


TheLast Watch
Sergel Lukyanenko

Also by Sergel Lukyanenko
The Night Watch
The Day Watch
The Twilight Watch

THE LAST WATCH

SERGEI LUKYANENKO

Trandated from the Russan by Andrew Bromfield

WILLIAM HEINEMANN: LONDON
Published by William Heinemann, 2008
2468 1097531
Copyright © Sergei Lukyanenko, 2006
English trandation © Andrew Bromfield 2008
Sergel Lukyanenko has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the
author of thiswork
Thisbook is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out,
or otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior
consent in any form of binding or cover other than that
inwhich it is published and without a similar condition,
including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

First published in Great Britain in 2008 by
William Heinemann Random House, 20 VVauxhall Bridge Road,
London SW1V 2SA



www.rbooks.co.uk
Addresses for companies within The Random House Group Limited can be found at:

www .randomhouse.co.uk/offices.htm

The Random House Group Limited Reg. No. 954009

A CIP cata ogue record for this book is available from the British Library
ISBN HB: 9780434017379 ISBN TPB: 9780434017386

The Random House Group Limited supports The Forest Stewardship
Council (FSC), the leading international forest certification organisation. All our
titles that are printed on Greenpeace approved FSC certified paper carry the
FSC logo. Our paper procurement policy can be found at:
www.rbooks.co.uk/environment
Mixed Sources
Product group from well-managed forests and other controlled sources www.fsc.org Certno.TT-COC-2139 © 1996 For est
Stewardship Council
Typeset by Palimpsest Book Production Ltd, Grangemouth, Stirlingshire
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ivesplc

Part One

A COMMON CAUSE

PROLOGUE

LERA LOOKED AT Victor and smiled. Insgde every man, no matter how grown-up, there was
ill alittle boy. Victor was twenty-five years old and of, course, he was grown-up. Vaeriawas prepared
toingst on that with dl the conviction of anineteen-year-old womanin love,

'‘Dungeons,’ she said straight into Victor's ear. ‘Dungeons and dragons. Oo-00-00!"

Victor snorted. They were Sitting in aroom that would have been dirty if it wasn't so dark.
Jostling dl around them were excited children and adults with embarrassed smiles. On a stage decorated
with mystica symbols ayoung man wearing white make-up and along flowing black cloak was making
frightening faces. Hewaslit up from below by afew crimson light bulbs.

'Now you are going to learn what redl horror islike!' the young man drawled menacingly. ‘Aagh!
A-aaagh! Even| fed afraid at the thought of what you are going to see!’

He spoke with the precise articulation that only drama college students have. Even Lera, who

didn't know much English, could understand every word.
'l like the dungeonsin Budapest,' she whispered to Victor.

"They havered old dungeonsthere. . . it'svery interesting. And al they have hereisonebig
"room of horror".'

Victor nodded guiltily and said:

‘But at least it'scool in here!

September in Edinburgh had turned out hot. Victor and Lerahad spent the morning in theroyd
castle, a centre of tourist pilgrimage. They had had abite to eat and had drunk a pint of beer eachin one
of the countless pubs. And then they had found somewhere to take shelter from the midday sun . . .

'Sure you haven't changed your minds? the actor in the black cloak asked.

Leraheard someone crying quietly behind her. She turned round and was surprised to discover
that it was agrown girl, about sixteen years old. Standing there with her mother and little brother. Severa
attendants surfaced out of the darkness and quickly led the entire family away.

"There you have the other Side of European prosperity, 'Victor said didactically. "Would any
grown girl in Russia be frightened by a"room of horror'? Westerner's lives are too calm and peaceful, it
makesthem afraid of dl sortsof nonsense. . .



Lerafrowned. Victor'sfather was a politician. Not avery important one, but very patriotic,
awaystaking every chance to demondtrate the shortcomings of Western civilisation. But that hadn't
stopped him sending his son to study at Edinburgh University.

And Victor, who spent ten months of the year away from his homeland, stubbornly repeated his
father's rhetoric. Y ou would have to look very hard to find another patriot like him eveninsde Russia
Sometimes Lerathought it was funny, and sometimes it made her angry.

Fortunately the introduction was over now, and the dow procession through the ‘Dungeons of
Scotland' began. Under a bridge beside the railway station some enterprising people had partitioned off
the bleak concrete premisesinto small cages. They had put in week light bulbs and draped tattered rags
and artificid cobwebs everywhere. On the walsthey had hung portraits of the maniacs and murderers
who had runriot in Edinburgh over itslong history. And they had started entertaining children.

‘Thisisthe bootikin!" howled agirl dressed in rags- their guide for thisroom. ‘A terrible
insrument of torture!’

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

‘Now well go through the maze of mirrord’ the guide announced.

Strangely enough, thisturned out to be redlly interesting. Lera had always thought that those descriptions
of mirror mazesin which you could lose your way and run your forehead straight into the glasswere
exaggerated. How wasit possible not to see where there was amirror and where there was an empty
space that you could walk into?

It turned out that it was possible. In fact, that it was very possible indeed. They laughed asthey
jostled against the cold mirror surfaces and waved their arms about as they wandered around in the noisy
clamour of the group, which had suddenly been transformed from a handful of peopleinto acrowd. At
one point Victor waved in greeting to someone, and when they eventually got out of the maze (the door
was dyly disguised asamirror, too) he gazed around for along time.

'Who are you looking for? Leraasked.

'Ah, it'snothing,' Victor said, with asmile. 'Just nonsense!

Then there were afew more hals with the sombre trappings of medieva prisons, and then — the
‘River of Blood'. The hushed children were loaded into along metal boat that set off dowly acrossthe
dark water to the 'Castle of the Vampires. The darkness was filled with maevolent laughter and
menacing voices. Invisble wings flapped above their heads, water gurgled. Theimpression was only
spoiled by the fact that the boat sailed about five metres a the very most — after that the illusion of
movement was main-tained by fansblowing air into their faces.

But even so Lerasuddenly felt afraid. She was ashamed of her fear, but she was afraid. They
were gtting on the last bench, there was no one e se beside them, ahead of them were actors groaning
and giggling asthey pretended to be vampires, and behind them. . .

Behind them there was nothing.

But Leracouldn't get rid of the feeling that there was someone there.

'Vitya, I'm afraid, she said, taking hold of his hand.

'Silly girl. . ." Victor whispered into her ear. "Just don't cry, all right?

‘All right,’ Leraagreed.

'Harha-hal Evil vampiresdl around!'Victor exclaimed, imitating the voices of the actors. 'l can
sense them creeping up on me!’

Leraclosed her eyes and clutched his hand even tighter. Boys! They were dl boys, even when
they had grey hair! Why was he frightening her like that?

‘Al," Victor exclaimed very convincingly. Then he said, There's someone. . . someone biting my
neck ...

'Fool!" Lerablurted out, without parting her eyelids.

'Lera, theré's someone drinking my blood . . ' Victor said in amournful, despairing voice. '‘And



I'm not even afraid . . . It'slikeadream . . .

The fanskept blowing their cold wind, the water dapped against the sides of the boat, the wild
voices howled. Therewas even asmell of something like blood. Victor's hand went limp. Leraangrily
pinched him on the palm, but he didn't even twitch.

'I'm not afraid, you blockhead!' Leraexclaimed amost at the top of her voice.

Victor didn't answer, but he tumbled softly against her, and that made her fed abit less afraid.

'I'll bite your throat out mysdlf!" Lerathreatened. Victor seemed to be confused. He didn't say
anything. Then Lerasurprised even hersdlf by adding: 'And I'll drink al your blood. Do you hear me?
Straight after . . . straight after the wedding.'

It was the first time she had mentioned thisword in connec-tion with their relationship. She froze,
waiting to see how Victor would react. A single man smply had to react to the word 'wedding'! He
would be either frightened or delighted.

Victor seemed to be dozing on her shoulder.

'Did | frighten you? Leraasked. Shelaughed nervoudy and opened her eyes, but it was il
dark, athough the howling had begun to fade away. ‘All right... | won't bite you. And we don't have to
have awedding!"

Victor dill didn't say anything.

A mechanism creaked and the iron boat floated another five metres along the narrow concrete
channel. The clamouring kids piled out onto the shore. A three- or four-year-old girl who was holding on
to mummy with one hand and sucking one finger of the other kept turning her head and staring straight at
Lera What could have caught her atention? A young woman talking in an unfamiliar language? No, that
couldn't beit, they werein Europe. . .

Lerasighed and looked at Victor

Heredly was adeep! Hiseyeswere closed and hislipswere set inasmile.

'What's wrong with you? Leraasked and gave him agentle shove. Victor started dowly dumping over,
with his head faling straight towards the iron side of the boat. L era squeded and managed to grab hold
of him (what was happening, why was he so limp and flabby?) and lay him down on the wooden bench.
An attendant immediately appeared in response to her cry -black cloak, rubber fangs, cheeks daubed
with black and red make-up. He jumped down agilely into the boat.

'Has something happened to your friend, miss? The boy was very young, probably the same age
asLera

'Yes... no ... | don't know.' She looked into the attendant's eyes, but he was bewildered too.
'Help me! We haveto get him out of the boat!

'‘Maybeit's hisheart? The lad leaned down and tried to take hold of Victor's shoulders— then
hejerked his hands away, asif he had taken hold of something hot. "What's this? What kind of stupid
jokeisthis? Light! We need light!'

He kept shaking his hands, and there were drops of something thick and dark faling from them.
But Lerawas petrified, Staring at Victor's pale face. The lights came on, bright and white, burning out the
shadows, transforming the frightening tourist attraction into the setting for asordid farce.

But the farce was over, vanished with the tourist ride. There were two open wounds with raised
edges on Victor's neck. Blood was 0ozing from the wounds dowly, like the last drops of ketchup from
an upturned bottle. The thin spurts of blood-drops were even more terrifying because the wounds were
s0 deep. Right above the artery ... asif they'd been made with two razors... or two sharp teeth . . .

And then Leragtarted screaming. A thin, terrible scream, with her eyes closed, waving her arms
about intheair in front of her, like alittle girl who hasjust seen her favourite kitten smeared acrossthe
surface of the road by adump truck.

After dl, insde every woman, no matter how grown —up sheis, thereis il afrightened little girl.

CHAPTER 1

'How COME | could do it? Geser asked. 'And why couldn't you?



We were standing in the middle of aboundless grey plain. My eyes could not make out any
bright coloursat dl inthe overdl picture, but | only had to look closely at an individud grain of sand and
it would flare up in tones of gold, purple, azure and green. The sky over our heads was afrozen swirl of
white and pink, asif ariver of milk had mingled with itsfruit-jelly banks and then been splashed out
across the heavens.

Therewas awind blowing too, and it was cold. | dwaysfed cold down on thefourth level of the
Twilight, but that's an indi-viduad reaction. Geser, on the other hand, was feding hot: hisface had turned
red and there were beads of swest trickling down his forehead.

'l haven't got enough Power,' | said.

Geser's face turned deep crimson.

'Wrong answer! Y ou are aHigher Magician. It happened by accident, but you are ill aHigher
One. Why are Higher Magicians aso known as magicians beyond classfication?

'Because the differences between their levels of Power are so inggnificant that they cannot be
caculated, and it isimpossible to determine who is stronger and who iswesker. . ." | muttered, Boris
Ignatievich, | understand that. But | haven't got enough Power. | can't get to thefifth leve.'

Geser looked down at hisfeet. He hooked up some sand with The toe of his shoe and tossed it
into the air. Then hetook a step forward - and disappeared.

What was that, a piece of advice?

| tossed some sand up in front of mysalf. Took astep forward and tried in vain to raise my
shadow.

There was no shadow.

Nothing changed.

| was gill where | had been, on the fourth level. And it was getting even colder - the steam of my
bresth no longer drifted away in alittle white cloud, it fell on the sand in asprinkling of sharp frosty
needles. | turned round — in psychologica terms| awaysfound it easier to ook for the way out behind
mysdf — and took a step forward, emerging onto the third leve of the Twilight. A colourless maze of
stone dabs corroded by time, lying benesth alow, motionless grey sky. In places the desiccated stems of
plantstrailed across the stone, looking like oversized bindweed killed by the frost.

Another step. The second leve of the Twilight. The stony [abyrinth was covered with a carpet of
interwoven branches. . .

And another one. Thefirst level. Not stone any longer. Walswith windows. The familiar walls of the
Moscow office of the Night Watch — inits Twilight version.

With afina effort, | tumbled out of the Twilight into the real world. Straight into Geser's office.

Naturdly, the bosswas dready sSitting in hischair. | stood there, swaying, in front of him.

How on earth had he managed to overtake me? After dl, he had gone on to thefifth leve, and
then | had started making my way out of the Twilight!

"When | saw you were getting nowhere,’ Geser said, without even looking a me, 'l came Straight
out of the Twilight.

'From thefifth level into the real world? | asked, unable to conced my amazement.

'Y es. What do you find so surprising?

| shrugged. There was nothing redlly surprising about it. If Geser wanted to present mewith a
surprise he always had a huge range to choose from. Theresan awful lot that | don't know. And this. . .

Itsannoying,’ said Geser. 'Sit down, Gorodetsky'

| sat down facing Geser, folded my hands on my knees and even lowered my head, asif | felt
guilty about something.

'Anton, agood magician aways finds his powers when he needs them," said the boss. 'Until you
become wiser, you won't become more powerful. Until you become more powerful, you won't master
higher magic. Until you master higher magic, you won't go into placesthat are dangerous. Y our Situation
isunique. Y ou were affected by’ - he frowned - ‘the spdll of the Fuaran. Y ou became aHigher Magician
when you weren't ready for it. Y es, you do have the Power. Y es, you do know how to contral it... and
what you used to find hard to do is no problem &t all to you now. How long were you down on the fourth



level of the Twilight? And now you're Sitting there asif it was nothing specid. But the thingsthat you
couldn't do before. . .’

Geser stopped.

I'll learn, BorisIgnatievich,' | said. ‘After dl, everyone says|'m making good progress. Olga,
Svetlana

'You are," Geser admitted willingly. Y ou're not atota idiot, you're bound to develop. But right
now you remind me of an inexperienced driver, someone who has driven aLadaaround for six months
and then suddenly finds himsdlf at thewhedl of aFerrari racing car! No, worse than that, adump truck in
aquarry. A huge BELAZ truck weighing two hundred tonnes, cregping up round aspiral road on itsway
out of thequarry . . . with ahundred-metre drop at one sde! And there are other dump trucks driving
down below it. If you make one false move, turn the whedl too sharply, or let your foot dip on the peda
— then everyonesin trouble.’

'l understand,’ | said, with anod. 'But | never asked to be aHigher Magician, Boris Ignatievich.
It was you who sent me after Kostya. . .

'l have nothing to reproach you with and there are alot of thingsI'm trying to teach you," said
Geser. And then he added, rather off the point: 'Although you did once reject me as your teacher!'

| said nothing.

'l don't even know what todo . . . Geser drummed hisfingers on thefilelying in front of him.
'Send you out on routine assign-ments? A schoolgirl has seen ahobo werewolf," "A vampire has shown
up in Butovo," "A witch iscadting red spells” " There's amysterious tapping sound in my basement”?
Pointless. With your Power, nonsense like that is no problem for you. Y ou'll never haveto learn anything
new. Leave you to rot behind a desk? That's not what you want, anyway. Or what then?

'Y ou know what to do, Boris Ignatievich,' | answered. 'Give me a genuine assgnment. Something
that will force meto develop and mature.’

Geser'seyesglittered ironicaly.

'Sure, coming right up. I'll organise araid on the specid vault of the Inquigition. Or I'll send you to
storm the Day Watch office. . .

He pushed the file across the desk:

'Read that."

Geser himsdlf opened an identicd file and immersed himsdlf in the study of severa pagesfroma
school exercise book, covered in writing.

Why did we have these old cardboard files with tatty lace bind-ingsin our office anyway? Did
we buy severd tonnes of them last century, or had we picked them up alittle while ago from some
charitable organisation providing work to housebound invaids? Or were they produced in some ancient
factory that belonged to the Night Watch in the provincid city of Hyshit?

But anyway, it was afact that in the age of computers, photo-copiers, transparent plastic folders
and degant, robust files with convenient clips and pins, our Watch still used flaky cardboard and string. .
. What a disgrace — we should be ashamed to ook our foreign colleaguesin the eye!

'It'seasier to gpply protective spdllsthat prevent long-distance sensing to files made of organic
materials,’ Geser said. 'It's the same reason why we only use books for studying magic. When atext is
typed into acomputer, it doesn't retain any of the magic

| looked into Geser's eyes.

'l never even thought about reading your mind,' the boss said. 'Until you learn to control your
face, | don't haveto.'

Now | could feel the magic that permeated thefile. A light defensive spdll that caused no
problemsfor Light Ones. Dark Ones could have removed it with no difficulty too, but it would have
created ared din whilethey were at it.

When | opened the file— the Great Geser had tied thelacesin aneat bow — | discovered four
fresh newspaper clippingsthat still smelled of printer'sink, afax and three photographs. Thethree
clippingswerein English, and to start with | focused on them.

Thefirgt clipping was abrief article about an incident in atourigt attraction that was called the



Dungeons of Scotland. This establishment seemed to be afairly band version of the stlandard 'room of
horror'. But a Russian tourist had been killed there,'as ,aresult of technica faults. The dungeons had
been closed and the police were investigating to establish whether the personnd were responsiblefor the
tragedy.

The second article was much more detailed. It didn't mention any ‘technical faults at al. The text
was rather dry, even pedantic. | grew more and more excited as | read that the man who had died,
twenty-year-old Victor Prokhorov, had been studying at Edinburgh University and was the son of ‘a
Russian palitician’. He had gone to the 'dungeons with hisgirlfriend, VaeriaKhomko, who had flown
from Russato see him, and he had died in her ams from loss of blood. In the darkness of the tourist
atraction someone had cut histhroat. Or something had cut it. The poor guy and his girlfriend had been
gtting in aboat that was sailing dowly acrossthe River of Blood, ashalow ditch around the Castle of the
Vampires. Perhaps some sharp piece of meta protruding from thewall had caught Victor acrossthe
throat?

When | got to thispoint, | sighed and looked at Geser.

'Y ou've dways been good with ... er ... vampires,' the boss said, looking up from his papersfor a
second.

Thethird article was from the yellow press, one of Scotland's cheap tabloids. And of course, in
this case the reporter told aterrible story of modern-day vampires who suck the blood of their victimsin
the dismal darkness of tourigt attractions. The only origina detail wasthe journdist’s claim that vampires
did not usualy suck their victims dry and kill them. But, like atrue Russian, the student had been so
drunk that the poor Scottish vampire had got tipsy too and then got carried away.

Even though the story was so tragic, | laughed.

‘The ydllow pressisthe same everywhere the whole world over,” Geser said without looking up.

‘Theworst thing isthat that's exactly theway it was,' | said. 'Apart from him being drunk, of
course.

‘A pint of beer with lunch,' Geser agreed.

Thefourth clipping was from one of our Russian newspapers. An obituary. Condolencesto

Leonid Prokhorov, Deputy of the State Duma, whose son has been killed tragicaly . . .

| picked up the fax.

As| expected, it was areport from the Night Watch of the city of Edinburgh, Scotland, Great
Britain.

Theonly dightly unusua thing about it was that it was addressed to Geser in person, and not to
the duty operations officer or head of the internationa department. And the tone of the letter wasjust a
little more persond than was normd for officiad documents.

The contents were no surprise to me, though.

'Weregret to inform you . . . the results of athorough investi-gation . . . total loss of blood ... no
sgnsof initiation werefound . . . searches have discovered nothing . . . our best men have been put on
the case ... if the Moscow department considersit necessary to send . . . give my best wishesto Olga,
I'm very pleased for you, you old co—'

The second page of the fax was missing. Obvioudy the text on it was persona. And so | didn't
seethe sgnature.

'Foma Lermont,' said Geser. 'Head of the Scottish Watch. An old friend.'

‘Aha. . ."| drawled thoughtfully. 'Andso. . .’

Our glances met again.

'Oh no, you can ask for yoursdlf if he'srelated to the Russian poet Lermontov,’ said Geser.

'l wasthinking of something else. "Co" — isthat commander?

"Co"is...' Geser hesitated and glanced at the page with obvious annoyance. " Co" isjust "co".
That's none of your business.’

| looked at the photographs. A young man, that was the unfor-tunate victim Victor. A girl, very
young. His girlfriend, no need to guessthere. And an older man. Victor'sfather?

"The circumstantial evidence suggests avampire attack. But why does the situation require



intervention by us? | asked. 'Russians are often killed abroad. Sometimes by vampires. Don't you trust
Fomaand hismen?

'l trust them. But they don't have much experience. Scotland is a peaceful, calm, cosy country.
They might not be up to thejob. And you've had alot of dealingswith vampires:”

'Of course. But even s0? Isthe reason that hisfather'sapolitician?

Geser frowned.

‘Twenty years ago the young man's father was identified as a potentia Light Other. A rather
powerful one. He declined initia-tion, and said he wanted to remain a human being. He sent the Dark
Ones packing straight away. But he maintained acertain level of contact with us. Helped us sometimes.’

| nodded. Yes, it wasarare case. It's not often that people reject al the opportunities that
Othershave.

"Y ou might say that | fed guilty about Prokhorov senior,’ Geser said. '‘And though | can't help his
son any more.... | won't let thekiller go unpunished. Y ou're going to go to Edinburgh, find this crazy
bloodsucker and reduce him to dust in thewind.'

That was adirect order. But | hadn't been about to argue in any case.

'Whendo | fly? | asked

'Cdl in a the international section. They should have prepared your documents, tickets and
money. And acover story'

‘A cover story? Who for — me?

'Y es, you'l beworking unofficidly'

‘Contacts?

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

'Only Foma. . . Anton, stop mocking me!’

| gave Geser a perplexed look.

"'Co" isthe beginning of theword "cocksman”,” Geser blurted out. 'We were young then, you
know . . . thefree and easy moras of the Renaissance. . . All right, off you go! And try to catch the next
flight out." He paused for an instant, and then added: 'If Svetlana doesn't object. And if she does, say that
I'll try to persuade her.'

'She will object,’ | said confidently.

What wasit that had upset Geser like that? And why had he explained to me about that word
‘cocksman'?

Svetlana set aplate down in front of me, full of fried potatoes and mushrooms. Then aknife and
fork appeared on the table, followed by asdt cdllar, asaucer of pickled cucumbers, alittleglassand a
smal carafe with just ahundred grams of vodka. The carafe was straight out of the fridge and it
immediately misted up inthewarmair.

Bliss

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

'Sveta, they're sending meto Edinburgh,’ | repeated, just to be the safe side.

'Yes, | heard you,' Svetlanareplied camly.

Thelittle carafe on the table lifted into the air. The round glass stopper twisted out of its neck.
The cold vodka flowed into the glassin athick tranducent stream.

'l haveto get aplanetoday, | said. Theresno flight to Edinburgh, so I'll fly to London and
transfer there. . .’

"Then don't drink alot,’ Svetlanasaid anxioudly.

The carafe swerved and moved away towards the fridge.

'l thought you'd be upset,' | said, disappointed.

'What's the point? Svetlana asked, serving hersdlf afull plate aswell. 'Would you not go?



'No, | would.'

"There, you see, Geser would only start calling and explaining how important your tripis
Svetlanafrowned.

‘It redly isimportant.’

'l know," Svetlanasaid, nodding. Thismorning | sensed that they were going to send you
somewhere far away again. | phoned Olga and asked what had happened in the last few days. Well . . .
shetold me about that young guy in Scotland.'

| nodded inrelief. Svetlanaknew dl about it, that was great. No need for lies or half-truths.

It'sastrange business, she said.

| shrugged and drank the forty grams of vodkathat | had been alocated. | crunched happily on a
pickled cucumber and then asked, with my mouth full:

'What's so strange about it? Either awild vampire, or one who went loco because he hadn't fed
fortoolong. .. that's pretty normal stuff for them. This one seemsto have a distinctive sense of humour,
though. Fancy killing someonein atourit attraction called the Cagtle of the Vampired!'

'Quiet.’ Svetlana frowned and indicated Nadya with her eyes.

| started chewing energeticaly. | love fried potatoes— with acrispy crust, and they haveto be
fried in goose fat — with crack-ling, and ahandful of white mushrooms, fresh onesif they'rein season, or
dried onesif they're not. Everything'sdl right, mummy and daddy are talking about all sorts of nonsense,
about movies and books, vampires don't redlly exist. . .

Unfortunately, there's no way our daughter can be fooled. She can seethem dl quite clearly. It
had been astruggle to teach her not to mention it in aloud voice in the metro or on the trolley-bus.
'Mummy, Daddy, ook, that man there's avampire!’ Never mind the other passengers, they would just
put it al down to childish foolishness, but | felt awkward for the vampires somehow. Some of them have
never attacked people: they drink their donor blood honestly and lead perfectly decent lives. And theniin
the middle of acrowd afive-year-old kid jabs her finger a you and laughs. 'That man's not dive, but he's
waking around! "There was nothing we could do — she could hear what we were talking about and she
drew her own conclusions,

But thistime Nadyatook no interest in our conversation. She was putting ared tile roof on alittle
house of yellow plastic bricks.

'l don't think it's a question of anybody's sense of humour,” Svetlana said. 'Geser wouldn't send
you right across Europe for that .The Watch in Scotland isn't full of fools, they'll find the blood-sucker
sooner or later.

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

Svetlana sighed. She glanced at the fridge — and the carafe came flying back to us.

| suddenly redlised that she wasworried about something.

'Sveta, have you looked into the future?

'Yes'

It's not possible to see the future in the way that charlatans and fortune-tellerstalk about it. Not
even if you'rea Great Other. But it is possible to calculate the probability of one event or another: will
you get stuck in atraffic jam on thisroad or not, will your plane explodein mid-air, will you survive or be
killed in the next battle?... To put it smply, the more precise the question is, the more precise the answer
will be. You can't just ask: 'What'sin store for me tomorrow?

'Wel?

‘Theres no threat to your lifein thisinvestigation.'

" That'sgresat,' | said sincerely. | took the carafe and poured another glassfor each of us.
‘Thanks. Y ou've reassured me.'

We drank — and then looked at each other grimly.

Then welooked at Nadya— our daughter was Sitting on the floor fiddling with her building st.



Sensing our gazes on her, she sarted trilling: '‘Lalalalalala’
It wasthe kind of song grown-ups often use to represent little girlsin jokes. Horrid little girls, who are
just about to blow some-thing up, break something or say something redlly nasty.

‘Nadezhdal' Svetlanasaid inanicy voice.

‘Lalala..."Nadyasadinadightly louder voice. 'What have | done now? Y ou said Daddy shouldn't
drink before hefliesaway. Drinking vodka's bad for you, you said so! Masha's daddy drank, he drank
and heleft home. . .

There was a subtle weepy note in her voice.

‘Nadezhda Antonovnal' Svetlana said in agenuindy stern tone. ‘Grown-up people have the right.
.. Sometimes ... to drink aglass of vodka. Have you ever seen Daddy drunk?

'At Uncle Tolya's birthday, Nadyareplied instantly.

Svetlanagave me avery expressvelook. | shrugged guiltily.

'Even 50, said Svetlang, 'you have no right to use magic on Mummy and Daddy. I've never done
that!"

‘And Daddy?

'Neither has Daddy. And turn round immediately. Am | talking to your back?

Nadya turned round and pressed her lips together stubbornly. She thought for amoment and
then pressed one finger againgt her forehead. | could hardly hold back asmile. Little children loveto
copy gestureslike that. And it doesn't bother them at all that it's only charactersin cartoons who put their
fingersto their fore-heads when they're thinking and redl live people don't doit.

'Okay,' said Nadya. 'I'm sorry, Mummy and Daddy. | won't do it again. I'll fix everything!"

' Dont fix anything!" Svetlanaexclamed.

But it wastoo late. The water that had been in our glassesinstead of vodka suddenly turned
back into vodka. Or maybe even pure acohol.

Right therein our somachs.

| fet asif alittle bomb had gone off in my belly. | groaned and started picking up the dmost cold
potatoes on my fork.

'Anton, at least say something,’ exclaimed Svetlana.

‘Nadya, if you were aboy you'd get my belt across your bottom!" | said.

‘Lucky for me I'm not aboy' Nadyareplied, not in the dightest bit frightened. "What's wrong, Daddy?
Y ou wanted to drink some vodka. And now you have. It's aready inside you. Y ou said vodka doesn't
taste nice, so why drink it with your mouth?

Svetlanaand | looked at each other.

"Thereés no answer to that,” Svetlana summed up. 'I'll go and pack your suitcase. Shall | call a
taxi?

'No need. Semyon will take me.'

Even that |ate in the evening the ring road was packed, but Semyon didn't even seemto noticeit.
And | didn't even know if he had checked the probability lines or was smply driving with the ingtincts of
adriver who has ahundred years experience.

'Y ou're getting snobbish, Anton," he muttered, without taking his eyes off the road. 'Y ou might at
least have told Geser: | won't go anywhere on my own, | need a partner, send Semyonwithme. . .

'How was | supposed to know that you like Scotland so much?

'How? Didn't | tell you how we fought the Scottish at the battle of Sebastopol ?

‘Not the Germans? | suggested uncertainly.

'No, the Germans came later,’ Semyon said dismissvely 'Ah, (here were real men in those days. .
. bulletswhistling overhead, shdllsflying through the ar, hand-to-hand fighting by the Sixth Bastion . ..
and there we are, flinging magic a each other like fools. Two Light Others, only held come with the
Englisharmy . . . Hegot mein the shoulder with the Spear of Suffering . . . But | got him with the Freeze
- frogted him dl the way up from hishedlsto his neck!"

He grunted happily.

'And who won? | asked.



'Don't you know any history? Semyon asked indignantly. "We did, of course. And | took Kevin
prisoner. | went to see him later. It was already the twentieth century then . . . nineteenoh seven. . . or
wasit eight?

He swung the steering whed sharply as he overtook a Jaguar sports car and shouted through the
open window:

'Use your brakes, you stupid asst And he wants to swear at me!'

'He'sembarrassed in front of hisgirlfriend,’ | explained, glancing at the Jaguar asit disappeared
behind us. 'Letting some old VVolgacut him up likethat.

‘A car's not the right place for showing off to agirl - the bed'sthe place for that. The
consequences of amistake there are more upsetting, but lesstragic. . . Ah, | tdl you what, if things get
tight, call Geser and ask him to send meto help. Well cal into see Kevin, drink some whisky. From his
own didtillery, by theway!"'

‘All right," | promised. "The moment the pressure comes on, I'll ask for you to come.’

After the ring road the traffic was camer. Semyon stepped on the gas (1'll never believe that he
has the standard ZM Z-406 engine under the hood of his hurtling Volga) and fifteen minutes later we were
approaching Domodedovo airport.

'Ah, what awonderful dream | had last night!" Semyon exclaimed as he drove into the parking
lot. 'I'm driving round M oscow in this battered old van, with one of our people itting besideme. . . Then
suddenly | see Zabulon standing in the middle of the road, dressed like ahobo for some reason. | step on
the gas and try to knock him down! But he just waves his hand and puts up abarrier. We go flying up
into theair, and somersault right over Zabulon. And we drive on.’

'So why didn't you turn back? | needled him.

'Wewerein ahurry to get somewhere.' Semyon sighed.

'Y ou should drink less, then you wouldn't be bothered by dreamslike that.’

‘They don't bother me at dl,’ said Semyon, offended. 'On the contrary, | enjoyed it. Like a scene
out of some pardld redlity . .. Oh, hdl!'

He braked sharply.

‘Morelikeitslord and master . . ." | said, looking at the head of the Day Watch. Zabulon was
standing in the parking bay that Semyon was just about to drive into. He gestured for usto come closer. |
said, 'Maybe that dream was a hint? Will you have ago?

But Semyon was not inclined to try any experiments. He drove forward very smoothly. Zabulon
stepped aside and waited until we'd halted between adirty Zhiguli and an old Nissan. Then he opened a
door and got into the back sest.

It was no surprise that the door's locking device didn't work.

'Evening, watchmen,’ said the Higher Dark Magician.

Semyon and | exchanged glances. Then we looked at the back seat again.

'Almost night,' | said. Semyon might have a thousand times more experience than me, but asthe
one with the greater Power | would have to do the talking.

'Y es, night," Zabulon agreed. 'Y our time. Off to Edinburgh?

To London.'

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

Therewasno point in lying. Lying never helpsanyway.

'Yes, of course,' | said. 'Do you object, Dark One?

I'madl infavour," Zabulon replied. I'm dmost dwaysin favour, strangely enough.'

Hewaswearing asuit and atie, only thetie knot was lowered dightly and the top button of his
shirt was unfastened. He looked just like aman who wasin business, or who worked for the state. But
the mistakes in that assumption started with the word 'man’.

Then what do you want? | asked.

'l want to wish you a pleasant journey,’ Zabulon replied coolly. 'And successin investigating the
murder.’

'Why are you so interested? | asked after an awkward pause.



‘Leonid Prokhorov, the father of the deceased, was identified as an Other twenty years ago. A
powerful Dark Other. Unfortunately,’ Zabulon said with asigh, 'he did not wish to undergo initiation. He
remained a human being. But he maintained good rel ations with us and sometimes helped usin small
matters. It's just not acceptable when your friends son iskilled by some petty bloodsucker in araving fit.
Find him, Anton, and roast him onadow fire.’

Semyon had not been present at my conversation with Geser. But, to judge from the puzzled way
he was scratching his clean-shaven chin, he knew something about Leonid Prokhorov.

'l intend to do that anyway,' | said cautioudly. "Y ou have nothing to worry about there, Great
Dark One!'

‘But what if you need some help? Zabulon asked, asif it were the most naturd thing in the world.
'Y ou never know who you might run up againgt. Takethis. . .

An amulet gppeared in Zabulon's hand. It was afigure carved in bone, asnarling wolf. Thelittle figure
had adistinct aura.of Power.

‘Thisis contact, help, advice. All together.' Zabulon leaned over the back of the seat and
breathed hotly into my ear: 'Takeit... watchman. Y ou'll say thank you to me.’

'l won't say that.'

Takeit anyway'

| shook my head.

Zabulon sighed.

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

A smadl dark sphere like aminiature black hole gppeared, spin-ning on his palm beside the
carved figure. A direct confirmation of his oath by the Primordia Power.

'Even so, | don't think | would—' Semyon began.

At that moment the cellphone in my pocket rang and switched Itsdlf into loudspeaker mode. |
never used its multitude of various functions. speaker phone, organiser, games, built-in camera,
cdculator, radio. | only used the built-in music player. But thistime the conference-call function camein
handy . ..

Takeit, said Geser. 'He's not lying about this. Well work out what he is lying about later.'

The connection broke off.

Zabulon laughed and carried on holding out the carved figure. | raked it off the Dark Magician's
hand without saying aword and put it in my pocket. | didn't have to swear any oaths.

"Wl then, good luck,” Zabulon continued. 'Ah, yed! If it's not too much trouble, bring me alittle
magnet from Edinburgh for the refrigerator.’

'What for? | asked.

' collect them,’ Zabulon said, with asmile.

And then he disappeared, dropped straight down to some deep leve of the Twilight. Of course,

wedidn't follow him.

'What a show-off," | said.

'For therefrigerator,” Semyon muttered. 'Y es, | can just imagine what he kegpsin hisrefrigerator
.. Allittlemagnet. . . Bring him alittlejar of strychnine. Mix it into some of that Scottish haggisand bring
that back for him.'

"Haggis' isabrand of nappies,’ | said. They're good, we used them for our daughter.'

'Haggisisakind of food too, said Semyon, shaking his head. 'Although, asfar astaste goes,
there's probably not much difference.’

CHAPTER 2



ITSHARD TO get any pleasure out of flying these days. Boeing 737s and Tupolev 154s
crashing, Swiss air-traffic controllers getting lost in thought and al sorts of Arab terrorists on theloose
don't exactly put you in the right mood to Sit back in your comfort-able seat and enjoy yourself. And
athough the duty-free cognac is cheap, the female flight attendant is attentive, and the food and wine are
perfectly good, it's not easy for aman to relax.

Fortunately, | am not aman. The probability lines had been checked by Svetlanaand Geser. |
can fed out the future for afew hours ahead mysdlf if need be. We would get there with no prob-lems,
make a nice soft landing at Heathrow, and | would have time to make the connection for the planeto
Edinburgh. ..

So | could st there calmly in my business-class seet (I didn't believe that this was asudden fit of
generosity from my boss, there smply hadn't been any other seats available), sp the decent Chilean wine
and glance compassionately at the woman trying to look younger than her real age who was Sitting across
the aide from me. She was very frightened. Every now and then she crossed herself and whispered a
dlent prayer.

Eventudly | couldn't stland it any longer. | reached out to her through the Twilight — and stroked
her head gently. Not with my hands, with my mind. With the kind of affection that only human mothers
can provide, the affection that ingtantly removes al anxieties. | touched the hair that had been dyed so
often.

The woman relaxed and a minute later she fell sound adeep The middle-aged man beside me
was alot camer, and he was dso pretty drunk. He briskly opened up the two little bottles of gin that the
flight attendant had brought, mixed their contents with tonic in the harsh proportion of oneto one, drank
the result and then started dozing. He looked like atypical Bohemian — jeans, cotton swester and a
short beard. A writer? A musician? A theatre director? London is a magnet for everyone— from
bus-nessmen and poaliticiansto Bohemians and rich playboys. . .

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

Before Zabulon had shown up everything had seemed fairly smple. The boy Victor had runinto
avampire who was either hungry or stupid (or both at the same time). He had been killed. Oncethe
vampire had sated his hunger, he had realised exactly what he had done, and he had goneinto hiding.
Sooner or later, usng the old tried and tested police methods, the Night Watch of Edinburgh would
check dl theloca and visiting bloodsuckers, find out if they had dibis or not, put someone under
aurvelllance and catch thekiller. Geser, suffering from some kind of guilt complex over Victor'sfather,
who had refused to become a Light Other, had decided to speed up the good work. And at the same
time give me a chance to pick up some experience.

Logicd?

Absolutely. Nothing odd about it.

Then Zabulon turns up.

And we are shown our noble Leonid Prokhorov, the might-have-been Light Magician, ina
different light! It turns out that heis aso a might-have-been Dark Magician! He has helped the Day
Watch, and so Zabulon isburning with desire to punish his sonskiller!

Did such things happen?

Apparently they did. Apparently the man had decided to play for both teams at once. We Others
cannot servethe Light and the Dark at the sametime. But for peopleit'ssimpler. That's the way most of
them live anyway.

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

Or the other way round. It was a sad thought, but Geser could have given the order to iminate
Victor. Not for revenge, of course not! But the Great Magician would always find amorally accept-able



form for justifying what he wanted to do.

But stop! Then why would Geser send me to Edinburgh? If he was guilty, then he had to
understand that | wouldn't try to concedl his guilt!

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

So it wasn't the Great Ones. . .

| took alittle sip of wine and set down the glass.

The Great Ones weren't responsible, but they suspected each other. And they were both relying
on me. Geser knew | wouldn't pass up any opportunity to do Zabulon abad turn. And Zabulon
understood that | could even go against Geser.

Excellent — | couldn't have asked to be dedlt a better hand. A Grest Light One and a Grest
Dark One, both significant figuresin the worldwide struggle between the Light and the Dark, and both on
my sde. | could get help from them. And FomaLermont,

The Scot with a surname that echoed so sweetly in the Russian heart — he would help me too.
And that meant the vampire had nowhere left to hide.

And that made mefeel good. Evil goes unpunished far too often.

| got up and squeezed cautioudy past the man next to meinto the aide. | looked up at the sign.
Thetoilet at the front of the plane was occupied. Of course, the easiest thing would have been to wait,
but | felt like stretching my legs. | moved aside the curtain separating business class from economy and
walked towardsthetail of the plane.

Asthat well-known ironic phrase putsiit, ‘economy-class passen-gers get there a the same time
asfirgt-class passengers, only for alot lessmoney'. Well, there wasn't actudly any first class on our
plane, but the business class wasn't bad at al — fine wide seats, |ots of space between the rows. And
then again, the flight attend-ants were more helpful, the food was better, the drink was more abundant.

Not that the economy-class passengers were having it tough, either. Some were degping or
dozing lightly, many of them were reading newspapers, novels or guidebooks. A few people were
working on their [gptop computers and others were playing games. One highly origind individua was
piloting aplane. Asfar as| could seeit was afairly redigtic flight-smulator, and the player was actualy
flying aBoeing 767 from Moscow to London. Maybe that was his own cranky way of fighting hisfear of
flying?

And, of course, lots of passengers were drinking. No matter how often we're told that alcohal is
particularly harmful when flying at dtitude, some people are dways keen to give their flight above the
cloudsalittle extralift.

| walked al the way back to the tail. Thetoilets there were occupied too, and while | stood and
waited for afew minutes | examined the backs of the passengers heads. Bouffant hairstyles, girlish
braids, short crew cuts, gleaming bad patches, amusing kids punk cuts. Hundreds of heads thinking
about their businessin London. . .

The door of the toilet opened and ayoung guy dipped out and squeezed past me. | stepped
towardsthetoilet.

Then | stopped.

And turned round.

The guy was about twenty yearsold. Broad in the shoulders, alittle bit taller than me. Some
young men start to grow rapidly and broaden out after the age of eighteen. This used to be attrib-uted to
the beneficia influence of the army, which 'made men out of boys. But in redlity, it's smply amatter of
the way the hormoneswork in any particular organism.

Common or garden physiology.

'Egor? | sad uncertainly.

Then | took ahasty glimpse through the Twilight.

Y es, of course. Even if held been wearing aniron mask | would still have recognised him. Egor,
Zabulon's decoy, who was intercepted and cunningly exploited by Geser. Once he had been aunique
boy with an indeterminate aura*



Now he had grown into ayoung man. With that same indeterminate aura. A luminous glow that
was usually colourless but was sometimestinted red, or blue, or green, or yellow. Like the sand on the
fourth level of the Twilight. . . look closer and you'll seeall the coloursin theworld. A potentid Other,
gtill capable, even as an adult, of becoming either kind. Light or Dark.

| hadn't seen him for six yeard

Whét a coincidence!

'‘Anton? He was as bewildered as| was.

'What are you doing here? | asked.

"Hying, hereplied supidly.

But | was up to the challenge, and | asked an even more idiotic question.

'Whereto?

‘London,' said Egor.

Then suddenly, asif he had just realised how funny our conver-sation was, helaughed. As
nonchaantly and light-heartedly asif he held no grudges againgt the Night Watch, Geser, meand dl the
Othersintheworld. . .

A second later we were dapping each other on the shoulder and muttering nonsense like 'Well,
would you believeit. . .',1 wasthinking just recently . . .", 'What a surprise!’ Pretty much the standard
response for two guys who have been through something pretty important and rather unpleasant together,
quarrelled with each other and then, after years have passed and life has changed, discovered that their
memories of thosetimes are basicdly pretty interesting.

But, at the same time, two guys who don't fedd warmly enough about each other to embrace and
shed an emotiond tear at their meeting.

The passengers nearby looked round at us, but with obvious goodwill. A chance meseting of old
friendsin such an unexpected place as a plane dways arouses sympathy in everyone who witnessesit.

'Isthere some specia reason why you're here? Egor asked anyway, with anote of hisold
suspicion.

'Did you fdl out of your tree? | said indignantly. 'I'm on an assgnment!'

‘Redlly? He narrowed his eyes. 'Are you still working in the same place?

'Of course!

*'This story istold in thefirst part of the book The Night Watch.

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

'l seeyou ill haven't beeninitiated,' | said awkwardly

Egor went tense for amoment, but he answered with asmile:

'Ah, damn thelot of you! Why would | bother with that. . . you know yoursdlf that I'm barely
even seventh level. That's pointless, whichever way | go, Light or Dark. So | just sent both sidesto hell.!

| felt asudden tightnessin my chest.

Coincidences like this definitely didn't happen!

'Where are you flying to? | repeated, making Egor burst into laughter again. He was probably
regarded as the life and soul of any party - he laughed so easily and infectioudly. ‘No, | know you're
going to London, but what for? To study? A holiday?

‘A summer holiday in London? Egor snorted. 'Why not in Moscow? One stone jungleisthe
same asany other . . . I'm going to the festival .’

'In Edinburgh? | asked, knowing what the answer would be.

'Yes, | graduated from the circus college.’

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

'I'm aconjuror. Egor chuckled.



W, would you believeit!

But then, it was an excdlent disguise for an Other. Even for an uninitiated one— they ill have
minor powers that exceed norma human abilities. They're naturd stage magicians and conjurors.

‘That'sjust great!’ | said Sincerdly.

'It'sashame you're going to London." Egor sighed. 'l would have got you into the show.’

And then | did something stupid. | said:

'I'm not going to London, Egor. I'm going to Edinburgh too.'

It's not often that |'ve seen joy disappear from aface so fast, to be replaced by unfriendlinessand
even contempt.

'l see. So what do you want from methistime?

Egor, you. . ."'| hesitated.

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

No.

Because| didn't believeit mysdf.

'| see," Egor repeated. He turned round and walked to the middle of the cabin. There was
nothing left for meto do but step into the toilet and close the door behind me.

Therewas asmél| of tobacco. Even though it was strictly forbidden, passengers who smoked il
fogged up thetoilets. | looked in the mirror and saw the crumpled face of aman who was short of deep.
Even though | am alot moreand alot lessthan just aman ... | felt like banging my forehead against the
mirror, and | did, whispering silently to mysdlf: ‘Idiot, idiot, idiot . . .

| had relaxed. | had believed that | was starting a straight forward work assignment.

But how could that possibly be, when Geser himsdlf had sent me on my way?

| splashed cold water on my face and stood there for awhile, staring angrily at my own
reflection. Then | took aleak, pressed the pedd to release the blue liquid disinfectant into the stedl toilet
bowl, washed my hands and splashed water on my face again.

Whose operation was this? Geser's or Zabulon's?

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

Whose game wasit, whose rules and — most important of all — how many figureswould there
be on the board?

| took Zabulon's present out of my pocket. The bonewas adull yellow, but somehow | knew
that the carver had depicted ablack wolf. A large, mature black wolf with its head thrown back in along,
dreary howl.

Contact, help, advice. . .

The figure looked perfectly ordinary - you could find hundreds and thousands like it in souvenir
kiosks. But | could fed the magic that permeated it. | only had to takeitin my hand . . . arid wish. That
wasdl.

Did | want help from the Dark Ones?

| ressted the desireto flush the little figure down the toilet and | put it back in my pocket.

There were no observers to appreciate the pathetic gesture.

I rummaged in my pocket and found a pack of cigarettes. | don't smoke so much that | suffer
from withdrawa symptoms during afour-hour flight, but right then | flt like indulging some smple human
weaknesses. All Others are like that - the older we get, the more petty bad habits we acquire. Asif we
are clinging on to the dightest manifestation of our natura being— and thereisno anchor morereliable
than vice.

But then, having redlised that my lighter wasin my jacket pocket, without the dightest hesitation |
ignited a high-temperature discharge arc between my finger and thumb - and lit up from the magic fire.

Rookie Otherstry to do everything with magic.

They shave with aCrystal Blade, until they lop off half acheek or the lobe of their ear. They heet their
lunch with fireballs, solashing soup al over thewalls and scraping their meatbdls off the celling. They
check the probability lines before they get into adow-moving trolley.

They enjoy the very process of using magic. They'd useit to wipe their backsidesif they could.



Then Others get older and wiser and start getting more econom-ical too. They redise that energy
isaways energy and it's better to get up out of your chair and wak across to a switch than reach out to
the buttons with a stream of pure Power, that eectricity will cook your stesk alot better than magic fire,
and you should cover ascratch with aplaster and only use the Avicenna spell for seriousinjuries.

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

| bresthed out a stream of smoke.

Geser?

Zabulon?

All right, it was usdlessto guess. | just had to remember once and for al that everything was
going to be alot more compli-cated than I'd thought at the beginning. And | should go back to my seat
— wewould soon belanding.

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

Everything here was dmost exactly the same. Walls, windows, doors. Only everything was grey,
colourless. Ordinary peoplein the real world drifted by like dow-moving shadows. Without even
knowing why, they carefully skirted round an entirely unremark-able section of the corridor, and even
darted walking faster.

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

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

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

Monitoring Others when they cross borders doesn't seem very logica to me. Vampiresand
werewolves are obliged to register with the local branch of the Watch if they stay in atown overnight.
Thejudtification for thisisthat lower Dark Onestoo often give way to the anima sde of their nature.
That's true enough, but any magician, whether he's Dark or Light, is cgpable of things (hat would send a
vampire running for his coffin in horror. Well, anyway, the tradition exists, and no one anywhere wantsto
changeit ... despite al the protests from vampires and werewolves. But what's the point in monitoring the
movements of Others from one country to another? That's important for people — illegal migration,
smuggling, narcotics. . . even spies, if it comesto that. But it'sfifty years now since spies used to walk
through border control zones with elk hoovestied to their feet, and they don't parachute into enemy
territory at night now, either. A self-respecting spy fliesin on aplane and movesinto agood hotel. And
asfor Others— we have no immigration restrictions, and even aweak magician can obtain the
citizenship of any country without the dightest problem. So what was this absurd counter doing here?

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

And drew conclusions.

'Hello. My nameis Anton Gorodetsky,' | said, stopping in front of the counter. We don't use
identity documents, and that's agood thing. There are dways rumours going round that they're going to
dart putting amagica tag on everyone, the way they do with vampires now, or ese makeaninvisble
entry in the ordinary human passports.

But so far we till manage without bureaucracy.

‘A Light One,' declared the Dark Magician. He was aweak magician, sSixth leve at the very



most. And physicaly very feeble: short, skinny and pae, with narrow shoulders and sparse blond hair.

‘A Light One,' | agreed.

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

'Hi there, bro!" he said happily. 'Anton Gorodetsky. Servein aWatch?

'Night Watch, Russia, city of Moscow.'

‘Level?

| suddenly redlised that they couldn't read my aura. They could have read it up to the fourth or
fifth level. But after that every-thing wasjust ablurred glow to them.

‘Higher.'

The Dark One straightened up abit. Of course, they're dl egotists and individudists. But they do
admiretheir superiors.

The Light One opened his eyeswide and said:

'Oh! Higher! Coming for long?

'Passing through. On my way to Edinburgh. | fly out in three hours.'

'Holiday or business?

'An assgnment,’ | said without any further explanation.

Light Ones, of course, arelibera and democratic. But they respect Higher Others.

'Did you enter the Twilight there? the Dark One asked, with anod towards the human customs
officers

'Y es. Will it be caught on the cameras?

The Dark One shook his head.

'No, we monitor everything here. But in town | recommend you should be more careful. There
are plenty of cameras. Lots of them. Every now and then people notice us disappearing and re-gppearing
— we haveto cover our tracks.’

'I'm not even leaving the airport.’

"There are camerasin Edinburgh too," the Light One put in. 'Not so many, but even so0 ... Do you
have the contact details for the Edinburgh Watch?

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

'Yes,' | said.

'| have agood friend who runsalittle family hotel in Edinburgh,’ said the Dark One, joining in the
conversation again. 'For more than two hundred years dready. Beside the castle, on the Royal Mile. If it
doesn't bother you that he'savampire. . .

What was dl this, nothing but vampires on every sde?

... then heréshiscard. It'savery good hotd. Friendly to Others.'

'l have no prgjudices against vampires,' | assured him, taking the rectangle of cardboard. 'Some
my friends have been vampires.'

And | sent one of my vampire friendsto hisdegth . . .

‘Theré'sagood restaurant in Sector B,' the Light One put in.

They were so genuinely eager to help methat | wasn't sure how to get past this solid wall of
friendship and goodwill. Fortunately, another plane landed, and several more Others showed up behind
me. Kegping asmile on my face dl the time— some-thing to which the Russian facia musculatureis
rather poorly adapted — | went to collect my suitcase.

| didn't go to the restaurant since | wasn't fedling at al hungry. | wandered round the airport abit,
drank a double espresso, dozed for whilein achair in the lounge and waked through into my plane,
yawning abit as| went. Aswas only to be expected, Egor was on the same flight. But now we
ostentatioudy ignored each other. Or rather, he ostentatioudy ignored me, and | didn't try to impose my
company onhim.

An hour later we landed at Edinburgh airport.

It was already almost noon when | got into ataxi — one of those remarkably comfortable
English taxisthat you start to missjust as soon asyou leave Gregt Britain. | greeted the driver and, on a



sudden impulse, handed him the card from the ‘friendly hotel’. | had abooking in an ordinary human
hotel, but the chance of talking to one of Scotland's oldest vampires (two hundred yearsis no joke, even
for them) ininforma surroundings was Smply too tempting.

The hotedl redlly wasin the historical town centre, on ahill closeto theroya castle. | lowered the
window and gazed around with the curiosity of someone who hasjust arrived for thefirgt timein an
interesting new country.

Edinburgh wasimpressive. Of course, you could say that any truly old city isimpressiveif it
wasn't flattened sixty years ago by the fiery steamroller of aworld war, which reduced ancient cathedrals,
castles and houses - large and small - to rubble. But there was something specia here. Perhapsit wasthe
royd cadtleitsef, so well Sted on ahill and surmounting the city like acrown of stone. Perhapsit wasthe
large number of people on the streets— tourigtsidly loitering or wandering about with cameras hanging
round their necks, looking at the shop windows or the monuments. After al, theking'sreputation is
always defined by hisretinue. Or perhapsit was the lacework pattern of the streets scattered round the
castle, with their old houses and cobbled roadways.

Even if he'swearing the most beautiful crown, aking also needs worthy robes. The naked king in
Andersen'sfairy tale was not saved by the glittering diamonds on his head.

Thetaxi stopped at afour-storey stone house with anarrow frontage that was squeezed between
two shops crowded with customers. The shop windows were hung with colourful kilts and scarves, and
there were the inevitable bottles of whisky What else would you take away from here? From Russiait's
vodka and matryoshka dolls, from Greece it's ouzo and embroidered table cloths, from Scotland it's
whisky and scarves.

| climbed out of the taxi, took my suitcase from the driver and paid him. Then | looked at the
building. The sign above the entrance to the hotel said 'Highlander blood'.

Right. An impertinent vampire,
| walked up to the door, blinking againgt the bright sunshine. It was getting hot. The legend that vampires
can't tolerate sunlight isjust that, alegend. They can tolerateit, they just don't find it pleasant. And ona
hot summer day likethis| could dmost under-stand them.

The door didn't swing open in front of me— obvioudy they weren't fond of automatic devicesin
thishotd. So | pushed it with my hand and walked in.

Wéll, at least there was an air-conditioner here. The coolnessthat | felt could hardly have been
left over from the night, despite these thick stonewalls.

The small entrance hall was rather dark, and perhapsthat was why it felt abit cosy. | saw an
elderly, highly respectable-looking gentleman standing behind a counter. A good suit, atiewithapin, a
shirt with dlver cufflinksin the form of thistle heads. A plump face with amoustache and red cheeks, a
strawberries-and-cream complexion . . . But hisauraleft no doubt at al — he was human.

'Good afternoon,’ | said, approaching the counter. Y our hotel was recommendedtome.... |
would like to take asingle room.’

'A 9ngle? the gentleman asked, with an extremely pleasant smile,

‘A single," | repeated.

"Weé're very short of rooms, it'sthefestiva. . .' the gentleman said, with asigh. 'Y ou didn't book,
then?

'No."

He sighed again and started leafing through some papers— asif thislittle family hotel had so
many roomsthat he couldn't remember if any were free. Without looking up, he asked:

'Who was it that recommended us?

‘The Dark One at Heathrow customs.’

'l think we should be ableto help you,' the man replied, without any sign of surprise. 'Which
room would you prefer, light or dark? If you have— er — adog with you, there isavery comfortable
room that even the very largest dog can leave — and come back to — onitsown . . . without disturbing
anyone.'

'l want alight room,’ | said.



'Give him the suite on the fourth floor, Andrew," said avoice behind me. 'Heisadistinguished
guest. Very disinguished.

| took the key that had appeared asif by magic in the recep-tionist's hand (no, no magic
involved, it was smply his dexterity) and turned round.

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

‘Anton,’ | said, introducing myself as| examined the owner of the hotdl. 'Anton Gorodetsky,
Moscow Night Watch.'

'Bruce,’ said the youth. 'Bruce Ramsey, Edinburgh. Owner of this establishment.’

Helooked just perfect to play Dorian Grey in afilm verson of Oscar Wilde's novd. Y oung,
graceful and indecently fresh and handsome, he could easily have worn abadge that said ‘Ready for
debauchery!’

Except only that hiseyeswere old. Grey and faded, with the uniformly pink whites of eyesthat
bel ong to atwo-hundred-year-old vampire.

The youth picked up my suitcase - | didn't object - and started walking up the narrow wooden
dairs, talking as he went:

'Unfortunately we don't have alift. It'san old building and too narrow to lit ashaft in. And
besides, 1 am not used to lifts. It seemsto me that a mechanica monster would disfigure this wonderful
house. | hate those reconstructed houses, old facades hiding boring standard-plan apartments. And we
don't often have guestswho find it hard to climb the Sairs. . . except that werewolves don't like steep
steps, but we try to accommodate them on the first floor — there's a specia room there— or on the
second . . . what wind has blown you into our quiet town, Higher Light One?

He was not so ordinary himsdf. A vampire at thefirst level of Power — not exactly magical
Power, not the same as my own, it was vampire Power. But he could definitely be caled afirst-level
Other.

‘The incident in the Dungeons, | said.

‘Just as | thought. "The youth walked on in front of me, striding easily up two stepsat atime. 'A
most unpleasant incident. | appreci-ate the humour of the Situation, of course. . . But it isnot good.
These are not times when you can smply walk up to someone you like the look of and drink him dry.
Not at al!’

'Do you missthe good old days? | couldn't resist asking.

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

Unfortunately, | couldn't find anything to arguewith in dl this

'It'sagood room - youll likeit,' the vampire continued as he reached the fourth-floor landing.
There were only two doors there and the staircase went on up into the attic. 'On the right is the suite for
Dark Ones, aso very pleasant. | furnished it to my own taste and am quite proud of the design. And this
isyour suite!

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

'We have avery good sdlf-taught designer, aLight Other. Heisonly sixth level, but no magicis
needed for thiswork,' Bruce went on. 'l asked him to decorate three rooms to the taste of Light Ones.
Mogt of therest of theinterior israther more origind, you understand . . .

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

I'd never realised that my taste was like this.

Everything around me was white, beige and pink. The parquet flooring was light, bleached wood,
the wallswere covered with beige wallpaper with pae pink flowers, the furniture was ol d-fashioned, but
aso made of light-coloured wood and snow-white satin. Thelarge sofa by the wall was |esther. And



what colour? White, of course. Therewas acrystd chanddier hanging from the celling. The windows
were draped with trangparent tulle and the curtains were bright pink.

The sun must redly have made this place Szzle in the mornings

One door led into asmall bedroom. Cosy, with adouble bed. The bed sheets were pink silk.
Therewas alittle vase on the dressing table with afresh scarlet rosein it — the only spot of bright colour
in the entire suite. The washroom and toilet were behind another door. The space wastiny, but it was
equipped with some kind of hybrid cross between a hydro-massage unit and a shower cabinet.

'Rather vulgar and it doesn't suit the style.’ Bruce sighed behind me. ‘But many guestslikeit.’

Hisface, reflected in the mirror, looked rather pained. Evidently he had not redlly liked the idea
of ingaling thismiracle of modern plumbing in the hotdl.

| nodded to the vampire, without turning round. The ideathat vampires are not reflected in
mirrorsisjust asfase asthe taesthat they absolutely cannot tolerate sunlight and are afraid of garlic,
slver and aspen stakes. They arc reflected in mirrors, even when they deflect a person's attention.

But if you don't look at them when you're talking to them or, even worsg, if you turn your back
on them, it redlly unnervesthem. Vampires have a very large number of techniques for which they need to
look their opponent straight in the eye.

'| shal beglad totakeawash,' | said. 'But alittle later. Do you have ten minutes you could spare
me, Bruce?

'Areyou on an officid vidt to Edinburgh, Light One?

‘No.'

"Then of course | do. 'The vampiresfacelit up in abroad smile. He sat down in one of the
amchairs

| took aseat facing the youth and forced out asmilein responseto his, dl thetimelooking at his
chin.

'So what do you think of the suite? Bruce enquired.

'l think an innocent girl of seventeen would likeit,' | replied honestly. 'Only it needs awhite
kitten."

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

Wil, now | could consider the social part of the conversation over.

‘1 have come to Edinburgh unofficidly,' | repeated. 'But at the sametime, at the request of the
head of the Night Watch — and the head of the Day Watch — of Moscow.'

'How unusudl. . ." the youth said quietly. The esteemed Geser and the most worthy Zabulon sending the
same messenger. . . and aHigher Magician aswell — and for such aminor incident. Well, | shal beglad
to be of assstance!

'Does what happened upset you personaly? | asked bluntly.

'Of course. | have aready told you my opinion,’ Bruce said. He frowned. "We're not living in the
Middle Ages— thisisthe twenty-lirst century. We have to break the old patterns of behaviour . . ."' He
sghed and squinted at the door of the bathroom. "Y ou can't wash in abasin and go to awooden privy
when water mains and sewers have been invented. Even if you are used to abasin and find it rather more
agreegble. . . You know, in recent times there has been amovement growing among usto take a
humane atti-tude towards human beings. No one drinks blood without alicence. And. even with alicence
they try not to kill. . . Hardly anyone drinks children under the age of twelve, even if they are chosen by
thelottery’

'‘And why twelve?

Bruce shrugged.

'It'sjust amatter of history. Do you know, for instance, what the most terrible crimeisin
Germany? The murder of achild under the age of twelve. If the child isaready twelve, it isacompletely
different crime with different pendties. . . Well, aready we don't touch the young growth. And now we
aretrying to push through alaw to exclude children from the lottery atogether.’

'Very touching,' | muttered. '‘But why did someone dine on the young man without alicence?

Bruce thought about it.



"Y ou know, | can only offer hypotheses. . .

A dark, pulsating tunnd, drawing me into emptiness. An eddying vortex of red sparksfrom the
golen lives of others. An enticing whisper in my ears. The ingpired, exalted, unearthly beauty of the
youthful vampire'sface.

Fal a hisfeet. ..

Weep in ecstasy at this beauty, wisdom, will. . .

Beg for forgiveness. . .

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

And | fdt thefull brunt of his Power. | stood up on trembling legs that would not obey me. | took
an uncertain step forward.

Bruce amiled.

Another vampire once smiled in exactly the sameway inaMoscow dleyway when | ranintoit,
following the boy Egor, who was helplesdy following thecal. . .

| put SO much Power into my mental attack that if | had used it for afireball, it would have shot
straight through about thirty houses and struck the fortresswall of the old Scottish cagtle.

Bruce's pupils turned white and blank. The aluring dark tunnel was scorched by awhite
radiance. Sitting therein front of me, swaying backwards and forwards, was adried-up old man with a
young face. But the skin on hisface was starting to ped off, flaking away in little scales, like dandruff.

'Who killed Victor? | asked. The Power continued to flow through mein afine stream, twisting
into arunning knot threaded through the vampire's eyes.

Hedidn't say anything, just carried on swaying in his chair. Maybe I'd burnt out hisbrain ... or
whatever it wasthey had instead of abrain. A fine sart to the unofficia investigation!

'Do you know who killed Victor? | asked, reformulating the question.

'No," Brucereplied quietly.

'Do you have any theories about the matter?

'Yes. .. two. A young vampirelost contral. . . Someone from the outside ... avisitor . . .’

'What else do you know about thiskilling?

Silence. Asif hewas gathering his thoughts before starting along speech.

'What el se do you know that is not known to the staff of the city Watches?

‘Nothing . . .

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

What should | do now? And what if he submitted acomplaint to the Day Watch? An
unprovoked attack, interrogation . . .

For about aminute Bruce carried on swaying in his chair. Then he started, and his eyes acquired
ameaningful expression again.

Meaningful and pitiful.

'l beg your pardon, Light One," he said quietly. 'Please accept my apologies.’

It took me afew seconds to understand.

A vampire Master is not smply the most powerful, cunning, clever bloodsucker. Heisaso the
onewho has never known defest.

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

And this polite old youth was very vain.

'l ' accept your apologies, Master,' | replied. 'Let what has happened remain between us!’

Bruce licked hislips. Hisfaced turned pink, recovering itsformer attractive appearance. His
voice became dightly stronger — he too had redlised that it was not in my interest to publicise what had
happened.

‘But I would ask' he said, putting emphatic, poisonous hatred into that last word, ‘that you do not
make any more attacks of that kind, Light One. The aggression was unprovoked.'

'Y ou chalenged meto adud.’



'Dejure, | did not,’ Bruce replied quickly. 'Theritua of cha-lenge was not observed.’

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

He blinked. And once again became the hospitable host.

‘All right, Light One. Let bygones be bygones. . '

Bruce got to hisfeet and swayed dightly. He walked across to the door. Once outside the room,
he turned and declared with evident displeasure:

'My homeisyour home. Thisroom isyour dwelling and | shal not enter it without permission.’

This ancient legend, strangely enough, is quite true. VVampires cannot enter anyone elseshome
without being invited in. No one knowswhy that is.

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

It's bad not to deep at night. Y our nerves sart playing tricks.

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

| unpacked my suitcase and hung awhite linen suit and two white shirts on hangers. | looked out
of the window and shook my head. | took out apair of shorts and a T-shirt with the inscrip-tion 'Night
Watch'. A hooligan's joke, of course, but you can see anything at all written on T-shirts nowadays.

Then my eye was caught by afancy caligraphic text in aframe on thewall. | had dready noticed
aframelikeit downgairs, and another on the staircase. Were they hanging al over the hotdl, then?|
walked over and was surprised by what | read:

By oppression'swoes and pains,
By your sonsin servile chains,
Wewill drain our dearest veins
But they shdl befree!

Robert Burns

'Why, the son of abitch!" | said, dmost admiringly. Even the people who stayed in the hotel
would never suspect anything!
Unquestionably, Bruce had the same sense of humour as the vampire who had drained hisvictim at the
Cadtle of the Vampires. He was an excellent candidate for the role of murderer.
The only trouble was that after the kind of shock he had suffered, Bruce couldn't possibly have
lied.
CHAPTER 3

TOURISTS ARE THE most terrible breed of human beings. Sometimes | fed avague suspicion
that every nation triesto send its most unpleasant representatives abroad — the loudest and most
cludess, those with the worst manners. But it's probably all much smpler than that. Probably it'sjust that
the secret ‘work/play’ switch every-body has hidden in their heads clicks and turns off eighty per cent of
ther brains.

But the remaining twenty per cent is more than enough for play anyway.

| waswalking aong in acrowd moving dowly towards the castle on the hill. No, | wasn't
planning to study the austere dwelling of the proud kings of Scotland. | just wanted to get afed for the
atmosphere of the city.

| liked it. Like any tourist centre, itsfestive atmosphere was alittle bit forced and feverish,
encouraged by acohol. But even so, the people around me were enjoying life and smiling at each other:
for thetime being they had set their caresaside.

Carsdidn't often comein here, and those that did were mostly taxis. Most of the people were



walking — the streams moving in the direction of the castle and back intermingled, swirling together in
quiet whirlpools around the performers doing their thing in the middle of the street, thin rivuletstrickled
into the pubs, filtered in through the doorways of the shops. The boundlessriver of humanity.

A wonderful placefor aLight Other. But atiring one, too.

| turned off into aside street and strolled gently downhill towards the gorge that separated the old
and the new parts of the city. There were pubs here too, and souvenir shops. But there weren't o many
tourigts, and the frantic carniva rhythm dowed down abit. | checked my map — it was smpler than
usng magic
and moved in the direction of a bridge over the broad gorge that had once been Loch Nor. The gorge
had now passed through itsfina stage of evolution and had been transformed into a park, a place where
locd people and tourists who were sick of noise and bustle could take arelaxed stroll.

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

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

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

Bright red shirts. Broad pantslike jodhpurs. Titanium-aloy swords - so that they would give off
pretty sparks during swordplay and be easier to wave around. Stiff, frozen amiles.

There were four men squatting down and dancing.

And talking to each other - with Ukrainian accents, but till in my own native Russian. Although
you might say they were using the secret version. In more or less printable form it went something like
this

'Up yourd!" one pantomime Cossack dancer hissed merrily through histeeth. ‘'Moveit, you louse!

Keep the rhythm going, you tattered condom!'

'Go to hdl!" another man in fancy dress answered. 'Quit grousing. Wave those arms about. Were
losng money!'

"Tanka, you bitch!" the third man joined in. 'Get out here!’

A girl in abright-coloured dress started dancing, letting the 'Cossacks take a short break. But
she dtill found time for adigni-fied reply with no serious obscenity:

‘Bagtards, I'm swesting like a pig, and you sit there scratching your bollocks!'

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

'How awful ... Do you think they always swear like that?

Aninteresting question. Always, or just when they're abroad? Everybody? Or just ours, the
Russans? In the strangely naive belief that nobody outside Russaknows Russan?

I'd rather believe that'sthe way all street artiststalk to each other.

Buses.

Tourigs.

Pubs.

Shops.

A mime artist wandering round asmall square, fedling at non-existent walls- asad manin an
invisblemaze.

A cool black dudein akilt, playing a saxophone.

| realised why | wasin no hurry to get to the Dungeons of Scotland. | had to breathe this city into
my lungs. Fed it with my skin, my body . . . with the blood in my veins,

| decided to wander about in the crowd for abit longer. And then buy aticket for the 'room of
horror'.



Thetourigt attraction was closed. The huge sign was gtill there on the pillars of the bridge. The
double doors in the ‘entrance-to-ancient-dungeons style were open, but the opening was roped off at
chest height. A handwritten notice on asheet of cardboard hanging on the rope politely informed me that
the dungeons were closed for technical reasons.

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

But the place was closed.

| shrugged, lifted up the rope, ducked under it and set off down the narrow stairway .The
metal-mesh steps echoed hollowly under my feet. Two flights down there were toilets, then anarrow little
corridor with ticket officesthat were closed. A few lampswerelit here and there, but they were only
intended to create alurid atmosphere for the customers. Standard dim energy-saving light bulbs.

'Isanyone dive down here? | called out in English, and then redlised with a start how ambiguous
that was. 'Hey ... are there any Others here?

Slence

| walked through afew rooms. The walls were hung with portraits of people with brutal faces,
the kind that would have ddighted Lambrozo's heart. Framed textstold the stories of criminals, maniacs,
cannibals and sorcerers. There were display cases with crude models of severed arms and legs, retorts
full of dark liquids, instruments of torture. Out of curiogity | took alook at them through the Twilight. All
newly made — no one had ever been tortured with them, they didn't carry the dightest trace of suffering.

| yawned.

There were strings with rags dangling on them stretched out above my head - they were
supposed to represent cobwebs. Higher up | caught glimpses of ametal ceiling with rather unromantic
rivetsthe Sze of saucers. Thetourigt atraction had been built in agtrictly utilitarian technica space.

There was something bothering me.

'Isthere anyone there? Alive or dead, answer me!' | called out again. And again there was no
answer. But what wasit that had aarmed me like that? It was something that wasn't right. . . when |
looked through the Twilight.

| looked around again, usng my Twilight vison.

Thereit wasl That was what was so odd!

There was no blue moss — that harmless but unpleasant para-site that grows on thefirst level of
the Twilight, the only permanent inhabitant of the grey reverse sde of theworld. In aplace likethis,
where people congtantly experienced fear, even if it was only circus fear and not theredl thing, the blue
maoss ought to have flourished with a vengeance. It ought to have been dangling from the celling in shaggy
Stalactites, soread out across the floor in arepulsve wriggling carpet, covering the wallslike thick flock
wallpaper.

But there wasn't any moss.

Was someone cleaning the premises regularly? Burning the moss off if hewasaLight One, or freezing it
off if hewasaDark One?

Wi, if there was an Other on the staff here, that would be ahelp to me.

Asif inresponse to my thoughts, | heard the sound of foot-steps. They were quitefast, asif
someone had heard me shout and was hurrying towards me from along way away, through the maze of
plasterboard partition walls. A few second later the. black-painted door from this room into the next one
opened.

Andinwaked avampire.

Not areal one, of course. He had anormal human aura.



A maninfancy dress.

A black cloak, rubber fangsin his mouth, pale make-up on his (at c. A good-quality make-up
job. Only dl thisdidn't fit too well with the curly ginger hair. He probably had to wear ablack wig when
he was working. And another thing that didn't fit was the plagtic bottle of minera water that my visitor
wasjust about to drink from.

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

‘Mister?

'Do you work here? | asked. | didn't want to use magic and break hiswill. There are dways
smpler ways of coming to termswith someone. Human ways.

'Y es, but the show's closed. Temporarily'

'Because of the murder? | asked.

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

‘Migter, | don't know how you got past. . . Thisis private prop-erty. The placeis closed to
vigtors. Come on, please— I'll show you out.'

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

'Were you here when Victor Prokhorov waskilled? | asked.

"Just exactly who are you? he asked cautiousy

'I'mafriend of his. | flew in from Russatoday’

Theyoung guy'sfacefdl. He started backing away until he came up against the door held come
in through. He pushed it -but the door didn't open. | must confess that was my faullt.

Now hewasin atota panic.

'Migter ... | wasn't to blame for anything! Wereal cut up about theway Victor died. Migter . . .
Comrade!’

He spoke the last word in Russian. | wondered what old action movie he remembered it from.

'What's wrong with you? | was the one who was confused now. | moved closer to him. Could |
redlly have been lucky enough to come across someone who knew something, who wasinvolved with
the murder somehow? Otherwise, what was dl the panic about?

'Dont kill me, | didn't do anything!" the young guy babbled. His skin waswhiter than his make-up
now ."Comrade! Sputnik, vodka, perestroikal Gorbachev!'

"That last word could certainly get you killed in Russia,' | muttered, and reached into my pocket
for my cigarettes.

It was avery unfortunate thing to say. And that movement wasn't the best of idess, either. The
young guy's eyes rolled up and back and he collgpsed on the floor. The bottle of mineral water fell beside
him.

Out of sheer stubbornness, | dedlt with the young man without using any magic. A few dapsto
the cheeks and asip of water soon fixed him up. Then | consderately offered him acigarette.

It'sdl right for you to laugh,” he said morosdly, after we had sat down in two fake torture chairs
— they had aholein the seat and lurking in the hole was amenacing stake on acrank and lever
mechanism. 'You think itsfunny . . .

I'm not laughing,' | said mildly

'Y ou'rejust laughing to yourself The young guy drank greedily. Then he held out hishand and
introduced himsdlf: "Jean.’

'Anton. But | thought you were Scottish.'

Jean shook hisginger curls proudly.

‘No . . . French. I'm from Nantes.’

'Areyou studying here?

‘Just earning abit of money'



‘Listen, why are you wearing that idiotic costume? | asked. There aren't any customers anyway'

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

"The boss put me on guard duty until the show opensup again. I'm just waiting ... in casethe
police suddenly decide they want to check something. It'sabit cregpy here on your own. | fed calmer in
the costume!’

'l almost crapped in my pants,' | complained to him - there's nothing better for easing stress than
that kind of low style. 'But what were you afraid of ?

Jean gave me asurly glance and shrugged.

'It'shard to say. That guy waskilled here, o it'slike were to blame or something . . . but for
what, for what? And he was Russian! Y ou can never tell. . . Everyone knowswhat that canlead to ...
We started talking about it here, just joking at firdt. . . Then it got more serious. What if hisfather comes,
or hisbrother, or afriend . . . and hekillsal of us

'So that's what you're talking about,' | said brightly. 'Well, let me assure you that blood
vengeance isnt really dl that common in Russia. But the Scots have it too, by theway.'

‘That'sjust what I'm saying,' Jean agreed, missing the point. 'It's barbaric. Primitive! The
twenty-first century, the civilised world—'

'And someone gets histhroat cut,' | threw in. "What actually happened to Victor?

Jean glanced a me again. Hetook adrag on his cigarette and shook his head.

'l think you'relying. You're not afriend of Victor's. Y ou're from the KGB. Y ou've been sent to
investigate the murder. Right?

Heredly must have been overdoing those action movies. Thiswas getting ridiculous.

‘Jean, you know yoursdlf,' | saidinalow voice, ‘that | can't answer that question.’

The young Frenchman nodded very serioudy Then he care-fully stubbed his cigarette out on the floor.

'Let'sgo, Mr Russian. I'll show you the place. Only don't smoke any more, there's nothing but
rags and cardboard here, perfect tinder for a blaze — whoaosh!'

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

‘Thereit is, the crappy Castle of the Vampires, ‘Jean said in agloomy voice. He fumbled at the

wall and clicked aswitch. Thelight became alot brighter.

Y es, darkness was appropriate here. Without it, the tourist attrac-tion smply looked ludicrous.
The River of Blood that people were supposed to sail acrossto the vampires was along meta trough
about three metreswide. The trough wasfull of water.

It wasn't deep.

Maybe up to my knee.

The meta barge wasn't actualy floating on the water, of course. | rocked the side of the boat
with my foot and redlised that it was standing on rollers of somekind. And under thewater | could see
the cable that towed the boat from one 'mooring’ to the next. Thetota length of the trough was no more
than fifteen metres. Hafway aong it the metal tub crept into aroom that was separated off by heavy
curtains (they were pulled back now). | saw an impressive-looking fan on the ceiling of the room. On one
wall there was a cruddy painted picture of acastle stlanding on acliff.

| walked to the bow of the barge and glanced into the dark room. Yes, it was anidiotic sort of
placeto loseyour life. Right . . . in five days any clues could have disappeared, but | would giveit atry.

A glance through the Twilight was no help. | spotted weak traces of Others— Light Ones and
Dark Ones, but that was the specia-ists from the Watches who had investigated the crime scene. There
wereno signsof a'vampiretrail'. But | could sense emanations of death — and they were very clear, as
if only an hour or two had elapsed, not five days. Oh, the boy had died avery bad death . . .

'Who does the sound effects? | asked. "'There must be some kind of gasping and groaning,
terrifying howls? Y our touristsdon't ridein total silence, do they?

'It'sarecording,’ Jean said sadly. 'The speakers are over there, and over there. . .

'‘And doesn't anyonein here keep an eye on the tourists? | asked. 'What if someone feels
unwdl?



'We watch them," Jean admitted reluctantly. 'Y ou see thét little hole in the wall acrossthere?
Theré's dways someone standing there and watching.'

'Inthe dark?

‘They use anight-vision device," Jean said, embarrassed. 'An ordinary video camerain night
mode. Y ou stand there and watch the screen . . '

'Aha. . ."| nodded. 'And what did you see when Victor was being killed?

Either he wasfedling camer now, or he didn't see any point in pretending, but he didn't try to
deny anything. He just asked:

"What makes you so sure | wasthere?

‘Because you're wearing avampire costume. What if one of the customersisrecording in night
mode too? That's what the makeup'sfor, right? | think each one of you has hisown roleto play, and
during the show you were wearing that costume and you were somewhere nearby’

Jean nodded.

That'sright. | wasthere. Only | didn't see anything, believe me. They al just sat there. Nobody
attacked any of them, no one went anywhere near them.’
| didn't bother to mention that you can't catch a hungry vampire (and he would have to be very hungry to
hunt as brazenly asthis) on tape in night-video mode. Night mode usesinfra-red, and ahungry vampireis
no warmer than his environment. There might just be afew dight traces on the tape.

'Was everything being recorded?

'Of course not. Why waste the tape?

| squatted down and dabbled my hand in the water. It was cold and musty. It looked as though
nobody had bothered to changeit... but then, if the investigation wasn't over yet, that was only naturdl. . .

'What do you see?'Jean asked curioudly.
| didn't answer. | waslooking at the water through closed eyes. Looking with the Twilight vison that
piercesthrough redlity to the essence of things.

Thetrough filled up with hazy crysta forms. There were crimson threads showing through the
crysta, and an orange dudge swirling on the bottom of the trough.

There was human blood in the water.

A lot of blood.

About four litres.

That must be where the powerful emanations of death were coming from. Blood preservesits
memory longer than anything esein theworld.

If the police had only bothered to make a proper analysis of the water they would have realised
that al of Victor's blood was smply drained into the channd. And there were no vampiresinvolved in the
crime.

But the police hadn't been looking for vampires. And maybe they had carried out an analyss. If
they hadn't, it was only because they had no doubt what the result would be. A quick dash of aknife
acrossthe throat, and the blood glugs over the side of the boat . . . Only an Other could come up with
theidiotic ideaof looking for vampiresin atourist attraction!

"The casejust opened up,' | muttered, getting up off my knees. 'Dammiit. . .

Yes, it wasaviciouskilling. And the murderer certainly had ablack sense of humour. Only that was no
concern of ours. Let the Edinburgh police conduct theinvestigation.

So just why had the boy been killed? A pretty stupid question. There are far more reasons for desth than
there arefor life. Hewas ayoung guy, passionate and keen, his father was abusinessman and a
politician. He could have been killed for something that hed done, or for something hisfather was
involved in, or for no reason at dl.

Y es, Geser and Zabulon had both been caught out. They'd seen clanger whereit didn't exist.

‘Thanks for you help,' | said to Jean. 'I'll be going now.'

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

| smiled suggestively and shook my head.

Jean sghed.



'I'll show you out, Anton.’

Not far from the Dungeons| found anice little pub caled the Corncrake and Pennant. Three
smal communicating rooms, dark walls and ceilings, old lamps, glass mugs for the beer, picturesin
frames, knick-knacks on thewalls. A bar with ten beer pumps and avast array of bottles— there were
at least fifty sorts of whisky. Everything that the phrase 'a Scottish pub’ brings to mind, and exactly what
the foreign tourist expects when he hearsthat phrase.

Remembering what Semyon had said, | ordered haggis and soup of the day. And | took a pint of
Guinness from the woman behind the bar, who was large and well-built, with muscular ams from
constantly working the beer pumps. | walked through to the end room, the smallest, where | found afree
table. A group of Japanese were having lunch at the next one. And there was a plump ederly man with a
moustache who looked like alocal, drinking beer at another table. He looked rather degjected, like a
Muscovite who has accidentaly found himsdf in Red Square. There was music coming from somewhere,
too — fortunately it was melodic and not too loud.

The soup turned out to be smple mest broth with croutons, and the haggis was nothing more
than aloca verson of liver sausage. But | drank the soup and ate the haggis, with the chipsthat came
withit, and fet that | had fulfilled my obligations asatourig.

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

| got mysdlf another pint of beer before calling the head of the Edinburgh Night Watch. | found
Foma Lermont's number in the phone book and dialed.

'Hello, how can | help you? someone answered politely after the phone had rung a couple of
times. Theinteresting thing was that they answered in Russian.

'Good afternoon, Thomas,' | said, deciding not to use the Russian name Foma after dl. 'My name
is Anton Gorodetsky — I'm a colleague of yours from Moscow. Geser asked meto giveyou his
warmest grestings!'

It al sounded very much like abad spy story. | pulled awry face at the thought. . .

'Hello, Anton, I've been waiting for your call. How was your flight?

'Gredt. I'm staying in avery nicelittle hotdl. I1t'sabit dark, but it isright in the centre. I've had a
gtroll round the old town and some of the surroundings.’ | was getting carried away - it seemed highly
amusing to speak in Aesopian language. 'Could we get together?

'Of course, Anton, I'll just come across. Or perhaps you might join me? | have anice cosy spot
here

| railsed my eyes and looked at the elderly gentleman sitting by the window. A high forehead,
pointed chin, intelligent and ironic eyes. The gentleman put a mobile phone away in his pocket and
gestured towards histable.

Y es, heand Geser had alot in common, al right. Not in the way they looked, but in the way they
behaved. Thomas Lermont was probably just as good as Geser at putting his subordinatesin their place.
| picked up my glass and joined the head of Edinburgh's Night Watch at histable.

'Cdl meFoma,' he said. 'I'll enjoy remembering Geser.'

'Have you known him for long?

"Yes. Geser hasolder friends, but | don't . . . I've heard alot about you, Anton.’
| let that pass. There was nothing | could say. | hadn't heard of the head of the Edinburgh Night Watch
before yesterday.

'Y ou've been talking to Bruce. What do you make of our vampire Master?

| paused to formulate my impression precisaly: 'Spiteful, unhappy, ironic. But they'redl spiteful,
unhappy and ironic. Of course, he didn't kill Victor.'

"Y ou put pressure on him," Lermont said, not asking but stating.

'Y es, that was just the way it worked out. He doesn't know anything.'

'No need to make excuses,' said Lermont, taking asip of hisbeer. ‘It worked out just fine. His
own vanity will make sure that he keeps quiet, and we have theinformation . . . All right, what did you



seein the Dungeons of Scotland?

‘Scary storiesfor children. The show's closed, but | managed to speak to one of the actors. And
take alook at the crime scene.’

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

I'd learned alot from al those years dedling with Geser. Nowadays | could tell when the boss's
hand was poised to swat down ayoung magician who had overreached himsdlf.

‘That River of Blood where Victor'sthroat wascut. . ." | glanced at the impassive Lermont and
corrected mysdlf: 'Where Victor waskilled. Theré's blood in the water. A lot of human blood. It doesn't
look asif it was avampire who sucked the boy's blood out. Someone opened his artery and held him
while hisblood spilled out into the trench. But we need an andlyss of the water. We could bring in the
police, they could do aDNA andyss. . .

'Oh, what great faith you have in technology,' Fomasaid with afrown. ‘It's Victors blood in the
trench. We checked the very first day. Smple smilitude magic, no more than fifth-level Power required.’

But | wasn't about to givein. Dedling with Geser had aso taught methe art of wriggling out of
things

'It'sno help to us, but the police ought to be given the ideatoo. Let them know that the blood
was drained into the trench, and that will put an end to any rumours about vampires.'

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

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

'l don't think any more intervention will berequired fromus,' | said. 'Murder isevil, but let people
fight their own evil them-selves. It's a pity about the boy, of course, but. . '

Fomanodded once or twice and took another sip of beer. Then he said:

'Y es, apity about the boy . . . But Anton, what are we going to do about the bite?

'What bite?

Fomaleaned forward across the table and whispered:

It wasn't aknife wound on Victor's neck, Anton. There's absolutely no doubt that the marks
wereleft by avampiresfangs. Now, that's an unfortunate problem, isn't it?

| felt my earsburning.

'Isthat definite?

'Ab-so-lute-ly. Just how would a hit man know so much about theway avampiresfangis
structured and how it works? The lateral grooves, the tapping point, Draculas fissure, the corkscrew
twisonentry. ..

By thistime my entire face was blazing red. | could see the classroom where | had once been
taught, and my teacher Polina Vasilievnawith her pointer, and the huge rubber model on the desk: a
pointed, twisted object like a corkscrew and awhite fibreglass board with black |etters'Vampire'sright
canine (oper-ationd) tooth. Moddl, scale 25:1." It had been aworking model at one stage: when a button
was pressed it had €l ongated and begun to rotate. But the electric motor had burnt out long ago, and
nobody had taken the trouble to repair it, so the fang was permanently frozen in a position between
concealed and operational.

'l wastoo hasty with my conclusons;' | admitted. 'It's my fault, Mr Lermont.’

'It's nobody's fault, you smply didn't want any Othersto beinvolved,’ Fomasaid generoudy. 'If
you'd familiarised yourself with the results of the autopsy, you'd have redlised that your verson was
wrong. So now what do you say?

'If the vampire was very hungry and he sucked the man dry' — | frowned — 'he could have
puked up afterwards. But not al the blood. Were there any traces of anaesthetic serum in the water?

'No, there weren't,’ Foma said, with anod of approva. 'But then, that doesn't mean anything, the
vampire could have been in such ahurry that he didn't bother with the anaesthetic'

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



"To confuse usdl and midead the investigation.'

"That doesn't make any sense,' | said, shaking my head. 'Why confuse things? Why leave the
marks of avampire's bite and drain away the blood? They're very careful with it, they wouldn't just pour
it away. Our vampires even have a saying for novices. "Blood spilt on the ground is mother's milk
wasted"

"Y ou can dways find away to make sense of anything," Foma declared didacticaly. 'For
example— thekiller vampire needed to make us suspect a young, hungry vampire. So he bit the boy but
he didn't drink, just poured the blood away, hoping that it wouldn't be found. Or the vampire was hungry,
but as soon as he bit he realised what he'd done and decided to pour the blood away, to create the
impresson of fasfied evidence. . .

Completely carried away now, | fluttered my handsin theair, asif | wastaking to Geser.

'Oh, come on, Bo— Fomal Y ou can come up with lots of theories, but I've never met ahungry
vampire who would leave the blood once he had hisfangsin. Thisargument isn't getting us anywhere.
What's far more important iswhy the boy waskilled. Was he arandom victim? Then weredlly do have
to look for atourist or anovice. Or did someone have a specia reason for killing Victor?

‘A vampire can kill aman with asingle blow," said Foma 'And without even touching him. Why
would he leave any clues behind? Victor could have died from a heart attack, and no one would have
suspected athing.'

'Agreed,’ | said, withanod. Then.. . . then your Magter isright. It's some vampire from out of
town, and the boy just happened to be in the wrong place. He bit him, then got frightened and puked up
the blood."

"It looksthat way,' Foma agreed. 'But there's fill something bothering me, Anton.’

We finished our beer without another word.

'Have you tried testing traces from the body? | asked.

| didn't have to say that | meant traces | eft by an aura.

'A dead aurafrom adead body? Fomasaid, with asceptical shake of hishead. That's never

been much help. But we did try. No traceswerefound . . . Tell me, watchman, what else did you

see that was unusud in the Dungeons?

"There are Othersworking there," | said. "'There's no blue moss, dthough the place is overflowing
with emotions. Someone cleansit out regularly’

‘There are no Others working there,” Foma snapped. 'The blue mossjust doesn't grow there.'

| looked at him uncertainly.

'Out of interest, wetried bringing it in from outside. It withers and fals off in an hour. A sort of
naturd anomaly'

'Wdl... it happens, | suppose,’ | said, making amental note to check in the archives.

'It does," Foma agreed. 'Anton, I'd like to ask you not to leave the investigation just yet. There's
something here that redlly bothers me. Try having aword Victor's girlfriend.

'Isthegirl fill here?

'Of course. The police asked her not to leave town. The Alex City hotel; not far from here. |
think it will be easier for you to make contact with her.

'Do you suspect her of something?

Foma shook his head.

'She'sjust an ordinary person. . . It's something else. She'staking her lover's death very hard,
cooperating willingly with the police. Hut maybe afellow Russan will find it eesier to get through to her.
A gesture, aglance, aword — any little thing. | redly don't want to close this case and leave everything
to the police, Anton.’

'And it would be agood thing to meet the owner of the Dungeons of Scotland, too,’ | said.

"That won't get you anywhere,' Fomasaid dismissvely.

'Why not?

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

‘But—'| broke off. "Well... but then . . .



'What then? | have asmall holding company — Scottish Colours - that worksin the tourist
business. Our Night Watch isa share-holder in the company, and the profits go to finance its activities.
We organise musical events and circus performances, we have sharesin afew hotels, four pubs, the
Dungeons of Scotland, three tour buses and an agency that takes tourists to the Scottish lochs. How else
would you like usto earn our money? He laughed. The whole of Edinburgh lives off the tourigts. If you
go to Glasgow and you find yourself in the suburbs, you'll see afrightening sight - buildings on the point of
collapse, hotel's boarded up, factories closed down. Industry isdying. It's not profitable to produce
goodsin Europe any longer, but it is profitable to produce services. What else should an old bard do but
run concerts and tourist attractions?

'l understand, it was just unexpected . . '

‘There aren't any Othersworking there,' Foma repeated. 'It's a strange place — the blue moss
doesn't grow there— that waswhy | bought the land in the first place. But | didn't find anything unusud .’
"Then could the murder have been intended as ablow against you? | asked. 'Against you

personally and the Night Watch of Edinburgh? Does someone want to compromise Light Ones?

Foma smiled and stood up.

"That'swhat | need you for, Anton. To have a powerful magi-cian from the outsde involved in
the investigation. Have aword with Vaeria, dl right? And don't put it off."

But | had to put off the meeting with Vderiafor alittle while after dl.

When | was already amogt at the hotel | saw yet another crowd of tourists gathered in acircle
around aperforming street artist. There was awhole rainbow of tiny little coloured balsflying upin the
air above the peoplée's heads, and somehow | knew who | was going to see. Even though Egor had
cdled himsdf anillu-sionist and not ajuggler.

In actud fact, there were five performers there. Three young guysin bright ‘circus clotheswere
taking abreak. A young girl in aflowing semi-transparent dress was going round the specta-torswith a
tray, and they were gladly putting in coins and notes.

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

Egor was juggling with the coloured balls. But not smply juggling . . . Hisright hand was shooting
red, blue and green bals no bigger than acherry high up into the air. The open pam swivelled with
emphatic downess, demongtrating that there was nothing init. Then the fingersfolded together and the
whole hand svung rapidly — and another ball went soaring upwards. Hisleft hand caught thefdling balls
and crumpled them into hisfigt, breaking off the rainbow, and then immediately opened again - empty.

Thelittle balls came from nowhere and disappeared into nowhere. There were more and more of
them dl thetime— asif Egor didn't have enough time to take back out of the air every-thing that he had
thrown up into it. The coloured parabolakept growing brighter and brighter, denser and denser, turning
into agleaming, glittering rope of colour. It was dazzling. The move-ments of hisfingers became so fast
that they exceeded the ability of any prestidigitator. The spectators held their breath. The sounds of the
street rolled up to that motionless circle of people and died, like the murmuring waves of adistant sea.
The coloured cord flut-tered through Egor's hands,

Thetenson grew and grew. The girl stopped collecting money — nobody was looking at her now in any
case. Sheturned towards Egor and looked a him with eyesfilled with love and delight.

Egor suddenly jerked both his hands - and he was | ft holding afluttering brightly coloured
ribbon.

The spectators applauded asiif they had just woken up.

| recdled the hoary old joke about the conjuror who cameto a circus looking for ajob. 'l go out onstage
and juggle with different-coloured fish, get it? And then they fly up into the big top and disappear. The
only thingis, | haven't figured out how todoiit yet. . .

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

In actua fact, even without being initiated, or having made that first entry into the Twilight, an
Other is cgpable of far more than an ordinary human being. And in Egor's case everything was far more
complicated. He had entered the Twilight when he was a child. He had even broken through into the



second leve - dthough he was fed Power by someone e se, since his own abilitieswere minima.

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

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

Egor himsdlf did not understand how he performed his act. He was certain that he was controlling
thelittle balls very deftly, skil-fully transferring them from one hand to the other before launching theminto
theair again, and then adraitly replacing them with aspecia kind of ribbon that was evidently weighted at
severd pointsto makeit dl eader.

In actud fact atrick likethat isimpossible.

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

The spectators gpplauded with expressions of lively, genuine delight on their faces, the kind of
delight that you only seein the faces of children at the circus. For amoment the world had become
meagica and wonderful for them.

They didn't know that that's the way the world really is— our world . . .

Egor bowed and walked round the circle quickly - not collecting money, athough they were holding out
notesto him, but smply looking in the eyes of the spectators.

He was drawing Power from them, feeding! Without even red-ising it, he was feeding on the
emotions of his spectators!

| started hastily making my way out of the crowd, but the spec-tators behind me were pushing
forward, there were children jumping about at my feet, and a semi-naked girl with studsin her pierced
lips was breathing hotly in my ear. | wastoo ow, Egor had spotted me. And he stopped.

There was nothing left to do but open my armswide.

Egor hestated for a second, then whispered something to the girl with the tray, who was
following him. He squirmed hisway into the crowd. People made way for him, but they also dapped him
enthusagticaly on the back and made delighted commentsin various languages.

'I'm sorry, | just happened to be passing,' | said guiltily. 'l wasn't expecting to seeyou at al.’

Helooked at me for a second, then nodded.

'l believeyou.'

Ahyes, hewasat the pesk of his Power right then. He could sense alieintuitively.

I'll begoing,' | said. 'That was agreat performance, | was fascinated.'

'Wait, | need to wet my throat,' said Egor, setting off beside me. 'I've been streaming with swest.

Some curious little boy grabbed hold of hisdeeve. Egor politely stopped and unbuttoned his shirt
to show that there was nothing init. Then hetook alight, Slvery little ball out of theair and handed it to
his suspicious spectator. The kid squealed in delight and dashed acrossto his parents, who were standing
nearby.

'Redlly grest,' | said appreciatively. 'Do you perform in Moscow? | could take my daughter to
thecircus!

'No, not in Moscow,' Egor said, frowning. 'Do you know how hard it isto get into the circus
back home?

'l can guess!'

'If you're not from acircusfamily, if you haven't been jumping around the circusring snceyou
werefive yearsold and you haven't got any contacts. . . And if you get an offer to perform abroad . . .'
Egor frowned. 'To hdl with them! Next year I'll be performing in aFrench circus, I'm just negotiating the
contract, then they'll redlly bejealous. . .’

We sat down at atable outside the nearest cafe. Egor ordered aglass of juice and | asked for a
double espresso. | wasfedling deepy again.

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



'l had no ideathat you were flying to Edinburgh. My assign-ment here has nothing to do with
you!'

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

‘Then | gpologise. | got abit heated in the plane. | don't like the outfit you work for ... | have no
reasonto likeit.'

"That's OK,' | said gesturing with my open palms towards him. 'No offence taken. Y ou don't
haveto like our outfit, it doesn't deserveit.’

'Uh-huh,’ said Egor, staring pensively at his glass of orangejuice. 'Well, how are things there?
Sill Geser, isit?

'Of course. Hewas, heis, he awayswill be!'

'And how about Tiger Cub and Bear? Egor asked with asmile, asif heéld just remembered
something good. 'Did they get married?

Tiger Cub was killed, Egor.™

(* This story istold in the second part of the book The Day Watch.)

| actudly started when | realised he didn't know about it. ‘It was avery bad business ... we all
suffered.

'Killed," Egor said thoughtfully. 'A pity. | liked her alot. She was s0 strong, awere-tiger . . .

'A shape-shifting magician,’ | corrected him. 'Y es, she was strong, but very emotiond. She
attacked aMirror.'

‘A Mirror?

'Yes, well, that'satype of magician. A very unusud type. Sometimes, if some Watch starts
winning, aMirror Magician appearsto help the other side. They say they're created by the Twilight itsdlf,
but no one knowsfor sure. A Mirror Magician can't be defeated in ordinary battle, he absorbs his
opponent's Power and parries every attack. We redlly took a beating that time— and Tiger Cub was
killed.

'What about the Mirror? Did you kill him?

'Vitdy Rogozawas hisname. . . He demateridised. Of hisown accord, that's their destiny. A
Mirror isoriginaly awesk, indeter-minate magician who loses his memory, then travelsto the place
where one Power is gaining a serious advantage over the other and takesthe side of the one that'slosing.
And afterwards the Mirror disgppears, dissolvesinto the Twilight.'

| said dl thisautomatically, thinking about something else.

Therewasapanful cold lump growing in my chest.

A weak, indeterminate magician?

‘Serves himright,’ Egor said vengefully. 'l fedl sorry for Tiger Cub — | often used to think about
her. And you, sometimes.’

‘Redlly? | asked. 'l hope you weren't too angry with me.'

To be quite honest, | redly couldn't have cared lessright then just who Egor used to remember
and how.

A wesk, indeterminate magician.

Hetravelsto the placewhere. ..

Hedisolvesinto the Twilight. . .

'l wasabit angry,’ Egor admitted. 'But not too much. It wasn't redly your fault. That's the way
your jobis... lousy. But | resented it, of course. | even dreamed once that you were redlly my father.
And | was going to become aDark Magician and work in the Day Watch in order to spite you. *

(*This story istold in the movies Night Watch and Day Watch.)

But he hadn't lost hismemory, had he! | couldn't draw such asimple comparison between
Rogozaand Egor after al.

That'safunny dream,’ | said. They say some dreams are an aternative redlity breaking through
into our consciousness. Maybe somewhere, somehow, that's the way it was. Y ou shouldn't have gone
over to the Dark Ones, though. . '

Egor said nothing for amoment. Then he snorted.



'Oh, no. A plague on both your houses. | don't like the Dark Ones, and | don't like the Light
Ones. But you come round any time, Anton! I'm staying just near here. In the Alex City hotel. I'll
introduce you to the rest of our crew, they'redl great guys!'

He put afew coins on the table and stood up.

'I'll go back to work. My number's the highlight of the show - the lads won't take much money
without me!'

He had hardly even touched hisjuice.

'Egor!" | called to him. 'How did you happen to come to Edinburgh? Was it your own idea?

The young man looked a mein surprise.

'No, it wasn't. A company invited me— Scottish Colour. Why do you ask?

'l thought | could give you ahand, if necessary,’ | lied without amoment's hesitation. 'Find you an

agent.
"Thanks,' said Egor, and the warmth in his voice made me wish the earth would open up and

swalow me. 'No need, but thanks anyway, Anton.’

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

‘Scottish Colour,' | muttered.

My chest wasfedling so cold now thet it didn't hurt any more.

CHAPTER 4

THERE'S NOTHING MORE absurd than to arrive in anew city and spend your timein a hotel
room. That's okay for the red-hot after-noon of the Spanish sesta. Or for newly-weds on honeymoon,
when the size of the bed isfar more important than the view out of the window.

But then, Vaeriawas caught in ahope ess Stuation. The police had told her not to leave the city.
And she smply didn't have the strength to go out into that crowd of merrymakers, that swirling mass of
tourigs.

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

The girl waswearing nothing but shorts and abra. Well yes, it was quite hot, of course. Even the
good hotels here didn't have air-conditioning, the climate didn't redlly requireit. Asl said, it was quite hot
- epecidly if you were drinking.

'Y es? Lerachalenged me drunkenly.

Her black hair was styled in a square cut. She was attractive, thin, quite tal.

One of her hands was on the handle of the open bathroom door. | had arrived just as shewas on
her way to thetoilet.

'Hello, Lera," | said politely. | wasn't exactly looking super-respectable, just shortsand a T-shirt,
but I still chose the 'representative-of-the-authorities tone of voice. 'Can | comein?

'Why not? Leraasked in surprise. ‘Come. . ." She hiccupped. ‘Come on through. Only ... I'll just
be amoment.’

Shewent into the bathroom without even bothering to lock the door behind her. | shook my
head, walked past the unmade bed and sat in an armchair by the window. It wasasmall room, quite
comfortablein aformal sort of way. There was a bottle of Glenlivet whisky on the coffee table. It was
more than haf empty. Glancing at the door of the bathroom | sent asimple spell in Leras direction.

| heard the sound of coughing in the bathroom.

'Need any help, Lera? | asked, pouring mysdlf two fingers of whisky.

Leradidn't answer. She was being sick.



| found some cold minera water in the mini-bar and rinsed out Leras glass— it smelled strongly
of whisky. Then | poured in alittle bit of water and plashed it out straight on to the carpet. And then |
poured in more water.

I'msorry .. ."said thegirl, as she emerged from the bathroom, looking alot livelier. 'l ... I'm
sorry'

'Have adrink of water, Lera,' | said, holding out the glass.

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

'Who are you? she asked and drained the glass avidly. 'Hell — my head's splitting.'

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

Wed never be able to make conversation like that.

'Can | help?

'Do you have any aspirin? Something for aheadache. . .

'Ancient Chinese massage,’ | said, standing up and going round behind her. 'The pain will soon be

gone.’

'Oh sure, | believein massage, al the guys say they can do massage, anything to get their paws
onyou, . .' Lerabegan, and then stopped talking the moment my hands started taking away the pain.

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

That'sredly good . . . youreamagician . . .' Leramurmured.

'Yes, | am,' | agreed. ‘A fully qualified Light Magician.'

Right. . . stop the blood vessals cramping . . . draw the alcohol out of the blood . . . okay, passit
through the kidneys. . . neutralise the metabolites. . . balance the serotonin and adrendin . . . restore the
pH of the blood to normdl. . . okay, and at the same time welll reduce the output of hydrochloric acid in
theblood. . .

Of course, I'm nowhere near as good as Svetlana. She could have done al thiswith asingle
touch. | laboured away for about three minutes. | had the Power, but | lacked the skill.

'Miracleslike that don't happen,’ Vaeriasaid nervoudy. She turned round and looked a me.

'Oh yes, they do,’ | said. 'Y ou'll want to go to the toilet now. Don't be embarrassed and don't
wait, you'll passwater every fifteen minutes. Until you get al the garbage out of your system . . . Stop.
Wait amoment. . .

| looked at her closdly. Wedll, would you bdlieveit...

'Don't drink any more,' | told her. 'Not at al.'

| went to the bathroom to wash my hands. The running water carried away the fatigue from my
fingersand the imprint of an auradistorted by suffering. I could have used Power to clean mysdlf, but the
old folk methods are still the best.

'Why are you ordering me about? Lerasaid darkly when | got back.. '‘But thank you, the
massagewas good . . . I'll just be amoment!”
| waited for her to come back from thetoilet, clearly shocked by the speed and efficiency with which her
organism was being purged. Once she had sat down, | explained.

'Y ou're pregnant. Y ou shouldn't drink now.’

'My period is dueto start tomorrow,' Leraretorted so furioudy that | realised she could senseit.
Through sheer feminine intu-ition, without any outside help, she had redlised she was pregnant. Then she
had regj ected the idea and started binge-drinking.

It won't start.'

She didn't argue. She didn't even ask how | knew. Probably she put it down to the wonders of
oriental medicine. She asked:

'Why would | want a child without a husband?

‘That's for you to decide,' | said. 'I'm not going to try to persuade you either way'

'Who areyou? Lerafinaly asked.

‘Gorodetsky. Anton Gorodetsky. I'm from Moscow. | ... | was asked to investigate the
circumstances of Victor's death.'

Lerasghed and said bitterly:



'Vityasfather using his contacts. . . What's the point now . . .

‘Tofind out the truth.’

‘Thetruth . . . Thegirl poured herself some water and drained the glassin one. Her body was
driving her blood through her kidneys a afurious rate, removing the alcohol and its metabolic products.
'Victor waskilled by avampire.’

'Vampiresdont exist, Lera'

'l know. But what do you do when aguy says" There's someone drinking my blood", and then
they find him with abite mark on histhroat and no blood |&ft in his body?

There was a subtle note of hysteriain her voice.

'I checked the channd thet the boat was salling in,' | said.

‘Therésbloodinit. A lot of blood. Cam down, Lera. Vampiresredly don't exist. Someone
killed your friend. He bled to death. That'sterrible, it's cruel, but vampires don't exist.'

She said nothing for about a minute. Then she asked:

'Why didn't the police tell methat?

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

That didn't frighten her a al - infact, it seemed to make her angry.

"The bastards. | can't get to deep, | get doshed on whisky in the evenings. Y esterday | dmost
dragged some guy into bed. . . I'm afraid to be done, understand? Afraid. And they don't tell me anything
... Excuse me, I'll just be amoment.’

| waited for her to come back from the toilet, then said:

'I must have overdone it abit with the massage. But I'm not a professiond, I've just picked up a
few moves'

"The things they teach your crowd,’ Lerasaid, and | reglised she was as certain that | worked for
the KGB as the young Frenchman in the Dungeons had been. Were dl children of mass culture. Weall
believeinitscliches. Y ou don't even need any documentsif you behave like asecret agent in an action
movie

‘Lera, | want to ask you to make an effort to recall al the circumstances of Victor'sdeath,’ | said.
'l know you've said it dl over and over again. But pleasetry.’

'We got into that stupid boat,’ Lerabegan. 'l dmost fell over, it was avery awkward step down, along
way, and | couldn't see the bottom of the boat in the darkness.’

"Tell me everything from the very beginning. Start from the moment when you got up that
morning. Every detall."

Lerdseyesglinted mischievoudy.

'Wdll. . . wewoke up at ten, we missed breskfast. Then we had sex. Then we went into the
shower, and we got a bit carried away inthere. . .

| nodded and smiled benevolently as| listened to the girl's story, which redlly did include dl the
details. And when she broke into tears, | waited for afew minutes without saying anything. Thetears
stopped and Lera shook her head. She looked into my eyes.

"We went into a pub, the Oak and Ribbon, and had some-thing to eat. We drank a pint of beer
each. It was hot, and then we saw the sign for that damned tourist show. Victor thought it would be
interesting. Or at least that it would be cool ingde. So wewent in.'

Nothing. Not asingle clue. | realised that L era had been ques-tioned by professionas before me:
they had drained her, forced her to remember, asked the same questions ten times. What else could she
possibly remember out of the blue now?

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

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

| didn't know why I'd asked that question. Perhaps because | was till thinking about Egor.
Perhaps I'd remembered the old wives tde that vampires have no reflectionsin mirrors.

'Inthehal of mirrors. . ." Leraknitted her brows. 'Ah! There was something. Victor started



waving to someone. Asif hed seen someone he knew. Afterwards he said he must have imagined it.’

'How about you, Lera? Did you see anybody you knew?

She shook her head.

‘No. Thereare mirrorson dl sdesin there. You redly get lost among al those faces, al those
people. And it gets a bit annoying after awhile ... | tried not to look.'

'Can't you even make a guess at who he might have seen?

'Could that be important? Lera asked serioudy.

'Yes,' | replied with no hesitation.

It was very important. It wasaclear clue. If there was avampirein the Dungeons and he was
diverting peopl€e's eyes, he could have been seen in the room of mirrors. And Victor hadn't just seen
someone — he had recognised him.

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

| didn't know. Not yet.

'l think Victor thought he had seen afriend of his... not someonefrom here,' Lerasaid after
thinking for amoment.'Becauise he was very surprised. If held seen someone from the university, he
would have waved to him and shouted "Hi." But he just waved and didn't say anything. Y ou know, the
way you do when you're not quite sureif you've seen afriend or made amistake. And afterwards, when
he couldn't find anyone, he redlly seemed quite upset. And he said it was al nonsense. Asif held
persuaded himsdf that it couldn't have happened. Anton, did Vityasee hiskiller?

I'mafraid hedid,' | said, nodding. 'It's possible that was why he was killed. Thank you. You've
been agreat help.’

'Should | tell thisto the police? Leraasked.

'Why not? Only, if possible, don't mention that | was here, okay? But you can tell them what
you've remembered.’

'Will you tell meif you find thekiller?

‘Definitdy’

'Yourelying, Lerasaid, shaking her head. "Y ou're lying — you won't tell me anything.'

'I'll send you apostcard,’ | said after a pause. 'With aview of Edinburgh. If you get a postcard, it
meansthat Victor has been avenged.’

Leranodded. | was already at the door when she asked:

‘Anton, if | ... What should | do about the child?

‘That'sfor you to decide. Y ou must understand that nobody else will ever decide anything for
you. Not the president, not your boss, not even akind magician.'

I'mnineteen,’ Lerasaid in aquiet voice. 'l loved Vitya But now lie's gone. Twenty yearsold,
with achild and no husband . . !

'Y ou have to make up your mind. But please don't drink in any case,' | said.

And | closed the door behind me.

Evening arrived, and | hadn't dept the night before, which had been divided between airports and
aeroplanes. | had another coffee and glanced regretfully at the beer pumps: one pint would be enough
make me completely dozy now. | phoned Geser and gave him asummary of what I'd found out during
the day.

'Look for avampirein Victorscircle of Moscow acquaintances,’ Gesar mused thoughtfully.
"Thank you, Anton, al his Maoscow contacts have been checked aready . .. All right, welll ook a
little bit harder. Welll tart digging asfar back as the kindergarten. What are you going to do now?

'Go and catch up on my deep,' | said.

'Any provisona conclusions?

"There's something going on here, Geser. | don't know what it is, but it's something big.'

'Do you need any help?

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

‘BorisIgnatievich, if Semyonisnttoobusy . . .



'lshe missing Scotland? Geser chuckled. "All right, I'll send him over. If he getsamove on you'll
meet in the morning. Get somerest.’

| didn't tell Geser anything about Egor. | put my cellphone away, with aquick glance a the
chargeindicator. Well, well — the battery was amost full. In Moscow my phone went flat inasingle
day, even though | didn't talk very much. But abroad, it worked quite happily for aweek. Werethe
pylons here planted closer together, or something?

Now for another part of thejob. An unpleasant part.

| took out the carving of thewolf and set in on the table.

Contact, advice, protection?

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

"Zabulon!'

Was that someone's gaze | seemed to sense?

Asfar as| could recdll, Zabulon never responded immediately Not even when hislover caled.

"Zabulon!'

'Why are you shouting like that, Gorodetsky?

| opened my eyes. There was no onethere, of course.

'l need some advice, Dark One!'

'Ask.

It was agood thing that dmaost no emotion at al istransmitted in thiskind of conversation.
Zabulon was probably chuckling to himself. A Light One coming to him for help!

"Zabulon, when the Mirror Magician cameto you, did you summon him?

That obvioudy wasn't the question held been expecting.

‘The Mirror? Vitay Rogoza?

'Yes'

A pause. No, he knew the answer al right: he was deciding whether to tell thetruth or to lie.

'A Mirror cannot be summoned, Light One. They are children of the Twilight.’

"Then what has to happen for aMirror Magician to appear?

'One Power hasto acquire a significant advantage over the other. And it hasto be a sudden
imbaance, acquired too quickly The Mirror came because Geser was raising Svetlanas level too rapidly,
he brought Olgaback into play and . . . and he rewrote your future daughters destiny to make her the
Gresatest of the Grest.'

'Isit possibleto foresee who will be the next Mirror Magician?

'Itis. Heisan Other whose own fundamental Power isminimal. He must have no lovefor the
Light or for the Dark. Or, on the contrary, he must love the Light and the Dark. A human being, and an
Other, who stands at the fork in the road and makes no distinction between Light and Dark. There are
individuals like that, but they are rare. In Moscow there are two of them — Victor'sfather and . . . your
little friend Egor. But then, he'saready grown up now, isn't he?

'Why did Rogoza come from Ukraine?

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

Vs

"Then | expect a courtesy in return. Who killed Victor? And what have Mirror Magicians got to
dowith it?

"Y ou won't like thisinformation, Zabulon. | think that Victor waskilled in order to discredit the
Scottish Night Watch. They own the tourigt attraction. And asfor the Mirror ... I'm afraid that the
gtuation here might be destabilised. So badly that aMirror Magician will turn up. Arethere any
candidatesfor the rolein Edinburgh?

Hebdieved me. At leadt, | thought he believed me. He answered thoughtfully:

I don't know. I've never tried to find out.’



"Then that'sdl for the time being. If you do find out, please let me know, if you would be so
kind.

Without bothering to wait for his mocking chuckle, I opened my hand and cut off the contact.
Thefigurine was gleaming with sweet, which madeit seem dmogt dive.

That wasit: timeto go back to the hotel. To that cosy deluxe apartment for Light Ones, that
kingdom of white and pink and beige, those lace curtains and silk shests.

My phone jangled.

'Hello? As| pressed the phone to my ear, | caught the waiter's eye and ran one finger across my
open padm, asif | waswriting out abill. The waiter gave alaboured smile, glanced at the soli-tary cup
gtanding in front of me and scribbled '£2' on a piece of paper.

‘Anthony, my friend," Lermont said in English. That 'Anthony’ told meimmediately that there was
someone there who was not supposed to know that | was Russian. 'How was my employee fedling when
you left the Dungeons?

‘Judt fine'

'He's been killed, Anthony. Do you think you could come over?
| hissed something unprintable and scooped the small change out of my pocket. Right — the castle was
there, the ravine and the bridge werethere. . .

'If | can catch ataxi Sraight away, I'll be therein five minutes!'

'Makeit quick,’ Lermont told me.

| found afreetaxi immediately — | didn't need to resort to magic in order to get someone out of
acab that was dready occupied. Edinburgh was remarkably good for taxisin generd. | got in, took out a
cigarette and lit it. The driver looked at me rather disapprov-ingly, but didn't say anything. | wound the
window al the way down. Of course, his next passengers would be non-smokers. . .

But | fdt like smoking.

Idiot. What anidiot | was! I'd felt darmed for Egor, concerned lor Vaeria. . . But | hadn't
bothered to use my head for what it was redly meant for. My visit to the Dungeons had been observed.
And now poor Jean, the nervous French student, would never go back hometo Nantes. . .

It was my fault.

But what about Lermont — closing the place down and only leaving one man on duty to watch
it? Not an Other, not a Battle Magician who could fight vampires on equa terms, but afright-ened kid in
make-up and fancy dress.

| imagined the young red-headed guy with hisface pale from loss of blood instead of make-up,
lying there surrounded by those appalling instruments of torture. ‘It'sabit creepy here on your own.' And
| started swearing wildly under my bregth.

I'mafool, afodl. ..

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

‘Let'sgo," he said and tramped off without even looking round. We walked quickly through a
string of empty rooms and came out at the River of Blood. This place again?

But Fomagot into the boat without saying aword. | followed himin. Hewaved his hand, the
mechanism creaked, and the boat moved forward.

'Haven't you caled the police yet? | asked.

'Not yet. Only our own people — and observersfrom the Dark Ones.'

'Where are they?

| asked them to wait a few rooms away. | sad | wanted to bring in an independent expert to
examine the body. An ordin-ary human being. No point in anyone knowing about you at this stege . . .

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

"There,' Fomasaid morosaly.

| clambered out of the boat and followed Fomainto the next room, which contained an exhibition
of methods of execution. There was adummy hanging in anoose from the ceiling, and over there on the
guillotine— it wasn't adummy on the guillo-tine. The killer had demonsirated his sense of humour once



agan.

To cut aman's head off with the sham blade of the fake guil-lotine must have taken superhuman
srength — the kind of strength that a vampire has, for instance.

The white plastic bucket under the guillotine was hdf full with blood. The severed head waslying beside
it. | squatted and picked the head up cautioudly. | felt like screaming at the hel pless aware-ness of my
own dupidity.

I wish | knew what bastard did this," said Foma. "'That man worked for me for seventeen years.'

"The bastard was a young red-headed guy,' | said. 'He pretended to be French and spoke with a
dight accent. He looked twenty years old. And he had aliking for theatrical effects. Very quick-witted, a
remarkable actor.'

Carefully laying the severed head back down on thefloor, | looked at Lermont's dumbfounded
face and explained.

'He made atota fool of me. | wastalking to the killer only two steps away from the body. And |
didn't suspect athing. Not athing!'

The head of the murdered guard — black-haired, but with asprinkling of grey quite appropriate
for aman over fifty — stared up blindly a me from the floor.

"Y ou can only mask your true nature from someone who's very weak," said Lermont, drilling into
mewith his migrusful eyes. That's axiomatic. Try to define my aura.’

A strange conversation over adead man whose head has been severed. A strange place, a
strange crime, strange conversations. . .

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

A ragged open auraisasure sign of an Other. It can have sharp needles and prickles, swirling
vortices, gaping holes. All these are indications of an open-energy pattern and the ability to absorb
energy, not just giveit out like human beings. To absorb, process and perform miracles.

A human aurais smooth, multilayered, integrated. People only give out Power, they don't absorb
it. And the smooth membrane of their aurais an attempt to protect themselves, to hat the dow,
implacable draining away of life.

Y es, now Lermont looked like ahuman being.

Almost likeahumanbeing. ..

| looked abit more carefully and saw the pale needles of hisaura. Foma had disguised himself
very well, but I had broken through his defence

I seeit,' | said, 'but | didn't look at that young guy so care-fully. He could have masked himsdlf

'Inthat case, your red-headed companion isaHigher Vampire. Or aHigher Magician pretending
to be avampire." Fomanodded in satisfaction. "And he was not able to put on amask while disguising his
auraat thesametime. Thisisgood, Anton, thisisaready good. We know his physical gppearance:
young, red-haired — there aren't al that many Higher Othersin theworld.’

'He mugt have got the cloak from somewhere here,' | said. "And the fdse fangs He heard me
coming and instead of running away he came out camly to meet me — and invented a cover story on the
spot.’

'l think | can guesswhy he needed the cloak,' Foma said gloomily, glancing &t the
blood-spattered floor. 'He must have got blood on himself. . . Send me hisimage, Anton.’

| closed my eyes and tried to remember the Frenchman as clearly as possible. Then | sent the
menta pictureto Lermont.

'Aha," said the Scot. 'Excellent. I'll check out dl thefiles!

'Perhaps we ought to inform the Inquisition? | asked.

Lermont shook his head.

'No, not yet. The events have not exceeded the limits of acrime committed by a solitary Dark
One. The Day Watch of Edinburgh has not lodged any protests. Well manage without the Inquigtion,
Anton. For aslong aswe can.’



| didn't argue. There's not much funin caling the Inquisition in to help.

'Ismy hdp Hill required here?

'No - go and catch up on your deep,’ said Lermont. 'We won't inform the police: thisis purely
our business. My ladswill try to find some clues, and I'll start checking the Higher Others:”

He grunted as he bent down over the severed head, asif he was hoping to spot some kind of
clues cardedy |eft by the crim-indl. Lermont could do with losing that belly.

'Foma," | asked inaquiet voice. 'What istherein here, in the Dungeons of Scotland?

'Eh? he asked without even turning round.

'What are the Dark Oneslooking for here?

It'satourist attraction, Mr Gorodetsky,' Fomasaid coally. 'Just that, and nothing more.”

'Well, dl right,' | said and left.

Thekiller had not needed to come back. If he had left any clues, they would aready have been
found - both the ordinary ones and the magic ones.

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

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

What could Lermont be hiding? This place wasn't as straight-forward as it seemed. For example,
the blue moss didn't grow here. That was dready asgnificant anomaly. The structure of the Twilight is
heterogeneous. For instance, in some placesit is harder to enter than in others. | had even heard about
zoneswhereit isquite impossible to enter the Twilight. But the blue mosswas auniversa parasite. . .

| walked about a hundred metres away from the place and looked through the Twilight.

Aha

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

All perfectly normdl.

But when | looked towards the bridge, the closer to the entrance to the Dungeons, the more blue
mosstherewad! It wasdrawn inthat direction . . . And no wonder! The moss got thicker and thicker
and then suddenly, ten metres from the doors, it Started to dry up, asif it had hit someinvisible boundary
line

Strange. If there was some factor that was harmful to the moss, it ought to have thinned out
gradudly. This had to be something else. . .

| reached out one hand to the closest colony of moss— aluxur-iant blue clump on the asphalt. |
sad:

‘Burn!'

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

Now | could seeit. When you know exactly what to look for, everything becomes extremely
clear.

The Power scattered through space, the vital energy given out by human beings, drained into the
twilight unevenly. Yes, it congtantly seeped through the fabric of the universe, down to thefirst leve, the
second, thethird . . . but somewhere in the region of the Dungeons there was a gaping hole— and there
was a constant stream of Power gushing down into it. Asif someone had cut aholein a piece of cloth
through which water normally filtered dowly . . .

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

| thought | could understand why Foma Lermont had chosen this precise spot to open his



attraction. All this energy flowing into one place had to be concealed from rank-and-file Others. The
excessve free Power here could be attributed to tipsy tourists, frightened children, the endless carniva
that was Edinburgh . . .

| wouldn't have been surprised to learn that Foma had put alot of effort into popularising
Edinburgh for just one reason: to conced this spot.

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

| walked dowly uphill dong one of the streets leading to the Roya Mile. It wasn't avery touristy
kind of street. Dark, with the only light coming from the windows. All the shops on it were closed. But it
had to lead straight to my hotel. | was fedling desperately deepy. Maybe | ought to take ataxi after all?
But it wasonly aten-minutewalk . . .

| turned in to anarrow street between the houses and found myself in something between asmal
square and alarge court yard. | walked over to asmall monument, only one metre high, in the roadway.
There was abronze parrot stting on astone chalice with athin stream of water flowing from it — it was
ether an undersized street fountain or adrinking-water fountain. Lighting my cigarette lighter to examine
the plaque below the parrat, | learned that this fountain had been erected by the inhabitants of the city in
memory of abeloved parrot who had died of pneu-moniaat avery advanced age. . .

Something clicked behind me and | felt a powerful jolt in my shoulder. So powerful that | had to
take severa stepsforward to avoid faling face down in the chaice of water.

Something hot trickled down my back

What the hell?

There was another click and something ricocheted loudly off the bronze bird. The hot bullet
hissed asit fell into the water, finally convincing methat | had almost been killed beside the parrot
fountain.

Someone was shooting at me!

At me, an Other!

A Higher Magician.

Who could destroy palaces and raise up cities with awave of my hand!

Well, al right, the citiesare abit of an exaggeration — breaking down isadways easer than
raising up.

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

The result astounded me.

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

At least it was only aflesh wound. The bullet had passed straight through the soft tissues. | had
stopped the bleeding in areflex response, within a second. Now | could recall acouple of good hedling
spdllsto knit the damaged muscles back together.

Another shot — the bullet passed over the top of my head and awave of heeat touded my hair.
The soft sound suggested that the gun must have asilencer. Thefact that they hadn't killed me yet
suggested that they werefiring from apistol, and firing very well, or from asniper'srifle, and extremey
bedly.

But why couldn't | see the gunman?

| waved my hand and spread afive-minute Morpheus spell over the entire street. Then, after a
moment's hesitation, | spread it across al the windows. And the roofs of the buildings, and the nearby
sde dtreets. Morpheusisagentle spell, it gives aman about five seconds before it puts him out
atogether: if he's tanding, he can sit down, mothers holding children can put them down, driverscan
dow down. There wouldn't be any casualties. Or probably not.

Slence

Had | got him?

| got up and looked through the Twilight again. Well now, whoever you might be, if you'vefalen
adeep, your camouflage will fail—



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

Well, | could take some comfort in the fact that | already had awound therein any case. But it
was redly painful! Why did it hurt so badly if there was aready a hole there?

| squatted down so that the fountain shielded me from the gunman. Now there was no doubt that
the shots redly were coming from the side Street.

What was | going to do? Hurl firebdlsinto the darkness and try to get the camouflaged gunman
that way? Scorch everything around me with the White Mirage? Put on aMagician's Shield and go into
open battle. . . but if I couldn't see my enemy, then | was facing a magician more powerful than | was!

Or cdl for help, ring the police, cdl in Geser and Foma?

Stop.

It didn't have to be Geser and Foma.

What was that Zabulon had said? Contact, advice, protection?

A bit of protection wouldn't come amissright now.

| took the little figure out of my pocket and set it down on the cobblestones of the roadway. |
touched it gently with Power and shouted:

'I' Need! Help!"

It al happened in asplit second. The air struck my face so hard that for amoment | thought the
invisible gunman had switched to grenades, But it was the figure being transformed — swelling up and
softening and turning into a shaggy grey shadow. White fangs glinted in the darkness, yellow wolf's eyes
glittered, and the werewolf legpt straight over the fountain, then immediately jumped to theright. There
wasthe click of ashot, but obvioudy it missed. Skipping from sideto Side as precisely asonly acreature
that istargeted by gunfire can, the beast went dashing into the side street. | heard growling, then there
was arumble and ametallic clang. The clicks of the shots carried on sounding in the same way, &t regular
intervas of asecond or two, but something told me the bullets were going astray, and the gunman was
not dangerous any more.

| jumped up and ran after the wolf, covering mysdlf with aShield just in case. And | findly did
what it would have been avery good ideato have donein thefirst place: | created light. A smple spell
that any Light Magician can manage. An apped to the primordid Power — and there was a bright white
light swaying inthear above me.

And | immediately saw the one who had nearly killed me. The one who had not been visblein
the Twilight.

A fancy metal tripod smilar to aprofessiond stand for avideo camera. Standing on arotating
disc on thetripod — acylinder with gleaming lenses. Attached to the disc by a spring-recoil clamp— a
short rifle with around magazine like that of the old Soviet PPSh and along ridged silencer on the barrdl.
A meta-clad cableran up to the trigger, ending in aclamp with awire that ran round the trigger.

The robot was till functioning. The cylinder was twitching with aquiet buzzing sound, the clamp
was pressing the trigger — and therifle, now pointing upwards, wasfiring into the sky. | leaned down,
feding the blood flowing over my shoulder. | put my good hand on the cylinder. Ontheside | found a
little lid with an inscription in Chinese characters— 'Shooter I' — followed by a number:'285590607'.
Beow the hieroglyphs around, smiling child's face was sketched in afew smplelines.

Humorigts.

| prised open thelittle lid with my fingernail and turned the power switch to "off'.

‘Shooter I gave aquiet whir of its servomotors and then fell silent.

'Greetings from the Heavenly Kingdom,' | said and sat down beside the robot. | looked at the
short rod of the aerid, protruding from the cylinder. Y es, the real gunman could be absolutely anywhere,
| had been fighting arobot.

And it was very lucky for methat its Sghts had been dightly off-centre.

'Would you bdieve it? | said, examining the robot. "What are we going to do about this sort of
thing? Start inventing spells againg technology?

Thewolf walked out of the darkness. He sat down facing me and started licking his paw. |



couldn't see any wound — he had probably burned himsalf on the hot gun barrel when he knocked the
tripod over.

'If Martian tripods had fleas, they'd ook like this,' | said to the wolf. 'Have you read War of the
Worlds?

Atfirst I didn't think he would answer. Not al werewolves are capable of speech when they
changeinto anima form. But the wolf looked up at me gravely and barked:

' On-ly-seen-the-mo-vie.'

"Then you know what | mean,' | said. Thanks!'

‘Lick-the-wound.'

'I'm no shape-shifter to go licking my wounds. . ." | said, pressing my pam to my right shoulder
and concentrating. | felt sick and the pain pulsed in my hand. A gun wound isanasty business. Evenfor a
magician. Sveta, now - she'd have healed mein acouple of minutes. . .

'Whose-tail-have-you-stepped-on? Words were coming more easily to the werewolf now.
‘The-Ei-ffel-Tow-er s?
| didn't redlise immediately that he wasjoking. | shook my head.

'l seeyou're aswitty as Petrosian. Thanksfor your help. Were you hurt?

'My-paw," thewolf said indigtinctly, starting to lick himsdlf again. The-ma-chine-burned-it.’

'Change to humen form and I'll hedl it,' | said, Sanding up. | wasn't bleeding any more. Cading a
camouflage spdll on the disabled tripod (everyone would see something quite ordinary and un-interesting
inits place), | put it under my left arm. It was heavy, with a srong smdl of hot meta, sour gunpowder
smoke and something aily. But I'd have to carry it, | couldn't just leave a weapon lying in the centre of the
city.

‘Later, thewolf said evasively. 'In-a-safe-place. Where-are-you-stay-ing?

'Inahotd. Youll likeit. Let'sgo. Only stay by my leg al theway and try to look like agood
dog.'

Thewolf growled, but then immediately hid hisfangs. He wasn't redly such abig beast. Inthe
darkness he could passfor an Alsatian.

To be honest, | wasn't expecting that to be the end of the day's unpleasantness. But we reached
the hotel with no problems. There was anew receptionist looking bored behind the counter, but he didn't
ask any questions. held obvioudy been given ingtructions and guidance about me. He gave the werewolf
acurious look, but didn't make any comment about him either. | walked up to the desk and said:

"The key to the Dark suite upstairs, plesse.’

The receptionist didn't argue, but he did enquire:

'Could you not spend the night in asingle suite?

| havean dlergy to animal hair,' | replied.

| could hear voices and glasses dinking in the restaurant. Guests relaxing. But | didn't redly fed
likejoining in a party a which a Bloody Mary was the mogt popular drink, and its name was taken quite
literally.

CHAPTER 5

FIRST | UNLOCKED the wolf's door, and then mine. The wolf darted into the dark room,
turned round and dammed the door shut with hismuzzle. Immediately | heard adamp tearing sound, asif
someone was ripping wet foam rubber into pieces. The werewolf had begun transforming back into a
humen.

| walked into my suite, switched on the light and closed the door. | put Shooter |, till smelling of
gunpowder smoke, in the corner. | pulled off my bloody T-shirt and threw it in the rubbish bin. | took a
look at mysdf inthe mirror.

A handsome devil. One shoulder caked with blood and aterrible crimson scar where the bullets
had entered.



But never mind. The important thing now wasto patch up the wound. I'd apply an Avicennaspell
now, and by morning there wouldn't be asingle trace | eft. What was a bullet wound to us magicians?
Pah! A meretrifle. But | closed the curtains across the windows anyway and switched off the calling light.
If I got another bullet in the head, no magic would save me.

| stood under the shower, washing away the sweat and blood, and smply luxuriating in the warm
streams of water, trying to fit al the piecestogether.

The Dungeons of Scotland was an anomal ous zone through which Power drained out of our
world ... towhere? To the lower levels of the Twilight, obvioudy. That was clear enough.

Egor had been invited to Edinburgh as a potentid Mirror Magician. That is, asamagician who
would take the sde of the Night Watch — Fomawouldn't work againgt his own interests! And so Foma
was afraid of a serious battle in which the Dark Oneswould get the upper hand. He was so afraid that he
wastrying to cover himself in every possible way. And Geser had apparently sent meto Scotland at his
request. That was clear enough too.

But after that, thingswere abit less clear!

Victor's blood had been sucked out — only avampire, with histhroat built like a vacuum pump,
could drain aman dry like that in three or four minutes. But the vampire had immediately puked the blood
into the trough. Why? Was he not hungry? But avampireis never well enough fed to turn down another
helping. Blood is not so much food as energy in the only form that vampires can absorb. A vampire can
digest the blood he has drunk in fifteen minutes. Why pour it away? So they wouldn't think it wasa
vampire? But people don't believe in vampires anyway, and the form of the wound would make
everything clear to the Watch.

Why had the watchman been killed? And in such acrud manner? Was he getting under
somebody's feet in the Dungeons? But there were plenty of waysto put aman out of action without
doing him any harm. That Morpheus spdll, for instance. The vampire Call. If it cameto it, ablow across
the head with aclub — crud, but not fatal! Anincomprehensible, unnecessary murder . . .

And then everything redly got tied into knots with the robot shooter! Sometimes we and the
Dark Onesdo usefirearms. It's particularly common among young Others— a seriousfaith in heavy
pistols, machine gunsloaded with silver bullets, powerful grenades. But who could have brought a
remote-controlled robot shooter to peaceful Edinburgh? 1 hadn't even known that such devices had
aready got past the prototype stage and been put into mass production in China. There was nothing
complicated about them, of course— arotating turret, a TV cameraand a night-vision device. Whoever
had set up the robot on my route had been hiding somewhere far away, staring into the screen of a
control panel, twirling ajoystick, pressing the 'fire button. Any magician — or any vampire— could do
it. Or any human being, cometo that.

What was going on? Why was there so much aggression directed against me? Attacking a Higher
Light One, and amember of the Night Watch, was avery serious step to take. Whoever had taken it
must have nothingto lose. . .

Asif someone had read my thoughts there was aknock at the door. | groaned, closed my dressing gown
and went to open up.

Standing outside on the doorstep was agirl, or avery young woman — she was about fifteen,
the age that can be interpreted in different ways. The girl was barefoot, her short black hair glis-tened
and the black-and-red dressing gown seemed to be the only thing that she was wearing.

'May | comein? she asked in the voice of an exemplary schoolgirl.

'l ought to have guessed straight away,’ | said. 'Y es, comein.’

'And how ought you to have guessed? the girl asked, lowering her eyes. 'By taking a better look
a thefigurine?

'l didn't have amicroscope with me. But amale wolf would certainly have pissed on the gun.’

'Oh, how crude you are— and aLight One, too!" the girl said with afrown.Shewalked over to
an armchair, sat down and crossed her legs. ‘Not pissed on it, marked it! Y ou don't mind me coming in?
| won't compromise you?

‘Unfortunately no, my child, you won't compromise me,’ | said, opening the mini-bar. 'Would you



like something?

'Warm milk with honey'

| nodded.

‘All right, I'll just call the restaurant.’

"Thereisn't any room service here'

"They'll make an exception for me," | said confidently.

'Don't worry, pour me somewine. Red.'

| poured mysdlf awhisky with ice. Then | spotted afifty-gram bottle of Drambuie and poured
that into the whisky. Just what | needed for a sound night's deep - alarge serving of ‘rusty nail'. If the girl
could do without her milk and honey, that was no reason for me to do without my honeyed whisky ...

'So whose tail have you stepped on so hard? the girl asked. 'That'sthefirst timel'veseena
robot rod blazing away likethat. . .

Itisntarod. ..

'What's the difference? My guest snorted. 'I'm agirl, I'm alowed to get it wrong.’

"You're not agirl, youre awerewolf | looked closdly at her face. 'And | remember you.'

'Y ou do?'All her bravado suddenly evaporated. Y ou remember?

'Of course. Your name's Galya. Y ou were the one who noticed the witch Arinawhen she
kidnapped my daughter*

(*This story istold in the second part of the book The Twilight Watch.)

"Y ou do remember,’ the girl said, with asmile. '"And | thought you must have forgotten along time
ago.’

'No." | handed her the glass of wine. Thank you. You redly helped alot that time.'

'Y ou have afine daughter.' She took abold gulp of wine and frowned dightly. '‘And your wifeis

very beautiful.

| nodded and asked:

'What are you going to do now?

'l don't know. Zabulon told methisisavery important assgnment. He said | have to help you,
even though you're aLight One. Protect you againgt everything.'

'But why you? | asked. 'Pardon me for saying so, but you are very young. And you're only fifth
levd.

‘Becausel . . . Gayahedtated. 'Was | some help? Even though | am only fifth level ?

'Yes, you were." | downed my cocktail inasingle gulp. 'I'm sorry, I'm terribly deepy’

'Soam . But | fed so afraid in there. It'sall red and black. Can | stay with you? Shelooked at
me and lowered her gaze in embarrassment.

| put down my glass and nodded.

'Of course. Will the sofabe dl right for you? I'll give you apillow and a blanket.’

'Light One. . ." thegirl said dowly in an offended voice. 'All right, I'll leave these heavenly halls
and go back to my anteroom in hell. It will probably fed more cheerful in any casel’

She walked proudly out of the room, clutching the glass of winein her hand. | glanced into her
doorway - her suite really was decorated in crimson and black. On the floor | saw scraps of black wool
— thegirl had transformed so quickly that she hadn't given her skin time to change completely.

As she closed her door, Galya stuck her tongue out at me.

And after | closed mine, | started laughing quietly.

Acceleration, emancipation and the sexua revolution! No, | wont lig, | liked theideathat thisgirl
had fallen for mefour years earlier. Or maybe not four years earlier, maybe she had fdleninlove
afterwards. Retrogpectively, so to speak. When the flood of hormones brought the time for romantic
emotions and vague desires.

And how hard she'd tried to seduce me! Crossing her legslikethat, allowing her dressng gown
to dip, making those eyes a me.

Yes, sometimes| felt it wasagreat shamethat | wasaLight One. ..

But | wanted to deep so badly that | felt absolutely no desire to indulge in exciting fantasies about sex



with ayoung femae werewalf. | posted afew guardian and defence spells entirely auto-maticaly — it
was the samekind of ritua as cleaning my teeth. Then | climbed into bed and listened to the sounds
outside the windows — the city was still enjoying itsdlf, the city wasin no hurry to get to deep. | took my
cdlphone, switched it to the music function and closed my eyes. The age of cassette players had gonethe
same way as gramophone records, the age of minidiscs had never happened, and now the age of CDs
was on the way out. Now there was just the cold code name MP3. But we'd got used to that. It didn't
bother usany more.

Thishow thelight begins

A dark night with no specia sgns.

But someone has entered into that gloom.

Y ou till don't rediseit will be the same way for you.

Y es, this sounds crazy, yes, it sounds like a pipe dream.
But thisis exactly how the light begins, how the fear ends,
How the sound is born.

Thisishow the fear ends.

And you have drunk the potion of poisoned herbs

From the carefully hidden books.

Now each shout you makeisalso aclue.

So much unhappiness and misfortune.

So much meaningless suffering.

But thisisthe only way the light begins, the only way the fear ends,
The way the sound isborn.

Soon isthe day of funerds,
So dig that trench to the roaring of thieves and cawing of ravens.
Bury your own degth,
Tdl yoursdf afortune of lifeand of light.
Thefirg trace | ft.
Theladt friend logt.
Thisishow thelight begins,
how the fear ends,
How thesoundisborn. . .*
(*Kirill Komarov, 'Thisis how the sound is born'.)

| fell adeep. And in my dreams there was no one shooting. There was no one cutting off heads
with ablunt guillotine. And there was no one chasing anyone e e,

Therewasn't ayoung girl in aslk dressing gown, either. There wasn't even any room for Sveta. Just
someone's curious, hostile gaze that was fixed on me and never moved.

It's never nice to be woken by aphone cal. Not even if it's the woman you love or an old friend
who'scdling.

It was aready light outside. | lifted my head up off the pillow and looked round the bedroom —
everything was fine, except that 1'd kicked the blanket off onto the floor during the night. | reached out
for my phone and looked at the number.

Instead of a number, the screen on the phone smply said 'Zabulon', even though the Dark Oné's
number was not in my address book, of course.

'Hello, Dark One.'

'How's your hedlth, Anton? Zabulon enquired sympatheticaly. 'Has the shoulder hedled up?

'Everything'sfine, thank you.' | touched the place where there had been awound the day before.
The skin there was pink and it itched.



'I'm glad my gift was of some use," Zabulon continued in the same polite tone. 'I'd like to sharea
bit of information with you. There are no candidates for the role of Mirror in Greet Britain. Thereisonein
France, onein Poland, twoin Italy ... | can't imagine why Thomas choseto drag Egor al theway to
Edinburgh.’

Clear enough. My naive attempt at cunning had failed. Zabulon had dug up the truth after all.

'l hope that he won't be required,’ | said.

'Of course, of course,” Zabulon agreed. 'It redlly is quite disgraceful to exploit the poor boy again
intheinterests of the Light. . . Anton, my dear fellow, what is actudly going on there? | heard there was
another murder yesterday. Has someone else has his blood drained?

'Yes,' | said, Stting up in bed. 'Another one. He was beheaded with amodd guillotine.’

'And what did they do with the blood? Zabulon enquired.

‘Drained it into the bucket used for washing thefloor.’

| see!

'I'm glad you understand something at least,' | said.

'Don't be so modest, Anton . . ." Zabulon said and paused. ‘Ask Foma how long it issince he
vigted hisneighbour in the grave.’

'What'sthat? | said, thinking that | must have misheard. 'His neighbour's grave?

'How long isit ance he vidited his neighbour in the grave? Zabulon said with achuckle and cut
the connection.

Swearing under my breath, | got up and set out for the bath room. | tidied myself up and took a
cold shower, then put on a short-deeved shirt and apair of jeans. Somehow | wasn't in the mood any
more for frivolous shorts and a T-shirt — if the weather had alowed, | would have put on aswester or a
jacket.

My phonerang again.

'Hello, Geser,' | said after glancing at the display.

'How are you getting on?

The shoulder'shedled,' | said, absolutely certain that Geser knew everything.

'Which shouldersthat?

'Y esterday someone shot at me.' | told himin brief what had happened. And there was such a
deadly slencethat | blew into the microphone, asif it was an old-style telephone.

I'mthinking,’ Geser said drily. 'Thinking . . .

'Maybe | should go and get some breskfast first?

'Y es, do,’ said the boss. "And then find Foma. Tell him theré's no time left for half-truths and
dissembling. He hasto check the Rune!'

'Which one exactly? | asked in the tone of someone who checks Runes every day of the week.

‘Merlin'sRune!’

'Ah..."| said, dowly beginning to understand something. ‘Merlin'sRune. . . isn't that in the
grave?

It was ashot in the dark, but from Geser'ssilence | redised that I'd hit the bull's eye.

‘Anton, how doyou. . . He swore briefly. 'Find Fomaand have acompletely frank talk with
him! I'll get in touch with him too.’

"Yessr!' | rapped and put the phone awvay my pocket.

Well, how about that!

So therewasaRune. A Runein agrave. The grave of Merlin.

But Merlin wasamythologica character, wasn't he? King Arthur, the Knights of the Round
Table, Merlin. . . None of them had ever existed!

Aha. But the Great Geser and Thomas the Rhymer didn't exigt, either. Neither did crazed
vampires and young girl werewolves, Light Hedlers and obstinate young magicians who had acquired the
Higher level of Power by some oversight. . .

Strangely enough, my mood was rapidly improving. Maybe because things had find ly started
moving? | ran down the stairs, said good morning to the previous day's receptionist and opened the door



of the restaurant.

There wasn't asingle human being in there. Only two young vampires and agirl werewolf.

The vampires were eating carpaccio. Galyawas egting an omelette. That was surprisng —
usudly after two consecutive transformations werewol ves eat meet by the kilogram.

'‘Good morning,’ | greeted my fellow guests.

The vampires smiled crookedly and nodded. Galya began prod-ding at the omel ette with her
fork. It was obvious why: the hormonal rush had receded, and now she was feding embarrassed. Sheld
managed to get some clothes from somewhere - black trousers, awhite blouse, alittle jacket with short
deeves. Something like the things that schoolgirls wear in Japanese cartoons.

'Hi," | said, stting down beside her. 'Had agood rest?

'Uh-huh.’

‘Not bothered by any nightmares? That's afrightening kind of room you've got — I'm not
surprised you didn't want to stay init. The designer tried abit too hard, don't you think?

Gayagave me athoughtful look. She put a piece of omelette in her mouth, chewed it and said:
‘Thank you, Light One. But | don't redlly fancy you, honestly. Would you like meto bring you some
food? Look after you abit?

'Yes, do,' | agreed.

The girl went over to the smorgasbord — omelettes and fried eggsin heated containers, bread,
salami, cheese, meat, abunch of green herbs. In the corner by the door into the kitchen there was a smdll
refrigerator. | wondered if the vampire's blood was kept in there? Or did the barman pour it for themin
the evening? The bar counter was empty now: even the beer pumps were draped with colourful
coverings.

My phonerang again.

'Oh, let me get something to eat,’ | groaned, taking the phone out of my pocket.

‘Anton?

'Hello, Foma.'

'Areyou up aready, Anton?

'Yes, I'mjust having breskfagt.'

'I'll send acar round for you. Can you be outside your hotel in about five minutes?

'Er..."l said, gaping a Semyon, who had appeared in the doorway. He looked radiant and he
waved to meglegfully. 'All right if | bring afriend?

‘That Dark One? The girl werewolf? Better not."

'No. A friend of mine hasjust arrived from Moscow. A Light Magician.'

Fomasighed.

‘All right. Both of you come. The driver knowswhereto go.’

‘Theré's something | haveto ask you,' | warned him.

Lermont Sghed again.

'I'm afraid there's dso something that | have to tell you. Get amove on, I'm waiting.'

| put the phone away and smiled at Galya, who had just reached me with the plates and the
coffee pot. At the same time Semyon started moving towards me from the door.

'Oh! Galya Dobronravoval' Semyon exclaimed, breaking into abroad smile. 'l remember, | do
... How's school going? How's Marina Petrovna?

Thelittle girl'sface came out in red blotches. She put the dishes down on thetable.

‘Can you imagine? Semyon told mein a confidentia voice. 'Gayatook adidiketo her chemistry
teacher and Sarted harassing her. She would transform and then wait for her outside the housein the
evenings, snarling and showing her teeth. Can you believe it? But the husband of this modest teacher of
chemistry turned out to be amodest police patrol officer. And on the third evening, theway it dways
happensinfary tales, he came out, rather concerned about aggressive dogs, to meet hiswife on her way
home from work. Me saw our little Galya snarling in the bushes, redised that she wasn't adog but awolf,
grabbed hispistol and fired at her, emptying the entire clip. Two bullets, by the way, got Galyain her
little backside as she was hightailing it away from the infuriated guardian of law and order. Thereawas



great fuss, we worked out what was going on, paid Gayaavisit a home and had alittle chat... It was
okay, though, we managed without the Inquistion. The whole businesswas played down.'

The girl turned and ran out of the dining room. The vampires watched her go, with thoughtful
expressionson their faces.

'Y ou shouldn't be so hard on her,' | said. 'Y esterday she faced bulletsto save my life!

Semyon grabbed a piece of salami and chewed it. He sighed.

'Pure soya. . . It'sgood that she faced up to the bullets. But what about persecuting her teacher?

‘That'sbad,' | said gloomily

We piled into the taxi that was waiting for us, taking the robot shooter wrapped up in adressing
gown. The meta tripod stuck out, but that didn't concern us too much.

The driver was ahuman being. It looked asif the Edinburgh Watch made much greater use of
paid human staff than we did.

We drove quickly out of the tourist centre and set off in the generd direction of the bay.

‘Thanksfor cdling me over,' said Semyon, gazing out of the window with undisguised ddlight. 'I'd
been stuck in Moscow too long ... So tell me, what's going on?

| started telling him. At first Semyon listened with the conde-scending interest of an experienced
old soldier listening to araw recruit's horror stories. But then he turned serious.

'Anton, are you sure? | mean that Power flows down there?

'Shall | ask the driver to turn back and drive past the Dungeons?

Semyon sighed and shook his head. He said just two words:

‘A vaullt.

‘Meaning?

‘A hiding place. Where something very important is hidden.’

'Semyon, | don't redly understand . . .’

'Anton, imaginethat you are avery, very powerful magician. And, for ingtance, you can stroll
around on thefifth level of the Twilight.'

'l can't.

'Imagineit?

‘Stroll around down there. | canimagineit eesly enough.'

‘Thenimagineit. Y ou can go deeper than any of the Othersthat you know. Y ou suddenly need
to hide something that's very vauable. A magica artefact, a powerful spell — even asack of gold, if you
like. So what do you do?Bury it in the ground? It will be found. Especidly if you're hiding amagica
object: it would create a disturbance in the Power around itsalf, no matter how you covered it up. Then
you take thisthing and go down deep into the Twilight. . .’

'And | leaveit there, say on thefifthlevel,' | said and nodded. 'But an object from our world
would be pushed back up . . .

"That'swhy you need a constant stream of Power. Well . . . it slike putting an object that floats
on the bottom of a bath of water. Left onitsown, it will surface. But of you keep it pressed down with a
stream of water . . .

'l understand, Semyon.’

'Do you have any ideas about who hid what down there?

'Yes' | sad. 'Only firg I'll ask Fomaabout it.'

The phonein my pocket rang again. Would it never give me any peace. . .

'Yes? | sad, without looking at the screen.

'Anton, thisis Geser.'

The boss's voice sounded strange somehow. Asif he was bewildered.

'Hdlo’

'I've had aword with Foma, and he's promised to be frank with you. And with Semyon, now it's
cometo that. . .

"Thank you, Boris Ignatievich.’



'Anton . . ." Geser began and paused. 'There's another thing . . . Weve dug back into Victor
Prokhorov's past. And we've found something.'

'Well? | asked, dready surethat | shouldn't expect anything good.

'Did his photo look familiar to you?

'An ordinary-looking young guy. A satisticaly average Moscow face.' | caught mysdlf sarting to
get rude, the way | dways do when | get agitated. 'Every second guy in every college lookslike that."

‘Try to picture Victor abit younger. As ateenager.'

| made an honest effort. And answered;

'Y ou get astatistically average Moscow schoolboy. In every schoal. . !

'But you've dmost certainly seen him, Anton. And not just once.

Hewasin the same class at school as your neighbour Kostya Saushkin. He knew him very well
— you could say they were friends. He probably dropped in to see him at home quite often. | think
sometimes he must have run into you, waving his brief case about and laughing for noreason at dl.'

'It'snot possible,’ | whispered. Geser's story had flabbergasted me so completely that | wasn't
even amazed by the untypicaly colourful way he'd told it. Waving his briefcase about and laughing? Y es,
morethan likely. If there are children living on your stairwell in the gpartment building you're bound to
sumble over their briefcases, hear them laughing and step in little patches of chewing gum. But who
remembersthefaces...?

'Anton, it'strue. The only vampire Victor ever knew was Kostya Saushkin.'

‘But Geser, Kostyawas killed.™

(* Thisstory istold in the third part of the book The Twilight Watch.)

'Yes, | know,' said Geser. 'At leadt, that'swhat we all thought.’

'He couldn't have survived,' | said. There's no way he could have. Three hundred kilometres
above the Earth. Thereisn't any Power there. He burned up in the atmosphere. He burned up, you
understand, Geser? Burned up!'

'Stop shouting,’ Geser told me camly. 'Y es, he burned up. We watched his spacesuit on radar
right to the very end. But what we don't know, Anton, isif Kostya Saushkin was still in that space-suit.
The dtitude was quite different by then. We have to think. We haveto caculate.’

He cut off the call. | looked a Semyon, who shook his head sadly.

'l heard, Anton.'

'Well?

'If you haven't seen the body, don't bein ahurry to bury it.'

Foma Lermont lived in the suburbs. In aquiet, wedthy district of cosy cottages and well-tended
gardens. The head of the Edinburgh Night Watch met usin his own garden. He was Sitting in awooden
arbour entwined with ivy, setting out agame of patience on a coffeetable. In his crumpled grey trousers
and polo shirt helooked like atypically placid gentleman of pre-pension age. Surround him with acrowd
of grandsons and granddaughters and he would have been the ederly head of alarge family. When
Semyon and | arrived, Lermont politely got to hisfeet and greeted us. Then he swept the cardsup into a
heap and muttered:

‘Itsnot workingout . . .

'Foma, | think the time has come for straight talking,' | said, and glanced at Semyon. 'Y ou don't
object if my friend is present?

‘Not at al. Geser has vouched for him.'

'Foma, today | got acall from Zabulon of the Moscow Day Watch.'

'l know who Zabulonis!

'Hetold me.... he asked meto ask you when was the last time you visited your neighbour in the
grave.



‘Last night, Lermont replied in alow voice.

'‘And Geser ... he asked about the Rune. Merlin's Rune!'

‘The Runé's not in the grave," Lermont said. He looked across at Semyon and asked, 'What do
you know about Merlin?

"There was amagician of that name,’ said Semyon, scratching the back of hishead. 'A Great
Light Magician. A long time ago.’

Lermont looked at me and asked:

'How about you?

'l dwaysthought Merlin was amythological character,' | replied honestly.

'Y ou're both hdf right,' Lermont said, smiling. The Greet Light Magician Melinredly isa
mythologica character. Thereal Merlinwas. . . not so nice. Yes, of course, he did help the young Arthur
to draw the sword out of the stone and become king. Although Arthur had no right to thethrone at dll...
that's just between you and me. Merlin was not athoroughly black-hearted villain. He smply used any
means available to achieve hisends. If he needed to put aking who would listen to him on the throne,
then he did. If the king had to inspire respect and love in his subjects— and of course he had to, why
suffer unnecessary complications? - then he educated the king to be noble and high-minded. And the king
could have hisown roya toysto play with: abeautiful round table and brave knights. And did you know
that Arthur's ruin at the hands of a child born on a certain day was predicted even before Mordred was
born? And do you know what the noble Arthur did?

I'm afraid to imagine.'

Lermont laughed. And then herecited off by heart:

"'Meanwhile did King Arthur order to be brought to him al the infants born to noble ladiesand
noblelords on thefirst day of May, for Merlin had reveded to King Arthur that the one who would
destroy him and dl hislands had been born into the world on thefirst day of May. And therefore did he
order them dl to be sent to him on pain of death, and many sons of lords and knights were sent to the
king. Mordred was also sent to him by thewife of King Lot. Hedid put them dl in aship and launched it
to sea, and some were four weeks from birth, and some younger still. And by the will of fate the ship was
driven ashore where a castle stood, and shattered, and they were dmost dl killed, only Mordred was
cast up by awave and picked up by agood man and raised until he did reach the age of fourteen years
from birth, and then he brought him to the court, asistold heregfter, a the end of the book Morte
d'Arthur.

"'And many lords and barons of Arthur's kingdom were outraged that their children had been
taken away and killed, but they laid the blame for this more on Merlin than on Arthur. And either out of
fear or out of love, they did keep the peace."

‘A worthy successor to the good King Herod," Semyon murmured.

| didn't say anything. | was remembering a cartoon film that my little Nadyawas very fond of.
About the young King Arthur. About the funny, forgetful magician Merlin. | imagined the sequel, about
how Arthur, egged on by Merlin, orders wailing, screaming infants who can't understand what's going on
to beloaded into an old, usdessship . . .

So thiswas the symbol of purity and nobility? The much-vaunted King Arthur of glorious legend?

'Not much like that fine young boy in the warm-hearted Disney cartoon, isit? Lermont asked, as
if he had read my thoughts. 'Or like that eccentric magician who took him under hiswing? But you
mustn't blame Arthur. It was his destiny. That was the kind of teacher he had.'

'How did Mordred survive? | asked.

Lermont'seyesglinted ironicaly.

‘That's hard to say. How did the boy Arthur become heir to the throne? Perhaps Mordred didn't
survive. But there were people who told some boy that he was Arthur's son and his father had tried to kill
him when he was ababy. What doesit matter who he redly was by birth? The important thing was who
he thought he was!'

'Ishedill dive?



'Mordred? Of course not. He was only a human being. And so was Arthur. He departed this
world along time ago.’

'‘And Merlin?

'He withdrew into the Twilight for ever . . ." Lermont said, with a nod. 'But Melin was a
genuindy great magidian. | think he was the greatest megician of dl time. | think,' he said with a Sdeways
glance a Semyon, 'that Merlin was a zero-point magician.

| nodded. | understood that. A magical ‘temperature' of zero. Merlin didn't contribute asingle
drop to the streams of Power that permeste the world, he had absolutely none of it. And that was
precisaly why he was agreat magician. He absorbed the Power of others, the Power that was diffused in
space - and used it to work miracles.

No other magician so powerful had been born in the world since then.

But one such enchantress had been born. My daughter, Nadya.

'Merlin didn't leave many artefacts," Lermont continued. 'He created them playfully, asif it cost
him no effort a al. Excdibur, of course. Merlin'scloak. Merlin'schdice. Merlin'scrystd. Merlin's saff.

'He didn't bother himself too much about finding names for them, then? Semyon said, with a

laugh. Then he suddenly fdl slent.

‘Merlin'sRune? | asked.

Lermont shook his head.

‘Merlin's Runeisonly akey, kept in Merlin's grave, twenty-two milesfrom.. . . fromwhat is
believed to be the grave of Thomas the Rhymer. Naturdly, Merlin himself isnot in the grave, but some
traces of the great magician are preserved there. Y ou may think me sentimental, but | often vist my own
grave. Although | have never liked going to Merlin's. | Smply relied on the protective spells. But that was
amistake. The grave has been robbed.'

'l thought Merlin's grave wasin Brittany,' said Semyon.

'No, it liesto the south of Edinburgh. Near the little town of Peebles, at the confluence of the
Tweed and the Powsd!. It's not very far from here!

'And what does this Rune consist of 7 | asked.

‘A stone. Charged to the hilt with magic and scratched dl over with dmogt illegible sgns. Merlin's Rune.
.." Lermont hesitated and looked round us all, but continued nonetheless' . . isthe key, or rather, the
main part of the key that alows accessto ahiding place that Merlin once set up on the bottom of alake.
The lake has vanished long ago, but the hiding place, of course, is till there.!

‘A hiding placein the Twilight? | asked.

Vs

'FHfth level?

Lermont Sghed.

'l could get down to thefifth level mysdlf, my young friend. Or | could cal in Geser. Or Andrew.
Higher Ones can be found who arc capable of reaching thefifth level. But this hiding place was made by
Merlin. Itsright down at the very bottom. Which meansits on the seventh leve

'Oh, my sainted aunt!" Semyon exclaimed in delight. "'The seventh! So the seventh level does
exig! It'snot afary tae, then?

It exigsdl right. Only | don't know anybody aive on this planet who is capable of getting there.
.." Lermont shrugged and spread his handswide.

'What about the key? And the Rune?

‘Asfor the Rune ... I've read the inscription — it gives ingtruc-tions on how to get past a sentinel
onthefifth level. But after that you have to go further. | can't do that.'

'Haveyou at least tried? | asked.

'What for? Lermont asked, throwing his hands up. "Why go down into the Twilight for Merlin's
heritage? Anton, you must have someideanow of what hewaslike ... do you think there's anything good
down there?

| shrugged.

"The hiding place is believed to contain the Crown of All Things' sad Lermont. 'Sounds



tempting, doesn't it? But somehow | think that the Crown of All Thingsisredly the End of All Things!

Semyon opened his mouth to say something, but then changed his mind.

'And what are the other parts of the key? | asked. 'Merlin's Crystal Mace? Or perhaps Merlins
Old Shoe?

Lermont shook his head.

That's the most unpleasant part of the story. Y ou've aready redlised that Power goes pouring
down out of our world to the lowest leve of the Twilight from the spot above the hiding place, haven't
you?

Vs

'Well then, if you try to enter the Twilight when you're indgde the Dungeons you can only get as
far asthethird level. After that therés abarrier, awhirlpool of Power. It's smultaneoudy aload that
holds the hiding place down &t the bottom of creation and a defence againgt the curious!’

'Not too many of the curious would even be able to get down to thethird level. . ." Semyon
mumbled, scratching the back of hishead. ‘Sorry, I'll keep quiet!’

'Well, Merlin's Rune won't help you get past the third level, Fomawent on. 'l was certain that no
one, gpart from me, knew the secret, and | only discovered it by chance when there was an accident
beside the bridge: ayoung woman fell and ruptured an artery on asharp meta rod . . .'

‘Blood,' | said.

'Yes,' Fomasaid. 'lIf someone diesfrom loss of blood, then the Twilight istemporarily saturated
with energy. Thewhirlpool on thethird level cams down and you can get past it and go on deeper.’

'Does the person have to die? | asked.

'l don't know. | haven't checked, asyou can understand. Preserved blood is no use, we know
that for certain. That'swhy thekilling in the Dungeons put me on my guard. But the protective spelson
Merlin's grave hadn't been touched. No one had approached the grave, no one had tried to openit. And
| relaxed, | put it al down to coincidence. But last night | decided to go to the grave.

'And you found it had been opened using aremote-controlled device? | said. 'Right? Something
like those robots they use at nuclear power stations.'

'How did you know? Lermont asked.

'Y esterday someone shot at me with that,' | said, nodding towards the tripod with the rifle, which
Semyon had leaned against the outside of the arbour. 'An automeatic radio-controlled shooting device.'

Lermont glanced at the weapon without the dightest interest. He smiled bitterly.

'Weve got old, Anton. We pride oursalves on having got old . . . Geser, Al-Ashaf, Rustam,
Giovanni, me— dl the other ancient oneswho remember the world without electricity, Seam trainsand
gunpowder. The oldest magicians who know the most and are amost the most powerful. We have
underestimated the new generation. Rockets, robots, telephones. . ." He chewed on hislips and looked
at his nest little house, with the same melancholy expression that | had sometimes seen in Geser's eyes.

It's probably that melancholy look that alows meto forgive Geser for everything he doesin his
job as head of the Night Watch.

'One of the young generation,” Fomawent on. 'One of the young generation, who know how to
use technology and are not afraid of it.’

'l think | know whoiitis,' | whispered. 'K ostya Saushkin.'

"The Higher Vampire who took the Fuaran?' Lermont asked with afrown. 'l know that story.
But he was destroyed!'

'Nobody saw the body,' | said. 'In any case, he wouldn't be afraid to go down after Merlin's
legacy. And held use technology without the dightest hesitation. And aswell asthat, he must hate me.
Enough to try to shoot me. It was my fault! | sent him off to die. He survived — and decided to take his
revenge.'

'Anton, don't bein such ahurry,” Semyon said reasonably. He explained apol ogeticaly to Foma:
'Please don't be angry, Mr Lermont! Anton isstill young and hot-headed. Y esterday he thought that
Kostyawas dead. Now al of asudden he's changed his mind. But what we have to worry about is
something ese. What do you think, Mr Lermont? Has the villain of the piece aready found Merlin's



hiding place?

'Merlin was amagician of the old school,’ Lermont answered after amoment's thought. ‘A key
has to have three elements. Three is amagic number, anumber of Power. Three, seven and eleven.’

'Y es, prime numbers,” Semyon agreed, 'That's clear enough. But what about the third part of the
key?

'l discovered the second part by accident,’ Lermont said. 'l| don't know anything about the third. |
can only assumethat it must exist. | don't even know what it is— an object, an incantation, asacrifice, a
time of day. Perhaps you have to enter the Twilight naked on the night of the full moon, holding athistle
flower between your teeth. Merlin was agreat joker.’

We sad nothing for awhile. Then Lermont gave aforced amile.

‘All right, my friends. | have revealed al the secretsthat | had. | can't see any point in panicking
ahead of time. Merlin's hiding place will surrender its secret to a Higher Other of immense power who
spills someone el sg's blood in the Dungeons and gets his hands on the third part of the key. But what that
third part is, no one knows. Let'sal cam down, go inside and have a cup of tea

"The English tradition of tea-drinking!" Semyon said respectfully.

Fomagave him amocking glance and corrected him.

'Not English. Don't forget that you're in Scotland now. Y ou are welcome guests in my home—'

'l havejust one more question,' | said, interrupting Lermont. 'Why did you invite Egor to Edinburgh?
'Y ou mean the young illusionist? Lermont asked, with asigh. 'l decided to take out an insurance policy.
If thereés a serious conflict, then the firgt to suffer will be our Night Watch. | don't have that many battle
magicians. A Mirror isthe best thing that can be used to oppose—'
'Oppose whom? | asked, when Lermont broke off in mid-phrase
The distant forefather of the Russian poet Lermontov gave me alook of annoyance so intensethat | felt
thefull force of the same hot temper that brought a premature end to the Russian poet'slife.
'Merlin! Now are you satisfied?
'You believethat he. . .
"The onething that Merlin dways vaued above dl others was himsdlf. And he could have given the name
of the Crown of All Thingsto the meansfor bringing him back from oblivion. It would be hiskind of
joke.’
'Nothing of the sort has ever happened,’ said Semyon, shaking his head.
'No, it hasn't. But there have never been any other magicianslike Merlin. His essence— his soul, if you
like— could be dum-bering somewhere down there, on the seventh level. . . until asufficiently powerful
magician canreach it. To put it crudely, until astupid body arrivesto provide Merlin'sblack soul with a
new receptacle! Would you be glad to see the Great Merlin back in the world? | certainly wouldn't! And
that's the reason | need a potential Mirror Magician close at hand. Perhaps that might do the trick. He
might possibly become aMirror and destroy Merlin. What don't you like about that, Gorodetsky?
'But you can't do that!" | exclaimed with afeding of anguish that surprised even me. Everything was
muddled together in my heed — Kostya, whom | had killed and who might till be dive; the Dark
Magician Merlin, thirsting for resurrection, the totally unsuspecting Egor . . . 'Ever sncehewasachild
we've exploited him for our operationsl And now are we going to throw him into hell, usethe lad to
protect ourselves againgt Merlin? He's nothing but a boy!”
‘All right!" said Lermont, also raising hisvoice. 'Y ou've advanced a convincing argument! Now let melay
out in front of you the persond files of dl the potentia Mirror Magicians. Will you point the finger?
Choose adifferent candidate? Theresagirl of nine, aboy of fifteen, ayoung husband and father, a
pregnant woman . . . they never liveto old agein an indeterminate State, sooner or later they choose the
Light or the Dark! They'real young, al of them dmast children! Will you take the choice on yoursdlf and
relieve me of this gppaling respongbility?
"Yes!' | shouted, legping to my feet. 'Yes, | will! I'll relieve you. Bring out your files, Mr FomaLermont!’
I'll bring them this very moment!" he said, aso getting to hisfeet. 'Y ou choose, you choose!'

We stood there, glaring angrily a each other, and it was a while before we redlised that both of



us had tears running down our faces.

CHAPTER 6

| DON'T KNOW if Lermont really would have brought the files or not. And | have even less
ideawhat | would have doneif he had. Probably 1 would have chosen adifferent candidate for the role
of the Mirror Magician.

But we weren't given achance to do any of that.

Firg | noticed Lermontov's face change. He was looking away from me, in the direction of the
road.

Then | heard the roar of an engine and turned round.

A little white van hurtling along the road suddenly turned and broke easily though the symboalic
wooden fence surrounding Lermont's cottage. It braked to ahdt with awild squed, throwing up earth
and gravel from under itswhedls.

The rear doors of the van had been removed earlier. Two men jumped out of it and athird, left
indde, opened fire from amachine gun mounted on aswivd.

Thefirst to react was Foma. He had put up a shield as soon asthe van cameflying into his
garden. Or maybe he hadn't put it up? Perhapsit was just aguard spell that had been ingtdled along time
ago in order to ded with thiskind of invasion?

The machine gun roared and rattled, the sound resonating in the back of the van and reaching us
asif it had been amplified by a huge tin megaphone. The sound was accompanied by a stream of lead.
But the bullets didn't reach their target. They halted gently, hung in the air for a second like some specia
effect in an action movie, and then fdl to the ground.

The two who had jumped out, both masked in black hoods, dropped to the ground and opened
firewith sub-machine guns. Asyet, no one had got out of the front of the van.

Werethey idiots, or what?

Semyon waved hishands afew times. | noticed the harmless Morpheus, which would givethe
attackers about ten secondsto carry on playing a soldiers, and the instantly acting Opium. But the spells
didn't work and the firing continued, with the bullets getting stuck in mid-air halfway between us. | looked
closdly — no, they weren't Others. Just ordinary people. But each of them had the gentle glow of a
protective amulet on his chest.

"Just don't kill them!" Lermont cried out when | raised my hand.

| only had two Triple Blades ready and waiting for instant action — | hadn't been expecting to
wind up in ashoot-out like this. | flung both, aiming at the large machine gun. Thefirst charge missed, but
the second struck home, reducing the wegpon to a heap of shredded meta. The racket quietened down
a bit— now only the men with sub-machine gunswerefiring, but rather uncertainly, asif they had just
discovered theinvisble barrier. That was good. Every defence hasitslimit of saturation and the
meachine-gun firewould have put it out of action fairly quickly.

We had been attacked by men! Ordinary men, equipped with protective amulets. An act that
was not only absolutely unheard of but so stupid. It's one thing to shoot a magidian from ambush, usng
aremote-controlled weapon. Buit like this, face-to-face, three gunmen againg three magicians . . . what
were they hoping to achieve?

Smply to distract our attention!

| swung round just in time to see the white smoketrail heading in our direction. The rocket had
been launched from the roof of ahigh-rise building standing amost akilometre avay. But it was clearly
controllable, and it was coming straight for the arbour.

'Foma!" | shouted, throwing a Freeze in the direction of the rocket on the off chance. But the
tempora stasis spell either missed itstarget, or the rocket had also been protected against magic -nothing

happened.



'Into the Twilight!" Lermont shouted.

Sometimesiit's better to do as you're told than to think up your own origina moves. | stepped
into the Twilight, sinking down to the second level dmost immediately. Lermont was there besde me—
he too considered thefirst level an insufficiently secure defence. But to my surprise, he didn't stop on the
second level — he waved his hand and went down deeper. Perplexed, | followed him down to the third
level. What need was there for this? A powerful explosion in the real world might be felt on thefirst levd,
but it wouldn't reach the second . . . and if Foma suspected the unthinkable, the most terrible thing
possible, then anuclear blast scorched through the materia of dl levels of the Twilight. . .

The grey gloom waslit up by awhite flame. The ground under our feet trembled dightly. Only
dightly — but it trembled!

'Where's Semyon? | shouted.

Lermont merely shrugged. We waited afew more seconds for the splintersto stop flying, the
flameto die away and the smoking fragments of the arbour to stop faling in the real world.

And then we went back out.

Lermont's neat and tidy cottage had log dl the glass in its windows and was covered with a fine
sorinkling of debris. A hefty branch torn off the nearest tree by the exploson was protruding from a
window on the second floor.

The smal van waslying where it had been tossed on to its Side. There were two motionless
bodiesbesdeit. A third man, the machine-gunner or perhaps the driver, who had prudently stayed put in
his cabin, was dowly crawling away towards the fence, drag-ging his usdesslegs behind him.

| didn't fedl any particular pity for him. He was an ordinary bandit who had been used to distract
our attention from the rocket attack. He'd known what he was getting into.

Where the arbour had stood there was asmall crater, strewn with white scraps of wood. The
playing cards were soaring and circling above our heads - a capricious chance had tossed them up into
theair ingtead of incinerating them.

We found Semyon right beside the van. He was inside a trans-parent glowing sphere that |ooked
asif it had been carved in crystal. The spherewas dowly rolling dong and Semyon, with hisarmsand
legs held out, was turning over and over with it. His pose was such a hilarious parody of the picture The
Golden Section that | giggled stupidly. Squat and short-legged, Semyon looked nothing like the muscular
athlete drawn by Leonardo daVinci.

‘A very uncomfortable spdll,’ Lermont said in relief. ‘But then, it isreiable.’

The crystal sphere cracked dl over and disintegrated in acloud of steam. Semyon, who was upside
down at that moment, nimbly swung round and landed on hisfeet. He stuck afinger in his ear and asked:

'Do they dways do that round here on Saturdays, Mr Lermont? Or isit just in honour of our
ariva?

'Follow me, gentlemen. | am afraid dl thiswas merely adiverson.’

| didn't get time to ask what he intended to do about the over-turned van, the demolished arbour and the
crawling bandit who was aready out in the street, where the neighbours could see him. A second portal
opened beside the firgt, and Others began jumping out of it, one after another.

They weren't smply Light Onesfrom the Night Watch — they were dressed in police uniforms, with
bulletproof vests and helmets, and they were holding their machine pistols at the ready!

Wil now, Thomas the Rhymer, aren't you afine one for the blather! We have underestimated
technology! | can seejust how badly you underestimateit ...

Lermont stepped into the first porta. 1 hung back for amoment, waiting for Semyon, but he suddenly
stopped, with his stare fixed on agaunt man with red hair.

'Kevin! You old fogey!"

‘Simon, you old blockhead!" the redhead shouted in ddlight. "Where are you going? Hang on!'

They put their arms round each other and started hammering each other on the back with al the
enthusiasm of those crazy rabbitsin the advert for eectric batteries.

‘Later, welll catch up on everything later,” Semyon muttered, freeing himself from Kevin's embraces.
'Look, the portal's getting cold. | brought you some wine from Sebastopol — remember it? Sparkling



muscat, herel’

| spat and shook my head. What sort of thing was that to say — 'later, later . . ." In the movies any
character who said that to an old friend was irrevocably doomed to die soon.

| could only be glad that we weren't charactersin an action movie.

| stepped in through the frame of the portal.

Lermont took no notice of this smple piece of wit. Heinclined his head to one Sde, asif hewerelistening
to someone's voice, and frowned. And his frown became deeper and deeper.

Then, with just a couple of gestures, he created the glowing frame of a portd in front of himsdf,
and sad:

A densewhiteglow dl around. A feding of lightness that could only be compared with what
cosmonauts experience. Mysterious paths inaccessible to human beings.

What were those othersin police uniforms going to do there? Wipe clean the memories of any
chance witnesses, remove dl traces of the explosion, interrogate the attackersif they survived? The basic
day-to-day routine work of the Watches.

But who had dared to do it? Attacking a member of aWatch was aready an act of insanity. But
to attack the head of aWatch, plustwo foreign magicians, was absolutely unheard-of. And to use human
beingstodoit ...

| suddenly redised quite clearly that the Frenchman | had met in the Dungeons had dso been a
human being. Not a Higher Magician who had concealed histrue nature from me. Just an ordinary man.
But incredibly cunning and coal, a brilliant actor. Not the same sort of pawn as these bandits who had
been sent to their death. Perhaps it was him who had fired the rocket at us?

And then thevampire. Wasit redly Kostya? Had heredlly survived after al?

And to top everything off there were the protective amulets on the bandits, which had won them time.
Vampires weren't capable of creating amulets. That was the work of amagician, an enchantressor a
witch!

Just who were we up against here? Who wastrying to break into the Twilight to get his handson
Merlin'slegacy?

And was he capable of going down to the seventh level ?

Asadways, the porta cameto an end suddenly. The white glow contracted into aframe, |
stepped through it — and | wasimme-diately grabbed by the shoulder and jerked sharply down to the
left, onto the floor behind the cover of an improvised barricade consisting of severa overturned tables.

Jugtintime. A bullet went whisling over my head.

| wasin the Dungeons of Scotland. In one of the first rooms.

Lermont was beside me, sheltering behind the barricade, and | had been dragged to the floor by
adark-skinned Other. Judging from the number of spellsthat he had 'teed-up’ on hisfingers, hewasa
battle magician.

Another shot rang out. The shooting was coming from the open door leading into the next room.

'Foma, what's happened? | asked, looking at him in bewilderment. "Why are welying on the
floor? We should put up aShield. . .

Lermont didn't stir afinger, but a barrier appeared at the door, sedling it off. Before | even had
timeto fed amazed at the Scottish magician's supidity and delighted with my own astuteness, there was
another shot, and the bullet whistled by over our heads. The barrier hadn't held it back.

'l beg your pardon, | was abit hasty there . . ." | muttered. 'How about going through the
Twilight?

"The same problem as with the rocket,' Lermont explained. 'The bullets are enchanted down to
the second levd.’

'Let'sgo through the third.'

‘Thereésabarrier on thethird!" Lermont reminded me. | felt ashamed and said no more,

The dark-skinned magician half-stood and hurled severa spellsinto the corridor. | spotted
Opium, Freeze and Bugaboo. The reply was another shot. With that same precise, mechanical rhythm . .



It'samachine!" | said quickly. ‘Lermont, it'sthe same kind of machine that fired at me!'

'So what? It's protected against minor spells. Do you suggest blazing away with firebdls, sarting
afire and bringing the bridge down on top of us?

No,Thomas the Rhymer wasn't panicking or fdling into despair. He was dearly trying to think of
something. And he had to have some kind of plan. Only | didn't want to hang about.

Semyon stepped out of the portd that was till hanging in mid-air. Heimmediately squatted down
and scrambled towards the barrier. Y es: sometimes experience is more important than Power . . .

Somewhere far away, behind the walls and the doors, there was .a scream that broke off ona
high note.

... And sometimes fury is more important than experience.

| dipped into the Twilight.

Firg level. The decor seemed to have becomered. The walls of plasterboard and plastic were
now stone and there were dried stalks of some kind rustling under my feet. In the Twilight the interior of
the building must have been congtructed by human fantasy — too many people had passed thisway who
sincerely believed in the rules of the game and had made themsealves believe in dungeons.

Dungeons and dragons.

Therewasalittle dragon with bristling red scaes sanding in the stone archway and blocking my
way. The beast came up to my shoulder: he was supporting himsalf on hisback legsand along tail that
was twisted into a corkscrew. Hiswebbed wings were flickering nervoudy behind his back. The glowing
faceted eyes glared at me, and then the mouth opened and spat out agobbet of flame.

So that'swhat you look like in the Twilight, Shooter | ...

| jumped to one Side, tossing afireball at thelittle dragon. A very smdl fireball, so asnot to cause
any shocksin the red world.

Then | went down to the second level.

The dungeon hadn't changed. But the dragon here was black and a little bit tadler. His eyes were
bigger, rounder and darker, and he had acquired pointed ears that stuck up. The scales had changed into
ather coarse fur or chitin spines that were pressed tight againg his body. The jaws were extended
forwards. The wings had been transformed into smdl, trembling legs.

The mouth opened wide and abundle of blue sparks flew out in my direction.
| dodged and took afew more steps. And then, forgetting once again about the barrier, | stepped down
onto thethird levd of the Twilight.

Atfirg it fdtasif | had runinto awal - aflexible, springy, but impenetrable wall. But that
sensation only lasted for a second.

Aningant later | found mysdf on thethird level.

And | redlised immediatdly that this was connected with that scream of adying human being.

Someone had opened the barrier again. Opened it with someone's living blood.

But there wasn't any little dragon here.

| ran aong the corridor without bothering to destroy the robot shooter. Lermont could handle
that himsdlf. The machine wasn't going anywhere. It was more important for meto catch thekiller.
Whoever he might be — vampire, magician, sorcerer. A stranger or aformer friend. . .

Thiswas clearly the central section of the Dungeons. The focus of the Power, the centre of the
vortex, the keyhole. The River of Blood — only hereit looked like aditch filled with bubbling black
liquid asthick as pitch. A gleaming black table. And lying on it -amotionless body in abloodstained
white robe.

It looked asif thistime the person who had lost hislife was one of the hired human personnel
who worked for the Edinburgh Night Watch. One of the pathologists who did jobsfor Lermont.

Could Lermont redly have left the Dungeons with no reliable guards? Without anyone to ambush
raiders? Had he abandoned the people who trusted him to the whim of fate?

A single glance a the real world told me everything.

He had left guards. And had set up an ambush.

But he had underestimated the strength of his enemy.



| counted six bodies in the room. Three of the dead wereraiders
in semi-military uniformsthat didn't belong to anyone's army, with automatic wegpons— and the
magazines of the guns glitered with the spells gpplied to the bullets. One of the dead was afirst-level
Light Magician, dmost torn in haf by bursts of machine-gun fire a point-blank range. The magician's
unexpended Power was dowly 0ozing out of him in acloudy white glow. The other two who had been
shot were human — employees of the Night Watch. The protective amuletsthat had failed to save them
gparkled brightly on their chests. They too had died with gunsin their hands - they were till clutching
pisols.

How many attackers had there been? And how many had gone on past the third level ?

Before| had time to complete the thought, agrey shadow came flitting down through the Twilight
from thefirst leve to join me on the third. And Bruce appeared in front of me.

The Master of Vampires|ooked in pretty poor shape. His chest had been ripped to shreds by
bullets. He was breathing heavily, and hisfangs glittered in his mouth.

'Ahal’ | exclaimed with such obvious delight that Bruce under-stood me straight away .

'Stop, Light One!" he howled. 'I'm onyour Side! | came at Lermont's request!”

'And who shot you?

‘The robot in the corridor!'

| screwed up my eyes, tracing the 'vampiretrall'. Y es, the traces of the undead feet passed
through the corridor, from the entrance to the Dungeons. He wasn't responsible for the bloodbath.

So thiswas who Lermont was counting on to defeat the auto-mated gunman. It's hard to kill
someone who's dready dead, even with charmed bullets.

'Who ishe? | didn't specify who | meant, but Bruce understood.

'l don't know! Not one of us! A stranger! He had about twenty people with him, but they're all
dead. And Lermont's guards are dead!’

‘Let'sgo after them," | ordered.

Bruce hesitated. He glanced at the body oozing blood - unlike dl the others, thisman had died
very recently, and his body existed on dl levels of the Twilight at once. Death isvery sirong megic. . .

'Don't even think about it,' | warned him.

'He doesn't need it any more,’ Bruce muttered. 'He doesn't need it, but who knowswho | ill
haveto fight?

It was disgusting, and it was also true. But to hand a dead employee over to avampire to feed on

'If you drink the blood, the barrier will appear again,’ | said, findly finding an argument in my
favour. 'Let'sgo. Y ou can hold out.'

Bruce pulled aface, but he didn't object. He hung his head low, asif he was about to butt against
some barrier, and went to the fourth level.

| dipped down after him.

Bruce was standing there, holding his chest. He was shaking and there was naked fear in his
eyes. There was no one there apart from Bruce. Nobody and nothing — the dungeons had disappeared.
Just sand, grey and coloured at the sametime, just black boulders scattered about here and there.. . .
And apink and white sky with no sun.

'‘Anton — | can't go any deeper.’

'Have you been on thefifth level?

‘No!'

'Neither havel. Let'sgo!'

'l can't!" the vampire howled. '‘Damn it, can't you seethat I'm dying!"

'Y ou've been dead for along time!*

Bruce shook his head so furioudy that it seemed asif he wanted to screw it off his neck.

If I'd had even the dightest suspicion that he was faking, | would have forced him to go down. Or
finished him off for ever.

But going to the fourth level had clearly exhausted hisfinal reserves of strength.



'Go and get Lermont!” | ordered him.

Clearly rdieved, Bruce went dashing back the way he had come. Theway adiver whois
choking for breath hurtles upwards out of the fatal depths.

And | gtarted looking for my shadow on the sand.

It had to bethere. | had to cast ashadow. | was going to find it.

Otherwise something terrible was going to happen.

For ingtance - Merlin would rise from the dead. And aMirror Magician would cometo the
assistance of the Edinburgh Night Watch, which had dready suffered heavy losses. And he would
maintain the equilibrium come what may.

The conjuror Egor.

And that would be his blinding moment of glory — before he self-destructed, dissolved into the
Twilight and was cast into empti-ness by the remorsaesswill of the primordia Powers.

We had used plenty of people before, surely?

| growled, taking astep forward. | shouldn't belooking for this shadow on the sand. This
shadow wasingde me.

| was lashed by anicy wind - and | fell through to thefifth level of the Twilight.

And landed face down in green grass.

Therewas acold, fitful wind blowing. The sunlight filtered through the purple clouds, asheavy as
snow clouds, that were drifting across the sky. Therolling plain, covered with tal, prickly grass, extended
al the way to the horizon. Somewhere in the distance there was thunder rumbling and lightning flashing—
flashing the wrong way, from the earth up into the sky, up into those purple clouds.

| stood up and swallowed hard — my ears were blocked. The usual oppressive sensation of the
Twilight, the cregping weariness, the desire to get back out into the real world as quickly as possible, had
disappeared. Thefifth layer turned out to be energetically balanced. When my eyes had adjusted and |
looked more closdly, it was obvious that the colours around me were not entirely dive after dl. The grass
was green, but pae. The clouds were more dove-grey than purple. Even the flashes of lightning were
strangely subdued: they didn't sear the retinas of my eyes.

But even 50 ... It looked asif it was possibleto live here.

| looked around me. And | saw the Guard in the flattened grass.

It was agolem — acreature made of clay and brought to life by magic. A rare sort of thing:
nobody has made them for along, long time. A medieval robot that they sometimestried to put to work,
but more often created to guard things.

Only the classic golem looked like a clay man and he was brought to life by means of Runes
inserted in agpecia opening. (When it cameto thisthe magicians sense of humour usudly plumbed the
depths)

But this golem was a snake. Something like a clay anacondaten metreslong, asthick asthetorso
of agrown man, and with two rapacioudy grinning heads - one a each end of its body. Its skin was
reddish-grey, like abadly fired brick. The golem's eyes were open — and it was the eyesthat frightened
me mogt of dl. They were absolutely human.

But then, why shouldn't they be, if the golem had been made by Merlin?

Exactly hafway aong the snakestrunk there was adim section with asmal hollow in it, about the size of
an open hand. And lying in that hollow was a square grey stone, covered with haf-effaced Cdtic writing.

Y es, astrange golem. The Rune hadn't brought it tolife, it had killed it.

Or rather, it had rendered it motionless— if the baeful glint in its eyes was anything to go by.

| looked round again. There was no one there gpart from me and the motionless golem. The
grave-robber had aready gone deeper.

Right, then!

| summoned the battle spells up out of my memory, dl the most powerful thingsthat | had learned

and had sufficient Power for, and teed them up for rapid use. | had to be ready to go into battle

a any moment. Provided, of course, that | managed to get any deeper . . .

'Wait, Anton!'



Three figures materialised out of theair: Lermont, Semyon, and ablack man | didn't know.
Lermont had literdly dragged Semyon and the black man after him, holding them by the arms. Oh, he
was powerful, dl right. . .

'What alovely place!' Semyon said in delight, gazing around. 'Ooh ... Sothisiswhere. . '

He spotted the golem and stopped. Then he walked across and gave it a cautious kick. He
shook his head.

'Ooh . . . what amassive beast. . . Did you bring it down, Anton?

'I'm afraid it's not that smpleto bring down," | said, pointing to the Rune. Then, turning to Foma,

| said, 'Shal we move on, Mr Lermont?

'Can you manageit?

Tl giveit atry'

Lermont shook his head doubtfully. He glanced at his subordin-ate and said:

'Y ou can't go any further. | brought you along because of this. . . ugly brute. But there's no way you can
go on. Wait for aslong as you can and then go back.'

He heaved adeep sgh— and dissolved into thin air.

| took astep forward.

Nothing.

Another step. And another, and another.

'It's not working, then? Semyon asked sympathetically.

What wasthis? I'd broken through to the fifth level, and it was absolutely calm here, but | couldn't get
any lower!

A step. Another step. Where's that shadow?

'Anton . . ." said Semyon, shaking me by the shoulder. 'Anton, stop. Y ou're just wasting your strength.’
'I'll get through,' | whispered. 'l haveto. . '

"Y ou don't have to do anything. Lermont's got the experience. Hell handle everything.’

| shook my head, trying to relax. 1'd got to thislevel usng my anger . . . maybe | could get to the next one
if | was calm, peaceful? All | wasfacing was akind of watershed. A thin film of surface tenson between
worlds, aborderline beyond which the vital Power began to increase. Thefirst level was practicaly dead,
dried out, sterile. The second was alittle more dive. The third and fourth aready began to resemble our
world. Thefifth. . . thefifth was amogt fit to live in. There were dready colours here and dthough it was
cold it wasn't so cold that you would freeze, grass grew here, there was rain, and strange violent storms.
What would there be on the sixth level? | had to understand the place | wastrying to break into. Wasit a
glacia world, adying world? A place where it would be hard to breathe, difficult to walk or talk?

No. The sxth levd wouldn't be like that. It would be even more colourful then the fifth. Even
more dive. Even closer to the red world.
| nodded to my thoughts.

And stepped from thefifth leve to the sixth.

It was night there. Perhgps not asummer night, but it was fill warm. | couldn't seeasingledtar in
the sky above my head, but there was amoon. Not a strip of grey dust in the sky, like on thefirst level.
Not the three tiny coloured moons that shone on the second level. An absolutely normal moon, perfectly
familiar to the human eye.

But not asingle star. The stars are not for Others.

Under the white spotlight of the moon the world seemed completely real. Thetreeswerered,
aive, with leavesthat rustled in the wind. Therewasasmell of grassand burning ... | suddenly redlised
that thiswasthefirgt time | had ever smelled anything in the Twilight. No doubt, if | chewed on agrass
gak | would actu-ally taste the bitter juice. . .

Bumning?

| turned round, and saw Lermont. But | didn't see him as a stout middle-aged gentleman. | saw
himinhisTwilight form.

Thomas the Rhymer had become awhite-haired giant amost three metrestd|. His skin radiated a
murky white light. He was grabbing bunches of white and blue light out of the air, mixing them together in



his gigantic hands asif he was making snow-balls, and throwing them off into the far distance. | followed
the trgectory — the hissing bundles of flame went flying over theflat plain, sweeping asdetherare trees
inther path, and fizzled out in adark cloud that was moving rapidly away. Burning trees marked the
shots that had missed.

'Foma!' | shouted. 'I'm here!'

The giant mixed up atruly immense spherein his hands and grunted as he hurled it after the dark
cloud. He turned round.

He had an amazing face. Kind and harsh, beautiful and fright-ening, dl a the same time.

"The young magician has passed the barriers, Thomas rumbled. The young magician has
hastened to cometo our aid. . .

Hewaslittle bit crazy just a that moment — like &l Otherswho take on their degp Twilight
formsin the heet of battle

Thomas covered the distance between usin just afew steps. It seemed to methat the very
ground shook under hisfest.

‘They didn't manageit, my friend . . . The ancient bard lowered a hand as big as ashove onto my
shoulder. They only got asfar asthe sixth level. Thomas drove them away, he did. Thomas drove them
away, like cowardly little puppy dogs.’

Lermont leaned his face down to me and whispered confiden-tialy:

'But only because his enemies didn't fight. They'd been herelong enough to redise that they
couldn't get to the seventh level of the Twilight.'

'How many of them were there, Thomas?

"Three, my friend, three. The right number.’

'Did you get alook at them?

'Only ashort one,' Thomas said with a shake of his head. Y ou can't read an aura properly here,
but Thomas managed. A Dark Other — an undead vampire. A Light Other — a sorcerer-hedler. An
Inquisitor Other — abattle magician. Three came together for the legacy of Merlin. Three dmost got
through. Three Higher Others. But even Higher Ones cannot get though to the seventh level of the
Twilight.

'A Dark One, aLight One and an Inquisitor? | asked in amazement. 'All together?
"Thelegacy of Melinisenticing to dl. Even Light Ones. Why e se do you think, young magician, that
Thomas wished to keep your arriva secret from his Watch?

‘Are they dl men? | asked.

'All men. All women. How should Thomas know? Thomas didn't touch them. Thomasjust saw a
little bit of their auras.’

"Thomas, we haveto go,' | said, looking into the giant's eyes. ' Thomas, it'stime to go back. Time
to go home.'

"Why? the giant asked in surprise. 'lt's good here, young magi-cian. Y ou can live here. A
magical land, akingdom of fairiesand magicians. . . Thomas can seitle here, Thomas can find hishaven .

Thomas Lermont, you are the head of aNight Watch! The whole of Scotland is under your
protection! Witches, vampires, ghouls— you're not going to let them dl runriot, are you?

Thomas said nothing, and for amoment | thought he would refuse to go, that he redly had found
the fairy kingdom to which, legend said, he had withdrawn four hundred years earlier.

Of course, the Dark Ones wouldn't have run riot. Help would have come — from England, from
Ireland, from Wales. And Light Ones would have been found in Europe and Americato cometothead
of the orphaned Scottish Watch.

But would Lermont's disappearance be thefina drop that trig-gered Egor's transformation into a
Mirror Magician?

‘Let'sgo, my young friend,’ Lermont said. "Y ou'reright, you'reright, and | am in too much of a
hurry ... itisnot yet time. . . But listen, young magician! Ligten to theringing of the sllence, tothesinging
of the cricketsin the grass, to the night birds beating the air with their wings. . .



Either he made me heer it, or it was all red, but through the giant's noisy breething | heard the
dlence and the sounds.

'See how hotly the fire blazes, how the silvery leaves catch the moonlight, how dark the grassis
beneath our feet. . ." Lermont whispered. "Y ou could live here .. . .

And | saw.

'Not many Others have been here when they were till dive. . ." Lermont said and sighed. 'We
only come here after we die, do you understand? We come herefor ever. . '

| felt acold shiver run down my spine. | remembered the members of our Watch who had died:
Igor, Tiger Cub, Andrei. . .

'Did you know that? Did you know that earlier?

'All Higher Oneswho have managed to reach the fifth level know it, Thomas said in asad voice.
‘But thisknowledge is too dangerous, young magician.’

'Why?

It isnot good to know what awaits you after death. Thomas knows— and it isaburden to him.
Thomas wishes to come here. Far away from crudl and greedy people. Far away from human evil and
human good. It isso swest... to livein aworld of Others. . '

‘Live?

‘Live, young magician. . . Here even vampires have no need of blood. Here everything is
different, otherwise. Everything isthe way it should be. Hereistherea world ... on the fifth and sixth
levels, and the seventh - the very greatest. Here the towers of wise men studying the world of creation
soar up to the heavens, citiesfull of Light and Dark seethe with vitd life; unicorns roam through virgin
forests and dragons guard their mountain caves. We shall come here ... | sooner, and you later. . . and
our friendswill come out to greet us. | too shall be glad to greet you, young magician . . .

A gigantic arm hugged me round the shoulders asif | were a child. Foma heaved adeep, heavy
sigh and continued:

‘But itisnot yet time. Not yet time. If | had been able to reach the seventh levd ... | would not
have come back. But my Power is not sufficient for that. And yourswill not be ether, young magician . ..

I'min no hurry for thetime being,’ | muttered. 'l have . . '

What did | have? A wife and daughter? They were Others, Higher Others. We could al depart
together. For the cities of Light and Dark . . . where Alisaand Igor were happy together, where no one
remembered about those stupid little people. . .

| shuddered. Was| dreaming, or had | becometaler too? Or had Lermont started to shrink?

'Foma, let's get going!'

'Wait. Look at this!'

A white light had started dancing above our heads. Foma reached out his hand and pointed to a
dab of transparent red stone hidden in the grass under our feet. What wasthis, aruby the Sze of alarge
teatray?

| squatted down, ran my hand across the smooth surface and looked at the lines and dashes of
the Cdtic Runes.

'What's written here, Foma?

‘Merlinwrotethat,’ Lermont said, with athoughtful notein hisvoice. 'Merlin wrote that, it isthe
keyhole and thefina key, both at the sametime. It saysherein Coelbren. . . He paused. 'If wesay itin
highstyle...then...

'Say itinany yle!' | excdlamed, feding the time dipping away.

"The Crown of All Thingsis here concealed. Only one step is left. But thisis a legacy for the strong or the
wise —

Fomadeclaimed in astrange voice, one that was higher and more tuneful. And at the first words
he spoke the letters carved in the stone started to glow, asif someone had lit up a powerful lamp
undernegth it. One after another the | etters were transformed into dim columns of light, shooting up into

the sky.



"You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it. Proceed, if you are a strong as|;

Or go back, if you are aswise as |; Beginning and end, head and tail, all isfused in one, In the Crown of All
Things. Thus are life and death inseparable.’

Thefind letter flared into white brilliance just as Lermont spoke the final word.

'| hate karaoke," | said. "What does al this mean?

"Thomas knows no more than you do, young magician,’ said the giant, clutching mein hisarms.
'And now, let's be leaving!

| thought Lermont was going to step straight into the real world. But no, he went to the fifth level
first and waved to Semyon and the black guy.

‘Leavel'

They didn't have to be asked twice. Then Lermont winked a me, leaned down over the golem -
and jerked Merlins Rune out of the snake's body .

The beast's eyesflashed in fury, itstrunk swirled up into the air, and both mouths opened widein
unison.

But we were dready out of the Guard's reach. In the ordinary human world. In aroom full of
dead bodies.

Overweight, ageing Lermont put me down and collapsed on the floor. His face was covered with
sweat — there were even beads of it hanging on the ends of his moustache.

We were surrounded by afamiliar hustle: Light Others were taking prints of auras, sudying the
bodies, collecting small pieces of flesh and drops of blood for andysis. When | arrived, and Semyon
draight after me, we wereimmediately met with wary glances, and | felt the probes of spellsdipping over
my body. When they discovered that we were Light Ones, and high-ranking, the embarrassed watchmen
withdrew their probes.

| saw Bruce off to one side. The Master of Vampires no longer looked like awalking corpse, the
rosy bloom had even returned to his cheeks. He was squatting in the corner, drinking something from a
glass. | didn't try to see exactly what it was.

'Wdll, | never!" said Semyon, shaking his head. He looked absolutely happy. ‘| never even
imagined I'd see thefifth level some clay, likethe Great Geser or Thomas the Rhymer. Oh.. .. now | can
diehappy ...

Hewinked at me.

'I'll saw your mouth shut,’ Lermont declared in avery familiar tone of voice. Thefifth leve of the

Twilight isno subject for idletalk.'

'‘Aha,’ Semyon agreed quickly.'It'sjust my stupid way of nattering.’

'Foma.. . ." | reached out one hand to help the magician up. Thank you . . . for coming back.
And for showing me— thank you for that.'

'Let'sgo,' said Foma, walking quickly through to the next room and the ‘'mooring’, where the
metal boat was swaying on the dark water. | followed him. Lermont hung an umbrellaof slence over us
and the noiseimmediately died avay. 'Did you want to ask something?

'Y es. Who are they?

'l don't know' Fomatook out a handkerchief and wiped the swest off hisface. 'Severa attempts
have already been made to reach the legacy of Merlin. But I'm not certain it was these Otherswho tried .
.. the last attempt was more than a century ago. And in particular, no one has ever made such wide use
of people before. . . Thisisal very serious, Anton. But we've been lucky — Merlin has puzzled
everybody with the third key'

'What does that poem mean?

It'sariddle. In those days they were very fond of riddles, Anton. It was considered good form
to give your opponent a chance to beat you. Evenif it was only the bare ghost of achance.’

‘Onething isclear: apart from smply going head-on trying to bresk through into the seventh leve,
there'san dternative route,' | said.

'It looks that way. But | don't know what to say to you about that. And if | did, | wouldn't say it."



'Areyou going to guard Merlin's hiding place until the end of time?

'For aslong as | can,’ said Lermont, turning the Rune of Merlin over in his hands. He sighed. 'At
least now the Guard iswatching over thefifth level again. Next time the enemy will have to subdueit
agan.

'Destroy the Rune, Foma!'

He shook his heed.

‘There aren't any smple answers, Anton. If the Rune is destroyed, the Guard will disappear too.
I'll hideit as securely as| can. Y ou don't need to know how. And . . . thank you for your help .. .

'Meaning "Now get logt"? | asked, smiling.

'Meaning "Thank you for your help." The more outsdersthere are here, the more fuss there will
be over everything that has happened. I'm grateful to you, and to Semyon. Y our tickets will be delivered
to your hotdl.’

'Fair enough. And thank you, Foma.' | bowed. ‘May the Light be with you!'

'Wait,' Thomas said in agentle voice. He walked up to me and embraced me. 'l mean "Thank
you." Don't take offence. We're going to have alot of problems here, and alot of visitors from the
Inquisition. Do you redlly want to get stuck here for amonth?

'Guard the Crown well, Foma," | said after a pause.

"Think about what you've seen, Anton. I'm sure that one of your compatriotsisinvolved in what
has happened. Approach the mystery from your sde— and we'll meet again.’

If 1 find whoever it is from our side, I'll tear his legs off and gtick them in his ears. Goodbye,
Thomeas the Rhymer!'

When | had aready reached the door, | added:

'Oh yes, by the way, we're used to flying first class!'

'Begrateful if | don't send you as baggage,’ Fomareplied in the
same tone of voice. Then he turned and wa ked back to his colleagues.

EPILOGUE

'You KNOW, THAT'S aredly bad sign, to tell someone you fought side by side with that you'll meet
again later,” Semyon declared sombrely. 'He hasn't got asingle free moment to see me. And we're flying
back home, like rea ninnies. If we had just aweek . . . we could have gone to the lochs, done abit of
fishing. ..
‘Semyon, the Inquisition will arrive any minute— we'd be stuck here for amonth.’
'So what'swrong with that?
I'm afamily man.’
'Oh, that'sright. . .' Semyon said with asigh. ‘With alittle daughter ... Isshewaking yet?
'Semyon, stop playing the fool!'
We stopped in front of the hotel entrance. Semyon chuckled and rubbed the bridge of his nose.
'Er . . . how much time have we got?
'FHveor six hours. If there areticketsfor the evening flight."
I'll just drop into a shop and buy afew souvenirs. Shal | get somefor you?

'What, exactly?

'What sort of question'sthat? Whisky and scarves. Whisky for the men and scarvesfor the
women. | usudly get five of eech.

'Go on, then,’ | said, waving him away. 'Only get me achild's scarf too, if you see one.
Something bright and cheerful.

Definitdy’

| walked into the vestibule. The receptionist was not at his desk, but there was an envelopelying
there with the name 'Anton Gorodetsky' written on it in large letters. Insde there were three firgt-class
tickets— for me, Semyon and Galya Dobronravova. Foma had acted with incredible efficiency, and he
hadn't even forgotten about the wolf-girl.



| knocked on the door of the Dark suite on the fourth floor. No response. | listened, and heard
the sound of water flowing somewhereingde. | took Gayasticket out of the envelope and pushed it
under the door.

| found the key in my pocket went into my own suite.

' Sowly-dowly-go-over- to-the-armchair-and-sit-down," gabbled the young red-haired guy who
had introduced himsdlf to me as Jean in the Dungeons of Scotland.

He had positioned himsdlf perfectly. At the window, with the blinding sunlight pouring in through
it. My shadow was behind me - therewas no way | could plungeinto it.

'Start-moving-towards-the-armchair-d owly-dowly," the young guy rattled off.

He was accel erated, enveloped in the green glow emanating from the amulet on hisarm: it looked
like an ordinary woven bead trinket, the kind that hippies make. His reflexes now were many times faster
than those of anorma human being. And since he was holding an Uzi automatic rifle and its magazine of
charmed bullets was glowing bright red, it would have been unwise to object.

'Spesk more clearly,’ | said, walking to the chair and sitting in it. 'Since you didn't kill me straight
away, there must be some thing to talk about.'

'Y oure-wrong-wizard,' the young guy said, and | noted that funny, childish'wizard'.
'l-was-ordered-to-kill-you-but-there's-something-1-want-to-ask-you.'

'AK away.

| needed my shadow. | needed to turn my head, see my shadow and dive into the Twilight. |
would be fagter than him there.

'Don't-turn-your-head! If-you-look-at-your-shadow-1'U-shoot-straight-away.
How-many-of-you-are-there?

'What?

'How-many-brutes-like-you-are-there-wal king-the-earth?

‘Wl .. ." | thought for amoment. 'Do you mean Light Ones or Dark Ones?

'It-doesn't-matter.’

'Approx . . .imae...ly ...one...in...every .. . ten.. . thousand . . ." | drawled dowly. Not to
be smart, but to try to convince this young guy that he was speeded up too far. But then, was he able to
control the effect of the charm?

'‘Bastards-I-hate-them," he said. 'l-was-told-to-say-you-betrayed-a-friend-and-deserve-to-die

There was aknock at the door. The young guy's glance darted to the door and then back to me.
In asingle movement he pulled the tablecloth off the table and covered his autométic rifle, which was il
trained on me. Hesaid:

'Open-it!”

'Who's there? It's open!" | shouted.

If it was Semyon, we'd have a chance.

The door opened and Gaya walked in. The way she looked Smply took my bresth away. A
short little black skirt, an dmogt transparent pink top — she had Lolita smoking nervoudy in the corner.

Jean was dumbstruck too.

'Hi' The girl was chewing something. She concentrated and blew out a huge bubble of gum. The
bubble burst and Jean started. | was afraid he would start blasting away, but the moment passed safely.
'‘And who are you? she asked.

She gave Jean alook that made him blush bright red. He managed to jabber and mumble at the
sametime:

I'm-judt- vidting.'

'Wdll, friends of Anthony's get adiscount,” Galya said, and winked at the young guy. Shewaked
up to me, swaying her hips, and said, 'l 1eft my knickersin your place— did you find them?

All'l could do wasjust shake my head.

'Ah, screw them anyway,” Galya declared. And she began dowly leaning down, reaching out for
my lipswith her own, giving Jean achanceto stare ... | dared not even think at what!

But he Stared.



'Get ready,’ Galyawhispered. The girl's stare was serious and tense. But she still touched my lips
— and sparks of mischief glinted in her eyes.

She trandformed hersdf instantly into ashe-wolf. Crudely, horribly, scattering drops of blood and
scraps of skin around her, wasting no time on morphing properly. And she flung herself round and leapt
a thekiller like a shaggy black shadow.

He started to shoot at the same moment that | flung two Triple Blades, one after another.

Thefirg cut off the hand holding the gun and gouged out achunk of hisbody. | didn't redlise
where the second one had gone at firgt. | legpt to my feet and jumped towards the she-wolf writhing on
thefloor. Her body had taken al the bullets intended for me. Not very many — only five or six. If only
they hadn't been charmed.

Jean stood up, swaying on hisfeet. He looked at me with wild, insane eyes.

'Who sent you? | shouted, hitting him with a Domination, the spell of absolute obedience.

Jean shuddered and tried to open his mouth — and his head flew apart into three pieces. My
second shot had hit himin the head.

The body swayed and dumped to the floor beside the wolf-girl. Blood pulsed out of its arteries.

If she had been avampire, and not awerewolf. . .

| leaned down over her, and saw that she was transforming back into a human being.

'‘Don't you dare! You'l die!’

I'll dieanyway,' shesaid in aclear voice. 'l don't wantto dieasananimd ...

‘You'renot. . .

Instantly there was note of irony in her voice.

'Sily . ..LightOne...

| stood up. My hands were covered in blood and there was blood squel ching under my feet. The
killer's headless body was shuddering convulsively.

'What's happening here? Semyon froze in the doorway. He ran his hand over hisface and
swore.

His other hand was holding two plastic bags. One had bottlesin it. The other probably had
scarves

"What's happening? Nothing,' | said, looking at the dead girl. 'It'sdl over.'

| bought the magnet for Zabulon in Edinburgh airport, while Lermont and Semyon were
rebooking the tickets. We now only needed two seats in the cabin of the plane and oneticket for an item
of non-standard freight — along wooden box that had been treated with spells. One of them wasto
protect the contents against decomposition. Another was to persuade the customs men that there was no
need to check the box, sinceit was being used to transport harmless skis.

The magnet was band but beautiful: a Scotsman in akilt, with bagpipes. | put it in my pocket,
then stood in front of the display of postcards for awhile. | chose one with a photograph of the castle
and put it in my guidebook to Great Britain. | didn't have any reason to send it to the girl Leraasyet. But
| hoped very much that sooner or later | would be able to keep the promise | had madeto Victor's
girlfriend.

Semyon was unusudly quiet. He didn't reminisce about the way aeroplanes used to look &t the
dawn of the aviation industry, he didn't crack any jokes. We walked through the customs and pass-port
checks, and took our seatsin the plane. Semyon took out aflask of whisky and glanced at me
enquiringly. | nodded. We each took amouthful straight from the flask, earning oursalves adis-approving
glance from the flight attendant. Sheimmediately went off to her little cubbyhole and came back with
glassesand afew little bottles, which she handed to Semyon without saying aword.

'Don't fed sorry for her,” Semyon said gently. 'Dark Oneswill ways be Dark Ones. Shewould
have grown up into amonster. Mogt likely'

| nodded. He wasright, of course. Even aslly Light One like me had to understand that. . .

| leaned back in my seat and closed my eyes. | realised that I'd even forgotten to check the
probabilitiesto seeif the plane wasin any danger of crashing. Ah.. .. what difference did it make?
Peopleflew dl the timewithout worrying if anything bad was going to happen. | could try that too . . .



'I checked theredlity lines, Semyon said. "We leave ten minutes|ate, but we arrive on time.
Therésatail wind. Lucky, that, isn't it?
| opened the little plastic bag, put the disposable earphonesin my ears and stuck the jack into the socket
hiddeninthearm of my seat. | pressed the buttons to select a channel and stopped when | heard a
familiar song:

Do not lose what has been given,

Do not regret what has been lost.

This boy at the doorway to heaven

Isweary of Sghing and tears.

But he can see sraight through you,

And hewon't Sng usany psams.

Hewill ask us only one question —

Didweliveand didwelove. ..

Didweliveand didwelove. ..

Didweliveand didwelove... *

* Kirill Komarov, 'At the Doorway to Heaven'.

Part Two

A COMMON ENEMY

PROLOGUE

THE FIRE-SAFETY inspector jabbed hisfinger in the direction of the aromatic joss stick
smoking initsstand.

'‘And what's that?

'Opium,’ the young woman replied dreamily.

There was asudden silence in the accounts office. The ingpector's face broke out in red blotches.



'I'mnot joking. What isit?

‘A joss gtick, it's Indian. It's called opium.’ The young woman looked round at her colleagues and
added sdlf-conscioudy, '‘But that's only aname, you mustn't think . . . Thereisn't redly any opiumin it!’

"At home you can smoke opium or cannabis, or anything elseyou like," said the inspector,
ostentatioudy nipping hisfingerstogether and extinguishing the smal smouldering stick. 'But here. . .
you're surrounded on al sides by nothing but paper.’

I kegp an eye onit,’ the young woman objected resentfully. '‘And it'sin aspecia stand, see? The
ash fallson the ceramic base. It'sanice smdl, everyonelikesit. . .

She spoke in agentle, reassuring voice, in the same tone as adults use when they'retalking to a
little child. The ingpector was about to say something ese, but just then the middle-aged woman who was
gtting facing al the other bookkeepersintervened.

'Vera, I'm sorry, but theingpector is quite right. It'savery sickly smell. By the time evening
comesit gives you a headache.'

'In Indiathe windows are probably aways kept wide open,’ athird woman put in. 'And they
burn their fragrances al thetime. It'sterribly dirty there, there are dways cesspits some-where close by,
and everything rots very quickly because of the climate. They have to smother the stench somehow. But
what do we need it for?

A fourth girl, the same age as Vera, giggled and pressed her face towards the screen of her
computer.

'Wéll, you should have said!" Vera exclamed. Her voice sounded tearful. ‘Why didn't you tell
me?

'We didn't want to offend you," the older woman replied.

Verajumped to her feet, covered her face with her hands and ran out into the corridor. Her hedls
clattered on the parquet flooring, and the door of the restroom dammed in the distance.

'We had to tell her sooner or later,’ the middle-aged woman said with asigh. 'I'm redlly sick of
smdling those sticks of hers. It's aways opium, or jasmine, or cinnamon.. . .'

'Do you remember the chillies and cardamom? the young girl exclamed. That wasredly
horrible!’

'Don't make fun of your friend. Y ou'd better go and bring Vera back, she's much too upset.’

Theyoung girl willingly got to her feet and | eft the room.

The ingpector gazed round at the women with awild expres-sion. Then he glanced at the man
beside him - a plump young, individua wearing a T-shirt and jeans. Besde the inspector in his
respectable uniform, helooked very untidy.

‘Thisisamadhouse,' the inspector declared. 'Nothing but breaches of the fire-safety code
everywhere | look. Why haven't you been closed down yet?

'I'm surprised at that myself,’ the other man agreed. 'Sometimes when I'm walking to work, |
wonder: What if it'sal over now?What if they've put an end to the whole mess, and from now on were
going to work according to the fire-safety regulations, without bresking asinglerule

'Show me the fire-safety board on the second floor,' the ingpector interrupted, looking at his plan
of the building.

'Gladly," said the man, opening the door for the inspector and winking at the women they were
leaving behind in the office.

Theinspector'sindignation was lessened abit by the sight of the board. 1t was brand new and
very neat and tidy, painted red. Next to it were two fire extinguishers, a bucket of sand, an empty
conical-shaped bucket, a spade, a gaff and a crowbar.

'Well, well. Well, well, well,' the inspector murmured as he glanced &t the buckets and checked
the date when the extinguishers were last refilled. The good old-fashioned kind. | didn't redlly expect
that."

'We make an effort,’ said hisguide. 'When | was till in school, we had onejust like that on the
wadl.

The ingpector turned his plan round and thought for amoment.



'And now let'stake alook at... at your programmers.’

'Yes, let's,' the other man said brightly. That's upstairs - follow me.!’

At thefoot of the stairs he stepped aside to let the inspector go first. He turned back and glanced
at thefire-safety board, which faded and then dissolved into thin air. Something fell to the floor with a
quiet sound. The man smiled.

The vigt to the programmers gave the ingpector another reason to be indignant. The
programmers (two young women and one young guy) were blithely smoking at their workstations and the
wires from the computers were twisted into terrible tangles. (The inspector even crawled under one desk
and checked that the sockets were earthed.) When they came back down to thefirst floor fifteen minutes
later, the ingpector walked into an office that had the strange title 'Duty Pointsman' on the door and laid
his papers out on the desk. The young man acting as his guide sat down facing him and watched with a
amile astheingpector filled in his report form.

'What sort of nonsensicd titleisthat you have on the door? the inspector asked, without looking
up from what he was doing.

"'Duty Pointsman”? He hasto ded with anything that turns up. If some inspector or other cdls, if
the drains burgt, if someone delivers pizza or drinking water — he has to handle everything. Something
between areceptionist and an office manager. It'saboring job, wetaketurnsto doit."

'‘And just what isit that you do here?

'Isthat redlly any business of the fire-safety service? the man asked thoughtfully. 'Well. . . we
guard Moscow againgt manifestartions of evil.'

"You'rejoking!" said the ingpector, giving the 'duty pointsman’ adour look.

‘Not at all.'

A middle-aged, eastern-looking man walked in without knocking on the door. The duty

pointsman quickly got to hisfeet as he entered.

'Well now, what have we got here? the newcomer asked.

'‘Oneitem left in the accounts office, onein the tailet, onein the fire-safety board on the second
floor," the duty pointsman replied eagerly. 'Everything'sin order, BorisIgnatievich.'

The inspector turned pae.

'Las, we haven't got afire-safety board on the second floor,’ Boris Ignatievich observed.

'| created anilluson,’ Lasreplied boastfully. ‘It was very redistic'

Boris Ignatievich nodded and said:

'All right. But you didn't notice the other two bugsin the programmers room. | think thisis not
thefirgt time our guest has combined the duties of fire inspector and spy - am | right?

"What do you think you're—' the man began, and then stopped.

'Y ou fed very ashamed of carrying out industrial espionage,’ said BorisIgnatievich.'It's
disgusting! And you used to be an honest man . . . once. Do you remember how you went to help build
the Bakka—Amur railroad? And not just for the money, you wanted the romantic dream, you wanted to
be part of some great effort. . .

Tears began running down the ingpector's cheeks. He nodded.

'And do you remember when you were accepted into the Y oung Pioneers? Las asked
cheerfully. 'How you stood in line, thinking about how you would devote al your strength to the victory
of communism? And when the group leader tied your tie for you, she dmost touched you with her big
bouncy tits. . .

'Las' BorisIgnatievich said in anicy voice. '| am congtantly amazed at how you ever became a
Light One!’

'l wasin agood mood that day,’ Las declared. 'l dreamed | was Htill alittle boy, ridingapony . .

'Lad!’ Boris Ignatievich repested ominoudly.

Theduty pointsman fell slent.

The slence that followed was broken by the fire-safety inspector's sobbing.

... I'll tell you everything ... | went to the Baika—Amur rail-road to avoid paying dimony . . .



‘Never mind that,' Boris Ignatievich said gently. Tell us about being asked to plant bugsin our
office’
CHAPTER 1

'I THINK Y OU can guesswhy I've gathered you al together,’ Geser said.

There werefive of usin the bosss office. Geser himsdlf, Olga, Ilya, Semyon and me.

'What's to guess? Semyon muttered. Y ou've gathered al the Higher and First-Level Others.
Svetlanasthe only one missng.'

'Svetlanas not here because she's not on the staff of the Night Watch,' Geser said and frowned.
'I've no doubt that Anton will tell her everything. | won't even attempt to forbid it. But | won't connive at
breaches of therules, either . . . thisisameeting of the Night Watch top management. | haveto warn llya
sraight away that some of what he hearswill be new to him, and under normal circumstances he would
never have heard it. So he must not talk about it. Not to anyone.’

'What exactly isthat? |lyaasked, adjusting his spectacles.

'Probably . . . probably everything that you are about to hear.’

‘A bit morethan just "someof it",' Ilyasaid, with anod. 'Whatever you say. If you like, I'mwilling
to accept the mark of the Avenging Fire!'

'We can dispense with the formalities,’ said Geser. He took asmall meta box out of his desk and
began rummeaging init. Meanwhile | carried on looking round with my usud curiosity. What made the
boss's office so interesting was the huge number of little items that he kept because he needed them for
hiswork or amply as souvenirs. Something like Pliushkin'sbinsin Dead Souls, or achild's box in which
he keeps his most cherished 'treas-ures, or the apartment of some absent-minded collector who's ways
forgetting what it isthat he actualy collects. And the most amazing thing was that nothing ever
disappeared, even though there was dmost no space | eft in the cabinets. new exhibits were added al the
time

Thistime my attention was caught by asmal terrarium. It didn't have alid, and there was a piece
of paper glued to its Sde, with the letters OOO (or the numbers 000). Standing inside the terrarium was
astupid little toy made in China— asmdll plagtic toilet, with atarantula squatting on it in aregal pose. At
firgt | thought the spider was dead or made of plastic, but then | noticed its eyes glinting and its mandibles
moving. There was another spider crawling acrossthe glasswalls: fat and round, looking like ahairy ball
with legs. Every now and then the spider stopped and spat a drop of green venom onto the glass, clearly
aming at something outside. At the same time something showered down off the spider into the terrarium.
There were some other spiders moving around on the bottom, greedily reaching out their legsto catch the
treat. The fortun-ate ones who managed to grab something began jumping up and down for joy.

'Interested? Geser asked, without looking up.

'Uh-huh . . . what isit?

'A smulation. You know | like to study self-contained socid groups.’

'And what does this Smuldion represent?

‘A very interesting socid structure,’ Geser said evasively. 'Inits basic form it should have become
thetraditiona jar of spiders. But here we have two principal spiders, one of whom hastaken up a
dominant position by climbing onto ahigh point, while the other isacting asif heis providing protection
againg external aggression and caring for the members of the community. Aslong as the dominant
pidersremain active, thissmulation can continue to function with minima interna aggression. | just have
to spray the inhabitants with beer every now and then to relax them.'

‘But doesn't anyone ever try to climb out? llyaasked. Theresnolid. . .

'Only very rarely. And only the ones who get fed up of being aspider in ajar. Inthefirst place,
theilluson of conflict is constantly maintained. And in the second place, the experimenta subjectsregard
being in the jar as something out of the ordinary’ Geser finally took some object out of hisbox and said,
‘All right, that's enough of the small talk. Hereisthefirst thing for you to think about. What isit?

We gtared in silence at the grey lump of concrete that looked asif it had been chipped out of a



wall.

'Don't use magic!' Geser warned us.

'l know," Semyon said guiltily. 'l remember that incident. A radio microphone. They tried to put it
inhereinthe 1950s. . . or wasit the 1960s? When we were the "Non-Ferrous Mining Equipment
Assembly Trugt". Some bright guys from the KGB, wasn't it?

"That'sright,’ said Geser. '‘Back then they were very keen on looking for spies, and on a sudden
impulse they decided to check us ... we had provoked certain suspicionsin the "organs' ... It was agood
thing that we had our own eyes and earsin the KGB. We organised a campaign of misinformation,
certain vigilant comrades managed to get others rebuked for the pointless squandering of expensive
equipment . . . And what about this?

A huge stedl screw glinted in Geser's hands. To be quite honest, | didn't even know that they
made screws that large.

'l doubt if you know about this,' Geser told us. 'It'sthe only attempt — at least, | hopeitis—
ever made by the Dark Onesto spy on us using human means. In 1979 | had avery difficult conversation
with Zabulon, and afterwards we signed an appendix to the agreement on prohibited methods of conflict.'

The screw was put back in the box. In its place two tiny brown ‘tablets were taken out.

"That was when they wanted to take our building away!" llyasaid brightly. 'In 1996, wasn't it?

Geser nodded.

'Absolutely right. A certain ambitious young oligarch got the idea that the former state enterprise
which had become the "Non-Ferrous Metad Mining Company™ looked like avery tasty and absolutely
defencelesslittle morsel of property. However, when their listening devices and external observation
reveaed the kind of people who smply dropped in for teaand a chat with the old director, the oligarch
cut hisambitions back sharply’

"That was misinformation aswell, of course? Olgaasked curioudly. It seemed that the boss's
unusualy complicated introduction was intended for her, because she had missed dl these old events.
Semyon giggled and drawled in avoicelike Ydtsn's

'Y ou un-der-stand, my friend, you decide important matters at the city level, and you don't ask
for any help.. .. Cdl round if anything happens!’

Geser smiled and replied:

"Cdl round if anything happens’, is putting it a bit strongly.

But never mind, no one judgesthevictors. . . Right, those were cases from the past. But hereistoday's
caich. ..

He took something that looked like a Band-Aid out of the box. A thin white square, dightly
gticky on one side - it was not essy for Geser to pull it off hisfinger.

‘Technology isawaysdeveloping,’ | said, impressed. 'A microphone and transmitter?

Y ou'll be surprised to know that there's arecorder here too,’ Geser told me. 'Everything is
recorded and then shot off in athree-second coded burst once aday. A finelittle toy. Expensive. And
you can't buy it just anywhere.'

'Get to the point, Boris,' Olgasaid.

Geser tossed the 'toy' back into the box, and glanced round keenly at dl of us.

'A week ago Anton and Semyon spent sometimein the city of Edinburgh. Something rather
unpleasant happened there: without going into too much detail, agroup of Others, including at least one
Light One, one Dark One and an Inquisitor, tried to steal one of the most ancient magical artefactsin
existence, with the help of paid human ass stants who were equipped with magical anulets. The artefact
isthe so-cdled "Crown of All Things', created by the Great Merlin shortly before he withdrew into the
Twilight.

Ilyawhistled. Olga said nothing — either she had aready heard about thisfrom Geser, or she
didn't think any display of emotion was required.

'l should add that the three Others were dl Higher Ones,’ Geser continued. 'Well. . . perhaps not
al of them. Perhaps two of them. Together they could have taken the third one down to the sixth leve of



the Twilight."

To my surprise, llya didn't say anything. He must have been stunned. | didn't think he had ever
gone any deeper than the third leve.

‘Thisisdready unpleasant,’ said Geser.'None of us knowswhat kind of artefact Merlin hid on the
seventh level of the Twilight, but there are serious grounds for believing that this artefact is capable of
destroying dl civilisation on Earth.’

'Another "Fuaran”? Semyon asked.

'No, Merlin didn't have the knowledge to transform people into Others,' said Geser, shaking his
head. ‘But it is something very powerful indeed. Security measuresto keep the artefact safe have been
tightened up: the Inquigition isguarding it now, aswell asthe Night Watch of Scotland. But the Stuationis
too serious. | have learned that attempts have been made to spy on Watchesin Moscow, New Y ork,
London, Tokyo, Paris, Beijing ... in short, & all the key points on the planet. Everywhere the people
involved have no ideawho hired them. So far dl attemptsto find the ingti-gators have produced nothing.'

'Geser, what's down there, on the seventh level of the Twilight? Ilyaasked. I know it's not done
to talk about the deeper levels to anyone who hasn't been there, but—'

‘Semyon will tell you what he saw,’ Geser replied. 'He's been to the fifth level. And ask Anton if
you like— hell tell you about the sixth level. | give my permission. But asfor the seventh leve. . .’

Everybody gazed curioudy a Geser.

'l haven't been there. And | can't answer your question,’ Geser concluded firmly.

'Ha,' said Olga. 'l was certain you had been there, Boris!'

'No. And before you ask — Zabulon hasn't been there either. Nor have any of the Others | know. |
believethat only a zero-point magician is capable of it. Someone who possesses absolute Power. Merlin
was such amagician. Nadya Gorodetskaya will become such an enchantress. . '

Everybody turned to look at me.

'l won' let her into the Twilight before she'sgrown up,’ | said firmly.

'Nobody's asking you to,' Geser assured me. 'And . . . don't Start objecting before | finish. | want
to put your Nadya under guard. Continuous guard, round the clock. At least two battle magicians.
Second or third level of Power. They won't hold out long againgt Higher Ones, but if we provide them
with good artefacts, they'll be able to drag things out long enough to call help.

llyaheld hishead in his hands.

‘BorisIgnatievich! Wherewill | get that many second- and third-level Others from? Arewe going
to take our entire fighting force off the street?

'No, not dl of it, Geser replied. "'We have four second-level Others, after all. And nine
third-level. Alisher and Alexander can beraised to third level.

'Which Alexander? Korostilyov? I1kya asked in amazement.

‘No, Maenkov.'

‘Sashacan beraised,' Olgaput in. 'I'm prepared to do it in three days. Even two.'

'Wait!" | exclamed. 'Wait! Would you like to hear my opinion?

Geser looked at me curioudly.

'Yes, | would. Only bear in mind that sooner or later the individuas who failed to obtain the
artefact will cometo the con-clusion that they need an absolute magician. And thereisonly oneinthe
wholeworld. One. Y our daughter. So will you agreeto her being guarded?

‘But what will Svetlanasay?

‘Svetlanais a mother,’ Olga said in a gentle voice. 'l think she remembers how her daughter was
kidnapped once dready. And she understands that she hersdf cannot guard her daughter twenty-four
hours a day'

‘Svetawill agree, Anton,” Semyon said, with anod. 'No need for any crystal ball there.'

‘But BorisIgnatievich, what am | supposed to do with the streets? |lya objected. 'l protest
officialy asyour deputy for the patrol servicel Am | supposed to send out fourth- and fifth-level
magi-ciansto work on their own? The Dark Oneswill wak al over us’

"They won',' Geser said, frowning. "Zabulon is aso alocating his second- and third-level



magicians to guard Nadya Gorodetskaya.'

It was my turn to clutch my head in my hands. But Ilyaimme-diately camed down.

"Then we only need to supply haf of the bodyguards? In that case, |—'

‘No, not half. It'stwo of ours and two Dark Ones.'

'Geser!" | protested.

'Anton, thisis being done for the sake of your daughter's safety,’ Geser replied in afirm voice.
‘That'sdl — the matter's closed! Let's get on with other business. llya, you stay behind after the meeting,
weélll discuss who to use as bodyguards and how to equip them.'

| said nothing. | was seething inside, but | said nothing.

'So far we have only spoken about defence,’ Geser continued. 'l charge Olgawith developing the
measures for protecting the Watch against spy technology and a possible attack by human mercenaries.
Involve Talik from the computer service. And Las from the operations side.”

'But he'saweak magician,’ Olga snorted.

'But he has anon-standard way of thinking,' said Geser. 'And you know pretty much dl thereis
to know about battles between Others and human beings. Y ou've certainly had plenty of experience.’

| gave Olgaa curious glance. So she had ainteresting back-ground, then. . .

'What | need from dl of you now is something else; Geser went on. 'How are we going to
attack?

'Attack whom? | protested. 'If only we knew who it is that's muddying the water

"To attack doesn't necessarily mean to go rushing into battle,” Olga stated didactically. To attack
also meansto take actions that the enemy isn't expecting, to disrupt hisplans'’

Geser nodded in approval.

‘Then theré's only one thing we can do,' | said. 'That is, apart from trying to find the traitors. . .
but | expect the Inquisition is bresking its back on that one aready. We have to break through to the
seventh leved. But if we cant. . . the chain of Power?

*Zabulon suggested a Circle of Power,' Geser said, with anod. 'But it won't help, not even if we
try, by accumulating each other's power, or the Dark Onestry, by sucking each other dry — not even
with ahuman sacrifice. . . The strength of barriers between the levels of the Twilight increases
exponentidly. We have cacu-lated it

'Not even a human sacrifice? Semyon asked in amazement.

‘Not even,' Geser said drily.

"That little poem ... onthe sixth level. . .' | said, looking at Geser. 'Remember, | told you about
it?

'Reciteit,’ Geser said, nodding.

"The Crown of All Thingsis here concealed. Only one step is l€ft.
But thisis a legacy for the strong or the wise —
You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it.

Proceed, if you areas strong as|;
Or go back, if you areaswise asl|;
Beginning and end, head and tail, all isfused in one,

In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable.'

| recited the poem from memory.

'And what does that give us? Geser asked dmog jovidly.

'Go back, if you areaswise as|,' | repeated. Thereis somekind of detour, an dternative route
to the seventh level. Y ou don't have to go head-on at the barrier.'

Geser nodded again.

‘That'sright. And | wanted you to say that.'

Semyon gave me alook of sympathy. It was clear enough. In the Watch, thingswork likein the



army: you suggested it, now you doit.

‘Just don't overestimate my intellectud capabilities,' | muttered. 'I'll think about it, of course. And
I'll ask Svetlanato think about it too. But so far nothing comes to mind. Maybe we should delve into the
archives?

'We will," Geser promised. 'But thereis another way to go.'

'And I'm the one who hasto go there,' | said. 'Am | right?

'Anton, your daughter'sin danger,’ Geser said smply.

| shrugged.

'l surrender. Okay, I'm ready. Where do | go? Into the mouth of avolcano? Under the Arctic
ice? Out into space?

'Y ou know very wdll that there's nothing we can do out in space,’ Geser said, frowning. Thereis
one hope — not avery big one. Perhaps one of Merlin's associates might guess what he had in mind.'

'Wed haveto find aliving contemporary . . ." | began.

'I'm his contemporary, more or less,' Geser said in abored voice. '‘But unfortunately | was not
acquainted with Merlin. Neither when he was a Light One, nor when he was aDark One. Why are you
looking at melikethat? Yes, it is possible. Sometimes. For Higher Ones. That's not the point... | hope
none of you are planning to change colour?

'BorisIgnatievich, don't drag it out,' | said.

‘Merlin was friendly — insofar as that was possible — with an Other whom | knew by the name
of Rustam.’

| exchanged glances with Semyon. He shrugged. Olgalooked puzzled too.

'He had many names, Geser continued. 'He used to be in the Watich too. A very, very long time
ago. He and | were friends once. We helped each other in battle many times. . . saved each other'slives
many times. Then we became enemies. Even though hewas and till isa Light One!’

Geser paused. It seemed asif he didn't redlly want to remember dl this.

'Heisdill dive, and he lives somewherein Uzbekistan. | don't know exactly where— his
srength isequa to mine and he can camouflage himself. He hasn't served in the Watch for avery long
time. Heismost probably living as an ordinary human being. Y ou will haveto find him, Anton. Find him
and persuade himto help us!'

'Uh-huh,' I said. 'Uzbekistan? Easy as ABC. A - comb the whole place. B — winkle out a
magician in hiding who's more powerful thanl am. . .’

'I'm not saying it'ssmple,’ Geser admitted.

'And C — persuade himto help us!'

"That part'sabit easer. The point isthat he saved my life Sx times. But | saved his seven times!’
Geser chuckled. 'He owes me. Evenif he still hates me as much as he used to. If you find him, helll agree

There was no confidence in Geser's voice, and everyone could sense that.

‘But it's not even certain that he knows anything!" | said 'And ishe till dive?

'Hewas diveten years ago,' said Geser. 'My assistant, the devona, recognised him. And hetold
him about hisson.’

‘Magnificent,' | said, with a nod. 'Absolutdy wonderful. | suppose | have to fallow tradition and
st out unarmed and completely alone?

'No. You will set out fully equipped, with athick wad of money and abag full of ussful artefacts!

It was severa seconds before | redlised that the boss was being perfectly serious.

'And not done,’ Geser added. 'Alisher will go with you. In the East, as you know, there are more
important things than power and money. It isfar more important for someone who is known and trusted
to vouch for you.'

‘Alisher too . . ." llyasighed.

'I'm sorry,’ Geser said, without even the dightest note of gpology in hisvoice. 'We must regard

thisasamilitary emergency Especidly sincethat'sjust what it is!



| don't often get to go back home in the middle of the day. If you've been out on Watch duty,
then you come home early in the morning. If you have an ordinary working day to get through, you won't
get back before saven. Even with the ability to foresee traffic jams on the roads— what good isthat if
the jams are everywhere?

And naturdly, even without the help of magic, any wife knows that a husband doesn't come back
early from work without good reason.

'Daddy,' Nadya announced. Naturally, she was standing by the door. She can tell I'm coming just
assoon as | approach the entrance to the building — that's if she happens to be busy with some
important childish business of her own. If she'sfedling bored, she knows from the moment | leave the
office.

| tried to pick my daughter up. But she was dearly far more interested in the cartoons on TV: |
could hear a squeaky ‘Lalala, lala, lalala coming from the gtting room. She had done her duty as a
daughter: Daddy had been met when he came back from work and nothing interesting had been
discovered in his hands or his pockets.

So little Nadya deftly dipped out of my arms and made adash for the TV.

| took off my shoes, tossed the Autopilot magazine that | had bought on the way home onto the
shoe stand and walked through into the sitting room, patting my daughter on the head aong the way.
Nadyawaved her arms about — | was blocking her view of the screen, on which ablue moose with only
one antler was hurtling downhill on skis.

Svetlanaglanced out of the kitchen and looked at me intently. She said, 'Hmm!" and disappeared again.

Abandoning any atemptsto fulfil my paternd functions until better times, | waked into the
kitchen. Svetlanawas making soup. I've never been able to understand why women spend so much time
at the cooker. What does it take so long to do there? Toss the meat or the chicken into the water, switch
on the hotplate, and it boilsitself. An hour later drop in the macaroni or potatoes, and afew vegetables -
and your food's ready. Well, you mustn't forget to salt it - that's the most difficult part.

'Will you pack your own suitcase? Svetlanaasked, without turning round.

'Did Geser cdl?

‘No.'

'Did you look into the future?

'l promised you | wouldn't do that without permission . . ." Svetlana paused for amoment,
because | had gone up to her from behind and kissed her on the neck. 'Or unlessit's absolutely necessary

"Then why did you ask about the suitcase?

'Anton, if you come home from work during the day, then | go to bed donein the evening.
They're either sending you out on watch or away somewhere on an assignment. But you were on watch
two days ago, and the city'scam at themoment . . .

In the sitting room Nadya laughed. | glanced in through the door — the moose on skiswas
hurtling wide-eyed straight towards aline of smal and obvioudy young animals, who were walking aong
the edge of aprecipice. Oh, thiswas going to be ared disaster...

'Sveta, are you sure Nadya should be watching cartoons like that?

'She watchesthe news,’ Svetlanareplied camly. 'Don't avoid the issue. What's happened?

'I'm going to Samarkand.’

'Y our assignments do take you to some interesting places,’ Svetlana said. She scooped up a
spoonful of soup, blew onit and tasted it. 'Not enough sdit. . . What's happened out there?

‘Nothing. Nothing yet.'

"The poor Uzbeks. Once you get there, something's bound to happen.’

'Geser held amesting today. With the Higher Ones and thefirst leve

| told Svetlana briefly about everything we had discussed. To my surprise, there was no reaction
to theideathat from now on Nadyawould be guarded in secret by two Light and two Dark magicians.
Or rather, the reaction was exactly what Olga had fore-cast it would be.

'Well, good for Geser! | was thinking about ringing him mysdlf. . . to ask for protection.’



"You're serious? You'l dlow it?
Svetlanalooked at me and nodded. Then she added:

'While I'm with her, Nadya's in no danger. Believe me, Il make mincemest of any three Higher
Ones. But it's best to take precau-tions. When's your flight?

'In five hours. From Sheremetievo.’

'Semyon will get you therein an hour. So you still have two hours|eft. Y ou can have something
to eat, then well pack your things. How long are you going to be there?

'l don't know'

"Then how much underwear and how many pairs of socksshal | put in? Svetlanaasked
reasonably. 'l can't imagine you washing anything while you're avay'

I'll buy new ones and throw the old ones away. Geser promised to give me heaps of money'

'l wonder how much "hegps' isfor him," Svetlana replied doubt-fully. 'I'll pack five sets of
underwear. Sit down at the table— I'm serving the soup.’

'Daddy!" Nadya called from the Sitting room.

'What, my little daughter? | answered.

'Daddy, will Uncle Afandi give me the beads for a present?

Svetlanaand | looked at each other, then walked quickly into the sitting room. Our daughter was
still watching the cartoons. The screen showed agroup of different-coloured animas gath-ered round a
campfire.

'What uncle'sthat, Nadya?

'Uncle Afandi,' said our daughter, without looking away from the screen.

'What Afandi? Svetlana asked patiently.

'What beads? | asked.

"The man Daddy's going to see,’ Nadyatold us, with that 'How stupid you grown-ups are!’
intonation. 'And the beads are blue. They're beautiful.’

'How do you know who Daddy's going to see? asked Svetlana, continuing the interrogation.

'Y ou werejust talking about it,’ Nadyareplied camly.

‘No, weweren't,' | objected. 'We were talking about me going on an assignment to Uzbekistan.
That's a beautiful country in the East - Geser used to live there once. Do you remember Uncle Geser?
But we didn't say anything about Afandi."

'I must have misheard, then,’ Nadyareplied. Thereisn't any uncle!’

Svetlana shook her head and looked at me reproachfully. | shrugged — okay, I'm sorry, | shouldn't have
butted in. Mummy would have got alot more out of her...

‘But the beads are real anyway,' Nadya suddenly added inconsist-ently. "Y ou bring them, dl
right?

There was no point in asking any more about Uncle Afandi. Nadya had had 'fits of clairvoyance
ever snce shewasthreeg, if not two. But she was absolutely unaware that she was prophesying, and as
soon as you started asking "How do you know that? she clammed up.

‘My fault,' | confessed. 'Sorry, Sveta.'

We went back to the kitchen. Svetlana poured me some soup without saying aword, diced the
bread and handed me a spoon. It sometimes seemsto me that she playstherole of aperfectly ordinary
housawife with emphatic irony. But after dl, it was her choice. Geser would be absolutely delighted if
Svetlana came back to the Watch.

‘Rustam has had alot of names ... isthat what Geser said? Svetlana asked thoughtfully.

'Uh-huh," | said, durping my soup.

'We can assume that now he'scalled Afandi.’

‘Anything's possible.’ | wasn't exactly counting onit, but in my situation | couldn't afford to ignore
even thedimmest lead. 'I'll ask around.’

'It'sgood that Alisher will bewith you,” Svetlana observed. 'Y ou let him do the asking as often as
possible. The East isasubtle business!

'‘Now therésan origina thought. . ." | said sourly. 'Sorry, I've been hearing wise thoughts about



the East dl day long today. Therivers of € oquence have aready flooded the lake of my aware-ness, oh
Turkish ddight of my heart!"

'Daddy, bring back some Turks and some delight!" my daughter responded immediately.

| didn't meet Alisher often at work. He preferred working 'in thefield' - he was aways out on
patrol and usudly only gppeared in the office in the morning, with hiseyesred from lack of deep. | once
heard that he was having an affair with some girl from the accounts department, and | knew hewas a
seventh-level Other, but apart from that | knew very little about him. He was natur-aly reserved, and |
don' liketo force my friendship on anyone.

However, Semyon seemed to be on friendlier termswith him. When | went down and got into
the car, Semyon was just finishing telling ajoke. As| sat beside him, he was leaning back over his seat
and saying:

‘All right, Daddy, |et's go the long way round. Bring me alittle scarlet flower, please!’

Alisher laughed first and then held hishand out to me.

'Hi, Anton.'

'Hi, Alisher." | shook his hand and passed my bag back to him. 'Dump it on the back sest, | don't
want to bother with the trunk.

'How's Sveta? Did she scold you? Semyon asked as he drove off.

'No, of course not. She wished me luck, fed me addicious dinner and gave me heaps of useful
advice!

‘A good wife even kegps her hushand happy,” Semyon declared cheerfully.

'Y ou'rein agood mood today,' | remarked. 'ls Geser sending you to Samarkand too?

'Asif hewould,” Semyon said, with ahistrionic Sigh. 'Listen, been hearing wise thoughts about the
Eadt dl day long today. The rivers of doquence have adready flooded the lake of my aware-ness, oh
Turkish ddlight of my heart!"

'Daddy, bring back some Turks and some delight!" my daughter responded immediately.
lads, why are you going to Samarkand? The capitd's Binkent, | remember that for certain!’

"Tashkent,' | corrected him.

‘Nah, Binkent,' said Semyon. 'Or isn't it? Ah, | remember! The town's called Shash!’

‘Semyon, you're not old enough to remember Binkent,'Alisher scoffed. ‘Binkent and Shash were
ages ago - only Geser remem-bersthat. But were flying to Samarkand because that's where the oldest
Light Other who worksinaWatch lives.  The Watch in Tashkent is bigger, they have dl the swank of
acapitd city, but most of them are young. Even their bossis younger than you are.’

'Would you ever . . ." said Semyon, shaking his head. 'Incredible. The East - and everyonein the
Watchesisyoung?

'In the East the old men don't like to fight. The old men like to watch beautiful girls, eat pilaf and
play backgammon,” Alisher replied serioudy.

'Do you often go home? Semyon asked. 'To see your family and friends?

I haven't been there even oncein eight years!'

'Why'sthat? Semyon asked in surprise. ‘Don't you missyour homeat al?

'l haven't got ahome, Semyon. Or any family. And adevona's son doesn't have any friends.'

There was an awkward silence. Semyon drove without spesking. Eventualy | just had to ask:

‘Alisher, if thisisn't too personal aquestion . . . Y our father, was he aman? Or an Other?

‘A devonaisaservant whom a powerful magician creates for himsalf Alisher'svoicewasas
deady asif hewere giving alecture. The magician finds some hafwit who has no family and fillshim with
Power from the Twilight. He pumps him full of pure energy . . . and the result isa stupid but very hedthy
man who possesses magical abilities. . . No, he's not quite aman any more. But he's not an Other, all of
his power is borrowed, inserted into him by the magician at sometime. A devona serves his master
fathfully, he canwork miracles. . . but his head still doesn't work any better than it did before. Usudly
the magician chooses people who are mentally retarded, or have Down's syndrome — they're not
aggres-sve and they're very devoted. The power inserted into them gives them good health and along
life’



Wedidn't say anything. We hadn't expected such afrank answer from Alisher.

"The common people think a devona is possessed by spirits. And that's dmogt true . . . it's like
taking an empty, cracked vessd and giving it new content. Only instead of intdligence it is usudly filled
with devotion. But Geser's not like dl the others. Not even like other Light Ones. He cured my father.
Not completely - even he can't do absolutdy anything. At onetimemy father was a totd idiot. | think he
suffered from imbecility — obvioudy owing to some kind of organic damage to the brain. Geser heded
my father's body, and in time he acquired norma human reason. He remem-bered that he had once been
acomplete imbecile. He knew that if Geser didnt fill him with fresh Power in time, his body would reject
his reason again. But he didn't serve Geser out of fear. He said he would give his life for Geser because
he had helped him to become aware. To become a man. And dso, of course, because a mindess fool
like im now had a family and a son. He was very afrad that | would grow up an idiot. But it was dl
right. Only . . . only the people remember everything. That my father was a devona, that he had lived too
long in this world, that once he was an imbecile who couldn't even wipe his own nose — they
remem-bered dl that. My mothers family rejected her when she Ieft to join my father. And they didn't
acknowledge me, ether. They forbade their children to play with me. | am the son of a devona.

The son of aman who should have lived thelife of an animd. | have nowhereto go back to. My
homeis here now. My job isto do what Geser tellsmeto do.’

'Well, well. . ." Semyon said quietly. That's atough deal — redlly tough. | remember how we
drove back those counter-revolutionary bandits, the basmaches. Y ou don't mind me saying that, do
you?

'What's wrong with it?

'Well, maybe now they're not bandits any longer, but national heroes. . .’

"When Geser was acommissar in Turkestan my father fought in his detachment,’ Alisher said with
pride.

'He fought there? Semyon asked excitedly. 'What year wasthat in?

‘The early 1920s!

'No, | wastherelater ... In Garm, in 1929, when the basmaches broke through from abroad.’

They launched into alively discussion of events from days of long ago. From what | understood,
it seemed that Alisher's father and Semyon had dmost crossed paths— they had both fought dlongside
Geser when held been on active military servicein the Red Army. To be quite honest, | didn't redlly
understand how Geser could have taken part in the events of the Civil War. The Great Light One
couldn't possibly have bombarded the White Guards and the basmaches with fireballsl Apparently not
al Others had been indifferent to that revolution. Some of them had taken one side or other in the
struggle. And the great Geser and his comrades had gone dashing about the steppes of Asato fight the
other side.

And | dso thought that now | could probably guess why Geser and Rustam had quarrelled.

CHAPTER 2

EARLY IN THE morning istheright timeto arrivein anew city. By train, on aplane— it makes
no difference. The day seemsto start with abrand new lesf.

In the plane Alisher became taciturn and thoughtful again. | half-dozed dmogt dl the way through
theflight, but he looked out of the window asif he could see something interesting on the distant ground,
enveloped in night. Then just before we landed, when we flew out into the morning and the plane started
its descent, he asked:

‘Anton, would you mind if we separated for awhile?

| gave the young magician acurious|ook. Geser's ingructions hadn't involved anything of the
kind. And Alisher had dready told me everything about hisfamily and friends, or rather, about the fact
that he didn't have any.



But then, it wasn't hard to guess what a young guy who had left hishomeland at the age of just
over twenty might be thinking about.

'What's her name? | asked

'Adolat,’ he replied without trying to deny anything. 'I'd like to see her. To know what happened
to her.'

| nodded and asked:

'Does that name mean something?

'All names mean something. Didn't you ask Geser to give you knowledge of the Uzbek
language? Alisher asked in surprise.

'Hedidn't suggest it,' | mumbled. But redly, why hadn't | thought of it? And how could Geser
have goofed so badly? We Others learn the mgjor languages of the world as amatter of course -
naturaly, with the help of magic. Less common languages can be lodged in your mind by amore
powerful or experienced magician. Geser could have doneit. Alisher couldnt. . .

"That means he didn't think you needed it,'Alisher said thought-fully. 'Interesting . . .

It looked asif Alisher couldn't imagine Geser making amistake.

'Will | redlly need the Uzbek language? | asked.

It'sunlikely. Almost everyone knows Russian . . . And anyway, nobody would take you for an
Uzbek,' Alisher said, with asmile. 'Adolat meansjugtice. A beautiful name, isn't it?

'Yes,' | agreed.

‘She'san ordinary human being,’ Alisher murmured. 'But she has agood name. A Light name,
We went to school together. . .

The plane shuddered as the undercarriage was lowered.

'Of course, go and see her,' | said. 'l think | can find the way to the Watch office on my own.’

'Don't think it's only because of the girl," Alisher said, and smiled again. 'l think it would be best
for you to talk to the members of the local Watch yoursdlf. Y ou can show them Geser's letter and ask for
their advice. . . And I'll get there an hour or an hour and ahalf later.’

'Weren't you on very friendly termswith your colleagues, then? | asked quietly.

Alisher didn't answer — and that answered my question.

| walked out of the airport terminal building, which had clearly been reconstructed recently and
looked absolutely new. The only things | was carrying were my hand baggage and asmdll plastic bag
from the duty-free shop. | stopped and looked around. The sky was a blinding blue and the heat was
aready building up, athough it was till early in themorning. . . There weren't many passengers— our
flight was the first since the previous evening, and the next one wasn't expected for about an hour. | was
imme-diately surrounded by privatetaxi drivers, dl offering their servicesin their own particular way:

'‘Come on, let's go, dear man!'

'I'll show you the whole city, you'll see the sightsfor nothing!”

'Where are we going, then?

'Get in, my car's comfortable, it has air-conditioning!’

| shook my head and looked at an elderly Uzbek driver who was waiting calmly beside an old
Volgawith the black-and-white checkerboard squares of ataxi stencilled onitsside.

‘Areyou free, Father?

‘A man'sfreeaslong as he believesin his own freedom,’ the taxi driver replied philosophicaly.
He spoke Russian very well, without any accent at dl. 'Get in.'

Thereyou go. | had barely even arrived, and aready 1'd called someone 'Father', and the taxi
driver had replied with the typica florid wisdom of the East. | asked:

'Did one of the great ones say that?

'My grandfather said that. He was a Red Army soldier. Then an enemy of the people. Then the
director of a Soviet farm. Y es, hewas great.’

'Did he happen to be called Rustam? | enquired.

'No, Rashid.'

The car drove off and | turned my face to the breeze from the window. The air was warm and



fresh, and it smelled quite different from how it did in Russa. And the road was good, even by Moscow
standards. A wall of trees dong the sde of the highway provided shade and created the impression that
we were dready in the city.

Thetaxi driver said thoughtfully:

'An air-conditioner. Nowadays everyone promises their passengers coolness. But what did out
grandfathers and great grandfathers know about air-conditioners? They just opened the windowsin their
carsand they felt fine!'

| looked at the driver in bewilderment.

It'sjust my joke. Have you flown in from Maoscow?

'Yes'

'No suitcase. . . Ai-ai-ai!' He clicked histongue. '‘Don't tell methey lost it!"

'An urgent business trip. There was no time to pack.'

'Urgent? Nothing's urgent in our city. There was acity standing here athousand years ago, two
thousand years ago, three thou-sand years ago. The place has forgotten what urgent means.’

| shrugged. The car was certainly taking itstime, but it didn't bother me.

'So where are we going? There's the Hotel Samarkand, the Hotdl. . '

'No, thanks. | didn't come here to deep. | need the market place. The Siabsky Market, in the
Old City.

‘That'stheright way to do it!" the driver said warmly. "'The man knows where he's going and what
for. The moment he lands he goes straight to the market. No luggage, no wife, no problems -that's the
right way to live! But did you bring money to go to the market?

'l did,’ I said, nodding. 'How can you go to the market with no money? How much will 1 owe
you? And what do you take — soms or roubles?

'Even dollars or euros;' the driver replied nonchaantly. 'Give me as much as you think you can
spare. | can see you're agood man, so why haggle? A good man is ashamed not to pay a poor taxi
driver enough. He pays more than my conscience will dlow meto ask.'

'Y ou're agood psychologist.' | laughed.

'‘Good? Yes. . . probably. | didaPh.D. in Moscow. A long timeago . . ." He paused and then
said, 'But no one needs psychol o-gists nowadays. | earn more asataxi driver.'

He pausad again, and | couldn't think of anything to say in reply. But we were dready driving
through the city, and soon the driver began listing al the places | had to visit in Samarkand. Three
madrasahs that made up the Registan, asingle architectural ensemble; the Bibi-Khanum mosgue ... All
this, asit happened, was right beside the finest market in Samarkand, the Siabsky, which, asthe driver
now redlised, was famous even as far away as Moscow. And | dso had to visit the market, even before
anything ese. It would be asin not to seeit. But agood man like mewouldn't make amistake like that. .

The driver would probably have been very disappointed to see me wak straight past the
entrance to the market. No, of course| was planning to visit it. There was work to do, but | till had to
gather some impressionsto take away with me.

Only not right now.

And so | elbowed my way out of the noisy crowd outside the entrance to the market, walked
past a herd of Japanese (they'd even found their way here!) who all had the usud tiny cameras and video
cameras dangling from their necks and their shoulders, then set off to walk round the Bibi-Khanum
mosgue. It realy wasimpressive. The ceramic tiling of the huge dome glinted a bright azure bluein the
sunlight. The doorway was so hugethat | thought it |looked bigger than the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, and
the absence of any bas-relief work on the wall was more than made up for by the intricate patterning of
blue glazed bricks.

But the place | was headed for was no glamorous tourist spot.

Every city has sreetsthat were built under an unlucky star. And they don't have to be located in
the outskirts, either. Sometimes they run dong beside gloomy factory buildings, sometimes along the
raillway lines or main highways, sometimes even besde apark or ravine that has survived through some



oversght by the municipa authorities. People movein there rductantly, but they don't leave very often
either — they seemto fall under the spell of astrange kind of drowsiness. And life there follows quite
difference laws and moves at aquite different pace. . .

| remember one district in Moscow where aone-way street ran dongside aravine overgrown
with trees. It seemed like a perfectly ordinary dormitory suburb — but it was under that spell of
drowsiness. | found myself there one winter evening on afa se darm — the witch who was making love
potions had alicence. The car drove away, leaving meto draw up areport noting the absence of any
complaints on either Sde, then | went out into the Street and tried to stop acar - | didn't wantto cal a
taxi and wait for it in the witch's gpartment. Although it wasn't very late, it was aready completely dark
and there was thick snow faling. There was absolutely no one on the Street, everyone took adifferent
way home from the metro station. Almost dl the cars had disappeared too, and the onesthat did drive by
werein no hurry to stop. But right at the edge of the ravine there was a smal amusement park,
surrounded by alow fence: alittle hut for the ticket-sdller, two or three roundabouts and a children's
rallway — acircle of rails about ten metresin diameter. And in the total silence, under the soft snow
fdling from the sky, againgt the back-ground of the empty, lifeless blackness, the tiny locomotive was
running round the circle, jingling its bell and blinking itslittle coloured lights asit pulled dong two smal
carriages. Sitting absolutely Hill in the first one was aboy about five years old, dusted with snow, wearing
alarge cap with earflaps and clutching a plastic spade in his hand. He was probably the ticket-sdler's son
and she had no oneto leave him with a home ... It didn't seem like anything specid, but it gave me such
abad feding that | made the driver of a passing truck stop and took off to the city centre.

Allowing for the difference between the cities, that was pretty much the kind of street where the
Night Watch office was|ocated. | didn't need amap, | could sense where | needed to go. And | only
had to walk for ten minutes from the market place, which wasright at the centre of town. But | seemed
to have entered a different world. Not the bright world of an eastern fairy tale, but akind of ordinary,
average place that you can find in the Asan republics of the former Soviet Union, and Turkey, and the
southern countries of Europe. Half European, haf Asan, with far from the best features of both parts of
theworld. A lot of greenery, but that's the only good part — the two- or three-storey houses were dusty,
dirty and dilapidated. If they'd been less monotonous they might at least have rejoiced the eye of some
tourigt. But even that variety was lacking here. Everything was dismaly standard: paint flaking off the
walls, dirty window's, entrance doors standing wide open, washing hanging on linesin the courtyards.
The phrase ‘frame-and-panel housing construction' surfaced from somewhere in the depths of my
memory. Its bleak bureaucratic tone made it the perfect description of these buildingsthat had been
meant to be 'temporary’ but had aready stood for more than half a century.

The Night Watch office occupied a amdl, dilapidated sngle-storey building that was surrounded
by a smdl garden. | thought a building like that looked just perfect for a amdl kindergarten, filled with
swarthy, dark-haired little kids.

But dl the children here had grown up long ago. | walked round a Peugeot parked by the fence,
opened the gate, went past the flower bedsin which withering flowers were struggling to survive, and
shuddered as | read the old Soviet bureaucratic-style sign on the door.

NIGHT WATCH
Samarkand branch
Business hours:
20.00 - 8.00

At firgt I thought I must have gone crazy. Then | thought | must be looking through the Twilight.
But no, the inscription was absolutely redl, written in yellow letters on a black background and covered
with acracked sheet of glass. One corner of the glass had fallen off, and the final |etter of the word
‘watch' was tattered and faded.



The same text was written dongside in Uzbek, and | learned that 'Night Watch' trandated as
"Tungi Nazoraf.

| pushed the door — it wasn't locked, of course— and walked straight into alarge room. As
usud in the Eagt, there was no entrance hal. And that wasright: why would they need ahdlway here?
The westher was never cold in Samarkand.

Thefurnishingswere very smple, reminiscent in part of asmall militiastation and in part of an old
office from Soviet times. There was acoat rack and severa cupboards full of papers by the door. Three
young Uzbek men and a plump middle-aged Russian woman were drinking teaat an office desk. There
was alarge eectric samovar, decorated in the traditional Khokhlomafolk style, boiling on the desk.
Wéll, how about that - asamovar! Thelast timel'd seen onein Russia had been at the |zmailovo flea
market, with dl the matryoshka dolls, caps with earflaps and other goodsfor the foreign tourists. There
were severd other deskswith no one sitting a them. An ancient computer with amassive monitor was
clat-tering away on the farthest desk — its cooling fan ought to have been changed agesago . . .

'‘Assalom alelkhum' | said, fedling like atotd idiot who wastrying to look intelligent. Why on
earth hadn't Geser taught me Uzbek?

'Aleikhum assalom," the woman replied. She was swarthy-skinned, with black hair — quite
clearly Sav in origin, but with that remarkable change in gppearance that happens without any magic at
all to a European who spends along timein the East or isborn and lives there. She was even dressed
like an Uzbek woman, in along, brightly coloured dress. Shelooked a me curiousy — | sensed the
skilful but weak touch of aprobing spell. | didn't shield mysdlf, and she gathered her information with no
difficulty. Her expres-son immediately changed. She got up from the desk and said:

'Boys, we have adistinguished visitor . . .’

'I'm here entirdly unofficidly!' | said, raisng my handsintheair.

But the fuss had dready begun. They greeted me and intro-duced themsalves: Murat, Sixth level; Timur,
fifth level; Nodir, fourth level. | thought they looked their redl age, about twenty to thirty. According to
Geser, there were five Othersin the Samarkand watch . . . and according to Alisher, the members of the
Weatch in Tashkent were younger. How much younger could they be? Did they take on children from
school?

'Vaentinallinichna, Other. Fourthlevd.'

'Anton Gorodetsky, Other, Higher,' | saidinturn.

'l run the office,' the woman went on. She wasthe last to shake my hand and in generd she
behaved like the most junior member of the Watch. But | estimated her age as at least ahundred and
fifty, and her Power was greater than the men's.

Another peculiarity of the East?

But asecond later any doubt about who was in charge here was dispelled.

‘Right, boys, get the table set out quick, 'V aentinacommanded. ‘Murat, you take the car, run
round the route quickly and cdll into the market.'

And 0 saying, she handed Murat the key to the huge old safe, from which the young guy took
out atattered wad of banknotes, trying his best to do inconspicuoudly.

'Please, theré'sno need!’ | implored them. 'I'm only herefor abrief, entirely unofficial vist. Just to
introduce mysalf and ask a couple of questions. . . And | haveto call into the Day Watch too.'

'What for? the woman asked.

"There were no Others at the border check. There was just anotice in the Twilight, saying that
Light Ones should regigter with the Day Watch on arrival, and Dark Ones should register with the Night
Watch.'

| wondered what she would have to say about such aflagrant piece of incompetence. But
Vdentinallinichnamerely nodded and said:

We don't have enough membersto maintain apost in the airport. In Tashkent they do everything
properly . .. Nodir, go and tell the ghoulsthat Higher Light One Gorodetsky is here on avisit from
Moscow.'

'I'm here unofficidly, but not exactly on persona—' | began, but no one was listening to me any



longer. Nodir opened an incongpicuous door in thewall and walked through into the next room, which |
was surprised to see was equally large and half empty.

'Why the ghouls? | asked, struck by an unbelievable suspicion.

'Oh, that's the Day Watch office, they haven't redly got any ghouls, that's just what we cdl them
— to be naghbourly . . ." Vdentina llinichna laughed.
| followed Nozdir into the next room without saying anything. Two Dark Others— one young and one
middle-aged, fourth and fifth leve - amiled a meamicably.
'‘Assalom aleikhum . . ." | muttered and walked through the large room (everything was just the same,
even the samovar was standing in the same place) and opened the door to the Street running parald to
the one from which | had entered the building.
Outside the door there was an identical garden and on thewall therewasasign:

DAY WATCH
Samarkand branch
Business hours:
8.00 - 20.00

| closed the door quietly and walked back into the room. Nodir had evidently sensed my reaction and
cleared out.

One of the Dark Ones said good-naturedly:

"When you finish your business, come back to see us, respected guest. We don't often get visitors from
Moscow.’

'Y es, do come, do come!’ the other one said emphatically

'‘Sometimelater. . . thank you for theinvitation,' | muttered. | went back into the Night Watch office and
closed the door behind me.

It didn't even have alock onit!

The Light Ones appeared dightly embarrassed.

"The Night Watch,' | hissed through my teeth. ‘'Theforcesof Light. . .

'Weve cut back on space a hit. Utilities are expengve, and ther€'s the rent. . .' said Vdentina
llinichna, spreading her hands and shrugging. 'We've been renting these premises for two offices like this
for ten years now:'

| made asmple pass with my hand and the wall separating the Light Ones office from the Dark
Ones officelit up with ablue glow for an ingtant. The Dark Ones of Samarkand were not likely to have a
magician capable of removing aspdl cast by aHigher One.

"Therés no need for that, Anton,' Vaentinallinichna said reproachfully. They won't listen. That's
not the way we do things here.’

'Y ou are supposed to keep awatch on the powers of Darkness,' | exclaimed. 'To monitor them!”

'We do monitor them,” Timur replied judicioudy. 'If they're right next door, it makesthem easier
to monitor. And we'd need five times as many members to go dashing around al over town.'

'And the signs? What about the signs? Night Watch? Day Watch? People read them!

‘Let them read them,’ said Nodir. There are dl sorts of officesin the city. If you try to hide and
don't put up asign, you're immediately suspect. The militiawill come round, or banditsworking the
protection racket. But thisway everybody can seethisis a state organisation, there's nothing to be got
out of it, letit get onwithitswork . . .’

| cameto my senses. After al, thiswasn't Russa The Samarkand Watch didn't come under our
jurisdiction. In placeslike Belgorod or Omsk | could criticise and lay down the law. But the members of
the Samarkand Watch didn't have to listen to me, even though | was aHigher Light One.

'l understand. But in Moscow it could never happen . . . Dark Ones sitting on the other side of



thewd|!"

'What's the harm in it? 'Vdentina llinichna asked in a soothing voice. 'Let them gt there. | expect
thar job's not too much fun either. But if anything happens, we won't compromise on our principles.
Remember when the zhodugar Aliya-gpa put a hex on old Nazgul three years ago, boys?

The boys nodded. They livened up abit and were obvioudy quite ready to reminisce about this
glorious adventure.

'Who wasit she put the hex on? | asked, unableto resist.

They dl laughed.

'It'saname— Nazgul. Not those nazgulsin the American movie,' Nodir explained, and hiswhite
teeth flashed as he smiled. 'Hesaman. That is, hewas - he died last year. Hetook along timeto die,
and he had ayoung wife. So she asked awitch to sap her hushand's strength. We spotted the hex,
arrested the witch, repri-manded the wife, did everything the way it's supposed to be done. Valentina
[linichnaremoved the hex, everything worked out very well. Although he was an obnoxious old man, a
very bad char-acter. Mdlicious, greedy and awomaniser, even though he was old. Everybody was glad
when he died. But we removed the hex, just like we're supposed to do.'

| thought for amoment and sat down on asquesky Viennese chair. Y es, knowledge of the
Uzbek language wouldn't have been much help to me. It wasn't amatter of language. It was amatter of a
different mentdlity.

Therationa explanation had calmed me down abit. But then | spotted Vaentinallinichna's
glance— kindly, but condescendingly sympathetic.

'But even 5o, it'snot right,' | said. 'Please understand, | don't want to criticise, it'syour city,
you're responsible for maintaining order here.. . . Butit'sabit unusud.’

‘That's because you're closer to Europe,’ Nodir explained. He obvioudy didn't think that
Uzbekistan had nothing at &l to do with Europe. '‘But it'sal right here: when there's peace we can live
beside each other.

'Uh-huh," | said and paused before | went on: 'Thank you for the explanation.’

'Have a seet at the desk, 'Vdentinallinichnasaid amicably. 'Why are you Sitting over in the
corner like astranger?

| actudly wasn't Stting in the corner a al. Timur wasfinishing setting the table in the corner. The
bright-coloured tablecloth that had instantly transformed two office desksinto one large dining table was
aready covered with plates of fruit: bright red and luscious green apples; black, green, yellow and red
grapes, huge pomegranates the size of asmall melon. And there was very appetising-looking home-made
sadlami, meat cut into dices and hot bread cakes that must have been heated using magic. | remem-bered
how in one rare moment of nostalgia Geser had started singing the praises of the bread cakesin
Samarkand - how deli-ciousthey were, how they didn't turn stale even after aweek, al you had to do
was warm them up, and you just kept on and on eating them, you couldn't stop ... At thetime | had taken
what he said as the standard old man's reminiscences of the sort 'the trees were bigger then, and the
salami tasted better'. But now | began drooling at the mouth and | suddenly suspected that Geser hadn't
been exaggerating dl that much.

And there were a so two bottles of cognac on thetable. The local kind — which frightened me a
bit.

'Forgive usfor laying such asmpletable, Nodir said imper-turbably. ‘Our junior member will be
back from the market soon, and well dine properly. Meanwhile we can make alight start.”

| redised there was no way | was going to escape a gda dinner with abundant acohol. And |
suspected it was not only Alisher's entirdy understandable interest in his old girlfriend from school that
had made him dodge an immediate vist to the Watch. It was many years since a vist by someone from
Moscow had aso been a vist from a superior, but even so, Moscow was dill a very import-ant centre
for the members of the Samarkand Waitch.

'I've actually come here at Geser'srequest. . .' | said.

| saw from their faces that my status had soared from smply important guest to quite
unimaginable heights. Somewhere way out in space, where Others could not go.



'Geser asked meto find afriend of his;' | went on. 'He lives somewherein Uzbekistan . . '

There was an awkward pause.

'Anton, are you talking about the devona? "V aentin [linichna asked. 'He went to Moscow — in
1998. And he waskilled there. We thought that Geser knew about it."

'No, no, I'm not talking about the devona!’ | protested. 'Geser asked meto find Rustam.’

Theyoung Uzbeks exchanged glances Vdentinallinichnaknitted her brows.

‘Rustam ... I've heard something about him. But that's avery, very old story. Thousands of years
old, Anton.’

'He doesn't work in the Watch,' | admitted. 'And, of course, he has adifferent name. | think he
has changed his name many times. All | know isthat heisaHigher Light Magician.'

Nodir ran ahand through his coarse black hair and said firmly:

‘That'svery difficult, Anton-aka. We do have one Higher Magician in Uzbekistan. Heworksin
Tashkent. But he's young. If an old and powerful magician wishesto hide, he can dways manageit.
Finding him doesn't just require someone who is powerful, it requires someonewho iswise. Geser
himsdf should search for him. Kechrasyz, apologies, Anton-aka. We will not be ableto help you.'

'We could ask Afandi, 'Vaentinallinichnasaid thoughtfully. 'He isaweak magician and not very
... not very bright. But he has agood memory, and he haslived in thisworld for three hundred years. .

‘Afandi? | asked cautioudy.

'He's the fifth member of our Watch. 'Vadentinallinichna seemed alittle embarrassed. ‘Well, you
understand, seventh level. He mostly takes care of the office and grounds. But he just might be ableto
hdp.

'I'm amogt certain hewill,' | said, with anod, remembering what Nadya had said. 'But whereis
he?

'He should be here soon.’

Therewas nothing else | could do. | nodded again and walked towards the ‘'empty’ table.

Murat got back haf an hour later carrying severd full bags, and some of their contents
immediately migrated to the table. He carried the rest into the small kitchen attached to the main
prem-ises of the Watch. My culinary knowledge was sufficient for me to redise that pilaf was about to be
made.

And meanwhile we drank the cognac, which unexpectedly turned out to be quite good, and tried
thefruits. Vaentinallinichnalet Nodir lead the conversation. And | listened politely to the history of the
Uzbek Watches from ancient mythological timesto Tamerlaine, and from Tamerlaineto our owntime. |
won't lie— the Light Ones here had not dways lived in perfect harmony with the Dark Ones. There
were plenty of grim, bloody and terrible events. But | got the feding that the flare-ups of hostility between
the Watches in Uzbekistan were governed by lawsthat | knew absolutely nothing about. People could
fight wars and kill each other, while the Watches maintained a polite neutrdity. But during Khrushchev's
time and the early years of Brezhnev'srule, Light Ones and Dark Ones had fought each other with quite
incred-ibleferocity. Three Higher Magicians had been killed &t that time - two from the Day Watch and
one from the Night Watch. And that war had aso decimated the ranks of first- and second-level Others.

Then everything had gone quiet, asif the 'stagnation’ of the 1980s a so extended to the Others.
And since then relations between Dark Ones and Light Ones had consisted of arather half-hearted
gtand-off: morejibes and taunts than genuine enmity.

‘Alisher didn't like that, ‘Timur observed. ‘Ishe till in Moscow?

| nodded, delighted by this opportune change of subject.

'Yes. He'sin our Watch.'

'How is he getting on? Nodar asked politely. 'We heard he's dready fourth level.!

'Precticdly third,' | said. 'But he can tell you himself. He flew down with me, but he decided to
vigt somefriendsfirs.

The members of the watch were clearly not pleased by this news. Timur and Nodir both |ooked
not exactly annoyed but uncomfortable. Vaentinallinichna shook her head.



'Have | said something to upset you? | asked. The bottle we had drunk together obliged meto
speak frankly. 'Do explain to me what the problem is. Why do you fed that way about Alisher?Isit
because his father was a devona?

The members of the Watch exchanged glances.

'It's not aquestion of who hisfather was,' Vdentinallinichnasaid. ‘Alisher isagood boy. But
he'svery. . . categorica.'

'Redlly?

'Perhaps he has changed in Moscow,” Timur suggested. 'But Alisher dways wanted to fight. He
was born in the wrong time.'

| thought about that. Of course, in our Watch, Alisher had dways preferred to work on the
dreets. Patrols, confrontations, arrests — there wasn't much that happened without him being involved . .

'Well. . . that'sabit more natural in Moscow,' | said. 'It'sabig city, lifeismore stressful. But
Alisher missesshishomeand alot.

‘But we're glad that Alisher's here, of course we are! 'Vdentina llinichna said, changing her tune
'It's been such along time since we saw him. Hasn't it, boys?

The 'boys agreed with feigned enthusiasm. Even Murat declared from the kitchen that he redlly
missed Alisher.

'Will Afandi be here soon? | asked, turning the conversation away from an awkward subject.

'Yes, indeed,’ said Vaentinallinichna, concerned. ‘It's after two aready . . .

'He's been here for along time," Murat commented from the kitchen again. 'He's wandering
round the yard with abroom — | can see him through the window. He probably decided weld ask him
to cook the pilf. . '

Nodir walked across quickly to the door and called out:

'Afandi, what are you doing?

'‘Sweeping the yard,' the fifth member of the Samarkand Watch replied, with adignified air. To
judge from hisvoice, not only had he been born three hundred years earlier, his body was far from young
too.

Nodir turned back to us and shrugged apologeticaly. He cdled again:

'Afandi, comein - we have aguest!'

'l know we have aguest. That'swhy I'm sweeping!"

'Afandi, the guest isdready in the house. Why are you cleaning outside?

'Eh, Nodir! Don't you teach me how to receive guestsl When the guest is il outside -
everybody cleans and tidiesthe house. But if the guest isin the house, you have to clean outsde!’

'Have it your own way, Afandi. Nodir laughed. "Y ou know best, of course. But meanwhile we're
going to eat grapes and drink cognac'

'Wait, Nodir!'Afandi replied agitatedly. 'It would be disrespectful to the guest not to dine a the
sametablewith him!'

A moment later Afandi was standing in the doorway He looked absolutely ridiculous. A pair of
trainers with the laces unfastened on hisfeet, apair of blue jeans held up with a Soviet Army belt and a
white nylon shirt with big broad buttons. Nylon isadurable materid. The shirt was probably twenty or
thirty yearsold. Afandi himself was a clean-shaven old man (the scraps of newspaper stuck to the cuts
on his chin suggested that this cost him a serious effort) with abalding head. He was about Sixty years
old. He cast an approving glance at the table, leaned his broom against the door-post and skipped
briskly acrossto me.

'Hello, respected guest. May your Power increase like the fervour of aman undressing awoman!
May it riseto the second level and even thefirgt!”

‘Afandi, our guest isaHigher Magician, Vaentinallinichnaput in. 'Why do you wish him the
second level?

'Quiet, woman!' said Afandi, letting go of my hand and taking aseet at the table. 'Do you not see
how quickly my wish has come true and even been exceeded?



The members of the Watch laughed, but without the dightest maice. Afandi — | scanned his
auraand discovered that the old man was on the very lowest level of Power — was regarded asthe
jester of the Samarkand Watch. But hewasawdll-loved jester: they would forgive him any foolish
nonsense and never let him cometo any harm.

"Thank you for the kind word, Father,' | said. "Y our wishesreally do come true with remarkable
Speed.’

The old man nodded as he threw haf apeach into his mouth with evident relish. Histeeth were
excdllent — he might not take much care of his gppearance, but he obvioudy attached great importance
to that particular part of hisbody

"They're dl young whippersnappers here,' he muttered. 'I'm sure they haven't even welcomed you
properly. What's your name, dear man?

‘Anton.

'My name's Afandi. That means asage,’ said the old man, looking round sternly at the other
members of the Watch. 'If it weren't for my wisdom, the powers of Darkness, may they wither in agony
and burnin hdll, would long ago have drunk their sweet little brains and chewed up their big stringy
livers'

Nodir and Timur chortled.

'l understand why our liversare stringy,’ said Nodir, pouring the cognac. ‘But why are our brains
sweet?

‘Because wisdom is hitter, but foolishness and ignorance are sweet!" Afandi declared, washing
down his peach with aglass of cognac. 'Hey! Hey, you fool, what do you think you're doing?

'What? said Timur, who was about follow his cognac with afew grapes. Helooked at Afandi
quizzicaly.

'Y ou can't follow cognac with grapes!'

'Why?

'It'sthe samething as boiling akid in its mother's milk!"

‘Afandi, only Jaws don't boil young goat meet in milk!"

'‘Doyou?

'No," said Timur, abashed. "Why use milk—'

"Then don't follow cognac with grapes!’

‘Afandi, | have only known you for three minutes, but | have dready tasted so much wisdom that
| shall bedigesting it for an entire month,' | put in to attract the old man's attention. "The wise Geser sent
me to Samarkand. He asked meto find his old friend, who once went by the name of Rustam. Do you
happen to know Rustam?

'Of course | do," Afandi said, with anod. '‘But who's Geser?

‘Afandi! 'Vdentinallinichnaexclaimed, throwing her handsintheair. 'Y ou must have heard of the
Great Geser!'

'Geser,' the old man mused. 'Geser, Geser . . . Wasn't he the Light Magician who worked asa
night-soil man in Binkent?

‘Afandi! How can you confuse the Great Geser with some night-soil man? 'Vaentina Ilinichna

was shocked.

'Ah, Geser!" said Afandi, nodding. 'Yes, yes, yes! At Oldjibal, the vanquisher of Soton, Lubson
and Gubkar. Who doesn't know old man Geser?

‘But who knows old man Rustam? | butted in again, before Afandi could start reciting Geser's
great and glorious deeds.

'l do," Afandi declared proudly.

'Please don't exaggerate, Afandi,' Timur said. 'Our guest really needsto meet Rustam.’

"That's not easy,’ said Afandi, suddenly shedding al his buffoonery. '‘Rustam has cut himsdlf off
from people. He was seen in Samarkand ten years ago, but since then no one has spoken to Rustam, no
one...

'How do you know about Rustam, Afandi? | couldn't resist asking. If it wasn't for what my



daughter had said, | would have believed the old man was smply stringing me aong.

It wasalong time ago,’ Afandi said, with asigh. 'In Samarkand there was an old man, a
completefool, just like these young whip-persnappers. One day he was walking through the town,
complaining that he didn't have anything to eat. And suddenly amighty hero, a batyr, with eyesthat
glowed and ahigh, wise fore-head, came out to meet him. He looked at the old man and said: "Grandad,
why are you so sad? Do you redlly not know the power that is concealed within you? You area
Boshkachal An Other!" The batyr touched the old man with his hand, and the old man acquired power
and wisdom. And the batyr said: "Know that the Great Rustam himself has been your teacher.” That was
what happened to me two hundred and fifty years ago!'

Asfar asl| could tell, the members of the Watch were as aston-ished by this story as| was.
Murat froze absolutdly till in the doorway of the kitchen and Timur spilled the cognac he was just about
to pour into the glasses.

'Afandi, you were initiated by Rustam?Vdentina llinichna asked.

'I'll tell everything to a person wise enough, ‘Afandi answered, taking his glassfrom Timur. 'But
you can tell a stupid person ahundred times, and he won't understand athing.'

'Why didn't you tdll usthis story before? Timur asked.

‘There was no reason to.'

'Afandi, apupil can dwayscdl histeacher,' | sad.

"That istrue,’ Afandi confirmed pompoudy.

'l need to meet Rustam.’

Afandi sghed and gave me acunning look.

‘But does Rustam need to mest you?

How sick | was of that florid Eastern style! Did they redlly talk to each that way in their daily
lives?'My wife, have you warmed a bread cake for me? - 'Oh, my husband, will not my warm embraces
take the place of your bread cake?

| redlised | was on the point of giving way and saying some-thing unworthy of aguest who had
been met with such greet hospitdity. But fortunately there was aquiet knock at the door and Alisher
wakedin.

| didn't likethelook on hisfaceat dl. | wouldn't have been surprised to see Alisher looking sad.
After dl, he could have discov-ered that his school sweetheart had married, had five children, got fat and
completely forgotten about him — more than enough reason for feding sad.

But Alisher was darmed about something.

'Hi," he said to hisformer colleagues, asif he had only left them yesterday. "We've got problems.’

'Where? | asked.

'Right outside the fence!'

CHAPTER 3

AFTER EDINBURGH | ought to have been expecting something likethis.
But instead | had relaxed. The streets smothered in greenery, the splashing of the water in theirrigation
ditches, the noisy eastern market and the severe outlines of the domes of the mosque, the Dark Ones on
the other sde of the wall and the overwheming hospitdity of the Light Ones— it was dl so completely
different from Scotland. | thought the only problem I'd have to deal with would be finding the old
magician - | wasn't expecting any more cunning tricksinvolving human beings. The building was
surrounded by about a hundred men. | could see militiamen among them, and well-equipped soldiers
from the Specia Forces, and young soldiers - skinny, pimply kids, awkwardly clutching automatic
weapons. All sorts of forces had been brought together to capture us. Everything that had been close at
hand.

That wasn't a problem. Even without my help, Alisher could brainwash a hundred or two



hundred attackers. Unfortunately, every man in the cordon was protected by magic spells.

Every Other is capable of shidding himself againgt theinfluence of magic and of shidding others.
He doesn't even haveto be at avery high level in order to apply protective spellsto a hundred people.
To put it smply: magic thet is controlled by reason is more like aknife than agrenade launcher. And what
you need to protect yoursalf againgt is not the heavy armour plate of atank, but alight bulletproof vest
made of Kevlar. By striking with raw Power in the form of aFireball, aWhite Lance or aWall of Flame,
| could burn out an entire city block. And equaly powerful amulets and spells would have been required
to protect anyone against the strike. But in order to subordinate the attackers to my will and scatter them,
first 1 would have to strip each one of them of his protection. And that was far from smple. Thereare
dozens of different kinds of menta Shields, and | didn't know which kind had been used. Mogt likdly (at
least, thiswas what | would have done) each individua Shield was made up of two or three spells chosen
at random. One soldier, for instance, has the Shield of Magic and the Sphere of Calm. Another hasthe
Sphere of Denid, the Crust of 1ce and the Barrier of Will.

Just try finding the right approach for each one! And from a distance!

"They followed me," Alisher explained whilel, protected by my own Sphere of Denid, stood at
the window and studied the warriors who had surrounded us. 'l don't know how, but they followed me
al theway from the airport. | dways had the feding | was being followed, but I couldn't spot anything.
And then, when | wasleaving my acquaintances house. . . they tried to arrest me. About twenty men.
Not asingle Other. | tried to shield myself from them, but they could see me!’

They could see metoo. Not al of them, but afew soldiers had clearly spotted me despite the
magic. That meant that they had been charged with search spellsaswell as protective spells. Glance of
the Heart, Clear Gaze, True Vision - the magical arsend is quite extensive. Light Onesand Dark Ones
have been thinking up ways to deceive each other for thousands of years.

And now it had al been turned againgt us.

'How did you get away from them? | asked, moving away from the window.

Through the Twilight. Only . . ." Alisher hesitated. 'They were waiting for methere, too. There
was someone keeping watch on the second level ... | got out asfast as| could.'

'Who was it on watch? A Light One? A Dark One?

Alisher gulped and smiled awkwardly.

'l think it wasadeva'

'‘Nonsense,' | exclaimed, suppressing the urge to swear. 'Devas don't exist.'

"They don't exist in Moscow, but we have them here,’ Timur stated with absolute certainty. He
caught my gaze where it focused on the door leading to the Dark Ones. ‘Anton, believe me. It's not them!
They have no reason to attack us, and to involve people aswdl! The Inquisition would have their headd!'

| nodded. | wasn't even thinking of suspecting the Samarkand Day Watch.

'Get in touch with the top management in Tashkent. Tl them to stop these men!”

'How? asked Timur, puzzled.

'By human methods! Phone cdlsto the ministers of defence and internd affairs! And get onto the
Inquisition, quick!"

'What shdl | say?'Vdentinallinichnaasked, taking out an old mobile phone.

"Tell them we have acritica Stuation here. An dpha-prime viola-tion of the Greet Treaty. The
provision of information concerning Others to human beings, the involvement of human beingsin
confrontation between the Watches, theillegd use of magic, theillega dissemination of magic, violation of
the agreement on the separation of powers. . . in brief, violations of clauses one, six, eight, eeven and
fourteen of the Basic Appendix to the Tresaty. | think that will be enough.'

Vaentinallinihcnawas dready making the cal. | looked out of the window again. The soldiers
werewaiting, Stting on the picket fence. What were the walls made of here? If they redlly were
compressed reeds, bullets would go straight through them. . .

'Ah, what beautiful words!' Afandi suddenly exclaimed. He was il gitting at the tableand
chewing with relish on apiece of sausage. His glasswas full, and the cognac bottle on the table was



empty. ‘A violation of the Basic Appendix! That makes everything clear adl right, clear asday. Keep
giving the orders, Commander!'

| turned away from Afandi. It was just my luck - the person all my hopesrested on was as
half-witted as the devona before he met Geser. . .

‘Timeto begoing, lads,' | said. 'I'm sorry things turned out thisway'

'Anton, can you disperse them? Nodir asked, with timid hopein hisvoice.

'l can kill them, no problem. But not disperse them.’

Someone began hammering on the door that led to the Dark Ones office. Timur waked over,
asked something and opened it. The two Dark Ones who were on duty there came running in. Judging
from their bewildered expressions, they had only just discovered the cordon and were desperate for
explanations.

'What are you doing, Light One? howled the one who was a bit older. 'Why did you bring these
men here?

'Quiet,' | said, raising my hand. 'Shut up!”’

He had enough witsto do as| said.

"This situation comes under point one of the Appendix to the Great Treaty,' | said and Afandi
grunted loudly. | gave him an angry sdeways glance, but the old man had just swallowed an entire glass
of cognac, and now he was breathing rapidly and pressing his hand to his mouth. | continued: ‘In this
gtuation, under the terms of the Convention of Prague, as the most powerful magician here, | assume
general command of al Others here present. All Others here present!®

The young Dark One looked &t his elder, who frowned, nodded and said:

'We await your orders, Higher One.’

‘Total evacuation of the Watches,' | said. 'All documents and artefacts to be destroyed. Get to it.'

'How are we going to get out? the young Dark One asked. 'Put up shields?
| shook my head.

'I'm afraid they have charmed bullets. We have to leave viathe Twilight.'

'Oh, Afandi has been in the Twilight!" the old man declared loudly. ‘Afandi can walk in the
Twilight!'

'Afandi, you will go with meand Alisher,’ | ordered. Theothers. . .

Alisher looked a mein darm and moved hislips soundlesdly.

‘Thedeva. ..

‘The otherswill cover us," | ordered.

"Why should we? the young Dark One protested. 'We—'

| waved my hand, and the Dark One squirmed and squealed in agony, pressing his hands against
his stcomech.

‘Because | order it,' | explained, removing the pain. '‘Because | am aHigher Magician and you
arefifth level. Do you understand?

'Yes." Appalingly enough, there wasn't even ahint of indignation in the Dark One'svoice. He
had tried to throw hisweight about, been punished and accepted my right to command because | was
more powerful. Later, of course, he would write awhole bunch of complaintsto the Inquisition. But for
now he would obey.

Meanwhile the other Watch members were destroying their offices. The older Dark One was
working aone, but he seemed to have everything under control. The destruction spells had been applied
to the safe in advance — there was smoke pouring out of the keyhole — and they had been applied to
al the documentstoo: the ones on the desk were curling up, turning yellow and crumbling to pieces. The
Light Oneswere burning everything by hand, and they were doing it with red enthusiasm: | watched as
Timur drove adeftly rolled fireball straight through the metal wall of the safe and it exploded insde.

"They've gone very quiet,” Alisher said anxioudy, glancing out of thewindow. They'll seethe

smoke any minute. . .

They saw it dl right. A voice with a strong accent addressed usin Russian through amegaphone:



Terrorigts! Lay down your weapons and leave the building one a atime! Y ou are surrounded! |
you do not comply, we will storm the building!”

'What crazy nonsense. . .'Vaentinallinichnaexclaimed indig-nantly. Terrorists— would you
bdieveit!

A second later Alisher legpt back from the window and the glass shattered with atinkling sound.
A smal metd cylinder fell to thefloor, spinning around its axis.

‘Let'sleavel’ | shouted, diving into the Twilight. After the heat of Samarkand, the coolness of the
first level was actudly quite pleasant.

That very moment the grey gloom around mewaslit up brightly. I didn't even want to think about how
blinding the flash must have been in the human world. Fortunately, from down therein the Twilight |
couldn't hear the ear-gplitting screech.

I'd never thought that the Specia Services light-and-sound grenades could be so devastating
agang Others. Only Vdentinallinichna had managed to withdraw into the Twilight with me-in here she
looked like a dim young woman no more than thirty yearsold.

The other Watch members were blundering hel plessy around the room. Some were rubbing at
their eyes, some were holding their ears. A light-and-sound grenade blinds you for ten to twenty seconds,
s0 they couldn't withdraw into the Twilight.

'Help the boyd!" | shouted to Vaentinaand rushed to the doors. | flung them open in the Twilight,
not the ordinary world, and looked outside.

Y es, of course, they were aready sorming us. Clumsily and stupidly, en masse - there were
dozens of Specia Services men running towards the entrance, and the soldiers on the other sde of the
fence had started firing at the windows. The assault was uncoordinated, asit dwaysiswhenever
somebody getsthe clever ideaof creating ajoint unit of militiamen, common soldiers and Specid
Services. | saw one of the Specid Services men throw his hands up and fal — he had taken abullet in
the back. But he probably wouldn't have anything worse than bruising — the troops in the assault wave
were wearing bulletproof vests.

But thefact that several marksmen started aiming their shots at me was very bad news. That was
ether Clear Gaze or True Vison. Which was very, very seriousindeed. And the bulletsrealy were
charmed up to the hilt. Not only did they exist in thered world and thefirst leve of the Twilight at the
sametime, they were packed with deadly magic!

| ducked - fortunatdly, our enemies had not been accelerated and the advantage of speed
remained with me. | waved my hand, dlowing the Power to flow from my fingertips. A rain of fire fel on
the earth and a wall of smoke and flame sprang up in front of the attackers. Bight - now, lads, are you
ready to jump into the fire?

They weren't. They stopped (one was moving too fast and he stuck hisfaceinto the flames and
jumped back with ahowl), then they drew back and Sarted raising their automatic rifles.

Naturdly, | didn't wait for themto fire. | burst back into the house, on the way reducing the
dubious Night Watch sign to cinderswith afirebdl. The adrendin was coursing through my veins.

War games? All right, then, let's play war games!

Hang the Absolute Lock spell on the door (actualy there are two of these spdlls, but the other
onewouldn't have had any effect if it was gpplied to an inanimate object). Hang aLight Shield right
acrossthewadls, onethat would hold againgt automatic fire for about five minutes. Of course, the
attackers would notice that something was wrong. But there was no way that we could |eave secretly
NOW.

The two Dark Ones entered the Twilight one after the other — they had been standing with their
backs to the grenade when it exploded. The older one was about to strike the window with something,
but | caught hold of hisarm.

'What have you got there?

He bared hislong, crooked teeth in agrin. Well, well, an ordin-ary weak Dark Magician, but
what ajaw he had sprouted now!

They'll shit themsalves. Just alittle bit.



'Go ahead,’ | agreed. 'Only not here. Cover your side!’

Timur entered the Twilight, followed by Alisher, who was drag-ging Murat after him. Only Nodir was il
rubbing his eyes, unable to recover his senses: he had been blinded worst of al.

‘Alisher, let'sget Afandi!’ | shouted.

Wewalked over to the old man who was il sitting at the table, trying to suck on the mouth of a
fresh bottle of cognac.

'On the count of two," | said. 'One, two . . .

Welegpt out of the Twilight, grabbed Afandi under the arms and lifted him off hischair. With my
free hand | managed to grab the bag with all my bits and pieces and throw the strap across my shoulder.
The burgts of automatic fire thundered in my ears and the bullets jangled as they ricocheted off the Shield.
The crimson flamesflickered outside the windows. With adeft movement, the old man managed to get
one suck & the bottle—just a the moment when we dragged him into the Twilight.

'Ail" he exclaimed in disgppointment. The bottle had been left behind in the norma world, and
Afandi's hand closed on empti-ness. 'Ali, the drinks disappearing!’

'Grandad, we haven't got any timefor drink," Alisher told him with quite incredible patience.
'Enemies have attacked us— we're leaving!'

'No surrender to the enemied'Afandi exclaimed glegfully. 'Into battle!’

Atlong last Nodir too entered the Twilight. | looked round at my improvised army: four weak
Light Ones, two weak Dark Ones, Alisher, who had been tested on the streets of Moscow, and Afandi
asbdlast. Wdll, if could have been worse. Even if those Higher Oneswho had been in Scotland were
hiding somewhere around here, we could give them afight for their money.

‘Let'sleavel’ | commanded. 'Alisher, you take Afandi! Vaentina, Timur - you go first! Everybody
erect the Magician's Shidd!'

Weleft sraight through the wall. On the second leve of the Twilight it wouldn't have existed at
al. Onthefirst leve it did exist, and it even seemed to dow down our movements. But if you took arun,
it was possible to pass through amost any mater-id object down here.

And we did passthrough it. Only Afandi got one leg stuck, and he jerked it about in the Avail for
along time before he broke free, leaving one trainer behind. It would stay hanging there on thefirst level
of the Twilight, dowly fading away over aperiod of severd months. A few particularly sensitive people
would even noticeit out of the corner of their eye— provided, of course, that the building survived

On the side we broke out through, the cordon was thinner, live men with sub-machine gunswere
garing & the blank wall, obviousy puzzled about why they had been stationed there. But two of them
turned out to be charmed and they saw us. | don't know what we looked like — ordinary people who
legpt out through the wall or spectra shadows. In any case, there was no goodwill evident in the soldiers
faces, only fear and the readiness to shoot. Vaentinadid the right thing— her spell had no visible effect,
but the fool proof Kaashnikov in one soldier's hands refused to fire. And then Timur hurled afireball
through the Twilight and burned off the barrel of the other soldier's autométic rifle.

That was a mistake!

Sure, those two couldn't shoot any more. But their comrades, who couldn't locate us themselves,
saw the ball of flame comeflying out of nowhere— and they started firing. Either out of sheer fright or
because they had beentrained to doit.

Atfirg | thought Timur hadn't put up aShidd. The burgt of fireliterdly cut straight through him - |
saw the bulletsleave holesin his back, one after another. He fell over on to hisback, and then | saw that
he did have a Shield after all. A weak one, only at the front, but it was there.

The enchanted bullets had pierced straight through his magica armour. It wasthe very same
technique asin Edinburgh!

‘Tim!" Nodir shouted, bending down over hisfriend.

That was what saved him — saverd burgts of fire from the soldiers blazing away erraticaly with
their automatic weapons went right over hishead.

The next moment, before | could do anything to stop him, Murat struck back.

They didn't have avery wide choice of spells. As provincid magicians unused to combat and not



naturaly very powerful, they were quite unprepared for this skirmish with human beingswho could kill
Others.

Murat used some version of the White Sword that | didn't know. In theory this spell should only
kill Dark Others and people who are totaly given over to evil. In practice, you have to be amonk who
spends hisdaysin prayer and saf-mortification for the remorse-less blow not to cause you any harm.
Any trace of aggression or fear makes aman vulnerable to the blade of pure Light.

Those young Uzbek ladsin military uniform had any amount of fear and aggression in them.

Thewhite blade cut straight through four soldierslike a sharp scythe mowing down whest. It
literdly diced them in haf. With fountains of blood and other unmentionable sghts. Thefifth soldier
dropped his automatic weapon and took to hisheds, screaming wildly. Even seen from the Twilight he
seemed to be moving fast, he put on such aburst of speed!

Murat was frozen to the spot. | walked round in front of him. The white blade was il fading
away in his hand and he looked very cam, dmost deepy. | looked into his eyes and found the answer to
my question.

It was over. He was aready withdrawing.

| squatted down beside Nodir and shook him by the shoulder:

‘Let'sgo.’

Heturned hisface towards me and said in asurprised voice:

"They killed Timur. They shot him!'

'l can see. Let'sgo.'

Nodir garted shaking his head.

'No! We can't leave him here. . .’

'We can and we will! Our enemies won't get ther hands on the body; it will dissolve in the
Twilight. Well dl go that way sooner or later. Get up.'

He shook hishead again.

'Get up. The Light needsyou.'

Nodir groaned, but he got up. And then his gaze fell on Murat. He shook his head again, asif he
was trying to shake out the sudden overload of dark impressions. He dashed over to Murat and tried to
grab hold of hisarm.

Hisfingers clutched nothing but air. Murat was melting away, dissolving into the Twilight. Far
more quickly than Timur's dead body would disappear. A Light Magician hasto have alot of experience
of lifein order to convince himself that he hasthe right to kill four people. | could probably have held out.
Murat couldntt.

'Let'sgo!" | ordered, giving Nodir adap acrossthe face. ‘Let'sgo!'

Somehow he managed to pull himself together and plod dong behind me - away from the office, which
was il being stormed, away from two comrades, one dead and one dying. Vaentinawalked in front,
with the Dark Ones beside her. Alisher was drag-ging dong Afandi, who had sobered up and camed
down. Nodir and | brought up the rear of the procession.

They started firing after us again — the screams of the soldier who had survived had attracted
attention. | raised another Wall of Flame and, unableto res s, flung asmall firebdl at the old Peugeot by
thefence. The car flared up in ajolly blaze, adding alittle French charm to the Centra Asian landscape.

The confusion that had set in made it easier for usto retreat. Moreover, in the Twilight there were
gaping holesin thelow fence, and the next building didn't exist at al. We ran down the deserted Street as
far asthe crossroads and turned on to another narrow street that led to the market. 1t seemed that sooner
or later every street here led to the market. . . Nodir was sobbing and swearing by turns. Afandi kept
looking back, gazing in amazement at the battle raging around the empty building. It looked asif the
attackers had started firing at each other in their confusion.

The Dark Ones were holding up better. Vaentinallinichnawas walking in the centre, and they
were providing perfectly compe-tent laterd protection. | actualy thought that we had aready escaped
pursuit. And that was an unforgivable mistake for aHigher Magician to make. Or dmost unforgivable.

After dl, | had never redly believed that devas existed.



The European tradition is golems— creatures created out of clay, wood, or even metd. In
Russathe wooden ones are known affectionately as pinocchios, dthough the last actua operationa
pinocchio rotted away sometime in the eighteenth century. We don't know what their contemporaries
used to call them. We were taught to create pinocchiosin our classes and that was both amusing and
ingtructive - the wooden doll that cameto life could walk, perform smplework, eventak . . . and it
crumbled into dust after only afew minutes. For awooden golem to last even afew days, the magician
has to be very powerful and very skilful, and experienced magicians don't redly have much usefor
dim~witted pinocchios. Bringing metd to life, making a crearture of metal, iseven harder: | remember that
Sveta once made awalking doll out of paper clipsfor little Nadya, but it took exactly three steps and
then frozefor ever. Clay isremarkably malleable and amenable to animation — it holdsthe magic for a
long time— but even clay golems are only made very rarely nowadays.

In the Eat, though, there were devas. Or rather, it was believed that there were. Essentidly,
they're golemstoo, only without any materid basis - animated clumps of the Twilight, intertwined
vortexes of Power. According to legend, creating such adeva (the Arabs usually caled them genies) was
regarded as an examin-ation that amagician had to passto be acknowledged as higher leve. First you
had to cregte the golem, then you had to subordinate it to your will. Some were diminated at thefirst
stage, but afar sadder fate awaited those who screwed things up at the second.

| thought devas were creatures of legend. Or, at the very mogt, an extremely rare experiment that
one of the greatest magicians of antiquity had managed to pull off once or twice. And even lessdid |
imagine that devas il existed in our own times. However, the members of the local Watches seemed to
bdieveinthem

Only they didn't have the Power to spot a deva approaching.

The young Dark One— | never did learn his name — screamed and started flailing hisarms
about, asif hewastrying to fight off something invisible. He waslifted up off the ground and carried
through the air until he stopped, shouting and squirming, at the height of atwo-storey house. | shuddered
as| watched the Dark One's sides collapse asif from the pressure of agigantic hand, and his clothes
dtart to char. His scream became afeeble wheeze.

And then abloody streak appeared on the Dark One's body in the form of an arc. A moment
later the dead body fell to the ground, cut — or rather bitten — right through.

'Shieldgl'Alisher shouted.

| didn't increase the strength of my own shidld. In thefirgt place, | didn't know if it would be any
use to me againgt the deva. And in the second — | was the only one who could stand up to the creature.

| ingtantly sank down to the second level of the Twilight.

Andimmediately | saw the deva.

Theflexible body woven out of plumes of fire and smoke redly did resemble amythica genie.
The predominant colour was grey — even the petals of flame were blackish-grey, with just the faintest
hint of crimson. The devadidn't have any legs: itstorso narrowed and became a snake's body that
writhed as the deva moved along. The ground undernegth it steamed, like damp laundry under aniron.
The head, the arms and even the genitalsthat protruded absurdly from the serpentine half appeared
completely human. But they were huge — the deva stood five or five and ahalf metrestall - and they
were made of smoke and flame. The eyes blazed with a scarlet fire - the only bright detail on the deva's
body, and in the entire second leved of the Twilight.

The devasaw metoo —just at the moment when it was reaching its hand out for Vaentina. The
monster howled in glee and came skidding towards me with surprising agility. What wasthis crazy
fashion for reptiles? A two-headed snake in Scotland, and now a haf snake, half manin Uzbekigtan . . .
Just asated, | threw afirebal at the deva— it had absolutely no effect: the bundle of flamessmply
dissolved in the monster's body. Then | tried a Triple Blade - the devawinced, but it didn't dow down.

All right, then . ..

| dlowed the Power to flow through my arm and created a White Sword. | was probably
influenced by Murat's find action, but it was a mistake to follow the Uzbek magician's example — the
white blade easily diced through the devas body, but without causng it any harm. There was no time to



ponder the reasons for thisfalure. The deva swung its arm back and struck out with its hand. | managed
to jump back, but a cunning thrust with the tall caught me by surprise and | was sent tumbling across the
ground. The deva advanced on me, laughing triumphantly, but I couldn't get up. Strangely enough, | didn't
even fed afrad — dl | fdt was revulson at the sght of the monster's penis rigng into an erection. The
deva clutched his penisin one hand and began waggling it about, either mastur-bating or preparing to use
it as aclub of fire to splat me with.

What was this? Was | supposed to die of ablow from some brainless monster's dick? | didn't try
to create another white blade. | gathered Power into the palm of my hand and struck out at the devawith
the sgn of Thanatos.

The devaflinched and, with hisfree hand, scratched his chest where the blow had landed. Thin
streams of smoke curled and twisted like hairs behind his open palm. Then the deva started roaring with
laughter, il clutching his male member, which had grown to the size of abasebal bat by now. The deva
radiated heet - not living warmth, but hot air, the same as a blazing bonfire gives off.

Hewasn't so brainless after dl. | wasfar more stupid, striking with the sign of death at abeing
that wasn't even dive.

'Ali, you Satan, you mangy dog, vicious offspring of asick tapeworm!' | heard someone shout
from behind the deva. Old man Afandi had somehow managed to enter the second leve of the Twilight!
And not only that - he had taken afirm grip of the devastail and wastrying to drag it away from me!

The mongter turned round dowly, asif it couldn't believe that anyone would dareto trest it with
such contempt. It stopped scratching, and raised its massive hand above the old man'shead in aclenched
figt. It would drive him into the ground up to hiseard

| gfted franticdly through the clutter that had accumulated in my head. Everything to do with
golems, from thefirg classes to thetdl stories I'd heard from Semyon. The deva was just another golem.
Golems could be destroyed! Golems. . . golems. . . cabbal-istic golems, golems with goals and free will,
golems for fun and amusement, wooden golems. . . the impossibility of cregting a plagtic golem . . . Olga
had once told me ... askill that no one needed any more.. . . the spdl wasn't that difficult in principle, but
it took alot of Power . . .

'Dust and Ashes | shouted, throwing out one hand towards the deva.

Now everything depended on whether I'd made the Sgn correctly. The standard position widdly
used in magica passes, with the thumb gripped between the next two fingers, but with the little finger
extended forward, parald to the thumb. That month of training in stretching our fingers had certainly been
well spent. We would bethe envy of any piani<t. . .

The monster froze and then dowly turned round to face me. Thered light in its eyes went out and
the deva began whining shrilly, like a puppy dog when someone steps on its paw. It opened its hand and
the penisfdl off and shattered in aheap of sparks, like afirebrand that had flown out of abonfire. Then
the fingers on its hands started crumbling away. The deva had stopped whining now: it was sobbing,
reaching its fingerless hands out towards me and shaking its blind-eyed head.

That was how the great magicians of the East used to subduethem. . .

| held the position with the sign of Dust and Ashes, dlowing the Power to flow through me, on
and on, for about three minutesin second-level Twilight time, until the devawasfindly reduced to a
handful of ash.

'Cold, isn't it? said Afandi, hopping up and down. He walked up to the remains of the deva, held
out his hands and rubbed them together as he warmed them. Then he spat on the ash and muttered, 'Ugh,
you son of evil and father of abomination. . .

Thank you, Afandi,' | said as | got up off the frosty ground. It redly was terribly cold on the
second leve. At lesst by some mirade I'd managed not to lose the bag with my things — it was ill
henging on my shoulder. Although . . . perhaps the mirade in question was an dfinity spdl cast by
Svetlana? Thank you, Grandad. Let's get you of this place. It's hard for you to stay down here for very
long.

'Ai, thanks, O mighty warrior, said Afandi, beaming. Y ou thanked me? | shal take pride in that
for therest of my pointlesslifel The vanquisher of adeva has praised me!'



| took him by the elbow without saying a word and dragged him up to the fird levd. I'd put so
much Power into destroying the deva that even | was finding it hard to stay in the Twilight.

CHAPTER 4

THE CHAIKHANA, OR teahal, was gloomy and dirty. Fat bluebottles buzzed asthey circled
round the week light bulbsin fly-spotted shades hanging from the ceiling. We were Sitting on greasy
bright-coloured cushions or smal mattresses around alow table, only about fifteen centimetres high. The
table was covered with a brightly patterned tablecloth, and it was dirty too.

In Russiaacafe like thiswould have been closed down in amoment. In Europe they would have
put the owner in prison. In the USA the proprietor would have been hit with an absolutely massvefine.
And in Japan the boss of an establishment like thiswould have committed seppuku out of asense of
shame.

But never before had | come across smells as delicious asthose in thislittle chaikhana that was
absolutely unfit for tourists.

Once we'd got away from our pursuers we had split up. The Dark One had goneto find his
colleagues and report on what had happened. Vaentinallinichnaand Nodir had set out to gather
together the Light Ones who were reserve members of the Watch and to call Tashkent and request
reinforcements. Alisher, Afandi and | had caught ataxi and made our way to this chaikhana besde a
small market on the outskirts of Samarkand. | had already begun to suspect that there were at least a
dozen marketsin Samarkand, and there were certainly more than al the museums and movie thestres
taken together.

Ontheway | cast amasking spell on myself and became Timur's double. For some reason young
magiciansthink it's abad sign to assume the appearance of adead man. Thereare al sorts of beliefs
attached to this superdtition, from "Y ou'll die soon' to 'Y ou'll pick up someone else's habits." Anybody
would think that habits were fleas that scatter after their host dies and look for someone who resembled
him as closely aspossible ... | have never been super-gtitious, so | didn't hesitate to adopt Timur's
appearance. | had to disguise myself asaloca in any case. Eveninthis chaikhana a vistor witha
European appearance would have looked as much out of place as a Papuan at the haymakingin a
Russanvillage

"Thefood hereisvery good,” Alisher explained in alow voice after he had ordered. Since | didn't
know aword of Uzbek, | had kept quiet while the young waiter was with us. Fortunately, so had Afandi:
he only croaked every now and then as he rubbed his bald patch and glanced proudly at me. The
meaning of that glance was quite clear:'We showed that devawhat-for, eh? | nodded amiably in reply.

'l blieveyou,' | said. There was a massive Chinese music centre standing by thewall, with huge
hissing speakers and blinking coloured lights. The cassette that was playing featured some Uzbek folk
music that had originaly been very interesting but had been hopelesdy spoiled by the pop-music rhythms
introduced into it and by the quality of the music centre. But &t least the volume was st so high that |
could speak Russian with no worries about attracting glances of surprise from the people nearby. 'It
certainly smdlsdelicious. Only, I'm sorry, but it israther dirty in here!

‘That's not dirt," Alisher replied. ‘At least, it's not that kind of dirt. Y ou know, when people come
to Russiafrom Western Europe they frown too, at how dirty it iseverywhere! But it's not dirty because
no one ever cleans anywhere! In Russathe soil is different and there's more ground erosion. Thet fillsthe
ar with dust and it settles everywhere. Wash the sidewak with soap, and in Europe it will stay clean for
three days. But in Russiayou can lick it clean with your tongue, and the dust will settle again in an hour.
In Asa, there's even more dust, so the Europeans and the Russians say: "Dirt, ignorance, savagery!" But
that's not true! It'sjust theway the land is. But when you find good smellsin Asia, that's not the dirt. In
Asiayou haveto trust your nose, not your eyes!’

That'sinteresting,’ | said. 'l never thought about it like that before. That must be why peoplein
the East have narrow eyes and big noses, then?

Alisher gave me ableak look. Then he forced alaugh.



'Okay, that's oneto you. It'sfunny. But that redly iswhat | think, Anton. In the East, everything's
different.’

'Even the Others' | said, with anod. 'Alisher, | didn't believein the deva. I'm sorry'

'Y ou know, from your description, it wasn't the same one who followed me," Alisher saidina
serious voice. 'He wasn't so tall, but he was very agile. He had legs. More like amonkey with horns.'

'Curses on them, foul belches of crestion, crestures of feckless magicians!' Afandi put in. "Anton
and | defeated that licentious, depraved deval Y ou should have seen the battle, Alisher! Although a
young boy shouldn't reglly watch pornography . .’

'Grandad Afandi. . .' | said. 'Please!’

"Just call me Bobo!" said Afandi.

'What doesit mean? | asked warily.

It means 'grandad’,’ said the old man, dapping me on the shoulder. 'Y ou and | defeated those
devas, and now you're my grandson!'

‘Afandi-Bobo," | said. 'Please, don't remind me of that fight.

| fed very embarrassed that | couldn't overcome the deva straight away'

'Devad’ Afandi repeated firmly.

'Deva? | suggested naively.

'Devad There were two of them. The big one was holding the little onein his hand and waving
him about, left and right, left and right!”

Afandi got hafway to hisfeet and gave avery graphic demon-stration of the behaviour of the
'devas.

'Hal, great warrior Afandi,’ Alisher said quickly. 'There were two of them. Anton was so afraid
he didn't notice the second one. Sit down, they're bringing our tea.'

We spent ten minutes drinking teaand esting sweset pastries. | recognised halva, Turkish ddlight
and something like baklava. All the other siweet miracles of the East were new to me. But that didn't stop
me enjoying the way they tasted. There were different-coloured sugar crystals (I preferred not to think
about what they had been coloured with), skeins of very fine, very sweet threads, something that looked
like hdva, only it waswhite, and dried fruit. They were dl delicious. And they wereal very sweet, which
was particularly important for us. A serious|oss of Power dwaysleaves you with ayearning for
something sweet. Even though we operate with Power that isn't our own and smply redistributeit in
gpace, it's not easy by any means. Y our blood-sugar level falls so low that you can easily dipinto a
hypoglycaemic coma. And if that happensin the Twilight, it will take amiracle to save you.

‘Next ther€lll be shurpa broth and pilaf,’ Alisher said, pouring himsdf afifth bowl of greentea.
"Thefood hereissmple. But it'sthered thing.'

He paused, and | realised what he was thinking.

"They died in battle. The way watchmen are supposed to die,’ | said.

'[t-was our battle,'Alisher declared in alow voice.

"It isour common battle. Even for the Dark Ones. We have to find Rustam, and no oneis going
to stop us. But | fed sorry for Murat... he killed those men, and then he couldn't live any more.’

'l could have," Alisher said morosdly.

'And so could |, | admitted. We looked at each other with understanding.

'Humans againgt Others' Alisher Sghed. 'l can't believeit! It'sanightmare! They weredl
enchanted — that'sajob for a Higher One!'

‘At least three Higher Ones," | said. 'A Dark One, aLight One and an Inquisitor. A vampire, a
hedler and a battle magician.’

"The End of Time has arrived,’ said Afandi, shaking hishead. 'l never thought the Light, the Dark
and the Fear would dl join together. . .

| glanced at him quickly — and just managed to catch the brief instant before the stupid
expression reappeared on hisface.

'Y ou're not nearly as stupid as you pretend, Afandi,' | said quietly. "Why do you act like some
senileold man?



Afandi smiled for afew seconds, then became more serious and said:

'It's best for aweak magician to appear like afool, Anton. Only a powerful one can afford to be clever.'

'Y ou're not so very wesk, Afandi. Y ou entered the second level and stayed therefor five
minutes. Do you know some cunning trick?

'Rustam had alot of secrets, Anton.’

| carried on looking at Afandi for along time, but the old man's face remained absolutely
impassve. Then | glanced a Alisher. He was |ooking thoughtful.

| wondered if he and | were thinking the samething.

| was sure we were.

Was Afandi Rustam? Was the smple-minded old man who had meekly cleaned a provincia
Watch's office for decades one of the oldest magiciansin the world?

Anything was possible. Absolutely anything at al. They say that the passing years change every
Others character and he becomes less complicated: asingle dominant character trait overshadows
everything dse. The cunning Geser had wanted intrigues, and he was dtill intriguing to thisvery day. Foma
Lermont, who dreamed of a quiet and comfortable life, was now tending his garden and working asan
entrepreneur. And if Rustam's dominant character trait was secretiveness, after living so long he could
quite easily have become totally paranoid and disguised himself asaweak and dim-witted old man. . .

But if that was s0, he wouldn't open up to us, eveniif | told him what | suspected. He would laugh
inmy face and sing an old song about histeacher . . . After dl, he hadn't actualy said that Rustam
initiated him! He had told the Story in the third person: Rustam, afoolish old man, an initiation. We were
the oneswho had set Afandi in therole of the foolish old man!

| looked at Afandi again, with my inflamed imagination ready to see cunning and morbid
secretiveness and even maice in hisgaze.

'Afandi, | haveto talk to Rustam,' | said, choosing my words carefully. 'It's very important. Geser
sent me to Samarkand, he asked me to seek out Rustam and ask for hisadvice, in the name of their old
friendship. Advice and nothing more!’

Itsafinething, old friendship, Afandi said, nodding. 'Very finel When it exists. But | heard that
Rustam and Geser quarrelled, that Rustam spat after Geser as he walked away and said he never wanted
to see him on Uzbek ground again. And Geser laughed out loud and said that in that case Rustam would
have to put out his own eyes. At the bottom of a bottle of fine old wine there can be abitter sediment,
and the older the wine, the more bitter the sediment gets. In the same way an old friendship can produce
very, very great pain and resentment!’

"You'reright, Afandi,' | said. 'Y ou're right about everything. But Geser said one other thing. He
saved Rustam'slife. Seven times. And Rustam saved hislife. Sx times!

The waiter brought our shurpa, and we stopped talking. But even after the young lad had gone
away Afandi sat there with hislipsfirmly clamped shut. And the expression on his face suggested that he
was figuring something out in his heed.

Alisher and | exchanged glances and he nodded very dightly

‘Tell me, Anton," Afandi said eventudly. 'If your friend was distressed when the woman he loved
left him - so distressed that he decided to leave thisworld — and you came to him and stayed with him
for amonth, drinking wine from morning until night, making him go to visit friends and telling him how
many other beautiful women thereare ... istha saving hislife?

'l think that depends on whether the friend really was prepared to leave thislife because of love,’
| said cautioudy. 'Every man who has ever gone through something like that has felt that there was
nothing left to livefor. But only very, very rardly have they ever killed themsdlves. Unless, of course, they
were foolish, beardless young boys.

Afandi said nothing again for awhile.

And then, asif it had been waiting for the pause, my phonerang.

| took it out, certain that the caller was either Geser, who had been informed about what had

happened, or Svetlana, who had sensed that something was wrong. But there was no number or

name on the display. It was smply glowing with an even grey light.



‘Hello," | said.

'Anton? It wasafamiliar voice, with adight Batic accent.

'Edgar? | exclaimed in ddlight. No normal Other would ever be glad to get acall from an
Inquisitor. Especidly if that Inquisitor was aformer Dark Magician. But thiswas ahighly unusua
Stu-ation. Better Edgar than someone | didn't know, some zeal ous devotee of equilibrium hung from
head to toe with amulets and ready to suspect anyone and everyone of being acrimind.

'Anton, you're in Samarkand.' Edgar wasn't asking, of course, he was stating afact. 'What's
going on there? Our people are putting up aportal from Amsterdam to Tashkent!"

'Why Tashkent? | asked, puzzled.

'It'seasier. They've used that route at least once before,' Edgar explained. 'So what's up down
there?

'Do you know about Edinburgh?

Edgar snorted derisvely. Right, what a question to ask. There probably wasn't one singletrainee
in the Inquisition who hadn't heard about the attempt to stedl Merlin's artefact. So what could | expect
from the experienced members of aff?

'Everything indicates that it's the same team. Only in Scotland they used paid mercenaries, but
here they mesmerised locd soldiers and policemen. Loaded them up with amulets and spells, charmed
bullets. . .

'l can seethisisthe end of my vacation, Edgar said gloomily. 'l wish you hadn't stuck your nose
into thisl They pulled me back in off the beach! Because | have experience of working with you!'

I'mvery flattered,’ | said acidly.

'Isdl thisvery serious? Edgar asked after apause.

‘A hundred men sent to attack both the local Watches. Aswe withdrew two Light Oneswere
killed. And then we were attacked by adeva, who bit a Dark Onein half. It took me three minutesto
best it down!"

Edgar swore and asked:

'What did you beet it down with?

'Dugt and Ashes. It waslucky | just happened to know it. . .

"Tremendous!' Edgar said sarcasticaly. 'By sheer chance ayoung Moscow magician happensto
remember aspell againgt golems that hasn't been used in ahundred yeard!'

'Areyou trying to stitch me up aready? | laughed. ‘Come and join me, youll likeit here. And by
the way, swot up on those spells against golems— the word isthat there's another one on the loose.’

‘Thisisan absolute nightmare . . .'"Edgar muttered. 'I'm in Crete. Standing on the beach in my
swimming trunks. My wife's rubbing suntan lotion on my back. And they tdl to bein Amsterdamin three
hours and set out immediately for Uzbekistan! What do you cal that?

‘Globalisation, gr,' | answered.

Edgar groaned into the phone. Then he said:

'My wifewill kill me. Thisisour honeymoon. She'sawitch, by theway! And they summon meto
lousy Uzbekigtan!'

'Edgar, it doesn't become you to say "lousy” likethat,' | said, unableto resist another jibe. 'After
al, wedl lived in the same state once upon atime. Consider it your deferred patriotic duty'

But Edgar was obvioudy not in the mood for sarcasm or exchanging jibes. He heaved asigh and
asked:

‘How will | find you?

'Cdl me' | replied smply, and cut the connection.

"The Inquisition,’Alisher said with aunderstanding nod. They've caught on at last. Well, they'll
certainly find afew thingsto do here’

"They could start by cleaning out their own backyard,' | said. "'They've got someone beavering
away ontheingde!

‘Not necessxily' sad Alisher, trying to intercede for the Inquigtion. ‘It could be a retired
Inquiditor.’



'Y es? Then how did anyone find out that Geser had sent usto Samarkand? He only informed the
Inquidition!’

'One of thetraitorsisaLight Heder,” Alisher reminded me.

'Areyou saying it'saHigher Light One from our Watch? A Hedler? Working for the enemy?

‘That could beit!" Alisher said obgtinately.

"There has only ever been one Higher-level Light Healer in our Watch,' | reminded him calmly.
'And shes my wife!

Alisher stopped short and shook his head.

'l beg your pardon, Anton! | didn't mean anything of the kind!"

'Ai, that's enough quarrdling!" Afandi said in hisfoolish old voice. "The shurpa's gone cold! And
there's nothing worse than cold shurpa. Apart from hot vodka!'

He looked around stealthily and passed his hands over the bowls of shurpa. The cold broth
darted Seaming again

'Afandi, how can wetak to Rustam? | asked again.

'Eat your shurpa’, the old man muttered. And he showed us how.

| broke off a piece of abread cake and started on my broth. What else could | do? The Eastis
the East, they don't like to give astraight answer here. The best diplomatsin the world come from the
East. They don't say 'yes or 'no’, but that doesn't mean they abstain . . .

It was only after Alisher and | had finished our shurpa that Afandi Ssghed and said:

'Geser was probably right. He probably can demand an answer from Rustam. One answer to
one question.’

Well, at least that was one smdll victory!

'‘Coming right up,’ | said, nodding. Of course, the question had to be formulated correctly, to
exclude any possihility of an ambiguous answer. 'Just aminute. . .

'Why are you in such a hurry? Afandi asked in surprise. 'A minute, an hour, aday . . . Think.'

'Inprinciple, I'm ready,’ | said.

'So what? Who are you going to ask,Anton Gorodetsky?Afandi laughed. 'Rustam’s not here.

Well go to see him, and then you can ask your question.’

'Rustam's not here? | asked, struck amost dumb.

‘No," Afandi replied firmly. 'I'm sorry if anything | said might have mided you. But well haveto
go to the Plateau of the Demons'’

| thought | was beginning to understand how Geser could have quarrelled with Rustam. And |
thought that Merlin, for dl hisevil deeds, must have been avery kind soul and an extremely patient
Other. Because Afandi was Rustam. No crystal ball was needed to see that!

T'll just be amoment. . .'Afandi got up and went towards asmall door in the corner of the
chaikhana that had the outline of amae figure stencilled on it. It wasinteresting that there wasn't any
door with afemale slhouette. Apparently the women of Samarkand were not in the habit of spending
timein chaikhanas.

'Well, this Rustam's ared character,’ | muttered while he was gone. '‘As stubborn asamule.’

'Anton, Afandi's not Rustam,’ Alisher said.

"Y ou mean you bdieve him?

'Anton, ten years ago my father recognised Rustam. At thetime | didn't think anything of it - the
ancient Higher Onewas dtill dive, so what? Many of them have withdrawn from the active struggle and
live unobtrusive lives among ordinary peopl€

'So?

'My father knew Afandi. He must have known him for fifty years.

| thought about that.

'But what exactly did your father say to you about Rustam?

Alisher wrinkled up hisforehead. Then, speaking very precisely, asif he was reading from the
page of abook, he said:

‘Today | saw a Great One, whom no one has met anywhere for seventy years. The Great



Rustam, Geser's friend, and then his enemy. | walked past him. We recognised each other, but pretended
that we hadn't seen anything. It is good that an Other asinsgnifi-cant as| has never quarrdled with him.'

'But what of it? | asked — it was my turn to argue now. Y our father could findly have
recognised Rustam, disguised as Afandi. That'sthe point.'

Alisher thought about that and admitted that yes, it could have happened like that. But he till
thought hisfather hadn't meant Afandi.

‘But anyway, that doesn't get us anywhere,' | said, gesturing impatiently. "Y ou can see how
obstinate heis. Well haveto go to the Plateau of the Demonswith him ... By theway, what isthat? Only
don't tell methat in the East there are demons who live on some plateau!”

Alisher laughed.

'‘Demons are the Twilight forms of Dark Magicians whose human nature has been distorted by
Power, the Twilight and the Dark. They teach usthat in one of our very first lessons. No, the Plateau of
the Demonsis ahuman name. It'samountainous area where there are boul ders that have fantastic shapes
- just like petrified demons. People don't liketo go there. That is, only thetourisis go e«

‘Tourists aren't people,’ | agreed. 'So it's just common or garden supergtition?

'No, it'snot al superdtition,” Alisher said in amore serious voice. 'There was a battle there. A big
battle between Dark Ones and Light Ones, dmost two thousand years ago. There were more Dark
Ones, they werewinning . . . and then the Great White Magician Rustam used aterrible spell. Nobody
has ever used the White Haze in battle again since then. The Dark Ones were turned to stone. And they
didn't dissolveinto the Twilight, but tumbled out into the ordinary world, just asthey were— stone
demons. What people say istrue, only they don't rediseit.’

| felt my heart suddenly seared by acold, clammy, repulsve memory. | was standing facing
Kostya Saushkin. And from far away Geser's voice was whispering in my head.*

(* Thisstory istold in the third part of the book The Twilight Watch)

The White Mig,' | said. The spdl iscdled 'the White Migt'. Only Higher Magicians can work it:
it requirestota concentration and the bleeding of dl Power from within aradius of three kilometres. . .

It was asif Alisher'swords had broken open somelock in my memory. And the door of acloset
had creaked open to revea an ancient skeleton, with itsteeth bared in abony grin ...

Geser had not amply given me bare knowledge. He had trans-ferred an entire piece of his
memory. A generous gift.

CHAPTER 5

... The stone burns your feet through the soft leather shoes, because the stoneis red-hot, and
even the spells applied to your clotheslose ther effect. And up ahead someone's body is smoking, half
sunk into the softened stone. Not all of our comrades charms have withstood the Hammer of Fate.

'Geser!" a broad-shouldered man shoutsin my ear. His short black beard hasturned frizzy in the
heat, his red-and-white clothes are dusted with black ash. Lacy black-and-grey flakes arefalling on us
from above, crumbling into dust asthey fal. 'Geser, we have to decide!’

| say nothing. | look at the smoking body and try to recog-nisewho it is. But then his defence
findly collapses, and the body . explodesinto acolumn of greasy ashesthat shoots up into the sky. The
streams of dispersing Power waft the ashes about and for amoment they assume the spectral form of a
human figure. | redlisewhat it isthat isfaling on us, and alump risesin my throat.

'Geser, they're trying to raise the Shade of the Rulers. "The voice of the magician dressed inred
and whiteisfull of panic and horror. 'Geser!"

'I'mready, Rustam,’ | say. | reach out my hand to him. Magicians do not often work spellsin
pairs, but we have been through alot together. And it'seasier for two to do it. Easier to takethe
decision. Because there are hundreds of Dark Ones and tens of thousands of men in front of us.

And behind usthere are only ahundred people who have put their trust in us and about ten
goprentice magicians.



It's not easy to convince yourself that a hundred and ten are worth more than a hundred and ten
thousand.

But | look at the black-and-grey ash, and suddenly | fed better. | tell mysalf what powerful and
benign individuaswill dwaystel themsdvesin astuation likethis, in ahundred, athousand, or two
thousand years.

These are not people facing me!

These are raging beasts!

The Power flows through me, the Power floods my veins with an effervescent broth, emerging
onto my skin as bloody perspir-ation. There is so much Power dl around: flowing out of the dead
Others, disspating from the spdlls that have been pronounced; flooding out of the men running into the
attack. The Dark Ones knew what they were doing when they brought an entire amy with them. Others
do not fear the weapons of men, but the arms waving swords, the screaming mouths set in fierce grins
and the eyes craving desth belong to living wineskins filled with Power.

And the more thisfilthy human rabble - driven together under the banner of the Dark by cruel
rulers or the thirst for gain -hates and fears, the stronger are the Dark Magicians walking amongst them.

But we have one spdll in reserve, aspell that has never yet been uttered benegath this sun. It was
brought back by Rustam from an idand far away in the north, where it wasinvented by acunning Light
One called Merlin: but even he, who stood so dangeroudy close to the Dark, had been horrified by it...

The White Mig.

Rustam pronounces strange, coarse-sounding words. | repeat them after him, without even trying
to understand their meaning. The words are important, but they are only the hand of the potter, giving
shape to the clay, shaping the clay mould into which the molten meta will be poured, cresting bronze
manaclesthat dlow no freedom to the hands. There are words at the beginning and end, words provide
the form and the direction, but it is Power that decides everything.

Power and Will.

| can no longer hold back the force that is pulsing within me, ready to tear my pitiful human body
gpart with every beat of my heart. | open my mouth at the same time as Rustam. | shout, but | shout
without words.

Thetimefor wordsisover.

The White Mist surges out of our mouthsin amurky, billowing wave - and it rolls on towards the
advancing army and the circle of Dark Magicians, who are weaving the cobweb of their spdll. . . no less
terrifying, but dower. . . just alittle bit dower. The grey shadowsthat are just beginning to rise out of the
stone are swept aside by the White Mist.

And then the White Mig reaches the Others and the human warriors.

Theworld infront of uslosesits colours, but not in the same way that this happensin the
Twilight. Theworld turnswhite, but it is the whiteness of degth, not life, adisplacement of coloursthat is
as derile asther absence. The Twilight shudders and collapses, layer upon layer adhering to each other,
pulling the men screaming in pain and the Others struck dumb by fear in between itsicy millstones.

And theworld congeals.

Thewhite gloom disperses. The ash faling from the sky is <till there. The red-hot ground beneath
our feet is gtill there. And there too are the petrified figures of the Others— freskish and bizarre, often
entirely unlike human forms. They have been turned to granite and sandstone, coarsened and warped. A
shape-shifter who was transforming into atiger, avampire who had fallen to the ground, magicianswith
their handsraised in avain attempt to protect themsdlves. . .

Thereisnot atrace left of the humans. The Twilight has swa-lowed them, digested them and
reduced them to nothing.

Rustam and | are shaking. We have torn and bloodied each others skin with our nails. Well, we
had been thinking for along time of becoming blood brothers.

'Merlin said that Otherswould be cast out on the final level of the Twilight, the seventh . . .
Rustam saysin aquiet voice. 'He waswrong. But thisis not abad result either . . . Thisbattlewill live
downtheages ... Itisaglorious battle.



'Look,' | say to him. "Look, my brother.'

Rustam looks — not with his eyes, but in the way that we Others know how to look. And he
turnspde.

Thisbattle will not live down the ages. We shal never glory iniit.

To kill the enemy is vaorous. To condemn him to torment is infamous. To condemn him to
eternd torment is eterna infamy.

They are dill dive. Turned to stone. Deprived of movement and Power, touch, vision, hearing
and al the senses granted to men and Others.

But they are dive and they will remain dive - until the stoneisreduced to sand, and perhaps even
longer than that.

We can seetheir auras quivering with life. We can see their amazement, fear, fury.

Weshdl not glory inthis battle.

We shdl not talk about it.

And we shall never again pronounce the prickly, alien words that summon up the White Midt. . .

Why was| looking up at Alisher? And what was the ceiling doing there behind his head?

'Areyou back with us, Anton?

| lifted myself up on my elbows and looked round.

The East issubtle. The East can be sengitive. Everyonein the chaikhana had pretended that they
hadn't seen mefaint. They had left Alisher to get on with bringing me round.

The White Mig,' | said.

‘All right, dl right," said Alisher, nodding. He was serioudy darmed. ‘| made amistake: not haze,
but mist. I'm sorry. But what reason isthereto faint?

'Rustam and Geser used the White Mist,' | said. 'And threeyearsago . . . anyway, Geser taught
me that spell. He taught me it very thoroughly. Shared hismemories. Anyway . . . now | can remember
how it al wes'

Isit redly so very grim? Alisher asked.

'Yes, very. | don't want to go to that place.’

‘Butit wasal alongtimeago, Alisher said reassuringly. 'It'sal over now, it's been forgotten for
ages. ..

If only..."I said, but | didn't try to explain. If Alisher was unlucky enough, he would seeit and
understand for himsalf. Because we would have to got to the Plateau of the Demonsin any case. The
Rustam in my borrowed memorieswas nothing at al like Afandi.

Just at that moment Afandi came back from thetoilet. He sat down on his cushion, looked at me
and asked:

'Decided to take arest, did you? It's too soon for resting— welll have arest after the pilaf.

'I'm not so sure,” | muttered as | sat down.

'Ah, what afinething civilisation igl' Afandi went on, asif he hadn't heard me. 'Y ou're both

young, you don't know what bless-ings civilisation has brought to the world.'

'Wasthelight bulb in there actudly working, then? | murmured. 'Alisher, ask that waiter to get a
move on with the pilaf, will you?

Alisher frowned.

‘Youreinahurry ...

He got up, but just at that moment ayoung man appeared bearing alarge dish. Naturally, one
plate for everyone, just asit should be: reddish, crumbly rice, orange carrots, a generous amount of medt,
awhole head of garlic on thetop.

'l told you thefood herewas good,' Alisher said delightedly.

But | looked a the man who had brought the pilaf and wondered where the young boy had got
to. And why thiswaiter was acting so nervous.

| took a handful of rice and raised it to my face. Then | looked at the waiter. He started nodding

and amiling eegerly.

‘Muttonin garlic sauce,' | said.



'What sauce? Alisher asked in amazement.

'l was just remembering the wise Holmes and the naive Watson,' | replied, no longer concerned
that my Russian might seem out of place. The garlic is to cover the amdl of the arsenic. You told me
yoursdf — in the East you have to trust your nose, not your eyes . . . My dear fdlow, take alittle pilef
with ug!'

The waiter shook his head and backed away dowly. Out of curiosity | took alook at him
through the Twilight — the predom-inant coloursin his aurawere yelow and green. Fear. Hewasho
professond killer. And he, instead of hisyounger brother, had brought the poisoned pilaf himself,
because hewas afraid for him. It's amazing what abominable things people will do out of lovefor their
nearest and dearest.

Bascdly, it wasdl pureimprovisation. Some filthy substance with arsenic had been found in the
chaikhana, some kind of rat poison. And someone had given the order to feed us poisoned pilaf. It's not
possibleto kill apowerful Other that way, but they could easily have weakened and distracted us.

'I'll make lagman noodles out of you," | promised the waiter. '‘And feed them to your little
brother. Isthe chaikhana being watched?

'I...1don'tknow ...  Thewaiter had realised that, despite the way | looked, he ought to speak
Russan. 'l don't know, they ordered meto do it!"

'Get out!' | said, standing up. 'Therewon't be any tip.’

The waiter dashed for the door of the kitchen. And the customers started leaving the chaikhana,
deciding to take the opportunity not to pay. What had frightened them so badly? What | said, or the way
| sadit?

'Anton, don't burn aholein your trousers,’ said Alisher.

| looked down — there was ahisaing firebal spinning in my hand. | had got so furiousthat the
gpdll had dipped off the tips of my fingersinto the launch stage.

'l ought to burn down this nest of vipers, just to teach them alesson,’ | hissed through my teeth.

Alisher didn't say anything. He smiled awkwardly and frowned by turns. | understood exactly
what he wanted to say. That these people were not to blame. They had been ordered to do it, and they
couldn't refuse. That thismodest chaikhana wasdl that they had. That it fed two or threelarge families
with little children and old grandparents. But he didn't say anything, becausein thiscase | had aright to
gart alittlefire. A man who triesto poison three Light Magicians deserves to be shown what's what, to
teach him and other people alesson. Were Light Ones, not saints ...

"The shurpa wasgood . . ." Alisher said quietly.

‘Let'sleaveviathe Twilight, | said, transforming the firebal into athin plume of flame and
directing it a the dish of pilaf. The rice and meat were reduced to glowing ashes, together with the
arsenic. 'l don't want to show myself in the doorway. These bastards work too quickly’

Alisher nodded gratefully and got up, stamped on the embersin the dish and emptied two tegpots
on them just to be sure.

"The green teawas good too," | agreed. ‘Listen, the tealooks pretty ordinary. Pretty poor stuff,
to be honest. But it tastesredlly good!'

"The important thing isto brew it right," Alisher replied, relieved by the change of subject. 'When
ateapot isfifty yearsold and it hasn't been washed once. . ." He paused, but when he didn't see an
expression of disgust on my face, he went on. That's the cunning part! Thisclever crust formson the
indde— tannins, essentid ails, flavonoids. . .

‘Arethereredly flavonoidsin tea? | asked in surprise, hanging the bag over my shoulder again.
I'd amost forgotten it. The underwear wouldn't have mattered, but the bag a so contained the selection of
battle amulets that Geser had given me and five thick wads of dollard!

'Wél, maybe I'm confusing things. . .'Alisher admitted. '‘But it'sthe crust that doesit, it'slike
brewing teaingdeashdl of tea. . .

Taking Afandi under the arms in the way that had dready become a habit, we entered the
Twilight. The cunning old man didn't argue: on the contrary, he pulled up his legs and dangled between
us, gigdling repulsvely and arying out: 'Hup! Hup!' | thought thet if, despite what Geser's memories told



me, Afandi redly was Rustam, | wouldn' let his age prevent me from giving him an earful of good old
vernacular.

CHAPTER 6

WE DROVE ON to the Plateau of Demons at hdf past three in the morning. On the way we
passed an aul, a tiny settlement in the mountains - less than ten smal clay-walled houses set back alittle
way from the road. There was a bonfire on the only small street, with people crowding round it — ten or
twenty of them, no more than that. The recent earthquake had evidently fright-ened the inhabitants of the
aul and they were afraid to pend the night in their houses.

Alisher was till driving. | was dozing on the back seat and thinking about Edgar.

What had made him go againgt the Watches and the Inquisition? Why had he broken every
possible taboo and involved human beings in his machinations?
| couldn't understand it. Edgar was acareerigt, like al Dark Ones, of course he was. He could kill if
necessary. He could do absolutely anything at al: Dark Ones had no mora prohibit-ions. But to do
something that set him in opposition to al Others - that could only be explained by insanity or athirgt for
power. And then, Edgar had so much Baltic restraint and reserve. Spending decades crawling up the
career ladder was easy. But staking everything on asingle throw of the dice?

What had he found out about the Crown of All Things? What information had he dug up in the
archives of the Inquisition? Who e se had he managed to involve? The Dark vampire and the Light Hedler
- who were they? Where were they from? Why had they conspired with an Inquisitor? What gods could
aDark One, aLight One and an Inquisitor have in common?

But then, the goal wasn't too hard to figure out. The goal was dways one and the same. Power.
Power indl itsforms. Y ou could say that we Light Oneswere different. That we didn't need Power for
Power's sake, but only in order to help people. And that was probably true. But we still needed Power.
Every Other isfamiliar with that sweet temptation, that delicious sensation of hisown strength: the
vampire, sucking on ayoung girl'sthroat; the heder, saving adying child with awave of hishand. What
difference did it make what it was for? Every Other would find away to apply the might that he acquired.

| was far more concerned about another point. Edgar had been involved in the business with the
Fuaran. He had been in contact with Kostya Saushkin.

And that brought me back to that unfortunate youth, Victor Prokhorov. The boy Vitya, who had
been friends with the boy Kostya. . .

Again and again everything pointed to Kostya Saushkin. What if he had managed to survive
somehow? If held used hisfina scraps of Power to erect some kind of vampire Shield round himself and
lived long enough to set up a portal and disappear from his burning spacesuit? And then he'd got in touch
with Edgar?

No, it was impossble, of course. The Inquistion had checked the matter very carefully. But then,
whet if Edgar had dready been playing a double game, even then? And he had fagfied the results of the
invedigation?

But even 50, it il didn't add up. Why would he save avampire he had just been hunting? Save
him and then conspire with him? What could Kostya do for him? Without the Fuaran — nothing! And
the book had been destroyed, that was absolutely certain. It had been observed just as carefully as
Kostya And its destruction had been confirmed by magica means. The discharge of energy when such a
powerful and ancient artefact is destroyed is quite impossible to confuse with anything else.

Basicdly, therewas no way that Edgar could have saved Kostya— that was the first conclusion.
And he didn't have any need to save him — that was the second.

But even so, even so ...
Alisher stopped the jeep and switched off the engine. The slence that fell was deafening.
'| think were here," he said. He stroked the steering whedl and added: ‘A good little vehicle. |



didn't think we'd makeit."

| turned back towards Afandi, but he was no longer adeep. He waslooking at the freakish stone
figures scattered around in front of us. Hislips were pressed tightly together.

'Still standing there,' | said.

Afandi glanced a mein genuinefright.

'l know about it,' | explained.

It was abad business,’ Afandi said, with asigh. 'Ugly. Not worthy of aLight One!'

'Afandi, are you Rustam?

Afandi shook hishead.

‘No, Anton. I'm not Rustam. I'm his pupil .

He opened the door and climbed out of the jeep. After a pausing for a second, he murmured:

'l am not Rustam, but | will be Rustam.. . !

Alisher and | glanced at each other and got out of the jeep too.

It was quiet and codl - it'salways cool in the mountains at night, even in summer. And it was just
garting to get light. The plateau that | knew from Geser's memories had changed hardly at al. Except
perhaps that the outlines of the stone figures had been softened by the wind and the rare showers of rain:
they were less clearly defined but were still recognisable. A group of magicianswith their handsraised in
invocatory spells, awerewolf, amagician running . . .

| started to shiver.

'What isthis. . . 7 Alisher whispered. "What happened here.. . . ?

He reached into his pocket and took out apack of cigarettes and alighter.

'Giveme onetoo,' | said.

Welit up. Theair around us was S0 pure that the sharp smell of tobacco seemed like amemory
of home, areminder of the smog of the city.

‘These. . . were they people? Alisher asked, pointing to the blocks of stone.

'Others,' | told him.

‘Andthey ...

‘They didn't die. They turned to stone. Lost dl their external senses. But their reason remained,
attached to the lumps of rock.' | looked at Afandi, but he was still standing there, pensvely exam-ining
thefield of the ancient battle, or watching the eastern horizon where the sky had turned dightly pink.

Then | looked & the plateau through the Twilight.

The sight was genuingly blood-curdling.

What Geser had seen two thousand years ago had made him fedl fear and revulson. But what |
saw now made mefed pity and pain.

Almost dl the Dark Oneswho had been turned to stone by the White Mist wereinsane. Their
reason had not been able to withstand being incarcerated in total isolation from any sense organs. The
fluttering coloured auras around the stones blazed with the brown and reddish-green fire of madness. If |
try to think of something to compare thissight with, | would say it looked like ahundred totd lunatics
whirling around on the spat, or rather standing there absolutely motionless: screaming, giggling, groaning,
weeping, muttering, drooling, scratching their faces or trying to poke their own eyes out.

There were only afew auras that retained some remnants of reason. Their owners were either
distinguished by quite incred-ible willpower, or they were blazing with the thirst for revenge. Therewas
not much madnessin them, but they were over-flowing with fury, hatred and the desire to annihilate
everyone and everything.

| stopped |ooking through the Twilight and looked at Alisher instead. The young magician was
gtill smoking, and he hadn't noticed that his cigarette had aready burned down to thefilter. He only
dropped the butt when it scorched his fingers. And then he said.

"The Dark Ones got what they deserved.'

'Don't you fed any pity for them? | asked.

"They abuse our pity’'

‘But if you have no pity in you, how do we differ from them?



'In our colour,’ said Alisher. Helooked at Afandi and asked: "Where should we seek the Grest
Rustam, Afandi?

'Y ou have found him, Light One with aheart of sone,’ Afandi replied in aquiet voice. And he
turned to face us.

He had transformed with the speed of a mature shape-shifter. He was awhole head taller and
much wider in the shoulders— his shirt had split and the upper button had been torn out, together with a
piece of cloth. To my surprise, his skin had turned lighter, and his eyes had become bright blue. | had to
remind mysdlf that two thousand years earlier the inhabitants of this part of Asahad looked quite
different from they way they did now. Nowadays a Russian will smile when someone from Central Asa
tells him that his ancestors had light brown hair and blue eyes. But thereisalot more truth in these words
than modern-day Russansredise.

Rustam'’s hair, however, was actualy black. And of course, his eastern origins could be seenin
the features of hisface.

'So you are Rustam after all,' | said, bowing my head. 'Greetings, Great One! Thank you for
responding to our request.’

Besde me Alisher went down on one knee, like avaorous knight in front of hislord —
respectfully, but proudly.

'Afandi isnot Rustam,’ the ancient magician replied. His gaze was clouded, asif he werelistening
to someone dsgsvoice.' Afandi ismy pupil, my friend, my guardian. | no longer live among people. My
homeisthe Twilight. If | need to walk among mortals, | borrow his body'

So that wasit... | nodded in acknowledgement of hiswords and said:

'Y ou know why we have come here, Great One.'

'l do, and | would prefer not to answer Geser's question.'

'Geser said that you—'

'My debt to Geser ismy debt.' A spark of fury glinted in Rustam's eyes. '| remember our
friendship and | remember our enmity. | asked him to leave the Watch. | asked him to stop the war over
people. For the people's own sake. But Geser islikethisyouth. . .

He stopped talking and looked at Alisher.

'Will you help us? | asked.

'l will answer one question,’ said Rustam. 'One question. And then my debt to Geser will be no
more. Ak, but do not make any mistake."

| dmogt blurted out: 'Did you redly know Merlin? Oh, these dy tricks . . . ask one question,
meke three wishes.. . .

'What isthe Crown of All Thingsand what isthe easest way to get it from the seventh leve of
the Twilight? | asked.

A smile gppeared on Rustam'sface.

"Y ou remind me of acertain man from Khorezm. A cunning merchant to whom | owed money . .
.and | promised to grant him three wishes. He thought for along time and said: "1 wish to grow young
again, be cured of al allments and becomerich — that isonewish." No, young magician. We shall not
play that game. | am not granting awish, | am answering one question. That will be enough. What isit
that you wish to know? What the Crown of All Thingsis, or how to get it?

'l redlly don't want to wind up like Pandora by asking "How do | open thisbox?" | muttered.

Rustam laughed, and there was a hint of madnessin hislaugh.

But what €l se could you expect from a Light One who had dissolved into the Twilight and was
living beside the enemies he had once condemned to eterna torment? He had fixed his own punishment,
or penance, and it was dowly killing him.

'What isthe Crown of All Things? | asked.

‘A el that piercesthrough the Twilight and connectsit with the human world,' Rustam
responded instantly. "Y ou made the right choice, young magician. The reply to the second question would
have confused you.'

'Oh no, if you're answering one question, then answer fair and square!’ | exclaimed. 'Explain how



this spell works and what it'sfor!’

'Very wdl,' Rustam agreed with surprising readiness. 'The strength of an Other liesin the ability
to use the human Power flowing through all thelevelsof the Twilight. Our world islike animmense plain
covered with tiny springsthat give out Power, but do not know how to useit. We Others are merely the
rutsinto which thiswater flows from the hundreds and thousands of springs. We do not provide adrop
of water to thisworld. But we know how to retain and use the water of other people. Our ability to
accumul ate that Power is the consequence of our ability to immerse oursavesin the Twilight, to break
through the barriers between the levels and manipulate ever more powerful energies. The spell that was
invented by the Great Merlin erases the barriers between our world and the levels of the Twilight. What
do you think would happen asaresult of that, young magician?

'A catastrophe? | guessed. 'The Twilight world is different from ours. On thethird leve there are
two moons. . .

‘Merlin thought otherwise," Rustam said. He seemed quite carried away now that he had
answered the question and was perfectly willing to talk. 'Merlin believed that each level of the Twilight is
something that didn't happen to our world. A possi-bility that was never realised. A shadow cast on
existence. He thought our world would not die, it would destroy the Twilight. Obliterateit, asthe sunlight
obliterates shadows. Power would flood the entire world, like the waters of the ocean. And under that
layer of water, it would make no difference who had once been ableto immerse himsdf in the Twilight
and who had not. Others would lose their Power. For ever.’

'Isthat certain, Rustam?

"Who can say? Rustam asked, spreading hishandswide. '| answer your second question
because | do not know the answer. Perhaps that iswhat would happen. People would not even notice
the change, and Others would become ordinary people. But that isthe smplest answer, and isthe smple
answer dways right? Possibly catastrophe would await us. Two small moons colliding with onelarge
one, blue moss gtarting to grow in the whest fields.. . . who can say, magician, who can say? Perhaps
Otherswould grow wesaker, but still retain some of their powers. Or perhaps some-thing absolutely
inconceivable would happen. Something we cannot even begin to imagine. Merlin did not take the risk of
using the spell. Heinvented it to amuse himsdlf. He found it pleasant to think that he could change the
entireworld. . . but hedid not intend to do it. And | think Merlinwasright. It is not agood ideato touch
what he has hidden inthe Twilight.'

‘But the Crown of All Thingsisadready being hunted,’ | said.

"That is bad,' Rustam declared imperturbably. 'l would advise you to cease these attempts.’

'We're not the ones,' | said. 'It's someone quite different. An Inquigitor, aLight One and aDark
One, who havejoined forces!'

'Interesting,’ Rustam said. 'It is not often that asingle goa brings enemies together.’

‘Can you help usto stop them?

‘No.'

‘But you say yoursdlf that it is bad!”

‘Thereisvery much in the world that isbad. But usudly the attempt to defeat evil engenders more
evil. | adviseyou to do good — that isthe only way to win the victory!'

Alisher snorted indignantly and even | winced at thiswell-meant but totally usdless conclusion. |
thought what avictory evil would have won if Rustam and Geser had not used the White Mist! Perhaps|
did fed pity for the incarcerated Dark Ones, but | had no doubt at al that if they had destroyed the two
Light Ones standing in their way an agonising death would have awaited the Others and the people whom
Gesar and Rustam were defending . . . Yes, perhaps you couldn't defeet evil with evil. But you couldn't
increase the amount of good by using nothing but good.

'Can you at least suggest what they aretrying to achieve? | asked.

'No," said Rustam, shaking hishead. 'l cannot. Erase the differ-ence between people and
Others? Why, that is stupid. In that case you ought to erase dl the inequadity in the world. Betweenrich
and poor, strong and weak, men and women. It would be smpler to kill everyone.' He laughed and |
was horrified to redlise yet again that the Grest Magician was not entirely sane.



But | replied politdy:

'You areright, Great Rustam. It isastupid god. One Other has dready tried to attain it... with
the help of the book Fuaran. Only by another means, by transforming al people into Others.’

‘A fine jest, Rustam replied without any particular interest. '‘But | agree, these are two roads that
lead to the same goal. No, young magician! It is perhaps more complicated than that.' He screwed up his
eyes. 'l think the Inquisitor found something in the archives. An answer to the question of what the Crown
of All Thingsredly is!

'‘And? | asked.

'And it proved to be an answer that suited everybody. Dark Ones and Light Ones and the
Inquigition that maintains equilib-rium. It is remarkable that such athing has been found in theworld. It
even makesmefed dightly curious. But | havetold you everything that | know. Merlin's spdll annihilates
the differences between the levels of the Twilight.’

'You liveinthe Twilight yoursdlf,' | observed. "Y ou could suggest something! After dl, if the
Twilight disgppearsyou will diel’

'Or | shdl become an ordinary man and live out the remainder of ahuman life, Rustam said
without any particular emotion.

'Everyone who haswithdrawn into the Twilight will die!’ | exclaimed. Alisher looked at mein
amazement. Of course ... he didn't know that the path followed by Others ended on the seventh level of
the Twilight. . .

'People are mortal. How are we better than them?

‘At leadt try to suggest something, Rustam!" | implored him. 'You are wiser then | am! What
could it be? What could the Inquisitor have found?

'Ask him yoursdlf,' said Rustam, reaching out his hand. Hislips moved and a stream of blinding
whitelight flashed past me towardsthe Toyota

| could probably have spotted Edgar myself— if only | had been expecting to see him on the
plateau. Or perhaps even the most thorough check would have been usdless. He had not concealed
himself in the Twilight or by using the common spellsavailableto dl Others. Edgar was hidden from our
eyes by amagicad amulet on his head that reminded me of askullcap. It was only its size that prevented
mefrom calling it ahat of invishility. | supposed it could be askullcap of invishility, sSncewewerein
Uzbekigtan after dl.

| automaticaly raised a Shield around mysdf and noticed that Alisher had done the same.

Only Rustam seemed entirely unconcerned about the Inquisitor's presence. The light he had
summoned had taken Edgar by surprise he was sitting on the hood of the car with hislegs dangling,
camly observing us. For asecond it looked asif he couldn't under-stand what had happened. Then the
skullcap on his head started smoking and Edgar flung it to the ground, with amuffled curse. That was
when he redlised that we could see him.

'Hi, Edgar,' | said.

He hadn't changed a bit since the last time we'd seen each other in the train, when we were doing
battle with K ostya Saushkin. Except that now he wasn't dressed in hiseternd suit and tie, but in amuch
freer and more comfortable style: grey linen trousers, athin white cotton sweater and good leather shoes
with thick soles. . . Helooked like a svelte, fashionable European — and in the Central Asian
wilderness, that made him seem like an amiable coloniser taking a brief respite from the white man's
burden, or an English spy from thetime of Kipling and the Great Game that Russaand Britain played in
this part of theworld.

'Hi, Anton,' said Edgar, getting down off the hood. 'Just look at that. . . now I've interrupted your
conversation.’

Strangely enough, he seemed embarrassed. But then, who wouldn't be embarrassed after calling
down tectonic spells on our heads? Who wouldn't be afraid to look usin the eye?

'What have you done, Edgar? | asked.

It was just the way thingsworked out,' he said, with asigh. 'Anton, | won't even try to make
excuses! | fed redly awkward!'



'And did you fed awkward in Edinburgh too? | asked "When you cut the watchmen's throats?
When you hired the thugs?

'Very awkward,' Edgar said, nodding. 'Especially since we didn't manage to break through to the
seventh leve inany case!’

Afandi-Rustam began laughing and dapping his sdes. How much of it was Rustam and how
much Afandi, | couldnt tell.

'He fdt awkward!" Rustam exclaimed. 'They aways fed awkward, but it never means anything.'
Obvioudy embarrassed by this reaction from Rustam, Edgar waited until the magician had
laughed hisfill. I took the chanceto look the Inquisitor (perhaps| should have said 'former Inquisitor’) up

and down through the Twilight.

Y es, hewas hung al over with amulets, like decorations on aNew Y ear'stree. But therewas
something else aswedl asthe amulets. Charms. Combinations of the very smplest natural compon-ents,
which didn't require grest effort to saturate them with magic, which acquired their magica propertiesfrom
light, dmost imperceptible touches of Power. In the same way that saltpetre, charcod and sulphur,
amogt harmlessin themsaves, together become gunpowder, which explodes at the dightest spark.

It was no accident that Edgar was dressed completely in cotton, linen and leather. Natural
materids have an afinity for magic. Y ou can't charm anylon jacket.

And these charmsthat transformed hislight clothing into magica his cheeks swelled up in red botches
from dgps ddlivered by an invisble hand.

‘Never try to put pressure on me again,’ Rustam warned him when the dapping session was over.
'Do you understand, Inquisitor?

Before Edgar could decide what to say, if anything, | threw up my hand, feding absolutely
delighted that | hadn't used my set of bracelets againgt Rustam, and fired off al four tongue-loosening
spells againgt Edgar. The amulets on the Inquisitor's body blazed up brightly, but they couldn't absorb the
full force of the blow.

"Who was the vampire with you in Edinburgh? | shouted.

Edgar's face contorted as he struggled painfully to hold back the word that wasrising to his
tongue. Hefalled.

‘Saushkin!" he shouted.

Rustam laughed again and said:

‘Bye-bye!"

Afandi was suddenly himsdlf again. It was asif arubber doll had been dightly deflated — helost
height, his shoulders narrowed, wrinkles appeared on hisface, his eyes dimmed, the hairs of hisbeard fell
out and scattered.

Edgar and | looked at each other with hatred in our eyes.

And then, without wasting any time on gathering Power or intoning spells, Edgar struck at us. A fiery rain
poured down from the sky, seething and bubbling on the Shields that Alisher and | had erected. But there
was no fire around Afandi, who was still confused and hadn't yet recovered hiswits— evidently one of
the protective rings had been activated.

The minute that followed was full of attacks and counter-attacks. Alisher wisdly left meto
conduct the battle, took a step backwards and fed Power to our Shields, only occasiondly alowing
himsdf abrief lunge of attacking magic.

Geser must have involved thefinest divinersin the Watch in the preparation of our equipment. After the
firecameice. A blizzard started howling through the air: tiny snowflakes with edges as sharp asrazors
tested the strength of our Shields and melted impotently as they approached Afandi. Before the storm of
ice had even died away, Edgar struck with the Kiss of the Viper and the rocks under our feet were
covered with drops of acid. Afandi was protected yet again. Out of the corner of my eye | noticed that
the old man wasn't just doing nothing, he was weaving somewesk, but very cunning and unusua spell. |
didn't really expect him to be successful, but at least he was busy and not getting under our feet.

Thefourth spdl that Edgar used was a vacuum. | was dready expecting exactly that — and
when the air pressure around me started faling rapidly | calmly carried on lashing Edgar dternately with



Opium and Thanatos. Behind me Alisher was striking out with fireballs and lumps of super-cooled water
from the wands. The combination of firebalsand icy shrapnel exploding into viscous blue drops was
remarkably effective— | could see the Inquisitor's amulets, confused by the contrast, starting to lose
their Power.

But there was moreto dl thisthan just the amulets. Edgar, afirst-level magician was holding out
againg both of usand still managing to counter-attack! Either he was pumped right up to the hilt with
Power, or he had surpassed thefirst level. | didn't have the time to make athorough check on hisaura.

Thefailure of the vacuum seemed to dent Edgar's fervour. It was such arare spell that our
readinessfor it bewildered the Inquisitor. He began to back away dowly, circling round the charred
Toyotathat was smoking from acid and covered in hoar frost. He got snagged on anicicle that had
smashed through the car's door and almost fell: as he waved his arms about to keep his balance he
amogt let my Opium through.

'Edgar, surrender!’ | shouted. 'Don't make uskill you!'

Those words stung the Inquisitor to fury. He paused for a second, and then took a strange
pendant off hisbelt — abundle of smal grey featherstied together with string, like asmal twig broom.
Hetossed it into the air.

The feathers turned into aflock of birds like overgrown spar-rows, but with besksthat glittered
like bronze. There were twenty or thirty of them — and they came dashing straight for me, manoeuv-ring
like super-modern re-entry vehicles, the pride and joy of the generalsin the rocket forces.

The "chicken god' hanging round my neck broke and fell off its chain. And the flock of birds
began fluttering about aimlessly inthe air. They didn't try to gpproach Edgar, but they couldn't attack me
— and they carried on fluttering about like that until Edgar swore and waved his hand to make them
disappear.

Afandi too cast his spell and seemed to break through Edgar's defences. But there was no visible
effect on the Dark Magician. He carried on backing away, occasondly counter-attacking. Therewasa
glow on his chest that kept getting brighter and brighter dl the time— an amulet hidden under hisclothes
had been activated and was preparing to respond. For an instant | even thought that Edgar had equipped
himsdf with asuicide spell, Shahid or Gagtello, which would take usto the grave dong with him.

'More Power to the Shields!" | ordered, and Alisher gaveit every-thing he had, powering up the
Shidds around us and one around Afandi.

But Edgar was clearly not in the mood for adramatic suicide. He launched one more brief atack
and then pressed his handsto his chest, where the amulet was glowing. The blue lines of aportal sprang
up around him - the magician took arapid step forward and disappeared.

'He's hopped it, Alisher said. He sat down on the rocks and immediaidy swore and jumped
back to hisfeet, his trousers smoking. The Kiss of the Viper was dill working.

| stood there, feding completely drained. Afandi stood beside me, laughing.

'What did you throw at him? | asked.

"The next seventy-seven times he lies down with awoman he will suffer shameful failurel” Afandi
explained triumphantly. 'And no one will be able to remove the spell.

Very witty,' | said. 'Very eastern.’

With afew brief spells| cleared away the traces of magic from the ground under our feet. The
drops of acid had raised bubblesin the stone, like rising dough.

Saughkin!

So it was Saushkin!

EPILOGUE

GESER DIDN'T ANSWER sdiraight away. In fact, to be quite honest, it was more than two
minutes before he answered.

‘Anton, do you think you could . . '

'No, | couldnt,' | said.



The sky above mewas gradudly growing brighter. The strangely large southern starswere
fading. | took another swig of colaout of my bottle and added:

"Thanksfor the amulets. They were al spot on. But now pull us out of here. If one more
psychopath comesaong. . .'

'Anton.’ Geser's voice sounded a bit softer now. 'What happened?

'l had a heated conversation with Edgar.’

Geser paused and asked:

'Ishedill dive?

'Heis. Heleft viaaporta. But first he spent along timetrying to finish usal off.’

'Has our friend the Inquisitor completely lost his mind?
'Possibly’
Geser hummed something into the phone and | suddenly redlised the boss was trying to think of the best
way to usethisinformation when he taked to Zabulon. Of how he could most humiliate Zabulon with this
story about hisformer colleague.
'Closer, werevery tired.
‘A helicopter will cometo get you,' Geser said. 'Putting up aportal would be very difficult. Wait for a
while, I'll get in touch with Tashkent. Areyou ... a Rustam's place?
"We're on the plateau where you used the White Mist againgt the Dark Ones!’
It's not often that | manage to embarrass Geser — | couldn't afford to let the chance dip.
"The helicopter will be there soon,’ Geser said after a pause. 'Did you talk to Rustam?
Yes'
'And did he answer?
'Y es. But not dl the questions.'
Geser gave asigh of rdief.
'Well, at least hetold you something . . . You didn't have to — er — prevail upon him?
'No. | discharged dl four braceletsinto Edgar.'
'Y ou did? asked Geser, growing more cheerful with every word | said. 'And what did you find out?
"The name of the vampire who's working with Edgar.'
'Well? Geser said after amoment's pause. 'Who isit?
‘Saughkin.'
‘That'simpossible!" Geser barked. 'Absolute nonsense!’
‘Then the spdlIsfailed.
'My spdlls couldn't have failed. But you could have missed,’ Geser said in adightly softer voice. "Anton,
well have to do without. . . unnecessary ddicacy. When you get here, I'll show you something that |
didn't want to show you.'

I'mdl agog,' | snorted.
'I'm talking about the remains of Konstantin Saushkin. We keep them here, a the Watch.'
Now it was my turn to pause. But Geser said:
'l redly don't want to distress you once again. Charred bones are not avery pretty sight. Kongtantin
Saughkin is dead. There can be no doubt about it. Not even Higher Vampires can live without askull.
That'sal. Now relax and wait for the helicopter.’
| cut off the call and looked at Alisher — he waslying close by, munching on achocolate bar. | said:
'Geser told me that we have Saushkin'sremains!'
'Yes,' Alisher replied calmly. 'I've seen them. A skull with the glass from the spacesuit melted into it. Y our
Saushkin'sdead.’
'Don't be upsat,’ Afandi put in. 'Sometimes with an effort it's possible to lie under any spell.’
'He couldn't have been lying. . ." | whispered, recalling Edgar'sface. 'No, he couldn't have. . .'
| lifted the cdlphone up in front of my face, went into the M P3 menu and switched something on at
random. When | heard awoman's voice singing to aquiet guitar, | put the phone down beside me. The
tiny speaker strained ashard asit could.



We used to rise with the dawn

And livefor athousand years.

Then someone went and stole
Thefire— theflickering light.

And then some of us started praying
And others sharpened their fangs,

But wedl drank from the Blue River.
But then time dipped through our fingers,
And by winter the river was shdlow.
And those who had alwayslived here
Blamed those who had come from afar.
Some had daughters growing,

And others had sons,

But we dl drank from the same stream. . .

'‘Afandi!’ | called. 'Do you know that my daughter told me about you? Back in Moscow.'

'Y es? Afandi asked in surprise. 'l s your daughter an enchantress, then?

'Yes, sheis,' | said. ‘But ill alittle one. Only six years old. She asked if you would give her your
beads. The blue ones'’

'What afine daughter!" Afandi exclaimed in admiration. 'Only six, and aready thinking about
beads! And turquoiseisafinechoice. .. here!’

| didn't see which pocket he took the beads out of before he handed them to me. | looked
curioudy at the string of sky-blue pieces of turquoise, and asked:

‘Afandi, they're magicd, aren't they?

‘Only atiny bit. | charmed the string so that it will never break. But apart from that, they're just
beads. Beautiful ones! | chose them for my great-granddaughter, she's getting on abit, but she il likes
her finery. Never mind, I'll buy some more. And these are for your daughter, may she wear them in good
hedth.

‘Thank you, Afandi,' | said, putting the present away.

Onerose higher and higher,

Ancther damaged hiswing.

In somefiedsthe grain swelled and ripened,
But in others nothing would grow.
Onewasdied, struck by abullet,

And the other fired the gun,

But we dl drank from the same stream . . .
After the wine or the poison potion,

Some remember their father, some their mother.
Onedecidesitistimeto build,

Another that it'stimeto destroy,

But every day a midnight

Hewho stsby the Mill of Fate

Resolvesdl their arguments

And sayswho must go out on watch.*

(* Zoya Yashchenko, 'Night Watch'.)



Alisher cleared histhroat and said quietly:
'Perhapsit's none of my business— after dl, musicians are pretty strange people! But | think we
ought to hold an officia inquiry intothat song . . .

Part Three

A COMMON
DESTINY

PROLOGUE

THE TUTOR LOOKED round intently &t the trainees. He was young himsdlf: not so long ago he
had been standing in their place, and now he was desperately lacking in respectability. Or at leadt, that
waswhat he thought.

'We're about to make our first field trip,’ the tutor said. His hand automatically reached up for the
bridge of his nose— hewas awaystrying to adjust his spectacles. Why on earth had he cured own his
short-sghtedness? Spectacles would have added to his respectability! ‘Andrei, repesat the assgnment.’

A skinny teenage boy took a step forward and recited in a bresking voice:

'Wewalk aong the street. We examine passers-by through the Twilight. If we see any Dark
Onesor Light Onesweinform you. But we pay most attention to finding uninitiated Others!'

'What do we do if we discover an uninitiated Other?

‘Nothing,' the boy said firmly. 'We inform you, and then act according to the circumstances. An
Other should beinitiated at an appropriate moment, when heis most inclined towardsthe Light.'

'What do we do if we notice acrimina act committed by Dark Ones?
'Nothing," the boy replied, with obvious annoyance. 'We inform you and then contact the Watch .

'While maintaining a safe distance,’ the tutor added. 'And what if we discover acrime being
committed by human beings?

'Again, we do nothing,' the boy replied, thistimein arealy sombre voice. 'All we do iswatch!'

The other trainees smiled. In addition to the boy there were two adult men and ayoung woman
ganding intheline. In the tutor's opinion, they were al destined for the fourth or fifth level. But the boy
might possibly get asfar asthe second, or even thefirst. He was an excellent prospect for abattle
megician.

"Thank you, Andrei. Y ou put everything quite correctly. We watch. We are only learning. Isthat
clear? Do not enter the Twilight, do not cast any spells. Our basic task isto search for uninitiated Others.
And don't go thinking that it's easy. Sometimes a person hasto be studied for severa minutesto
determineif he or sheisapotentia Other. By the way, Anton Gorodetsky was discovered during a study
assgnment like this one. Geser himsdf discovered him.'

The tutor paused for afew seconds and then joked:

'Wll, I'm not Geser, but | am planning to become a Higher Other.’

He had absolutely no chance of reaching the Higher level. Asamatter of fact, he had lessthan
half an hour left to live. But the tutor couldn't sensethat. In the bundle of probability linesthat he could
have examined, there was only one inconspicuous little line that led to deeth.

But at that precise moment dozens of coincidences were coming together and that dim thread
was swelling up with blood. Unfortunately, the tutor was too busy to study his own destiny every hour.

'Wewalk aong Chistoprudny Boulevard, he said. "'We don't do anything, we just watch.'

* * *



One kilometre away, at the very centre of the city, on Lubyanskaya Square, acar was stuck
solid in atraffic jam. The Caucasian driver shrugged and glanced guiltily at his passenger, who thrust
severd banknotesinto his hand and climbed out of the car. The driver put the money in his pocket and
frowned as he watched his passenger wak away. The man was not very likeable, somehow. He had
paid well enough, but. . . The driver looked at the little icon glued to the dashboard of the old Zhiguli,
then at the copper plague with asurafrom the Koran. He mentally thanked both the Christian and
Musdim gods that the journey had been short. He really hadn't liked that passenger!

The driver was an uninitiated Other, but he didn't know it. Today his destiny could have taken an
entirely new direction.

But it hadn't happened. He turned dong a side street, where he was dmost immediately flagged
down by a pushy young woman. They agreed a price and set off to the south-west district.

The tutor halted opposite the Rolan movie theatre and lit aciga-rette. He looked a Andrei, the
trainee hefdt the greatest liking for, and asked:

'Have you read Denis's Stories?

'Uh-huh," the boy murmured. He was awell-read, bookish boy from agood family.

'What can we say when we recal the story 'The Grand Master's Hat'?

"That little Denis Korablyov lived in avery prestigious neigh-bourhood,’ the boy replied.

The young female trainee laughed. She hadn't read Denis's Sories, she had only seenthe TV
film along time ago and then forgotten it, but she understood theirony.

'‘And what else? the tutor asked, with asmile. He never smoked as he walked along, because he
had read in afashionable magazine that it wasn't arespectable thing to do. And now every time he
inhaed he brought his degth closer — but it wasn't the nicotine that was to blame.

The boy thought about the question. He liked the young woman magician, and he dso liked the
Semi-conscious awareness that he was cleverer than shewas.

'We can aso say that chess grand masters are very careless people. His hat was carried away by
thewind and he didn't notice.'

'l suppose so,' the tutor agreed. 'But for us Others, the main moral of this story is not to get
involved in petty human problems. Y ou are likely to be misunderstood or even become an object of
aggresson.'

‘But Denis made up with the grand master. When he offered to play him & chess!

'And another wise thought!" the tutor continued. Y ou don't need any magic to order to establish
relations with a human being. Y ou don't even need to try to help him or her. Theimportant thingisto
share the other individud'sinterests!

They listened to the tutor attentively. He liked to take some fairy tale or children's book asan
example and draw lots of inter-esting comparisons. The trainees dways found that amusing.

Half akilometre away from them the former taxi passenger was walking dong Myasnitskaya
Street. He stopped at a kiosk, found some change in his pocket and bought the Komsomol skaya news
paper.

The tutor looked around for the nearest rubbish bin. It was along way away. He was about to
throw his cigarette butt in the pond, to delight the swans, but he caught Andrei's eye and changed his
mind. Thiswasterrible— three whole years asaLight Other and his nasty little human habits were il
asdrong asever . .. Thetutor walked briskly over to the bin, dropped his butt into it and came back to
the trainees.

'Lets move on now. And watch, watch, watch!' By now his desth was dmost inevitable.

A middle-aged man holding a newspaper approached the Chistoprudnoe metro station. He
hesitated before walking down the steps. On the one hand, he wasin ahurry. On the other, the day was
much too fine. A clear ky, awarm breeze . . . the borderline between summer and autumn, that season
of romantics and poets.

The man strolled asfar as the pond, sat on abench and opened his newspaper. Hetook asmall
flask out of the pocket of hisjacket and sipped from it. A hobo carrying a plastic bag full of empty



bottles stared at the man and licked hislips at the Sight of that gulp. Not expecting anything, but unable to
overcome his habit of begging, he asked in ahoarse voice:

'Will you give me adrop, brother?

'Y ou wouldnt likeit,' the man replied camly, without the dightest Sgn of mdice or irritation. It
was Smply astatemen.

The homeless man hobbled on. Three more empty bottles, and he would be able to buy afull
one. Number Nine. Strong, sweet, tasty ‘'Number Nin€' . . . damn all these bourgeois types with their
newspapers, there were people here suffering from hangovers. . .

That was the very day when the hobo's cirrhosis of the liver would develop into cancer. He had
less than three months left to live. But that had nothing to do with what was happening on the boulevard.

'A man with aplastic bag, an ordinary human being,’ said the woman trainee. '‘Andriusha, you

have the keenest eyes here, can you see anyone?

'l seeahobo ... A Light Other by the metro!' the boy cried, with agtart. 'Vadim Dmitrievich! A
Light Other by the metro! A magician!’

'l see him,' thetutor said. 'Initiated ten years ago. A magician. Fifth level. Not an active member
of the Watch.'

The trainees|ooked at their tutor admiringly. Then Andrei turned his head back and blurted out
gedfuly:

'Oh! On the bench! A Dark Other! Undead! A vampire! A Higher Vampire! Not registered

The boy had begun lowering his voice at the word 'undead’, and he had pronounced the words
'not registered’ amost in awhisper.

But the vampire had heard. He folded his newspaper and stood up. He looked at the boy and
shook his head.

'Go,' said the tutor, tugging Andrel by the deeve and dragging him behind himself. 'Everybody go,
quickly!

The vampire wa ked towards him, taking long steps, reaching out hisright hand asif in greeting.

One of the male trainees took out a phone and pressed the emergency contact button. The
vampire growled and started walking faster.

‘Halt! Night Watch!" said Vadim Dmitrievich, raising his hand and cresting the Magician's Shield.
'Stop — you are under arrest!”

The vampire's silhouette blurred asif from rapid movement. The young woman trainee screamed
as shetried to erect her Shield but couldn't manageit. The tutor turned to look at her, and at that instant
something struck him in the chest, tightened in ahot, prickly fist — and ripped out his heart. The usdless
Shield fizzled out, disspating into space. Thetutor swayed, not falling yet, aring helplesdy at the bloody,
besting lump of flesh lying at hisfeet. Then he started leaning down, asif to pick up his heart and Stuff it
back into the ragged, gaping hole in his chest. The world around him turned dark, the asphalt leapt up
towards him, and hefell, clutching his own heart in his hand. Histeaching career had not been avery long
one.

The young woman squeal ed when the blow descended on her and she was tossed between the
treesto the very edge of the roadway. She lay there across the kerb, still squealing and watching acar
the same colour asthe dirty asphat driving Sraight at her.

The car managed to brakeintime

The young woman squedled again as shetried to get up, and only then felt the terrible pain at her
waist. Shelost consciousness.

Andrel was suddenly jerked up into the air, asif someone wanted to look him in the eyes or Sink
their teeth into histhroat. A voice whispered:

'Why did you have to see me, A-student?

The boy screamed and began struggling in those invisible hands. He could fed ashameful damp
patch spreading across his jeans.

'Have you been taught to record auras? the voice asked out of thin air. 'Remember, | can sense
alie’



'No!" Andrel shouted, squirming. Theinvisible vampires grip dackened dightly.

And just a that moment the boy's eyes were blinded by abright flash. One of the mae trainees
had managed to gather enough Power for a battle spell after all. Well, of course, it wasn't only young kids
who liked to peep into the next sections of the textbook . . .

Andrel was jerked through the air, the world spun round him — and he landed with a splash right
inthe middle of the pond, frightening the fat, lazy swans and the dy, brazen ducks. From there he saw the
mal e trainee who had thrown the Shock spell fall, and the other trainee, who was making a phone call,
taketo hishedls.

Andrei swam to the structure meant for the swans and scram-bled up onto the wooden platform.
Thelittle house smelled of bird droppings. But the boy il preferred to Sit there in the middle of the pond
until the operations group arrived. The following day his action was described by Geser asthe only
correct thing that he could have done in the given Stuation, and the boy was un-officialy requested to
think about working in the Watch. AsVadim Dmitrievich had used to say when hewas dive: 'Dead
heroes servein adifferent place!

Consdering the nature of the Situation, there weren't many casu-aties. Only the tutor and one of
the trainees, amathematician by education. Perhaps he hadn't had enough time to caculate what kind of
opposition an untrained fifth-level magician could offer aHigher Vampire.

Or perhaps he smply hadn't bothered to calculate anything.

CHAPTER 1

| SAID HELLO to Garik, who was discussing something with acolond of the militia. The
colonel was an ordinary man, but he wasinvolved in our work — he knew something about the Watches
and helped usto cover up incidents like this one. The bodies had aready been taken away, our
speciaists had finished fiddling about with auras and traces of magic, and now the forensic experts from
the militiahad started their work.

'Inthe Gazelle,' Garik told me, with anod. | walked acrossto our operationa vehicle and got in.

A young lad wrapped in ablanket and drinking hot teafrom a mug gave me afrightened look.

'My namée's Anton Gorodetsky,' | said. 'Y ou're Andre, right?

The boy nodded.

'l .. ."theboy began in aremorseful voice. 'l didn't know . ..

'‘Cam down. Y ou're not to blame for anything. Nobody could have foreseen the appearance of a
wild vampire in the centre of Moscow in broad daylight,' | said. But | thought to myself that if the lad hed
such anatura ability for reading auras, then this sort of thing ought to have been foreseen. But | didn't
want to criti-cise the dead tutor. Some day thisincident would go into the teacher-training manuals, on
the pages printed in red to indicate that the knowledge in them had been paid for in blood.

‘But | shouldn't have shouted like that,' the boy said. He put down the mug of tea. The blanket
did off hisshoulder and | saw amassive bruise on his chest. The vampire had hit him redly hard. 'If he
hadn't heard me. . .’

'Hewould still have sensed your fright and confusion. Calm down. The most important thing now
isto catch this undead mongter.'

'And lay himto ret,' theboy said in afirm voice.

‘Right. And lay him to rest. Have you been studying with usfor long?

"Three weeks.'

| shook my head. He was atalented young boy, no doubt about it. | just hoped that what had
happened wouldn't put him off working in the Watch ...

'Have you been taught how to record auras?

'No," the boy admitted. And he shuddered, asif a some unpleasant memory.

"Then describe the vampire as precisdly asyou can.'

The boy hesitated and then said:

'We haven't been taught. But I've tried studying it. It's the fourth paragraph in the textbook . . .



recording, copying and transmitting an aura.’

'‘And you studied the subject?

s

‘Can you tranamit the vampire's aurato me?

The boy thought for amoment and nodded.

I cantry'

'Go on. I'm opening myself up.' | closed my eyes and relaxed. Okay, come on, young talent. . .

At firg therewas afaint sensation of warmth — like ahairdryer into my face from adistance.
And then | sensed aclumsy, rather confused transmission. | locked onto it and took a closelook. The
boy wastrying with dl hismight, transmitting the auraagain and again. Gradudly | began building up a
complete picture out of the isolated fragments.

Jugt alittle bit more,' | said. 'Repeat that . . .

The coloured threads flared up more brightly and arranged them selvesinto an intricate pattern.
The basic colours, of course, were black and red, non-life and desth, the standard vampire aura. In
addition to the colour scheme, which was congtantly changing and could be very different at different
times, there were fundamenta features: the subtle pattern of Power, asindividua asfingerprints or the
pattern of blood vesselsin theiris of the eye.

'Well done,' | said, pleased. Thank you. It'savery good impression.’

'Will you be ableto find him? the teenager asked.

'Definitely,’ | assured him. 'Y ou've been agreat help. And don't be upset. Don't punish yoursdlf. .
. your tutor died ahero.'

That wasalie, of course. In thefirst place, heroes don't die. Heroes don't protect themselves
with the Magician's Shield when they see avampire attacking, they striketo sun him. An ordinary Grey
Prayer would have dowed the vampire down and stopped him, at least for awhile. Long enough for the
trainees to scatter and run, and the tutor could have gathered his thoughts and erected a decent defence.

But there was nothing to be done about it now. There was no point in explaining to the boy that
hisfirst tutor had been akind, sweet guy, but completely unprepared for redl work. That was the whole
problem — genuine battle magicians with the smell of blood and firein their nogtrils didn't often go in for
tutoring. The tutors were more often noble-minded theoreticians. . .

'Garik, do you need me here? | asked. There was already aDark Onel didn't know loitering
about beside Garik and the colonel. Which was only to be expected. The Day Watch had dropped by to
get their guy off the hook, if they could, and if they couldn't, to find out how serious our losseswere.
Garik shook hishead. | ignored the Dark One and walked off casually towards my car, which was
parked right under a'No Parking' sign. Anti-theft spells are used by dl Others, but applying a spdll that
lets you be seen by everyone on the road and park wherever you like is abit more complicated.

Getting an impression of the vampire's aurawas a great stroke of luck. In asituation like that
even experienced adult magicianslose their heads. But thiskid had managed to do well. | wasitching to
get back to the office as quickly as possible and pass on the impression for the duty watchmen's
information — then everyone who went out on patrol could look for the bloodsucker. A Higher
Vampire, unregistered . . . No, | couldn't count on a coincidence like that.

But it wasa Higher Vampire!

Trying to set aside my excessve hopes, | got into the driving seat and st off for the office.

The city duty officer was Pave. | flashed him the impression of the aura, and he was delighted to
get it. It'saways apleasure to hand the patrolmen something seriousinstead of highly relevant
information such as. ‘At Chistye Prudy awild vampire took out two of our Side.. . . His appearance?
Male, kind of middle-aged . . .’
| sat down in front of the computer in my office, looked at the screen and said:

‘Thisisplain crazy'

But | launched 'Comparison’ anyway. The big problem with comparing aurasisthat you can't let
the system compare them automatically, like you can with fingerprints. Theimpression of the aura.can be



passed 'from head to head' but not ‘from head to computer' — no computers like that exist. To get an
aurainto the database, we have an elderly artist who works with us, Leopold Surikov. Despite was some
kind of impassable barrier. And | hadn't bothered to take even asingle step sideways.

| was just about to print out the page when | redlised that | couldn't even wait thirty secondsfor
the printer to purgeits printing heads and make itsalf ready.
| legpt out of my office and dashed up the Sairs.

But then | ran into adead end — Geser wasn't in. Of course, | redised that he needed to rest
sometimes too, but why did it have to beright now? Thiswasreally bad luck . . .

'Hi, Anton,' said Olga, coming out of the door of the office. 'Why are you looking 0 ...
hyped-up?

'Where's Geser? | howled.

Olgalooked at me thoughtfully for asecond. Then she walked up to me, pressed her hand
carefully agang my lipsand sad:

‘Borisis deeping. He hasn't gone home even once since the day you got back from Uzbekistan.
An hour ago | used dl the femae wilesin the book to get him to go to bed.

Olgawaslooking great. Her hair had obvioudly been worked on by agood stylist, her skin was
covered with awonderful gold tan, she was wearing ahint of make-up — just enough to empha-sise the
beautiful outline of her eyes and the sexy plumpness of her lips. And she smdled of something very
expensve: spicy and floral, hot and seductive.

Sheredly had used dl her femadewiles.

But then, 1'd seen her when she looked quite different. And not only seen her — I'd actudly been
ingde that magnificent body myself. The sensation had been ingtructive, but | couldn't say that | redly
missed it dl that much.

‘And if you, Anton, start yelling and phoning Boris and ingsting that he hasto come to work
immediatdly, I'll turn you into abunny rabbit,’ Olgasaid. 'l just haven't decided yet if it should be ared
oneor aguffed toy' "Aninflatable one from asex shop,' | said. 'Don't try to frighten me, it'simpossible
anyway'

'Y ou think s0? she asked, narrowing her eyes.

'l do. But if you redlly want to practise your battle magic that badly — | have someone you can
use asatarget.

'Who?

‘A Higher Vampire. The one who's been working with Edgar. The one who took out two Light
Onestoday at Chistye Prudy’

'Who? Olgarepeated ingstently.

‘Saughkin.'

A faint shadow ran across Olgas face. She took me very gently by the elbow and said:

'Anton, we dl have tragediesin our lives. Sometimes we lose friends, and sometimeswe lose
enemies, but we still blameoursdlves. . .

‘Save the psychotherapy for Geser!" | barked. 'It's Gennady Saushkin! Saushkin senior! Kostyas

father!"

'We checked him, he'sfourth level. . ." Olgasaid, and then stopped.

'Do | haveto explain to you how easy it isfor avampireto raise hislevel? | asked.

'From fourth level to higher . . ." she said. '‘But dozens of people would have disappeared; we
ought to have noticed . . .'

‘Thenwejust didn't!" | exclaimed, grabbing her by the hand. 'Olga, it's one chance in athousand,
but what if he'sstill & home? What if we could take him by surprise?

‘Let'sgo, Olgasaid, with anod. 'l hope you can still remember your old address?

"Just two of us?

'l think two Higher Light Ones can handle one vampire. Everyonein the office right now istoo
young. We don't want to take cannon fodder with us, do we?

| looked into her eyesfor afew seconds, watching the mischiev-ous sparks dancing inthem.. ..



was Olga bored of Stting in the office and managing things, then?

‘Letsgo,' | sad. 'Just the two of us. Although itsabit too much like the beginning of aHollywood
action movie'

'How do you mean?

'l mean therell be an ambush waiting for us. Or you'l turn out to be the Light Other who's helping
Edgar and Gennady'

'Foal,’ said Olga, not even offended. But while we were walking downdtairs, she said spitefully,
'By the way, just to be sure we checked out your Sveta.'

'‘And what did you find? | asked.

'It'snot her.’

'I'm glad to hear it,' | said. 'And have you been checked out?

'All Higher Light Ones have been checked. In Russiaand Europe and the States. | don't know
who it was that Foma caught aglimpse of in the Twilight, but dl the Higher Ones have hundred-per-cent
dibis'

Y ou should never go back to houses where you once used to live. Never, not for anything — not
until you're old and senile, and the Sight of the sandpit in the courtyard of the building where you were
born brings asweet smileto your lips.

Asl looked a my old front entrance, | thought that not so many years had gone by ... even by ordinary
human standards. Eight years ago | had walked out of these doors to set out on just another vampire
hunt. I hadn't known then that | would meet Svetlana, that she would become my wife, that | would
become aHigher One. ..

But | was dready an Other. And | knew that there were Othersliving above me — afamily of
vampires. Good, law-abiding vampires, with whom | managed to remain friends for quite along time.

Until | killed my first vampire.

Widl, therédsdways afirs timefor everything.

'Shall we go? Olga asked.

| was suddenly struck by another painful memory. The boy Egor, who was younger than the
trainee Andre at thetime, had copied an aurajust as successfully and had aso amost become a
vampiresvictim. And Olgaand I, working together for thefirst time, had set out on histrail. . . And
Geser had managed to have Olgareleased from her terrible punishment of being confined inside astuffed
owl. . *
(* Thisstory istold in thefirst part of the book The Night Watch.)

'Dgavu,' | sad.

'What's brought that on? Olga asked absent-mindedly. She had lived in the world for so long
that she could easily have forgotten that adventure of ours. . . 'Ah, you remembered us tracking Egor?
By theway, | recently found out that heworksin acircus, can you imagine? Asan illusonigt!”

‘Let'sgo,' | urged her.

Olgawasright not to be afraid of the shadow's of her past. If she did fed alittle bit guilty about
Egor, a least she was dtill kegping an eye on him.

We got into the lift, | pressed the button for the tenth floor and we rode up in complete silence.
Olgawas clearly psyching herself up, gathering Power. | examined my fingers. Intheyearssince I'd |eft
thelift had been changed, replaced by a'vandal-proof modd with metal walls and buttons. Y oung punks
could no longer burn the plastic buttons with cigarette lighters the way they used to, so the buttons were
glued up with chewing gum instead.

| rubbed my fingerstogether to clean off the sticky muck of polyvinyl acetate, artificid flavours
and someone ese's gittle.

| didn't dways manageto love peopledl thetime.

Thelift stopped and | said apologeticdly:

"Tenth floor. The Saushkins. . . Saushkin lives on the eleventh.’



| glanced sideways at the door of my old apartment. They hadn't changed the door . . . eventhe
locks looked the same to me, except that the faceplates were a bit brighter and fresher. When we had
walked up half aflight of steps| looked back at my door again, and it opened, asif someone had been
waiting for usto move away. A dishevelled woman of an uncertain age stuck her head out. Her face was
swollen and she was wearing adirty housecoat. She looked us up and down with a spiteful expression on
her face and started shrieking:

'Have you pissed in thellift again?

The accusation was so unexpected that | broke into laughter. But Olga pressed her lips together
and took a step back down. The woman quickly half closed the door, ready to dam it shut. Olgalooked
hard at the woman for awhile and then said very quietly:

'No. Youimagined it.'

'l imagined it,’ thewoman said in athick, dow voice.

'And your upstairs neighbour is flooding your apartment,’ Olgawent on. 'Go upstairsand tell him
what you think of him.'

The woman beamed and leagpt out onto the landing just as she was— in her filthy, soiled
housecoat and tattered dippers with no socks. Sheran past us eegerly.

'Why did you do that? | asked Olga.

'She asked for it,’ Olgareplied fagtidioudy. 'L et her servethe cause of the Light. At least oncein
her life!

| thought that if there wasredly aHigher Vampire hiding in Saushkin's gpartment, this could
actudly bethelast thing thewoman ever did in her life. Vampiresredly didike persond insults.

But then, | didn't find thewoman at al likeable ether.

'Who did you sl the apartment to? Olga asked. 'Who isthis mentd patient?

'l sold it through an agency’

'And they're not poor people, not if they could buy an gpartment,’ Olga said, with a shrug. 'How
can she neglect hersdf likethat?

Apparently she was more offended by the woman's dilapidated appearance than by her
rudeness. Olgawas amost obsessively gtrict about such matters, no doubt as aresult of the hardships of
thewar years and her subsequent imprisonment.

The woman whom Olga had recruited so swiftly was aready pounding on Saushkin's door with
her hands and feet and screeching:

'Open up! Open up, you bloodsucker! Y ou've flooded me out! Y ou'vefilled my whole
gpartment with hot water, you bastard!’

'I'm dways touched by these accidental insghts that human beings have,’ Olgaremarked. Tell
me, why does a neighbour who has flooded her apartment, even if it iswith hot water, suddenly become
abloodsucker?

Meanwhile the woman upstairs had launched into alist of her property that had be soaked and
ruined. Thelist was so colourful that I couldn't help glancing round to make sure there was no steam
escaping from the open door of the apartment.

'A Czech piano, a Japanese television, an Italian three-piece suite, abrown mink coat!'

'A chestnut Arab galion,’ Olgasaid derisively.

'A chestnut Arab stalion,’ the woman shrieked obediently.

A littlegirl dightly older than Nadya came out of my old gpartment. Seven or eight yearsold, a
pretty face, with asad, frightened expression. Unlike her mother, she was dressed likeadoll —ina
smart dress, white socks and shiny lacquered shoes. She gave us afrightened glance, and looked at her
mother with an expression of weary, exhausted sympathy.

‘Sweety pie!’ the woman exclaimed, jumping away from Saushkin's door. With a panic-stricken
glance at Olga, she went dashing down to her daughter, or perhaps back to her apartment,'Go home,’
Olgasadinaquiet voice. 'Theré's no more water flooding your gpart-ment. Well ded with your
neighbour. And tomorrow morning go to the hairdresser's, have a manicure and get your hair done.’



The woman seized the girl by the hand and skipped in through the doorway, with afrightened
backward glance at us.

'What isit that makes people the way they are? Olga asked thoughtfully as shelooked at the
mother and daughter.

As she closed the door, the woman yapped:

'And dontyou. . . peeinthelift any morel I'll cal the militial’

The word 'pee, softened for the daughter, somehow seemed especidly horrible. Asif there were
switchesingde the woman's head, clicking away asthey tried to return her thoughts to normal.

'Isshesick? | asked Olga.

That'sjudt it, sheisn't,’ Olgasaid in annoyance. 'She's psycho-logicaly healthy! Let'sgo on
through the Twilight. . .

| glanced down, found my shadow and stepped into it.

Olga appeared beside me.

Welooked round and | couldn't help whistling.

The entire stairway was overgrown with lumpy blue garbage. The moss was dangling from the
celling and the banisters like an ultramarine beard, it was spread out across the floor in a cerulean carpet,
and around the light bulbs it was woven into honeycombed sky-blue bals that could have inspired any
designer to invent anew style of lampshade.

"The staircase has been neglected,’ Olgasaid, vaguely surprised. 'But then, arabid vampireand a
hysterica woman.. . .

Wewalked up to the door. | pushed on it — it waslocked, of course. Even weak Others know
how to lock their doorson thefirst level of the Twilight. | asked:

'Shall we go deeper?

Instead of answering, Olgatook a step back, twisted round and kicked the door hard just beside
thelock. It swung open.

"Why do things the hard way? Olgalaughed. 'I've been wanting to try out that kick for along
time'

| didn't ask who had taught her to break down doors like that. Despite Olga's confidence, | was
by no means certain that the gpartment was empty. We went into the entrance hall (the blue mosswas
dill theredl around us) and both of us spontaneoudy |eft the Twilight.

It was such along time since | had been here. . .

And it was along time since anyone else had been here. The apartment was full of that heavy,
musty smell that you only find in rooms that have been closed up and abandoned. Y ou'd think that even
though no one had been breathing there, fresh air would at least have entered through the ventilation
system and the small cracks, but no. The air had died anyway, turning sour, like yesterday's tea.

‘Theresno smell,' Olgasaid with relief.

| understood what she meant. There were smells, of course -smells of musty damp and
accumulated dust. But there wasn't that particular smell we had been expecting, the one we had been
afraid to find - the sickly-sweet smdll of bodies that had been drained of blood by avampire. Like that
timein Mytishchi, where the serid killer Alexel Sgpozhnikov had been arrested in his apartment. Hewas
apetty vampire, and weak-minded too, which was precisely why he had evaded the attention of the
Watchesfor solong. . .

'Nobody's lived here for at least amonth,’ | agreed. | looked at the coat rack — awinter jacket,
afur cap ... apair of dirty heavy fur-lined boots on the floor. It wasn't just amonth, it was alot longer
than that. The owner of theflat had been missing sncewinter at least. | didn't remove the defensive spells
that | had applied to mysdlf in the car, but | relaxed. 'Right then, let's see how helived ... so to speak.’

We started our ingpection in the kitchen. Like the rest of the apartment, the windowsin here
were covered with heavy curtains. The tulle that was now grey with dust was no doubt supposed to have
given the apartment a cosy atmosphere. It hadn't been washed for perhaps two years, not since Polina
had died.

Behind my back Olgaclicked alight switch, making me dart. She sad:



'Why are we waking around in the dark, like Scully and Mulder? Check the refrigerator.’

| was aready opening the door of the Korean refrigerator that was churring awvay smugly to
itsdlf. Kitchen technology isthe kind that gets along best without any human supervision. But a computer
left unattended for six monthswill very often start to mafunc-tion. | don't know what the reason for that
is, but it isn't magic, that'sfor sure. Thereisn't any magic in hardware.

Therewas nothing horriblein the refrigerator, either. That was something | had hardly dared to
hopefor. A suspicious-looking three-litre glass jar covered with white mould contained sour tomato juice
— you could have made home brew out of it. Of course, it wasn't good that the tomatoes had been
allowed to go to waste, but the Tomato Watch from Greenpeace could dedl with that particular crime.
There were two-hundred- and five-hundred-gram thick glass bottles standing in the door of the
refrigerator. Each bottle had aNight Watch mark that glowed feebly through the Twilight — it was
licensed donor blood.

'He didn't even drink hisalowance,' | said.

There were also sausages, eggs and slami in the fridge, and in the freezer compartment therewas a
piece of meat (beef) and pelmeni (mostly soya). Basicdly the usua range of foods for aman living on his
own. Only the vodkawas missing, but that wasinevitable. All vampires are non-drinkers by necessity:
acohol immediatdy disruptstheir strange metabolism — it'sa powerful poison for them.

After the kitchen | glanced into the toilet. The water in the toilet bowl had amost competely
evaporated and there was quite asmell from the drains. | flushed the toilet and walked ouit.

'A good timeto choose,' said Olga. | stared at her in confu-sion, until | redlised that she was
joking. The Great Enchantress was smiling. She had been expecting to see something terrible too, but
now she had relaxed.

'‘Any time'sgood for that,' | replied. 'It stank in there, so | flushed thetailet.”

'Yes, | redised.

When | opened the bathroom door | discovered that the light bulb had burned out. Maybe he
had left it switched on when held left. | couldn't be bothered to search my pocketsfor aflashlight, so |
caled on the Primordia Power and lit up amagical light above my head. What | saw made me shudder.

No, it wasn't any kind of horror. A bath, asink, atap dowly dripping, towds, soap, a
toothbrush, toothpaste. . .

'Look,' | said, making the light brighter.

Olgawalked up and glanced over my shoulder. She said thought-fully:

"That iscurious.’

There waswriting on the mirror. Not in blood, but in three-coloured toothpaste, so that the
words naturaly reminded me of the Russian flag. Someone's finger — and somehow | was surethat it
was Gennady Saushkin's— had traced out three wordsin large capitd |etters on the glass surface of the
mirror:

THELAST WATCH

'No mystery story ever manages without words on thewalls or the mirror,’ said Olga. 'Although
the writing ought to bein blood, of course. . .’

"This toothpaste suits the purpose too,’ | replied. 'Red, blue and white. The traditiona colours of
the Inquisition are grey and blue.’

'l know," Olga said thoughtfully. 'Do you think it was delib-erate? Vampire, Inquisitor, Hedler?

'| can't seetheline between deliberate intention and coinci-dence,’ | admitted.

| walked aong the short corridor and glanced into the Sitting room. The light worked there,

It'svery nice,’ said Olga. 'The houseis so run-down, but they did anicerepair job in here.'

'‘Gennady's abuilder by professon,' | explained. 'He did every-thing a home himsdlf, and he
helped me out once. . . well, | didn't know who he was then. He was very well thought of at work.'



'Of course he was, as anon-drinker,” Olga agreed and walked into the bedroom.

'He'sapefectionist too,' | said, continuing to praise Gennady asif we hadn't come hereto lay
the vampireto rest, and asthough | was recommending him to Olga.to refurbish her apartment.

| heard amuffled sound behind my back and turned round.

Olgawas being sick. She was dumped againgt the doorpost, with her face turned away from the
bedroom, and was puking straight onto the wall. Then she looked up at me, wiped her mouth with her
hand and said:

‘A perfectionist. . . Yes, so | just saw.’

| definitely didn't want to see what Olga had taken such aviolent didiketo. But | walked to the
door of the bedroom anyway, on legsthat had turned to rubber in advance,

'Wait, I'll get out of theway' Olga muttered, moving aside for me.

| glanced into the bedroom. It took me several secondsto make sense of what | saw.

Olganeedn't have bothered to move. | didn't even havetimeto turn round, | just puked up my
lunch gtraight into the bedroom, through the doorway. I shaking hands through adoorway is bad luck,
then what about puking through one?

CHAPTER 2

GESER WAS STANDING at thewindow, watching the city deck itsdf out in itsevening lights.
Standing there slently, with only his hands, which were clagped behind his back, moving — asif hewere
weaving some kind of cunning spell.

Olgaand | didn't say anything either. Anyone might have thought thet it wasal our fault. . .

Garik camein and lingered just insde the door.

'Well? Geser asked without turning round.

"Fifty-two,' Garik said.

'What do the specidists say?

"They've examined three. They dl have the sameinjuries. Thethroat has been bitten and the
blood has been drunk. Boris Ignatievich, can we carry on with this somewhere e se? The gench isso
terrible that the spells can't handleit... And it'sal around the house dready ... asif asewer had burdt. . '

'Have you caled atruck?

‘A van.

'All right, take them away,’ said Geser. 'To some waste ground, well away from the city. Let
them be inspected there.'

'And then?

'‘And then . .. Geser said pensively. Then bury them.’

'Are we not going to send them back to their families?

Geser thought it over. Then suddenly he turned to me.

'Anton, what do you think?

'l don't know," | replied honestly. 'Disappeared without trace or killed ... | don't know whichis
better for the families!

‘Bury them," Geser ordered. "When the time comes well think about it. Perhaps well sart quietly
exhuming them and sending them back to their families. Invent astory for each one. Do they dl have
documents?

'Y es, they werelying in aseparate pile. All neat and tidy, the work of aperfectionist.’

Y es, Gennady had always been neat and tidy. He used to lay down polythene sheeting when he
drilled halesin the wall, and then carefully cleaned thefloor after himsdf. . .

'How could we have failed to notice him? Geser asked in avoicefilled with pain. 'How did we
fluff it? A vampire killed more than fifty people right under our very nosed!'

'Wéll, none of them are Moscow locals,' Garik said. 'They'refrom Tgjikistan, Moldova, Ukraine
..."He sighed. 'Working men who came to Moscow looking for ajob. Not registered in Moscow, of
course. They lived hereillegdly. They have places dong the main roads, where they stand for aday or



two, waiting to be hired. And he'sabuilder, right? He knew everyone and they knew him. He just drove
up and said he needed five men for ajob. And he chose them himsdlf, too, the bastard. Then he drove
them away. And aweek later he came back for somemore. . .

'Are peopleredly still so doppy? Geser asked. 'Even now? Fifty men died, and nobody missed
them?

'Nobody,' Garik said, with asigh. That dead piece of filth . . . he probably didn't kill them al straight
away ... hekilled one and the others waited for their turn — for aday, two, three. In thisroom. And he
put the ones he'd drunk in two polythene bags so they wouldn't stink and stacked them in the corner. The
radiators on that Side are even switched off. He must have sarted inthewinter . . .’

'l redly fed likekilling someone,’ Geser hissed through histeeth. 'Preferably avampire. But any
Dark Onewould do.'

"Then try me," said Zabulon, casualy moving Garik aside as he entered the Saushkin family's
gtting room. He yawned and sat down on the divan.

'Don't provoke me,’ Geser said quietly. ‘I might just take it asan official chalengeto adud.’

A deadly slencefdl in the gpartment. Zabulon screwed up his eyes and gathered himsdlf. As
usua, he was wearing a suit, but without atie. And for some reason | got the idea that he had chosen the
black suit and white shirt ddliberately, asasign of mourning.

Olgaand | waited, watching these two Others who were respon-sible for what happened on a
gxth of the world'sland surface.

'Geser, it was afigure of speech,’ Zabulon said in a conciliatory tone of voice. He leaned back on
thedivan. 'Y ou don't think | was aware of this. . . excess, do you?

'l don't know," Geser snapped. But from the tone of hisvoiceit was clear that he knew perfectly
well that Zabulon had nothing to do with thisbusiness.

'Well, let metdll you," Zabulon said just as peaceably, ‘that | am every bit as outraged asyou are,
or perhaps even more so. And the entire community of Moscow vampiresis outraged and demands the
execution of thiscrimind.'

Geser snorted. And Zabulon finally couldn't resst making ajibe,

"Y ou know, they don't like the idea of their food base being undermined

I'll givethem afood base,' Geser declared in alow, grave voice. 'I'll keep alid on the conserved
blood for fiveyears!

‘Do you think the Inquisition will support you? Zabulon asked.

"1 think so,' said Geser, findly turning round and looking him in the eye. 'l think so. And you will
support my request.’

Zabulon lost the game of stare-me-down. The Dark One sighed, turned away, looked at me and
dhrugged, asif to say: 'What am | to do with him, eh? Hetook out along, frivolous pink cigarette and lit
it. Then hesaid:

"They've gone completely wild . . .

"Then you make surethey don't gowild.

‘Their children can't grow up without this, you know that. Without fresh blood they never reach
sexud maturity'

Naturaly, Zabulon was not in the least concerned for the fate of vampire children. Hejust
wanted to make fun of Geser. Asfar asthat was at all possible.

'Children? WEéll alow the children fresh blood,’ Geser said after thinking for amoment. 'We
wouldn't want thirty ... er ... Anton?

‘Thirty-two.'

'We wouldn't want thirty-two bloodsucking teenagers. Fresh blood. But donor blood! We are
sugpending the issue of licencesfor fiveyears.'

Zabulon sghed and said, 'All right. I've been thinking it was time to tighten their rein mysdif. |
asked the secretary of the community to keep an eye on the Saushkins. . . they proved to be arotten
litlefamily’

'l ought to have insisted on seven years," said Geser. 'Y ou agreed to five too easly'



‘But what's to be done now? We've dready agreed,’ said Zabulon, puffing out acloud of smoke.
He turned to me. 'Anton, did you come to see Gennady after Kostyawas killed?

'No,’ | answered.

‘But why didn't you? Asan old friend and neighbour . . . ai-ai-ai . . .

| didn't answer. Eight years earlier | would have blown my top.

'We've decided this matter,’ said Geser. He frowned as he looked out into the corridor, where
they had started carrying out the bodies. The whole entrance and stairway had been put under alight
spell that completely removed any desire the inhabitants of the building might have had to glance out of
their doors or look out of their windows. But then, in view of the fact that no one had come to see what
the woman from my old apartment had been screeching about, people around here must al have been
exceptiondly incurious anyway.

It kept getting harder and harder for meto love them. | had to do something abouit that.

'What else? Zabulon asked. 'Asfar ashelp in catching Saushkin is concerned, theré's no
problem. My watchmen are dready out hunting for him. Only I'm afraid they might not ddiver himin one
piece. ..

"Y ou're not looking too good, Zabulon,” Geser suddenly said. 'Why don't you go to the bathroom
and wash your hands and face?

'Redlly? Zabulon asked curioudy. 'Well, snceyouask . . .

He got up and then halted in the doorway for amoment to make way for two watchmen who
were carrying a half-decomposed corpse in aplastic sack. Apart from blood, there'salot of water ina
human body. If you leave a bloodless body to rot inside a plastic cocoon, the result is extremely
unpleasant.

Zabulon, however, was not appaled by the sight.

'l beg your pardon, madam,’ he said, |etting the remains past. Then he strode cheerfully off to the
bathroom.

'Were there women as well? Geser asked.

'Yes,' Olgareplied briefly.

Geser didn't ask any more questions. Apparently even our iron bosss nerves had given way.

That night the lads who were carrying out the bodieswould get totaly juiced. And dthough it
was a breach of therules, | wouldn't try to stop them. 1'd sooner go out on patrol duty myself.

Zabulon came back aminute later. His face was wet.

‘Thetowe'sdirty, I'll dry off likethis' he said, with asmile. Well?

'Y our opinion? Geser asked.

'l had thisfriend once, she liked to draw aNew Y ear's tree on the mirror with toothpaste for the
festive season. And the words "Happy New Year", and little numbers:’

'Very funny,' Geser said fastidioudy. 'Have you heard anything about such an organisation?

'About a"Last Watch"? Zabulon asked, clearly emphasising the capitd |ettersin hisintonation.
'My dear enemy, even among the | )ark Onesthere are any number of sects, groups and mere clubs that
| have never even heard of. But there are somethat | have heard of. And the names that you come
across! "Children of the Night!", "Watchmen of the Full Moon"," Sons of the Wind". And, by theway, |
recal one group of children — human children, not Others— who loveto play a vampires. Perhapswe
ought to bring them here? To make them redise that avampireisnot redlly an imposing gentlemanina
black cloak who lures maidensinto an ancient castle? It's not that Gothicat all. . .

"Zabulon, have you heard anything about the "L ast Watch'"?

‘No.'

'Gorodetsky has suggested' — Geser paused and looked at me — 'that it's what the three
Otherswho tried to get their hands on the artefact in Edinburgh call themselves. The Dark One, the
Inquisitor and the Light One.’

"The Dark Oneis Saushkin, the Inquisitor is Edgar,’ Zabulon said, nodding. 'But who isthe Light
One?



'l don't know. Weve checked al the Higher Ones, they're clean.’

'Well, Saushkin wasn't aHigher One. . ." Zabulon said with ashrug. ‘Although.. . . it'seaser for
vampires. And then, what about Edgar? Gorodetsky?

'l didn't havetimeto study hisaurathoroughly,' | replied. Therewasabattle going on ... and he
was aso hung with amulets from head to toe. Give mefive minutesin aquiet Stuation, and I'll know
everything thereisto know about him .. .’

‘Nonetheless,' Zabulon ingsted, '| know what happened on the Plateau of Demons. In generd
terms. So tell usabout it.'

'In battle he behaved like aHigher One,' | stated after seeing Geser nod reluctantly in consent.
‘Therewerethree of us... well, two, if you don't count Afandi, although hetried his best too. We had a
st of protective amulets from Geser, dl very well chosen. But hewasamost amatch for us. | even think
that he might have been able to continue the fight and have a chance of winning. But when Rustam |eft,
Edgar had no reason to carry on fighting.’

'And so we have an Other who has managed to raise hisleve,' said Zabulon. 'My dear Geser,
don't you think that the Inquisition did get hold of the Fuaran after dl?

'No,' Geser said firmly.

'If Kostya had survived, Zabulon said, thinking out loud, ‘then we might have hypothes sed that
he had memorised the formulasin the Fuaran. And managed to create some — er — copy of the book.
Perhaps not as powerful, but still capable of raisng Edgar to the Higher level. And then aLight One
could have been subjected to the same procedure.’

'And then we could suspect any Light One,' Geser summed up. 'But fortunately for us, Kostyais
dead and he wasn't able to reved the secret of the Fuaran to anyone!’

'Did he not have time to share the contents of the book with hisfather?

'No,' Geser replied firmly. 'It'sabook of enchantment. Y ou can't retell it over the phone, you
can't photographiit."

'What ashame, that would be such agood idea,’ Zabulon said, clicking hisfingers. ‘A littlewitch
showed me just recently that theré'sthisthing in cellphones; it's cdled MM S messaging! Y ou can send a
photograph over the phone.’

At firg | thought Zabulon was being witty again. Taking with astraight face about the MM S
messages that little kids cheerfully send each other in class, helooked very comical.

And then | redlised he was being serious. Sometimes | forget just how old they are. To Zabulon a
cellphoneislike magic.

'Fortunately it's not possible, said Geser. 'He could have mem-orised something and reproduced
it... but no, that's nonsense. Even that'simpossible. The nature of avampireis different from the nature of
awitch. Only an experienced witch could recreate the Fuaran, evenin awesker form. ..

| looked at Geser and asked:

'Tell me, BorisIgnatievich . . . can awitch become aLight One?

The happiest momentsin the life of the parents of asmdl child are from aquarter to nine until
nine o'clock in the evening. Fifteen minutes of happiness while the child joyfully watches advertsfor
yogurt and chocolate (even though that is abad thing) and then hisor her eyes are glued to Piggy, Crow,
Stepashka and the other charactersin the programme Good Night, Kiddies.

If only the people who adlocate timefor children's programmeson TV sat with their own children
in the evening, ingtead of dumping them on highly trained nannies, then Good Night would lagt half an
hour. Or an hour.

And by the way, that would be grest for improving the birth rate. Fifteen minutesis not very long,
whichever way you look at it. At least there would be timeto drink a cup of teain peace.

| didn't tell Svetlanathe details of what we had seen in Saushkin'sflat. But she understood
everything perfectly well, even from avery brief account. No, it didn't spoil her appetite, she carried on
drinking tea. We had seen plenty of worse thingsin the Watch. But, of course, she turned abit gloomy.

"We have atheory about the Light One,' | said, trying to lead the conversation on to adifferent
subject. 'Geser checked out al the Higher Ones, no one's under suspicion there. Well, Edgar had alot of



charms on him. That'sthework of awitch. So | thought . . .’

"That Arinahad changed colour? Svetlana asked, looking a me. ‘Maybe.'

"Y ou squeezed her pretty hard that time,' | said. 'Y ou must have felt her mind. Do you think she
could have become a Light One?

'For an ordinary Other, it'simpossible,’ Svetlanasaid. 'Or dmost impossible. . . For aHigher
One...for Arina. ..

She paused, remembering. | waited, glancing now and then at the TV screen, whereasad little
girl was dragging amitten dong on a string and imagining that it was a puppy. How terrible! That would
be the end of al our mittens and gloves. Nadyawouldn't actually turn them into dogs, of course - any
magic hasitslimits. But there would be more toy dogsin the apartment from now on.

It was timeto buy her a puppy, before life became unbearable.

'She could,’ Svetlana said. 'She could have become a Light One. Her soul isvery strange,
everything's mixed up together ingdeit... there weren't any particular atrocities, though. But Arinaswore
an oath to methat she would live for ahundred years without killing a single human being or Other. She
can't go againgt that."

'And she hasn't killed anyone,' | observed. 'But as for supplying Edgar with amuletsand raising
hisleve of Power . . . nothing was said about that. Arina has enough wisdom to interpret your
prohi-bition like that.'

'Anton, we're talking about the wrong thing,” Svetlana said, putting down her cup. 'Arina, who
has become aLight One, or some other enchantress— that's not the point at al. The import-ant question
to ask is What are they trying to achieve? What has united them? The ambition to destroy the entire
world? Nonsense! Y ou only find people who want to destroy the world just for the sake of it in stupid
films. Power? But that's stupid too, Anton! They have enough Power aready. No artefact, not even one
made by acrazy magician fifteen hundred years ago, will alow them to achieve absolute Power. Until we
understand what they are trying to achieve, what they want to find at the bottom of the Twilight, thenit's
completely irrdlevant whether it is Arinaor not, if she hasbecomeaLight One, or disguised hersdf so
that Thomas couldn't recognise her.'

'Sveta, do you have any hunches? | pretended not to notice that she had said ‘we'. It's true what
they say - you never redly leave the Watch completely.

"The Crown of All Things erasesthe barriers between the levels of the Twilight. . ." Svetlanasaid
and paused.

'Mama, the cartoon's over!" Nadya shouted.

"Try comparing it with the White Mist. The spellsobvioudy haveasingleroot. . ." Svetlanasaid,
getting up and walking towards Nadya. 'Timefor bed.'

‘A story!" Nadya demanded.

'Not today. Daddy and | haveto talk.'

Nadyalooked at me resentfully, fiddling with the thin string of turquoise beads round her neck.
She muittered:

'You'redwaystdking . . . And Daddy's always going away'

"That's Daddy's job," Svetlanaexplained camly, grabbing hold of her daughter's hand. 'Y ou
know hefights against the forces of darkness:”

‘Like Harry Potter,' Nadya said rather doubtfully, looking at me. | suppose | didn't have the
gpectacles or the scar on my forehead that were needed to match up to theimage.

'Yes, like Harry Potter, Fat Frumos and Luke Skywalker.'

'Like Luke Skywalker," Nadya decided and gave me a smile. Obvioudy that was the character
she thought | resembled most of dl. Well, that was better than nothing.

'I'll be straight back . . . said Svetlana, and the two of them went to the nursery. | sat there,
looking at achocolate sweet with a bite taken out of it. It had alternate layers of dark choc-olate and
white chocolate. When | counted seven layers, | laughed. It was agraphic illustration of the structure of
the Twilight. The White Migt folded dl the layerstogether, turning any Otherswho got in the way into
stone. Okay, let's Sdestep the effect of the spell in battle. What happened afterwards? | closed my eyes,



trying to remember.

Afterwardsthe Twilight straightened out again. Thelevds of the Twilight returned to their old
places.

Why had we decided that the Crown of All Thingswould join the Twilight and the red world
together for ever? Smply because we believed what Rustam had said? But how did heknow . .. The
Twilight would fold up - and then expand again. Asit left our world the Twilight would spread out its
layersagain. It waslike a gtiff gpring— you could compressit, but it would straighten back out.

And that wasinteresting. | didn't believein aMerlin who had crested amagica bomb to destroy
the entireworld smply for thefun of it. He wasn't that kind of Other. But | could easily believein Merlin
as an experimenter who had invented a new amuse-ment but had decided not to try it out.

What might happen if al the levels of the Twilight were united with the real world for ashort
time?

Would dl Othersdie out?

Hardly.

In that case Merlin would surely have boasted of his power.

But he had thought up akind of alegorical riddle for hismessage. . .

| recited the versein alow voice as | watched Svetlanawaking back quietly into the kitchen.

"The Crown of All Thingsis here concealed.

Only one step is | eft. But thisis a legacy for the strong or the wise —

You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to take it.

Proceed, if you are as strong as|;

Or go back, if you areaswise asl|.

Beginning and end, head and tail,

all isfusedin one,

In the Crown of All Things.

Thus are life and death inseparable.’

"Trying to understand it? Svetlana asked as she sat down beside me. 'Y ou know what | was
thinking — why did we decide that the Twilight would come together with the world for ever? Most
probably it would move back out again.’

‘That'swhat | wasthinking too, | agreed. 'Like with the White Mist. But what would that lead
to? Blue moss starting to grow in our world?

Svetlanalaughed.

"Wouldn't the botanists have afield day! A new form of plant life, and one that reacts to human
emotions. They'd write millions of doctoral theses

"They'd open factories for processing blue moss,' | added. 'Start spinning threads out of it,
making bluejeans. . .’

Svetlana suddenly turned serious.

'And what would happen to those who live in the Twilight?

"The disembodied Others? | asked.

Svetlana nodded.

‘Lifeand death,' | said, and nodded too. 'l don't know. Do you suppose they might be ...
resurrected? Cometo life again in our world?

'Why not? We know they live there. | even saw one on thefifth level, when | wasfighting Arina.

'And you didn't tell me,' | commented.

"Y ou know it's best not to talk about these things. It's best not to know about it if you can't get
there yourself. I'm not at al surethat everybody ends up there, perhapsit's only the most powerful. The
Higher Ones, for example. Why should al the rest know that they won't have any existence after deeth?

"Thomas the Rhymer said that down there on the lower levels of the Twilight there are magica
cities, dragons and unicorns— al the things that don't exist in our world, but could have done.’



Svetlana shook her head

"Thomas seemslike avery good man to me. But he'sabard. A poet. Y ou can't cure that, Anton.
Y ou talked to him when he wasiin his Twilight Form, dreaming about unicorns and fairies, and magica
cities, Otherswho have built aworld of their own and don't live as parasites on the human world. |
wouldn't count too much on dl that being true. Perhaps there are only little huts and wooden houses
there. And no fairiesand unicorns'’

‘That's ill not too bad,' | said. 'Very many people would gladly swap the heaven they
desperately hope to get to some day for eterna lifein ahut out in the countryside. There are certainly
treesthere.’

"The Other | saw didn't look very happy' Svetlanasaid. 'Of course, hewas. . . well, kind of
blurred, not very clear. But that'sonly naturd, if hisusud habitat isthe seventh level of the Twilight. But
he looked 0 ... creased and rumpled. And he ran towards me, asif he wanted to tell me something. But
| had other things on my mind &t the time, you understand.’

'And | saw aformer Other onthefirst leve,' | recaled. "When | was hunting that wild White
One, Maxim.* ( * This story istold in the second part of the book The Night Watch.)

He even gave me ahit of help, told me which way | should go.’

"It happens sometimes,” Svetlana agreed. 'Not often, but 1've heard afew stories. And you
aready toldme. ..

Nether of ussaid anything for awhile,

'Maybe they redly would be brought back into our world,’ Svetlana said. ‘And that might be
enough to make Edgar, Gennady and Arinawork together. They must dl have lost loved ones, not just
Saushkin. And probably anyone who haslost loved ones would be thrown off balance by an opportunity
likethis'

It would throw anyone at al off balance,' | said.

Welooked at each in darm. It was good that now we were guarded round the clock. It was bad
that our potentid enemies were three Higher Ones.

'I'll put up afew more protective spellsfor the night,’ said Svetlana. '‘Don't think me acoward.’

"The Crown of All Things can be reached by force,' | said. '‘By breaking through to the seventh
leve of the Twilight. But | couldn't do it. Probably Nadya could. If only | knew how to get through by
using my wits.... by cunning. I'd use that artefact mysdlf. Thereld be about the same number of Light and
Dark magicians down there— we'd manage.'

'And what if we're wrong, and it's nothing but abomb that will destroy the world?

‘That'swhy | prefer not even to think about how to reach the artefact. I'll leave that headache to
Geser and Zabulon.'

'Let'sgo to bed and deep on it,’ Svetlana said. "'Tomorrow's anew day.'

But we didn't go to bed straight away. First Svetlana put up severd new protective spells around
the apartment, and then | did the same.

CHAPTER 3

THE MORNING TURNED out so fresh and clear that dl of the previous days doom and gloom
seemed to have evaporated into thin air. Nadya meekly ate the rice porridge that she didn't like, and
Svetlanadidn't say aword when | casudly told her that | was thinking of going to work early. But shedid
suggest that | should come back home early too, so that al of us could go to watch some family movie
that her friends had told her wasredlly grest. | imagined the Dark Ones who were guarding Nadya being
forced to watch aromantic fairy taein which, naturaly, good defeats evil, and | smiled.

'Definitdy. | just want to find out how things are going. Maybe there's been some kind of
breakthrough.'

"They would have called you,' said Svetlana, scattering my idle dreamslike smoke.

But that didn't spoil my mood. | got ready quickly and grabbed my suitcase full of papers (oh,



yes, even Light Magicians have to do their paperwork), then kissed my daughter and my wife and
waked out of the apartment.

On the next floor down Roma, an amiable young lummox who had been working in our Waich
for about two years, was making lively conversation with athin, pretty young woman, one of the Dark
Onesthat Zabulon had assigned to guard us.

| greeted them both and walked on, shaking my head.

That was the way romances with unhappy endings got started. The way it had happened with
AlisaandIgor. ..

The weather was s0 good that for asecond | hesitated, standing outside the door of the building
and wondering if | ought to walk to the metro. On the other hand, | redly didn't want to go into the metro
at dl. Those hot trains, those jostling crowds — the rush hour in Moscow ends at somewhere around
midnight.

No, the car would be better. Svetlanawasn't planning on going anywhere. And if | checked the
probability lines, | could skip past the traffic jams and be at work in just twenty minutes.

| removed the protective spells that wouldn't have done me any harm but would have made
sengtive driversgive my car awide berth. | got into the driving seet, turned the key in theignition and
closed my eyesto check the best route for meto drive. The result was rather discouraging. For some
reason al the probabil-ities were centred on Sheremetievo Airport, which was crazy since | had no
intention of going there!

| felt something fluffy twine round my neck, and an amiable voice with adight drawl asked:

'Does the king have along journey to make today?

| looked in the rear-view mirror and didn't like what | saw.

| didn't see Edgar. But | did seethe thing that he had thrown round my neck — a silvery strip of
fur. 1t didn't look much like a decorative neckpiece, there was something predatory about it... asif there
were |ots of tiny teeth hidden under that grey fur.

And | aso saw Gennady Saushkin, sitting on the right side of the back seat. The vampiresface

was composed and impassive.

'What's on your mind, Edgar? | asked.

"That's none of your business,' Edgar replied, with an ominous laugh. 'Don't even think of
withdrawing into the Twilight and don't try any spells. That little ribbon round your neck exigs at every
leve of the Twilight... at least asfar down asthe sixth. And it will rip your head off if you use even atrace
of magic

'l won't test it,’ | said. 'So now what?

'Maybe you'd like to invite us back home? the invisible Edgar asked.

'Surely you don't think that I'd give you Nadya? | asked. | didn't fed afraid, | was smply
astonished by the question. 'Y ou can kill me.’

'l wasn't redlly counting on it,' Edgar said. '‘But Gennady insisted on the question being asked —
he's very keen to make use of your little daughter.’

‘Theway he made use of hisown son? | asked, unableto resist, and was rewarded with a
vicious scowl that wiped away every-thing human in the vampirésface.

'Quiet now,' said Edgar, nudging my shoulder. 'Don't get carried away, or | won't be able to hold
Gennady off. HE's very upset with you — can you guesswhy?

'Y es. Why don't you make yoursdlf visible? It's not a pleasant sensation talking to empty space.”

'Drive out of theyard,' Edgar said, laughing. 'l wouldn't like your bodyguardsto notice us ...
Weld finish them off before they even knew what hit them. But Svetlanas a different matter, I'm afraid
she might prove too hot to handle.’

Gennady scowled again, demongrating that he had afull set of teeth and that hisfour canines were larger
than the average human size.

'I'm sure shewould,’ | said quite sincerely. | stepped on the gas and drove the car gently out of
the parking lot. Maybe | should crash into alamp-post? No, that wouldn't catch them out, they were
prepared for tricks like that. . . 'For Nadya she'd grind you into the dust.’



"That'swhat | think too,' Edgar said as politely and peaceably asever. Thelast thing weneed is
arampaging woman on our trail. And whether or not your daughter can get through to the seventh level
of the Twilight still remainsto be seen. The chances are no better than if we give you agood shaking-up.'

| snorted.

'I'mafraid I'll disappoint you there. | can't do what's beyond me. I'm aHigher Magician, but not
azero-point one. Y ou have to be Merlin to get through to the seventh level .

'I told you we haveto takethe girl," Gennady said in aquiet voice. 'l told you he couldn't do it!’

'Cool it!" Edgar reassured him. 'He can. He'sjust not motivated enough yet, but well help him,
and helll managejust fine!'

Try it,' | sad. 'But where should | drive?

‘Sheremetievo 2, where ese? Edgar laughed. Hisinvisibility was gradudly peding away and he
was appearing by stages, firgt as atransparent outline, then acquiring colours. Gennady gtill hadn't
revealed himsalf and | could only see himin the mirror. 'l think the quickest way will be round thering
road, right? And try not to waste any time. We have aflight to Edinburgh in an hour — | think welll get
there before anyone misses you. | don't really want to waste the last charge in my Minoan Sphereon a
portal to Scotland. But bear in mind that if you're late for the plane, we will go through aportal.’

'l assumethat Arina'swaiting for you in Edinburgh? | asked.

'Youjust drive,' laughed Edgar. 'And in the meantime I'll explain why you're going to help us''

'Very interesting,’ | said. There was a cold sensation spreading through my chest, but there was
no way | was going to show any fear. But what difference did that make? VVampires can sense fear
ingtinctively. It's hard to shidd yoursdf from their perceptions even with magic.

“You're going to do your best for your daughter's sake, of course,’ said Edgar. Tor your
daughter's and your wife's. That wouldn't work with aDark One, but it'sjust thetrick for Light Ones.'

'Y ou'd never get to my family'

'Perhaps | wouldn't — on my own. Geser and Zabulon would giveit everything they've got. |
counted six bodyguards. How many do you know about? The two young fools on the staircase?

| didn't answer.

'| expect there are at least eight, or even twelve,' Edgar said thoughtfully. ‘'Therésno pointin
guessing, both the old farts have decided to play safe. But if there was an explosion beside your house —
not an ordinary explosion, but anuclear one— then even any Higher Magicians there would be killed.
Hiroshima demon-drated that quite clearly’

'Y ou wouldn't go that far, Edgar,' | said. 'Y ou're aDark One, but you're not a psychopath. An
atomic bomb in the centre of Moscow? Just to kill my wife and daughter? How many people would be
killed? And what if somebody panics and decidesit's anuclear attack, and it Sartsaworld war?

‘Right! That's the most important point.’ Edgar laughed again. 'Even if Geser sensesthat
something'swrong and moves your family far away from Mascow, to some secure vault in Ufa, for
example, that won't fundamentaly change the Situation. Y our actionswill still decide the fate of hundreds
of thousands or even millions of people. Not bad bait for aLight One, isit?

'Edgar,' | asked, 'what's happened to you?

‘Nothing,' said Edgar, with anervous, unnatural laugh. 'I'm just fine!’

'Have you lost someone, Edgar?

The question was a shot in the dark. But when Edgar didn't answer, | knew 1'd hit the target.
That I'd finally begun to under-stand something about what was going on.

'My wife," he said eventudly. 'Annabd .’

'Y ou said you were in Crete with her,' | recdled.

'l was. Exactly ayear ago. We were walking to the beach from the hotdl. . . Therewas atruck
driving past us. The driver lost control and ran into her at eighty kilometres an hour. Therewas no time
for meto do anything.’

'You loved her,' | said, amazed.

'Yes,' Edgar said, nodding. 'l loved her. I'm not Zabulon, | can love. Or | could.

I'mvery sorry,' | said.



"Thank you, Anton, Edgar replied in aperfectly normally voice. 'l| know you redlly mean that. But
it il doesn't change anything . . . inthe way things are between us'’

'Why did you go againgt everyone? Why did you involve people?

'People? What difference does it make how we use them, Anton? We live off their energy. Why
shouldn't we use them as cannon fodder too? And as for why | went againgt everyone. . . that'sthe
wrong way of putting the question. I'm not against them, I'm for them. For dl Others, if you like. Dark
Onesand Light Ones. When we achieve our goa, you'll understand. Even you will understand.’

"That's not what we agreed,’ said Gennady.

'l remember what we agreed,’ Edgar snapped. 'We do what we planned. And then you chalenge
Anton to fight. That'sright, isn't it?'Y ou wanted an honest dudl?

'Y es,' Gennady said rather doubtfully.

'Wdll, if you're so certain that I'll understand,’ | said as| turned onto the ring road, struggling with
the temptation to swing the steering whedl hard and throw the car off the overpass, ‘then you could tell
mewhat it isyou've planned. And then maybe I'll help you voluntarily’

'l thought about that,' Edgar said, nodding. 'From the very beginning, | thought thet of dl the Light
Ones| know you were the sanest. But | happened to find myself working with Gennady here. And he
was absolutely againgt it. He doesn't like you. And you know why — you killed his son. Hiswife laid
hersdlf to rest because of you. So how could we take you into the Last Watch?

‘A very romantic name.’

‘That's Gennady, he's agreat romantic' Edgar chuckled. 'No, we weren't going to touch you.
Revengeisafinething, but only if you've got nothing elsel&ft. . . but Geser had to go and send you to
Edinburgh!’

'Did you kill Victor because he recognised Gennady?

'Yes,' said Edgar. 'It was an improvised move. Gennady got nervous. he thought Kostya's old
school friend couldn't have turned up by accident, that we were being followed. It was amistake, of
course. But we did discover how to open the barrier on the third level. We didn't have precise
information about that before then.’

‘But you did about the golem on the fifth level?

'Ohyed!' said Edgar, laughing again. 'After Annabel waskilled | wastrandferred to work inthein
the secure archive. You know . . . to settle down and get over my paininaquiet job ... If only you knew,
Light One, what they have hidden away in the strong rooms at the Inquisition! | had never even
suspected that thingslike that could be created. | tell you honestly, in the last hundred years, the quality of
magic has actually deteriorated. Weve been spoiled by using human things. But we used to have things
that were like telephones and cars and aeroplanes. . . they weren't just like them, they were better. We
could have founded acivilisation based entirdly on magic!’

'Except that we produce less Power than we consume,’ | said. "We can't live without people.”

'l thought about that too,' said Edgar, brightening up. 'We could have — Hey, don't dow down!
Taketheleft lane, it'sfreenow . ..

S0, I've thought about that subject. | picture the ided society as something close to the medieval modd.
Peopleliving asmple, hedthy, uncomplicated life, working in the open air, pursuing the arts and crafts.
No centralised state would be needed: afeuda system with barons and nomina kings would be quite
good enough. And we Otherswould live partly separately and partly among the people. Without hiding
from them! And everyone would know about us. Of course, under this arrangement even people could
chalenge amagician or avampire. Let them! There hasto be an effective mechanism of natura selection
to weed out the weak and excessively crud Others. A world like that would be far more pleasant than
the one we have now, for Others and for people. Have you ever read any fantasy?

'What?

'Haven't you read any of those books? Lord of the Rings? Conan? A Wizard of Earthsea? Harry
Potter?'

I'veread afew,' | said. 'Some are abit naive, but some are inter-esting. Quite passable as
ecapit literature, evenfor us.!'



'And it'sfar more popular with people than sciencefiction s, Edgar said confidently. 'That'sthe
paradox: people aren't interested in reading about settling on Mars or flying to the sars— al the things
that people really can achieve, but we can't. But they dream about becoming magicians, rushing into
battle with abig sharp sword ... if only they knew what the wounds from ared sword look like. . . What
doesdl that mean? That amedieva world in which magic existsisthe one mogt attractive to people!’

'Wdll, yes,' | said. 'Of course. Because no one thinks about how ddlightful it isto relieve yoursdlf
into a cespit at twenty degrees below zero, or the stench those pits give out when it'sforty degreesin the
shade. Because the heroesin the books don't get coldsin the head, indigestion, appendicitis or maaria
and if they do therésaLight Heder right there on hand. Because everyone sees themsdlves sitting on the
throne, wearing amagicians cloak or, a the very leas, in the retinue of abrave and jolly baron. Not out
in aparched field with awooden hoein their hands, watching the barons retinue ride off after they've just
trampled their pitiful harvest, haf of which belongsto the brave and jolly baron anyway'

"That's adifferent matter,’ Edgar said peaceably. There are pluses and minuses to everything. But
there wouldn't be any advertising, politicians, lawyers, genetically modified food . . .

'It'stime you joined Greenpeace. There would be plenty of children who were jinxed in their
mothers wombs. And even more perfectly normal children dying during birth because of incorrect
presentation or lack of medicines. Edgar, are you redly planning to throw the world back into the Middle
Ages?

Edgar sighed.

'No, Anton. That'savery, very unlikely outcome. | can tell you honestly, that's what I'm hoping
for. But the chances aren't grest.’

'I'm thinking very serioudy about turning thewhed and crashing into apillar,’ | said. 'Seethat
pedestrian bridge over the ring road? It has these very tempting concrete piers. . .

'We wouldn't be hurt,' Edgar replied. 'And | don't think you would, either. Y ou've got agood
car, ar bags, safety belts— you could survive. Don't be dlly. If you want to kill yoursdlf, try working a
bit of magic

'What did you dig up in the archives? What are you hoping for?

'Don't tell him," Gennady said morosdly. But hiswords seemed to have the opposite effect from
what he intended. After al, Edgar wasa primordial Dark One, used to regarding vampires with disdain.
Even thosethat were hisdlies.

"The Inquisition has dwaystaken agreat interest in artefacts that lie out of itsreach,’ Edgar said.
'And particularly in the arte-facts created by Merlin— for perfectly understandable reasons. Not much
was known about the Crown of All Things. Only that it wasin Scotland and was potentialy one of the
most powerful magical objectsin existence. If not the most powerful. But it was believed that no
information about the Crown existed. Fortunately, severd years ago the Inquisition began compiling a
comprehen-sve catalogue and putting everything in the computer system. Thisincluded the trandation
into eectronic form of the results of medievd interrogations of witches and reports by agents and
scholarsthat had been forgotten by everybody. | searched for everything to do with Merlin and
discovered afew linesthat had been forgotten for along, long time. A certain thirteenth-century first-level
Light Enchantress. . . let's say that she cameinto posses-sion of information above and beyond her rank
... Thisenchantress was questioned about a dust-up in Glasgow, which was till asmdl provincia town
a thetime. And during the interrogation, she mentioned the "last artefact” created by Merlin. They asked
her to say what this artefact did and she replied, to trandate literally: "The Crown iswhat al the Others
who haveleft us dream about, what they wait for in the Twilight, what will bring them happiness and
restoretheir freedom . . ." Nobody attached any significance to her words at the time, and they just lay in
the archivesfor centuries. Until that sheet of parchment was put into ascanner and | started a search with
the key word "Merlin".'

'Am | to assumethat thisinformation isno longer in the Inquisition's database? | asked. Edgar
laughed.

"Y ou want to bring dead Others back to life? 'Departed,’ Gennady hissed. 'Departed, but not
dead!"'It's not that Smple,' said Edgar. 'We think that the Crown of All Thingswill fuse the Twilight



world and the human worlds, eliminate the barriers between the levels. At present the departed ones
cannot — or effectively cannot — return to our world, and we are not strong enough to stay in the
lower levelsof the Twilight lor any length of time. But the Crown will change dl that. Our departed ones
will bewith us'

'Edgar, you don't know anything for certain,' | said. 'Y ou can't know anything. Thisisdl nothing
but guesswork. What if the different levelsreally do fuse with our world? That will be a catastrophe!’

"We know that the departed Otherswant this," Edgar said firmly.

'All based on asingle phrase spoken by an enchantressin the thirteenth century?

‘She was Merlin's mistress. She knew for certain.'

| didn't argue any more.

What could | opposeto their faith? Nothing. Faith can only be opposed by another faith, not by
facts, let done hypotheses.

'Edger, if | knew definitely that the Crown would bring back the departed Others, then | would
help you. But I'm not sureit will." | turned onto the Leningrad Chaussee. 'That's thefirst thing.'

‘Carry on,' Edgar said politely.

‘But eveniif | wanted to help you, the guard on the artefact in Edinburgh has been strengthened.
Everyone knowsthat you'll go back in there again. And | think they've dready figured out what magic
you stole from the repository and how much, so your amulets won't come as asurprise any longer. We
won't get through that easily. That's the second thing.'

‘Believeme, | did athorough job," Edgar said proudly. 'Right now in the Inquisition they have no
ideaof what they had, what they didn't have and how much isleft. The Inquisitionisavery highly
bureaucratised structure, which is probably the inevitable fate of any supranational organisation, whether
it'shuman or ours. It will be hard, but well get through. Even if you don't help us ... | expect it'samost
impossibleto make you kill Light Ones!'

'We should have taken the girl, then he would have helped us,” Gennady rumbled from behind
me.

'‘Cadm down,’ Edgar told him. 'What kind of monster are you anyway? Y ou should be more
humane, Gennady!"

'l was humane when | wasdive,' said the vampire. 'And | held out until they killed Kostya. And
until Polinaleft me. | can't take any more!’

‘But even so we haveto try to overcome our differences of opinion, snce were going to bein the
sameteam for alittlewhile at least,’ Edgar stated reasonably. 'Avoid insults, don't thresten hisfamily . . .
theré's no point. Isthat all you haveto say, Anton?

'No, there's one more little comment. | can't get through to the seventh level. When | got to the
gxth, | was hyped up, the adrenalin was flowing. But the next barrier istoo strong for me to bresk
through. And the Watches have also eval uated the strength of the barrier — no input of Power from
outsdewill hep.'

'Why?

'Becauseit's not a case of Power as such! There's more of it pouring down the vortex above the
Dungeons of Scotland than you could possibly use. But you have to work with it, passit through yourself.
And what if you do supply Power artificialy? Pump it out of people, out of artefacts. . . what then? You
can't keep raigng the voltage in the mainsfor ever, the wireswill melt! What'sneedediisa
superconductor, do you understand? And that superconductor is a zero-point Other, someone who
produces absolutely no magica energy!”

'Oh, these technica explanations,’ Edgar sghed. 'Gennady, did you understand that?

'l did. I told you—'

‘All right, be quiet. Anton, | understand that you can't jump over your own head. And neither can

'Edgar, when did you become aHigher One?
The former Inquisitor laughed.
"Just recently. Don't pay any attention to that.'



'Okay, so you removed Gennady'sregistration sedl,’ | said, thinking out loud. That'sfine, | know
they taught you fancier tricks than that in the Inquisition. But you can only raise your level of Power with
the Fuaran. The book wasburntup . . .

'Don't try to blind me with science,’ Edgar said. 'Tell it to Gennady, he likes that stuff. Nobody's
expecting any miraclesfrom you. What's expected isabit of savvy. Find the way round the barrier.'

'I'm sure Thomas the Rhymer has been searching for that for hundreds of years.'

‘But he didn't have awife and a daughter sitting on anuclear bomb al set to blow,' said Edgar,
glancing at hiswatch. 'We're on time. Well done, you're agood driver. And now listen — don't go into
the parking lot, we don't want to leave any unnecessary tracks. There's ayoung guy waiting for us at the
entrance to the depar-tures hal, give him the keys. He has been paid to drive your car to a parking lot
and pay for three days. If you come back, you can pick it up.'

'If you come back,' Gennady growled.

'I'm sorry, but | think his chances are better than you do,’ Edgar snapped. 'So, welll dip through
passport control quickly, and you won't try to attract the attention of the Others at customs. A Light One
wouldn't want any unnecessary casudties, right? Well get into the plane and you'll have acup of coffee,
even asp of brandy ispermissble. And you'l think. Think hard. So hard that | can hear your brains
cresking. And it will be very good if by the time we reach Edinburgh you aready know how to get the
Crown of All Things. Because we don't have any time to spare. Only twelve hours until the bomb goes
off.

'You bastard,' | said.

'No, I'm ahighly effective personnd manager,' Edgar said, withasmile.

CHAPTER 4

THERE ARE SOME wordsthat can send a man into atrance without using any magic.

For example: Tell me something funny' Evenif you've just watched thefinal of Smart-Alecs
Club on TV, read the latest Terry Pratchett book and dug up ten redlly funny, fresh jokes on the internet
— that will dl fly right out of your head in an indtant.

Thewords'Sit and think' are pretty effective too. They imme-diately remind me of an agebratest
or some quarterly essay at school, and the weary face of the teacher who no longer expects anything
good from his pupils.

Thistime we wereflying directly to Edinburgh, on Aeroflot. If this had been astandard
assgnment, | wouldn't have minded a al — | liked what 1'd seen of Scotland. And particularly since
Edgar, of course, had taken seatsin business class. Three infuriated com-patriots of ours, who between
them could obvioudy have bought the Boeing 767 we wereflying in, wereleft fuming at check-in when
their tickets proved to be invadid. | didn't say anything, but | felt hope beginning to warm my chest. Most
human problems with double bookings or invalid tickets are caused by the machin-ations of certain
light-fingered Others, most often Dark Ones but sometimes Light Onestoo. That'swhy al such incidents
areinvestigated by the Watches. Wdll, in theory al, but in practice only the ones that cause serious
scandals. Inthiscaseit looked asif aredly large-scale scanda wasin the offing...

But | was afraid that the investigation still wouldn't be as prompt as | needed it to be. Especialy
right then, when everyone all the way across Moscow was hunting for Saushkin.

The customs post at departures had aso been reinforced. Instead of two Others on duty, there
were four — in such cases parity is strictly observed. | had been hoping that perhaps they might use
some of our ladsfor the reinforcements and they would spot me, but dl of the Others were from
Moscow Didtrict, not the city. And before check-in Edgar had given us fa se passports and applied
high-quality masks that fourth- and fifth-level Otherswouldn't be able to penetrate. So | walked past my
colleagues under the name of Alexander Peterson, resident of St Petersburg. Gennady became
Kongantin Arbenin, but what Edgar called himsdlf | didn't hear.

Oncel wasin the plane and the flight attendant had brought the coffee and cognac that Edgar
had promised | redlised that | had lost the game al hands up. Every now and then the furry noose on my



neck, which had attracted glances of puzzlement a customs, squeezed alittle bit tighter, or scratched at
my skinwith itstiny little claws... or teeth. Just about the only thing it didn't do was purr whileit waited
for meto use any magic. | even remembered what the thing was called. Schrodinger's Cat. Evidently
because nobody had ever been able to decide whether this piece of trash was dive or dead. In the
Inquisition they used Schrodinger's Cat for transporting the most dangerous criminals. The lousy son of a
bitch had never failed. And by the way, unless | was getting things confused, it was the only one of its
kind. Edgar had stolen some truly unique artefacts.

'Drink your coffee," Edgar said amiably. | had been put in the window seet, with Gennady beside
me. Edgar sat behind us, and he made sure there was no one in the seat beside him: the perplexed but
unprotesting passenger was moved to somewhere in economy class, with showers of gpologies and
promises of countless bonusesin compensation. All in dl, Aeroflot made aquite remarkably pleasant
impression. No worse than the western carriers, or even abit better. It wasjust apity | wouldn't be able
to enjoy theflight. | wasin the wrong company for that.

| drank coffee and brandy by turns, watching as the plane rolled out onto the runway. Edgar
whispered something behind my back - and the roar of the engines disappeared. A Sphere of Silence.
Wall, it made sense: now no one would bother us, and no onewould hear us. It was agood thing that,
unlike thewizard Khottabich in thefairy tae, Edgar had other ways of combating the noise apart from
stopping theengines. . .

Proceed, if you areas strong as|;
Or go back, if you areaswise asl|.

He was mocking. Of course he was— mocking the hapless treasure hunters. But he ill believed
that he had to give a hint. That wasin the unwritten rules of the gamein those days. So there had to bea
way.

Proceed-go back. Forwards-backwards ...

Perhaps you had to pump up the momentum, by swinging back-wards and forwards, liketrying
to freeacar that's got stuck in the mud — an art completely forgotten by the massesin this era of
automatic transmissions. Reach the sixth level, jump back, then back to sixth and take arun straight
through . ..

Absolutedrive. | had just barely managed to get asfar asthe sixth level once, pausing to catch
my bregth after every breakthrough.

| was assuming that | could jump straight out of the depths of the Twilight, like Geser, | ill
wouldn't be able to pump up my speed like that.

Let's repest the argument from the beginning.

The Crown of All Things is here concealed. Only one step is | eft.

That was dl clear enough. Theinscription was on the sixth level. The Crown of All Thingswas
hidden on the saventh. The cunning Merlin had | eft the Sgnpost where only the most powerful and skilful
magician could reach it... it felt really good that | had managed to get there!

But we weren't told anything specid inthisline. It was akind of preamble. An introduction. We
could only hope that Thomas the Rhymer's trandation was adequate . . . but then it ought to be, coming
from agreat bard and an ancestor of Lermontov.

But thisis a legacy for the strong or the wise —

Thiswas more or less clear too. Merlin had |eft the decision about whether to use the artefact or
not up to those who would be hisequal. In Power or wisdom - it didn't matter which.

You shall receive all and nothing, when you are able to takeit.



Right, now thiswas abit more interesting. It looked as though Merlin believed that using the
Crown might cause agloba catastrophe. You shall receive all and nothing - you shdl receive
everything, but not for yourself.

Or was| like Edgar and Gennady, only seeing what | wanted to see?

What if* you shall receive al and nothing' meant that the whole world would bein your power, but it
would be destroyed?

| didn't know. | couldn't understand. If only | could haveread it intheorigind. . .

'Edgar, | have to make one phonecdl,’ | said.

'What? Edgar chortled. "Who to, Geser? We've dready been warned to switch our phones off.’

'Do you want me to produce aresult? | have to ask Foma Lermont about something.'

Edgar didn't hesitate for long. He closed his eyes, then nodded.

'Cdll. Y ou have three minutes before we start to take off. But remember, I'm listening very
caefully'

It was agood thing that | hadn't erased Lermont's number. | took out my phone and caled. One
ring, two. ..

‘Anton?

Therewas aclear note of curiogty in Lermont'svoice.

'How doesthat third linego? You trandated it as™Y ou shdl receive al and nothing, when you
are ableto takeit" — remember? What's the point here—"you shdl receive everything and lose
every-thing" or "you shall recelve everything, but you don't need it"?

Thomas grunted and recited thelinein Old English:

'With it thou shalt acquire dll — and nothing shalt thou get. . .

Weél, thanks a bunch for not sayingitin Welsh. ..

"That means. . ." | began, determined to get it Clear.

‘It meansthat if you get it, you will receive something that you persondly don't need, dthoughiitis
very important, globd, universal.'

‘Thank you, Foma!'

‘Brainstorming? Lermont enquired. 'Good luck. We're not wasting our time here either, we're
working . . .

| cut the connection. | wondered if Edgar and Gennady had heard our conversation and was
suddenly surprised to redlise that | was enthralled by the task. Despite the noose on my neck. Despite the
blackmail. Despite the vampire and the crazed Inquisitor stting there with me. | wanted to understand. |
wanted to solve Merlin'sriddle. | could never be as powerful ashim, but maybe | could at least rival him
intelectudly.

| wanted to believe that | could.

Proceed, if you are as strong as|;
Or go back, if you areaswise asl|.

Right, then. We'd come back to that phrase. The meaning was more or less clear. The strong
could proceed and attain the god by following Merlin'sroute. The wise would go back and choose the
other way round.

Beginning and end, head and tail, all isfused in one ...

That was probably just fine words. Alphaand omega, the begin-ning and the end. Head and tail?

Maybe that was ahint a the golem on thefifth level of the Twilight.
Right, thisline had to be thought about serioudy.

In the Crown of All Things. Thus are life and death inseparable.



Thisbit probably referred to the application of the spell. Life and death areinsegparable. The
Others who have withdrawn into the Twilight will cometo life again, return to our world ... | wondered if
that was what they wanted. I'd dmost had to drag Thomas the Rhymer out of there, he'd wanted to stay
S0 much, to taste the joys of the magica heaven.

| imagined the resurrected Kostyayelling at hisfather: 'Did | ask you to resurrect me? Wasthat
aposshility?

| didn't know. | couldn't understand athing. Oh, but Thomas could hardly be right. He was
caught in the trap of his own dream, just as Edgar and Gennady were blinded by theirs. That inhabit-ant
of the Twilight who had managed to reach thefirst level and had even saved me, you could say, by
showing me the way to the Dark Ones headquarters such along time ago, hadn't looked very happy
with things. I wondered who he was and why he had helped me. How had he ever found out about what
was happening from down there in the spectral Twilight depths of the creation?
Quedtions, questions and no answersto them . . .

Beginning and end, head and tail, all isfused in one. . .

There seemed to be something in this, though. Head and tail - that wasthe bit that | couldn't get
out of my mind. Whose head was fused with histail down there? That wasif | didn't take the
golem-mongter with teeth in both tails serioudy asacandidate . . .

And by theway, why not take it almost serioudy?

Not for myself, of course. For our own dear Last Watch.

So, the Crown of All Thingswas concealed in the body of this miserable two-headed beast.
Somewherein the middle, where one part ended and the other began. Where head and tail were
indis-tinguishable. . . Go back, that is, to thefifth level, and you'll find it there!

Wi, that sounded very convincing. If it was said with agtraight face. They didn't have the Rune,
and Edgar wasn't likely to be able to get it. Just Iet them try to destroy a golem created by Merlin!

Of coursg, if the Crown of All Thingsredly wasfound in the belly of that creeping horror, then
that would be ... that would be very annoying.

But | doubted that would be the outcome.

"You're smiling,' said Gennady. "What have you come up with?

'Quiet,' | said. 'I'm soaring on the wings of inspiration. Better give me some cognac'

Gennady pursed hislips and said nothing.

Absorbed in my thoughts and surrounded by a cocoon of tota silence, | completely missed the
moment of take-off. When | looked out of the window we were already high up above thefirst layer of
clouds, thefirst level. Aagh, now | was seeing levelsthat had to be broken through everywhere!

Y es, there was definitely something about that line that stuck in my mind. Head and tail, right?1'd
heard about that somewhere. In magic? No, morelikely in folklore. In some beliefsor other . . . yes, of
course! Egyptian mythsand, later, European ones. Alchemical treatises. Buddhism, in the form of the
whed of Samsara, rebirth . . .

Uroboros.

The snake devouring itsown tall.

| felt goose pimplesrisng on my skin. It was no accident that Merlin had set atwo-headed snake
to guard thefifth levd. . . The Crown wasn't iniit, of course.

But it wasahint, and avery clear one!

The beginning and the end. It gives birth to itsdlf, fertilisesitsalf and killsitself. An eternal and
unchanging force that is dissolved in space and then restored again, the eternd circle of time, adefence
againgt chaos and darkness, safeguarding the Universe, enclosing and supporting the world, bringing life
into deeth and deeth into life, smultaneoudy motionlessand moving. . .

Death and resurrection.

An eternd stream of Power, dying and being reborn . ..



| understood.

| understood everything.

My fingers started trembling and | grabbed hold of the armreststightly. | caught Gennady's
suspicion glance and said:

'I'm afraid of flying. Get me some cognac, okay? Be aredl man, evenif not for very long.’

Gennady got up without saying aword and beckoned to the stewardess.

Uroboros.

Thebeginning and the end. Life and desth. Thecircle of Power maintaining the Universe.

| understood it all. | wasthefirst snce Merlin. Now | had something to be proud of, if only |
could manageto Say divel

'Y ou've thought of something,’ said Edgar. Half-standing, he leaned forward over the back of my
seat and looked into my eyes curioudy. 'Ah, Anton! | wasright. Y ou do have anidea.’

'l do,' | said, not trying to deny anything. 'Edgar, | want to ask you one moretime— areyou
sure that bringing out those who have withdrawn is safe? Y ou know what the Shade of the Magtersis,
don't you?

'l know,' said Edgar, and his face darkened. 'lt summons magi-cians who have withdrawn back
from thefifth level, where they can exist for afairly long time. Torn out of their natural surround-ings,
pumped full of Power, absolutely insane . . . destroying everything around them with gppaling ferocity.
Anton, don't confuse the forcible extraction and exploitation of the withdrawn with their resurrection. Y ou
know, if someone woke you up in the middle of the night, hit you on the head, poured shit dl over you
and started ydling in your ear, you'd go on the rampage too.'

'So you've definitely made your mind up . . ." | said and paused. | ought not to 'surrender’ straight
away. Edgar couldn't read my thoughts— | was aHigher One, after al — but he could sensealiein my
intonation or the expression on my face. And so could Gennady. 'Edgar, what guaranteesdo | have?

'What guarantees do you mean? he asked in amazement.

'Guarantees that when | explain everything to you, you won't give ordersfor the bombin
Maoscow to be detonated. And that you'll take Schrodinger's Cat off my neck.’

Edgar laughed.

'Anything else you'd like?

I'mgiving you alot,’ | answered.

'Will the Oath of the Light and the Dark satisfy you?

'Edgar!’ Gennady said in achilly voice. There arelimitsto everything!'

'I swear on the Light and the Dark and the equilibrium between them,’ Edgar said in asteady
voice, 'that if you help usto obtain the Crown of All Things, | will remove Schrodinger's Cat from your
neck, will not give ordersfor the bomb in Moscow to be deto-nated and will alow you to fight Gennady
oneagaing one. If you win, | shal cause no further hindrance to you and your family, provided that | am
not attacked by you. If you lose, | undertake not to undertake any measures against Svetlana and Nadya.
Again provided that they do not attack me themsealves. | do so swear!’

A smdll sphere appeared on the pdm of hishand. One haf of it glowed brightly and the other half
was black, asif it was sucking the light into itself. The sphere revolved dowly, with light flowing into
darkness and darkness flowing into light.

'One clarification,' | said. 'What does"If | help you to obtain” mean? When'sthat?

'When we have the Crown in our hands.'

I don't agree,' | said, shaking my head. 'There's a serious chance that you'll be killed trying to
obtain the Crown. But the Cat can only be removed by the person who put it on. | don't fancy the
prospect of spending the rest of my life with no magic and this piece of garbage round my neck.'

Edgar thought about it. Or, more likely, he pretended to think about it. He had probably decided
long ago just how far he waswilling to move,

'Let me darify, he said, looking at the sphere of Light and Dark spinning on hispam. 'l shal
order the bomb in Moscow not to be detonated just as soon aswe al believe that what you tell usisthe
truth. I will remove the Cat before we set out to obtain the Crown. But you will be with us, bound by an



oath not to obstruct us. That isasfar asl can go.'
Now it was my turn to demongtrate the workings of my thoughts. Was | or wasn't | prepared to
accept such conditions? If | was going to tell thetruth, then | probably ought to do abit more haggling . .

‘Another clarification,’ | said. "Y ou will not only remove the Cat, you will dso dlow meto
withdraw to a safe distance. | do not wish to be obliged to join battle on your side against my own will!’

‘Battle? Edgar repeatedly curioudy. 'Y ou probably don't mean against the members of Lermont's
Watch?

'No, | don't,' | said, withasmile. Y ou'll have enough problems without them, believe me.'

‘All right,’ said Edgar. 'l will dlow you to withdraw to a safe distance before we set out to obtain
the Crown. But afterwards you will be obliged to come back and do battle with Gennady. He . . . wants
that very much.'

'‘Agreed.’ | held out my hand and said, 'l swear onthe Light.'

A sphere of fire gppeared on my hand and immediately disappeared again. The Cat round my
neck tightened in annoyance — and relaxed again. It wasn't my magic: the Primordid Power itself
decided whether or not to affirm amagician'swords.

'Gennady, do you confirm Edgar's commitments? | asked.

'Yes.' He didn't swear on the Dark. The Primordial Power only rarely descends to vampires. But
| believed him. After dl, the most important thing for Gennady wasto get his son and wife back. Revenge
was secondary now.

Suddenly redlising that the Sphere of Silence would not prevent passengers from observing the strange
lights, | glanced around.

No, everything wasin order. The passenger on the other side of the aide was deeping. His
neighbour by the window was working on his laptop. What fine fellows these businessmen were. . .

‘It isnot possible to get through to the seventh level,' | said. "'Thereisno way. Only a zero-point
magician can do it... or an Other who has dematerialised and withdrawn into the Twilight.'

Gennady tensed up. Edgar asked inanicy voice:

'‘And isthat your advice?

'No,' | sad, shaking my head. 'Merlin explained everything quite marvelloudy. Y ou smply got
hung up on your own idea about the seventh leve of the Twilight! Wll, not only you," | added
sf-criticaly. 'Merlin didn't smply give ingtructions on how to obtain the Crown! He was writing about
the problem in general! About how it was possible to meet one who had withdrawn!

Edgar and Gennady exchanged glances.

Y es, that had been meant to hook them. And it had.

'Proceed, if you areasstrong as|,' | declaimed. 'What's that about? It's about travelling to the
seventh level, where those who have withdrawn live! But if you don't happen to be a zero-point m
agician, what then? Then you need the artefact created by Merlin. The Crown of All Things. And where
do you get it? Theinscription on the sixth level reads. "Go back, if you areaswiseas|"! And what do
we have on thefifth level?

"The guard. A golem in the form of adouble-headed snake," said Edgar, screwing up hiseyes.

'Head and tail, dl isfused in one!’ | exclaimed triumphantly. ‘It's not just aguard, you idiots! It's
the artefact's wrapping, its protection. Did you read fairy stories when you were children? The death of
Kashche isinthe egg, theeggisin the duck, theduck isin thetrunk . . . It'sthe same principle. And by
theway,' | added in a sudden access of inspiration, ‘| wouldn't be surprised if, when you rip the golem in
half, some other vile beast crawls out of it. Or evenfliesout of it. It will probably try to get away, so be
prepared to take down afast-moving flying target!’

‘Thus arelife and death inseparable,’ Edgar said and started thinking.

"The degth of the golem isanew life for the withdrawn,” Gennady whispered. 'Edgar, could this

be true?

Edgar thought. He was trying to remember something.

'By theway, the Crown is probably the golem's activator. Merlin inclined towards smple and



elegant solutions!’

"There have been two casesin history when agolem-guard also served asthe casing for what it
was guarding,’ Edgar said. 'And the first to use this cunning trick was one of Merlin's pupils.’

In my own mind | gave thanks to this unknown magician for so gptly confirming what | had said.
But outwardly dl | did wasto nod pengvely.

"There, you see. Merlin probably told him about his own idea. Or perhaps he helped histeacher
to make the snake-golem.’

Edgar nodded and said:

'If only we had the Rune ... It was the smplest thing in the world to neutralise the golem withit.’

Hebdieved me.

It'syour own fault,' | said. 'Instead of organising secret societies, you should have opened up
your ideas for general discussion. All Others have lost someone a sometime. . .

'Y ou have no idea how strong the bureaucracy is,' Edgar said in disgust. 'The discussion would
have gone on for ahundred years. And in the end they would have decided not to do anything.'

‘That can't beright,' | blurted out.

'Y ou're Smply too young . . . and too remote from the admin-istrative structures. Geser and
Zabulon would agree with me.’

| shrugged. Perhaps they would.

| wondered if Geser had anyoneto grieve for. Heloved Olga, and now she waswith him. He
had even managed to make his son an Other. But surely, over thousands of years the Great Geser must
have lost loved ones, friends, children. And some of them must have been Others, not ordinary people.
Otherswho had withdrawn into the Twilight.

And Zabulon? Of course, as he now was, Zabulon didn't love anyone. But could that aways
have been the case? He had been a child once, the same as all other children, except that he had been a
potential Other. He happened to have taken the path of Darkness. But it wasn't possible that he had
never loved anyone! Even Dark Onescanlove. . . even mdicious and heartlessoneslike Alisa
Donnikova. . .

Aninteresting little Stuation. In principle, the activities of the "Last Watch' worked to Geser'sand
Zabulon's advantage! Any Other of any serious age had to be ddlighted by the idea of bringing back the
withdrawn.

Although, of course, they could never admit it openly.

CHAPTER 5

THE FLIGHT ATTENDANT handed out the lunches. | was offered cognac again, but | refused.
Enough dready. | had to bein good form in Edinburgh.

Behind me Edgar ate with ahearty appetite. Gennady prodded pensively with hisfork, picking out the
pieces of meat. When hisgazefel on me | completely lost dl desire to est my mest. It even cost me an
effort to get the sdlad and a piece of cheese down. It wasredly rather annoying that everything tasted so
good. | ought to have ordered the vegetarian lunch.

Saushkin took aflask out of his pocket. He unscrewed the top and took agulp, then he put the
flask away, ogtentatioudy licking his dark-stained lips.

'Y ou know, Edgar, theré's one thing that surprisessme,' | said inaquiet voice. 'l thought you
always had adidikefor bloodsuckers. Not to mention vampireswho violated the Tregty . . . And you
removed acrimina’sregistration sed?

'‘Cdm down, Anton,' Edgar said soothingly. "'When Gennady killed those Light Ones on the
boulevard, it was only sdf-defence. And in Edinburgh . . . wdll, that was unfortunate. But it was
self-defence too in a certain sense. Gennady didn't even drink the boy.

Hedidn't like theideaof drinking one of Kostya's friends, so he poured al the blood away . . .

'‘And how did he reach the Higher level ? | asked, looking at Gennady.



The vampire opened his mouth just a crack, extending his fangs. He shook his head.

'His son left the recipe for " Saushkin's Cocktail" in his notes,” Edgar said coolly. 'Sure, Gennady
increased hisleve illegdly. But he didn't haveto kill any peopletodoit. . .

'Areyou sure about that? | asked, looking at Gennady. His fangs were moving further and
further out. | wondered what Schrodinger's Cat would do if someone tried to bite me though its fluffy
body.

It'strue, isn't it? Edgar asked, reaching out one hand and taking Gennady firmly by the shoulder.
'Or isthere something | don't know about my comrade-in-arms?

'He'slying,' said Gennady. 'He's trying to set us againgt each other.’

'l don't think so," said Edgar, till holding the vampire's shoulder, and perhaps even gpplying a
little pressureto it now. 'Y ou're very agitated, Gennady. Cam down.’

'I'm perfectly cam,’ the vampire hissed.

'Have you killed people? Edgar asked imperturbably. There wasn't any recipe for a cocktail e-mailed to
you by your son, was there?

'Yes, I'vekilled some, Gennady said. He took the flask out again and shook it. 'But there was a
cocktail! Thisisit, Kostyas cock tail. | didn't check the mail, | had too many thingson my mind! So |l
only read the letter in the spring, and by then it wastoo late ... So what now?

"They found fifty-two bodies drained of blood in his gpartment. Perhaps you were wondering
what had got the Watches so hot up? His own kind are ready to tear Gennady to pieces now. They've
been left without licencesfor five yeard'

"That's Geser being too modest again,’ Edgar commented. 'In his place | would have demanded
ten. It's outrageous. | had my own suspicions on the matter. Outrageous! Gennady, that's not the way to
dothingsl Wereal oneteam!’

'‘Arewe till one team? Gennady asked.

Edgar sighed.

'Y es. What's done can't be undone . . . But why did you do it?

'How was | to know that you would come and find me? the vampire asked. 'l wanted my
revenge on Anton. And how can aweak vampire take his revenge on aHigher One? | had to build
mysdf up. It'sdl hisfault!

Thiswas an excuse that would never go out of fashion, | thought. Not only among the sons of
Darkness, but among the most ordinary of human scum.

It wasdl hisfault! He had an gpartment, a car and an expen-sive cdllphone, and al | had was
three roubles, chronic acoholism and a hangover every morning. That waswhy | waited for himin the
gateway with abrick . . ." 'She had long legs, she was seven-teen and she had a handsome boyfriend,
and | had impotence, a porn magazine under my pillow and aface likeagorillas. | just had to attack her
in the hallway when she walked in, humming to hersdf, with her lips till hot from kisses. . ."'Hehad an
inter-esting job, work assgnments al over the world and agood repu-tation, and | had adegree diploma
that I'd bought, a petty job working under him and chronic idleness. That wasthe reason | fixed things so
that he would be accused of embezzlement and kicked out of thefirm .. .

They're dl the same, these people and these Others who are desperate for glory, money or
blood and have discovered that the shortest path is dways the Dark one.

There's aways somebody who was getting in their way and somebody who wasto blame. . .

Probably when Gennady Saushkin wanted to save hislittle son heredlly wastrying to do good.
Hedidn't have asoul, but in hismind and his heart he smply couldn't accept Kostyas death. Just ashe
didn't want to accept it now. And the Dark way had proved so smple and so short. . .

For along time he had teetered on the very brink, if avampire still has that option open to him.
He hadn't killed people. He had even tried to be honest and kind, and he had managed it. He had even
managed to bring Kostya up dmost as a human being.

But what makes the short roads different isthat you have to pay alevy for usng them. And on
the Dark roadsthey like to announce the charge at the end of the journey.

'Areyou sdtisfied with his explanations? | asked.



'I'm disappointed,’ Edgar replied. ‘But there's nothing to be done about it now.'

"There are some things that you can't put right,’ | agreed.

But to mysdlf | added: 'And there are some that you can.’

The Twilight customs counter a Edinburgh was empty. There were someformslying there, and
even asearch amulet, glowing an even, milky-white colour. Thelast Other to passthisway had been a
Light One. There were no Others on duty.

Edgar pulled meinto the Twilight. | till couldn't use magic, with that damned Schrodinger's Cat
squirming on my neck and occasiondly sticking its claws out. | took one look at Gennady and turned
away. Hewas an gppalling sight. What wasit that Zabulon had said about human children playing at
vampires? They ought to be shown what avampire redly looked like. Cheeks eaten away by ulcers,
earthen-grey skin; vacant, cloudy-white eyes like hard-boiled eggs with the shell removed.

We walked past the counter and through a door that was closed in the real world, into some kind
of service corridor. We went into asmall room that was either apoorly furnished janitors office or astore
for lumber that was aready worn out but not yet written off. Chairswith their backs torn off and broken
legs, shelvesfull of dusty boxes and jars, rolls of murky-coloured flooring material.

Edgar jerked me by the shoulder and pulled me back into the real world. | sneezed. It was
definitely atemporary storefor junk. I blinked as my eyes grew accustomed to the dim lighting - the
windows were completely shut off by blinds. I laughed. Well now, | could award mysdlf another point in
thisgame.

Sitting in achair that was better preserved than dl the others was a beautiful woman with black
hair. The smple everyday clothes— trousers and a blouse — seemed entirely inappropriate on her. She
ought to have had along dress that emphasised her femininity, or something light and airy, white and
transparent, or nothing at al.

But she would have made any clotheslook good. Even ahobo's old suit.
| admired her once again. Like that first time when our paths had crossed.

'Hello, Arina," | said.

'Hello, sorcerer.’ She held out her hand, and | pressed my lipsto the palm.

Even though | had seen her in her Twilight form.

Eventhough | knew that this magnificent body, so hedlthy and overflowing with vitdity, only
exiged in the human world.

'Y ou're not surprised,’ said Arina.

'Not abit,’ | said, shaking my head.

'He knew," Edgar put in. And from the way he spoke | suddenly redlised that he was not the
most important member of thetrio.

Maybe Edgar was the one who had stirred everything up in the first place, and he had supplied
the Last Watch's battle magic, but he wasn't the most important one there.

'Svetlana guessed? Arinasurmised.

'We decided together,' | said. 'By the way, you're aLight One now, aren't you? Pardon me, but |
won't risk looking at your aura- I've got thislittle kitten dozing round my neck . . .

'Yes, | am," Arinasaid camly. 'But you aready knew that Great Ones can change colour, didn't
you?

'Merlin changed,' | said casudly. 'l have aquestion for you, witch, or whatever you are now.
Heder?

Arinadidn't answer.

'Y ou gave a promise to my wife. Swore an oath. That for ahundred years. . .’

'l would not cause harm to anyone, neither Others, nor people, except in self-defence,’ Arina
continued.

'Surely changing your colour hasn't released you from your oath.’

‘But | haven't killed anyone, Anton. | fitted out Edgar and Gennady, but that's a different matter
atogether. That didn't violate the oath.'

‘Svetlanatook pity onyou,' | said. 'She took pity on you.'



'Perhaps she wasright to, Anton,’ Arinasaid, smiling. ‘Look, I've becomeaLight One. And |
haven't harmed your wife and daughter, have 1?7

'And what about the nuclear weapon that Edgar is threatening to explode beside our house? In
how many hours time? | asked, looking at the former Inquisitor.

Edgar raised one hand and looked a hiswatch. He said:

"Thething is, Anton, that to be redlly interested in the success of our venture, you had to fed a
red persona involvement.'

Before he had even finished spesking, | felt aheavy throbbing in my temples and amist seemed
to obscure my vison.

"The explosion took place five minutes ago,’ Edgar said dispassionatdly.'| haven't broken my oath
— thetimewas set yesterday . . . And don't get emotional, please. If Schrodinger's Cat finishes you off,
you won't be able to help your wife and daughter.’

| had no intention of usng magic.

The dead adways have trouble with taking revenge. Especidly dead Others. | didn't need that
kind of trouble.

| kicked Edgar. Maybe not as e egantly as Olga kicked open the lock on Saushkin's door. But |
think | kicked harder.

Edgar flew back againgt the wall, struck it hard with the back of hishead and dowly did down it,
catching at his crotch with his hands.

Then Gennady jumped me. He grabbed me across the chest with superhuman strength, pulled my head
back with hisfree hand and bared histeeth.. . .

'Genal' Arinaonly said asingle word, but the vampire's fangs were instantly withdrawn. 'Edgar
asked for what he got. Calm down, Anton. Our grey friend was mistaken.'

Edgar groaned as he rolled around the floor, clutching his crotch. 1'd hit the right spot.

"There hasn't been any explosion,” Arina continued. She got up and came towards us, then
looked into my face. 'Hey, Anton! Cam down. There hasn't been any explosion!

| looked into her eyes. And nodded.

Shewastdling thetruth

'What do you mean . . . there hasn't. . ." Edgar groaned from the corner.

'l toldyou | didn't liketheidea,’ Arinasaid. 'Evenif | wasstill aDark One, | wouldn't have liked
it! There hasn't been any explo-sion. The crimindswho stole atactical nuclear warhead have repented
and have returned it to the authorities. They are being interrogated at this very moment.’ She sghed. 'And
not very humanely, I'm afraid. There hasn't been any explosion and therewon't be.'

‘Arinal’ Edgar had even stopped groaning. 'Why? 'Y ou could havejust ddayed it... for a
guarantee. . .

'| can't do thingslike that now," Arinaexplained, with asweet smile. 'Unfortunately, | just can't. |

told you at the beginning that | would cut out any acts of mass destruction with massive human

casudties'

Thenwhy . .. didyou let me gtart dl thisanyway . . .' Edgar said, straightening up with difficulty.
He gave meaglancefilled with hate. 'Bastard! You've. . . smashed everything up!’

"Y ou won't need any of it for the next seventy-seven times,' | replied spitefully. 'Didn't you notice

the spell that Afandi flung at you?

Arinalaughed.

'So that'sit. That old joker Afandi. Y es, the next seventy-five times you can pester someone el se,
Edgar.’

'Why did you do this? Edgar asked with painin hisvoice.

'So that what you said would sound convincing. Anton could have spotted alie, even with the
Cat on his neck. Saushkin, please et our guest go. Hewon't fight any more. Boys awaystry to settle
their disagreements by the mogt primitive methods. . .'

Gennady reluctantly moved away from me and sat down on the floor with hislegs crossed under

him. | looked round for achair that wasn't atotal wreck and sat down, deliberately not asking for



permission. Arinawent back to her own chair. Suddenly redl-ising that he was the only one

standing, and that he was clutching his own private parts, Edgar aso took a sedt.

"All right, now everyone's settled down and we can talk calmly,’ Arinasaid in the voice of the
hostess at aliterary salon who hasjust watched one poet pulling another's curly hair. 'Peace, peace and
more peace! Anton, let me explain thingsto you. Y ou understand that it'sfar more difficult for metolie
than it isfor Gennady or Edgar. We don't want any atrocities, we're not trying to destroy the world.
We're not trying to exterminate al human beings. All were doing is bringing the withdrawn back to life

'Arina, what did they hook you with? | asked. 'Someone you loved? A child?

For amoment | clearly saw sadnessin Arinas eyes.

‘A loved one. . . Yes, there was someone | loved, sorcerer. He was here for awhile, and then
gone. Hedidn't even live out his human lifetime, hewaskilled . . . And | had adaughter. Earlier, before
him. She died too. When shewas only four . . . from plague. | wasn't there with her, | arrived too late to
save her. But not even the Crown will bring them back — they were people. Wherever they might have
gone, there's no way for usto reach them and no way back for them to come back.’

‘Thenwhy . ..' The question was|eft unfinished, hanging inthe air.

Gennady gave aquiet, hoarse laugh.

'Shelsgot ideds! She'saLight One now, like you. Sheonly killsfor noblereasons. . '

'Hush, bloodsucker!" said Arina, and her eyesflashed. Then sheimmediately continued ina
steady voice: 'He'stdling the truth, Anton. | became aLight One by my own deliberate choice. On the
dictates of my reason, not my heart, you might say. I'm sick of the Dark Ones. I've never seen anything
good come of them. | was thinking of joining the Inquisition, but | had too many old chargesto answer.
And | don' like them anyway, the smug hypocrites.... | beg your pardon, Edgar, that doesn't apply to
you, of course. | went straight to Siberiathat time. And | lived in Tomsk, anice quiet town. It inclinesyou
towardsthe Light. | worked for aliving theway | used to, asaloca witch. | put an advertisement in the
newspaper, and when they came from the Watch to check me | pretended to be a quack. It's not hard
for me to wind the average watchman round my little finger. And then | redised that | was only doing
good deeds. | only sent husbands back to their wivesif | could seetheir lovewas till dive, that it would
be better for everyone. | healed sicknesses. | found people who were lost. | made people younger again
... jugt alittle bit. Theimportant thing there wasto usejust alittle bit of magic: dl the restismaking
people believe in themsaves, making them live a hedthy life. And not asingle hex, not asingle potion to
send someone back to awoman he didn't love ... So | decided I'd had enough of playing Dark games.
But do you know wheat it takes for a Dark One to change colour?

| shook my head.

'Y ou haveto think of something immense, something realy important. It not assmple as”If
you've done good deeds for ayear, you become aLight One; if you've worked evil, you become a Dark
One." No. You have to do something that turns everything in you upside down. Something that will
bleach white everything that came before, everything you did with your life ... or smply cancel it out.'

'Was Merlin caught out by his massacre of innocent children? | asked.

'Yes, | think so," Arinasaid, nodding. 'What €l se? He wanted so badly to create a kingdom of
justice and nobility here on Earth, that was what he nurtured Arthur for. How can you be choosy about
your methods in the cause of such agreat idea? And suddenly the probability lines showed a child who
would grow up and destroy the entire kingdom ... | wasn't dlivethen, so | don't know what Merlin was
thinking and what he wanted. But the very moment that Merlin decided to murder the innocent for the
sake of hisdream, the Great Light Magician died and the Great Dark Magician was born.'

Uroboros again. Lifein death and death inlife.

Could it dl redly have been so very smplefor Arina? Shewastired of being a Dark One, she
was drawn to do good deeds— and so she became a Light One? She reformed, like the old woman
Shapoklyak in the story, and changed sides. . .

Or was there something e seinvolved? For ingtance, the long and complicated relationship that
bound her to Geser? Those joint intrigues of theirs, when the Light Magician and the Dark Witch pursued
the same goals? Had Geser inclined her towards the Light, or had Arinarealised that there wasn't that



much difference between her Darkness and Geser's Light?

| didn't know, and she wouldn't answer meif | asked. Just as she wouldn't answer if | asked
whether Geser and Zabulon had known her plansin advance and were playing their own game, alowing
the 'Last Watch' to get closer to Merlin's legacy.

'But how did you and Edgar get together? If it's not a secret, that is.'

Edgar didn't say anything. He was whispering — obvioudy trying to hed hisinjuriesasbest he
could.

'Why should it be asecret? said Arina, looking at her comrade-in-arms and, apparently, lover.
'He managed to track me down after dl. It had become a matter of principle for him. Well, he tracked
me down, but by that time he wasn't interested in his career any more. His wife had been killed, he had
found out about Merlin'slast artefact and he wanted to get hishands on it. And the quickest way to do
that was to become a Higher One, and not smply a Higher One but a zero-point magician, like Merlin.
Edgar thought | could reconstruct the Fuaran. He overestimated my abilitiesalittlethere. But | liked
what he told me about the Crown. So the two of usjoined forces.’

| nodded. That sounded like the way it must have happened. Edgar, already obsessed by the
idea of reaching the artefact, had found Arina. Together they had co-opted Saushkin, who wasthirsting
for vengeance, into their 'Last Watch'. And they had set to work. An Inquisitor who had accessto an
absolutely vast repos-itory of magica amulets; ahighly intelligent witch who had become aLight One; a
Higher Vampire who was going insane with grief for his son and hiswife. ..

A sorry sort of crew they made.

But aterrible one.

'Aren't you afraid that the Crown will become your mistake, Arina? In the same way that
Mordred was Merlin's?

'Yes' shesad. 'l amabit afraid of that. . . Well then, did we make amistake by taking you
prisoner? Have you found away to get hold of the Crown of All Things?

'Yes' | said. 'Merlin deliberately confused the question of the seventh level. Only a zero-point
Other can enter the kingdom of the dead.’

"The withdrawn,” Gennady corrected me without any maicein hisvoice. ‘Not the dead, the
withdrawn.'

Why wasthat such asore point with him? Because he wasn't dive?

'l think it'simpossibletoo,’ Arinasaid, nodding. 'If | had the Fuaran, | could have raised Edgar
to the zero-point leve. But without the book it's difficult. | remembered somethings, | managed to
rewrite afew others, and somehow or other | raised him to the Higher level. But | obvioudy don't have
the kill toriva the Fuaran ... So what were your thoughts?

"The Crown of All Thingsison thefifthleve, | said. Y ou could have taken it two weeks ago!'

Arinascrewed up her eyes and peered at me. And | started telling her al the nonsense I'd fed to
Edgar and Gennady in the plane. About taking a step back. About the head and the tail. About the

golem.

'Y ou're probably lying, | suppose,’ Arinasaid pensively. ‘It dl fitssowdll. . . Butit'sabit smple
for old Merlin, don't you think? Well?

'l think he'slying too,” Gennady suddenly put in, backing her up. He hadn't shown any sign of
trusting me in the plane elther. "We ought to have taken the daughter . . .’

'Gena, don't you dream even in your worst nightmare of ever touching thet little girl!'Arinasaid in
aquiet voice. 'Isthat clear?

'Of course," said Gennady, suddenly changing histune.

'Wdll then, sorcerer, are you telling the truth or lying? Arinaasked, looking into my eyes. 'Eh?

‘Thetruth? | said, leaning forward. The only thing that could save me now wasfury . . . and
frankness, of course. "Who do you take me for? Merlin? How should | know the truth? They hung this
brute round my neck, threatened to blow up my wife and daughter, together with half of Moscow, and
then ordered meto tell them how to get the artefact! How do | know if I'm right or not? | thought about



it. It seemsto methat this could be the right answer! But nobody, including me, can give you any
guarantees!'

‘Just what do want from me, my darling cut-throats . . . maybe | should play "Murka' for you?
Edgar said suddenly.

| didn't immediately redisethat it was ajoke. He didn't often manage that.

‘But thereis something to thislie of his, after al,' Edgar added, giving me ahostile look. ‘It sounds
likethetruth.'
Arinasighed. She spread her hands and said:

'Well then, al we can do now is check it. Let'sgo.’

'Stop,’ | said. 'Edgar promised to take the Cat off me.'

'If you promised, then take it off,'Arinatold him after amoment's thought. ‘But don't forget,
Anton, that you may be powerful now but there are three of us, and we're as strong as you are. Don't
even think about pulling any tricks.'

CHAPTER 6

GENNADY WASDRIVING. Apparently Edgar and Arinathought that they could restrain me
better than he could if | attempted to escape or attack them. | was Sitting on the back seat with Edgar on
my left and Arinaon my right.

But | didn't attempt to attack or to escape - they had too many trump cards up their deeves.
Now that they had taken the Cat off my neck, the skin where the fluffy strap had been was scratched and
itchy.

"They're guarding the Crown much more seriously now,' | said. 'Aren't you afraid of amassacre,
Arina? Will your conscience be ableto handleit?

'Well manage without bloodshed,’ Arinareplied confidently .'Asfar asthat's possible.’

| doubted very much that it was possible, but | didn't try to argue. | looked out in Silence at the
suburbs we were driving through, asif | was hoping to see Lermont or his black deputy and at least be
ableto warn them with alook or agesture. . .

I | tried to get away, they would almost certainly catch me. | had to wait.

The day wasjust declining into evening. It was the busiest timefor tourists, but today Edinburgh
seemed quite different from two weeks earlier. The people on the streets seemed somehow muted and
joyless, the sky was obscured by alight haze and the birds circling overhead seemed alarmed by
something.

So gpparently everything in the world could sense the gpproaching cataclysm, including people
and birds. ..

The cdlphonein my pocket jangled. Edgar started and tensed up. | looked enquiringly at Arina.

'Answer it, but be discreet,’ she said.

| looked at the phone. It was Svetlana.

‘Hello.

Asill luck would haveit, the connection was excellent. Y ou would never have suspected that we
were thousands of kilometres apart.

'Areyou still working, Anton?

'Yes'| said. 'I'mdrivinginthecar.

Arinawas watching me closdly. She was bound to be able to hear every word that Svetlanasaid.

'| ddliberately didn't ring. They told me something had happened — someterrorists or other,



pumped full of magic — isthat why you're late?

A faint spark of hope began to glimmer in my breast. | wasn't late yet! Svetlana couldn't have
been expecting me home from work so early.

'Yes, of coursethat'swhy,' | said.

Come on now, guess! Usemagic! Y ou can find out where | am now. Raisethedarm. Warn
Gesar, and helll get in touch with Lermont. If the Edinburgh Night Watch are expecting an attack, that
will bethe end of the 'Last Watch'.

'Make sure you don't get stuck for too long, Svetlanatold me.

'Surely you have enough people working for you to manage al these things? Don't take
everything on yourself. Okay?

'Of course| wont,' | said.

'I's Semyon with you? Svetlana asked casually.

Before | could answer, Arinashook her head. Of course, if Svetlana suspected something, she
could phone Semyon after | said yes.

'‘No,' | said, 'I'm on my own. I've got a separate job to do.'

'Do you want meto help? I'm getting a bit bored Sitting at home," Svetlana said and laughed.

Arinawas aarmed and tense now.

'Don't bedlly, thisisnothing specid,' | said. 'Just an ingpection visit.'

'Aslong asyou're sure," said Svetlana, sounding a bit disappointed. 'Cal meif you get completely
stuck. Oi, Nadyas trundling something around, bye. . .'

She cut off the call and | started putting the phone away in my pocket. Looking straight into
Arinasrelaxed face, | pressed three buttons on the phone: Incoming calls— Cadl last number — Off.

That wasdl. | couldn't risk leaving the phone switched on. Arinamight hear the ringing tone from
insde my pocket. Had the call gone through, had the international telephone network managed to
processit beforeit was cancelled? | didn't know. | could only put my hopein the greed of the cellphone
network operators - it was more profitable for them to put the cal through and take the money for it from
my account.

And aso, of course, | put my hopein Svetlana's common sense. When her phone rang and then
stopped again, she had to use magic, not try caling back. Arinaand Edgar were far older than me. But
for them a cellphone would aways be a portable version of acumbersome gpparatus into which you had
to shout: Y oung lady! Y oung lady! Give methe Smolny Indtitute!”

'She suspected something, Edgar said. 'Y ou shouldn't have done that with the bomb ... it didn't
have to be detonated, but at least we would have had atrump card in reserve!’

‘Never mind,' said Arina. 'Even if she did suspect something, they don't have any time. Anton,
give methat phone.’

A glint of suspicion had gppeared in her eyes. | gave her the cdll without saying anything, handing
it to her fastidioudy with thetips of my fingerswithout touching the keys.

Arinalooked a the phone and saw that it wasin waiting mode. She shrugged and switched it off
completely.

‘Let'sdo without any cdls, dl right? If you need to cal anyone, you can ask mefor my phone.’

'l won't bankrupt you?

'No, youwon't." Arinatook out her own phone and dialed anumber — not from the phone
book, but the old way, pressing every key. She raised the phone to her ear and waited for an answer.
When it came she said quietly: 'It'stime. Go to work.'

'Still haven't run out of accomplices, then?

‘They're not accomplices, Anton, they're hired hands. People can be perfectly effective dliesif
you equip them with asmall number of amulets. Especidly thekind that Edgar has!

| looked at the royal castle towering up in state above the city, crowning the remains of an
ancient volcano now for ever extinct. Well, well, thiswas the second time I'd ended up in Edinburgh, and
| il didn't havetimeto vistitsmain tourist attraction . . .



'And what have you prepared thistime? | asked

There was an ideaflickering on the edge of my conscious-ness, scratching away at it like
Schrodinger's Cat. Something very important.

'Funnily enough, I've actudly prepared one of Merlin's artefacts,” Edgar said. He had dready

recovered from my ungentlemanly blow. ‘It'scaled Merlin's Seep.’

'Ah, yes, he was rather uninventive with his namesfor things,' | said, nodding. 'Sleep?

‘Just deep,’ Edgar said, shrugging. ‘Arinawas very upset about the high number of casudtiesthe
lagt time. Thistimeit will al bevery . . . cultured.

'Ah, and thereésthefirg little spark of culture,’ | said, looking at the smoke rising from ataxi in
front of us. The driver had clearly fallen adeep ashe took a bend, and his car had run up onto the
sdewak and crashed into an old building. But the most terrible thing was not the smoke coming from
under the taxi's hood, or the motionless bodiesinside it. The sidewa ks were covered with the corpses of
loca people and tourists - one young woman had clearly been knocked aside by the taxi's radiator and
then crushed againgt the wall by its old-fashioned black box of abody. She was probably dying. The
only thing | could be glad about was that she was dying in her deep.

Thiswas not the humane Morpheus that we learned in the Night Watch, the spell that gave
people severd seconds before they lost consciousness. Merlin's Seep acted ingtantly. And it was very
precisaly locaised - | could see the boundary line of the artefact's influence. Two adults stepped insde it
and fell to the ground, instantly overcome by deep. But the seven- or eight-year-old boy who was
walking afew steps behind them was still awake and he cried as he shook his motionless parents. He had
little prospect of help — those people who had not entered the zone of deep were running away fromit
with remarkable aacrity. | could understand why. To someone who didn't know thetruthit all looked
like the effect of some highly poisonous gas. And somehow the sight of thislittle boy trying to get his
parents to their feet on the other sde of the scattering crowd was dmost astragic asthe sight of the
young woman killed in the crash.

Edgar continued gazing fixedly at the smoking taxi after we had driven past it. That would
probably have been agood moment to escape ... if | had been intending to escape.

'Doesthat remind you of something? | asked.

'Incidental casuatiesareinevitable,' Edgar said in avoice that had turned flat and hoarse. 'l knew
what | was getting into.’

'What apity they didnt,' | said. And | looked at Edgar through the Twilight.

Thiswas bad, very bad. He was hung al over with amulets: dozens of charms had been applied
to him and there were spells trembling on the ends of hisfingers, ready to dart off at any moment. He was
positively glowing with Power waiting to be used. Arinaand Gennady looked exactly the same. Eventhe
vampire had not scorned the magical trinkets.

| wouldn't be able to manage by using force.

Wedroveto the Dungeonsin tota silence, past sdewalks strewn with bodies and motionless
vehicles (I saw three that were burning). We got out of the car.

On Princess Street, on the other side of the ravine, everything had stopped dead too, but | could
aready hear asiren howling somewhere. People always recover from apanic. Even if they don't know
what it isthat they're up againgt.

'Let'sgo, said Edgar, pushing me gently in the back.

We st off down the stairs. | looked back for amoment at the stone crown of the castle above
the roofs of the buildings.

Why yes. Of course. Y ou only had to think for amoment and put it al together. Merlin had been
maost magnanimous when held composed hislittleverse. . .

'What are you dawdling for? Edgar shouted at me. His nerves were on edge, and no wonder.
He was anticipating ameeting with the one he loved.

We walked past motionless bodies. There were people and Others - Merlin's Sleep didn't
differentiate between them. | noticed severd deeping Inquidtors. Behind the fake dividing wals
everything waslit up brightly by the glow of auras. They had been waiting, and the ambush could not



have been prepared better.

Only no one had known the full Power of the artefact that had been used.

'Y ou haven't forgotten about the barrier on the third level, | suppose? | asked.

'No, said Arina

| noticed that aswe walked along first Edgar and then Arinaleft perfectly innocent-looking
objects charged with magic on the floor and the walls. scraps of paper, sticks of chewing gum, bits of
sring. In one place Edgar rapidly sketched severd strange symbols onthewall in red chalk — the chak
crumbled into dust as soon as he had traced out the final Sign. In another place Arinasmiled asshe
scattered abox of matches acrossthe floor. The 'Last Watch' was clearly afraid of pursuit.

Eventudly we entered the room with the guillotine, which for some reason the 'Last Watch' had
chosen asits point of entry into the Twilight. Thiswas probably the exact centre of the vortex, the precise
focus of Power.

And here, aswdll astwo firg-level magicians who were adeep, there was one person who was wide
awake.

He was ayoung man, short and plump, wearing spectacles on his cultured-looking face. He
looked very peaceful and unaggressive in hisjeans and bright-coloured shirt. In the corner of theroom |
noticed agirl about ten years old, deeping with her head resting on abag that had considerately been
placed under it. Had they decided to open the way through with the blood of achild, then?

'My daughter fell adeep,’ the man said, correcting my mistaken assumption. 'An extremely
interesting device, | must say . . . Hetook a small sphere woven from strips of metal out of his pocket.
"The lever shifted and it won't move back again.’

"That'stheway it should be," said Edgar. 'It won't move back again for seventy-something years.
So the deviceisusdessto you — leaveit here. Takethis!'

He tossed awad of money to the man, who caught it and casu-ally ran hisfinger over the ends of
the notes. But | noticed that he was keeping hisleft hand behind his back. Oh-oh. . .

'All correct,' the man said with anod. 'But I'm alittle concerned about the scale of theevent . . .
and the devicesthat you employ. It ssemsto me that the dedl was clearly made on unequal terms.”

'l told you thiswould happen,’ Edgar said to Arina. He turned back to the man and asked, "What
do you want? More money?

The man shook his head.

‘Take the money and your daughter, and go. That's my adviceto you,' said Arina.

The man licked hislips and then unbuttoned his shirt.

Heturned out not to befat at al. Historso was encased in something that looked like an
orthopaedic corset. Except that it had wires protruding fromiit.

‘A kilogramme of plagtic explosive. The switch works on the "dead hand" principle,’ said the
man, raising hisleft hand. 'I'm going to take that sphere, dl the strange trinketsthat | found on these guys
— he prodded one of the deeping Otherswith hisfoot — 'and everything you have in your pockets. Is
that clear?

'Asclear asday,' said Edgar. 'l said right at the beginning that this would happen. | made the right
choicewithyou.’

| suddenly noticed that Gennady was no longer there with us.

'And thisresolves a certain number of mord difficulties Edgar said, turning away.

The explosives belt suddenly flew into little pieces. It wasn't an explosion: it looked like the work
of aclawed hand moving with unnatural speed — out of the Twilight, for example. Totally confused, the
man opened hisleft hand, and asmal switch with an absurd little tail of wirefell out of it. He'd been
tdling thetruth.

The next moment the man screamed, and | too choseto turn away.

'An exceptionally |oathsome character,’ said Edgar. 'His threat was serious, even though thelittle
girl ishisown daughter. But now we have the blood we need, with none of the killing of innocent people
that upsets Arinaso much.'

"Y ou're no better than him," | replied.



'l don't pretend to be," Edgar said, with ashrug. 'Let's go. It's not the first time we've entered the
Twilight together, isit?

He even took hold of my hand. | didn't protest. I found my own shadow on the floor and
sepped into it. Through the gust of icy-cold wind, into the frozen, hungry space of the Twilight. . .

Thefirg levd.

We moved on without delay. The second level. The space around us was seething, agitated
either by the fresh blood or by the hole that Merlin had made herein the fabric of crestion.

Edgar and Arinawere gill beside me. Intensely focused. A moment later Gennady too appeared,
with blood on hislips. On the second level | could barely recognise Saushkin senior, hisface was so
badly distorted by hideous mdice and insane hatred.

Thethird level. Thefind eddies of the vortex of Power that had been blocking our way so
recently were till raging here. Edgar started looking round and said:

‘Someonesfollowing us... one of the Sgns has been activated.'

‘Successfully? A cloud of steam escaped from between Arinas lips as she asked.

'l don't know. Let'sgo lower!

Thefourth level greeted uswith its pink sky and coloured sand. | pulled my hand out of Edgar's
grasp and sad:

'We agreed! | won't join the fight against the golem!”

'And nobody'sforcing you to,' Edgar said, with atoothy grimace. 'Don't worry, you can keep out
of it. Forward!"

Thiswasthe point at which | had planned to Sart an argu-ment. To drag things out and then run
for it, or even stay here and send the 'Last Watch' on to a pointless battle against the monster.

But something seemed to urge me on. Something like the insane obsession that had possessed
Arina, Edgar and Gennady seemed to take possession of metoo. | had to go down to thefifth level... |
hed to!

If only tolull their vigilance...

‘All right, but | don't intend to lay my life down for your sake!' | shouted and stepped down to
thefifth level under Edgar's watchful eye.

They appeared beside me amost ingtantly. Y es, they had certainly pumped themsalvesfull of
Power. Gennady was the only one who was dightly delayed. He had obvioudy got through at the second
atempt.

And thisleve of the Twilight was so much nicer than the ones aboveit! Cool, even chilly, but
aready without that icy wind that sucked the life out of you. And the colours herelooked amost natural

| looked round, trying to spot the golem, and | saw it about two hundred metres away — there
were two snakes heads sticking up out of the grass, turning thisway and that like submarines
periscopes. Then the golem spotted us. The heads shuddered and reached up higher. Therewasaloud
hissing sound, very much like area snake's hiss, except that it was coming from such along distance
away . ..

A moment later the snake was dready dipping towards us, managing to keep both of its heads
abovethe grass at the sametime.

'Head and tail,’ Arinasaid pensively. 'l don't know, | don't know . . . Edgar, release Kong.'

| understood what she meant when Edgar took asmall jade figurine out of his pocket - it wasa
long-armed monkey with short pointed horns protruding from its head. The Inquisitor bresthed on the
figurine and then carefully screwed its head off — the figurine turned out to be hollow — and carefully set
it down in the grass. We barely had time to jump back before the vessel started giving out green smoke
that coiled into theform of amonger.

The devathat had hunted Alisher in Samarkand was nothing like King Kong. He didn't have the
height for that, Since he only stood about three metres at the withers. But the toothy, gaping jaw,
muscular limbs with sharp claws, coarse dark green fur and brutish, flaming-orange eyesimpressed me
far more than the sentimental giant from the old movies.



And King Kong probably never had such arepulsive acrid smell either. How could agolem
stink, when it conssted of concen-trated Power, not flesh, or even clay, and it had been storedina
magical vessal? 1 didn't know. Maybe it was an accidental side effect. Or maybe it was ajoke by the
devas creator?

'‘Go and kill it!" Edgar shouted, pointing to the snake. Kong roared and went dashing towardsthe
snake in huge bounds. The snake dithered towards him, not at all frightened by his sudden appearance,
even seeming to liven up at the prospect of aworthy opponent. The earth shuddered under the impact of
their feet and coils; the monkey's thunderous roar and the snake's deafening hiss fused together into a
snglemighty rumble.

Now wasthe time! While they were entranced by the prospect of the forthcoming battle.

| turned round — and froze. Standing behind me was a short old man with abeard, dressed in
white. At some moments he looked absolutely real — | could count every last hair in the grey beard and
gaze into the weary face furrowed with wrinkles; at others he became a hazy white shadow, through
which | could see the grass and the sky.

The old man pointed dowly to the ground at hisfeet. Then he repeated the gesture.

Did he want meto go down to the sixth level?

| jabbed my hand downwards. The old man nodded, and an expression of relief appeared on his
fece.

He began mdting away into the air.

There was no time to hesitate. At any moment one of the 'Last Watch' might look round and
realise that | was preparing to make my escape.

The Power iswithin me! | can go down to the sixth level.

The Power iswithin me! | can seeit dways.

| must do thisl Therefore | will doiit.

| felt ablast of icy wind.

As| stepped through the barrier | heard Arinas voice:

‘Somebody redly is—'

Thevoicefdl silent, cut off a the border of the sixth level. At the border that protected the world
of Otherswho had withdrawn.

"Thank you for coming,' the old man said. And he smiled.

Before | answered, | looked around me.

Daytime. A blue sky with white fluffy clouds and asun. A meadow of green grass. Birds
twittering in the trees.

An ancient grey-haired man standing in front of me. His clothes had probably never been white
— the coarse greyish sackcloth had only appeared to be white &t first glance. And he was barefoot too .
.. but the effect was not a pastoral, sentimental closenessto nature. He was smply a man who went
barefoot, who didn't think it was worth wasting time on making shoes.

'l greet you, Great One,' | said, bowing my head. ‘It isan honour for me... to see the Grest
Melin!

The old man looked into my face curioudy. Asif thiswasn't thefirst time he had seen me but held
never had achanceto look at me properly before.

'An honour? How much do you know of my life, Light One?

'l know about somethings,' | said, shrugging. 'l know about the ship with thelittle children.’

'And even soit is"an honour"?

"It s;emsto methat you have aready paid for many things. And, in addition, for millions of
people you are awise defender of good and justice. That also counts for something.’

‘There were only nine of them . . ." Merlin muttered. 'Legends— they dways exaggerate. The
bad things, and the good things. . .

‘But they did exist.'

"They did,” Merlin confirmed. "Why do you think that | have aready paid? Do you not like the
heaven that awaits Others after desth?



Instead of answering | bent down and plucked astalk of grass. | put it in my mouth and bit it.
Thejuice was hitter . . . only not quite bitter enough. | screwed my eyes up and looked at the sun. It was
shining in the sky, but its light was not blinding. | clapped my hands - the sound was very dightly muted. |
breathed in, filling my lungswith air — the air wasfresh . . . and yet there was something lacking iniit. It
left adight musty odour, like the onein Saushkin's gpartment. . .

'Everything hereisnot quite genuine,' | said. 'It lackslife.!’

'Well done,' said Merlin, nodding. ‘"Many do not notice that straight away. Many live here for
years— or centuries— before they redlise that they have been deceived.

'Can't you get used to it? | asked.

Merlinamiled.

'No. Itisimpossibleto get used to this'

'‘Remember the joke about the fake New Y ear's tree decor-ations, Anton? someone asked
behind me. | looked round.

Tiger Cub was standing just five steps away.

There were many of them. Very many of them, standing there and listening to my conversation
with Merlin. Igor Teplov and Alisa Donnikova— they were together, holding each other by the hand,
but there was no happinessin their faces. The girl-werewolf Gayawas hiding her eyes. Murat from the
Samarkand Watch gave me an embarrassed wave. A Dark One | had once killed by throwing him off
the Ostankino Television Tower looked at me with no malice or resentment in hiseyes.

There were so many. The trees prevented me from seeing just how many of them were standing there. If
not for the forest, they would have stretched al the way back to the horizon. They had let the ones | had
known come through to the front.

'Yes, Tiger Club, | remember,' | said.

| didn't fed any morefear or anger. Only sadness — acalm, weary sadness,

"They look soredl,’ Tiger Cub said and smiled. ‘But they bringnojoy at all. . .

'Y ou'relooking good,' | muttered, for the sake of saying some-thing at least.

Tiger Cub pensively examined her tiger-skin cape. She nodded.

'l made an effort. For the sake of thismeseting.’

'Hi, Igor!" | said. 'Hi, Alisal’

They nodded. Then Alisasaid:

‘Good for you, Anton, Y ou're powerful. But don't get too big-headed, Light One! Merlin himsdlf
has been helping you.'

| looked round &t the old man.

'‘Sometimes, Merlin said tectfully. 'Well. . . besde that outlandish tower of yours. And then when
you were fighting that werewolf intheforest. . . And only just alittlebit. . .

| wasn't listening to him any longer. | was gazing round, trying to find the one whose words were
most important of al to me.

Kostya pushed aside the Other he had been standing behind and came forward towards me. Of
everyone there, he probably looked the best and the most absurd at the same time — hewas wearing a
tattered spacesuit that had once been white but was now blackened and burned through in severa
places.

'Hdllo, neighbour,' he said.

'Hi, Kostya,' | replied. 'l ... I've been wanting to say something to you for along time. Forgive

Hefrowned.

"Will you drop those Light affectations of yours? What isthere to forgive? We fought honestly,
and you won honestly. Everything'sfine. | ought to have redlised that you werent erecting the Shield
because you were afraid. . '

'Even s0,' | said. "You know that | hate my job. I've turned into asmall screw ... atiny part of a
machine that gives no quarter and shows any mercy!'

'And how else could it be, between us? Kostya suddenly smiled. 'Drop that. . . And you . . . forgive my



father. If you can. He never used to belike that.'

| nodded.

Tl try. | redlly will."

‘Tell him that Mom and | are waiting for him." Kostya paused and then added firmly: ‘Here."

I'll tell him," I promised, trying to spot Polina

K ostya suddenly took a step forward, shook me awkwardly by the hand — and stepped away
agan.

Andinthat brief instant when our hands touched | felt his cold hand turn warm, saw his skin flush
pink and his eyes gleam once again. Kostya stood there swaying, looking at his hand.

But my hand was seared by anicy chill. ..

Theranks of Others shuddered. Slowly, involuntarily, they began moving towards me. There was
hunger and envy in their eyes— in dl of their eyes, even Tiger Cub's, even lgor's, even Murat's

'Stop!" Merlin shouted. He darted forward and stood between me and the withdrawn Others,
rasing hishandshighintheair. | noticed that he carefully skirted round me to avoid touching me.

'Stop, you mad fools! A few minutes of life. . . that is not what we want, not what we have been
waiting for!"

They stopped and looked at each other in embarrassment. Then they moved back. But the
hungry firewas il blazing in their eyes.

‘Leave now, Anton," Merlin said. "Y ou understand everything and you know what you have to
do. Go!'

'I can't get through, the "Last Watch" isup there,' | said. 'Unlessyour golem has stopped them . .

Merlin looked straight through me a something. Then he sighed.

"The golem is dead. Both golems are dead. A pity - | used to go up to thefifth level sometimes
and play with the snake. But it was sad and lonely too."

'Can you take me through? | asked.

Merlin shook his heed,

‘Not many of usare cgpable of going to thefifth level. Only very few can reach thefirst level, and
even so we are powerlessthere.’

'l won't be ableto get past them,’ | said. 'And | can't go straight forward to the seventh level
ather.’

We amiled at each other.

"Y ou will be helped,” Merlin said. 'Only do everything right, | beg of you.'

| nodded.

| didn't know if it would work. All I could do wastry.

The next moment the air around me Started to vibrate as if something seething with an huge
excess of Power had broken through the Twilight. What levels, what distances? What did these meanin
the face of this Power resonating in awareness of its own salf?

Little Nadya stepped down onto the grass. She waved her arms about, but couldn't keep her
bal ance and plumped down onto her bottom, looking up a me.

'Get up,' | said sternly. 'It's damp!’

Nadyajumped to her feet, dusted off her velvet jumpsuit and jabbered:

'Mommy taught me how to walk into the shadow! That's one! And there was amonkey and
snake fighting, and they both beat each other. That's two! Two men and awoman were watching the
snake and saying very bad words. That'sthree! And Mommy told meto bring you straight back home
for supper! That'sfour!'

She gulped when she saw the huge crowd around her, then lowered her eyesin embarrassment
and saidinapalitelittiegirl'svoice:

‘Hello. ..

'Hdlo,' said Merlin, squatting down in front of her. 'Are you Nadezhda?

'Yes, Nadyasaid proudly.



I'mglad I've seen you,' said Merlin. 'Take your daddy home. Only not straight home — first go
back to the people. And then home.'

'‘Backwards means forwards? Nadya asked

That'sright.’

'Y ou look like awizard from a cartoon," Nadya said suspicioudy. Just to be on the safe Sde, she
took hold of my hand, and that clearly made her fed more confident.

'l used to be awizard,' Merlin confessed.

'A good one or a bad one?

'All kinds," he said, with asad smile. ‘Go now, Nadezhda''

Nadyacast awary look at Merlin and asked me:

'Shall we go, Daddy?

'Yes, let'sgo,' | said.

| looked round and nodded to Merlin, who was watching us slently. In sad anticipation. Thefirst
to raise her hand and wave goodbye was Tiger Cub. Then Alisa. And then they were dl waving to us...
waving goodbye for ever.

And when my daughter, the newly initiated Absolute Enchantress, took a step forward, | stepped
after her, holding her hand in order not to lose my way in the swirling vortex of Power that had
completed its circle and was returning us to our world.

Because the Twilight, of course, has no end, just as no ring has an end.

Because the warmth of human love and the cold of human hate, the running of beasts and the
snging of birds, thefluttering of a butterfly'swings and the sprouting of a grain through the earth do not
pass away, leaving no trace. Because the universal stream of living Power out of which parasiteslikethe
blue moss and the Others greedily snatch their crumbs does not disappear without trace — it returnsto
the world that isawaiting rebirth.

Becausewedl live on the seventh leve of the Twilight.

EPILOGUE

'How! LOVELY! IT isl Here!' Nadya exclaimed.

| picked her up in my arms. We were standing on a cobbled street in Edinburgh, surrounded by
hundreds and thousands of deeping people. The Srenswere drawing closer and closer asthe time of the
Others was coming to an end.

'Yes,' | agreed. 'Everything hereisred.’

'Only everyone's deeping,’ Nadya observed sadly. 'Likein the fairy story about the deeping
princess. Can | wake them up?

Shecould. . . She could do anything at dl now — if she wastaught.

‘But aren't you tired? | asked. My legswere buckling under me and | wasfeding abit dizzy.

'What from? Nadya asked in surprise

'Inalittewhile,' | sad. 'Just alittie while, well wake everyone up ... dl those we can. Daddy just
hasto do one thing that's very important first. Will you help me?

‘How?

"Just hold onto me," | said. | closed my eyes and flung out my arms. | held my bregth.

| had to fed thiscity. The stones and the walls that remembered Merlin and Arthur. People might
have forgotten, but the stones remembered. The ancient fortress, set above the city like acrown,
remembered too, and it was waiting.

Why were we so stupid sometimes? Why did we expect magic to be hidden in something we
could hold in our hands, when it could be everywhere dl around us?

Of course, Merlin hadn't hidden his most important crestion in the Twilight, he hadn't put his trust
in the strength of the golem, but he hadn't put it in the strength of oak chests either. Thisancient fortress
had stood on the cliff for fifteen hundred years, it had been defended and captured, it had been destroyed
and rebuilt, the proud kings of Scotland had kept their treasuresin it — and the stones covered with



runesthat Merlin had laid in the degpest foundations had been waiting for their time to come.

| only had to reach out to them. Touch them. Fedl them.. . .

‘Light One!" someone roared behind me. | looked round, emerging from my trance.

Edgar and Arinawere standing there, just looking at me— and | was astonished to redlise that
their eyeswerefull of fear. Gennady was running a me. Running and shouting. Surely he didn't think that
the power of magic depended on how loud you shouted? He came rushing towards me, taking immense
bounds, transforming as he advanced, looking less and less like a human being. Hisfangs were growing,
his skin was turning the colour of degth, the hair on hishead wasfaling out in tangled grey skeins.

| raised my hand, gathering Power for the Grey Prayer.

But just then Nadya stepped forward and shrieked in the vampire's face:

'Don't shout a my daddy!"

Gennady staggered. What had struck him was more powerful than hate. But he couldn't stop, he kept
moving forward, asif he was running againgt ahurricane. And he collapsed a our feet. Nadya squesaled
and hid behind me.

| squatted down and looked into Gennady Saushkin's eyes. He looked at me and asked:

'Can't they come?

'No, they can't come. And they would never have been ableto. But | will do what they asked me
to. Go, whilethereis il time.'

'Help me, Anton," he said in an dmaost norma voice.

‘Nadya, look the other way!" | ordered.

'I'm not looking, I'm not!" my daughter mumbled, turning away and putting her hands over her
eyesto make quite sure.

| raised my hand, with Gennady watching my movements asif he were aready spdlbound. And
the Grey Prayer dispatched the vampireto the sixth level of the Twilight.

| got up and looked at Edgar and Arina.'A zero-point Other, Arinasaid in delight. ‘An Absolute
Enchantress. . .

'For five minutes I'll be much too busy too be concerned with you,' | said, looking a them. 'But
afterwards. . .

'We have the Minoan Sphere, Edgar said pleadingly. ‘Can we?

"They'll search for you,' | said. 'And so will I, remember that. But just now you have five minutes.
And only because they asked meto forgive.

'What are you going to do? Arina asked.

'What those who have withdrawn have been dreaming of . Grant them deeth. Because without

death resurrection isimpossible!

Edgar narrowed his eyes. He opened abag hanging at hiswaig, took out asmal ivory sphere
and handed it to Arina. Shetook it without saying aword.

'Help metoo, Light One," Edgar said. 'What'sit to you?

'Y ou've got protective charms draped al over you like garlands on aNew Y ear's tree. How can
| help you?

T'll help him," Arinasuddenly said. 'Don't you get sidetracked. Do what you've got to do.'

| didn't understand exactly what it was that she did. She seemed just to move her lips. Edgar
smiled, and for an ingtant his face was handsome and amost young. Then hislegs buckled and he
collapsed onto the cobblestones of the street.

‘But you're not planning to demateridise,’ | remarked. 'What kind of aLight One are you?

'WEell, oneway or another the god has been achieved now,’ Arinadeclared. The withdrawn will

get what they werelonging for!'

| shook my head. Then | looked at the castle and closed my eyes again.

'I'm returning your phone. . 'Arinasaid. 'l don't want anybody el se'sthings''

| heard the Minoan Sphere burst quietly behind my back, opening up aporta for Arina, one that
would be impossible to trace. Oh, she had been a strange Dark One, and she had turned into a strange
Light One.



Suddenly | heard the faint sound of music. Arina had switched on the player built into the phone.
By chance?

Or to show that her grasp of technology was alot better than | thought?

They seem to havel€eft the nigredo likeyou and | And they walk in the light, knowing nothing.
They spit in the mirror and laugh at themsalves - yes, They have left the nigredo, knowing nothing.

The dark one will be punished, his brow smeared with chak, The light one will be caught and
rolled in soot, But what can you do?

Likeyou and 1 they seem to have | &ft the nigredo, Knowing nothing.

On the capricious hand there are eight lifelines, And so when they meet they maul each other, But
what can you do?

Likeyou and | they seem to have |&ft the nigredo, Knowing nothing.*

(* Trandator's note: Nigredo and Albedo are alchemical termsfor 'Blackness and 'Whiteness)

Wil now, that's already a blessing. When you manage to get out of the nigredo, whether you're
aDark Oneor aLight One, you have achance to continue your journey. Y ou can only move on viathe
nigredo, decay and dissolution. Move on to synthesis. To the creation of the new. To albedo.

The ancient stones on the top of the cliff were waiting.

| reached out to them. No spells, words or rituals were required here. | only had to know what
to reach out towards and what to ask for.

Merlin had aways left himsalf aloophole. Even as he was about to set out for the Others heaven he had
sugpected that this stolen heaven might turn out to be hell.

'Release them,’ | pleaded, without even knowing whom | meant. 'Release them, please. They have done
evil that wasevil, and good that turned into evil. But for al things the time comesfor forgive-ness.
Releasethem. . .

Thefortresstowering over the city seemed to sigh. The birds circling in the sky started moving
lower. The dense gloominthe air began to dissipate. Thefina ray of the setting sun fell onthecity ina
promiseto return with the dawn.

And | fet dl theleves of creation shrink together and tremble.

| saw the soneidols on the Plateau of Demonsin Uzbekistan collapse and crumble, asif it were
happening in front of my very eyes. | saw the Others who had withdrawn into the Twilight after
demateridising dissolveinto it — with afeding of rdief and tremu-lous hope.

It became easier to bregathe.

'Daddy, can | look now? Nadya asked. 'Just peep with one eye?

'Yes,' | answered. | squatted down — my legs wouldn't hold me up any longer. ‘Daddy’s just

going to have alittle rest, and then well go home. . . will you take me the short way?

‘All right," Nadya agreed.

'No, you know what, let's not take the short road,’ | said, changing my mind abruptly. ‘I don't
redly like short roads. Why don't we fly in an aeroplane?

'Hooray!" Nadya shrieked. 'In an aeroplane! And will we come back here sometime?

| looked at her and smiled. Maybe I'd manage to teach her ways to be wary of smple answers
and short roads.

'Definitely,’ | said. Y ou didn't think thiswasthe Last Watch, did you?
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