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Story One

DESTINY


PROLOGUE

THE ESCALATOR STRAINED slowly upward. In an old station like this, what else would you expect? But the wind swirled like a wild thing inside the concrete pipe – ruffling his hair, tugging the hood off his head, sneaking in under his scarf, pressing him downward.

The wind didn’t want Egor to go up.

The wind was pushing him back.

Strange, but no one else seemed to notice the wind. There was hardly anyone around – it was midnight and the station was already emptying. Only a few people riding down towards Egor and hardly anyone on the up escalator either. One ahead of him, two or three behind. That was it.

Except, of course, for the wind.

Egor stuck his hands in his pockets and turned to look back. For a couple of minutes already, from the moment he stepped off the train, he’d had the feeling he was being watched. It wasn’t a frightening kind of feeling at all, it felt interesting, a sudden, pricking sensation.

Down at the bottom of the escalator there was a tall man in uniform. Not police, a soldier. Then there was a woman with a sleepy little child, clutching her hand. And another man, young, wearing a bright orange jacket, with a walkman. He looked just about dead on his feet too.

Nothing suspicious. Not even for a boy going home so late. Egor looked up again, at the policeman lounging against the gleaming handrails, dejectedly trying to spot some easy prey in this sparse stream of passengers.

Nothing to be afraid of.

The wind gave Egor one last nudge and suddenly dropped away, apparently resigned that the struggle was pointless. The boy glanced back once more and started running up the moving steps as they flattened out under his feet. He had to hurry. He didn’t know why, but he had to. Again he felt a pricking sensation of senseless anxiety and a cold shudder ran through his body.

It was the wind again.

Egor slipped out through the half-opened doors and the piercing cold assailed him with renewed fury. His hair, still wet from the pool – the dryer was broken again – was instantly stiff with ice. Egor pulled the hood back over his head, darted past the vendor kiosks without stopping and hurried into the underpass. Up on the surface there were far more people, but he still had the feeling of alarm. He glanced back now, without slowing down, but there was no one following him. The woman with the small child was walking towards a trolleybus stop, the man with the walkman had paused in front of a kiosk, inspecting the bottles, the soldier still hadn’t come out of the subway.

The boy speeded up through the underpass. There was music coming from somewhere, so quiet he could hardly hear it, but it was incredibly soothing. The delicate trill of a flute, the strum of guitar strings, the chime of a xylophone. The music was calling to him, telling him to hurry. Egor dodged past a group of people hurrying towards him, overtook a happy little drunk who was barely staggering forward. All thought seemed to have been blown out of his head, he was almost running now.

The music was calling.

And now there were words weaving themselves into it . . . not clearly, still too quiet to make out, but just as alluring. Egor bounded out of the underpass and stopped for a moment, gulping in the cold air. A trolleybus was just rolling up to the stop. He could ride just one stop, almost all the way to his house . . .

The boy set off towards the trolleybus, walking slowly, as if his legs had suddenly become numb. It halted for a few seconds with its doors open, then the hinged flaps swung together and it moved away. Egor watched it go with dull, glazed eyes, the music getting louder all the time, filling the whole world, from the semicircular lobby of the high-rise hotel to the ‘box on stilts’ – his own building – that he could see not far away. The music was prompting him to walk. Along the wide, brightly lit avenue, where there were still plenty of people around at this hour. His home was only five minutes away.

But the music was even closer . . .

When Egor had walked about a hundred metres, the hotel was suddenly no longer sheltering him from the wind. The icy blast stung his face, almost drowning out the music that was calling to him. The boy began to stagger, nearly coming to a stop. The enchantment was shattered, but the feeling of being watched was back, this time with a strong undercurrent of fear. He glanced back. Another trolleybus was approaching the stop. And he caught a glimpse of an orange jacket in the light of the streetlamps. The man who had ridden up the escalator with him was walking behind him. Still with his eyes half closed in the same way, but with surprising speed and purpose, as if he could see Egor.

The boy started to run.

The music began again louder than ever, breaking through the curtain of the wind. He could now make out words . . . he could, but he didn’t want to.

The right thing to do now was to walk along the avenue, past the shops, which were closed but still brightly lit, alongside the late-nighters on the pavement, in full view of the cars rushing by.

But Egor turned into an alleyway. To where the music was calling him.

It was almost completely dark, the only things moving were two shadows by the wall. Egor seemed to see them through a dense haze, as if they were lit up by some ghastly bluish glow. A young man and a girl, very lightly dressed, as if the night air wasn’t twenty degrees below zero.

The music rose to a final, crashing, triumphant crescendo. And stopped. The boy felt his body go limp. He was covered in sweat, his legs giving way, he wanted to sit down on the slippery, ice-covered pavement.

‘A pretty one . . .’ said the girl in a quiet voice. She had a thin face, with sunken cheeks and a pale complexion. Only her eyes seemed to be alive: black, huge, magnetic.

‘You can leave . . . just a little bit . . .’ the young man said with a smile. They were as alike as brother and sister, not in their features, but in some indefinable quality that they shared, as if their faces were covered by a dusty, semi-transparent gauze.

‘For you?’ For a moment the girl turned her gaze away from Egor. The numbness eased slightly and terror flooded his mind. The boy opened his mouth, but his eyes met the young man’s and he couldn’t shout. As if he was suddenly wrapped in some cold, elastic membrane.

‘Yes. You hold him!’

The girl gave a mocking snort. Turning her gaze back to Egor, she stretched out her lips as if she were blowing a kiss. In a quiet voice she pronounced those familiar words, the ones that had been woven into the alluring music.

‘Come, come . . . come to me . . .’

Egor stood without moving. He had no strength to run, despite the horror, despite the scream that had burst from his lungs and stuck in his throat. But at least he could simply stand.

A woman walked past the end of the alley with two huge German shepherds on leads. Walking in slow motion, as if she were moving underwater, as if she were part of his terrible dream. Out of the corner of his eye, Egor saw the dogs turn sharply towards the alley, tugging at their leads, and for a moment an insane hope flared up in his soul. The German shepherds started growling uncertainly, with loathing and fear. The woman stopped for a moment and glanced suspiciously into the alley. Egor caught her glance – indifferent, as if she was looking into empty space.

‘Come on!’ She tugged at the leads and the dogs gladly moved back to her side.

The young man laughed quietly.

The woman quickened her step and disappeared from view.

‘He’s not coming to me!’ the girl exclaimed petulantly. ‘Look, will you, look, he’s not coming!’

‘Try harder,’ the young man said curtly. He frowned. ‘Learn.’

‘Come! Come to me!’ the girl said, emphasising each word. Egor was less than two metres away, but it seemed to be important to her that he came over to her.

Egor realised that he had no more strength to resist. The girl’s gaze held him, as if binding him with an invisible elastic tether, the words summoned him and he could not help himself. He knew that he should not move, but still he took a step forward. The girl smiled, and he saw her white, even teeth. She said:

‘Take off your scarf.’

He couldn’t hold out any longer. His hands trembled as he threw back his hood and pulled off his scarf without unwinding it. He stepped towards those alluring black eyes.

Something was happening to the girl’s face. Her lower jaw was stretching down, her teeth were moving, curving. He saw the flash of long fangs that were not human.

Egor took another step.


CHAPTER 1

THE NIGHT GOT off to a bad start.

It was barely even dark when I woke. I just lay there, thinking things over, watching the final gleams of daylight fading away in the cracks of the blinds. This was the fifth night of the hunt – and there was still nothing to show for it. And I wasn’t likely to get lucky today either.

It was cold in the apartment, the radiators hardly gave any heat at all. The only thing I like about winter is that it gets dark quickly, so there aren’t many people out on the streets. If not for that, I’d have dropped the whole business ages ago and left Moscow for some place like Yalta or Sochi. It would have to be the Black Sea, not some far away islands in a warm foreign ocean: I like to hear the sound of my mother tongue around me . . .

Stupid dreams, of course.

It’s still too soon for me to be thinking of retiring to somewhere a bit warmer.

I haven’t earned it yet.

The telephone must have been waiting for me to wake up – it started ringing in that loathsome, nagging way it has. I fumbled for the receiver and held it to my ear – quietly, without saying a word.

‘Anton, answer.’

I didn’t say anything. Larissa’s voice was brisk and focused, but already tired. She obviously hadn’t slept all day.

‘Anton, shall I put you through to the boss?’

‘No, don’t do that,’ I growled.

‘That’s more like it. Are you awake?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s the same again for you today.’

‘Anything new?’

‘No, not a thing. Have you got anything for breakfast?’

‘I’ll find something.’

‘Okay. Good luck.’

It sounded feeble and unconvincing. Larissa didn’t have any faith in me. No doubt the boss didn’t either.

‘Thanks,’ I said to the dial tone. I got up and made the usual trip to the toilet and the bathroom. I was just about to spread toothpaste on the brush when I realised I was getting ahead of myself and put it back down on the edge of the basin.

It was completely dark in the kitchen, but of course I didn’t bother turning on the light. I opened the door of the fridge – the small light bulb I’d screwed out of its socket lay there freezing with the food. I looked at the saucepan with the colander sitting on top of it. Lying in the colander was a lump of half-defrosted meat. I lifted out the colander, raised the saucepan to my lips and took a gulp.

If anyone thinks pig’s blood tastes good, then they’re wrong.

I put the saucepan with the rest of the thawed-out blood back in the fridge and walked back to the bathroom. The dull blue lamp hardly lightened the darkness at all. I took a long time cleaning my teeth, brushing furiously, then I gave in, went back to the kitchen and took a gulp of icy vodka from the fridge. Now my stomach didn’t just feel warm, it felt hot. A wonderful set of sensations: frost on my teeth and fire in my stomach.

I hope you— I started thinking, about the boss, but I caught myself just in time. He was quite capable of sensing even a half-formed curse. I went through into my room and started gathering together the clothes scattered all over the place. I discovered my trousers under the bed, my socks on the windowsill, and for some reason my shirt was hanging on the mask of Chkhoen.

The ancient king of Korea eyed me disapprovingly.

‘Why can’t you just watch over me?’ I muttered, and then the phone started screeching again. I paced around the room until I found the receiver.

‘Anton, was there something you wanted to say to me?’ the disembodied voice asked.

‘Not a thing,’ I said sullenly.

‘I see. Now add “glad to serve, your honour” to that.’

‘I’m not glad. And there’s nothing to be done about it . . . your honour.’

The boss paused for a moment.

‘Anton, I really would like you to take this situation we have on our hands a bit more seriously. All right? I expect you to report back in the morning, in any case. And . . . good luck.’

I didn’t exactly feel ashamed. But I wasn’t feeling quite so irritated any more. I put my mobile phone in my jacket pocket, opened the cupboard in the hallway and wondered for a while what I ought to take to round out my kit. I had a few novel items of equipment that friends had given me the previous week. But I settled on the usual lot anyway – it’s fairly compact and gives pretty good all-round coverage.

Plus the minidisc walkman. I don’t need my sense of hearing for anything, and boredom is an implacable enemy.

Before I went out I took a long look at the staircase through the spy-hole. Nobody there.

And that was the beginning of one more night.

I rode the metro for about six hours, switching aimlessly from line to line without any system, sometimes dozing, letting my conscious mind take a break and my senses roam. There was nothing going down. Well, I did see a few interesting things, but they were all utterly ordinary, tame beginner’s stuff. It wasn’t until about eleven, as the metro got less crowded, that things changed.

I was sitting there with my eyes closed, listening to Manfredini’s Fifth Symphony for the third time that evening. The minidisc in the player was totally wild; a personal selection, medieval Italian composers and Bach alternating with the rock group Alisa, Richie Blackmore and Picnic. It’s always interesting to see which music comes up for which event. Today it was Manfredini.

I felt this sudden cramp – all the way up from my toes to the back of my head. I even hissed as I opened my eyes and glanced round the carriage.

I picked the girl out straight away.

Very pretty, young. In a stylish fur coat, with a little handbag and a book in her hands. And with a black vortex spinning above her head like I hadn’t seen for at least three years.

I suppose the look I gave her must have made me look insane. The girl sensed it, glanced back at me and immediately turned away.

Try looking up instead!

No, of course she’s not going to see the twister anyway. The most she could possibly feel is a slight sensation of alarm. And she can’t get any more than the vaguest glimpse of that flickering above her head, out of the corner of her eye . . . like a swarm of midges swirling round and round, like the air trembling above the tarmac on a hot day . . .

She can’t see a thing. Not a thing. And she’ll go on living for another day or two, until she misses her step on the black ice, falls and bangs her head so hard it kills her. Or ends up under a car. Or runs into a thug’s knife in the hallway, a thug who has no real idea why he’s killing this girl. And everyone will say: ‘She was so young, with her whole life ahead of her, everybody loved her . . .’

Yes. Of course. I believe it, she’s a very good person, kind. There’s weariness there, but no bitterness or spite. When you’re with a girl like that you feel like a different person. You try to be better, and that’s a strain. Men prefer to be friends with her kind, flirt a bit, share confidences. Men don’t often fall in love with girls like that, but everybody loves them.

Apart from one person, who’s hired a Dark Magician.

A black vortex is actually fairly ordinary. If I looked closely, I could make out another five or six hanging above other passengers’ heads. But they were all blurred and pale, barely even spinning. The results of perfectly standard, non-professional curses. Someone had simply yelled after someone else: ‘I hope you die, you bastard.’ Someone had put it even more simply and forcefully: ‘Go to hell, will you?’ And a little black whirlwind had moved over from the Dark Side, draining good fortune and sucking up energy.

But an ordinary, amateurish, formless curse lasts no more than an hour or two, twenty-four hours at most. And its consequences may be unpleasant, but they’re not fatal. That black twister hanging over the girl was the genuine article, stabilised and set in motion by an experienced magician. The girl didn’t know it yet, but she was already dead.

I automatically reached for my pocket, then remembered where I was and frowned. Why don’t mobile phones work in the metro? Don’t the people who have them ride underground?

Now I was torn between my principal assignment, which I had to carry through, even with no hope of success, and the doomed girl. I didn’t know if she could still be helped, but I had to track down whoever had created that vortex . . .

Just at that point I got a second jolt. But this time it was different. There was no cramp or pain, my throat just went dry and my gums went numb, the blood started pounding in my temples and my fingertips started itching.

This was it!

But the timing couldn’t have been worse.

I got up – the train was already breaking as it pulled into a station. I walked past the girl and felt her eyes on me, following me. She was afraid. There was no way she could see the black vortex, but it was obviously making her feel anxious, making her pay close attention to the people around her.

Maybe that was why she was still alive.

Trying not to look in her direction, I put my hand into my pocket and fingered the amulet – a smooth cylinder carved out of cool onyx. I hesitated for a moment, trying to come up with some other plan.

No, there was no other way.

I squeezed the amulet tight in my hand, feeling a prickly sensation in my fingers as the stone began to warm up, giving out its accumulated energy. The sensation was no illusion, but you can’t measure this heat with any thermometer. It felt as if I was squeezing a coal hot from a fire . . . it was covered with cold ash, but still red hot at the centre.

When I’d drained the amulet completely, I glanced at the girl. The black twister was shuddering, leaning over slightly in my direction. This vortex was so powerful that it even possessed a rudimentary intelligence.

I struck.

If there’d been any Others in the carriage, or even anywhere in the train, they’d have seen a blinding flash that could pierce through metal or concrete with equal ease.

I’d never tried striking at a black vortex with such a complex structure before. And I’d never used an amulet with such a powerful charge.

The effect was totally unexpected. The feeble curses hanging over other people’s heads were completely swept away. An elderly woman who’d been rubbing her forehead looked at her hand in amazement: her vicious migraine had suddenly disappeared. A young guy who’d been gazing dully out the window shuddered. His face relaxed and the look of hopeless misery disappeared from his eyes.

The black vortex above the girl was tossed back five metres, it even slipped halfway out of the carriage. But it maintained its structure and came zigzagging back through the air to its victim.

This was real power!

With real perseverance!

They say, though I’ve never actually seen it myself, that if a vortex is pushed even two or three metres away from its victim, it gets disoriented and attaches itself to the nearest person it can find. That’s a pretty lousy thing to happen to anyone, but at least a curse meant for someone else has a much weaker effect, and the new victim has a good chance of escape.

But this vortex just came straight back, like a faithful dog running to its master in trouble.

The train was stopping. I threw one last glance at the vortex – it was back in place, hanging there above the girl’s head, it had even started to spin faster . . . And there was nothing, absolutely nothing I could do about it. The target I’d been hunting all over Moscow for a week was somewhere close, right here in the station. My boss would have eaten me alive . . . and maybe not just in the figurative sense . . .

When the doors parted with a hiss, I gave the girl a final glance, hastily memorising her aura. There wasn’t much chance of ever finding her again in this vast city. But even so, I would have to try.

Only not right now.

I jumped out of the carriage and looked around. It was true, I was a bit short of field work experience, the boss was quite right about that. But I didn’t like the method he’d chosen for training me at all.

How in hell’s name was I supposed to find the target?

Not one of the people I could see with my normal vision looked even slightly suspicious. There were plenty of them still jostling against each other here – it was the circle line, after all, Kursk station, there were passengers who’d just arrived on the main line, street traders making their way home, people in a hurry to change trains and head for the suburbs . . . But if I closed my eyes I could see a more intriguing picture. Pale auras, the way they usually are by evening, and in among them the bright scarlet blobs of fury, the strident orange glow of a couple obviously in a rush to get to bed, the washed-out brownish-grey stripes of the disintegrating auras of the drunks.

But there was no sign of the target. Apart from the dryness in my throat, the itching in my gums, the insane pounding of my heart. The faint taste of blood on my lips. A mounting sense of excitement.

The signs were all circumstantial, but at the same time they were too obvious to ignore.

Who was it? Who?

The train started moving behind me. The feeling that the target was near didn’t get any weaker, so we still had to be close to each other. Then a train going in the opposite direction appeared. I felt the target tremble and start moving towards it.

Forward!

I crossed the platform, weaving between the new arrivals staring up at the indicator boards, then set off towards the back of the train – and my sense of the target began to get weaker. I ran towards the front of the train – there it was again . . . closer . . .

It was like that children’s game, first I was ‘cold’, then I was ‘warm’.

People were boarding the carriages. I ran along the train, feeling sticky saliva filling up my mouth, my teeth starting to ache, my fingers starting to cramp up. The music was roaring in my earphones.


In the shadow of the moon

She danced in the starlight,

Whispering a haunting tune

To the night . . .



How appropriate. The song was bang on.

But it was a bad omen.

I jumped in through the closing doors and froze, concentrating on what I could feel. Had I guessed right or wrong? I still couldn’t get a visual fix on the target . . .

I’d guessed right.

The train hurtled on round the circle line. My instincts were raging, calling to me: ‘Right here! Beside you!’

Maybe I’d even got the right carriage.

I gave my fellow passengers a surreptitious looking-over and dropped the idea. There was no one here worth taking any interest in.

I’d just have to wait, then . . .


Feel no sorrow, feel no pain,

Feel no hurt, there’s nothing gained . . .

Only love will then remain,

She would say.



At Marx Prospect I sensed the target moving away from me. I jumped from the carriage and set off toward the other line. Right here, somewhere right beside me . . .

At the radial line station the feeling of the target became almost unbearably strong. I’d already picked out a few likely prospects: two girls, a young guy, a boy. They were all potential targets, but which one of them was it?

My four candidates got into the same carriage. That was a stroke of luck at last. I followed them in and waited.

One girl got out at Rizhskaya station.

The feeling of the target didn’t get any weaker.

The young guy got out at Alekseevskaya.

Great. Was it the girl or the boy?

I risked a stealthy glance at both. The girl was plump and pink-cheeked, she was absorbed in reading her MK newspaper, showing no signs of any kind of agitation. The boy, in contrast, was skinny and frail, standing by the door and tracing his finger across the glass.

In my opinion the girl was a lot more . . . tempting. Two to one it was her.

But then, in judgements like that the question of sex decides pretty much everything.

I’d already begun hearing the Call. Still not verbalised yet, just a slow, gentle melody. I immediately stopped hearing the sound from my earphones. The Call easily drowned out any other music.

Neither the girl nor the boy showed any signs of alarm. The target either had a very high threshold of resistance or had simply succumbed straight away.

The train stopped at Exhibition. The boy took his hand away from the glass, stepped out on to the platform and marched off rapidly towards the old exit. The girl stayed on the train.

Damn!

They were both still too close to me, I couldn’t tell which one I was sensing.

And then the music of the Call soared triumphantly and words began to insinuate themselves into it.

A female voice!

I jumped out between the closing doors, and hurried after the boy.

The hunt was nearing its end at last.

But how was I going to handle things with no charge on my amulet? I didn’t have a clue.

Only a few people had left the train and there were five of us on the up escalator. The boy at the front, a woman with a small child behind him, then me, followed by an ageing, seedy-looking army colonel. The colonel’s aura was beautiful, a glittering mass of steel grey and light blue tones. I thought with weary humour that I could call on him to help. Even these days people like that still believe in the idea of ‘officer’s honour’.

Except that any help I could get from the colonel would be about as much use as a fly-swat on an elephant hunt.

I dropped the stupid idea and took another look at the boy. With my eyes closed, observing his aura.

The result was disheartening.

He was surrounded by a shimmering, semi-transparent glow. Sometimes it was tinged with red, sometimes it was flooded with a dense green and sometimes it flared up in dark blue tones.

This was a rare case. A destiny still undefined. Undifferentiated potential. This boy could grow up to be a great villain, he could become a good and just person, or he could turn out to be a nobody, an empty space, which is actually what most people are anyway. It was all still ahead of him, as they say. Auras like that are normal for children up to the age of two or three, but they disappear almost completely as people get older.

Now I could see why he was the one the Call was addressed to. There was no denying it – he was a real delicacy.

I felt my mouth starting to fill up again with saliva.

This had all been going on for too long, far too long . . . I looked at the boy, at the thin neck beneath his scarf, and I cursed my boss and the traditions, the rituals – everything that went to make up my job. My gums itched, my throat was parched.

Blood has a bitter, salty taste, but this thirst can’t be quenched by anything else.

The boy hopped off the escalator, ran across the lobby and out through the glass doors. Just for a moment I felt relieved. I slowed down as I followed him out, and just caught a sense of movement out of the corner of my eye as he ducked down into an underpass. He was already running, physically drawn by the lure of the Call.

Faster!

I ran over to a kiosk and said, trying not to show my teeth:

‘The stuff that’s six roubles, with the ring pull.’

The young guy with a pimply face handed me the quarter-litre bottle with a slow, sluggish movement – as though he’d been taking a drop himself to keep warm on the job. He warned me candidly:

‘It’s not great vodka. Not gut-rot, of course, it’s Dorokhov, but, you know . . .’

‘Got to look after my health, anyway,’ I joked. The vodka was obviously fake, but right now that was okay by me. With one hand I tore off the cap with the ring pull and with the other I took out my phone and switched it to repeat dial. The young salesman stared – he must have been shocked that someone who could afford a mobile phone would buy such bad vodka. I took a swallow as I walked along – the vodka stank like kerosene and tasted even worse, it was definitely moonshine, bottled in the back of someone’s garage – and ran to the underpass.

‘Hello.’

Larissa wasn’t there any more. Pavel’s usually on night duty.

‘This is Anton. It’s somewhere near the Cosmos hotel, in the back alleys. I’m in pursuit.’

‘You want the team?’ The voice was beginning to sound interested.

‘Yes. I’ve already discharged the amulet.’

‘What happened?’

A street bum bedded down halfway along the underpass reached out a hand as if he was hoping I’d give him the bottle I’d just started. I ran on past him.

‘Something else came up . . . Make it quick, Pavel.’

‘The guys are already on their way.’

I suddenly felt as if a red-hot wire had been stuck through my jaws. Hell and damnation . . .

‘Pasha, I can’t answer for myself,’ I said quickly and rang off. I pulled up short, facing a police patrol.

Isn’t that always the way? Why do the human guardians of law and order always turn up at the most inappropriate moments?

‘Sergeant Kampinsky,’ a young policeman announced briskly. ‘Your papers . . .’

I wondered what they were planning to pin on me. Being drunk in a public place? That was probably it.

I put my hand into my pocket and touched the amulet. Just barely warm. But this wouldn’t take a lot.

‘I’m not here,’ I said.

The four eyes that had been probing me in anticipation of easy pickings went blank as the last spark of reason in them died.

‘You’re not here,’ they echoed in chorus.

There was no time to program them. I blurted out the first thing that came into my head:

‘Buy some vodka and take a break. Now. Quick march!’

The order clearly fell on fertile ground. The policemen linked arms like kids out looking for fun and dashed off along the underpass towards the kiosks. I felt vaguely uncomfortable, picturing the consequences of my instructions, but there was no time to put things right.

I hurtled out of the underpass, certain I was already too late. But oddly enough, the boy still hadn’t got very far. He was just standing there, swaying slightly, less than a hundred metres away. That was serious resistance. The Call was so loud now, it seemed strange to me that the occasional passers-by walking down the street didn’t start dancing, that the trolleybuses didn’t swing off the main avenue, forcing their way down along the alley towards their sweet fate . . .

The boy glanced round. I thought he looked at me. Then he set off again, walking quickly.

That was it, he’d broken.

I followed him, frantically trying to decide what I was going to do. I ought to wait for the team – it would only take them ten minutes to get here, at most.

But that might not turn out so good – for the boy.

Pity’s a dangerous thing. I gave way to it twice that day. The first time in the metro, when I spent the charge of the amulet in a useless attempt to displace the black vortex. And now the second time, when I set out after the boy.

Many years ago someone told me something that I flatly refused to accept. And I still don’t accept it now, despite all the times I’ve seen it proved right.

‘The common good and the individual good rarely coincide . . .’

Sure, I know. It’s true.

But some truths are probably worse than lies.

I started running towards the Call. What I heard was probably not what the boy did. For him the Call was an enchanting melody, sapping his will and his strength. For me it was just the opposite, an alarm call stirring my blood.

Stirring my blood . . .

The body I’d been treating so badly all week was rebelling. I was thirsty, but not for water – I could quite safely slake my thirst with the dirty city snow without doing myself any harm. And not for strong drink either – I had that bottle of lousy vodka with me and even that wouldn’t do me any damage. What I wanted was blood.

Not pig’s blood, or cow’s blood, but real human blood. Curse this hunt . . .

‘You have to go through this,’ the boss had said. ‘Five years in the analytical department’s a bit too long, don’t you think?’ I don’t know, maybe it is a bit too long, but I like it. And after all, the boss himself hasn’t worked out in the field for more than a hundred years now. I ran past the bright shop windows with their displays of fake Gzhel ceramics and stage-set heaps of food. There were cars rushing past me along the avenue, a few pedestrians. That was all fake too, an illusion, just one facet of the world, the only one accessible to humans. I was glad I wasn’t one of them.

Without breaking my rapid stride, I summoned the Twilight.

The world sighed as it opened up. It was as if airport searchlights had suddenly come on behind me, casting a long, thin, sharp shadow. The shadow swirled up, gaining volume, the shadow was drawing me into itself – into a dimension where there are no shadows. The shadow detached itself from the dirty tarmac, swirling and swaying like a column of heavy smoke. The shadow was running ahead of me . . .

Quickening my stride, I broke through the grey silhouette into the Twilight. The colours of the world dimmed and the cars on the avenue slowed, as if they were suddenly heavy.

I was getting close to my goal.

As I dodged into the alleyway, I thought I would just catch the final scene. The boy’s motionless, ravaged body, drained dry, the vampires disappearing.

But I wasn’t too late after all.

The boy was standing in front of a girl vampire who had already extended her fangs, slowly taking off his scarf. He was probably not afraid now – the Call completely numbs the conscious mind. More likely he was longing to feel the touch of those sharp, gleaming fangs.

There was a young male vampire standing beside them. I sensed immediately that he was the leader of the pair: he was the one who was initiating her, he was introducing her to the scent of blood. And the most sickening thing about it was that he had a Moscow registration tag. Bastard!

But then, that only improved my chances . . .

The vampires turned towards me in confusion, not understanding what was going on. The boy was in their Twilight, I shouldn’t have been able to see him . . . or them either.

Then the male vampire’s face began to relax, he even smiled – a calm, friendly smile.

‘Hi there . . .’

He’d taken me for one of his own. And he could hardly be blamed for his mistake: I really was one of them now. Almost. The week of preparation had not been wasted: I had begun to sense them . . . but I’d almost gone over to the Dark Side myself.

‘Night Watch,’ I said. I held my hand out, holding the amulet. It was discharged, but that’s not so easy to sense at a distance. ‘Leave the Twilight!’

The male vampire would probably have obeyed me, hoping that I didn’t know about the trail of blood he’d left behind him, that the whole business could just be written off as ‘an attempt at unauthorised interaction with a human’. But the girl lacked his self-control, she didn’t have the wit to get it.

‘A-a-a-agh!’ She threw herself at me with a long, drawn-out howl. It was a good thing she still hadn’t sunk her teeth into the boy; she was out of her mind now, like a desperate junkie who’s just stuck a needle in his vein only to have it jerked back out again, like a nymphomaniac after her man’s pulled out just a moment before coming.

That dash would have been too fast for any human, no one could have parried it.

But I was in the same dimension of reality as the girl vampire. I threw up my arm and splashed vodka from the open bottle into her hideously transformed face.

Why do vampires tolerate alcohol so poorly?

The menacing scream became a shrill squeal. The girl began whirling around on the spot, beating her hands against her face as it shed layers of skin and greyish flesh. The male vampire swung round, all set to run.

This was going too easily altogether. A registered vampire isn’t some casual visitor I have to fight on equal terms. I threw the bottle at the girl, reached out my hand and grabbed hold of the cord of the man’s registration tag, which had unravelled on command. The vampire gave a hoarse croak and clutched at his throat.

‘Leave the Twilight!’ I yelled.

I think he realised things were looking really bad now. He flung himself towards me, trying to reduce the pressure from the cord, extending his fangs and transforming as he came.

If the amulet had been fully charged, I could have simply stunned him.

As it was, I had to kill him.

The tag – a seal on the vampire’s chest that gave off a faint blue glow – made a crunching sound as I gave the silent order. The energy implanted in it by someone with far greater skill than me flooded into the dead body. The vampire was still running. He was well fed and strong, other people’s lives were still nourishing his dead flesh. But he couldn’t possibly resist such a powerful blow: his skin shrivelled until it was stretched as taut as parchment over his bones, slime gushed from his eye sockets. Then his spine shattered and the twitching remains collapsed at my feet.

I swung round – the girl vampire could have regenerated already. But there was no danger. She was running across the yard between the buildings, taking huge strides. She still hadn’t left the Twilight, so I was the only one who could see this extraordinary sight. Apart from the dogs, of course. Somewhere off to one side a small dog broke into hysterical barking, transfixed simultaneously by hatred and fear, and all the other feelings that dogs have felt for the living dead for time immemorial.

I didn’t have enough strength left to chase her. I straightened up and captured a 3D image of her aura – grey, desiccated, rotten. We’d find her. There was nowhere she could hide now.

But where was the boy?

After he emerged from the Twilight created by the vampires, he could have fainted or fallen into a trance. But he wasn’t in the alley. He couldn’t have run past me . . . I ran from the alley into the yard and saw him. He was bolting, moving almost as fast as the vampire. Well, good for him! That was wonderful. No help required. It was unfortunate that he would remember everything that had happened, but then who would believe a young boy? And before morning all his memories would fade and assume the less menacing features of a fantastic nightmare.

Or should I really go after him?

‘Anton!’

Igor and Garik, our inseparable duo, came running down the alley from the avenue.

‘The girl got away!’ I shouted.

Garik kicked out at the vampire’s shrivelled corpse as he ran, sending a cloud of rotten dust flying up into the frosty air. He shouted:

‘The image!’

I sent him the image of the girl vampire running away. Garik frowned and ran faster. Both operatives headed off in pursuit. Igor shouted as he ran:

‘Clear up the trash!’

I nodded, as if they needed an answer, and emerged from my own Twilight. The world blossomed. The operatives’ silhouettes melted away and their invisible feet even stopped leaving tracks in the snow lying in the human dimension of reality.

I sighed and walked over to the grey Volvo parked at the kerb. There were a few primitive implements lying on the back seat: a heavy-duty plastic sack, a shovel and a small brush. It took me about five minutes to scrape up the vampire’s feather-light remains and put the sack in the trunk. I took some dirty snow from a melting pile left by a careless yard-keeper, scattered it in the alley and trampled it a bit, working the final dusty, rotten remains into the slush. No human burial for you . . .

That was that.

I went back to the car, got into the driving seat and unbuttoned my jacket. I felt good. Very good, in fact. The senior vampire was dead, the guys would pick up his girlfriend and the boy was alive.

I could just imagine how delighted the boss would be.
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