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Prologue






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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Who are you looking for?” Lera asked.


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


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


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


Behind them there was nothing.


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


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


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


“All right,” Lera agreed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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


Victor seemed to be dozing on her shoulder.


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


Victor still didn’t say anything.


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


Lera sighed and looked at Victor.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


After all, inside every woman, no matter how grown up she is, there is still a frightened little girl.















Chapter 1






“HOW COME I COULD DO IT?” GESAR ASKED. “AND WHY COULDN’T you?”


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


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


“I haven’t got enough Power,” I said.


Gesar’s face turned deep crimson.


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


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


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


What was that, a piece of advice?


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


There was no shadow.


Nothing changed.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




“Yes. What do you find so surprising?”


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


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


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


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


He stopped.


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


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




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


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


I said nothing.


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


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


Gesar’s eyes glittered with irony.


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


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


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


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


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


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


I looked into Gesar’s eyes, astonished.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Even though the story was so tragic, I laughed.


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


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


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


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


I picked up the fax.


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


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


The contents were no surprise to me, though.




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


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


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


“Aha…” I said thoughtfully. “And so…”


Our glances met again.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Gesar frowned.




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


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


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


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


“When do I fly?” I asked.


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


“A co–ver story? Who for? Me?”


“Yes, you’ll be working unofficially.”


“Will I have co-ntacts?”


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


“Only Foma…Anton, stop mocking me!”


I gave Gesar a perplexed look.


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


“She will object,” I said confidently.


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


 


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


Bliss!


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


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


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


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


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


The carafe swerved and moved away toward the fridge.


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


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


“No, I would.”


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


“It really is important.”


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


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


“It’s a strange business,” she said.




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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


I suddenly realized that she was worried about something.


“Sveta, have you looked into the future?”


“Yes.”


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


“Well?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Nadezhda!” Svetlana said in an icy voice.


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


There was a subtle weepy note in her voice.


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


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


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


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


“And Daddy?”


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


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


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


“Don’t fix anything!” Svetlana exclaimed.


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


Right there in our stomachs.


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


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


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


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


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


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


“No need. Semyon will take me.”


 


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


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


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


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


“Not the Germans?” I suggested uncertainly.


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


He grunted happily.


“And who won?” I asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He braked sharply.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“To London.”


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


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


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


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


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


“Then what do you want?” I inquired.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’ll never say that.”


“Take it anyway.”


I shook my head.


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


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




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


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


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


The connection broke off.


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


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


“What for?” I asked.


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


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


“What a show-off,” I said.


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


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


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















Chapter 2






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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Logical?


Absolutely. Nothing odd about it.


Then Zabulon turns up.


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




Did such things happen?


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


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


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


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


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


So it wasn’t the Great Ones….


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Then I stopped.


And turned around.


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


Garden-variety physiology.


“Egor?” I said uncertainly.


Then I took a hasty glimpse through the Twilight.


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


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


I hadn’t seen him for six years!


What a coincidence!


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


“What are you doing here?” I asked.


“Flying,” he replied stupidly.


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


“London,” said Egor.


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Of course.”


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


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


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


I felt a sudden tightness in my chest.


Coincidences like this definitely didn’t happen!


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


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




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


“Yes, I graduated from the circus college.”


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


“I’m a conjurer,” Egor chuckled.


Well, would you believe it!


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Egor, you…” I hesitated.


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


No.


Because I didn’t believe it myself.


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


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


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


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




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


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


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


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


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


Contact, help, advice…


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


Did I want help from the Dark Ones?


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


There were no observers to appreciate the pathetic gesture.


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


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


Rookie Others try to do everything with magic.


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


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


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


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


I breathed out a stream of smoke.


Gesar?


Zabulon?


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


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




And drew conclusions.


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


But so far we still manage without bureaucracy.


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


“A Light One,” I agreed.


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


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


“Night Watch, Russia, city of Moscow.”


“Level?”


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


“Higher.”


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


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


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


“Holiday or business?”


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


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




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


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


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


“I’m not even leaving the airport.”


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


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


“Yes,” I said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




 


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


An hour later we landed at Edinburgh Airport.


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


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


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


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


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


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


Right. An impertinent vampire.


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


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


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


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


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


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




“A single,” I repeated.


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


“No.”


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


“The Dark One at the customs in Heathrow.”


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


“I want a Light room,” I said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“The incident in the Dungeons,” I said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




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


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


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


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


“No.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“And why twelve?”


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


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


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


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


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


“You think it was a woman?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Will you help me, Master?”


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


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


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


“It is,” Bruce replied with a sigh.


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


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


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


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


Eye to eye.


Pupil to pupil.


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


Fall at his feet…


Weep in ecstasy at his beauty, wisdom, will…


Beg for forgiveness…


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


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


Bruce smiled.


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


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




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


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


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


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


“No,” Bruce replied quietly.


“Do you have any theories about the matter?”


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


“What else do you know about this killing?”


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


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


“Nothing…”


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


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


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


Meaningful and pitiful.


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


It took me a few seconds to understand.


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


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


And this polite old youth was very vain.


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


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


“You challenged me to a duel.”


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


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


He blinked, and once again became the hospitable host.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




By oppression’s woes and pains,


By your sons in servile chains,


We will drain our dearest veins


But they shall be free!
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