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Chapter 1

“THANK THE GODS we’re home!” Bertrand sighed with relief.

I had heard him say that once before. And just like back then, the day I first arrived in Herouxville, we were standing atop a hill, looking down at the city sprawled out below us.

The Old and New Capitals, the nauseating smell of filth coming from the Legha, the succession of people coming and going, into the city and out of it... It felt the same as the day I first arrived.

True, it was cloudy — winter didn’t seem to be in any hurry to relinquish its claim on the first month of what was supposed to be spring. It seemed like we were about to get hit with more of the slushy, wet snow that we were all so heartily sick of after our travels.

Feeling happy, I straightened up in the saddle and gave Chickadee a gentle slap on the neck before turning to take a look at my little crew. Five wagons, loaded to the brim with trophies and all sorts of useful items purchased in Fjordgrad’s Crafting District. Armor, weapons, fabrics, Shadow artifacts, potions, and ingredients — I had to shell out quite a bit of cash for it all, but I didn’t regret doing so for a second.

I turned to look at the city in the distance below us and fell into a brief spell of contemplation. Bertrand said we were home. And he was right. I hadn’t been in this world for all that long, but this city already felt like home. More specifically, my “Fox Den” felt like home. Sure, the castle had been built by the Duke de Clairmont, but it almost felt like it was built specifically with me in mind. I felt well-protected in it, just like a fox in its den.

Thinking of protection, I frowned. In light of the new threat hanging over me, I realized I would need to reinforce the castle. And I’m not talking about simple wood and stone.

Walls were no barrier to my new enemies. I would need witching magic, ancient and dangerous, the kind of magic that brooked no forgiveness for those who misused it, and also required special ingredients — which, alas, I didn’t have. And that meant I would need to go make nice with some of the very last people I would normally have wanted to contact.

The nisse confirmed these thoughts for me, during a conversation the very evening after my enemy’s ghostly emissary disappeared into the night.

“They’re a vile breed,” Itta sighed after the shade vanished. Then she added: “But you, Master — that was impressive. I was about to give you up for dead... I thought that would be the end of you. But you, spellsword — you surprised me. You’ve been trained in some ancient witching incantations. That knowledge doesn’t get shared with just anyone. My previous Master, for example — she never knew such powerful spells. And believe me, she was no lightweight when it came to being gifted.”

The nisse cast me a penetrating glance.

“My adoptive mother was a powerful witch,” I explained.

“That explains a lot!” The nisse’s eyes widened. “A spellsword, a seer, and raised by a powerful witch — that’s my new Master.”

Itta was beaming as she rubbed her little hands together.

“Don’t get excited just yet,” I chuckled. “My mother imparted the knowledge to me, but I haven’t really used it very much. Except for little things. Averting someone’s eyes, for example, or a little deterioration spell. Basically, I’m going to have to remember a lot. After all, up until very recently I thought I would never have any use for all the stuff she taught me. I’m referring to all these spirits and ghosts and things. I never really believed in any of that before today...”

“Well, whether or not you believed it, you rattled off that spell like an expert, and you put just the right amount of power into it,” Itta smiled. “It’s obvious she did a conscientious job with your education.”

“That’s for sure,” I chuckled, reaching up to itch the back of my head. Vadoma always knew how to get what she wanted.

“You, Master, you’re going to have to remember all the science your mother taught you.” Without realizing it, the nisse had just repeated Vadoma’s admonition to me, almost word for word. “Whoever sent that shade isn’t just going to leave you alone.”

Then, eyes narrowing a little bit, she glanced at me again and asked:

“I see you already know whose toes you stepped on?”

Actually, there were a number of possibilities. The most obvious one was the priests of the Frost Temple. I told the nisse about them, and also about the trophies we had acquired from their castle. This seemed the most likely origin of the whole mess.

“That was my first thought, too,” the nisse confirmed my suspicions with a heavy sigh. “After all, that night when you attacked the castle, I saw everything...”

Then she added in a very serious tone:

“We need to leave this place, Master. The further south, the better. True, they’ll come for us either way, but I’m sure that way you’ll be able to prepare for them.”

“Do you regret ending up with a Master like me?” I chuckled. “As you can see, my life’s a barrel of fun. Werewolf assassins, mages, and now priests — I’ve managed to step on a lot of toes.”

“If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead already,” replied the nisse with a rueful laugh. “And as for your enemies, they’re my enemies now too. And what difference does it make if we have one more or one less? Plus, chopping up those priests was the right decision. I had plenty of opportunities to see what they were doing while I was waiting for my old Master to return. They committed many evils in that castle. It’s good that you consigned their nest to the flames. I’ll admit, the stuff you took from them has me a little worried. But I can tell that you understand all this already...”

“Don’t you doubt it,” I answered, and then added:

“By the way, I didn’t know that the priests had the power to command shades.”

“Apparently they’ve got a powerful soulcatcher in their ranks,” the nisse shrugged. “They managed to suborn a shade, and also make it travel such a long way from the Barrier.”

“So that must be the Sovereign it was talking about...” I mused.

“Who did you think it meant?”

“Well, that little God of theirs...” I muttered. “Hoar the Wicked...”

Itta let out a derisive snort:

“He’s not a God at all. He’s one of the Hrimthurs. One of the Ancients. Before he was exiled to Niflheim, which is where he belongs, he wreaked a great deal of evil on the land. My grandma used to tell me that during those times the northern lands were almost entirely depopulated. The ice demons, or the Hrimthurs, are bloodthirsty creatures. Especially the Ancients among them.”

“Who exiled him?”

“The wizards of the Brejvin Waste, who concluded a pact with the Emperor who reigned at the time,” the nisse replied. “They were also known as aurings. I don’t know what about them originally caught the interest of the human Emperor, but I’m sure their price was a high one. But this was all a very long time ago. Before most of the Empire, along with the Wastes themselves, were covered by the Shadow. Nobody really remembers those great events anymore. Well, except for creatures like me...”

I remember distinctly that I felt utterly flabbergasted as I sat listening to the nisse’s story. What the hell kind of place is this, I thought? , demons, mysterious aurings of some sort who can exile the demons to other planes of existence, and of course the Shadow... I can only imagine that the mysterious “benefactor” who sent me to this world must be rubbing their hands gleefully.

On the other hand, there was one thing that was good in all this: all those extremely-powerful creatures seemed to have died out long before I made my appearance. Or at least I sincerely hoped so.

“So those shades — who are they?” I asked my next question.

For some reason, the usually-taciturn nisse was eagerly sharing information with me all that evening. Apparently, it was thanks to the rejuvenating effect of the shade’s attack.

“The souls of people who’ve been killed by the Barrier’s magic, and who for some reason don’t go back into the round of rebirth,” replied the Nisse. “It happens, albeit pretty rarely. Afterward, they roam the borders of the Shadow and hunt those who get too close to the Barrier. The closer they are to that Barrier, the stronger they become. The shade that just paid us a visit must have wandered too far from the Shadow. Next thing you know, a soulcatcher snaps it up and puts it to work...”

My contemplations were suddenly interrupted by joyful shouts from my people outside.

“Finally!” I heard Jacques sigh with relief as the stone wall surrounding my castle came into view. With a loud gulp, he added: “I’ve been missing Agnès and her grub. I could eat a whole bull right now!”

“ I could eat two at once, I think!” Lucas chimed in from somewhere a little further off to my side.

Rocking gently up and down in the saddle, I just chuckled. My people were engrossed in conversations about the dinner that would be waiting for us at the “Fox Den” since before breakfast.

Just to make sure Marc Ducos, my butler, would be prepared to welcome the master of the house after a long journey to the north and back, I had sent Gunnar ahead of us with a letter for him before dawn on the previous day.

And while Gunnar was preparing his horse, Jacques and Lucas were whispering all sorts of instructions to him concerning the menu for the upcoming meal. I wouldn’t be surprised to see several of my melee fighters’ most beloved dishes on the table when we arrived.

Sigurd, riding to my right, chimed in with an approving grunt and a smile. Aelira, who was keeping pace with us easily, even straightened up a little bit in the saddle and sniffed the air like some sort of animal. The other warriors in our column also livened up. After a long, exhausting journey, people could sense the imminent approach of rest and plenty.

I didn’t have even the slightest doubt that everything would be ready for our little caravan by the time we pulled in. Marc Ducos, my butler, could be reproached for a lot of things, but a lack of professionalism wasn’t one of them. The man knew what he was doing.

“I don’t get it...” Jacques frowned as we walked in through the wide-open gates of the castle. “What’s going on here?”

And indeed — the main entrance to my castle was cluttered with a whole host of carts and wagons. Some people I didn’t recognize were shuffling in and out of my home, loading those wagons with furniture, packages, boxes, and pictures. As far as I could tell, it all started not long before our arrival.

“Close the gates!” I snapped, before turning to Jacques with a nod: “Move. Don’t maim anyone you don’t have to. Bring me the leader.”

Jacques and my other warriors jerked their reins to the side and tore forward. Within just a few minutes, I was sitting on a chair from one of the carts, which had been set up on a wide platform abutting the entrance to the house. Legs crossed, I watched as my unexpected guests were lined up in front of me.

Five of their number, who had attempted resistance to my people, were lying on the ground, faces tucked against the courtyard’s cobblestones. Judging by the light armor and weapons lying in a pile farther off, they were supposed to guard the wagons once they’d been loaded with my goods.

The others were just servants and serfs, who were all quick to comply. Behind them all, my warriors stood at attention in a semicircle.

A short distance behind them stood my servants and footmen, whose faces expressed a mixture of disbelief, surprise, and joy. Although neither Marc Ducos nor Charles Simon were among them. Nor, for that matter, was Gunnar, who should have arrived the day before. What, I wondered, was going on here?

That was exactly the question I asked to the broad-shouldered man kneeling on the stone before me, with his hands bound behind his back and a fresh bruise spreading out across his right eye.

I recognized him immediately as Bruno Foulon, senior aid to the steward for the Count de Gramont. He had already paid a visit to my castle once, and I remembered that things hadn’t gone well for him that time either. Although at least that time, if memory serves, it was his left eye that took a beating.

The law of the land gave me every right to kill all these people, who were guilty of deliberate trespass onto my land and who were, in effect, committing what amounted to outright robbery. After all, as soon as Max’s castle had been returned to me, I commissioned my private attorney to make sure the return of the property was documented through all the proper channels. Long story short, on paper, the “Fox Den” was mine. Every “i” dotted, every “t” crossed.

What stopped me from doing so was the fact that these were my uncle’s servants. The head of the family to which I belonged.

Bruno Foulon didn’t respond. He just glared up at me from under his thick eyebrows.

I glanced at Jacques. He understood instinctively what I wanted, and kicked the tip of his boot gently into the big man’s side. Bruno grunted and winced.

“Your Worship,” he stammered. “We’re all... We’re not freemen... Whatever our Masters order us to do, that’s what we do.”

“Who exactly gave you the order?” I asked.

The big man pursed his lips and hesitated. Without waiting for my sign, Jacques tapped him once again with the tip of his boot.

“Ugh...” Bruno recoiled, then quickly began to speak: “Her Ladyship the Countess de Gramont ordered us to remove all the wine, furniture, and other items to her youngest son’s mansion. Word came from the north that you were going to fight in the tournament... And, well, her Ladyship...”

Bruno trailed off, lowering his head sheepishly.

“So as far as they’re concerned, I’m already dead,” I chuckled as I looked around at my warriors. They burst out laughing.

“You idiot,” said Jacques, beaming as he gave Bruno a slap on the back of the head. “His Worship won the Great Trial! Thanks to his victory, His Highness Prince Louis will take the hand of Konung Sharptooth’s daughter in marriage!”

I could hear notes of pride and respect in Jacques’ voice. As well as pure joy. And that wasn’t surprising. My people ended up making a pretty handsome profit in the final rounds of betting.

Foulon flinched and raised his head. His eyes were full of disbelief and incomprehension.

“Does my uncle know about what’s going on here?” I quickly changed the subject.

Bruno didn’t reply, instead just shaking his head “no” with obvious reluctance. That brought a huge smile to my face. Very good.

The picture was coming together pretty clearly. The countess/Mommy Dearest wanted to give her favorite little baby boy what he wanted, and so — without informing her spouse or checking the rumor mill — she ordered her servants to go clear out the “insolent bastard’s” mansion. According to Valerie, those were the exact words the Countess de Gramont normally used to describe me.

Basically, this was all because of Francois’ wine collection. Over the last few months, this sore spot had festered into a gaping, fist-sized hole in the mind of Mommy Dearest, and the issue of the furniture and other stuff from my mansion crept in later on. And what did it matter anyway? The “bastard” was already dead, right?

This little turn of events didn’t really bother me. Quite the contrary, actually — I was happy to have a little lever to apply pressure on my uncle. I would have loved to see the look on his face when he found out about his wife and son taking the law into their own hands. And it would be interesting to know how Duchess du Bellay felt about all this. This was the kind of scandal that a family as respected as the de Gramonts would normally try to keep under wraps. In my mind, I was already rubbing my hands in gleeful anticipation.

While I debated what to do with Bruno Foulon, Aelira and two warriors from Tom Davis’ unit appeared from within a small alleyway that led deeper into the estate’s grounds. Each of them was helping another person along by the arm — it turned out to be Marc Ducos, Charles Simon, and Gunnar.

When they got closer, I noticed bruises and blood blisters on their ghostly-pale faces. There were also bloodstains on their shirts. Owing to their age, Marc and Charles were barely able to shuffle along, but Gunnar was managing to stagger stoically forward. Although I could see that he had taken the worst beating of all. My assumption was that these three were probably unwilling to stand by and see my mansion robbed, and suffered for their diligence.

Thankfully (at least in this case), Kevin wasn’t living in the mansion anymore. Per Bertrand, my protege had discovered a sudden interest in finance and trade. Which wasn’t surprising — he was from a merchant family, after all. In light of this, prior to our departure for the north, I got the kid set up to apprentice with my broker, Monsieur Beron, so he could learn the tricks of the trade in working with valuable documents. Kevin’s shadow gift had yet to manifest, so I decided that for the time being, it would be best for him to get some knowledge of a profession that wasn’t strictly concerned with magic. All this meant that, as was standard for any apprentice, Kevin was temporarily living with his teacher. Naturally, all the costs of his maintenance were incumbent upon me.

“Found these tied up in the stables,” said Aelira as she led the injured men over to me.

When he spotted Bruno Foulon kneeling nearby, Gunnar instinctively leaned as if to charge at him. Catching the look on my face, however, he stopped himself, although he continued burning a hole in the big man with his hateful glare.

I glanced down at Bruno Foulon, who recoiled again at the heavy look in my eyes. I recalled him being quite a bit less polite at our last meeting. And that wasn’t surprising. At that time, I was basically on my own. And look at me now, I thought — I’ve got a whole unit of killers at my command, who disarmed the count’s men as if they’d been rural conscripts who didn’t even know which end of the sword to hold.

Actually, speaking of them... I decided to leave Bruno for later, and turned to Tom Davis as I nodded at the count’s men:

“Get them on their feet.”

Once all five of the men were able to stand again, I examined their gloomy-looking faces. None too young. All of them were over thirty. Compared to Tom Davis’ lean, mean fighting machines, these guys looked like overfed guard dogs. I didn’t see any fear on their faces — they already knew that nobody was going to kill them.

It seemed certain that they all had some sort of fighting experience. It’s just that in my uncle’s service, they’d let themselves go a little bit and gotten too soft. The men escorting Yveline and Valerie in Abbeville were quite a bit more imposing. The count must have sent his very best fighters to protect his beloved daughter.

I could only wonder what the mustachioed captain of the count’s men was doing with his time. These guys obviously hadn’t picked up a sword in quite a while. Or maybe these five worked for somebody else? Either way, I thought — I don’t care.

“So,” I said in an icy tone. “You came into my house. You beat up my people. You tried to rob me. If I were to give the order to kill you all, right here, right now, I’d be fully within my rights to do so.”

The expressions on the faces of my uncle’s men suddenly became drawn and pale. It seemed like they suddenly realized they were in a situation where they might very well die.

“You’re going to leave here alive today, but only because you serve the head of my family,” I said after a short pause; then I added: “All your weapons and armor, and any other property my uncle may have entrusted you with, are my trophies by right. And you’re going to report this verbatim to whoever sent you here.”

I waved my hand, and Tom Davis’ warriors dragged the count’s men over to the gates.

“Your turn,” I turned to look at Bruno Foulon, whose head was squeezed fearfully against his shoulders. “You remember what I told you the last time we met?”

The senior aid to the steward winced, but he found the strength to answer.

“Yes, Your Worship...” He stammered in a shaky voice.

“I always keep my promises,” I said coldly, and then turned to Jacques: “Bring him to the stables and give him the lashing I promised. But don’t go crazy — I’m gonna need him alive.”

I glanced at my butler, who was watching the proceedings with intense delight. I smiled:

“Marc — I imagine that we could find some appropriate work for the senior aid to my uncle’s steward?”

“Certainly, Your Worship.” My butler was as unflappable as always. “As it happens, we were planning to clean out the castle’s sewage system now that winter’s over.”

“Excellent.” I slapped my hands down on the armrests of my chair and stood up.

With a nod at Marc, Charles, and Gunnar, I turned to Bertrand:

“Fill them up with potions, then find quarters for Verena.”

The young woman had been sitting in my wagon the whole time, watching the proceedings outside through a window with rapt interest. I caught her looking at me several times, as if sizing me up.

And I should note that by the end of our travels, I was totally used to the fact that she seemed to pay special attention to me; more specifically, to my energy structure. At first, she was pretty intense about it, but with time her interest cooled just a little bit.

I was also keeping an eye on her, although I was trying to give her some space at the same time. Basically, I was trying as hard as I could to get her to relax and let her guard down a bit. Soon, we’d have to have quite a serious conversation...

I looked around for our cook, and when I found her I asked loudly:

“Agnès, I hope you’re not going to leave us all hungry?”

“Perish the thoughts, Your Worship!” She threw up her hands and immediately started jabbing her minions into action: “Everything will be ready shortly!”

“Have Lucas take care of finding quarters for the others,” I said to Bertrand as I took a step toward the door of the castle.

“Consider it done, Your Worship,” replied Bertrand; then, as he followed me in, he asked: “What would you like done with your uncle’s servants and serfs?”

I thought for a moment, then answered just as quietly:

“Hm... These people didn’t do anything wrong, they were just following orders. I guess I could claim the serfs as trophies, but I’m not going to do that. First of all, because I don’t want twenty more mouths to feed, and second, because it’s not yet time for open confrontation with my dear uncle. So have them put all the stuff back where they found it and help clean the castle, then you can send them home. They’ll all be mine soon anyway...”

Bertrand replied with a satisfied nod of understanding. The old man already knew what I was cooking up; I had to lay my cards on the table at least a little bit where he was concerned. Although to be honest, he had probably figured out quite a bit on his own anyway.

The idea of reclaiming everything that Max’s dear old dad had managed to lose first occurred to me way back in Abbeville. To be honest, I dismissed the idea at first, figuring that the exiled bastard of a traitor wouldn’t have a prayer against his mighty uncle. And how could a person even dream of acquiring a whole county when their magic source was the size of a pea, and they were lying at death’s door beneath a swarm of creditors and all sorts of persistent duellists?

With time, however, as I started to regain my power, and the problems started to pair off with their solutions, Dodger’s mind started to absorb information and adapt quickly to the realities of this new world. The thought I had previously rejected began to evolve into a simple plan, which I shared with Bertrand, in whom I found exactly the loyal ally I was expecting to find.

Of course, the plan was still only beginning to unfold, but some preliminaries were already checked off. My reputation as a “valiant swashbuckler, loyal to the crown and to his word” was steadily solidifying throughout society. The next step was an increase in status. And that was what I was going to work on. It was time to step things up to a new level.

Sure, I could have left everything as it was. The volume of my magic reservoir was restored. It was even bigger, in fact, than it had been before my transmigration to this world. I didn’t have any problems where either money or magical ingredients were concerned. I had a roof over my head, and even a small army. A lot of people would have stopped at that, but not me.

Especially given that at any moment, the Duke de Bauffremont, one of the princes, or even the king himself could take it all away.

And never mind the king! My “dear uncle’s” wife was perfectly confident that she could rob me in my absence, apparently without any concern for the potential negative consequences. And the worst thing about it was that as the most junior member of the family, I was obligated to handle it all with tact, even submission. True, my relatives probably weren’t expecting anything even close to “submission” out of me by that point. Because my plan was working, slowly but surely — I was no longer simply the bastard that nobody knew or cared about. I was a force to be reckoned with.

Basically, I was planning to live my last life in such a way that even the king would think long and hard before attempting any move against me. Even he would have to consider whether it was worth the headache.

I stepped across the threshold into the castle and paused for a second, sucking in a full breath of air. Despite the mess the Countess de Gramont’s people made, I felt safe again. The walls of my den seemed to radiate calm and trustworthiness, having protected the mysteries and secrets inside so well for so long.

“We’re home...” I said with a smile when the doors of my office closed behind me, and I was finally alone.

Well, maybe not “alone,” exactly...

“You can come out,” I said quietly.

A ripple passed across the nearest wall, and the nisse materialized next to me. Mouth open in excitement, she turned her head from side to side as she examined her new surroundings.

“Well? What do you think?” I asked.

Itta rubbed her little hands together, and with a happy smile, she replied:

“It’ll be a lot of work, but I like it here.”


Chapter 2

FOR THE NEXT FEW DAYS, my castle looked less like a fox’s den and more like a disturbed anthill. With the unexpected gift of about two dozen extra workers, and taking advantage of the spring warmth, Marc Ducos launched into the task of getting my manor into a halfway-decent state.

Many tasks had accumulated during the winter. For example, all the rooms and storage spaces needed to be aired out, the chimneys needed sweeping, the whitewash needed a touchup, the floors needed lacquering, the garden needed to be brought under control, and of course the sewage system needed to be cleaned out. The last task was being conducted under the vigilant eye of Bruno Foulon.

For the first few days, I noticed the senior aide to the count’s steward casting furtive glances full of hope and longing toward the main gates of the castle. Apparently, he was still hoping that the Count de Gramont would come swooping in at the head of his resplendent army of retainers to punish the errant bastard for his presumptive insolence. And rescue his loyal servant in the process, of course.

But with every day that passed, the hope grew dimmer in Bruno’s eyes until finally, by the end of the week, it was gone — nobody from my dear little family disturbed me the entire time.

And there was a good reason for that. On the day after my arrival, I got a letter from Valerie, in which she sounded genuinely joyful at my return and in which she described in detail how the Countess de Gramont had launched into hysterics upon hearing of the “audacious and outrageous antics of that despicable bastard.”

According to the Chapter, the only thing that “saved me from inevitable punishment for my unspeakable villany” was the absence of the head of the family, who was expected to return to Herouxville by the end of the month. In other words, until my uncle’s return my aunt and I would be putting our little “military exercises” on pause.

Although actually, they might be enough to make Heinrich de Gramont come back ahead of schedule — his wife had written a thunderous letter to him in which she regaled her husband with tales of what happened and described all the sins of the “horrible bastard” in detail.

Valerie knew about the contents of the letter because the countess gathered all her children and nieces together to read it aloud to them before sending it. Basically, Catherine de Gramont was seriously expecting her letter to morph into some kind of punishment for the “disobedient bastard.”

At the end of the letter, Valerie thanked me for the pleasure she’d gotten from watching it all; basically, for yet again disturbing the stinking swamp and its biggest toad, Catherine de Gramont. Besides that, my sister expressed some worry about what fate might have in store for me, and that they might send me into exile again.

I didn’t doubt for a second that my little sister’s worries were genuine. After all, it wasn’t me she was worried about first and foremost — it was herself. I didn’t doubt that for a second either. An increase in my status would bring positive effects for her, too.

In every letter, Valerie tried as skillfully as she could (or so it must have seemed to her) to manipulate my feelings and motivate me to greater accomplishments in order to solidify my standing in high society.

Heh... A couple letters like that would have made the old Max try to move mountains, just to justify the hopes his loving little sister placed in him.

After all, she was “praying day and night for his welfare” and “believed in a bright future for him at His Majesty’ court.” And she also “humbly hoped that her beloved brother, her only defender, wouldn’t forget about his loving sister.” There wasn’t a word about Nadine or Patricia in any of this. It seemed that for Valerie, her older sisters didn’t even exist anymore.

In my letters back, I did my best to tactfully stoke Valerie’s belief in her own significance. It was to my advantage to do so. This would help lower her guard and show her that we were really on the same side. Basically, I figured it was best for her to believe her cunning ploy was working, and that her trusting, gullible brother was faithfully following all her recommendations.

As for my uncle and his reaction to what I had done... I have to say, I was waiting impatiently for him to make his move. My act of resistance was a test — it was time to see how tough the head of this family really was. Time for him to show what he was made of. Weakness or strength — either result would work for me. I needed to know who I was dealing with.

In any case, my relatives would need to understand that my property and my people were off limits. Aggression toward me, and trespassing on my property, would meet with a harsh response. And the law of the land was on my side.

Look at Lord Gray — ignoring the king’s order, he returned to his lands and restored order there with an iron hand. Not only did he collect a huge force and run through the offender’s lands like a fiery tornado (for which, by the way, he received not a word of rebuke). The Count de Blois actually had to flee to the capital and put himself under the protection of the king.

And if the rumors among the courtiers were to be believed, His Majesty not only neglected to punish the strongest stryker for taking the law into his own hands — it seemed likely that he was going to force de Blois to sign a peace agreement with Lord Gray whose terms would probably see the count surrendering part of his landholdings to the stryker. And something told me that de Blois would end up swallowing his pride and agreeing, so as not to lose everything.

By the way — as far as I could see, nothing during the development of the whole affair seemed to have surprised any of the power players in this world. Quite the contrary, in fact. It was all perfectly in keeping with the spirit of the times. The strong assumed power over the weak. And it seemed like the king even encouraged it to some extent.

Admittedly, I made the intuitive assumption that Carl III would one day remind Lord Gray of this little episode of “vigilantism” and call on him to return the favor. It simply wasn’t the time for a conflict with a loyal avant, who happened to have several powerful medius and experts in his armed retinue. Summer was coming, and soon it would be time for military campaigns against the Atalians. Not to mention the king’s wounding, which worried not only the dukes but the common people as well...

Even before we got back home, I learned on the road that the king made an appearance at the festival of some saint or other in order to dispel the rumors surrounding his wound, each of which was more vague and dubious than the last.

For this reason, Carl III stood for almost a full hour on the balcony of his palace, accompanied by his most influential courtiers (and probably supported by the best healers in the kingdom), waving occasionally to the ecstatic crowd as they celebrated and toasted His Majesty’s health.

Marc Ducos later told me that he was there that day, and saw His Majesty with his own eyes. My butler was genuinely inspired by the manliness and calm of his king, as was everyone else who was there on the square that day. And there were several thousand of them.

Carl even gave a fiery, piercing speech about the threat facing us all from the despicable Atalian enemy. He called on his subjects to be bold and united at this difficult time.

Marc told me that the ruler’s speech lit a decisive fire in many of the people there and moved them to fight for their land and their loved ones. Many people wept as they were overcome with emotion, and when several hundred barrels of fine ale were carted out into the square, the “appearance of the king before his people” turned into a real holiday that lasted several days in a row. Listening to Marc’s rapturous story that day, I once again realized just how similar our worlds really were.

Despite the king and his advisors trying to stay one step ahead of the rumors and show the unwashed masses that everything in the kingdom was fine and dandy, my senses were suggesting the opposite. Unless my own eyes and ears (along with reports from Tomcat, my “infobot” in Sardent) were deceiving me, clouds of change were gathering above Vestonia.

Tomcat communicated in scrupulous detail how prices for provisions, weapons, cloth, beasts of burden, and especially slaves were skyrocketing. As for that last item, the most valuable slaves on the market at the moment were strong, healthy men, preferably ones with fighting experience.

Besides that, Sardent was seeing mercenary units, both large and small, pouring in from the free counties and baronies on their way further into Vestonia. There were an especially large number of adventure-seekers coming from the Foggy Isles.

The civil wars there had quieted down a little bit as of late, so the dogs of war were making their way to the mainland in search of gold and plunder, which would definitely be available if the dukes decided to move. By the way, this also explained how Lord Gray suddenly acquired so many strykers in his retinue. He simply put out a call to his countrymen.

To systematize all the information I was getting, I set up a huge wooden shield on the wall of my basement, hammered together from several planks of wood. In the end, it looked something like a classroom blackboard, to which I affixed strips of fabric in a three-color scheme representing the three princely parties. Within this, I then made indicators for each of the powerful players in Vestonia, as well as in the rest of Mainland.

As I put the whole layout together, I made little drawings, portraits of several of the key figures, which I then tacked up onto the board. These portraits were connected by little threads to show the connections between the people they depicted. I also tacked up little notes and explanations, as well as reminders to myself for future use. As I worked, my graphic depiction of the political situation began to display new details.

For example, as I put all the pieces in place, I began to realize that Prince Louis wasn’t actually in such a bad position after all (thanks in part to my help, of course). With the support of Princess Astrid and her dear old dad, there was every chance that the little pipsqueak son of Carl III would eventually be able to headbutt his way onto the Vestonian throne. As soon as Sharptooth restored order in Northland, his whole army would be at the disposal of the “green” prince.

But Astrid understood that if she crossed the Vestonian border at the head of a foreign army, the Vestonians would perceive her as an invader. The campaign to put — or perhaps more diplomatically, “return” — Prince Louis to the throne would have to happen under the banners of the native nobility.

For that reason, while the Konung was forcing the north into submission with fire and sword, Astrid would be doing everything she could to return the “green” parties erstwhile allies to their former allegiance.

The main downside of this whole combination was the fact that unlike his bride-to-be, Prince Louis didn’t really have much interest in the crown of Vestonia. And to be honest, the role of ruler didn’t suit him very well. Although looking at the issue in a wider sense, this kind of king — one who could be manipulated — would be extremely convenient for Astrid and her father.

Consider Prince Philippe, for example, who was completely under the control of the Duke de Bauffremont. I couldn’t even imagine how Blanca de Gondy would ever be able to shove the current Queen’s brother aside. It certainly didn’t seem like either she or her father could do it peacefully. My assumption was that if the country ended up erupting in flames, it would be because of a confrontation between those two dukes.

And then of course there was Prince Heinrich, who was the polar opposite of both his brothers. This prince was the one who really wanted to try his father’s crown on for size. At the very least, he was the only one who personally did a lot to work toward his own goal.

After the king got wounded, Heinrich basically took command of the Vestonian army, which was in Bergonia at the time, and if the Herouxville rumor mill could be believed, the king’s middle son had quite a talent for command.

The prince gave an excellent account of himself in two battles, which (if truth be told) were really no more than skirmishes, but all these victories were trotted out before society as grand, heroic deeds. When Heinrich returned to Herouxville about a month ago, he was given a hero’s welcome.

So now, while the Vestonian army froze its ass off in the Gray Foothills, the most northerly and sparsely-settled region of Bergonia, the hero-prince and his generals glittered at every ball in the capital.

Actually, though, the Atalians were in even worse shape. I learned this from my broker, Monsieur Beron, whom I had asked Kevin to invite for lunch a few days before.

While Bergonia was allied to Vestonia, Alfonso the Fifth — known as “the Honorable” — was on enemy territory, taking heavy losses from attacks by the Bergonians, whose forces split up into small flying columns that started raiding Atalian supply chains.

An epidemic had erupted in the Atalian ranks, which shortly led to a state of near-mutiny. The discontent in the army was eventually suppressed, but only thanks to intervention by the Knights of the Order of the Scarlet Shield. I was afraid to even imagine what they must have asked for in compensation for their services.

Besides that, in order to assuage the discontent among his loyal courtiers, King Alfonso’s advisers convinced him to issue an ordinance proclaiming that all promissory notes issued to Astlandic businesses by Atalian noblemen were henceforth null and void. Astlandic bankers were forbidden from demanding payment for those notes, and Atalian noblemen were forbidden from issuing such payment.

Over lunch, Monsieur Beron explained to me in animated detail how Astlandic bankers began a mass exodus from Atalia, bringing their capital with them, along with everything their clients had put up as collateral for their loans.

Most of these bankers then chose Vestonia as their next port of call. The Monsieurs Craonne, naturally, were less than excited at this news, since the influx of competitors meant a curtailing of their ability to indulge Prince Heinrich’s flights of fancy.

By the way — in light of the developing situation in Northland, those of the Vestonian nobility who held lands in the north but supported the “blue” prince might well become inclined to turn their attention to the northern princess, who could promise peace for their lands. If everything worked out for Astrid, the Vintervalders would become eternal allies to Vestonia. My guess was that Astrid had already sent couriers to those barons and counts.

Overall, the country seemed to be on the verge of changes. The situation was becoming more heated by the day. And if you ask me, the whole mess was probably the brainchild of Carl III himself. Why he might have wanted to do so was still a mystery to me, but my feeling was that the king had some kind of ace up his sleeve.

I stood in front of the board, staring pensively at my complex diagram. The whole time, I kept winding a lilac ribbon around the index finger of my right hand, a ribbon given to me by Princess Adèle.

I reached out for a sheet of paper and a piece of coal, and then did a quick sketch of Princess Adèle’s face from memory. I lifted the drawing up, cocked my head to the side a little bit, and looked closely at it. Looks pretty good, I thought... Picking a pin up off the table, I sank it into the portrait of the king’s granddaughter, thereby affixing the picture to a corner of the board, and then drew a little question mark next to it...

I chuckled as I cleaned the black dust off my fingers. Who’d have thought I would end up drawing so much? And doing such a good job of it, too...

Besides knowledge of foreign languages, I inherited something else from Max. It turned out that the previous inhabitant of this body spent a lot of time drawing as a child, and that he was actually really good at it.

Later in life, of course, he abandoned the hobby. According to Bertrand, Max came to consider such a pastime to be beneath the dignity of a real man. Admittedly, I couldn’t really understand how he thought that composing mediocre poetry was somehow more dignified, but I had long ago given up on trying to understand the logic in my old body double’s actions.

My new skill had emerged not long before, during one of the rest stops on our journey south. Seemingly out of nowhere, I — a man who had never really drawn much before — suddenly felt an urge to take up some charcoal and a piece of paper and draw Aelira’s face.

At the time, the northern woman’s snow-white hair was swaying enchantingly in the heat generated by our campfire. She was normally so put-together and stern, but on that day she seemed somehow more relaxed and open.

Sparks of joviality flickered in her wide-open eyes, and her thick hair formed a tight frame around her narrow face. That, together with her dreamy smile, created the impression that it wasn’t a fearsome she-wolf shapeshifter sitting at the fire, but a normal human woman — maybe even someone with a family and a home of her own.

I remembered that when I finished my little sketch and showed it to Aelira, she stared at it for some time, seemingly spellbound. When she looked up at me again, there were tears in the corners of her eyes.

It turned out that what she saw in my drawing wasn’t herself — it was her mother, who died when Aelira was still a little kid, and who — unlike her strict father and shrill, angry stepmother — was always kind and affectionate toward her. As the years passed by, her mother’s face gradually faded from memory, leaving only a dim recollection behind. But then, completely unexpectedly (both for Aelira and myself, mind you), I managed to replicate her image.

I remember how, as Sigurd and the others looked on with surprise, Aelira stood up from her seat, walked over to me in silence, and kissed me on the cheek. Then, still silent, she carefully pressed the drawing to her heart and walked off toward the wagons.

Sigurd watched his wife walk off with evident concern, and was about to go follow her, but Bertrand gently stopped him, silently telling him that it would be best to leave the woman alone with her memories for the time being.

And I also remember how ever since that day, Verena, who saw it all happen, started looking at me with even more interest than before...

These contemplations were brought to an abrupt halt by the sound of footsteps upstairs. Someone was in my office.

“It’s your old servant,” the nisse mumbled as she sat at the table, carefully counting out golden coins before wiping them down and sorting them into piles based on their minting year. “He’s alone.”

I activated the entrance to the basement, and within a few seconds Bertrand appeared at the bottom of the stairs.

“The crew is ready, Your Worship,” he informed me, before looking askance at the red-haired raccoon who, with one squinted eye, was carefully examining a heavy gold thaler. The coin appeared huge and heavy in her tiny little paws.

None of my people knew about the fact that I had a nisse serving me. Once she had a sufficient amount of energy, she had no trouble at all hiding herself in my wagon without anybody noticing her. Even Aelira didn’t sense her.

I introduced Itta and Bertrand once we returned to the capital. To say that the old man was shocked would be far too much of an understatement. Which wasn’t surprising, of course, because for him, a nisse was something out of a fairytale.

Now, each was constantly keeping an eye on the other. And something told me that sooner or later, they’d find common ground.

“Okay,” I nodded, and got up to head off toward the stairs. As I was standing up, I heard Itta’s slightly worried voice behind me.

“Be careful, Master. You know what these people are like — take your eye off the ball for even a second, and you’ll be in debt to them up to your eyeballs.”

I just chuckled in reply and headed up the stairs. Today, my path would take me to Moneychangers’ Square, where I had seen some noblemens’ marks displayed on one of the columns. It was time to make contact with the underground — the real Herouxville.


Chapter 3

I TOOK A SEAT IN THE CARRIAGE and glanced quickly out at the first-floor windows as we passed. Upon noticing a tiny silhouette flash by in one of the windows, I smiled at my own thoughts.

The “Fox Den” hadn’t been built by everyday craftsmen. The place had been created by an artifactor, and judging by the secret basement, they’d been one hell of an artifactor. But with the nisse’s arrival, the castle seemed to come to life. It was like the building had acquired a soul.

For the first two days after our arrival, Itta wandered the house, getting familiar with her new residence. I didn’t see her once, the entire time. I even tried to call her, but to no avail. The fact that she was up to something important was clear from the weird magic emanations I kept seeing at intervals throughout the whole period.

The nisse finally appeared on the morning of the third day, looking energetic and happy. I don’t know what kind of magic she worked, but it obviously did her some good. Itta looked very different. Her hair was no longer the same rat’s nest it had been when I found her, and her wardrobe was new too: no more rags and hole-ridden moccasins. Instead, she had a cute little linen tunic with a hood and tall boots made of soft leather. I didn’t even attempt to guess how and where she got them.

The color of Itta’s clothes harmonized perfectly with the color palette of the castle. Thanks to this kind of disguise, the nisse didn’t have to use her stealth magic as much. Like a chameleon, she blended in effortlessly with the walls, portraits, and furniture. And most importantly — Itta’s magic reservoir was significantly bigger, and as far as I understood it was still a long way from reaching its limit.

In answer to my question about how she was settling into the castle, she smiled happily and began explaining all the information she’d collected.

It turned out that the castle had three secret storerooms whose existence I hadn’t even suspected, despite a thorough search of every dark nook and cranny of the place when I first moved in. I told nisse as much.

In response, she just shrugged and said something to the effect of “you should’ve looked harder.” Anyway, two of the storerooms held more of the coins I was already familiar with, minted in the so-called Forgotten kingdoms, along with various bits of jewelry. In the third stash, the nisse discovered a big pile of long-rotted papers, which we were far too late to save. Which was really too bad — I would’ve loved to read the notes of whoever used to live in this castle.

So all things considered, and not counting the main storeroom, the “Fox Den” held nine secret stashes, which I ordered the nisse to fill with modern coins and conceal carefully. That could be my stash for a rainy day.

By the way, it turned out that Itta didn’t need any kind of amulet to get into the castle’s basement, or into any other corner of the castle for that matter. This was somehow connected to the nisse’s skills and the magical connection between me and her.

Besides that, Itta already knew everything that was going on in the mansion anyway. Literally — from conversations between servants and footmen, right up to the exact number of spiders living in every little corner of the house.

And actually, on the fourth day after she moved in, Itta declared war on the rodents resident in the mansion, who, according to her, had lost all sense of restraint and grown fat on the mansion’s larders.

And Itta wasn’t fighting the rats alone. She gathered a small task force around herself, consisting of two scruffy-looking street cats, one ginger and one gray, who inhabited one of the neighboring alleys and who the nisse lured in with some liver she’d borrowed from the kitchen.

At the same time, there was a big speckled cat who had also grown fat off the kitchen’s sour cream and cottage cheese, which Itta mercilessly hounded off the grounds of the mansion. To be fair, it was just temporary — a chance for the animal to reconsider its behavior. “Because it’s lazy and it seems to think it owns the place!”

There were also three wolfhounds in the little unit, who Charles Simon would let off their chains at night to patrol the area around the house. Basically, all things considered, it was looking like the rats were going to have to find a new place to live — Itta was deadly serious where they were concerned.

As for the castle, the nisse also gave me a detailed rundown of their financial situations. Jacques had done the best of all so far. And that wasn’t surprising; my head of security hadn’t lost a single bet on any of my duels, and over time he managed to rack up quite a nice sum for himself.

To be honest, Jacques probably could’ve retired quite some time ago. Bought a nice house and started a family. And still had a nice nest egg left over. But Jacques had other goals. At a certain point, we talked about his future, and from what I could tell he was taking it seriously.

It seemed that his next step would be investing some of his money in securities. He had listened in on some conversations between me and Zacharias Beron, and it seemed like he was applying what he’d learned. I even knew who Jacques was planning to work with to make his very first investment. Kevin, who my broker simply couldn’t stop praising, was only too happy to help out his old fighting trainer.

I’m not going to lie — it made me happy to see my fighters growing more “comfortable.” And for their part, they understood that their position in society, and also their general welfare, depended directly on my own status and personal welfare.

As big as the jar of honey might be, however, there was always bound to be at least one fly in it.

Specifically, this came in the form of news (which I’d received from Itta the day before) that there were several spies among my servants. She was completely certain about two of them, and two others were still under suspicion.

The first person the nisse named was Romen Siville, the senior assistant to Agnès the chef, who was secretly dropping information to our temporary “sewage system repair technician.” It seemed that the chubby little man with pink cheeks and an obsequious expression had actually been funneling information to Bruno Foulon for some time, reporting on everything that happened in the castle.

Based on the conversations she’d heard, the nisse informed me that besides the predictable financial compensation, Bruno promised Romen a promotion — a transfer to the Count de Gramont’s kitchens, with the position of sous-chef. Which, as an aside, didn’t seem likely to me.

The second spy was Denise, one of the maids. To be honest, when Itta told me that one of the maids was betraying us, my first reaction was fear — but when I heard that it wasn’t Josie, Agnès’ daughter, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Don’t get me wrong — I didn’t have feelings for the cook’s daughter or anything like that. I just really liked Agnès. We had a good relationship, and she was a great cook. And I also knew that unlike many of her colleagues in other kitchens (whom I heard plenty about from other noblemen like myself), she didn’t steal either the food she bought or the money she was given to buy it. The nisse, by the way, also confirmed this to be the case.

As for Denise... With time, I started to notice her paying more and more attention to me. Occasionally, I caught her staring at me, seemingly studying me. Besides that, she “happened” to cross paths with me far too frequently for it to be a coincidence. She would just glance into the fireplace hall “by chance,” for example, or brush past me in the hallway with a stack of freshly-pressed linens. And every time, she would blush and issue sheepish apologies. It seemed like she was trying to appear as attractive as possible while making it look unintentional. And she was always extremely surprised by my complete lack of reaction to it all.

As soon as I noticed it, I made a mental note to have a talk with Marc Ducos about his subordinate’s unprofessional behavior, and to ask him to have a little performance improvement discussion with her. That, after all, was his job, and I paid him pretty well for it by local standards.

Long story short, a lot of things fell into place after my conversation with the nisse. She told me that there was a certain cavalier with whom Denise spent all her free time; they would walk the city for hours, and then spend a long time hanging around by the gates when they got back.

My men guarded those gates day and night, of course, and they kept a close but surreptitious eye on the pair. Young love — everybody understood. Especially since Denise’s cavalier didn’t exactly look like the kind of guy who was used to wielding a sword. Judging by his clothes, he most likely served in some sort of merchant’s office.

The nisse, on the other hand, reacted to him with some alarm.

One evening, after one of their dates, Denise suddenly had a little leather wallet full of silver coins in her hands. Assuming, logically enough, that that kind of money was a lot for either a maid or a merchant’s servant, the nisse waited for the pair to return the following day, listened to their entire conversation, came to see me afterward, and repeated it word for word.

Judging by the slick way that the recruiter worked, and the kind of questions he was asking, it didn’t seem like he was working for any of my relatives. Someone more adept at spying was behind Denise’s “cavalier.”

I didn’t want to scare the happy couple away too soon, so I decided not to mention this to my people. Better, I figured, to keep them close and have the nisse keep them under surveillance.

When Itta dropped the other two names, however — the names of those she suspected, but wasn’t sure of — it gave me some serious food for thought. The second name in particular was upsetting to me.

These two people attracted the nisse’s attention in exactly the same way Denise had. Big lump sums of money, appearing suddenly and seemingly out of nowhere. First, there was Benedict, my gardener, a quiet, industrious old man who always seemed to love his work.

Second, there was Marc Ducos. According to the nisse, his lump sum was by far the biggest. I understood that it was still too early to draw any firm conclusions, but if the suspicions around my butler were confirmed, I would be really disappointed to lose such a consummate professional...

* * *

“Your Worship, are you sure about this?” Sigurd asked as we came to a stop outside the entrance to a small herbalist’s shop.

It was tucked in a tiny, neat little alley along with a multitude of other equally-tiny shops. We found the alley by following the witches’ mark I had noticed on one of the columns in Moneychangers’ Square.

Sigurd, who was accompanying me, also recognized the mark but tried not to show it. Although he’d already been frowning by the time we were halfway there, because Gunnar, who was holding the reins today and driving us around, was clearly and carefully following the witching marks on the walls of houses as we passed.

I realized, of course, that showing up at a witch’s stall with a former frost knight was not the best idea. But I wasn’t really worried about that. And anyway, one look at my bodyguard would give them a chance to see who they were dealing with. I’d have bet my right hand that they could already sense his power, and that we were already being followed. I could almost feel their invisible, malicious glare on my skin.

“Absolutely,” I replied with a nod.

Sigurd grunted, opened the door, and slipped into the shop before me.

“If you please, Your Worship,” I heard him say a few seconds later.

Bending down slightly, I stepped quickly inside and stopped right behind the door as I looked carefully around the inside of the shop. The smell of herbs and perfumes immediately lit up my nostrils. Hundreds of vials and boxes of various potions and powders covered the shelves along the walls. Bunches of herbs and feathers hung from the ceiling, along with amulets made from little bones, colored threads, and ribbons.

I snickered. The amulets were trinkets, nothing more. Same with the potions and powders. The herbs were the only thing that was real, although even they were nothing out of the ordinary. That said, it all combined to create exactly the impression a typical customer would expect. For a second, I doubted my decision — was it even worth coming here in the first place? Could they really give me what I was looking for?

My doubts were dispelled, however, as soon as I saw the owner of the place.

She was already expecting me. Frozen behind the counter stood a short, black-haired, middle-aged woman, whose dark, slightly crossed eyes were boring into me with a glare that suggested a hint of disgust. Her hands were down behind the counter. Knots of muscle twitched on her thin cheekbones.

Quickly but carefully, I scanned her energy system and chuckled in my head. A powerful witch. Obviously not the most junior member of the coven.

Stil, though, she wouldn’t have been able to size me up accurately. Thanks to my training and meditation, my aura could cover my real identity very well. So as she stood there glaring at me, the witch took me for a normal person. Maybe a young nobleman who had heard all sorts of nonsense about witches and their potions and come to see for himself whether there was any truth behind the hype.

“Your Worship,” she said, obviously trying as hard as she could to hold back an intense feeling of disdain. “I daresay you and your... hm... servant... might have taken a wrong turn at some point.”

Sigurd was obviously making her uncomfortable. I could see her staring at his scars from beneath her furrowed eyebrows. While the witch’s attention was fixed on my bodyguard (who was perfectly calm and cold as a hunk of ice through it all), I switched to true vision and looked around at the walls, then at the shelves behind the shop owner’s back.

Hm... Nothing too surprising. Behind a barely-discernible door, I could sense two more energy systems, pulsing with mana. Although they weren’t as well-developed as that of the black-haired witch.

“You’re mistaken, my dear,” I replied with a smile, trying to pretend that I couldn’t sense the tension in the room. “I’ve come precisely where I meant to come.”

My answer surprised the witch, and she turned to look at me with mild confusion.

“What could a noble gentleman such as yourself need from a simple herbalist’s shop?” She asked, smiling back at me. There was a smile on her lips, but her eyes were as icy as before. “Healing potions? Unlikely... Your Worship undoubtedly has access to the services of the best healers in the capital. Perfumes? No... I can smell expensive perfume on you as we speak. Perhaps you’ve heard some fantastic tales and decided to acquire some love potions for yourself? If so, I’m afraid I have to disappoint you. There is no such thing as a functioning love potion. Even if there were, you would have no need for it. You’re young, handsome, and rich! Any girl would consider herself lucky to join her fate to that of a young man such as yourself. A bright future cannot but await you, with or without some useless potion.”

The witch’s soft voice flowed into my ears like molasses. She was trying, carefully and gently, to get me out of her shop.

“A shame,” I said with a very convincing look of disappointment. I noticed a wry grin on Sigurd’s face out of the corner of my eye. “I was so hoping to acquire just such a potion from you... It’s just that the Viscountess de — ... Actually, let’s leave names out of this. Anyway... She looks so adoringly at the Viscount, but seems not to notice me. It’s as if I were nothing but thin air. When I was told I could acquire such a potion here... Agh... What a shame...”

“Alas, Your Worship,” the witch was about to continue in the same vein as before. “But...”

“But all the same, if there’s even a faint possibility,” I hurriedly interrupted her. “My family is one of means. I can pay handsomely...”

I nodded, and Sigurd laid a heavy bag with a golden buckle down on the counter. Opening the elegant clasp, I spread the folds of the bag a little bit and showed the witch the small mountain of golden imperials gleaming inside it.

With a smile, I watched a metamorphosis sweep across the witch’s face. Malice quickly gave way to greed and a desire to obtain the treasure she saw in front of her.

“Your Worship,” she said in a slightly deflated tone of voice. It seemed like we were about to have a very different conversation this time. “The potion you require is on the banned list. According to an ordinance issued by His Majesty, violations will be punished by death.”

I slid the bag over to the witch and replied in a seductive tone of voice:

“This is just an advance. Make this potion for me and you’ll receive another bag, just as big. And no one will ever learn of your involvement. The young woman about whom I told you... The wedding will not only make me happy, but strengthen both of our families as well. If the potion works, of — “

“Two.” The witch’s reply was immediate and firm.

“What do you mean, “two?”“ I asked.

“Two more bags like this, and that girl will never notice anyone but you again in her life.” The witch’s dark eyes were locked on mine. An enigmatic smile danced on her lips.

“Hm...” I rubbed my chin and responded, this time in my normal tone of voice: “I see you’re someone we can work with. I think we can begin the serious conversation at this point.”

As the perplexed witch looked on, I nodded to Sigurd to indicate that he should leave. After waiting for the door to close behind him, I turned around. My eyes met those of the witch. Her thin eyebrows were furrowed into a frown, which caused a barely-perceptible fold to appear on her forehead. The fire of danger shone in her eyes.

With a nod down at the bag of money, I calmly continued:

“I want you to listen to me and pass on my request to the Elder Mother of your coven. Regardless of the result of our conversation, this gold is yours.”

At the mention of the coven and its leader, the witch winced, and her cheeks flushed a deep red.

Nevertheless, she laid a hand on the bag, pulled it toward herself, and hissed through clenched teeth:

“Speak, and then leave.”

Inside my head, I couldn’t help chuckling. A witch? Turning away free gold? Not a chance — that was something they simply did not do. Nevertheless, I still had to seal the deal.

“If you really do pass on what I’m about to say,” I continued unflappably. “You’ll get this as well.”

I took a little velvet bag out of the inner pocket of my jacket and shook its contents out carefully on the countertop. It was a little brooch; at first glance, it appeared to be nothing more than costume jewelry. It had neither gemstones nor any kind of intricate engraved flourishes. What’s more, it appeared at first glance to be made of normal, unalloyed iron. Overall, it looked like a bizarre decoration, more like a hunk of thick, tangled-up wire than anything else.

But that was just at first glance... In reality, anyone who knew their stuff would easily recognize this bizarre little piece of jewelry as a witch’s defensive rune that was filled to the brim with energy.

I had several little items like this in my possession, acquired in the Crafting District up north. Admittedly, they had all lost their magical charges long before I bought them. But after a few experiments with magical potions, I learned to fill them with lilac mana pretty easily.

Judging by the way her eyes bulged, the shop owner knew exactly what was lying on the counter in front of her.

She turned to look up at me, and asked in a subtle, secretive tone of voice:

“Who are you and what do you want?”

“Tell the Elder Mother that I’ve got something I want to discuss with her.” And I proceeded to divulge my purpose to her.

At first, the witch staggered back in surprise, but she quickly got ahold of herself. Taking a big, loud breath in through her nose, she sniffed the air, and a few seconds later a wry smile spread across her lips:

“Fox Tribe... I should’ve known...”

Then, throwing a quick glance at the brooch, her eyes narrowed cunningly and she added:

“I’ll do as you asked. Come back in three days.”


Chapter 4

THE HEAVY, ENGRAVED DOORS that led into the fireplace hall burst open, and the Duke de Bauffremont appeared on the threshold. As always, he was peppy and full of energy, with a big, white-toothed smile on his rosy face. Judging by the horse smell that surged into the hall behind His Grace, the duke had just returned from a trip on horseback.

“Brandy!” He shouted loudly into the empty space around him; he didn’t slow down a bit as he walked, and didn’t appear to have any doubt that his order would be carried out immediately.

Upon seeing me frozen in a bow near the fireplace, Claude de Bauffremont exclaimed:

“And here’s our hero! Ladies and gentlemen! We’ve heard so much! Rumors of your victory, Monsieur, have rocked every high-society salon in Herouxville!”

“I am truly flattered,” I replied with another bow.

The duke’s invitation to so-called “second breakfast,” which normally consisted of tea and cookies in high-society houses, had been delivered the previous evening, right after my return from the “herbalist’s” shop.

Based on the duke’s request for brandy, it didn’t seem like he cared about what other noblemen normally consumed at second breakfast.

He didn’t even make it all the way to the fireplace before a quick and agile young lackey produced (almost as if by magic wand) a little circular table with a brown-glass decanted and two elegant, round, long-necked glasses on top of it. Removing the cork with perfect confidence, the lackey poured some of the dark amber-colored liquid neatly into the glasses, handed them to us, and immediately disappeared.

After plopping down into a wide, soft armchair and stretching his legs out happily toward the fireplace, the duke’s eyes closed a little as he took a sniff of the contents of his glass. I followed suit. I wouldn’t call myself a connoisseur of brandy, exactly, but I couldn’t fail to appreciate the deep, rich aroma. A bottle like this couldn’t possibly be cheap.

After saluting me with his glass in silence, the duke took a small sip and let out a satisfied sigh.

“So, Monsieur,” de Bauffremont suddenly got straight to the heart of the matter. “Your rash action brought some serious unpleasantness crashing down onto my poor nephew.”

There was no hint of personal attack in his tone; he was merely stating a fact.

“Now Sharptooth has an excuse to involve himself in the confrontation for the throne,” he continued, again as though everything was perfectly fine.

If the duke was trying to throw me off with his frankness, it wasn’t working. But of course on the outside, I pretended that this was making me a little bit tense.

“Fear not, Monsieur,” the duke reassured me. “I understand you were only doing your duty. And so much the better, since so many royal strykers allowed themselves to forget it.”

“If I had an opportunity to do it all again, I would answer the call of duty just as before,” I said with a little bit of added emotion.

The duke just sighed and shook his head.

“You’re still too young, and yet you’re in a hurry to die. Mind you, I’m not judging you for that; I seem to recall that when I was your age, I felt the world was mine for the taking. It is bad, however, to hurry off to one’s death before settling one’s debts. People of honor should know better.”

“Your Grace — “

“Enough, already,” he waved for me to be silent. Despite his playing the role of the kind old mentor, there was nothing but ice in his eyes as he spoke. “I understand perfectly. Refusing a request from such a beauty as Princess Astrid does not come easily to most men. Such a woman is worth the risk of one’s life. Unless I’m mistaken, the konung’s daughter has been favorably inclined toward you as of late?”

The duke’s eyes narrowed into an expression of mockery.

“Her Highness was kind to me,” I shrugged.

“Kind?” The duke chortled. “You, young man, were merely a pawn, offered as a desperate sacrifice. I’m sure the princess herself was surprised when you survived. I hope she rewarded you generously. Because knowing my nephew and his feelings for a certain young lady of high societal standing, your victory in the tournament cannot have failed to upset his plans. I hear that Louis has distanced himself from you. Stupid boy... He never did have much of an eye for good people.”

I tried hard to make it look like everything the duke was a real revelation to me.

“I see that my words have made you think,” the duke chuckled. “Politics, young man, is unforgiving of amateurs and overconfident fools. See that you don’t forget it. Try to refrain from similar rashness in the future. Especially if you wish to remain a recipient of my patronage.”

“I will remember your words, Your Grace,” I bowed.

The duke nodded approvingly, then replied:

“I very much hope that such is the case. Now, though, I’d like to hear more about the particulars of your mission. Did you carry out my assignment?”

“Yes, Your Grace.” From there, I proceeded to tell him everything I knew about the expedition to the Svartvald.

True, there were a few details I kept up my sleeve to end the story with a bang, because I could see that so far, nothing seemed to be surprising the duke at all. Apparently the lutine had gotten a whole lot of information for him already. But I knew for certain that at least one of the aces I had up my sleeve would bring a smile to the duke’s face. Even the omnipresent lutine couldn’t possibly have learned all the news I had access to. Unless of course the lutine had somehow managed to burrow her way into my nisse’s mind.

During a stop on our trip south, I happened to be talking to Itta one evening and during the course of our conversation, I showed her the “trophies” I had received from Astrid’s storehouse, and specifically the little statuette of the fox. Immediately upon seeing it, she informed me that magic radiating out from the artifact was that of the mysterious aurings, the immensely powerful sorcerers who drove the ancient ice demon out of this world. True, neither of us could really figure out anything else about the statuette or its potential application.

But that wasn’t the really big news anyway, because during the course of our conversation, Itta mentioned that she overheard something about a massive ebb in a conversation between two strykers camped nearby.

I asked her to repeat the conversation verbatim, and to my great surprise I realized that there had never been any expedition to the Svartvald Shadow at all. Or more specifically, there was an expedition, but the unit of strykers that Konung Sharptooth sent didn’t even have to cross the Barrier.

All the immense wealth they brought back to Fjordgrad was found in the zone of an ebb which occurred on a territory the size of a small county, which (as if its size weren’t enough) had spent more than thirty years under the Shadow. It was frightening even to imagine the quantity of wealth that must still be there. Shadow beasts, Shadow-altered natural resources and magical plants... Whoever could lay hands on those lands would become one of the most powerful people in Mainland.

Bjorn Sharptooth understood that. But he also understood that without the support of all the northern clans, that piece of the pie would be far more than he could ever hope to digest. With that background, the theory about the konung being in league with the priests was beginning to look quite plausible. The konung needed a united Northland.

It seemed like the north was witnessing the embryonic stages of what could one day be a massively powerful state. That is, if Sharptooth managed to amass the strength to turn his plan into reality, and if the northerners could be prevented from squabbling with one another.

There was no point trying to conceal any of this information from the duke. Every ruler in Mainland would know about the huge ebb in the Svartvald soon enough anyway.

When I finished, the duke sighed, and then answered in a disappointed tone:

“Well, young man... You completed the assignment with distinction, but alas — you haven’t told me anything new. I already knew everything you just reported to me. But fear not — your reward will still be forthcoming.”

He was about to pick up a little bell off his end table, but I stopped him:

“Your Grace, I daresay that besides the promised reward, I’ve also earned an additional bonus in this assignment.”

The duke’s left eyebrow rose. Most likely, his iron gaze was intended to make me feel like a worm, who was insolent enough to have dared to demand something. I realized that as I spoke, I was risking conflict with one of the most powerful people in all Vestonia before I was ready for such a thing.

After all, if Carl III died, and de Bauffremont managed to get his eldest nephew onto the throne, the master of the palace would become the regent and de facto ruler of the kingdom. But I also understood perfectly well that after the deaths of his strykers on the frontier, the duke had a real staffing problem, and as such (provided I treaded very, very carefully) I could afford to be a little bit bold with him. Especially since I really did have something to offer him.

“I decidedly do not understand, chevalier,” said the duke coldly. “What sort of bonus could possibly be in order? And more importantly, what aspect of your performance warrants my further encouragement?”

“Your feline assistant certainly did a difficult job, and did it well, but nonetheless I’m confident that she hasn’t managed to dig up everything about the expedition to the Svartvald. But I have. After all, there’s a good reason I spent so much time ingratiating myself with Princess Astrid. And it’s this information, and of course my own stubbornness, which lead me to request a small bonus.”

The duke stared into my face for a moment, apparently trying to drill a hole through my head with his eyes; then, suddenly, the tension abruptly dissipated, and he replied in a sarcastic tone:

“You certainly don’t lack self-confidence, chevalier. But you’re in luck, because that’s precisely the kind of operator I require. One who can take initiative and achieve results, but who doesn’t neglect their own interests in doing so. I understand such people. I know what to expect from you. But you in turn must understand that you’re playing with fire, and that mistakes will not be tolerated. With that in mind — what sort of bonus are you interested in?”

“A service,” I replied laconically, and then added: “Promise me that at some point in the future, you’ll do me a service, which I’ll request of you when the time comes. Just one. I promise it won’t be anything that would besmirch a man of the great Duke de Bauffremont’s standing. And of course, it won’t be anything that could harm you or your interests in any way.”

The duke rubbed his chin as he thought; then his eyes narrowed and he snickered:

“My lutine is right — you certainly are a fox. Cunning and insolent. Very well... I agree. But I warn you: if your news turns out to be worthless, and this has been no more than a waste of my time, you should forget about being in my good graces. Now speak. I’ve spent a great deal of time on you already.”

“What do you know about the huge ebb? You know — the one that freed up a territory the size of a small country, which was covered by the Shadow for thirty years?”

I noticed the duke’s facial features grow sharper, and a fire of excitement burst into life in his eyes. Inside, I couldn’t resist a laugh. So I managed to get a step ahead of the lutine after all.

* * *

I got back home before lunch. A footman was waiting at the door to take my cloak and tricornered hat, and so was Bertrand, who was holding a small silver tray in his hands. This was the way he always brought me my correspondence.

“What is it?” I asked Bertrand as I nodded down at the three carefully-folded envelopes.

“A letter from your aunt, Her Grace the Duchess du Bellay,” he began listing off. “A letter from Thomas Gilbert, and a message from the Marchioness de Gondy.

I froze for a second and glanced down at the tray.

“But...” I trailed off as I picked up the envelopes.

Blanca de Gondy... Hm... Be careful what you wish for, I guess. I have to give the Duke de Bauffremont’s intelligence team their due. After our conversation, and my deferred reward, I wanted to get out of that palace as quickly as I could, but one of his footmen stopped me and asked me to return.

The duke was waiting for me in the same fireplace hall, but this time his lutine was with him, staring me up and down with slightly insane eyes. It seemed that as soon as I stepped out, Tikka must have rushed in with some new information for the duke.

As soon as Claude de Bauffremont saw me coming back, he said (once again speaking as appropriate for one addressing a nobleman in high society):

“Monsieur, as I mentioned, your victory has brought you popularity in the highest circles of Herouxville society. You haven’t sensed this yet, but I assure you — very soon, you will begin to receive invitations to receptions at the most illustrious of houses. I’ve just learned that you’ve piqued interest at the home of the Duke de Gondy. I heartily encourage you to attend this reception. And then, of course, to share your observations with me. You’ve already shown an aptitude for collecting and analyzing useful information. Naturally, your services will not go uncompensated...”

He nodded to the lutine, who handed me a bag with five small pearls inside.

“I hope this will suffice?” The duke inquired.

“Most certainly,” I replied; then, with a bow, I turned to leave once again.

As it turned out, the duke had decided that he’d found himself another spy. Well, I thought — why not let him think that? I definitely hadn’t missed the portentous look the lutine gave me when she was walking me out. It occurred to me that she would probably want to introduce me to her real master soon.

Upon opening Blanca de Gondy’s letter, a wave of pleasantly floral magical perfume washed across my face. Judging by the concentration, it couldn’t have been cheap.

The Marchioness wrote that she would be happy to see me at her father’s upcoming reception. His Highness Prince Heinrich would be in attendance as well.

Setting aside the pleasantly-aromatic sheet of paper, I opened the small envelope from the Duchess du Bellay.

My “caring aunt” hadn’t sent her “dear nephew” so much as a line of text the entire time I’d been up north, but somehow she saw fit to remind me of her existence in the most forceful terms; basically, she was reproaching me for insufficient displays of deference toward her.

Further on, she informed me that she desired to see me at her home no later than the end of the week. And then she warned that my presence was obligatory, since there would be something like a family council, at which my long-term fate would be decided.

I snickered. Far too little, far too late. I was a long way from being some kind of nameless bastard who’d just crawled his way back from exile.

In the last envelope, there was a letter from Thomas Gilbert, which also contained an invitation to lunch. Very tactfully, the wine magnate reminded me that I owed him a visit, and that his daughter Betty would be boundlessly happy to see me in their capital-city mansion. Ah, yes, I thought... Betty will be happiest of all.

Laying the letters aside, I thought for a moment; if de Bauffremont was right, there would be a lot more invitations like these coming my way. I would just need to find the time for them all.

Suddenly, a knock at the door tore me out of my contemplation.

“Come in,” I said, and Marc Ducos immediately appeared at the threshold.

I immediately noted his paleness and worried expression. Both were quite uncharacteristic for my normally calm and collected butler.

“Your Worship,” Marc began, voice slightly trembling, as he closed the door behind him.

“I’m listening,” I said encouragingly. I was sitting on the edge of my desk with my arms folded across my chest.

Marc was scrupulously avoiding eye contact with me, alternately going pale and breaking out in red spots. Fidgeting with his hands and seemingly unable to stand still, he couldn’t seem to get the words out.

“Come on, Marc,” I said, a little softer this time. “Something wrong with the castle?”

This made the butler jump and shake his head furiously.

“Everything in the castle is in order, Your Worship,” he answered. “But...”

Finally, he made up his mind and took a little bag out from behind his belt with a trembling hand. It fit the description of the one the nisse had mentioned.

As if reading my mind, a heavy portrait behind Marc slid a few inches to the side in total silence; a little raccoon head poked out from behind it and nodded vigorously.

“What’s this, Marc?” I asked.

My question made the butler jump once again, and he dropped the bag. His voice was still shaking as he spilled the beans.

Basically, a few days before, when Marc Ducos was in some relatively-deserted alley somewhere in the city, a young woman accompanied by two burly goons approached him and — initially — asked politely whether he’d be interested in a mutually-beneficial agreement that would see him occasionally providing information on what Chevalier Renard was up to. Who he talked to, and about what. Who came to see him at his home. Basically, any and all information about me and my circle.

When Marc refused to help them, the intimidation and threats began; the little group informed him that they came from the secret chancery. She promised that if he failed to cooperate, she’d find him a nice warm spot in the Herouxville Catacombs.

I don’t think I need to mention the magical effect that mentioning Herouxville’s underground tended to have on simple, non-gifted people. That was where Lucas Devers almost rotted away while still alive. I recalled how, when Jacques and Gunnar went down to find him, even the jailers themselves didn’t want to go look for the guy right away. It was a scary place.

In the end, Marc was scared to death, so they stuffed the silver into his hands and let him go. It took Marc two days to recover from the shock, but then he made his decision. Which brought him to where he stood in front of me, completely in my power. And there was a lot of hope in his eyes.

“Marc.” I walked over and laid a hand on his shoulder. “You made the right choice. Remember this, though: I never abandon my people. As long as you’re loyal to me, you don’t have anything to fear. You’re under my protection. And those people aren’t your problem anymore. Believe me, they’re going to regret their actions very, very soon.”

Tears were rolling down Marc’s ghostly cheeks. He tried to fall to his knees, but I held him up.

“Here,” said Marc, holding the bag out to me with shaking hands.

I smiled and shook my head.

“That’s your money, Marc. Consider it compensation from the secret chancery for emotional distress.”

The butler smiled weakly and stuffed the bag back behind his belt.

“What would you say to earning a little more money?” I asked with a wry smile. “I’m sure the secret chancery has plenty to offer.”

Marc looked at me in shock.

“I don’t understand, Your Worship...”

“It’s quite simple, Marc,” I answered. “You’ll tell them what they want to hear. Although admittedly, I’ll be making a few minor alterations to the information you provide.”


Chapter 5

THAT VERY SAME DAY, after dinner, I went down to the basement to add a few more notes to my diagram. I chatted to my nisse for a little while, and she told me all about the military operations she’d been conducting in the basement of the castle while I was away at the Duke de Bauffremont’s palace.

The main battle with the army of rats unfolded in the mansion’s holy of holies — the big underground icehouse, where all our stores of food were kept.

The nisse even let three wolfhounds out of their cages to serve as reinforcements, and as strange as it might seem, they worked in perfect harmony with the cats. By the way — the speckled cat, beloved by Agnès, quickly saw the error of his ways and was soon at the front with the others, locked in battle with the gray hordes. For this, he was rehabilitated and graciously allowed to return to the food bowl.

Itta set her hands on her hips and raised her chin proudly into the air as she reported how the rats eventually fled in disgrace, and how she organized a nice little feast for her faithful warriors in the rear grounds of the castle next to the stables.

For this, the nisse borrowed a big jar of sour cream and a couple bones full of rich beef marrow from the icehouse. I didn’t know how she was going to square this with Agnès, and I didn’t really want to know. They could figure it out on their own. However, I did insist that everything be put back in its proper place eventually.

Bertrand, by the way, also reported that the shrieking, grunting, and hissing in the depths of the icehouse had really freaked the servants out. Just to be safe, everybody steered well clear of the icehouse all morning.

When all was said and done, everyone was really surprised by the number of dead rodents, both in the basements and all around the rest of the mansion as well.

And without the drain on resources due to the rodents, Agnès was able to adopt no less than three new cats and keep them fed on scraps from the kitchen. As an aside, however, Charles Simon never did figure out how three wolfhounds managed to get out of their cages all at once. After all, he remembered testing their chains himself. Basically, this epic battle was going to be the talk of the town for a long time to come. Its name alone — the “Rat Slaughter” — virtually assured that. A legend in the making, no doubt.

After chatting with the nisse, I went back upstairs and decided to take a walk around the pond, something that had already become habitual for me. On the way, I spotted Benedict, who was pulling a cart loaded with gardening supplies toward a little shed located deep in the back garden.

Seeing me, the gardener stopped and bowed, then kept moving. He was calm and collected, as always. His fastidiousness continually impressed me. And what was interesting in his case was the total lack of any “recruiters.” In marked contrast to Marc, Benedict didn’t seem the least bit scared or worried. But the fact remained — the sum that had suddenly and miraculously appeared in his hands was far too much for a simple gardener to have acquired honestly.

My nisse was keeping a close eye on him, but so far, whoever he was in league with hadn’t made an appearance. And Benedict was behaving exactly as he always had. If we eventually confirm that he’s a spy, I thought, I’ll have to applaud his coolness and composure under pressure.

I made a mental note to have a thorough chat about him with Marc Ducos. Although I decided to postpone that for the time being. Benedict — or whoever he was in reality — might sense that something was amiss.

As always during my evening walks, Sigurd was following, about ten steps behind me. Even on our territory, where Tom Davis’ men were constantly on patrol, my bodyguard was scrupulous in performing his contractual duties to the letter. Although on this particular walk, Aelira was following a little ways behind him. This always happened whenever the couple had questions come up that were intended for my ears only.

Standing at the edge of the pond as the sun set, I nodded and quietly addressed them:

“Out with it, already.”

I had no doubt that they could hear me. A few moments later, Sigurd and Aelira came to a stop right behind my back.

I turned part of the way around and glanced inquiringly at my bodyguards.

“Your Worship,” said Sigurd, his voice as quiet as always. “We’re heading back to that alley tomorrow... Please don’t get me wrong. As your bodyguard, I need to know what to prepare for. You never know how a conversation with witches will end... It’s best not to get involved with them at all unless there’s a real need for it.”

Aelira nodded in firm agreement with her husband’s words. It was clear that they both wanted to understand why a young nobleman (albeit a very unusual one) wanted to meet with witches at all, and on their territory, no less.

“You’re right,” I nodded. “It’s best not to if there’s no need. But there is a need. And an urgent one, at that.”

Sigurd and Aelira still didn’t know who I actually was. Maybe they had guessed something, but if so, they hadn’t mentioned it. But it seemed like it was time to lay my cards on the table, especially since I had been planning to do it soon anyway. I certainly wasn’t worried about Sigurd or Aelira spilling the beans to anyone else. At least for now. Later, though... Well, later it wouldn’t really matter. It would be hard to hide the fact that I was a mage. More than that, I was intending in the not-too-distant future to take full advantage of the privileges that came with such a status. But that would come later. For now...

Sigurd exchanged a worried glance with Aelira, and they both turned to look at me.

“The owner of the things we took from that castle... They came to see me,” I said.

“But how?” Sigurd’s eyebrows shot up. My bodyguard’s expression was one of total uncomprehension. “When could that have happened? We’ve been by your side the whole time...”

“Their messenger wasn’t made of flesh and blood,” I answered, then added: “It was a shade.”

“But how did you survive an encounter with an evil spirit?” Aelira asked as she took an impassioned step forward. “I don’t sense any protective amulets on you...”

“I don’t need them,” I said. With that, I lowered the invisible energy shield that prevented them from seeing my true nature.

Aelira flinched and took a step back. Cocking her head slightly to the side, she took a deep breath in through her nose.

“You’re a spellsword,” she whispered. “A Fox...”

A grin spread across Sigurd’s face. Unlike his wife, he didn’t seem to be very surprised.

“This explains a lot,” he said with a devilish grin. “Quite a lot indeed...”

He turned to look at the darkening castle behind me and added:

“The Fox Den... Heh... But then why do you need the witches?”

“My home and my people need protection from the undead,” I replied. “But I’m lacking certain important ingredients that only witches can obtain for me.”

“Your Worship, are you planning to let witches into your home to perform a protective ritual?” Sigurd asked, sounding extremely skeptical. “That tribe is worse than any undead.”

“No, I’m going to do it myself.”

“So...?” Even Sigurd was surprised. “That kind of magic is accessible only to the most powerful members of that tribe.”

“My mother was an Elder Witch, who transmitted all her knowledge to me,” I replied calmly, watching with a grin as my bodyguards’ eyes widened:

“How else could I survive a run-in with a shade?”

* * *

My carriage rolled up to the “herbalist’s” shop around noon. This time, I had Jacques driving, and Aelira was with me as well as Sigurd. Although my orders were for both my bodyguards to wait outside. I didn’t want to irritate the witches before I was ready.

As for weapons, I had my sword, as well as my dagger made of the fang of the Shadow snake. That was enough. I made it very clear to the owners of the place that I came in peace.

As I crossed the threshold into the shop, I was met immediately by the owner’s steady gaze.

“So you came after all,” she said. Her tone was somewhere between a question and a statement. A wry smile seemed to be frozen on her lips.

That day, unlike our first meeting, she looked somehow pale. As if she hadn’t slept well at all.

“Yes,” I replied as I walked over to the counter.

“I’ve upheld my end of the bargain,” the witch announced as she stepped to the side, permitting me to pass behind the counter. Behind her back, I could see that the little door was open, just a crack. “The Elder Mother’s in there.”

I nodded silently and laid the promised brooch down on the counter; the witch immediately whipped a hand out and squirreled it away. As she did so, she was keeping a nervous eye on the door.

No longer paying any attention to the herbalist, I continued in the direction she’d indicated.

The door led into a long, dark hallway, at whose end I could see an exit. I carefully scanned the walls, ceiling, and floor, then walked through the hallway and walked out into the shop’s tiny interior courtyard.

I looked around. Hm... Seemed nice and quiet. A little booth, some neat flower boxes, and some tidily-trimmed bushes. Birds were chirping. It was idyllic.

In the little booth, on a rocking chair, sat a short, dark-haired woman of about thirty — she might even have been younger. Her coal-black hair was pulled back into a simple, dense braid.

Her dress was plain, and she wore short boots and some very simple jewelry — the coven’s Elder Mother (and judging by her well-saturated energy system, that’s exactly who she was) looked just like any other citizen. Neither especially rich nor especially poor. Attractive, but not exactly a knockout. A little bit of extra weight. You might say she looked exactly like one would expect the wife of a well-off shop owner to look. Except that she had the look of a predator in her eyes, a look so subtle it was barely visible through the mask of a typical representative of the mercantile class.

Her disguise, by the way, was excellent. Especially considering the way that the true gifted had fallen on such hard times. While some of them were being dismembered by a crazed mob out on the square, others — smarter than their comrades — continued to operate and even thrive.

The witch rocked gently in her chair, watching me intently as I stood there.

“Well, what’s the holdup, little fox?” She smiled. “You’ve come this far and you’re suddenly shy at the end of the road?”

Hm... She had a pleasant voice. Ever so slightly hoarse.

“Peace be upon you, Elder,” I said in witching tongue, with a polite bow of my head. “My name is Maximilian Renard.”

“Is it, now?” The witch seemed genuinely surprised as she, too, switched into witching tongue. Sparks of excitement and satisfaction flashed across her dark brown eyes. “A spellsword who speaks the ancient tongue, and one trained in the proper greetings, as well. Curious... A shame you told me your name, though. Although... Wait a minute... Hm... I can sense that’s not your real name. Am I right?”

“Who would tell their true name to a stranger?” I chuckled.

“I see you had a good teacher,” the Elder Mother nodded approvingly.

“I was raised by an Elder — she was my mother in everything but a biological sense,” I said. After I said that, the witch’s thick eyebrows shot up like two black birds.

“Well, I never...” She said pensively. “The little fox is full of surprises. By the way, aren’t you the same young chevalier who recently moved into the Fox Den?”

“The very same,” I nodded.

The witch chuckled.

“The Fox’s lair is never empty for long,” she said; her eyes narrowed as she spoke. “Even if the old fox leaves, sooner or later another red-furred tribe will move in and make itself at home. Hehe...”

A question was about to leap out of my mouth, but I restrained myself. Not today... Another time.

Apparently she knew the previous owner of my castle. Witches tended to live long and still look young in spite of their years. True, that required them to periodically drink the life force of a specially-prepared living victim.

That said, Vadoma didn’t do such things and she still lived quite a long life.

“Call me Madleyn,” she said; then, noting the expression on my face, she smiled, showing off her strikingly healthy white teeth:

“Yep, just like fine china. That’s actually what my beloved husband calls me — “my china doll.” Hehe... Surprised? Never seen a married witch before, have you?”

“I won’t lie to you,” I shrugged. “I haven’t.”

I wondered what she’d have said if she’d known what sprang to mind when I first saw her. In a lot of ways, I was right. Or rather, I just had to give Madam Witch her due — she was playing the role of a shopkeeper’s wife to perfection.

“Almost all my daughters are married,” she said with a heavy sigh. “It’s the only way to survive. We need to do it for the safety of the coven.”

I nodded my understanding.

“I understand that those witches who were torn apart by that crowd near the temple a few months ago failed to observe similar precautions?”

“Silvia...” Madleyn sounded tense as she spoke the name. The predatory look was once again visible on her face; the shopkeeper’s wife was nowhere to be seen. “She considered herself more powerful than any other. She thought she could do whatever she wanted. It wasn’t long ago that she could’ve taken a life with a mere snap of her fingers. Now there’s not even a trace left of her coven. Were you there that day?”

“Yes,” I answered. I decided not to mention the fact that Silvia herself tried to draw me into a suicidal scheme to save her granddaughter. “They were dismembered right in front of me. Actually, it was a miracle that I managed to walk out of there myself. And the same goes for the people who wanted to burn them in the first place.”

“Actually, speaking of them...” The witch’s voice was hoarse. Her mood changed yet again. The shopkeeper’s wife was gone for good. The Elder Mother of the Coven was back.

I could sense that the air around us had thickened. I squeezed the handle of my snake knife and switched to true vision. The witch’s energy system was visibly pulsing and flowing. Her aura was noticeably wider. I could see threads of energy stretching out in all directions around her body.

The shop’s courtyard was positively stuffed with witching runes. They were everywhere. On the walls, on the edging of the flowerbeds, on the cobblestones. One word from her and a spell would spring every one of these pre-prepared traps.

“Why did you bring that abomination into my land?!” She hissed. Her voice sent a chill down my spine. “That lapdog of the northern priests, those worshippers of an outcast demon?! And that shapeshifter girl to boot!”

“They serve me, and no one else,” I replied firmly, trying to keep my voice steady as I spoke. “And I’ll tell you something else: they’re both sworn enemies of the ice demon’s priests, as am I. And I’ve come to your land in peace. But unless you want my bodyguards to smash their way into your daughter’s shop this very instant, I suggest you calm down. The shapeshifter girl is very sensitive. And you just let out quite a bit of power.”

“Are you threatening me in my own home?” The witch’s eyes narrowed, but I noticed that her aura was steadily contracting.

“No,” I shook my head. “I’m merely telling you what might happen here. You’ve already sensed, of course, that my bodyguard is no normal stryker. And the Snow Leopard’s daughter isn’t here just for fun either. The two of them cost me quite a hefty sum, and they’re very conscientious in the performance of their duties. Besides that, a squabble between us would attract unwanted attention to your home. And it’ll be noisy — that much I can guarantee you. I haven’t forgotten that this is your land. But you must also understand that you’re in the presence of a nobleman of a very ancient line. A hero of the frontier, and the victor of the Great Trial declared by the Konung of Vintervald. Can you guess whose side the royal inquisitors will take? But of course I, like you, have no need for extra attention or noise. I came here to propose a mutually-beneficial collaboration between us. Why argue when we can be friends?”

“You know how to negotiate, fox,” the witch snickered as her aura shrank back down to its normal level. “Just don’t forget that you’re talking to somebody who’s lived through the deaths of many, many kings.”

Of course, I thought — that must be why you’re scared to stick your head out of your little alley more than you absolutely have to. You’re not as strong as you want me to think you are. Old? Yes. But you’re still afraid of the priests and the knights. And I think you probably have plenty of other enemies as well.

“What could some upstart chevalier have to offer me? You won’t tempt me with gold. You won’t surprise me with any old charms. What’s wrong — cat got your tongue? You didn’t come here just for the hell of it. You must need something. Remember one thing: I was getting along just fine without you. Until you came and bedazzled my daughters with your gold, things were quiet and calm in my land. What do you want, fox?”

The witch’s final question came out sounding tired and argumentative. The exhaustion of centuries resounded in her voice, which sounded completely out of place coming from a thirty-year-old woman.

“I need ash oil and some other ingredients,” I replied.

“Do you, now?!” Madleyn sounded genuinely surprised. “And what do you need ash oil for?”

I could understand her surprise. After all, the main ingredient in that particular oily elixir was ash from the hearth of a coven, where a fire was always kept burning. Actually, it wasn’t a forbidden item, but it was the sort of thing that only the Elder Mother of a coven was supposed to deal with.

“For protection from evil spirits,” I replied.

“The little fox wants to protect his den,” the witch chuckled. “I understand. And what can you offer me in return?”

The story repeated itself again: I took the same little velvet bag out from behind my belt and sprinkled two little figurines made of dark bronze into my palm. They were shaped like birds with outstretched wings, and at the sight of them the witch’s eyes practically shot up onto her forehead.

I laughed inside my head. I had asked the nisse to choose something from de Clairmont’s collection — something that would pay for the ingredients, something we wouldn’t have a lot of use for ourselves but that might be valuable to the head witch. And the nisse predicted this sort of reaction as she handed me the artifacts. I wondered, just then — where did she get them? I didn’t remember seeing them as I was digging through all my new treasures. Maybe I was looking too fast, or not paying enough attention.

“Well, little fox, you managed to surprise me after all.” The witch raised her deep brown eyes to stare firmly into mine. “I think we’ll be able to work something out.”


Chapter 6

“I’M ALSO GOING TO NEED a few herbal preparations,” I said as I laid a scrap of paper down onto the table that stood in front of the witch.

After unfolding it, Madleyn read through the list and nodded:

“Hm... Seems like you know what you’re doing.”

“Well?” I asked. “Do we have a deal?”

“Deal, spellsword,” the coven’s Mother answered with a nod; then, with a glance at the door behind me, she called out in a loud voice:

“Yvonne! Come here, my girl!”

I heard the rustling of skirts and the sound of light footsteps behind me, and an instant later the smell of jasmine wafted into my nose. A deep, rich, sweet, and slightly intoxicating scent, with notes of wax and fruit.

On the tails of the sounds and smells came the woman they were emanating from. A very pretty blond-haired girl, roughly the same age as Max. Somewhat short, and quite well-built. She was energetic, rosy-cheeked, and generally seemed full of a springtime energy, as did the lace-edged dress that fit snugly around her graceful figure. A bright green ribbon, on which hung a simple silver medallion, stood out in elegant contrast against her thin neck and accentuated the color of her deep, emerald eyes.

Without realizing it, I found myself spellbound by this stunning creature. My reaction didn’t go unnoticed. The coven mother’s sly, knowing glance told me that my reaction to her daughter was exactly what she’d expected.

“You called, mom?” The young woman’s velvety voice sent shivers down my spine. And as she spoke, she shot a quick, intrigued glance at me with her gorgeous emerald eyes.

Madleyn nodded and turned to me:

“This is Yvonne, my youngest,” the coven mother said with an ingratiating smile.

“Your Worship,” the young woman greeted me with a perfect curtsey and a bewitching smile.

As etiquette required, I responded with a gallant half-bow. A faint blush immediately appeared on the young woman’s cheeks.

While we exchanged greetings, I quickly scanned the girl’s system; as I did so, the sense of charm that had overwhelmed me for the first few minutes faded almost immediately. Judging by her well-developed energy system and the impressive volume of her reservoir, this young witch wasn’t nearly as young as she appeared at first glance. She had a long way to go until she reached the coven mother’s age, to be sure, but I was 100% certain that with her power, she definitely wasn’t a junior member of their little Family.

“Yvonne, my dear, have a look at this list.” Madleyn handed her my scrap of paper. “Besides all these ingredients, our guest will require ash oil.”

“Yes, mom,” Yvonne nodded; then, casting me a quick appraising glance up and down, she walked off.

After Yvonne disappeared through the doorway, the coven mother turned to me with a heavy sigh:

“Such a capable girl. My only happiness. She’s the future of this coven. Besides that, she knows manners and court etiquette, several languages... And that lace, by the way? She made that herself!”

“There’s probably no end to the suitors knocking down your door,” I smiled, keeping the real point of this whole spectacle firmly in the forefront of my mind. “Smart, beautiful, and skilled to boot? Who wouldn’t dream of such a wife?”

“Tell me about it,” said the witch with another exaggerated sigh, before adding: “The only problem is that none of them are worthy of her. But anyway — it’s still too early for conversations like this. I’m interested in something else: where did you get those little birds?”

Madleyn glanced down at the figurines in my palm. The sudden change of subject didn’t throw me off in the least, although I could see that the witch was expecting me to react differently.

“They’re mine,” I said calmly. “That’s all you need to know.”

“So there’s no chance the former owner might show up and demand their return with interest?” Madleyn’s left eye narrowed as she asked this.

“Categorically impossible,” came my firm reply.

Madleyn watched for further clues in my behavior for a few seconds, but then she just grunted and looked back down at the bronze birds.

If the avaricious sparks in the coven mother’s eyes were any indication, these little figurines were even more valuable to her than I thought. And the witch’s attitude toward me was totally different. Five minutes before, she was ready to attack me; then suddenly, she was the picture of courtesy.

Besides that, it seemed like they wanted to prod me into action. Otherwise what was the point of the whole charade with “smart-and-beautiful” Yvonna, whose gaze (I won’t lie) had set my heart racing. If Max were in my place... Actually, why pick on Max? Not many people I’d ever met could have withstood that beautiful witch’s charms.

As for the figurines...

Which of the chests did the nisse find them in? And most importantly, could there be anything similar still left in those chests? I was also starting to doubt the wisdom of giving them to these witches. Maybe they would come in handy for me?

The nisse didn’t really explain what exactly the birds were. She just mentioned that they were ancient protective charms, and that the coven mother would definitely be happy to see them.

There was no magic in them — that much I could tell for myself. Apparently, they had some other sort of value for the witches. Although on the other hand, if the nisse — who was always so careful and scrupulous — was happy to hand these figurines over, that meant it wasn’t a big loss for us.

Hm... I made a mental note to insist on a more detailed explanation. I could understand Itta’s reluctance to tell me much about the charms, but still — it was time for a serious conversation when I got back.

After all, I always gave her plenty of space, and never asked her to tell me about her former life. Although there was definitely something to tell. I also understood that her reluctance to talk wasn’t the only factor at play here — it seemed almost certain that Itta was bound by all sorts of oaths and promises to her former master. And who said there was only one such former master? Basically, I was going to have to clarify a few things where she was concerned.

Anyway — it so happened that at one point, both the witch and I were looking down at the figurines at the same time. The witch noticed this, too, and remarked pensively:

“I haven’t seen a black magpie for ages... And then you stroll in with two of them at once...”

So cunning, I thought — it’s like she was reading my thoughts. Actually — hold on! Something had suddenly come back to me...

“High through the air the black magpie flew,

Catching every whispered word, the whole world through,

And alighted at my ear bearing tidings new...”

A fragment of an old rhyme, a piece of dark witching magic that Vadoma once told me about, suddenly floated up in my mind.

I looked down at the figurines in my hand as if seeing them for the first time. That, I thought, explains why the nisse passed these birds to me. After all, I asked her to find something we didn’t need. And these fit the bill — we had no need for them whatsoever. I wasn’t going to get involved with dark witching magic...

Vadoma once told me that these amulets were made from ore that was mined in places of power. If you could somehow overlook the bloody ritual by which the artifact was activated, it had an extremely useful function. The spirit of the magpie inside the figurine served as a sort of alarm. For example, a witch could stash her goods away in some out-of-the-way place, together with one of these birds, and continue with her business in peace. And if anybody disturbed her little stash, the spirit of the magpie would inform her immediately.

Need I explain exactly how the link between spirit and amulet had to be established? By the way, Vadoma once told me that in ancient times, some witches were actually able to transform themselves into magpies. Sometimes coven mothers used this for their own ends. Such “birds” could become spirit assistants. They could guard a house, or gather intelligence.

That said, though, I didn’t really need these figurines myself. And actually, I had recently learned that they hadn’t come from the Duke de Clairmont’s collection at all. The birds came from the nisse’s personal supplies...

I understood that Madleyn was trying to pry out of me exactly where I got these items. And I could understand why: she didn’t want to find herself having to answer to their former owner.

“I bought them up north, on a whim.” I decided to “share” a little bit of info with her. “In Fjordgrad, in the Crafting District. They’ve got all sorts of stuff for sale these days — “

“Why’s that?” Madleyn’s guard was up. She even leaned in a little bit. She didn’t believe me. But she really wanted to believe me.

I bent down just a little bit, glanced around suspiciously, and then whispered:

“This is still a secret, but I’ll share it with you anyway... A big expedition just got back from the Svartvald Shadow. It was outfitted by Konung Sharptooth himself. There are rumors that the strykers brought back a huge amount of loot that found its way into Vintervald’s royal warehouses. And of course, the members of the expedition didn’t neglect themselves either. They ended up with a lot of artifacts in their possession, too, and sold quite a number of them to the masters in the Crafting District.”

I grunted, tossed the figurines into my palm, and continued:

“You wouldn’t believe it, but I found these birds at a regular souvenir stall. They were lying on the back shelf, covered in dust. My eyes must have been the size of thalers when I spotted them there.”

“Why wouldn’t I believe it?” The witch commented after biting her lips for a moment. She leaned back in her chair. She even let out a little sigh of relief. “That’s what people are like. They don’t notice anything, even if it’s staring them in the face.”

“Yep,” I agreed.

“Were there a lot of things like this?” Madleyn asked, trying to make the question sound casual. But I wouldn’t be surprised if a couple daughters from the coven soon received orders to pack their bags and head north.

“A fair amount,” came my evasive reply.

“I’ll tell you why I’m asking. If you have any other interesting artifacts that you’re willing to part with, don’t be shy. Bring them to me. I’m sure I’ll find something that’ll interest you in exchange. I understand you’ve already given your most valuable stuff to your comrades, but who knows? Maybe we can work something out.”

“My comrades?” This put me on edge. What did she mean, “comrades?”. “Who do you mean, exactly?”

“Your brothers — the spellswords,” the witch chuckled. “Who else?”

Suddenly, however, her eyes widened.

“Wait a minute, little fox... So what, you’re not from Basile’s clan?”

“Nope,” I replied. “I’m from the line of the de Gramonts.”

“Oh-ho-ho!” The witch exclaimed; she sounded excited. “The old badger will be surprised when he learns that there’s a new spellsword right under his nose. He’s getting old, losing his touch... Hehe... You, little fox — you better prepare for company.”

Having said this, the witch rubbed her hands together gleefully and shot me a wink.

* * *

Outskirts of Herouxville

The hunting lodge of Carl III

“Your Majesty,” said Ruben Garrelle, the king’s senior healer, with a low bow. “As I’ve said before, scarlet magic isn’t able to remove the infection completely. We’re powerless against this magic. These aren’t just my conclusions — this is also the opinion of the council you ordered.”

Kiko cast a quick glance behind this man, who was one of the most powerful healers not only in Vestonia, but in all Mainland. Because behind him stood five other healers, no less famous and respected than Garrelle. All these great masters — people who could bring someone back from the brink of death almost with a snap of their fingers — were now standing in a group, looking sheepishly at the floor, having just admitted their inability to deal with the problem at hand.

Carl III, for his part, sat in his armchair, listening to Ruben in silence. He reminded Kiko of an ice sculpture, staring without a shred of emotion at these people, whose duty was to extend the life of their ruler for as long as possible.

Kiko was familiar with the king when he was in this particular mood. At moments of mortal danger, Carl didn’t fall into hysterics; he didn’t scream at his subordinates, and he didn’t rashly order the executions of the bearers of bad news. He remained calm, collected, and cold. These specific characteristics had seen him triumph over his enemies, time and time again. As it happened, senior master Garrelle was also very familiar with his king’s moods, and therefore (unlike his colleagues) he avoided showing his fear, spoke straight and to the point, and didn’t conceal anything. This was why the king appreciated him.

Kiko turned to look at the king’s right shoulder, which bore a hideous black wound left by the bolt of an enemy’s crossbow. The projectile had punched right through his pauldron, and only grazed the king’s flesh. And if it hadn’t been for the black poison on the bolt, the wound would have been forgotten long before.

Kiko understood very well that the anonymous crossbowman hadn’t been there by accident. They came to kill the King of Vestonia, and he made their job easy for them.

Carl’s wounding occurred during the siege of a small fortress occupied by the Atalians. For some reason, he was seized by an urge to shake off the torpor of his advancing years and participate in the assault himself.

Actually, the king didn’t even notice the “scratch” at first. He just drank a scarlet potion and continued directing the siege. Just like when he was a young man, he didn’t take his armor off when the fortress fell, and he didn’t let any of the healers near him. Instead, he spent the entire evening feasting with his generals, and that very night he lapsed into amnesia. If it hadn’t been for Ruben Garrelle, who noticed that something was wrong almost immediately, the king wouldn’t have survived at all.

That said, the only thing the senior royal healer’s magic could do was slow the spread of the poison down somewhat. In time, the little scratch turned into a big, disgusting, black wound about the size of a fist.

“What do you suggest?” The king’s tone was icy.

The senior healer obviously expected a question like this, but nevertheless he hesitated in answering.

“Speak, Ruben.” The king spoke more softly this time. “I need the truth. I know you’ve always been honest with me.”

“Your Majesty,” the healer began. “We need to eliminate the incubator of this disease before it’s too late.”

“I understand that,” the king nodded. “What I’m asking is specifically what you...”

The king trailed off. The full import of the healer’s words had finally dawned on him. With a heavy sigh, he overpowered the flash of fury that suddenly erupted in him. He closed his eyes, leaned back on his chair, and in a calm voice he asked:

“Do I understand you correctly, my faithful Ruben? Are you suggesting that the right hand of your ruler be cut off? Leaving a pitiful, one-armed cripple to sit the throne of Vestonia?! The Atalian peasants will no doubt be singing a song to that effect by tomorrow anyway. What do you think — will we have much longer than that before our allies and so-called friends go for our jugular as well?! And then there are my beloved sons, with their uncles and their chums all itching to try on the Vestonian Crown for themselves. This isn’t an option, Ruben. Go and think. If you can’t do it yourself, find people who are capable of fighting this filth.”

The senior healer listened to his king in silence, and then replied delicately:

“Does Your Majesty wish for me to involve the true gifted?”

“Involve the devil himself, for all I care!” The king shouted angrily, causing everyone present except Kiko to jump. “I need results! And remember — you won’t be taking this arm! Dismissed.”

The healers bowed and scurried quickly out of the hall. One of them, the youngest, stayed behind a minute to apply a fresh dressing to the king’s shoulder before he too raced for the exit.

“Old fools,” the king snapped as the healers made their hasty exit. “Why the hell did they come to me with that? What’s with the silence? Something in your mouth? Out with it — but tell it to me straight. No nonsense.”

“There’ll be plenty of time to lop that arm off if need be,” Kiko snickered. He understood his friend the king, and the mood he was in, very well.

“Forget it,” Carl grunted in response, before adding: “I can see it on that smug little face of yours. You’ve got something. What the hell is it?”

For the first time since the conversation began, Carl frowned as he pointed down at his wound.

“We’ve received word that the “ice priests” have started making sacrifices again.”

“You mean to say that this isn’t Shadow poison at all — it’s forbidden magic?” The king caught on quickly.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” replied the jester.

“What does the master of the “stones” have to say about it?”

“Frederic de Moati swears he doesn’t know anything,” said Kiko. “But we’re certain that he met with some priests of the Frost Temple a few months ago. And he’s on friendly terms with the Scarlets as well. It’s time to do something about the Order. Otherwise it’ll be too late.”

“Calm down,” muttered Carl. “Unlike the other masters, de Moati is controllable, and he’s loyal to me. And he’s been effective in dealing with these true gifted upstarts. I need balance in the kingdom. Your job is to be on the lookout and catch him the moment he crosses the line. Send word that I want to see him tomorrow.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The jester bowed his head, causing the little bells on his hat to jingle.

“Okay,” said Carl with a wry smile. “Now out with it. I can tell you’ve learned something. Just look at the gleam in those shameless eyes of yours.”

“Sharptooth’s people have discovered lands on the border of the Svartvald that were under the Shadow for several decades,” the jester rattled excitedly.

“A big ebb?” Avarice flashed across Carl’s eyes.

“Yes,” Kiko smiled. “About the size of a county.”

“And my Louis is marrying Sharptooth’s daughter,” Carl chuckled.

“No thanks to that idiot Gray, of course. He almost ruined the whole deal,” Kiko noted acidly.

“We should’ve been tracking de Blois,” the king grunted as he reached out and flicked his jester on the nose. “It would’ve been foolish to expect that Gray would sit quietly in the north while his neighbor ravaged his lands. That said, we now know that de Blois’ visit to the de Gondy estate seems to have kindled a fire in him. But the old snake was cautious. That idiot de Blois assured me under oath that the initiative for the attack was his and his alone. But nevertheless, he saw reason to mention his little visit. Gray, for his part, expressed his eagerness to head to Bergonia and kill Atalians, along with his entire retinue and mercenaries too. And I graciously acceded to his request.”

Kiko knew well that at some point, Carl would remind Lord Gray of his hasty exit from the north, and his failure to complete the task his king had assigned him. But that would come later. When the royal stryker was least expecting it. The king never forgot anything.

“So the de Gramont bastard has given a good account of himself yet again?” The king smiled. “A very interesting young man.”

“And more importantly, a very tough one,” Kiko chimed in.

“Keep watching him,” commanded the king as he rose from his chair. “And think about how we might reward him, but do so discreetly. It’s not yet the time to bring the traitors’ children back into the fold.”


Chapter 7

UPON RETURNING HOME, I got to work preparing for the ritual. I finally had everything I needed to carry it out. Madleyn had given me a flask of ash oil for each of the birds, and also supplied all the other ingredients on my list.

And I took careful note of her warning that I should be expecting a visit from some spellsword named Basile at any time. I wouldn’t say the news scared me or made me particularly worried. I was curious, but that was about it.

It turned out that the capital was home to a small clan with several spellswords in it. If Madleyn could be believed, the group kept its profile very low, and its behavior very quiet indeed. They didn’t participate in conflicts, and they didn’t bring outsiders into their affairs. Plus, most of the time, most of their members weren’t even in the capital. Basically, each of them took care of their own business. The only one who lived in Herouxville all the time was Basile (plus a student or two), and that was because of his advanced age.

By the way — there wasn’t a single nobleman among them. Madleyn was convinced that one of the reasons Basile would be paying me a visit was my status. The “Old Badger,” as she called him, would certainly try to bring a young man with prospects like mine under his wing.

Well, I thought — we’ll see. Let him come. I was actually interested to see how Basile would conduct himself when the time came. And I wanted to see what a locally-grown spellsword looked like.

Besides that, I knew that there was at least one person like myself who regularly collaborated with werewolves. I recognized that the protective amulets on the necks of those killers from the Nightwolves Guild were made by a spellsword, a wolf by nature. Lada had mentioned it too.

So I had some questions of my own for Basile.

I didn’t ask Madleyn any of them, though. Sure, shapeshifters — especially werewolves and ulfhednar — didn’t tend to be friends to witches. Usually quite the opposite. But if I started asking questions about a spellsword who made amulets for shapeshifting murderers, there was no guarantee that the coven mother would keep quiet about this in her conversations with others. On the contrary, in fact — she would most likely try to turn the information to her advantage immediately and make some money out of it.

I decided that Vadoma’s ritual needed a little bit of modernizing and strengthening. For example: the so-called “bolt stones” were usually chosen from among the oldest available specimens, stones that had been absorbing the strength of the earth for centuries.

Instead of those normal (albeit powerful) stones, I decided to use ones from the Shadow. I had purchased several big cobble-sized stones in the Crafting District with dull, gray-brown mana glowing dimly inside them.

I engraved a witching rune on each of them: the Sun of the South, the Moon of the North, the Wind of the East, and the Thunder of the West. When everything was ready, I saturated the runes with my own mana and blood. Then, during the night, the nisse and I buried the magical stones at points marking the four cardinal directions. Each point was located at the base of the wall that ringed my mansion. And that was also where I engraved runes to avert prying eyes.

Itta, in her guise as a raccoon, was helping me dig the pits in silence, except for some frequent and irritable hissing and snorting. She was mad at me because of the conversation about the bronze figurines, which I struck up with her immediately upon my return to the mansion.

Whatever, I thought — I don’t mind if she’s mad. I haven’t done anything wrong. And she knows I’m right away. It’s just force of habit after living alone for so many years. That’s also why she’s so secretive. I’ll have to treat her like a head of cabbage — peeling back layer after layer of accumulated habit. And yes — the black magpies were the nisse’s personal possessions. I was grateful to her, of course, but I warned her that in the future she would need to be more forthcoming with me.

I wasn’t going to ask her whether there was anything else interesting in her little stash — it was her property, after all. If she ever felt like it, she could share that with me herself. True, I did try to offer her something from my collection in exchange for the bronze birds, but she just responded by declaring me an idiot.

After placing the runestones, I went back to the castle, where Bertrand, Jacques, Sigurd, Aelira, and Lucas were already waiting for me.

Lucas was slightly worried and preoccupied. And I could understand why — something very weird was happening in the mansion. All the servants, including Tom Davies and his warriors, were sound asleep. The nisse had done her work well; unbeknownst to anyone, she slipped some sleeping potion (supplied by me) into their food. Now the mercenaries and servants would be sound asleep until morning, and wouldn’t interfere with the ritual.

Lucas was further disturbed by my physical appearance. During the ritual, I was walking around shirtless, muttering incantations to myself under my breath. And my chest and abdomen were covered with various bizarre-looking symbols that were obviously drawn in blood.

Actually, Lucas was also casting worried glances at Jacques, who was watching it all as though nothing whatsoever were amiss; nevertheless, he didn’t ask for any explanation. Whatever, I thought — he’ll catch on soon enough.

Once I climbed the stairs, I found myself being watched by six pairs of eyes. My people’s reactions were varied. Lucas was worried, Sigurd and Aelira seemed impressed, and Jacques, Gunnar, and Bertrand all looked the same — those three trusted me completely.

“Everybody in,” I said quietly, and then added: “And I don’t want to hear a sound out of anyone.”

My command was carried out in total silence. A few moments later, I was left out in front of the door on my own. I knelt down on one knee in front of the castle’s threshold, dipped my hand into a clay bowl of gray, oily liquid, and then ran it across the smooth surface of the step, polished by many years of foot traffic.

The slightly-warm mix of ash oil and a dozen other ingredients hardened immediately on the stone surface, just like candle wax.

Once the mixture in the bowl was used up, I took my snake dagger out of my belt and started engraving witching runes into the temporarily-malleable stone. It looked like the sort of thing ancient people used to write on wax tablets.

The last rune was written — now, I thought, it’s time for the final touch. Slashing my left palm with the dagger, I poured my own blood down onto the inscription, whispering another witching incantation as I did so to summon a ghostly guard into my service.

As I pronounced the last few words, and the inscription on the stone dissolved, I suddenly sensed someone’s presence behind me.

When I turned around, I caught the wide-eyed stares of my people from inside the house. They were frozen where they stood. Whoever had come to answer my call, they made quite an impression.

I mean, I was in shock too. I was just trying extremely hard not to show it. The truth is, I wasn’t certain that my efforts would be a success until I actually saw it for myself.

Thanks to Vadoma’s lessons, I remembered the theory involved very well, but I had never actually used such powerful magic before. And my adoptive mother was always careful to stress that some rituals should only be performed in cases of extreme necessity.

Summoning a ghostly guard was one of them. Even the tiniest mistake, and the “guard” might turn into an executioner.

When I turned around to look at the creature, there was a single thought hammering in my brain: “I am not afraid of you! I am the master of this house!”

“Remember, son,” Vadoma had once told me. “The guard needs to feel your confidence and your strength. If it senses fear or doubt, you’re dead. Ancient magic doesn’t permit mistakes.”

Standing on the threshold of my home, staring into the serpentine eyes of the ghostly beast who had appeared in answer to my summons, I continued in a calm, measured tone of voice as I held out my wounded hand and formed a little clot of energy in my palm:

“These are my home, my land, and my people. Protect them from enemies. I offer you payment for your service.”

At this, the huge snake-like head hanging in the air in front of me turned its head to the side slightly, and a long, forked tongue appeared from within its mouth.

An instant later, the snake dug its face into my palm and started greedily devouring the proffered energy. A wave of gentle light rippled down through its huge transparent body. I let out a huge sigh of relief and smiled. It worked — the guard took its payment. Vadoma would be proud of me.

Hm... Could I ever have predicted, on the day that Togh and I went out to hunt the River Terror, that the spirit of that shadow beast would one day be serving me?

This, by the way, was another change I had introduced into the ritual. The original called for body parts from house pets — a dog or a cat, normally. Vadoma always said that the spirit of a big dog was perfect for protecting one’s home from the undead.

But I took it one step further, and decided to use the fangs and claws of the shadow bear I killed during the Trial. Before I could do so, however, I noticed a few little shards of snake fang left over from the forging of my sword and dagger. I had given most of the material to the armorers. All I kept for myself were these few little shards. I ground these into powder, which I then added to the ash oil. I decided to save the fangs and claws of the shadow bear for later.

After a few long seconds, during which I felt my hand start to go numb, the ghostly snake finally finished feasting and tore itself away from my palm. With one more glance at me, it disappeared into thin air. Just at that moment, I heard a friendly-sounding sigh of relief behind my back.

I turned around. People were obviously impressed. Even the normally-unflappable Sigurd looked completely stunned.

“Now let them come,” I grinned.

* * *

Herouxville. A quarter in the “Old Capital” of Vestonia

The “Yellow Bream” Tavern

Susanna Marino, a junior accountant in the tiny and virtually unknown Department of Carts and Wagons, was sitting at a table in the back of the “Yellow Bream” Tavern, picking at a plate of overcooked turnips without any particular appetite.

One in a while, she took a sip from a mug of ale in front of her, trying not to wince as she did so. The food and the swill that passed for beer here were revolting, as was the owner of the place and the few regulars who patronized the place.

Despite all those huge downsides, however, the place had one very big upside: nobody from the city constabulary, much less the agents of the secret chancery, ever poked their head inside the place. So it was in this specific tavern that Susanna sometimes arranged meetings for her informants.

Susanna dug around in the plate of vegetables with her knife, then frowned. The young woman’s mood was terrible, and the “culinary masterpiece” on the table in front of her certainly didn’t help.

A few days previously, she had gone in for a very unpleasant conversation with Henri Puret, head accountant of the Department of Carts and Wagons. Well, maybe “conversation” is a stretch... More accurately: in a tone that chilled her to the marrow, the head of the department matter-of-factly informed Susanna what exactly would happen to her if she failed to complete her task. Put simply, it was pure bad news for the junior accountant.

That day, in an effort to drown her fear, Susanna polished off a whole bottle of overproof brandy. Soaked with tears, with snot all over her face, she remembered the first few years of her service in the department.

At first, she thought an awful lot about how she might flee the capital, and flee Vestonia altogether. But each time, her self-preservation instinct stopped her — she knew all too well how the “accountants” dealt with those who tried to flee. Punishment units were always sent after the traitors, and they always caught up to their prey.

With time, Susanna reconciled herself to her situation, and in order to avoid arousing suspicion, she started getting more involved in her work. She was trying to be useful, so no one would see her as dead weight and decide to get rid of her. Firings in the Department of Carts and Wagons were handled by the same punishment units. The only way to leave the Department was in a coffin.

After almost six years of service, she was in good standing with the head of the department. And thanks to her thriftiness, she gradually racked up quite a nest egg for herself — the idea of fleeing was still drifting through her mind from time to time. During that time, Susanna grew up, and she got smarter. Her silly dreams gradually crystallized into a plan.

The boss started treating her a little differently. She found that she now had more freedom. If nothing else, the fact that she now worked without a partner (i.e., someone who was constantly watching her, and being watched by her in turn) said a lot. All this meant that within a year or two, she would be in a position to start putting her plan into action. That task was simplified by the outbreak of war with Atalia. In times like these, it was easier to drop off the radar and disappear. To throw the department’s bloodhounds off one’s trail.

All her hopes were dashed, however, after Susanna received that accursed list bearing a single name. After all, her promotion would depend on successfully completing this task. It would be hard to overstate how happy Susanna was at the opportunity, at least at first.

Max Renard... That gifted bastard somehow sensed her that day, as easily as if she were some kind of incompetent newbie rather than an experienced agent. Susanna had underestimated the man, and she paid for her mistake.

When she reported what had happened, Henri Puret didn’t seem upset, much to her surprise. More than that, it seemed to Susanna that the head accountant wasn’t even surprised; it was almost as if everything he was expecting had come to pass.

As per the department’s rules, Susanna was transferred to a different quarter, where she’d spent the last few months carrying out relatively simple tasks. In other words, she missed her chance, all because of that bastard!

But fortune smiled on her again — Henri Puret hadn’t forgotten her. He summoned Susanna into his office and handed her yet another list of names, along with a bulging bag that was filled to the brim with silver coins.

The junior accountant opened the list, and once again she saw a single name. Max Renard...

As Susanna listened to the briefing that followed, detailing the target’s escapades in the north, her eyes widened. The bastard not only managed to survive in Northland — he actually won the Great Trial declared by the Konung of Vintervald.

Renard returned to Herouxville at the head of a small band of cutthroats, along with two bodyguards who kept an unblinking watch over their employer. According to the head of the department, one of them was a stryker from the Blades of Dusk, who held the rank of avant.

Susanna left Henri Puret’s office with orders to recruit someone from Max Renard’s inner circle.

And soon, Susanna was in luck. She managed to bribe Marc Ducos, the butler of the “Fox Den.” After initially intimidating him, and then stuffing a bag of money into his hands, she explained to the shivering man what specific information she was interested in.

But her joy didn’t last very long: Marc Ducos started supplying her with information, to be sure, but it was completely useless, and came at a significant cost in money. What was more, she couldn’t really find any fault with his performance. Every single day, Susanna received thick letters, often five or six pages long, detailing the rhythm of life in the castle and the comings and goings of his master.

Eventually, after delivering yet another one of these letters, Susanna found herself summoned to have a “conversation” with Henri Puret. She received orders to meet her informant in person and fix whatever was wrong with his brain.

And so it was that she found herself fishing around in a plate of turnips with her knife that evening, sitting in the “Yellow Bream” and waiting impatiently for Marc Ducos.

Finally, the door of the establishment opened a little bit, and a familiar figure froze on the threshold, wrapped in a dark old cloak. Chevalier Renard’s butler took a step forward and stretched his neck out a little bit to take a look around the dark hall. He didn’t notice Susanna, who was sitting in the most distant corner; he just ran his hand distractedly across his face, shrugged, and walked out of the tavern.

Cursing the blind old fool Marc Ducos along with the owner of the tavern (who was too cheap to shell out any more than absolutely necessary on lamp oil and candles), Susanna hurried out to catch the butler.

She raced outside, looked around, noticed a cloak-wrapped figure walking away, and took off after him. She didn’t want to shout; no need for any extra attention.

Susanna only managed to take a few steps before a big, dark silhouette emerged in front of her. An instant later, she could feel a powerful magic emanation emanating from the stranger, whose face was covered with a dark mask.

She was about to whip out the dagger tucked into her belt when she heard a barely-audible movement behind her. A sudden, sharp pain in the back of the head, and she slipped into unconsciousness.

Susanna recovered quite suddenly, as if she had just emerged from underwater. Opening her eyes, she immediately squinted in the glaring light. A quick attempt to move convinced her it would be futile to keep trying. Her arms and legs were tightly tied.

After blinking to adjust to the light, she turned to stare blankly into the space in front of her. When she realized who she was looking at, her heart suddenly felt like it was being squeezed in a vise.

“Well,” said Max Renard in a mocking tone. He was sitting in an armchair, one leg resting atop the other. “Let’s get to know each other.”


Chapter 8

“WHAT’S YOUR NAME?” I asked calmly.

The short, golden-haired woman who was lying tied-up on the floor of my office stopped squirming and fixed her bright blue eyes on me. She looked resigned, maybe even defeated.

Biting her thick lower lip and wrinkling her tiny, lightly-freckled nose ever so slightly, she stared silently into my face as if waiting for some sort of hint of what was to come. I wasn’t in a hurry to interrupt this process. I was curious to see how she would behave.

An instant later, she transformed. It was like watching a skilled mimic switch to a new personality.

“Everyone calls me Collette,” she finally began in a slightly hoarse voice; then, blinking her long eyelashes in a way that was somehow cute, she added: “Collette Bazot... Monsieur, I don’t understand why your people kidnapped me... You could simply have paid, and I’d have come to you myself...”

After saying this, the woman forced herself to smile, and licked her lips, displaying her even, white teeth.

Hm... Not a bad attempt. I had to give her her due — she sure got oriented and regained her composure quickly.

“So, Collette,” I repeated pensively. “What a pretty name. And you’re pretty, too. I think you’re absolutely right. It seems my people misunderstood my order.”

Sigurd’s rune-scarred face spread into a wry smile. He and Aelira were standing behind my prisoner, so she couldn’t see their reaction to the whole spectacle.

“Indeed, kind Sir,” she nodded hurriedly; with renewed motivation, she started wriggling around on the floor, trying to crawl closer to my leg. Scanning, prying, almost begging, she examined me from where she was lying.

Not bad. A real talent, actually. She was playing the role of a tavern prostitute, keeping her cards close to her chest and waiting for an opportune moment to act. I was sure that Prince Louis would have appreciated her talents as an actress. Actually, I thought, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll have to think about that later, when I have time.

For now, though, I wonder what she’s going to try next.

“You’re absolutely right, my dear Collette,” I smiled. I laid my palm gently against my chest, then added: “Chevalier Renard is a kind man. And speaking of...”

I glanced at my bodyguards.

“I suppose we can untie my guest and offer her a chair.”

While Sigurd untied the ropes, Aelira silently pulled over a chair. A few seconds later, Sigurd stood up, picked up our prisoner (without any particular physical effort at all), and set her down on the chair

“This is much better, isn’t it?” I asked the young woman, who was frowning as she rubbed her wrists. As she did so, I caught her glancing furtively around at her new surroundings.

“I thank you, Your Worship,” she said hoarsely.

“Wine?” I asked.

“No thank you, Your Worship,” came her hurried reply. “But I thank you kindly...”

“Shame,” I shrugged. “My wine collection is one of the finest in Herouxville. Or perhaps you’re worried that I’ll poison you, or slip some kind of potion into your wine?”

Judging by her face, she was worried about the latter.

“Forgive me, Your Worship,” she said, folding her arms across her chest and almost managing to look genuine. Tears even welled up at the corners of her eyes. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that the memories of my poor friend are still fresh... She drank some wine in just such a situation as this, when it was offered to her by a stranger. And then poor Bernadette was found gutted like a fish in one of the portside alleys... Please forgive me...”

Tears were rolling down her cheeks. Wow... This was some true acting talent.

“Oh, my dear Collette!” I threw up my hands. “This is such a horrible story! Where is the city constabulary when one needs them?! Do you really imagine me capable of such villainy?”

I shook my head reproachfully, at which she lowered her head.

“Mind you, I won’t force you,” I said. “If you don’t want any wine, don’t have any. By the way — is there really no safer place for your... um, business... than that dirty tavern?”

She shrugged.

“The “Yellow Bream” is still more or less... Well, there are worse places... Besides, the owner doesn’t rip us off.”

“I understand,” I nodded. “Have you never thought of trying a new profession?”

“Why would I?” The woman shrugged again and looked around, trying to look casual as she clocked every exit in the room. “Of course I’ve tried. But I can’t make enough money. Plus, my mom is sick, and I’ve got six younger brothers and sisters at home. My dad died in the war...”

She sniffled, and as she did so she cast an appraising glance at the nearest window.

“Poor thing,” I shook my head; then I slapped my palms down loudly on my knees, causing the girl to flinch and turn back to look at me. “Ah... It seems my people have indeed made a mistake. They’ve brought me the wrong person. You wouldn’t believe it, my dear Collette, but your resemblance to the person I’ve been looking for is uncanny. Isn’t that amazing?!”

My “guest” pretended to be surprised, and at the same time she tensed up markedly. The whole time, I was observing her energy system, which sort of reminded me of Lucas’ system except that it was more developed. Unlike Jacques’ old army buddy, my prisoner’s gift was well developed. And from what I could see, my “guest’s” was descended from forest creatures of some sort.

“People often tell me that I remind them of someone,” she said with a disarming smile. “And one of my clients always asks me to dress up as various ancient goddesses.”

“And?” I asked. “How does that turn out?”

“He’s never complained,” she replied with a devilish grin, before licking her lips again.

“Alas...” I sighed. “The woman I’m looking for, who looks so much like you, is certainly no goddess...”

“Who is she?”

“She?” I repeated, with an expression as though I were deep in thought. “Actually, she’s also quite a good mimic... Hm... Perhaps just not a mimic of goddesses. For example, several days ago, after hiring two lowlifes from the street, she introduced herself to my butler as an agent of the secret chancery and scared him half to death. I spent quite a while calming the poor man down after the whole affair. You’ve heard, no doubt, about how Lambert de Vergy and his people operate?”

The woman winced, then nodded feverishly. And she shot another quick, tense glance at the window.

“Basically,” I continued as though I hadn’t noticed anything. “I had to spend some time checking the letters my butler was sending to this woman, who bears such a resemblance to yourself. Imagine — she wanted to know what was happening in my castle! Why would she want to know that? How very boring it is! But my butler is a responsible man, and therefore he described everything in scrupulous detail; after all, he had already been paid for the service.”

A light redness appeared on the woman’s cheeks. She squeezed the armrests of her chair; she was clearly trying as hard as she could to carry on playing her role.

“While my butler was busy with his diligent correspondence, however, I myself was far from idle.” Standing up from the chair, I walked over to the window and opened the bolt, letting a cool wave of fresh night air into the office. “I grew curious about why specifically the secret chancery would be interested in my humble person. What do you think?”

I turned, folded my arms across my chest, and sat down on the windowsill. As I did so, I caught a rueful flash in my “guest’s” eye as she looked toward the open window.

“It turned out that the woman wasn’t from the secret chancery at all. My people followed her and discovered that she periodically visits a building belonging to the Royal Accounts Chamber. It’s got such a strange name... the Department of Carts and Wagons. And they also discovered that her name is Susanna Marino, and that she lives in a small apartment on Weavers’ Street, which she rents from a cantankerous old widow. What’s her name... Madame Poranne, if memory serves...”

My “guest” went pale. I could see power surge through her energy system; she was about to act. My people sensed it too.

Purposefully, I opened the window even wider and continued speaking as I moved toward my table:

“And also, at one point while this Susanna was away, my people popped in for a visit. It turned out that this young woman lives very modestly indeed. Minimal clothing, minimal possessions. It almost seems like she’s preparing to move. As if she’s been preparing for several years now...”

Actually, the nisse checked out Susanna’s apartment for me. And she found something very interesting...

As I stepped over to the table, the moment I was waiting for finally occurred. My guest suddenly jumped up out of her seat and raced toward the open window. Sigurd and Aelira didn’t move. We had discussed everything beforehand. Especially since the poor woman wouldn’t be able to avoid Aelira anyway. She wasn’t quite up to the task of taking on a shapeshifter at that level.

But I noticed her determination to fight to the end, and I couldn’t help admiring it to some extent.

When she was only about two steps from the window, I threw a big leather bag onto the table. It landed with a telltale jingle of metal.

“I forgot to mention,” I said, raising my voice a little bit. “We also found this Susanna’s secret stash.”

She suddenly appeared to hit an invisible wall. She was frozen, as if rooted to the spot where she stood.

“I must say, I was impressed. She’s managed to pile up quite a nice sum for herself. Enough for a small house and at least a couple years of the good life. I was especially impressed by the two huge bruts filled with mana.”

She turned around. Suddenly, the tavern prostitute was nowhere to be seen.

“Bravo!” I burst into applause. “Mademoiselle Marino, are you sure you don’t want to try a new profession? I’m certain that you could be one of the greatest actresses in history.”

“I’ve already tried it,” came her cold reply. Her voice was still trembling slightly from the tension.

“And?” I asked.

“Didn’t like it,” she shrugged, still staring firmly into my eyes. “Every rich nobleman in the theater always tries to get in an actress’ pants after the show.”

“So I gather you’re happier with your current profession, then?” I asked. “You know — the one that has you living with those packed suitcases?”

“That’s the job,” she shrugged again.

“I understand,” I said, rubbing my chin. “What line of work are you in? And, forgive my curiosity — who exactly do you work for?”

“Are you gonna kill me if I don’t tell you?” Susanna’s full lips curled up into a mocking smile. “Or are you gonna torture me first? Oh, right! You mentioned potions, didn’t you?! You’ll dump some truth serum down my throat, and I’ll tell you everything myself!”

“Hm... As for the potions, that’s not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But killing you... Why would I want to do that?”

Susanna cocked her head to the side slightly; her eyes narrowed.

“So let’s say I tell you — what happens after that?”

“I let you go.”

“Just like that?” Her right eyebrow shot upward.

“Just like that,” I repeated; noticing that her gaze was fixed on the bag lying on the table, I added: “And I’ll give you back your savings. I don’t want to steal from anyone. After all, you must have denied yourself quite a bit in life in order to save up a sum like this.”

Susanna glanced in disbelief at my bodyguards’ faces and took a step backward, toward the window.

“Screw the money,” she said as she nodded at the castle yard darkening outside the window: “I’m one step from freedom. Why would I tell you anything?”

“It’s your choice, Mademoiselle Marino,” I shrugged. “You can jump out that window right now, and nobody will stop you. Although you probably wouldn’t be able to make it through my yard if I didn’t want you to. You’re quite skilled with your gift, don’t get me wrong, but even so, you’re not going to be able to hide from a descendant of the Great Snow Leopard. And you know that already anyway... But I’ll repeat myself. You can go. Nobody will stop you.”

Susanna froze at the window, seemingly not in any hurry to take advantage of my offer.

“I presume this isn’t going to end here?” She asked coldly.

“You’re quite perceptive,” I nodded as I slowly took a seat back down on my chair. “I’m a busy man, and I value every second of my life highly. You and your hijinks have distracted me from important business and caused me to lose invaluable time.”

I threw her the bag with a lazy, indifferent flick of the wrist.

“Believe me, this pitiful pile of silver and two little bruts won’t make up for my losses. But none of that matters. What matters is something else. I perceive your actions as a threat to me and my loved ones. I don’t think you need to be reminded that a threat to me is a threat to my entire line. Today at noon, the chancellor of Vestonia, Lambert de Vergy, will be receiving a letter from my aunt the Duchess du Bellay. This letter will contain a detailed description of the behavior of a certain Susanna Marino, who serves in the Department of Carts and Wagons, which has been carrying out the actions described on behalf of the secret chancery.”

All the color left Susanna’s face.

“But that’s not all,” I continued calmly as I examined the fingernails of my left hand. “You already know how my trip to Northland turned out, of course? I can see that you do. Anyway, there are a lot of influential noblemen who have suddenly conceived a desire to see me in their homes. For example, in a few days I’ll be heading to a reception organized by the Duke de Gondy at his palace. As it happens, Prince Heinrich will be there as well. I’m sure the duke’s guests will be interested to hear how the secret chancery has begun trailing the hero of the north, and even threatening his butler.”

Susanna was a pitiful sight.

“Need I mention what will happen after that?” I asked. “I’m almost certain that His Grace Lambert de Vergy will be enraged by the attention of high society, and by the end of the week he’ll have taken the Royal Accounts Chamber apart brick by brick. But that wouldn’t matter to you anyway. After all, what do the affairs of the living matter to the dead? The idea that the head of your secretive department would leave you alive after all this... Well, I very much doubt it. So, Mademoiselle Marino — I won’t keep you any longer. Although I should point out that from the moment you leave my mansion, your life won’t be worth the rough end of a pineapple to anyone.”

Susanna let out a heavy sigh and leaned back on the window frame. It was like someone had removed some load-bearing column in her soul. This clearly wasn’t a game. Her energy system started to discolor slightly.

“What do you want from me?” She asked gloomily, looking into my eyes with doomed resignation.

“I want to offer you some work,” I replied, watching as Susanna’s expression changed markedly.

* * *

I arrived at the Duchess du Bellay’s palace at noon sharp. With a quick glance at the pale footman who came to take the reins from my hands, I hopped down onto the ground and looked around. Nothing seemed to have changed during my absence. Although no — there were a few more marble statues in her garden. Not a cheap hobby. And there was one more change: nowhere did I see any of the green banners that were so prominent during my last visit. Instead, there were red ones whipping around in the air.

“I’ll continue on my own from here,” I said to Sigurd as he landed next to me and snatched the Chickadee’s reins from the footman. “Head to the kitchen. They’ll feed you.”

The footman, trying hard to avoid eye contact with my frightening bodyguard, suddenly hurried to show him the way to the west wing of the mansion. Sigurd followed him, leading our horses.

Once in the hall, I left my cloak and tricorner hat to the servants who rushed to greet me, and then followed the butler up to the second floor.

“Chevalier Renard!” The butler announced before admitting me into a small lunch hall. In the center of the room stood a long table, and behind it were the hostess herself, the Duchess du Bellay, her brother the Count de Gramont, and his wife, the Countess de Gramont.

Hm... So this was the promised family meeting. They sure had some angry expressions on their faces. Especially Catherine de Gramont. If looks could kill, of course, I’d have been dead a while ago. The muscles on her cheekbones were still twitching. And her thin lips were pressed angrily into a fine line. Hatred and anticipation burned in her eyes. It was a look normally reserved for someone sentenced to death, and even then only when they were walking up the scaffold.

Heinrich de Gramont, as always, wore a look of arrogant detachment. I could also see a fire of decisiveness burning in his eyes. Apparently, my dead old uncle had finally decided what fate ought to lay in store for his rebellious nephew. And apparently, the purpose of this visit was merely to inform me of the head of the family’s will.

Jeanne du Bellay was looking at me with evident interest. She obviously noticed the change in me. My shoulders were thicker. I was more muscular. So much so, in fact, that I had to get a whole new wardrobe. And that wasn’t all. I also had my snakeskin armor adjusted for my increased size.

Plus, the Duchess was obviously enjoying the moment. She was preparing for a confrontation with my uncle.

“Nephew,” the Duchess began with a reproachful voice. “I see you were in no particular hurry to visit our family. I see you’ve gone positively feral in your northlands.”

I liked that... “your northlands.” They sent me there themselves, and now they were sitting there giving me a hard time about it.

“My dear auntie!” I smiled, ignoring her little attack. “You look fresh and ravishing as always. And red suits you so well! I presume that’s the flavor of the day — the new color of our illustrious house?”


Chapter 9

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duchess du Bellay’s Palace

JEANNE DU BELLAY could hardly contain her amazement at Max’s appearance. Over the last few months, her late brother’s bastard had completely changed.

Max was a grown man, broader in the shoulders and somehow seemingly taller. This was no longer the young man she first met in Heinrich’s house. Admittedly, his eyes were the same. Just as steely and appraising. And they were also somehow indifferent, as though Max already knew everything that would be said to him today, and how the conversations would end.

Conflicting rumors about his behavior up north reached the city even before Max’s return. Something about him fighting in dozens of duels, hunting shapeshifters, and even (most implausibly) hiring a former frost knight stryker as a bodyguard. At the time, that rumor intrigued Jeanne more than anything. Where did a poor bastard get so much money?

Imagine her surprise when all the stories turned out to be true...

After all, Jeanne du Bellay was never one to attach particular importance to such rumors. Which was understandable; each new one had a tendency to be more ridiculous than the last. Besides, after the news about the king’s wounding, she didn’t have much mental energy to think about what was happening in the far north.

Clouds began to gather above the capital. A sense of impending, massive change hung in the air. An invisible wave swept through all the influential houses of Vestonia and stirred each and every one of them. New alliances and coalitions began to sprout up like mushrooms after a rainstorm. Many people changed the banners outside their mansions during those days.

The de Gramont family was no exception. Even before, Heinrich had discussed the possibility of switching sides. But her brother eventually decided to wait and watch. The catalyst was the news about the Count de Blois and his attack on Lord Gray’s forest holdings.

Nobody believed that a royal stryker would wait quietly in the north while his neighbor ravaged his lands, especially since their relations had always been strained anyway. More than that, if Lord Gray had acted differently, the nobility and the king himself would have been deeply puzzled. The Duchess du Bellay couldn’t imagine any other course of events; after all, she, too, valued her line above everything else.

So for her, Lord Gray’s departure from Fjordgrad along with his retainers was inevitable. And of course that was exactly what ended up happening. Basically, the ambassadorial mission was a failure. And the color green was no longer relevant for the de Gramonts. Alas, it seemed the time had come to raise a cross above the royal ambitions of Prince Louis’ attempt to secure the throne. Without the support of the konung, the object of all his party’s hopes, Prince Louis was simply not fated to become the ruler of Vestonia.

When news of the Count de Blois’ attack reached the capital, Heinrich sent a letter to his sons with an order to return to Herouxville. In such times, the heirs to the family line were needed at home, where it was safe. Jeanne was completely in agreement with her brother on that. Especially after all the other influential backers of Prince Louis did the same. Or rather, former backers. The only people who still supported the king’s youngest son were those who had nothing to lose.

Then, however, Jeanne learned that Max was among them...

Oh, how that action enraged Heinrich. Her brother was beside himself with rage. It was direct insubordination, disobeying an order from the head of the family. But how happy Catherine was! The countess thoroughly enjoyed the storm that raged through her house.

In some sense, Jeanne could understand why. After becoming the wife of then-Viscount de Gramont, she developed a vicious envy of Margarita, Ferdinand’s wife. And when Ferdinand was executed along with his heirs, Catherine’s dreams all came true. She became a countess, and her sons became viscounts, the eldest of whom would inherit the comital rank and title.

So the sudden appearance of the bastard, previously in exile in some dump a million miles from the capital, put Catherine on guard. She was especially unnerved when Heinrich started to take an active interest in the young man’s fate. Although he hadn’t previously been planning to do so.

Her tiny brain just couldn’t comprehend the scale of her husband’s scheme. And to be fair, what more could really be expected in terms of brains? The de Seullys, the aristocratic line of Catherine’s birth, had never been known as deep thinkers. Francois certainly took after them.

At the same time, Jeanne also decided to look into Ferdinand’s bastard a little more closely; after all, he somehow managed to survive things that killed even experienced combat mages. She, too, began to pay a certain amount of attention to Max. And she thoroughly enjoyed watching her quarrelsome, arrogant sister-in-law getting angry as her pretensions were offended with ever-increasing frequency.

Admittedly, the news of Max’s decision to remain in Vintervald came as a disappointment to Jeane, and inspired a certain annoyance with her nephew’s behavior. After all, the kid had begun to show some genuine potential. Despite his tender years, Max seemed experienced and streetwise when compared to his cousins. And then there was his service to the crown. Ah, and how thoroughly lovely it was to see him take that upstart Friedrich von Herwart down a few pegs! Jeanne hadn’t felt that alive in a long time.

She even began concocting a plan to use Max to strengthen the family’s position. With time, the cutthroat could become a faithful source of support for Gabriel, the heir of the de Gramonts...

But then he went and ruined everything with that little stunt...

Recalling the conversation she had with Heinrich after her first meeting with the bastard, Jeanne du Bellay felt like she had made a mistake. At that time, she no longer felt convinced that Max had much in common with his calculating, cold-blooded uncle. The stubborn young man was a carbon copy of his late father. He, like Ferdinand “the Lion,” was clearly the type to dive headfirst into dangerous waters, waters swimming with predators who could eat a young, unknown bastard in a single bite and keep right on swimming...

Upon their return to the capital, the Duchess’ nephews only spoke of Max a little bit, and quite reluctantly. Mainly, they spoke with derision. Mind you, that was always how they spoke of him.

Jeanne understood that both of them were leaving quite a bit unsaid, and that what they did say applied differently for each of the three young men in question.

The only thing Jeanne could really glean from their stories was that for almost the entire time, they were either at the konung’s palace or at receptions hosted by foreign nobility who had come for the Great Trial. In other words, they barely crossed paths with their cousin at all.

She remembered how Francois jerked his chin proudly into the air and declared that while the insolent bastard was off doing God knows what, he and his brother were making valuable acquaintances and connections for the family.

When the Duchess, who knew very well what her nephews had truly been up to at the feasts and receptions, asked her nephew to give specifics on what contacts and acquaintances he was referring to, and how exactly they would be of use to the family, Catherine immediately interceded on behalf of her beloved offspring.

With surprising deftness, she changed the subject of conversation back to “the lazy, hopeless bastard,” who, while his cousins were working diligently to strengthen the family’s position on the international stage, was busy dedicating himself to duels and the pleasures of the flesh.

Then, a little while later, news arrived that Max would be taking part in the tournament after the abrupt departure of Lord Gray’s embassy. Without a doubt, this meant that her dearly departed brother’s last remaining son had just signed his own death warrant.

The news made the countess sad. Don’t for a second imagine that she actually felt bad for the stupid bastard. She merely regretted the time they’d all wasted on the ungrateful young man. And she was also angry at herself for having made such a mistake. The fact that Heinrich sniffed out her little scheme with apparent ease made her even angrier. Every time they met, he would try to rub salt into the wound by reminding her of her mistake.

Basically, Jeanne and the other members of the family considered Max to be dead and buried...

So imagine their surprise when the bastard came back from the dead. And the way he’d done it, too! He actually won the Great Trial, and came back to the capital at the head of a unit of cutthroats and a caravan of several wagons, all heavily loaded with loot. More than that — immediately after returning to Herouxville, he gave Catherine a veritable flick on the nose when she tried to have all the bastard’s property moved out of the mansion without informing her husband.

Max’s unspeakable behavior left Catherine burning with righteous fury, and she proceeded to unleash a torrent of complaints about the “insolent bastard” onto her husband via letter.

Knowing her sister-in-law’s vindictive, quarrelsome nature, Jeanne never missed an opportunity to rub Henri’s nose in it. Catherine would do anything for her children. Especially for her darling Francois, who had suffered more than anyone else from Max’s actions.

Well, Jeanne thought — Heinrich has only himself to blame. A blind man could see that he deliberately set Gabriel and Francois against Max, like purebred hunting dogs against some street mongrel. He wanted to help them develop self-confidence. Bare their teeth. Feel what it’s like to be bigger and more important than others. But the mongrel turned out to be a fearsome predator.

And now, she thought, here he is — Max has come to the family council, where Heinrich is going to declare his will and consider it law. Catherine, the stupid old bat, thought of this as being her doing, but Jeanne knew that her brother’s decision was motivated first and foremost by the difficult situation facing the family.

Heinrich desperately needed money. Ferdinand had mismanaged their father’s inheritance right into the ground. He’d gotten into debt and lost part of the family lands. And now his brother was looking for a way to rectify the family’s position.

No surprises there, mind you — Jeanne wasn’t going through the greatest time either. The Duke de Bauffremont’s response to her visit was very cold. He hadn’t forgotten her refusal to support Prince Philippe.

She had her motives for that at the time. The de Gramonts were among the most prominent supporters of Prince Louis, while among the “reds” the best they could hope for were scraps from the table.

The Duchess du Bellay had incurred a wide variety of expenses, chickens that were now coming home to roost. The situation on her lands was out of control. To add to it all, a certain Zacharias Beron appeared out of nowhere with his promissory notes, according to which she owed 5,000 gold imperials. In better times, forking over 50,000 silver crowns wouldn’t have been such a huge burden for the Duchess du Bellay. But now... As if to spite her, those miserly Craonnes refused to extend her credit.

To top off the whole miserable pile, the Duchess du Bellay fell on the stairs the night before, landing on her right arm. Maitre Lemesier, the healer-mage who always provided such services to her, couldn’t come, and neither could any of his colleagues of good repute. They were all busy with the king.

Even less-famous healers weren’t available. They were all suddenly extremely busy. The Duchess du Bellay had to summon an ordinary doctor, who gave her a scarlet potion, rubbed a special healing balm on her hand, and applied a dressing to the wound.

The night passed without incident, but by morning the Duchess’ arm was as swollen as if she’d plunged it into a wasps’ nest. The scarlet potion didn’t completely kill the pain — apparently, that quack doctor had sold her an elixir made of low-potency magic dust. Also, and again as if to spite her, all her personal stocks of healing potions happened to have run out. Who could’ve guessed that Maitre Lemesier, always so punctilious and ready to come at his noble client’s call, would be unavailable?

All things considered, it wasn’t at all surprising that Jeanne du Bellay was (to put it mildly) not in a great mood.

After greeting everyone present, Max took a seat and threw one leg up onto the other.

Not a muscle moved on Heinrich’s face, but Jeanne knew her brother too well. He’d been putting up with teasing from his older brother and cousins since early childhood, and hiding his emotions was one weapon in his arsenal against them. He knew that if he stopped crying, he thereby deprived those who were mocking him of their fun.

Gradually, Henri had developed this ability until it became part of his life. Emotions were a weakness. He always said as much.

And now, beneath the mask of indifference, Jeanne could see the Count de Gramont’s fury.

“How am I to understand this?” Heinrich asked in an icy tone instead of a greeting, as his eyes burned into the bastard.

“Whatever do you mean, uncle?” Max asked, sounding genuinely bewildered.

Jeanne could see, however, that the confusion was feigned. He knew exactly what his uncle was talking about. And she also knew that he wasn’t the least bit afraid of Heinrich.

“You attacked my people and took them prisoner,” said the count. “How am I to understand this?”

Catherine, the stupid old bat, was loving it all. This was her moment of triumph. For what felt like the millionth time, Jeanne cursed the day her brother was betrothed to this blithering idiot.

“As it happens, uncle, I didn’t immediately realize that they were your people,” Max replied calmly. “The first thought that occurred to me when I saw that the gates of my mansion were open was that I was being robbed. What would you have thought if you were in my place? If you’d seen people who were armed to the teeth loading your furniture, paintings, and other goods into wagons?”

Red spots broke out all over Catherine’s face. She glared hatefully at the bastard. Heinrich, by contrast, was waiting in silence for the young man to continue. Jeanne understood that, as usual, he was merely biding his time. Giving his “victim” time to say their piece.

“I ordered my people to put a stop to the outrage, but also forbade them from killing anyone,” Max replied.

“But you later learned that they were my people?” The count asked patiently.

“Yes, uncle,” came Max’s eager reply.

“Then why didn’t you release them?”

“I released a few of them,” Max objected. “Your retainers. Although I had every right to order them killed.”

Catherine twitched, and turned to look at her spouse in shock. Her eyes seemed to be asking a question: what more proof do you need?

Jeanne, meanwhile, was waiting with bated breath, anticipating an interesting scene. Even the pain in her hand took a backseat to her excitement at that point.

“Kill my retainers?” Heinrich asked, slowly and without raising his voice. His right eyebrow rose slightly.

“Yes,” replied Max. “They came onto my property bearing arms, and even drew them against me. By law, I’d have been within my rights to kill them. Although to be honest, uncle, you’ve let them grow quite soft. There’s a war going on. There are enemies of the family around every corner. And your retainers seem to have forgotten which end of the sword to hold.”

“By law?” Heinrich repeated in an icy tone. “Who do you think you are? That land belongs to the family, and as the head thereof that land is at my disposal!”

“Formally,” said Max as he shook his head, “that might be the case. But not legally. According to the documents that the royal chancery has verified, the castle known as the “Fox Den” belongs to me. Actually, it’s always been mine. And anyway, didn’t you give it to me yourself?”

“You vile bastard!” Catherine shrieked. “How dare you oppose the head of the family and raise hands against his people?! You have no right to that land whatsoever! Your traitor father betrayed the crown, and his own family as well!”

Max didn’t even glance at the countess. He acted as though she weren’t even present in the hall.

Jeanne could see Heinrich frown slightly at his spouse’s outburst

“Well, I gave it, and now I’ll take it away,” her brother continued. “Or would you move against the family? Believe me, I have no lack of trained people who could come and reclaim that pitiful castle for me. But if I had to do that, your life wouldn’t be worth so much as an obol.”

“I readily believe it, uncle,” answered Max. “But the real question is how the enemies of our family will react when they learn of our internal conflict. After all, my actions were specifically calculated to make it all look like an innocent misunderstanding. I even took the liberty of punishing some of your less-conscientious servants for their malice.”

“What do you mean?” Jeanne asked immediately, getting ahead of Heinrich who was obviously intending to continue his threats. “I completely agree that this was merely a misunderstanding, and that any superfluous disclosure can only harm us. Your uncle’s people only came to your castle because we were certain you had died. What malintent could there possibly have been?”

“A certain Bruno Foulon, who was in charge of the loading process, along with some of the people in his company, were already aware that I was alive and well. And that I was on my way home. The fact is that I sent one of my servants ahead of me to alert my butler, more than a full day in advance of our arrival.”

“Perhaps your servant never arrived?” Jeanne asked.

“Oh, he arrived, alright,” Max shook his head. “I found him beaten half to death in the stables, together with my guard and butler, who also endured rough treatment at the hands of your retainers. Thus it seems that even after being informed of my imminent arrival, Bruno Foulon didn’t even consider it necessary to inform his master. What could this be, if not malintent? I’d prefer not to imagine that he might have informed the person who sent him, and then continued with his robbery anyway.”

As before, Max was completely ignoring the countess’ presence in the hall; her face had the color of a boiled beet. Jeanne knew that Catherine’s servants wouldn’t dare to act so boldly without her approval and full knowledge, but ordered the loading of his possessions to continue anyway. What a stupid old fool she was! Blind to her own son’s foolishness, she had almost provoked a conflict within the family. Jeanne understood very well how that would have turned out.

And judging by the look on Heinrich’s face, he realized all of this as well. But Jeanne also understood that her brother would never move against his own wife in public. He would give her a piece of his mind later, when they were alone, but not now. Especially since Heinrich was already determined that the bastard needed to be reined in. He’d become far too headstrong.

“You must return my son’s collection to him!” Catherine shrieked angrily.

“Actually, speaking of collections,” said Max, still completely ignoring her. “Uncle, please pass on a new item for Yveline’s collection with my compliments.”

Saying this, he laid a curved, black claw the size of a dagger down on the table.

“That’s...” Jeanne trailed off; her voice was suddenly hoarse.

“That’s the claw of the shadow bear I killed in the final battle of the Great Trial. I’m sure Yveline will love it. This is one of the very claws the beast used to dismember several powerful strykers.”

Jeanne understood that this was a demonstration of her nephew’s power. He was showing her brother just how much things had changed. And then, suddenly, it occurred to Jeanne that the whole time they’d been sitting there, Max’s attention was focused exclusively on her reactions. Everything he said and did was aimed at her.

Jeanne felt her insides turn cold. Max didn’t care about Heinrich, his wife, or his children. He had come to see her. He saw her as an ally.

She quickly glanced at her brother and his wife. No... They hadn’t noticed. They had no clue.

“Why didn’t you come back to Herouxville?” Heinrich asked another question as he looked down squeamishly at the claw. To the untrained eye, it might have seemed like he was no longer bothered by the fact that his servants had been taken prisoner, but Jeanne knew that he wasn’t finished with that matter quite yet. “After all, you received a clear order to do so.”

“Really?” Max asked with surprise. “Apparently your letter failed to reach me.”

“Gabriel must have informed you of my orders!”

“I don’t remember my cousin being appointed head of the embassy,” Max shrugged.

“He informed you of the family’s will!” The countess hissed.

To be honest, Jeanne had never seen her sister-in-law in such a state before. If she knew how to spit poison, Max would already have been rolling on the floor in dying convulsions.

“On what authority?” Finally, Max turned his head to face Catherine and looked firmly into her eyes. “Only the head of the family can declare its will. I didn’t receive an order in writing. Without one, Prince Louis would have regarded my departure as little more than running away. Had I abandoned the son of the king — whom I swore to accompany on his journey — and galloped south with my noble cousins, I would have brought everlasting shame onto myself and my family.”

At that moment, Jeanne de Bellay regretted more than ever that this young man was illegitimate. It was people like him who had always stood at the head of her ancient line and led it to its triumphs.

A deafening silence hung in the hall for a minute. Jeanne glanced at her brother. The expression on Heinrich’s face told her very clearly that he was no longer interested in continuing the conversation. She could see that her brother was already prepared to say his final word. To pronounce a final verdict regarding Max and his fate.

The silence was finally broken by Heinrich de Gramont’s heavy, colorless voice.

“Well... I’ve heard enough for today. As the head of the family, I’ve made a decision. You will wed Aurélie de Marbot. And you will thereby become the Baron de Marsan. Since your future spouse is of a higher status than you, your marriage will make you a Marbot. The head of that line is the Count de Marbot, and after his death it will be his son, Émile de Marbot. If you fail to comply, you will be exiled from this house. This is my final word on the subject.”

Heinrich stood up, signaling to all present that the family council was over. He said goodbye to Jeanne, wishing her a speedy recovery. Then, offering his arm to his spouse without so much as a glance back at his nephew (who was frozen mid-bow), he strode majestically out of the hall.

Max stood in silence the whole time. Not a muscle moved on his face. As Jeanne expected, he didn’t look surprised or upset in the least.

He was already about to bid her farewell when Jeanne raised her healthy arm into the air and said:

“Stay. We have something to discuss.”


Chapter 10

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duchess du Bellay’s Palace (continued)

JEANNE RAN HER FINGERTIPS along the black claw on the table, the one that Heinrich seemingly hadn’t even thought to take with him. As she touched it, she felt a convulsive fear course through her. A surging, primordial fear. For just a moment, her thoughts were transported far away, to that severe region of fierce cold, eternal ice, and bloodthirsty monsters. Here, in Herouxville, all that had felt like half-forgotten myth and misremembered legends. Judging by the size of the claw, the bear must have been absolutely massive.

She looked over at Max, who was standing a few steps away from her. Somehow, he had killed this beast. He was basically still a kid. How in the world was it possible? The whole capital was talking about his victory. And here was a claw, lying on the table in front of her in confirmation... But Jeanne still didn’t believe her own eyes. She could sense that something didn’t add up. Something was missing from the story. A very important detail of some kind... But what? Who are you, Max Renard? How did you manage to do what the most powerful combat mages couldn’t?

But the question she asked was a different one.

“You’re more rash and foolish than I thought,” she said. “You knew what was waiting for you in that tournament. Why did you decide to die so young?”

“To be fair, I should point out that nobody knew there would be a shadow beast in the final battle,” said Max. “It was a surprise for everyone when it appeared.”

“So Sharptooth was playing his own game all the while,” Jeanne nodded understanding. “He decided to hedge his bets.”

“Maybe,” Max shrugged as a shadow flitted across his face.

Jeanne’s eyes narrowed slightly. The kid had thought of something. He couldn’t possibly be planning to get revenge on the konung, could he?

“Either way, it doesn’t matter for us anymore,” Jeanne concluded. “Our house now supports Prince Philippe. Louis has no chance, even after his marriage to the konung’s daughter. Sharptooth’s embroiled in a civil war. He won’t be able to turn his gaze to Vestonia for quite some time.”

“If you knew Princess Astrid as well as I do, you might not say that,” Max smiled. “Besides, I have every reason to think that Bjorn Sharptooth will restore order in Northland much sooner than anyone expects.”

“That’s what you think, is it?” Jeanne sounded skeptical. “You’re too young and inexperienced. The konung will spend his whole life trying to take control of the north. He doesn’t have the unanimous support of the northerners, and most importantly, Vintervald doesn’t have the resources to solve a problem like this. Simply put, Sharptooth doesn’t have the money.”

Jeanne glanced at Max, who suddenly had a cryptic smile on his face.

“Wait...” She frowned. “Did I miss something?”

“Money,” she said. “Sharptooth’s treasury isn’t as empty as everybody thinks. And soon, it’s going to double, and keep growing after that.”

“How?” Jeanne asked; she was worried.

“What have you heard about the Svartvald?” Max asked.

“That it’s one of the most dangerous places on the continent, and that even the most powerful combat mages don’t dare enter it.”

“But someone has dared,” said Max. “Bjorn Sharptooth equipped an expedition of his finest warriors and hired some of the most powerful gifted that the Blades of Dusk have to offer.”

“So they brought something valuable out of the Shadow?” Jeanne felt her heartbeat quicken.

She knew that Max was speaking about things known only to the king and his closest advisors. And that meant that the rumors about Princess Astrid’s special treatment of Max weren’t just rumors after all. Prince Louis’ bride-to-be had brought Renard into her inner circle and entrusted him with her father’s secrets.

Also, Jeanne suddenly realized that Renard wasn’t just saying all this to boast, or trying to impress his aunt and highlight his importance and indispensability. This was different from Gabriel and Francois’s tales of making important connections with foreign diplomats and nobility. He wasn’t getting carried away; he wasn’t making a big deal of his accomplishments, or strutting around with his chest puffed out. Max was obviously pursuing some specific, concrete goal. And most importantly, he had waited to share this important information with her and her alone. It seemed that he didn’t intend to tell Heinrich anything.

“Well, to bring something out, they’d have to go in in the first place,” chuckled Max. “The unit of strykers didn’t even cross the Barrier. When they got close to the Svartvald, they discovered that the whole area on the frontier was different.”

“An ebb...” Jeanne concluded.

“An ebb,” Max confirmed, before adding: “But not a normal one. After about thirty years, the Shadow returned to its previous boundaries and freed up a patch of land about the size of a large county.”

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother!” Jeanne gasped as she felt a flash of heat erupt in her body. She seemed to forget the pain in her arm. She started pacing back and forth quickly through the hall, muttering rapidly to herself under her breath: “This will change everything! I can’t even imagine how much wealth is hidden in that little “patch” of land... If Sharptooth... No... Not “if” — “when” Sharptooth takes full control of the north, then... And Princess Astrid.... Prince Louis... This is...”

She suddenly froze as something dawned on her. Then she turned sharply around and looked at Max’s grinning face through completely different eyes. A powerful new government was forming in the north, led by Prince Louis’ future father-in-law. And that marriage was made possible entirely thanks to this boy... Actually, no. He wasn’t a boy anymore. This man was a fearsome, focused warrior. Oh, Most Luminous Mother, thought Jeanne! Why did you have to make him a bastard?!

“In the eyes of the konung and his daughter, we’ve committed a big mistake,” said Jeanne through gritted teeth. “Our family left His Highness Prince Louis precisely when he most needed our support.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” said Max.

Jeanne turned to shoot him a quizzical look.

“What do you mean?”

“Sometimes people’s actions and motives can be interpreted in various ways. Everything depends on how the facts are presented to the interested parties in society at large.”

Jeanne raised her head a little bit and stared inquiringly at her nephew’s face. She was beginning to understand where he was going with this, but she wanted to hear it from him first.

“And how might our actions be interpreted differently?”

“For example,” said Max with a cunning smile as he looked firmly back into Jeanne’s eyes. “Speaking purely hypothetically, of course... In this particular situation, Heinrich de Gramont committed a big mistake.”

The look in his eyes made her tense; in a demanding tone, she said:

“Continue.”

“You, as a faithful subject of our ruler Carl III who understood the full complexity of the developing situation, sent a message separately from that of the head of the de Gramont household, in which you instructed your young nephew to complete the assignment and remain by His Highness Prince Louis’ side. And if the gods so willed, to defend his interests to the last drop of your blood. But as I said, of course, this is all purely hypothetical.”

“What if it weren’t?” Jeanne was studying her nephew’s emotions intently. “What if that’s EXACTLY what happened?”

“Then you personally, my dear aunt, would stand to acquire an extremely powerful ally in the royal family of Vintervald. But only provided — “

“Provided my nephew corroborates all the above,” Jeanne finished his sentence for him, and then immediately added: “Then we’re left with the main question.”

“What question is that, Madame?”

“Why would I place myself in opposition to Heinrich? Why would I act against the family? Is such a course of action justifiable?”

“Those are different questions,” Max shook his head. “Yes, my uncle is the head of the family. But he isn’t the whole family. And as for justifiability... You acted against my father when he committed a mistake that could’ve brought down the entire family line.”

Jeanne jumped slightly and dug her fingers into the back of her chair.

“So this is all for revenge? This is how you want to get even with me and Heinrich?”

“Please, my dear aunt,” said Max; he sounded completely sincere. For a moment, Jeanne actually believed him. It would have been hard for her to admit it, but at the time, she really wanted to believe what he was saying. “My father acted rashly. He made a fatal mistake. And what’s more, it was a stupid mistake. Did he and his co-conspirators really think that Carl III would sit idly by? My father underestimated his opponent, and he paid the price for it. Your part in his downfall was merely the loyalty required from a subject toward their king. I only feel bad for my brothers. They were merely following their father.”

“We were promised that they’d be spared...” Jeanne said in a barely-audible whisper.

She remembered the day of the execution, which she had been obliged to attend. She would never forget the pale, terrified faces of her nephews as they were led to the scaffold. The dashing Henri tried till the very end to imitate his father, whom he always idolized. He was shaking and breathing heavily, but still staring out at the assembled crowd with his chin thrust haughtily upward. The always-shy Philippe looked around at the crowd with an expression of disbelief, as if everything was happening to someone else instead of him.

After the execution, it took Jeanne a long time to regain her composure. Only recently had she been able to stop seeing their faces in her dreams. Max had just ripped that wound open, and it turned out to be full of a lot of festering, foul-smelling pus.

“Who promised?” He suddenly asked. “And whom did they promise that to?”

Jeanne raised her head and cast Max an inquiring look.

“Heinrich said that...” She was about to say something, but suddenly stopped.

This kid knew how to hit her where it hurt. Again, she had only recently begun to suspect that Heinrich had purposely gotten rid not only of his brother, but also of his brother’s heirs. He didn’t touch the bastard only because the young man didn’t pose a threat at the time. All he said was that there was nothing he could do. The king was unmovable, and he demanded blood.

“I see, my dear aunt, that our thoughts align here,” said Max.

“These are all just suspicions...” Jeanne tried to object, as she always did when she was alone with her thoughts.

“Usually, suspicions are caused for an investigation to start,” Max shrugged. “At the very least, I thought it prudent to begin making moves. And I’m getting close to the truth.”

“What about me?” Jeanne asked. “You don’t suspect me?”

“I did, at first,” said Max. The total calm with which he spoke sent a light shudder down Jeanne’s spine. “But then I came to understand something about you, which is that you would never have cooperated in the murder of your nieces or nephews. Despite your reputation as the “Stone Lady,” you love us as you would your own children.”

Jeanne felt an unpleasant aching sensation in her chest. But she pulled herself together quickly.

“You’re grabbing a tiger by the tail in going after the head of the family,” she said; her tone of voice was strangely flat.

“More like a shrimp, I think,” smiled Max.

“You know?” Jeanne was surprised. “Your father told you?”

Max replied with an enigmatic shrug.

“You shouldn’t underestimate Heinrich,” said Jeanne coldly. “That sheet of silver had a mantis shrimp on it, not an ordinary shrimp. A dangerous predator that’s able to lie in wait for its prey.”

“Shrimp, mantis shrimp, whatever,” said Max, without any hint of a smile. “They taste the same after you throw them into boiling water. They’re just food for other, more dangerous predators with bigger teeth. If my uncle stays holed up in his castle, waiting for his tiny little fishies to grow up, the line will go extinct before you know it.”

“Your father was the “Lion,” but he ended up on the block,” Jeanne scoffed.

“My father was just the donkey, following the carrot and pulling the cart that brought the real lion onto the scene.”

Jeanne was now staring unblinkingly at Max, eyes wide. Once again, she caught herself thinking that she must be talking to a fully-grown, experienced man, rather than a twenty-year-old boy.

“You’re sure that Heinrich is leading the family to ruin?”

“If some puffed-up Count de Blois decided, right now, that he wanted to take a bite out of the County de de Gramont’s land, my uncle couldn’t do anything to stop it. I’m not questioning his ability at the game of courtly intrigue, but he’s not a warrior. And neither are his sons. They went up north with decorative swords strapped to their belts. I still don’t understand how they managed to survive.”

Jeanne listened to Max speak with rapt attention. After all, she had never taken much interest in this side of the family’s affairs. She always assumed Heinrich knew what he was doing.

“My uncle doesn’t have much of a household force,” Max continued with a chuckle. “He has a few decent warriors, but the others grew fat a long time ago. If things start to get hot, they’ll run for the hills. And hiring warriors from a guild would require a whole lot of money. My uncle threatened to take my castle by force. I’m sure he thought it sounded intimidating. But he can’t even begin to suspect what will happen if he’s ever foolish enough to try it in real life.”

“You place too much confidence in your bodyguard,” said Jeanne; she was trying to make a little display of how well-informed she was. “One stryker against all of the family’s warriors? The odds aren’t good.”

“The odds aren’t good for the family,” Max shook his head.

He sounded so confident in saying this that Jeanne found, quite unexpectedly, that she believed every word immediately. He wasn’t bragging; he wasn’t bluffing. On the contrary — it seemed like the weakness of the family’s household force was a cause of genuine concern to him.

“But still...” Jeanne tried to object.

“My dear aunt, what do you know about the system of ranks for combat mages?” Max suddenly asked.

“I’ve heard about it,” Jeanne replied. “You mean to say that your frost knight is a powerful medius?”

Max replied with a devilish grin. A playful light danced in his eyes.

“Hold on...” Jeanne’s throat suddenly felt dry. “You’re telling me your bodyguard is an avant?”

“Exactly, my dear aunt,” Max smiled. “And right now, he’s downstairs having a nice little meal in your kitchen.”

Jeanne let out a sigh of amazement and slowly sank down onto her chair. She was prepared to hear just about anything. But she was utterly unprepared for the fact that her nephew had a bodyguard who was at the same level as Lord Gray. Wait, she thought...

“But how do you have money for that?” She looked up at him again.

“My savings,” Max shrugged. “I’m pretty thrifty most of the time. And when my uncle threw me to the wolves, I had to learn to economize. Plus, I managed to earn a little bit on the frontier. And you’d be surprised at how little this stryker is actually costing me. For one, I’ve earned quite a bit by having him duel as a champion in my place.”

“So that fight with the head of the werewolf clan, that was — “

“No, no,” Max shook his head. “I had to go into the ring myself for that one. It turned out that the werewolves who attacked us during the hunt were actually preparing a trap for the konung. One of the werewolves that another beloved aunt hired to kill me told me as much, right before he died. That’s part of why I had to fight in that fateful duel.”

As Max spoke of his aunt hiring killers to pursue him, his duel with a werewolf, Prince Louis and Princess Astrid, and more, Jeanne’s head was spinning. His story was so entirely different from those of Gabriel and Francois...

When Max finally finished, she sat there in silence for a little while, trying to absorb everything she had just heard. One thing was clear: her nephew needed something from her. Otherwise, he’d never be speaking so frankly.

“What are your goals?” She finally asked, paying close attention to the expression on his face and his gestures.

“For the line of the de Gramonts to be strong again, as it was during the first campaign into the Shadow,” he replied firmly.

“Then why do you squabble with your uncle like this? You can see that he’s trying to rectify the mistakes your father committed.”

“Do you really think that giving me to another family will strengthen us?” Max answered her question with another.

“It will solve the difficult question of the border with the County de Marbot,” Jeanne shrugged.

Max chuckled.

“Well, it’s certainly in the spirit of Henri the Shrimp. Oh my goodness, excuse me — Henri the Fearsome Mantis Shrimp. In this specific situation, giving a member of the family in marriage is a sign of weakness. Am I to presume that this, rather than a show of strength, is how Heinrich will solve any land disputes that might arise in the future? What happens when he runs out of nephews and children? Will he try to give you away in marriage too, my dear aunt?”

“Heinrich’s not the only one who does this,” objected Jeanne as she felt her cheeks flush. What an insolent kid! “All the high houses act this way! And anyway — does becoming a baron truly hold no interest for you?”

“If it means I won’t be able to continue my line?” Max cocked his head to the side. “Doesn’t the exchange seem a little one-sided to you? Don’t you think I’m worth a little more than that?”

Max’s last sentence struck Jeanne as funny. Who did he think he was? To be sure, he’d been giving a good account of himself recently, and the court was abuzz with talk of his exploits. But he was still a bastard, just as before.

“And you want me to convince Heinrich to cancel it all?” Jeanne snickered.

“No,” Max shook his head. “Not cancel — postpone until we can find a worthy match for me, one that won’t make the family look weak.”

“Alright, let’s say I convince him.” Jeanne’s eyes narrowed. “What can I expect in return for my help?”

She decided to have some fun with the insolent young man before putting him in his place.

“Perhaps I’ll be able to do you a favor of some sort?” Max had clearly taken the bait. “Perhaps you’ve encountered some difficulties that I could help you with?”

“Difficulties, he says,” said Jeanne with a conspiratorial chuckle.

The kid fancied himself a hero. Well, so be it, she thought. He’ll get shit all over his exalted self-image. But he asked for it himself.

“I am facing a certain difficulty,” she said, mentally rubbing her hands together in gleeful anticipation. She was already imagining the look on the self-assured hero’s face as his feigned luster evaporated into thin air.

“I’m at your service, my dear aunt,” said Max as he swallowed the bait.

“A few days ago, I had a visit from a certain Zacharias Beron,” Jeanne began. “He presented me with some of my promissory notes, for which payment has come due...”

“What kind of sum are we talking about?” Max asked.

His tone threw Jeanne off for a moment; but then, trying not to smile, she replied: “5,000 gold imperials.”

Jeanne was expecting her nephew to turn pale when he heard the number. Then, no doubt, he would start producing all sorts of excuses and trying to worm his way out of it. She was already prepared to give him a lecture about his duty to the family, but suddenly, she found that her plan had gone awry.

“Very well, my dear aunt,” said Max calmly. “I’m willing to loan you that amount for, say, a year, and I won’t charge you a single percent of interest. You, in turn, will promise to secure a delay in my marriage. My people will be by this evening with the money, and my solicitor will notarize all the papers.”

For a moment, Jeanne lost the power of speech. But then, after somehow regaining her composure, she asked in a hoarse voice:

“How is this possible? How does a simple bas... Ahem... How do you have this much money?”

Max replied with an enigmatic smile and stepped in closer to Jeanne. He carefully picked up her injured arm with his left hand, and laid his right hand down on her swollen wrist.

“You forget, Madame, that I’ve been in the good graces of Princess Astrid recently. As a reward for my victory in the tournament, I was allowed access to her personal treasury.”

As he spoke, Jeanne watched, almost hypnotized, as his warm, soft hands unwound the bandages wrapped tightly around her wrist. She didn’t have the strength to resist.

“Who applied this dressing? A blacksmith?” He grumbled. “Whoever it is, they should have their hands cut off for this.”

The arm beneath the bandages was blue and horrifically swollen, but strangely, it didn’t hurt at all as Max touched it. Jeanne was silent; she was afraid to even move. She was completely captivated as she watched the expert movement of her nephew’s hands.

“Madame, I couldn’t help noticing that you were about to call me a simple bastard,” said Max placidly as he examined her arm in detail.

Jeanne noticed a change in his expression, as if he was trying to look deep into her wound.

“In a way, you’re right, my dear aunt. Because alas, despite the fact that the blood of the de Gramonts flows in my veins, nothing changes the fact that I’m the son of a merchant’s daughter. But there’s another thing you should know, as well... I’m not exactly a simple bastard.”

Saying this, Max began to run his right hand over Jeanne’s swollen wrist. An instant later, the pain was gone — she felt a light tickling sensation, and the swelling slowly started to subside.

Only at that point did Jeanne realize that she had stopped breathing. Max raised his head, and their eyes met.

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother!” She whispered in a trembling voice as she reached up to lay her hand against Max’s cheek. “You’ve blessed us with a gifted son!”


Chapter 11

“YOUR WORSHIP,” said Sigurd respectfully as he lowered his sword. “I don’t understand how you do it... The speed with which you’re developing your powers is striking. Not many people could repeat what you just demonstrated to me. And that’s putting it mildly! To get the same results myself, I had to go through years of intensive and exhausting training! You’re jumping from stage to stage like it’s all fun and games for you... I don’t think I’d be far off in estimating that you’re probably at the same stage as a top-level medius.”

With that, the normally-taciturn Sigurd fell silent, still breathing heavily. He was beet red. His hair was all over the place, and sweat glistened on his forehead and cheeks. There was a playful fire in his eyes. His arms were shaking slightly due to overexertion.

I was in a similar state myself. I had decided to test my limits that day, so I didn’t hold anything back. And I seemed to be doing well. The snakeskin armor felt like a second layer of skin to me, the fang-swords like extensions of my own arms.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you go through a transition soon,” added Sigurd.

By this, he meant an increase in rank.

“How does that happen?” I asked.

“I don’t know about other people,” Sigurd shrugged as he wiped his red face with a canvas towel. “For me, it happened in battle. It was a moment when both my body and my energy system were working at the limits of their potential.”

Sigurd stopped for a moment. The look in his eyes suggested he was somewhere far away. Apparently, he was immersed in the past.

“The man I was fighting that day was a powerful medius. One of my former brothers. There was a time when I lost almost every time we had a training fight. I remember the smile on his face when we crossed swords for the last time. I could see my death in his eyes.”

“But you didn’t give up,” I noted with understanding.

“No, I didn’t...” Sigurd confirmed, still sounding lost in thought. “At one point, when I thought that I would feel his blade sink into my heart at any moment, the world around me suddenly changed... Sounds and smells disappeared... Everything seemed to slow down... Except for me. My opponent was like a beetle trying to walk through honey. Same with his comrades, the men who chased Aelira and me into an ambush. And I started to move... Aelira later said that I was disappearing and reappearing from second to second. That’s how fast I was moving. I took care of all our enemies very quickly.”

“Strange,” I grunted.

“But there were consequences, too,” Sigurd added, sounding very serious. “The battle completely drained my reservoir. All the bruts I had on me also turned to dust. It took a long time for the damage on my body to heal.”

“I hear you. And I thank you for the warning. Forewarned is forearmed.”

“Hm...” Sigurd froze for a second. It seemed like he was repeating the phrase to himself. “Well said, Your Worship. I’ll remember that.”

I gestured with a jerk of my head and said:

“Now help me take this armor off. I want to take a bath. What say we freshen up?”

Saying this, I nodded toward my pond, on whose banks we usually did our training. My words made Sigurd wince and hurriedly shake his head.

I just chuckled inside. The locals in this world tended to frown on bathing in open bodies of water. And it wasn’t because of superstition. As recently as a hundred years before, the rivers and lakes were settled by all sorts of magical creatures, most of which considered humans to be simply another type of prey.

At our evenings encampments, I had heard all sorts of stories about different life forms that inhabited this world. Among them were stories about fins, feathers, and all sorts of other evil in lakes. By the way — according to the locals, a nisse was also an evil spirit.

Fear of water was a firm and long-established feature of life for the locals. Sigurd, for example, was a combat mage, and an avant at that... But water scared him as much as a blazing fire.

On the way back to Vestonia, when I would occasionally stop to swim in a river or some other body of water, all my people would come out and watch me. They would even place bets on whether they’d have to come save me from some kind of ravenous lake mermaid.

The nisse didn’t approve of me swimming at first either. But when I told her about the spells I knew that could protect me from evil aquatic life, she calmed down quite a bit.

Nothing of the sort inhabited my pond anyway, so I swam in it pretty often. I even ordered a nice little platform with stairs to be built along the shore.

After taking off my armor, I ordered Sigurd to inform the servants that I would take my lunch in the outdoor gazebo, and then ran at full speed and leapt into the water.

For a little while, I just swam and dove, enjoying it as water cooled and refreshed my body after the training. Then, once I had enough swimming, I just spread my arms a little to the sides and lay there in the water with my eyes closed.

My thoughts followed their own course and brought me back to the events of the preceding few days. So far, everything was working out just as I’d hoped. I was even a little bit uneasy about the fact that everything was going so incredibly smoothly.

Susanna Marino had agreed to become my double agent, and had already passed me several pieces of very interesting information. True, she still hadn’t gotten access to more serious information like the real name of the head of her department. But that was okay; this was just the first step.

For my part, I made sure to supply Susanna (via Marc Ducos) with information about myself and my actions, in order to keep her immediate superior happy. None of the information would be of any use against me, but it improved Susanna’s standing markedly in her boss’ eyes. So basically, things were going well. Actually, Mademoiselle Marino was tasked with finding out who specifically had recruited my maid Denise and my gardener. And she was already working on it.

Things with my aunt the Duchess ended up working out even better than I’d expected. By the way — according to Zacharias Beron, buying her promissory notes was a lot easier than the others. Jeanne du Bellay, notorious at court as the “Stone Lady” for her personality, was fully focused on court politics, and completely out of touch with the actions of the steward of her affairs, who totally overlooked the sale of his mistress’s promissory notes.

I admit that I wasn’t expecting the reaction I got after demonstrating my gift. It was like the Duchess was seeing me for the first time. And she wouldn’t let me leave for a long time afterward. I had to stay for lunch, and then for dinner after that. I knew that the birth of gifted children in the high houses of Vestonia was a joyous, much-celebrated event, but I hadn’t suspected the extent to which that was the case.

According to the Duchess, who from that day on was intensely focused on me, the birth of a gifted child raised the status of that child’s family in society exponentially. Actually, the de Gramonts themselves only possessed their elevated status thanks to their gifted ancestors.

My healing ability was a cause of particular joy to her. Especially since, according to her, this gift was at least as powerful as that of her personal healer. The latter, by the way, was constantly at the disposal of the king, along with all his other colleagues of high repute. According to the latest rumors, theking’s wound wasn’t healing for some reason.

For the time being, I didn’t tell my aunt that I had other sides in addition to those she already knew about. That could be a surprise for her at some future time.

The fact that I was a bastard seemed to have been entirely forgotten. All things considered, I was much, much more valuable than before. And my aunt would now do everything in her power to “sell” me for a better price. As far as I knew from listening to her excited rambling, the de Marbot marriage was a thing of the past as far as she was concerned. The Duchess would do whatever she could to change my uncle’s mind. At the very least, she would get the betrothal date postponed as much as possible.

Also, I didn’t have to explain that not a word about my gift should slip to Heinrich de Gramont or the rest of the family. The Duchess du Bellay said so herself before I had a chance. And she strictly forbade me from sharing the information with anybody else, either. We were apparently in agreement that Uncle Heinrich had done everything necessary to ensure that Max’s brothers would be executed.

Ever since that evening, my aunt began sending me daily letters, inquiring about my health and asking me not to get involved in anything.

I was distracted from these contemplations when I suddenly sensed something looking at me. It wasn’t hard to tell where they were looking at me from. I glanced to the right and noticed a female figure next to the gazebo.

Verena... I had already let her know, through Aelira, that I wanted to have lunch with her today in the gazebo. True, she arrived earlier than we’d agreed. Hm... And she was holding my clean clothes and canvas towel in her hands. And there were no footmen in sight. She was trying to embarrass me. To make me blush. Well, she’d picked the wrong guy.

I ducked beneath the surface of the water and swam to the opposite bank, where a big old willow tree stood. Its long branches hung like the hair of a beautiful woman, right down to the surface of the water. I quietly slipped behind this green curtain and glanced over toward the gazebo. Verena was standing on her tiptoes, her neck extended in a funny sort of way as she feverishly scanned the smooth surface of the water.

Then she set my clothes and towel down on a bench and walked over to the stairs of the little bridge-like platform next to the lake, still staring down into the water. Meanwhile, trying not to make any noise, I climbed up onto the bank and crept over to the gazebo behind the shelter of some bushes. While I quickly got dried off and dressed, I watched with a smile as the young woman rushed along the shore of the pond. She’d be running for help any second.

With a quick tug on my collar, I smoothed my wet hair and stood up on the edge of the gazebo, swinging my hands behind my back. I called out to Verena right as she was about to run back to the castle for help; she had already picked up the hem of her dress in preparation.

“Mademoiselle!” I called to her in Astlandic. “I’m glad you accepted my invitation to lunch. How would you like to take a walk around the garden while the servants set the table?”

My voice made Verena jump; she whirled around and stared at me with her wide-open, turquoise-colored eyes. She glanced down at the pond, then back up at me. Emotions passed across her face in rapid succession, as if a series of wax masks were melting before a torch, one after the other. A little bit of fear, then surprise, disbelief, and finally, a little bit of embarrassment mixed with relief. Hm... Apparently she was actually worried about me for a minute.

She took a deep, rapid breath, but at the last moment she caught herself and exhaled quietly. I just laughed inside my head. She was obviously preparing to give me an earful.

Holding the hem of her new dress (Jean-Claude Sylvain’s handiwork), she walked up the thin stone stairs to the path where I was already waiting for her.

By the way- I informed the nosy tailor (who was working on a whole new wardrobe for me, and from whom I’d ordered several outfits for this young woman we saved) that Verena was a relative on my mother’s side. She had moved to the capital so that I could take an active part in sorting out her future.

Neither I nor any of my warriors had any doubt that Verena really was a representative of a noble house. Bertrand himself commented on her faultless manners. And he was the one who recommended that I house the young woman in a manner appropriate to her station. Her noble family was almost certainly searching for her. And sooner or later, they’d find her, in a house where she was being looked after in a manner that was in every way appropriate to her origins.

I didn’t argue with Bertrand on this; he was a real guru when it came to such questions. Although at the same time, I didn’t quite understand why he thought this was such a good idea. Still, I decided to trust my experienced valet — he had never once let me down, either with his actions or his advice. Especially since, despite the months I’d already spent living in this world, I still felt like a stranger. And Bertrand, without even realizing it, was acting as the best possible guide.

Therefore, as soon as we arrived, I assigned Josie, Agnès’ daughter, to serve as Verena’s personal chambermaid. Jean-Claude Sylvain was working on her wardrobe, and Michel Roupe, one of Herouxville’s jewelers (who bought a bunch of gemstones from me), soon delivered several pieces of jewelry to my estate. This was the kind of thing that every young woman from a noble family required, according to local etiquette. And that wasn’t even counting all the various high-society products like gloves, scarves, headbands, perfumes, and other little things. Basically, I was shelling out quite a lot to maintain this girl we’d saved. Admittedly, given my current financial status (which Zacharias Beron was slowly but surely increasing for me), my expenses on Verena were no more than a drop in the bucket.

Today, the girl was wearing a dark blue dress. She wore a graceful pearl necklace around her thin neck, and two little mother-of-pearl earrings in her ears.

With an impeccable curtsey, Verena nodded, signaling her agreement to accompany me on a walk.

For a time, we walked in silence, just enjoying the spring sunshine and the singing of the birds that thronged the grounds of my castle.

“I presume, Mademoiselle, that you already know what I’d like to discuss with you,” I said as we stopped next to a flower bed. Its flowers were arranged into a sort of spotted pattern.

Verena flinched ever so slightly. She nodded and lowered her head, waiting for me to continue.

“Pretending to be mute after your narrow escape from death wasn’t such a bad idea.”

After saying this, I noticed a faint blush on the young womans’ cheeks. She was very tense.

“You’ve had time to study the situation, and the people who saved you,” I continued. “I also presume, given the fact that you haven’t once tried to flee, that you consider yourself to be in a safe place. My people and I are all certain that you come from noble stock. That’s why I’ve been trying to do everything I can to make you comfortable in my home. But as you surely understand, we can’t continue like this forever. Your family is bound to be searching for you. If you’ll tell me your name, I could get in touch with your father...”

Verena looked up at me, staring right into my eyes. I could see doubt and pleading simultaneously in the inquisitive expression on her face.

“I understand your point of view, Mademoiselle,” I said softly. “You’d like things to continue just as they are... But alas, I can’t do that, either to you or to your family...”

I didn’t even mention the risks this would pose to me and my people.

“Besides,” I continued. “It’s not going to continue this way anyway. Everyone in the castle already knows that you can talk.”

Verena jumped slightly, and her cheeks turned bright red.

“You’ve screamed in your sleep several times,” I said, switching to the local language. “By the way, please accept my compliments on your flawless Vestonian.”

Verena let out a heavy sigh; her shoulders dropped like those of someone condemned. She looked a lot like a kid who had just been caught with their hand in the cookie jar.

“When did that happen?” She asked quietly.

I noticed that her voice was expressive and melodic. And she spoke Vestonian very correctly, albeit with a slight accent.

“After we returned to the castle,” I replied. “Apparently you were trying hard to restrain and control yourself while we were on the road, but when we reached a better-defended place, you relaxed.”

“Monsieur.” Our eyes met. She hurriedly continued: “I truly feel safe in your home. And I’m grateful to you and your people for saving me.”

“I’m sure any noble person would have acted the same way in my position,” I said with a quick bow. “But you still haven’t told me your real name.”

“Verena is my real name,” she replied. “My mother gave it to me. I’m just known by a different name, that’s all.”

“What name is that?” I suddenly felt queasy.

Dammit, I thought — what am I about to find out? What the hell did I get myself into this time?

“Sophia-Verena von Mirbach, Duchess of Württemberg.” The young woman raised her chin into the air ever so slightly as she spoke. Her voice was unexpectedly firm, but her expression was tense. “You mentioned my parents, who are bound to be looking for me. Alas — I’m an orphan. My mother died in the dungeons of the Iron Castle when I was just a kid. My father was executed in Wolfsburg after losing the Battle of Lüneburg, where my older brother was killed. My father was beheaded and quartered before the crowd, on the orders of the usurper Otto II.”

I let out a heavy sigh and closed my eyes for a moment. Ugh... And things were going so well before this. Suspiciously well, I guess. True, the problems I just discovered weren’t the ones I was expecting. I assumed, of course, that this girl would have a surprise of some kind in store for me. But I could never have imagined one like this.

Everything suddenly made sense. The girl we saved that night was none other than Princess Sophia, the daughter of the overthrown King of Astland and a girl everyone had long ago given up for dead.

Simply by saving her, I stomped down firmly on the toes of the current King of Astland, who had certain shared interests with the Duke de Bauffremont.

The latter had been trying for ages to secure Prince Philippe’s betrothal to the nephew of the Duke of Merano, the younger brother of the current King of Astland. The appearance of Princess Sophia, the sole remaining heiress of Conrad V, on the political stage could be the signal for an armed struggle against Otto II. Even Jacques referred to the man as a usurper, and news of Sophia’s survival might well lead to a new civil war erupting in Astland. Huh... Everything was so much simpler when Verena was mute.

As if reading my mind, she continued with a bitter chuckle in her voice:

“I can see, Monsieur, that you’ve already realized who exactly is in front of you now. I’m sure you’re wondering why I didn’t think of another way to stay incognito. I’ll tell you... You were right — I truly have felt safe in your home. You and your people saved me and cared for me. I could never bear to repay your kindness with devious behavior of any sort. And I want you to know: by protecting me in your home, you’re putting your life at risk. Now you know everything! And I’m sure you’ll want to transfer control of me to your king — “

“No.” I stopped her as I saw tears of despair welling up in her eyes. “You, Your Highness, are a guest in my home. And that means you’re under my protection. I’m not going to turn you in. You will leave my home only if and when you desire to do so.”


Chapter 12

“YOUR WORSHIP,” said Bertrand. “One Basile Bleroux is at the gates. He’s requesting a meeting with you.”

I looked up from the papers on my table and began racking my brains.

“Bleroux... Bleroux... I can’t place that name... Did he say anything else?”

“No, Your Worship,” Bertrand shook his head. “Shall I tell him you won’t see him?”

I thought for a moment. Such a wealth of information had dropped onto me over the last few days that it was making me dizzy.

Admitting her true identity seemed to burst a dam inside Sophia. She kept talking and talking, sharing all the worries and facts of her life with me. The loss of her parents at a young age, exile and a nomadic life in constant fear of pursuit, then imprisonment and slavery. And, like some kind of perverse cherry on top — the black altar of the frost priests.

With tears in her eyes, she poured her soul out to me, and I listened in silence, realizing with every passing minute that I had gotten myself into one hell of a mess. The only upside to it all was that everyone else believed Sophia had died long ago. They remembered her as a teenager. A frail little girl. Nobody would be likely to recognize this twenty-year-old woman as the daughter of the executed King Conrad V, who by the laws of Astland had every right to the throne.

We also spoke about her gift. It turned out that there were gifted people on her mother’s side of the family. When her mother learned that the princess possessed a magical gift, she told her that according to legend, her great-great-great-grandmother was a powerful witch.

What the princess didn’t mention was the fact that she could see the magic of other gifted people. And I could understand why — that kind of thing was best kept to oneself.

In the end, we decided to leave things as they were for the time being. Verena would remain a distant relative on my mother’s side, who came to me so I could take an active part in arranging her future.

As for the Legrands, I wasn’t worried. Bertrand — the only person I told about the princess’ true identity — told me that Max’s grandfather had plenty of relatives whom he hadn’t contacted in years. He even had long standing hostilities with some of them. So even if Pascal Legrand found out that some distant great-granddaughter of his was living in my house, he wouldn’t remember who she was anyway. He might well have a lot of them, after all. Basically, Bertrand assured me that nobody would question the existence of one Verena Marchand, great-niece of Margarita Camure, second cousin of Pascal of the family Legrand, and still less investigate the situation.

After my conversation with Princess Sophia, I went down to my basement and added a new portrait to my chart. At this rate, I’d need a bigger chart very soon.

The Duchess du Bellay’s attention, meanwhile, didn’t slacken for a moment. My aunt informed me that she’d managed to stall the preparation process for my betrothal to Aurélie de Marbot for a little while.

How exactly she convinced my uncle to do so, what levers she had to pull, she didn’t say. All she said was that Heinrich was decided. My services to Prince Louis and Princess Astrid didn’t faze him. And the invitation to their wedding that I sent to him as proof... Well, he didn’t take it seriously. He, of course, would be attending the wedding of his king’s son with his entire family, but he wouldn’t be changing his color. The Duke de Bauffremont would never forgive him for this. Although who could say what kind of aces Princess Astrid might have up her sleeve when she arrived in Herouxville?

And my aunt also thanked me for the gold I’d sent her, which made its way back into my hands within the week thanks to the payoff of her promissory notes. I couldn’t help wondering — what would she say if she found out who bought them?

Speaking of, Zacharias Beron had swept like a credit tornado through several of the issuers of my promissory notes in search of repayment. Not all of them could pay in money. Some paid in jewelry, some in gemstones, some in furniture or horses.

There was one especially interesting case with a small merchants’ house, whose owner and founder had suddenly passed away. His heir decided not to follow in his father’s footsteps, and quickly sold off everything he could.

When Zacharias Beron came to call on the man and presented him with his late father’s promissory notes, the young man almost lost the ability to speak. He probably assumed that the money for developing his father’s business had simply fallen from the sky. By the way — it turned out that by buying up all the debts of the late merchant, I became the mercantile firm’s main creditor.

It turned out that the son hadn’t managed to sell off his entire inheritance fast enough. Zacharias Beron had his finger on the pulse. Once again, I thanked the late Watchmaker for putting me in touch with Beron.

In the end, besides a hefty sum, I got my hands on two badly-weathered knorrs and a dilapidated receiving house in the merchants’ district of the Old Capital.

All this property needed to be claimed immediately. Beron advised me to sell it all. According to him, it was time to make some big investments. But I decided on a different course of action. The knorrs and the receiving house were both assets that could generate income if properly used.

It was time to get the ships repaired and assemble some crews, and also put the receiving house in order and put a competent person in charge of it. After all, the former employees must have hauled off anything of value a long time ago.

Basically, I was slowly expanding my property portfolio. Zacharias Beron, on the other hand, was just beginning to get the hang of the way I worked. I would need a competent manager to keep all my assets in order. None of my warriors seemed cut out for the job. So after thinking about it for a little while, I came to the conclusion that I knew of one person who could take on this job. All that remained was for me to convince his current employers to let him go.

“Your Worship?” Bertrand’s voice tore me out of my musing.

I didn’t have a chance to answer before the nisse jumped out from behind a portrait and shook some non-existent dust from her sleeves.

“He’s a spellsword,” she said with a slight frown. “Very old. The Old Badger. He sensed me right away. He said to tell you that he comes in peace.”

Yes. I remembered. Basile... The witch had warned me that sooner or later, I’d be getting a visit from the patriarch of the local spellsword clan.

“Send him in,” I nodded to Bertrand. He reacted to the nisse’s sudden appearance with perfect calm. It seemed that the two of them had found a common language. “And bring some brandy into the fireplace hall.”

“Yes, Your Worship,” said Bertrand before turning and leaving.

“Be careful with him, Master,” the nisse warned me as I was walking toward the door.

“Stay close,” I replied. “Just in case.”

I found Basile Bleroux sitting in a chair with a small glass of brandy in his hand. His hair was as white snow. He was broad-shouldered, not especially tall, and built like a freight train — actually, the patriarch of the spellswords seemed to be a little younger than Bertrand.

At his appearance, I caught a whiff of a familiar animal smell. Not as strong as that of the racoon or the wolf. Basile smelled like a badger’s den. Notes of fresh earth, roots, mushrooms, and berries.

As he stepped over the threshold, the old spellsword looked around the hall as though he owned the place. His beady, deep set little black eyes darted around to every corner and every detail in the room.

I immediately found his expression unpleasant. It was the expression of a man who knew that the home would be his within a few days. Who was already deciding which furniture to keep and which to send out to sell at auction.

Finally, the two black eyes came to rest on me. They appraised me immediately, as if I were a big wooden dresser. I chuckled inside my head. All that remained was to decide what to do with this commode. Whether to sell it or leave it sitting in its corner.

“Your Worship,” said the spellsword with a deferential bow and an ingratiating smile. Although it was more of a grin than a smile. “My name is Basile Bleroux. I’m the Elder of the Order of Potters, headquartered in the western district of the Old Capital. I thank you for kindly taking the time to see me. I wanted to...”

As soon as the last of my servants left the fireplace hall, leaving us on our own, Basile abruptly stopped speaking.

He straightened up and adjusted his shoulders. His little black eyes pierced into me like two little pins.

“I think, little fox,” he said with a slight hint of mockery in his voice. “...That we can dispense with this charade. I know who you are. I’m sure you know who I am already.”

“Madleyn warned me that a certain Old Badger would be coming to visit me,” I nodded.

The spellsword grinned. I gestured toward a second armchair and said:

“Please get comfortable. Brandy?”

“No,” the old man shook his head. “I have no time to sit around.”

He came closer and looked through the window out into the garden. The old patriarch was acting like he was already the master of the castle. I quickly scanned him, and let out a long whistle of surprise inside my head. If the gifted were grouped into the same rank system as the strykers, Basile could safely be categorized as an avant. If the old man were to get into a fight with Sigurd, I don’t even know who I’d put my money on.

Apparently, the patriarch could sense how tense I was.

“Don’t be so nervous,” he grunted. “This is just a friendly visit. Word about you has already started to spread. I had to check on it. By the way, would you care to explain to me how the young bastard who grew up here suddenly turned into a spellsword? And not an average one, at that — one who was trained by some Elder Witch. I’ve been living here a long time and I’ve never heard of any Elder Witch inhabiting these parts, even in passing.”

The old man turned to look me squarely in the eyes.

“No, I wouldn’t care to,” I said, calmly shaking my head.

“Why not?” Basile asked with feigned surprise.

“Who are you?” I asked. “Since when do noblemen have to give account of themselves to the Elders of the Order of Potters?”

“Little fox,” said the old man, his eyes narrowing menacingly. “I remember times when even dukes didn’t shy away from coming to the Elders when they needed help. Never mind miscellaneous bastards. Especially when this city was under siege by its enemies.”

“And Elder Witches? Did they come to you for help too?” I chuckled.

The idea of Vadoma bowing and scraping before this old fart suddenly popped into my head. Yeah, right... A single glance from her, and this Basile would be laid up with hiccups and diarrhea for a week straight.

“Did they ask for help and come bowing and scraping too?” I added a little steel to my voice. “You should think before you speak, old man. And you can stop looking at me like that. The times you’re talking about are long gone now. Maybe there were dukes who tolerated this kind of insolence, but I will not tolerate it.”

“You’re hoping your heretic will be a match for me?” The spellsword asked, cocking his head slightly to the side. “Or maybe you’ve decided to take me on by yourself?”

“What the hell did you just say, you shriveled old skunk?!” An enraged nisse materialized out of thin air right next to me. “What did you just propose?”

I had never seen her in such an incarnation before. In some aspects, she was still the same tiny person; in others, though, she transformed into a raccoon. The nails on her fingers turned into claws, and two fangs poked out from behind her upper lip. There was fury in her eyes.

“You came here for a show of strength?” She hissed. “Let’s see what you’ve got! We’ll tear you to shreds, all of us together! Believe me — you won’t be leaving here alive. Or maybe you just need a reminder about whose house you’re in? You come here, looking around as though you already own the place. Don’t start drooling over this house, spellsword. This place is under my protection. And I serve this man, right here.”

With a nod at me, she added proudly:

“And don’t call him “little fox!” He’s a powerful young fox, and if need be he could tear a new hole in the hide of some old badger who’s gotten too big for his britches. Now tell us why you’re here! If you only came to saunter around with your chest puffed out, then get the hell out of here! As if we haven’t got enough to do without all sorts of flea-ridden badgers coming to call.”

Whoa! I was silently thrilled with her performance. Itta was completely transformed. She was emanating such power that it almost burned. Where was that little nisse I saved back in that attic?

The spellsword was affected too. He even flinched a little bit. The old man suddenly found himself on the territory of a nisse in her prime. After all, she had an essentially endless supply of energy at her disposal. The reserves of bruts lying in the basement below us was enough to send a large unit of strykers on a long expedition into the Shadow. And that was only the beginning. We were just getting started.

“Very well,” Basile grumbled. “You’ve made your point. I understand that there’s a powerful young fox in the city now. And he’s already secure in his den. But I came to find out how you’re planning to conduct yourself. I keep a low profile, as do the spellswords of my clan. We don’t get involved in squabbles between the gifted. We don’t attract attention to ourselves. You, on the other hand, have already managed to establish quite a reputation.”

“I’m not a member of your clan, old man,” I shook my head. “I don’t have any obligations to you or your clan. And I’m not a potter, either. The blood of an ancient noble line flows in my veins. I can’t just sit in one spot slapping pots together.”

“We know why you’re here,” the nisse snickered. “You came to bring a young, inexperienced spellsword under your thumb so he could carry out all sorts of assignments for you. Or are you going to tell me I’m mistaken?”

The old man just snickered in response; there was no menace this time, but also no mirth whatsoever. He stepped away from the window and took a seat in the chair opposite me. Silently, he bent over the arm of his chair, picked up the bottle of brandy, opened it, and took a sniff. His eyebrows rose.

“Well, well... Not your average swill, that’s for sure,” he said, before pouring a little of the deep-amber-colored liquid into his glass.

He warmed the glass on his hand for a moment, took another sniff of its contents, and nodded to himself. I knew that the old man wasn’t expecting a reception like this. He was probably counting on a different outcome entirely.

The nisse was right, of course: he had been expecting to leave with me under his thumb, and that hadn’t happened. He would have to speak with me as an equal. Hence the little pause he was creating for himself. I didn’t interfere, and neither did Itta. Let him take a moment to think about how he wanted to proceed.

Finally, he broke the silence.

“Unlike those witches and their coven, the members of our society live relatively independent lives,” he said. “Some even live in other countries. But we’re a clan. And in times of danger, we always have each others’ backs. We differ from each other by nature, but there are certain definitive advantages to that. Some are powerful healers, some create powerful amulets... We also have skilled warriors in our ranks. Our society is small, but multifaceted. We’re accustomed to sharing the fruits of our gifts with each other.”

He fell silent and turned to look at me. I was about to answer, but the nisse beat me to it.

“A typical badger,” she grumbled. “Speaking in hints and suggestions. Sniffing around, trying to apply pressure. We’ve heard your approach — now let’s hear your departure. Or do you want us to deduce what the hell you’re trying to say?”

“Calm down, already,” he frowned. “I’m not talking to you right now. I’m talking to your master.”

But the nisse wasn’t going to give up that easily.

“I’ll calm down as soon as you start speaking to the point,” she said, placing her hands on her hips. “And don’t try to shut me up. I’m several hundred years older than you. You know how many smartasses like yourself I’ve seen in my time?”

“You’re not letting me speak at all!” Basile exploded; he sounded very much like a normal old man as he did so.

I understood what was happening pretty well, but I decided not to interfere. The nisse was doing fine without me.

“Then out with it, already! Ugh, it’s like pulling teeth!” Itta seemed determined to have the last word.

Is it just me, I thought, or are they starting to enjoy this little squabble? I don’t know how long it might have continued for, but I decided to hurry things along.

“I won’t join your clan,” I said flatly. Both squabblers fell silent.

The nisse thrust her chin proudly into the air, while Basile’s face darkened.

“You know it’s against a fox’s nature.”

“I know,” he nodded. “But I had to try. The previous master of this castle also refused. It’s a shame... With the clan’s support, he might have survived a little bit longer.”

I tried not to show my interest, although I was dying to learn more about the Duke de Clairmont. I wondered, just then, whether Basile might be able to decipher the letters I had found in the basement? The nisse, unfortunately, couldn’t make heads or tails of them.

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t exchange services with each other,” I said, and then noticed Basile’s face light back up again. “After all, I can tell that in addition to what we’ve already discussed, you came here today with a specific goal in mind. So what can I do for you, Badger?”

At this, Basile stopped speaking in “hints and suggestions.”

“Madleyn told me that you needed ash oil to create a defense against the undead,” he said, looking me right in the eyes. “And she also said that you were going to perform the ritual yourself.”

“That witch has a big mouth,” I said.

“Did she promise to keep it a secret?”

“No, but I don’t think I’ll be doing any more business with her after this.”

“Well, that’s your prerogative, and she had hers, too,” Basile shrugged. Then he asked: “So it’s true? You performed the ritual yourself?”

“Yes, it’s true,” I nodded.

“I felt an ancient witching magic as I crossed the threshold of your house,” he said. “You managed to secure a ghostly guardian. Am I wrong?”

“No, you’re not wrong.”

Basile’s eyes lit up with anticipation.

“You mentioned exchanging services,” he said. “I think we could come to an agreement here. I also need a ghostly guard, and the clan would be willing to render a service to you in compensation.”

The nisse and I exchanged a glance.

“Bring an amulet.”

Itta nodded and disappeared. I turned to Basile.

“Three,” I said.

“What do you mean, “three?”“ Basile asked.

“The clan will render not one, but three services to me in compensation, and you’ll get your ghostly guardian.”

Basile frowned. I could see annoyance and doubt in his eyes.

“And just so you don’t have any doubts...” I said, before whispering a quick spell.

The air around Basile suddenly rippled, and an instant later the ghostly body of a gigantic snake appeared. It wrapped its body around the spellsword’s chair, with its massive, triangular head hanging down over him.

I have to give the old badger his due — he didn’t panic or jump. He just stayed there, sitting in his chair, holding his glass of brandy. Although on the other hand, he couldn’t really conceal his excitement. Slowly, reluctantly, he turned to face me and said:

“I agree.”

I snapped my fingers, and the snake disappeared into the air. At the same moment, the nisse appeared, and set the wolf amulet down on the table in front of him with a smirk.

“Do you know what this is?” I asked. “This amulet was created by a spellsword. Was it one of yours?”

Basile didn’t even pick up the amulet. He just glanced at it and nodded.

“That’s Ulf’s work. He handles artifacts for us.”

“I want some protective amulets for my warriors,” I explained. “Introduce me to him. That’ll be your first service. I’ll handle Ulf’s payment separately. Do we have a deal?”

I held out my hand.

Basile cast a pensive look at both of us, then held out his hand in turn.


Chapter 13

I HEADED OUT TO INSPECT the property I acquired after Zacharias Beron’s little “raid.”

I started with the riverside port facilities, where my ships were moored side by side at one of the far wharves. And what can I say... Things weren’t quite as bad as Beron had described. Sure, the two vessels were obviously long overdue for some routine repairs, but it was also obvious that their crews had taken good care of the late merchant’s property.

I even got to meet one of them. Captain Druton, who once commanded this tiny flotilla, had learned that the new owner of these ships wasn’t planning to sell them and had been hanging around the port for several days in the hopes of meeting him.

When I finally arrived, he proceeded to effusively praise my newly-acquired ships while I gave them a thorough inspection.

“Your Worship!” Captain Druton began proudly.

A short man of about forty with a bushy, gray-streaked red beard and northern facial features, he basically looked like a scruffy gnome.

“You made right decision in not selling the “Otter” and the “Tortoise.” Don’t judge them by their current condition — once they’re remodeled you won’t even recognize them! They’ll serve you for years and years. Their late owner ordered them from the Anterville wharves. And he spared no expense on their construction. He ordered the oak directly from Vintervald.”

“And where have you traveled on them?” I inquired as I slapped a hand onto the mast.

“I mean, wherever the master ordered us to ship his loads, that’s where we went,” came the captain’s somewhat evasive reply.

“So if, for example, I suddenly wanted to send some cargo to the front?” I continued my questioning. “Is there a river route that can get you there? What do you think — would anyone be willing to sign on for that?”

“Which fortress do you have in mind?” The captain’s face darkened immediately. Judging by his expression, he was thinking some rather unkind thoughts about me.

“Western,” I answered. “And I need to get my cargo into Toulon. I have a mansion and several farms there.”

The captain’s wrinkled brow suddenly relaxed again. His expressions warmed. I couldn’t help but wonder — what was his initial assumption?

“The closest port to Toulon is in Colmar,” the captain informed me as he squeezed a smoking pipe in his hand. “From there, you could get to Western Fortress in five or six days. My master had cargo delivered there a few times. So I know the route well.”

“Interesting.” I sat down on a bench and threw one leg up onto the other. “If you don’t mind me asking — what are you working on at the moment? Have you and your crew already signed on with someone else?”

Captain Druton seemed to blossom right in front of my eyes.

“No, Your Worship!” He replied with a big smile.

“Would you be interested in working for me?”

Prior to coming down to the port, I conducted some inquiries about the late merchant’s crew. Captain Druton received recommendations as an honest, responsible man who kept the crews of both knorrs under control. He was also in charge of maintenance for the ships and hiring people for the crews.

“With pleasure!” He shouted.

“Well,” I nodded as I hopped back up onto my feet. “Please pay a visit to Mathieu Chabrolle, my personal attorney. You can sign the necessary contracts there. If I’m not mistaken, your previous employer paid you 250 thalers per annum? And you never received what you were owed for the final six months of your service, even though I know that you paid out the other members of both crews from your own pocket. Is that correct?”

“Yes, Your Worship.” The captain stood up a little straighter; a slight blush passed across his face.

“Considering the fact that you single-handedly answer for two ships, controlling their cargoes, crews, safety while at sea, and a wide variety of other matters besides, it seems you bear considerably more responsibility than a normal captain. As such, I’ve decided that 500 thalers a year would be more reasonable compensation for your labor.”

Druton’s jaw dropped.

“And that’s not all,” I continued before he could recover his composure. “In the near future, depending on how our business works out, we’ll be adding language to your contract about a percentage cut of the profits.”

“I thank you, Your Worship...” the captain responded in a hoarse voice. “You’re very generous...”

“I’m confident that you won’t disappoint me, Monsieur Druton,” I replied, then added: “Please bring Monsieur Chabrolle an estimate for the repair of the ships, along with a list of your subordinates and your suggested remunerations for each of them. I’ll expect a detailed report from you in one week.”

“Understood, Your Worship,” the captain bowed, still beaming.

* * *

Immediately after visiting the port, I headed down to inspect the receiving house I had received as payment on my promissory notes.

“What a shithole,” grumbled Jacques as he glanced squeamishly around at the bulky, two-story stone building, in which not a single window or door was still in place. Its roof was open in places, and inside it smelled like urine, shit, and unwashed bodies. In the last year or so, while the merchant’s son was laying claim to the rest of his inheritance, the place seemed to have turned into a squat for the local homeless population.

Whoever was in charge here was obviously a far cry from Druton. Despite the merchant’s death, the captain had still done everything he could to maintain the “Tortoise” and the “Otter.”

Actually, the former manager of this receiving house probably packed up everything of even marginal value and hightailed it out of Herouxville the second he heard about his master’s passing. At least that’s what we heard in the tavern a block down the next street.

That was also where we heard about the former owner’s debts, and the less-than-savory reputation of the people who used to frequent the receiving house. They also confirmed my suspicion that the late merchant’s receiving house had been occupied by all sorts of riff-raff. People called it “Oxbow House,” because it was at the very edge of the long merchant’s district, and some of its windows looked out onto the river.

More generally, as I walked down the streets of this part of the city, I noticed that the entire neighborhood seemed to be going through a rough patch. This was because more or less all the buildings resembled the one I had so recently acquired. I counted more than ten completely derelict houses that were gradually turning into ruins.

At first I assumed the situation must have been the result of scheming by one or more evil geniuses. After all, there were plenty of examples of such behavior in my old world — old neighborhoods being deliberately turned into slums so that all the real estate could eventually be bought at a fire sale price.

But no. This little district was dying a slow death all on its own. Everything was happening naturally. The bigger firms, the more affluent merchants, had all moved to the New Capital. Closer to civilization, so to speak. Where police patrolled more regularly, where there were wealthier clients, where the taverns and receiving houses were cleaner, and where the garbage tended to get cleaned up more or less every day.

To be sure, there was still life in this old merchants’ district, but within ten years or so it would be gone, unless something changed. And when that happened, the sprawling slums of the Old Capital would grow another arm.

“What do you see, Lucas?” I asked Jacques’ old army buddy, who was staring intently around the first floor of the building; by all appearances, it had been a tavern at some point.

Six warriors from Tom Davis’ outfit had just thrown the last of the bums out of the house, at which point we started our walkthrough with scarves and handkerchiefs pressed over our noses to escape the stench at least a little bit.

Overall, we counted ten rooms. Four on the first floor, six on the second. Besides that, there was a whole separate two-story wing where the late merchant once had an accounting house, and in the inner courtyard we found a big stables and a wide stone structure with thick gates of oak, which neither the former employees nor the more recent homeless occupants could lift off and spirit away. Apparently, this was the warehouse, where visiting merchants used to store their goods.

Lucas looked around at the empty hall, filled with all sorts of foul-smelling junk, and said:

“This tavern’s twice the size of Leif René’s “Copper Cauldron.” I checked out the kitchen. It’s spacious; it’s got three hearths in it. One big, two small. And there’s another one out in the hall. Apparently, the cooks used to grill meat right out in front of the visitors. The walls aren’t damp or rotting. The beams and posts are solid. The roof will have to be repaired before the rainy season... But still! I think this house will stand for another century or two!”

He was right about that. In my previous world, big stone buildings like this often stood for even longer.

“You could fit a ton of tables into this hall!” Lucas continued his excited commentary.

“We could cordon off a quarter of the hall for private offices, for merchants to have lunch and conclude their agreements away from prying ears,” I said, thereby earning myself an appreciative glance from Lucas.

“And we could set up a stage in that corner for minstrels and musicians to entertain our guests,” I added. “And we should have white tablecloths on the tables, like in the best houses in Herouxville. Dishes and furniture to match.” A whole plan was already coming together in my mind. Waitresses in clean clothes and white aprons. And two big bouncers at the door to keep out the riff-raff. The place would become one of the best and safest in the Old Capital, maybe in all of Herouxville. I would hire an artifactor to make an icebox and ovens, and to touch up the hearths. All the dishes would be made from fresh ingredients. The drinks would range from cheap to extremely expensive. There would also be rooms with comfortable furniture and clean linens. Some of them would be furnished every bit as finely as my own bedroom. With rugs, baths, and full toilets instead of chamber pots. Those would be for wealthier merchants or high-profile nobles. There was a large stable on the premises, which I planned to staff with hardworking people. And there was also a large, dry warehouse, which would be guarded by my people, where the merchants could store their goods for an extra fee.

Lucas froze for a moment, with a far-off look in his eyes. The rest of my people also started looking around, too; it was as if they were all seeing the place for the first time.

“What’s the point of opening a place like that in this neighborhood?” Jacques’ question was certainly a reasonable one to ask. “Why would rich merchants be coming here in the first place, let alone high-society nobles? They probably used to come here all the time, sure, but they’ve all moved to the New Capital now.”

“This place became a trading center for a reason,” I replied. “It’s practically right next to the river port. I mean, there it is — the river’s right outside. It’s just that it became dangerous. And I’m not just talking about the building. I’m talking about the whole neighborhood.”

“So we need to change the neighborhood first, and then get to work on this receiving house,” chuckled Jacques.

“Exactly,” I replied with total seriousness, which wiped the mirth right off of Jacques’ face.

I turned to Kevin, who was also accompanying us. My protege was once again a frequent visitor to my castle. The reason for that was obvious. To wit, the young man was head over heels for Verena.

Poor kid. Alas... He was in for a disappointment. It was good, at least, that Princess Sophia realized how he felt, and was accordingly careful to treat Kevin like a friend. She enjoyed his company. They would walk the gardens together, and the young man would tell her all the capital’s latest news, while she helped him brush up on world languages.

“I want you to go see Maitre Chabrolle and inform him that I’m interested in all the vacant buildings in this district. Have him find out anything he can about their owners.”

“Yes, Your Worship,” nodded Kevin; with that, he turned and strode briskly out.

I glanced back at Lucas again, narrowed my eyes slightly, and said:

“You can take the wing for yourself. It’s yours. Prepare me a list of everything you need to get this building back into shape and make it into a hotel-restaurant, then come see me and we’ll discuss everything. And we’ll discuss your share in the enterprise, too. What do you say? Interested? Or should I find somebody else?”

Lucas was staring at me, eyes burning with devotion. A wide smile spread across his face.

“Thank you, Your Worship,” he said with a bow. “I won’t disappoint you!”

I nodded and turned to leave, listening as Jacques and the others started slapping Lucas on the back and congratulating him, reminding him that he would have to share the wealth with them when the time came.

* * *

The next item on my agenda was the accounting house of the trading firm “Weber & Sons,” which was located in the Old Capital not far from Moneychangers’ Square.

My old acquaintance Leon Weber, whose son I had replaced in the levy for the Frontier, was only too happy to help Zacharias Beron in every way he could. Well, not Leon Weber himself — his trading firm. The thing was that the head of the Weber family had passed away about six months previously, leaving his business to the management of his spouse. Although to be honest, Madame Weber had already been holding the reins for a long time anyway.

The wealthy widow, her daughter Lucy, and her son Ruben were living in their residence.

When Monsieur Beron appeared in their accounting house and presented his promissory notes, according to which they were obliged to pay almost a thousand gold imperials, Margarita Weber herself insisted on speaking with the visitor.

Imagine her surprise when I walked into the hall instead of Beron. It turned out that she had been following my exploits closely, and that she was very proud to count me almost as a friend.

She didn’t seem especially eager to bring up the fact that I went into one of the most dangerous places in Mainland in her son’s place. And I didn’t bring it up either. After all, it happened via a mutually-beneficial agreement between both parties.

She immediately set about regaling me with all sorts of detail about her life. About the death of her husband, about her daughter Lucy’s upcoming marriage to the son of some merchant and the process of putting together a respectable dowry for the same, about Ruben, who she was trying to bring into the family business but who, alas, was something of a shy young man with his head firmly in the clouds.

Then, as expected, she moved on to complaining about her life. The main source of income for “Weber & Sons” was trade in furs, fish, and caviar. But the war had caused chaos on the roads, and two of their caravans had already been attacked by bandits and marauders. Basically, the payment of these promissory notes, especially to the tune of such a massive sum, was not part of Madame Weber’s plans.

Eventually, we reached an agreement whereby I would kindly defer payment of the debt for another year, at a very reasonable percentage interest, and in exchange Madame Weber would consent to Monsieur Dormal, one of the firm’s best buyers, coming to work for me. With one important condition. Namely, that Monsieur Dormal himself agreed to do so. Because of course he was a free man.

Margarita Weber smiled knowingly as she stipulated that condition. She was certain that nothing could induce Dormal to change employers. After all, he had been working for her family for many years.

Imagine her surprise, therefore, when Dormal agreed to come work for me. She still didn’t seem to realize that a man as businesslike and energetic as him would likely be ready for a change after years of sitting in the same post with no progress whatsoever.

A half-hour’s conversation with me about my plans for the coming years was enough to convince him. Plus, of course, I mentioned the yearly salary that awaited him. Admittedly, I don’t think money was the deciding factor. Dormal’s energetic nature was craving action. Basically, I rescued him from a swamp.

In the end, I left the accounting house with a signed and sealed debt agreement, and in the company of my new manager.

After returning home, I ordered Bertrand to find quarters for Dormal in the castle and then headed back to my office. And that’s where Aelira found me. She had been out for several days, taking care of a particularly important task. She was tracking Basile Bleroux.

“Monsieur,” she bowed. “The old man really is the head of the Order of Potters. And that’s where his den is located. It’s a big stone house. It wouldn’t be easy to take it by force.”

“You’re sure he didn’t notice you?”

“No, monsieur,” she replied seriously. “He’s a crafty old badger, but Ibris knows how to track its prey without being noticed.”

“Okay,” I nodded approvingly. “What did you find out?”

“You were right, monsieur,” she said. “Everything happened just as you predicted. As soon as the old man went back into his den, another spellsword came strolling out. A young one. He smelled strongly like a wolf.”

I showed Basile my amulet for a very good reason. And he knew exactly whose neck I took it from. The ruse worked. The old man swallowed the bait. He underestimated me. That’s one downside of old age and experience — it can lead to a tendency to underestimate dangerous, intelligent young people. Which is really too bad...

By the way, this news meant that the nisse owed me a silver thaler. She bet that Basile would detect my trick. To be honest, I myself reckoned the odds at about 50/50.

But I had to strike at any opportunity that presented itself. Finding the group of secretive werewolves, who seemed to have forgotten all about me, turned out to be pretty difficult. Neither Aelira’s senses, nor Susanna Marino’s intimate knowledge of the city helped very much at all. But I could sense that their den was somewhere in the city, and that they were preparing for another strike. I had to beat them to it.

“Ulf,” I nodded. “The artifactor. The old guy scared him, and he ran off to warn his customers.”

“His senses are even duller,” Aelira snickered. “At least the old guy tried to cover his tracks. To play it safe. But this guy...”

Sigurd’s wife turned her nose up with disdain.

“So,” I looked up at Aelira hopefully.

“I found the wolves’ den.” Her smile had the air of a predatory grin.


Chapter 14

WITHOUT SUSPECTING IT, Ulf brought Aelira on his tail as he entered the northern district of the Old Capital, where there was an artisan quarter lining one of the river’s banks. Most of the area’s occupants were tailors, dyers, and weavers.

But this was also the home of the wolf pack I was seeking, a place concealed for many years within a respectable community of weavers.

After listening to Aelira’s briefing with careful attention, I set out in the evening to do some scouting. My bodyguards reacted to my solo mission with understanding. I would need to be extremely careful. Unlike Sigurd, the werewolves wouldn’t recognize my scent. Plus, it would probably be best not to bring Aelira’s scent to their attention any more than we had to. Although she assured me that she had done everything possible to cover her tracks. But I decided to play it safe. True, I didn’t actually go on my own — the nisse was with me. But there was no reason my bodyguards needed to know about her yet.

Prior to leaving, I put on my snakeskin armor and armed myself with my “fangs.” I had already run a few experiments with my “invisibility mode” by walking through the streets of the capital at night. After each such outing, I made a few modifications to my armor, resulting in significant improvements to Albrecht Lothar’s creation. The effectiveness of my new “scout” armor was about 30% greater than it was originally.

These transformations were further enhanced by the duplicate energy system within my suit of armor, which functioned kind of like a huge amulet using the energy of lilac bruts. After several more outings, I realized that I could add three more energy nodes to the system. Although that would have to wait for the time being. That kind of detail work was best left to master artifactors, and I still had to find one in the capital.

We made it to our destination without incident. I set up an observation post on the roof of the building opposite, while the nisse disappeared into the night to sniff out the area.

The crafting district was sound asleep. Nobody here worked during the night. According to local belief, Materius — the god of craftspeople and master artisans, an inventor and the guardian of the secret knowledge of creation, who was often depicted with a hammer in his hand — frowned upon the idea of working at night. But I suspected the real reason was the cost of illuminating their premises. Working by the light of candles and torches was dangerous and expensive.

The “weavers” were based in a two-story stone building with an exit to the river, which was surrounded by a tall stone wall. And I have to admit — it was a pretty good cover. Who would ever guess that besides weaving, this little group of respectable traders also dabbled in sending people off to be reborn as shapeshifters?

The nisse returned in less than an hour, but didn’t come back alone; she was accompanied by an old, ragged-looking mongrel. I didn’t even have time to wonder how the beast got up onto the roof before a familiar ripple passed across its body, and I found a little, lice-ridden old man with a scraggly beard standing in rags before me. He was skin and bones, as they say.

“Let me introduce you to someone, Master,” said Itta with a nod at the little old man. “This is Kervan. He’s one of the matagot. He lives on this land.”

Trying to conceal my surprise, I reacted in a calm, even voice:

“Peace be upon you, Kervan. You can call me Max.”

Well, I thought... Yet another fairy-tale character. Vadoma had told me about these matagot. They were spirit guardians who inhabited the workshops and houses of craftsmen. Unlike nisses or lutines, they didn’t forge connections with mages. They could also transform into animals, mainly dogs or cats.

They could be benevolent or malevolent, depending on how they were treated.

If respected and well fed, the matagot could bring good luck and prosperity to the masters of the house. But if they felt offended or ignored, they could become a source of misfortune and unpleasantness for everybody.

Vadoma had also told me that a matagot could bring wealth to its master in exchange for food or other offerings. However, they also tended to be pretty demanding when it came to the type of gifts they wanted, and an insufficiently rich offering might incur punishment.

Judging by his appearance, this Kervan wasn’t doing especially well when it came to such offerings.

“And upon you too, spellsword,” the matagot’s toothless mouth mumbled back at me. Then he turned to the nisse and said: “You weren’t lying — he’s a strong fox.”

Itta slapped her hands onto her hips and thrust her chin proudly up into the air.

“So what do you need here?” One of the old man’s eyes narrowed as he turned to address me.

Unnoticed by the matagot, the nisse nodded at me, indicating that I needed to speak the truth without holding back.

“Certain residents of this neighborhood have tried to kill me on several occasions,” I answered. “I want to return the favor.”

“So old Brima got in your way somehow,” he said as he ran a gnarled little hand through his beard. “And how were you planning to return the favor?”

Hm... So the Guild of the Nightwolves was headed by a pack mother.

“I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder my whole life. The only good enemy is a dead enemy.”

“Will you help us?” The nisse asked.

“What do I get in return?” The matagot’s eyes narrowed as he turned to me with a look of anticipation.

“Well, that’s another question — what can you do to help us?” I leaned my head slightly to the side as I asked this question. “Actually, one more question. Why would you help us anyway? I’m a stranger. They’re your neighbors. And they run this neighborhood.”

“They’re no neighbors of mine!” The old man objected suddenly and vociferously.

His little gray eyes filled with rage and hatred. Thankfully, the object of his hatred seemed to be the werewolves, not me.

“And they’ve never been the ones who run this neighborhood!” Kervan added, clenching his fists. “Many years ago, they killed the former master and his family. Then they took over his house. That was a long time ago, and most locals don’t remember it. But I do... Brima and her spawn killed everybody. They didn’t even spare the children...”

He suddenly raised his head and looked me firmly in the eyes.

“As for your first question. I’ll become your eyes and ears inside their den. They don’t have any claim on my loyalties whatsoever. Brima wanted to befriend me at first, but I wasn’t having any of it.”

The old man grinned evilly.

“When she realized we weren’t ever going to be friends, she tried to force me out. But that was a fool’s errand from the start... Hehe... I really threw some wrenches into her plans back then... After all, she hired a bunch of new masters and reopened the old master’s business as a cover for their den. When I was in my prime, I ruined a lot of things for her. Hehe... But eventually she brought in a powerful witch who beat me up pretty badly. She couldn’t kill me, but she sapped a great deal of my strength...”

At first, I thought it seemed a lot like a trap, most likely set for me by Brima herself. But then I remembered who had brought this matagot to me, and my suspicions disappeared. These creatures lived by different rules than humans did.

I also realized what old Kervan was getting to, in a very roundabout way. He needed energy.

I took a little leather bag of bruts out from behind my belt and dug a big scarlet crystal out from inside it. The sight of it elicited a loud gulp from the old man, and a joyful fire lit up his eyes.

“This is an advance,” I said. “Once we get rid of these wolves, I’ll give you three more just like this.”

“Deal,” said the old man happily, and we sealed the bargain with a handshake.

After that, I gave him the crystal. When the brut touched his hands, Kervan’s wrinkly little face lit up with a mix of happiness and satisfaction. It seemed like he’d been on meager energy rations for quite a while.

When the matagot finally regained his composure a little bit, he said:

“What should I do now, spellsword?”

* * *

And so it began...

Sigurd, Aelira, and I were sitting on the roof of one of the houses, watching a large unit of Stone Knights storm the werewolves’ den.

Fifty experienced warriors, clad in armor from head to toe, a dozen of them strykers, against seven shapeshifters and about twenty regular warriors. The odds were decidedly not in old Brima’s favor.

It was all surprisingly easy to arrange. I had certainly dealt with more difficult tasks. It couldn’t have happened without a little bit of luck, but overall, my approach was like that of a fisherman.

I chose the spot where I wanted to fish, and then studied it. I prepared my tackle in advance, and carefully shared relevant information with other fishermen who were bound to be interested in the same spot.

As promised, Kervan fed me information for several days. I learned all I needed to know about the den and its inhabitants. By the way — I also found out the reason for old Brima’s delay in attacking me again. Two of her older sons had died in the attack up north. Put differently — two of the clan’s strongest warriors. The others were either too young, or absent from the city.

Once I had all the information I needed, I spilled the den’s location to the Department of Carts and Wagons. And when, thanks to Susanna Marino’s active participation in my project, I learned that the recruiter who was courting Denise was actually working for the secret chancery, I slipped the same information to them as well.

Susanna communicated the intelligence to the accountants herself. She simply told her boss that she was tracking some strange man who was loitering outside Chevalier Renard’s mansion for some reason. The suspicious character led her to the crafting quarter. And thanks to her gift, Susanna was able to discover who actually lived in the weavers’ house.

Later, as she told me how it all went down, Susanna informed me that her boss was extremely interested in this information. As for Denise, we had to put on a little show for her. Remaining “unnoticed,” my maid eavesdropped on a conversation between me and Jacques. In hushed tones, we discussed the rumors that some sort of bloodthirsty guild of murderous shapeshifters was prowling the streets of the city.

Eventually, when Kervan told me that someone was staking out the wolves’ den, I knew that the plan had worked. True, I still didn’t know who exactly had given the orders to the Stone Knights. To me, it looked like something Susanna’s boss would do. Their office seemed to be a bit quicker on the draw than the secret chancery. I imagined that the chancery’s people would have shown up with a big unit of guards. Although I may be wrong about that.

Just then, I reflected on the fact that the day before yesterday, I was convinced that everything had failed and we would need to resort to plan B. Through the nisse, Kervan informed me that Brima was suddenly nervous and jumpy. The old wolf could obviously sense that something was wrong.

She even gathered all her children together and announced that the pack would probably have to flee the city. But they didn’t manage it in time... Whoever was commanding the Stone Knights somehow seemed to realize that they needed to hurry.

As I watched the assault, which was already well underway, I didn’t forget to keep track of a small, barely-noticeable door in the wall of the opposite building, whose outlines were barely visible even in true vision. The wall of this building, by the way, comprised one side of a dark, narrow alleyway that led away from the scene.

Sigurd, Aelira, and I chose our position very deliberately. The little door was the exit for an underground tunnel that old Brima dug long ago for just such an occasion. Only she and her eldest son even knew of the tunnel’s existence. Or rather, only she, her eldest son, and our much-offended matagot.

The seconds felt like hours. The noise of the assault was already starting to die down, but the old mother wolf was nowhere to be seen. She probably wouldn’t bring the entire pack out with her. Only the strongest and youngest — the future of the clan. The weaker wolves would be left to cover the retreat. But we had two crossbows loaded and ready, just in case.

Why was she taking so long? The passage wasn’t particularly narrow or long, according to Kervan. Maybe she was already dead?

I was thinking that the old wolf had probably fallen beneath the blades of the Stone Knights when the little door shuddered slightly and started slowly opening.

Finally...

First to emerge was a broad-shouldered, black-bearded man. His hands had already transformed into big, heavy-clawed paws. His nose was also slightly elongated. He jerked it quickly to the side and took a greedy breath of air. As he scanned the area for any suspicious sounds, his pointy, animal-like ears were constantly twitching back and forth.

Finally, he turned, let out a dull grunt, and then strode outside. Behind him came a tall, broad-shouldered woman with a thick head of tar-black hair. Her face, hands, and legs had also partially transformed.

The woman began sniffing the air feverishly and looking carefully down the dark alleyway. The rays of the morning sun still hadn’t reached this place.

A powerfully-built young man about my age jumped out of the doorway behind the woman. And then finally, behind him, a large, gray haired woman emerged. Even now, she wasn’t traveling at the front; she was taking cover behind the young.

But she couldn’t delay any longer. I was already preparing to fire both crossbows, which would have been the signal for Sigurd and Aelira to attack, but suddenly I was distracted by a noise coming from the neighboring streets.

Hm, I thought... I must have underestimated the commander of the Stone Knights. Apparently having discovered the door and its passage, he sent his warriors to intercept. Another minute, and they would seal both exits from the alley, shutting the wolves in a trap.

The werewolves seemed to realize this as well, and their bodies began to transform accordingly. A few more moments was all they would need, and then they’d be gone.

“Don’t let them escape!” I hissed quietly to my companions as I discharged both crossbows at the werewolves, who were frozen for just an instant next to the door.

Practically at the same time, Sigurd and Aelira both fired their weapons.

Our near-simultaneous volley temporarily took both the black-haired woman and the young man out of the game. They both collapsed into the dust. There were two bolts in her chest and one in his neck.

Actually, I had been aiming at Brima, but she managed to react at the last second, and even yank the big black-haired man in front of her. As a result, there were bolts buried in his shoulder and left side.

Knocked off balance by our volley, the wolves lost invaluable seconds — seconds that were critical if they wanted to escape. Both units of knights were already in position, sealing both exits from the alley.

The pack mother’s body and that of the black-haired man were completely transformed. The second female wolf was thrashing around weakly in the dust. Or were these pre-death spasms? On second thought, no. Two crossbow bolts to the chest wouldn’t be enough to stop something as insanely tough as a werewolf. But this time, the young man’s luck ran out. One of the projectiles severed the vertebrae in his neck. He was lying there, not moving at all. His wide-open eyes stared blankly up at the morning sky. He looked even younger than me as he lay there.

I didn’t feel bad for him at all. It seemed fair to assume that the young man already had several deaths on his conscience. Most likely, some of them were local children. Aelira told me all about the initiation that young werewolves had to undergo. Long story short, these creatures were totally morally bankrupt.

A moment later, both units of knights started moving forward at the command of their leaders, and within a few seconds the party was on. The energy structures of the strykers were clearly visible amidst the groups of warriors. I counted five of them. Four experts and one medius. Plus ten normal warriors. More than enough to apprehend two shapeshifters.

And that’s more or less what ended up happening. The battle was a short one. The werewolves put up a quick fight, but the knights managed to subdue them. In the end, the only one of the pack to survive was the old mother wolf herself.

Once a bright silvery color, her old hide was drenched in blood. There wasn’t a spot on it that didn’t have some kind of wound. She was lying in a puddle of purply-red liquid, breathing heavily. Her left paw had been run clean through by a blade. She was missing an ear on the right hand side of her head. A big, bloody hole yawned where one of her eyes used to be. Dirty strips of fir hung limply down from both her sides.

While four knights were busy quickly and expertly tying her up, she didn’t even have the strength to move. Two of the strykers walked around the bodies of the fallen shapeshifters and lopped off their heads. The second she-wolf still hadn’t managed to recover from our volley.

Within a few minutes, a cart equipped with a steel cage stopped at one end of the alley. I noticed a familiar magical pattern on the chains. There was a similar amulet on the chains binding the ghost from the Shadow, who I set free back on the frontier.

They dragged the old wolf off toward the cage-cart. A handyman was already waiting there with a hammer. It seemed like the priests wanted her alive. Apparently, once they shook all the useful information out of her, the plan was for her to feature in some kind of new entertainment for the crowd.

Old Brima seemed to realize this, too. Because when she was just a few steps from the cart, the old wolf suddenly wrenched her body to one side, causing the ropes that bound her to snap.

In an instant, she threw her captors to the side and lunged at the nearest stryker, who had a short spear in his hands.

The combat mage also reacted instantly. He jumped back and thrust his weapon out in front of himself. Within a second, the old wolf threw herself onto its point with all her weight. In true vision, I could see the spearhead sink into her heart and burst out the other side of her body.

As I listened to the other knights loudly shouting congratulations to their brother in arms, I just shook my head. They were praising him for a perfect lunge and a spot-on strike.

But I knew perfectly well that his “strike” had nothing to do with what happened. Old Brima had thrown her last ounce of strength into a suicidal attack, in order to avoid being tortured and humiliated on a bonfire before the unwashed rabble.

“Let’s go,” I said quietly to my bodyguards. “There’s nothing more for us to do here.”


Chapter 15

“HOW’S THE NEW OFFICE, Monsieur Dormal?” I said to my new manager as I looked around the office with its two arched windows looking out onto the square fronting the Temple of the Most Luminous Mother. “Everything set up to your liking?”

The room smelled like fresh whitewash, lacquer, and paper. The remodeling had wrapped up only two days before, but in that short time Dormal managed to get everything in order. He had furniture brought in, and also hired some assistants and a servant.

This office and several adjoining rooms were the latest in my series of acquisitions received in payment on my promissory notes. There had once been an apartment here, taking up the entire second story of a three-story stone building. Once upon a time, it belonged to a merchant’s widow, who racked up a series of loans to pay off debts she’d acquired while playing cards.

I decided to divide the apartment into two parts. The first was dedicated to my new manager’s accounting office, and the second was for his personal quarters, where he lived along with his wife and daughter. Unlike Madame Weber, I didn’t charge him anything for the space.

“Thank you, Your Worship,” said Dormal with a respectful bow. “This is more than we could have expected.”

“I’m flattered to hear it,” I said with a nod, and then changed the subject: “Any minute now, I expect a visit from a woman with whom I’m going to be having a very important conversation. Please see to it that refreshments and wine are brought in, and also that we aren’t disturbed. Oh, yes... And all the papers are ready?”

“They’re right there on the table, Your Worship,” said Dormal with another bow.

He was about to close the window, which was letting in the many-voiced roar of the crowd outside. People thronged the square to enjoy the spectacle of the members of the Nightwolves being executed. For a week already, the capital was afire with the news that the Stone Knights had eradicated the werewolves’ lair and killed the pack mother, and also taken several shapeshifters and their hangers-on prisoner.

“No need,” I stopped him. “Leave it open.”

Dormal nodded in silence and stepped out. I stood up from my chair and walked over to the window to watch what was happening up on the platform in front of the church. It felt just like the day that I watched the coven of witches being ripped to pieces.

The bloodthirsty crowd, the priests and the Stone Knights, the bloodied bodies of the prisoners condemned to death.

Admittedly, something was different this time. The city authorities weren’t going to make the same mistake as last time; there were about five times as many soldiers present in the square as there had been that time.

The sound of my door opening tore me out of my contemplations. I turned around.

“She’s here,” said Dormal.

“Invite her in,” I said as I closed the window to muffle the sound from the square.

A few seconds later, none other than Isabelle Legrand.

Hm, I thought... She hasn’t changed a bit. Same bird-like profile, dark-gray outfit, and arrogant expression. Although actually, no. This time, she was also surprised. And, seemingly, the surprise was genuine.

“Is this some kind of joke?” Isabelle asked coldly as she looked firmly into my eyes.

“Whatever do you mean, Madame?” I shrugged in reply. “Didn’t you yourself request to meet with the holder of your promissory note?”

“Yes, but...” Isabelle frowned; a second later, a flash of understanding lit up her eyes.

As she stared at me, sizing me up again, her eyes narrowed slightly, and she bit down on her lower lip; all of this only made her look more bird-like than she already did.

“So this is all your handiwork?” Isabelle concluded, sounding even colder.

“If you’re referring to the fact that I bought up all your promissory notes for 2,000 imperials, then yes. That is my handiwork indeed.”

Isabelle’s narrow nostrils shook ever so slightly. Her thin lips were pressed tightly together. And her whole appearance radiated disappointment and contempt.

Max’s uncle was one of the golden hundred, and 2,000 imperials wasn’t the kind of sum that could cause any serious damage to his massive fortune. But even at that size, a leak in the flow of his money would be unpleasant for him.

I should point out that promissory notes from the Legrands and other large mercantile houses cost me more than those of noblemen. That was because merchants tended to be much more able to pay. I already had more than enough proof of that.

Supplied with money by Zacharias Beron, Michel Roupe (the jeweler who I normally worked with) had to leave the city on occasion and sell my precious stones in other large cities of Vestonia in order to avoid making the bottom drop out of the market in the capital.

“Please, Madame,” I said before Max’s aunt could respond. “Be my guest. I’ll have refreshments, fruit, and wine brought in immediately. I assure you, we have much to discuss.”

Isabelle froze for a second, but then (obviously having decided something in her mind) she walked in silence over to the table. Taking a seat elegantly on one of the armchairs, she continued to wait in silence while Dormal’s assistants set the table; only when they finally left did she turn to address me.

“I must say, you continue to surprise me,” said Isabelle, her tone the same as before. “Not long ago at all, you were sitting in a disgusting hole out west, in debt up to your ears, trying to twist my arm into giving you money to the tune of 200 crowns at most. And now you come to me with a bill for 2,000 imperials.”

“I understand, Madame, that your opinion of me is not especially high, but nonetheless I confess myself taken aback,” I said as I poured wine into our glasses. “Did you really have such a low opinion of your nephew?”

“I trust my lived experience,” Isabelle snapped. “Turning from a threadbare nobody into a highly successful nobleman in such a short time is categorically impossible. My father, and everyone else in the family besides, is convinced that you must have acquired an influential and wealthy patron of some sort.”

“You said “my father and everyone else in the family?”“ I asked, taking a small sip from my wine glass. “Dare I presume that your opinion is different from theirs?”

“No patron, however influential or wealthy, could possibly have secured victory for you in the Great Trial,” replied Isabelle. “And the silver wing on your chest — they don’t hand those out just for the asking. You’ve changed, Max... So much so that I’m inclined to suspect a substitute, or some kind of evil spirit possessing you.”

Hm, I thought... If only you knew how close you are to the truth.

A quick sniff of her glass elicited a surprised grunt from Isabelle. She took a little sip and closed her eyes for a moment.

“Superb!” She pronounced as she set her glass back down on the table. “You know your wine.”

“Thank you,” I nodded in reply. “My cousin is something of an expert in the area, and he graciously consented to sharing his reserves with me.”

“Anyway, what was I about to say...” She drummed her fingers pensively on the table for a moment. “Ah, yes! The startling changes that have come over you, Max. To my mind, there’s a more plausible explanation...”

As she said this, she stared at me with a look that said she’d already decided what the truth was.

“You’ve intrigued me, Madame,” I noted.

To be honest, though, I already knew where she was going with this.

“A shadow gift,” she said quickly as she bored into me with her ice-cold eyes. “That would be capable of producing exactly these sorts of changes in a person. Especially if it’s a stryker’s gift. And I think...”

She was about to add something, but didn’t have a chance. A massive, pain-filled wolf’s howl split the air, and was answered immediately by the roar of thousands of voices from the crowd.

We turned to the window in unison. I stood up from my chair and offered the lady my arm. Then we walked over to the window together, right to where I had been standing a few minutes before.

I could feel Isabelle’s hand shaking, but she was trying with all her might not to show her anxiety and agitation. After all, on a specially-built platform out on the square directly in front of us, an executioner was busy hacking the body of a still-living, half-transformed werewolf into pieces with a massive axe.

Out of the corner of my eye, I kept track of the expression on the face of Max’s aunt. I have to give her her due — she had admirable self-control. And now, I was more certain than ever who exactly was at the heart of the Legrand trading house.

“They say this guild has been in the city for more than a century,” Isabelle noted, sounding preoccupied. “And they also say that the head of the pack was killed during the assault on her den. I’d have taken her alive, if I were those priests, in order to learn more about the beasts and their affairs. Although I suppose that many high-placed nobles had more to gain by her immediate death. I haven’t the slightest doubt that there are dukes out there who’ve employed their services to various ends.”

“That may be, but even their low-level functionaries have revealed a lot during torture by the inquisitors,” I said.

Isabelle turned to stare at me with rapt interest.

“They have a list of suspects,” I continued. “And it’s quite long.”

“I don’t doubt it!” Isabelle’s lips curled into a sarcastic smile. “After all, this is a rare opportunity to get rid of a great number of inconvenient people.”

“You speak dangerously, Madame.”

“I’m only repeating what the entire city is saying,” said Isabelle with nonchalant dismissal in her voice.

“And yet there are many in that list who are truly guilty,” I objected. “Actually, that’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

Isabelle jumped slightly and turned abruptly around to face me. Her avian features were twisted into a wrathful grimace.

“What have you done, you bastard?!” She hissed. “What did you tell them about us? Is this your way of getting revenge on us?”

Silently, I took out a bundle of black wolf amulets from behind my belt and showed them to her. A train of emotions rolled over Isabelle’s face: first confusion, then surprise, and finally realization and disbelief.

“Those Nightwolves tried to kill me twice,” I started to say. “The first time they attacked was on the road to the Frontier. The second time, I was already up north...”

“But I didn’t...” She whispered, stupefied, as she gazed down in a trance at the black claws. Her entire outburst of rage immediately dissipated.

“I know. And now I know for certain. Your father doesn’t have anything to do with this either.”

“Who?” Isabelle asked with a breathless exhalation.

“Adeline Beauchard,” I replied. “That’s whose name is on that list.”

The results of the royal executioners’ inquisition had been communicated to me by Susanna. The king was quick to lay claim to the prisoners. He wasn’t about to give the priests such a valuable gift. To be sure, they did receive the shapeshifters about a week later, half-dead and with their tongues cut out.

But even then, some information about the surnames on those lists managed to leak out. Susanna had learned that Adeline Beauchard was on the list thanks to a colleague of hers who took a sizable sum in exchange for the information. People from the Department of Carts and Wagons were everywhere. And the fact that there were many of them who had a taste for gold made our work a whole lot easier.

Isabelle let out a heavy sigh and closed her eyes, looking exhausted. Then she turned to look at me again.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

“I think the king’s people will make that clear when they come to your home. It should be happening any day now. The only reason they haven’t come already is because they simply don’t have enough people to work that fast. The list is very, very long indeed. The royal inquisitors are still working on the bigger fish they have to fry. But I’m sure that the daughter of one of the golden hundred’s merchants won’t exactly be at the bottom of their list, either.”

“Brainless idiot!” Isabelle hissed through gritted teeth as she clenched her fists. “She’s ruined us! Everything we’ve been building for so long will be robbed from us or destroyed... And where did she take so much money from? I’d have noticed immediately...”

Isabelle stared out the window, but she wasn’t looking at anything — her brain was feverishly running through her available options.

“Other valuables,” I hinted.

She suddenly turned to face me, and a look of understanding swept over her face.

“Of course!” Her eyes widened. “Just recently she was complaining that a jewelry case was stolen from her. Father ordered all her serfs flogged, but none of them admitted to it... That wretch!”

My hand dove into the inner pocket of my jacket. Without a word, Isabelle watched in rapt anxiety as I untied the strings on a small bag made of dark-blue velvet. An instant later, I held out the emerald-studded broach I’d taken from Paul Lepetit’s mansion.

“Recognize this?”

“That’s Adeline’s brooch,” said Isabelle in a quiet, shell-shocked tone of voice. It seemed like she was already shocked beyond the point where anything could surprise her further. “A gift from father. It cost him 600 crowns.”

“According to this note, a certain Paul Lepetit gave it to her for only a hundred crowns,” I said as I handed her the little scroll that came with the brooch. “A different name is listed in the document, but I think the handwriting will be familiar to you already.”

“Yes.” One quick look was enough for Isabelle to recognize her sister’s handwriting. “Adeline wrote this... But there was more than just this brooch... And I don’t think this would have been enough to hire those werewolves...”

“This money wasn’t intended for the werewolves,” I snickered. “Even before getting in touch with the guild, your sister bought off Vincent de Lamar and Vivienne Leroy...”

“That duel...” Isabelle remembered. “I remember how happy Adeline was to hear the news! And then a few days later, she was as depressed as I’ve ever seen her. I realized that she’d received word — you survived! So even that long ago, when she said she was sick, and was going to take the waters at the springs... She was actually going to Abbeville...”

“Yes, and she was seen there in the company of Vivienne Leroy,” I said.

“That two-bit actress, who started all this...”

“Adeline demanded that they finish me off. But de Lamar demanded more money in return. That, apparently, was what motivated her to sell the brooch.”

“Why didn’t you come forward?”

“Would you have believed me? I didn’t have any hard evidence, although I didn’t really need it anyway. I know you have powerful patrons. You do business with the Duke de Gondy. You ship his grain. But I’m a nobleman. A hero of the frontier, who triumphed at the Great Trial. The king would certainly have listened to my explanation, and would have ordered that my word be believed. The truth would have come out eventually in any case.”

Isabelle seemed to deflate, looking about ten years older than when she’d walked into the office.

“And I also have the honor of my family — those aren’t just words for me. Even if that family doesn’t want to accept me...”

Isabelle suddenly raised her head. A glimmer of hope danced in her eyes.

“Do you have a solution?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “This could all be presented as nothing more than a false accusation. Or a mistake on the part of the inquisitors.”

“But then...” She glanced up at me, still looking hopeful, but this time also betraying that she’d understood exactly what was required here.

“I see you understand me, Madame,” I confirmed her suspicions. “I would have to swear that nobody made an attempt on my life at all. I would be believed. On that, you can rest assured. Especially since, as you yourself pointed out, there are many people on that list who have nothing to connect them to the werewolves whatsoever.”

“What are your terms?” Isabelle switched over to a businesslike tone remarkably quickly.

“There are three of them,” I said as I took a seat and picked up my glass of wine.

“I’m listening carefully,” she said as she, too, took a seat.

“First,” I began to count on my fingers. “My mother’s inheritance. Say what you like — it’s mine by right. All the money. I won’t ask you for it all at once. You can pay it out in installments.”

Isabelle frowned, but nodded.

“Second,” I continued. “Adeline Beauchard will be isolated. The convent for the mentally ill at the Church of the Most Luminous Mother or something like that would do splendidly.”

The expression on Isabelle’s face told me we were already in agreement about that.

“And third... I need a guarantee that neither you, nor your father, nor your brothers will undertake any sort of revenge against me. Otherwise, I’ll have to use force and liquidate the lot of you, once and for all. Believe me, I could do so if I wished.”

Having said this, I took my snake dagger out and sent a little clot of energy hissing down its blade. A second later, my weapon was shrouded in a glowing magical mist.

“Yes, my dear aunt,” I chuckled as I watched Isabelle’s tense face; she looked positively hypnotized as she stared at the dagger in my hand. “I must admit, I’m impressed by your analytical abilities. Need I remind you that nobody should learn of my magical abilities?”

“You need not,” she replied through a bone-dry throat. “I understand perfectly. And I guarantee that — “

“Oh, no, Madame,” I shook my head. “Words alone won’t suffice here. Especially since you yourself know how your father can be... With all possible respect, you can’t completely control his temperamental character.”

“Then what do you want?” She tensed up again.

“Alain Beauchard,” I said, watching as this caused Isabelle’s eyes to widen and her cheeks to turn a deathly pale. “I know he’s the heir to your empire. He’s very important to you. That’s why my cousin will be moving in with me for a little while and become my ward. I’ll hire the best teachers for him. More than that, I’ll also teach him to ride and fence. He’ll be trained in dancing and courtly etiquette. My cousin will lack for nothing. And he’ll serve as my guarantee. Or hostage, if you prefer. And I wish to make one thing clear from the start: I will brook no negotiation on any of these three points.”

“How much time do I have?” Isabelle asked coldly as she stood up from her chair.

“Horrifically little,” I replied as I, too, rose to my feet. “That’s all I can tell you.”

She nodded; then, without another word, she turned and walked briskly out of the office.

By then, I was already back at the window, eyes fixed on the pillory that was now soaked in the blood of the last executed shapeshifter and the insane crowd below it. I had kept my promise to that dying werewolf in the Brownwolf camp — Brima’s pack was gone.


Chapter 16

“MONSIEUR RENARD,” Thomas Gilbert greeted me with an icy smile. “I’m glad you responded to my invitation.”

“Monsieur Gilbert,” I smiled back. “I’m happy to be here.”

We shook hands. He was smiling, but I could see that he was angry with me. Betty had most likely told him all about our final conversation, in which I mentioned another prospective betrothal and the insufficiently-lofty origins of the Gilberts. I was certain that his daughter must have described our chat with plenty of illustrative color and drama. And of course, she wouldn’t have mentioned her part in Vivienne Leroy and Vincent de Lamar’s conspiracy against me.

Thomas Gilbert was greeting his reception’s guests on the platform at the entrance to his stately home, which was located in one of the elite districts of the capital. The biggest wine importer in the kingdom could have afforded a house even in the neighborhoods of the highest aristocracy, but alas — commoners of any status were unwelcome there.

Without looking back, I gestured to the side, and my footman approached Gilbert with a bow. He was holding a small, elongated case in his hands, whose sides were engraved with ornate carvings and set with precious stones.

“I beg you to accept this gift as a token of my regret at not having been able to respond to your previous invitation,” I said as I opened the case. “I’m certain that only an expert such as yourself would be capable of appreciating the quality of this particular item.”

“I thank you, chevalier, but there really is no need — “ Thomas Gilbert began, but suddenly fell silent.

The truth is that only in mid-sentence did he finally look down and actually see what was inside the case. His eyes almost popped out of his head. Only pure willpower kept him from reacting like a giddy schoolboy.

It was a bottle of wine. One of the ones I’d found in de Clairmont’s secret cellar. It had a two-color energy structure, obviously crafted by a master of the art. Whoever it was, they had gracefully blended scarlet and amber energy into one. And done it so that neither one overwhelmed the other.

Later on, I went out and found some information on this wine. It turned out that in addition to the multitude of other ancient magical wines in my cellar, I had a dozen bottles of what was known as “Dragon’s Blood.”

This type was created by the best mages on the personal orders of the Emperor, before the Shadow ever appeared, and was a powerful, near-universal antidote.

“This is...”

“Dragon’s Blood,” I confirmed, nodding at the magical seal on the cork that bore the sigil of the long-vanished Imperial house.

For a moment, Gilbert was absent from reality. He examined the bottle carefully. I thought he might actually start licking it. A dreamy smile danced on his face as he stared at it.

Finally, he carefully accepted the case from my footman and handed it to one of his people, for all the world as one might pass a newborn baby to another person. Then he watched ruefully as his servant walked off with his treasure. It seemed like if he had his way, he would have run off to follow his servant right away.

“Where did you get such a treasure?” He finally asked me.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” I smiled. “I bought it by chance in the Crafting District of Vintervald. I don’t think the seller fully realized what exactly he was selling me. I’ll confess, though — I didn’t either, at the time. But I was attracted by the Imperial seal.”

“You only managed to buy one bottle?” Gilbert hurriedly inquired. “I’d be willing to buy them from you... Money is no object...”

“Alas, but no,” I shook my head. “Wine like this isn’t for sale. It’s something one gives to friends and loved ones.”

“Yes, of course,” said Gilbert, his smile already a little bit warmer. “You’re absolutely right.”

* * *

“My friends!” Thomas Gilbert announced, attracting the attention of the guests mingling in the ballroom of his capital-city mansion. “Please allow me to present the Hero of the Northland! The victor of the Great Trial! Chevalier Maximilian Renard! It’s thanks to his self-sacrificing heroism that a pact of eternal friendship will soon be signed between Vestonia and Vintervald, which will of course be sealed by the marriage of His Highness Prince Louis and Princess Astrid!”

The people in the hall — of whom there were 200, at the very least — greeted Tomas Gilbert’s speech with notably restrained applause. The orchestra on the balcony launched into a song that, while heavily edited to suit Vestonian tastes, was nonetheless familiar to me. The song about the bastard sword, first played to mock me as I appeared at the arena, had made its way to the capital. And now it was being sung in every corner of the city. True, its text was a few verses longer, which lauded the deeds of the “fate-defying bastard sword.”

I slowly looked around the hall and gave a deferential bow. After Thomas Gilbert’s loud announcement, he led me off into the depths of the hall, where he proceeded to present me to his fellow merchants as though I were some kind of captive beast. In an hour, I made the personal acquaintance of a dozen members of the golden hundred, several Astlandic bankers and nobles who had fled Atalia with their wealth, and several representatives of mercantile firms from the East.

Actually, this was the reason I chose to attend the reception and bring such an expensive gift. I was hoping to do business with a lot of these people in the future. By the way — I soon noticed that the Legrands were nowhere to be seen.

I caught sight of Betty Gilbert’s haughty face a couple times. The daughter of the master of the house was periodically casting hateful glances at me. It seemed that Betty’s “love” for me had only increased since our last meeting.

I was immediately struck by how much more attractive she was. Her deep golden hair, which she used to braid together with thin golden ribbons, was held up into a towering hairstyle that was the latest fashion in the capital. Her big blue eyes were elegantly framed by mascara, her freckles concealed by powder.

True, the impression was somewhat ruined by an excessive flashiness. Actually, the same could be said of everyone in the hall at the time. Common folk who made it to the top — precisely the people who felt the need to show off their wealth with a bunch of shiny rocks in golden frames.

Watching the wives and daughters of the merchants flit through the hall, I couldn’t help comparing them to Princess Sophia. Even if she showed up at this reception in a simple dress, wearing no jewelry whatsoever, it would still look like an elegant white egret had wandered into a chicken coop.

The wealthiest people in Mainland were looking at me less like an equal than like some sort of fighting dog who had somehow managed to win a couple fights in a row. And even then, they didn’t quite seem to believe it. Irony and a little bit of disappointment were palpable in the expressions of everyone in the hall. Apparently, they were expecting some kind of massive champion with long, flowing black hair. I think Sigurd would have fit their expectations better.

After a while, the master of the house asked for silence again. He called Betty over to him and presented a tall, broad-shouldered blond man to the esteemed public as one Baronet Kurt von Lau, his daughter’s future husband.

The hall erupted into a thunderous ovation, and the pair of fiancees signaled their intentions with a symbolic kiss. Betty Gilbert shone with happiness. She found me in the crowd as she looked around and shot me a look of disdain.

I just snickered in response, nodding as I clapped along with everybody else. As if to say, “I predicted this would happen the last time we spoke.”

I could see that my reaction infuriated Betty. What, I wondered, was she expecting? Did she think I’d throw myself at her feet in tears and beg her to break off her engagement? I won’t lie — the news came as a surprise to me, and I let out a big sigh of relief. I had several plans that involved long-term cooperation with her father. And I wouldn’t have wanted to leave with him as my enemy.

The fact that Thomas Gilbert had found a more suitable match for his daughter was therefore nothing but good news to me. And Betty could see the happiness on my face.

The betrothed couple set off, arm in arm, on a walk through the hall to accept congratulations from the guests. Finally, surrounded by a whole pack of other golden youths like themselves, they came to where I was standing.

After listening impatiently to my congratulations, Betty turned to me with a hint of mockery in her voice.

“Monsieur Renard! I simply must introduce the Hero of the Northland to my future husband and his friends!”

With that, Thomas Gilbert’s daughter began naming the golden boys around her, one after the other. There were several noblemen among them. Although most of them were foreigners. Each time she pronounced the name of one of her friends, she threw a haughty, disdainful glance at me, as if to say “Well? Didn’t I tell you?”

Apparently, my words at our previous meeting — about how Betty, as the daughter of a merchant, was no match for me, the scion of an ancient noble lineage — must have stung her in a very sensitive spot. As such, she was trying as hard as she could to show just how much she despised me. As she did so, she was exchanging glances with the Baronet Kurt von Lau. It wasn’t hard to see that the two of them had concocted some sort of plan.

The gigantic young man, by the way, was obviously completely besotted with his fiancee. While Betty was still trying to conceal her feelings for the young man, the Baronet’s whole appearance radiated adoration as he stared at his fiancee.

He looked at me, by contrast, with unconcealed hatred, as did the rest of his Astlandic friends. And that wasn’t surprising — Betty had almost certainly filled their heads with stories about me. By the way, the Baronet had a little bit of a shadow gift himself, which would put him around the level of a mid-range expert.

Basically, what happened from there was apparently just what Betty was counting on. Before moving into an attack, Baronet von Lau decided to find an excuse.

“I hear that Pierce Butler and Minna the Flame also took part in that tournament?” The Baronet said, pursing his lips as he looked down at me from above.

“Indeed,” I replied. “They fought bravely, and died as heroes.”

“But how is that possible?” Kurt von Lau asked with surprise as he looked around at his hangers-on, seemingly in search of support. “Such renowned strykers died, but you not only survived — you even killed the shadow beast. They called it the Black Terror of the Svartvald!”

The young people around him began nodding vigorously in agreement. Other guests began to listen in to our conversation. Betty’s eyes shone with happiness and anticipation. All her friends fixed their mocking stares on me. The atmosphere suggested that they expected to see an upstart charlatan exposed for what he truly was. The heroic aura around him would be shattered forever, leaving him with the brand of a liar and a crook.

“The gods were on my side,” I shrugged.

“So how did you manage to kill a beast so fearsome that the northerners usually hunt it only in large, well-armed units?” The Baronet’s eyes narrowed contemptuously. “Show us the weapon that pierced its heart!”

I already knew that there were plenty of skeptics in the capital in addition to my many admirers; plenty of people who didn’t believe I could actually have killed a shadow bear. Besides that, there was somebody actively spreading rumors to the effect that Bjorn Sharptooth had deliberately released a magical beast into the arena to ensure that all of his daughter’s powerful suitors were slaughtered.

Then, when only I remained alive, the konung’s strykers simply finished off the beast in order to observe the necessary formalities that would permit the conclusion of an alliance with Vestonia.

Long story short, there were a lot of rumors. And that wasn’t surprising — after all, with everything that happened that day, with so many people dying, it would have been easy to get the truth mixed up with all kinds of falsehoods.

“Alas, I can’t do that,” I replied calmly. “I was unarmed at the time of the battle with the monster.”

The people listening around us started to look around at each other in shock; whispering rippled through the crowd.

“You mean to say that you killed the Black Terror of the Svartvald with your bare hands?” The Baronet asked with a skeptical smile as he looked around at his companions.

“Why would that be so surprising?” I answered his question with one of my own. “A well-prepared warrior, even if unarmed, can hold out against several armed opponents if need be.”

“Are you sure?” Kurt von Lau’s eyes narrowed.

“Absolutely,” I shrugged.

“Would you be prepared to demonstrate it?” The Baronet thought he was driving me into a trap, but actually, he was wandering unsuspectingly into my own net.

Betty, by the way, was over the moon. She also seemed to think I had just thrown myself to the wolves.

“With pleasure,” I replied. “When and where?”

Betty and Kurt exchanged a mirthful glance.

“Well, chevalier,” he said, gently releasing Betty’s hand from his own. “You certainly don’t seem hesitant. I’m sure the master of the house wouldn’t be opposed to us getting a little exercise in his yard.”

“Lead the way, Baronet,” I smiled, glancing out of the corner of my eye at the tense expression on Betty’s face. She suspected something. I, on the other hand, was as calm as could be.

Within a few minutes, the crowd of guests trickled out into the large lawn behind the house and assembled around a wide square that was paved with smooth white pebbles.

“When you spoke of “several armed opponents,” how many exactly did you have in mind?” Kurt asked as he took a training sword from the hands of one of his servants.

“Feel free to decide that for yourself, Monsieur,” I replied as I took the sword, dagger, and scabbard off my belt and removed the wide collar from my neck.

“I think three should suffice,” said Kurt with a wry smile as he nodded to two of his Astlandic friends.

“Doesn’t seem like enough,” I shook my head, eliciting a laugh from the crowd. “After all, we need to keep these guests entertained.”

“Two more, then,” the Baronet snickered as he exchanged a mocking glance with his buddies. Then he turned to the guests: “Is anyone interested in teaching the Hero of the Northland a lesson?”

Two more Astlanders elbowed their way to the front of the crowd.

“Rules?” I asked, folding my arms across my chest.

“Do we really need them?” The Baronet asked, sending a murmur coursing through the crowd. “You were so convinced a minute ago. Or does the Hero of the Northland need rules after all?”

Apparently, nobody was expecting that a little bit of immaturity could snowball into a tragedy. Movement broke out among the guests.

“Gentlemen, stop!” Thomas Gilbert tried to make his way forward.

“Fair enough,” I replied to the Baronet, ignoring the master of the house.

“Then let’s get started!” He snickered, and with that all five of my opponents (already surrounding me in a wide semicircle) began moving forward.

A quick scan revealed that Kurt was the only gifted person among them. The others were just normal people.

Per my habit, I sent a little mass of energy coursing through my system and let out a big breath.

Then I made a quick lunge to the left and closed the distance between me and the man on the edge of the semicircle. He didn’t even have time to react properly. Two short jabs in the dark spots on his chest and collarbone, and he hit the ground as if his legs had just been cut out from under him. He was still conscious, but he couldn’t move at all. He was lying on the ground, curled into a fetal position and twitching. There was a grimace of fear and pain on his face.

His compatriots were already moving in line toward me. Without giving them time to adjust, I began to move. Lightning-quick blows, pinpoint-accurate strikes into dark spots, groans, falls — it all mixed together into one wild dance of war, the Dance of the Gliding Dragon.

Mamoru Yamada would certainly have been happy with my flawless performance. Although he wouldn’t have failed to reproach me for using his art against such weaklings.

My opponents were slow — far too slow. This was especially noticeable after my training with Sigurd. Even the Baronet, who was gifted, didn’t really have anything to show for it.

The battle ended before it had a chance to properly begin.

The Astlanders were lying on the ground, curled up and unmoving; they looked for all the world like wooden figures carved from the roots of trees. Only Kurt von Lau was still conscious. His eyes were darting around crazily as he tried to say something. But all that came out was a weak groan. His mouth was twisted into an absurd-looking grimace. Thick, viscous saliva began to drip from the corners of his lips.

“Baronet,” I said as I stood above him. “Don’t move. It’ll only hurt worse if you do. Try to relax. You’ll regain control of your body soon.”

I could have relaxed the energy chains that I was keeping activated across his body, but I wasn’t about to do that. This was a good chance for him to lie there and think for a moment.

I bent down slightly and, in an icy tone, I said:

“Don’t ever try to get in my way again, you pathetic amateur. Because you won’t get off so lightly next time.”

Kurt’s wildly-bulging eyes told me that he was appropriately terrified.

I raised my head to look around at the audience, and then concluded with a comical bow. At that, they erupted into an ovation. This time, the applause was much louder than before.

Betty was already rushing over to her beloved Baronet’s side. As she passed me, she stopped for just a moment and looked at me with a hate-filled glare. Although to be honest, I noticed a healthy dose of fear in her eyes as well.

“Mademoiselle, your future spouse fought like a lion.”

“I hate you...” She hissed, and turned to keep moving.

“Betty!” I called to her quietly; she flinched slightly, and turned back around.

I looked right into her eyes, like a predator about to strike. She actually winced as I did so. Nobody else could see my face. Just her.

“I wish you and your husband a long and happy life. How long it will be is entirely up to you. I hope we understand each other.”

Without waiting for her answer, I turned and headed off to pick up my things. That, I decided, was more than enough of courtly life for one day.


Chapter 17

“YOUR WORSHIP, a letter from your aunt, Isabelle Legrand.” Bertrand, carrying my correspondence tray, intercepted me as I stepped out of my office.

I took the envelope and asked as I walked:

“Is the carriage ready?”

“Yes, Your Worship.”

“Excellent,” I said without slowing down. “Let’s get going, we have a lot to get done today.”

Bertrand handed the tray to a footman and set off to follow me.

The day before, I had received a letter from the royal secretariat. Precisely at noon, I was expected at the palace for a conversation with Lambert de Courtenay, personal secretary to His Majesty.

The Duchess du Bellay was right. There wouldn’t be a face-to-face meeting with the king. Although under different circumstances, Carl III would definitely have found a lush reward for the Hero of the Northland.

The reason this was different, by the way, had nothing to do with his wounding. It was because of my background, or to be more specific, because I was the son of a traitor who had attempted to seize the king’s power for himself. It hadn’t been all that long since the revolt was suppressed.

Carl III was using me as an example to all of society, a signal that he still had no intention of bringing anyone connected to the plotters into his inner circle. My uncle the count, my aunt the duchess, and others like them were a different matter. They sided with the king in time, and were duly rewarded. Max, by contrast, found himself put under observation, and even though his guilt hadn’t been proven, he was still sent into exile.

And even now, despite all my achievements, I hadn’t been presented to the king. But at the same time, Carl couldn’t afford to let my exploits go unrecognized. If he did, then pretty soon other energetic people like myself wouldn’t be in any hurry to risk their lives or their fortunes in an effort to secure the king’s goodwill. What was the point of dancing with death if Carl III couldn’t care less about your efforts? So the invitation to the secretariat was an initial, tentative, but very definitive step toward obtaining forgiveness for the sins of my late father.

It was a sign to other disgraced aristocrats that earning His Majesty’ attention wasn’t easy. But with time, it was possible. This would serve as an incentive for people to stop sitting on their asses, to get up and do something.

In other words: “Look how hard Ferdinand de Gramont’s bastard is working! Come on, move it, if you want to be forgiven!”

As my carriage (accompanied by Sigurd and Aelira riding alongside it on horseback) rolled out onto the street, I opened Isabelle Legrand’s letter and was soon absorbed in reading it.

My aunt’s message was short, but informative. Once again, I gave myself a pat on the back for my decision to use her to get things done. It hadn’t even been two days, and everything was already in order. I can’t even imagine what it must have cost her to change Pascal Legrand’s mind.

After reading, I looked up at Bertrand, who was traveling with me. The old man was trying to appear indifferent, but I knew perfectly well how he felt about my relatives on my mother’s side. He had known the sisters Legrand back when they were innocent, snot-nosed little girls.

In silence, I handed him the letter and nodded as if to say “go on, read it.”

Hands trembling slightly, Bertrand took the piece of papers and started greedily absorbing each of the neat, even lines written in Isabelle’s hand.

“They agreed,” he said with a sigh of relief. “You won.”

“We won,” I corrected him. “Are the boy’s rooms already prepared?”

“Yes, Your Worship,” Bertrand nodded.

“Isabelle writes that she wants to buy that emerald brooch back from me,” I said. “You bring it to her. Tell her it’s a gift from me.”

Bertrand nodded approvingly and asked:

“But how did you know that brooch belonged to Adeline Beauchard?”

I laid my hand against my chin.

“Remember how I went to the Legrand family mausoleum? I found a scrap of paper with a prayer on it, written in Adeline’s hand. The handwriting looked familiar to me. And then I remembered the note Paul Lepetit received with the brooch... Basically, they were clearly written by the same person.”

Bertrand let out a heavy sigh. It must have been hard for him to learn that the little girl whose birth and first steps he had witnessed, and who he had helped to raise, had grown into an obsessive, murderous woman.

I leaned forward and slapped a hand onto Bertrand’s shoulder:

“It’s a pity, my good man. I hope you understand that I’m not going to harm my cousin in any way at all? Especially since he seemed to be a wonderful young man.”

“Yes, sir,” said Bertrand with a grateful nod. “Your insistence that he be transferred to your house was a good decision.”

“Exactly — and that’s why, when you go to deliver the brooch, you’ll remind them that only when Alain steps across the threshold of my castle will I fulfill my end of the bargain. Not a moment before.”

“Yes, Your Worship,” said Bertrand. “It will all be done.”

“Now tell me about Mademoiselle Marino...” I changed the subject. “Did she manage to suborn anyone from the Gilbert household?”

It turned out that Susanna, who was highly motivated by the generous rewards I was giving her, was already beginning to excel at the task of recruiting spies within certain noble houses. At the time, she was working hard at recruiting informants within the Gilbert and Legrand households.

This kind of thing was harder where aristocrats were concerned. Especially the old houses. After all, the servants in their households often came from families who had been in the service of their particular noble house for centuries. The symbiosis was very complicated, and always heavily colored with blind faith and honor. But gold is gold. It always finds a way.

“Yes, she did,” replied Bertrand, through whom I conducted all my communication with Susanna. “She says that after your visit, Thomas Gilbert announced that his daughter would be leaving for his West Astland estate. That’s where they’re planning to hold the wedding.”

“Surprising,” I grunted. “That doesn’t sound like Thomas Gilbert.”

“Susanna says it was Betty herself who insisted. Mademoiselle Marino also added that according to her spy, who’s inside the Gilbert house itself, Thomas Gilbert’s daughter is very scared for some reason, and wants to get out of Vestonia as quickly as possible. All signs indicate that your exchange with her at the reception was more than enough to convince her of your sincerity.”

“Seems like it,” I mused as I watched the city skyline pass by outside the carriage window. “And that’s for the best. She’ll be out of my way. I’m planning to do business with her father in the future.”

So, I thought... I can finally cross several items off the huge list of problems left for me by that idiot Max Renard. The Nightwolves were no more. My deranged aunt would be headed to the psychiatric ward at the monastery any day now, where she could spit as much poison as she wanted. Betty had taken my warning seriously and was planning to leave Vestonia, hopefully forever. I hadn’t heard anything at all from Vivienne Leroy — she must have fled somewhere safe, where she wouldn’t pop up on anyone’s radar. That, I thought, was the most appropriate place for her.

“The Duke de Gondy?” Bertrand guessed.

“Exactly,” I nodded. “The trading empires of the Legrands and the Gilberts, and at least twenty other merchants from the golden hundred, are intimately connected to the so-called King of Aquitaine. The Duke of the South is basically feeding all Vestonia. If he should decide to turn off the tap on grain deliveries for even a few months, famine would break out all across the country.”

“You think your uncle the Count de Gramont put his bets on the wrong horse?”

“The Duke de Bauffremont supports the King of Astland,” I replied pensively. “As do all the eastern nobles, who’ve been drooling over the southern lands for a long time now. They have the largest army. It’s a very powerful force.”

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother, save His Majesty!” Bertrand sighed sadly as he crossed himself.

“I certainly hope so,” I nodded. “If the king dies, Vestonia will be plunged into civil war. And we’re not ready for it yet.”

* * *

The royal secretariat was located in the west wing of the palace. It was a vital institution, whose function was to ensure quick and direct access to the king and the rest of the high officials of the government.

Zacharias Beron was right: the royal secretariat’s reception hall was like some kind of mythical monster that guarded the entrance to the holy of holies — the office of the royal secretary.

The spacious hall, with its gray stone walls and tall ceiling, was filled with hustle and bustle: a crowd of petitioners was gathered, comprising people of all ages and social statuses. Although there were no nobles among them.

Some were alone, some with their families, some (like me) with their servants. They were all waiting patiently for their turn; I gathered from the snippets of conversation I could overhear that some had been waiting for at least a week already. The atmosphere was a tense one, filled with expectation; hope, anxiety, and exhaustion were etched into the expressions of everyone present.

The secretaries who inhabited this oppressive place seemed just as soulless and uninterested in the fates of their visitors as the walls that surrounded them. They would mechanically accept petitions without raising their eyes or paying any attention to the petitioners’ desperate attempts to describe their problems.

This was no place for empathy or understanding. It seemed like every day brought nothing but new lines, new complaints, and new petitions, each of which seemed in vain and utterly hopeless.

Waiting in halls like this seemed to me like some sort of psychological torture. It wound the nerves of the like a guitar string, depriving them of the final remaining crumbs of hope.

And this bureaucratic machine also served to enrich all the corrupt parasites who had sucked themselves onto the body of the government. Yeah... There were lots of different worlds, but people always seemed to live by the same laws.

I wasn’t planning to stand in line. My appointment was at noon. At my orders, Sigurd strode forward, looking like a gigantic icebreaker plowing through a sea of gray icebergs as he stepped right up to one of the clerks at his table.

Not everybody was happy about this, but one “friendly” glance from my stryker was enough to ensure that they limited their protests to spiteful muttering.

“My good man, please inform Monsieur de Courtenay that Chevalier Renard has arrived for his appointment,” I said airily as Bertrand laid the letter down on the table in front of the clerk. “Hop to it! I have a lot to get done today.”

The thin, balding clerk didn’t even look up at me; he just kept writing. These people didn’t seem to be afraid of anything. Well, I thought — we’ll have to shake the place up a little bit.

I glanced at Sigurd, then nodded at the balding man. My bodyguard understood immediately. Stepping around the table, he leaned in above the clerk, and then with one swift movement he picked the man up by his collar, which caused him to start coughing and hissing like some kind of street cat.

Sigurd shook him once, and the clerk stopped fussing around, although his eyes were still bulging out as he stared at us.

A deathly silence settled over the hall. Even the scribe’s colleagues stopped their writing as he hung suspended in midair. They didn’t seem to be in any hurry to intervene on their colleague’s behalf, and neither did the two guards who were supposed to be maintaining order in the hall. Actually, judging by the expressions on their faces, they approved of what I was doing. Basically, I was behaving as befitted a man of my status.

“Move it!” Sigurd barked into the clerk’s ear, giving him a little kick to speed him along. “Don’t keep His Worship waiting!”

Like a spooked rabbit, the clerk dashed off from where he stood, tripping slightly as he ran, and rushed off toward a wide door at the opposite end of the hall.

A little while later, a short, chubby man stepped out, with the balding clerk shuffling meekly along behind him.

“Monsieur Renard!” He called to me in a surprisingly sonorant voice as he opened the door to his office. “Please, come in!”

When we walked over, the old man greeted us with a polite bow and warned us:

“Your companions may wait for you here, Your Worship.”

I turned and nodded to my people, indicating that they should comply.

I crossed the threshold and found myself in yet another reception hall. It was spacious, with tall windows that let in a good deal of warm light, and portraits of the kings and their families on the wall, along with marble and bronze statues of all the gods and ancient heroes in the corners — basically, the exact opposite of the first reception hall.

There were a few visitors, seated on several of a series of expensive couches. Judging by their clothing, they were from the more privileged classes of society.

“Please, Your Worship.” The old man led me to an armchair. “Alas, Monsieur de Courtenay is very busy at the moment. May I ask you to wait for a short while? I can offer you wine and fruit in the meantime.”

I sat down on the comfortable chair and replied:

“I can wait. No need for the wine and fruit, but I thank you.”

“As you wish, Your Worship,” the old man replied placidly; then, with a stiff bow, he walked off again.

For a moment, the conversations between visitors died down, but people soon lost interest in me and resumed their discussions.

Thanks to my excellent sense of hearing, I could hear exactly what they were whispering about, even in the farthest ends of the hall. Several of the people present recognized me, and were busy discussing my recent exploits. But there were also some people who were totally uninterested in me.

There were two aristocrats engaged in an animated chat about the state of affairs in Bergonia. That subject was generally at the forefront of the news in the capital at the time. According to the latest reports, the castles Prince Heinrich had previously seized were now back in the hands of the Atalians. While the king’s middle son was entertaining himself in the , the most renowned of Alfonso V’s generals, Ricardo di Lorenzo (more commonly known as “The Golden Lion”), was on the move in spite of the rainy season. And he had started conquering Bergonia.

At this rate, the Golden Lion’s legions would soon be at the Vestonian border. There were rumors that Carl III was sending his marshal the Duke de Clairmont to the front in place of his son. This was the most experienced commander he had.

Lost in thought, I didn’t immediately notice when all the whispering and conversation in the hall slowly died down. All attention was focused on something deep inside the hall. Following their gazes, I turned to see what it was.

Moving on his short legs, at such a quick pace that his movements resembled those of an ape, a hunchbacked man was making his way toward us. A polka-dotted tunic made from hundreds of tiny, multicolored scraps of fabric; a multicolored cap with bells at the tips of numerous horns; a comically-large spoon stuffed behind a simple belt of rope; short boots with silly-looking curled-up tips; striped socks and bright makeup — everything indicated that Kiko, the king’s jester, had decided to grace the reception hall with his presence.

Smiling, the little man turned his head as he winked devilishly at the ladies and thrust his tongue out at their men. As he did so, he was whistling a happy melody that I immediately recognized as a variation of the “Ballad of the Bastard Sword.”

As he approached my chair, he was about to raise his leg into the air to keep walking when he suddenly froze.

“It can’t be!” He exclaimed in an exaggerated shriek, pressing both palms to his chest. “Chevalier Renard, in the flesh! The Hero of the Northland! I never expected to see you in a place like this!”

Whipping his jester’s cap off his head so quickly that the bells jingled loudly, he dipped into a low bow. I noticed that the area around us was starting to empty. The people quietly chatting on their couches nearby began to get up and walk off deeper into the hall.

I stood up and answered his bow in kind. Mind you, this was nothing but common courtesy. I wasn’t trying to flatter him, nor was I afraid like the others. And I didn’t view this man with any sort of disgust. Quite the contrary, in fact — this was one of the few people in my new world who I actually had genuine respect for.

I also realized that he had come specifically to see me.

My aunt the Duchess told me many interesting things about the royal jester. King Carl III’s most constant companion, who blocked several assassins’ arrows with his own body when the king was still a child, and who possessed a remarkable intellect — Kiko was one of the most influential people at court. And he was also one of the most hated, by aristocrats and commoners alike. Many people, both in the kingdom and outside it, blamed this hunched little man specifically for their woes. It went without saying that you had to be on your guard around him.

By the way — I could sense a powerful wave of witching magic emanating from the jester. A scan didn’t reveal anything. Kiko’s aura was something hidden by powerful protective amulets, the handiwork of a very experienced witch. Hm... So that was it... Magical artifacts — in the form of those little bells that were hanging all over his hat and clothes. I wondered, though — what could the little man possibly be hiding?

“Baron,” I replied. “I’m flattered by your attention.”

The fact that I addressed him as a noble seemed to surprise him. The Duchess du Bellay told me that one of Carl III’s first acts as king had been to create his jester a baron. In other words, Kiko had another name: Armand de Lusignan.

“Bravo! You’ve managed to surprise me, chevalier.”

There was a great deal of white base covering the jester’s face, with its sharp cleft chin. His wide, thin-lipped mouth was sloppily painted with bright red lipstick; the lips were frowning on one side, smiling on the other. This makeup was actually an excellent form of protection. A mask, behind which it was difficult to detect a person’s true emotions.

“I’ll take that as a compliment, Monsieur de Lusignan.”

“Oh!” The jester’s mask contorted into a frown. “I’ll ask you not to refer to me as such.”

“How shall I refer to you, then?”

“I suggest we address each other more informally.” The hunchback’s big mouth twisted into a stupid-looking smile, revealing a row of big, uneven teeth. “What do you say to that, Monsieur Bastard?”

The royal jester was feeling me out. Testing my patience and stamina. If this were any other baron, I’d have been obligated to challenge him to a duel, but the man before me was the royal jester, whom only the king had the right to punish.

“As you wish, Monsieur Jester,” I replied calmly.

“Bravo!” Kiko applauded with excessive theatricality. “I’m definitely starting to like you. So — what’s happened to bring you to this depressing old place? Everyone knows that the west wing of the palace is the most boring of them all.”

“I was summoned for a meeting with Lambert de Courtenay today.”

“Are you sure?” The jester’s charcoal-caked eyebrows shot up onto his forehead. “As far as I know, the royal secretary is outside the city at the moment, in his villa. Forgive me for the extraneous detail, but he’s being pampered by a new lover! If you don’t believe me, ask his assistants... They know everything. Haha!”

“So I’m sitting here for nothing,” I said, taking a step toward the exit. “But I thank you for saving me some time.”

“Monsieur Bastard, don’t rush off just yet!” Kiko stopped me. “Since you’re here, what say we take a walk around the garden? I want to hear all the details of your adventures up north with my own ears.”

“Well, Monsieur Jester,” I chuckled. “It’s a tempting proposal. I suppose I could... But on one condition. I’d like you to answer a question for me.”

“I’m all ears!” Kiko rubbed his palms together gleefully. “I love it when people stipulate conditions. What would you like to ask?”

“Why do you need that big spook?”

It seemed like I had surprised him again. He stared at me for a second, bewildered, and then glanced down at his absurd, ladle-sized utensil and burst into loud laughter.

After laughing for a little while, the jester wiped away tears (smearing charcoal and white base together as he did so) and replied:

“Once upon a time, His Majesty punished some of my antics by ordering me to try all his dishes before his tasters did. This ended, however, when I started to test them with this spoon here.”

I replied with a restrained smile. Smart.

“Have I satisfied your condition, Monsieur Bastard?” Kiko asked sarcastically.

“Fully, Monsieur Jester,” I chuckled.

“Well then, I propose that we leave this depressing place immediately!” He exclaimed as he took off for the exit at a quick pace. “You simply must tell me everything!”

* * *

Herouxville. Old Capital

The castle of Frederic de Moati, grand master of the Knightly Order of the Gray Rock

When the door to the grand master’s office opened and its owner, Frederic de Moati, strode in, the elder knight Theodore de la Roche sank down to one knee and bent his head toward the floor.

“Brother Theodore,” the master greeted him in a cold voice. “I hope that you have a very good reason for tearing me away from my extremely important business.”

Frederic de Moati was on edge. Not only had Carl III claimed all the prisoners from the werewolves’ den for himself after the assault; he then also decided to “shake down” the people who did his dirty work for him. As such, all the documents taken from old Brima’s lair suddenly vanished, along with the entire treasury. After all, he’d have known that the wolves hadn’t taken anything with them beforehand; the pack mother herself was traveling extremely light at the time of her death. Somehow, in some way that was completely baffling to the grand master, the king managed to clear out the treasury right under his warriors’ noses.

“Look at this, Your Excellency,” said the elder knight as he rose forward slightly from his chair and laid several crossbow bolts on the table in front of the master.

“What are these?” Frederic de Moati was annoyed.

“These are the crossbow bolts that we pulled from the bodies of Brima and her children,” Theodore replied.

“I still don’t understand, Brother Theodore!” The master was losing patience. “Try to explain yourself more clearly.”

“After discovering the underground passage, I ordered the brothers to spread out and seal the block,” the elder knight started to explain. “The fugitives were already wounded by the time we surrounded them. At first, I thought it was our own crossbowmen, but when I examined these bolts, I concluded that someone else must have taken part in the assault as well. And — “

The grand master raised his hand to silence Theodore, and then finished his sentence for him.

“Some mysterious archers, working unnoticed right beneath your noses, bought you some time...”

Theodore de la Roche didn’t respond. What could he say? The master was right. Everything pointed to the fact that both he and his brother knights had been used to further someone else’s personal goals. The worst thing about it was that the whole city would almost certainly know about it by now.

For a while, the grandmaster stared out the window onto the garden outside, deep in thought. Then he turned and looked the elder knight firmly in the eyes. To Theodore’s considerable surprise, there was a satisfied smile on Frederic de Moati’s face:

“So we’ve got a tail. Find me those archers, brother Theodore, and bring them to me. You realize, of course, that this is a matter of honor for our order?”

Without a word, Theodore de la Roche thumped a fist against his chest and walked out of the grand master’s office. He would turn the city upside down if necessary, but he was going to find the insolent strangers who dared make fools of him and his fellow knights.


Chapter 18

“PRETTY SIMILAR, DON’T YOU THINK?” Kiko asked as we took a seat on the rim of one of the fountains. There were little schools of multicolored fish swimming around in its waters.

There wasn’t anybody near us, but we had an excellent view of the royal park, where courtiers could be seen walking in little groups according to their “princely colors.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The fish in the fountain and the people in the park,” the jester explained. “Both are equally bright. Both are racing to and fro in search of the richest meal ticket they can find.”

I smiled. I squinted slightly as I looked down into the fountain, then over at the groups of courtiers, as if making a comparison.

“Something’s missing here, though,” I nodded at the fish.

“Whatever might that be?” The jester asked as he swung his legs from the edge of the fountain; bending over to take a look, he very nearly dipped his long nose into the water.

“Green fish,” I answered.

“Ha!” I could see Kiko’s smiling reflection in the water. “So it is! But I must assure you — up until quite recently, when our renowned Lord Gray made his glorious departure from Vintervald, the royal garden was so full of green that it looked like a field of spring onions. Your participation, and victory, in the Great Trial also added a certain shade of green to life in the capital.”

“I hope that was agreeable to His Majesty?” I inquired.

“Oh, certainly!” Kiko chortled as he sat back up on the fountain’s rim, his legs still bouncing happily in the air and provoking a cheerful jingling from the magical bells on his feet. “The king loves variety! And he also loves balance when it comes to colors and shading. Don’t you?”

“Who am I to judge such lofty matters?” I replied evasively.

“Still, though?” He wasn’t going to let me off the hook so easily. “Is a mono-color painting really preferable to one where there’s a rich variety of different colors? After all, such is our world — many-faceted and multicolored.”

“Possibly,” I shrugged as I bent down over the water and ran my hand along its surface. “But it doesn’t really matter anyway.”

“Might I inquire why?” The jester glanced over at my face.

“Because even the most illustrious, richly-colored painting always has a golden frame,” I said, nodding toward the royal seal carved into the stone next to us. “Stern and unbending.”

“How bold,” said Kiko with a wry smile.

For the first time in the few minutes we’d been talking, the look in his amber-colored eyes suddenly turned rigid and cold. His true colors shone through his ridiculous mask. There was something poisonous in him. Serpentine, even...

I shrugged.

“I warned you. Contemplation of such lofty matters isn’t my specialty.”

“Oh, Monsieur Bastard!” Kiko threw up his hands. The serpentine seriousness that I had noticed for a moment was gone. “Who could’ve guessed that such a brave warrior could also be so modest?! Tell me — how did you manage to obtain such a rich reward for your valiant deed? Rumors abound at court that Princess Astrid allowed you access to her personal storehouse, and after all, she’s notoriously tight-fisted.”

“Her Highness was very generous to me,” I replied evasively.

“Come again?” Kiko asked. “Princess Astrid? They say she’s every bit as beautiful as she is intelligent and educated.”

“It’s true,” I nodded. “I wouldn’t be far off in saying that the Konung of Vintervald’s daughter is one of the most outstanding representatives of her people.”

“And she’s also a powerful mage,” added Kiko. “Prince Louis is a lucky man. They say the princess is motivated not only by duty to her country, but also by a genuine devotion to the young prince. Is that so?”

“It seemed to me that they were both very much in love,” I replied, trying to make my voice sound sincere.

“Haha!” The jester clapped his hands down onto his knees. “Monsieur Bastard, you’re not only modest, but also cautious! I think I now understand how you managed to emerge victorious in the tournament. All that remains is to understand why you’ve come to the palace today.”

I showed him the letter.

“I was summoned to the royal secretariat...”

Kiko waved the letter aside; his eyes narrowed as he cast me an appraising look.

“I’m referring to something else... I’d like to ask you what reward you’re hoping to receive from His Majesty? You must be of the opinion, of course, that if it hadn’t been for your victory, our king’s plans would have been doomed to failure? Such is the case, is it not?”

I shrugged.

“My thoughts on the matter are unimportant. What matters is the opinion of His Majesty. Whether he wishes to reward his faithful servant is entirely his decision.”

“Monsieur Bastard, you remember, of course, that your father — “ The jester began, but I interrupted him.

“I remember very well exactly who my father was, Monsieur Jester.” I stood up and shot a challenging glance right into the hunchback’s eyes. “And I know how dearly my family has had to pay for his mistake. Alas, I can’t rectify it on my own, but I’m trying as hard as I can to be useful to His Majesty.”

Kiko’s expression turned serious, and he stood up as well. For just a moment, the jester’s costume seemed to vanish. The man who stood opposite me was one of the most dangerous, most influential people in the government, maybe in all of Mainland.

“You’re right, Monsieur Renard,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Only the king can decide whom he showers with favors, and whom he leaves without reward. To be perfectly honest with you, you’ve managed to attract His Majesty’ attention. You gave a heroic account of yourself on the frontier, and then in the north, but alas — this is still insufficient to bring you closer to the king. There are nobles in the kingdom who are much better known, much wealthier, and much more influential than you, who also need to expiate the sins of their fathers. And they have their own lands, connections at court stretching back centuries, their own armies...”

“I understand, Monsieur de Lusignan,” I nodded when the jester trailed off and looked over at me expectantly. “A traitor’s bastard can’t count on the favor of His Majesty while a count or duke is still waiting. It could be years, maybe even decades, before my turn comes. This is what you mean?”

“Don’t despair, Monsieur Bastard!” The jester smiled with an airy wave of his hand. “There are many ways to speed the process along! I’m certain that a man like you will be fairly rewarded sooner or later.”

“And if my efforts never bear result, Monsieur Jester?” I asked, tilting my head to the side slightly. “What if there are so many nobles that my turn never comes? Hm... On second thought, though, I have a solution for such an eventuality.”

“Even for that?” Kiko asked. I noticed that he was slightly tense. “Might I inquire what it is?”

“Well, I might, for example, return to the north and take a place alongside Princess Astrid,” I replied, watching the smile disappear from the jester’s face. “Especially since she’s already suggested that I do so herself. Her Highness couldn’t care less that I’m a traitor’s bastard. She needs loyal people, now more than ever. And as I mentioned, Princess Astrid was very generous to me. And I’ve also heard that Otto II’s court is always happy to receive people like myself.”

I rubbed my chin pensively. Then I looked around at the royal gardens, deliberately avoiding Kiko’s tense gaze.

“You know, Monsieur Jester, you’ve given me a wonderful idea. I thank you kindly! That’s probably exactly what I’ll do. I’ve been stagnating here in the capital anyway... I’ll head back to Vintervald. And I won’t further encumber His Majesty with my presence. It’s been an honor!”

I was about to turn around and show that I was ready to leave, but Kiko stopped me.

“Monsieur Bastard!” He spoke up in an icy tone of voice. “You never answered my question!”

“Which one?” I turned around and answered in the same tone: “It seemed to me that we’ve got all the answers we need.”

“Your reward,” he replied as he sat back down on the edge of the fountain. “What sort of reward are you hoping His Majesty will grant you for your victory?”

“As far as I remember, Lord Gray was promised new lands and titles in exchange for victory in the Great Trial,” I replied bluntly.

“Lord Gray is one of His Majesty’ best strykers,” Kiko pointed out, folding his arms across his chest.

“That didn’t prevent him from disobeying his king and leaving Vintervale,” I objected in turn.

“Lord Gray’s lands and family were under attack,” the jester countered.

I noticed a spark of malicious joy in his eyes, along with a feeling that he approved of what I was saying. It seemed that Kiko himself didn’t exactly have the highest opinion of the head royal stryker.

“That doesn’t change the fact that he abandoned Prince Louis to his fate,” I shrugged. “As far as I know, Lord Gray’s family was in a place of safety. And the lands wouldn’t have gone anywhere. They could have been reconquered after the Trial. He could even have reconquered a little extra in compensation.”

“I know that the prince failed to treat him with the proper respect at times,” noted the jester.

Judging by the expression on his face, he understood very well that this was a weak argument. I could imagine to myself approximately what Lord Gray must have said before his departure from Fjordgrad — specifically, something about the king’s inability to protect his stryker’s property — but I decided not to mention it.

“Irrelevant,” I snorted. “There was an agreement between him and the king.”

“And if Lord Gray had died?” The jester tried once again, although he didn’t sound hopeful at all that this new line of reasoning would bear much fruit. “He couldn’t afford to take such a risk.”

“I could have died, too,” I said, spreading my arms out to the sides. “But I’m still here.”

Kiko thought for a moment, then sarcastically informed me of something:

“Lord Gray was promised the County de Vendôme. Don’t you think that would be a little much, Monsieur Bastard?”

“Indeed,” I replied with total frankness.

I genuinely wasn’t ready for anything that big. Therefore, I came back with an alternative:

“A small, out-of-the-way barony, on the other hand, would fit the bill nicely.”

Kiko grunted and rubbed his thickly-painted chin with his hand.

“And I suppose you’ve already got one in mind?” He asked with a cunning smile.

“I do.” There was no point in pretending otherwise. “The Barony de Valff, part of the County de Gramont. It’s in northeast Vestonia.”

The jester’s smile widened.

“So you want the king to take these lands from your uncle and give them to you?” He asked with a little bit of mockery.

“No,” I shook my head. “I did some investigating — the Barony de Valff was confiscated by the Crown after the revolt.”

Kiko raised a hand to scratch the back of his head underneath his cap and thought for a moment.

“Even so, it would raise a bit of a fuss,” he shook his head.

Despite the doubt in his tone, it seemed like my idea interested him. And this whole “heart-to-heart” made it very clear that there was general interest in me among the higher echelons of government. So I decided to announce what I’d been planning for a long time.

“It won’t,” I replied confidently. “It’s one thing to reward a bastard, and another thing entirely to pay off debts for which the Hero of the Northland happens to be the creditor.”

“What do you mean?” Kiko leaned forward.

“My father managed to draft quite a number of promissory notes using that barony as collateral — “ I was about to continue, but the jester interrupted me.

“And you went and bought them all up!” He threw his hands excitedly up into the air. “Stunning! You’ve managed to show me a whole new side yet again, Monsieur Bastard!”

“Thank you,” I said with a slight bow of the head.

The jester jumped down off the edge of the fountain and shook the dust off his socks.

“Well, Monsieur Renard, your story about the north was most illuminating,” he said. “A shame we must now say our goodbyes. I hope that we’ll have a chance to talk again some time. And yes, please don’t waste your time. I wasn’t lying to you — Lambert de Courtenay really isn’t in the !”

Kiko and I exchanged a bow, and then he lumbered off on his bent little legs, headed toward a large group of nobles, still happily whistling the song of the bastard sword to himself.

For my part, I went back into the secretariat’s reception room, where my people were waiting for me. I was actually happy to be finishing earlier than expected. I had a meeting scheduled that promised to be very interesting. The matagot from the weaver’s shop had informed the nisse that he wanted to talk to me about something.

* * *

Outskirts of Herouxville

The hunting lodge of Carl III

“Where have you been?” The king grumbled when Kiko walked into his presence, still whistling something happily to himself.

Despite the attentions of the best healers in Vestonia, Carl’s wound still wasn’t healing. The only thing the mages had managed so far was a temporary block on the effect of the black magic in the rest of the king’s body.

“I’ve just come from the palace, Your Majesty,” explained Kiko with a bow.

“So I’ve been told,” the king snorted before wincing in pain. “Who were you talking to for such a long time? And more importantly, how did that young nobleman restrain himself from beating you senseless?”

Kiko knew that Carl already knew who he’d been talking to. Sometimes, the king just liked to double-check things... Or triple-check them. A habit, acquired after several assassination attempts and conspiracies

“I was carrying out your orders, Your Majesty,” Kiko bowed again.

“Which one?”

“The one where you decided to reward Chevalier Renard for his victory in the Great Trial.”

“Ah, yes, him,” Carl grumbled; it didn’t sound very convincing. “What did you think?”

Smart, cold-blooded, quick on the draw, knew what he wanted — a true fox. That was what first came to the jester’s mind when he thought about chevalier Renard, but he decided to limit himself to a simpler conclusion.

“A young man with fair prospects,” said Kiko.

“And how did you reward him on my behalf?” The king inquired.

“I haven’t yet,” Kiko replied as he watched the sarcastic expression on Carl’s face.

“Back at your games again, I see?” The king grunted. “You could’ve given him some gold, and been done with it. Otherwise he’ll get offended and run off to the north, or maybe to the east. I’ve already lost so many promising people! How many times do I need to tell you that? We can’t afford a repeat of what happened with Zoë de Namur! We’re at war, and we need every gifted person we have!”

“He doesn’t want gold,” the jester answered.

“Nonsense!” The king spat back. “Everyone wants gold! Even kings! ESPECIALLY kings!”

“And yet,” the jester shook his head. “Renard wants something else...”

“What?” Carl furrowed his brows.

“Lord Gray was promised lands and titles...” Kiko repeated Renard’s words almost verbatim.

“Ah, so that’s it!” The king’s face darkened. “Out of the question! He’s Ferdinand de Gramont’s bastard! That traitor and turncoat! It’s far too early to bring people like him back into the fold. If he doesn’t want a reward, then he can go wherever his heart desires for all I care!”

Carl was contradicting himself. This was fairly typical for him when he was tired or (as in this instance) sick. True, it was usually someone from the court who had to answer for bad decisions made during one of these exhaustion- or illness-fueled rages. This was precisely what happened with Zoë de Namur. Blame for her flight fell squarely on the shoulders of one of the chancery’s employees.

“What if we change tactics here?” The jester asked. He quickly recounted part of his conversation with Renard. And then he offered his version of a possible solution.

After listening to Kiko attentively, the king sat in silence for a while, and then — his tone already softer and calmer — he gave a simple command:

“Do it.”

* * *

The outskirts of Herouxville

Convent for the mentally ill at the Church of the Most Luminous Mother

“You can’t treat me like this!” Adeline Beauchard hissed through gritted teeth.

If she could have, she’d have thrown herself onto Isabelle and strangled her with her bare hands. Alas... She couldn’t do that. Her Alain — her sweet little boy, the whole point of her existence — was now in the custody of her father and sister. And even more terrifyingly, he was about to be sent to live in the house of that horrible monster!

She had prayed to every god she knew of, thousands of times, but her prayers had fallen on deaf ears. Somehow, that bastard Renard managed to avoid death.

The news about the destruction of the Nightwolves’ den, followed by a conversation with her father and sister, put a final stop to their confrontation. She would never forget the disappointment on her father’s face. She was dead to him...

And they didn’t even let her say goodbye to her son. Alain didn’t even know who was responsible for her misfortune...

“We most certainly can,” Isabelle replied in an icy tone.

“Sister — “ Adeline tried to reach out for Isabelle’s hand, but she yanked it away in disgust and snapped back:

“Sister? I don’t have a sister anymore. You put our whole family in mortal danger to further your own ambitions. Your son, more than anyone else. Get out!”

Despite her gaunt frame, Isabelle had always been the stronger of the two sisters. She shoved Adeline out of the carriage with ease and jumped down after her.

At the gates of the Church of the Most Luminous Mother, to which the psychiatric hospital was attached, there were already several people waiting for her. The Mother Superior and two muscular junior sisters, who moved toward Adeline at their mistress’ command like attack dogs.

“NO!” Adeline Beauchard screamed, stopping the two beastly nuns with a gesture. “I’ll go voluntarily.”

“As you wish, Madame,” said one of the nuns in a dull, low voice as she pointed the way into the gates.

As she walked, Adeline turned to look back. As she watched, Isabelle handed a big, puffy bag to the Mother Superior; then, having received a blessing from the old nun, she turned and walked back to her carriage without a second look at her sister.

Later on, Adeline wouldn’t remember the minutes during which she made her way to the cell that, to all appearances, would be her permanent home. Without looking to either side, she collapsed onto the firm bed with its rough, mildewy blanket, and broke down into anguished sobs. All her schemes had come to the surface over the preceding few days. But only now did Adeline finally realize that it was all over...

She regained her composure as someone started stroking her hair and whispering something quietly into the air above her.

Adeline looked up and wiped away her tears with her sleeve.

At the edge of her bed sat a woman approximately her own age, dressed like one of the junior nuns, with a meek smile on her face.

“Here, my dear — drink this,” the woman urged her gently, still smiling, as she held out a clay mug filled with something warm and motioned for Adeline to drink. “You’ll feel better right away.”

“W-w-who are you?” Adeline asked through her sobs as she accepted the cup.

“I’m Sister Margarita.”


Chapter 19

AFTER LEAVING THE PALACE, we headed straight to Dormal’s office; then, bringing him along with us, we made our way to the merchants’ district in the Old Capital, where thanks to my solicitor’s diligent efforts, I was gradually acquiring more and more property.

The old, abandoned buildings that comprised much of the neighborhood came into my possession cheap and fast. The task was made simpler by the fact that most of the half-ruined messes were owned by the city itself, and consequently revenue from their sale went straight to the city as compensation for the previous owners’ debts. That, combined with generous bribes to the provost of Herouxville, allowed my solicitor to walk out of city hall holding literal stacks of deeds.

When I asked Mathieu Chabrolle, my private attorney, how things were going and whether there were any problems from the magistrate’s clerks, he told me that everything was going fine — there were no problems to speak of. More than that, the city authorities were only too happy to get rid of this problem real estate, which nobody but me seemed to want at all. They even offered us surprisingly reasonable prices, so as not to scare away the stupid chevalier who was willing to throw his money down the drain.

Apparently, the fact that a formerly-nice area of the Old Capital was poised to become part of the reeking slums didn’t bother anyone at all. That attitude was one that the capital provost shared entirely. As far as I could tell, this official was rarely at his post, focusing instead on attending endless balls and receptions.

Besides the buildings that the magistracy owned outright, there were some others in the area that belonged to local merchants and shopkeepers. When Mathieu Chabrolle started making inquiries, the property owners were very quick to come calling.

It turned out that word of this strange buyer of half-ruined buildings spread quite quickly throughout the neighborhood, and soon my private attorney’s office became something of a place of pilgrimage for these merchants and shopkeepers, who were eager to wash their hands not only of ghostly, dilapidated buildings, but also of perfectly attractive ones in the same neighborhood. To them, my appearance was like a ray of hope shining through, after they had already given up hope entirely. Specifically, it was a chance to make at least a little bit of money on property that nobody seemed to want, and move off to a nicer area.

In this way, I slowly but surely became the owner of no less than a quarter of the buildings in the old merchants’ district. As I did so, I was buying capital-city real estate at Abbeville prices. Some of the warehouses and barns, little more than boarding houses for rats and stray dogs, actually came to me free of charge, mere bonuses on top of my main purchases. Actually, the tavern where we first learned about the receiving house also belonged to me now. Its owner was one of the first to come, and he’d sold me everything — the whole place, together with the furniture, dishware, barrels of beer, ale, and wine, and even the old icehouse, still half-filled with food.

While my private attorney was working on buying up this real estate, Monsieur Dormal and his assistants were negotiating with construction firms to get started on the remodeling (and occasionally, the demolition) of my new houses.

He was also working on finding artifactors. I planned to change certain aspects of this neighborhood, which basically belonged to me by that point.

Besides, Monsieur Dormal met with the captain of the city guard, and as part of a separate arrangement the latter agreed that his men would be making more regular patrols of the merchants’ district (specifically, the areas I now owned) more regularly from then on. And that was in addition to five of Tom Davies’ men, who were already patrolling the same streets.

Lucas hadn’t let me down, either. His new role seemed to have breathed new life into him. Carried away by the project of creating the best hotel-restaurant in Herouxville, he was at the construction site day and night. Gunnar, by the way, also took a shine to the idea, and with my permission he moved into the annex of the receiving house to help Lucas.

I ended up staying in the merchants’ district until evening, when I set off for my meeting with the matagot. This time, we met at the edge of the artisanal quarter, in the basement of one of the old houses. The nisse was with me.

“So you came after all, spellsword,” said Kervan as we stepped down into the basement.

Darkness hadn’t been an obstacle to me for quite a long time, so I could see perfectly well that the matagot hadn’t really changed since our last meeting. A scan showed that just as before, he was on extremely meager energy rations. Apparently, he was trying to be as economical as possible with the scarlet bruts I had given him as part of our agreement.

“I know that we’re not friends, and you had no obligation to come here,” the old man continued as he watched my movements attentively. “So I’m grateful that you came, and happy to see you again.”

Things didn’t seem to be going too well for the matagot. To be honest, I didn’t really know what he was going to have to say during this meeting. The nisse, by the way, had no idea either. And she wasn’t lying when she said that. This question had come as a total surprise to her as well.

“You’re right, matagot — we’re not friends. But we’re not enemies either,” I replied. “Besides, we made good allies in the struggle against our common enemy. So I’m happy to see you again too, and I’m prepared to listen patiently to what you have to say.”

“I would’ve expected nothing less,” Kervan sighed with relief; he pointed to a small chest on the ground. “Would you like a seat? We might be here a while.”

“We’ll decide how long this conversation will be,” said the nisse as she climbed up onto a little barrel and got seated. “So start talking, and keep it short and sweet, old man. Remember who you’re talking to here. If there’s anything we don’t like, we’ll get up and walk out of here. And nobody will stop us. You said it yourself — we don’t have any kind of friendship pact with you. We chased the wolves out together, sure, but that’s in the past. Life goes on. For us, and for you.”

One thing I noticed in these conversations with the true gifted was that it was always best to make sure each party knew their place. Otherwise, as the nisse said, “they’ll climb up onto your neck and ride you around like a hobby horse.” And indeed, Itta’s words didn’t seem to bother Kervan in the slightest. He didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow. He seemed to consider it all totally normal.

“What if we did have a friendship pact?” The old man’s eyes narrowed.

“What would be in it for us?” Itta replied immediately, her arms folded across her chest in a businesslike manner. “For you, it’s obvious. A powerful spellsword coming to your aid whenever you need it. Obviously we’ll have to share energy with you. What do we get in return? Look at you — you can barely move around on your own two legs. They look like they’re gonna collapse under you at any minute. Is it really that hard for you to move around? Why would we need a friend like that?”

The matagot just sighed heavily and lowered his face.

“Yes, you helped us with the wolves,” the nisse continued; I didn’t interrupt. She knew better than I how to interact with beings like this. “But we still did the lion’s share of the work. So this wouldn’t be friendship, would it? Just another mouth for us to feed. And believe me, we’ve got no shortage of those as it is. We have to spend money like water to keep them all fed.”

With that, Itta launched into her goold-old routine about “massive expenses” and “gluttonous servants.” If she wasn’t stopped in time, she’d keep going until your brain started to melt and drip out your ears.

“So what’s going on, Kervan?” I addressed the matagot, who was totally cowed by the nisse’s pressure.

“Brima put a curse on my house,” said the old man sadly. “Apparently she realized who helped you and managed to curse me before she died. The shop’s empty. The masters have all gone, and there won’t be any new ones coming. People are afraid. And those priests keep coming by almost daily. They can obviously sense something... Back in the day, I could’ve handled it myself... But now... Long story short, I’m not going to be able to live there anymore...”

I glanced at the nisse. She was sitting on her barrel, looking like some kind of gloomy bird. Her expression was as dark as I’d ever seen it. And he wasn’t hounding the old man anymore. The look in her eyes said that she knew all too well how it felt to be left without power.

“Do you regret helping us?” I asked.

“No!” The matagot shook his head, and a fire of anger burned up in his eyes. “Old Brima got what she deserved! The old beast should’ve been worm food a long time ago. Same with her whole disgusting family. They brought so much pain, and not just to people and the gifted, but also us — the first-born.”

The nisse, by the way, also considered herself one of the first-born. She even told me a pretty legend about the creation of the world, in which humans were the very last to make an appearance.

“So why are we here?” The nisse asked impatiently. “Why did you call us here?”

“Rumors about you are flying through all the first-born communities in the city, spellsword,” said the matagot. “They’re asking for a meeting with you.”

“Who are “they?”“ I suddenly felt tense, because I could feel that the nisse had suddenly tensed up.

“The elders of the first-born,” she answered for Kervan. She jumped off her barrel and moved toward the matagot. “What’s going on, old man? What do the elders want with us? Since when do the first-born go looking for meetings with simple spellswords?”

“You’re not fooling anybody, stripey one,” the matagot shook his head. “You know perfectly well that he’s not a simple spellsword. I haven’t seen such a powerful gifted person in centuries. And his power just keeps growing! I mean, look at yourself. You’re changing too! You probably haven’t felt this powerful in your whole life!”

“What do they want?” I asked, stopping the nisse just before she released the huge breath of air she’d just sucked in.

“The old city is dying,” said Kervan with a heavy sigh. “Shapeshifters are killing in broad daylight, right in the center of the city, where they once were afraid to so much as leave their home forests. Witches are using forbidden magic, without even a glance at who’s watching. The shadow gifted are amassing strength and power. They’re uniting into orders. Their priests and combat mages have brought death magic into this world. They say that even the king of these lands has been infected by this filth. The first-born don’t have much left. We’re being forgotten, and no one is honoring us like they used to. Some of our brothers and sisters have left this world forever, while some, like me, are just waiting around like ghosts of the past. Living on scraps...”

“I’m sorry to hear that, of course,” I shrugged. “But what does this have to do with me?”

I glanced at the nisse, but she just turned to look away from me. Hm... I could feel what seemed to be sadness and... Sympathy for her fellows. More than that, she even seemed ashamed for some reason. By the way, the matagot was right: Itta had seriously gained strength over the preceding few weeks. She seemed to be developing in tandem with me. The stronger I became, the stronger she became as well.

“So he still doesn’t know anything about himself?” Kervan turned to the nisse. “And you haven’t told him anything? I know you know who he is. This isn’t just a simple connection. He’s able to Transform.”

“Hm...” I frowned. “So who am I, according to you?”

The nisse raised her head and looked at me.

“According to every sign we’ve seen so far, you’re an auring.”

“The first birth in many centuries...” The matagot added with a nod.

“Not the same kind as the aurings who were able to chase away demons?” I asked, my head tilted slightly to one side.

To be honest, this news made me very tense.

“They were also able to transform magical artifacts and potions, and ancient witching spells, as well,” the nisse added, obviously hinting at the spirit of that Shadow snake which I had turned into a guard for my castle.

“And they can also impart strength to first-born who serve them,” said Kervan in the same tone. There was fire in his eyes.

“Ah, I see,” I said pensively before falling silent for a moment.

Through force of habit, Dodger’s brain was analyzing this new information at high speed. Working out adaptation strategies for the new situation based on new data.

Finally, I stood up to my full height. I looked over at the matagot and addressed him confidently:

“Tell your elders that I’ll meet with them.”

“Many thanks,” nodded Kervan; as I was about to leave the basement, he added: “A suspicious lutine made an appearance on my land a few days ago. Very old, and very powerful. She was sniffing around for something. She asked to talk to me, but I didn’t respond.”

I turned, and with a cold calm in my voice I replied:

“You did well, Kervan. That lutine is my enemy.”

“I’ll remember your words, spellsword,” the matagot nodded; then, turning back into a scruffy street dog, he trotted off into the depths of the basement. Over to where we could see another exit.

When the nisse and I were back in my carriage, and it started rumbling off down the road, I said:

“So — an auring?”

Itta just shrugged silently, then turned into her red-raccoon form; this was a sign that she didn’t feel like talking at the moment.

“No problem,” I said, in a tone that said the conversation was far from over. “We’ll talk at home.”

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The de Gramont mansion

“Henri, my brother, you’re making a big mistake,” said the Duchess du Bellay insistently. “You shouldn’t give the boy away to another house. He might come in handy for us.”

“I see you’ve developed an attachment to him, sister,” Heinrich de Gramont snickered in reply. “Believe me — everything I do is for the good of the family and the house. And why are you worried about it, anyway? Our brother’s bastard will become a full-fledged baron. With money, land, and a beautiful young wife. I’m doing him a favor! Ferdinand, may he burn in hell, would hardly have taken such care with the fate of my sons.”

“You took care of his sons pretty quickly!” The words almost burst out of Jeanne, but she managed to restrain herself.

“Besides, the bastard is doing his duty and removing a problem that my brother left us as part of his inheritance,” Heinrich added smugly.

Involuntarily, Max’s words came back to Jeanne. She suddenly realized that her nephew was right. Heinrich was smart and able when it came to courtly intrigue, but he wasn’t capable of decisive action. Even when swift, decisive action was needed, her brother sat there in his den like a mantis shrimp waiting for its prey. Prey which, of course, might never show up at all.

It suddenly occurred to the Duchess that neither Heinrich nor his sons would ever provide additional strength to their house.

“The bastard performed brilliantly at the frontier and in the north.” Jeanne was trying to speak indifferently. “The family needs warriors like this. He strengthened our family’s position significantly.”

“Why does this bother you so much, sister?” Heinrich asked, his tone absolutely calm. “What made you decide that you have a say in this matter?”

“Don’t I?” The Duchess’ eyebrows twitched slightly.

“Of course not,” said Heinrich; his tone was now excessively harsh. “You became part of a different house on the day of your wedding. Yes, your husband has died, may the Luminous Mother protect his soul, but his younger brother is in charge of the line now, and although he may have given you a relatively generous amount of freedom, that doesn’t mean you have the right to expect to influence my decisions.”

“Ah, so that’s how it is, is it, brother?” The Duchess’ eyes narrowed angrily. “Remind me — who was it who came running to me as soon as he found out about Ferdinand’s part in the plot? Hm...”

The Duchess laid the tip of her index finger against her lips, sarcastically imitating someone deep in thought, and then suddenly lowered the finger toward Heinrich as she continued:

“It was you, Henri! What was it you said to me then? What were you trying to convince me of? “You’ve always been part of the de Gramont line, Jeanne! You must help me! We must save our name from disgrace! Am I remembering that right, brother?”

“That still doesn’t change anything,” said Heinrich with a dismissive wave of his hand. Jeanne realized that her brother regretted what he’d said on that desperate day. More than anything, he regretted having shown his emotions. “The bastard will become the husband of the Viscountess de Marbot, and that’s final. I’ll be announcing their betrothal within the next few days!”

To herself, the Duchess thought: “Maybe you’re afraid?” She was staring straight into her brother’s eyes. “Do you really see him as a threat to you and your sons? Oh, gods! Let’s be honest: if Max wanted to be rid of your sons, he’d simply have wrung their necks like chickens while he was up north! And you wouldn’t have survived much longer yourself!”

Aloud, however, she answered:

“Well... You’re the head of our line, it’s your decision. But I still think you’re making a mistake. The bastard might come in handy.”

“Everything has already been negotiated and prepared,” said Heinrich coldly. “It can’t be changed now, nor would I want to change it if I could. When the bastard marries, he’ll become Émile de Marbot’s problem instead of ours.”

Having said that, Heinrich let out a loaded snicker. It might have been interpreted as nothing more, if it hadn’t been for the look Jeanne could see in his eyes... She knew that look on her brother’s face. It was the exact same one she saw when he was planning to get rid of Ferdinand.

Jeanne shuddered inside. So that was her brother’s plan. To use someone else to get rid of Max. And it seemed like that monster Émile the Toad was in cahoots with Heinrich!

At first, Jeanne was prepared to tell Heinrich about his nephew’s giftedness, to use it as an argument. By this point, however, all she could do was congratulate herself once again for her prudence in not revealing the information too soon.

“A shame...” She sighed.

She knew, of course, that she couldn’t appear to agree with her brother on this. Otherwise he would be sure to smell something fishy.

“The bastard has such prospects...” She sighed again, as if making a final, desperate attempt to convince him. “He might be sent on errands that are too risky for the boys — “

“That doesn’t matter anymore, sister,” Heinrich snapped. “The issue has been decided.”

In her mind, the Duchess du Bellay let out a sigh of relief. Her brother didn’t seem to suspect anything, or to have noticed anything odd in her behavior. All that remained was to warn Max as soon as possible...


Chapter 20

MONEYCHANGERS’ SQUARE was especially noisy and crowded. People were discussing the latest news. The Atalians had annihilated the King of Bergonia’s army on the banks of some small river, and killed two of the king’s sons in the process.

Everyone was talking about the treason of the mercenaries in whom the king had placed so much hope. The king himself had been taken prisoner by the knights of the “Scarlet Shield” and sacrificed by their priests.

Thus the country was left with neither ruler nor princes, which in turn opened a range of possibilities for the surviving relatives of the late king. It occurred to me that, unless I was mistaken, Carl III was also a cousin of some sort to the Bergonian king.

It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that there were numerous pretenders to the throne of the little country among the Atalian nobility as well. By the way — one of the men I killed during the Trial was also a relative of the late king.

My carriage came to a stop next to the Herouxville stock exchange. At its doors, which were guarded by two well-armed soldiers, there hung a coat of arms bearing a money bag, some scales, and a key. This was the sigil of the family that had founded the exchange, a certain house de Boursari.

The doors opened, letting in several groups of people in black robes with white shawls and little black caps on their heads. They had bronze brooches pinned to their chests with the sigil of the de Boursari, and from their necks hung pendants containing little scales for weighing out coins and small inkpots, complete with quills. These were Herouxville’s brokers.

Somewhere inside this huge building, in the exact same clothing, sat Zacharias Beron, busily concluding agreements and conducting business. Kevin, as his best pupil and assistant, was never far away.

But I wasn’t coming to see them. I was there for a meeting arranged by Kiko, the royal jester, whom I had last spoken to several days before.

To be frank, I was excited about this meeting. I was interested to see what exactly the king was going to offer me. The idea that they would give me the barony that once belonged to Max’s father didn’t seem very likely. But there would almost certainly be some sort of offer. If it was going to be limited to gold, though, then all the effort and time I dedicated to this king would be for naught. I would have to switch to another plan, one I wasn’t all that excited about.

After a little while, a short, thin man hurried over to my carriage and handed something to Sigurd, who was sitting in his saddle and controlling access to me.

“Your Worship,” said Sigurd as he glanced into the window of the carriage. “This man says his message comes from his master, with whom you have an appointment.”

Sigurd handed me a little paper scroll, which I immediately unrolled and read.

Monsieur Bastard, please follow my man inside.

I glanced at Sigurd and said:

“Ask him to show us the way.”

A few minutes later, my carriage came to a stop at the doors of the exchange again, but this time it was on the opposite side of the building from Moneychangers’ Square.

We were led inside, toward a staircase that led up to the second floor, where there was a small balcony that had once been used by an orchestra. There was a small, round table there, with a silver jug and a dish laden with fruit, as well as two armchairs. Kiko was sitting in one of them.

“Monsieur Bastard!” He greeted me with a big smile. “I beg your forgiveness for these secretive games, but I presumed you might be interested in seeing the beating heart of Vestonian trade — or rather, the trade of most of Mainland.”

Having said this, he hopped lightly up onto his feet and beckoned me to join him at the carved oaken rails of the balcony. The filed-down legs of his chair and the little stepstool below the railings suggested that the jester was a frequent visitor to this place.

I approached the edge and laid my hands down on the railing. From there, I had an excellent view of the main hall of the Herouxville exchange, which was packed with people in black robes and caps with white handkerchiefs on their necks. From above, they looked like flocks of penguins hopping from one iceberg to another.

I wondered, just then — did Zacharias Beron know that his work was frequently observed by such a highly-placed audience?

“What do you think?” Kiko asked as he gestured out at the roiling black-and-white sea below us.

“Interesting,” I replied, slightly cagily.

“I suppose you’re wondering why our meeting is happening here, of all places?” The jester chuckled.

“I’ll be honest, the question has crossed my mind,” I admitted.

“It’s quite simple,” the jester replied with a shrug of his crooked, angular shoulders. “I like it here. There’s something magical about this place. After all, this hall sees decisions made that affect life across our whole kingdom — and not just ours. For example, look over at that group of people discussing something so vociferously.”

I glanced in the direction he was pointing. Two dozen brokers were standing by the far wall, speaking loudly and animatedly to each other as they tried to prove their points. As they spoke, they were waving big, flat sticks of some sort around almost as though they were swords.

“You know what they’re discussing?” Kiko asked.

“They must be negotiating the price of some commodity or other?” I suggested.

“Exactly,” the jester nodded. “Oats, specifically. The results of this conversation will determine how much the treasury will have to pay to feed our cavalry and wagon trains.”

“And also, for example, whether horse prices will remain the same, and whether caravaneers will be charging more for their services,” I added.

The jester turned to face me with a big smile on his messily-painted red lips.

“Indeed!” He raised a long-nailed finger into the air. “I knew you’d like this place! By the way, do you know its history?”

“Only very generally,” I replied. “I know that a certain house de Boursari donated this palace to house the exchange.”

“Oh!” Kiko rubbed his palms together gleefully. “They didn’t donate anything to anybody. This palace still belongs to them. And they received it from the ancestor of our current king, together with their title. After all, Charles Boursari, the founder of their line, was a simple stonemason, who headed off to war and proved his bravery and dedication to the Crown on the field of battle. The old king was so impressed with Boursari’s deeds there that he created him a baron. And also, instead of lands, he gave him this old palace, which the newly-minted baron himself remodeled with the help of his sons and brothers. What do you think happened after that?”

“I suppose the Baron de Boursari encountered difficulties maintaining a place of such enormity,” I replied. “Property taxes in this part of the city aren’t cheap. And that’s not even to mention what he must have spent on the remodeling.”

“You’re absolutely right, Monsieur Bastard,” said Kiko with a snap of his fingers. “The entire family tried to convince him to sell the palace after its remodeling, in order to recoup the money spent on materials and make a handsome profit as well. With money like that, he could’ve moved to somewhere like Abbeville and bought himself some land and a mansion in the city to boot. And lived happily ever after.”

He mentioned Abbeville for a reason. And the jester was using the whole story in general to make some sort of point. Although I still had no idea what exactly that point might be.

“But, as you already know, the newly-minted Baron de Boursari didn’t listen to this advice from his family,” the jester smiled enigmatically.

“Otherwise there’d be a different crest on these walls,” I said.

“Exactly,” he nodded. “Charles de Boursari chose a different route. Actually, this story has become overgrown with various legends. Some say he was helped by fortuitous circumstances, others that people came to the baron of their own accord for help. Still others say that Charles Boursari had it all planned from the beginning... I’m inclined to believe that all the aforementioned took place as part of quite a concrete pattern. Here’s my version. The week in question was plagued by torrential rain, and the traders gathered in Moneychangers’ Square took shelter in accounting houses and taverns, where they conducted their business. As he worked on remodeling the palace, the baron was keeping a close eye on what happened on the square outside. And finally, a fortuitous opportunity had come along. A kind man, he invited all the traders into his palace and suggested that they use his ballroom as a place of business for a few days.”

The jester laughed.

“Just imagine the scene, Monsieur Bastard! All those shopkeepers and merchants gathered in an ornate ballroom, discussing the price of cloth and goats! And it lasted for days on end! And meanwhile, Charles de Boursari had food and drink brought out to them! Haha! The baron’s family concluded that their father/husband/brother had lost his mind. The rainy season was long past, but the merchants still hadn’t left. On the contrary — there were even more of them! And they decided to approach Charles de Boursari with a proposal that would make the arrangement permanent.”

“A commission on agreements made,” I nodded.

“Exactly!” Kiko confirmed with a wide smile. “Over the last century and a half, the de Boursari family has become one of the richest and most influential in Vestonia, maybe in Mainland.”

“Quite a remarkable story,” I nodded. “But surely you didn’t call me down here just to tell me that?”

“No.” Kiko’s face was suddenly serious. The same serpentine features that I saw at our first meeting were back. “His Majesty won’t give you the barony.”

I sighed and shook my head.

“You could, of course, try your luck in the courts,” the jester said with a dismissive wave. “But I’ll tell you now — it’ll be no more than a waste of money and time.”

“I understand,” I replied. “Well, then — “

“But!” Kiko stopped me in mid-sentence, holding his index finger up in the air. “His Majesty desires to reward you for your exploits.”

I waited in silence for the jester to continue. His heavy, snake-like expression was almost hypnotic. It felt like he was measuring himself against some sort of potential prey. Like he was trying to see if he could swallow me whole or not. As I looked back at him, my expression said: “Go ahead and try it!”

Without waiting for my reaction, the jester bent his head to the side a little bit and asked:

“Are you aware of what recently befell the King of Bergonia and his sons?”

“The whole city’s talking about it,” I shrugged.

“Did you know that Count Etienne de Mornay, who you killed at the Trial, would have had a claim to the Bergonian crown in these circumstances?” He asked without a pause; judging by his expression, he understood immediately that this attempt to throw me off balance had no effect on me whatsoever.

“Well,” I shrugged. “Even if he’d been wearing the Bergonian crown DURING our duel, along with all his other royal regalia, I’d have killed him anyway. I’m not going to sacrifice my life just because some king decides he’d like to take it from me.”

“I’ll remember you said that,” the jester replied knowingly.

“Please do,” I continued in an icy tone.

“In any case, our king is going to announce his claim to the Bergonian throne this very day, in the presence of several foreign diplomats. And all parties plan to support him. The war thereby takes on a new meaning.”

“What’s to prevent the King of Atalia from doing exactly the same thing?”

“Nothing,” the jester replied. “Especially since he’s already done so.”

“I see,” I nodded, before asking: “But what does this information have to do with me?”

Without a word, the jester took a scroll bearing several gold-ribboned seals out from behind his belt and handed it to me.

“Take a moment to familiarize yourself.” An acid smile appeared on his sloppily-painted lips.

I carefully unfurled the scroll and read its contents carefully.

“In the Name of the Forefather and the Most Luminous Mother!

We, Charles the Third, the Victorious, by inalienable right King of Vestonia, by the power of the wisdom and benevolence of our exalted throne, declare the following:

In consideration of unsurpassed performance and loyal service to our crown rendered by the person of Chevalier Maximilian Renard, and as a sign of our royal favor, we hereby grant him the elevated and honorable title of Margrave de Valier.

From this day forward he shall bear this title and enjoy all privileges, rights, and obligations pertinent thereunto.

We command all our subjects and officials to respect and recognize this decree, and to effect its immediate and permanent implementation.”

There followed the location and date where the decree was made, along with the king’s big, flowery signature and personal seal.

“What do you say, Your Lordship?” Kiko asked with a smug smile.

“A margraviate instead of a barony?” I was surprised. “What about all those dukes and marquesses waiting in line for the king’s grace? How will they react to the news that some bastard has passed them by?”

I also wanted to add: “What’s the catch?”, but I stopped myself in time. Although the title itself suggested that they were hoping to send me to the border somewhere. The only question was — where?

“Oh, Your Lordship!” The jester threw up his hands. “No need to worry about that! The crown of this particular margraviate isn’t suitable for just anyone.”

That made sense. They were giving me something that nobody else wanted to claim. And besides the rights, of course, there would be all sorts of vague obligations that came along with it. For just a second, I thought of turning down the offer and heading off to prepare for a hasty departure. After all, declining the offer would also come with some unpleasant consequences. But I suppressed my irritation and decided to hear the jester out.

“And where is this margraviate?” I asked.

“In Bergonia,” Kiko replied with the same acid smile. “In the place known as Shadow Pass.”

“In other words,” I said with narrowed eyes. “His Majesty is granting me a title and lands in a kingdom that still needs to be conquered?”

“No,” Kiko shook his head. “According to an old treaty that the respective great-grandfathers of our two kings concluded, this is a Vestonian margraviate — it merely lacks any borders with our kingdom.”

Hm... So they were trying to give me a Vestonian exclave. Now, I thought, I can see why nobody wants it. All the more so during a state of active war.

“I’m guessing that there’s something else I should know about this margraviate?” I asked.

“According to our most recent reports, it’s in the hands of the Atalians at the moment,” the jester snickered. “Specifically, the “Scarlet Knights.”

He was openly laughing by this point. Still trying to test me. He was trying to provoke me into refusing the royal “gift.” Yet another check.

“Knights?” I asked. “I thought they were with the Golden Lion’s army right now? Why would they need this margraviate?”

The jester slapped his hand theatrically up against his forehead:

“I completely forgot to mention one important detail! The Margraviate de Valier borders the Shadow!”

After saying this, he fixed his eyes firmly on mine. I was having a very hard time keeping all my emotions concealed. A margraviate on the frontier? Whereas a few minutes before, I had been prepared to refuse this “gift,” I was suddenly having a hard time concealing just how interested I was.

“His Majesty’ pronouncement mentions some rights and obligations,” I said in an even voice. “What specifically does that refer to?”

“You will be almost entirely autonomous in the management of your lands, and subordinate only to the king himself,” the jester explained matter-of-factly. “In becoming a baron, you’d have to swear an oath of fealty to whichever count or duke controlled your barony’s lands. In your case, that would have been Prince Heinrich. He’s going to receive lands that include the Barony de Valff.”

Hm... So the king was giving lands to the “blue” prince. Close to the border with Astland. To dilute the concentration of “red” landowners, the people who supported Bauffremont. Good move...

“The tax you’re obliged to pay His Majesty will be rendered in the form of military service,” the jester continued. “And you will be granted the exclusive right to establish courts, organize fairs, and reward the vassals in your lands. And a lot else, besides. You will receive a separate decree later on.”

That all sounded great, of course, but only if there were actually people to staff those courts and run those fairs in the first place. And that didn’t seem likely, as the lands in question had been thoroughly ravaged.

“What about titles?” I asked.

“Title can only be granted by the king,” the jester replied. “But if your people give a good account of themselves and behave in the appropriate fashion, they’ll be able to receive titles. Although of course I can’t promise that they actually will.”

“What does His Majesty expect of me in return?”

“Border defense,” came the jester’s succinct reply. “Especially from the Shadow. Basically, besides everything else, you’ll be carrying out the responsibilities of a Shadow Patrol. You and your vassals will also be obliged to answer the king’s summons immediately upon receipt thereof.”

“Last question,” I said. Basically, I had already decided. “Timetable.”

“His Majesty’ wishes will be communicated to you,” the jester replied. I noticed a little bit of surprise on his face at how calm I was. “But I strongly recommend that you begin preparations for the campaign immediately. You’ll be heading to the Margraviate de Valier together with His Majesty’ army. And when the invaders have been driven from those lands, you’ll remain there to shore up the defenses on the borders.”

I rolled the scroll back up and tucked it into the inner pocket of my jacket. So that was it... Job done... I was a margrave.

Before I could leave, the jester stopped me:

“Your Lordship, allow me to give you one piece of advice.”

“I’m listening.”

“Try to justify the trust that His Majesty has placed in you,” said Kiko coldly; then, once again looking serpentine, he added: “And don’t throw out those promissory notes for the barony. Who knows? They might yet come in handy.”


Chapter 21

Herouxville, Old Capital

Mansion of the Countess de Puzet

“WHAT DO YOU SAY, dear brother?”

Countess Francoise de Puzet, nee de Clairmont, was addressing her elder brother, Duke Édouard de Clairmont, who was engrossed in examining the contents of his glass.

He was so engrossed, in fact, that he almost totally missed his little sister’s entire monologue. Although to be fair, what could there possibly have been to hear?

Yet again, her sister was praising her eldest son, the Viscount Jean de Puzet, who at that very moment had an irritating, ingratiating grin on his face as he pretended to be excited to be in his uncle’s presence.

Édouard snickered at his own thoughts. His sister was trying to convince him that her beloved Jean, the capital-city dandy with soft hands, thin, delicate wrists, a fragile body and shiny blond hair, conceived a desire to depart for the front as an aide-de-camp to the Marshal of Vestonia. “The boy wishes to cover his name with martial glory?” That was what she’d said, wasn’t it? Well, well...

Édouard was having difficulty holding back a sharp-tongued rebuke to his sister. Francoise didn’t quite realize what she was asking for. War, he thought, is blood, sweat, dirt, and death. It’s no capital-city ball or reception, the kind of thing her son was used to dancing his way through before sleeping till midday in his warm, soft bed in the palace.

There were no armies of footmen and nannies ready to carry out dear little Jean’s slightest whim at the snap of his fingers.

Alas... He would probably have to take one of his nephews along with him. And that necessity annoyed Édouard more than anything else. He and his wife, Louisa de Clairmont, had long ago concluded that it was time to decide the question of an heir. But finding a worthy one was proving problematic. All of those who’d been suggested to Édouard so far were distinctly lacking from his point of view.

Jean, for example, whom Francoise had just finished praising to the heavens. The little idiot was already on track to drive the duchy to financial ruin, just like his idiot daddy before him. At the same time, Édouard could appreciate the wisdom of Louisa’s plan. It involved the following: first, they would find the most suitable candidate. They would declare him heir. They would marry him to an equally-suitable girl of noble blood. Then they would wait for a grandson, and raise him to be the real heir. The only problem was that they would have to live long enough to make it happen. And Carl III was sending the duke off to war. With only three legions to oppose the five commanded by the Golden Lion...

But even that wasn’t all. The king wanted to reconquer Shadow Pass from the priests. Carl even had a margrave in those lands. The very same chevalier Renard who was raising such a ruckus with his exploits.

Édouard could understand Carl’s motives. The margraviate was the perfect place for a cutthroat like Renard. And if he ended up dying, it wouldn’t be too great a loss. And for Édouard, it would be a positively joyous development. After all, Renard was the bastard of Ferdinand de Gramont, the scoundrel and traitor whose friends killed his dear Gauthier. Renard may have been acquitted of any wrongdoing, but that didn’t matter to Édouard. The man’s father’s friends had killed his son!

Édouard remembered the way his spouse reacted to the news of the new margrave. Poor Louisa went pale, and almost fainted. Apparently the wound in her heart still hadn’t healed. Any mention of anyone connected to her son’s death, no matter how indirectly, caused her terrible pain.

“My brother,” the countess continued, a note of anxiety audible in her voice. “Is everything okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost...”

Édouard wiped his forehead, then cast a pensive glance at his sister. Then at Jean... So this boy wanted to become his heir? He didn’t seem like a suitable candidate. Maybe bringing him along to war was a good idea? Édouard quickly banished such evil thoughts from his mind. The boy hadn’t done anything wrong. And his mother would never forgive Édouard if he brought her beloved son’s body back in a box. He knew for himself just how painful it was to lose a child...

The decision about their hair hadn’t come easily to him, or to Louisa. After all, the pain of losing their only son, dead at the hands of plotters, was still raw in their hearts. Édouard let out a heavy sigh. Gauthier, his boy... A true warrior! He fought heroically and died defending his king. Carl wept together with Édouard over Gauthier’s body. Just as Édouard had wept with his old friend when they learned of the death of Prince Bastien.

Édouard had also had a daughter, once upon a time. But Christine had died many years before. Édouard learned of her death while stationed at the front. It was during the second year of the northerners’ invasion, so he couldn’t even come to bid his daughter farewell. His wife wrote of a mysterious illness that even the healer-mage couldn’t subdue.

“Sister,” Édouard replied with a heavy sigh as he stood up from his desk. “I’ll think about it, and inform you of my decision.”

“Thank you,” said Francoise, before adding: “Just don’t delay the decision too long, brother. If you agree, we’ll need time to prepare Jean for the campaign. That will cost a lot, and I’ll need time to get the money together.”

Édouard snickered in his mind. Same old sister. Always trying to extract money from him. And he didn’t blame her. The late Count de Puzet, her husband, had been a rare breed of idiot. He had managed not only to burn through his own inheritance, left to him by his father, but also his wife’s considerable dowry. And Francoise was left to dig herself out of the mess. The worst thing about it, though, was that Jean seemed to be a chip off his father’s block.

“You need not worry about that, sister,” said the duke as he kissed Francoise’s hand. “If I should decide in the affirmative, my own treasury will handle everything. Now, however, I must take my leave...”

* * *

Château de Tourу

County de Marbot

“Aurie!” Émile burst into his sister’s room like a hurricane. “Aurie!”

A self-satisfied smile danced on his hideous face. The wooden floorboards groaned and creaked piteously beneath the weight of his body.

“Yes, my brother?” Aurélie laid her knitting aside and tried to pretend to be overjoyed to see her “beloved” brother, but inside she flinched, sensing something bad in the offing. “What happened?”

“The Most Luminous Mother has finally heard your prayers!” Émile exclaimed as he wrapped his sister in a hug that felt to Aurélie like the hug of the grim reaper itself. The smell of sweat, campfire smoke, and blood radiated off her brother’s clothing.

“W-what prayers?” The viscountess squeaked; nevertheless, she decided not to back away from her brother. She didn’t want to provoke his wrath. He still truly believed that his sister loved him with all her heart.

Émile moved his sister gently back, and then looked into her eyes as he held her firmly by the shoulders. Then he smiled enigmatically and exclaimed:

“Come now, Aurie! How could you forget?! The prayers in which you ask the Most Luminous Mother to send you a worthy husband!”

“Brother, I...” Aurélie began, feeling dumbfounded. But Émile interrupted her.

“See?! You remember!”

Trying feverishly to collect her thoughts, the viscountess was unable to respond. She knew, of course, that she had to avoid any response that would betray her fear to her brother.

Meanwhile, Émile let go of his sister and started pacing back and forth through the room, regaling his sister with the latest news with a devilish smile on his monstrous face.

“That old fool de Gramont has finally given his consent. By the way, I learned the reason for the delay. Imagine it — Thomas Gilbert had designs on the bastard! That old shopkeep wanted to marry him to his own daughter. And Heinrich seriously considered the proposal! Think about that! You had a rival, sister! But it seems that your prayers to the Most Luminous Mother were more sincere. Although I should point out that Betty Gilbert is a very wealthy bride, and still a young one, at that. Unlike you, she would have borne Gilbert some heirs for their trading empire. He is, of course, unimaginably wealthy! As a matter of fact, the Bergonian we drank at dinner last night was brought into Vestonia by his trading firm.”

Humiliation and umbrage brought a massive lump welling up in Aurélie’s throat that not only made it hard to breathe, but actually hindered her from thinking clearly. Only by some inexplicable strength of will did she manage to suppress the wave of hysterics that was threatening to sweep over her. Once, when her father was still healthy and energetic, she visited a slave market. She saw a girl there, roughly her own age, led out onto a platform by a slave-seller, who proceeded to undress her and start singing her praises in public to prospective buyers. He forced her to open her mouth and show her teeth, to sing, and to dance around.

The poor girl appeared to Aurélie in her dreams for a long time afterward. Her tears, and the doomed look in her green eyes. She tried to convince her father to buy the poor slave girl, but without success. Her father seemed deaf to her pleas.

Now, Aurélie almost felt that she was that girl, standing naked for all to see as she waited to be given away to the highest bidder.

“What does daddy say?” Aurélie made one final attempt. Her brother had long ago stopped allowing her to see her father, whom he had moved into the far western wing of the mansion. He was cared for by a mute servant, who seemed to have an order from her brother not to appear in front of Aurelie at any time.

“Our father is happy for you, sister,” Émile laughed, before adding: “He blesses the match.”

“When can I go see him?” Aurélie blurted out, and immediately cursed herself for her intemperance.

Émile moved in closer to her and ran his wide palm across her hair. Aurélie’s heart felt frozen beneath the weight of his unblinking gaze. She noticed long ago that slowly but surely, her brother’s appearance was beginning to change. His shoulders were broader, and he seemed taller. His fingers were beginning to change shape. They were becoming sharper. More and more, Émile’s face began to resemble that of a reptile.

At first, Aurélie thought that this was a figment of her imagination, but when she finally shared her observations with Geraldine, the latter confirmed her fears. More than that, in fact — she said that all the servants were also noticing the changes in the viscount.

“My dear sister,” Émile replied with a palpable hissing sound to his voice. “Father and I do everything we can to shield you from the unpleasantness and misfortune of this world. You appreciate this, don’t you?”

“Of course,” came Aurélie’s hoarse reply.

“Very good.” Émile ran his cold hand down his sister’s cheek. “You will most certainly see father, but only when he feels better and is fully recovered from his illness. That’s his decision. Not mine.”

Aurélie knew her brother was lying. But all she could say out loud was:

“I thank you, dear brother.”

Having said this, she overpowered her disgust and fear and pressed herself into Émile’s embrace. With her right cheek, she could feel hard lumps on her brother’s chest. Were Geraldine’s rumors of growths on his chest really true? Did the witch’s curse really exist after all?

Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. She remembered, however, that her brother didn’t like it when she cried, and that he would always take out his anger on servants and serfs after seeing her cry. So she tried to wipe her tears off gently against his wide collar without him noticing.

“My silly little sister.” Émile embraced Aurélie and ran his hand across her head again. “You’ll be marrying this Renard very soon. Aren’t you excited about becoming the wife of the Hero of the Northland? What a lovely pair you’ll make! True, you’ll only be a baroness, but that’s the price of happiness in your case. I promise you, however, that he won’t be bothering you for long. I always remember my promises, and I’m a man of my word.”

When Émile finally left her room, Aurélie collapsed like a rag doll onto her bed and released her pent-up emotions as big, heaving sobs directed into her pillow.

A while later, Geraldine came to check on her.

“My brother and the Count de Gramont have thought up something terrible,” Aurélie whispered into her faithful servant’s ear. “We need to warn Chevalier Renard...”

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duke de Bauffremont’s palace

“There you are, Monsieur!” The Duke de Bauffremont saluted me with a cut-crystal glass filled with wine before putting it greedily to his lips and draining it in several big gulps.

I had received the note with the duke’s invitation to visit earlier that morning. Actually, the note was worded more like an order than an invitation, but I decided to ignore that for the time being. Let him think what he wants, I thought. I’ll have the last word, no matter what he says.

When I arrived at the appointed time, I was led into the rear courtyard of his palace, where certain distinctive smells and the sound of barking suggested that the duke had his kennels.

Claude de Bauffremont, it seemed, was only recently returned from a hunt. His whole riding outfit was covered in dust, and there were drops of blood visible on his sleeves and the legs of his pants.

A healthy redness shone on the duke’s clean-shaven cheeks, and the thrill of the chase still burned in his eyes.

“Your Grace,” I bowed. “I’m glad to see you in good health.”

“I certainly hope so,” the duke replied with a wry smile. “You’re probably wondering why I’ve summoned you?”

I bowed in silence, waiting for him to continue. Claude de Bauffremont nodded at the wine glasses, and his footman immediately filled them with wine. The duke took one, and the servant brought the other over to me.

“A toast!” The duke shouted with a big smile on his face. He lifted his glass and exclaimed: “To the health of the new Margrave de Valier! Haha! I hope he survives longer than his predecessor!”

After draining his glass in one huge gulp, the duke burst into raucous laughter. I also drained my glass and replied with a modest smile.

Meanwhile, the duke continued:

“So far, only a handful of people know about your change in status, but I think that by the end of the week it will have been announced at the palace. It seems that getting involved in all sorts of danger runs in your blood. As does a talent for striking up new acquaintances. What did that disgusting hunchback want with you?”

The duke was no longer laughing. There was no trace of his former mirth anymore. His icy stare seemed to be trying to see right into my soul.

“To be honest, it was strange for me as well,” I shrugged, speaking calmly. “A few days ago I received a letter from the royal secretariat, but it turned out that the secretary wasn’t around.”

“But by pure coincidence, the little freak happened to be walking by at that exact time,” snickered the duke.

“Indeed,” I confirmed, still quite calm.

“What did you talk about?”

“My reward,” I admitted.

“Reward?”

“For my victory in the north, Your Grace,” I explained.

“And he offered you a title immediately?”

“Not immediately... We met again after a few days, and he gave me the decree from His Majesty.”

“A jester handing a bastard a decree of title at Moneychangers’ Square,” the duke chuckled as his eyes drilled into me. “It’s like the plot of some folk song. Minstrels might well fight each other over the idea. A few more stories like that and you’ll turn yourself into a character from folklore legend. What do you think of that?”

He was trying to create the impression that he had eyes on me at all times. Totally predictable. I’d met plenty of people like him before.

“I don’t care for it all that much, to be honest,” I said.

“Somehow or other, you’re becoming popular not only among the aristocracy, but among the masses as well,” the duke shook his head. “And popularity among the common people is a very dangerous thing. Mind you, once you die they’ll forget all about you soon enough.”

“Quite a grim prognosis,” I noted.

“If someone asked me what was the second most dangerous place in the world after the Svartvald, I would answer without hesitation that it must be Shadow Pass.”

“What’s so dangerous about the area?” I asked.

“Frequent ebbs and flows, attacks by dangerous monsters from the Shadow,” Claude de Bauffremont chuckled as he signaled for his footman to pour him some more wine. “And most importantly, Shadow Pass is famous for its frequent ghost raids.”

The duke looked me right in the eyes.

“So what do you think of your new title, Monsieur?”

“Well, one doesn’t turn down a royal reward,” I shrugged.

Claude de Bauffremont shook his head, then turned around and waved to his kennel hands. The courtyard erupted into loud barking, and within a moment, the duke’s assistants hauled a tightly-locked cage into the fence-ringed enclosure in the middle of the courtyard.

They opened the small door, and a big red-furred fox (about the size of a wolf) shot out from inside it. Scraps of fur were hanging down from its sides in several places. There was a big blotch of deep-brown dried blood on its chest. While the fox darted this way and that in its search for a way to freedom, the duke looked on, and then began to speak:

“We caught this one today. It was in the habit of breaking into chicken coops at night. It’s strong. Cunning. It almost got away. Killed two of my hounds.”

The duke nodded, and the kennel hands opened the gates to the enclosure and let all the hounds off their leashes at once. They piled themselves onto the fox. No matter that the latter was big and experienced — it couldn’t possibly survive long. Within a few minutes, one of the kennel hands brought the duke the fox’s severed head. It was wet and sticky, caked in blood and dirt.

“Monsieur Renard,” Claude de Bauffremont said as he examined his trophy, still suspended in the air in front of him in his employee’s hands. “I trust you don’t need to be reminded that my patronage is by no means easy to earn? We’ve always enjoyed full mutual understanding up to now. I’d rather not become disappointed with you. Is that clear, Monsieur Renard?”

“Most certainly,” I nodded

With that, the duke moved on from warnings and threats to more theatricality. Such people were always so alike. They were exactly the same in both worlds. When the one they threatened suddenly appeared in their bedroom in the middle of the night, however, and caught them totally unawares, few tended to leave with their dignity intact.

“That’s good,” said the duke with a smug nod. “As for your new status, I’ll consider how this might enable you to serve me further, and communicate the details to you in time. And we’ll talk about payment at that point. You may go...”

I bowed and turned around to leave, but the duke stopped me:

“Ah, yes, I almost forgot: the de Gondy reception is the day after tomorrow. Remember your assignment...”


Chapter 22

Herouxville. Old Capital

Somewhere in the middle of the artisanal district

“WELL, VAIRA?” Ignia asked impatiently. “What’s going on?”

The young fayret wasn’t known for her restraint. And that wasn’t surprising: her element was fire. Besides, the event they were all waiting for promised to be one for the ages. As they spoke, a young auring was meeting with the elders of the first-born in the very basement of the house on whose roof they were sitting.

Vaira frowned and waved impatiently at the anxious fayret to shut her up; she was trying hard to listen through the ventilation tubes for things only her sharp hearing could pick up. Vaira was an efirel, a clan of first-born whose abilities involved summoning wind. True, this clan had lost all but the faintest shadow of its former power. Once upon a time, according to legend, the ancient efirel were able to create massive tornadoes. These days, however, they were limited to performing simple tricks like the one Vaira was working on at the moment.

“Summon your patience, Ignia,” said Selina quietly. “Let them concentrate.”

The fayret glanced irritatedly at the lunari, whose skin and hair were shimmering faintly in the moonlight. This descendant of the Master of Dreams and the Summoner of Tides just glanced back at Ignia with her wide, kind eyes, seemingly not annoyed in the least. She knew how to calm her friend down. Vaira, however, knew exactly how to ignite a fire in the fayret’s heart.

“They’re there,” the efirel finally said. “The auring and his nisse are there too.”

“They say she’s really powerful.” Ignia couldn’t help herself from commenting.

“Our elder said the auring is pretty generous in sharing his power with his nisse,” Selina replied quietly

The three friends let out a simultaneous, wistful sigh. They’d been hearing about the ancient aurings, who disappeared when the Shadow came into their world, since early childhood. But they never would have expected those fairy tales to come to life. The nisse had obviously undergone a Transformation ritual, and had access to the same powers that her ancient ancestors once possessed.

“They just greeted each other,” said Vaira, who was still eavesdropping. “Old Hardwick is grumpy, as always.”

“Brownie,” Ignia snorted, shaking her head. “That old fart’s mind is long gone.”

“ Elder Hartal and Elder Silfen are calm,” continued Vaira.

Ignia let out a sigh of relief, followed by Selina. Unlike the cantankerous old brownie, the matagot Hartal and the dreamling Silfen were more moderate.

“Who does he think he is anyway?” Ignia grumbled to herself. “HE’S the one who summoned the auring to this meeting. What if the guy just walks out? None of our societies’ plans and hopes will work out at all. Who the hell sent this old idiot to this meeting?”

“Enough!” Vaira whipped around excitedly, tearing her ear from the tube and staring at her friends with a spellbound expression.

“What is it?”

“What happened?”

The fayret and the lunari leaned in.

“I wish you could hear how the nisse just laid into the old fart!” Vaira began excitedly. “Believe it or not, he actually shut up!”

“Old Hardwick?” Ignia and Selina asked almost in unison as they exchanged bewildered glances.

“Oh, Mother Moon!” Selina sighed. “How much power must this nisse have?”

Ignia, meanwhile, was just beaming and rubbing her hands together excitedly. Little sparks burst out between her fingers.

“Finally, somebody put the old bastard in his place! Keep listening...”

Vaira put her ear back to the tube; a little while later, she said:

“The auring asked why they wanted to meet. The old folks started explaining. They told him about the witch covens and the packs of shapeshifters. And how our societies are being pushed out of our territories, which have always belonged to the first-born. They also mentioned the priests. The sacrifices, and the fact that young first-born have nowhere to go anymore.”

Ignia clenched her fists as she felt a fire begin to burn in her chest. They were right. The first-born were losing their former influence. Humans with Shadow magic and a younger generation of true gifted were gathering strength. Many within their society felt that the auring’s appearance was more than just a coincidence.

“The auring asked why the elders think any of this is his concern,” Vaira continued.

“That’s fair,” said Selina with a quiet sigh.

At first, Ignia glanced at her friend with outrage, but a moment later she had to admit that she was right.

“Elder Silfen started talking about the merchants’ district where the auring bought up a lot of old buildings,” said Vaira. “She put the council of elders’ proposal to him.”

“What are they proposing?” Ignia asked, inching closer to the tube. She was hanging on her friend’s every word, afraid of missing something important.

Vaira spent a short while taking in the sounds, which only she could hear; then, tearing herself away from the tube, she announced in a tired voice:

“The elders are asking the auring for permission to move to the merchants’ district. That’s how they hope to resolve the threat from the covens. They’re trying to convince the auring that the witches would never think of harming us on his lands.”

“What does he say?” Ignia asked immediately.

“He just laughed,” said Vaira sadly. “He said he doesn’t see the point of getting into a dispute with the covens because of some first-borns he’s never heard of.”

“He’s just negotiating,” said Selina quietly. Her friends turned to face her. “He doesn’t see what’s in it for him.”

Ignia, the most hotheaded and restless of the three friends, started pacing back and forth across the roof. After all, the auring had a point... What could their society offer him? Other than problems with the witches and other true gifted?

Finally, the fayret stopped and looked at the efirel, who was still sitting with her ear pressed up against the ventilation tube. Judging by her pale cheeks, Vaira had lost a lot of strength.

She understood this by looking at the impatient looks on her friends faces, and said:

“I’m gonna sit for a little while. Get a bit of rest. Then I’ll listen some more.”

“No point,” said Ignia dismissively. “I think everything’s pretty clear already. Those old farts are never going to be willing to serve the auring. They want to live just like they did in old times, without losing power over their societies.”

“What do you have in mind, then?” Selina asked immediately. The lunari’s questions were always penetrating.

“I don’t want to live like we did in old times,” said Ignia firmly as she clenched her fists. “I need power! I don’t want to spend the rest of my life guarding some fisherman’s hearth or maintaining the fire in some smithy, like my father did!”

“But — “ Selina tried to object, but Ignia didn’t let her.

“Your ancestors, the ancient lunari, could control the ebb and flow of the ocean itself!” Ignia was looking firmly into her slightly-flabbergasted friend’s eyes. “They were powerful dreamriders! The only thing you get called out for now is to help make a newborn go back to sleep... And that’s on a good day... You’re being forgotten, just like us. We’re getting weaker with every passing decade. The younger true gifted, by contrast, are only getting stronger. Mortals are eagerly sharing their energy with them. While your ancestors...”

The young fayret turned to look at Vaira, who was listening to her intently.

“The tale of the two efirel sisters says that they could destroy mountains with their tornadoes! And the founder of my line could bring volcanoes to life! Where did all that power go?”

Ignia looked expectantly at the pensive expressions on her friends’ faces, then said continued in a decisive tone:

“That nisse down there — she’s the first one to Transform in several centuries! If all these brownies, matagot, and dreamlings are afraid to stick their necks out, if they enjoy their gray, pointless lives — I don’t give a shit! The first-born are saving themselves from witches. Just think about that! We, whose ancestors were the most powerful spirits and incarnations of True Power, are having to flee from the young, and from those who got all their power from the Shadow!”

Ignia’s chest was heaving as she spoke. Her eyes were afire, and her palms were wreathed in a fiery haze.

“I don’t give a shit about what the elders want,” she said. Her tone was surprisingly calm. “I’ve already decided.”

“What about your society?” Selina asked. For the first time, doubt flashed across Selina’s eyes. Ignia’s words had clearly made an impression on the young lunari.

“I’m going to have to leave them sooner or later anyway,” Ignia shrugged.

Vaira didn’t say anything. She just stood up silently and listened to the tube again. A little while later, she stepped away and looked over at her friends:

“The auring and his nisse are gone. They came to an agreement. The societies are moving to the merchants’ district. But he’ll only help us in cases of outright aggression. In exchange, the elders have promised to keep an eye on construction and order in the district. But that’s not the main thing...”

“What happened?” Ignia leaned in as she asked this.

“The auring’s going to war,” replied Vaira. “The king has given him land next to the Shadow.”

Ignia smiled; her chin perked up slightly.

“Sisters — this is our chance. Are you with me?”

Vaira and Selina exchanged a glance, then looked over at the fayret, whose eyes shone with decisiveness.

“Yes!” They shouted in unison.

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duke de Gondy’s palace

“Robert the Brilliant and the Goddess Ainora Goldenhair!” The majordomo announced the couple who were frozen on the threshold of the duke’s enormous ballroom, which was filled to the brim with people in masks and carnival costumes.

Blanca de Gondy had warned me right away in her first letter that the ball would require a costume. So I had plenty of time to get ready and place orders with my tailor and my jeweler.

I chose to come as Eswain: Shadow Master and Lord of Mysteries, the local god of trickery, deceit, and illusion, who had stolen a bag containing Stones of Wisdom from the Forefather. The agile little god was famous for his ability to change his outward shape and appearance, and also to confuse and befuddle humans and gods alike.

People turned to Eswain, the Lord of Mysteries, when they hoped to come to grips with the mysterious, illusory things in life, or when they wanted to trick other people. He often upset the balance among the gods with his pranks and intrigues, which made him one of the least predictable and dependable of the gods. But despite his cunning, Eswain the Shadow Master was also known for his fickleness and susceptibility to temptations.

My costume was dark blue, with silver inserts, and it also had some bright-lilac details for effect. Jean-Claude, my tailor, told me that this would emphasize the cunning and two-faced character of the god Eswain.

The costume was further accentuated by tall boots of soft black leather, a wide-brimmed hat with a light lilac-colored feather, and a big cloak decorated with mystical runic symbols and embroidered with silver thread and gemstones.

My jeweler had made me a mask with a crafty smile and villainous eyes. Besides a sword, I had also brought my snake dagger along with me. I figured it might come in handy that day.

“The Bastard Sword!” The majordomo shouted, and into the hall walked a short young man in a dark suit, tall boots, and a tricornered hat, with a bastard sword strapped to his back. He had a wry, insolent smile on his face. Basically, this was an exact copy of the suit I was wearing during the Sword Dance at the Duchess du Bellay’s reception.

I chuckled and shook my head. This was already the fifth or sixth “Bastard Sword” the majordomo had announced, just in the time I was standing in line waiting for my own turn. Actually, among the several dozen “gods and heroes” in line behind me, I noticed at least four more young people in the exact same costume.

The Duke de Bauffremont wasn’t exaggerating when he said that I was becoming extremely popular in the capital. To be honest, I didn’t really know how to react to it all.

The line was moving pretty quickly, and finally, after the majordomo announced me, I found myself inside the massive ballroom. The profusion of bright paint, gemstones, and gold flashing into my eyes was so intense that it temporarily blurred my vision.

A passing footman offered me a glass of sparkling wine from the tray in his hands. After scanning it for suspicious additives as was my habit, I took a small sip and headed for the far wall of the ballroom.

Judging by the fact that nobody came rushing up to greet me, the de Gramonts appeared not to have arrived yet.

Valeria and I had already informed each other which costumes we would be wearing before the ball. Recent events had my sister on edge. She was the first to let me know that my uncle was planning to announce my betrothal to the de Marbot girl at this ball. Valerie obviously sensed that there was something up my sleeve as well. I had to send her a secret message, assuring her that everything was fine, and asking her not to attempt anything of her own.

After my sister’s first letter, messages of warning began to rain down on me as if from some sort of malevolent cornucopia. They were all from the Duchess du Bellay. Basically, it turned out that Heinrich de Gramont had not only decided to marry me off, but was also cooking up some other kind of evil that would have an effect on my fate. Apparently, Émile de Marbot was to put the nefarious plan into action.

Also — the Duke de Bauffremont was right. Nobody in the capital knew about my new title yet. And it didn’t seem like my “patron” was planning to communicate anything to my uncle, either. Most likely, he simply didn’t consider the news to be significant or noteworthy in any way.

My aunt begged me not to be a hero, and to just leave the capital for a little while. She promised me that she would look after my castle. These earnest, genuine promises were heartwarming, but nothing else. The Duchess du Bellay couldn’t even keep a handle on her own affairs. She should have gotten rid of her estate’s manager long ago. Besides, the Duchess didn’t even suspect that the Fox Den was already very well guarded. I wouldn’t envy anyone who attempted to try their luck and break into the nisse’s domain. Most likely, she would devour any such person, guts and all.

At least, that’s what she said at the meeting with the first-born elders. She completely dazzled the old brownie, who had originally been confident he could get me under his thumb pretty quickly.

Actually, though, my negotiations with the first-born ended pretty well. The witches, shapeshifters, and priests seemed to be pushing them out of their old homes. So they asked me for permission to move into my new neighborhood, but not on the same terms as the nisse; they were more analogous to renters, whose rent would be rendered in the form of keeping an eye on all the construction I was undertaking in the old merchants’ district. If there were problems, they’d inform the nisse, and Itta would inform Bertrand, who would remain behind in Herouxville.

We didn’t even mention the fact that they all considered me to be an auring. I figured that would come later.

Besides, the nisse and I had already talked about that. Basically, I figured the reason she wasn’t in a hurry was because she didn’t want to share me with the other first-born. Although at the same time, it didn’t seem like things were quite that simple. But I decided not to press the issue for the time being. The time would come, and then we’d talk again. I could be patient. Especially since I had plenty to deal with at the moment, even without that. Before my departure, I was going to have to decide what to do about my insufferable old uncle.

What I hadn’t been expecting amidst all this was a letter from Aurélie de Marbot. Through her trusted servant, the viscountess warned me that her maniac brother was determined to get rid of me as soon as we got married. Aurélie, just like my aunt, asked me to leave the capital before it was too late.

“Émile de Marbot is truly a monster, Your Worship,” the viscountess’ maid warned me on that day.

“That seems to be all I’m good for lately — dealing with monsters,” I replied. “So one more or less doesn’t really matter. Please tell that to your mistress. But also, tell her I’m impressed by her bravery and that I’m grateful to her.”

Suddenly, a woman’s voice to my right tore me out of my contemplations.

“So... The Lord of Mysteries. Do you recognize me?”

I turned around. Next to me stood a short, black-haired young woman in a shining golden dress. Despite her radiant golden mask, decorated with small butterflies and gemstones, I recognized Blanca de Gondy immediately.

“Of course, my goddess!” I replied with a low bow. “She whose beauty never fades. She who knows the heights of all feelings and who can stir even the coldest heart to love. Born from the lovestruck glances of two stars, the goddess of love, Alirel.”

The marchioness slowly walked over to me; then, keeping her face covered with her elegant fan so that only I could see and hear her, she said in a beguiling whisper:

“How did you recognize me, though?”

Blanca’s question was a pretext. I took another step forward myself, bent down to whisper into her ear, took a quiet breath in through my nose, and then spoke:

“It’s your aroma, my goddess... It’s unique, and I could never confuse it with another.”

For a little while after our first meeting, I thought that the Marchioness de Gondy was paying attention to me as part of some design on her part. But eventually, I came to the conclusion that she was genuinely interested in me. And now, after a quick scan of her energy system, I was convinced of it. Her nervous excitement, quickened breathing, slightly-dilated pupils — it was all genuine. At the same time, though, I was equally certain that it wasn’t anything like true love. She saw me more as some kind of exciting wild beast. Another subject for her intrigues.

Our conversation was interrupted by a loud introduction. New guests. One of them was the legendary princess-sorceress from ancient folklore, Lady Serenna. Valerie’s costume.

The de Gramonts had arrived...


Chapter 23

THE DE GRAMONT FAMILY’S costumes were just as bright and variegated as those of the other guests. Despite his financial problems, my uncle seemed to have shelled out quite a bit on costumes and masks. Although Max’s sister looked noticeably less fancy than her cousins did.

The latter were dressed in armor made to imitate that of legendary stryker heroes; it gleamed with gold and was covered with gemstones to imitate bruts. Very skilled craftsmanship. From a distance, it actually looked real.

Based on his hawk mask, Heinrich de Gramont himself had chosen to come as Tarren, the god of wisdom and time. Locals usually portrayed this god as a man with the head of a hawk, who flew high above the earth to observe everything that was happening there. The hawk’s head symbolized his all-seeing eyes and his understanding of the mysteries of eternity.

I snickered and shook my head. My reaction didn’t go unnoticed.

“What’s so funny?” Blanca de Gondy asked.

“My dear uncle’s costume,” I admitted.

“Why?” She seemed curious. “I have to say, the guise of Tarren suits Heinrich de Gramont now more than it ever could have before.”

Per protocol for balls of this sort, the organizers always had a full list of guests, complete with the characters each guest planned to play during the ball.

Blanca continued:

“My father has spoken of the count as a level-headed and intelligent man.”

“And nevertheless, my uncle’s given his preference to the Duke de Bauffremont.” I decided to test the waters a little bit.

“You mean Prince Phillipe,” Blanca corrected me. I noticed her eyes narrow behind the slits in her mask. “Red doesn’t signify support for the Duke de Bauffremont. It’s my future husband’s color.”

“You’re right, my goddess,” I said with a bow of the head; then, with a light sigh, I added: “Your future husband...”

The waving of her fan grew quicker. Then the fan froze for a second, and Blanca’s eyes focused themselves on me with a look of intense suspicion. An instant later, however, and there wasn’t so much as a trace of this displeasure on her face anymore. She had finally found an explanation for my behavior. Which was precisely what I’d been trying to achieve.

“Monsieur, don’t you dare get jealous!” She gave indignant voice to her conclusion. Her eyes glimmered playfully as she spoke. “You understand perfectly well that this wedding is a political necessity.”

I replied with another silent bow of the head, feigning acceptance and submission to her pronouncement, but I still didn’t neglect to let out another disappointed sigh. The result was another rapturous glance from the marchioness. It seemed like the kind of look you might see on the face of a horse trainer when they finally managed to subdue a difficult charger.

After thoroughly enjoying a look at her “resigned admirer,” the Marchioness changed the subject:

“And anyway — you never finished. What’s so funny about the Count de Gramont’s costume?”

“Did you play the game “choose your animal” as a kid?” I asked.

“Of course!” Blanca replied cheerfully. With a hint of pride in her voice, she added: “My first card was the “Golden Panther.”“

“Oh, that explains a lot!” I added a little bit of excitement into my voice. The Marchioness rewarded me with a devilish smile. “Anyway... My dearly beloved uncle chose the “Mantis Shrimp.”“

“That’s not one of the cards,” Blanca objected immediately. “There’s only the shrimp...”

I just shrugged silently as I waited for her to digest what I’d said.

“Wait...” Blanca seemed to have caught on. “So he drew the shrimp!”

“Exactly,” I smiled. “Henri the Shrimp — that was his nickname in childhood.”

Blanca’s fan started waving more rapidly again. The Marchioness burst into quiet laughter.

“My father’s going to love that story,” she said, still giggling. “And yes, you’re right... If you know about that nickname, he looks ridiculous as Tarren.”

Folding up her fan, Blanca slapped it lightly against my chest.

“But your costume fits you like a glove! The Master of Shadows, weaving his intrigues! How am I going to talk to the Count de Gramont after this? I’ll have to spend the whole time trying not to laugh! By the way...”

Blanca leaned in a little closer to me.

“Which card did you draw first?”

I just shrugged and answered:

“I didn’t. I never played that game as a kid. I didn’t have anyone to play with... Neither of my parents’ families accepted me. And by the time that changed, I was already too old for games.”

Max had almost certainly played “choose your animal,” but I wasn’t too interested in finding out what card he’d drawn. If I had to guess, it was probably a slug or a cockroach.

“Oh!” Blanca’s eyes flashed. “We’ll have to play it sometime! I want to see what animal you get. Promise me you won’t play it without me.”

“I promise,” I replied.

“I’m sure you’re going to get some kind of dangerous predator,” she said.

“You think?”

“No doubt about it!” Blanca answered immediately; with a nod at a tall young man walking past us, who was dressed as the “Bastard Sword,” she added: “What else would be appropriate for a soldier of the Order of the Silver Wing, the Hero of the Northland? It has to be a predator!”

Just then, two young women in colorful masks rushed over to the Marchioness, and one of them whispered something quickly into her ear. Listening intently, she nodded, and then with a quick curtsey she said:

“I’m going to have to say goodbye, Lord of Mysteries. Remember your promise...”

I bowed in reply, and was once again on my own. But not for very long. “Lady Serenna” was already hurrying toward me.

“Brother!” She said quietly. Valerie was obviously on the edge of a nervous breakdown, but trying not to show it to people around her. “Please! Don’t abandon me to him!”

I offered her my arm, which she immediately snapped into a death grip, the way a drowning person would grab onto a floating log. In no particular hurry, we walked along the walls and out into the fresh air.

There was a garden with fountains and carefully-manicured bushes. There was a holiday atmosphere outside, too: music playing, couples strolling along, circus performers juggling all sorts of multicolored balls. A gibbous moon shone in the night sky, complemented by hundreds of torches all around the garden.

“Take your mask off for a moment,” I said to Valerie (it was more of an order, actually) when we reached the shadow of some trees.

There was nobody around. So I took my mask off as well.

“Take a deep breath. Good... Now breathe out. And do that a couple more times.”

Without a word of objection, Valerie did everything I told her to do. And it seemed to help her calm down just a little bit.

“Now tell me. Who, exactly, should I not abandon you to?”

“That monster!” Valerie squeaked. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes, which she quickly soaked up with the tip of a handkerchief; she already had a master’s touch when it came to doing this. “Émile the Toad! Our uncle told me today that if you don’t come to your senses and submit to his will, he’s going to give me in marriage to that monster! But I can also tell that uncle and Émile are planning something against you. You can’t agree to this betrothal...”

She said the last phrase with complete conviction, even though my departure virtually guaranteed that she would be condemned to torture. It was hard to think of another word that accurately described the prospect of being married to Émile de Marbot.

Susanna had dug up a lot of dirt on that sick freak for me. A rap sheet worthy of old Brima and her pack combined.

“You understand, of course, why uncle told you that, and why he did so right before the ball?” Lifting up Valerie’s chin gently, I looked straight into her eyes. “He’s trying to manipulate you. He wants you to put pressure on me.”

“Yes, brother,” said Valerie with a heavy sigh. “I know...”

“So remember what I promised you,” I said.

“You promised to protect me...” Valerie said quietly, before suddenly reaching out to give me a hug. Which only confirmed that I had made the right choice of words.

If uncle Heinrich were to catch sight of us now, I thought, he’d be satisfied. He’d think his manipulations were bearing fruit.

I patted Valerie on the back, trying to calm her down a little more. Max’s sister seemed very fragile just then. Just like our first meeting, she seemed to radiate the smell of oriental flowers. My touch made her flinch slightly, but then she squeezed me even tighter.

Finally, she stepped back, and with a quick up-and-down glance at me, she noted:

“You seem taller. You’re wider in the shoulders. And that costume...”

“My chef is fattening me up for the slaughter,” I smiled, and then added: “I see you’re feeling a little better. Try to have some fun. It’s a masquerade, after all. Leave the rest to me.”

“What are you thinking?” Valerie asked. Hope burned in her eyes.

“You’ll see soon enough,” I replied. “By the way, are the de Marbots here?”

“Probably, by now,” she shrugged; she put her mask back on her face, then added: “Yveline already told me all about them. Émile’s coming as Zeptis, Aurélie as Limnora.”

“Symbolic,” I chuckled as I pulled my mask onto my own face. “The horrible lizard god and his beautiful nyad sister.”

“Yveline said that the Count de Marbot spared no expense on his children’s costumes,” Valerie added for some reason.

I smiled, but she didn’t notice it beneath my mask. The Count de Marbot... Of course... As far as I knew, Émile had locked his old father in his rooms, just as if he were in prison. The Viscount de Marbot had been in charge of the county’s finances for a long time.

We returned to the hall right at the moment when a dance was ending.

“Our aunt’s already here,” Valerie nodded at the Duchess du Bellay, who was standing at the center of a group of women. “She’s come as the goddess of balance, Liviona.”

I already knew about our aunt’s costume. She and I notified each other in advance, just like Valerie and I did.

Judging by the acid notes in Valerie’s voice, she was angry at our aunt.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“This is all her fault,” Valerie hissed quietly. “I heard her trying to convince uncle to marry me to Émile instead of your betrothal.”

As if she could hear us, the Duchess turned to look at us right at that moment. She beckoned me over with her fan.

“Sister,” I said before walking off toward the Duchess. “Remember what I told you.”

“Okay, brother,” Valerie answered, and then turned to walk off in the opposite direction.

“Madame,” I said as I bowed in front of the Duchess. “I see you’ve made a full recovery.”

“It’s all thanks to you, my boy,” my aunt replied in a quiet voice. Stepping in closer, she added: “The potions you sent me are working wonders. I feel like I’ve grown ten years younger. You say you acquired them up north? If you’ve got more, I’d happily buy them all from you.”

“Come now, my dear aunt,” I replied just as quietly. “I’m going to send you as many as you need, and of course they’ll be free of charge.”

“Ah, my boy,” the Duchess shook her head. “You’re truly a treasure.”

I could only chuckle in my head when I heard her say this. After all, it wasn’t all that long ago that Max was holed up in Abbeville, and somehow he completely slipped her mind during that time. I wondered, just then — how soon would she sell me out if the necessity arose? She didn’t even spare her own brother. Or his sons. She could tell herself whatever she wanted, but there was no way she could have been unaware of the fate that awaited her nieces and nephews.

“Heinrich is adamant,” she said, and then hurriedly added: “But I found a way out of this whole situation!”

“Does it involve betrothing Valerie to Émile de Marbot?” I asked sarcastically.

A shadow of suspicion flitted across the Duchess’ eyes.

“So the girl was eavesdropping on my conversation with Henri... Am I wrong?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “But that’s not a solution. Giving my sister to Émile means throwing her to the wolves. And anyway, why would you want your great-nieces and nephews to be monsters? If you have any in the first place, that is.”

“So you believe the rumors?” She scoffed.

“Not rumors,” I shook my head. “Facts.”

“What have you found out?” The Duchess leaned in.

“Not much, but it’s enough to permanently cross the Viscount de Marbot off the list of potential suitors for your niece.”

“Oh, gods!” The Duchess sighed quietly. Her chest began to heave with anxiety. “So it’s true what they say...”

Suddenly, however, she regained her composure and quietly stated:

“When I said I have a way out, I didn’t mean betrothing Valerie.”

“Oh no?” I asked.

“I want to adopt you!” There was a ceremonial tone to the Duchess du Bellay’s voice. “I’ll go to the king and ask him to allow it. His Majesty will surely give his assent.”

He won’t, I thought. The king has other plans for your nephew, Madame. Out loud, however, I said:

“How does the head of the du Bellay family feel about this? Your late husband’s brother? I doubt he’d be happy about taking in your traitor brother’s bastard. Even if, by some miracle, the king and the current Duke du Bellay both give their assent, I really doubt that they would give me any rights to go along with it. And who could guarantee that the duke wouldn’t do the same thing uncle Heinrich is doing right now, once he accepts me into the family?”

The Duchess’ excitement died down. It seemed like she had probably been thinking the same thing for some time.

“Then you’re going to need to leave this palace and the capital immediately,” she said darkly. “And not come back until things quiet down here.”

“No, my dear aunt,” I shook my head. “Solving that problem is now up to me.”

“Maximilian...” She began anxiously as she laid a hand on my wrist. It was almost like she was physically trying to stop me.

“Don’t worry,” I said, laying my own hand on top of hers. “For better or for worse, everything’s going to be decided today.”

It seemed that such was my task for the day — calming everybody down. Although to be honest, Max’s sister and aunt were both more worried about themselves than they were about me. Valerie wanted to get out of an extremely undesirable betrothal, while the Duchess didn’t want to lose a useful gifted person.

After bidding farewell to the Duchess, I walked off further into the hall. Before I started making moves, I would need to speak with one more person.

I found Heinrich de Gramont on one of the balconies. He was standing in the shadows, holding a glass of wine. His mask lay on the wide stone edge of one of the balustrades.

The count was standing with his back halfway turned toward me. His face seemed to have been carved from stone. Emotionless and ice-cold. The only clue to his mood was the fact that his eye would twitch to the side whenever an especially loud noise burst out in the hall.

Heinrich de Gramont obviously didn’t like being in this place. The joyful shouts, the loud, happy music, the many-voiced laughter. My guess was that Max’s father had probably been the polar opposite of his younger brother in this respect.

Heinrich heard my steps and turned around. We exchanged bows in silence.

“Whom do I have the honor of addressing?” He asked in a dry, emotionless tone.

“Good evening, uncle,” I said as I removed my mask.

His eyebrows rose slightly.

“Ah, so it’s you?” His tone suggested nothing but distaste. “What do you want? If you’ve come to ask me to reverse my decision again, I can tell you right now that the answer is no. Everything has been decided.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I shook my head. “I know that would be pointless. You’ve made your choice.”

“Exactly.” Heinrich interpreted my words in his own way. “You’ve finally come to your senses. Soon, you’ll be a baron, with a rich, beautiful wife. What more could you dream of? After all, you once asked me about this very thing. Have you really forgotten how you begged me, on your knees, to arrange a future for you before you were sent off to Abbeville? And now I’ve done exactly that. Where’s your gratitude?”

“That Max no longer exists,” I said; strictly speaking, this was the truth.

“But I haven’t changed,” replied Heinrich, once again having interpreted my words in his own way. “And I’m still in charge of this family. Your father almost destroyed our line. If I hadn’t — “

“Betrayed my father.” I finished his sentence for him. Heinrich looked as though he’d just been slapped in the face.

“How dare you?!” The count’s stone mask cracked, revealing the enraged, evil man beneath. “You — “

“What I say is true and you know it.” I was looking him icily in the eyes as I spoke, and all pretense of respect was gone from my voice. “You betrayed your own blood. You killed your own nephews. You broke the spirits of your nieces. You sent your own brother’s wife to an insane asylum. And don’t tell me you did it all for the sake of the king.”

I sneered contemptuously.

“You console yourself with the thought that you saved your line, but you don’t realize that you’ve brought a curse onto your family. You and your sons will henceforth live with the brands of traitors. Who among the higher aristocracy would ever want to conduct business with a man who betrayed his own brother? Are you really so blind that you don’t see that? You speak of loyalty so often, but you betray your own allies like a rat running from one hole to another.”

Heinrich’s eyes were bulging. He seemed to be trying to pour all the poison inside him out onto me, but the words were stuck in his throat. It seemed like no one had ever spoken to him like this before.

“Although you’re not even a rat, actually,” I continued to pound words into him like nails into a coffin. Tonight, I thought, I need a psychotic, uncontrolled Heinrich de Gramont, not one who’s weighing his every word carefully. “Unlike you, a rat is at least capable of fighting to defend his own. My father, unlike you, held these de Marbots off for years, and didn’t lose a square foot of territory in the process. You, like any other coward, could do no more than rush to end the conflict on any terms, however humiliating and unfavorable. You’re weak, uncle. Just like the soft, capital-city dandies you call sons. Your household force is a collection of fattened idiots who’ve forgotten which end of the sword they’re supposed to hold. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone comes knocking soon, to test you and see how tough you really are. Even Lord Gray didn’t escape that. So how could you?”

“Scoundrel!” Heinrich finally recovered the ability to speak. He was hissing like a chunk of superheated metal in the rain. “I’ll destroy you! You pathetic bastard!”

I smiled and turned around without a bow as if to walk away.

“Ah, yes...” I stopped, as if I had just remembered something important. “Imagine this, my dear uncle! The Marchioness de Gondy told me a few interesting details about the game “choose your animal” earlier this evening. It turns out that there isn’t a “Mantis Shrimp” card at all, and never has been! There’s just the “Shrimp,” which stands as the epitome of cowardice and treason. How interesting... I certainly wouldn’t want to have drawn that card right at the start.”

Leaving Heinrich de Gramont sputtering with rage behind me, I covered my face with my mask and smiled evilly. There’s no doubt about it anymore, I thought — “my dear uncle” will be doing exactly what I need him to.


Chapter 24

IT WASN’T HARD TO FIND Aurélie de Marbot. Her majestic costume, inspired by the nyad Limnora, was drawing the stares of everyone present. I even stopped for a moment to look at her from afar.

Her long dress flowed down across her elegant figure, changing color from a deep blue to a bright bronze along the way so that it recalled the shimmering of the sun across the surface of a lake. Small sapphires and aquamarines sewn into the hem, created an elegant imitation of waves.

A graceful fan encrusted with tiny gemstones flittered lightly in her hand, which also created the illusion of rippling water. Her silvery necklace with its drop-shaped aquamarine pendant accentuated her neck beautifully, and the long, wavy hair cascading down onto her shoulders was studded with pearls. A light-blue mask covered with gleaming patterns concealed her face.

Aurélie was standing alone. Her brother was nowhere to be seen. Occasionally, a man would approach her. I don’t know what she was saying to them, but each time, their conversation would end quickly. And she would be left alone again. It seemed to me like she was trying, without making it obvious, to find somebody in the big hall.

The orchestra struck up the Leaf Dance just as I stopped next to the viscountess. She looked me up and down, and then, seemingly losing all interest in me, she looked back out to examine the hall.

“Dare I ask such a stunning nyad for this dance?” I asked with a bow.

Aurélie shuddered slightly and looked back at me with suspicion.

“I think it would be quite symbolic,” I added. “After all, it was specifically the Leaf Dance that you granted me last time.”

“Monsieur Renard?” She asked quietly as she leaned in slightly.

“You have an excellent memory, Mademoiselle,” I said as I bowed slightly and offered her my elbow.

The young woman set an elegant hand down on my arm, and we strode off to join the other dancers. I took a short, quiet breath in through my nose and sensed a light floral smell emanating from the viscountess.

“I received your message,” I said quietly. “That was a big risk. Why did you do it? It seemed to me at our last meeting that you didn’t have a great deal of regard for me.”

“My personal feelings are irrelevant when it comes to a danger to someone’s life. Even if it’s someone like you,” she replied just as quietly. “Besides, I’ve had the opportunity to realize that you, like me, are nothing more than a hostage in the situation developing around this betrothal. And like me, you don’t want this wedding.”

“All very true,” I replied. “I find it sickening that my freedom is being exchanged for a few trees. Besides that... It may be hard to believe, but I’m an incurable romantic. I’m convinced that one should only tie one’s fate to a person if one truly loves them.”

Aurélie looked at me inquisitively. It was like she was trying to look into my soul.

“You’re right,” she finally said. “It’s hard to believe in that, though. And in our world, it’s only possible in romance novels. People in our circles must think first and foremost of their duty to family and line. This affects women even more than men. For us, these matters are decided by the heads of our houses.”

Her voice carried notes of sadness and inevitability.

“What if I told you that, at least in our case, we could change that?” I asked.

This startled her, but she didn’t lose her place in the dance. Her elevated chest began rising and falling more rapidly with nervous excitement. I could see anger and disdain in the viscountess’ eyes.

“So that’s how you want to thank me for my concern?” She asked coldly. “I don’t know what you’ve presumed about me, but making such a suggestion to a noblewoman is disgraceful. It’s unbecoming of a nobleman. Monsieur Renard, you’ve only managed to disappoint me more — “

She tried to push me away and leave the center of the hall, but I held her in place. We kept dancing.

“Mademoiselle,” I said, “I sincerely regret that my words have upset you so much. Admittedly, I don’t fully understand why... And more importantly, what suggestion are you referring to?”

“Did you not just propose that we elope?” Aurélie asked skeptically, although she didn’t try to tear herself out of my hands. “That’s how it sounded.”

At that, I wanted to slap myself on the forehead. The viscountess had obviously read too many chivalrous novels. At the same time, I hadn’t made such a great showing of myself, either. Basically, I forgot who I was talking to.

“I sincerely apologize,” I said. “And I regret having spoken in a way that implied multiple meanings. Please believe that I would never allow myself to besmirch your honor with such a suggestion.”

The viscountess responded with a suspicious expression.

“Then what did you mean?”

“Not elopement, that’s for certain,” I replied with a chuckle. “Retreating is not in my character.”

“You’ve completely confused me now,” said Aurélie in a bewildered tone, before adding: “In any case, it’s all been decided. The heads of our households have said their piece. And we’re required to submit to them... So I don’t understand what you could possibly mean.”

The final chords sounded out, and we froze in mid-bow. Silently, I escorted Aurélie back to the same place she was standing before the dance.

Before leaving, I stepped in closer and, speaking so quietly that only she could hear me, I said:

“I thank you for the dance, Mademoiselle. And for the warning. As for our conversation, the one you mentioned... I wanted to ask for your forgiveness beforehand...”

“What for?” The viscountess asked worriedly.

“For what I have to do tonight,” I replied. “Remember, I’m not used to retreating.”

I could see anxiety and confusion in Aurélie’s eyes. With a bow, I turned and headed off to the opposite end of the hall.

For the next few hours, the dances alternated with dinner, relaxation, socializing, and performances by some minstrels, among whose various ballads there was the song of the “Bastard Sword.” During the performance of that song, all the young people in their dark costumes with the aforementioned swords behind their backs were saluted with loud ovations and happy shouts.

Finally, the moment came when the majordomo announced that all the guests could remove their masts and show their faces to the others present.

I quickly glanced around the hall. Hm... So I was right. Other than Prince Heinrich and his retinue, everybody at the ball was “red.” The Duke de Bauffremont, naturally, was not on the guest list, and nor was anyone else from his party. But I noticed that there were a lot of people who used to sport green colors, but who had transferred their loyalties to Prince Phillipe’s party. The latter, by the way, wasn’t at the ball either. And that wasn’t surprising — the Duke de Bauffremont was keeping his nephew close.

I looked out at the faces of some of the nobles. Most of these former “greens” were with me on my trip up north. The Duke de Gondy was obviously trying to woo them over to his side. And my uncle Heinrich was one of them. By the way, Blanca de Gondy’s words about her father’s opinion of the Count de Gramont had partially confirmed my suspicions. In fact, it wouldn’t have surprised me to hear that the King of the South had already succeeded in his attempts.

At the Duke de Gondy’s orders, the musicians stopped playing, and the hall went quiet. The attention of the guests was locked on the majordomo. He called out loudly to inform us all that there would be an important announcement very shortly.

Everyone was chatting excitedly as they trickled into the center of the hall, where among others there stood the Duke de Gondy himself, along with his daughter, Prince Heinrich, the Count de Gramont, and Émile de Marbot, on whose arm Aurélie de Marbot was hanging with her face as white as chalk.

Silence settled over the hall as the Duke de Gondy began to speak. The light of the chandeliers glittered on his gemstones, making his figure all the more pronounced among the rest of those present.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” The duke began with majestic confidence as he looked out across the faces of the nobles assembled before him. “This evening is special not only for me, as the master of this house, but also for all of us present here tonight. It heralds a new chapter in the histories of two great houses! Many of you know of the long-standing dispute between the houses of Gramont and Marbot. But those times, thankfully, are a thing of the past!”

A tense feeling of expectation was palpable in the hall. The attention of every guest was riveted on what was happening. Several of them exchanged glances.

I could feel some of them looking at me. Turning around, I saw Valerie’s pale face. Her expression radiated fear and anxiety. It seemed like she might actually lose consciousness.

I just winked at her and smiled encouragingly. But that didn’t seem to calm her down at all; on the contrary, it seemed to make things worse.

“Today!” The duke continued as he turned part of the way toward Max’s uncle, whose expression was one of decisiveness and inflexibility. “Thanks to the wisdom and far-sightedness of the Count de Gramont and the Count de Marbot, we are about to witness the union of these two great houses! Chevalier Maximilian Renard and the Viscountess Aurélie de Marbot will be wed!”

A many-voiced noise rolled through the hall, but the duke raised his hand to call for silence.

“But before I continue!” He exclaimed, looking around at his guests with a faint smile on his face. “Per ancient custom, I must ask you all: is there anyone here who objects to this union?”

For a moment, a tense silence hung in the hall as people began to look around at one another. They were waiting to see if anyone would dare to speak up. I saw Heinrich de Gramont freeze. His left eye was twitching occasionally under the tension. I saw the Duchess du Bellay’s downcast face, and the triumphant expression of the Countess de Gramont.

Émile de Marbot, who towered above everyone, had a bloodthirsty grin on his face as he looked down at his deathly-pale sister.

Hm, I thought... Here’s my way out. I squeezed my way out through the crowd. All eyes immediately turned to look at me.

“I object!” My voice resounded through the enormous space like thunder through a silent sky. My gaze met that of Heinrich de Gramont.

I had never seen him so confused before. His usual cold and unflappability were gone, and Heinrich’s true character was revealed. That of a self-doubting coward, who was used to settling all his problems secretly and indirectly. Now, however, he found himself in a situation that required a face-to-face confrontation, as if he were on the field of battle.

He hesitated in giving an answer, and everyone noticed. The nobles, who were all having a raucous good time up till then as they bowed politely to each other, were in reality a pack of bloodthirsty sharks, who didn’t forgive even the slightest sign of weakness. And Heinrich had shown immediately that he was very weak indeed.

The Duke de Gondy rushed to his aid as soon as Blanca whispered something into her father’s ear. Apparently, she was explaining who exactly I was.

By the way, Prince Heinrich was watching the whole spectacle with a huge smile on his face. He was obviously enjoying it all. As were his sycophants and hangers-on. One of them was my old friend, Baron von Herwart. The Astlander had a smug smirk on his face as his gaze burned into me.

Gaspar Craonne and the Marquis de Hangest were there too. But I didn’t see André de Châtillon. I figured that he probably didn’t enjoy the prince’s favor anymore.

“How am I to understand this, Monsieur?” The Duke de Gondy asked sternly. But I could see a playful sparkle in his eyes. Good gods, what a show! This masquerade would be the talk of the town for a long time to come.

“With all possible respect, Your Grace,” I bowed. “What about it is unclear?”

Whispers rippled through the assembled guests. The eyes of the young people burned with excitement, while those of the older guests were looking at me reproachfully.

I could almost feel the menace radiating from Émile the Toad. He was obviously irate. The Viscount de Marbot was looking at me like some sort of predatory reptile preparing to attack an insolent fly. And judging by the look on her face, his sister had already given me up for dead.

“You’ve just objected to your own betrothal to the Viscountess de Marbot,” said the Duke de Gondy. “We cannot help but wonder — why? Would you be so kind as to enlighten us and satisfy our curiosity in this?”

For just a second, a little smirk flitted across the face of the King of the South.

“It would be my pleasure,” I said. “There are several reasons, but I will limit myself to naming two. First, the captivating Viscountess de Marbot does not love me, and I, as a man of honor, could therefore never allow myself to marry her.”

Whispering snaked through the hall again, louder this time. The “elders” were outraged at the audacity of “this young man who dares to act against the will of the head of his line,” and “for such a stupid, self-concocted reason” at that. The younger guests, though, were clearly on my side.

Young women waved themselves excitedly with their fans as their intrigued stares burned into me, and the eyes of the young men were afire with excitement. And it wasn’t surprising... I dared to act against their system. Most of them were probably already engaged, or themselves mired in marriages to people they didn’t love. How many broken hearts were concealed behind those breastplates, in the name of one’s “duty to the line?” By the way, Blanca de Gondy’s excited eyes were riveted on me the entire time. Aurélie looked confused, as if she was seeing me for the first time.

I looked around at the rear rows where the musicians and servants were standing. There were many famous minstrels in attendance. I was sure that before the end of the night, the capital would be buzzing with a sequel to that “Bastard Sword” song.

“And second, I’m afraid I won’t have any time to devote to a wedding in the coming months,” I said with a bow. “I hope, Your Grace, that I’ve satisfied your curiosity?”

The Duke de Gondy obviously wanted to extract some more drama from the unfolding situation and maximize the pleasure his viewers were getting from the whole thing. He was obviously intending to continue our little dialogue, but just then, the Count de Gramont finally regained his ability to speak. His face broke out in big, blotchy red spots. Enraged, he shouted in a squeaky, cracking voice:

“Insolent brat! You’ve been trying my patience for far too long! For this disobedience I hereby expel you from our line! From now on, you’re on your own!”

The audience froze, spellbound by every word. A deathly silence hung over the hall. It seemed that nobody was expecting such a move from the count. After all, they didn’t know that I’d already managed to “pour some fuel onto his fire” that night.

The Duke de Gondy responded with a slightly frown as he glanced at Heinrich, who was trembling with rage. Even the prince, who was enjoying the scene thoroughly the entire time, was staring at Max’s uncle with surprise.

True, several of the “elders” in the crowd were nodding approval. But the young were almost unanimously staring at the count with obvious distaste.

“Understood, Monsieur!” I said loudly, and without a bow.

So, I thought — that’s it. The only person I have to answer to now is the king. Such would be the information Carl III would receive from his jester, who would already know about everything before the ball ended.

Kiko would whisper into the king’s ear that his new margrave was free from the influence of his family, whose patriarch would no longer be inserting himself into the margrave’s business. From now on, he would be exclusively dependent on his ruler, and dedicated solely to him. And the new Margrave de Valier wouldn’t be rushing off to save his lands or those of his line instead of carrying out His Majesty’s orders, as Lord Gray had done.

All the same, I had one more piece of business to take care of...

Émile the Toad, who was glaring at me with a hate-filled, hypnotic stare the entire time, suddenly took a staggering step forward and loudly announced:

“You pathetic, bastard scoundrel! This base stunt of yours has brought shame onto my house! And you’re going to clean it off with your own blood!”

The rage that possessed Émile was making his features even more distorted than usual. He was looking less and less human with every passing second.

People shuffled away from him. And a transformation began.

The nisse was right. Émile was a lizardman. A particularly rare type of shapeshifter. Actually, according to Itta, these people didn’t tend to be aggressive (much less so than werewolves, at least). If you didn’t mess with them, they were unlikely to attack you first. But in Émile’s case, the usual arithmetic had been thrown off by the interference of a witch.

“Viscount!” I replied in an icy tone. “You have but to name the time and the place!”

“You dii-iie hee-ere and noo-oow!” Émile’s voice was already sounding more like a reptilian hiss than human speech.

Having grown even taller and broader at the shoulders, the lizardman spread his long arms, tipped with long, fat claws, out to the side before suddenly jumping ahead.

It happened fast. Very fast. And that wasn’t surprising; on the contrary, it was what one would expect from a powerful medius. Émile had obviously been developing his strange gift, and reached a high level. With the possible exceptions of Sigurd and Lord Gray, the Viscount de Marbot was one of the most powerful gifted people I had ever seen.

The shapeshifter’s transformation sent everyone present into a state of shock. Few of the guests, it seemed, were familiar lizardmen. The ballroom filled with noise. Overcome by the whole scene, several ladies fainted into the arms of their gentlemen. A wide circle formed around the Viscount and me.

Drawing my sword as I kept close track of my opponent’s movements, my peripheral attention picked up the commands that the Duke de Gondy was shouting to his retainers. Dozens of halberds began to glint in the candlelight above the heads of the assembled guests. The duke’s soldiers elbowed their way through the crowd as they hurried toward us.

An instant later, though, I no longer had any attention to spare — Émile lunged into his attack.

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duke de Gondy’s palace

“It seems Carl will have to find himself a new margrave,” the Count de Clairmont muttered to himself as he watched the drama unfolding below him in the hall.

This upstart chevalier, this newly-minted margrave, could sure put on one hell of a show. Édouard even began to think that this might be yet another one of the Duke de Gondy’s stunts. Robert always loved this sort of thing, about as much as Édouard hated it.

To be honest, though, Édouard had never enjoyed balls and receptions. He was in his element on the field of battle. Despite the fact that he was a Marshal of Vestonia, in his heart of hearts he was still the same swordsman who had fought side by side with the current king as the latter earned the moniker “the Victorious.” Édouard preferred a simple meal of freshly-killed moose at a campfire over the sophisticated fare of the royal palace.

It seemed that Louisa, whose hands were locked in a death grip on his arm, must have heard his words. She flinched and leaned in ever so slightly as she watched the massive lizard-shapeshifter move forward toward the upstart margrave.

Édouard could sympathize with his spouse’s anxiety. This Émile de Marbot had turned out to be a disgusting monster (quite literally). Robert de Gondy’s soldiers, who were trying to break their way through the crowd, probably wouldn’t be able to save the insolent young man, but neither did Édouard doubt that they would kill this lizardman before the night was through. The Duke of the South wouldn’t forgive such an insult.

Édouard snickered. Robert had no one but himself to blame. He’d overplayed his hand. He had stooped to doing a favor for Heinrich de Gramont, that coward who betrayed his own brother. Édouard had always hated Ferdinand de Gramont, but he had never considered him a coward. Heinrich’s small-mindedness and weakness, on the other hand, made him an object of particular disdain for the Duke de Clairmont. He was a traitor to his own family.

The young man who was about to die by the claws of the monster in front of them certainly lacked none of his father’s courage.

Finally, the lizardman made a lightning-fast lunge forward...

“That’s it,” thought Édouard. But within a second, his expression changed to one of wide-eyed surprise. Renard not only managed to avoid death — he also dodged the monster’s claws and delivered a counterattack of his own in the process. Watching in awe as Renard delivered expert, accurate, lightning-quick thrusts and pulled off timely dodges one after the other, Édouard finally connected the dots in his head and realized that this young man was a soldier of the Order of the Silver Wing, and also the victor of the Great Trial.

Édouard watched Renard’s every move with fascination, noting his mastery and cool-headedness. With every heartbeat, the opponents were picking up their pace. They were moving faster and faster. Soon, Édouard was having trouble discerning their individual movements. Only then did it dawn on him: this Renard was no normal man. He was gifted. And powerfully gifted at that.

At a certain point, the Duke de Clairmont thought he saw Renard’s speed slacken, but then he realized that in reality, the lizard (who had been Émile de Marbot only minutes before) had simply sped up his movements. In the brief moments when Édouard managed to get a decent look at the giant, it seemed to him that the transformation still hadn’t come to a stop.

Renard had already wounded Émile several times, but the lizard’s hide was already healing over, right in front of the assembled crowd’s eyes.

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother!” Louisa de Clairmont said in a shaky gasp. “The boy is doomed!”

Édouard just glanced over at his spouse’s ghostly-pale face and continued watching the battle in the middle of the hall.

It seemed that the opponents managed to trade a thousand blows while Robert de Gondy’s men were making their way through the crowd. Out of the corner of his eye, Édouard noticed a tall soldier, frozen at the edge of the circle that had formed around the two opponents. He was watching the duel intently. His hideously-scarred face displayed not even the faintest trace of emotion.

Édouard realized who this man was. It was the former frost knight who served Renard as a bodyguard — a man who was the subject of a great deal of rumor in the capital. Several of Édouard’s acquaintances attributed the victory over the konung’s shadow beast to this man.

Malicious whispers asserted that in the chaos that erupted in the stands that day, nobody would even have noticed the stryker-avant jump into the ring and help his master slay the Shadow bear. Now, of course, Édouard could tell that Renard was perfectly capable of handling such a beast on his own.

Admittedly, Édouard wouldn’t have put his money on the young man just then. He was obviously fighting at the limits of his strength, while the lizardman’s onslaught was only growing more intense as time went on. Any moment now, he would commit an error, and the lizard’s clawed paw would find its way into the body of the agile young man.

Just as Édouard thought it was all over for Renard, something bizarre happened. The young man’s body froze for a second, standing like a statue, before disappearing altogether. The lizardman leapt at that very moment, trying to sweep his opponent up into his deadly embrace, but his claw-tipped hands met only thin air.

A heartbeat later, and Renard appeared behind the lizard’s back. With a lightning-quick blow, he sank a curved dagger into the monster’s side. Édouard could have sworn that the young man’s new dagger was glowing a shade of deep lilac.

Stunned, the duke turned his attention to the towering northerner at the edge of the circle. There was a satisfied smile on his fearsome face.

Meanwhile, Renard kept disappearing, then reappearing, sinking his glowing blade into the lizard’s body and leaving horrifying wounds each time he did so. The monster tried to resist for a while, but the balance of power in the battle had changed. The floor around the lizardman was covered with his blood. He was moving more and more slowly all the time.

Eventually, Renard appeared right in front of his opponent and sank his blade right into the center of the beast’s chest, before bouncing back and jerking his weapon violently back out. The wound on the lizard’s chest exploded into what looked like a big, bloody flower. Édouard noticed bright white flecks of bone.

The monster’s legs crumpled, and he dropped dead to the floor.

“Édouard.” Louisa was squeezing her husband’s arm frantically. “How did he do that?”

Édouard only had one possible answer to that question.

“I believe we’ve just witnessed the birth of a new avant.”


Chapter 25

Herouxville. New Capital

The Duke de Gondy’s palace

THE DUCHESS DU BELLAY forced her way stubbornly through the crowd. She felt like her heart might burst out of her chest at any moment. She was in a hurry. Jeanne could already see the Duke de Gondy and Prince Heinrich heading toward the center of the hall. This was a moment of triumph for her nephew, and she had to be by his side as it happened!

Even from where she stood, she could hear other guests discussing what had happened, although the conversation was so feverish that all she could hear were snippets of words and phrases:

“...avant...”

“...de Gramont must be blind...”

“Viscount de Marbot was a monster...”

Jeanne understood that the whole capital would hear about what had happened before a full day went by. More than that, this news would be the main topic of discussion for a long time, and would acquire new details with every passing day. That would be assured by the minstrels, whom Robert de Gondy had invited in huge numbers.

An avant! Her nephew, a real, live avant! All this time, she thought that Max possessed the gifts of a healer, but it turned out that he was one of the most powerful combat mages in the entire kingdom! But how was such a thing possible? Upon further reflection, though, there was only one explanation: he was one of the true gifted. This, however, prompted another question: namely, how he was able to use that stryker’s weapon. After all, she had seen the glow of his curved dagger. Were true gifted really capable of such things?

Thoughts were flying through the Duchess’ mind like flocks of frightened birds.

She couldn’t help but wonder — did Ferdinand know about his son’s gift? Oh! Of course he had! Why else would he have recognized the bastard, and given him a whole castle in the Old Capital to boot?

The duels, the frontier, the Great Trial... It seemed like everything that was happening with her nephew was a series of unbelievable coincidences, from which Max kept emerging miraculously unscathed. Well, not just unscathed — he kept getting stronger and stronger. After what she’d just seen, Jeanne was certain of one thing: Max’s actions were all part of a carefully-laid plan.

Oh, Most Luminous Mother! All her suspicions were correct. Max was aiming at the County de Gramont! He knew that Heinrich couldn’t simply be deposed, so Max was working toward his destruction from afar. And as a first step, he made him out to be a weakling and a coward. In front of everyone, no less!

Did Henri understand the trap he was caught in? Many people would now see him as a tempting target, someone whose toughness could be put to the test. And he would go down in history as a man who disowned a true avant, and very nearly brought a disgusting monster into the family! The line of the de Gramonts was in for hard times, and it was all Heinrich’s fault...

As she made her way through the crowd, she glanced at her brother and his family as they made a hasty exit. Jeanne just shook her head. Henri the Shrimp... As always, he was running away at the very moment when he should be standing firm to the end, meeting danger face-to-face.

She could see servants carrying off poor Aurélie de Marbot, who lost consciousness after the horrible events she had endured. Long-term, of course, Max had done her a huge service. The viscountess would henceforth have full rights to her entire inheritance. As far as Jeanne understood, the old Count de Marbot already had one foot in the grave (apparently thanks in part to his son). Dad would soon pass into his next life, and the viscountess would become the Countess de Marbot. Jeanne wouldn’t be surprised to see Aurélie surrounded by suitors the moment she recovered consciousness.

When she was within a few steps of Max and his bodyguard, Jeanne noticed that Valerie was hurrying toward him from the other side. The Duchess frowned. Why was she still there? Why hadn’t she left with Heinrich?

“My congratulations, Your Lordship,” Jeanne heard her nephew’s bodyguard say as she approached. The stryker’s tone was one of satisfaction. “That was risky.”

“Why did he address Max as “Your Lordship?”“ She wondered to herself.

“You said it yourself — it was going to be risky no matter what,” replied Max calmly. “We needed one final push. And we killed two birds with one stone in the process.”

To this, Max’s bodyguard just snickered as he nodded down at the lizard’s enormous corpse.

“Max!” Jeanne shouted as she approached. “My boy! How horrible! You’re covered in blood! I hope you’re not wounded?”

Max turned around to reveal a big smile on his face. He strode forward and grasped both her hands in his own. At that moment, the Duchess thanked the Most Luminous Mother once again for the “hint” that she should take her nephew’s side.

“My dear aunt!” He said in a caring, affectionate tone. “All is well. I hope you can forgive me for causing you anxiety this evening.”

“Brother!” Valerie shouted as she rushed in to grab Max’s arm. Her eyes were filled with tears, but a happy, slightly dazed smile danced on her lips. The Duchess, however, could tell that her niece was frightened at her own actions. In failing to leave the duke’s palace along with her uncle, she would attract his wrath. She was holding onto her brother’s arm the way a drowning man would hold onto a life preserver.

“Sister,” said Max warmly. “I promised you things would be fine, didn’t I?”

“Chevalier!” Jeanne heard the Duke de Gondy pronounce; she stepped in closer to her nephew. Valerie did the same. The noise of voices around them began to quiet. The guests began to move in toward the center of the hall. “I hope that you — “

He didn’t finish, because Max interrupted him.

“Margrave,” he corrected the duke firmly. Jeanne turned abruptly to stare in disbelief at her nephew. Valerie had the same expression on her face as her aunt.

“What?” Prince Heinrich asked, sounding bewildered.

“Margrave Maximilian de Valier, at your service, Your Highness,” said Max with a bow.

The flow of thoughts in the Duchess’ head increased rapidly in intensity. Margrave! Of course! Oh, Most Luminous Mother! So this was how Carl had chosen to reward him!

Jeanne frowned, trying to remember where she’d heard the name of this margraviate before, but for the time being she couldn’t place it. But that didn’t matter! Max’s status was now higher than Heinrich’s, especially during wartime. Henri would go down in history for having disowned a man who was not only an avant, but a margrave as well! For a moment, Jeanne imagined the look on her brother’s face when she came to visit and remind him of her own warning not to engage in these games with the betrothal. She closed her eyes for a second, savoring the anticipated taste of revenge.

“This is news to me,” the prince chuckled. “Somehow I haven’t heard about this...”

“And yet it’s the truth,” said a firm voice that made them all turn around. “The king himself informed me that Chevalier Renard has been rewarded with the Margraviate de Valier.”

Jeanne recognized that voice. It was Édouard de Clairmont, Marshal of Vestonia. His wife Louisa de Clairmont was there, too. The Duchess du Bellay couldn’t help noticing the piercing look in the eyes of the Mistress of the Queen’s Bedchamber as she looked at Max. Suddenly, Jeanne got the sense that Louisa was already familiar with her nephew, even though she was obviously seeing him for the first time.

The line of Clairmont was an ancient and extremely powerful family. A match, in that regard, even for the royal family. Everyone knew that Édouard was as devoted to Carl as any dog could be to its master.

Jeanne was very surprised that the Marshal decided to lend Max his support at this particular moment. After all, the de Clairmonts loathed the de Gramonts, despite the friendly relations they once enjoyed. It was all because of Ferdinand... The Duke de Clairmont blamed him for the death of his son and heir.

“Ah, Duke!” A shadow fell over Prince Heinrich’s face. “You’re here, as well... Madame...”

“Your Highness,” replied Louisa de Clairmont with an elegant curtsey (which nevertheless betrayed a pointed lack of respect).

Even an untrained eye could tell that the prince didn’t have a very high opinion of these two. And that they, in turn, felt the same way about him. Jeanne realized that Heinrich was angry at de Clairmont because the king was sending him into Bergonia instead of the prince. The prince obviously interpreted this order as an insult.

“So, that explains everything!” Prince Heinrich smiled wryly, and then turned to Max: “The second cause you were referring to, Monsieur... Haha! It’s clear now what you were up to. You’re headed to Bergonia as well, then. I just remembered where exactly the Margraviate de Valier is located. Shadow Pass, right?”

Jeanne flinched, and turned to look at her nephew. As it turned out, Max wasn’t just headed to war... He was going to one of the most dangerous places in all Mainland The Duchess du Bellay had a hard time concealing her indignation. So this was how the king expressed his gratitude? For everything Max had done? This was how Carl rewarded him?

Jeanne could feel in her heart that her nephew was being mistreated. Logically, however, she understood that a margraviate represented a step up in the chain of command. Besides that, Max was an avant, and he wasn’t going to war alone! The Duchess glanced at the towering northerner who served as his bodyguard.

As she realized the scale of the prospects that were beginning to unfold, and no longer doubting the fact that her nephew clearly had some sort of plan, Jeanne felt her breath taken away for a moment. If someone had told her two years ago that events of this sort would swirl into being around some unknown bastard of her elder brother, Jeanne would never have believed it.

“It’s all true, Your Highness,” said Max.

The Duchess glanced at Valerie. She was pale, and it seemed like she might drop unconscious to the floor at any moment. Jeanne stepped over to her niece and furtively reached out to grab her arm. It was ice cold. Valerie flinched, and then turned to look up at Jeanne with pleading in her eyes.

Well, the Duchess thought — I bet you didn’t expect this. She pondered for a moment. So be it, she concluded. I’ll save you, you silly little girl. I’ll bring you to Heinrich and tell him that I’ve asked you to come live with me. It’ll cheer him up, at the very least.

“Well, who better than a stryker to restore order on the border with the Shadow,” Prince Heinrich chuckled as he glanced over at Baron von Herwart. “You were right the whole time, Friedrich. Our new margrave really is gifted.”

Jeanne saw the Baron’s face light up, and noted the vindictiveness in his eyes as he turned to look at Max. But the next words out of the prince’s mouth wiped the smug smile right off the Astlander’s face.

“But judging by what I just saw,” Prince Heinrich nodded toward the corpse of the lizard, which was being hauled away by several servants, “had Monsieur de Valier actually applied even a quarter of his real power during that Sword Dance, I don’t think you’d be standing here with us today.”

Then the prince turned to all those assembled and announced:

“Well, I believe it’s time for me to bid you all farewell! I gather that the fun is over for this evening!”

After bowing farewell to the prince, and then to the Dukes de Gondy and de Clairmont, Jeanne turned to Max:

“We must talk again before your departure.”

“Very well, Madame,” he replied.

“And you, my dear, will come with me,” said the Duchess as she turned to Valerie. “I’ll bring you home and tell your uncle that it was me who detained you.”

Valerie sighed with relief, but the fear in her eyes was still there.

“There’s no need for that, my dear aunt,” said Max. Both women turned to look at him with surprise. “I think Valerie might benefit from a change of scenery. How would you like to come stay with me for a while, sister?”

Max looked at the viscountess with a mischievous smile. She seemed to regain her liveliness, and turned to Jeanne. There was so much suppressed hope and joy in her eyes.

“Stay with you?” Jeanne repeated as she stared at her niece and nephew.

“Yes, my dear aunt,” said Max as he glanced at Valerie with a smile. “I think the viscountess de Gramont has every right to stay with her brother the Margrave de Valier at his castle for a while. What do you think, Madame?”

“You’re right, my boy,” Jeanne smiled in reply. “A change of scene would do her good. The only thing is...”

“What?”

“A little while?” Jeanne repeated his words with a little chuckle in her voice; she could already guess what her nephew was planning. “That’s quite vague.”

“So it is,” Max winked; then, as he offered his arm to Valerie, he added: “My sister will stay with me until such time as she gets sick of me. Please pass that on to my dear uncle. Also, please urge him not to worry. My sister won’t want for anything.”

Valerie let out a muffled squeak of delight and laid an elegant hand down on her brother’s elbow. Jeanne shook her head and looked around. At least two dozen other guests overheard that little exchange. After that, any attempt by Heinrich to return Valerie to his guardianship by force would be seen by society at large as unseemly, possibly downright outrageous. But Jeanne knew that Henri the Shrimp would never be decisive enough to do that anyway.

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The de Gramont mansion.

Heinrich de Gramont stood next to the window in his office, reading. He read slowly, as if pacing himself, like he was trying to memorize every letter and comma in the accursed text in front of him.

His face looked like a marble mask, pale and unmoving. Beneath that mask, however, a volcano of hatred bubbled and seethed. Those eyes, which were normally cold and inexpressive, had narrowed, and began to flash with sparks of angry fire.

His teeth were clenched tightly, as if the count was trying to restrain a hurricane of emotion inside him that was trying to burst out. He always avoided giving off any outward sign of anger, but those close to the count could tell that Heinrich was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

In his trembling hand, there was a big pile of papers, the results of an outpouring of popular creativity spawned by that accursed ball at the Duke de Gondy’s palace.

Only five days had passed since then, but both the New and Old Capitals were still seething, boiling like kettles full of stinking muck. Heinrich knew that this was just the beginning...

The count would have loved to throw the papers straight into the fire. But what would that gain him? The songs of Eswain the Shadow Master, who humiliated the cowardly Tarren, God of Wisdom, and then saved his beloved nyad Limnora the Beautiful by slaying her nefarious brother Zeptis (who was holding her captive) were already becoming favorites at every tavern and receiving house in the city.

No... Heinrich would keep these papers, so that he would always remember who exactly had brought disgrace onto his family.

“That awful bastard...” Heinrich hissed through gritted teeth.

He might have been able to bear the vulgar songs about the god of trickery and illusions. But when Heinrich read the vile verses about Henri the Shrimp, who betrayed his own brother for his inheritance and killed his own nephews, he thought his heart might stop.

Even Ferdinand’s treason hadn’t done as much damage to the honor of the house of Gramont as this frenzy of popular humor. After all, the whole story could have serious consequences for the family in general, as well as for him personally.

That very evening, after Heinrich returned home with his family, Jeanne came by to rub more salt into the wound. It turned out that the bastard had somehow managed to obtain the title of margrave. The only thing that brought some cheer to Heinrich was the hope that the damnable bastard would meet his death in Bergonia. The scoundrel had also taken Valerie into his own home, on an apparently-innocuous pretext, and Heinrich knew he could do nothing about it. At least for the time being...

The Count de Gramont had never before experienced such a powerful sense of outrage and shame. Or, for that matter, of hatred and fear... After all, he hadn’t received a single invitation to a reception or ball from any of the other noble houses for days on end. Everyone was avoiding him like the plague...

When Catherine burst into his office, accompanied by Gabriel and Francois, they found Heinrich sitting in an armchair, staring blankly at the wall in front of him. He seemed to have lost every scrap vitality. At that moment, all he wanted was for them all to leave him alone.

The first thing his wife did, however, was race over to the table laden with wine and fruit. Without waiting for a footman, Catherine poured herself a brimming glass of wine. As her sons looked on in astonishment, she drained the glass in several big, sloppy gulps.

This shocked Francois most of all. Treating his beloved beverage in such a way was tantamount to blasphemy.

Gabriel, on the other hand, looked at his mother with sympathy. He was obviously angry, but at the same time he was confused.

Catherine reached out for the handle of the pitcher again, but this time her eyes fell on the papers that Heinrich had just been reading. Like a rabid cat, she pounced on them, picked them up, and started violently tearing them to shreds.

Heinrich just wiped his tired face with his hand. His sons, meanwhile, rushed to restrain their mother.

Throwing their hands deftly off her shoulders, Catherine leaned down over the table and hissed:

“What are you going to do, husband? You must have some sort of plan, right?”

“The first thing we’re going to do is calm down,” the count replied calmly, ignoring his wife’s hysterics.

“And then?” Catherine asked, her voice full of mockery. The wine seemed to have gone straight to her head; otherwise, she would never have allowed herself to speak that way to her husband.

Heinrich didn’t have a chance to answer. Francois suddenly stepped forward and proclaimed loudly:

“That accursed bastard must die!”

Clenching his scrawny little fists as he stood there, Heinrich could see nothing in him but a helpless little boy. Especially after seeing Ferdinand’s bastard in action. The gold-and-gemstone-encrusted hilt of Francois’ sword looked positively absurd after what he’d just said.

“You want to challenge him to a duel?” Heinrich asked, raising his right eyebrow as he turned to look his younger son firmly in the eyes.

Francois twitched as though he’d been slapped in the face, then stepped back. A hint of redness appeared on his cheeks. He glanced sheepishly at his father, then at his mother.

“That’s what I thought,” grunted Heinrich. Without blinking, he turned to stare at his sons.

“Didn’t you see what happened at that ball?” He asked in an icy tone. “That bastard hid his real nature from us masterfully. And he’s not just gifted. Oh no. He’s an avant! You could count the number of mages at his level in this kingdom on one hand! Don’t even imagine an open confrontation with him! That’s exactly what he’s waiting for. You understand what he’s trying to do? He’s planning to take everything from us — everything that belongs to us by right!”

“But father!” A preoccupied Francois shouted. “How is that even possible? He’s the bastard of a traitor and conspirator! He wouldn’t dare stake a claim to leadership of the family! Nobody would support it!”

“Yes they would,” Heinrich exhaled angrily. “They’d support it to the rafters... I must ask — have you gone deaf? Can you not hear the songs they’re singing in every filthy rathole in this city?! That duel is the talk of every single noble house in the country! Our deaths would be a boon to him. So don’t do anything stupid... Now leave me... I’m tired...”

Disheartened by their father’s words, the young men quickly left the office, leaving Catherine and Heinrich on their own.

“Follow their every step,” the count warned his wife. “Especially Francois... His impulsiveness could lead us to disaster.”

Her husband’s words seemed to have a sobering effect on her, and she nodded.

“What are we going to do?” She asked. “We’ve been disgraced. We haven’t had a single visit since that night. Marielle hasn’t left her room. She’s crying all the time. The Marquis de Coligny wrote to her that he’s very ill and can’t come see her... Even though he was seen at the Duchess de Savari’s ball yesterday evening.”

“Maybe it’s for the best,” grumbled the count. “I never liked that de Coligny anyway. And he’s certainly not worthy of our daughter...”

“Oh, Henri!” Catherine moaned, pressing her hands to her chest.

“Okay...” Heinrich spoke a little more softly this time. “Yes — I have a plan. We’re going to wait until this scandal dies down a little bit. Later, when we’re ready, we’ll deal one single, sudden blow and annihilate this bastard!”

“But — “ Catherine was about to object, but a knock at the door interrupted her.

“Come in,” said Heinrich.

The door opened immediately, and a footman stepped over the threshold. On his tray lay a little paper card from a visitor.

Heinrich beckoned, and the footman approached. Taking the card from the tray, the count read it and glanced pensively up at his wife. She noticed a familiar gleam in his eyes, a gleam that always appeared at moments of particular insight.

“Now this is curious,” he muttered, before turning back to the footman: “Invite him in.’

A few seconds later, a short old man with a hawkish profile stepped into the Count de Gramont’s office. Despite his age, he was moving lightly and energetically, like an experienced predator tracking his prey.

His gaze was sharp and piercing, his movements sudden and decisive. The form-fitting black suit he wore accentuated the leanness and strength of his body, while locks of silver hair at his temples gave him an aristocratic edge. Although he clearly wasn’t a nobleman.

The Count de Gramont felt tense as he watched his visitor’s movements, not knowing what to expect next.

“Your Lordship,” the old man bowed. “Madame...”

“Welcome to our home,” said Heinrich as he stood up from the table. Turning to Catherine, he said: “My dear, allow me to introduce Pascal Legrand of the golden hundred.”

While Catherine frowned in confusion, apparently trying to remember where she’d heard this name before, the count continued:

“Please, Monsieur Legrand... My wife, the Countess Catherine de Gramont.”

“An honor,” said the head of the “Legrand and Sons” trading house in a noticeably nonchalant manner as he took a seat in the proffered armchair.

“Wine?” The count asked.

“I don’t have much time, Your Lordship,” replied the merchant coldly.

“Then let’s get down to business,” said Heinrich amicably. “I’m eager to find out what a merchant of the golden hundred could possibly want with me.”

“I’ve heard about your predicaments,” explained Legrand. “And I know who precisely is the source of these problems.”

“I know all that already,” Heinrich nodded calmly. “My nephew. Your grandson. He, precisely, is the scoundrel responsible for all the woes that have beset my family.”

Catherine was startled, and suddenly stood up a little bit straighter.

Muscles began to twitch on Legrand’s face.

“I’ve never considered that bastard to be my grandson,” he replied angrily. “And it so happens that he’s done just as much damage to my family as he has to yours. That’s why I’m here today.”

“What do you mean, exactly?” Heinrich leaned forward a little bit.

“To combine our efforts and destroy this bastard,” Pascal Legrand hissed through gritted teeth.

* * *

Somewhere on the outskirts of the capital...

As she regained consciousness, Lucille realized that she was lying naked on a cold, hard surface. Her arms and legs were tightly tied, and her lips were bound with a dense fabric that prevented her from screaming or pronouncing any spells.

A dense silence filled the air around her, broken only by the sound of her heavy breathing. The light from the lone candle next to her legs wasn’t enough for her to tell where exactly she was.

She tried to concentrate, to summon her strength, but something was preventing her. As she looked down, Lucille noticed a steel amulet shaped like a black spider, whose body was filled with a black brut that was pressed tightly against her chest. This amulet was the source of the dark aura that was blocking all Lucille’s magical abilities. As the full horror of her situation dawned on her, the witch began writhing around furiously, moaning and grunting.

The amulet seemed to come alive as Lucille’s body was enveloped by a surge of weakness. The black spider was greedily sucking up her life force. Having realized this, Lucille stopped moving and lay still. The spider immediately stopped feeding.

The witch let out a heavy sigh and squeezed her eyelids shut. Hot tears trickled down her cheeks. A moment later, she ground her teeth together; this time, though, she did it out of anger at herself. She was one of the oldest daughters in the coven. How did she manage to stumble so far up shit creek, and so stupidly? After all, as she recollected the events of the previous day, Lucille couldn’t help but admit that the ambush had been so crude that even a child could have sensed something was wrong. Let alone a witch, even if she was one of the youngest and weakest in the coven...

Maybe that was the trick, though? Maybe that was the key to her captors’ genius plan? Primitive, rushed, but efficient at the same time.

The fat merchant looked like easy pickings to Lucille. Oh, the way he was devouring her with his piggish little eyes when he showed up in her shop! Every one of his fat little fingers had a ring with a big gemstone on it. The gold chain around his neck was so thick it could’ve held back a wolfhound. And the way he threw his money around! Lucille couldn’t resist the opportunity to line her own pockets at the expense of this idiot.

The merchant ordered several vials of sleeping potion and asked that they be delivered to his mansion in the New Capital. What could go wrong? For the first time in her long life, Lucille’s intuition let her down.

The last thing the witch could remember was walking quietly up to the heavy oaken back door of the merchant’s home, holding her basket in hand. She was expecting to leave with the basket full to bursting with money and jewelry from the gullible merchant, but as soon as she walked in she found herself immersed in darkness, and almost immediately felt something heavy crash down onto her head.

“Awake?” A happy voice asked from out in the darkness. It sounded like it belonged to a young woman.

“Who are you?” Lucille croaked once an invisible hand had torn the gag out of her mouth. “Where am I?”

“That doesn’t matter anymore,” the stranger giggled, still hidden in the shadows.

“Do you know who I am?” Lucille hissed with menace in her voice. “My sisters are already looking for me! And when they come for you, you’ll curse the day you were born!”

“I’m very scared,” said the witch mockingly. “You’re so funny. You think Madleyn gives a shit about you?”

Lucille was startled.

“What do you want?” The witch asked, refocusing on the situation at hand immediately. “We can negotiate here.”

“Hee-hee...” The stranger giggled; her laugh seemed to be coming from all sides at once. “Pff, witches... You’re all so predictable.”

Lucille gulped in panic. Her eyes darted feverishly around the room, trying to discern something in the darkness. Suddenly, the witch sensed that someone else was present in the room.

“Sister Fria.” The furtive, devious-sounding male voice that spoke in the darkness sent a chill down Lucille’s spine.

“Brother Valdar, just in time.”

Lucille was already beginning to guess whose hands she had fallen into, but hearing this short dialogue removed all remaining doubts. These were priests. And judging by their accents, they were northerners. So this woman was one of those who worshiped that disgusting ice demon.

“Has she said anything yet?” The one called Brother Valdar asked.

“We’ve only just started,” Sister Fria giggled. “But she’s already tried negotiating.”

“Witches...” Brother Valdar snorted contemptuously. “Nothing changes.”

“But I really do want to negotiate!” Lucille jerked back on the cold, hard surface. “Let me go, and I’ll tell you everything.”

“Silly girl.” The man’s evil-sounding laugh seemed to be coming from right above the witch’s head. “You’re going to tell us everything anyway.”

Lucille heard a quiet snap of the fingers. Her dry throat responded with an involuntary, unbearably loud gulp. An instant later, the darkness around her transformed into several distinct black shadows. At first, she thought that she would finally catch sight of her captors, but then she realized what exactly was happening in the darkness.

She bit down on her lip and began to writhe around with renewed vigor, like a little fly caught in a massive spider web. This Brother Valdar was no simple priest! He was a soulcatcher! And these five gloomy silhouettes were his shade attendants.

“Well, let’s get to work,” said the soulcatcher. “Start questioning, Sister Fria.”

Trembling all over and breathing heavily, Lucille heard a rustle from somewhere off to her right. Suddenly, a pretty woman’s face appeared from above her, framed in a deep hood. Lucille was struck by the color of the woman’s eyes. At first they were gray, like two little icebergs, but suddenly her eyelids twitched and they changed color. Like two pieces of lazurite, one of which was a dark blue, the other of which was a light lilac purple.

At that point, Lucille realized that this “woman” wasn’t a human at all. And she wasn’t shadow gifted, either... Neither true gifted nor first-born... She was something else. More powerful and dangerous.

The witch tried to speak, but couldn’t. Something was pressing on her throat. It dawned on Lucille at that point that this was the end... She would not be escaping the clutches of these beasts alive...

“Shut up and listen to my first question,” Fria hissed, various shades of blue flashing in her eyes. “How did that young spellsword who recently visited your shop manage to summon such a powerful Guard?”

* * *

Herouxville. New Capital

The “Fox Den”

“You have a guest.” The nisse’s voice forced me to turn away from studying my diagram. There were dozens of new portraits, complete with lines connecting them to one another.

I was also making more frequent visits to the basement because I needed time to be alone with my thoughts. The castle had grown too noisy for me.

A little social circle was already forming around Princess Sophia, united apparently by common interests. At first it was just Kevin, staring at my “distant relative” with his puppy dog eyes. Then another “distant cousin,” Alain Bouchard, joined the circle after being delivered to the castle by Isabelle Legrand, followed by Valerie, who moved in just a few days ago.

The Viscountess de Gramont behaved somewhat haughtily at first, but with each passing day, Sophia-Verena was slowly but surely wearing her down. And she was doing it without Valerie noticing, quite naturally and inconspicuously. By the end of the week, I noticed that Valerie and Sophia would often stroll the gardens together, chatting amicably. They were always followed by Kevin and Alain, who might as well have been their devoted pages.

Watching the whole scene with intense attention, Bertrand noted that ancient blood always made its presence known. Even if the bearer of that blood changed their entire persona and appearance.

By the way — my cousin didn’t know anything about why his mother had been shipped off to the convent of the Most Luminous Mother. He was told only that she needed to spend some time in prayer, and that she was fulfilling some kind of vow.

When he was informed that he would be coming to live with his heroic cousin for a little while, Alain was almost overwhelmed by the flood of feelings this provoked in him. That, at least, was what he told Bertrand, who came to meet him at the entrance to the castle on the day he moved in.

The atmosphere was further enlivened by Jean-Claude Sylvain, who was at the castle almost day and night. In carrying out my order for a new wardrobe for Valerie, the tailor seemed to have played a significant role in bringing the viscountess and Princess Sophia closer together. The same was true of my jeweler. After all, picking out jewelry and outfits was much easier and more fun in the company of another young noblewoman like herself.

Besides everyday housework, I was spending a lot of time on construction in the merchants’ district. The first-born were already settled in the district, and they weren’t letting me down. The construction firms Monsieur Dormal had hired suddenly became a lot more productive. Although we had to break off our agreements with some of them when we discovered that their leadership was complicit in theft of building materials.

The merchants’ district as a whole began to regain a noticeable degree of vitality. Besides the construction, this was also thanks to the fact that there were more police patrols in the neighborhood than there used to be. And that wasn’t even counting Tom Davies’ unit, which was nearly twice as big as it had been at first. By that point, Jacques also had more than twenty soldiers under his command.

I wanted to get the system up and running as quickly as possible, and in such a way that it could function on its own in my absence. And slowly but surely, it was happening.

“A guest?” I repeated as I glanced at the nisse, whose eyes were alive with sparks of excitement.

“Yes,” she replied. “She really wants to talk to you. And I advised you to listen to what she has to say.”

“Oh really?” I grunted. “I’m guessing this isn’t a human, then?”

“You’ll see for yourself,” said Itta as she trotted back up the stairs.

By the time I stepped back out of the stairwell into my office and closed the secret hatch, the nisse was nowhere to be seen. She appeared a few minutes later, leading another creature about her same height into the room behind her — right through the wall.

Hm... A first-born. Judging by her youthful face and her anxious expression, this was the same “young whippersnapper” the first-born elders told me about.

“This is Ignia,” the nisse introduced the first-born. “She’s a fayret.”

I nodded, concealing my considerable surprise. It just so happened that I had heard of fayrets before. These creatures could control fire.

Ignia’s skin emanated a faint golden glow, and her eyes glowed a deep scarlet color like smoldering coals. Her expression seemed to be challenging me, and yet was full of hope at the same time.

The fayret’s long, bright-red hair was woven back into several small braids that wrapped around her head like fiery snakes and created the illusion of fire dancing in the wind above her.

As far as I could remember from Vadoma’s legends, the fayret were the descendants of fire spirits. Fire wasn’t just their element, it was a continuation of their very souls, as well as being a weapon and a defense.

“Peace be upon you, Ignia of the line of the Flame Spirits,” I said in witching tongue. “What brings you to my home?”

My greeting seemed to unnerve the guest event more. The fire in her eyes grew brighter. She stood up straighter. I almost thought I had said something wrong, but a quick glance at the satisfied look on the nisse’s face told me that I had fully justified the first-born’s expectations.

Ignia leaned forward and quickly stammered:

“Peace be upon you as well, auring. I’ve come to serve you!”

I felt my eyebrows rise. This was interesting. This fayret didn’t seem to be a fan of long negotiations. I glanced at the nisse, feeling surprised. She, however, just nodded, with a cunning smile on her face.

“But why?” I asked, giving full voice to what I was thinking. “What will your elders say?”

“I’m a free fayret!” Ignia exclaimed as she thrust her chin proudly into the air. “And I’ve already decided what I want to do. It just remains for you to decide. Do you accept our service?”

“Hold on,” I frowned. “Did you say “our services?”“

“Yes,” nodded Ignia. “Selina and Vaira want to serve you too!”

“She didn’t come alone,” Itta explained as her mouth spread into a smile again. “She has a lunari and an efirel with her.”

“Invite them in,” I nodded. I had heard a lot about these creatures, too. The former were somehow connected to the moon, and the latter were the descendants of wind spirits.

The nisse waved her hand, and two more creatures about the same height came walking in from behind the portrait just as the fayret had. They all bore a certain resemblance to one another. All light-haired and graceful.

After introducing themselves, they stood to either side of the fayret, who seemed to be the leader and main source of ideas for the trio.

I looked over at my guests for a moment, deep in thought, which made them a little nervous. Yeah, I thought... Their energy systems aren’t very big to begin with, and they’re still practically running on empty. They’ve been on a starvation diet.

I was about to try to dissuade them again, to try to talk them out of a decision that required more thought than they seemed to have given it, but the nisse (seemingly having guessed what I was about to say) spoke up first:

“Come on, already,” she said impatiently. “Make a decision. These aren’t humans! They live by different laws. And they’re already decided. Besides, considering where you’re going in the near future, beings like them will be very, very useful to you indeed.”

I sighed, held out a hand, and spoke:

“Well, if you’re already decided, then let’s shake on it.”

“Done!” The first-born responded, almost in unison, as they reached out and quickly touched the palm of my hand.

An instant later, I could feel three sizable clots of energy travel through my energy system and into each of theirs. The first-born shuddered. The fayret’s eyes bulged, and she actually fell to her knees from the sheer unexpectedness of the feeling.

Well, I thought — what did they expect? I’m an avant. My energy system was much stronger, and much changed. I was able to move much larger units of mana around. Admittedly, I was still adjusting to my new abilities, so I was trying to proceed as carefully as possible. Judging by the stunned looks on my new subordinates’ faces, though, I still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of it. That said, in addition to the surprise in their eyes, I could also see a huge surge of excitement. I could see their energy systems blossom before my eyes.

“What did you expect?” The nisse grumbled smugly as she pushed all three of them toward the portrait. “You’re not exactly stealing crumbs of mana from humans here.”

A second later, and I was alone again. But not for long. Someone knocked at the door of my office.

“Come in!” I replied.

The door opened, and Bertrand appeared on the threshold. He was holding his correspondence tray, and it was weighed down with envelopes. Ever since the ball, letters with requests, invitations to receptions, and meeting proposals had been flooding in. I nodded to Bertrand in silence to indicate that he should enter as I stood up, walked around the table, and sat down in my armchair.

“Go ahead,” I said.

As Bertrand started to read the names of the senders aloud in a monotonous voice, I was gazing absent-mindedly out the window, lost in thought about what had happened in my office just a few minutes previously. But when Bertrand read out the name of the Duke de Clairmont, I snapped out of it and held out my hand.

The Marshal of Vestonia’s message was short, laconic, and military. His secretary obviously knew their role very well. Despite the fact that it was phrased as a sort of request, so as not to insult the honor of a margrave, this message was an order. After reading it, I glanced up at Bertrand, who was watching my face anxiously.

“Well, that’s that, old friend,” I said. “In two weeks, we head off to war.”
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