

Wewent up afew steps and found ourselvesin atiny duty office. The vague figure behind the door had
materidized into askinny, dismal-looking young guy—I think he was ashape-shifter. But hewaslaughing
injoyful delight asheread Victor Pdevin'ssory, "A Werewolf Problemin Centrd Russa.”

But the moment Edgar entered the duty office, the young guy was transformed. His eyes flashed and the
book dropped onto the desk.

"Hi, Oleg." Edgar greeted him in aBaltic accent that had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.
Shagron smply nodded.
| decided to say hello too: "Good morning.”

"Thisisacolleague of oursfrom Ukraine," Edgar said, introducing me. "When he wants, let him through
into the guest sector without any checks."

"Understood," Oleg agreed immediatdly. "Shal | enter him in the database?!
llYall

Oleg glanced into my eyes and bared histeeth in afriendly grin, read my registration mark with some
effort, sat down at the desk, and took a notebook PC out of one of the drawers.



"And where's your partner?' Edgar asked.
Oleg'sface took on aguilty expression.
"He went out for cigarettes... Just for amoment.”

"Let'sgo," Edgar said with asigh, taking me by the deeve and drawing me toward the el evators. Shagron
had already pressed the call button.

We seemed to bein the levator for along time. At least longer that I'd been expecting. But then |
remembered the additiona floors and everything fell into place.

"The guest sector ison the ninth floor," Edgar explained. "Basicaly it'sjust likeahotd, only it'sfree. |
don't think theré's anyone staying there at the moment.”

The elevator doors parted soundlessly and we found ourselvesin asquare foyer, decorated with a
rationa combination of luxury and economica functiondity. Leather divansand armchairs, alive pam
treein atub, engravings on the walls, a carpet on the parquet floor. A counter like the onesin hotels, but
therewasno sgn at al of any table and chair for abellhop. Just alocked secretaire, with an eegant
metal key protruding from the lock.

Edgar opened the secretaire to reved neat rows of horizonta wooden pegs, with akey hanging on each
one. And beside the pegs there were numbers.

But | was being too hasty—there were no keys on two of the pegs: numberstwo and four.
"Takeyour pick. If thekey's here, it meansthe apartment's free."

He said "gpartment,” and not "suite," asif the fact that this accommodeation for Others wasfree
distinguished it from faceless hotdl suites and put it in the category of placesthat could be called home.

| took key number eight. From the right end of the second row.
"Y ou can look the place over later,” Edgar told me. "L eave your things and come straight back.”

| nodded, wondering what my Dark colleagues were planning. No doubt a palite but thorough
interrogation.

That was okay. I'd survive. They were my kind, after al.

The apartment redlly was an apartment. With akitchen, a separate toilet, and three spacious rooms—and
ahuge halway. It was atypica Stalin-period apartment refurbished to "European” standards. The
cellingswere three and ahaf metershigh, if not four.

| hung my jacket on the coatrack and dropped my bag in the middie of the halway. Then | went out into
the corridor and pulled the door shut.

| could hear faint music coming from gpartment number four: A minute eexlier, as| waswalking pad, it
had been something light and foreign. But now the song had changed. The words were amost drowned
out by the harsh rhythm and the background of hard rock—I guessed a them rather than heard them:

Cast down by the power of fate,

Y ou are humiliated and crushed.



It'stimeto forget who you were,

And remember who you've become!

Cadt into the depths, where it doesn't matter
Why fame used to court you before—
Villains set abrand of fire on you,

And your soul isempty.

People in the depths prowl! through the darkness,
Ready to eat each other up.

Anything to prolong thiswild life,

And snatch something for themsalves. ..
Angry likethem, dl angry and pitiful,

Y ou rush round and round in the same herd,
With them you crawl for food at knifepoint,
Likeadave or aprophet.

| don't know why, but | froze outside that other person's door. These were more than just smple words.
| absorbed them through my skin, with my entire body. | had forgotten who | used to be, but how could |
remember who I'd become? And hadn't | entered anew circle now, running with aherd that | till didn't
know?

Oh, if | could listen just to silence.

Not lies, or flattery, not the midday or the darkness.
Belike snow mdtinginthesun,

And love, knowing no betrayal,

Then you would die of anguish and anger!

No, | clearly wouldn't get any chanceto listen to silence in the immediate future. Too many others had
taken an interest in my modest person. Light Ones and Dark Ones...

Meanwhile the Singer's voice had grown stronger and taken on atriumphant, challenging note:
Hey, you inhabitants of the skies!

Which of you has not plumbed the depths?

Without passing through hell,

Y ou can never build heaven!

Hey, you inhabitants of the depthg!



Thethunder islaughing &t you.

To beon equa termswith them—
Thereisonly oneway upward!
Thereisonly oneway upward...

So that wasit... Theway upward. And you couldn't get to heaven unlessyou'd aready done your time
rattling around in hell. Except that heaven and hell were different for everyone—but then that was what
Kipelov wasredly snging about anyway.

Strange. I'd heard the song before, and the singer's name had stuck in my memory. I'd evenincluded it in
the mini-disk | put together for my player. But now it sounded completely new; it had suddenly dashed
acrossmy mind like aninvisble shard of broken glass.

"Colleague! Please hurry!" Edgar cdled to me.
| stepped regretfully away from the door.

I'll haveto listento it later... Buy the whole albumand listen toit...
The singer's voice faded away behind me:

But if thelight flaresup in your brain

And didodges dl the submission,

The old dayswill comediveinyour soul,
And anew snwill becommitted.

Blood on your hands, blood on the stones,
And over the bodies and the pitiful backs

Of thosewilling to dieasdaves,

Y ou strive upward once again.

It somehow seemed to me that Kipelov knew only too well what he was singing about. About blood.
About the lower depths. About the sky. Thislong-haired idol of the Russian heavy metdl set could easily
turn out to be an Other. At least, | wouldn't be surprised if he did.

| went up to the next floor with Edgar and Shagron, and we found oursalves in a genuine office space,
with alarge hdl divided into little booths separated off by screens, individua offices at one side and an
open areaoverlooking Tverskaya Street through ahuge window of lightly tinted glass. | noticed that the
Dark Ones used hardly any desktop PCs: at least the three Watch staff members who were there—they
must have been either very late owls or very early larks—were dl stting with their noses stuck in the
screens of their notebooks.

"Hellemar!" Edgar cdled, and one of the three—awerewalf, like the guard on duty
downstairs—reluctantly tore himself away from some game on the screen.

"Yes, chief?'



"I want an urgent news update! All movements of reagents or artifacts of great Power. Logt,
disappeared, smuggled. All the latest eventd!™

"What's happened?' the werewolf Hellemar asked. "I s there something dangerous going on?”

"The Light Ones have information that someone's trying to smuggle an artifact into Moscow. Moveit,
Hdlemar!"

Hellemar turned to the other players:
"Hey, you blockheads! Get to work!"

The blockheads instantly dropped what they'd been doing and seconds later | could hear the quiet
rustling of keyboards, and on the screens the endless corridors filled with monsters had been replaced by
the bright windows of Netscape.

Edgar took meinto an office separated off from the large hall by aglasswal and blinds. Shagron went
off somewhere for amoment, but he soon came back with ajar of Tchibo and a carton of Finnish glacier
water. He poured the water into an electric kettle and pressed the appropriate switch. The kettle started
murmuring industrioudy amost immediatdly.

"I hope you have sugar here?' Shagron muttered.

"I'll find some." Edgar lowered himsdf into one armchair and offered me the other: "Have a sedt,
colleague. You dont mindif | cal you smply Vitaly, do you?'

"Of course not. Fed free"
"Excdlent. Well, then, Vitaly, I'll do thetalking, and you correct meif | get something wrong. Agreed?’

"Certainly" | said readily. Because | had dmost no ideawhat weird stories would surface out of my
subconscious for meto tell to these intent agents of the Day Watch.

"Have | understood correctly that you possess no information about the aforementioned artifact?’
"You have" | confirmed.
"A pity," Edgar said with genuine disgppointment. "It would have greetly smplified metters..."

Asamatter of fact, not only didn't I possess any information about the aforementioned artifact, | didn't
possess any information at al about any artifacts that Edgar might be interested in. Thiswas no doubt an
areawhere experienced Othersfelt like connoisseurs, but | still understood less about it than a pig does
about oranges.

"Then let's move on to the next point. Y ou arrived in Moscow from Ukraine, if | understand correctly?’
"Yes. From Nikolaev."

"For what purpose?’

| pondered for about half a minute. Nobody tried to hurry me.

"Itshardto say," | confessed honestly. "Clearly without any particular purpose. | just got fed up Sitting at
home doing nathing."



"You wereonly initisted very recently, am | right?'

"es"

"Did you just get the urge to see abit of the world?"

"Probably."

"Then why Moscow, and not the Bahameas, for ingtance?"

| shrugged. But realy—why? Surely not just because | didn't have a passport for foreign travel yet?
"l don't know. The Bahamas are aplace to go in summer.”

"It's summer now in the Southern Hemisphere. And there are plenty of placesto go.”

Y es, that was true. | hadn't thought about that.

"All the same, | don't know," | answered. "L ater, maybe..."

| had the fedling that Edgar wanted to ask about something else, but at this point Hellemar entered the
office without knocking. His eyes were as wide as the cartoon mouse Jerry's when he suddenly spots his
eternd pursuer, Tom, just behind him.

"Chief! Berne, Fafnir's Taon! It's been taken from the Inquisition's vault! The whole of Europeshbeenin
an uproar for over two hours now!"

Shagron couldn't restrain himself—he legpt to hisfeet. Edgar held back, but his eyes glinted and even
without entering the Twilight | could see the orange stresks that sprang up in hisaura. But he quickly took
himsdf in hand.

"Isthisopen information?"

"No. It'sredricted. The Inquisition hasn't made any officid statementsyet.”
"Y our source?'

Thewerewolf hesitated. "The sourceisunofficid. But reliable.”
"Hellemar," Edgar said with ahint of emphasi's, "your source?'

"One of our men in the Prague information agency,” Hellemar confessed. "An Other. Dark. | caught him
inaprivate chat room."

"l seg, | see..."

| wanted very much to ask afew questions, but naturaly al | could do for the time being was stare
stupidly and keep quiet as | absorbed the important but, alas, incomprehensible things they were saying.

"And how do the Light Ones know about this?" Shagron asked in puzzlement.

"Who can tel?' said Edgar, twitching his eyebrowsin afunny manner. "They have awide network of
informers..."

"Status'Aleph,"" Edgar said abruptly to Hellemar. "Cal inthe gaff...."



About haf an hour later the office hall was crowded. Of coursg, dl theindividuds there were Others.
And dl Dark.

But | ill didn't understand athing.

When Anton got back to suite Sx hundred twelve, llyawas Sitting in an armchair and massaging his
temples, and Garik was striding nervoudly to and fro across the carpet between the window and the
divan. Tolik and Tiger Cub were sitting on the divan, and Bear was hovering in the doorway of the
bedroom.

"... he spotted me, by the way," Bear was saying gloomily. ™Y our 'cloud' didn't help.”
"The Edonian?’

"No, the Estonian didn't spot me. And neither did Shagron, of course. But the other one did, almost
draghtaway.”

"But that's nonsense, guys. He can't be more powerful than the Estonian, can he?' said Garik.

"But why can't he, redly?" Ilyaasked without raising his head. "A couple of hoursago | thought | knew
al four of the Dark Onesin Moscow | wouldn't be able to handle one-on-one. But now |I'm not sure of

anything."

Anton dumped back against the refrigerator. The question histongue was poised to ask had remained
unspoken so far— the conversation was more interesting than Anton had thought it would be at the

beginning.

And then Tiger Cub got in before him: "llyal Why don't you fill usin? About the artifact.”

[lyaabruptly stood up and began: "To keep it short, Fafnir's Talon has been removed from the
Inquisition'svault in Berne. Two..."—he glanced at hiswatch—"no, dready three hours ago now. The
Swiss department isin apanic. The Inquisition isfuming and thundering, but so far it hasn't issued an
officid communique. The details are unknown; al we do know isthat the Talon isat the seasond pesk of
its Power. In the Dark phase, of course. Smple calculations indicate that liberating even part of the

Power accumulated by the Tadon in theterritory of Central Russaislikely to result in powerful
discharges, up to and including alocalized Inferno breskthrough. And that's the way things stand..."

"And Zabulon'snotin Moscow..." Tolik drawled with dow emphass.

"Y ou mean the Dark Ones are behind this?' asked Tiger Cub.

"Well, we arent, arewe?" llyaasked and his shoulders twitched asif he were suddenly fedling chilly.
"Does Gesar know about this?' she asked.

"Of course," llyasaid. "He was the one who told me. He ordered me not to worry, but just keep on
working away..."

llyasat down again.

"l don't even know what to think," he said in avoice that somehow sounded tough and helpless at the
sametime. "To be quite honest, when | heard about a Shahab's Ring killing aLight One, | suspected the
Taon was aready here. There's no point in setting up a Ring with such monstrous Power—it'sjust a
waste, a sheer, unnecessary waste. I'd understand if it was to protect the Talon, but for alousy heap of



bucks... itssmply idiatic..."

"A Dark Onewouldn't have left the Talon in his suite without someoneto watch it,” Garik put in.
"Of course not. It would be stupid,” said Tiger Cub.

"Yes, it would," llyaagreed. "But we had to check."

"And what can we do now?"' Tiger Cub asked gloomily. "Now Andriukhas dead, and we can't even
punish hiskiller?'

"Katya," llyasaid, looking at her sympatheticaly, "it's sad, but that'sthe way it is. And now weve been
hit with a problem that makes Andrei's desth seem dmost unimportant. Our andysts have been following
the gpproximate bal ance between global nexuses of Power since four o'clock thismorning. If the Taonis
moved, the balance is bound to be disrupted.”

"And have they come up with anything?'

"Y es. About an hour ago it became clear that the Talon is either dready in Moscow or due to appear
here & any moment.”

"Hang on,” Tolik put in again, "so the recurrences of poaching and unmotivated aggression by Dark Ones
are dueto the influence of the Talon?"

"Probably."
"But the first incident took place on Saturday!" Tiger Cub protested in surprise.

Ilyamassaged histemples again; it was obvious now that he wasvery tired. "The Tadon isavery
powerful thing, Tiger Cub.

Thelines of probability extend far into the future. And the Dark Ones are more powerfully influenced by
Dak artifactsthan we are. So the smdl fry have dready started running wild..."

"If itssuch apowerful thing, how comethe Inquigition hasmidadit?"

"l don't know," Ilyaretorted, "I wasn't there. But I'm quite sure of onething: If it'spossibleto do
something, sooner or later someonesgoingto doit.”

"Our people are coming,” Garik remarked, off the point.

He was right—someone from the service section had arrived. Obvioudy Andrel Tiunnikov's body had to
be taken away after the poor unfortunate had stumbled into amatrix of Power that was still way beyond
hisleve.

"And what about this Dark One?* Anton finaly asked. "Do you think he's connected with the thieves?

"Not necessarily." Ilyawatched morosely as Tiunnikov's body was zipped into a black polythene bag.
"He could be digtracting us. Or he might not even be aware of what he'sdoing. That'swhat it actudly
lookslike most of dl. The Talon is controlling him, or the person who now possessesit. And the Dark
One has definitely become more powerful since our clash with him last Saturday in the dley near the
All-Union Exhibition.”

"Then shouldn't we be following him?" Tolik suggested. "If he's connected with the Taon, isn't he bound
to lead usto the thieves?'



"If heis connected, hell lead usto them.”
"And if he doesn't?'

Ilyasighed. "Then well have more surprises and emergencies. And that Dark One will bethere dl the
time, just on the edge of our field of vison. He'sbound to be."

"Wait," Garik said tensdly. "What if he's predestined for the Tdon?"
"That'swhat I'm afraid of ..."

Anton shook his head sharply. After the events of ayear and ahdlf earlier, for awhile hed thought he
could regard himsdlf as an experienced and hardened watchman. But now he felt like an gpprentice
among virtuosos again. And he didn't like having to admit it.

The phone rang—theloca hotel phone. It felt strange to hear thering of an ordinary phone after the
trilling of dl thecells.

"Hello?" Talik picked up the receiver, listened for amoment, and turned to llya. "For you. It's Semyon.”
Ilyatook the receiver and held it to his ear, then immediately ran apiercing glance over dl of them.
"Mount up, guys. The bossisdready in the office."

Anton thought with a vague feding of weariness that now he would see Svetlanaagain. And again he
would fed the gulf between them widening with every second.

| didn't stay in the Day Watch office for long after it livened up. | was dozing off wherel sat, so | was
smply sent off to catch up on my deep. | didn't object, because I'd been on my feet for more than
twenty-four hoursand | couldn't keep my eyes open. As| dipped into deep | could hear the faint strains
of Kipdov's anging coming from somewhere:

Hey, you inhabitants of the skies!
Which of you hasn't plumbed the depths?

Chapter three

— P>

| WOKE UPWHEN | REALIZED | WASBEING CALLED. CALLED THE SAME WAY
that vampirescall their prey. Still not fully awake, | got up and fumbled for my clothes on the chair.

The Cdl was sweet and dluring, it enveloped me—caressng and urging me, it wasimpossible, absolutely
impossibleto resst it. Sometimesit sounded like music, sometimes like Singing, sometimeslike
whispering, and in every form it was perfection, the reflection of my own soul.

And then, like asudden blow just below the knees, came the jerk up onto the next step.

The Cadl ingantly lost its power over me, dthough it hadn't stopped. | dropped the trousers | was holding
and gave my head aquick shake...

Oh, that hurt...



The sweet hypnotic syrup dowly drained out of me. Drained out and disappeared somewhere under the
floor. Spent Light energy, faded Power.

| suddenly understood very clearly why vampires victims smile as they present their necksto be bitten.
When the cal sounds, they're happy. Thisisthe sweet moment they have been waiting for al their lives,
and compared with this, lifeisas empty and gray astheworld of the Twilight.

The Cdl isakind of gift. A liberation. Only it was till too soon for meto be set free.

| had no ideawhy, but thistime the new ability | acquired wasimmunity to the magica Cal. | could hear
it and understand it, but | remained completely in control of myself. And naturdly, | screened my mind off
from the caller, so that he wouldn't suspect hisvictim had been transformed from adeegpwaker into a
hunter...

"A hunter?' | asked mysdlf curioudy. "Hmm.."
So | was going hunting. Well now, that wasinteresting.
The Cdl continued.

"Well, wel," | thought. "Thisisthe resdence of the Day Watch. Everything hereiis saturated with magic.
The defenses here are quite incredible. But the Call isstill effective. .. was effective?”

The Light Oneshad invested alot of effort in thistrick. And in concedling it from prying eyes. It wastheir
good luck that the chief of the Day Watch was out of Moscow—the Light Ones would never have been
ableto trick him, no matter how hard they tried.

Meanwhile | camly got dressed, thinking sadly that my dream of vigiting arestaurant and grabbing abowl
of hot, spicy soup and aplate of something like duck in cherry sauce would be postponed again for an
indefinite period. | set two or three weak protective spells and left my suite... | mean, my apartment. If
they caled them apartments here, | might aswell maintain the tradition. | had the flat bread-cake of my
mini disk-player attached to my belt, of course; | stuck thelittle beads of the earphonesinto my earsand
pulled my cap down tight onto my head.

"Why not set it on random sdlection?' | thought, manipulating the controls. "Pay alittle game with fate.”
And once again fate chose me a song from the dbum by Kipelov and Mavrin. A different onethistime.
Thereisslence aboveme, A sky full of rain,

Therain goes straight through me,

But theré's no more pain.

While starswhispered coldly,

We burned our fina bridge.

And everything has tumbled into the abyss

| shall befree

From evil and good,

My soul's been walking the razor's edge.



Mm... well. A rather gloomy prophecy. Just when wasit that | burned my final bridge? Or maybe that
waswhat I'd just left my gpartment to do, instead of going up to the next floor and inquiring after the fate
of some extremely powerful Talon or other? But | was being urged to follow the Cal by that certain
something that had aready been lying concedled somewhere deep inside me for awhile.

I'mfree! Likeabird in the heavens.
I'm free! I'veforgotten the meaning of fear.
I'mfree! | anthewild wind'sequd.
I'm free! Inthereal world, not in adream.

Kipelov's voice was no less enchanting than the Call. 1t had a hypnotic resonance; it was as convincing as
truthitself. And | suddenly redlized | waslistening to a hymn of the Dark Ones. An embodiment of their
ided of rebellious souls who acknowledge no boundaries or rules,

Thereissilence above me,

Thesky full of fire,

Thelight goes straight through me,

But I'm free once again,

Freefrom love,

Free from hate and from rumors,

From afateforetold in advance

And from earthly shackles,

From evil and from good.

My soul no longer holds a placefor you.

Freedom. The only thing that genuindly interests us. Freedom from everything. Even from domination of
theworld, and it'sincredibly sad that the Light Onesjust can't understand that and believeit; they just
carry on spinning their interminable intrigues, and just to maintain the status quo we have no choice but to
obstruct them.

The devator did smoothly downward, past the Twilight floors and the ordinary ones. I'm free...

If Kipelov was an Other, he had to be Dark. No one el se could sing about freedom like that. And no
one but the Dark Ones would hear the song's most profound, true meaning!

The two taciturn warl ocks on watch below let me out without any trouble—Edgar had done well to have
the image of my registration seal entered in the operationd database. | walked out onto Tverskaya
Street, into the thickening dusk of another M oscow evening, and set out toward the Cdll, but freefromiit.
And from everything in theworld.

Who wanted me so badly? There are no vampires among the Light Ones—no ordinary vampires, that is.
All Othersare energy vampires—they can al draw Power from people. From their fears, from their joys,
from their sufferings. The only fundamenta difference between us and the Twilight mossisthat were able



to think and move about. And we don't use accumul ated Power smply for nourishment.

The Cal led me along Tverskaya Street, away from the Kremlin, toward the Belorussian railroad station.
| walked aong, dl alonein the evening crowd, asif 1'd been singled out, chosen. And | had been
chosen—by the Call. Nobody saw me, nobody noticed me. Nobody was interested in me—not the girls
warming themsalves up in the automobiles, not their pimps, not the tough-looking young guysin the
foreign cars pulled up at the curb. Nobody.

A right turn. Onto Strastnoi Boulevard.
The Call was getting stronger. | could fedl it—that meant the encounter would be soon.

The herds of automobilestore through the driving, sticky snow, the fine snowflakes dancing whimsical
roundelaysin the beams of their headlights.

Cold and dusk. Moscow in winter.

The snow settled in an even layer on the paths of the boulevard and on the benches that were empty at
thistime of year, and on the bushes, and on therailings that separated the roadway from the pedestrian
park area.

They tried to grab me hafway toward Karetny Ryad.

The spell of isolation seemed to fal from the sky—ordinary peoplejust lost interest in what fate had in
storefor the boulevard, the cars carried on rushing past, minding their own business, the small number of
pedestrians who were nearby fatered for amoment and then wandered away, even if they had been
moving toward me.

TheLight Onesdid out of the Twilight one after another. Four of them. Two magicians and two
shape-shifters, dready in battle form. A massive polar bear as white as snow and atigresswith bright

ginger stripes.

| was dmost flattened when the magicians struck together from both sides. But they had underestimated
their quarry—the blow had been caculated for the old me, the one that would have submitted to the Call.

| had aready become someone else.

Mentdly parting my hands, | hated the walls that were about to come together and envelop me. | halted
them, drew in Power, and pushed them away from myself. Not very hard.

| don't know what atsunami looks like—I've never seen one— but it was the firgt thing that cameto
mind when | examined the result.

The Light magicians wals, which had appeared so monalithic and impregnable only a second earlier,
crumpled like rice-paper partitions. Both magicians were swept away, tossed onto the snow, and
dragged about ten meters across the ground, and only the railings fencing the park off from the road
prevented them from falling under the wheds of the cars. A cloud of powdery snow flew up into the air.

The Light Ones probably redlized that they couldn't take me with just magic, so then the shape-shifters
camerushing a mein their anima forms.

| hurriedly drew more Power from wherever | could, and immediately there was adull thud on the road,
followed by the tinkle of broken glass, then another thud, followed by the ear-splitting screech of car
horns



| took the bear'simpact on a Concave Shield and sent him tumbling away along the boulevard. At first |
smply dodged thetigress.

I'd taken adidike to her from the very beginning.

| don't know where shape-shifting magicians get the massfor transformation. In her human form thisgirl
couldn't have weighed more than forty-five or fifty kilos. But now shewas at least ahundred and fifty
kilos of muscles, snews, claws, and teeth. A genuine combat-killing machine.

TheLight Oneslikethat.
"Hey!" | shouted. "Wait. Maybe we can talk?'

The magicians were back on their feet, and they made another attempt to snare me, but it didn't cost me
much of an effort to tie the greedy, trembling threads of energy into knots and fling them back at their
owners. Both shots hit their targets again, but this time no one was sent skidding onto his back—I had
amply returned their own energy. The bear siood on one side, shifting hisweight menacingly from one
foot to the other. He was hunching up, asif he were about to stand on his hind legs.

"I wouldn't adviseit," | told him, and struck at the attacking tigress.
Not too hard. | didn't want to kill her.
"Just what isthe damn problem?’ | shouted angrily. "Or isthisjust the way things are done in Moscow?"

Calling the Night Watch would have been stupid—my attackers served in the Watch themselves. Maybe
| should get help from the Day Watch? Especialy sinceit was no red distance— their office was very
near and | could be therein aflash. But would it do me any good?

The magicians weren't about to give up; one was holding aflaming wand charged up to the hilt, and the
other had some kind of restraining amulet that looked pretty powerful too.

It took an entire two seconds to dedl with the amulet—I had to tear gpart the net that was cast over me
with an ordinary Triple Dagger—but the amount of Power that went into that extremey smple spell was
enough to reduce the entire center of Moscow to ashes. Then the second Light magician hit me with the
Fire of Bethlehem, but his blow only made me angry and, | think, even stronger.

| froze hiswand. Simply turned it into alongicicle and put aspell of rgection onit. Fragments of ice
spurted out of the Light One's hands like some weird, cold firework display, and a the sametime the
liberated energy went soaring up into the heavens.

| couldn't really dump on the people around us, could 1?1'd dready done enough damage with those
collisons on the nearby intersections...

The bear stayed put. Apparently held realized that, despite their numerical superiority, the balance of
Power was far from equa. But the tigress just wouldn't stop. She came for me with al the aggression of a
crazed female anima when an enemy getstoo closeto her young. Her eyes blazed with unconceded
hatred, as yellow as the flames on church candles.

Thetigress was taking revenge. Taking revenge on me, aDark One, for al her old grudges and |osses.
For Andrel, who had been killed by me. And who knows for what else... And she didn't intend to stop

for anything.
| don't want to say she had nothing to avenge—the Watches have aways fought, and I'm not in the habit



of mincing words. But | didn't intend to die.

I'm free. Free to punish anyone who getsin my way and refuses to resolve things peacefully. Wasn't that
what the song had been trying to tell me?

| struck out a her with the Transylvanian Migt.

Thetigresss body was twisted and stretched, and even above the roar of engines and the piercing
beeping of horns| heard the crunching of bones quite clearly. The spell crumpled the shape-shifter the
sameway achild crumples aplagticine figure. The broken ribs tore through the skin and their bloody
endsthrust into the snow. The head was squashed into aflat, striped pancake. In an instant the beautiful
beast was transformed into atangled mess of bloody flesh.

With afind, cdculated blow, | consgned thetigresss soul to the Twilight.

Once I'd begun, | had no right to stop.

The Light Onesfroze. Even the bear stopped stamping hisfest.

And what now?| thought wearily.

Maybe | would have had to kill them all, but thank heaven— or hell—it didn't come to that.

"Day Watch!" | heard afamiliar voice say. "An attack on a Dark One has been registered. Leavethe
Twilight!"

Edgar spoke sternly and without any Baltic accent.

But he needn't have said that about the Twilight. Those who were dive hadn't been fighting in the
Twilight, and the tigress had nowhere to come back to.

"The Day Watch demandsthat atribuna be convened immediately,” Edgar said ominoudy. "And inthe
meantime be so good as to summon the chief of the Night Watch."

"Why, helll scatter dl of you like kittens" one of the Light magicians said angyily.
"No, hewon'," Edgar snapped and pointed a me. "Not with him here. Or haven't you got the point yet?

| just barely caught the movement as someone shuffled Power in space. Then aswarthy man with pointed
features appeared nearby. He was wearing a colorful Eastern robe and he looked totally absurd in the
middle of the snowy boulevard.

"I'm dready here" he barked, mournfully surveying the scene of the recent battle.

"Gesar!" Edgar said inamorelively voice. "Hdllo. In the chiefs aasence you will have to explain yoursalf
tome"

"Toyou?" said Gesar, glancing Sideways at the Estonian. "'Y ou're not worthy."

"Thento him," said Edgar, shrugging his shoulders and shuddering asif hefet cold. "Or is he not worthy
ather?'

"No, I'll explain mysdf to him," Gesar said coolly and turned toward me. His gaze was as bottomless as
eternity. "Get out of Moscow,” he said with dmost no emotion at dl. "Right now. Catch atrain or ridea
broomstick, but just clear out. Y ou've dready killed twice."



"Asl seeit,” | remarked asamicably as| could, "certain other individuas have attempted to kill me. And
al | did wasdefend mysdf.”

Gesar turned his back to me—he didn't want to listen. He didn't want to speak to a Dark One who had
dispatched one of hisbest warriorsinto the Twilight forever.

"Let'sget out of here," he said to his people.

"Hey, hey!" Edgar protested angrily. "They're criminds, they're not going anywhere, in the name of the
Treety | forbidit!"

Gesar turned back toward the Estonian. Y esthey are. And you can't do anything about it. They're under
my protection.”

| was serioudy expecting a hike up onto the next step because the powersthat | aready had were
enough for meto redlize | couldn't go head to head with Gesar yet. Hed crush me. Not without an
effort—after al, I'd dready come along way up theinvisible stairway. My powers were pretty strong.
But hed sill crushme.

But nothing happened. Probably the time hadn't come yet for meto fight Gesar.
Edgar gave me a plaintive glance—apparently held been hoping for great thingsfrom me.

The Light Ones dipped away into the Twilight, taking with them the remains of their dead Sster-in-arms,
and then they dived deeper, to the second level. It was over.

"I redly can't sop him," | admitted guiltily. "Sorry, Edgar.”
"A pity," the Estonian said, with just hislips.

They took meto the Day Watch office in the trusy BMW— for the first timein Moscow | wasfeding
tired.

But sill asfree asbefore.

| paid the price for using so much Power—I can barely remember how they drove me back, urged me
toward the elevator, led meto the office, sat mein an armchair and stuck acup of coffeein my hand. |
had apainful achein my overworked muscles, an achein my entire being, which just ashort while ago
had been commanding the powers of the Twilight. I'd beaten them off with convincing skill—it would be
along time before the Light Onesforgot this battle. And my attackers hadn't been young novices
ether—I reckoned that both Light Ones had been first-level magicians at least.

"Givethe andysts akick up the backside," Edgar ordered one of his subordinates. "I want to find out at
last what'sgoing on."

| glanced at him, and Edgar realized | was coming around.
"Tdk tome!" hesad.

"A Cdl!" | said in ahoarse voice and started to cough. | tried to take asip of coffee, burned mysdlf, and
hissedinpain."A Cal," | ssidwhen | could talk again. "They caught mewhile | was deeping.”

"A Cdl?" Shagron echoed in surprise. Hewas Sitting in an armchair like mine at the next desk. "The Light
Ones haven't used that for about thirty years..."



"They caught you with aCall in the Day Watch building?' Edgar asked suspicioudy. "That'sredly
something! And you mean no one el se noticed anything?'

"No. It was avery subtle cdl, aimed with masterly precison and camouflaged as natura background
noise from the resdentia floors."

"And you submitted to it?"

"Of course not.” | made another attempt to take asip of coffee, thistime successfully. "But | decided to
investigate what the Light Oneswere up to."

"And you didn't tell anyone?' Edgar was baancing hafway between disbdief and annoyance. "That was
acrazy rik..."

"If I'd gonetrailing after the Cdl with backup, they'd have spotted it in amoment,” | explained. "No, |
had to go done and without cover. So | did. They tried to grab me on Strastnoi Boulevard and | had to
fight them off. | knocked the tigress down two or three times and tried to persuade her to stop, and it
wasonly after that | hit her redly hard.”

Edgar stared at me without blinking.

"Youreadak horse, Vitaly," hesad.

"Yes, Dark," | confirmed happily. "They don't come any Darker."
"Areyou amagician beyond classfication?' he asked.

"Alas, no," | said, spreading my hands—but dowly, so asnot to spill the coffee. "Otherwise | wouldn't
have let Gesar go.”

Edgar drummed hisfingers on the desk, squinting sideways impatiently at the door.
"What arethose andystsdoing..." he muttered.

The door opened and a brisk middle-aged woman, awitch, appeared in the doorway, with two men,
both magicians.

"Hello, Anna Tikhonovna," Shagron greeted her hastily. He ought to have been more powerful than the
witch, but he seemed to be afraid of her. And hewasright, of course. A witch's Power isdightly different
in nature from amagician's. And awitch can easily screw things up even for avery powerful magician.

Edgar just nodded.
"Isthishim?" one of the magicians asked, looking a me.
"Yes, Yura"

Y urawas an old and powerful magician—I redized that straightaway. | dso redlized that Y urawasn't his
real name. Magicianslike that keep their real names hidden so incredibly deep, there's no way you can
ever get to them.

And that'stheright way. If you're redly following the path of freedom.

"Have aseat, Anna Tikhonovna," said Shagron, giving up hisarmchair and going acrossto join the
magicians, who had occupied the broad windowsilI.



"Edgar,” said the witch. "The Light Oneswent for broke. They haven't pulled anything aswild asthis
since '49. They must have redlly serious reasonsto violate the Treaty!"

Edgar shrugged and explained curtly: "Fafnir's Tdon."

"But we haven't got it," the witch declared emphaticaly, looking around significantly at everyonethere.
"Or have we? Shagron?'

Shagron began hastily shaking his head. It looked to me asif held had afew run-inswith the witch and
not come out on top in them. She was a pretty strong witch.

"Kolya?

The second magician who had comein replied in acam voice: "No, and it's by no means clear that we
wanit..."

"I'm not asking you," the witch barked at Edgar and Y ura. And then for the first time she glanced a me.

"AnnaTikhonovna," | said with feding. "I only learned that the Talon exists yesterday, and I've been
adeep for mogt of the time since then.”

"Why are you in Moscow?' she asked sternly.

"I don't know that myself. Something gave me the urge, told me to come, and so | did. And | was barely
off thetrain before | got caught up in that business with the vampire. Off the boat and into the party, as

they say..."

"If 1 understand anything about anything here,” the magician Y uraput in, "then thisis predestination. That
explains everything—the increased powers, and the missing Talon, and the way the Light Ones acted.
They're smply trying to diminate him, or at least isolate him, before he can get his hands on the Taon.
Because afterward it will betoo late.”

"But why didn't they bring in their enchantress?’ Edgar asked, beginning to draw out hisvowe s dightly
again. Apparently his accent only appeared a moments of agitation, when he was concentrating on
something apart from what he was saying.

"And even Gesar only intervened & the critical moment,” Shagron remarked. "And then dl he did was
cover their retreat."

"Who knows?" The witch pierced me with her sharp glance again. "Maybe they smply can't keep up
withhim?'

"My namé'sVitaly," | told her. "Pleased to meet you." After dl, who likesto hear himsdlf referred to as
“this' and "him" dl thetime?

The othersjust seemed to ignore what 1'd said. Y uralooked into my eyes and instantly probed me. |
didn't bother to screen mysaf—but why not?

"Good first-level," he declared. "With some gaps, though. Just yesterday | would only have been
delighted by the gppearance of amagician likethisamong us.”

"But today it upsetsyou, doesit?" the witch snorted.

"Today | refrain from drawing any conclusons. The Light Ones have cut loose, and we've been left on
our own, without Zabulon. Gesar, plusthat enchantress, plus Olga—even if she doesn't have her full



powers—and then Igor, llya, Garik, Semyon... We can't sand against them.”

"But we havethe Tdon and this... Vitady," the witch countered. " And then Zabulon has ahabit of
gppearing just at the cruciad moment.”

"Wedon't havethe Tdon," Yuraremarked. "And what guarantee is there that we will haveit?In any
case, Kolyas absolutely right: What would we do with the Talon? Of course, | understand, it possesses
ancient, mighty Power. But if we don't think carefully beforewelet it loose... We can't afford to mess

thingsup.”
"Well, wéll try hard not to,” thewitch said ingratiatingly. "Edgar, what have the analysts got?"

Asif in response, there was aknock at the door and Hellemar, thelord of the notebooks, appeared in
the doorway.

"Got it!" he said triumphantly. "V nukovo arport! FHight fifteen zero zero from Odessa. It was ddlayed
twice by bad westher conditions, and has only just left. It will land in an hour and twenty minutes. The
Tdon'son board.”

"Right," said Edgar, legping to hisfeet. "Set up fiedld HQ at the airport. Keep track of the weather. Cut off
the Light Ones. And they can go whistle for an observer.”

"Chief," Hellemar said with a sour expression, "the Light Ones dready set up their fild HQ a Vnukovo
fifteen minutes ago. Better bear that in mind.”

"Wewill," thewitch promised. "Now let'sget moving..."

Everyone got up; someone grabbed the phone, someone raked the charged amulets out of the safe,
someone el se sarted issuing loud ordersto the staff . ..

And | just wearily set down my empty coffee cup on the desk.

"Do they at least feed people in your headquarters?’ | said to nobody in particular. "I've been running on
empty for twenty-four hoursnow..."

"Youll survive," | wastold sharply by Edgar. "Get downstairs and don't even think of trying any more
solo heroicsat al.”

But strangdly enough, just at that moment | didn't fed the dightest desireto try any heroics.

We reached V nukovo with incredible speed. The driver of our comfortable minibuswas alippy young
guy the others caled Deniska. He was a magician, but he handled a steering wheel even better than
Shagron. First we drove around the embankments, then along Ordynka Street and Lenin Prospect, into
the South-West digtrict, around the Ring Road... Everything flashed by so fast | barely had timeto see
anything. Shagron and Edgar had gone off somewhere, Y uraand Kolya had disappeared too. | was | eft
with Anna Tikhonovnaand atrio of girl witches; every now and then | caught them looking at me
curioudy. Anna Tikhonovna must have told them to leave me done, because none of them made any
attempt to talk to me. A fat werewolf floundered about heavily in the baggage compartment behind us
and growled huskily whenever Deniskathrew the minibusinto atight curve as he overtook someone. The
tires squed ed, the driveshaft groaned, and the engine hummed like an industrious bumblebee in May.

We were thefirst to reach the airport. Deniska drove up to the service entrance and two other vehicles
came rushing up amost immediately—Shagron's BMW and another minibus carrying the technicians. The
Watch members set to work with fantastic co-ordination; they immediately cast information spells that



made us empty space asfar as ordinary people were concerned, and aline of technicians carrying
notebook computers set off for the entrance. Someone had aready chosen aplace for the HQ—a
gpacious office with a plague on the door that said " Accounts.” The human employees had been herded
into the next room—either an office or aboardroom—and put into a blissful trance. | would have chosen
the boardroom for the HQ, but Hellemar said there were more tel ephone lines in the accounts office.

Y uraagppeared, and | wondered irrdlevantly why Edgar was carrying out the duties of senior deputy
while the chief was away, even though he was only just on the border of the second level. Y ura seemed
more powerful to me. But the affairs of the Day Watch were none of my business, so | just hunkered
downin acorner and tried to figure out if | could make a dash to the restaurant for ten minutes. The
young technicians were aready scraping away at the touch pads of their notebooks.

"Theflight'smaking its gpproach, ETA istwenty minutes plus or minusfive."
"Have you located the Light Ones?' Anna Tikhonovna asked.

"Yes. Inthe overnight transit rooms, beside the lounge. That'sin the next building.”
"Wheat arethey doing?'

"Looks like they're tinkering with the weather," someone said.

"What's the point? To stop the plane landing?’

"They won't do anything that might kill the passengers,” Anna Tikhonovna snorted.

It seemed to me the Smplest thing would have been to bring the plane down, and that would have put an
end to the whole business. But Light Ones are Light Ones. Evenin astuation like thisthey worry about
ordinary human beings. And then, who knew if a plane crash would even damage the arti-fact from
Berne? Maybe it wouldn't touch it. Power is Power, after all.

"Who'sawesther specidist here?' Anna Tikhonovnainquired.
"Me!" two witches answered in chorus.
"Right then, fed out what'sgoing on here..."

Thewitches began feding things out—that is, scanning the immediate areafor weather-changing spells. |
could sense dense array's of senditive energy impulsesthat were intangible and invisible, even to many
Others. It wasn't that the Others couldn't have traced them—most of them simply didn't know how.
Weather magic has dways been a specidty of witchesand asmal number of magicians, and like any
other specidized fidd, it involves plenty of subtle points.

"They'reintensfying the cloud cover," one of the witches announced. "We need Power..."

One of the reserve magiciansimmediately picked up an amulet and groped for one of the witches hands.
They concentrated for awhile, and finaly al three of them held hands, closed their eyes and sank into
something like alight trance.

"Everybody, help them if you can,” Anna Tikhonovna ordered.

| wasin no state to help them yet. At least the energy | could have put into the effort wasinsignificant
compared to the Power of the amulet. I'd pretty well drained myself back there on Strastnoi
Boulevard...



The Watch continued with itswork. The headquarters was redly buzzing—nobody seemed to be
running, nobody seemed to be agitated, but the air was dive with tenson. | even began feding abit
uncomfortable—I wasthe only onein the whole headquarters sitting there and doing nothing. And
something told me | still wouldn't be able to do anything for quite afew minutes.

So | sneaked out. | stood up and did into the Twilight. And then | moved deeper, to the second level.

Fdling to the ground from the second floor took me about three minutes, even though | hurried it dlong as
much as| could. It was strange—I'd expected the Twilight to drain me completely but, on the contrary, |
fetinvigorated, asif I'd just taken ashower and downed ashot of vodka. Amazing.

And by the way, that shot sounded like agood idea.

When | surfaced from the Twilight, | set out for the next building, along glass-and-concrete dab quite
unlike the adminigtrative building, which was crowned by atal spire—asouvenir of the architectura
pomposity of the Soviet '50s.

I'd left my jacket in the field heedquarters, so | had to sprint for the door. The wind was carrying fine
pellets of snow, and | wondered how the plane from Odessawas going to land. Darkness and driving
snow—it was anight you wouldn't put adog out in. And then the Light Oneswould be doing their best
to spoil things. But if the plane didn't land, where would it go to? Would they redirect it to another
Moscow airport? Maybe Bykovo or Domodedovo?

That wasan idea. | ought to tell Edgar or Anna Tikhonovnathey should send Watch members, justin

And then again, they could divert the plane to Kalugaor Tula. If the weather was better there. Which it
very well could be—sfter dl, herein Butovo the Light westher magicianswere obvioudy giving it thelr
best shot.

After being outside, the termind building felt warm and cozy. | went straight up to the second floor, to the
bar where Bo-ryansky and | once drank beer while we were waiting for a plane and ate nuts while we
listened to asong that had literaly dogged our footsteps during that trip: ... the summer hasflown by, it's
al behind usnow..."

It took me amoment to redlize that thiswas amemory—and | hardly had any of them left. What murky
depths of my mind had it surfaced from?1 couldn't tell.

| tried to think exactly who Boryansky was, but | couldn't even remember hisface. And asto where
we'd been flying to, and what for... For some reason the only memory that kept on coming back was
that then, in those ancient Soviet times, he had ahuge bidet in his apartment. Of course, it didn't work...
and anyway, what would a Soviet citizen want with abidet?

But the bar was gtill exactly the same as| remembered it. A counter, high stools, gleaming beer taps. And
aTV inthe corner. But the video clip they were showing on it was quite different. A young guy with
suspicioudy red eyesand agirl in ascarlet dress. He was kissing her hand. And the action after that was
like agood thrille—complete with dashing wolf's jaws and al the rest. The moment | really enjoyed was
when the young guy, who for some reason was now dressed in the girl's scarlet dress, came into the
ballroom and then split gpart into several wolves. And | liked the final shot, when the girl'sred eyes
glinted as she surveyed her guests...

Hmm. Wdll, the guys who made that didn't know too much about shape-shifting Others. Just asthe
unfailingly fashionable writer Pelevin didn't know much about redl, gluttonous, dirty werewolves. But the



clip waswell produced, you couldn't deny that. The werewolves must have al chipped in to pay the
producer and influenced the musicians—and what they'd ended up with was a beautiful, romantic video
about themsalves. The Russian vampires had done the same thing only just recently.

| remembered the name of the group—Rammstein—for future reference, so that 1'd be able to find the
song and ligten to it abit more carefully.

| ordered beer and a couple of hamburgers and then sat at one side near the television, with my back to
the room. My stomach aready thought my throat had been cut, and | was determined to do something
about the Situation.

| sensed the Light Oneswhen I'd just started my second hamburger—literdly felt them with my back.
And | immediately clammed up—I knew how to do that aready, and | knew for certain that they hadn't
spotted me.

| was apowerful Other, after dl, even if | wasinexperienced, and these two were still apprentices at
best: aweak magician, about twenty or twenty-two years old, and a novice soothsayer. | figured | could
see the future alot more clearly than the soothsayer—the whole vast gamut of possible variants—and |
could predict more precisely which of them was more probable.

Thetwo Light Onesweretalking in low voices, both of them were covered by askillful spell of
inattention—afairly exotic variety, in fact. It had been cast by someone who was very powerful indeed.

| listened.
"... dready here. The boss says things could get rough,” the magician said quietly.

"They'll stick usin the security cordon anyway," the soothsayer objected weerily. "Especidly after Tiger
Cuband Andre."

"Oleg, well need al our Power, you understand. All of it. Every last drop. The Dark Ones musin't get
their hands on the Talon— that would be the end of everything. Theend of the Light..."

"Ah, come on,” the soothsayer objected sceptically. "How can it betheend...”

The magician corrected himself: "Well, the end of our superiority. Wewon't be ableto put the Dark
Ones under pressure for the foreseeable future.”

"Butisit redly possbleto do that anyway?' There was anote of very hedthy, frank skepticismin the
soothsayer'swords. "The Light Ones and the Dark Ones have existed side by side for thousands of
years. They've been fighting for thousands of years. Look at how long the Watches have been competing
with each other. And then there's the Inquisition—it doesn't dlow any violations of the balance of
Power..."

The Light Ones broke off their conversation for amoment, walked to the front of the line of three people
at the bar and gently clouded everyone e se's minds, including the barman's.

"Twenty hamburgers and a carton of juice,” the magician said and then turned back to his companion.

| pretended my mind was clouded too. Others are basically pretty happy-go-lucky. Especidly young
ones. Thefeding of their own superiority over ordinary peopleis pretty intoxicating, and it takes years
before they can understand that sometimes being human is much smpler and better than being an Other.

"Anyway, theré's going to be afight. Anton told me the Dark Ones have got some sorcerer from out of



town, and helaid out
Farid and Danilawith an easy sucker punch. And he killed Tiger Cub. The bastard...”

" She had no business attacking a peaceful Dark One," | thought, feeling annoyed. "' wasn't chasing her,
she was the one who was after me..."

But the Light Ones were wrong about the sucker punch. I'd paid aheavy pricefor that fight.

A moment later | redlized that something was happening. Asif on command, the Light Onesturned their
facestoward the airfield and immediately withdrew into the Twilight. A second later, sodid I.

Outside the building, one of the Dark Ones was standing on a snow-covered runway with hiswand held
out in front of him. A long tongue of flame licked &t the frozen concrete. Once, twice. The magician was
drying out the runway before the plane from Odessa landed. But there were Light Ones hurrying toward
him from the termind building, Snking into the snowdriftsasthey ran.

The magician launched afew more tongues of flame and then shifted deeper into the Twilight.
It looked to melikeit was Kolya

My two Light chatterboxes hastily tipped their food suppliesinto white-and-green plastic bags and et off
at afast trot, trampling the ever-hungry covering of blue moss. It had an easy life here. All those people,
al thoseemotions... A single passenger who was late for a plane was enough to feed this entire ravenous
carpet for aday.

| hopped off my stool too, leaving my unfinished beer on the counter. | could barely make out what was
happening through the wall of thetermina building—all | could see were the vague shadows of Others
with the colored patches of auras above their heads and viscid bursts of Power being discharged. At the
sametime, | could gill seetheingde of thetermina hall and the people sitting in plagtic chairs, patiently
waiting for ther flights.

Low, rumbling sounds threaded themsdl ves through the Twi-light—it was awoman's voi ce announcing
that "flight fifteen zero zero from Odessa has landed.” | went hurtling down the stairs, maneuvering
between the people who were hardly even moving.

Down. Forward. And now to the right.
| legpt over the turngtile and found mysdlf facing the exit to the airfield.

Therewas afull-scale battle going on out there—I could literally sense the discharges of energy on my
skin. All that Power from the amulets, dl that skill from the magicians—and it could al have been used
for other purposes, instead of fighting each other. The Light Oneswere so rigidly dedicated to their
righteous struggle! It hadn't even entered their heads simply to reach an agreement with us—they'd gone
rushing straight into the attack.

| could sense that the Dark Ones were having atough time of it. It looked like the chief of Night Watch,
Gesar, had got involved. And there were at least another two very powerful magicians out there now,
beside the plane that was taxiing to its stand.

And then four figures burst in through the wall of thetermina. They were dl Others, of course. All tall,
with broad shoulders, blond hair, and blue eyes. Asif they'd been specially picked to match—a standard
matching set of twentieth or twenty-first century Vikings. All wearing identical warm winter parkas and
carrying identica bags. They weren't wearing hats and their hair looked disheveled, but something told



me it wasn't the wind that was responsible for that.

At first | couldn't understand why they had remained in human form. But then | looked at them in the
human world and laughed in surprisewhen | got theidea An Other'simagein the Twilight—his
subconscious dream—can take al sorts of forms...

They walked quickly acrossthe hall, dmaost running, moving past me and toward the exit and the bright
patch of light in front of the termind that wasthe airport parking lot.

Waking past me.

But just asthey drew level with me, adark-blue flower the size of aheavy Urd congtruction truck sprang
up to theright of them. Everyonein the Twilight was thrown to the ground.

Asl lay there on my back, | raised my head and saw ablue vell shimmering in midair, looking like a
gigantic Aurdia jellyfish. But | could sense that something was about to happen behind that transparent
curtan.

And | was right—a porta opened up in the blue haze, right there in the baggage hall, behind that hazy
blue curtain. My eyes were stung by ablinding white glow and it was suddenly abnormdly light in the
Twilight, even though there were still no shadows. That was aredly weird sight: unbearably bright light
and not a hint of a shadow.

There weretwo Light Ones. The Night Watch chief and an attractive young woman. An enchantress of
very impressive Power.

"You arein my power," Gesar declared loudly, making a short, economica passwith hishands. " Stand
up!™

Hewastaking to the Vikings. The Light Ones hadn't noticed me lying there closer to the porta than
anyoneese.

Oneof the Vikings said something angry and abrupt in English. Gesar replied. | regretted gloomily that |
didn't understand a single word. Then the Vikings stood up and began obediently walking toward the
portd. | was preparing to stand up and had even got on all fours aready, but when the third Viking drew
level with me, the fourth aoruptly withdrew deeper into the Twilight.

Gesar reacted instantly—he cast a Net over the others and disappeared. The enchantress stayed where
shewas.

The remaining Vikings were pinned to the ground and so was |—from being on dl fours | wasflattened
back againg the floor, thistime face down, like a squashed frog on amgor highway. It felt asif adab of
concrete had dropped on top of me from a passing dump truck—I couldn't catch my breath or move a
muscle. And damned if there wasn't some object jabbing unbearably into my chest, somelong, dightly
curved object.

Lying with my nose pressed to the floor was not at al pleasant; | made an effort and turned my head.

My eyes met the eyes of the Viking lying beside me. | felt afrost more chilly than any Maoscow winter.
"Youl"

"You'rean Other!"

"Yes..."



"You serve the Darkness..."

"Probably..."

"Takecareof it!"

What?"

But the Viking had dready closed hiseyes. The sllent didogue had only lasted afew brief moments.
Take care of what? This damn thing that was poking mein theribs?

Just to be sure of things, the enchantress dropped another concrete dab on us—the Vikings began
wheezing painfully and something like agroan wastorn from my ches.

And then | thought: Ah, what the hell!

| closed my eyes and focused on searching for Power... and | sensed an amost inexhaustible source
right there—the portal that was still open.

Well, well, how smple everything was, redlly! 1t would take no more than afew secondsto restore the
Power I'd expended on Strastnoi Boulevard. And the fact that it was a Light portal didn't bother mein
the leest—the nature of Power issmilar in any case.

| began drawing in the Power of the portal. Taking it dow, so that the Light Enchantress wouldn't
immediately redlize what was going on.

Thefirg thing | tried wasto shift the weight off mysdlf dightly—I| managed that okay, and | can't say it
was redly too difficult. Then | enveloped the thing underneath mein acocoon and stuck it insde my
swegter, sill fumbling about on the floor. | thought the enchantress was beginning to fed unessy.

| wasall set to stand up, but then Gesar came back; he was radiating white light, just like a peasant'sidea
of an angd. With one hand he was clutching the shoulder of the Viking who had fled. One step, then
another, and he dropped the limp, submissive fugitive beside his comrades, like arag doll. But what |

saw on Gesar's face was not joy, but something else.

"Wheresthe Tdon?"

He glanced briefly at the enchantress, who pulled her head back into her shouldersin darm—I sensed
her scanning dl of usat once.

Ohno, my girl! Y ouwon't break into my cocoon.

And Gesar won't break into it either. | can tell you that for sure, from the height of the next step up the
darway.

But Gesar wasn't wasting any time. He came straight up to me.
"Youagan..."

| didn't catch any hint of hatein hisvoice. Only infinite weariness,
| stood up and dusted my clothes off for some reason.

"Me"



"You amaze me," Gesar confessed, drilling right through me with his glance. "Amaze me one moretime.
Giveback the Tdon."

"The Tdon?' | asked, raisng my eyebrows expressively. "What are you talking about, colleague?’
Gesar gritted histeeth—I distinctly saw the muscles at histemplestwitch.

"Cut the comedy, Dark One. Y ou've got the Taon, there's nowhere else it can be. I've stopped sensing
it, but that doesn't change matters. Now you're going to give me the Talon and clear out of Moscow
forever. That'sthe second time I've told you—and let metdl you it'sthefirst time I've ever given
anybody asecond chanceto leavein peace. Thefird timein very, very many years. Am | making mysalf
clear?'

"Nothing could be clearer,” | growled, weighing up my own strength and deciding that it was worth going
forit.

| mentally reached out toward the enchantress, who wasn't prepared for anything bad to happen, and
drew as much Power as| could from her before she realized what was happening. Then | added some
from the portal, and al as quickly aspossble.

| opened my own portd directly under my own feet, and at the sametime | emerged from the Twilight.

The effect would basically have been the sameif 1'd been standing on the manhole of asewer and the
cover had suddenly disappeared. | just fell through the floor, asfar as Gesar and all the others could see.
Fdl straight through the floor and disappeared.

| hadn't dared try drawing Power from Gesar—something had told meit wasn't worth tangling with him
yel.

You can create a cocoon that Gesar couldn't see into without special preparation, you can steal
energy from an enchantress who's very probably going to be a great enchantress—that's all pure
childish mischief and it will only work once. But it's a bit too soon for you, Vitaly Rogoza, Dark
Other, to get involved in an open fight with the chief of the Night Watch.

Just say "thank you" that got you away in one piece.

| said "thank you" and fdll straight into a snowdrift from aheight of severa meters. It was dark dl around.
Or dmost dark. Just the moon overhead. With aforest stretching out on both sides.

| wasin aclearing in theforest, a clearing as straight as Lenin Prospect in Nikolaev and very wide, about
fifteen meters across. There was ablank wall of forest on my right and ablank wall of forest on my |eft,
and straight ahead, hanging above the silvery strip of untouched snow, there was the moon. Almost full.

It was beautiful, incredibly beautiful—the moonlit clearing, the night, the snow... | could havejust laid
there and admired it.

But | started feding cold.

| scrambled out of the snowdrift with a struggle and looked around. The snow till looked untouched. But
somewherein the distance | could hear the digtinctive hammering rhythm of the whedls of acommuter
train.

Hmm. Some great magician | was. Lord of the Dark portals.



I'd opened aporta al right, but | hadn't bothered about where it would end. And thiswas the resuilt:
Herel wasdl donein thewinter forest in nothing but my sweater—no jacket or hat.

Furious with mysdlf, | felt thelong, hard object under my sweater, decided not to remove the cocoon yet,
and set off toward the moon, across the miraculous virgin snow of the moonlit forest clearing.

| soon redlized that walking through snowdrifts was a very dubious pleasure, so | veered toward the
forest, having sensibly decided that there ought to be less snow near the trees.

To my own amazement, | was proved right twice over. First, there were indeed no snow drifts at the
edge of the forest, and second, | found anarrow path, pretty well trodden. | smply hadn't noticed it
before in the shadow.

One of the ancients once said that roads aways lead to the people who built them. And anyway, | had
no other option. | set off aong the path. First | walked, and then | started running to warm myself up.

"Il rununtil | get tired,” | decided. "And then I'll enter the Twilight... to warm up.”
| just hoped I'd have enough strength for running and the Twilight.

| ran for abouit fifteen minutes: There was absolutely no wind, so | actualy did manage to warm myself up
ahit. The clearing went on and on, an unbroken stretch of silvery, glittering snow. | wasn't the one who
should have been running here; it should have been some knight of old in adoublet with fur on the outside
and his enchanted sword on his belt, hisfaithful tame wolf running afew stepsahead...

Almost as soon as | thought about the wolf, | heard barking from somewhere on my left. Dogs. A wolf's
bark isdifferent. And they don't bark in winter.

| stopped and looked. There was awarm orange glow flickering through the trees. In addition to the
barking | could hear voices—peopl€'s voices.

| didn't waste much time thinking. | walked forward a bit until | reached the path branching off toward the
campfire and turned onto it.

Soon two dogs came bounding toward me—awhite Karelian Laikawith atight coil of atail, amost
invisible againgt the background of the snow, and a shaggy Newfoundland terrier, asblack as pitch. The
Lakawasydping in avoicethat rang like adeigh-bel and the Newfoundland was barking gruffly:
"Booff! Booff!"

"Petro! Isthat you?' someone asked from the campfire.
"No," | replied regretfully. "It's not Petro. But can | warm mysdf up abit?

To be quite honest, the firgt thing | wanted to do wasn't warm myself up, but find out where| was, so |
wouldn't have to go wandering through the forest at random, but could go straight to the suburban
railroad.

"Come on over here! Don't worry about the dogs, they won't touch you.”

And the dogs didn't touch me. Thelittle Laikaran around me cautioudy at a constant distance of about
four meters, and the Newfoundland smply came skipping up to my feet, sniffed my shoes, snorted, and
ran back to the campfire.

There were more than ten people stting by the campfire. Hanging on along chain, thrown over athick



horizontal branch of the nearest pinetree, there was abig pot, with something bubbling promisingly insde
it. The people were sitting ontwo logs. | could see metal mugsin most of their hands and somebody was
just opening anew bottle of vodka

"Oh, look at that!" ayoung, bearded guy who looked like ageologist said when | emerged from the
darknessinto thelight. "Just alight sweater!"

"I'm sorry,” | Sghed. "I've got afew little problems.”

"Sit down!" said someone who had come over to me. They sat me down amost by force and
immediately thrust amug of vodkainto my hand.

"Drink that!"

| didn't dare disobey. It burned my throat, but afew seconds later I'd already forgotten it was the middle
of winter.

"Styopal Didn't you have a spare jacket somewhere?' the bearded guy asked, still giving the orders.

"Yes," someone answered from the opposite log, and then ran off briskly to one side, where there were
dark tents pitched in the gaps between the trees.

"And I'vegot ahat," said aplump girl with braidslike aschoolgirl's. " Just amoment..."
"Been out in the cold long?" the bearded guy asked me.
"Not very. Only about twenty minutes. Just don't ask how | got here.”

"Wewont," hereplied. "WEell find aplace for you to deep, and a spare deeping bag too. And tomorrow
we're going to Moscow. Y ou can come with us, if you like."

"Thanks," | said. "I'd beglad to."

"Weve got abirthday here," Styopaexplained as he came up to me, holding a bluish-green ki jacket.
"Here, takethis"

"Thanksalot, guys," | said sincerdly, thanking them mostly not for the hospitdity, but for not asking any
unnecessary questions.

The jacket was warm. Warmer than it looked.

"And whose birthday isit?" | asked.

One of the girls stopped kissing her latest bearded admirer.
"Ming" shetold me. "My names Tamara."

"Happy birthday," | said. It sounded abit flat. | felt genuinely sorry that | had nothing to give her asa
present, and | felt ashamed to hand her a hundred-dollar bill. It would have been too much like my
generoustipping in the hotd.

"What's your name?' the first bearded guy asked me. "I'm Matvel."

"Vitaly." | shook the hand that he held out. "A birthday party in theforest in the middle of winter—I've
never been at one of those before."



"Therésafirg timefor everything,” Matvel remarked philosophicaly.
The dogs started barking again and dashed off into the dark night.
"Well, isit Petro thistime at last?' the birthday girl asked hopefully.

"Isthat you, Petro?"' Styoparoared in asurprisingly resonant baritone quite unlike his norma speaking
voice.

"Yes" said avoicein theforest.

"And have you brought the champagne?’

"Yes," Petro confirmed happily.

"Hoo-ray," dl the girls shouted together. "Hooray for Petro, our savior!"

| felt stedthily under my jacket for the case that must conceal the mysterious Fafnir's Taon. | thought that
| could relax until morning and soak in the rel axed atmosphere of somebody e se's celebration. The
people around the campfire made a point of not singling me out—they filled my mug with vodkaasif |
were one of them, then handed me a plate of seaming pilaff, asif thelight of their fire attracted
underdressed travelers out of the forest every day of the week.

It was agrest pity there wasn't asingle Other among them. Not even an uninitiated one.

Chapter four

—P»—

Semyon walked into Gesar's office, froze for amoment just inside the door, and shook his head very
dightly.

"He's not in Moscow. Definitdy not."

"That'skind of stupid,” Ignat snorted from hisarmchair. "If he's supposed to do something with the Talon
in Moscow, then what's the point of opening a portal to somewhere outside the city?”

Gesar glanced Sideways at Ignat. There was something mysteriousin hisglance: The first name that came
to mind for it was "higher knowledge.”

"Maybe not so stupid,” he objected quietly. "The Dark One had no choice. Either stay in Moscow and
lose the Taon, or clear out and take the Taon with him, and then try to break back in again. What's bad
about dl thisisthat the Brothers managed to get the Taon to this Dark One from Ukraine, and he
managed to trick us."

Gesar sghed, closed his eyesfor amoment, and corrected himself: "No, not us, of course... It wasme
hetricked. Me."

Svetlanawas huddling miserably in the corner of the divan by the window. She started sobbing again.
"I'm sorry, Borislgnatievich..."

So far Anton had been sitting as straight as aramrod, but now he moved close to her and put hisarm
around her shoulders without speaking.



"Dont cry, Svetlana. It'snot your fault. If | couldn't guess what the Dark One was going to do, then you
can't possibly be blamed for anything." Gesar's voice was coal, but basicaly neutrd. The chief of the
Night Watch really didn't have anything to reproach Svetlanawith—what had happened was smply
beyond the range of her present knowledge and skills.

"There'sjust onething | don't understand,” Olga said abruptly. She was sitting on the pouffe between
Gesar's desk and the window, smoking nervoudy. "If the Dark One's actions couldn't be read in advance
at dl, doesn't that mean he was acting on intuition? Without planning or thinking anything through in
advance?'

"Yes, it does," Gesar agreed. "He prefersto create probabilities, rather than choose from the ones that
aready exist. It'sapretty bold way of doing things, but it hasits dangers. Intuition can be deceptive. And
that's how well get him."

Therewas abrief slence; Semyon waked slently across the office and sat on the divan, alittle distance
away from Anton and Svetlana.

"Actualy, there's something el se bothering me," Gesar said darkly, reaching into his pocket and taking
out apack of Pal Malls. Helooked at it in surprise, put it back in his pocket, and took out a Cuban cigar
inameta tube, aclipper to cut off itstip, and a huge tabletop ashtray. But he didn't open the cigar.
"Something quite different.”

"The fact that the Dark One had no trouble using the energy of the portal and some of Svetlanastoo?'
Semyon asked, guessing immediately. "But that was to be expected.”

"Why wasit?' Gesar asked cautioudy.

Semyon shrugged.

"It ssemsto methat he's more powerful than we think. He smply disguisesthe fact. In principle Ilyaand
I, and even Garik, can make use of the Dark Ones Power. Under certain circumstances. And with
certain consequencesfor ourselves.”

"But not o brazenly and not so quickly,” Gesar said with ashake of hishead. "Remember Spain. When
Awvvakum tried to draw Power from the Dark portal. Remember how that ended?”’

"l remember,” said Semyon, not fazed in theleadt. "All that meansisthat our Dark Oneissgnificantly
more powerful than Avvakum. And nothing ese.”

Gesar looked at Semyon for afew seconds, then shook his head and turned his gaze to Svetlana

"Sveta," he said in avoice that was noticesbly gentler. "Try once again to remember everything that you
felt at thetime. But don't hurry. And please, don't get upset. Y ou did everything right, the troubleisit just
turned out not to be enough.”

Semyon glanced in surprise at Svetlana, with the expression of someone who has missed the most
interesting thing. "What do you mean, try to remember? Create the image and the job's done," he advised
them.

"Theimage won't materidize," Gesar growled. "That's the whole problem. What does materidize is some
kind of gibberish, not animage.”

"And have you tried creating a different one?" Semyon asked eagerly. "An abstract image, not connected
with the Dark One?"



"Shehas," Gesar answered for Svetlana. "Any other imageis okay, but this one just doesn't work."

"Hmm," Semyon muttered. "Maybe the impressions are too vivid, too oppressive. Remember how | tried
for twenty yearsto recreate the image of the Inferno vortex over the Relchstag when Hitler was speaking.
But | just couldn't getittolook red..."

"We're not talking here about trying to get it to look redl,” said Gesar. "Thereisn't any pictureat dl. Just a
gray blur, asif Svetlanastrying to remember the Twilight world."

Anton, who still hadn't uttered a single word, glanced hopefully a Sveta.

"Well, then," she began. "At first | didn't notice anything at al. When you | &ft to follow the Brother who
made arun for it, BorisIgnatievich, | stayed with the porta. Then | noticed that the Dark Ones on the
floor had started moving and | fed some

Power into your Net. The Dark Ones were pressed flat againgt the floor again; then you came back. And
amog immediatdy— it was like afainting fit, everything went black, | felt wesk... And then thereésa
blank. | came around on the floor when Anton splashed water in my face. The memoriesaredl | have
left... And | can't even remember anything properly.” The enchantress bit her lip, asif she were about to
burgt into tears. Anton looked at her asif he hoped just hislook would be enough to calm her down.

"I have no rationa explanation,” Ilyaput in. "Therés smply nothing to go on—too little data.”

"There's more than enough data," Gesar snorted. "But | don't have any explanation either... Not in the
sense of ahundred percent correct explanation. | have afew suspicions of my own, but they need to be
checked out. Olga?'

Olgashrugged. "If you have nothing to say, | won't even try. Either he's atop-flight magician who's never
been registered anywhere by anyone, or someone's messing with our heads. For instance, | till can't
understand why Zabulon hasn't got involved. Y ou'd think smuggling in the Talon was an operation of
supreme importance. But he hasn't raised afinger to help hisrabble.”

"That'sright," Gesar drawled thoughtfully and findly took the cigar out of itstube, looked at it carefully,
bresthed in the aroma of its tobacco with obvious delight, and put it away again. "The Moscow Day
Watch might have nothing at al to do with the operation to smuggle in Fafnir's Talon. The Regin Brothers
could easily have been acting on thelr own initiative. In that case we have absolutely no clams against
Zabulon. Hisrabble appears to have been acting independently. And not dl that effectively, either,
otherwise they'd never have dlowed usto intercept the Brothers.™

"What good are the Brothersto us, boss?' Ignat said in annoyance, getting up. "If the Dark One from
Ukraineredlly is predestined for the Taon, then the Dark Ones won thefight at the airport.”

"If the Dark One from Ukraine was predestined for the Talon,” Gesar said in aquiet voice, "we'd al be
ettling into spending therest of eternity in the Twilight. Even | wouldn't have been able to save any of
you. Not any of you. Isthat clear, Ignat?’

"Isthat right?" Semyon asked camly. "It'sthat serious?'

"It'sexactly right, Semyon. | have only one hope: The Dark One doesn't even understand hisown rolein
al thisyet. That'swhy he'sthrashing about like this. Our only chanceisto outguess him and take the
Tdon. And in principle that would balance out the odds."

"But how can we outguesshim?' Ignat persisted. "Maybe | should try talking to him, convincing him. I'm
good at convincing people. If only wecanfind him..."



"The Dark Onewon't be ableto just St around doing nothing with the Talon burning hisfingers. He's
bound to turn up in Moscow.” Gesar stood up and surveyed his subordinates, then rubbed hischeek ina
tired gesture. "That'sit. Get some rest. Everybody get somerest.”

He turned to Anton.

"Anton... Stay closeto Sveta. Stick like glue. And you shouldn't go home—not to your place or hers.
Stay here."

"All right, Boris Ignatievich," said Anton. He still had hisarm around Svetas shoulders.

Ten minutes later Anton and Svetawere donein the comfortable duty staff lounge. Anton held out his
mini-disk player and the earphones to the exhausted enchantress.

"You know," he said, "therésthis sort of game play. Therésalot of music on that disk. All sorts. | put
it on random sdlection, but somehow it dways comes up with the songs | need. Why don't you giveit a

try?'
Svetlanasmiled faintly and took the earphones.
"Presshere”

She pressed the button. The player blinked its green eye asit spun the disk; the laser did acrossthe
tracks and stopped on one.

| dream of dogs and of wild beasts, | dream that animalswith eyeslike lamps Bit into my wingshighin
the heavens, And | fl clumglly, likeafdlenangd...

"It's Nautilus Pompilius," said Svetlana, adjusting the earphones dightly. "'Falen Angel.” It certainly suits
the mood. .."

"Y ou know," Anton told her with emphatic seriousness, "cal me superdtitious, but | was sure Nautilus
would come up. | redly love that song."

"Let'sligentoit together,” Svetlana suggested, sitting down on the divan.

"Okay," Anton agreed, and mentdly thanked the person who invented mini-earphones with no hard
frame.

| don't remember thefal, I only remember Theimpact as| struck the cold stones. How could | have
flown so high and then Tumbled down so crudly, like afalen angd ? Straight back down into the place
that we Had left behind, hoping for anew life. Straight back down into the place from where We stared
avidly up into the blue heavens. Straight down...

They sat there for along time with their arms round each other, each with atiny Nautilus Pompilius
snging in one ear. Thethree of them shared the fedling of bitterness and happiness—the magician, the
enchantress, and thefdalen angd.

"But when | went into the termind building,” Shagron said, "there was nobody there. They'd just closed
the porta, over near the entrance, just abit to the right, where the baggage hdll is. The Light Ones had
already removed their HQ and | could just barely sense them, somewhere near the edge of the airport.

Either they were getting into their vehicles or they'd dready driven off."
"What about the Brothers?' Edgar asked.



"Damned if | know what's happened to them. | think one of them got killed. The Light Onesimmobilized
the others and took them away with them.”

"What for?' Deniskaasked in surprise, even putting down his coffee. "Why didn't they finish them off on
the spot?”

"Comeon, they're Light Onesl" said Y ura, amazed by the question. "The Brothers surrendered, so they
just arrested them. They'll probably hand them over to the Inquisition... The sadits. It would have been
better just to kill them.”

"I think he got away after dl,” said Nikolai, toying idly with his discharged wand. The Power it had
contained only recently had melted the snow on the airport runway in afew brief moments and then dried
out the ground. "Well, Y ura, what do you think?'

"] can't sensethe Taon. It's not in Moscow."

"But how could he have got away?' said Anna Tikhonovna. She kept pursing her lips, and it made her
look like atrict school teacher. "How could he dip through Gesar's fingers? Somehow | can't believeit.”

"I don't know," Y ura snapped, "but something happened back there."
"Maybe he could have used aporta?' Edgar asked cautioudy.

"A portd?" Y urasnorted. "Can you use aporta ?*

"Not easly," Edgar admitted. "I don't have the Power."

"Oh!" Yurasaid emphaticaly, jabbing hisfinger toward the celling in avague gesture. "And gpart from
that, after the fight on the boulevard our friend looked like a squeezed lemon.”

"But after the fight in the airport it was the Light Ones enchantress who looked like a squeezed lemon,”
Nikola remarked innocently. "And don't anyone try to convince me she gave the Power away
voluntarily.”

"Yes, that'sright,” said Shagron, brightening up. "When you think about it, the energy picture of events at
V nukovo looks pretty much like straightforward vampirism. Everything was kind of purple..."

Y urashook his head skepticaly.

"I must admit the Ukrainian didn't strike me as capable of that. In order to snatch Power from the Light
enchantress right under Gesar's nose, you have to be Zabulon at least. And have theright to afird-level
intervention..."

"What haverights got to do with it?* Anna Tikhonovnaexploded. "During the last twenty-four hours
weve registered three gross violations of the Treety by the Light Ones, including one violent attack using
Power! The Light Ones have forgotten what rights mean!™

"AnnaTikhonovna," Edgar said with fedling. "The Inquigition has given the Light Ones another
indulgence. Aslong astheir actions are directed to returning the stolen artifact, the Treaty is suspended.
Until Fafnir's Talon is handed over to the Inquisition, the Night Watch hasthe right to do whatever it
likes. In effect, were at war. Likein '49—you should remember that."

The sllencein the room was like outer space.

"And you didn't say anything?' Anna Tikhonovna asked reproachfully.



"What's the point of making our young people nervous? I'm sorry, Deniska. Were dready at a
disadvantage asit is. Fird—the chief isn't here, and second—we've just had two pretty unsuccessful
years... How many times have we been forced to give way to the Light Ones during those two years?
Five, ten?'

"So we'retrying to avoid defeatist attitudes, arewe?" Y urainquired acidly. "Keeping quiet about things?
Protecting the young people from perniciousinfluences? Wel, well..."

"What'sthe point of just saying ‘well, well'?" Edgar snarled. "Why don't you try suggesting where we go
from here?'

"Thechief left youin charge” Yurasad indifferently. " So you do the thinking."

"Y ou and Kolyarefused, that's why he gppointed me," said Edgar, turning gloomy and sulky. " Some
fightersyou are..."

"Hey, boys, just shut it, will you!" said Anna Tikhonovna, turning scarlet with indignation. "Thisisn't the
right time. Even my witches work together better than this.”

"Okay, let'sforget it," said Y urawith awave of hishand. "Y ou're asking me what we do now? Nothing.
The Ukrainian can't go too far out of Maoscow. | think he hasthe Talon with him. If he hasn't done
anything yet, it meansthe time sill hasn't come. We wait until he comes back. He hasto come back—the
Taon hasto bein Maoscow within the next two days. Otherwise the probability peak will have passed,
and it will just be apowerful artifact, nothing more.”

Nikola nodded approvingly.
Edgar looked closdly, first a one magician, then the other.

"Then wewait," he sghed. And he added: ™Y es. Our Ukrainian friend has turned out to be cunning, all
right. More cunning than Gesar."

"Ne kazhi gop," Kolyaadvised him. "That's Ukrainian for ‘don't count your chickens..."

"AnnaTikhonovna," Shagron asked in arather ingratiating tone, "tell the girls to make some coffee. After
dl this, | fed likel can hardly move..."

"You'rean idle lazybones, Shagron,” said Anna Tikhonovnawith a shake of her head. "But dl right, I'll be
niceto you, since you distinguished yourself. Y ou'll be an examplefor the others.”

Shagron grinned happily.

Tomy great amazement, it waswarm in thetent al night long. Of course, we dept without getting
undressed—I just took off my jacket and my shoes and climbed into the deeping bag | was offered. The
tent belonged to the bearded Matvel, and it could have held three or even four people if necessary, but
there were just the two of us. The next tent was about twenty meters away. Immediately after everyone
wandered away from the campfire, | could hear the birthday girl moaning sweetly init, wrapped in
someone's tight embrace—so we weren't the only oneswho
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werewarm. It was strange. As a southerner, I'd always thought it was cold and miserable in theforest in
winter.



I'd been wrong. Maybe it was cold and miserable in the forest, but man can bring his own warmth and
comfort with him anywhere he goes. Of course, nature has to suffer abit asaresult, but that's a different
matter. A different matter altogether...

Matvel woke up first. He crawled out of his deeping bag, stopped at the entrance for aminute ashe
fiddled with his stylish mountain boots (far superior to my clumsy, thick-soled shoes), unlaced the flap,
and went outside. A breeth of frost immediately licked a my face. At the sametime| felt against my
chest the elongated object that the Vikings had passed on to me at the airport. | hadn't taken a proper
look at it since then— there hadn't been any opportunity.

And | also redlized that overnight the cocoon, which hadn't been fed any further energy, had melted
away. | could feel abreath of Power from the object. Or rather, not Power, but power. If there had been
even one Other there, he couldn't have helped sensing the Talon.

| pulled the long, curved object—a case?—out from under my sweater. It looked like a scabbard for a
dagger, but it opened like abivave seashell. That is, of coursg, if there are any shellslikethat in the
sea—thirty or thirty-five centimeterslong, and narrow.

The case was locked in the Twilight, so no ordinary person could possibly have opened it. Crossing my
eyes, | moved closer to the entrance of the tent and threw the flap back a bit so that there was more light.

Inside, lying on dark red velvet, there redlly was a blackish-blue claw from some huge beast. It looked as
sharp as a Circassian dagger—stretching aong the entire length of its curved inner surface, therewasa
groove that looked like it was for drawing blood. The wide end looked asif it had been roughly broken
off, like the talon had been hacked out of someone'sfoot very cruddy, with no ceremony. And |
supposed it probably had been.

But then, what kind of beast could have had talons like this? It would have to be some kind of legendary
dragon. What else could it be? But did dragons ever redly exist? | rummaged through my memory, trying
to find an answer to this question, and shook my head doubtfully. Witches and vampires were one
thing—they were just Others—but dragons...

The snow sguesked under Matvel's feet as he walked back from the stream. With aregretful sigh, |
dipped into the Twilight for amoment, closed the case and stuck it back under my swester.

"Awake dready?' Matvel asked as he came closer.
"Uh-huh."
"Y ou weren't cold, then?"

"No. It'sincredible. | thought in the middle of winter, in the forest, | was bound to fed cold. But it was
wam..."

"Y ou southerners are strange people!” Matvel laughed. ™Y ou think what we have hereisared frost?In
Siberiathey havered frogts. Y ou know what they say? A Siberian isn't someone who doesn't fed the
cold, he's someone who'swarmly dressed!”

| laughed. It waswell put. | ought to remember thét.
Matvel smiled into hisbeard too.

"Thereé'sastream over there. Y ou can get awash.”



"Aha" | clambered out of the tent and took a short walk to the frozen stream. At the point where the
path reached the low bank, someone had broken aneat holein the ice: Overnight the hole had frozen
over with athin, amost transparent layer of ice, but Matvel had broken it open again. The water was
cold, but not cold enough to make even my warmth-loving soul afraid of splashing afew handfuls onto
my face. Thewash invigorated me, and | immediately felt | wanted to do something, run somewhere. ..

Or perhapsit wasn't the wash at dl. The day before I'd dmost completely drained mysdlf before the
airport. And I'd felt exactly the way you'd expect. I'd grabbed some Power from the portal and alittle bit
from the enchantress, and then expended dmost al of it again. But overnight I'd apparently been drawing
Power from the Taon.

Its Power was the right kind—Dark Power. | hadn't redlly enjoyed using the Light Ones Power—it was
dien, hard to control. But the Talon's Power was like mother's milk to alittleinfant. It even seemed to
breathein amysteriousway that was dmost painfully familiar.

| fdt asif | could overturn mountains.

"When are you planning to bresk camp?’ | asked when | got back to the tent. Or rather, not to the tent,
but the camp-fire. Matvel was chopping firewood. The two dogs were circling around him, gazing
hungrily up a the pot hanging over thefire.

"When everyone wakes up, well warm up the pilaff, take another shot of vodkato warm ourselves up
and then well move on. Why? Areyou in ahurry?!

"| probably ought to get going soon,” | said vaguely.

"Wdll, if you'rein ahurry, go. Keep the jacket... I'll give you Styopa's address, you can take it around
omeiime”

If only you knew who you're hel ping, human...

"Matvel," | sadinalow voice, "1 serioudy doubt that I'll have achance to go looking for Styopa.
Thanks, but | won't freeze."

"Don't bedlly," said Matvel, Sraightening up and holding the ax out in hishand. "'If you don't give it back,
you don't. Y our hedth's more important.”

| tried to make my smilelook wise and sad.
"Matve... it'sagood thing there's nobody ese here. Y ou know, I'm not actudly human.”

Matvei's eyesimmediately glazed over in boredom. Hed probably decided | was some kind of crazy
psychic charlatan. Well... I'd just haveto proveit to him.

Both dogsinstantly lost their joyful bounce, started whining, and huddled down at Matvei'sfeet. | raised
my barely visble morning shadow from the snow and dipped into the Twilight.

Matvei's reaction was funny to watch—he was so startled he dropped hisax. It landed on the
Newfoundland terrier's paw and the poor dog yel ped deafeningly.

Matvei couldn't see me. But he wasn't supposed to see me,

| pulled off the jacket; Matvel wouldn't be ableto seeit ether, until | threw it out of the Twilight. | felt for
some money in my shirt pocket and stuck two hundred-dollar billsin the pocket of the jacket. Then |



tossed it at Matve.

Matvel shuddered and caught the jacket awkwardly when, asfar as he could tell, it suddenly appeared
out of thin air. Helooked around and, to be quite honest, he looked rather pitiful, but | could tell that
without this kind of demonstration therewas no way | could ever convince him.

| didn't want to take anything belonging to anyone el se away with me, not even alousy jacket. If people
ask no questions and help astranger who comes wandering up to their camp-fire out of the forest, you
shouldn't take anything from them if you can avoid it. The jacket was comfortable and obvioudy not
cheap. | didn't want it. 'm aDark One. | don't need other people'sthings.

| emerged from the Twilight behind Matvei's back. He carried on staring wildly into empty space.
"Herel am,” | said, and Matvei swung around abruptly. His eyes were completely crazy now.
"A-aaa..." hemurmured and fell slent.

"Thanks, | realy will get by without the jacket."

Matvel nodded. He obvioudy didn't fed like objecting anymore. | think he was serioudy concerned that
he'd spent the night in atent with some kind of monster who could disappear in front of hiseyes. And
who knew what he might be capable of gpart from that?

"Just tell me one thing: How do | get away from here?"

"That way," said Matvel, waving his hand in the direction of the path I'd followed to get there. "Thetrains
aredready running."

"And isthere ahighway over there?1'd rather hitch aride.”
"Therésahighway. Right behind therailroad.”

"Excdlent,” | saidin ddight. "Okay, be seeing you! Thanks again. Givethe birthday girl my
congratulations... and | tell youwhat... give her this..."

It was remarkable how easily | managed the smple, but unfamiliar spell. | put my hand behind my back,
touched afrozen twig, brokeit off... and held out aliving rose, only just cut from the bush. There were
drops of dew glistening on the small green leaves and the petals were flame-red. A fresh rose looks very
beautiful in asnowy forest.

"A-aa..." Matvel mumbled as he automaticaly took the rose. | wondered if held give it to the birthday
girl or just bury it in asnowdrift to avoid the hasde of having to give long, awkward explanations.

But | didn't ask. | withdrew into the Twilight again. | certainly didn't want to drag myself over thefrozen
snow again. And what had been good for the previous day, when | thought | was running away from
Gesar, was no good today, when | was rested and full of fresh Power.

There was something else I'd forgotten... Ah, yes! The hat. That wasn't mine either, and | was ill
wearing it. | tossed it onto the jacket. .. and set off.

| moved in legps of ahundred or two hundred meters, opening weak little portals at the limit of my
vishility and stepping through them, egting up the distance like agiant.

By day the clearing looked perfectly ordinary. All of itsmagica charm had completely disgppeared. It
was obvioudy no accident that the genuine romantics and lovers of freedom—the Dark Ones—had



chosen the night astheir time, and not the day, when all the dirt and garbage of the world assaults your
eyes, when you can see how unattractive and cluttered our cities are, when the streets are full of stupid
people and the roads are full of stinking automobiles. Day isthe time of bonds and chains, of duty and
rules, but Night isthe time of Freedom.

And for agenuine Other, nothing can take the place of that Freedom. Neither ephemera Duty, nor
sarviceto cheap, fuzzy idealsinvented by someone long before you were even born. That'sal amyth, a
fiction, ucho od dedzia—ear of the fish—as our Slav brothers, the Poles, say. Thereis only Freedom,
for everybody aike, and thereisonly one limitation: No one hastheright to limit the Freedom of others.
And let the cunning and hypocritical Light Ones seek apparent paradoxes and contradictionsin
this—everyone who is Free gets aong just fine with otherswho are just as Free, and they don't get in
each other'sway at dl.

| had to use my Other powersto stop a car—for some reason no one wanted to pick up aman without
any jacket or coat. | had to touch the mind of one of the driversin hisdolled-up Zhiguli 9, the color of
wet asphdlt.

Naturaly, he stopped.

The driver was ayoung guy of about twenty-five with short-cropped hair and absolutely no neck. His
head was just attached in avery natura way directly to hisbody and his eyeswere blank. But his reflexes
turned out to be quite fantastic. | serioudy suspected that he could have driven the car even if hewas
UNCoNScious.

"Eh?" he said to me when I'd made myself comfortable in the back, beside his huge lesther jacket.
"Driveon, driveon. To Moscow. You'll let me out on Tver-skaya Street.”
And | touched him gently again through the Twilight.

"Ah..." theyoung guy said, and set his Zhiguli moving. Despite the dippery road and the trance he'd been
put in, he drove at over ahundred kilometers an hour. The car held the road so magnificently, |
wondered if he had specid tiresoniit.

We drove into Moscow from the northwest side after turning onto the V olokolamsk Highway, which
meant we diced through half of the megdopolis very quickly, driving in agtraight line dmost the whole
time, straight to the Day Watch office on Tverskaya Stret.

| was lucky to have found such aremarkable driver, and the highway encouraged him to put his foot
down to the floor. Plus, we rode awave of green lights.

Aswe were driving past the Sokol metro station, | redlized they'd spotted me.
Meand the Talon.

But in the middle of Moscow it'samost impossibleto catch aZhiguli 9 hurtling dong in agraight line
without changing lanes.

| got out on Tverskaya Street and handed the neckless driver a hundred. Rubles, not dollars.

"Eh?" he gasped out and started gazing around. Of course, he didn't remember athing, and now he was
draining his meager intellect to solve the dmost insoluble puzzle of how hed got from a suburban
Moscow highway to the very center of the city.



| didn't interfere and left him done with hisunsolved puzzle.

He had redlly tremendous reflexes. the Zhiguli set off dmost immediately. But the young guy's face was
turned toward the side window, with his jaw hanging open. It was lill like that when he drove out of
sight. | crossed the street and headed for the entrance to the office.

The lobby wasfull of cigarette smoke and a tape deck—a Phillips boom box—was quietly playing some
song with alaid-back, powerful melody. The voice was so hoarse and low | didn't redlize straight away
that it was Butusov:

Thewind is cold through the open window,
And long shadowslie on thetable,

| anamysterious guest in asilver cloak,
And you know why | have cometo you.
To giveyou strength,

To give you power,

To kissyour neck,

Kissto my heart's content!

At thesght of me, the young vampire who had his eyes half-closed and was blissfully lip-synching along,
was struck dumb. But the other guard on duty, an equaly young dchemist-magician, was aready
gabbling his report into the phone.

"They'rewaiting for you," hetold me. "Ninth floor."
Even though held been struck dumb, the vampire had managed to call the elevator.

But | suddenly got the feding | shouldn't get into the elevator, and | certainly shouldnt go up init. I just
shouldn't, and that was al.

"Tdl them I'm dlive and everything's okay," said that someonethereinsde me.
| went back out onto the street.
| was being guided again. Without the dightest hesitation | turned left—toward Red Square.

| till didn't know what was driving me and what for. But | could only obey the Power insdeme. And |
could also fed that Fafnir's Tdon had cometo life—it was bregthing.

Every meter of ground here, every square centimeter of agphat, was saturated with magic. Old magic
that had eaten itsway into the stone of the buildings and the dust on the Strest.

The massive form of the State Historical Museum towered up on my right. | didn't even know if it was
gtill open or whether it had been transformed into a casino by the latest fundamenta shift in the history of
long-suffering Russia. But anyway, | had no timeto find out. | walked on past.

The cobblestones of Red Square, which remembered the leisurely steps of the czars, and the tramping
boots of revolutionary soldiers, and the caterpillar treads of Soviet armored monsters, and the columns of



May Day demonstrations, seemed like the embodiment of Moscow's unshakable permanence. The city
had stood here through the ages. It would dways stand here, and nothing—not the squabbles of ordinary
human beings, or even the eternd atercations between the Watches—could shake its calm grandeur.

| walked out into the square and looked around. Nearby on my left GUM—the old state department
sore—was teeming with life. On my right were the battlements of the Kremlin wall, with the pyramid of
Lenin'sMausoleum rising up in front of it. Could that be where | was being led?

No, not there. And that was good. No matter what people in Russafelt about their former leader, it was
asin to disturb the peace of the dead. Especially of those who had died irrevocably, forever—he wasn't
an Other... and it was agood thing he wasn'.

| walked across the square without hurrying. A line of officid government cars snaked out of the Kremlin
and tore off into the Sde streets. The Execution Site greeted mein silence. The statue of Citizen Minin
and Prince Pozharsky watched as | walked by. The bright-painted domes of St. Basil's Cathedral
bresthed asigh.

Power. Power. Power...

Therewas so much of it here that an Other who had exhausted himself could restore hisstrength in
moments

But nobody would ever do anything of the kind, because it was strange, alien Power. It belonged to no
one. It was unruly and uncontrollable, the Power of the past centuries. The Power of dethroned czars
and general secretaries of the Communist Party. Touch it and it would blow you to pieces.

| looked around yet again.
And | spotted him.
TheInquigtor.

It'simpossible to confuse an Inquisitor with anyone else, elther Light Onesor Dark Ones, let done an
ordinary human being.

The Inquisitor was looking straight at me, and | couldn't understand why 1'd only just noticed him now.

He was aone, completely alone, outside and above any worldly balances of power, aliances, and
tregties. He embodied Justice and the Inquisition. He maintained Equilibrium. | didn't need to ask what he
wastherefor.

| walked right up to him.

"Y ou did right not to disobey,” said the Inquisitor.
Somehow | knew his name was Maxim.

He reached out his hand and said, "The Taon."

There was no imperious tone to hisvoice, not even ahint of pressure. But | had no doubt that anyone
would obey that voice, up to and including the chief of either of the Watches.

| reached gloomily inside my swester, with obvious regret.

The Taon was seething, processing the surrounding Power. The moment | held it in my hand | was



swamped by a dense wave of it. The Power given to me by the Talon rushed into every cell of my body;
it felt asif the whole world were ready to go down on its knees and submit to me. To me. The owner of
Fafnir's Taon.

"The Tadon," the Inquisitor repeated.

Hedidn't add anything ese or tel me not to do anything stupid. The Inquisition isabove giving
meaningless advice.

But | was Hill hesitating. How wasiit possible to give up voluntarily a source of such inexhaustible Power?
An artifect like that was every Other's dream!

| automaticaly noted the redistribution of energy asaLight portal opened up nearby. Of course, it was
Gesar, the chief of the Moscow Night Watch.

The Inquisitor didn't react to the gppearance of the unexpected witness. Not a al. Asif no portd had
even opened up and no one had surfaced out of the Twilight.

"TheTdon," thelnquisitor repeated for the third time. The third and last. He wouldn't say another word.
| knew that.

And | dso knew that even if adl the Dark Ones of Moscow appeared beside me, it wasn't worth trying
anything. They wouldn't help me. On the contrary, they'd take the Inquisitor's Sde. The intrigues played
out around the Taon could only continue until the guardians of the Treaty put in a persona appearance.

| squeezed my eyes shut and drew in as much Power as|

could hold within mysdlf, amost choking on the pressure. With atrembling hand, | held out the case with
the artifact in it to the Inquisitor. As| did so, | could just sense the vague desire that Gesar was struggling
to control—to dash forward and take possession of the Talon. But naturally, the chief of the Night Watch
didnt move amuscle. Experienceis primarily the ability to restrain our flegting impul ses.

The Inquisitor glanced a me. | probably ought to have read satisfaction and approva in hisglance: Well
done, Dark One, you didn't flinch; you did as you weretold, clever boy.

But | couldn't see anything of the kind in the Inquisitor's eyes.
Not athing.
Gesar was gazing a uswith open curiogty.

Without hurrying, the Inquisitor put the case with the Talon into the insde pocket of hisjacket and then
disappeared into the Twilight without even saying goodbye. | sopped sensing him ingtantly. Instantly. The
Inquisition has its own paths.

"Ha," said Gesar, looking away to oneside. "Y oureafool, Dark One." Then helooked straight at me,
sghed, and added: "A fool, but clever. And that's remarkable.”

Then heleft too, quietly thistime, without any portd. | could still sense him for sometimein the deeper
layersof the Twilight.

| was left on Red Square, out in the piercing wind, aone, without the Talon after I'd dready got used to
its Power, with no warm clothes, still wearing the same sweater, trousers, and shoes, and my hair was as
touded as afilm actor'sin some dramatic solo scene. Only there weren't any viewersto gppreciate this



fine shot, now that Gesar had gone on hisway too.

"Youredly areafoal, Vitay Rogoza," | whispered. "A clever and obedient fool. But then, maybe that's
the only reason you're il dive?'

But the person ingde me suddenly cameto life and reassured me: Everything's happening asit should.
You did the right thing by getting rid of Fafnir's Talon. | was overwhelmed by such ablissful,
unshakesble certainty that | wasright, that | even stopped fedling the cold, piercing wind.

Everything was judt fine. Everything was right. Children shouldn't play with atom bombs.

| twitched my shoulders, turned around, and strode off in the direction of Tverskaya Street. 1'd only gone
afew stepswhen | came acrossthe entire top leve of the Day Watch (the only ones missing werethe
magician Kolya and—naturaly— the chief), plus about fifteen mid-level agents, including Anna
Tikhonovnas young witches, three vampire brothers, and arather stout werewolf. The entire company
was staring at melike idle bystanders gaping at a penguin that has escaped from the zoo.

"Hi," | saidinasurprisngly cheerful voice. "What are you al doing here, en?!
I'm getting carried away again, | thought miserably. Oh-oh...
"Tel me, Vitaly," Edgar asked in an odd, unnaturd voice, "why did you do that?"

His attention was distracted for a second as he diverted an over-vigilant militiaman who was all set to
approach agathering that he thought looked suspicious. Then his gaze returned to me: "Why?"

"Do the Dark Onesredly need a pointlessfight? Do they need pointless casudties?' | said, answering a
question with aquestion, like somejoker from Odessa.

"l think he'slying," Anna Tikhonovna said aggressively. "Maybe we should probe him?”

Edgar frowned gloomily, asif to say: How can we probe him? So they were dready afraid of meinthe
Day Watch! Would you believeit!

"AnnaTikhonovng," | said, addressing the old witch in asincere voice, "Fafnir's Taon isan incredibly
powerful destabilizing element, cgpable of disrupting the baance of Power like nothing ese. If it had
stayed in Moscow, a bloody battle would have been inevitable. Asalaw-abiding Other, | accepted the
Inquisition's verdict and gave back the Talon. That'sall | haveto say." | was keeping quiet about the
Power that had settled in me after my contact with the Talon—until the right time came. " Surely you
wouldn't have done anything else?" | added, redizing that no one would dare object to that. All of them
had wanted to touch the artifact. .. to draw Power fromit... And all of them had been afraid of the
consequences of doing it.

"Why don't we go back to the office?’ the magician Y uragrowled. "Instead of standing around in the
wind like the three poplars on Plushchikha Street in the old film."

Hiswords made alot of sense—I was beginning to shiver again, and it would have been unforgivably
stupid to waste the Power that 1'd stored up.

With Edgar's support, Y uracalled up an economical portal, and two minutes later the entire Watch had
aready ridden the devator up to the officein groups. | couldn't help remarking that my portal would have
been more stable and would have worked for longer. Apparently 1'd moved up another step on the
stairway to nowherewhen | parted with Fafnir's Talon. And apparently | was now more powerful than
everyone else there, taken together. But | was il asinexperienced and naive asever, and | till had to



learn the most important thing of dl: how to use my Power properly.

The technicians, led by the undeeping Hellemar, were working away hard on their heedquarters
notebooks. When the hdll did these young guys ever rest? Or wasit just that they al looked dike?

"What's going on, Hellemar?' Edgar asked.

"The Light Ones are withdrawing their outposts,” the werewolf reported cheerfully. "One after another.
Not just changing them, but removing them completely. And they've lifted the cordons at the entrancesto
the city and therallroad stations.”

"They've cdmed down," sghed AnnaTikhonovna.

"Of coursethey've camed down," Y ura snapped. "The Talon's gone now. They've probably aready
transferred it to Berne. Infact, I'd bet on it.”

Hewasright. A few seconds earlier I'd sensed the source of my Power suddenly disappear into the
Twilight and move somewherefar, far away. | wondered if | wasfated ever to hold it in my hands again
just onemoretime... | didn't know...

"For the life of me, | don't understand why dl this fuss over the Talon was started in thefirst place. What
were the Regin Brotherstrying to achieve? Why didn't they let us know what they were doing? It'sdl
some kind of crazy nonsense, absol ute nonsense.”

"And what makes you so sure the Regin Brothers didn't achieve their god?' | asked innocently. They
looked at me asif | were achild who'd asked an awkward question in adult company.

"Y ou have adifferent opinion?' Y urainquired cautioudy, exchanging aquick glance with Edgar.

"Yes," | said honestly. "Only don't ask me about the details— | don't know them anyway. Therewasa
seriousimbalance of Power developing in Moscow in favor of the Light Ones. So seriousthat Europe
was beginning to fed worried. Measures were taken. The Regin Brothers escapade is one piece of a
jigsaw that will eventudly add up to anew equilibrium.”

"And your appearance is another piece of the jigsaw?' Edgar surmised.
"Obvioudy."

"And the absence from Moscow of Zabulon, our chief?"

"Probably.”

The Dark Oneslooked at each other, wondering.

"I don't know about that,” Anna Tikhonovnadrawled in adispleased tone of voice. "It dl looks pretty
gtrange. If we had the Talon, we'd soon have the Light Onesin acorner.”

"But would we be able to keep it under control?' Y uraremarked.
"l don't know..."

"Inany case" said Edgar, after thinking for awhile, "we gill have the right to demand satisfaction from
the Light Ones. There were severd serious interventions committed. What they've done over the last two
days goesway beyond the recent killings. Tiun-nikov's death should redlly be classed as an accident, and
if Gesar triesto dispute that, the tribunal will soon demolish dl his arguments. And the vampire poacher



and the shape-shifting hooker aren't such very seriousviolations, only sixth leve, or fifth & most. They
were acting independently, the Day Watch had nothing to do withiit... Now we have the right to demand
severa second-level interventions at least. That'swhat | think... Soin thefina analysisthe Day Watch
has fill come out best from everything that's happened. Even without the chief and his powerful support.”

"Better hold the fanfaresfor awhile" Y uraremarked skeptically. "Wait and see.”

Edgar shrugged and spread his arms in the gesture of aman gticking to hisown opinion. Heredly
believed what held just said. And | could understand him.

Theres no way of knowing how the argument would have ended. The cell phone on Edgar's belt trilled
and everyone automaticaly turned toward him.

It could have been aprivate call, or acal from the technica section. But the Others gathered together in
the office were pretty powerful. Almost al of them were capable of calculating probabilities and the
consequences of very smple events.

Thiscdl had adense central thread that was clearly visible. A thread connecting it to events of supreme
importance.

Edgar raised the phoneto his ear and listened for awhile. "Show him through," he said, then canceled the
cal and put the cell back on hisbelt. "An Inquisitor,” he said with astony expression, "with an officia
announcement.”

Lessthan thirty secondslater the warlock from the duty watch opened the door into the Day Watch main
office. And asecond after that the impassive Inquisitor called Maxim strode in through the doorway.

There was absolutely no emotion or other coloration in hisvoice; histonewas gtrictly informative. And it
would have been stupid to suspect an Inquisitor of sympathizing with one Side or the other. "In the name
of the Treaty," he declared, "tomorrow at dawn there will be an extended session of the local board of
the Tribuna, under the patronage of the Inquisition. The subject isanumber of actionstaken by Light
Othersand anumber of actionstaken by Dark Others which areincompatible with the stipulations of the
Treaty. Attendance is compulsory for al who have been informed. If anyone who has been informed fails
to attend or arrives|ate, it will be regarded as an act incompatible with the stipulations of the Treaty. Until
the sesson gartsal magica interventions at the fifth level of Power and above are prohibited. May
Equilibrium triumph.”

When hefinished his speech, the Inquisitor turned around unhurriedly and walked out into the [obby, to
the devators. The warlock cast afleeting glance at his superiors and closed the door behind him. He
regarded it as his duty to show the Inquisitor out. The office was quiet for awhile; even the technicians
and their notebooks had falen slent.

"Jugt likein'49," AnnaTikhonovnaremarked quietly. "Exactly the same.”

"Let'shope s0," themagician Yurasaid in alow voice. "Let's hope so, Anna Tikhonovna. Let's hope real
hard."

Chapter five

—«P»—

Everybody gets the feding sometimes that what is happening just at the moment has already happened



before. There's even apecia term for it, dgavu, akind of false memory.
The Others haveit too.

Night Watch agent Anton Gorodetsky was standing in front of the door of his gpartment and struggling
with hismemories. He had hovered in front of this open door in exactly the same way before, wondering
who could have got insde. And when he went ingde that time, held discovered that his uninvited guest
was his sworn enemy, the chief of the Day Watch, known to the Light Ones by the name of Zabulon.

"Dgavu,” Anton whispered and stepped inside the door. The defense system remained silent again, but
there was definitely avigtor in the room. Who wasit thistime?

Anton squeezed histalismanic meddlion tightly in his hand as he entered the room.

Zabulon was sitting in an armchair and reading the newspaper Arguments and Facts, wearing asevere
black suit, alight-gray shirt, and black shoeswith blunt, square toes, polished so that they shonelike
mirrors. Hetook off his spectacles. "Hello, Anton.”

"Dgavu..." Anton muttered. "Well, hdlo.”

Strangely enough, thistime he wasn't scared of Zabulon at dl. Maybe that was because the last time
Zabulon had conducted his surprise vigit in an entirely correct manner?

"Y ou can take my amulet. It'sin the desk—I can senseit.”

Anton let go of the talisman hanging round his neck, took off hisjacket, and went acrossto the desk.
Zabulon's amulet was hidden in among some papers and al the other office clutter that inevitably seems
to appear out of nowhere.

"'Zabulon, you have no Power over me," Anton declared in avoicethat didn't sound like his own.

The Dark magician nodded in satisfaction. "Excdllent. Allow me to compliment you. That other time you
were trembling like awithered leaf. But today you're cam. Y ou're growing, Anton.”

"I suppose | ought to thank you for the compliment?' Anton asked coolly.
Zabulon threw his head back and laughed soundlesdly.

"All right," he said afew seconds later, "I see you'rein no mood to wastetime. Well, neither am I. | came
to offer you the chance to commit an act of betraya. A small, caculated act of betraya from which
everyone will benefit, including you. Sounds paradoxica, doesn't it?"

"It does."

Anton looked into Zabulon's gray eyes, trying to understand what trap held fallen into thistime. Trust a
human being half way and a Light One aquarter of the way, but don't trust aDark One at all.

Zabulon was the most powerful—and therefore the most dangerous—Dark Onein Moscow. And
probably in thewhole of Russa

"Let meexplan,”" said Zabulon, without hurrying, but not hesitating either. ™Y ou dready know about
tomorrow's session of the Tribunal, do you not?'

"l do."



"Dontgotoit.”

Anton findly decided to sit down, on the divan by thewall. Now Zabulon was on hisright.
"And for what particular reason?' Anton inquired.

"If you don't go, you and Svetlanawill stay together. If you go, you'l lose her.”

Anton fet asudden burning sensation in his chest. It wasn't aquestion of whether he believed Zabulon or
not. He wanted to believe him. He wanted to very much.

But he couldn't forget that Dark Ones can't be trusted.

"The leadership of the Night Watch is planning yet another globa socid experiment. Y ou must know that.
And Svetlana has been given arather important rolein this project. | shan't try to change your convictions
or win you over you to the Darkness—that's an entirely hopeless proposition. | shall smply tell you what
the danger of redlizing such an experiment is: the disruption of the balance of forces. Obvioudy arather
desirable thing for the Sde that grows stronger. In recent times the Light has been growing stronger and,
naturdly, | dont likeit. It isin the Day Watch'sinterest to restore the equilibrium. And you arethe one
who can help us"

"Strange," Anton said thoughtfully. "The head of the Day Watch asking for help from aNight Watch
agent. Very srange.”

"Well, your help isn't absolutely necessary to us. We could manage on our own. But if you help yoursdlf
inthefirg ingtance, then you will aso help us. And Svetlana, and everyone else who will inevitably suffer
from the next globa experiment.”

"I don't understand—how can | help myself and Svetlana?'

"What don't you understand? Svetlanaiis potentialy a very powerful enchantress. As she grows stronger,
so the gulf that separates you grows wider. Her Power isthe factor that is shifting the balance in the favor
of theLight. If Svetlanais deprived of her Power for sometime, equilibrium will be restored. And there
will be nothing to keep you apart, Anton. She loves you— anyone can see that. And you love her. Surely
you wouldn't sacrifice your happiness and that of the woman you loveto the Light? Especidly sincethe
sacrificeis meaninglessin any case. That'swhy 1'm proposing you commiit thislittle, perfectly painlessact
of betrayd."

"Betrayd isnever little"

"Sometimesitis, Anton. It most certainly is. Loydlty itsef isbuilt up from aseries of little, calculated
betrayds. Y ou can trust me on that—I've lived in thisworld long enough to be quite sure of it."

Anton paused for awhile before he spoke. "I'm aLight One. | can't betray the Light. By my very essence
| can't do it—and you should understand that.”

"No oné'strying to make you go againgt the Light. And what's more, if you do this, you'll be helping
many people. Very many people, Anton. Isn't that the goa of aLight magician—to help people?!

"And how will | be ableto look my colleaguesin the eye?' Anton asked with abitter laugh. "After that?'

"They'll understand,” Zabulon said with an assurance that seemed strange to Anton. "They'll understand
and they'll forgive. And if they don't—what kind of Light Ones are they?"



"Y ou're good with the sophistry, Zabulon. Far better than | am, no doubt. But just because you call
things by different names, it doesn't change their essentia nature. Betraya is dways betrayd .

"All right," Zabulon agreed with surprising readiness, "then betray love. Basically, you have achoice
between two betrayal s—surely you can understand that? To betray yourself or to prevent yet another
cycle of bloodshed from happening. To forestal the inevitable battles between the Watches or to alow
them to happen. Or haven't there been enough deaths for you yet?'Y ou went out on patrol with Andrei
Tiunnikov more than once. Y ou were friends with the girl shape-shifter, Tiger Cub. Where are they now?
Who ese are you willing to sacrifice in the name of the Light? Don't go to the Tribuna session tomorrow,
and your friendswill stay dive. We don't need any more desths, Anton. We'rewilling to avoid conflict.
To stle things peacefully. That'swhy I'm suggesting you should help everybody. Everybody. Dark Ones
and Light Ones. And even simple, ordinary people. Do you understand?’

"I don't understand how my absence from the Tribuna session will help restore equilibrium.”
"Y ou've dready run into the Dark One from Ukraine, haven't you? Vitay Rogoza?'

"Yes, | have" Anton replied reluctantly.

"He's not an Other.”

Anton was startled.

"How do you mean, not an Other?"

"He's not entirely an Other. HEs only aMirror. And he doesn't have long left to live.”
"What, or who, isaMirror?'

"Definitely ‘what,"" Zabulon said with asigh. "Alas, only a'what'... That's not important, Anton. It'smore
useful for you to know something else. If you stay away from the session of the Inquisition, no more
blood will be spilled. If you go, abloodbath isinevitable.

"Fallureto gppear a aTribund is punished by the Inquisition.”

"The Inquisition will regard your reluctance to engage in combat with Rogoza as legitimate. There have
been precedents; if you wish, | can even obtain the relevant documents. But you can take my word for it.
I've never deceived you yet."

"| don't like the sound of that 'yet.""

Zabulon smiled with just the corner of his mouth. "It can't be helped. | am aDark One, after dl. | just
don't think it's useful to lie without any reason.”

Zabulon stood up, and Anton aso got to hisfedt.

"Think, Anton. Think, Light One. And remember: Y our love and the lives of your friends depend on your
decison. That's the way things turn out sometimes: In order to help your friends, first you haveto help
your enemy. Better get used to it.”

Zabulon walked rapidly out of the room, and then out of the apartment. That very instant the sentry sign
garted howling in the Twilight, and the mask of Chkhoen on thewadll pulled aterrifying face. As Anton
listlesdy put everything in order, hetried to gather histhoughts.

Should he bdieve Zabulon or not?



Should he be with Svetlana or not?
Should he cal Gesar and tell him everything or keep quiet?

Every conflict, from asmple, crude brawl to intrigues between different states and the Watches, isa
battle of information. Whoever has the most preciseideaof the strength and ams of his enemy will win.

Zabulon'sams and Anton's could not be the same. That was absolutely impossible. But what if the head
of the Day Watch had told Anton what he had, precisely in order to make him rgect the very idea of
missing the Tribund?

Where was the truth, and where was the li€? Zabulon's words were a cage, but inside the cage there was
amantrap, and insde the mantrap there was a mousetrap, and insde the mousetrap there was poisoned
bait... How many layers of falsehood had to be peeled away in order to expose the truth?

Anton took acoin out of his pocket. Hetossed it in the air and caught it, then laughed and put it back in
his pocket, without even looking to seeif it had come up heads or tails.

That wasn't the right way.
If one of the two choices was atrap, then he had to look for athird.

In order to get to the Tribuna a dawn, | either had to get up very early, or not go to bed at all. | chose
the second option. | could catch up on my deep later.

My Dark colleagues had grilled me stubbornly for awhile, trying to extract the motives for my actions,
but since | mysdlf didn't understand very much about why | behaved theway | did and not some other
way, they didn't get much out of me.

Nothing really interesting happened until the evening; | went to the shop where they burned mini-disksfor
my stylish little player and asked if they kept the lists of the collections ordered by their clients. It turned
out they did. And for some reason | choseto order a copy of the disk that Anton Gorodetsky, the Light
magician, had put together. Maybe | wastrying to get an ideaof hisview of theworld from hismusical
preferences? | don't know... Just recently 1'd got out of the habit of asking questions, because most of
thetime didn't get any answers. And correct answers were even rarefr.

There was one other thing that stuck in my memory that evening: someone | met in the metro. | wason
my way back from the music shop. On the metro. Sitting there with my handsin the pockets of my jacket
(my Dark colleagues had kindly brought my things back from thefield HQ at the airport) and ligening to
the disk I'd just bought. | wasin agood mood, fedling calm.

The essence of things and the sequence of years, The faces of friends and the masks of enemies Are
clearly visible, they cannot be concealed From the sight of the poet—he owns the centuries. The light of
distant stars and the beginning of dawn, The secrets of life and the mysteries of love At the moment of
inspiration, warmed by the sun, All isreflected in the poet's soul, In the mirror of theworld...

Suddenly there was asubtle change of some kind in my surroundings. The announcer was just warning
the unfortunate passengersto be careful because the doorswere closing. | pressed "pause’ and raised
my head, glancing around.

Then | saw him. A teenage kid, fourteen or fifteen years old. There was no doubt that he was an Other.
He must have been initiated, because he was staring at me in fascination through the Twilight and
shidding himsdlf againgt the Twilight pretty skillfully at the sametime. But his aurawas absolutely prigtine.
As pure asthe newly falen snow, anidentical distance from the Light and the Darkness. Hewas an



Other, but at the same time he wasn't either Light or Dark.

Welooked at each other for along time, al the way to the next stop. Probably we would have carried
on looking at each other for even longer, but arather atractively built woman, obvioudy his mother,
roused the kid from histrance.

"Egor! Areyou adeep? \We're getting off."

The teenager started, looked at me one last time with obvious anguish in his eyes, and stepped out onto
the platform. | wasleft behind in the carriage.

It took me about aminute to gather my thoughts. | was still wondering what had struck me so much
about this Other. He had reminded me of something. Something very important, but dusive. | just
couldn't think what it was.

Then | went back to Nikolsky and his"Mirror of the World," and that made me fed abit calmer.

The mirror shows me how aman has lived, Who has composed his song out of lies, Who wantsit to be
night everywhere, Shows methat | must help people. | have the mirror of the world, If you want to
look—don't fear the fire, Thefirethat | will glorify in song, Let people know there is agood power In the
mirror of theworld...

Strange. This song would suit the Light Ones better. So why did |, aDark One, fedl that strange aching in
my heart?

| carried thisvague, uncertain feding back to the Day Watch office with me. The derly, worldly-wise
vampire a the entrance started away from me like a sanctimonious hypocrite from sudden temptation.
Shocked, | suddenly realized that there were afew bluish-white streaks glowing in my own aura.

"I'm sorry,” | said, putting my aurain order. "It'sadisguise.”

The vampire gave me asuspiciouslook. A female vampire stuck her head out of the duty office—it was
asure bet shewas hiswife.

They checked my sedlsvery thoroughly and it looked asif they were going to stall me aslong asthey
could, but at this point Edgar came into the office with a pretty young witch. He understood what was
happening from the first glance, and a single movement of his eyebrow was enough for the over-vigilant
couple on watch. Edgar nodded to me and walked toward the elevators. The witch was devouring me
with her eyes.

In the elevator she plucked up her courage and asked, "Are you new here?’

Her voice expressed an entire spectrum of emotions and aspirationsthat | felt no desireto analyze.
Somehow | didn't fed like demonstrating my own Power in front of Edgar and the other powerful Dark
Ones.

But Edgar's attention had been caught, and | could see he was genuinely interested in how | would
answe.

"Wédl, inacertain sense, I'm new."

The young witch smiled. "Isit true that you defeated four Light warriors single-handed and killed the
tiger-woman?"'



Edgar curved hislipsvery dightly in asarcagtic smile, but he il said nothing, listening with interest.
"Y%"
The witch had no time to ask any more questions. Weld arrived.

"Alita," Edgar said in adeep, hollow voice, "you can pester our guest later. First go and report to Anna
Tikhonovna..."

Alitanodded enthusiagtically and then turned to me: "Can | come around and see you for coffee? In
about an hour?'

"Yes, okay," | agreed. "Only | haven't got any coffee.”
"I'll bring Some," the pretty witch promised, and she set off for the office.
Shedidn't ask where | was staying, which meant she already knew.

For afew seconds | watched the witch from behind. Her stylish silver jacket, the kind that mountain
skiers and touristis wear (I wasimmediately reminded of my acquaintances from the for-est), was
decorated with abrightly colored image: acartoon of agirl with big eyes and her foot thrust out in akick,
with the caption "Battle Angd Alita" The drawing and the caption were partly covered by the witch's
long hair, which was hanging down across the jacket.

Edgar aso looked as Alitawa ked away. There was plenty to look at, despite the winter outfit.
"Shell come," Edgar said thoughtfully. " She's dready asked about you."

| shrugged. "The Tribuna'stomorrow," | said, changing the subject. "What should | do? Skip it? Go with
everyonedse?'

"Go with everyone dse, of course. You're awitness." Edgar looked around. "Would you come into the
officefor amoment?’

"All right.”

Somehow | was quite sure this office had never been used by the genuine head of the Day Watch, who
wasn'tin Moscow right then. It was more likely Edgar's office or the office of one of the senior Dark
Ones. | dumped gratefully into an armchair, noting to mysdlf that it was far more comfortable than the
sagging sests in the metro carriages. Edgar took an aready opened bottle of cognac out from somewhere
under the desk.

"Shall wetake ashot?' he suggested.
"Sure"
Who would want to refuse old Koktebel ?

"I'm glad you've come back," said Edgar, pouring the cognac. " Otherwise we would have had to go
looking for you."

"In order to clarify our tactics and strategy at tomorrow's session of the Tribunal ?* | asked, guessing.

"Exadtly.”



It was good cognac. Smooth and aromatic. Maybe it wasn't the most famous and prestigious brand
(which oneis, anyway?), but | redly enjoyediit.

"I won't even ask any more why you behave so strangdly. To be quite honest, I've been instructed not to.
From up there." Edgar raised his eyes expressvely to the calling. "And I'm not going to try to figure out
who you redly are, either. For the samereason. All | want to ask is. Are you on our Side? Are you with
the Day Watch? With the Dark Ones? Can we count on you as one of ours tomorrow?"'

"Definitely,” | said, without even pausing for thought. Then | made it even clearer: "That'sthe answer to all
your questions.”

"That'sgood," Edgar said with arather weary sigh and drained his spherica glassinasingle gulp.
| didn't think he believed me.

Wefinished the cognacin totd slence. Edgar didn't find it necessary to hold a consultation on how to
behave at the next day's session of the Tribunal. He had clearly decided that I'd behave however |
wanted to anyway. And he was absolutely right.

| spent the night with Alita, over coffee and conversation. The young witch had even managed to get hold
of that long-forgotten brand Casa Grande. We settled down in the armchairs and chatted—about
everything and nothing. It was along time since I'd had such agood time, just Sitting and chatting. About
music, which | turned out to know quite alot about. And literature, which | knew rather less about. And
movies, which | knew absolutely nothing about. Every now and then, Alitatried to get meto talk about
myself and my abilities, but she did this so artlesdy that | never even suspected she could have been sent
by the vigilant Anna Tikhonovna

An hour before dawn there was aknock at the door.
"It'sopen,” | shouted.

Edgar and Anna Tikhonovnacamein.

"Areyou ready?' Edgar asked.

"Always prepared, like aY oung Pioneer,” | assured him. " Are we moving out in close formation? In
armored vehicles or in marching order?”’

"Dont play the clown,” said Anna Tikhonovna, purang her lipsand giving Alitaasevere look. Alitagazed
back innocently.

"All right, I won't," | promised. "Where are we going? | don't even know."

Infact, | had no doubt that the reliable internal guide, buried somewhere in the depths of my mind, would
tell me where we were going and which direction to follow. But | asked anyway.

"Themain building of Moscow University,” Edgar told me. "Up in the tower. Shagron'swaiting
downgtairs with his ca— you can go with him."

"Okay. I'll go with him."
"Good luck," said Alita, heading for the door. "I'll call around tomorrow, okay, Vitay?"

"No," | said gloomily. "Y ouwont."



| knew for certain that | wasright. But asyet | didn't understand why.

Alitashrugged and walked away. Anna Tikhonovna dipped out after her. Hmm... maybe the old hag
had sent the girl after al? But then sheld decided to do her own thing and not tried to get anything out of
me. If | wasright, | had to fed sorry for Alita. Anna Tikhonovnawould extract her very soul, squeeze it
out and hang it up to dry. She'd regret she'd ever been born.

| reached for my cdll phone and diaed Shagron's number, too fast even to be surprised that | knew it.
"Shagron? Thisisyour guest from the South. Can you give me alift? Uh-huh, I'm on my way."

"Okay, I'll get going too," said Edgar. "Don't drag it out. The Inquisition gets very touchy when
someone'slae.”

| put my coat on, locked my door, and went down in the elevator. The vampires on watch looked at me
alot more calmly thistime—either their immediate superiors had had a heart-to-heart talk with them, or
they'd realized the truth for themselves. But then, what was the truth? It refused to reved itsdf evento
me. There were only sudden, brief glimpses of one piece of the mosaic when the curtain was raised for
an ingtant and then descended again, and that impenetrable, misty shroud obscured my sight.

Shagron's BMW was snorting out exhaust fumes about twenty meters away, right under the No Stopping
sgn. | gotin on Shagron'sright.

"Good morning.”

"l hopeit'sagood one," Shagron barked. "Shall we go?"

"Yes, if were not waiting for anyonedse, let'sgo.”

Shagron did into the dense stream of traffic without saying another word.

Driving around snow-covered Moscow in rush hour isareally specid experience. Occasiondly Shagron
pacified the over-keen nearby driversthrough the Twilight. Otherwise they would have been cutting in
front of us, forcing us over into the next lane, and then squeezing us out of the gaps that suddenly opened
up. | put my safety belt on just in case. Shagron muttered something with histeeth clenched. Hewas
probably swearing.

After my deeplessnight | had an dmost irresitible yearning for ablissful doze, especidly since the seats
in this quality German automobile encouraged just that. If I'd tried listening to music, I'd have been sureto
belulled into deep. But | didn't fed likelistening to music just then, so | stayed in thisworld filled with the
roar of dozens of engines, the quiet hum of the air-conditioner, the shrill honking of car horns, and the
swish of dirty gray dush under our mudguards.

If we'd gone by metro, we would have got there alot sooner. But asit was, haf an hour later we were
il crawling along jam-packed Ostozhenka Street toward Vernadsky Prospect. The traffic jam was
getting bigger, sprouting atail that reached back toward the center of Moscow.

"Hdl'sbdls," Shagron hissed angrily. "We could get stuck inthis.”
"Let'sopen aporta,” | said with ashrug.

Shagron gave me astrange look. "Vitaly! We're on our way to asession of the Tribuna under the
patronage of the Inquidition! Y our porta would collgpse two kilometers away from where were going!”



"Ah,yes" | sad light-heartedly. "That'sright. | forgot." Actualy, | could easily have guessed that for
myself. Magica interventions and any use of magic were forbidden whilethe

Tribund was a work. The Other-I inside me helpfully informed me that there had been violationsin the
past, but only during times of violent upheava that was the direct cause of the violations themsalves.

But then, thiswas atime of change too. The end of the millennium. A turning point. | remembered how
terrified people had been in the summer, when they were waiting for the eclipse, how badly the
earthquake in Turkey had frightened them... But it wasdl right, we'd survived.

Only, of course, in surviving we'dd become dightly different. All of us, Others and people, especidly
people.

"Shi-it!" Shagron yeled, jolting me out of my reverie.

| didn't even have timeto glance out through the windshield. There was a degfening crash, and in the
sameingant | was thrown forward and my ribs were squeezed together painfully asthe safety belt bit into
my chest; with arepulsive, shrill squeak, afat, round cushion sprouted from the driving whed, and
Shagron'sface and chest did up around it until he crashed into the spot where the windscreen met the
roof. There was an unpleasant sort of jangling sound outside the car and afine shower of crumbs of glass
shot up intheair, faling silently on the snow, but drumming an irregular tattoo againgt the bodywork of
the cars around us. Then, to add insult to injury, we were rammed from behind. Someone had run
draight into our trunk.

There were two or three seconds that felt like the launch of a space shuttle, and then | stopped being
twisted and tossed about. The blissful moment of dynamic equilibrium had arrived.

Shagron did back down off the steering whed into his seet, leaving atrail of blood on the baloon. |
thought his arm was broken too. The fool hadn't fastened his belt... How long would he be regenerating
now?

All around usthere were car horns blaring.

With mixed fedlings, | unclasped my belt, pushed the door open, and got out onto the road covered in
compressed snow and sprinkled with broken glass.

The hood of our car had been rammed at adight angle by ared Niva. The trunk had been crumpled so it
looked asif someone had taken a bite out of it; there was the front end of awell cared for Japanese jeep
gticking into it. Well, it had been well cared for. In fact, the jegp hadn't suffered al that badly: One
headlight on the impact bar had been broken, and the bar itself was bent abit. Hed obvioudy had
enough timeto brake.

"Y ou stupid or something, jerk?' someone from the jeep yelled as he dashed at me. He seemed to
consst of dark glasses, a shaved head, abarrd-like torso squeezed into something crimson and black,
and stylish shoesthat were size forty-something plus. Thisindividud's eyes were as pale asthe auraof a
young infant... or the auraof that kid Egor in the metro.

Couldn't he see that the Nivahad rammed us?

And then the crimson outfit of this barrel-shaped individua suddenly flared up inadull bluish flame, and
theindividua squedled like ahog under the knife.

| recognized atransatlantic spell popularly known as Spider Flame. And then, before | could recover my
wits from the attack by the scarlet-clad individua, someone took me by the collar and swung me around.



If there was one person | hadn't expected to see, it was him. The Light magician and music lover Anton
Gorodetsky.

"Who areyou?' he whispered furioudy. "Who are you, may the Darkness take you? Only don't liel"

His eyeswere even pder than the eyes of the individua from the jegp, who was now furioudy dancing
something likeajig.

Something seemed to click insgde my head. And my lips whispered the words of their own accord: "The
mirror of theworld..."

"Themirror..." the Light One echoed. "Damn you! Damn everything!"

| felt like replying that curses were the province of the Dark Ones, but | restrained myself. And | was
right. Anton's aurawas a blaze of crimson and purple. | was certainly more powerful than Gorodetsky ...
but just then he seemed to be supported by some incomprehensible force that was neither Light nor
Darkness, but no less powerful. And if there had been adud, | couldn't have told you which way it
would go.

Anton let go of the collar of my jacket, swung around, and wandered off blindly, squeezing hisway
between the cars, ignoring the horns and the curses hurled at him through the wound-down windows.
Traffic police Srens began howling somewhere quite close. Thetraffic jam had completely blocked
Ostozhenka Street, except for anarrow channd in the oncoming stream of traffic, through which afew
lucky driverswere squeezing their cars one by one, swearing and beeping their horns.

| looked a my watch. | had fifteen—no, now it was fourteen minutes |eft to get to the university. And |
knew for surethat | couldn't use any transport magic.

But firgt things firs—how was Shagron?

| walked round the Nivawith its door hanging open and approached the BMW from the driver'sside.
Shagron was unconscious, but in thefirst instant of danger hisimmediate reflex response had been to set
up a protective membrane and dip into the Twilight. And now he was regenerating, like apupa, and the
greedy Twilight could do nothing to him.

Hewould survive. Hed recover, and fairly quickly too. Most likely in the ambulance, if it could get here
through the traffic jam. Shagron wastoo powerful amagician to be serioudy hurt by something as minor
asatraffic accident.

All right then, till we meet again, Shagron. | don't think the Inquisition will charge you with
anything. It was force majeure, after all.

And just then | saw my savation. A young guy deftly maneuvering hisway dong the very edge of the
road on afeeble little orange motorbike. There was someone who didn't have to worry about traffic
jams...

Of course, it was the wrong season for that kind of transport. But even so...
| did into the Twilight.

In the Twilight the mini-motorbike looked abit like the little hump-backed horsein thefairy tde. A small
animd with handlebarsfor horns and one big headlight-eye.

"Get off," | told the young guy.



He obediently got off the saddle and stood there.

Leaping over the hood of abeige-colored Opd, | took hold of the handlebars. The mini-motorbike's
enginewasidling and snorting devotedly.

Okay then, forward. The young guy was standing there frozen like adummy on the sdewak, clutching
thedallars'd stuffed in hishand. | twisted the grip that controlled the gas toward me and just avoided
scraping the polished side of the nearest car as| set off, squeezing my way through the traffic toward the
edge of thejam and the Garden Ring Road. It wasfairly smpleto get the hang of the tiny Honda, even
though it was meant for the warm asphat of Japan, and not theicy roads of Moscow. And | managed to
maneuver between all the cars pretty smartly too. But the bike couldn't give me any red speed— thirty
kilometers an hour a most. | redized | still wouldn't get therein time, evenif | abandoned the laboring
Hondaand dived into the nearest metro station—it was il along way from the University metro sation
to the spire-topped central building of the university itself. Of course, | could take over any driver'smind
on the way, but what guarantee was there that we'd escape the morning traffic jams? | remembered
vaguely that in the area of the univerdity the main roads wereimmensdly wide, but | till wasn't certain. If |
rode the Honda farther, | would retain my mobility amost al the way to my destination. But on the other
hand, | only had avery genera ideaof the route. | was no Muscovite, unfortunately. Maybe | should just
rely on theinner helper who had never let me down so far?1 could, of course. But what if thiswasthe
very moment he choseto let me down? The most critical moment of al? That was the way things usualy

happened.

| listened for an inner voice. The cold wind lashing my face was full of exhaust fumes. M oscow was
breathing carbon monoxide. ..

My faithful assistant was obvioudy adeep.

| skipped past the Garden Ring Road and the Park of Culture metro station. But when | saw the
Frunzenskaya station up ahead, | decided to go underground. Time was pressing.

Before | even reached the steps at the entrance to the metro, the bike had aready been stolen. The
motor gave abrief grunt asit was started up, and some quick-thinking individud drovetherdidblelittle
Japanese machine away, disappearing into the Side streets as quickly as possible. Ah, people, people...
The Light Onestake care of you, protect you, cherish you, but you're ill the same old trash you aways
were. Animalswith no conscience or compassion. Elbow everyone aside, stedl, sell, stuff your belly, and
theworld can go to hell. It'sso repulsive. ..

| smply jJumped over the turnstiles—in the Twilight, an invisble shadow. | had no timeto buy aticket and
gtick it in the dot of the magnetic reader. That was okay: The country wouldn't go bankrupt because of
me

| did down the escaator too, without leaving the Twilight. Jumped up onto the dow-moving handrail and
went hurtling downward, barely managing to set one foot after the other in the sticky gray jelly. A train
was just about to leave the platform; while | was dill figuring out if it was going in theright direction, the
doors closed. Never mind, that was no hindrance to me. But traveling back into the center certainly
wasn't what | wanted.

| jumped into the carriage straight through the closed door— in the Twilight. Then gently moved asde the
astonished passengers as | seemed to appear out of nowhere.

"Oh!" someone exclamed.

"Tell me, isthisMoscow?" | blurted out for some reason. Probably out of a boisterous sense of sheer



supid mischie.

No one answered. Well, dl right. At least now there was no-ticeably more free space around me. | took
hold of the handrail and closed my eyes.

Sportivnaya station, Sparrow Hills Sation, still closed—the train was bardly crawling along; every now
and then, in the cracks between the metd doorsthat didn't quite mest, | caught glimpses of dectric lights
and the gray haf-light of early morning. Dawn dreedy ...

Findly, here was the Univeraty station. The escdlator, very long and very crowded. | had to wait again.
That wasit. | was definitely late.

Up at thetop it wasamogt light. Finaly redizing that | wouldn't get there for the beginning of the session,
| suddenly felt completely calm and stopped hurrying. Completely. | took the button headphones out of
my pocket, switched on the player with Anton Gorodetsky's disk in it, and walked off to stop acar.

"It'stime,” the Inquisitor announced quietly. "All those who have not arrived on timewill answer for it
later in gtrict accordance with the terms of the Treaty.”

Everyone present got to their feet. Dark Ones and Light Ones dike. The members of the Watches and
the judges. Gesar and Zabulon, whom everyone had thought was away from Moscow. The Inquisitor
Maxim and the Inquisitors who were there as observers, shrouded in their long, loose gray robes.
Everyone who had gathered in the turret of the main building of Moscow University. The smdl, five-sded
chamber of theinvisble Twilight story stood on top of the agricultura museum and was used exclusively
for holding the infrequent sessions of the Inquisition’'s Tribuna. In the postwar yearsit had been quite
common to include Twilight Structuresin buildings—it had been chegper than putting up with the congtant
opposition from the state security forces and militia, who were always sticking their nosesinto other
people's business. There was an excdlent view from there of the scarlet glow of dawn creeping out from
behind the horizon and the incredible shimmering streaks of light that had been dancing above the
university building, dowly fading, ever since Jean Miche Jarre's concert for Moscow's anniversary
celebrations. The Otherswould be able to see the traces of that laser show for along time yet, even
without entering the Twilight, where colors fade and disappear. Huge numbers of people had gazed
rapturoudy at the colorful show, pouring their emotions out into the Twilight.

Maxim, wearing an ordinary business suit—not loose robes like the other Inquisitors—waved his hand,
unfurling in the Twilight agray canvas covered with letters of red flame. Thirty voices began chanting
together: "We are the Others. We serve different powers. But in the Twilight thereis no difference
between the absence of Darkness and the absence of Light..."

Theimmense city and the entire vast country were unaware that amost everyone who decided the fate of
Russiawas gathered here now, and not in the Kremlin. In aneglected, crowded chamber under the spire
of the Mascow Universty building, with wooden chairs, light armchairs, and even sun loungers set in the
old, thick dust—everyone had brought what they could manage. No one had bothered to bring atable,
S0 there wasn't one.

The Others are not very fond of cheap rituals: A court is action, not spectacle. And so there were no
gowns, wigs, and tablecloths. Only the gray robes of the observers, but no one redly remembered why
the Inquisitors sometimes wore those.

"Welimit our rights and our laws. We are the Others..."

The scarlet |etters of the Treaty blazed in the semi-darkness, the embodiment of Truth and Justice. And
the voicesrang out:



"We arethe Others."

Thirty voices

"Timewill decidefor us"

After the Treaty had been read, the Tribunal proper began, by tradition, with the least important cases.

Without getting up off hisrotating piano stool, ajudge, one of the Inquisitors clad in the loose robes,
announced in a per-fectly ordinary voice, with no specia solemnity: "Case number one. Poaching by the
Dark Side. Bring inthe guilty party.”

Not even the accused, but the guilty party. Guilt had dready been proven. The withesseswould only help
to determine the circumstances and the degree of guilt. And the court would giveits verdict. Fitilessand
just.

"Unfortunately, not dl the witnesses are present. We are missing Vitaly Rogoza, an Other registered in
Nikolaev in Ukraine and temporarily registered herein Moscow, who is absent for reasons unknown;
and dso Andrel Tiunnikov and Ekaterina Sorokina, who werekilled in cases that will be"consdered a
litlelater..."

Thetria wasbrief and gtrict: "VictoriaManguzova, Dark Other, registered in Moscow, is guilty of the
offense of unlicensed hunting. The verdict is demateridization. Are there any objections or proposed
amendmentsto the verdict from the Watches?"

There were no objections from the Dark Ones and, of course, not from the Light Ones either.

"The sentence will be carried out immediately,” said the Inquisitor. He looked at the Light
Ones—verdicts weretraditionaly carried out by members of the Watches.

Ilya stood up and adjusted his spectacles. Helooked intently at the female vampire, who howled,
because she knew there was no escape. There was neither hate nor joy in the magician's glance. Nothing
but concentration. He reached out his hand and touched the registration seal on the vampire's chest
through the Twilight. A moment later Victoriadumped onto the floor. She didn't crumble to dust asan
older vampire would have done; her body still hadn't lived out itstime yet. But the force that replaceslife
in vampires, drawn over the years from human beings, had dissolved irretrievably into the Twilight. The
room had turned alittle bit colder. llyafrowned and dispatched the body into the Twilight with another
restrained gesture.

Forever.
Thusisthe verdict of the Others applied.

"Case number two. Thekilling of an uninitiated Other by a Dark Other, a shape-shifter. Bring in the guilty

Questions. Answers. A brief consultation by the Inquisitors.

"Oksana Dashchiuk, Dark Other, registered in Moscow, is adjudged not guilty of premeditated murder;
her actions are categorized as self-defense. But sheisfound guilty of using excessve force to defend
hersalf and therefore deprived of her licenseto hunt for aperiod of ten years. In the event of arepeat
offense or any violation of thefifth level or above, she shall be subject to immediate demateridization.
Arethere any objections or proposed amendments to the verdict from the Watches?'



Ilyalooked at Gesar and rose to hisfeet again. "We have objections. There was no actua threst to the
life of this Other. There was no need to kill the man. We demand that she be deprived of her licensefor a
period of fifty years"

"Thirty," replied Maxim, asif held been expecting this demand. And in fact he had been. ..
"Forty,” Gesar said in acold voice, without getting up. "Shall | present al the necessary grounds?’

"Forty," Maxim agreed. He looked at the Dark Ones, but they didn't intervene, believing quite correctly
that the shape-shifter's fate wasn't worth arguing about.

"Rel ease the prisoner from custody..."

The door opened in front of the pale, frightened girl and she dashed out happily, still not redlizing that she
might as well have been sentenced to execution. Forty yearsisavery long time for ashape-shifter who
can only draw Power from human lives. Long enough for her to grow decrepit and maybe even dig,
without any way of opposing the implacable advance of age.

"Case number three. An attack on aDark Other by members of the Night Watch. Since the victim is not
present, the court judgesit appropriate to cross-examine the surviving guilty parties and the head of the
Night Watch, who permitted the un-sanctioned use of force againgt a Dark Other. All protests from the
sdeof the Light Ones are regjected in advance.”

Gesar frowned. Zabulon permitted himself arestrained smile.

Svetlana Nazarova, the Light enchantress, glanced at her watch in concern. She was feding nervous
because the Light magician Anton Gorodetsky was late.

"Might it not be more expedient to establish the reason for the absence of three individuals who were
invited to attend?' Gesar asked cautioudy, involuntarily adopting the judges officid style of speech. "'l
assureyou that | am not trying to play for timeat al. | am darmed by the absence of amember of the
Night Watch and one of the greatest troublemakersin these recent weeks."

The Inquisitors exchanged glances asif they were silently taking an officia decision.

"The Inquisition has no objection,” Maxim said in a dispassionate voice. "Permisson is granted for the
necessary magicd intervention.”

The Inquisition observers robes swayed as they moved their protective amulets. Maybe that was why
they wore the robes, so that no one could see how they used the amulets and exactly what kind of
amuletsthey had? The Inquigition hasits own methods; its own laws, and its own wegpons...

An observation sphere prang into Sght in midair. Gray haze, streaked with wavy lines. Most of them
disappeared, leaving only three.

Three threads of fate that had recently crossed at asingle point. One thread was faded and barely
glowing a dl. An Other was hurt...

"That's Shagron,” said Edgar, who had now relinquished the responsibilities of deputy chief of the Dark
Ones. "That's Shagron!”

The two other threads parted, but they were about to cross again at any moment—right outside the
Univeraty building.



A clash. Another clash between Dark Ones and Light Ones. But so far with no fatalities.

"The Night Watch requests the Inquisition to intervene!” Gesar barked. "Maxim, Oscar, Raoul—they'll
kill each other!"

A woman stood up beside the head of the Night Watch—it wasthe Light Other Olga, who had only
recently reacquired her abilities as an enchantress, and avery powerful one, which meant that she had
lost her right to a surname, but not yet acquired the right to a Twilight name. She touched Gesar's el bow
and looked at the judgesinquiringly.

Svetlana had turned pale and her face looked asif it were made out of wax.
The Dark Ones didn't say anything. Zabulon scraiched thetip of his nose thoughtfully.
"TheTribund forbidsany intervention,” one of the judges announced dryly.

"Why?" Svetlana asked helplesdy. Shetried to get up out of her light wicker armchair, but she didn't
have the strength. The physical strength. But Svetlanas red strength, the magica Power of an Other,
began circling around her in adense spird.

Just like people, when Others are angry, or in extreme situations, they are often stronger than when
they'recam.

"Why?"' Svetlands voice rang out ingstently. "Everywhere this Dark One has appeared, Others or people
have died. Hes akiller! Areyou going to dlow him to carry on killing?'

The judge remained imperturbable. "While he has been in Moscow the Dark One Vitay Rogoza has not
once violated asingle stipulation of the Treaty, and he has not once exceeded the limits of permissible
force to defend himsalf. He has nothing to answer to the Inquisition for. We have no groundsto
intervene.”

"When the grounds appear, it will betoo late!" Gesar said harshly.
The Inquisitor merely shrugged.
"He's going to take revenge for Shagron,” one of the Light Ones said quietly and coughed.

Two magicians—a Light One and a Dark One—were approaching the entrance to the M oscow
University building, and as the distance between them melted away, everyone at the Tribund felt more
and more certain that only one of them would make it up into the turret. But who would it be?

| don't know why but | got out of the car about three hundred meters away from the entrance to the
university building. | could see spots of color, rays of light, and three-dimensiond figuresflickering above
the building; | could sensethat apower | didn't understand was restraining ordinary higher magic, not
alowing it to be used. And | sensed that up there at the very top, just where the sharp steeple of the
Moscow skyscraper began, therewas alight gray cloud gradudly swelling, and it reminded me of atime
bomb.

| looked around as | set off along the sdewalk. In theory | ought to have been hurrying, but | walked at a
medium pace. That must have been the way | was supposed to do it.

Just don't ask who had decided that.

My mini-disk player was 00zing out another melody. | didn't likeit, so | found the skip button by touch



and pressed it. What would it be thistime?

My nameis an effaced hieroglyph, My clothes are patched by thewind... What | carry inmy
tight-clenched hands, No one asks, and | will not answer....

The band Picnic and their song "Hieroglyph." That would do—alesurely melody for someonewho is
aready late anyway and whose only option now isto focus his mind and acquire the dl-embracing,
imperturbable calm of the sages of the East.

| wondered if there were any Others among those sages? Or maybe the question should be put the other
way around—were there any human beings among them?

It would be interesting to find out. ..

| managed to adjust the security guards minds—clearly the smplest, everyday spells were permitted
even during asesson of the Tribund.

| walked across to the elevators—the vestibule was strangely deserted. Maybe subconscioudy the
people had sensed the presence nearby of al the most powerful Othersin Moscow and were avoiding
coming to this place? | pressed the button and the doors of one of the elevators opened immediately. |
got out, automatically looking around to seeif anyone ese was hurrying for the elevator...

And | saw Anton. He'd just walked past the security guards, who were sill out of action.
| wondered how he'd managed to catch up with me. Had he requisitioned a motorbike as well?
| stood there, waiting. Anton looked at me, asif he were pondering some thought, and waited too.

After alittle pause, | pressed the button. The doors of the elevator closed and | went up. But not al the
way to the very top right away, only about two-thirds of the way up the building. It turned out that the
only way | could go higher was on adifferent elevator that served the upper floors. And then the only
way to get where | needed to go wasto follow awide marble stairway with old blotches of whitewash
onit. The stairway led to adoor that was open in the Twilight but, naturally, firmly closed and locked in
the ordinary world.

Just before the stairway, Picnic'sritua performance came to an end and the player selected another song
a random:

| dream of dogs and of wild beasts, | dream that animalswith eyeslike lamps Bit into my wingshighin
the heavens, And | fl clumglly, likeafdlenangd...

I'd only heard snatches of this song by Nautilus Pompilius before, but now it suddenly struck an echoin
my very soul. As| walked up toward the locked door and dived into the Twilight, | sang along together
with Butusov.

| don't remember thefdl, | only remember Theimpact as| struck the cold stones. How could | have
flown so high and then Tumbled down so crudly, like afalen angd? Straight back down into the place
that we Had left behind, hoping for anew life. Straight back down into the place from where We stared
avidly up into the blue heavens. Straight down...

Any Other could have heard me and Butusov, even though the only red sound was coming from thelittle
button earphones and faded away completely only one step away from me.

We entered the chamber where the Tribunal was taking place together. Me and the fallen angdl.



| tried to be just and kind,

And | wasn't frightened or surprised

By the people gathering down on the Earth
Towachanange fdl...

Gesar. Zabulon. The Inquisitor Maxim. The Dark Ones I'd been drinking coffee with and talking to for
the last few days: Edgar, Y ura, Kolya, Anna Tikhonovna... The Light Ones|'d been sparring and fighting
with recently, bending the rules amost to the point of breaking them: llya, Garik, Tolik, the shape-shifter,
Bear. Others| didn't know, both Dark and Light, including some who were obvioudy not connected with
the Watches. Two in loose robes—Inquisitors, | supposed.

And alight enchantresswith aface contorted in grief. People and Others have expressionslike that when
they'vejust lost loved ones.

And thewind swirlsinto their open mouths, Filling them with white snow, or siveet manna,
Or amply feethersflying down after
Theonewho hasfalen, likeafdlenangd...

And then | was dragged irresistibly up the transparent stairway, to the top of the mysterious pyramid |
had been climbing dl thistime; at dmost the very same moment, the two Inquisitorsin robes rescinded
the prohibition on higher magic. Svetlana hit me with that cloud | had seen, which had been ready to burst
and explode at any moment. A field of Power that made a multi-megaton explosion seem tiny and
inggnificant.

Time stopped

And | understood everything. Everything that had happened. Everything that was happening now and
everything that was destined to happen in the immediate future. | understood, and swallowed hard to
keep down the lump that had suddenly risen in my cramped throat.

| had become the most powerful magician on Earth. A magician beyond classfication. A Cdiph for an
hour... no, only for aningtant... Theonly onein this dilapidated round hall who had no future.

There are some Others who have no future. ..

A Mirror! | was nothing but aMirror. The Mirror of the World. A weight cast into the dangling pan of
the scales when the ba ance between the powers of Light and the powers of Darknessis disrupted.

The Light had acquired anew Great Enchantress, but the Darkness had not been given an equaly strong
adept. The Light had been granted a chance to settle accounts with the Darkness once and for al.

But thereis no Light without Darkness. And so the Twilight had produced me. It had found a strange
Other who had not yet inclined to one side or the other, an Other with a pristine, pure aura, and then
colored that aura Dark. It had taken away my former memories and given methe ability to reflect and
absorb others Power. The more powerfully | was struck, the more powerful | had become, jumping up
onto the next step. And when there was nowhere | eft to jump, that was the summit, and beyond that
there was only eternity and the Twilight—the Mirror was no longer needed. Because the Mirror had itsdlf
become capable of disrupting the equilibrium.



The Twilight waswaiting for me. Eterna Twilight. I didn't know what would happen to the body of Vitaly
Rogoza, who until only recently had been an Other with no destiny. | didn't know what would happen to
hismemory and his persondity— it al happens differently every time aMirror comes. | only knew that
the one who had become aware of himsdf in that frozen park in Nikolaev on hisway to catch atrain to
M oscow would disappear forever, be transformed into an incorporeal, powerless shadow, a ghostly
inhabitant of the Twilight.

Or amply into apart of the Twilight... the Twilight that isnot asinert aswe are dl used to thinking. ..

| understood al thisin the brief instant before | drew in al of Svetlanas Power. Sheimagined that she
had lost Anton Gorodetsky. And she imagined it because of afreak coincidence, because | walked into
the Tribund hall with amini-disk player exactly like Anton's, with acopy of hisdisk in the player and with
Anton's favorite song in my earsand my soul. | dso understood that the Inquisition knew the truth. But
none of the Inquisitorswould say aword to reassure the Others of Moscow, who believed I'd had a
skirmish with Anton and Anton had been killed.

The Light Onesknew hisfavorite songs.
"Did"

No, | won't die, Svetlana. Or rather, | will, but not right now. | ama Mirror. In trying to destroy
me, you grow weaker, and | only grow stronger. | can already see what lies ahead of you—thirty
or fifty years spent on slowly restoring all the Power you've squandered so insanely. You'll have to
collect together what you've lost, crumb by crumb. For three, or maybe more, decades—Ilong
enough for the Darkness to prepare for another attempt to disrupt the equilibrium by whichever
side it happens to be. You have long years ahead of you to find happiness with Anton, or not to
find it.

But in any case, throughout those years you will be equals.
Maybe you have lost your powers, but I'm giving you a chance... a chance that | don't have.

The music stopped. Themagica blow had been too much for the player—technology reacts badly in
genera to powerful magic—and it shattered into shards of plagtic. My cap went flying toward the door,
and my jacket split in severa placesat once.

| was barely ableto keep my feet, but | managed it.

"A Mirror!" Gesar exclamed, hisvoicefilled with an entire gamut of indescribable fedingsand
intonations. "Thethird time, and the third time for the Dark Onesl"

"Wadl, we don't set up globa socia experiments, my dear colleague!” said Zabulon, the head of the Day
Watch, making no effort to conced histriumph. Today he was one of the victors. And the Light Ones
hed suffered a defest.

But just how many times had this already happened—or the exact opposite?

Svetlang, drained and shattered, had been crushed by grief only amoment earlier, but now she cried out,
unable to conced her joy: "Anton!"

He was standing by the door. Anton Gorodetsky. Light magician. Alive and unharmed. He had followed
meup.

"Thank you, Anton!" Zabulon said to him in atone of immense satisfaction. "Y ou carried out my



assgnment perfectly. | hope you're pleased with your reward?"
"Assgnment?' Gesar excdlamed. "Anton?"

Zabulon laughed quietly as he stood up. The head of the Night Watch only gave histriumphant enemy a
swift glance and then looked back at Anton.

But Anton walked up to Svetlana, who was so happy she couldn't understand athing, put hisarms
around her, whispered, "Just amoment,” and moved toward me.

For afew seconds we looked each other in the eye. Enemy to enemy. Other and non-Other. | don't even
know how to put it so that it soundsright. There are dways at least two truths, after al.

"Takethis" said Anton.
And he handed me his disk player to replace the broken one.

"Thank you," | whispered. | took the remains of mine off my belt, took out my disk without spesking, and
stuck it into the player he had given me, asif that were the most important thing of al now. And |
thought: Now the Inquisitor will get up and say that | can go.

| wasright, of course. Magicians of that level don't make mistakes, even if they are non-Others.

"In the name of the Treaty,"” Maxim declared as dryly and dispassionately as ever, "sinceit has been
demonstrated beyond any doubt that Vitaly Rogozais not an Other in the ordinary meaning of that word,
the actions of the Night Watch relative to Vitay Rogoza are not a matter for investigation by the
Inquisition. Likewise, Vitaly Rogoza does not come under the terms of the Treaty. Heisfreeto pursue
hisown dedtiny."

Asif I'd ever redly had one. Me and the other Mirrors who had come before me, and the young boy
Egor, whose time had not yet come...

"The Inquisition has concluded its consideration of dl the cases" said Maxim, glancing around &t the
magicians present. " Do the Watches have any comments or suggestions?”

| pressed Play and walked away. In my tattered jacket | looked like a cross between a street bum and a
weird scarecrow. But who cared?

The disk player I'd been given wasworking in random mode. And yet again it picked out just what was
needed from the dozens of tracks. Kipeov and Mavrin. "Troubled Times" All | had to do now was sing

adong.

So did.

Troubled timed!

The specter of freedom on ahorse.
Blood up to your knees,

Likein some crazy dream.

The people amuse themselves
Killing the Old Gods,



The people pray,

Waiting for Righteous Words!

A comet in the Ky,

A suresign of imminent disagter.
Fdlen Warriors of the Light
Areburned on bonfires.
Warriors of the Darkness

Have encircled the world.
Thousands of birds
Tumbledown likerain.

Troubled times for the one who no longer has the right to call himself Vitaly Rogoza. For the one
who rose, only to fall. For the fallen angel... the dark angel. Troubled times for you and for the
Others. The end of the millennium. The time when it'simpossible to tell the Light from the
Darkness, or the Darkness from the Light. A time of deaths and battles. Troubled times.

We don't know who we are—

Children of the red g,

Children of the black star,

Or of thefresh graves...

The dance of Deathissmple and terrible,
But until the hour strikes,

Thednsof dl our lives

Are punished by these troubled times!

| don't know whose child | am either. | only know one thing: The troubled times usually punish
those who have not committed any sins for the sins of others. Or if they have committed any sins,
they're not the ones they're punished for. But | wasn't allowed any choice. | wasn't given any
destiny.

Weredill dive.

Some will be saved, some will not
Onawildimpulse

They put the lights out in our fortress,
Theflag torn down



Isthesgn

Of surrender to our enemies,
But you will not takeit,
Itsalie—

For now were till aivel

| amalive for now. And I'm singing. I'm singing, even though | know that Kipelov and Mavrin's
next song contains the following lines:

Don't ask—I won't take you with me.

Don't look—I don't know the meaning of life,
Don't wish to learn another's secret
That'sal—I am only aspirit, | am vanishing!

I'monly a spirit. I'monly a Mirror. A Mirror that has reflected everything it was made to reflect.
But | can't help asking and believing. | am leaving now, only to vanish, but | ask, | hope, | want to
believe—take me with you! Take me!

| believe.
| hope.
| believe.

Story Three

—«P»—

ANOTHER POWER

Prologue

— P>

YUKHA MUSTAJOKI FLAGGED DOWN THE CAR—HE WAS THE SENIOR MEM-

ber of their little group now. Y ari Kuusinen and Raivo Nikkilya squeezed into the backsest of the old
Zhiguli without spesking as Y ukhatook the seet in front.

"Take usto She-re-me-tie-vo," he said, speaking with emphatic clarity. Strangely enough, Russian had
been the language of Mustgoki's childhood, athough hed managed to forget most of it afterward. But
then held dways had ataent for languages, and now he lived near the Russian border and made regular
drinking tripsto St. Petersburg. The others preferred the ferry to Sweden—on the overnight trip you
could get redlly drunk on hard liquor bought in the duty-free shop, deep it off during the day (who



needed Stockholm, anyway?), and then indulge your expensive pleasure again on the way back. But
Mus-tgjoki had stubbornly kept on traveling to St. Petersburg. " Drive quick-ly and care-ful-ly," he said.

Thedriver drove. Quickly and carefully. Taking foreignersto the airport was asheer delight for him. An
out-of-work engineer making aliving asafredancetaxi driver didn't often land aplum job likethis.
Especidly at atimelikethis, just before the New Y ear, when the year 2000 was coming up and
everybody was out working away, trying to make sure thereéd be food for the festive table and good
presentsfor thefamily.

Thethree Others sitting silently in the car weren't listening to the driver's thoughts, athough they could
have, of course.

After they'd dready passed the Ring Road, Y ukhaturned to his comrades and said, "Areweredly
leaving then, brothers?"

Y ari and Raivo nodded sympatheticaly. It redly was hard to believe that it was al over—all the
interrogations by the Night Watch, the vigits by somber members of the Inquisition staff, the vigorous
efforts of the Day Watch's adroit fema e vampire advocate, who was aswell known among human
beings as she was among Others.

They'd broken free. Broken free, been released from thisterrible, cold, inhospitable city of Moscow,
athough they couldn't go homejust yet: They were on their way to Prague, to where the Inquisition's
European office had just relocated. But they had been released. With their rights restricted, with the
obligation to register when they arrived anywhere, but even so...

"Poor Ollikainen..." Raivo sighed. "He was so fond of Czech beer. He used to say Lapin Kultawasthe
best beer in the world. Hell never drink beer again..."

"WEell drink amug of beer for him," Y ari suggested.

"Threemugs," Y ukhaadded. "He was the most worthy of the Regin Brothers."
"And what about us?' Y ari asked after amoment's thought.

"We are worthy too," Y ukhaagreed. "We did our duty."

For some reason when he said thisall three of them lowered their eyes.

The small sect of Dark Othersthat called itsalf the Regin Brothers had existed in Helsinki for dmost five
hundred years. They were among the smal number of Otherswho had not officialy accepted the Tresty,
but since they never committed any serious violations of its provisions, the Watches turned ablind eyeto
this. The Light Ones even seemed to be quite glad that twenty or thirty Dark Ones occupied themselves
with harmlessrituas, chanting, and archaeologica explorations. The Dark Ones had made a couple of
attemptsto involve the Regin Brothersin the work of the Day Watch, but then they just gave up on them.

Until only recently Y ukha, Yari, Raivo, and their friend who had been killed, Pas Ollikainen, had
regarded their involvement in the sect asakind of curious, even amusing game. Their grandfathers and
great-grandfathers had spent their entire lives as members of the sect, and their children would be Regin
Brotherstoo... Their adopted children, that is. An Other israrely fortunate enough to have achildwho is
a so born with the abilities of an Other. That's only the norm for the lower Dark Ones, the vampires and
shape-shifters...

It wasn't at dl easy for the magicians of the smal Finnish sect. They had to scout around the world,
searching for Other children they could adopt, educate, and introduce to the great cause of serviceto



Fafnir. Asarule, these children were found in the more underdevel oped and exatic countries.

Raivo, for ingtance, came from Burkina Faso. Thelittle boy with the bulging eyes, legs bandy from
rickets, and a swollen, flabby stomach had been bought from his poor parentsfor fourteen dollars. He
had been cured of hisillness, educated, and taught Finnish. And now, no one looking at this handsome,
well-built young black guy ever could have guessed how strange his destiny was.

Y ari had been found in the dums of Macao. At the age of four, with the help of hismagicd abilities, he
was dready aremarkably successful thief, which was how he was discovered by his future adoptive
parents. They hadn't even had to pay anything for him. Y ari hadn't grown very tal, but the Regin Brothers
had been ddighted with his sharp, tenacious mind and naturd talent for magic.

Then there was Y ukha, from Russia Or rather, from somewhere in the south of Ukraine. He had
suffered from wanderlust since hewas a child, and at the age of seven he had traveled right acrossthe
country by jumping freight trains and hitchhiking, then crossed the border on foot, and one day held
knocked on the door of the small townhouse owned by the Mustgjokis, devoted members of the sect.
There was no way that could be explained except by magical predestination.

By awicked irony of fate, only the deceased Ollikainen had been a genuine Finnish boy.

The driver had never had such a strange group of passengers before—a young white guy with Ukrainian
facid features, atal guy with skin asblack as pitch, and ashort Asatic with danting eyes. And dl three
of them were speaking Finnish, or maybe Swedish, absolutely fluently. But then, you saw all sorts of
things nowadays. ..

Thefirst thing the Brothers did at the airport was study the timetable, but even here Russia's
muddleheaded cunning had alittle snag in store for them: The flight to Prague turned out to have been
postponed for the fourth time. True, there was another flight to Duisburg with astopover in Prague. But
the trangt flight wasn't in the timetable, of course, while the plane to Madrid, also with astopover in
Prague, |eft a avery inconvenient time, and they had to redraw their plansright there at the ticket office.
Thisreduced aburly young guy in atrack suit, wearing agold chain asthick asafinger and clutching a
cdl phonein hismassive hairy hand, to astate of inexplicable fury. He was on the point of pushing little

Y ari out of theway, but Raivo concocted a hasty spell of respect, and after that the line that had gathered
behind them stopped complaining about the leisurely manner in which the Finnswere consulting.

"WEell take the Duisburg plane," Y ukhadecided &t last. "'It's more convenient. And we won't have to wait
solong. They'll postpone the Prague flight another three times at least, won't they?

Of course they would. Theredity lineswere woven into atight knot, and theill-fated flight wouldn't leave
until latethet evening.

The amost forgotten sensation of freedom was asintoxicating astheir favorite Lapin Kultabeer. While
Y ukhawas talking to the pretty girl a the ticket desk (who was dready hasded out of her mind), Yari
and Raivo enjoyed themselves staring around the large hall, looking at the passengers waking by, the
sdesassgantsin the brightly lit aguariums of therr little shops, the internationd arline officesthat are
awaystherein any mgor arport. ..

It was Y ari who spotted the Other.
"Look!"

Therewas aLight magician standing at a counter near the exit to the boarding gates, drinking coffee from
asmal, dark green cup. And there was a haf-empty travel bag lying beside histall stoal.



Yari and Raivo studied the Light One's aurafor awhile—he was perfectly composed and completely in
control of hisemotions. He must have noticed them, but he didn't give any sign.

"When are they ever going to leave usin peace?' Raivo Sghed.
"Do you think he'sfollowing us?'

"Of course," Raivo said with conviction. "We have to present oursalves at asession of the Tribunal. And
the Moscow Night Watch hasto be certain that the witnesses they released have left for Prague. Y oull
see, hell follow us dl the way to the boarding ramp.”

"But therésamod five hours|left until our flight.”
"The Other'sin no hurry. Hesworking."

Y ukhajoined them with the tickets. There was afaint breeth of magic coming from him—of course there
hadn't been any tickets | eft for today's flight, so held had some taken from the specia reserve by
influencing the girl at the desk and the arport manager.

"Here, take them..." he began, but suddenly broke off. He looked closely at the other Brothers and
asked, "What'swrong?'

"A spy. Over there at the counter, drinking coffee.”

Y ukhalooked and saw the Light Other.

And just at that moment amurky red stripe cut across the even azure tone of the spy'saura.
"Something'supset him," Yari sad

"Another One!" said Raivo. "Over there, by theway out!"

There was a dark-haired, stocky man aged thirty-something standing right beside the glass doors, wiping
his forehead with his handkerchief with one hand, and holding acdll phoneto his ear with the other. He
wasn't saying anything, either, but obvioudy listening to lengthy ingtructions from someone. Therewasa
small black briefcase standing beside him.

This Other was a Dark magician.
"And they'refollowing ustoo,” muttered Raivo.

"Why would anyone be interested in us?" Y ukha asked doubtfully. " Any number of Others could have
business at Moscow's internationd airport!”

"Remain vigilant, brother!" Y ari reminded him. "Fafnir is saddened and darmed by cardessness”

Y ukha thought gloomily that after the hopelessfailure of the operation to deliver the Talon to Moscow,
the resurrected Fafnir ought to incinerate dl four of them. Or at least the three survivors. But, asusud, he
didn't say anything out loud.

Meanwhile the Light Onefinished his coffee, cast aglance of displeasure a the Dark One, and set off in
the genera direction of the restaurant. His aura had returned to its even azure color, with abarely visble
hint of cherry-red where the stripe had been.

The Dark Onewas gtill talking on hiscell phone. Or rather, listening.



"They want to make sure we leave!" said the shrewd Raivo. "Asif we weren't delighted to go—what
have we got to do here?!

But Raivo waswrong.

The Light magician wandered around the airport for awhile and then settled at the counter again, reading
some book and sipping coffee. The Dark magician finished his conversation and walked acrossto the
ticket desk, and the Brothers sensed atrace of magic. Quite strong magic, too—about fourth level.

"What's he doing there?' Raivo asked, getting worried. "'Is he getting aticket too? Eh? Y ukha, he's not
going to bother us, ishe?’

"Why would he?" Y ukha asked. "L ook!"
The Dark magician waked away from the window in the counter with aticket in hishand.

"They've canceled aticket someone had dready paid for," Raivo guessed. "Would you believeit?
Therell be an uproar..."

And there was an uproar, when the passengers were registering for the flight four hourslater, when they
al found themsdlvesin the same line, including the Light magician. One of the passengerswas politely
informed that histicket had been sold to him by mistake, that the airline gpologized to him and offered
him asest in busness classon the next flight. ..

The Dark magician watched the outraged passenger's complaints asif nothing unusua was happening. He
actually seemed to be smiling. But the Regin Brothers had no reason to smile— the Dark magician and
the Light magician were flying on the same plane asthem.

"They've decided to see us dl the way to Prague,” Raivo eventualy announced. "They're taking this
business serioudy.”

Y ukha shook his head. "No, brother. No. Something's not right here. Y ou'll see—they'll come up and
wanttotalk tous..."

Chapter one

—«P»—

Gesar had summoned Anton in the evening, when the andlysts and the technical staff had aready gone
home, and the field operatives who happened to be on duty that night had only just begun arriving at
headquarters. The corridors on the second floor smelled of freshly brewed coffee, hot cinnamon buns,
and mild, fragrant tobacco—that year afashion for smoking pipes had swept through dmost the entire
Night Watch staff. Even the women hadn't escaped it.

It was about ayear dready since Anton had worked inthe IT department; Tolik had replaced him as
boss of the computers and the girlswho operated them. A second-level magician—Anton had been
classed as second level at the beginning of the year—was too important a figure to be spending histime
stuck in achair, tapping away at akeyboard and debugging programs.

"Like some coffee?" Semyon asked. Anton nodded, and just at that moment the phone rang. Silencefdll
ingtantly in the little room where the four field operatives—Anton, Semyon, Garik, and Beer—were
gtting. They could dl senseacdl from the boss.



And who it wasfor.
Anton's colleagues watched closdly as he picked up the receiver.

"Comeinto seemeas soon asyourefree" Gesar ordered him without saying hello. "Finish your coffee
and then comein."

"Very wdl," Anton replied in asteady voice. "Asyou wish, BorisIgnatievich.”

He thought for amoment and then lit his pipe. If Gesar hadn't warned him time was short, it meant there
was no great hurry.

"Youinlinefor adressing-down?' Garik inquired. Anton just shrugged. He could bein line for anything,
from acharge of betraying the cause of the Night Watch to a promotion, from being told to stay in the
office and not stick his nose outside to being ordered to storm the Dark Ones headquarters. When a
magician of the highest level got someideainto hishead, it was pointlesstrying to guess his plans.
Especidly if that magician wasin the kind of bad mood that Gesar had been in for the last few months.

Basically they were dl feding pretty lousy. Thisyear had been just onefailure after another. 1t had dl
garted in the summer, when the workaday, humdrum arrest of awitch practicing magicillegaly hed
spilled over into conflict with the Dark Ones. Then the fine young magician Igor Teplov, who had drained
his powersin that conflict, had been sent to the Artek children's camp to recover and run foul of a
ddiberate provocation by the Dark Ones. A witch called Alisa Donnikova had managed to enchant him
and make himfdl in love with her. She was Zabulon's girlfriend, the same Dark bitch who had interfered
time and again in the Night Watch's most complicated intrigues. Thistime Alisahadn't gone
unpunished—Igor had killed her. But in the process he had exceeded the limits of force permissiblein
sef-defense, and now hisfate hung by athread.

About amonth later Vitaly Rogoza had turned up, and that had proved to be ared disaster. At first
they'd taken him for an ordinary Dark One, then they'd begun to suspect the visiting Ukrainian was an
emissary, sent to assst the Day Watch. But Rogoza had turned out to be aMirror—that very rarest of
phenomena, which has been recorded |ess than ten times in the entire history of the Watches. Hewasa
direct cregtion of the Twilight, amonstrous fighting machine molded out of a quite unexceptiond
individua, who might not even have been an Other. If only they'd redlized that straightaway . .. but they
hadn't. And in the struggle with the Mirror, Tiger Cub had been killed, Svetlana had lost her powers, and
severd other magicians had suffered to agrester or lesser degree.

Thingswerevery, very bad...

Anton had cursed himsdlf over and over again for not redlizing the need to conduct adetailed analysis of
the circumstancesin which the Mirror had appeared. After dl, there were Smilar casesin the secret
archives—the appearance of amagician who evaded classfication, arapid increasein his powers, a
decisive skirmish—and then he disgppeared. Everything fit. Right down to the find moment, when Vitay
Rogoza had meted into thin air, demateriaized, and vanished into the depths of the Twilight that had
given birthto him.

But never mind Anton, never mind even Garik or Semyon. For them aMirror was one of those
numerous exatic occurrences they'd only heard about in lectures or read about in the archives. Why
hadn't Gesar or Olga, with dl their experience, redlized the truth immediately? They'd run into Mirrors
before, after dl...

Things were bad. Nothing was going right. Asif the Darkness had been infuriated by the Night Watch's
recent successes and was striking blow after blow. And very successfully too, it had to be admitted.



Anton shook his head to refuse the second cup of coffee that Semyon offered him. He carefully cleaned
out his pipe, casting an involuntary sdeways glance a Bear.

Hewas cleaning out his pipe too. Thelittle pipe with along, thin stem that had belonged to Tiger Cub.
Thegirl had only smoked it occasionaly, mosily to keep her friends company. But now that Tiger Cub
was gone, Bear smoked his own pipe and hers by turns. It was probably the only way he had expressed
hisfedings snce Tiger Cub's desth—the gentle way he handled that pipe... and perhapsthat fixed stare
when Vitaly Rogoza had begun to demateriaize. A gazefull of regret: Bear hadn't had achanceto get his
hands on Rogoza, he hadn't been able to satisfy histhirst for vengeance...

Like Alisher, the Light One from Uzbekistan whose father had been killed ayear earlier by Alisa

Anton had his own accounts to settle with the Day Watch and its chief, too. But of course the accounts
would never be paid. The Treaty shackled both Watches, the Inquisition made sure it was observed, and
the only way around it wasto cut right to the chase and chalenge an enemy to adue ... which waswhat
Igor had done, for instance. And what was the result? The witch was dead, but now the magician was
facing demateria-ization, waiting for the decision of the European office of the Tribund. And it wasn't
hard to guesswhat it would be. ..

Anton got up, nodded to hisfriends, and made for the boss's office on the third floor.

Hewasfeding redly sick a heart, not looking forward at al to the gpproaching New Y ear festivities that
people everywhere around the planet were anticipating so eagerly, asif the number 2000 could change
anything. What did it dl redlly matter? But when Anton reached the door of the office, hefdt afaint
dirring of interest.

The magica defensesthere were very strong. The Night Watch building itself was protected againgt
observation, and the employees offices and conference halls had additiona screening. But it seemed like
today Gesar had put in alot of extraeffort to ensure confidentidity: Theair in the corridor was ill and
difling, saturated with energy. And thisinvisble wall extended into the Twilight, much farther down than
thefirst two levelsthat were bleto Anton.

Hewaked into the office and closed the door firmly behind him. He sensed adight movement behind his
back asthe defensive fidd closed together after being torn for amoment.

"Sit down, Anton,” said Gesar, and asked in aperfectly friendly voice: "Tes, coffee?’
"Thanks, BorisIgnatievich,” Anton replied, calling Gesar by his human name, "but I've just had one.”
"A mug of beer then?' Gesar asked unexpectedly.

Anton had to stop himself rubbing his eyes or even pinching hisarm. Gesar had never shunned the joys of
life. He could legp about with the young people at adiscotheque, flirt abit with the silly young girls, and
even take off with one of them for the whole night. He enjoyed sitting in arestaurant over dishes of exotic
food, driving the waiters backward and forward, and setting the cooks trembling with his knowledge of
exotic culinary subtleties. He could even go out with his staff, acting like one of the boys and drinking
beer with smoked bream, vodka with freshly sated pickles, and wine with fruit.

But there was one thing Gesar never did, and that was to hold parties a the workplace. The ten
members of the analytical section who drank abottle of cognac to celebrate the birthday of Y ulia, the
watch's youngest enchantress and auniversal favorite, had been punished with genuindy brilliant
originaity. Not even an intercession by Olga, who had been involved in the misdemeanor aong with the
others, had helped. The punishment had been devised individudly for each of them, and it had been the



most hurtful possible. Y ulia, for instance, had been made to stay away from the Watch offices for aweek
and ingtead attend an ordinary school with teenagers her own age, go to the ice-cream parlor with the
girlsin her class, and go to the movies and discotheques with the boys. Y uliahad returned to the Watch,
fuming with indignation, and for ages shed kept repeeting: "God, if you only knew how stupid they al

are! | hatethem."

For those threewords "l hate them!™ she recelved another day's pendty and along lecture from Gesar on
the subject of "Can a Light enchantress entertain negative feglings for people?’

So now Anton was standing there in front of Gesar, frozen over the chair hed been about to sit down in.
Hed forgotten what he was doing.

"Sit down, will you?' Gesar prompted him. "No point in sanding. So will you have abeer?’

"It's not quite the wesather for it,"” Anton replied, indicating the window with his eyes. Outsde there were
large, heavy flakes of snow swirling through the air. A genuine Christmas blizzard. "Not the right
wegther... and not the right place?'

He surprised himself by making the last phrase sound like aquestion.

Gesar thought for amoment. "Y es, we could go to some amusing little place," he said, with anote of red
interest in hisvoice. "For ingtance, that little cafe in the South-West didtrict, where dl the dentists go. Can
you imagineit? The favorite cafe of Moscow's tooth-pullers? And therés alittle pizzeriaat the
Be-lorussan sation, that'sared blast..."

"BorisIgnatievich,” Anton asked, unableto ress, "where do you dig al these places up from? The
mountain-skiers restaurant, the lesbians bar, the plumbers snack bar, the philateists pelmeni joirt..."

Gesar shrugged and spread hisarms: "Anton, my dear fellow, let me remind you once again what we
work with. Wework with..."

"The Dark Ones," Gorodetsky blurted out and sat down in the chair.

"No, my boy, you're wrong. We work with people. And people are not aherd of cloned sheep who
chew their grassin synchronized motion and dl fart a the sametime. Every human being isanindividud.
That is our joy, because it makes the work of the Dark Ones harder. And it's aso our misfortune,
because it makes our work harder too. In order to understand these people, whose souls, after all, are
what the endless battle between the Watches is fought over, we have to know them dl. It's not just that |
have to, you understand. We have to! And we have to understand every one of them—from the
pimply-faced kid who chews Ecstasy tabs at the discotheque to the ancient professor who'sthelastin a
dying line of blue-blooded aristocrats and spends dl histime growing cacti... Oh, by the way, the bar
where cactus-lovers get together has rather interesting cuisine and highly origina decor. But you and |
can't go anywhere right now. Did you sense the defenses?”

Anton nodded.

"Believeme, | had good reason to ingtal them. And sound security arrangementsin acrowded place
would be far more complicated. | don't think | can redly afford to waste that much Power at the
moment..." Gesar rubbed his hand across hisface and sghed. Helooked redlly tired, dl right. "By the
way... takethis. A smal present.”

Anton accepted the small object from his boss's hands with a surprised expression. It was something like
aglobe: abal that was made out of thin needles of bone... yes, it wasbone... bent into arcs and stuck



into two little disks of wood at the poles. The ball wasempty... But no, it wasnt. It was full of Power.
Power that was degping, constrained.

"What isit?" Anton asked, dmost in apanic.
"Don't worry. It'snot liquefied bliss.”
"Er... what'sliquefied bliss?"

Gesar sghed: "How should | know? It was ajoke. A figure of speech. A turn of phrase. A metaphor. I'm
not even surethat blissexigts, let done whether it can be liquefied. What you're holding in your handsis
something like amagica white noise generator. If you need to have an absol utel y—let me emphasize
that—absol utely secret conversation, one that nobody can listen to, no matter what means they use,
smply break the bdl inyour hand. Y ou'll probably cut your hand, that's just the unavoidable price. But
then for the next twelve hours therell be no way anyone can monitor or check what's happeningin a
sphere ten meters across, with you at the center, no matter what technical or magica meansthey use."

"Thanks," Anton said gloomily. "Somehow a present like thisfailsto ingpire me.”
"You'l thank me again for it yet. So, will you have abeer or not?"
"Yes. But why doesit haveto be beer?"

"To avoid too serious aviolation of my own rules,” Gesar said with a contented smile. "We're at work,
dterdl."”

He pressed a button on the intercom and said quietly: "Olya, bring us some beer.”

Nothing in the world was going to surprise Anton now. But Gesar released the button and explained
ayway.

"Gaochkas a magnificent secretary. But she'safourth-level enchantress. And she could give information
away to the enemy without even realizing it. So just for today | changed my secretary.”

A minute later Olgacamein with atray on which there were two immense glass mugs full of light-colored
beer, an impressive crystd jug holding about two liters of the same drink, and a plate with an assortment
of cheeses.

"Hi there, Antoshka," Olgasaid in avery friendly tone of voice. "Y ou like Budweiser, don't you?'

"What Light One doesn't like light Czech beer?' Anton asked, trying to joke. The joke fell flat, but his
readiness even to attempt a pun was amazing. He hadn't felt like doing that for ages...

"How's Svetadoing?' Olga asked, ill inthe sametone.

Anton gritted histeeth. The weight that had fallen from his heart returned for amoment.
"Sill thesame...."

"Nothing?'

Anton nodded.

"I'll call around to see her thisevening,” Olgatold him. "I think she'sready for visitorsnow. And I'll find
someway to make her fed better... trust me."



It was true. Who better to console a Great Enchantresswho had lost her magic powersfor along time
than another Great Enchantress who had been deprived of her powers for many decadesin punishment
for amisdemeanor?

"Y es, comeround, Olga," said Anton. "Svetawill be very glad to see you.”
Gesar cleared histhroat gently.

"Y ou've got plenty of time," Olgasnapped. "Anton, you know... | wish you luck. | sncerely wish you
luck."

"Luck withwhat?' Anton asked, puzzled.
Instead of answering, Olgaleaned down over him and kissed him tenderly on thelips.
"Well now!" wasall Gesar could find to say.

"Ever snce Anton and | swapped bodies," Olgaremarked casudly, "you don't really have any right to be
jedous of mewith him. And especialy over such atiny thing. Right, boys! Behave yoursdves, don't drink
too much, and if there are any problems—cal me."

"Any problems?' Gesar echoed with afrown. But Olgawas aready on her way out. The Great Magician
watched her go, and when the door closed, he sighed and said, "Living with a Great Enchantressisared
ordedl. Even for me. How do you manageit, Anton?"

"Svetlana didn't have time to become a genuinely Great Enchantress," Anton remarked. He picked up
one of the mugs and took amouthful of beer. It was excellent. Just the way redl beer ought to be.

"But you're glad of that, surely?' Gesar inquired.
"No." Anton took a piece of strong-flavored goat's milk cheese. "I'm not."

"Why not?' Gesar asked with gentle curiogity. "Now you have severa decades of happy life asequas
ahead of you. Idedlly fifty whole years."

"Gesar, what happiness can there be if thewoman | lovefedslike aworthless cripple?' Anton asked
sharply. "And if it'smy fault, at least partly.”

llm.tlyl?l
Anton nodded. "Y es, exactly. Partly."

Gesar paused. Then he asked the question Anton had been expecting three weeks earlier but had already
stopped expecting.

"Tel me, what happened between you and Zabulon.”
"He cameto my gpartment again. Likethefirs time."
"And he entered with the help of your vampire friend again?' Gesar inquired.

"No, after the other time | closed my hometo him. | smply don't understand how Zabulon could have
got through.”

Gesar nodded and took a drink of beer.



"Then Zabulon suggested | should commiit... an act of be-trayd. He said that Vitaly Rogozawas a
Mirror-Magician created by the Twilight in response to the increasing strength of the Night Watch. That
hismain goa wasto kill Svetlanaor deprive her of her powers. And if | waslate for the session of the
Inquisition, then Rogozawould strip Svetlana of her Power and demateridize.”

"And you agreed?'

Anton thought before he formulated his answer. Hed run through this conversation with Gesar plenty of
timesin hishead. But he'd never found the right words. ..

"Gesar, the only other dternative would have been continuing confrontation. Obvioudy, either Svetlana
would have been killed, or..."

"Or?' Gesar was clearly interested.

"Or many Otherswould have been... less exalted members of the Watch. To weaken usto the same
extent overd|."

Gesar nodded. "Y ou figured it out for yourself?"

"No, not entirely. | rummaged in the archives and found afew similar cases, one of which ended with the
annihilation of the entire Kiev divison of Night Watch, gpart from its leader, Alexander von Kissdl. That
time, the Mirror'starget was apparently von Kissel, but he managed to protect himself. The result was
that ordinary operatives and magiciansdied.”

"But why didn't you contact me?' Gesar asked. "Why didn't you warn me about Zabulon's visit?'

"How could | know what he was expecting to happen? Maybe just that—for me to go dashing to you for
advice. Zabulon was clearly trying to trick me, but | couldn't figure out what the trap was. It could have
been a mistake to contact you, or to keep quiet. So | chose athird way. | tried to prevent the Mirror
getting to Svetlana. Using avery primitive method—I rammed hiscar.”

"Bravo," said Gesar in astrange, squeaky voice. "Wel done, Anton. It didn't work, but it wasagood try.
But why didn't you tell anyone who Rogozawas?'

"Why didn't you tell anyone, Boris Ignatievich?' Anton asked, raising hishead. "Or areyou trying to tell
me it wasn't you who led the investigation into the eventsin Kiev in October 1906? Or is one lousy
century too much for your memory to retain? The entire Situation was a perfect paradlel. A certain
Vladimir Sobolev cameto Kiev from Poltava and registered with the Night Watch. He waslater found at
the scene of the murder of ayoung strestwalker, where there were clear sgns of vampirism, then hewas
caught near the spot where awitches coven was dispersed...”

"What did | summon you for?' Gesar asked in avery loud, indignant voice. "To question you about the
dubious circumstances of your relations with Dark Ones or to hear you accusng me?"

"Y ou summoned me, Boris Ignatievich, to have adrink of beer. And to ask me to do something for you."

Gesar dtarted bresthing heavily. Then he shook his head. "No, I'm not going to ask. | ill havetheright to
order you."

"Go ahead," Anton said, pleased. "'l won't argue, I'll carry out my orders. Right down theline. Only that's
not what you want, isit? An obedient agent without any initiative?"

Gesar shrugged. "All right. Y ou win. | want to ask you to do something for me, Anton..."



"First answer me... about the Mirror."

"Then listen. Mirrors have agppeared nine times—if we take just the documented and proven instances.
Only two of them have been on our Side. The last three gppearances of aMirror have been on the sde of
the Dark Ones, each time at a place where the forces of Light had a significant advantage and planswere
being madefor... for alarge-scale operation of somekind. It'simpossibleto fight aMirror. He beats off
any magical attack by risng to thelevel of hisenemy and defends himself againgt ordinary attacks by
using magical means. All you can do is choose who to sacrifice—adozen of the rank and file magicians
or one of the Great Ones.”

"And you decided to let him have Tiger Cub and Svetlana.

"l didn't decide athing! In thefirst place, until Tiger Cub waskilled | wasn't even sure that what we were
facing redly wasaMirror!" Gesar smashed hisfist down on the desk, spilling the beer. " And nobody was
supposed to die. It was all supposed to end with Rogoza being captured—uwhich would have meant he
wasn't aMirror at dl, just an ordinary visiting emissary—or with usretreating. | didn't expect Tiger Cub
to blow her top like that!"

"Shewasavery impulsvegirl.”

"No, Anton. Y ou're wrong. She was an energetic and impulsive Other, but she had excellent control.
And thisoutburst of hers..." Gesar paused. "It seemsthat | underestimated the strength of her fedingsfor
Andre Tiunnikov..."

"They'd been seeing each other alot just recently,” Anton admitted. ""He even went to her place out in the
country, and Tiger Cub was very fond of her privacy. And when Andrei... wdl, just why did he go into
Rogozas room?"

"To show off to Tiger Cub..." Gesar sighed. "Ah, you little boys and girls, still green, boasting to each
other, showing off your magic, your battle scars, tdismans, and amulets... why isthere so much human
Supidity indl of you?'

"Because we are people. People who are Others, but still people. And we don't become genuine Others
right awvay."

Gesar nodded. "Y ou're right again, Anton. Y ou haveto live a complete human life, eighty yearsor a
hundred, lose your family and al your loved oneswho are human, see how ridiculousthe politicians are,
building their empiresto last athousand years, and the philosophers, creating their eterna truths for one
or two generations... that'swhen you become an Other. But while you live your first, human life, youre
gl ahuman being. Even if you can enter the Twilight, cast spells, and reaed theredlity lines... Youre dill
ahuman being, Anton. And so is Svetlana. And Tiger Cub and Andrel were human beings. And your
human side iswhere the Darkness catches you out. Y our weaknesses, your emotions.”

"Isloveredly aweakness?'
"If you have loveinyou, it'sagtrength. But if you arein love, it'saweskness.”
"We can't do it any other way yet."

"Y es, you can, Anton. It's hard for you, but you can..." Gesar looked into hiseyes. "Well, are you till
angry with me?'

"No. | believeyou tried... your best."



"Yes | tried. And | pulled it off—that's the amazing thing."

"Tiger Cub and Andrei dead, Svetlana powerless—and you say you pulled it off?* Anton exclaimed
indignantly.

"Y es. Because dl the other optionswere far worse. And surprising asit may seem, what's happened
doesn't amply play into the hands of Zabulon and hismangy curs.” Gesar smiled. A cold, ironic smile. A
very disurbing, suggestive amile.

"That till won't do Svetlanaany good..." Anton began. Then he stopped, because Gesar shook his
head.

"It'snot finished yet, Anton. In fact, it'sonly just begun.”

The chief of the Night Watch poured them each a second mug of beer, took asip, and leaned back in his
amchar.

"BorisIgndtievich..."

"Anton, | understand everything. You'retired. I'mtired too, we're dl tired, werefull of bitterness, pain,
anguish. But were at war, and thiswar's a very long way from over yet. If you want to withdraw from
it—then go. Live asan ordinary Light One. But while you'rein the Watch... you are in the Watch,
Anton?'

"y eg"
"Well, that's excellent. Do you like the beer?"

"Yes" Anton muttered.

"Well, that's excellent too. Because you're flying to the homeland of this divine beverage. To Prague.”
"When?" Anton asked stupidly.

"Tomorrow morning. Or rather, afternoon. The morning flight will be postponed until Six in the evening
and you'l take another flight with astopover in Prague.”

IIWI,V?I
"Y ou know that the European office of the Inquisition has moved from Berne to Prague?’
"Yes, of course. Because of Fafnir's Talon, the artifact that those idiots stole. .."

"Precisdly. Even without that, the Inquisition has atradition of changing itslocation every fifty or a
hundred years, and it was avery serious embarrassment for the Berne Watches. Anyway, they've settled
innow and finaly got around to consdering our case.”

"Sothat'swhy | got this present... Igor?

"Yes. He's dready there. We've lodged an officid complaint, claming that the Dark Ones organized a
deliberate provocation and Alisa Donnikova enchanted Igor, which was the reason for his nervous
breakdown... and that unfortunate incident in which aboy drowned. The Dark Ones, of course, are
claming that Igor enchanted Alisain an atempt to recruit her to our sde..."

Andrel snorted at the absurdity of the accusation—recruiting awitch! Asif aDark One could ever stop



being Dark. Frighten her, force her to collaborate, bribe her or blackmail her—all that was possible. But
to recruit awitch...

"Wdl then, the Tribunal will decide who wasto blame and what degree of responsibility Igor bears. The
lad challenged Alisato an officidly registered duel, so the Watch has nothing to answer for. But if the
Inquisition accuses him of exceeding the limits of force required for salf-defense or ddliberate
provocation—there's only one outcome for him. Into the Twilight. Hes only hdf-diveasitis... and he
doesn't even seem to want to fight. But we need Igor, Anton. Y ou have no idea just how badly we need
him!"

"Boris Ignatievich, what redly happened down there?'

"Redlly?1 don't know. We didn't arrange any provocations, you can trust me on that. | sent Igor on
vacation because the lad had drained himsdlf completely. Do you know how good working in ayoung
Pioneer Camp isfor restoring your powers? Smiling children's faces, happy laughter, cheerful voices..."
Gesar's voice warmed so much that Anton was amost expecting the serious boss of the Night Watch to
lick hislipsand start purring at any moment. But Gesar broke off and then continued: "Either our
accusation isjust, and then there's a chance of saving Igor. Or everything that happened was just atragic
coincidence...

inthat case, there's nothing the Inquisition can accuse us of, but 1gor won't survive the whole business.
Hée's punishing himsdlf for the deeth of that boy... and Alisa."

"What does Alisamatter?"

"Heredly did fal in lovewith her... yet another haf-baked Other." Gesar watched asthe expresson on
Anton's face changed and nodded. "Y es, hefdl in love, no doubt about it. So, you're going to Prague.
Asour representative at the Tribund. Defender and prosecutor in the same person. I'll giveyou al the
necessary documentation in amoment.”

"Ah... but..." Anton was confused. "' don't have any experience.”

"Nobody has. But you'll acquireit. My heart tells me that as things develop there are going to be more
and more of these... legd conflicts. Instead of honest battle and open combat. And don't you look so
worried—I'll probably come to Prague when the session starts. Possibly even with Olgaand Svetlana.”

"Why bring Svetlana?'

"Maybe well be able to prove that Svetlanalost her powers because of a provocation by the Dark Ones
and receive permission to restore her."

"How?'

"The same way we did with Igor. The problem isn't that Svetlana can't restore her powersrapidly, injust
afew months. She can. The problemisthat | can obtain permission for healing asecond- or third-level
magician, but restoring the powers of a Great Enchantressis an extreme case. To do that, we need direct
permission from the Inquisition. And not the Moscow branch— it hasto be the European office at least.”
Gesar raised hismug and smiled. "Prosit, Anton. Let's drink to your success.”

"Borislgnatievich, even now you're ill not telling me everything!™ Anton dmost shouted.

"No, I'm not. Although I've already told you more than | ought to. But if you redly want to lie avake dl
night with insomnia..." Gesar thought carefully. "Then add up together everything that's happened over
thelast year: the Chak of Des-tiny, the death of AlisaDonnikova, the appearance of the Mirror, those



ludicrous buffoons the Regin Brothers, and Fafnir's Talon. .. and the hysteria everywhere over the end of
the second millennium.”

"But thereisn't asngle thread connecting dl these things,” Anton blurted out.
"Thendegpwell," Gesar sad with aamile,

Late December isatime of frivolity and bustling activity. A time of frantic preparation for the holidays, a
time for presents and drinking champagne with colleagues, even during theworking day. A time of
brilliant illuminationsin the sreets, atime for New Y ear tree bazaars. With the approach of Christmas
and the New Y ear, even the eterna confrontation between the Others dies down, and Light Onesand
Dark Ones suddenly dip into ashort-lived dreamy state and sometimes even fed likeforgiving their rivals
their old offenses. The less serious and deeply felt ones, that is.

Edgar, the Dark magician, was late for adaily operationa briefing for the first time since he had moved to
the Russian capita from Estonia. The reason wastrivid, but any salf-respecting magician would have
been ashamed to admit it.

Edgar had been feeding the ducks at the pond on Chisto-prudny Boulevard. Hed surrendered to the
memoriesthat had suddenly come flooding back and completely forgotten about the time. Hed got lost in
his dreams, like ateenage kid after aglass of beer. And when hefindly surfaced, he redized the briefing

had aready begun.

If age teaches you anything, then one of itslessonsis certainly not to hurry if you're aready late, so Edgar
didn't rush off to flag down acar or make aheadlong dash for the metro. He camly finished crumbling
the bun held bought for the malards darting about nimbly at the edge of the unfrozen patch of water or
scrambling acrosstheice, and only then set off toward the Chistye Prudy metro station, with the
Christmas snow crunching cheerfully under his shoes.

Twenty minutes later Edgar entered the Day Watch office without hurrying and with his gravitas il
intact. The elderly vampire couple on watch were decorating the New Y ear tree. They greeted Edgar
just the way they were supposed to—meekly and respectfully.

"The chiefs been asking for you," the vampire husband told him. "He said to go see him as soon asyou
turnup.”

"Thank you, Filippich," said Edgar. "Isthe bossin his office?"

"Heisnow."

"Aha. Happy holidaysto you!™

"And to you, Edgar.”

Edgar rode up to the top floors and sent Zabulon the sign of Hojd through the Twilight.
"Comein," Zabulon replied.

The chief of the Day Watch required the strict observance of hierarchica discipline from his subordinates,
but at the same time he somehow managed to respect the freedom of even the shabbiest werewolf
among the security guards and to trust the magicians at the top of the Watch. He didn't question Edgar
directly about why held missed the daily briefing sesson. If hed missed it, there must have been agood
reason.



But there hadn't been any good reason, and so Edgar thought held better smply tell Zabulon the way it
was and leaveit at that, especidly since there hadn't been any serious operations planned for today. If a
tricky Stuation had come up, they would have reached out to him through the Twilight or they could have
samply givenhimacal on hiscdl, so Edgar wasn't feding particularly guilty.

"Good evening, chief.”
"Good evening, Edgar. How do you like thisweather?"

"Snow and nowind. | likeit. I'm sorry | missed the planning meeting, chief. There wasn't anything urgent,
was there?'

"No. But therewill be now."

Zabulon was dressed as usud in hisfavorite gray suit and gray shirt. Edgar thought he'd never seen the
chief dressed any other way. Alwaysasuit and agray shirt when hewasin the ordinary world. And
without any clothesat dl in his Twilight form.

"Would you believeit, chief, | was daydreaming. Walking on the boulevard at Chistye Prudy,
remembering Samaraand 1912."

Zabulon gave afant smile and sang quietly: "The photo studio... Samarawrapped in mist again, it's
1912..."

The chief of the Day Watch had aclear, resonant baritone voice. Even though the Dark magicians had
known each other for many years, it wasthefirgt time Edgar had ever heard Zabulon sing.

"Were you feeding the ducks?" Zabulon asked.
"Yes"

Zabulon sighed as heindulged hismemories briefly. Very briefly. Literaly for haf aminute. "Okay,
Edgar. Tomorrow you fly to Prague.”

"For the Tribund ?*
"Yes. It'sgoing to hear severa cases, including Alisas murder and the Regin Brothers case.”

"But weren't they going to rel ease them tomorrow?' Edgar asked in surprise. "Or havethe Light Ones
changed their mind?'

"No, they haven't. They've handed the case over to the European office of the Tribuna. And | think
Gesar will try to lay the responsbility for what they did at our door. Asif we'd planned it. Or incited
them.”

"But they don't have any evidence! Not a shred!™

"Well, that's why I'm sending you to Prague. Y ou can take alook, see what'swhat. And don't take it
easy on anyone. Weve taken enough, weve given way to them over the last two years—it'stime we
held our heads up higher."

"It was the circumstances. That'swhat we gave way to," said Edgar. The progpect of spending Christmas
and seeing in the year 2000 in the ancient Gothic city of Prague had redlly fired his enthusiasm. Edgar
loved the solemn city—it was the embodiment of the European spirit, acity where Dark Onesfdlt free
and at ease.



"By theway. You'l probably be flying on the same plane as those Regin Brothers. Take amoment to
drop them ahint that the Moscow Day Watch has no intention of abandoning Dark Ones who have
suffered onitsterritory. Tell them not to panic or lose heart.”

"And are weredly going to defend them?”

"Yes, weredly are. You see, Edgar, | have afew plansthat involve that absurd trio. For thetime being |
need thisinternationa dliance... So pay abit of attention to them aswell. The Light Oneswill probably
set aspy ontheir trail. Kegp an eye on himtoo. Don't let him interfere. Don't get involved in any
unnecessary conflict—just keep him at adistance, that'sal.”

"| undergand, chief."

"Takethese," said Zabulon, opening the safe beside the desk and handing Edgar two amuletsand a
charged wand. "'l don't expect you'll need to use the Mist. But just in case... And you know whereto
recharge the wand."

"At Kostnitsa? At that ossuary?' Edgar asked, reacting immediately.

Zabulon nodded.

"Darkness" said Edgar, dmost fedling envious of himsdlf. "1 haven't been there for seventy yearsl"
"And you can purge yoursdf at the sametime," Zabulon advised him. "Do you know how?"

Edgar frowned. They might be friends, but after all, Zabulon was amagician beyond classfication, and
Edgar hadn't even reached thefirst level yet, dthough he obvioudy had the potentia for it. Edgar till had
to carry on using his ordinary human name, but on the other hand, his surname had been completely
forgotten by now.

"I've mastered the technique. In genera terms.” 1t was obviousthat Edgar didn't like having to say that.

"Then you can practiceit,” said Zabulon, closing the subject. "That's al—now go and get ready. If you
have any business outstanding, hand it over to someone else. Shagron or Belashevich."

"I understand, chief. | will."
"Good luck."

Edger |€ft the chiefs office, then called into his own for amoment, composed amessage for Shagron, and
sugpended it in the Twilight before he set out for home. On hisway out heraninto Alita.

"Hi there, beautiful!”
"Hello, Edgar. How would you like to go to the skating rink?"
"| don't havetime."

"Oh, comeon,” said the young witch. "It'salmost New Y ear— what business could you have to dedl
with? The Light Ones are more concerned with the quality of the champagne that's being made than their
usua mean tricks. Holidays are for having fun, not for working."

"That's debatable,” Edgar said with asgh. "But anyway, | don't havetime. I'm going away."

"Whereto?"



"To Prague.”
"Ooh!" Alitasaid envioudy. "For long?"
"] don't know. A week or s0..."

"The New Year in Praguel” Alitasighed. "And not just any New Y ear—the year 2000... Maybe |
should go with you."

"Goif youlike" Edgar didn't try to dissuade her. "But not with me. I'm not going to havefun...”

Hefdt alittle envioustoo: If the witch went to Prague, shed be able to relax with aclear conscience. But
Edgar had been on too many of these work trips to entertain any groundlessillusionsthat they wouldn't
involve much work.

There was always plenty of work, and especidly at holiday times, as bad luck would haveit. And during
the most important holidays (who would claim that a change in the first figure in the number of the year
wasn't an important event?) there was dways more work than even the gloomiest prognosis suggested.

On hisway home Edgar quickly reviewed the probabilities and established that the morning flight to
Prague would be delayed until the evening and he would have to take an afternoon flight with astopover
in Prague. Of course, there weren't any ticketsin the ticket office, and he couldn't redlly count on the
special reserve either. But that didn't bother Edgar too much— what could be simpler than the old trick
with the double-booked ticket? And, of course, the "right" ticket would turn out to be the one bought by
the Other. Even if he only bought it aminute before check-in.

Packing for atrip doesn't take an Other long. Why bother taking things with you when it's smpler to buy
them on the way? His entire luggage consisted of the amulets, the wand, and a briefcase containing a
solitary magazine and severd wads of American currency. Of course, an Other can get everything that
money can buy without spending akopeck or adime. But it's not worth wasting the Power. And not al
interventions are the same. Manipulate a sales assstant's mind for a piece of cake, and the Night Watch
would nail you for an unsanctioned intervention. That would be just like them.

And gpart from that, Edgar would smply have felt sorry for the sales assstant. The cake wouldn't have
bothered him, of course. What if he suddenly needed to stedl ajeep from an automobile sales room?
People were the Other's foundation. Their feed base and substratum. They should be treated with
congderation... And there was no need to worry about that kind of ideology sounding too much like the
Light Ones.

The Dark Ones could tell the difference between treating human beings with consideration and doting on
them.

They could tell it very clearly.

Edgar used the night to catch up on his deep, dthough it was harder than he expected to get to deep at
such an unusua time. Even as he was sinking into dumber, Edgar regretted that he hadn't gone to the
skating rink with Alita

In the morning Edgar discovered that someone had put alot of work into improving his natural magical
shell, srengthening it and weaving in stiff, tightly connected reinforcing threads. Zab-ulon, of course, who
else? 1t couldn't be anyone else. Hm... thought Edgar. Could this mission really turn out to be
complicated and dangerous? Or is Zabulon simply playing it safe?

Since clashes with the Light Ones had become more frequent, Zabulon had installed persona protection



for alot of the members of the Day Watch. Just where did he get dl the energy to maintain so many
shidds?

There were probably only two Othersin Moscow who knew the answer to that—Zabulon himsdlf and
his eterna opponent Gesar. And maybe the Inquisition. At least itstop bosses.

Shagron offered to give Edgar alift to the airport. It seemed like the newly repaired magician smply
enjoyed driving his newly repaired BMW around Maoscow when the city wasin aholiday mood. The
excuse heinvented couldn't have been any smpler or more convincing: abriefing on current business.
Not that there was much business for Edgar to brief him on. The hysterical response of a
thirteen-year-old girl who had discovered that she could enter the Twilight and accidentally looked at
hersdf in amirror while she was there. Win her confidence, talk some senseinto her, support her... an
assgnment for abeginner. And then there was the gerontophilic succubus who was the laughing stock of
haf of Biruliovo.

Thiswasn't even work. It was just acouple of trifling problems. Minor domestic turbulence.

Just ashewaswaking into the airport terminal, Edgar got acall from another magician high up in the Day
Watch—the magician that his colleagues knew as Y ury, dthough he could obvioudy have used a Twilight
name quite openly. Shagron had onefor his specid servicesto the Watch, and Y ury was sgnificantly
more powerful and much older than Shagron.

"Hi, Edgar. On your way to Prague?’
"What of it?" Edgar asked, Odessastyle.

"Ligten, and don't interrupt. 1 know athing or two about the chief's plans. And why you're being sent
there. It'snot al as smple and clear-cut asit seemsaat first glance. There are severd Light Onesleaving
for Prague today and tomorrow, and | wouldn't be surprised if Gesar himsalf goestherein afew days.
Thereare afew little Sgnsthat indicate the Light Ones are setting up alarge-scale operation. Of course,
Zabulon is planning an appropriate response. So you just be careful. Especialy whileyou're traveling.”

Y ury stopped, asif he were expecting areply from Edgar, but Edgar didn't say anything—he
remembered he'd been told not to interrupt. He just reached into the Twilight, attempting to locate
Zabulon—but he couldn't find the dightest trace of the chief. He couldn't tell where he was, what secret
crannies hewaslurking in, or what deep levels of the Twilight he was roaming through. The most
powerful magicians had their own paths and their own motives, incomprehensible to those around them.

"Y ou remember the chief sent AlisaDonnikovaon vacation?' Y ury went on. ""Remember what happened
to her. Of course, you want to know why I'mtelling you al this. I'll tell you right now. BecauseI'm a
Dark One. And aso because I've worked with you for quite awhile aready. Takeit any way you like,
but I'd prefer to see you as alive, hedthy Other, and not just another shadow in the Twilight. Seeyou,

Edgar."

Edgar stood there for awhile, thoughtfully squeezing the cell phonein hishand. Then he put it back on his
belt, picked up hisbriefcase, and set off for the ticket desks.

Darkness! the magician thought to himsdlf. What was that? A warning of some kind? And obviously
behind Zabulon's back. And he brought up that business with Alisa...

Zabulon had smply sacrificed the witch Alisa Coldly and without any unnecessary pity. Likeapawnina
game of chess. In the games played between the Watches it was absurd to develop any fedingsfor the
facelessfigures on the board. .. but Others know how to fed and love aswell. Edgar felt genuinely sorry



for Alisa, but he wouldn't have lifted afinger to save her, not even if he had known everything in advance.
Every game hasitsown inflexible rules, set once and for dl. And nobody who hasjoined in agame can
ever withdraw fromit, or go against the rules. The witch Alisahad made her exit, and the witch Alitahad
made her entry. Thelaw of conservation in action. In fact, Alitapromised to be more likeable. ..

Working on autopilot, Edgar brainwashed the girl at the desk, still absorbed in his own thoughts. She
gave him alittle blue booklet with histicket and canceled the ticket of some other unfortunate passenger.
Unfortunately, he would just haveto take alater flight, because in the world of people and Others, it was
the latter who set therules. Why did Yury feel the need to warn me? Edgar wondered as he stood at a
bar counter with aglass of beer that was very expensive, but not very good. Surely not out of altruism?
Nobody breaks the rules of the game that way.

Herecdled in passing that when Zabulon left Moscow, he hadn't left Y ury or Nikola as hisdeputy in
charge, dthough they were the Day Watch's most powerful Dark magicians after the chief. He had
gppointed Edgar, who was subgtantialy less powerful than either of them. Y ury had aready been
acknowledged as a magician beyond classification in the nineteenth century, and Nikolal just recently,
after the war. Edgar still hadn't even reached first level, and if he was honest, he hadn't even mastered the
second level completely. Sure, Edgar was a powerful magician. Sure, he was more powerful than most of
the Othersin Moscow, Dark or Light. But he still couldn't match Y ury and Nikolai.

Just why had Zabulon done that? Was Y ury trying to take abit of petty revenge? Out of smple envy?
Trying to scare him or even (you could never tell!) smply having ajoke at his upstart colleague's
expense?

Theway Edgar had been brought in from Estonia had been hasty and illogica too. There hewas, living a
quiet life up in the smal Baltic country, running itssmdl, drowsy Day Waich, and then suddenly—dam
bang! The urgent summonsto Moscow, the mad scramble to get his successor in Tallinn up to
scratch—who was a classical " hot-headed Estonian boy," barely even fourth leve... Edgar ought to give
him acall, by theway. And then what had happened in Moscow? Edgar had been thrown straight into
the crucible of a hectic two-week operation, and then, not long after that, he'd taken part in awild
cavalry raid to rescue from the Light Ones awitch who'd been practicing without alicense. And that was
al. After that, theréd been more than three months of routine work until the middle of November, when
he'd suddenly been appointed acting chief of the Day Watch while Zabulon was avay, and then thereéd
been the Mirror'svisit and the Tribunal a Moscow Universty.

If he thought about it, it was quite possible that the old Day Watch magicians could try to teach this
newcomer from the Baltic alesson because he was making a career for himsdf too fast, but they could
hardly believe he was actually conspiring to take over from the chief. Zabulon didn't |leave Moscow very
often. And when Zabulon was there, Edgar was no more than just another operational agent. A powerful
one, of course, an dite operative, but he only had the same rights as the others.

By the time his glass was empty, Edgar had decided to stop guessing at the reasons behind it all. His best
bet wasto try to figure out aline of conduct that took account of ... of everything. Even the very wildest
possihilities.

All right. What wasiit that had finished off Alisa? She hadn't gathered enough Power in time. She hadn't
recognized the Light Other, even though he was so close to her. She hadn't refused adue that she was

certain to lose. And most important of al— she'd given way to her emotions. Shed tried to apped to a
Light Onesfedings.

Well, then, Edgar wasn't short of Power, and Zabulon had even given him some of hisown. Histwo
amuletswere ared treasure house of Power, especially the one charged with the Transylvan-ian Mist. If



Edgar used that one, every Other in Europe would sense the monstrous discharge of energy. Plusthe
battle wand— a highly specidized weapon, but it was fast and rdliable. Shahab's Lash was nobody'sidea
of ajoke!

That meant Edgar had to keep as close an eye as possible on the Light Ones. Oh yes, about the Light
Ones... Jud at that moment there were three of them in Sheremetievo. Firgt, therewas hisold friend
from previous operations, Anton Gorodetsky, who the lower-level Dark Ones had nicknamed "Zabulon's
favorite." In that business with the Mirror held done just what Zabulon wanted for some reason, and
helped the Dark Ones... Or had he just made everyone think he helped the Dark Ones? Probably that
was it—otherwise how could he have stayed on in the Night Watch?

Second, there was amiddle-aged fema e hedler who had no connection with the Night Watch,
thoughtfully sniffing perfumesin the duty-free shop. She probably just happened to be traveling that day
by coincidence.

Third, there was amilitiaman who was an Other on duty at the check-in, as there was supposed to bein
any airport.

Apart from Edgar himself, there were four Dark Onesin the internationa termind of Sheremetievo-2.
Firdt, his charges, thetrio of Regin Brothers, who kept staring guardedly by turns at Edgar and Anton,
who had ingaled himsdlf in the bar at the far end of the hal. Plus awesk magician over by the gambling
machines who was paying no attention to anything; he seemed to be trying to earn abit of extra cash by
getting the mechanism to pay out the maximum winnings. Hiskind was perfectly described by the phrase
"chegp trash.”

The basic Stuation couldn't have been clearer.

Check-in and passport control went quickly; no visas were required for the Czech Republic. Infact, just
in case, Edgar was carrying Estonian and Argentinian passports, both perfectly legd—Argentinawasa
wonderful country that traded its own citizenship quite fredly.

Edgar spent therest of the time until boarding in one of the bars. Naturally, not the one where Zabulon's
favorite, the Light magician Gorodetsky, had installed himsalf. Edgar's glance and his had met just once—
| know you're here and you know I'm here, and both of us know that the other knows his opponent
... and we're on similar missions. To defend our own at the trial and rout our enemies...

To Gorodetsky's credit, held made his position perfectly clear: When the trial starts, that's when welll
get to grips. Meanwhile, let's just enjoy the flight and not get in each other's way.

Strange, how easily they understood each other. Maybe it was just ahangover from those ancient times
before the Others were divided into Dark Ones and Light Ones, when they smply stood up together
againg fate and the vicisstudes of life. Back then, of course, any healer was closer to avampire than he
wasto any smple, luckless human being in the faceless mass of other people like him. The Twilight can
bring you together.

But the Twilight could separate you too. In fact, the Twilight was pretty good at it—nowadays you
amply couldn't find more irreconcilable enemies anywhere on earth than Dark Ones and Light Ones. The
puny conflict between the USA and the Idamic world was nothing in comparison... Eventheold Cold
War between the USA and the USSR that was now apart of history hadn't come close to the war of the
Watches. They werejust childish gamesfor foolish human beings.

Edgar drank coffee that was extremely black, but not very good, thinking about everything at once and
nothing in particular. For instance, why all these airport bars that were so expensive and didn't seem to



be skimping on the ingredients of their food and drink managed to brew lousy coffee, pour bad beer, and
make absolutely inedible sandwiches. Plenty of the problems of human life could be attributed to the
struggle between the Watches, but this certainly wasn't one of them.

His charges—the entireill-assorted trio of them—were peering at him disapprovingly from thewaiting
hall. Of course, the Regin Brothers regarded him as just another cop. Let them. They were boneheads.
Brainless, heedless boneheads. And since that was what they were, they could be used to serve the
cause of Darkness. Zabulon had been quite right to decide to make use of them. That business with
Fafnir's Tdon had certainly put the Light Ones off their stride during Rogozathe Mirror'svisit. With-out
even knowing it, the Regin Brothers had taken one of the blows intended for the Day Watch and alowed
the Mirror, who had aready grown strong, to top himself right up with Power. That was redly what had
made certain that Zabulon and his cohorts would win out in the latest clash with the Light Ones.

And sarvethemright.

Edgar watched without the dightest sympathy as the courteous customs officers led away afurious gent
inaprim, forma suit and expensive raincoat. It was his place that Edgar would be occupying on the flight
to Prague.

When they were dready on their way, Edgar waited until one of the Regin Brothers|eft his seat and then
sat down next to the one who seemed to be the most sensible—the white one.

"Greetings, brother,” Edgar said warmly.
The Finn looked at him with big round eyes. A cautious look.

"Weare Dark Ones," Edgar went on quietly. "We don't abandon our own. I've been sent to protect you,
if necessary. And welll be able to defend you at the Tribuna—trust me. So hold your heads high,
servants of the Darkness. Our hour will come very soon now."

Having said that, Edgar got up and went back to his place without |ooking back even once.
There. Now let them rack their brains over that.

How dramatic he had been! He'd redly had to work hard to keep a solemn, stony face and avoid
cracking asmile. But the expression in the Finn's big round eyes had been the opposite of asmile—hed
been redly frightened and worried.

"| redly shouldn't have," Edgar muttered to himsdlf. "They'relike children... And | mock them."

Edgar sghed regretfully and opened his magazine. It was anice short flight to Prague, not like flying to

Y uzhno-Sakhalinsk, for instance. Y ou were there before you knew it, without any other stops on the way
or that hellish nightmare of having to deep in your seet. But then, if you really thought about it, the most
convenient form of trangport was a Dark porta. Only setting up a portal from Moscow to Prague would
be an unjustifiable extravagance. So he had to fly, like ordinary human beings.

But not quite like ordinary human beings... a least Others didn't have any problemswith tickets.

Chapter two

—P»—

Anton loved Prague. In fact, he smply couldn't understand how it was possible not to love the place.



There were some cities that confused you and suffocated you from the very first moment, and there were
some whaose charm dowly and imperceptibly fascinated you. Moscow, unfortunately, did not belong in
ether category. But Prague was like an old, wise enchantress who knew how to pretend to be young,
but did not see any need for it, Since she remained beautiful at any age.

And if you really thought about it, Prague ought to have become the abode of Dark Ones. A city
saturated to overflowing with Gothic buildings, acity full of plague pillars—monuments to the medieva
pestilence of the Black Death—a city that had a ghetto during the Second World War, acity that
witnessed the opposition of the two superpowers during the Cold War... where could all those
emanations of Darkness, the nutritiona substratum of the Dark Ones, have gone to? How had they been
scattered, where to, and why had they been converted into memory, but not into malice?

[t wasamydery...

Anton didn't know any members of the Prague Night Watch in person. They had occasionaly exchanged
information by courier or email when something in the archives needed clarification. And at Chrismas
and the New Y ear it was traditiond to send greetingsto al the Night Watches... but nobody made any
distinction between the Prague Night Watch (active staff— 130 Others, operationa reserve—76) and
the Night Watch of some smal American town (active staff—1 Other, operationd reserve—0).

Anton had been to Prague twice on vacation. Smply wandering aimlessy around the city from one beer
bar to the next, buying cheap little souvenirs on the Charles Bridge, traveling out to Karlovy Vary to
swvimin the pool filled with hot minera weater and try the hot wafersin the cafe.

But now he wasflying to Prague on business. Redlly seriousbusiness...

Anton stretched out in hischair, asfar asthe space in the Boeing 737's economy class would allow—the
comfort level wasn't much different from an old Soviet Tupolev—and examined the backs of the Regin
Brothers heads. They looked tense— the Dark Ones auras were full of fear and impatience. They knew
Anton was there and they were dreaming of getting asfar away from him as possible, as soon as

possible...

If it wasn't for that incident at Sheremetievo arport, Anton might even havefet sorry for the luckless
magicians. But once Anton had gone into combat with an enemy, he was an enemy forever.

Asif he could read Anton's thoughts—although, of course, that was beyond his power—one of the
Regin Brothers, thetdl, strong black guy, turned around, glanced warily a Anton, and hastily averted his
gaze. Ravo—Anton remembered his name. From somewherein Senegadl ... no, from Burkina Faso, that
wasit. Picked up by one of the Regin Brothers families and raised in the spirit of devotion to the great
Fafnir...

Just how had the Regin Brothers come up with al this nonsense?

Once, long, long ago, something had happened, something that often happened among the Others. A
Dark magician and aLight magician fought to the death. The Light magician was cdled Sigurd. ..
Segfried, if you pronounced it in the German manner. The Dark magician waskilled... and hedied in his
Twilight form of adragon. Hewas caled Fafnir. Later Sigurd waskilled aswell... Anton wondered if
Gesar had known him?

After that, thingstook arather unusua turn. The Dark magician's disciples didn't scatter, as often
happened, and they didn't fight among themsalves, as happened even more often. Instead they decided to
resurrect their master. They banded together to form a sect known as the Regin Brothers and withdrew
amost completely from the usua struggle between Light and Darkness. .. which suited the Light Ones



very well, of course. The brotherslovingly preserved the Taon torn from the Twilight body of the Dark
magician. Later the Talon was confiscated by the Inquisition—just before the Second World War the
Light Ones had lodged a successful protest againgt such an extremely powerful artifact remaining in the
hands of Dark Ones. The Regin Brothers hadn't really argued about it, but they handed over the Talon
with thewords, "Fafnir'stime has not yet come..." And then suddenly the European office of the
Inquisition had been attacked! There had been abaitle in which dmost al the magiciansin the small sect
had been killed, together with a substantial number of the Inquisition’s bodyguards, who had grownidle
and lazy. Then the remnants of the sect had made their absurd appearance in Moscow.

It was awell-known fact that human beings didn't have amonopoly onidiots. ..
But then... werethey redlly idiots?

Anton remembered what an intense charge of Power the Talon had given off. In part it was the Power
accumulated in the Talon as aresult of the Regin Brothers efforts over many years. In part it wasthe
Power of the Dark magician himsdif.

Othersdidn't diein the same way as ordinary people. They receded into the Twilight, losing their physical
form and with it their ability to return to the world of human beings. But there was something left
behind—Anton had seen vague shadows and a quivering mist that sometimes gppeared in the Twilight,
marking out the path taken by dead Others. Once he had even met adead Other... It wasn't one of his
most pleasant memories. But there was something left, even there. ..

Wasiit possible to bring a dead Other back to life?

The answer was probably somewhere. In the labyrinth of the archives, classfied astop secret, sedled by
the Night and Day Watches, with access banned by the Inquisition. The Higher Magicians were bound to
have wondered about where Others went when they died, the path that they themselves would eventudly
follow...

But Anton wasn't supposed to know the answer.

Helooked through the window at the clouds stretching out below, at the weak glimmering of thousands
of auras merged together that indicated cities. The plane was aready flying over some part of Poland.

Just supposing it was possible to bring Fafnir back tollife...

So what? Maybe he had been a powerful magician, maybe even aHigher Magician, amagician beyond
classification... hisresurrection wouldn't change anything in the globa balance of power, especidly since
he would be estranged from human life. He wouldn't understand modern redity... and if he was stupid
enough to set off around Europe in his Twilight form, he'd be torn to pieces by rockets, shot with lasers
from satdllites. They'd usetactica nuclear weapons... while the Japanese howled woefully that Godzilla
had come back to life and been killed again...

What was it the Dark Ones wanted? Disorder, panic, people screaming about the Apocalypse?

Anton squirmed in his chair. He took the plastic cup and the smal, two-hundred-gram bottle of dry
Hungarian wine from the smiling stewardess. It was dl right for Edgar... Like any Dark One, hewas
flying business class, s0 he had a crystd glass and superior wine...

There was something to that last idea. Fafnir... the Apocalypse... At least it made some sense of Gesar's
remark about mass hysteria over the year 2000. But why would the Dark Ones want to stage the end of
the world? And what about dl the other things? The witch Alisa... the Chalk of Degtiny ...



Anton regretted that he didn't have hislaptop. It would have been interesting to lay the situation out on
the screen, shuffle the variants around and see what fitted with what. There was a standard program
cdled Mazarini for analyzing intrigues, and it would have hel ped him understand afew things.

The Chak of Degtiny...

Hetook agulp of wine, and it turned out to be surprisingly pleasant. Then he frowned. Gesar and
Zabulon. They wereredly the two determining factorsin the entire business. They were far more
mysterious and complicated than ancient artifacts like the Chak of Destiny and Fafnir's Taon, or Others
like the Mirror and Alisa. They probably understood everything that was going on... and they weretrying
to outwit each other. Asusud.

Gesar.
Zabulon.

The starting point for the analysis probably ought to be the Chalk of Destiny. When Svetlana, the new
Great Enchantress, had appeared and joined the Night Watch, Gesar had tried to carry through yet
another intervention on agloba scae. Svetlana had been provided with the Chak of Destiny—an ancient
and extremely powerful artifact that could be used to rewrite the Book of Destiny and change human life.
At firgt glance it had appeared that Svetlana was supposed to rewrite the destiny of the boy Egor, an
Other with an indeterminate aura, inclined equally to the Darkness and the Light, and make him into either
afuture prophet or afuture leader. But, with some assistance from Anton, Svetlana had failed to do this.
All she had done wasto bring Egor's destiny into equilibrium by removing dl the influences exerted on
him by the Watchesin their Struggle against each other.

But of course, there had been more than one level to Gesar's plan, and at the second level another Great
Enchantress, hislongtime girlfriend Olga, recently rehabilitated after being punished by the leadership of
the Light Ones, had recovered her magical abilities and used the other half of the Chalk of Destiny to
rewrite someone e se's destiny—while dl the Dark Ones of Moscow were watching Svetlana.

That was the truth that Anton knew. The second level of truth. But maybe there was athird one?

Okay he'd have to put that on hold for the time being. What had come next? Alisa Donnikova, a capable
witch and member of the Day Watch, dthough she wasn't one of the dlite. Following afight between
Dark Ones and Light Onesthat had obvioudy been engineered by Zabulon, she completely lost her
magica powers. Then she'd been sent on vacation to the Artek Y oung Pioneers camp to recuperate. ..
and Gesar had sent Igor, who had suffered asimilar trauma, to the same place. A passionate love had
sprung up between them—aterrible, deadly love between aLight magician and a Dark witch. And the
outcome was that Alisawas dead, killed by Igor, and Igor himself was on the verge of demateridization,
weighed down by hisviolation of the Treaty and the burden of his own guilt. Then there was the boy who
had accidentally drowned because of him...

Thiswasn't one of Gesar'sintrigues. Itsruthlessand cynica style bore the Sgnature of the Day Watch.
Zabulon had sacrificed hisgirlfriend. .. but what had he sacrificed her for? To get Igor out of the way?
That seemed strange. It had been dmost a straight swap. Alisa Donnikova had been a powerful witch.

So it was one intrigue in response to another.. ..

Then there was the appearance of the Mirror. Gesar was certain it had been impossibleto predict, so it
must have been a coincidence. But no doubt Gesar and Zabulon had both immediately decided to exploit
it... each for hisown ends.



Anton suppressed the desire to swear out loud. There just wasn't enough datafor an analysis. Nothing
but conjectures, blanks, assumptions...

And not much was certain about the Regin Brothers either. They'd been lured to Moscow by Zabulon.
Had he wanted to spread panic among the members of the Night Watch? Or feed the Mirror with
Power? The only thing that could have lured the Dark magiciansinto their insane attack on the Inquisition
was a promise to resurrect Fafnir. Naturdly, the old magicians, who had seen Fafnir when he was dive,
had agreed—it was just about their last chance of victory. Naturdly, the young magicians had followed...
al those young Finns of African and Asian origin who had been collected one a atime—they weretoo
isolated in their own little world. They thought of what was happening as agame, not an outrageous
crime.

But what had Zabulon been after?

No. Anton didn't understand athing. He shook his head and accepted hisinability to figure out what was
going on. Wdll then... he'd just have to do the job he'd been given to do. Try to save lgor.

Try to make the charges against the Day Watch stick.
The plane was dready making its gpproach for landing. ..

Thelatest issue of National Geographic didn't help Edgar relax. He just couldn't get into the article
about the Italian custom of throwing old things out of the window at New Y ear and other amusing
European New Y ear rituas. The only thing Edgar took away from the leading paragraphswas afirm
determination not to go strolling around any narrow old streetsin Italy at New Year.

The smooth hum of the turbine engines set histhoughts vibrating in sympathy. And despite himsdlf, Edgar
began thinking once again about his misson and the current Situation of constant conflict between the
Light and the Darknessin the persons of the Others.

All right, hethought. Let'stake it from the beginning.

In recent times the Day Watch had significantly strengthened its position and struck severd substantia
blows against the Light Ones, inflicting losses that could not be made good on the spoat. It would take
time—not even years, but decades. Zabulon's natura move should be to build on success right now,
without waiting for the Light Onesto gather Strength again. To dash to victory while the enemy was ill
Sunned.

What could weaken the Light Ones and sirengthen the Dark Onesright now? After the Night Watch had
logt avery powerful and highly promising enchantress? An attempt to take someone else out of the

game?

Edgar pondered for amoment and regretted he hadn't brought his laptop with him. He could have
weighed up the possible variants, run through dl the White magicianswith any red skillsand tried to
identify their weak ddes... There was even aspecid program for that, caled Richelieu—the Day Watch
wasn't short of qualified programmers.

Hewould haveto rely on hisown natura computer—powerful but imperfect.

Who? Gesar was obvioudy not acandidate; he had already crossed that line beyond which an Other
becomes dmogt invulnerableto his colleagues.

Objectively speaking, number two in the Night Watch hierarchy ought to be Svetlana Nazarova, but she
would be out of the game for along time, so Edgar had to award that honor either to the tricky Olga, an



old specidist in combat operations, who had only just come back from being out of the game hersdlf, or
to llya, afirg-level magician. In fact, Edgar suspected that was not the limit of llyas abilities. Eventuadly,
he could quite easly develop his powers and become a Great Magician, but metamorphoses like that
required time and colossd effort, primarily from the magician himsdlf, and llyawas till too young to
abandon many of the smple, dmaost human, pleasures of life.

Who then? Olgaor Ilya? Which of them should they go for now?

Like Stirlitz, the Russan spy a Nazi HQ in the cult film of the "70s, Edgar pulled down hislittle table and
camly sketched two symbolic portraits on napkins—a shapely female silhouette and anarrow facein
spectacles. Olgaor llya?

Olga Inteligent, experienced, perceptive, worldly-wise, and cynical. Edgar didn't know her exact age,
but it was reasonable to suspect that she was at least twice as old as he was. Edgar didn't know her true
Power—hed never had a chanceto test it to make sure. And to be quite honest, he didn't really want to
try... To deprive her of her powers again would certainly beincredibly difficult—if you'vejust been
released fromjail, you vaue your freedom very highly. Olgawouldn't just think twice, shéd think a
thousand times before taking another risk and ending up in front of a Tribund. Apart from that, shewas
Gesar'slongtime love, and the boss of the Night Watch would certainly take great painsto protect her. In
Zabulon's place Edgar would be wary of offending Olga, for an enraged Gesar was afar more dangerous
enemy than the ordinary Gesar.

Edgar scratched his nose thoughtfully with the end of hisfdt-tip pen and drew a cross through the female
portrait on the napkin.

llya. A very powerful magician with the face of arefined intellectua, who wore spectacles for some
reason, although he could easily have corrected his own sight. At the moment he wasn't in Moscow, or
even in Europe. He was somewherein Ceylon. Asamatter of fact, for the last five years or so Light
Ones from the Moscow Night Watch had been making trips to Ceylon with suspicious frequency. Edgar
wondered what they got up to there.

He made amentd note of that—he ought to pass the information on to the analytical section, let them
rack their brainsover it... Although most likely they were dready monitoring thisanomaly. But what if
they weren't? Edgar would do better to play it safe, even if he did make himsalf ook stupid, than to feel
sorry later, if no one had paid any attention to the Ceylon business...

Y e-es. But if Zabulon was plotting something againgt 1lya, he would hardly belikely to choose Pragueto
carry out hisplansat any timein the near future, unless he could lure him there somehow.

Edgar pushed the napkin away without crossing the portrait out and pulled a clean onetoward him. The
last one. He divided it into four sectorswith two lines a right angles and set about drawing a portrait in
each sector. Thefirgt three were sketched in sparing strokes but were remarkably vivid, in the
comic-strip style of Bidstrup or Chizhikov.

In Edgar theworld had probably lost afine caricaturist.

llya, Semyon... Igor, the defendant at the Tribunal. Should he count him or not? Probably he should,
especidly snce he was now the most vulnerable of all.

Edgar thought for a moment and then drew Anton Gorodet-sky in the fourth sector—the only onewho
was gtill using his surname. But even so, he had dready reached second level, which made him Edgar's
equal, athough less experienced.



Which one? Of course it was smplest of al to topple Igor. He already had one foot down among the
shadows of the Twilight.

And then there was Gorodetsky—he was flying to Prague too. But these were only the smplest variants.
How many were there altogether?

The mere thought of the number of theoretically possible variants set Edgar's teeth on edge. Ah, if only he
had his lgptop and the windows of Richelieu, with its heuristic module. ..

Stop, Edgar said to himself. Stop. How depressingly one-sided you are, Dark Onel

The thought that had occurred to him was smple and surprising. Taking one of their enemies out of the
game wasn't the only way to make the Dark Ones stronger. Why not the opposite
approach—introducing a powerful Dark One into the battle?

But who was there to swell the dl too thin ranks of the Day Watch? Vitay Rogoza, whose appearance
hed filled Edgar with childish ddlight, had turned out to be no more than aMirror. And after held done
everything the Twilight had created him to do, held disappeared forever. Look for some promising young
recruits? They werelooking and they did find afew... But you couldn't mold any of them into agenuindy
powerful Other overnight, and the Dark Ones hadn't come across any naturd talentslike Svetlana
Nazarovafor along time now.

Even 0, thought Edgar, I'm on the right road. I'm flying to Prague, the capita of European necromancy,
and intimefor Christmas before the arriva of the year 2000, at atime when countless prophets and
soothsayers are frightening the world with al sorts of horrors, up to and including the end of the world
itdf...

Yed That wasit! Maybe Zabulon was planning to resurrect one of the disembodied magicians of the
past? Prague, a atimelikethisl Darkness upon Darkness! Asaways, Zabulon had skillfully and
unobtrusively hidden what was lying in open view.

Edgar breathed out heavily, crumpled up the nagpkin with the drawings and suffed it in his pocket.

And s0, in the city of necromancers, at atime of incredible energetic instability, Zabulon could eesly try
to pluck someone out of nonexistence. .. But who?

Think, Edgar... The answer should be lying on the surface too.

All right then, let'slook at what we have. Prague, the Tribund, the case of the dud between Teplov and
Donnikova, Gorodet-sky and Edgar seconded to thetridl ... Alitamight come aswell. Who ese? Ah,
yesthe Regin Brotherstoo. ..

Stop. That wasit!

The Regin Brotherd The servants of Fafnir! "I'll find ause for them, Edgar,” Zabulon had said. "I havea
few plansthat involvethem.”

Fafnirl

Trying to maintain an appearance of calm, Edgar folded away hislittle table and settled more comfortably
into his sedt.

Fafnir. There was someone who would be very, very useful indeed to the Dark Ones. The mighty Fafnir,
the Great Magician, the Dragon of the Twilight.



Thefaint echo of his Power, absorbed by the Mirror Rogoza, had allowed him to drain an enchantress
like Svetlanawith ease. And if Zabulon really is going to attempt to resurrect Fafnir, he couldn't
have chosen a better place and time during the last hundred

years, or the hundred years to come, Edgar thought as his eyeswandered idly across the pandling of
the Boeing. That's for certain, he couldn't have...

The stewardess glanced a him, and Edgar fastened his seat belt. The plane was making its approach for
landing.

Hello, Prague....

Edgar's earsfelt like they'd been stuffed with cotton wool, but that didn't scop him from thinking. So it
was aresurrection. That was something the Dark Ones hadn't tried for at least fifty years—not since
Stdin'stime. There hadn't been any opportunity to try it, because the level of energy turbulence hadn't
been high enough since 1933 and 1947.

Why hadn't Zabulon told Edgar anything about it? Was it too soon? But then what was he to make of

Y ury's cautious warning? And then, what had thisto do with what had happened at the Artek camp that
summer? Because it had to be connected somehow—it had to be. A pawn had been sacrificed, and now
maybe amore weighty piece's turn had come. A knight or a bishop— which of those would Edgar be?
The two rooks, of course, were Y ury and Nikolal, the queen was Zabulon himsdlf, and the king,
defensdess but crucia—that was the cause of the Darkness.

So one of the rooks had hinted to Edgar that there was a chance the Crimean Gambit might be used
agan—thistime with arook. Somehow Edgar didn't fed like being aknight. Let that viciousold hag
AnnaTikhonovna play the horse—that would be just about right for her...

The plane shuddered as the wheel s touched down on the runway. Once, twice—and flight was
transformed into arapidly decelerating dash over the concrete.

Surdly Zabulon hadn't set up another exchange of pieceswhile hefurtively pushed forward afew pawns
(the Regin Brothers) in the hope that another black queen would appear on the board or, at the very
least, abishop?

It was insulting to be athrowaway piece.

And what if it's a test at the same time? Edgar wondered. An endurancetrial? Alisa let herself be
gobbled up—Zabulon doesn't need

pieces like that in his game. But if | can manage to survive, and without disrupting the chiefs
plans... Yes, that's the result we need!

But how could it be achieved?

The other half of the exchange was Anton Gorodetsky, Zab-ulon's favorite. There was no doubt about
that. The chief of the Day Watch couldn't carry on using him forever, and he understood that very well. It
wasn't even redly true that he could use him... Zabulon was aways ready to put a good face on a poor
result and makeit look asif held tricked the Light magician. ..

The passengers stood up and began moving toward the exit and the goffered bridge that was so
unfamiliar to the inhabitants of the former USSR. Edgar took hisraincoat out and put it on, left his
magazine in the pocket on the seat in front, picked up his briefcase, and followed the others.



Thefeding of being in Europe and not Russawas ingtantaneous and strangely comprehensive. It was
hard to grasp exactly what triggered it—the expressions on peopl€'s faces, their clothes, the cleanliness
of theairport, theway it waslaid out? Thousands of minor details. The announcementsin Czech and
English without a Ryazan accent. The far greater number of smiles. Thefact that there weren't any of
those gypsesor private taxi driversthat he detested on the square in front of the terminal building.

And therewasaline of attractive yellow Opésat the taxi stand.

Histaxi driver gabbled away equaly fredy in Russan and English and, of course, in his native Czech:
Whereto? A hotd. The Hilton, | suppose. Oh! Russians don't often go straight to the Hilton. And the
oneswho do, look different, wearing lots of gold, bigwigs with bodyguards, riding in expensive
limousines... I'm not Russian, I'm Estonian. Y es, that's not the same thing any longer.... It wasn't the
samething before either. Ah, even a Czech was dmost the same as a Russian before. .. That's debatable.
Yes, maybeitis.

The driver's chatter was distracting and Edgar decided to take abreak from dl histhinking. He wouldn't
get any real work done on the day he arrived, in any case. He could actually relax—with amug or two of
beer, naturdly. Who in hisright mind wouldn't Sp amug of genuine Czech beer, provided his ssomach
wasin good shape (or eveniif it wasn't)?

Only adead man.

Just like in any Hilton, afree room could be found without any red problem, even when Prague was
crowded with touristsjust before Christmas. But just like in any country that had not yet cast off the
shackles of itsrecent socialism, it cost crazy money for anon-Other. Edgar was an Other, and so he paid
up right away without even afrown, athough they were obvioudy expecting one from him. Hewas
Russan, after dl, and he didn't ook like anouveau riche bandit... A hundred years earlier Edgar
wouldn't have been able to resst sticking his Argentinian passport under the administrator's nose. But he
was awhole hundred years more mature now, and he made do with his Russian passport.

The person at the registration desk—the one that not everybody went to—wasaDark One. A very rare
type, too—aBeskud. He glanced at Edgar, licked histhin lips, and opened his dit pupilswide. And then,
at last, he smiled—nhisteeth were smdl and sharp, dl the same triangular shape.

"Greetingd Herefor the Tribund ?*
"Uhrhuh."
"Hereyougo..."

Hethrew asmadl bundle of bluefire at Edgar—it was histemporary registration. The fire passed easly
through Edgar's clothes and landed on Edgar's chest in the form of an ova sedl that glowed inthe
Twilight.

"Thanks"

"Y ou givethem aroasting at the Tribund," the Beskud told him. "A red roasting. It'sour time now..."
"I'll try," Edgar promised with asigh.

Hewent up to hisroom, just to get awash and leave his briefcase there.

And now, Edgar thought enthusiastically as he rode down in the eevator, I'm off to the Black Eagle!
And I'm going to order the peceno veprevo koleno.



Thisdish, roast leg of pork, was so popular he/d even come across a description of it in afantasy
magazine he'd read once.

Ashewaited for his order, Edgar took sips of his second mug of beer (he'd drunk thefirst one
Russan-gtyle, straight down, evoking anod of gpprova from the waiter), and tried to focus on his
thoughts. But something was preventing him. Or someone.

Edgar looked up and saw Anton Gorodetsky, who was standing near the table and staring steadily at
him.

Edgar shuddered, thinking he must have been followed. But there was a puzzled expresson in
Gorodetsky's eyes too, and Edgar breathed asigh of rdlief. A coincidence, nothing more than a
coincidence.

And what's more, there weren't any places left. Except at Edgar'stable.

Acting on asudden impulse, Edgar nodded to the Light One and said, "Sit down. I'm taking a break.
Y ou should do the same— to hell with al thiswork!"

Anton hesitated and Edgar thought he was going to leave, but then he decided to stay. He walked up and
sat down facing Edgar, giving him asullen look, asif he found it hard to believe it when his old enemy
clamed dl hewanted to do was relax for awhile. What was that saying the Light Ones had? Anyone
you've done combat with onceis an enemy forever.

Nonsense. Fanaticism. Edgar preferred a more flexible approach—if today it was advantageous to
conclude an dliance with someone you hurled Shahab's Lash at yesterday, why not conclude an aliance?
But then, after Shahab's Lash there wasn't usudly anybody left to conclude an dliance with... Ashes
didn't make avery good dly.

"And not aword about the Watches?' Anton asked ironicaly.

"Not aword,” Edgar confirmed. "Just two fellow countrymen in Prague just before Christmas. I've
ordered the peceno veprevo koleno. | recommend it.”

"Thanks, | know it," said Anton, still without ashadow of asmile, and turned to the waiter who had come
over to them.

No, these Europeans had no ideawhat ared frost was, what areal winter was... As Anton came out of
the Ma ostranska metro station, he wondered if he ought to button up the collar of hisjacket, but he
didn't bother. Snowy weather, but there was no bite to it. Two degrees below zero at the most.

He st off along the street, strolling at aleisurely pace across the ancient cobblestones. Sometimes he
gaveinto curiodty and dropped into the souvenir shops—amusing wooden toys, curioudy shaped
ceramics, photographswith views of Prague, T-shirtswith amusing inscriptions. He ought to buy
something, after al. Just to make his mark, so to speak. Maybe that T-shirt with the funny face on it and
the words "Born to be Wild."

There were dmost three hours I eft until he was due to meet the Inquisition's representative. He didn't
even need to take ataxi or ride the metro—he could egt aleisurdly lunch and stroll to the appointed
place on foot. A rendezvous under the clock tower—what could be more romantic? What if the
Inquisition's representative turned out to be afemae, maybe even attractive, and aLight One? Then
romancewould redly beintheair.

Anton laughed at his own thoughts. He didn't fedl the dightest desire to play thefidd or start an affair.



And anyway, the concepts of "Light" and "Dark” didn't gpply to the Inquisition. They stood outside and
apart from the two great powers.

Maybe the concept of gender did apply? But then, asfar as Anton knew, when Maxim, the Light
magician from Moscow they'd nicknamed the Maverick, became an Inquisitor, he had divorced hiswife.
Apparently they smply logt interest in al that petty human stupidity—love, sex, jealousy...

The Black Eagle was one of Anton's favorite restaurants in Prague. Maybe that was smply because held
been there afew times on hisfirgt trip to the city. It doesn't take much to make a Russian happy, after dl.
Good servicethat isn't intrusive, good food, incredible beer, low prices. That last point was pretty
im-portant. It was only the Dark Ones who could afford to throw their money around. Even Rogoza, that
crestion of the Twilight, had appeared in Moscow carrying hegps of cash. It was possible to earn money
honestly, but to earn alot of money—you could never do that without compromising your conscience a
little. And when it came to that, the Night Watch was definitely at a disadvantage compared to the Day
Watch.

The gtreet Anton was walking adong divided into two, like ariver, leaving anumber of old, low buildings
forming along, narrow idand adong its cente—most of them were restaurants and souvenir shops. The
Black Eagle wasthefirgt in the row.

Ashewalked into the small courtyard, Anton saw aLight Other.

No, hewasn't amember of any Watch. Just an Other who preferred an amost ordinary, dmost human
lifeto thefront line of the magica war. A tall, handsome, middle-aged man with agood figure, wearing
the uniform of an officer in the US Air Force. He was on hisway out of the restaurant, obvioudy fedling
quite contented with the way held spent histime, with his girlfriend—a pretty Czech girl—and with
himsdf.

He didn't spot Anton right away—he was too absorbed in conversation. But when he did spot him, he
gave abroad, beaming amile.

There was nothing else for it—Anton raised his shadow from the snow-covered cobblestones and
sepped into the Twilight. Sllence fell, dl the sounds were muffled in cotton wool. The world dowed
down and logt its colors. Peopl€e's auras shimmered into life, like rainbows—most of them cam and
peaceful, not overloaded with unnecessary thoughts. The way it ought to bein atourist spot.

"Greetings, watchman!™ the American hailed him happily. Here in the Twilight there were no problems
with language.

"Hello, Light One," Anton replied. "Glad to seeyou.”

"The Prague Watch?' the American queried. HEd read the watchman's aura, but not made out the
details. But then, he was a pretty weak magician. Somewhere around sixth level, and with astrong
attachment to natural magic. There wouldn't have been anything for him to do in the Watch anyway,
except maybe sit somewhere out of the way and keep an eye on witches and shape-shifters whose
powers were as weak as hisown.

"Moscow."

"Oh, the Moscow Watch!" There was a clear note of respect in the American's voice now. "A powerful
Watch. Allow meto shake your hand.”

They shook hands. The American airman seemed to regard the encounter as one more dement of a



pleasant evening.

"Captain Chrigian Vanover J. Sixth-level magician. Do you need my assistance, watchman?' The formal
proposa was made with al due seriousness.

"Thank you, Light One, but | don't require any assstance,” Anton replied no less politely.
"On vacation?' Chrigtian asked.
"No. A businesstrip. But there's no assistance required.”

The American nodded. "Thisis my Christmas vacation. My unit's stationed in Kosovo, so | decided to
vigt Prague.”

"Good choice" said Anton with anod. "A beautiful city."

Hedidn't want to continue the conversation, but the American was full of bonhomie. "A wonderful city.
I'm glad we managed to save it in the Second World War."

"Yes, wesavedit..." said Anton, nodding again.
"Did you fight back then, watchman?"

Anton redlized Chrigtian must be aredly weak magician. Not to see hisred age, at least
aoproximately ...

"NO_"

"l wastoo young too," the American sighed. "I dreamed of joining the army, but | was only fifteen. A
pity, | could have got herefifty yearsearlier..."

Anton only just stopped himsalf from saying that Christian wouldn't have had the chance, because the
American forces never entered Prague. But heimmediately felt ashamed of his own thoughts.

"Well, good luck,” said the American, findly deciding to move on. "Some day I'll fly into Moscow to see
you, watchman!"

"Only not theway you flew into Kosovo." Thistime Anton wastoo dow to stop himsdlf, but Captain
Chrigtian Vanover J. didn't take offense. On the contrary, he smiled his broad smile and said, "No, |
don't think it will cometo that, do you? May the Light be with you, watchman!"

Anton followed the American out of the Twilight. Christian's girl hadn't noticed athing. Hetook her by
the arm and winked at Anton.

"And may theforce bewith you..." Anton muttered in Russan.

That was a stroke of bad luck. .. His good mood had completely melted away, likealump of iceona
hot killet.

He could tdl himsdf athousand times over that no arguments and disputes between states had anything
to do with the concerns of the Light and the Darkness. He could accept that in awar this
arman-magician wasfar morelikely not to aim hisbombs at civilians. But even so...

Just how could he manage to go out on bombing raids and drop his explosives on peopl€'s heads, and
il remain a Light One? Because he was a Light One, no doubt about that! But he dmost certainly had



human lives on his conscience. How did he manage not to fal back into the Twilight? What incredible
faith he must have in his own righteousness, to be able to combine active military service and the cause of
theLight.

Anton entered the Black Eaglein agloomy and depressed mood.

Heimmediatdly spotted Christian Vanover'sfdlow airmen. About ten of them, al ordinary human beings.
They were sitting at along table, eating goulash and drinking Sprite. They redly were drinking Sprite.

In a Czech beer bar! On vacation!

And not because they were teetotaers. There were empty beer bottles on the table, American
Budweiser, which Anton would only have consdered drinking if he was dying of thirst in adesert.

Anton walked past the Americans. There were no more free tables—another stroke of bad luck... But
there was someone over there Stting on his own, maybe he could join him... The person at the table
looked up—and started. And Anton did pretty much the same.

It was Edgar.

Chapter three

—«P»—

Onething the Dark Ones certainly had was alust for life. Anton had never had any doubt about that. He

only had to look at the way Edgar was dealing with that tasty-looking leg of pork that no dietician would

ever have approved, larding it generoudy with mustard—the kind the Russiansliked, of course, swestish,
but till with asharp bite—and horseradish too, and swilling it down with plenty of beer.

Anton had dways found that astonishing. He had dways been on perfectly friendly termswith his
vampire neighbors, and even they sometimeslooked morefull of thejoy of life than the Light magicians.
The Higher Magicians, that was—those whose powerswere at Anton's level ill hadn't finished "playing

a people.”
The unpleasant thing about it wasthat their love of life usudly didn't extend beyond themselves.
Anton lifted his heavy mug of Budweiser and muttered, "Prosit.”

It was agood thing the Czechs didn't have the custom of clinking glasses. Anton wouldn't have liked to
clink glasses with aDark One.

"Progt," Edgar replied. He drained half of his mug in two swalows, savoring the beer, and wiped the
foam off hisupper lip. "That's good."

"Itis" Anton agreed, although he was il fedling tense. No, of course there was nothing reprenensible
about them drinking beer together like this. The rules of the Night Watch didn't prohibit contact with
Dark Ones; on the contrary—if amember of the Watch was confident that he was sfe, it was
welcomed. Y ou never knew what you might find out. Y ou might even be able to influence aDark One.
Not turn him to the Light, of course... but at least stop him from pulling his next lousy trick. Anton
aurprised himsalf by saying, "It'sniceto find at |east one thing we can agree on.”

"Yes," sad Edgar, trying to speak amicably and palitely, so that the Light One wouldn't blow histop over
some imaginary insult or get suspicious for no reason. " Czech beer in Moscow and Czech beer in Prague



aretwo different things"

Gorodetsky nodded. "Y es. Especialy when you compare it with bottled beer. Czech beer in bottlesis
the corpse of red beer in aglass coffin."

Edgar smiled in agreement with the comparison and remarked, " Somehow the rest of Eastern Europe
seemsto have lost the talent for brewing beer.”

"Even Estonia?' Anton asked.

Edgar shrugged. These Light Ones could never let dip achancefor ajibe... "Our beer'sgood. But it's
not exceptiona. Pretty much likein Russa”

Anton frowned, asif he'd just remembered the taste of the beer back home. But he said something quite
different: "I wasin Hungary this summer. | drank Hungarian beer, Dreher... dmost the only kind they
have

"Arﬂ?'
"I'd have been better off drinking sour Baltika."

Edgar laughed. Even when he strained his memory abit, he couldn't remember asingle type of Hungarian
beer. But then, if Anton thought so poorly of it, it was better not to remember. Anton was agood judge
of beer, an excellent judge, in fact. The Light Oneswere fond of the pleasures of the flesh—you had to
givethemthat.

"Andthese... vdiant warriors... drinking their dops from back home," said Anton, nodding toward the
Americans. "Peacemakers... Goering'saces..."

Both Edgar and Anton had finished their peceno veprevo koleno long ago. They'd both drunk enough
beer to set their eyes aglow and their voices were growing louder and more relaxed.

"Why Goering?' Edgar asked in surprise. "They're not krauts, they're Americans.”

Anton explained patiently, asif he weretaking to achild. "Aces of the US Air Force doesn't sound right.
Do you know any short, snappy term for the US Air Force?"

"No, | don't."

"All right, then. They can be Clinton's aces. At least the Germans knew they were fighting airmen like
themselves, but this crowd has dropped bombs on villages where the only defenseis a Second World
War antiaircraft gun... And they get medalsfor it, too. But you just try asking them if therésanythingin
their livesthey regard as sacred. They ill think they were the oneswho liberated Prague.”

"Sacred?' Edgar echoed with alaugh. "Why would they need anything sacred? They're soldiers.”

"Y ou know, Other, it seemsto me that even soldiers should still be human beingsfirst and foremost. And
human beings need something sacred to cherishin thelr souls.™

"First you need to have asoul. The sacred bit comes later. Oh! Now we can ask one of them.”

One of the American airmen, aguy with rosy cheeksin auniform glittering with braid and various kinds
of trimmings, wastrying to squeeze past their table. A fresh strawberries and cream complexion, the
pride of Texas or Oklahoma. He was probably on hisway back from the restroom.



"Excuse me, officer! Do you mind if | ask you aquestion?' Edgar said to him in good English. "Isthere
anything in your lifethat you regard as sacred? Anything at dl?*

The American stopped asif hed ssumbled over something.

Hisingtinct told him that asoldier of the very finest nation in the world had to rise to the challenge and
giveaworthy reply. He thought, hisface reflecting the painful workings of his mind until suddenly it lit up.
Inspiration. A smile of pride spread across hisface.

"Anything sacred? Of coursethereis! The Chicago Bulls..."

"It'slike agame of chess, you get it?' Edgar explained. "The bosses arejust moving their helpless
pieces—that's you and me— around the board.”

The waiter'sface grew longer and longer the more beer Anton and Edgar drank. The number of those
big glass mugs he'd brought to this table would have been enough to get the entire American air squadron
drunk, and the Chicago Bullsaswell. But the two Russiansjust carried on sitting there, even though it
was obvious they werefinding it harder and harder to control their tongues.

"Takeyou and me, for instance," Edgar went on. "Y ou're going to be the defender in thistrid. I'm going
to be the prosecutor. But we still don't carry any real weight. We're just figures on the board. If it suits
them, they'll throw usinto thethick of it. If it suitsthem, they'll set us aside for better times. If they want
to, they'll exchange us. After dl, what isthistrid, redly? It'sasong and dance over atrivia exchange of
pieces. Your Igor's been swapped for our Alisa. And that's al. They just set them on each other, like two
spidersin ajar, and took them off the board. In the name of higher goasthat are beyond us.”

"No, yourewrong," Anton said sternly, wagging hisfinger at Edgar. "Gesar had no ideathat 1gor would
runinto Alisa It wasone of Zabulon'sintrigues.”

"And how can you be so sure of that?' Edgar asked derisively. "Are you so strong you can read Gesar's
soul like an open book? Asfar as| know, the head of the Light Onesisn't too fond of |etting his
subordinatesin on hisfundamenta plansether. It'sthe high politics of the higher powerd" he said very
loudly and insistently.

Anton redly wanted to object. But unfortunately he didn't have any convincing arguments.

"Or teke that latest clash in Moscow University. Zabulon used you—I'm sorry, you probably don't like to
hear me say that, but now that we've started. .. Anyway, Zabulon used you. Zabulon! Y our sworn

enay.

"Hedidn't use me." Anton hesitated, but then went on anyway. "Hetried to use me. And | tried to use the
Stuation to our advantage. Y ou understand—after dl, thisiswar.”

"Okay, so you tried to use the Stuation too," Edgar agreed dismissively. "Let'sassumethat... But Gesar
did nothing— nothing!—to protect you. Why should hetry to keep his pawns safe? It's wasteful and
pointless”

"Y ou treat your pawns even worse," Anton remarked morosaly. "Y ou don't even regard the lower
Others—the vampires and shape-shifters—as equas. They're just canon fodder."

"But they are canon fodder, Anton. They're less vauable than us magicians. And anyway, it's pointless
for you and meto talk about things and try to understand. We're puppets. Nothing but puppets. And we
don't have a chance to become puppet masters, because for that you need the abilities of a Gesar or a
Zabulon, and that kind of ability doesn't come dong very often. And anyway, the places a the



chesshoards are aready taken. None of the playerswill give his place away to a mere piece— not even
to aqueen or aking."

Anton drained hislarge mug sullenly and put it back down on the glass stand with the restaurant'slogo.

Hewas no longer the same young magician who had gone out into thefield for the first timeto track
down apoaching vampire. He had changed, even in the short time that had passed. Since that first
mission heldd had plenty of opportunitiesto observe just how much Darkness there wasin the Light. He
was actualy rather impressed by the gloomy position adopted by the Dark magician Edgar—they were
only grains caught between the mill wheedls asthe big players settled accounts with each other, so the best
thing to do was drink your beer and keep quiet. And once again Anton thought that sometimes the Dark
Ones, with their gpparent smplicity, were more human than the Light Ones, with their struggle for exalted
ideds.

"But even s, yourewrong, Edgar,” he said eventudly. "There's one fundamenta difference about us.
Welivefor others. We serve, we don't rule.”

"That'swheat dl the human leadershave said,” Edgar replied, obligingly faling into the trap. "The Party is
the servant of the people, remember?

"But there's one thing that distinguishes us from human leaders,” said Anton, looking Edgar in the eye.
"Demateridization. Y ou understand? A Light One cannot choose the path of evil. If heredlizesthat he
hasincreased the amount of evil in theworld, he withdraws into the Twilight. Disappears. And it's
happened plenty of times, whenever aLight One has made amistake or given way even dightly to the
influence of the Darkness."

Edgar giggled quietly. "Anton... you've answered your own point. "If heredlizes..." What if he doesn't
realize? Do you remember the case of that maniac healer? Twelve years ago, | think it was..."

Anton remembered. He hadn't been initiated at the time, but he'd discussed and analyzed the
unprecedented case with every member of the Watch, with every Light One.

A Light hedler with apowerful gift of foresight. He lived outside Moscow and wasn't an active member
of the Night Watch, but he was listed in the reserve. He worked as a doctor, and used Light magic in his
practice. His patients adored him—after al, he could literdly work miracles... But he aso killed young
women who were his patients. Not by using magic—he smply killed them. Sometimes he killed them
using acupuncture—he had a perfect knowledge of the body's energy points...

The Night Watch discovered what he was doing dmost by accident. One of the andysts Sarted
wondering about the sharp rise in deaths among young women in asmall town just outside Moscow. One
especidly darming factor was that most of the victims were pregnant. They aso noticed aremarkably
high number of miscarriages, abortions, and stillbirths. They suspected the Dark Ones, they suspected
vampires and werewolves, Satanigts, witches... They checked absolutely everyone.

Then Gesar himsdlf got involved in the case, and the murderer was caught. The murderer who wasa
Light megidan...

The charming and imposing healer smply saw the future too clearly. Sometimes, when hereceived a
patient, he could see the future of her unborn child, who was amost certain to grow into amurderer, a
maniac, or acrimind. Sometimes he saw that his patient would commit some monstrous crime or
accidentally cause the deaths of large numbers of people, so he decided to fight back any way he could.

At histrid the hedler had explained ardently that Light magica intervention wouldn't have been any



use—in that case the Dark Ones would have been granted the right to an equd intervention in response,
and the quantity of evil in the world wouldn't have been reduced. But al he had done was"pull up the
weeds" And he had been prevented from sinking into the Twilight by the firm conviction that the amount
of good he had brought into the world was far greater than the evil he had done.

Gesar had had to demateridize him in person.

"He was a psychopath,” Anton explained. "Just a psychopath. With the typical deranged way of
thinking... You get caseslike that, unfortunately.”

"Like that sword-bearer of Joan of Arc's, the Marquis Gillesde Rais," Edgar prompted eegerly. "He was
aLight Onetoo, wasn't he? And then he started killing women and children in order to extract the elixir
of youth from their bodies, conquer death, and make the whole of humanity happy."

"Edgar, nobody's insured againgt insanity. Not even Others. But if you take the most ordinary witch..."
Anton began, fuming.

"| accept that," said Edgar, spreading his handsin areconcil-iatory shrug. "But we're not talking about
extreme cases here! Just about the fact that it's possible, and the defense mechanism you're so proud of,
demateridization—Ilet'scdl it amply conscience— canfail. And now think—what if Gesar decidesthat if
you dieit will doimmense good for the cause of the Light in the future? If the scales are balanced
between Anton Gorodetsky on one side and millions of human lives on the other?"

"Hewouldn't haveto trick me" Anton said firmly. "There'd be no need. If such astuation arises, I'm
prepared to sacrifice mysdlf. Every one of usis.”

"And what if he can't tell you anything about it?" Edgar laughed, ddighted. " So the enemy won't find out,
s0 you'll behave more naturally, so you won't suffer unnecessarily.... after dl, it's Gesar's responsibility to
preserve your peace of mind aswell."

He raised the next mug of beer with a satisfied expression and sucked in the foam noisly.
"YoureaDark One" said Anton. "All you seein everything isevil, treachery, trickery."

"All'l doisnot close my eyesto them,”" Edgar retorted. "And that'swhy | don't trust Zabulon. | distrust
him almost, asmuch as| do Gesar. | can even trust you more—you're just another unfortunate chess
piece who happens by chance to be painted a different color from me. Does awhite pawn hate a black
one? No. Especidly if the two pawns have their heads down together over aquiet beer or two."

"You know," Anton said in adightly surprised voice, "l just don't understand how you can carry on living
if you seetheworld likethat. I'd just go and hang myself.”

"So you don't have any counterargumentsto offer?”

Anton took agulp of beer too. The wonderful thing about this naturd Czech beer wasthat even if you
drank lots of it, it till didn't make your head or your body fed heavy... Or wasthat anilluson?

"Not asingleone,” Anton admitted. "Right now, this very moment, not asingle one. But I'm sureyou're
wrong. It'sjust difficult to argue about the colors of arainbow with ablind man. There's something
missinginyou... | don't know what exactly.

But it's something very important, and without it you're more hel plessthan ablind man.”

"Why am |?" Edgar protested, dightly offended. "It'syou Light Oneswho are helpless. Bound hand and



foot by your own ethical dogmas. And those who have moved up onto the higher levels of development,
like Gesar, control you."

"I'll try to answer that," said Anton. "But not right now. WEIl be seeing each other again.”
"Avoiding the question?' Edgar asked, laughing.
"No, it'sjust that we decided not to talk about work. Didn't we?"

Edgar didn't answer. The Light Oneredlly had got him therel Why had he bothered getting into such a
useless argument? Y ou can't paint awhite dog black, asthey said in the Day Watch.

"Yes," heagreed, "It'smy fault, | admitit. Only..."

"Only it'svery hard not to talk about the things that separate us," Anton said with anod. "'l understand.
Itsnot your fault... it'sdegtiny.”

He rummaged in his pockets and took out a pack of cigarettes. Edgar couldn't help noticing that they
were chegp ones, 21st Century, madein Russa. Well, well. A Dark magician of hislevel could afford all
the pleasures of life. But Anton smoked Russian cigarettes... and maybe it was no accident that he'd
ended up inthissmall, cozy restaurant that was so inexpensive?

"Whereisit youre staying?" he asked.
"The KafkaHotd," Anton answered. "Zizkov, on Cimburkova Street."

That fit, al right—it was asmall, second-rate hotdl. Edgar nodded asthe Light Onelit up. It looked
awkward somehow, asif he hadn't been smoking long or didn't smoke very often.

"And you're in the Hilton, aren't you?' Anton suddenly said. "Or the Radisson SAS a the very worg?!
"Areyou following me?' Edgar asked, suddenly on hisguard again.

"No. It'sjust that al Dark Ones are so fond of famous names and expensive establishments. You're
predictabletoo.”

"Sowhat?' Edgar said defiantly. "Are you a supporter of asceticism and the poor life?"

Anton looked around ironically at the restaurant, the pathetic remains of hisleg of pork on the
knife-scarred wooden board, his latest mug of beer—how many had there been? It didn't seem like he
even needed to answer, but he did: "No, I'm not arguing that. But the number of rooms and staff that a
hotel hasisn't the most important thing. Nor isthe price of the dishes on the menu. | could have stayed at
the Hilton too, and goneto drink beer in the most expensive tavern in Prague. But what for? And
you—why did you cometo this place? Not exactly top flight, isit?'

"It'scomfortable here," Edgar admitted. "And the food's good.”
"Seewhat | mean?'

In asudden fit of drunken magnanimity, Edgar exclamed, "That'sit! | think I've got it! That'swhat the
difference between usis. You try to limit your naturd requirements. Maybe it's some kind of modesty ...
But were more extravagant, yes... With power, money, financia and human resources..."

"People are not aresource!” Anton's eyes were suddenly piercing and angry. "Do you understand?
They're not aresource!”



That was dways the way. As soon asthe areas of contact came up... Edgar sighed. The Light Ones
were really deluded. How could they be so deluded?

"All right. Let's change the subject." He took another mouthful of beer and couldn't help remarking,
"Therewas an American arman Sitting in here... and hewasaLight magician... an absolute odf, by the
way; he didn't even notice me. I'll bet you he regards people as a resource. Or maybe as a stupid,
dull-witted inferior race that can be nurtured and punished. The same way we regard them.”

"Our troubleisthat we're aproduct of human society,” Anton replied gloomily. "With dl its shortcomings.
And until they've lived many centuries, even Light Onestill carry around the stereotypes and myths of
their own country: Russia, America, or Burkina Faso—it makes no difference. What the hdll, why can't |
get BurkinaFaso out of my head?"

"One of thoseidiots, the Regin Brothers, isfrom BurkinaFaso," Edgar suggested. "And it'safunny
name."

"The Regin Brothers..." Anton said with anod. "What cunning business are your people up to with them?
It was someone in the Moscow Day Watch who called them to Moscow. Promised to help them activate
FafnirsTdon... What for?"

"l am not in possession of any such information, and thet isan officia statement of my position!" Edgar
replied quickly. Y ou couldn't afford to give these Light Onesthe dightest hint of aformal violation to
clutcha...

"Dont bother admitting it, theresno need!” Anton said with adismissve wave of hishand. "I'm not alittle
child. But the last thing we need is the appearance of an insane Dark magician of immense Power."

"Ustoo," Edgar declared. "That would mean al-out war. No holds barred. In other words, the
Apocaypse.”

"Then that meansthe Regin Brotherswere lied to," Anton said. "They were persuaded to attack the
Berne office, sted the Talon, and fly to Moscow. .. but what for? To feed Power to the Mirror?”

He's quick-witted, Edgar noted to himself. But he shook his head as he formulated a superb denid:
"That's nonsense! We only found out who Vitaly Rogoza was after the Taon had aready been stolen and
the four survivors from the battle were on their way to Moscow."

"That'sright!" Anton suddenly exclaimed. "Y ou'reright, Dark One! The appearance of aMirror cannot
be foretold—it's a spontaneous creation of the Twilight. But the Inquisition's official communique states
that the sect began preparing to storm the artifacts repository two weeks before the actud event. Rogoza
didn't even exist then... or, rather, he did, but he was an ordinary individua who was later transformed
by the Twilight..."

Edgar chewed on hislip. Now it looked asif held given the Light One anidea. .. passed on some
information to him or smply pointed him in the right direction. Oh, that was bad... But then, why wasit?
He wouldn't mind being able to understand the Situation better himsdlf. It was amatter of vital importance
to him too. Edgar mused out loud: "Maybe someone wanted the Inquisition office moved out of Berne?”

"Or decided it ought to be moved to Prague..."

They gazed at each other thoughtfully—a Light magician and a Dark magician, both equdly interested in
understanding what was going on. The waiter was about to gpproach them, but he saw they hadn't
finished their beer yet and went to serve the Americans.



"That's one possibility,” Edgar agreed. "But we didn't need the actual operation with the Talon. Don't
even think of blaming usfor that kind of nonsensal”

"But maybe," Anton exclaimed, "you needed to ruin some other operation... one of our operations? And
Fafnir's Talon was a very good way to do that?"

Edgar cursed himsdf for being so talkative. Only in the figurative sense, of course. No Dark magician
would ever set an Inferno vortex spinning above his own head.

"Nonsense, what other operation..." he began. And then he suddenly redlized that by starting to defend
the Day Waich so abruptly, he had effectively confirmed Anton's guess.

"Thank you, Other," the Light One said with sincere feding.

Stll mentaly lashing himsdlf, Edgar stood up. It was true what they said: Before you it down with aLight
One, cut out your tongue and wire your mouth shut!

"It'stimel wasgoing," hesad. "l redly enjoyed... our little talk.”
"Metoo," Anton agreed. And he even held out his hand.

It would have been stupid to refuse to take the hand that was proffered, so Edgar shook it. Then he
tossed afive-hundred-crown bill onto the table and hurried out.

Anton smiled as he watched him go. It wasfun to give aDark magician afright, especialy one of the Day
Watch'stop ten. The fat watchman obvioudy thought held given away someterrible secret. .. but he
hadn't given anything away: The explanation Anton had suggested was stupid, and even if it happened by
chanceto bethe right one, Anton il hadn't learned anything worth knowing. ..

He squinted at the waiter and gestured, asif he were writing on his palm with hisfinger. A minute later he
was handed the check.

Including the usud tip, it came to one thousand and twenty crowns.
Oh, those Dark Ones...

It was only atrifle, but Edgar had till saved money. After all those gibes about the poor Night Watch
and that invisble counting on fingers...

Anton paid, stood up (the beer had had an effect after all— hisbody felt relaxed in away that was
pleasant and alarming at the same time), and walked out of the Black Eagle, toward Staromestka
Square, where he had an gppointment with arepresentative of the Inquisition. Hewasonly just intime.

There were dwaysalot of tourists here.

Especidly at the beginning of every hour, when the old astronomical clock began to chime. Thelittle
double windows opened and little figures of the apostles gppeared in them, moving out asif they were
surveying the square, and then retreating into the depths of the mechanism again. The indefatigable
Staromestka Square clock...

Anton stood among the tourists with his hands stuck in his pockets—his hands were feding cold after al,
and held never liked wearing gloves. All around him video cameras hummed quietly, camera shutters
clicked, and the members of the multilingua crowd exchanged impressonson their visit to the latest
obligatory atraction. He even thought he could hear their brains squeaking as they ticked off one more



spot on the tourist map of Prague: Watch the clock chime—done.

Why was hewaking dong in thisfaceless crowd, asif he were aso ticking off the points of atourist
programin hismind?

Mentd inertia? Laziness? Or an incurable herd instinct? The Dark Ones probably never walked around
in the common crowd...

"No, | don't understand you," someonein the crowd said in Russian, a couple of steps away from him.
"I'm on vacation, do you hear? Can't you decide for yoursaf?"

Anton squinted quickly at hisfellow countryman, but the Sight wasn't avery pleasant one. His compatriot
was sturdily built, with broad shoulders, and was draped in gold. He'd aready learned how to wear
expensive suits, but not how to knot atie from Hermes. The tie was knotted, of course, but with a
"collective farm™ knot that was awful to look at. Therewas acrumpled scarf dangling from under the
unbuttoned coat of maroon cashmere wool.

The New Russian caught his glance and frowned as he put away his cell phone. He turned to gaze at the
clock again. Anton looked away.

Thethird generation, that was what the andysts said. Y ou had to wait until the third generation. The
grandson of this bandit who had got rich and somehow managed to stay dive would be athoroughly
decent man. Y ou just had to wait. And unlike people, Others could afford to wait for generations. Their
work went on for centuries... a least the work of the Light Onesdid.

It was easy for the Dark Ones to make the changes they wanted to peoples minds. The path of
Darkness was always shorter than the path of Light. Shorter, easier, more fun.

"Anton Gorodetsky," someone said behind his back. Someone speaking alanguage that was obviousy
not his own, but which he knew perfectly.

And with that intonation that was quite impossible to confuse with anybody else. The doof, dightly bored
intonation of the Inquisitors.

Anton turned round, nodded, and hald out his hand.

The Inquisitor looked like a Czech. A tall man of indetermi-nate agein awarm, gray raincoat, and a
woollen beret with an amusing hat pin with adesign of hunting horns, wegpons, and a deer's head.
Somehow it was very easy to imagine him in atwilit park in autumn, strolling over the thick carpet of
brown leaves thoughtfully, sadly, dowly—Iooking like agpy engrossed in histhoughts.

"Witezdav," sad the Inquisitor. "Witezdav Grubin, let'sgo.”

They made their way out of the crowd easily—for some reason the people moved aside for the
Inquisitor, even though he didn't make use of his powers as an Other. They sat off dong anarrow little
dreet, gradudly moving farther and farther away from theidle tourists.

"How was your flight, Anton?" Witezdav inquired. "Have you had arest, some lunch?'
"Y es, thank you, everything'sfine.”
A show of politenessfrom an Inquisitor, evenif it was gtrictly formal, was a pleasant surprise.

"Do you require any assstance from the office?’



Anton shook hishead, quite certain that Witezdav would sense the movement, even though hewas
wakinginfront.

"That'sgood,” the Inquisitor replied in the same indifferent voice, but quite sincerdy. "There's so much
work to do... The office coming to Prague isagreet event for us. Wefed very proud. But our
department isvery small and there'salot of work to do.”

"As| understand it, the Inquisition hasn't had to intervene very often in Prague?’
"That'sright. The Watches here are law-abiding. They don't violate the Treaty very much.”

That's right, thought Anton. The Inquisition'sjob had aways been to resolve disagreements between the
Waitches, but crimes committed by individua Others were dedlt with by the Watches. The atmosphere of
anorma European country was hardly likely to have a pacifying effect on the Dark Ones. But within the
framework of an organization they'd learned to respect the law.

Or at least to break it less obvioudly.

"The Tribunal session to consider the case of Igor Teplov, magician of the second level, will commence
tomorrow evening," said Witezdav. Anton gppreciated the fact that he had used Igor's full name and
given his status as amagician, and also the statement that the session would "commence” and not "take
place." That meant the Inquisition hadn't reached any conclusionsyet. And it was prepared for along
hearing. "Would you liketo see him?"

"Yes, of course" Anton said with anod. "I have some lettersfor him from the other guys, some
presents...”

He stopped short—that phrase about the letters and the presents had sounded very dismal somehow. As
if he really had brought a parcel for someonein prison. Or to the hospital bed of someone who was
serioudyill...

"I'vegot acar," said the Inquisitor. "We can stop at your hotel for the parcel and then go to seethe
detainee.”

"lgor... ishe somewherein the Inquigtion?'

"No, why would he be?" said Witezd av, answering a question with aquestion. He stopped beside a
Skoda Fdliciaparked at the curb. "We might have kept a Dark One who was detained under
observation. But your colleagueisin an ordinary hotel. He signed a pledge not to leave the city."

Anton nodded, admitting it had been a stupid question. It was true, what was the point of putting aLight
megicdaninacdl?

"Excuse me, Witezdav..." hesaid. "I know it has nothing to do with the work you do now, but | was
wondering... just wondering, without any ulterior motive... | could probably try to probe you, but it's not
appropriate somehow...."

"Who | used to be?' asked Witezd av.
llYall

The Inquisitor took out akey and pressed the button on the tag to switch off the car alarm. He opened
the door.



"I'mavampire. Or rather, | wasavampire."
"A Higher Vampire?' Anton asked for some reason.
IlYall

Anton got into the front seat and fastened his seat belt. The vampire Witezdav sarted the engine, but
waited before driving off, giving it achance to warm up.

"I'm sorry, it reglly was an idiotic question,” Anton admitted.

"Of courseit was. Absolutely idiotic.” The Inquisitor obvioudy didn't suffer from an excess of tact. "As
far asI'm aware, Anton, you are till extremely young..."

He drove the car out into the street, carefully and smoothly. Of course, he didn't ask what hotel Anton
was staying in—he didn't need to. He said, ™Y ou probably have certain illusons concerning the nature of
the Inquisition and what kind of Otherswork init. So alow meto explain afew thingsto you. The
Inquisition isnot athird force, as many ordinary members of the Watches believe. And we don't become
some specid kind of Others who aren't connected to the Darkness or the Light... We are smply
Inquisitors. Selected from those Dark and Light Otherswho for various reasons have cometo redize the
absolute necessity of the Treaty and the truce between the Watches. Y es, we do possess certain
information that you in the Watches don't have. .. apart, perhaps, from the very greatest magicians. And
believe me, Anton Gorodetsky, when | tell you there is nothing comforting in what we know. We are
obliged to stand on guard over the Treaty. Do you understand?’

"I'm trying to understand,” said Anton.

"I'mavampire," Witezdav repested. " An absolutely genuine Higher VVampire who has often killed young
girls... that'sthe most correct energetic..."

"Please don't lecture me on the physiology of vampires,” said Anton. "I find it unpleasant, believe me."

Witezdav nodded, keeping his eyesfixed firmly on the road. Anton suddenly redlized that the car was till
new—it was well taken care of. The Inquisitor was clearly proud of it...

"Wl then, | don't possessasoul, and I'm not even divein the sense that Light Ones use that word,” said
Witezdav. "l regard the cause of the Light asanaive, dangerous, and frequently crimind doctrine. And
on the other hand, I sympathi ze with the cause of the Darkness. Buit..."

He paused for amoment, asif he were defining acomplex pattern of thought. "But | have avery clear
picture of the alternative to the present situation. And that'swhy I'm amember of the Inquisition. That's
why | punish those who have violated the Treaty. Note that, Anton. Not those who are wrong—after dl,
there are dways at least two sidesto the truth. The Light has sometimes acquired great Power, and there
have been times when the Darkness has triumphed. All the Inquisition doesis stand guard over the

Treaty."

"l understand,” said Anton. "Naturaly. But I've dwayswondered if astuation could arisein which the
Inquisition would support one side or the other, not based on the | etter of the Treaty, but on the truth. .."

"Thereare dways a least two Sdesto the truth,” the Inquisitor repeated. "A Stuation...”
He thought about it.

"I've never come across aLight Inquisitor who would support his own Watch," Anton added. "But isthe



gtuation redlly the same with a Dark Inquisitor? Say what you will, but you have your own powers, your
own esoteric knowledge. And I'm not talking about confiscated artifactsin the archives.”

"Anything ispossble” the vampire said unexpectedly. "Yes... | could seeit. If open war broke out
between the Darkness and the Light, not just a clash between the Watches, but red war between the
Darkness and the Light. If every Other sood on his own side of the front, then what need would there be
for the Inquisition? Then we would smply be Others..." He nodded and added, "Only by that time the
Inquisition would probably have been destroyed in the attempt to prevent such astuation arisng. There
aren't that many of us. And what afew surviving Others who once wore the Inquisitor's robes might
decide to do wouldn't change athing.”

"I understand what makes the Night Watch observe the Treaty," said Anton. "We're afraid for people.
And | know what motivates the Day Watch—fear for themsdlves. But what makes you Inquisitors go
againg your own essentid nature?”

Witezdav turned hishead and said quietly, "The only thing that restrainsyou is fear , Anton Gorodetsky.
For yoursdlf, or for people—that's not important. But we are restrained by horror . And that iswhy we
observethe Treaty. Y ou have no need to be concerned about the outcome of the trid—there won't be

any fixes. If your colleague has not violated the Treety, he will leave Prague dive and well."

By the evening Edgar had recovered a bit from his annoyance. Maybe he'd been helped by agood
dinner in an expensive restaurant with abottle of vintage Czech wine (well, it wasn't French, or even
Spanish, but it certainly wasn't bad). Or maybe the atmosphere of Prague a Christmas had a soothing
effect. Naturdly, Edgar didn't believe in God—not many of the Others, especidly Dark Ones, suffered
from superdtitionslike that. But he found the festival of Chrigmasredly very enjoyable, and he dways
tried to celebrate it accordingly.

Maybe it wasthe influence of memories of his childhood? When he was a smple country boy called
Edgar who helped his father on the farm, went to church, and looked forward to every holiday with his
heart singing. Or maybe he remembered the 1920s and '30s, when he was aready an Other, but not
actively involved in the Watch, when helived in Talinn, had agood practice as an attorney, awonderful
wifeand four little boys... His parents had died long ago, and he had buried hiswife. One of histwo
surviving sonslived in Canada and the other in Parnu, but he hadn't seen them for forty years. It would
have been hard for the old men to believe that this youthful, sturdy man wastheir father, who had been
born in the late nineteenth century.

Yes, it must be the memories, Edgar thought as helit up hiscigar. There had been alot of good thingsin
ordinary human life, after al. Maybe he should play a being human again? Get married, have afamily...
take thirty years leave from the Watch...

Helaughed hollowly. That was al nonsense. Y ou couldn't step into the sameriver twice. Hed lived asa
man, lived as an ordinary Other, and now his place wasin the Day Watch. It wasall right for Anton, with
his unspent passion and fresh, vital emotions, but al that fretting and fussing wouldn't suit Edgar any

longer.

Edgar caught the eye of the young woman sitting, bored and aone, at the next table. He smiled, and
touched her mind with the gentlest of touches.

Not aprogtitute, just ayoung girl out looking for adventure. That was good. He didn't like professionals.
Therewas nothing they could surprise him with anyway .

He called the waiter over and ordered a bottle of champagne.



Chapter four

—«P»—

The Inquisition had not been mean with the detainees. The hotel was a perfectly decent one and, while
Igor was not in a deluxe accommodation, he had a suite with two good rooms.

Anton hesitated for a second before he walked toward Igor.
How he had changed...

Igor had aways been an operationa agent. He'd joined the Watch during the years after the war—there
had been alot of work to do then. On the one hand there was an upsurge of Light emotions, and on the
other hand, during the difficult war yearsdl sorts of petty riffraff had multiplied. And with the generd
atheistic mood in the country, it wasn't easy for anybody to accept that he or she was an Other. Bt it
had been easy for Igor to accept histrue nature; he had been glad to. He didn't really see much
difference between parachuting in behind the fascist linesto blow up bridges and catching vampires and
werewolves on the streets of Moscow. His Power was an honest third level, with little chance of
advancing to anything higher, but even thethird leve isfarly substantid, if it's reinforced with experience,
courage, and good reactions.

Igor had dl of those in @undance. Perhaps he was just alittle bit short on experience, but then he had
worked in the Watch a atime when you could easily count one year as three. Perhaps he wasn't as
wdll-read or erudite as llya or Garik, and he hadn't taken part in as many impressive operations as
Semyon, but there weren't many who could match him out in the field. And there was one other thing that
Anton had aways liked—Igor had stayed young. Not just physically—that was no problem for a
magician of hislevel—but in his soul. Who wasit who would gladly accompany fifteen-year-old Y u-lia
from the andytica department to some placein Tushino for the launch of the album "A Hundred Fifty
Billion Steps' by the fashionable band Tequila Jazz? Who wasit who was happy to spend time coping
with ateenager riddled with complexeswho'd just redlized he was an Other? Who would enthusiastically
devotefive yearsto extreme parachuting smply in order to verify the theory about the high numbers of
Othersinvolved in extreme sports? Who was adwaysfirst to volunteer to take a colleague's watch or take
on the most boring assignment (there was no lack of volunteersfor the dangerous ones)? Maybe it was a
mistake, but for sometime already Anton had felt that it was safer to have your back covered by a
partner who was reliable and cheerful, rather than powerful and worldly-wise. A powerful and wise
partner could always be distracted by amore important job than covering someone else's back...

But the Other standing in front of Anton now didn't look either powerful or cheerful. Igor had logt alot of
weight. There was a strange, dull, hopelessyearning in his eyes. And he didn't seem to know what to do
with hishands... sometimes he put them behind his back, sometimes he clasped them together.

"Anton," he said after along silence. Without asmile, with only the faintest trace of gladness. "Hello,
Anton."

On asudden impulse, Anton stepped forward and put hisarms around Igor. He whispered: "Hello...
Now what are you doing in such adate..."”

Witezdav, who was standing by the door, said quietly, "1 shan't issue any officia warnings about
associating with detainees. .. anceyou're Light Ones. Shdl | wait for you, Gorodetsky?"

"No, thank you," said Anton, stepping back from Igor, but leaving one hand on his shoulder. "I'll make
my own way back."



"lgor Teplov, the session of the Tribunal to consider your case will convene tomorrow evening, a seven
o'clock loca time. A car will comefor you at six thirty; be ready."

"I've been ready for along time," Igor said quietly. "Don't worry."
"All the best," the vampire said politely as he went out.

Thetwo Light Oneswere |eft done together.

"Do | look damned awful ?' Igor asked.

Anton didn't lie: "Worse than that. I've seen corpses that |ooked better. Anybody would think you were
being kept on bread and water."

Igor shook his head serioudy. "Oh no, I've been kept in good conditions.”
Therewasahint of irony in hiswords, asif he were talking about some animad Sitting in acagein azoo.

"I've got aparce herefor you," Anton replied in the same tone of voice, clutching at that weak thread of
life. "Isfeeding the animals permitted?’

"Yes, itis" Igor said withanod. "l judt... | just can't eat, you know? | can't read books, | don't want to
get drunk... or see anybody either. | switch on the television and watch it until three o'clock in the
morning. When | get up | switch it on again. Y ou know, I've aready mastered the Czech language. It's
very easy to understand.”

"That'sterrible,” said Anton with anod. "All right. Asyou can understand, when | left | wasgiven
confidentia indructions— to give you back the will tolive."

Igor actualy smiled at that. "1 understand. That's to be expected... well, get thethings out.”

Anton put athick pile of letters on the table. There was just one name on each envelope—the name of
the person who had written the letter.

"These arefrom dl our gang. Olga said you had to read her letter first. But Y uliaand Lenasaid the same
thing. So you choosefor yoursdf..."

Igor looked at the |etters thoughtfully and nodded. "I'll throw adice. All right, get out therest. | don't
mean the |etters.”

Anton smiled as he took a bottle wrapped in paper out of a plastic bag.
"Smirnoff No. 21," sad Igor. "Right?*

"Right."

"l knew it. Carry on."

Anton carried on, smiling in embarrassment as he took out asmall loaf of Borodinsky black bread, a
stick of sdlami, sdted cucumbersin a polythene vacuum pack, severa purple Y ataonions, and apiece
of pork fat.

"Why, you devils" said Igor, shaking his head. "Everything theway | likeit. Semyon advised you, did
I,EI?I



llYall
"The customs officers must have thought you were insane.”
"I made them look the other way. I'm on officiad busness— so | havetheright.”

"l see. Okay, I'll just get everything ready. And you tell me what's been going on back there. I've been
kept informed... but it's better coming from you. About Andrei, about Tiger Cub... about that whole
damn mess."

While Igor was making the snacks, rinsing the glasses and drying them carefully, and opening the bottle,
Anton told him in brief about the recent eventsin Maoscow.

Igor poured vodkainto four glasses without speaking. He covered two with dlices of bread, set onein
front of Anton, and took the last one himsdif.

"For the guys," he said. "May the Light show them compassion. For Tiger Cub... for Andriukha"

They drank without clinking glasses, and Anton looked at Igor curioudy. Igor began coughing and
looked at his glass, perplexed.

"Anton... wait... thisvodkasfake!"

"Of course™ Anton confirmed happily. " Absolutely genuine fake vodka—ypure a cohal diluted with tap
water. | choseit specidly. You wouldn't believe how hard it is nowadays to buy fake vodkain the
shopg"

"But why?" Igor exclamed.

"What do you mean, why? Why did | bring you Borodinsky bread? | could have bought aloaf of fresh,
tasty black bread in any shop in Prague! And the salami too, and the pork fat. The onions would have
been the only problem..."

"Sothisisagreeting from the motherland, isit?" said Igor, till wincing.
"Precisdy.”

"Ohno... | want to greet my last morning without aheadache,” Igor said serioudy. He frowned and
passed his hand above the bottle and the two full glasses. Theliquid glimmered alemon-yelow color for
amoment. Igor explained in adightly guilty voice: "I'm alowed to use lower magic.”

"Then pour ancther glass.”
"Areyou in some kind of ahurry?" Igor asked, squinting at Anton as he poured the transformed vodka.

"No, wherewould | be going?* Anton replied. "I'd rather sit here with you and have achat. Do you
know why | changed the bottle?’

"So you're the perpetrator?’

"Yes, it was me. Semyon brought the real thing. But | wanted to remind you that abeautiful bottle doesn't
aways contain good Stuff."

Igor sighed and his face went dark: "Gorodetsky ... don't moraize with me. | wasin the Watch before
you were even born. | understand everything. But it's my own fault, and I'll take my punishment.”



"No, you don't understand athing,” Anton shouted angrily. "Y ou adopt this grand pose of yours: ‘It's my
fault, I'll take what's coming to me,"" he said, mimicking Igor. "But what are we supposed to do?
Especidly now, without Tiger Cub and Andrei?'Y ou know that Gesar's decided to give the girlswho do
the programming intengvetraining?'

"Oh, come on, Anton! There aren't any irreplaceable Others. The Moscow Watch has hundreds of
magicians and enchantressesin itsreservel”

"Yes, of course. And if wewhistle, they'll come running. Leavether families, drop their jobs and their
usual concerns. They'll take up arms, of course they will. If the active members of the Watch have
disgraced themsdvesand given up....."

Igor sSighed and began speaking abruptly and energeticaly, dmogt like the old operational agent: "Anton,

| understand dl this. Y ou're abright guy, and you're doing the right thing now by making me angry.

Y ou're trying to ingpire me with the will to live. Y ou're trying to persuade meto fight... But understand
onething—I redly don't want to fight! | redlly think | am guilty. | redly have decided to... withdraw. Into
nothingness, into the Twilight.”

"Why, Igor?| understand that anyone's death is aways atragedy, especidly if it'syour fault, but you
couldn't haveforeseen..."

Igor looked up at him with eyesfull of pain and shook hishead. "No, Antoshka. It's you who doesn't
understand asingle thing. Do you think I'm punishing myself because that kid drowned? No."

Anton picked up hisglassand drained it in asingle gulp.

"| fed sorry for the boy," Igor went on. "Very sorry. But I've seen al sortsof thingsin my time... there
have been times before when people died. And it was my fault. Children, women, old men. Have you
ever, for instance, had to decide who to run to first, who to save—an uninitiated Other or an ordinary
person? | have. Have you ever had to draw al the Power from a crowd—drain it completely? Knowing
theré's aninety percent probability two peoplein the crowd won't be able to bear it and they'll kil
themselves?| have.”

"I've had to do afew thingstoo, Igor."

"Yes, | understand. That hurricane. .. Then why are you talking such nonsense? Can't you bdlieveit's not
al about that unfortunate kid? Thet | fll in love with aDark One?!

"l can't,” said Anton. "l just can't! Gesar said that too, buit..."

"You'd better believe Gesar," Igor said with abitter smile. "'l love her, Anton. | ill love her, even now.
And I'll go on loving her—that'sthe red tragedy.”

He picked up hisglass.

"Thanks at least for not setting aglassout for her on thetable..." Anton could fed the fury beginning to
seetheingde him. "Thanks..."

He broke off and followed Igor's glance to the glass-fronted cupboard, where there was a glass
half-filled with vodka and covered with a std e piece of bread standing among the other glasses.

"You'velost your mind,” Anton muttered. "Completely lost your mind! Remember, Igor—she'sawitch!”

"Shewasawitch,” Igor agreed with afaint, sad smile.



"She provoked you... okay, she didn't enchant you, but she fill made you fal inlove with her.”
"No. Shefdl inlove hersdf. And she didn't have the dightest ideawho | was."

"Okay. Let's accept that, you ought to know. But even so, it was provocation. By Zabulon, who knew
everything that was happening...."

Igor nodded. "Y es, very probably. I've thought about that alot, Anton. That fight in Butovo was
obvioudy prepared well in advance by the Dark Ones. At the very highest levd, just Zabulon and
another one or two Dark Ones. Lemesheva probably knew. Edgar and the witches didn't.”

Hedidn't even think it worth mentioning the vampires and shape-shifters.
"Wall, if you agree..." Anton began.

"Wait. Yes, it was addiberately planned operation. One of Zabulon'sintrigues. And a successful one..."
Igor lowered his head. "Only what difference doesthat make to theway | fed about Alisa?*

Anton felt like swearing angrily. So he did, and then he said, "Igor, you've looked at Alisa Donnikovas
file. You must havelooked at it!"

"Y$,"

"So you must understand how much blood she has on her handsl How much evil she hasdone?I've
clashed with her mysdlf severd times! She's been responsgible for ruining our operations, she... she
sarved Zabulon loyally..."

"Y ou forgot to add that she was Zabulon's broad,” Igor said in adull, lifdlessvoice. "That the head of
Moscow's Dark Ones enjoyed having sex with her in his Twilight form, that she took part in covenswhen
there were human sacrifices and in group orgies. Why don't you say it? Say it, | know it al anyway.
Gesar gave methefull file... hetried redly hard. | know dl that.”

"And you gill love her?' Anton asked increduloudly.

Igor raised his head, and they |ooked into each other's eyes. Then Igor reached out and gently touched
Anton's hand. "Don't be angry with me, brother Light One. Don't despise me. And if you can't
understand, you'd better go. Take awalk around Prague..."

"I'm trying to understand,” Anton whispered. "Honestly, I'm trying. Alisa Donnikovawas a perfectly
ordinary witch. No better and no worse than al therest. A clever, beautiful, crud witch. Who |eft evil
and pain in her wake wherever she went. How can you love her?!

"Shewas different with me," 1gor replied. "A nervous and unhappy girl who redlly wanted to love
someone. Who had fdlenin lovefor thefirst time. A girl who, unfortunately for us, the Dark Ones
spotted before we did. And for her initiation they chose amoment when there was more Darknessin her
soul than Light. That's not too difficult to do with teenage girls—you know yoursdlf. And after thet it was
al very ample. The Twi-light drained dl the goodness out of her. The Twilight turned her into what she
became."

"It'snot Alisahersdf that you love," said Anton, failing to notice that he was speaking about Donnikova
in the present tense. "What you loveisher idealized. .. no, her dternaiveimage! The Alisathat never
exiged"

"She certainly doesn't exist now. But you're fill wrong, Anton. | love her the way she became when she



lost her powers as an Other. When she was freed for just amoment from that sticky gray cobweb. Tell
me, have you never had to forgive somebody?"

"Yes, | have" Anton replied after apause. "But not for something like that."
"Y ou've been lucky, Antoshka."
Igor poured more vodka.

"Thentell methis..." Anton wasnt trying to spare Igor'sfedlings, but he till found it hard to get the
wordsout. "Why did you kill her?!

"Because shewas awitch," Igor said very camly. "Because she caused evil and pain. Because'a
member of the Night Watch aways protects people against Dark Ones everywhere, in any country,
regardless of his persond attitude to the Situation.” Have you never wondered about why the Regulations
include that specific phrase? About our persond attitude to the Situation? It ought to read 'persona
attitude to the Dark Ones;" but that sounds rather pitiful. So they used aeum... euph..."

"Euphemism,” Anton prompted him.

"A euphemism.” Igor laughed. "Exactly. Remember when we caught the girl vampire on the roof? Y ou
were about to fire at her point-blank, but then your vampire neighbor turned up. And you lowered your

gun.”
"l waswrong,” Anton said with a shrug. " She had to be tried. That waswhy | stopped.”

"No, Anton. Y ou would have shot her. And any other vampire who came running to help the crimind.
But you were facing avampire who was your friend, or at least one that you knew. And you stopped.
But imagineif the choice had been between shooting and | etting the criminal escape.”

"I would have shot her,” Anton said abruptly. "And Kostya too. There wouldn't have been any choice.
I'd have fdlt very bad about it, | agree, but I..."

"Andwhat if it hadn't just been someone you knew wdll, but the woman you loved? A human woman or
an Other enchantress from ether sde?'

"I would have shot..." Anton whispered. "I would have shot anyway."
"And then what?'
"I wouldn't have allowed such astuation to arise. | just wouldn't have dlowed it!"

"Of course. The very idea of loving never enters our headsif we see the aura of Darkness. It's the same
for the Dark Onesif they seethe auraof Light. But we were caught by surprise, Anton. Wed lost dl our
powers. And we didn't have achoice..."

"Tell me, Igor..." Anton paused and took a breath. The vodka hadn't done the trick, and even though the
conversation was certainly intimate, it wasn't bringing any relief. "Tdl me, why didn't you just throw Alisa
out of the camp? Why didn't you ask Gesar for help and advice? That way you would have protected
people and at the sametime..."

"Shewouldn't have gone," Igor said sharply. "After dl, she had legitimate reason to be there at Artek.
Y ou know what's the most terrible thing about this whole business, Anton? Zabulon extracted theright
for her to restore herself from Gesar in exchange for the sameright for athird-level magician! Me, that idl



Do you see how everything was all tied up together?"
"But are you sure she wouldn't have gone away?' Anton asked.

Igor lifted up his glasswithout spesking. For the first time that evening they clinked glasses, but no toast
was proposed. "No, Anton, I'm not sure. That's the terrible thing, I'm not sure. | told her... | ordered her
to clear out. But that was the very first moment, when we'd only just realized who was who. When my
brain gill hadn't kicked in, | was running on pure adrendine..."

"If sheloved you," said Anton, "she would have gone. Y ou just needed to find the right words..."
"Probably. But who can say for certain now?"

"Igor, I'm redlly sorry," Anton whispered. "1 don't fedl sorry for the witch Alisa, of course... don't even
ask me. | can't shed even asingletear for her. But | fed terribly sorry for you. And | really want you to
stay with us. To get through thisand not let it destroy you.”

"I've got nothing left to live for, Anton," said Igor with aguilty shrug. "Y ou understand, nothing! Y ou
know, | probably fdl inlovefor thefirst timein my lifetoo. | had awife once. | became an Other in
1945... | came back from the front, ayoung captain with a chest full of medals, and not asingle scratch
onme... and I'd been lucky in generd. It was only later | redlized it was my latent abilities asan Other
that had kept me safe. And then | learned the truth about the Watches. .. It was anew war, you
understand? And an absolutely just one, it couldn't have been more just. | didn't redly know how to do
anything except fight, and now | redlized I'd found mysdlf ajob for life. For avery long life. And that |
wouldn't have to face any of those human &fflictions and annoying illnesses, those lines for food. .. you
can't even imagine what perfectly ordinary hunger islike, Anton, what genuingly black bread tasteslike,
or genuindly bad vodka. .. what it fedslikethefirst timeyou laugh in the fat, well-fed face of a specid
agent from SVIERSH and yawn lazily in response to his question: "Why did you spend two months on
enemy territory if the bridge was blown up on the third day after you parachuted in?"

Igor was beginning to get carried away now. He was speaking quickly and furioudy... not at al the way
the young magician from the Night Watch usudly spoke. ..

"I cameback and | looked at my Vilena, my little Lenochka:Vilenochka, so young and beautiful. She
used to write me letters every day, honestly, and what letters they were! | saw how glad shewasthat I'd
come back—I wasn't hurt, | wasn't crippled, and | was ahero aswell. Very few women were so
fortunate then. But she was very afraid that her envious bitches of neighbors would tell me about dl the
men sheld had during those four years, that my officer's warrant wasn't the only reason she'd been getting
by quite comfortably... even now you don't understand haf of what I'm saying, do you? But | suddenly
saw it. All of it & once. Thelonger | looked at her, the more | saw. All the details. And not only al her
men— from lousy speculatorsto others like me, soldierswho hopped over the hospital fence and went
absent without leave... And the way she whispered to one colondl, "He's probably been rotting in the
ground for ages...—I heard that too... And by the way, that colonel turned out to be areal man. He got
up off the bed, dapped her across the face, got dressed, and walked out.”

Igor poured himself some vodka and drank it quickly, without waiting for Anton, then filled the glasses
agan. Hesad, "That'swhen | becamewhat | am. When | left my home, with my medasjangling and
Vilenaroaring, "It'sdl lieswhat they told you, the bitches, | wasfaithful to you!" | walked dong the
street, with something burning away in my soul. It was May, Anton. May 1945. Immediately after
Germany capitulated, Gesar pulled me back from the front and told me: ""From now on your front lineis
here, Captain Teplov." And back then people were... they were different, Anton. Their faceswere all
shining! Therewere plenty of foul Dark creatures around, | won't deny it, but therewasalot of Light as



well. And as| waked aong the street the little kids darted round me, look-ing at my chest full of medals,
arguing about which one was for what. Men shook my hand and invited me to take adrink with them.
Girls came running up to me... and kissed me. Kissed me like their own boyfriends, who hadn't come
back yet, or had dready been killed. Like their own fathers, like their own brothers. Sometimes they
cried, kissed me, and went on their way. Do you understand me? No, how could you... Y ou worry
about our country too, you think how bad everything is right now, what alousy holewereadl in... You
suffer because the Light Oneswon't al get together to help Russia. Only you don't know what it'sliketo
beinared hole, Anton. But we do!"

Igor drained his glass again. Anton raised his glass without speaking and nodded in support of the toast
that had not been spoken aoud.

"That waswhen | becamewhat | am," Igor repested. "A magician. A fied agent. Eternally young. Who
loves everybody... and nobody. I'd dready made up my mind that | would never fdl inlove. Never.
Girlfriends were one thing, love was something quite different. | couldn't love ahuman being, because
human beings were weak. | couldn't love an Other, because any Other was either an enemy or a
comrade-in-arms. That wasthe principle | adopted for my life, Antoshka. And | stuck to it asclosely as|
could. It seemed like | was till the same young man who came back from the front, who still had plenty
of timeto think about faling inlove. It'sone thing to take awhirl with agirl onthe dancefloor..." hesad,
and laughed quietly, "or legp about in cool threads under the ultraviolet light at the discotheque. .. what
difference does it makeif it'sjazz, rock, or trash, what length the skirt is and what the stockings are made
of... It'sall good. It'sthe way things ought to be. Have you seen that American cartoon, about Peter
Pan? Wel, | becamelike him. Only not astupid little boy, but astupid young man. And | felt just fine for
along time. Supposedly I've outlived the time granted to aman, and it would be asin to complain—I
haven't had any helpless old age or other problems. So don't you torment yourself unnecessarily, Anton.”

Anton sat there with his head in his hands, not speaking. It was asif he'd opened a door and seen
something behind it... not something taboo, and not something shameful ether... Just something that had
absolutely nothing to do with him. And he redlized that behind every door, if—may the Light forbid'—he
was able to open it, he would see something equdly aien and... persond.

"I've reached the end of my road, Anton," Igor said amost tenderly. "Don't be so sad. | understand that
you came here hoping to shake me up, to get dl this nonsense out of my head, to carry out your
indructions. Only it won't work. Likeafoal, | redly did fal in lovewith aDark One. | killed her. And it
turnsout | killed mysdlf too."

Anton didn't say anything. It was al pointless. He was overwhelmed by someone el sg's anguish, someone
esgsgrief. Instead of Smply bringing aparcd to asick friend, here he was Sitting with him a hisown
wake...

"Anton, don't go away today," Igor said. "1 won't deep anyway... soon I'll catch up on my deep forever.
To be hones, I've got another three bottles of vodkain the refrigerator. And there's arestaurant five
floorsdown."

"Thenwell fal adeep a thetable.”

"Well be okay, were Others. We can takeit. | want to talk. To cry on someone's shoulder. I've started
feding afraid of the dark. Can you believe that?'

"YS"

Igor nodded. "Thanks. I've got my guitar here, we can sing something. Or I'll Sing. Y ou know, singing for
yourself isjust the same as... well, you understand. And gpart from that..."



Anton looked at Igor—his voice had suddenly become more focused. Stronger.

"I'm awatchman, after dl. | haven't forgotten that, you can be quite sure. And it seemsto methat in al
this mess, I'm no more than apawn... no, probably not apawn... A rook who has taken one of the
other sde's pieces and occupied asguare in the line of fire. Only unlike the other pieces, | can think. |
hope you haven't forgotten how to do that, either. | don't care about myself anymore, Anton. But | do
carewho winsthis game. Let'sthink together.”

"Where do we begin?' Anton asked, feding amazed at himsalf. Surely he hadn't accepted what Igor had
said and agreed to think of him as a piece who had aready been removed from the board... or who at
least was dready doomed astheinvisible player reached out hishand for him...

"With Svetlana. With the Chak of Destiny," said Igor, watching carefully to see how Anton'sface
changed. Helaughed smugly. "Well, have | guessed right? Y ou've been having the same thoughts?”

"And s0 has Gesar..." Anton whispered.

"Gesar'saclever one" Igor agreed. "But we're no fools, are we? Anyway, why don't we try thinking with
our heads and not our hands for once?”

"Okay, let'stry,” Anton said withanod. "Only..."

He fumbled in his pocket for the amulet that Gesar had given him. He crushed thelittle ball in hishand
and felt the bone needles prick his skin. There was never any gain without pain... He said:

"Now for twelve hours no one will be able to see us or hear us."
"Areyou sure?' Igor asked. "Won' the absence of information dert the Inquisition?”

"Therewon't be any absence," said Anton. "Asfar as| understand it, if they have any observationd
devices here, or if they've cast any tracking spells—they'll provide false information. It'saquality scam.”

"Gesar'saclever one" Igor repeated with aamile.
Edgar sat by the window, smoking and dowly sipping aglass of flat champagne. It ill tasted good.

His girlfriend was degping peacefully in the next room, satisfied and happy. She had turned out to be a
finegirl. A German student with some Scandinavian blood, reasonably pass onate and reasonably
cheerful. But abit too fanciful in sex for Edgar'staste. Unlike most of his colleagues, Edgar was very
consarvative in such matters. He didn't take part in orgies, he didn't have underage girlfriends, and out of
al the possihbilities he preferred the classic missonary position.

But there was no denying that in that position he had achieved perfection.

Edgar stretched sweetly and carefully opened the window. He stood up and breathed in the cold, frosty
ar. The new day had begun and perhapsthe Tribuna would giveits verdict that very evening. Then hed
be ableto relax and enjoy the festive season, without worrying about all theseintrigues.

But who was behind thisintrigue, after dl... the Day Watch or the Night Watch?

And most important of al—what role had been assigned to him?

Could Yury's hint redly be right, was he supposed to be sacrificed, just like Alisa?

"Here, look..." Igor spread out alarge sheet of paper on the table and took a pack of felt-tip pens out of



his pocket. "I've dready drawn afew diagrams... and some thingsfit together. Thisis Svetlana.”

Anton looked thoughtfully &t the circle drawn with athick yellow line and said, "It doesn't ook much like
her."

Igor laughed. "All right... very witty. But ook at the way things shape up. We and the Dark Oneshad a
balance, a precarious one, but ill abalance... Here are the magicians with first- to third-level powerson
our side... here aretheir equivaents on the Dark Side... Both the onesin active service and the others
who can easily be mobilized.”

The paper was quickly covered with smal circles. Then Igor divided the sheet in two with asweeping
gesture. At thetop of one side hewrote "Gesar,” and at the top of the other, "Zabu-lon." He explained:
"They'renot redly in the game. They're the players, but we're interested in the pieces. Look at how
things changed with Svetlanas appearance.”

"It depends what piece we decide sheis,” Anton said cautioudy. "Right now she'safirgt-level
enchantress... or rather, shewas."

"And what doesthat mean? Just look how many magiciansthere are a about the samelevd as her.”

"She'sapawn,” said Anton, feeling surprised a his own words. " Svetlanas no more than a pawn for
years and yearsto come! While she nurtures her Power, learnsto control her abilities, acquires
experience... She's more powerful than me... or shewas. But I'd have been able to handle her if I'd
been on the other sde.”

"Precisaly, Anton," said Igor, deftly pouring himsdlf a glass from the second bottle of vodka—the first
was dready standing empty under thetable. "Precisdy! Svetlanamade the Night Watch significantly
more powerful. And in the future she could easily reach the same level as Gesar. But that's amatter of
decades, or even hundreds of years."

"Thenwhy dl thisactivity by the Dark Ones? They dmost violated the Treaty, Smply in order to get
Svetlanaout of the game.”

"Think," said Igor, glancing into Anton's eyes. "L et's take the chessandogy dl theway..."
"A pawn that reachesthe far side of the board..."
"... becomes any other piece.”

Anton shrugged. "Igor, that's obvious anyway. Were dl pawns, but some of us have a chance to become
queens. Svetlanahas. Y ou don't, | don't, Semyon doesnt... but it'salong way to the far edge of the
board, and the Dark Ones don't need to be in such ahurry to liminate Svetlana."

"The Chak of Degtiny,” said Igor.
"What about it? Gesar wanted to use Egor, the boy without any destiny to make himinto..."
"Into whet?"

Anton shrugged. "A prophet, a philosopher, a poet, amagician... | don't know. Someone who would
lead humanity toward the Light. Or perhaps aMirror? Another Mirror, like Vi-taly Rogoza, only he
would be on our Sde?!

"But Svetlanadidn't want to interfere,” Igor said with anod. "The boy Egor wasleft with just hisown



dedtiny.”

"But then..." Anton began and stopped short. He didn't know if he had the right to tell Igor the truth he
had discovered, even under the protection of the amulet.

"But then Olgarewrote someone's destiny with the other haf of the Chalk," Igor said with alaugh. "That's
an open secret dready. Theimportant thing is that the operation was successful anyway. Svetlanadidn't
doit, but Olgadid. And incidentally Gesar managed to have Olga rehabilitated.”

"Incidentally?* Anton queried, shaking his head. "Okay, let'ssay incidentdly... But that's the second layer
of thetruth. I'm sure therés athird layer too."

"Thethird layer isthe person whose destiny Olgarewrote. As soon as Zabulon heard sheld been
rehabilitated, he redized he'd been duped. Taken in by asimple diversionary maneuver. And the Dark
Ones started looking. They checked poor Egor a dozen times—in case the Book of Destiny had been
rewrittentwicefor him..."

"And how do you know that?"

"I was keeping an eye on the boy. Gesar told me to—it was obvious the Dark Ones would start looking
for atrick.”

N
"No, there were no tricks with Egor. It wasn't his destiny that was rewritten.”

"Then whosewasit?'

Igor looked into Anton's eyes without saying anything. Asif hedidn't have the right to say it himsdif.

"Svetlanas?' Anton exclaimed in sudden redlization. And he suddenly thought thet in his place any Dark
Onewould have squeded, "Mine?'

"It lookslikeit. A brilliant and elegant move. There was such an ocean of Power raging around her that it
was impossible for anyone to notice what was being done with her Book of Destiny. And the Dark Ones
can't check her Book of Destiny—that would be as good as a declaration of war."

"Gesar wants to accd erate Svetland's transformation into a Great Enchantress?"
"Out of the question. That'saviolation of the Treaty. Dig abit deeper.”

Anton looked at the circles on the paper. He took afelt-tip pen and drew a bright scarlet line upward
from Svetlana, then another circle where it ended. An empty circle.

"Yes" sad Igor. "Precisdly. Y ou know what timethisis now, don't you?'
"Theend of the millennium...."
"Two thousand years since the birth of Jesus Chrigt;" Igor said with alaugh.

"leshuawas a supreme Light magician,” said Anton. "1 don't even know if we can call him amagician...
hewasthe Light itself... but... Gesar wants a second coming of the Messah?

"You sadit, not me" Igor replied. "Let'sdrink... tothe Light."



Anton drank afull glassin total bewilderment. He shook hishead. "No, but this... Igor, thisis playing
with the pure powers. With the foundations of the universe! How could he take the risk?

"Anton, I'm certain that'sthe way it was dl planned. Judge for yoursaf—therésaboom in religious faiths
everywhere, one way or another everybody's expecting either the end of the world or the Second
Coming... but then, they're the same thing."

"Not everybody..." Anton protested. "Don't exaggerate.”

"Not everybody, but enough people for the torrent of human expectations to start reshaping redlity. And
if you could just help things along a bit, if you could rewrite someone'sdestiny... Gesar went for broke.
Gesar wants to add someone new to our ranks, an Other so powerful that none of the Dark Oneswill be
ableto match him. Not Zabulon, not a certain modest Californiafarmer, not the owner of asmal hotdl in
Spain, and not a popular Japanese singer... no one."

"That might betrue,” Anton admitted. "But Svetlanas |ost her Power now, and for along time.”
"And what of it? Doesthat prevent her from having achild?"

"Stop," said Anton, waving his hands in warning. "Now were getting ahead of ourselves! We can believe
any hypothesis, but first let'slook at the other events. The Mirror, for instance.”

"TheMirror..." Igor frowned. "A Mirror is created by the Twilight. Zabulon couldn't make use of him
directly... but he certainly could bring those stupid sect membersto Moscow with that artifact of theirs
and feed Rogoza with Power. And the reason for doing that is obvious—to destroy Svetlana.”

"Rogozadidn't destroy her. He only drained her, but then that's..."

"One of usdidn't play the game the way Zabulon had planned it,” Igor replied. "Someone didn't make the
move that would have led to the Mirror totally destroying Svetlana. .. asan individua. Maybe what saved
her was the fact that Tiger Cub and Andrel had dready died? A Mirror isn't exactly a Dark Other, and
heisn't directly involved in the confrontation between the two Watches. Y ou see, maybe hewas
expecting another blow of some kind? From you, for instance. From Gesar. But the blow never came...
and he didn't strike back with dl his strength.”

"Then explain to me, Igor—why did Zabulon set you and Alisaup?'
"That was an accident,” Igor muttered. "'l told you, Alisa..."

"Okay, so she didn't know. But Zabulon knew, believe me! And he sent her to her death—he swapped
one piece for another. Why?'

"l wish | knew," said Igor with ashrug.

Chapter five

— P>

Raivo began walking around the hotel room, gesticulating with untypical fervor.

" till think there's trouble ahead! We have no right to count on ass stance from the Day Watch of
Moscow, of Prague, or Helsinki—from any of them."



"But that Dark One promised to help us..." Yari objected.

Raivo frowned and waved his hands through the air picturesquely. "He promised. Y es, of course hedid.
And who wasit who promised our brothers that Fafnir would be resurrected?’

"It ssemsto me" Yukhasaidin aquiet voice, "that it would have been far more rationd to serve the great
cause of Fafnir'sresurrection than actudly try to resurrect the ancient magician...”

There was amoment's silence.
"Yukha..." Yari sad reproachfully. "You... you can't just say that..."

"Why can't I? The times when magicians used to play without any rules are long gone. Do you want a
globd cataclysm?’

"Butour..."

"Our decrepit leaderswere out of their minds. And that's why they were duped by somebody's promises.
That'swhy they werekilled in Berne... And we won't get any help—Raivo's right about that. Those who
have departed can't be brought back.

Pas bdlieved too—and where's Pas now? Demateridized in the Twilight by Gesar.”
The telephone on the table rang. Clearly reluctant to stop talking, Y ukha picked up the receiver. "Yes."

The next moment he legpt in the air, dropping his glass of Czech beer. He shouted: "You? Y ou... where
areyou cdling from? What?'

Heligtened for aminute, with the expression on hisface growing ever more joyful and confused. The
expression of aman given good news after he has dready braced himself to hear bad news and even
managed to infect everyone e se with his own pessmism. Finaly Y ukha put the phone down and
whispered:

"Brothers..."

Anton couldn't decideif they'd been right or wrong to open the second bottle of vodka. On the one
hand, it seemed like they were getting close to the essentia truth of what was going on... but onthe
other, it was getting harder and harder to discuss the problem. For instance, Igor had become extremely
skeptical, and he just couldn't understand what Anton was trying to demonstrate to him.

"Igor, in such acomplicated setup, if even one episode doesn't fit in right, the whole thing collapses.
There had to be areason. Maybe you represented some kind of obstacle to Zabulon's plans?

"Me?" Igor gave abitter laugh. "Don't bedlly. I'm an ordinary field operative. Third level... second leve
at agretch... with no specia abilities and no prospects. | couldn't have stood up against the Mirror. |
don't know, Anton."

"But you have an idea about something,” Anton muttered. He poured some vodka, paused for asecond,
and asked, "lgor, was there something between you and Svetlana?'

"No," Igor answered sharply. "No, and don't even think about it. There wasn't anything, thereisn't, and
therewon't be. And if you're thinking | was supposed to be the father of the future Messiah..." He burst

out laughing.
"ltwasjugt anidea..." Anton muittered, feding like atotd idiot.



"Anton, think about it... that's your jeslousy spesking, not your head, I'm sorry! The ordinary human
process of reproduction has nothing to do with al this. If Svetlana's Book of Destiny has been rewritten,
if she hasto be the mother of the new Messah——that's a process that involves subtle matter, the
energetics of the Light and the Darkness, the fundamenta substance of the universe. What difference
doesit makewho..." —hefadtered for amoment and went on—"... happensto bethe biologica father?
It even depends on Svetlana only to a certain extent. No, that's nonsense. The only person Zabulon has
to be afraid of is Svetlana.”

"Then | don't seethe point in diminating you..."
"Neither do |. But there probably isone..."
They drank in silence, without clinking glasses. And then they both began staring at the sheet of paper.

"Let'sstart with the basics,” said Anton, noticing that he was durring hiswords alittle. "So, ayear and a
half ago Gesar and Olga rewrote Svetlanas destiny? And now she's supposed to give birth to a
Messah?'

"Yes, that'sthe way it looks."
"And Zabulon tried to use the appearance of the Mirror to destroy her, but hefailed..."
"Yes, that'sit..."

"Okay, let'sleave your part in al thisasde for the moment... What could Zabulon's next move be?
Now, when Svetlanahas no magic powers at al and is defensdess?!

"She's not defenseless,” said Igor, wagging hisfinger at Anton. "Why do you say that? I'm sure she's been
given thefinest possible protection. And in any case, to attack her isaviolation of the Treaty. The Dark
Onesarefond of their own skins, no one wants to face demateridization. ..”

"What could hisresponse be? Only ore..."
"The gppearance of an Antichrigt, the only one capable of standing againgt the Messiah.”

"And humanity is expecting the appearance of the Antichrist with no less eagerness,” Anton exclaimed,
"thanksto mass culture.”

"Have you got aBible?" Igor asked unexpectedly.
"With me? No, of coursenat..."

"Just amoment..." said Igor. Hewaked quickly, if not entirdly steadily, into the other room and came
back with asmadll, thick book. He gave Anton arather embarrassed look and said, "Of course, I'm an
atheist. But the Bible... you understand. Now..."

"lgor," said Anton, putting his hand on the book, “it won't help us. Why don't wetry thinking logicaly?"
"All right," Igor agreed readily, setting the Holy Writ aside with somerelief.

"'Zabulon wantsto live too. He doesn't want an Apocaypse... | hope. He needs afigure equa in Power
toaMessah of the Light."

"Fefnir..." Igor said thoughtfully. "Fafnir?"



"A powerful Dark magician..." Anton agreed. "But he's not the Antichrigt.”

"Six gx gx!" sad Igor, squirming in his chair. "Come on, let's count whet the lettersin the name Fafnir
add upto!"

"l don't remember how the name Fafnir iswrittenin the original. But if wewriteit in Russan, then..."
Anton thought for amoment "... then it'seighty-eight! Nothing like Sx hundred sixty-six."

"But eighty-eight isa strange kind of number too,” said Igor, looking at Anton with blazing eyes. "Just
think about it. Not eighty-seven. Not eighty-nine. Exactly eighty-eight. It's suspicious!”

"Itis..." Anton agreed. The number redly had begun to seem suspiciousto him for somereason. "And it
probably is possibleto resurrect Fafnir, to bring him back from the Twilight... But..."

"Not just to resurrect him," said Igor. "This whole business depends on people, right? On their
expectations, on their readi-nessto believe! And if Fafnir'sreturn to life can be staged in the appropriate
way, theinsane magician can be made into an insane anti-Messiah.”

"But how?'
"With those four horsemen of the Apocaypse... the emergence of the beast fromthe sea...”

Igor's eyes suddenly glazed over. "Anton, Fafnir was supposedly buried at seal What if Alisaand that
boy, Makar, dying in the seawas some kind of sacrifice... what arelease of Dark Power..."

Anton shook his head and wiped his swesaty forehead. "Igor, maybe we've had too much to drink? Yes, |
agreethat Gesar'sintending to use... could use Svetlanaas the mother of anew Messiah... a
reincarnation of Christ to some extent... or just amagician of unprecedented Power ... It looksvery
much that way. And to counter that, Zabulon might try to come up with afigure of equal Power, but tying
al thisup with Armageddon, the Bible, and religion—that's pushing thingstoo far!"

"What about the year 2000?7" Anton almost shouted. "Y ou understand? Magicians might intend to do one
thing, but human dreams and fears shape redlity in their own way. So the figures who appear will possess
al therequired qudities. Let'sgo!"”

"Where?'

"To get somevodka. In the restaurant.”

Anton sighed and glanced at the bottle. Yes, it redly was empty.

"Why don't we just call and order some?"

"Ohno, | fed likeawalk."

Anton stood up and put the amulet in his pocket. He nodded. "Okay, let'sgo..."

There was no one a the elevators, but they had to wait for along time. Igor leaned against thewall and
declaimed. "L ook, thisishow Zabulon can doiit... Fafnir's Taon istaken out of thevault..."

"How?'

"What doesit matter how? If they've solen it once, they'll manage it somehow. Then they carry out the
magical operation, plus staging dl the mythological notions about the Apocalypse. All thoselocusts.. . the
star Wormwood. .. the four horses..."



"l can just see Zabulon leading four horses by thereins..."

"He doesn't need any horses!™ Igor said with afrown. ™Y ou know aswell as| do what the magic of
appearances can do. For instance, |et's take four people, or better still—four Dark Others. One from
Asia—he can be the red horse, one black-skinned—he can be the black horse, the third a
European—~he can be the white horse, and one, let's say, Scandinavian—the pale horse... We put them
on wooden toy horses..."

The door of the elevator opened and Anton froze.

Staring out &t the Light Onesin fright from the mirror-lined box were the Regin Brothers. The adopted
children of the sect: the African, the Chinese, and the Ukrainian. Of course, where € se would they be but
inthis hotel? They'd come for the Inquisition Tribund too... Anton thought in adow, leisurely way that
the fourth fighter commando had been a Scandinavian.

It was agood thing he wasn't around any longer...
Igor seemed to have had the same thought. He muttered, " Three of them..."

In the deathly silence the doors of the eevator began to close. But Y ukha Mustgjoki suddenly stepped
forward and stuck his foot between them, just where the sensor was. The doors reluctantly parted again.

"I'd like to thank the Night Watch of Moscow,” he said unexpectedly. He was obvioudly agitated, but
trying to maintain hisdignity. "It was very humane."

"What was?" asked Anton.

"To spare Pas Ollikainen. We... we gppreciate the fact that he's till dive."
"Whereishe?' exclamed Anton.

"Downdairs... inthebar..." said Yukha, gaping in surprise & the two Light magicians.
"Four horses..." Igor said in ahollow voice. "Four horses. Four horses!”

Mustgjoki staggered back rapidly and exchanged puzzled glances with his comrades.
The Light magicianswereleft done.

"It dl fits" said Igor, turning to Anton. "'Y ou see? Everything!™

"Hangon..."

Anton concentrated, remembering the movements. He raised hisright hand, made a passin front of Igor's
face, then pulled his hand sharply downward and back up again, curving hisfingers and cupping his hand.

"Damnyou..." Igor groaned in achoking voice and went dashing for his suite. Anton followed him
dowly. Helooked at Igor's hunched-over back through the open door of the toilet and reached out to
him through the Twilight. Igor began groaning.

The sobering-up spell isn't very complicated, but it's not very pleasant for the person it's cast on.

Two minutes|ater Igor came out of the bathroom. With his hair wet, his eyes sunk into his head and
looking as pale as death.



"A paehorse..." Anton muttered. "Okay... Now you do it to me."

Igor eagerly made the passes, and then Anton leaned down over thetoilet bowl. A few minutes | ater,
after hed washed hisface and drunk some nasty-tasting water from the tap (the thirst had hit him
immediately), he walked back into the room. Igor was dready clearing away the remains of their drinking
session. Helooked at Anton and said mockingly, "A black horse..."

Anton went over to the refrigerator, took out several bottles of minera water, pulled the top off one, and
collgpsed into achair.

Igor took a second bottle from him. They drank water for awhilein blissful sllence. Then Igor admitted
guiltily, "Yes... wegot plagtered.”

"Toy horses" said Anton. He smashed hisfist down on the table and swore. "No, it's shameful, the
nonsense we thought up.”

"It al seemed very logica somehow,” Igor said in an embarrassed voice. "Those damned Brothers... s0
the fourth onés divetoo."

"Hemust be" Anton said with ashrug. "All | knew wasthat Gesar went after him in the Twilight and
caught upwith him..."

"WEéll, of course... why would he want to kill a suspect? He handed him over to the Inquisition. Probably
right therein the Twilight. Anton, maybe we wereright after al?

"Areyou gill abit tipsy?' Anton asked.

"No, I'm totally sober now... damn, | can't even get drunk properly! Yes, it'sal nonsense. Zabulon
wouldn' try to drag some ancient magician back out of the Twilight. What good would that do him? And
asfor staging the end of the world, creating an Antichrigt..."

"And anyway, Fafnir wouldn't do for thejob," Anton said. "He's not up to it. Wouldn't even come close.”
"So dl that suff we came up with is nonsense?"

Anton looked at the sheet of paper, with its grease spots from salami and wet rings from their glasses.
When had they managed to messit up? He thought they'd been very careful.

"I'm afraid the bit about Svetlanaisn't nonsense. But asfor dl therest... Why did we get so excited over
the number eghty-eight? What's so mystica about that?"

"It'skind of smooth and rounded, it reads the same in both directions..." Igor waved his hand through the
ar and burst into laughter. "Yes, you'reright. It's drunken nonsense.”

Anton picked up afet-tip pen that had fallen on the floor and crossed out the circle with "Regin
Brothers' writteningdeit. He said:

"They'renot in the game. It looks like they completed their mission by charging the Mirror with Power.
Thisiswhat we should beinterested in, Igor..."

Igor looked at the circle with hisown namein it. He sighed.

"I'd be glad to believe in my own specia mission. To think 1'd done something to redlly upset Zabulon
and the Day Watch. But..." He spread his hands helplesdy.



"lgor, yourethe key," said Anton. "Do you understand? If we can understand why Zabulon istrying to
get rid of you in order to fight Svetlana, then well win. If we can't, then the games his."

"There's Gesar too. And from what | hear, he's coming this morning.”

"Wed better try to manage without him," said Anton, sensing the note of irritation in hisown voice. "His
decisonsaretoo... too globa."

Edgar poured himself some more flat champagne, took a swallow, grimaced, and thought wryly: Only
aristocrats and degenerates drink champagne in the morning. And you, my dear fellow, don't ook
much like an aristocrat...

The old watchman's habit of thinking al the time, in any Situation, had not abandoned Edgar even during
his nocturnal amusements. Last night Edgar had carried on thinking about what the leeders of the
Moscow Watches were planning for this Christmas. ... but that hadn't prevented him from enjoying what
he was doing.

Right, then, Edgar thought. What have we got... We need to sort everything out neatly. Right down
to the final detalil.

What could Zabulon squeeze out of the present situation? Edgar needed to construct amental model of
hischief.

A Tribund that had drawn in forces from both Watches. Not the most important ones, but by no means
the lowest either. Two magicians, both from the top ten. Edgar and Anton. There would be observers
too. There was no doubt about that. And there was no doubt that during the actua session of the
Tribuna neither side would make any moves—they would be haggling to extract some advantage for
themsdlvesfrom theindifferent and unbiased Inquisition.

But wasit indifferent? Edgar had no doubts about its being unbiased. He'd lived along time as an Other,
and never, not even once had he had even the shadow of a doubt concerning the actions of the
Inquisition. The servants of the Treaty had always been cool and decisive. Someone had once said that
the Inquisition didn't judge who was in the right and who was in the wrong, but who had violated the
Treaty. That wasthe essential world view of any Inquisitor. Edgar had matured enough to understand
that, but he till didn't understand what it was that made the Inquisition act that way and not any other.

Hewondered if the Higher Magicians understood it. Gesar and Zabulon.

So, the Tribunal. The Light magician Igor Teplov could either be acquitted (which was not desirable) or
found guilty. In thefirg case, the Night Watch would keep athird-level magician who was temporarily
unfit for combat, but still powerful and, more important, highly experienced. Edgar had come up against
Teplov before that battle in South Butovo, athough only in passing, immediately after the war inthe
memorable operation Ashes of Be-lozersk. Back then the Moscow and Tallinn watches had operated in
the most surprising places, such asthe VVologdaregion. They didn't have enough men... Or rather,
Others. The Dark Ones and the Light Ones were both short of humbers.

The other option was that the Night Watch would lose the magician forever. The question was. So what?
Igor Teplov was not who he seemed to be. Or rather, there was something about him that was only
obviousto top-flight magicians. All indl, it looked very much asif Zabulon was stubbornly and
conggtently aiming at two goasin the enemy's camp: Igor Teplov and SvetlanaNazarova. And in doing
that he had been quite willing to sacrifice hisown love, Alisa Edgar sill hadn't made out any logica
connection between the battle in Butovo, the duel at the Artek camp, and the rather confused events that
had accompanied the Dark Mirror'svisit. But for him it was enough to sense very clearly that therewas



one. Therewas definitely asingle thread running through al these battles and intrigues, connecting them
all together, and it led straight back into Zabulon's hand.

All right, any attempt to diminate afuture Great Enchantress was quite justified and understandable. But
why had Zabulon started scheming against the magician Igor? Why him especialy? And why right now,
and not earlier, when he was weaker and more careless?

There was only one answer that fit: Igor had only become dangerous after Svetlana had joined the ranks
of the Night Watch.

All right. Let'smove on.

Theresurrection of Fafnir. Y ou couldn't imagine a better time and place than the ones chosen: on the eve
of the year 2000, in the center of European necromancy. How was this connected with the Tribunal and
the Teplov-Donnikova case?

That was the problem.

Edgar spped gloomily at his champagne, thinking that he was very short of time—he only had until the
evening. So he took the only possible decision: to pay avist to theloca Day Watch office right away
and request dl available information about the due between Siegfried and Fafnir, and also study the
relevant section of the Necronomicon.

Edgar was a powerful enough magician to know about the mechanism for the resurrection of agreat
Dark One and understand which of the necessary conditions could be met at present and which couldn't.

The German girl was still deeping serendly: Edgar took pity on her and didn't wake her up. He washed,
shaved, and got dressed, gently touched her deeping mind, and went out into the morning snow of
Prague.

The Day Watch office was located on Vyshegrad, right beside the VatavaRiver, in the three-story brick
building of a private house with awater pump that clearly gtill worked even though it wasso old. The
handle of the pump was like atwisted, pointing finger. Following tradition, Edgar got out of histaxi some
distance away to give his colleagues a chance to spot him and decide what to do, if anything.

His colleagues were on the ball—they spotted Edgar about three hundred meters from the door. Hefelt a
Light touch on hisauraand opened himsdf up—exactly enough for the magician who was scanning him
to redlize that a Dark One was gpproaching, a Dark magician, asecond-level Dark magician, coming on
business. Just like that, increasing the dose of information each time.

Of course, Prague was a European capital, but it wasn't Moscow. The Beskud on duty—the only guard,
asit happened, gave Edgar atoothy smile.

Another Beskud, Edgar thought, surprised. Are they more common in Prague then? Thisis already
the second one...

There were only six Beskuds registered on the territory of the former USSR: two in Turkmeniaand one
each inthe Crimea, Be-lorussia, Y akutia, and Kamchatka. Edgar knew that for certain, because fifteen
years earlier he had acase outsde Estoniain which al six of them had testified as witnesses.

The Beskud's Twilight imagewas amost classical.
"Greetings, colleaguel”



"Good morning.”

Of course, in the Twilight there were no language barriers.

"What brings you to our bastion? Business? Or smply a courtesy visit?'
"Business. Wheresyour archive here?"

"The second floor down, and then you'll seefor yourself."

The second floor down, thought Edgar. So they have a multilevel basement... "Thank you. So can |
go on down?"

"Of course. A Dark Oneisfreeto go wherever he wants, isn't that so?
Edgar sghed. That wasright, but not entirely...

"The dlevator's over that way," the Beskud told him.

"Thank you," Edgar said again and et off in the direction indicated.

A very, very old eevator took him down to two floors below street level. And that wasn't the deegpest
level: There were another five hidden under the ground. The Prague Watich was certainly firmly
established!

The vedtibule in front of the €levator was absolutdly tiny: four meters by four. There was adoor on the
left and one on the right; the plague on one said "Library" and the plague on the other said " Computer
Room."

Let's start with the library, thought Edgar. In Fafnir's and Al-Hazred's time there weren't any
computers... at least not in the modern meaning of the word.

Edgar stepped toward the door on his|left. It was closed, but not locked.

It wasaclasscd library: alarge hall with about ten tables and long rows of shelves with books. One
glance at their spines was enough to understand that these venerabl e tomes remembered more than many
of the Others...

Edgar stopped, and just at that moment an incredibly thin Other emerged from behind the shelves. A
vampire. And aHigher Vampire—Edgar redized that immediately.

The ordinary vampires that were quite common in Moscow were the junior members of the team. The
cannon fodder that Anton Gorodetsky had mentioned. They had hardly any magic, and even a
degenerate Dark magician was still more powerful than they were. But Higher Vampireswere aquite
different matter, dthough for some reason there weren't any in Moscow, or anywherein Eastern
Europe—with the exception of the Czech Republic and Romania

"Good morning. Can | be of any assstance?’

"Good morning. I'm interested in materia on one of the magicians of the past.”
"Who exactly?' the vampireinquired.

"Fafnir. The Dragon of the Twilight."



"Oho!" the vampire said respectfully. "He was aredly mighty magician. One of the most powerful Dark
Onesinthe entire history of mankind. What exactly are you interested in?"

"The circumstances of his death. The reasonsfor hisdud with Siegfried, the prehistory, the detalls... In
short, | want to make a comprehensive study of this outstanding individual. But unfortunately, | only have
afew hoursinwhichto do it. Andin addition I'd like to model the operation of bringing him back from
the Twilight..."

The vampire smiled sadly. "Unfortunately, that's something that is effectively impossible. It would require
interventions of such power and intengity that the right to make them could not be earned even by putting
al—let me emphasize that—all the Dark Ones of the world into hibernation for ahundred years."

"Nonethdless," said Edgar, with a sweeping gesture of hishand. "'I'd like to solve this problem, if only on

"Then you should take alook a Al-Hazred's Necronomicon," the vampire advised him. "It describes all
the necessary interventions for the remateridization of essentid beings with some precison. Areyou a
theoretica necromancer?’

Edgar smiled more broadly than before.
"Ohna! I've never redly dedt with necromancy at al. But I've developed an interedt..."

"Then you did right to come to Prague. People here know their necromancy, and there are any number of
specidids... But unfortunately they are dl theoreticians, and of course you understand why."

Edger redly did understand why. Because since the Tregty had been signed the Inquisition had only
sanctioned remateridization twice, and both times only temporarily. The Tribuna needed to question
witnesses, and sometimes there redlly was an opportunity to bring a demateriaized Other back from the
Twi-light. Such opportunities had been exploited twice, but after questioning, the witnesses had gone
back to the Twilight.

Edgar couldn't believe that amagician of Fafnir'slevel hadn't set up some loopholein advanceto alow
for hisown remateri-alization. He must have done it once he reached a certain level— asameatter of fact,
Edgar was hoping to reach that level himsalf some day. He hoped with equal justification never to alow
himself to be demateridized, but life was such astrange business. It was aways throwing up surprises,
especidly in conditions of continuouswar.

"Go on through,” said the vampire, indicating the tables. "I'll bring the booksin amoment. | beieveit's
not the human experience of the time that interests you, but the chronicles of the Others. Isthat s0?"

"Of course, dear colleague. Of course.
"I'll just be asecond.”

Thevampireredlly did come back very quickly. He had obviously been working asthe custodian of the
library for more than adecade and knew his books very well.

"There," he said, laying two large volumes on the table. The first was ahuge, large-format book in an old
binding of dull brown lesther—the Necronomicon in Gerhardt Kuchelstein's trandation; the second was
abit more modest—not so big, with aflorid title that covered half apage: A Life and Exposition of the
Glorious Doings and Also the Prophecies and Numerous Unparalleled Discoveries of the Great
Dark Magician Well-Known among Others Under the Name of Fafnir, or the Dragon of the
Twilight by Johann Jetzer, Urmongomod. It looked like an original.



Thetitle of Jetzer the Urmongomod's book was probably much more archaic in style, but Edgar didn't
know Old High German, s0 he had to read the book through the Twilight. When you do that specific
syligtic features are smoothed out and the text isleveled down, becoming much easier to understand.

Edgar ran hiseye diagondly across The Doings of Fafnir : Aswas only to be expected, the contents of
the thick volume interpreted events rather differently from the two Eddas and the Song of the
Nibelungen. Firgt, it was clear that Sgurd (ak.a Siegfried, ak.a. Svrit) and Regin and Khreidmar and
Fafnir himsdf were dl Others. Naturdly, Khreidmar wasn't Fafnir's biologica father and Regin wasn't his
red brother. By means of long and carefully calculated plotting, Sigurd managed to make the Dark
magicians quarrel and destroyed them al, some through the agency of Others, and some with hisown
hands. Sigurd's god, of course, was not treasure at al, not useless pieces of metal and glittering stones.
Sigurd and the others were searching for the heritage of the dwarf Andvari, but the Urmongomod's work
did not explain what that was. It could have been some ancient and powerful artifacts or smply
knowledge (in the form of books, for instance). Anyway, eventualy Sigurd had killed everyone and taken
possession of the heritage of Andvari, but what happened after that, Edgar didn't have any timeto find
out. Fafnir had been Sigurd's penultimate victim, before Regin. It seemed that Fafnir had taken certain
secretswith him to the Twilight after al, but that didn't really bother the magicians of those times, who
weren't bound by any Tregties or codes of law, and acted without any concerns about the Inquisition,
gnceit hadn't existed then.

The main thing that Edgar had learned was that Fafnir possessed certain forgotten knowledge in the area
of higher battle magic (which didn't appear to have helped him much in hisduel with the crafty Sigurd),
and he had taken this knowledge with him into the Twilight. So Zabulon could esslly try to get hold of
that knowledge.

Having arrived at thisbasically rather obviousidea, Edgar turned to the Necronomicon.

Thefirst thing he discovered was that remateridization was not at al the resurrection of an Other who
had been demateri-dized. It dl turned out to be much smpler and more band.

It was more like castling in chess. Someone withdrew into the Twilight, and in his place someone
emerged from the Twilight. The higher thelevel of Power of theindividua remate-rialized, the more
powerful the person demateridized had to be. But the levels didn't have to be identica—a certain amount
of leeway was alowed. If what the Urmongomod wrote about Fafnir wastrue, it meant the Dragon of
the Twilight could be exchanged for a second- or third-level Dark magician, but only if the overall
available energy input was adequate. And such arequired input could easily be provided by acting out
the A pocaypse—with the turbulent emotions of thousands of people generating such asquall that Fafnir
would probably emerge reborn from the Twilight full of Power, amighty Dark magician thirsting for
vengeance and freedom. The freedom he had lost so long ago.

What would he do, this Great Magician from the past who had never even heard of the Treaty of the
Inquisition? How was Zab-ulon planning to handle him? And was he planning at al? The Dragon of the
Twilight in the skies over Europe at Christmas— what could possibly be more insane and terrifying?

Let'sassume that if Fafnir runs wild and goes off burning cities and causing all sorts of
devastation, if he simply goes for stupid brute force, then even people will be able to pacify him.
With rockets. That Light flying ace who loved the Chicago Bulls will zap him with some
devastating explosive device from his Phantom or hisHarrier... they wouldn't kill him, but they'll
pacify him. But what good will that do Europe? What does Europe want with nuclear mushrooms
and her cozy little towns burned to cinders by Fafnir's flames?

But mogt likely Fafnir wouldn't smply run berserk; he would use his experience and cunning, and then



watch out, Europe. Then there would be far more devastation and far more victims.
But why did Zabulon want dl this?
Edgar couldn't understand.

What e'se was required for the resurrection of the Dragon of the Twilight? A second- or third-level
magician intheright place... But what place wasthat?

Edgar spent about ten minutes cal culating the answer from the stars and the shifting foci of energy. It was
aproblem of average difficulty: Fafnir had been cast down into the Twilight in the north of Europe... So,
the most convenient place to rema-terialize him on the cusp of the years 1999 and 2000 was... He had
it.

Edgar wasn't very surprised by the result. The Czech Republic. Prague.

Edgar wasimmediately struck by adark sense of foreboding. A Dark magician of therequired level in
theright place... In Prague...

That washim! Edgar the Estonian!
Edgar wiped away the cold swest that had sprung out on hisforehead and went back to hisreading.

Not every magician would suit for Zabulon's purposes. For instance, the object of the castling move had
to have been born in a specific place. It wasrather unclear... What place exactly? When hefigured it out
it was Scandinavia, northern Germany, or the Baltic region.

TheBdtic.

The chief of the Moscow Day Watch had suddenly summoned an Estonian to work in the Russian
capital ... And Edgar hadn't been able to see any obvious need for it...

Who e se was there who had been born in Scandinavia, northern Germany, or the Baltic region and was
in Praguejust then?

No one. Only Edgar.

That waswhat Y ury had warned him about before he flew to Prague. This had to beit. What else could
it be?

All right. Easy now, easy. Just don't start getting nervous. Forewarned is forearmed. What else
does the Necronomicon have to tell us?

Right, another four Dark Ones were required to form the Cir-cle of Resurrection. Well, that was clear
enough. The Circle was akind of porta supported by the Power of the four Dark Ones, who were
referred to very eegantly astheir horses of Darkness.

And the horsemen werered, black, white, and pale. The precise scenario of the Apocaypse. Point for
point.
And there were even magiciansin Prague who would suit, dthough there were only three of them

now—the Regin Brothers, who happened to be red-haired (the Asiatic), black (the African), white (the
Sav), and pae (the Scandinavian that Gesar had killed).

Zabulon himsdf had said that this group had aplace in his plans. Now Edgar could reasonably foresee



what exactly those planswere. And Zabulon wasn't likely to be stopped by the absence of the fourth
horseman.

Edgar studied the section of the Necronomicon to the end and discovered another two details that were
small but, in the genera context, important. Because Fafnir was adragon, the canonical form of his
resurrection should be to emerge from the sea—only that wasn't absolutely essentia. What was essentia

was to make a sacrifice to the sea. In advance. Anywhere at al— it could bein China, or in the Falkland
Idands.

Or eveninthe Crimea
The person sacrificed was supposed to be "ayouth or amaiden.” No longer achild, but not yet an adult.
Artek, Edgar thought immediately. The boy who drowned because of the duel .

And then again, if Zabulon had set his Sghts on Edgar as the second figurein his castling move, then
during the findl twenty-four hours—no matter where Zabulon might be—he had to find an image of
Edgar. A portrait or photograph. Morelikely a portrait. And keep thisimage with him. Until the moment
when the move was made.

That was al—thelibrary had no more help to offer Edgar. He hastily thanked the vampire librarian and
hurried across to acompuiter.

Of course, he could have smply phoned Moscow. But a phone call was easy to trace, and Edgar didn't
want to show his hand too soon. And he was absolutely certain that Alitawas chatting on one of the IRC
channelsright a that moment.

The young IT manager—either aweak magician or awizard— was glad to show him how to get onto
the Internet. Edgar thanked him, and the young guy instantly stuck his nose into his own notebook
compuiter, with its screen full of machine code. He was programming the ol d-fashioned way, without any
of those newfangled Delphi Windows.

Edgar launched miRC and connected in the usud way to the Getborg DAL net server, with the funny cow
initslogo (of course, the cow was drawn in pseudo-graphics—with letters and numbers). He identified
himsdlf, but hedidn't log into any of the channels. He sdlected "Query" from the menu and put in the
name hewasinterested in: Alita

A new window opened.

What Edgar was most afraid of was a curt phrase gppearing in the status window, saying: "No such name
or channd.”

But the Darkness was merciful—the reply came almost ingtantaneoudy. And from the right
address—alita@ncport.ru.

"Edgar, hi! Areyouin Prague?’

"Yes. Alita, | have an urgent question... it'srather strange.
And not for everyone's ears. Will you help me?"

"Do you need to ask, Edgar? Of course.”

"Have you been in the chief's office during the last few days?'



In generd, thelikelihood of any witch being summoned by Zabulon himself was pretty low, but he had to
gart somewhere...

"Yes, | have, why?'
Well, well, Edgar thought to himsdlf. | guessed right!
Hetypedin:

"Y ou didn't happen to notice if he had a photograph or portrait of mein hisoffice, did you? On the desk,
for ingtance..."

"How did you guess?'
And Alita sent him agenerous scattering of smiley facesto symbolize her good mood.

"After you left the chief commissioned two drawings. Y our portrait and a picture of adragon. They're
both standing in frames on his desk. | went to the arts and crafts salon on Tverskaya Street to get the
frames. The chief gave me abottle of Veuve Cliquot asareward!"

Edgar closed hiseyes. That wasit. The find touch for the planned switch of pieces. Your death
sentence, Edgar the Estonian Now what are you going to do?

"Thanks, Alita," he typed in with wooden fingers. "Got to run I'm snowed under with work..."
"Cheers, Edgar. Kiss!"

Edgar didn't even want to look at the smiley faces. He closed the window on the screen and got up from
the table

Theyoung programmer glanced at him from behind his note book. "Isthat it?" he asked without any regl
urprise.

"Yes," Edgar replied. "Thanks."
He reached the exit without thinking about anything—hi; head fdlt srangely dull and empty.

He'd been specidly selected, like acow for the Christmas kebabs. A reasonably powerful magician from
the Bdltic. Hed been lured in and treated well. Allowed to run thingsfor alittle while— in the Moscow
Watch, not some dull backwater. But al the time he'd been nothing more than asacrificial cow, who
would be daughtered when the right moment came. Used, just like athing Swapped, like amindless
chesspiece.

After dl, the game went on forever—it was only the presence of the pieces on the checkered board that
was temporary.

But so what? If the time had come for one more black queen to join the game, did that mean it was
pointlessfor the rook hastily drafted in from the periphery to dig in and clutch hard at the dippery surface
of the board?

Oh no! thought Edgar. | may not be a queen, but I'm certainly not a pawn. And | don't want to
leave the board that easily. I'm going to kick up a fuss. And if | can manage it, I'll save half of
Europe some serious problens.

If dl dsefailed, there was the Inquisition. Something told Edgar that the gray-robed officidswere



unlikely to be pleased by theideaof avigt from the Dragon of the Twilight.

Festive Prague seemed to have disappeared, faded, and receded into the distance. Edgar caught a taxi
and rode to the hotel he needed without once looking out the window. He paid the driver automaticaly
and walked into the vegtibule, giving the doorman alook that probably made him wish he could
disappear through the granite dabs of the floor.

Edgar strode toward the elevators so rapidly that his unbuttoned raincoat amost fluttered behind him. He
walked toward the suite that he knew from hisintuition as an Other.

Then he suddenly stopped asif held run into something and swallowed convulsively.

The Finns had just come out of the bar. The Regin Brothers. All four of them. Four, not three—the
Chinese, the African, and the Slav had been joined by a genuine Finn, the one everybody had thought
was dead.

But there hewas, dive and well.
But of course—why would Gesar have wanted to kill awitness?

No doubt the artist is overwhelmed by awhole range of inexpressible fedingswhen he putsin place the
fina piece of glassin amosaic. But what are you supposed to do when the glass pieces of the mosaic
form the sparse words of your own desth sentence?

"Brother!" one of the Finns said triumphantly to Edgar. "We want to thank you and the Day Watch of
Moscow for your support. Why don't you join us? We're celebrating the surviva of our brother
Pas—everybody thought he was dead.”

The genuine Finn gave an embarrassed smile, his entire gppearance showing how touched he was by his
comrades concern.

"Congratulations..." Edgar said in ahollow voice, dthough there waan't redly anything to congratulate
them on—all four of them would be certain to die at Fafnir'sresurrection.

"Brother Dark One..." Seeing Edgar's hesitation, the magician stopped pressing him. "Do you happen to
know... the Light Onewho isaso adefendant... why did he call usfour horses?!

His colleagues dl began nodding indignantly.
"Arewe entitled to regard it as an unjustified insult?" the leader of the Regin Brothers asked hopefully.
"No," Edgar replied. "It'sworse than an insult—it'sthe truth.”

And he sprinted for the elevator.

Chapter six

—«P»—
By midday Anton had given up.
He and Igor hadn't drunk any more vodka, despiteits remarkable ability to stimulate the imagination.

Coffee dready made him fed sck. And hedidn't fed like drinking any of the wonderful Czech beer
ether.



Igor was standing by the window with a glass of Dannon drinking yogurt in his hand. He shook his head
at Anton's latest suggestion. "No, come on. What sort of dragondayer would | make? And | thought
we'd abandoned the Fafnir scenario?'

"But what if it'sright after dl?"

"It makes no difference. It's abattle of magic, not aduel with afire-breathing dragon..." Igor chuckled
and added cynicdly. "And anyway, in afight between Fafnir the Dragon and apair of modern battle
helicopters, I'd put my money on the choppers. There's no point in any more guessing, Anton. We won't
come up with anything."

"But even o, Igor, yourethe key."

"But what can we do about it? Nobody ever tells keys which doors they're going to open. Anton, I'm a
perfectly ordinary Other. Only Zabulon knows what makes me so important. And Gesar probably
knowstoo. Hell come upstairs and join usin amoment, then we can ask him."

Anton looked through the Twilight and said envioudly: "Serioudy? Ishe dready close? | can't sense
him..."

"l can't sense him ether: | just saw them through the window, walking into the hotel."

Therewas agentle tap at the door. Just atoken gesture of politeness, no more than that, and a moment
later the visitors entered through the Twilight. Gesar, his sllent shadow Alisher, and Svetlana. Svetlana
was led through the Twilight by the magicians, and she only saw Anton when al three of them emerged
from the Twilight into the human world. She smiled and gave adightly guilty shrug, asif to say: "Just look
what I'm like now." Once again Anton was overcome by amiserable feding of guilt and tenderness,
mixed with shame and anger a himsalf. Even though held had no other option but to let the Mirror take
away dl of Svetlanas Power... And the most important thing wasthat as aresult, Svetlanawas il
dive... But he couldn't rid himsdlf of the cursed fedling that the game had been logt.

Could Igor redly have smilar fedings when he remembered Alisa? Smilar, but far more bitter? In that
case Anton could only be surprised and delighted that hewas il dive.

"Good afternoon, lads. .." Gesar said in asoft voice.

He was wearing amodest, inexpensive suit and plain tie, looking like arun-of-the-mill businessman who
bought his clothes from Marks and Spencer and aways sent his employees modest presents for
Christmas. In this case, of course, Gesar regarded himself asthe very best present...

"Hello, BorisIgnatievich," said Anton. He couldn't bring himsdlf to call this afternoon good. "Hello,
Alisher.”

He and Sveta ssimply exchanged glances again and he took her by the hand and led her acrossto a chair,
asif shewereaninvdid... It wasawful.

"Good afternoon, boss," Igor said camly. "I'm glad to see you. Hello, Sveta. Hi, Alisher.”

Gesar's bodyguard (that is, of coursg, if it wasredly possibleto regard athird-level magician asa
bodyguard for a Great Magician)—or, perhaps more accurately, his orderly, the son of a

devona and ahuman woman—Alisher nodded to the magicians without speaking and moved into the
corner of the room, where he froze with hisarms crossed on his chest and partialy withdrew into the
Twilight. Anton sensed that Alisher's ability to observein the Twilight had been heightened artificidly,



clearly by the boss. And he aso noticed that the young magician was trying not to look at Igor. That was
another crazy tangle—Alisher'sfather had been killed by Alisa Donnikova. And even though he hadn't
been ahuman being or an Other... it was hard to formulate the precise status of a devona, afathful
helper of the Great Magicians. The devona himself did not perform any greet feats of heroism, that was
not hisjob. He merely served the heroes, removed minor obstacles from their path. And he strengthened
family ties, facilitating the birth of greet heroes....

Anton caught his breath.

Asarule, werewolves children inherited the ability to transform, while magicians children only became
Othersvery rarely. But how did it work with devonasl

Who was Alisher: smply amagician or a devona like hisfather, who had been Gesar'sassigtant in
Central Asafor many centuries? And what did the boss need the young Uzbeki magician for? Wasit
only for sentimenta reasons that Gesar had taken him into the Moscow Watch and made him his
retainer?

"Anton!"
Helooked at Svetlanaand only then reslized that he was squeezing her hand too hard. "Sorry..."

Gesar was standing in front of Igor, looking into his eyes. He looked for along time without saying
anything. Then he sghed and walked away to achair, hunched over and looking limp. He sat down and
lowered hisfaceinto his hands.

"BorisIgnatievich," sad Igor, "forgive me.”

"No!" Gesar barked, with hishands till over hisface, "1 won't forgive you! Sowhat if youfdl inlove
with awitch? | won't condemn you for that—that's destiny. But you've given up on yourself—don't
expect any forgivenessfor that!"

Igor was clearly uncomfortable. As Anton looked at him, he suddenly redlized held accomplished his
mission after dl. Not by smple, head-on tactics—it would have been stupid to expect to trick an
experienced magician and restore hiswill to live with asmple drinking session and conversations about
hisfriends. It would have been even more stupid to hope to convince him that the woman he loved was
amply arepulsve, greedy bitch.

But their long nocturnd conversation, their attempts to understand what was happening and make sense
of the latest stage in the war between the Watches had had an effect. Igor had been distracted from his
misery and suffering. He had felt he was part of ateam again.

Could that have been what Gesar was counting on? In that case, al of his behavior, including the present
scene, had been carefully caculated!

But after dl, the bosswasright, Igor's mind was smply clouded.

"Gesar, there are things that even you have no right to ask!" Igor suddenly said. He said it abruptly, with
areawakened fury. With lifein hisvoice.

"Yes, of course, Captain Igor Teplov." Gesar'svoice was as cold asice. "'l have no right. But who had
the right to ask you to swim down the Dnieper under firein November '42? And who had theright..."

"That'sdifferent.”



"Why isit?' Gesar stood up, walked over to Igor and stopped still in front of him again, ahead shorter
than Igor, small and wiry, not looking & al heroic. "Do | haveto explain to you, Teplov, what awar
requires? It's not bodies that awar devours, but souls! And you knew that in the glorious city of Berlin,
when you used your knife on that poor snot-nosed kid from the Hitler Jugend to make him give his
friends away—you knew that."

Igor started asif he'd been dapped acrossthe face.

"Conscience... love... honor..." Gesar said thoughtfully. "No one has the right to make anyone go
againgt their conscience. No one has the right to make anyone betray love. No one hasthe right to
persuade anyone to betray their honor. No one.

You'reright. But we do it! Of our own accord. When one pan of the scales holds our love, conscience,
and honor, and the other holds amillion loving, decent, honorable people. Were no angels, that's not for
us. And | understand your pain, believe me! But you take alook a Alisher! And try to understand his
pain! Ask Anton what he thinks about the oneyou love. Ask Svetlana.”

"l can't condemn Igor," Svetlanasaid quietly. "I'm sorry, boss. Forgive me, Alisher. Maybe I'm just a
fool... unworthy to work in the Watch. But | can understand al of you."

She said thisin avery low voice, without any emphasis, but Gesar stopped talking and moved away from
Igor. He spread his hands and asked, "Do you think | don't understand?’

The slence in the room was thick and heavy.

"Gesar, when it was my duty, | carried out my orders,” Igor suddenly said. "Honestly, right down theline.
Regardless of ... what | thought or felt. But my duty's done now. I've reached the end of theline."

"No. That's where you'rewrong, Igor." Gesar started walking round the room and took acigar out of his
pocket. Helooked at it and frowned, put it back and took out apack of democratic Pall Malls. He
crumpled that and gestured in annoyance. " The Watch needs you. We dl need you. | need you."

"Svetlananeedsme..." Igor remarked casudly.
"Svetlang, Alisher, llya, Semyon, Bear—dl of usl" Gesar said very quickly. "Of coursel”

Igor smiled, asif reconciling himself to the fact that he couldn't finish what he wanted to say. And then he
suddenly asked in abusinesdike, seriousvoice, "For long?’

"Twenty yearsat most," Gesar said quite camly, asif heldd been expecting this question.

"Gesar, do you hope that will be long enough for meto stop loving Alisa?’

"That too," Gesar admitted. "But the Watch needs you right now. In the yearsimmediately ahead.”
"What do you want me to do, Gesar?"

"Don't get in our way, lgor. Were going to try to get you out of this. And we will get you out of it,
believe me, if you just don't get in our way ... or even better, if you help usjust alittle bit.”

Igor thought abouit it. Then he said, "I won't accuse Alisa Donnikova of enchanting me. It's not true.”
"But you can express the suspicion that your meeting was set up by the Moscow Day Watch?"!

"Yes, | can," Igor said with anod. "That's probably the way it was."



"That'senough,” said Gesar with ashrug. "'l don't ask anything ese of you." And heredly did look
stisfied with that.

Anton cleared histhroat and waited for Gesar to look at him. Then he said, "Boris Ignatievich, I'd liketo
ask you to do something for me. Can you explain what role Igor playsin our latest plot?”

"Judt Igor?"
"Y es. What you need Svetlanafor, and the devona Alisher, is clear enough aready.”
The young Uzbeki magician standing stock still in the corner started.

"The new generation's coming along well..." Gesar said in atired voice. "Shrewd. But stupid at the same
time..." He hesitated and looked around at everyone there. Then he shook his head, and Anton sensed
the Power spreading around them and flooding the room. The el astic wall was pressing something back,
squeezing it out... "l can't tell you," Gesar admitted unexpectedly. "l can't tel you for one smple
reason..."

"Wed refuse to cooperate?’ Anton asked sharply.

Gesar shook his head. "No. On the contrary. | swear on the Light that what is going on will cause no
harm to any of you. Neither to your magica or your human being... Infact, you would cooperate with
genuine, Sncerezed. But..."

He was weighing every word now.

"What istaking place now really isthefina operation of the Moscow Night Watch. Unfortunatdly, it is
aso thefina operation of the Day Watch. Too much depends on the actions taken by everyone sitting
here, aswell as on the actions taken by our en-emies. We are making our moves and our enemies are
making theirs. They could be wrong, unsuccessful, mistaken. But the victory will go to those who make
thefinal correct move."

"The victors are never judged,” Anton agreed. "And the pieces on a chessboard are not given theright to
move independently.”

"Zabulon will easily read any movethat any of you make!" Gesar barked. "And don't imagine, Anton,
that when you rammed the Mirror's car it was amove that hadn't been foreseen! Y es, it was a successful
move, the lesser of two evils. But even that was anticipated. By Zabulon... and by me." He paused for
breath and went on more calmly: "Folks... to me you are not just pieces on a chessboard. Believe me.

Y ou're more than just tools.”

"But oneof us," said Svetlanawith asmile acknowledging that she wasthe only woman in theroom, "is
the lathe for producing atool ?*

Anton didn't ask how she had redlized. Maybe she'd been drawing up diagrams too—without | etting
even him know? Or maybe sheld already sensed something when she till had her powers?

Gesar paused, lowering his head. He seemed to be thinking hard... And then Anton realized that the
strength of the protective cocoon around them had increased to a quite incredible level. Where was the
limit to the Power of the Great Magicians? Wasthereevenalimittoit at all?

"All right," Gesar said with anod. "Svetlana, you'reright... but only partly... ah, Light and Darkness!"

He lowered himself into an armchair, took out the cigarettes again, and lit one. He took two drags and



started spesking: " Svetlana, you are a Great Enchantress. They're only born every few centuries.
Potentialy, you're more powerful than Olga... probably... But your vaueto the Light Ones—and | don't
mean just our Watch, but Light Onesin genera—isthat you can become the mother of the Messiah.”

"After Olgarewrote my Book of Destiny," Svetlanasaid.

"No. Not after that. It's not possible to rewrite the destiny of an Other as easily as the destiny of a human
being. It was predetermined from the very beginning. We only corrected afew details. Minor ones. That
don't affect you or the future. .. the prospective child."

"What details?" The anger could suddenly be heard in Svet-lanas voice, the anger she'd restrained for so
long. Now it was Anton who wanted to shout out as her fingers dug into the pam of hishand.

"Only the date." Gesar had no intention of giving way to pressure from Svetlana. "Nothing but the date.
Two thousand years after the birth of Christ isthe peak of human belief in the coming of the Messiah.”

"Thank you very much," said Svetlanain avoice trembling with fury. " So you decided when | would have
him and who hisfather would be?"

"Inthefirst place, why 'him'?* Gesar asked.

Anton had been on the point of putting in afew words, mostly to darify what Svetlanahad said about the
father, but he choked on this swift rejoinder. Svetlanas hand went limp too.

"For some the father and mother decide, for someit'sthe drunken obstetrician, for othersit's an extra
glass of vodka," Gesar said in ameancholy voice. There was no need for him to say "in the second
place”

"Svetlana, my child! It's dangerousto play with such forces, with such predetermination. Even I'm not
trying to do that. It is predetermined that you can give birth to a daughter who will become the greatest
figure in the war between the Light and the Darkness. Her word will change the entire world. Her word
will make sinners repent. At aglance from her the greatest magicians of Darknesswill go down on their
knees."

"It'sonly aprobability..." Svetlanawhispered.

"Of course. Thereis no fate—which isboth unfortunate and fortunate. But you must believe that an old,
weary magician isdoing everything he can to make it aredity.”

"I should have stayed ahuman being..." Svetlanawhispered. "I should have..."

"Have you looked at any icons recently?' Gesar asked. "L ook into Mary's eyes and think why they're
awaysso sad.”

The room was very quiet.

"I've dready told you morethan | have any right to." Gesar spread hisarmsin aguilty shrug, and for the
firs time ever it seemed to Anton that he wasn't acting at al. "But | havetold you, I've put one foot over
theline of what is permissible. It's up to you to decide. To think who isafigure on achessboard, and
who isarationd individua, capable of seeing past imaginary offenses.”

"Imaginary?" Svetlanaasked bitterly.
"When they explained that you had to wash your hands after playing in the sandpit or made you tiethe



ribbon on your braid in abow—that was interference in your destiny too," said Gesar. "And | think it
wasjudtified.”

"Y ou're not my father, BorisIgnatievich!" said Svetlana

"No, of course not. But to me, youreal my children..." Gesar sghed. "I'll wait for youinthehdl... that
is, Alisher and | will wait. Join usif you want to."

He went out, and the devona followed him like a shadow.
Igor wasthefirgt to say anything. "What hurts most isthat he's right about some things.”

"If you'd been told that you have to give birth to aMessiah, then I'd talk to you about what's right or
wrong," Svetlanareplied abruptly.

"That would berather, well... difficult for me" Igor admitted in an embarrassed voice.

Anton wasthefirgt to smile. He looked at Svetlanaand said, "Listen... | remember how indignant you
were about the injustice of destiny—that generally speaking, Others only have children who are ordinary

people..."

"That was just an abgiract indignation..." said Svetlana, throwing her handsup intheair. "Boys, | think
someone's dready been smoking in here..."

Igor handed her a cigarette without speaking.

"Why do everything like that, behind our backs," Svetlanacomplained as shelit her cigarette. "And what
sort of mother would | make... for aMessah? And afemae one a that!"

"Well, Messiahisjust the gppropriate term, that's dl," said Igor. "Relax.”

"I'm no virgin!" Svetlana declared gloomily. "Andin generd... | don't think of mysdf asaparagon of
virtue..."

"Don't draw irrdlevant pardlds.”
Strangely enough, Igor seemed to have calmed down. For red. He was sharp and focused.
"Anton, why don't you say something!" Svetlanaburst out. "Doesn't dl thisconcernyou at dl?!

"I very much hopethat it concerns medirectly,” replied Anton. "And | think we ought to go out now and
join Gesar. It'stough on him gitting out there and waiting.”

"He dready knows everything... in advance..." Svetlanasaid and turned away.
"No. He doesn't. If wereredly not pawns, he doesn't know."

There was the soft sound of guitar strings. Igor was leaning againgt the wall, holding the instrument. He
began singing so softly that Svetlanaand Anton both had to stop talking.

The devilsask meto serve,
But | serveno one.

Even mysdf, evenyou,



Even the one who has power.

If heisdtill dive,

| do not serve even him.

| have stolen just enough fire
Not to need to steal any more...

Igor held the guitar out and gently lowered it into an armchair. People put their instrument down like that
when they're sure they'll be back soon.

"Shdl we go then?'

Edgar wasthefirst Dark Oneto enter the Tribund's meeting hall. That was the procedure. He entered
through one door at the same time as Anton camein through the door opposite. They bowed their heads
to each other in apolite greeting. Edgar did not fed any particular resentment for the Light One and he
expected the feding to be mutua to some extent.

Y es, compared to the smal, neglected room in Moscow Universty, thishdl certainly made an
impression. Thiswas Europe, after dl.

Stone vaulting—heavy and oppressive, but at the same time giving asense of security and calm. A smple
metd chandelier, but with about two hundred candles, and Edgar could have sworn the candles had been
burning for more than one century aready. They said the Berne department of the Inquisition was located
in an ultramodern building, but the Prague department wasin atruly ancient one.

Edger liked the old style better.

The round hdl was divided into two parts. One was faced with light marble, the other with dark. There
was something at once naive and exalted in thissmple visud representation of the two Powers. Thelittle
desksfor the prosecutors stood at the center, beside acircular metd grille covering adark holein the
floor.

A wedge of gray marble reached dmost to the very center of the hall. That wasthe Inquisitors area, and
they, of course, were dready in their seats. Seven of them. In principle the Inquisition was not regarded
asapower equal to the two Watches, but Edgar knew that those seven included two Great Ones—one
Dark and one Light. If it wished, the European office could probably fight Gesar and Zabulon on equal
terms.

That was good to know.

Anton wasfollowed in by three Light Onesfrom Moscow. Gesar.... well, of course, where would they
be without Gesar! Svetlana. .. that was natural too. And that Uzbeki, Gesar's secretary or personal
assdant.

The Dark Ones were dready walking aong the corridor behind Edgar. Zabulon... Sensing the approach
of hischief, Edgar involuntarily looked round—and received afriendly nod from the head of Moscow's
Dark Ones. Well, well... smile, you Judas . . . you're even worse than Judas. He betrayed his
teacher, but you're betraying your disciple!

But then another two Dark Onesfollowed Zabulon into the hall. Edgar had been prepared to see Anna
Lemesheva, but not Y ury, who winked mockingly at him. The same Y ury who had given Edgar thetimely



warning about Zabulon's underhand schemes—he hadn't been prepared for that!
Edgar forced himsdf to turn away from his colleagues and look straight ahead.

Igor was brought in last. Two rank-and-file Inquisitors walked in beside him and accompanied him to the
circular grille, three meters across, in the center of the hall.

Therewas no specia magic inthat circle, or at least Edgar couldn't sense any. And the mechanism that
had once been used to invert the grille and plunge the accused into a deep well shaft looked asif it had
rusted up long ago and was no longer used. But even so it didn't look asif standing on that circle was
pleasant.

However, Igor paid no attention to that and stood in the center of the circle with hisarms crossed on his
chest.

"Inthe name of the Treaty..."

OneInquisitor came forward from the group. The only one who was not wearing gray robes. Witezdav,
the Higher Vampire.

"We are Others. We serve different Powers. . ."

Edgar mechanically repested the words of the Tresty, trying to work out what Witezdav would start
with. And how he could extricate himsdlf from this mess now.

"Today the European Tribund of the Inquisition hasto consider aclaim brought by the Night Watch of
the city of Moscow, Russia, againgt the Day Watch of the city of Moscow, Russia,” the vampire
announced after the reading of the Treaty. "A counterclaim by the Day Watch of Moscow againgt the
Night Watch of Moscow forms part of the proceedings. Its subject isthe dudl between the Light
magician Igor Teplov, and the Dark witch AlisaDonnikova..."

There were no surprises o far.... Edgar felt himsdf clutching the dark, cool wooden top of his desk and
made an effort of will to calm himsalf down. After dl, he was an experienced lawyer. And how were
legd proceedings between people any different from lega proceeding between Others?

Except, of course for the nature of the sentence. ..

"However, the sequence of proceedingswill be changed somewhat," said Witezdav. "The Tribund isaso
obliged to resolve another two matters connected with the main clam. The first concerns a sect of Dark
Oneswho call themsdlves the Regin Brothers, who are guilty of attacking the Inquisition's vault and
geding the artifact known as Fafnir's Tdon, smuggling it into Russia, and resisting the Night Watch of
Moscow. Bring in the accused.”

Another two young Inquisitorsled in the four Finns. Faint smiles appeared on thefaces of dl the Others
present—after dl, it wasimpossible to imagine a more ludicrous-looking quartet.

"Thereis probably no need to recite the circumstances of the incident,” said the vampire. "Everyone
present isfamiliar with the materias collected by the Inquisition on this case. The Inquisition'sjobisto
pronounce judgment. Jugt, impartial, and strict.”

It was clear from the expressions on the faces of the four accused that they were not anticipating
leniency.

"The punishment for a crime as grave as attacking employees of the Inquisition and stealing ahighly



dangerous artifact from the vault is unconditiona—demateridization,” the vampire declared. He paused
and then added something that made the Finnslift up their heads: "Buit. .. But the accused did not
participate directly in theincident in Berne. Asthe materials of the case make clear, the leaders of the
sect, who unfortunately were killed while being detained, made the four young magicians act as couriers.
Therefore, the Inquisition qudifiestheir actions only as smuggling and ressting the Night Watch of

Moscow. There are dso extenuating circumstances. profound and sincere remorse, ass stance rendered
to the investigation after detention, the youth of the accused, and the absence of any previous offenses. If
the Night Watch of Moscow can adduce any further extenuating circumstances and will withdraw the
persona accusations againgt the Dark magicians, the Inquisition hasthe right to mitigate its sentence.”

Gesar stood up to speak for the Light Ones. He spread his handsin a broad gesture. "The Night Watch
of Moscow hasno... persona chargesto bring against the accused. In addition, we believe that the
leadership of the sect of the Regin Brothers was provoked into committing its crime by acertain... a
certain unidentified Dark magician.”

"That has not been proved,” said Witezdav.

"Only the identity of the provocateur has not been established,” Gesar said with asmile. "Thefact of his
exisenceisin no doubt."

Witezdav nodded and turned to face his six colleagues. For afew moments the Inquisitors shared their
thoughts with each other without speaking. Then Witezdav looked back to the four motionless Finns. "In
the name of the Tresaty, bearing in mind the clement attitude of the Night Watch, the absence of any grave
consequences, and the other extenuating circumstances, the Inquisition offers you the right to choose your
punishment. Thefirgt option—you are condemned to deeth by hanging but your civil rightswill not be
affected...”

The large young black man sighed heavily and the Chinese and the Finn grabbed his ebows and held him
up.

"The second possible punishment isthat from thisday until the end of your lives you will be forbidden to
usemagic. You will havetheright to live ordinary human lives, without using magica meansto prolong or
improvethe qudity of thoselives"

The Finnslooked at the Inquisitor, stunned. Zabulon giggled shrilly, but immediately assumed aserious
expresson.

"The second... the second!" Y ukhaMustgoki said in achoking voice. The others nodded.
"Does anyone present have any objections?' Witezdav asked.

Gesar got to hisfeet again. "Asasmal gesture of goodwill... we consider it possibleto permit the
accused to use magic... minor magic... with inanimate objects.” It seemed asif Gesar had to struggleto
pronounce every word, that he was forcing himsdlf to show mercy. "Say, to find some... smdl item...
that'sbeen log... akey or acoin... Todrivetheflies out of aroom... according to the regulations, flies
are regarded asinanimate, are they not? To clean the carburetor inacar..."

The vampire's face expressed faint surprise.
He doesn't under stand, Edgar thought.

"The Inquisition has no objections..."” the vampire said eventudly. "Apply the sedsto the accused!”



Two Inquisitorsraised their right hands, and fine threads of glimmering energy streamed through the air
toward the accused. The sedls were gpplied permanently, leaving the condemned prisoners capabl e of
only the very wesakest forms of magic. Probably the Inquisitors redlly hadn't understood that Gesar's
unexpected kindness had only made the punishment worse. It was one thing to be completely deprived of
al magic and gradudly cometo termswith life asahuman being. It was quite different to fed every day
that you were a helpless cripple who had to manage with a pale shadow of your former abilities.

But then, the Finns hadn't thought about that yet. They were led out of the hdl, absolutely crazy with
happiness. Y ukha kept trying to break away and shake everybody's hand, but the vigilant guards forced
him to walk out smply by nudging and shoving him.

Edgar shook his head. He actually felt quite glad that the Dark Brothers had been saved. But what a
priceto pay... Hewould probably have preferred a quick death.

"The next matter for this hearing to consder has not been announced in advance,” said Witezdav. "The
Inquisition requests the leader of the Night Watch of Moscow, known under the name of Gesar, to step
into the circle of the accused....”

Zabulon smiled in triumph.
"And aso the leader of the Day Watch of Moscow, known under the name of Zabulon.”
Edgar was delighted by Zabulon's dightly perplexed expression. But just how genuine wasit?

"The Inquistion'sfirst question isfor the Great Magician Gesar." Witezdav was speaking politely now,
but very firmly. "Gesar, have you carried out interventionsin the Book of Destiny of the Gresat
Enchantress Svetlana Nazarova, here present, with the intention of compelling the said Great Enchantress
to become the mother of aLight Messah?’

Thehdl fel slent.
"Rephrase your question, Witezdav," Gesar said in asoft voice. "Or | shall take offense.”
The vampire bared histeeth in asmile. "Answer the substance of the point, Great Magician Gesar."

"Very wel," said Gesar with anod. "l was not expecting these accusations, but... | will explain for the
Tribund."

You wer e expecting them, thought Edgar. You were expecting everything, you cunning old schemer

"Anintervention of that kind isimpossiblein principle. Evenfor me," Gesar declared modestly.
Witezdav seemed confused by that.
"But, Great Magician Gesar, Svetlana Nazarovas Book of Destiny..."

"Shows that she will become the mother of the greatest of dl Light enchantresses; in poeticd termsa
Light Messah." Gesar smiled happily. "Thisisagrest joy for the Night Watch of Moscow. .. and,
indeed, for al Light Ones! But the respected Inquisition must understand that such things cannot be
written into aBook of Destiny. Absolutely not. Thereis no way. Not even by using acertain artifact
familiar to you which belongs by right to the Night Watch."

"But interventions were made in Svetlana Nazarovas Book of Destiny?' the vampire continued to ins <.



"Yes," Gesar said, and nodded. "As everybody, or dmost everybody, knows, it is possible to make a
new entry in aBook of Degtiny, but it has adirect effect on the balance between Light and Darkness. It
isfairly smpleto introduce trifling changesin the destiny of an ordinary human being. It israther more
difficult to make even inggnificant changesin the destiny of an Other. And the more powerful that Other
is, and the more serious the change, the greater the disturbance suffered by the Light and the Darkness.
Respected members of the Tribunal, can you ca culate the consequences that would ensue from
introducing into a Great Enchantresss Book of Destiny an entry that would make her the mother of a
Messah?'

No onereplied.

"Any oneof us... al the Others taken together, would be demateridized if they attempted that kind of
meddling. Wed be reduced to dust! The world would collapse! And you accuse me of committing such
acts”

"Light magician Gesar, what changes were entered into Svet-lana Nazarova's Book of Destiny?

Gesar shrugged. "Nothing but trifling details. | am obliged to be concerned for my colleagues well-being,
am | not? A trip to some Itdian resort or other... acourse of lessonsin adriving schoal... and something
ese... | canpresent adetalled ligt, if you wish. There's nothing serious. Just the small pleasures of human
life"

Witezdav thought for amoment and asked, "Where were the new entries made? Before or after the
entry about the birth of the greatest of al Light Enchantresses?!

"l think, before ..." Gesar said withaamile.

"And in that way, you adjusted the time of the event." Witezdav was not asking—he was thinking out
loud. ™Y ou maximized the probability that Svetlanas future daughter would be aMessiah of the Light..."

"Possibly," Gesar agreed. "But what of that? All | did wasto improvethe daily life of one of my
colleagues.

"And could you not have used other methods to improve Svetlana Nazarovas living conditions? Free
vacations, bonuses, friendly advice?

Gesar looked genuinely offended now. "I made use of what came to hand. The Inquisition hasaright to
be surprised if | hammer in nallswith amicroscope. .. But thereé's no way you can charge me with that.”

TheInquisitors exchanged glances. Thistime the sllent consultation lasted for dmost aminute. Edgar felt
atrickle of cold sweat running down his back. It would redlly cause aruckusif the Inquisition charged
Gesar. The demateridization of a Great Magician was not such asmple proposition as deding with the
four Fnns...

"Not cognizable," Witezdav said eventuadly. "Great Magician Gesar, having heard your explanations, the
Inquisition accepts that you have not violated the | etter of the Treaty..."

"Theletter or the spirit." Gesar corrected him sharply.

"The letter or the spirit," the vampire agreed in avoice that betrayed his frustration. "However, your
actions are ill considered to be dubious and dangerous.”

"No more so than the attempt by the Day Watch of Moscow to eliminate Svetlana Nazarova shortly
before her initiation," Gesar sngpped. "Do you have any more questions for me?"



"No," said Witezdav. "Y ou may return to your seet.”

Throughout the questioning, Zabulon had stood modestly on the very edge of the circular grille... He
didn't seem upset that no charges had been brought against Gesar. And that made Edgar feel uneasy.

"Dark magician Zabulon, the Inquisition has some questions for you,” said Witezdav. "Was the attack by
the sect of the Regin Brothers provoked by you?'

"No oneisobliged to testify againgt himself..." Zabulon said inadull voice.
"Isthat aconfesson?" the vampire asked in alively tone.

"No, it isareminder of thelaw. Y ou have no right to ask such aquestion. Therefore | shal not answer
it

"Very well. Your objection is accepted. Great Magician Zabulon, have you been planning, in order to
oppose the future

Messiah of the Light, to resurrect the Great Magician Fafnir, who was consigned to the Twilight and
dematerialized more than athousand years ago?"

Zabulon began blinking rapidly and exclaimed in avoice full of amazement, "Wheredid you get a
nonsensicd idealikethat?!

"Did you act to prevent theinitiation of Svetlana Nazarovaand carry out other actions directed against
her?'

"Y es, within thelimits permitted by the Treaty," Zabulon replied briskly.
"And Fefnir?'

"What about Fafnir?" said Zabulon, answering a question with a question. He looked at Edgar and
winked.

"Why did you send to Prague a certain member of the Day Watch, idedlly suited for the remateriaization
of Fafnir?'

"I have no ideawhat you're talking about!"

"Did you planto exploit the following pardlds Fafnir asthe Antichrig, the four members of the Regin
Brothers sect as the four horses of the Apocaypse..."

Zabulon burgt into laughter. He laughed and wheezed happily for along time, the way someone might
laugh if they had just pulled off arisky but very amusing hoax. Then he wiped away the tearsthat had
sprung to hiseyesand said inacamer voice, "1 am ddighted by the sense of humor demonstrated by the
members of the Inquisition. Fafnir was an insane psychopath. | actualy knew him persondly and thereis
nothing | would like lessthan to meet him again... in any case, he wouldn't suit asaMessiah of

Darkness. That'sbeyond hislevd... Eliminating Svetlana, now..." Zabulonsmiled."... That'sa
possibility. But a such aprice... oh, no, never. And asfor those haf-wit Finnish magicians... what did
you say they were—the horses of the Apocaypse?’

Edgar fdt likeatota idiot. Helooked imploringly a Witezdav. But the vampire hadn't given up yet.

"Why did you carry out the following actions: arranging the death of Alisa Donnikova, which can be
interpreted asaritua sacrifice for remateriaization, and ordering two portraits from awell-known



Moscow artis—one of the Dark magician Edgar and one of the dragon Fafnir?

Zabulon became more serious: | would also like to understand the circumstances of Alisa's death better!
As| understand, it isto be the subject of the next inquiry. Well, and asfor the portraits..."

The head of Moscow's Day Watch reached insde hisjacket and took out two small picturesin frames,
about twenty by thirty centimeters. Edgar was horrified to recognize one asa portrait of himsglf. The
other showed adragon contorted by convulsions.

"Thisisasmal Christmas present for one of my finest employees—please pardon an old man's
sEntimentdity..."

And with that Zabulon took a step toward Edgar and held the portrait out to him. It was agood
portrait—no two ways about it. But Edgar was only frightened even more by Zabulon's whisper: " Smart

boy..."

Zabulon returned to the circle.
"And the second picture?’ Witezdav asked.

"Pure sentimentality,” Zabulon repeated. "Those Regin Brothers stirred up old feglings. | remembered
Fafnir and... decided to have a portrait of him made as akeepsake..."

"Y ou were not planning to bring him back to life?' Witezdav asked again. Thistime Zabulon answered
very serioudy and gpparently with absolute sincerity. "Not for amoment. There are less disruptive ways

to achievemy god."

The Inquisitors exchanged glances.

"Greast Magician Zabulon," said Witezdav. "The Inquisition has no chargesto bring againgt you: Y ou may
return to your seat. However, we remind you that taken al together your actions appear extremely
ambiguous and dangerous..."

"I understand, | understand,” Zabulon muttered as he walked out of the circle. "Soon it will beimpaossble
to pick your nose without permission..."

Edgar looked at Gesar, expecting the old intriguer to be angry.

But no. Gesar wasn't angry. He even seemed to have taken a genuine interest in what Zabulon had said.
That is, he had been quite convinced that the head of the Dark Oneswould wriggle out of everything, but
hewasinterested in dl the details.

They'd known dl of this beforehand!

Edgar struggled desperately to gather his scattered thoughts. That meant Svetlanareally was going to be
the mother of aMessiah of the Light... and afemale one—that was asurprise! Zabulon wasfighting
agang it, but... but not by creating an Antichrist intheflesh. .. that had only been adiversonary
maneuver, one in which Edgar had behaved like anaive child.

But then what was the most important thing?

"The Inquisition now moves on to the consderation of the most important matter of the day, which is of
exceptiona importance for the Light and the Darkness,” said Witezdav, asif he were answering the
guestion that Edgar hadn't asked. "The case of Igor Teplov, athird-level magician of the Moscow Night



Waich. Is everyone familiar with the materias of the case?"

Nobody said anything. Everybody had been familiar with the materiasfor along time...

"| offer the prosecuting counsdl, Anton Gorodetsky, thefloor.”

The Light One was standing opposite Edgar. He raised his head and nodded curtly to Witezdav.

"I shal be brief. In essence, our charges are S mple—we accuse the respected magician Zabulon, here
present, of deliberately sending Alisa Donnikovarto the Artek camp, knowing that 1gor Teplov would be
there, restoring his powers. Zabulon had probably read the redlity lines and redlized that for Igor and
Alisathose conditionswould immediately lead to... to love between them. A tragic and hopelesslove,
snce the young people served different powers. A love that would end in aduel which would lead to the
death of either Igor or Alisa, while the surviving opponent would be condemned by the Inquisition. We
accuse Zabulon of the ddliberate and cynical eimination. .. attempted eimination... of the Moscow Night
Weatch agent Igor Teplov. We therefore request the Inquisition to withdraw the charge brought againgt
Igor Teplov of violating the Treaty and murdering AlisaDonnikova."

"Isthat dl?" Witezdav asked after a pause.

"No. We aso request the court to consider the matter of the deeth of ayoung boy who was not an
Other, asaresult of the dud. Insofar asthe duel was arranged by Zabulon..."

"Ohbjection,” Zabulon exclaimed in asquesky voice.
"Objection sustained,” the vampire ruled.

"Since we believe the due to have been arranged by Zabulon, heisadso guilty of the boy's death, for
which Igor Teplov cannot be blamed. That isall.”

Witezdav turned his head to ook at Zabulon. "Can you reply to the essence of the matter?’
"Therewill be no ansver—I have aready explained the reason,” Zabulon replied coally.
"| offer the floor to the counsd for the defense.”

Edgar sighed and began. "My colleague's speculations are dl highly diverting. We are witnessing an
attempt toshiddacrimind..."

"Objection!" Anton put in quickly.

"To shidd the accused,” said Edgar, correcting himself. "Igor Teplov isguilty of the murder of the young
witch Alisa Don-nikova. And the worst thing about it isthat he loved her with adl his heart. And worse
again, inthe grip of hismaniacal passion, Igor Teplov incidentally caused the desth of the boy Makar
Kanevsky. Hekilled achild. A human child, who aso had aright to live. And thereismore. Asaresult
of hisextensive gathering of Power from children on vacation at Artek, seven of them suffered from
nightmares for three months. Two cases of persistent incontinence were recorded. Nine-year-old Y urik
Semetsky, aresident of Moscow, died of asphyxiation a month after returning from Artek, when he
drowned in his bath. We do not know asyet if thiswas aresult of the actions of Igor Teplov... theLight
megician Igor Teplov.”

Helooked at the accused. Igor's face was stony. Impervious. Expressionless.

"The Light Ones can put forward their groundless accusations aslong asthey wish," said Edgar. ""Without



any proof, without even any cogent explanation asto why the Day Watch of Moscow would sacrificea
young and promising member of its staff who had aready received severd commendations from the head
of the Watch, in order to eiminate athird-level Light magician who possessesnored talent... Thatisa
matter for their consciences. We only request the Inquisition to consder the Situation impartialy and
punish the guilty party for violation of the Treaty."

Edgar took a breath and added the findl, decisive phrase: "We have heard alot said about how Light
meagicianswho commit some ethicaly unjustifiable act demateriaize themsalves voluntarily. They
withdraw into the Twilight under the burden of their shame... We have dl heard alot about this. But I,
for ingtance, have never actualy seenit. No doubt Igor Teplov regards the murder of agirl whowasin
lovewith him, and likewise the death and suffering of innocent human children, as ethically irreproachable
actions

He stopped speaking.

The Inquisitors exchanged glances. Then Witezdav asked, "Do the parties to the case have any proof
that their assertions are correct?!

Gesar said nothing, but Zabulon asked in surprise, "Pardon me, but what proof can | offer that I'm not a
came? Let those who have uttered such nonsense attempt to proveit.”

"TheInquisition has heard the opinions of the two sides" said the vampire. " Accused, do you have
anything to add?"

Igor Teplov nodded. "Y es. | admit that my actions were not entirely judtified... and | profoundly regret
their consequences. I... | had..." He broke off, then started talking more quickly. "I had very strong
fedingsfor AlisaDonnikova But when | learned she was a Dark witch, it affected the bal ance of my
mind. | do not ask for clemency. | have dready condemned myslf. But..."

He turned sharply toward Zabulon.

"Y ou arethe murderer! Y ou sent Alisato her death. And that iswhy | haveto stay dive... | haveto, 0
that you will not profit from your villainy."

Zabulon merely shrugged and gave aheavy sigh.
"Do you have any proof?" the vampire asked.
Igor shook his head.

"The Tribund isaware of the Sgnificance of thiscase," said Witezdav. "Although neither Sde has
adduced any evidence, the Inquisition considersit important to determinewho isthered guilty party.
Therefore..."

Edgar suddenly saw Zabulon's expression change: His face froze hdfway through asad amile.

"Therefore the Inquigition will continue to question witnesses. Alisa Donnikovawill be temporarily
remateridized.”

"Objection!" said Zabulon, rising to hisfeet. "This case is not important enough to disturb the peace of the
departed!”

"Objection overruled. The Inquisition requests Anna Leme-sheva, who has come here on the Inquisition's
ingtructions, to advance to the center of the hall. Her body will be used for the temporary



remateridization of AlisaDonnikova."

Lemesheva began to squed. But amoment later two young Inquisitors were aready leading her,
twitching feebly, out into the center of the hall.

"The expenditure of energy in this processwill be borne by the Night Watch of Moscow and it will not
be refunded no matter what the outcome of thetrid," Witezdav continued. " Great Magician Gesar, do
you possess the required reserves of Power?"

"Yes" sad Gesar, getting to hisfeet, "l do."

Edgar fdt he was completely losing the thread of events. What was so important about this Igor Teplov
that Zabulon would sacrifice hislover for him and Gesar would expend such a colossal amount of
Power?

"Proceed with the remateridization,” sad Witezdav. "Any atempt to hinder it is punishable by immediate
desth.”

Severd of the Inquisitors moved forward dightly, and Gesar sighed and stepped toward Lemesheva. She
squedled again, and then fell slent, staring a the Light magician with glazed eyes.

And then Edgar had to squeeze his own eyes shut.

There was such a colossal amount of energy raging in the cen-ter of the hall that he smply couldn't look.
He sensed the Inquisitors erecting magical barriers around Gesar and Lemesheva, one after another. He
sensed the barriers crumbling under the pressure of unimaginable Power. And hefdt the Twilight shudder
asit wastorn open through al the layersthat Edgar knew and those he had never even suspected
exiged. If thiswastemporary remateriaization, then what must a permanent remateriaization be like?

The storm died away. Gesar dowly stepped backward.

There were three figures [ eft in the center of the hall—the Inquisitor Witezdav, the Light magician Igor
Teplov, and the Dark witch Alisa Donnikova.

Alisawastrembling, coughing, and clutching at her throat.

Edgar shuddered. He didn't know what happened to Othersthere... inthe Twilight. And he didn't redlly
want to know, to be quite honest. But Alisahad just recovered consciousness at the moment when her
human life had come to an end. She had come back to life with asearing pain in her lungs, till choking on
seawater, struggling desperately with the pressure that Teplov had brought down on her.

"AlisaDonnikova," the vampire began. Even hisvoice trembled—temporary remateridization was an
infrequent procedure, very infrequent... "Y ou have been temporarily remateriaized and are now in the
premises of the European Tribuna of the Inquisition in Prague. Do you understand me?”

Alisa Donnikova straightened up, dready controlling her wheezing. She was looking at Igor Teplov. And
nobody else.

"Do you understand me?' Witezdav repeated.

"Why... in Prague?’ Alisaasked. She wastaking rapid, deep breaths, asif she smply couldn't get
enough air—even the damp air in this dungeon.

"That is not important, Alisa Donnikova. Y ou have been summoned to our world as awitness. A great



deal depends on what you say.”

"Can... can | stay here? Again? Forever?' Alisaasked.

But shewas only looking at Igor.

"No," the Inquisitor replied honestly. "Will you answer my questions voluntarily?*

Alisatossed her head to and fro, with astrange, desperate pride. "Yes, | will, Inquisitor. Ask."
But shewas only looking at Igor.

"The questions concern your duel with the Light magician Igor Teplov, here present. Wasthe challengeto
the duel made in accordance with al the rules?’

llYall
"Tel me, Alisa, do you accuse Igor Teplov of your death?"

Alisaamiled. She gestured with her hand—uwithout turning around, but unerringly indicating Zabulon.
"No."

Shewas only looking at Igor.
"Do you have any chargesto bring againgt your... opponent?’
She only shook her head.

"Alisa Donnikova, can you accuse anybody who is present here of provoking the sad eventsthat led to
your degth?"

"Zabulon," Alisasaidin an absolutely indifferent voice. "It was his operation.”

"Y ou cowardly fool!" Zabulon shouted. "They won't rema-teridize you anyway! What are you doing,
witch?'

It was only then that Alisa Donnikova turned toward Zabulon. Under her gaze the leader of the Dark
Onesfdl dlent.

"Zabulon, have you forgotten what you said to me when | appeded to you as| was drowning?”
"Stupid, vengeful littlefool," Zabulon said inacamer voice.

Alisashook her head. Shelooked at Igor again and said in astrange, mocking tone of voice, "What has
vengeance got to do withiit... Loveisaso agreat power, Zabulon."

"The Inquidition has no further questions,” Witezdav said quickly. "Gentlemen... | think to continue with
this scene. .. would be unworthy of Others. The charge againgt Igor Teplov of violating the Treaty is
dismissed. AlisaDonnikovacan... can go back now."

Edgar seemed to be watching in adream as Gesar got to hisfeet. The triumphant, victorious Gesar, with
Zabulon hunched over on hisbench... the defeated Zabulon.

It was only when the faces of the Great Magicians suddenly trembled in surprise and confusion that he
looked back at the center of the hall.



Alisa Donnikovawas disappearing. Her body was changing, sinking into the Twilight asapale,
insubstantial shadow. Leme-shevawas crawling on dl fourstoward Zabulon's feet.

But Igor Teplov was a so disgppearing.
Withdrawing into the Twilight.

Edgar hadn't lied. Thisredly wasthefirst time he had ever seen aLight magician demateriaize.
Voluntarily. Without any fighting or screaming or streams of Power.

Just for one moment Igor Teplov, dready transformed into an dmost insubstantial shadow, turned to
glance at his comrades. With a glance that looked guilty. But gpart from that, he only looked at Alisa

Then he disappeared.

TheTwilight closed up. Theair inthe hal wasicy, there was white, bristling hoarfrost clinging to thewalls
like ashroud of mourning. The triumphant smile was dowly returning to Zabulon'sface. Gesar was
looking at the empty circular grille with aweary, sad expression.

"Wel?" Zabulon shouted. "Well?'Y ou see? Now where's your mentor? Whereis he, the only one who
was capable of educating the Messah of the Light?’

Helaughed and patted L emesheva's head—she was standing on her kneesin front of him. Then he
turned to the Inquisition and said, "Y es, it was a Day Watch operation. Within the limits of the Treaty.
The exchange of two equa pieces—AlisaDonnikovafor Igor Teplov. Do you have any more chargesto
bring againgt us?'

"The Inquisition has no chargesto bring againg you..." the vampire said dowly. He rubbed hisface with
hishand. "In view of dl the circumstances... The Inquisition will consder the question of the early
restoration of Svetlana Nazarovas Power.

But that... will belater. Everyone... everyone may leavethe hal."

Svetlanawasthe first to get up from her seat. She walked up to Zabulon and stood for a second, looking
into hisface. Edgar suddenly realized with asinking heart that the enchantresswas going to hit the

magidan.
But dl she did was say something to him, then turn away and walk out abruptly.

Edgar'slegsfdt stiff and awkward as he left his desk. He dmost bumped into Gesar, who was musing
sadly, engrossed in his own thoughts. Anton immediately came up to Gesar, pushing Edgar aside. He
exclaimed, "So what doesthis mean... Svetlanas daughter can be an Other, but not grow up to bethe
Messiah of the Light?*

Gesar nodded.
"Why?" Anton asked with astupid air. "Surely Svetlanahersdf..."

"Being a Great Enchantress and raising a Great Enchantress are two quite different things," Gesar said
wearily. "Alas. ... sofar | can't seeanyonedseto match Igor. I... | didn't know how much he loved
that witch! | would have looked for some other way."

"Whose daughter will it be?" Anton suddenly asked. "Svetlanasand..."

"Whose? If you stop standing there like afool, gaping at an old idiot, and go after your wife—it will be



yourg!"

Anton gave afeeble nod and went dashing out of the hall. Edgar aso wanted to ask Gesar a couple of
questions, but he caught the Light One's glance and decided not to risk it. He turned away and stepped
onto the narrow gray wedge of the Inquisition that jutted out between the black and white halves of the
hall.

The Inquisitors were dready pulling off their robes. One of them casually tossed hisrobe into Witezdav's
arms, opened aportal, and disappeared. The others|eft the usua way, through the door.

The vampire looked at Edgar and asked, "Want to try it on?"
"I'm not sure the cut will suit me," Edgar replied in aquiet voice.
"Who knows? But it'sworth atry. Or are you intending to go back to Moscow?"

Edgar carefully took the crumpled gray materia out of the vampire's hands. He asked awkwardly, 1 beg
your pardon... but what wasit that Svetlana said to Zabulon?"

"An Inquisitor hasto have good hearing." A crooked grin appeared on the vampire'sface. "Almost
nothing at dl. I'd call it acurse, but the Light Ones don't even know how to curse properly... Shesaid:
'May no one ever loveyou.""

Edgar nodded. He shrugged and said, "He doesn't need anyone to, anyway."
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