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		Chapter 1

		

		“WHAT DO YOU NEED all that for? What is the true reason?”

		

		Lieutenant Vincent asked me that question five days after our first meeting. I had just finished my procedures with crimson and emerald energies, actively directing them from their bruts into the body of my patient.

		

		Théodore Vincent hadn’t said much during his prior treatments. I regularly caught him looking at me, though. I didn’t blame him. Apparently, now he’d seen enough to work up the courage for a frank conversation. And to be honest, it was overdue. Despite his chumpish appearance and shirt, Théodore Vincent possessed a razor-sharp wit and uncompromising character. And that was just how Baron von Holtz described him.

		

		“So, I assume you don’t believe I could sincerely want to help a suffering man?” I chuckled, stuffing both bruts into my pocket.

		

		Watching my hand, the lieutenant smiled back at me from bed:

		

		“I stopped believing in fairy tales when I was seven years old and my whole family died of plague. The plague battalion burned my house to the ground with my families’ bodies inside. After that, I got sent to live in a shelter where I got all that foolishness beaten out of me...”

		

		“I see.”

		

		“Oh yeah?” I heard unconcealed sarcasm in Vincent’s voice. “If I’m not mistaken, you grew up somewhere warm and cozy with a team of nannies and valets to look after you, right?”

		

		“Weren’t we just talking about casting off illusions?” I asked, sitting in a chair opposite Vincent’s bed and crossing my legs. “Even legitimized bastards forever remain outcasts. Now picture a bastard whose father conspired against the crown and was executed for his crimes. How could someone like that have any illusions? So I understand you perfectly well even though the two of us grew up with different levels of wealth. And as for your question... What do you think?”

		

		“To be honest, I’m lost in guesses...” Vincent replied. “But still, I have some ideas.”

		

		“Curious... I’m all ears.”

		

		“You’re trying to get the new commander of Westerly Fort on your side by helping me.”

		

		“Well? Is it working?”

		

		“Jean Tassen is a man of honor,” Vincent responded harshly. “But he is no fool. And as an aside, neither am I. We just like playing by the rules. It keeps things simple.”

		

		“Agreed,” I nodded. “It’s always simpler to live without illusions. But true friendship and loyalty are no mere illusions. They are real. They are above feelings of gratitude.”

		

		“Are you saying you are trying to gain loyal friends by helping me?” Vincent smiled condescendingly.

		

		“Hey, why not?” I shrugged. “If I’m not mistaken, that is the path to true, solid friendship.”

		

		“Or maybe it’s all because you want to wet your beak on the smuggling ring through Tassen and me.” Vincent came, staring me straight in the eyes.

		

		“You think I stand a chance?” I asked calmly, not looking away.

		

		“Why not?” Vincent snorted back sardonically. “You managed to get rid of Louis de Rohan, as well as his flunkies Brossard and Buquet. Now the path is clear, particularly now that Tassen is deeply indebted to you for mending my health. He won’t put up any roadblocks.”

		

		“What about you?” I asked. “Will you be grateful? Or put-up roadblocks? Because I was not joking. You will be back on your feet. And you see that yourself already. You must have sensed the changes in your body over the last five days.”

		

		“Yes,” Vincent rasped back with a slightly puzzled look. “I can feel it...” And then, getting himself together, he added in a firm voice: “And yes, I am capable of showing gratitude. You healed me, took my wife and daughter into your home, helped Jean get promoted... I won’t make any trouble. Furthermore, I will do whatever you ask of me. I give you my word. But there is one but…”

		

		“I’m listening...”

		

		“If I ever hear that you’re threatening my friends or family, I will kill you.”

		

		Vincent’s voice was unwavering. The man looking back at me was a vicious predator. Despite his mortal wound, he was ready to bite through my neck at a moment’s notice.

		

		“I hear you, lieutenant,” I nodded.

		

		“But you neglected to answer the biggest question,” Vincent reminded me.

		

		“You mean the money and smuggling operation?” I asked. “I will not lie. I am interested in that business, but I concluded that there’s nothing for me to skim from your operation.”

		

		“Is that right?” Vincent chuckled.

		

		“Oh, come on,” I waved a hand. “Everyone knows perfectly well that de Rohan and his henchmen’s exile is a temporary state of affairs. Very soon, the men who sent him out here will try to take everything back under their control. Either they’ll send a new ‘de Rohan,’ or more likely try to make an arrangement with the new commander. There’s no sense going to war with them. You’ve already seen how that turns out. And considering the fact that I already have a basic idea of exactly who is at the top of this whole pyramid, I’d simply be swallowed up, not merely pushed out. Because Maître Jacob still sits in the fortress as a representative of the Amber Guild. He had to shell out a lot of dough to be granted the royal privilege to be stationed here on the frontier to purchase the claws, fangs, and various roots from the Shadow sold by wildlings after the ebbs.”

		

		I started counting on my fingers.

		

		“So... Louis de Rohan’s backers, the Amber Guild, unscrupulous secret chancery agents, the mayor and his backers... And that’s only surface level information... Sounds like a lot of bloodsuckers to feed already, no?”

		

		“And despite all that, you intend to obtain a manor here, reinforce your position among the officers of Westerly Fort and meet the mayor in the next few days,” Vincent noted with a wry chuckle. “After all, you were released from service in Westerly Fort and very soon will be heading to the capital. All of that seems to conflict with what you just said about not wanting to wet your beak on the smuggling operation, don’t you think?”

		

		“You’re missing one detail,” I shook my head.

		

		“What might that be?” Vincent asked in surprise.

		

		“The biggest one,” I responded, taking a big violet brut out of my pocket. When Vincent saw it, he gave a loud gulp. “As I mentioned, I am interested in the business, but I do not have the slightest desire, as you put it, to ‘wet my beak’ on anyone else’s cash flow. First of all, it sounds too messy. And second, the money, hm... isn’t all that good... And no wonder — with so many mouths to feed.”

		

		“I don’t exactly get your meaning...” Vincent started.

		

		But I interrupted:

		

		“It’s too early for that, lieutenant. Everything in its time.”

		

		Standing from my seat, I stashed the brut back in my pocket and straightened my coat.

		

		“By the way,” I stood outside the door. “Get ready. Tomorrow, you’ll be coming to my manor. The treatment will last more than a month. I cannot waste time traveling to your home every single day. Beyond that, you’ll be able to walk all on your own very soon, which is sure to attract lots of unwanted attention. To avoid that, my people will be publicly transporting you out of town tomorrow morning for supposed treatment in a nearby big city at a healer’s funded by Westerly Fort officers. Then, in the evening, you will return back to Toulon incognito. You will stay in my manor until your complete recovery together with your wife and daughter.”

		

		After I said that, followed by Vincent’s thoughtful gaze, I went out the door.

		

		* * *

		

		“Monsieur,” Bertrand appeared in the doorway of my office. “An Éric Judor is here to see you. Shall I send him in?”

		

		I looked away from reading yet another report from Tomcat, my infobot in Sardent. In it, he informed me that prices on sundries, fabric, iron, fur, and weapons in the independent Duchy of Mâcon had suddenly shot up and were continuing to grow. Hm… And no wonder. To some war could be a great opportunity. Some went to their deaths while others lined their pockets.

		

		Beyond that, Tomcat told me that prices at the slave market had risen significantly, particularly for fit men. Earlier, he informed me that teams of recruiters had started showing up in massive numbers in the county and beyond hunting for fit young men to fill the ranks of the warring armies.

		

		The Count de Mâcon, after a large number of complaints, even tried to combat the overreach, but the higher prices on the “live wares” climbed, the more actively the headhunters plied their trade.

		

		Because that was only the beginning. The armies of Vestonia and Atalia had yet to meet in a single large battle. So far, it had been relegated to small skirmishes for territory belonging to what I was calling “buffer counties and duchies,” those between the mega states. To me, it seemed that, after the war, many of these microstates would lose their independence.

		

		Wiping my face with my hand then stretching out, I took all important documents off the table and gave an order to Bertrand:

		

		“Send him in.”

		

		A few moments later, a short, slouching man walked into my office. He appeared to be fifty or even older. His pale, smallpox scarred face was stamped with a polite but somewhat crafty smile. His clever, cloudy blue eyes glimmered with sincere curiosity.

		

		Éric Judor, a local money lender, had visited my manor several days before. There was something he wanted to talk about. But I was not home, so he left his card and a request to invite him over at my earliest convenience.

		

		As an aside, the manor was now officially my property. Monsieur Mollet’s “fever” abated, and he was all too eager to sell the building to me for eight hundred silver crowns.

		

		I had to slightly rein in his appetites, and the price came down to five hundred fifty. Mollet was desperate to wrap up all his affairs with the inconvenient renter. So much in fact that he agreed to accept a promissory note redeemable in any bank where I kept deposits. I was not doing so great for cash at the time the deal was concluded, so it was an acceptable option.

		

		After a brief greeting, I asked the money lender to take a seat.

		

		“Okay,” I came, looking closely at the man. “There was something you wanted to discuss. All I ask... Is that you get straight to the point. I don’t have much time.”

		

		Éric Judor shifted a bit in the seat, got comfortable and said with a smile:

		

		“Of course, chevalier. Of course! I understand completely. I won’t take much of your time. I have come with a business proposition.”

		

		“I’m all ears.”

		

		“I wanted to offer to buy your promissory note.”

		

		“My promissory note?” I asked in surprise.

		

		“Precisely,” the money lender nodded and set a scroll on the table. “Please...”

		

		I unrolled it and quickly looked over the document bearing my signature. Just to be safe, I also scanned it for magic ink. No problems. It was the very promissory note I had used to pay Monsieur Mollet his five hundred and fifty silver crowns for the purchase of my manor.

		

		Hm... Monsieur Mollet must have decided to just sell it to the money lender. In theory, I didn’t blame him. The nearest branch of the Craonne bank, where my savings were kept, was located in Sardent. And he’d have to get there to get the money. Considering that the roads were less than calm at the moment, Mollet opted to sell the promissory note to a money lender in town. How much might he have sold it for?

		

		“And what do you want for it?” I asked, handing back the scroll.

		

		“Whatever do you mean?” Éric Judor asked in sincere surprise. “What it says on the note. Five hundred fifty silver crowns.”

		

		I stood up slowly and walked over to the window. In the manor’s back yard, I saw Jacques and Théo Vincent sitting on a bench having a conversation.

		

		Théo, as I promised, got on his feet a month ago and was now slowly starting to walk again, leaning on a heavy cane. I recalled the looks of astonishment from Vincent and his wife when he first got out of bed. On that day, I realized I now had two more people loyal to me in this world.

		

		After they met, Jacques and the lieutenant quickly found a common tongue. As it turned out, many years ago, the pair had even taken part in the same battle against some Northlanders. Honestly though, Jacques was in the infantry while Vincent was part of the cavalry. Now, the pair sat and watched as the kids trained, throwing out clipped phrases. Needless to say, the training had gotten even more intense now that there was another veteran on the scene.

		

		A smile instantly flickered on my lips, which I immediately hid behind a mask of indifference.

		

		Turning, I sat back down at the table and said:

		

		“I will give you three hundred silver crowns for it.”

		

		After von Holtz sold our loot to Maître Jacob, I had gotten some cash. In the lower drawer of my desk, I now had four purses containing two hundred crowns each.

		

		The fact we had come back with loot had leaked to the public in the end. And so, we had to sell it all to the official representative of the Amber Guild or risk being labeled smugglers.

		

		I had to admit that when von Holtz told me my share from selling the shadow wolf claws and three nearly empty bruts I was amazed. And Maître Jacobs was most likely not paying us a fair price.

		

		But even so, my people were pleased. Their share constituted just over two hundred crowns, which was a lot.

		

		Hrm... I was afraid to even imagine how much my “collection” might fetch.

		

		As an aside, Lieutenant von Holtz had just gone out on a campaign at the head of a group of fighters from the fort’s garrison loyal to Tassen along with von Brunon and Vidal. They decided to return to the lake to look for the dead shadow wolf we hid in a gully there. Or rather, whatever was left of it.

		

		I figured they’d be back any day now. And if they managed to scare up any loot, I was also entitled to a share of that.

		

		“But please, chevalier!” the money lender came indignantly. “The promissory note says how much its worth in black and white!”

		

		“I do not dispute that,” I replied. “But it also clearly indicates a time and location for that payment to take place. You can only demand the full amount one year after the promissory note was issued, and only from a branch of the Craonne bank.”

		

		And he knew all that perfectly well. I figured he was just testing the waters. He wanted to see what kind of man he was dealing with. I didn’t blame him...

		

		Now, by the way, I could see why Mollet was so eager to agree to my conditions when signing the purchase contract. He was clearly not planning to wait a whole year, much less travel anywhere. He was expecting to sell the promissory note to Éric Judor or another money changer, even if the rate would be greatly reduced.

		

		Judor said nothing, sizing me up with a thoughtful gaze. Then, in an utterly unimpressed tone, he came:

		

		“Three hundred is not a lot.”

		

		“Maybe so,” I shrugged.

		

		“Three hundred is nearly half of the total value. I’d come down to five hundred.”

		

		I tilted my head to one side.

		

		“Three hundred fifty.”

		

		The money changer shook his head.

		

		“Not enough. Four hundred eighty.”

		

		“The war,” I reminded him. “Has the roads a real mess. On top of that, there are roving bands of recruiters all around cities and their outskirts.”

		

		“Sure, but who’d want to recruit me?” Judor chuckled. “And what for?”

		

		“If they don’t push you into the army, they’ll rob you,” I shrugged. “All kinds of things are known to happen in these troubled times. Three hundred seventy.”

		

		“Let’s round that up to four hundred,” Judor suggested. “And part as friends.”

		

		Considering it briefly, I rubbed my chin, then nodded:

		

		“Agreed. I’ll be expecting you tomorrow, same time, with an attorney.”

		

		I didn’t know how much Judor had earned on the deal, but personally I was saving myself one hundred fifty crowns. And that meant the manor was costing me a total of four hundred silver crowns.

		

		By the way... What if...?

		

		Squeezing the hand of the self-satisfied Éric Judor, I held his hand in mine for a moment.

		

		“Monsieur Judor, correct me if I’m wrong, but do you also happen to have other promissory notes?”

		

		“Of course,” he replied, immediately perking up his ears. “Plenty of them. Anything in particular you’re interested in?”

		

		“Yes,” I nodded. “I’d like promissory notes from the trading houses Gilbert, and Legrand and Sons, as well as any coming from the Counts de Gramont. Or... The Count de Marbot. But those are lower priority.”

		

		When I saw the money changer give a broad, promising smile, I realized that soon I was going to need a very large amount of cash.

		

	
		Chapter 2

		

		ÉRIC JUDOR CAME BACK the next day at the scheduled time with an attorney. After we signed the agreement, I handed the money changer two fat sacks of crowns. He meanwhile handed me the promissory note, which I then destroyed with the attorney as witness.

		

		After the lawyer left my office, Judor set several dozen more scrolls on my desk.

		

		“Three thousand seven hundred fifty silver crowns — Gilbert trading house,” the money changer started listing off with a salacious smile. He clearly loved what he did. “Five thousand three hundred — Legrands. Six thousand two hundred — de Gramonts, and as for de Marbot — fifteen hundred. The ones with the nearest terms are nine months out. Almost all held by the Craonne bank. That makes a total of sixteen thousand seven hundred fifty silver crowns. What do you say, chevalier?”

		

		Hrm... What could I say? That was crazy money. Which I did not have. And that was even considering the fact I was able to finagle a thirty percent discount.

		

		“Welp, let’s first take a look...” I said and started scanning each note in detail.

		

		It only took me five minutes to make sure all the signatures were in place. No one tried to modify or forge any of them. Beyond that, Judor provided me with purchase contracts notarized by an attorney for each.

		

		After a scan, I started reading through them all carefully. Most of them were payable to bearer and had definite payout terms. But some of the de Gramont notes for two thousand crowns were pledged against some place called the Barony of Valff.

		

		Also... The de Gramont debt obligations were signed in two different hands.

		

		Pulling away from my reading, I called out softly:

		

		“Bertrand!”

		

		A minute later, the door opened, and my valet came into the office.

		

		“Monsieur...” he bowed.

		

		“Take a look at these papers,” I suggested. “And tell me what you see.”

		

		Bertrand came closer to the table and started looking closely at the notes, sorting them into two piles.

		

		“Monsieur,” he addressed me when he was done. “The first pile are notes pledged against the Barony of Valff and signed by your late father Ferdinand de Gramont. The rest were signed by your uncle Heinrich de Gramont.”

		

		“Hm...” I stroked my chin, paying no attention to Éric Judor, who wasn’t saying a thing. “Curious... Remind me again, where is that barony located...?”

		

		“The Barony of Valff is part of the lands of County Gramont, in the northeast of Vestonia, monsieur,” he replied slowly. “On the border of Astland.”

		

		“I see,” I nodded. “Thank you, Bertrand. You may go.”

		

		The old man bowed and left the office. The way he did it was so decorous and courteous it was as if he was valet to the king himself. Even Éric Judor found himself struck, watching Bertrand leave with respect.

		

		“Okay,” I came, drawing the money changer’s attention. “I’ve seen all I care to. I am interested in all the notes except these.”

		

		I pushed aside the stack of paper bearing Max’s father’s signature.

		

		“For the rest, I could write you a de Craonne bank check for six thousand crowns.”

		

		Judor shuddered and took the stack.

		

		“Six thousand is plain robbery!” he exclaimed. “Particularly for notes from such esteemed Vestonian families! But that isn’t even the biggest part. Alas, chevalier, I do not work with checks...”

		

		“Okay,” I said, getting up from the seat. “Then I ask you to forgive me for wasting your precious time. I do not keep such large amounts of cash.”

		

		The money changer hurriedly hopped out of the chair and, as if afraid I was about to leave, started speaking softly while cautiously eyeing the door:

		

		“I understand, chevalier... It is not safe to keep such large amounts in the home in times like this. They’re safer in a bank vault...” He again eyed the door and turned to a whisper. “What if there was another way to settle payment for the notes? Perhaps I could let them go for ten thousand. Believe me, chevalier, it’s a very good price.”

		

		“What are you suggesting?” I also lowered my voice. “You won’t take a check... A loan? A promissory note?”

		

		“No, no,” the money changer hesitated. “You’ll have to forgive me, Monsieur Renard, for my directness but you... How can I put it...? You put your life at risk too often. And beyond that... Please don’t take this too personally. You’re not creditworthy at present.”

		

		He looked around the office.

		

		“As far as I’m aware, this manor is your only property and, forgive me again, but I know exactly what it cost you. And now we’re talking about ten thousand crowns.”

		

		“Then I repeat,” I came, slightly raising my voice. “What exactly do you want for payment?”

		

		The money changer hesitated for a moment, then started selecting his words carefully:

		

		“You see, Monsieur Renard. Everyone in Toulon knows that you and your friends returned with lots of loot from your recent outing, which you sold to Maître Jacob.”

		

		“That’s right,” I nodded. “He is the only man in Westerly Fort we can legally sell such things to. I am a law-abiding subject of his majesty. As are my friends.”

		

		“Yes, yes, of course...” Judor waved his hands. “And yet... You could after all have, ghm, well let’s say, set aside some of the loot for a rainy day... Of course, intending to sell it later and only to a legal representative of the king. Isn’t that so?”

		

		Now that was interesting. When I found out Éric Judor wanted to meet me, I asked Théo Vincent for intel. The lieutenant assured me the money changer, just like every other member of his profession, was slippery as an eel but relatively harmless. He bought up and resold valuable papers and keepsakes. The pawn business, essentially. But otherwise, he was a common money changer with no links to smuggling. And here he was giving me clear hints that he was interested in magic artifacts. Very curious.

		

		I had met people like him in my past life. They got very set in their ways. And if a man such as Éric Judor decided to take a risk, something must have happened. And thus his strange trepidation. He was clearly feeling out of his element. Hm... As if he was being forced... Actually, why not?

		

		“Purely hypothetically?” I lowered my voice again.

		

		“Of course!” Judor’s eyes lit up with delight.

		

		“Well, purely hypothetically, then of course that could be so,” I responded. After that, the money changer took heart. “But we needed money for Lieutenant Vincent’s treatments. So we sold all our loot to Maître Jacob.”

		

		Judor’s expression shifted after that. It transformed in an instant from one of joy to one of sadness.

		

		“Too bad...” he muttered out in disappointment. “What a pity...”

		

		I shrugged and threw up my hands. As if to say I couldn’t help.

		

		Scraping the papers off the table, Judor placed a hand on the stack of notes with Max’s dad’s signature. As an aside, based on the dates and money, I was starting to suspect Ferdinand had spent a lot of dough in preparation for his rebellion. He must have put a lot on the line for the risky endeavor. Only the gods could say how many more such notes were circulating in the country.

		

		“Chevalier Renard,” Judor turned to me suddenly. “May I ask you a question?”

		

		“Of course.”

		

		“Why are you not interested in your own father’s promissory notes?”

		

		As if you don’t know. Slippery creep.

		

		“My father is dead,” I replied. “And most likely, the barony pledged in those notes was either transferred to the crown or my uncle after his rebellion. If my father had simply died, I would have had a chance to redeem the money indicated in the note. But my father did not die a simple death. He was executed as a traitor.”

		

		“But there’s also the courts,” Judor made a final attempt to pawn off the worthless papers on me.

		

		Funny.

		

		“I suspect I’d have to spend more money on bribes than I’d earn on that transaction. I am not the least bit interested in getting bogged down in bureaucracy.”

		

		Based on the heavy sigh, Judor was in complete agreement with me on the matter. He was already near the door and reaching for the knob when I threw out some chum.

		

		“I wouldn’t pay so much as ten crowns for those papers.”

		

		Judor froze and turned.

		

		“Not enough,” he immediately fired back. “A hundred would be an excellent price.”

		

		I must have been on the right track. Those notes were as good as pulp.

		

		“But please,” I smiled. “What good are those worthless papers to me for a whole hundred crowns? Twelve tops, and that only in memory of my dear father...”

		

		In the end, after a brief negotiation, Judor and I agreed to twenty crowns and to meet back up in the next few days to sign the purchase contract in the presence of an attorney.

		

		“What good are those papers to you, monsieur?” Bertrand asked me after the money changer had gone.

		

		“Not sure yet,” I shrugged, pulling on my old, worn boots. I decided to change into street clothing and follow Judor. I needed confirmation of my theory about him.

		

		“Twenty crowns is a ton of money!” Bertrand reminded me. “And most likely, your father’s notes will not be redeemable.”

		

		“I know,” I nodded, attaching a dagger in a basic scabbard to my belt. “But the deal is done. So, we’ll just have to see!”

		

		With an approving pat on Bertrand’s back, I left the office and a few minutes later caught up to the unsuspecting money changer in the merchant quarter. And approximately an hour later, my suspicions were confirmed. Cautiously peeking out around the corner of a fish stall, I watched Éric Judor standing not far from the baker’s stall having an animated discussion with Monsieur Gobert, the secret chancery agent.

		

		I snorted. Hrm... They were not going to give up so easily. Which I really should have been expecting.

		

		* * *

		

		“I think the time has come to discuss our plans,” I came, looking at Théo Vincent sitting opposite me and his wife Clémentine. “We cannot delay any further. Soon, I will leave for the capital.”

		

		Théo, his big hand gripping the top of his cane with such force his knuckles went white, cleared his throat a few times and glanced at his wife.

		

		My healing work had ended a week prior, so Théo could already get by without the cane if he wanted. But he was in no hurry to part with it. The problem was that, inside the heavy stick, there was a very heavy steel rod. Carrying it around everywhere, Vincent occasionally swung it like a club or spun figure eights with it like a cavalry sword. And although the cane was constantly evading his grasp for the first few days, now Théo could swing it around like a little twig.

		

		Clémentine gave a short nod to let me know she was listening. My housekeeper in the last month had very quickly gotten the manor in order. The short, dainty looking woman got all the people in my house under her thumb before anyone noticed. Other than me, and of course Bertrand. My valet was more than she could chew.

		

		Honestly though, at first they had little spats. But then the hostility dwindled to zero. I watched the whole process from the sidelines and didn’t interfere. And good thing. The pair quickly came to an understanding about who was in charge. Clémentine recognized Bertrand’s ultimate authority and now I often caught them having calm discussions like old pals.

		

		Two weeks ago, the Vincents and I had a serious conversation. Théo suddenly told me he’d refused to serve in the garrison at Westerly Fort. He let me know he’d had it up to his neck with serving the king and offered his services to me. To say I was caught off guard by his offer would be an understatement. Still, I should have seen it coming.

		

		Tassen was also shocked by the news. He and Vincent even got into a fight and didn’t talk for a few days. But in the end, they made up. On that day, Vincent reeked of booze from a mile off. In the end, Baron von Brunon became Westerly Fort’s third lieutenant. Which was perfectly fine by me.

		

		Vincent also was constantly accepting work from Jacques related to my outbuildings. Jacques meanwhile treated his “replacement” with understanding. He would be going to the capital with his master. Vincent meanwhile would be staying behind in Toulon.

		

		“So then,” I continued. “As you are aware, this manor costs me a pretty penny every month.”

		

		“Yes, monsieur,” Vincent replied, trading glances with his wife.

		

		“Some of the expenses are covered by our side businesses,” my housekeeper clarified. “But not all.”

		

		“True,” I nodded. “Those side businesses have proven very profitable. Which is why I’ve decided to expand them.”

		

		“How so?” Clémentine asked.

		

		“I am buying a farm on the outskirts of Toulon. Several if necessary. I am aware that it will mean investing at first. But with time I’m sure income will outstrip expenses.”

		

		“Curious,” she drawled out thoughtfully and said: “Sundry prices have shot through the roof. If we approach this properly, it should work.”

		

		“Gunnar and Kevin I’ll take with me,” I said, watching Clémentine’s eyes light up in satisfaction. My housekeeper clearly was a fan of the expansion plans. “You have Jérémie, Claude, and Luc at your disposal. If necessary, feel free to hire more assistants. We still have time. I can spend a couple days riding around the area to select a good spot. Beyond that, I can help choosing animals and poultry.”

		

		“Yes, monsieur,” Clémentine nodded with a smile. “I’m sure you’ll choose the very best.”

		

		“Don’t you doubt it,” I smiled back and turned to her husband.

		

		“As for your, Théodore, I have a separate task. But first, I want to ask you a question.”

		

		“You have my attention, monsieur,” he replied.

		

		“Do you remember our first conversation? If I’m not mistaken, you were asking about the local smuggling operation and whether I intended to, as you put it, wet my beak?”

		

		“Yes,” he nodded. “I recall.”

		

		“What do you think now?”

		

		He was not caught off guard. He stared me straight in the eyes and said:

		

		“Everything I’ve seen and heard over the last month leads me to believe that fate has connected me and my family with a man who in the future will become one of the richest and most influential people in Mainland. I think all this fuss with the manor and farms is just a cover for the schemes you have for the future. I haven’t yet discovered exactly what they are, but you can count on me completely.”

		

		“Good,” I nodded. “But I seem to remember you giving me a warning. I’d like to avoid misunderstandings between us. I have embarked on a risky endeavor. I’ll have to grow eyes on the back of my head.”

		

		My tone didn’t bother Vincent or his wife.

		

		“You saved my life,” Théo replied simply and without too much drama. The man looking back at me was a warrior ready to go to hell and back. “You gave me and my family hope again.”

		

		“Over the last month, you’ve done more for us than all the masters my husband served in his life put together,” Clémentine came firmly. I saw determination in her eyes, and even a certain amount of ferocity. “And when tragedy visited our house, none of them so much as thought about us. Which leads to a logical question — if you’re giving this much help to people you don’t know at all, how much will you do for those you truly hold dear?”

		

		“At least I’ll make them fabulously rich,” I responded calmly.

		

		After saying that, I got up from my desk and walked over to the bookshelf while they looked on with bewildered attention. I got out both bags I’d taken from the Shadow and undid the drawstrings.

		

		While watching the Vincents’ pale faces slowly stretch out, eyes pinned to the different colored bruts of various sizes, I again sat back in my chair.

		

		Oddly, the first one to come to her senses was Clémentine. She turned to look at me and, her voice shuddering in trepidation and delight, asked:

		

		“Monsieur... Where did you get them? But this... This...”

		

		“These are my loot from the Shadow,” I responded calmly and, nodding at the bookshelf, added: “There are also pelts and various small items there like teeth and magical creature claws. And this is only the beginning.”

		

		Then I looked at Théo. The former lieutenant of Westerly Fort, probably never having seen so many bruts before in his life, seemed afraid to move a muscle.

		

		“Théo,” I called. The sound of my voice made Vincent shudder and look me in the eyes. “Now do you see what I have in mind?”

		

		“Yes, monsieur,” he squeezed out with a parched throat.

		

		“Are you with me?”

		

		“To the bitter end,” he responded without a second thought.

		

		“Clémentine?” I turned to his wife.

		

		“To tell the truth, there have been times when my husband and I have had to risk our lives for food I would be hesitant to feed to pigs,” she said with a sad smirk, then in a firm voice repeated after her husband:

		

		“I am with you to the bitter end, monsieur.”

		

	
		Chapter 3

		

		“THANK THE GODS, we’ve arrived!” Bertrand exclaimed with a sigh of relief.

		

		We were standing on top of a hill staring wide eyed at the sprawling capital of Vestonia down below. Closest of all to us was the so-called Old Capital, or Old City. The New Capital, or New City was located in the distance on the left bank of the Legha river, the longest river in Vestonia, which rose in the south of the country and emptied into the Gray Sea in the Bay of Anteias.

		

		I had learned from my history books that the division of the capital took place in the previous century. However, it was never truly divided. The current king’s great grandfather, whose rule began with a rebellion known popularly as the “Blood Prince Uprising,” was extremely paranoid.

		

		After executing the rebels, including some of his own cousins and uncles, the king decreed the foundation of a new city on the opposite bank of the Legha, arguing that Vestonia was embarking upon a new path and thus the capital also had to be built anew.

		

		Over eight or so years, the new city experienced fervent growth. For the most part, it was manors, villas, and palaces for the wealthy elite. But now, that was where my “doting” uncle was waiting for me.

		

		However, I was not going straight to his place. For starters, I decided to set up in a hotel in the Old City and spend a few days getting my bearings.

		

		I was distracted from contemplating the city by some noise on the road. On it was a long procession made up of dozens of riders in expensive, vibrant outfits accompanied by a richly appointed carriage with a ducal crest adorning its sides depicting a rectangular red and blue escutcheon supported by a pair of manticores rampant. The escutcheon was crowned with a six-toothed golden crown.

		

		“Make way for His Grace the Duke de Gondy!” a broad-shouldered rider on a black mare called out in a booming voice. The long feathers on his dark blue brocade beret with gold and silver embroidery stuck out dashingly in various directions.

		

		The riders and carriage raced down the road, not slowing their pace and paying absolutely no heed to the other travelers. People dove out of the way, hurrying to get their modest carts, wagons, and wheelbarrows out of the path of the ducal procession.

		

		When the carriage caught up to our coach, which was parked on the side of the road, it came to a screeching halt. The riders, who were in front, furiously working their lashes and spewing obscenities, cleared a jam on the tract made of peasant and city-dweller carts.

		

		At that very moment, the dark burgundy velvet curtain in the carriage’s window flitted back, and a sweet woman’s face peeked out. The look of scorn in her big hazel nearly black eyes landed on everything around. Her disinterested gaze slid over the peasants in their colorless clothing, their carts and wagons full of bags and animals in cages on their way to the stalls of the capital city market.

		

		After that, she saw the hunters and lumberjacks coming home with their quarry, then finally landed on me. Looked with disgust at my cheap clothing and mare. We stared into each other’s eyes for a moment.

		

		As a noble, I was allowed to stay in the saddle. Everyone else had to remove their hats, dismount, and give a deep bow. I also made a respectful bow just how Bertrand taught me.

		

		The woman’s little mouth curled into a wry smile. She looked at me like a pauper. I couldn’t blame her. Compared to the riders alongside her carriage, decked out head to toe in capital-city fashions, I truly looked like a street urchin.

		

		A moment later, the curtain slid back, and her face disappeared.

		

		When the procession made it away from us, I glanced at Jacques. He just shrugged.

		

		“De Gondy,” he came as if the name explained it all.

		

		“As in the de Gondies?” I asked.

		

		“Yes,” he nodded. “The Dukes of the South, rulers of Aquitaine. Most likely, she is the daughter or perhaps niece of the duke.”

		

		I snorted. We were seemingly arriving in the capital at the exact same time as one of the most influential people not only in Vestonia, but in all Mainland. He controlled the southern provinces which, essentially, fed the entire country. Popularly, he was even called the king of Aquitaine.

		

		Honestly though, repeating that around here was a good way to end up headless. De Gondy himself would perform the beheading. Or rather his people. The precedent had been established. Particularly now that the King of Vestonia was keeping such jealous watch over any suspicious chatter after suppressing the uprising and executing the rebels.

		

		“I didn’t see any armbands on His Grace’s riders,” Kevin piped up from back in the coach.

		

		“Because they didn’t have any,” I responded.

		

		“So the Duke de Gondy has yet to take a side?” Kevin’s question was more rhetorical than anything.

		

		I just shrugged and shook my head.

		

		“Apparently so.”

		

		The last few hours of our trip down the royal tract were observed closely by groups of nobles riding past us. Almost all of them had small thin armbands of various colors. Some were green, others blue, while others still flaunted a red shade.

		

		Bertrand, who I’d sent out for information, figured everything out very quickly. Apparently, all these colors denoted various princes. Having three sons, Carl III the Victorious had yet to declare a dauphin of Vestonia. In other words, the king was dithering in his choice of heir.

		

		There were lots of rumors about why the king was being so indecisive. And each theory was more nonsensical than the next. In one way or another, the king was giving his subjects a reason to voice their own preferences. I suspected that was precisely what Carl III was hoping to achieve. Still though, who could say what was going on in the monarch’s head?

		

		He was clearly no fool. Much less a weakling. I suspected he simply knew his own children too well and more importantly knew who they associated with.

		

		I had to say that Carl III, who earned glory on the battlefield in his youth and brutally suppressed all disobedience, had actively concentrated all power in Vestonia in his hand. And to my eye, he did quite a good job of it. Particularly considering the fact that his daddy the king, a lover of wine, hunting and fancy balls, had left him a government which had essentially been split into three parts.

		

		As dauphin, Carl quenched the fires of war in the western baronies, bashed in the heads of the barbarians invading the northern provinces, came to terms with the priests of the Forefather and had just recently suppressed the rebellion Max’s father played a part in.

		

		As an aside, I had looked into the chronology of that rebellion, dug into some parallels and concluded that Carl III had essentially provoked the rebellion himself. Surely, he had long known about the conspiracy and pushed his opponents to act. If the king himself were not involved, the nobles would most likely not have moved so soon. They’d have kept scheming and preparing in their castle, conducting expansive discussions and arguing about Vestonia’s great future.

		

		As was only logical, Carl III quickly suppressed the rebellion, confiscated all the conspirators’ fortunes, and thus filled his coffers with the funds he so desperately needed for the upcoming war. Unlike Alfonso V, king of Atalia, who was mired in debts, Carl III was in a more favorable position.

		

		As an aside, based on the information that I got from Tomcat, I had concluded that things in Atalia were, to put it lightly, not going great. Alfonso V, popularly known as the Pious, was under the financial thumb of the priestly Order of the Scarlet Shield, whose knights took a solemn vow to exterminate all True Gifted in Mainland. De facto, the country was ruled by the grand magister of the knightly order. As an aside, that was one of the reasons I was in no rush to visit Atalia. I had no desire to end my life on a pyre... Or however they executed true gifted...

		

		The order was also a thorn in the side of Carl III. The issue was that many of the Scarlet Knights, as they were popularly known, were gifted and mainly combat mages. And I had already seen just how effective they were as strykers.

		

		But that was not all. To fill his coffers, Alfonso V had started issuing counterfeit coins. Every month, his golden reals and silver escudos grew lighter. Add to that high taxes, peasant rebellions, plagues, and famines in the northern provinces... The sovereign of Atalia must have been desperate to improve his financial situation on the back of the “buffer” counties and baronies and also, if possible, the Vestonians.

		

		We got into town without issue. Honestly though, we did have to spend a bit of time waiting at the gates, but the line went quick.

		

		I found Old Herouxville charming. It was pretty much exactly how I imagined. An old stone giant that harbored many ancient secrets and legends.

		

		The streets were crowded. The Old Capital’s merchant quarter, which Bertrand confidently led us through, reminded me of a raging river with its constant streams of humanity. The densely packed stalls, slowly strolling hawkers, unhurried buyers, foreign gawkers randomly stopping in passageways to look on in astonishment at all the havoc — this quarter made Sardent’s market seem much less grand. I heard screams, laughter, whinnying horses and bleating sheep from every direction. The air was saturated with delicious smells of hot food, boiling oil, spices, meat, and fish.

		

		Every last alleyway specialized in something different. The smithy alley gave off a telltale metal clanking sound. The tailor street was hung with colorful fabrics. One street down, I saw bouquets of hanging sausages and smoked meats. Saddlers, bootmakers, carpenters, and potters; taverns and pubs; apothecaries and barber shops — this place seemed to have everything a person could want.

		

		With Bertrand as guide, we very quickly found our way to an inexpensive but decently appointed inn in the Old Capital, where I rented us a set of rooms for the week. That was how long I’d given myself to get to know Herouxville before presenting myself to my dear uncle Heinrich.

		

		Leaving Jacques, Gunnar and Kevin behind to unload, the first thing I did was head for Herouxville’s famed baths, asking Bertrand to show me to yet another place.

		

		* * *

		

		“So, this is the place I grew up,” I snorted, taking a scrutinizing look at the manor Ferdinand de Gramont had furnished for his bastard.

		

		Max’s old house was located in an elite quarter of the capital, and doubtless was one of the oldest homes in the city. That was not to say it was in a bad state, though. Just that compared to the other structures I’d seen, the three-story stone building with its pretty yard and little pond looked more like a small castle. I immediately told Bertrand my theory.

		

		“You’re absolutely right, monsieur,” the old servant said, no longer paying any mind to my “memory lapses.” “This castle is one of the most ancient chateaux in Herouxville.” And immediately added: “And best defended. But you never liked it.”

		

		“Did I ever explain why?”

		

		“You said you wanted to live in a more modern and refined home. You found it too old fashioned. You also used to complain that your friends would make fun of you.”

		

		I snorted. Sounded just like Max. He was a real dunderhead.

		

		“You know something?” I came. “I’ve changed my mind. I like this castle. It gives me a... homey feeling or something... Maybe because I grew up here.”

		

		Bertrand nodded and smiled.

		

		“I always knew you’d change your opinion about the Fox Den one day.”

		

		I felt a shiver run down my spine.

		

		“Fox Den?” I asked, hiding my trepidation.

		

		“Yes,” Bertrand nodded. “This castle used to be called the Fox Den. But you never liked that, either. You actually forbid me from mentioning it.”

		

		My mouth stretched into a smirk.

		

		But that Max — what a cretin. As expected. I wasn’t even surprised anymore.

		

		“Starting today, I give you permission to call it that whenever you wish,” I announced in a cheery tone. “The Fox Den! I rather like it.”

		

		Heh... Whoever would have imagined? As soon as that thought flickered by in my head, I seemed to hear a soft, short laugh. I shuddered and looked around but didn’t see anyone.

		

		“I want the castle back,” I told Bertrand after a brief silence. “Who lives there now?”

		

		“I haven’t a clue, monsieur,” he replied. “But I could find out quickly. Based on the state of the grounds, the castle was not left unattended after your departure. Most likely, the same servants and butlers are still there.”

		

		“No,” I shook my head. “As soon as you show your face, my uncle will know I’m in town. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

		

		We were about to leave our observation point when a carriage pulled up to the castle gates surrounded by a dozen riders. The gorgeous horses, expensive outfits — this must have been the city’s young elites.

		

		Watching closely as the young people chatted and laughed loudly while waiting impatiently for a short gray-haired servant to come out and open the gates when the cavalcade arrived, Bertrand came:

		

		“The young rider there in bright green is François de Gramont. Your cousin.”

		

		François bore no resemblance to Max. He was taller than him and broader at the shoulders. Yveline, that was who he looked like. Same eyes and golden locks.

		

		“Well, now we know who got my castle,” I snorted, looking at Heinrich de Gramont’s son. “Bad luck for him...”

		

		Bertrand shuddered and looked at me anxiously. But he kept those thoughts to himself.

		

		The heavy gates started to open, and the cavalcade went racing inside. While riding past the servant, François gave him a lick with a lash. It was such a forceful blow that the gray-haired man flopped to the ground and blood covered his face.

		

		“I warned you many times, dog!” the viscount shrieked. “If you don’t move quicker next time, I will give you a whipping in the back yard!”

		

		“Yes, milord!” the servant muttered, kneeling and shivering with his entire body. “Kindly forgive me!”

		

		Paying no more attention to the man, the viscount rode off after the others.

		

		“Poor Charles...” Bertrand whispered with a heavy sigh. “Most likely, you’ve also forgotten him... He served you as a footman.”

		

		“My cousin sure is quick to punish,” I uttered.

		

		Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bertrand looking at me strangely and immediately look away.

		

		“What’s the matter?” I asked him.

		

		“Uh-um...” the old man hesitated.

		

		“Come on, spit it out,” I encouraged.

		

		“How shall I put it, monsieur?” he burbled. “You’re completely different... You’ve changed. And for the better. Uh-um...”

		

		“Wait...” a guess suddenly hit me. “Are you saying I treated him the same way?”

		

		“You’ve changed...” Bertrand started hurriedly repeating. “You’re different now, milord!”

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh. You have no idea just how right you are, old timer.

		

		Ahem... Seemingly, Max’s ghost would be haunting me for some time to come.

		

		“I’ve seen all I care to,” I came drily. “Let’s go back.”

		

		“Yes, monsieur,” Bertrand came.

		

		Jerking the reins, I started the horses. The old man on his mare followed after me.

		

		Right when we went past the gates of the castle, in a little gap between the closing gates, I saw Charles’ gray head. His wide face was bloodied but, seemingly, he didn’t particularly mind.

		

		For a moment, his gaze slid over us and landed on Bertrand. The footman frowned, then his broad countenance stretched out in surprise.

		

		“Bertrand!” he called out to my valet in a timorous voice. “Is it really you?!”

		

		I glanced at Bertrand as he cringed guiltily, trying to look away and hiding his face.

		

		Too late...

		

		“Monsieur Renard!” the gray haired footman exclaimed “Monsieur Renard! Have you returned?”

		

		But that was where it ended...

		

		“Hey, dog!” I heard the shrieking voice of François de Gramont from behind the gates. Why the hell was he back? “You’re still here?! Who are you talking to?!”

		

		Damnation! Well, looks like I’ll have to get to know my cousin ahead of schedule...

		

	
		Chapter 4

		

		“WHY... HRM... I...” Charles started hiccupping. His face looked even paler.

		

		“Open the gates, brute!” the shrieking voice demanded.

		

		A few moments later, the gates flew open, and François de Gramont appeared. The white horse beneath him stamped its thin legs in impatience, snorted, and shook its long head.

		

		I found myself admiring the noble creature.

		

		“What is going on here?!” François exclaimed, thrusting his chin forward and frowning.

		

		That let me get a closer look at him. He and Yveline really were very similar looking. But she was the very image of a flower in spring. Vibrant and pure. Her brother meanwhile looked more like a weed. He also had his flowers, but they were noxious.

		

		I could safely guess that François was older than his sister by seven or eight years. Slim with a decent build. Dressed in the latest fashions. It was immediately obvious that my uncle was not stingy with his children’s wardrobes. That broad-brimmed hat with fashionable multicolored plume all on its own most likely cost a ton of money.

		

		As an aside, based on the large amount of green interspersed in François’ outfit, he was a supporter of Prince Louis, the king’s youngest son. It was said that all innovations in fashion could be traced back directly to His Highness Prince Louis. The youngest scion of the royal family, he patronized musicians, poets, artists, and sculptors. The capital city theater that Carl III’s youngest financed was famed even outside of Herouxville.

		

		To be frank, I found him the most tolerable of the king’s sons. He clearly understood that he had no chance of attaining the throne, and thus enjoyed life to the fullest.

		

		The behind-the-scenes struggle for power was mostly between his elder brothers. Or rather their supporters. The king’s eldest son, “Red” Prince Philipp, was supported by nobles from the east headed by his uncle on his mother’s side, the Duke de Bauffremont. His middle son — “Blue” Prince Heinrich — was the candidate of the northerners and big bankers like the Craonne brothers.

		

		Going off the fragmentary information I got from various sources, I was perfectly aware of why the Craonnes and other bankers had taken the side of the king’s middle son. Prince Heinrich was determined to embark on the same path of military glory as his father. He was raring for a fight. He craved glory on the battlefield. And wars, as everyone knew, cost money. Lots of money, which just so happened to be something the bankers could provide a lot of only to then shackle his arms and legs with obligations.

		

		The eldest prince meanwhile had the vote of the eastern aristocrats. And that was mainly because Prince Phillipp was completely under the control of his beloved uncle the Duke de Bauffremont, the brother of the queen and cousin of the king of Astland.

		

		From an outside perspective, the whole show looked more or less innocent but, digging deeper, very soon it would all spin out of control. Even before I entered the capital, I had the distinct pleasure of witnessing several spats between members of the different factions. One even ended in a duel with a fatal outcome.

		

		Honestly though, the public announcement said the duel was caused by some lady’s besmirched honor. But everyone knew perfectly well that was just an excuse. Still, the princes’ supporters had yet to break out into uncontrolled political violence, at least not in public. But things were trending in that direction. The king probably knew what he was doing. Or not... I honestly didn’t care.

		

		As an aside, seeing Prince Louis’ flowers on François’ clothing didn’t surprise me. Uncle Heinrich’s choice to support the “greens,” considered the most inoffensive choice, was calculated to keep his head down despite County Gramont being located in the eastern provinces.

		

		I wouldn’t be surprised to discover my uncle was not opposed to casting a line into the ocean of grand politics but, alas, Max’s dad’s failed part in the mutiny had sullied the family’s reputation quite seriously. For now, green was the exact right color for the de Gramonts.

		

		While the frightened footman burbled and hiccupped, Bertrand got on the ground quite quickly and froze in a respectful bow. The etiquette rules of this world stipulated that I could remain in the saddle but, because the viscount was higher in status than me, and an elder relative, I was supposed to greet him before introducing myself. Which I did straight away with a slight bow.

		

		“Chevalier Renard?” I could read strained thinking on François’ face. “Very familiar...”

		

		Finally, the viscount’s thin brows shot upward, and his lips cringed into a condescending smile. He scanned me head to toe with a disgusted look. His attention was drawn for a second by the Silver Wing on my chest.

		

		The apparently modest sliver decoration was none other than an order I was personally awarded by the Marquess de Crépon, mayor of Toulon. All that happened at the reception in his palace in front of several dozen nobles and the commander of Westerly Fort.

		

		Later, Jean Tassen explained to me that the Silver Wing of Strix was one of the most highly-regarded and valued decorations in Vestonia, which could only be awarded by what were known as “Frontier Mayors” and only to troops of the shadow patrol. Only the Golden Wing of Strix was above it, but that could only be awarded by the king.

		

		Mine was given to me officially for “saving the lives of my brothers in arms.” I suspected that if the men I saved were not from noble families my “good deed” would likely never have been noticed by society.

		

		Beyond that, I made a very strong memory of the mayor’s satisfied face during the award ceremony. I had one theory about that. I figured the whole show had a dual purpose. For example, maybe it was a way for the mayor to turn the attention of the paymasters of the former fort captain the Baronet de Rohan, who were now upset that their smuggling operation wasn’t delivering, on me. As if to say, everything was working fine until your protege got too greedy, tripped on the young chevalier, and embarrassed himself in front of Toulon’s noble council. And this chevalier was no simple man. He was from an elite, ancient family, plus he was a hero. The Toulonnais adored him. Basically, if they wanted to direct their anger at anyone — make it Chevalier Renard, cavalier of the Order of the Silver Wing, a true hero.

		

		At first, I hid the medal and didn’t want to show it off, but that turned out to not be allowed. It went against etiquette. If I was outside of my home, my decorations had to be worn on my chest, especially such great ones. Removing, and particularly hiding any medal here was considered bad form. Doing so could be considered a mortal insult by whoever awarded it. I was lucky that Bertrand spotted it and explained before anyone noticed.

		

		As an aside, on the way to the capital, I very quickly realized that medals, particularly those such as the Silver Wing, had a unique almost magical quality. Especially in cities near the frontier. Publicans, when they saw my decoration, tried to serve me the freshest beer and food. Servants and nobles greeted me with respect and even bureaucrats, the most steadfast members of the human species, looked at me differently.

		

		Honestly though, the further I got from the frontier, the more that “magic” lost its power. But the whole way I came across people who were “in the know.”

		

		As for the viscount’s wry and disparaging smirk, he didn’t have the foggiest notion of the shadow patrol’s combat decorations. He saw the little silver wing as nothing but a cheap trinket.

		

		“I am the son of your uncle, Ferdinand de Gramont,” I decided to remind him. “You and I are cousins.”

		

		François’ face after that changed from one of mockery to one of indignance and anger. Max’s cousin seemed fit to die of dismay.

		

		“Don’t mention that traitor’s name in front of me ever again!” he hissed through his teeth. His eyes burned with fury and scorn. “You are no cousin of mine! You are the son of a vile betrayer and daughter of a merchant dog! I meanwhile am the Viscount de Gramont! Heir to a great and ancient dynasty! You have no place here! You are a shame on the family name. You should have stayed in whatever hole we stuck you in. Who allowed you to come to Herouxville, bastard?”

		

		François practically spat out the last sentence.

		

		Ahem... I of course was not counting on a warm welcome from my relations, but to be disparaged from the very doorstep?

		

		Bertrand meanwhile was also in shock. His whole body was quivering. I figured it wasn’t fear. But the footman’s face went dark. He was probably seriously regretting recognizing Bertrand and me and deciding to speak up.

		

		My cousin’s words didn’t affect me in the slightest, but saying nothing would be a sign of weakness.

		

		I didn’t know what François was expecting out of me, but my wry smile clearly bothered him.

		

		“Viscount,” I came, continuing to smile. “As soon as I meet your father, who invited me to come to the capital, I will be sure to tell him how much money he wasted on your edification. As regrettable as it is to admit — you are utterly untrained in proper manners. Either your instructors were fraudulent or, as they say, there’s one in every family.”

		

		The more I said, the darker crimson the viscount’s face went. He looked like a fish out of water. His mouth just kept flapping open and shut while his eyes bulged so far out they seemed about to enter orbit. A little bit more and this cretin would have a stroke.

		

		I meanwhile continued:

		

		“When it comes to my father, Count Ferdinand de Gramont, your uncle... He fought a large number of battles side-by-side with our king. After the battle of Red River, His Majesty personally awarded my father with the Order of the Golden Fang, something only a few dozen in Vestonia can boast. Yes, later my father made a fatal error but His Majesty, may the gods extend his reign for many years to come, gave him the opportunity to clear his family’s shame with his blood, and did not strip us of our nobility or regalia. He and my brothers were beheaded by an executioner, not hanged like thieves or murderers as he did with the other conspirators.”

		

		Okay, time to reel it in. The way this was leading, I was about to make Max’s dad out to be a hero. Bertrand and Charles were giving me looks. My cousin meanwhile slightly calmed down... Was I able to throw him off with my verve?

		

		Okay, then I should keep it up:

		

		“Did you say this is no place for me?” I snorted. “Do you really have the right to say that, viscount? I am clear before the law and king. Royal investigators established that. Or do you think yourself smarter than the agents of the secret chancery? Or are you possibly opposed to the very will of the king?”

		

		François again started gasping silently for air, though now his face was going pale. This must have been the first time in Max’s cousin’s life that someone had contradicted him.

		

		“Yes, on your father’s advice, I laid low in the west until the storm passed,” I continued. “But now, what do I see upon my return? My castle, a gift from my father, is somehow occupied by you. And as if your illegal residence wasn’t enough, you’ve invited guests. Without my awareness or permission. You’re cruelly beating my footmen... How am I to take this, viscount?”

		

		“Y-y-you!” François barked, baring his teeth and bulging his eyes in fury. “You!”

		

		He reached for the grip of his sword, which looked more decorative than anything. The handle and scabbard were just too weighed down with gold and gemstones.

		

		“Oh gods!” I exclaimed cartoonishly, covering my eyes with a light pat and shaking my head.

		

		Max’s cousin again froze for a moment, staring wide-eyed at me in surprise.

		

		“Your manners are even worse than I thought!” I exclaimed. “Viscount, take your hands off that sword this instant. I may be ‘no cousin of yours,’ but the rest of society sees us as close relatives. If we duel, it will bring shame upon our house. Use your head, viscount! Just imagine what people will say. Rumors at court spread very quickly. By this time tomorrow, His Majesty would know everything. Your father would be scandalized.”

		

		Honestly, I didn’t say it, but his outrage would all land on me because I would also end up killing his son. I personally did not want such notoriety. I wanted to get setup comfortably in this world, not become an outcast. Enough provocations out of this cretin.

		

		I couldn’t say what spooked François more: mentioning the king or the Count de Gramont. The way his hand jumped back from his sword grip was just astonishing. For a moment, he looked like a misbehaving child caught in the act, but it quickly faded. My uncle must have been a real tyrant.

		

		“You won’t get away with this, moron,” François hissed, pulling back the reins with fury.

		

		Suddenly digging his spurs into the heaving sides of the poor creature beneath him, the viscount galloped off on his horse down the fine gravel path leading to the castle.

		

		“Start packing, viscount!” I shouted cheerily off after him. “And make it snappy! I want to move back into my castle before it starts getting chilly!”

		

		Then, I looked Charles straight in the eyes. The gray-haired footman, clearly under a strong impression from what he’d seen and heard, shrank and looked down at the ground.

		

		“Look up, Charles,” I came softly.

		

		The sound of my voice made the old footman shudder, but he raised his head. The blood on his forehead and cheek had already dried.

		

		“Your Worship, I...” he sputtered.

		

		“I remember that you served me well,” I cut him off softly. “Bertrand also has good memories...”

		

		My valet nodded to confirm.

		

		“Are you willing to continue serving me?” I asked.

		

		“Yes, Your Worship,” Charles nodded rapidly and winced in pain.

		

		“I see my cousin really did a number on you,” I came, tilting my head to one side. “Much like I used to...”

		

		“Monsieur...” the footman tried to object.

		

		“Drop it, Charles,” I waved. “It hasn’t been long enough for me to forget everything. I promise things will be different as soon as I’m back in the Fox Den. But for now, here...”

		

		I took five thalers from my coin purse and extended them to Charles.

		

		When the footman saw the silver, his eyes crept up into his forehead while his jaw slowly crept down. He wanted to thud to his knees, but Bertrand on my signal grabbed him by the elbow.

		

		“Use this money to buy medicinal herbs and salves,” I said, nodding at the wound on his head. “Or better go directly to a healer.”

		

		“Thank you, Your Worship,” tears welled up in his eyes.

		

		“Close the gates now, Charles,” I said, turning my mare. “Otherwise the viscount will get mad at you again. I don’t want my loyal servant suffering any further.”

		

		“What scheme are you working on now, monsieur?” Bertrand asked me when the castle was far in the distance.

		

		“I want you to come back here in the next few days to find out how things are going in the castle,” I replied. “But not empty-handed. I can get you silver.”

		

		“What exactly do you want to know?” Bertrand got keyed in very quickly as always.

		

		“Everything,” I replied. “Everything you can find out. How many of my servants are left. How many new ones have been taken on. Their mood.”

		

		“Well, based on your cousin’s hotheaded nature, I can tell you their mood right now.”

		

		“And yet,” I insisted. “Some of them must be closer to His Worship. I also want you to convince Charles to recount everything he can remember the viscount and his friends saying in the castle. In simpler terms, we need eyes and ears in the castle.”

		

		“That will not be hard,” Bertrand nodded and added with slight reproach: “Especially after you gave Charles a whole five thalers.”

		

		“Money is not so important,” I waved it off. “It’s just a means to an end. Particularly given the fact I will soon have a lot of it. You saw.”

		

		The old man wanted to say more but kept quiet. Three riders with blue bands on their elbows came around a bend ahead of us. The man in the middle cast a quick glance at us and our horses. Seeing our elbows, he gave an awkward but promising chuckle:

		

		“Messieurs! I see you still have yet to make up your minds. Please explain to us why His Highness Prince Heinrich is not worthy of your choice!”

		

		I snorted. The esteemed nobles were raring for a fight. And they would get one.

		

	
		Chapter 5

		

		“ALLOW ME TO ASK A QUESTION, messieurs!” I asked the trio. “Why Prince Heinrich specifically? Tell me why I should choose him in particular. What’s wrong with His Majesty’s other sons?”

		

		It was intended to provoke. But the three of them didn’t seem to care. They even looked happy. I got the sense they were expecting something similar.

		

		Let me note that I was slightly discouraged by the capital city’s mannerisms. Here, unlike Abbeville, people treated duels differently. Nobody was particularly bothered with appointing a time and place. Fights broke out in a rapid, almost elemental fashion.

		

		As a matter of fact, the authorities here had almost no reaction. The role of the guards in such cases, if of course the keepers of law and order were present for a duel, consisted in ensuring compliance with the dueling code. De Nevers and I had approximately the same happen.

		

		Apparently, Carl III was himself a real shitkicker. Not only had he not outlawed duels, he did a lot to encourage the more martially inclined aristocrats. It was said that in his youth, he loved to dress as a commoner, go incognito into the city, and get into all kinds of risky business, including duels.

		

		Ahem... This curious monarch was the ruler of Vestonia... At this rate, his kingdom was going to run out of nobles. Or hotheaded ones at least... However, the hotheads were none too eager to go to war, preferring to cut down one another closer to the royal palace clearly in hopes that the powers that be might notice them.

		

		Seemingly, I was now running into just such glory hounds. Or rather just one. The two men with him were clearly no big fans of swordplay. They weren’t against watching someone’s blood be spilled, though. There wasn’t much else to do. They craved excitement.

		

		The one in the middle, smiling wide, brushed the long black locks off his shoulder, and hopped off his horse. His haircut, wide-brimmed hat, expensive clothing and adornments all pointed to him being a keen follower of fashion trends. He was also strong and sinewy. His movements were crisp and quick. His energy system was developed. The grip of his sword and scabbard were unadorned — this man looked like a professional duelist.

		

		“Your name?” he asked, ignoring my question and continuing to smile.

		

		“Chevalier Maximillian Renard. And this is my servant,” I decided to introduce myself. “Who do I have the honor of meeting?”

		

		The black-haired man thrust out his chin in self-satisfaction and looked back at the others who, as an aside, looked much richer than him. The young blond in a brocade silver-embroidered beret replied with a sly smirk as if to say the fun was about to begin. The big redhead in the wide-brimmed hat with bright feathers meanwhile laughed loudly.

		

		“You’ve probably heard my name before,” the black-haired man said with arms akimbo, his right leg thrust forward. “I am Viscount André de Châtillon. And these are my friends: Marquess Olivier de Hangest, and Gaspard Craonne.”

		

		When I leapt down from the saddle, Bertrand was already standing beside the horse down in a respectful bow. Tossing him the reins, I took a step forward and gave a respectful bow of my own. Then I looked at de Châtillon’s companions again.

		

		So the redheaded marquess, based on his title was son of a marshal of Vestonia, the Duke de Hangest. The blond meanwhile hailed from Mainland’s richest family, the Craonne banking dynasty.

		

		“Beg forgiveness for the importunity, viscount,” I replied with a short bow and wave of my tricorn. “Unfortunately, I do not know your name. Though your companions I am familiar with. Word of His Grace the Duke de Hangest’ victories in the southern borderlands have spread like wildfire to every corner of Vestonia. And the trustworthiness of the Craonne banks is the stuff of legends. That is precisely why I keep my own modest savings with them.”

		

		I could already tell how my conversation with the viscount was going to end. But I was trying to keep as respectful as possible. I was being watched by the scions of some very influential Vestonian bloodlines. It was probably a way of staving off boredom. Dragging a professional brawler around and irritating the first nobleman they came across. Well, if entertainment was what they wanted... They would get it.

		

		I could hear the viscount’s teeth grating after my response even from far away. The redhead and blond instantly perked up. The show was about to begin.

		

		Before my opponent could get his bearings, I continued:

		

		“Viscount! You still have yet to answer my question. What did Prince Philipp and Louis do to upset you?”

		

		André de Châtillon stuck out his lower lip and said scornfully:

		

		“Chevalier, based on your appearance, you are either in the capital for the first time, or haven’t been here for a very long time!”

		

		“Right you are, viscount,” I nodded. “For the last year of my life, circumstances forced me to live away from here.”

		

		The viscount and redheaded marquess chuckled dismissively. However, the blond Gaspard Craonne was not similarly delighted. With a slight frown as if recalling something, he scrutinized my modest outfit. Following his eyes, I noticed that the edge of the silver wing was peeking out of my cloak. Gaspard Craonne was staring straight at it.

		

		Hm... He must have known what it was.

		

		Meanwhile, the viscount continued. He scanned me head to toe with a wry look and said:

		

		“Maybe it was for the best, chevalier?! Maybe you’re not cut out for capital city living. After all, there’s a reason wise men say: ‘The less you know, the better you sleep.’“

		

		“There is a germ of truth to that,” I smiled back. “But I’m a bigger fan of a different no less wise saying: ‘Think before you speak.’ I’ve also heard: ‘My tongue is my own worst enemy.’“

		

		The viscount gave a twitch as if he’d been slapped. His eyes contained not a drop of joy. His right hand reached for the grip of his sword.

		

		“Explain yourself, chevalier!” he demanded.

		

		“Gladly, viscount,” I continued, removing my tricorn and handing it to Bertrand. This moron was getting on my nerves. I was wasting time. “The thing is — I asked you the same question two times, but you never gave me an answer. That has led me to conclude that you are a cretin and a dunderhead who cannot even conceptualize keeping your big mouth shut!”

		

		While André de Châtillon fumed and growled out curses, Olivier de Hangest and Gaspard Craonne stared at me wide eyed like some sort of wonder of the world. I meanwhile calmly undid my cloak and drew my blade. Swinging it a few times, I said:

		

		“Viscount, it would be my distinct pleasure to take on the challenge of teaching you better manners!”

		

	
		

		Interlude 1

		

		Herouxville

		A quarter in the Old Capital of Vestonia

		

		AT THE END OF AUTUMN, Susanna Marino got yet another scroll containing a list of names of interest to a department of the Royal Accounts Chamber.

		

		As far as common Vestonians were concerned, the Royal Accounts Chamber was just another institution where, as the name suggested, hundreds of accounting clerks kept busy running calculations only they could understand. According to popular legend, the Accounts Chamber was founded by the grandfather of the current king after his advisors were unable to provide him with specific figures on the number of dead from a plague in the northern provinces. Ever since then, the chamber had concerned itself with keeping data on every imaginable aspect of society.

		

		It was a quiet, dull institution composed of dozens of departments, each with its own sphere of responsibility. Under the auspices of that inconspicuous and utterly uninteresting government body, a small department was formed to tally the number of carts, carriages and other forms of transportation entering the capital.

		

		At least that was on paper. In reality, these “bean counters” carried out special secret missions. Simply put, they were essentially competitors to the secret chancery. However, the chancery didn’t have the foggiest notion that anyone else was engaged in official secret investigations.

		

		The Department of Carts and Wagons had been formed relatively recently. Approximately twenty years ago. And it was headed by chief bean counter Henry Purée, who was responsible for hiring and training senior and junior bean counters. And only Purée knew for certain who his secret department was answered to.

		

		Susanna Marino had fled Atalia to avoid pursuit by the Scarlet Knights to Vestonia. Initially, she travelled all around seeking to put her skills to good use. Until one fine day, her name landed on the rolls of the Department of Carts and Wagons.

		

		After finding herself in an ingenious bean counter trap, Susanna Marino was ready to say goodbye to this world. But she got lucky. Its leader found an appreciation for her particular abilities and offered her a job. And now, Susanna worked as a junior bean counter in the smallest, most inconspicuous department of the Royal Accounts Chamber.

		

		Over her several years of service, Susanna Marino saw so much she started thinking nothing could surprise her anymore. But then, at the end of autumn, the head bean counter managed to do just that. She got another scroll, which contained just one name Chevalier Maximillian Renard.

		

		The short missive said the man by the name Chevalier Renard was about to arrive in the capital, and Susanna was to focus on that singular asset and set aside all her running affairs.

		

		That “about to” stretched on for a couple months of Susanna regularly checking the city guard’s lists of incoming and outgoing travelers. And in that time, her boss seemed to forget she existed. No new tasks, just one single name. As soon as Chevalier Renard made it to the capital, Susanna was supposed to shadow him and report on all her asset’s movements to her superior.

		

		Bit by bit, Susanna was able to gather some information about Renard through her channels. A legitimized bastard of Count Ferdinand de Gramont, a traitor who had been executed nearly a year prior. He was also grandson of Pascal Legrand, head of one of the largest trading houses.

		

		At first glance, he was nothing special. Just another spoiled aristocrat sent on a temporary exile to the west. But that was only at first glance. They’d devoted a whole scroll to him alone, so he could not have been such small potatoes.

		

		Renard finally showed up in the capital a few months later. Susanna was at the gates on the day to catch a glimpse of the mysterious chevalier with her own eyes.

		

		At first glance, he was exactly what she was expecting. An aristocrat of twenty years with a fresh, enthusiastic face returning from exile to a life of capital city excess.

		

		Honestly though, the longer Susanna observed the chevalier, the more she became convinced it was all an act. Sometimes, Renard’s true face slipped through the mask. He reminded Susanna of an animal. Something very familiar, yet very dangerous.

		

		The strange happenings began within one hour of Renard’s arrival in Herouxville. For some reason, he rented a room in an inn in the Old Capital, even though her intel suggested that he was supposed to proceed directly to his uncle’s manor house.

		

		And things quickly went from bad to worse. Leaving his three servants to unload his coach, Renard and another servant visited the Upper Quarter, location of the capital-city elite’s oldest manor houses.

		

		There, next to the gates of a chateau, Susanna hid in the bushes to watch a very curious scene. Young Renard easily and casually put his cousin Viscount François de Gramont in his place, and he was part of Prince Louis’ retinue.

		

		The viscount was older than his bastard cousin by a few years. Beyond that, he was lower in rank. And yet, none of those advantages were obvious. Renard behaved like he was his cousin’s uncle who came to town to teach his misbehaving nephew a lesson.

		

		After talking to the viscount, Renard and his servant tried to go back, but their path was blocked by three riders, who Susanna immediately recognized. They were the youngest son of Damien Craonne, head of the Craonne banking empire; the eldest son and heir to the Duke de Hangest, Marshal of Vestonia; and André de Châtillon, one of Herouxville’s top swordsmen and apple of Prince Heinrich’s eye.

		

		From there, it was not hard to predict what happened next. Or so she thought. Susanna had heard many stories about the Viscount de Châtillon dispatching opponents. And now, it was leading to a duel.

		

		She had no authorization to intervene so Susanna, hiding behind a wide tree trunk, looked on at what she assumed were the last seconds of her “charge’s” life.

		

		After a brief verbal exchange, the aristocrats drew their blades and... And then Susanna became aware of why she was put on this case. As a descendant of the aghuane, she could sense emanations of a very unusual power she had never sensed before. When her half-blood great grandmother found out the gift of their sylvan forebearers had awoken in her, she trained her how to recognize power flows. And now, she was perceiving something of a different nature.

		

		Renard’s gift, and Susanna had no doubts he was the source of the uncanny magic, didn’t feel all that powerful yet. But that did not stop the strange chevalier from laying out Viscount Châtillon in a single blow while his friends looked on in astonishment.

		

		No, Renard did not kill his opponent. He just placed the tip of his sword to the man’s forehead. And he did it with such speed that Prince Heinrich’s champion wasn’t even able to get off a proper lunge.

		

		Then, something happened Susanna was not expecting — Renard sensed her. Hopping into the saddle of his horse, he suddenly turned and looked straight at Susanna’s hiding spot. She got lucky — Renard got distracted by de Châtillon’s companions. The feeling someone was watching her disappeared.

		

		The strange chevalier had left a while ago, but Susanna stayed hidden for a bit longer. She’d have to stop tracking him. She couldn’t shadow Renard anymore — he had sensed her. But that wasn’t a big deal. Another bean counter could take over the chevalier’s case.

		

		But she needed to tell her boss what happened at once...

		

		* * *

		

		Herouxville

		A manor house on the outskirts of the New Capital

		

		“Out with it,” came an authoritative harsh voice from the darkness.

		

		“He is in the capital, Your Grace,” a creaky somewhat cold-stricken voice replied. “He paid for a week in a few rooms in an inn.”

		

		“Hm... Odd... Why not go directly to the de Gramont manor?”

		

		“I haven’t a clue, Your Grace,” the raspy voice replied. “But he paid a visit to his old home. A son of Heinrich de Gramont is living there now.”

		

		“Thinks he can play independent?” the voice from the darkness asked drily.

		

		“Seems like it,” the raspy voice agreed, adding: “There’s one more thing...”

		

		“Out with it.”

		

		“It seems the bean counters have taken an interest in him.”

		

		“Well, well!” the voice in the darkness said in surprise and added with malice: “That vile hunchback is sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong again. What else...?”

		

		“He fought a duel,” the rasper said.

		

		“What?!” His Grace exclaimed, puzzled. “He just entered the city gates and straight away he’s in a duel? Still... Who did he fight?”

		

		“André de Châtillon.”

		

		“What?! And he’s still alive?”

		

		“And kicking, Your Grace,” the rasper snorted. “The viscount had a stroke of bad luck. Renard hit his forehead with the tip of his sword. De Châtillon didn’t even manage to get a single move off.”

		

		“The bastard is that fast and proficient?” the voice in the darkness asked, now calmer.

		

		“Yes, Your Grace,” the raspy voice replied. “Everything we were told about him is true. The Baronet de Rohan didn’t stand a chance.”

		

		“Alright...” His Grace sighed. “Anything else?”

		

		“I spotted a Silver Wing of Strix on Renard’s chest.”

		

		“Hm... Now that is bad... Now someone in the palace knows about him. And the king has an attraction to such things.”

		

		“André de Châtillon was with Damian Craonne’s son as well as a son of the Duke de Hangest. Renard knocked him down in a single blow right in front of them.”

		

		“Damnation!” the voice in the darkness growled. “Now them, too! The kid is getting popular. And he’s only been in the capital for a matter of hours.”

		

		“Your Grace, would you like me to take care of it?” the rasping man asked.

		

		“No,” the voice in the darkness replied. “Not yet. Tread lightly... Continue following him and keep me informed.”

		

		“Yes sir, Your Grace.”

		

		When the front door closed and the footsteps faded into the stairwell, His Grace broke the silence:

		

		“Apparently, everything you reported was true. That bastard is clearly not who he claims.”

		

		“Your Grace,” a mewing voice from the darkness replied. “I watched him be fed to a flow with my own eyes. That spellsword somehow managed to survive the Shadow. And all without a suit of magic armor.”

		

		“Keep an eye on him. He probably brought back a lot of interesting goodies from the Shadow.”

		

	
		Chapter 6

		

		“MONSIEUR, PROCEED WITH caution,” Bertrand begged me in a voice wavering with anxiety.

		

		“Everything will be fine, I promise,” I said, pulling an inconspicuous black beret on my head. Spreading my arms, I then asked: “Well, what do you say? Who do I remind you of?”

		

		Bertrand walked a slow circle, scrutinizing my look.

		

		“A shopkeeper’s assistant. But why did you have to put on this whole raggedy getup? As a noble, wearing clothing like that is beneath you. If your uncle or cousin saw you looking like that... The shame.”

		

		“Trust me,” I snorted. “Even if they did, they’d scarcely recognize me.”

		

		“But why this whole masquerade?” Bertrand asked uncomprehending. “And in the middle of the night at that. Wearing this filthy clothing... After all, you only recently visited the baths.”

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh. I’d have to think up an explanation or he’d never let up.

		

		“Look, Bertrand,” I stroked my chin. “After the duel... Actually, what duel? That was a joke...”

		

		“It was very magnanimous of you not to kill him,” Bertrand nodded. “His friends come from very powerful families. Still, it occurs to me that the viscount will not simply leave well enough alone.”

		

		“And foolishly so,” I snorted. “Next time, he’ll be even less lucky.”

		

		The old man shrugged indefinitely. As if to say such was the lot of aristocrats.

		

		“So then,” I continued, “after the duel, I got the sense we were being followed.”

		

		Bertrand shuddered and covered his mouth.

		

		“It could be anyone. Friends of the Baronet de Rohan, or old friends from the guild of the nightwolves. I am very skeptical that they would decide to leave me alone.”

		

		The old man whispered a short prayer.

		

		“My sixth sense is telling me something,” I continued. “That surveillance of the inn has already been established. And the person I want to pay a visit to cannot be seen by any observers. Hence the change of costume.”

		

		“I see, monsieur,” Bertrand nodded and looked more closely at my unsightly attire. Then, he pushed me on the back, smoothed my right sleeve, shook it out and said with satisfaction:

		

		“Okay. Now you are the spitting image of a grocer’s assistant.”

		

		* * *

		

		I reached the agreed-upon location fairly quickly. Honestly though, first I had to do a bit of spinning around on the late-night streets to throw off my potential pursuers.

		

		A few times, I blended into the shadows, stopped in dark alleys and corners and closely scanned around. But I quickly concluded that if someone was watching my temporary residence, they’d stayed there. They must not have been expecting a trick from a young aristocrat, thinking I’d be unwilling to dress up for a night-time caper.

		

		Unfortunately, my reservoir had yet to grow big enough for serious spells or incantations. It would be very nice to have Mislead tonight, for instance.

		

		Honestly though, I shouldn’t have been complaining. The pearls and bruts had made my energy system start to progress at a rapid rate. I was still far from serious spells, but a good part of the witching arsenal was now available to me.

		

		The man I was planning to visit lived on the same street as the capital city baths. That was why I said I wanted to visit that part of town. To get a good look around.

		

		The man had rented the entire second story of an inn at the end of Flower Alley. As an aside, I didn’t know who named the alley that, or why but it was very poorly suited. The aromas were far from floral. Old Herouxville’s sewage system was clearly unable to keep up with demand.

		

		It was a sultry evening, so the windows of the inn’s second floor were wide open. And I took advantage of that.

		

		Quickly climbing up the stone wall, I ducked into the open window and snuck into the small room. Standing in the shadows, I looked around and listened. Based on the meager furnishings, it was a servant’s quarters. The bulky body snoring away loudly on a cot against the opposite wall confirmed my guess.

		

		I drew in air through my nose and closed my eyes. The familiar scent pulled me to a door that was slightly open. The room’s inhabitant must have left the door cracked on purpose to keep the air circulating and stave off the sort of stale humidity that might drive a fellow to madness.

		

		Following that smell, I quietly popped out of the room and walked down a long hallway. Beyond it was another small room where, seated in an armchair, a gaunt man was peacefully dozing away, clearly another servant. And finally, I ducked into a doorway that hid what was quite a large bedroom with a broad bed in the middle. All doors and windows inside the small apartment were open — the inhabitants were doing whatever they could to stave off the heat.

		

		On the wide bed, with the comforter cast aside, my old acquaintance was breathing heavily in his sleep.

		

		Closing the door tightly behind myself, I quietly walked over to the edge of the bed and shook the sleeping man by the shoulder. First, to be honest, I had to scan the whole room for traps then sneak my hand beneath his pillow. As expected, I found there a small satchel of poison powder.

		

		When I touched his shoulder, he woke up instantly. But he didn’t show it. He also didn’t shout or call for help. Eyes closed and pretending to still be asleep, he slowly slipped his right hand beneath the pillow. I chuckled. No surprise.

		

		Meanwhile, taking a few steps back, I sat back in an armchair and crossed my legs.

		

		I saw the no longer sleeping man’s face tense up when he found nothing.

		

		“Viscount,” I called out softly. “Don’t bother. You won’t find it. I have your poison. In the name of the gods, don’t make any sudden moves and, please, don’t make any noise. I give you my word, you are not in danger.”

		

		I had to give the Watchmaker his due. He recognized my voice immediately. Raising his head, he quietly asked:

		

		“Monsieur Renard?”

		

		“Yes, it is I. I remembered your invitation and decided to come pay you a visit. Let me first apologize for barging in uninvited and at such a late hour... Trust me, I had good reason for the intrusion. Can we talk?”

		

	
		

		Interlude 2

		

		Herouxville

		The Royal Palace

		Carl III’s personal chambers

		

		THE HEAVY DOOR into the king’s office flew open and Carl III’s youngest son Prince Louis appeared in the doorway.

		

		“Father!” he said with a showy yawn to the king, seated at a big carved yew desk. “You called?”

		

		“Yes, my son,” Carl replied with a slight frown and nodded at the seat next to the fireplace. “Sit down and make yourself comfortable. This will be a lengthy conversation.”

		

		Carl III, accustomed since childhood to early mornings, did not hide his scorn for all those who allowed themselves to sleep in until noon as well as anyone who led a jovial lifestyle. But alas, his own son Louis was just such a man. Lively balls, raucous binge drinking, large expenses on fine fabrics, wines, and valuables as well as all kinds of luxury items — those were the young prince’s main interests.

		

		And now, Louis had come to his father’s office most likely shortly after climbing out of bed. And the sun was far past midday. He was also wearing a new style of clothing that had become fashionable at court for some reason Carl found absolutely incomprehensible.

		

		“His grandmother’s blood,” the king thought with a condensed sigh. And yet again, he reminded himself that Louis was the only one of his sons who bore no resemblance to himself.

		

		Ah, he was no match for Bastien. Upon recalling his favorite younger son, who had perished in battle with pirates, and who he was planning to put in charge of the country, Carl again winced.

		

		Louis then, long since accustomed to his father’s scornful grimaces when he saw him, calmly sat down in his chair and got ready to listen. The prince was perfectly aware of how his father thought of him and repaid him in kind. Still though, when he was a child, little Louis recalled loving his father sincerely despite his always being cold. With time, that love grew into hate, then aversion.

		

		Prince Louis was a creative soul with a deep attraction to the finer things in life. His father meanwhile didn’t understand a whit of either art or science. To put it plainly, he was a brutish, uncultured bumpkin.

		

		As a child, Louis was very hurt by how dissimilar he was from his father and brothers. Now though, he was happy and very proud of the fact.

		

		The prince cast a languid gaze around his father’s office. He had a hard time not wincing. His lack of taste and primitive nature shined through in every element of the interior. The ancient suits of armor, animal horns, pelts, tusks and teeth, the dark, heavy drapes... This hideous, hefty table... Portraits of ugly people hunting or competing in tournaments. Wherever his eye landed it saw ugliness. As a child, Louis was always afraid of this room. Every item in the office wafted with an air of ghoulishness, blood, and moldering antiquity.

		

		Finally, the prince’s gaze landed on the jester. Loyal dog that he was, he was seated at the king’s feet and, with a sidelong smirk, scrutinizing Louis’ new outfit.

		

		The prince noticed Kiko’s wry look, tensed up and got ready for the hunchback to loose another of his barbs. The only man Louis hated more than his father was this malicious and filthy dwarf with his constant chuckling and chortling.

		

		As if able to sense his son’s mood, Carl decided to have a little fun with him as always.

		

		“Kiko,” he smiled to the hunchback. “What do you think of Louis’ new clothes?”

		

		“Oh!” The jester exclaimed with delight, the little bells on his toxic-red floppy hat jingling abhorrently. “Looks like I’m going to need a new wardrobe very soon. His Highness’ clothing makes mine look dull and gray by comparison.”

		

		Essentially, Louis had just been called a jester. And in theory, an insult such as that would have caused anyone else to lose their tongue, but the royal jester was outside these laws. He said whatever entered his head without fear of punishment.

		

		And why? Because first of all, jesters typically were not punished. And second, the wise jester never said that which the king did not wish to hear.

		

		The king with a loud chuckle patted his big hand on the thick tabletop. Louis also had to smile and look promisingly at Kiko. While the prince looked on with anger, he hid behind the king’s broad leg, then peeked out from behind it as if it was a column and stuck out his tongue.

		

		Once finished laughing, the king wiped his thick lips with a kerchief which Louis noted with horror was pocked with dried light green spots, and asked his son seriously:

		

		“Are you aware that the Duke de Gondy came to the capital today with his daughter and son?”

		

		It was hard for Louis to maintain composure. As if he didn’t know! The Marchioness de Gondy was the most sought-after bride in Vestonia! Rich, pretty and, supposedly, very clever. But that wasn’t even the biggest part…

		

		The Marchioness de Gondy had been corresponding with him for the last eight months. It all started a year prior at a ball in the palace of her grandmother, the Duchess de Gondy, attended by Louis and his elder brother Philippe.

		

		His older brother, being a mild-mannered pushover, preferred to live in his uncle’s shadow and took practically no part in the festivities. Louis on the other hand didn’t miss a single dance. At the ball, he was entranced by the young marchioness. Her refined taste, sharp intellect and sense of refinement.

		

		Also, the Princess of the South, as she was popularly known, possessed an astonishing collection of paintings and sculptures. And it was precisely on the grounds of Louis’ artistic output that his relationship with Blanca de Gondy sprouted.

		

		For the previous eight months, they had been corresponding, discussing everything related to art. In one of those letters, Blanca told him her father was planning a trip to Herouxville, and that she and her brother would be accompanying the duke. She also said why. Her brother Éric was most likely going to be getting engaged to Adèle, granddaughter of the king and niece of Louis.

		

		Since that day, Louis had not known calm or sleep. His Blanca was traveling to the capital! He summoned all his best tailors and together they invented a new fashion of clothing, which the vile dwarf had just been mocking.

		

		Oh! Blanca de Gondy would be delighted by this new style and the new combinations of colors and fabrics! Not his father, and certainly not his vile jester — neither of these barbarians could sully Louis’ triumph!

		

		“That serpent de Gondy wants to marry his son to my dear Adèle,” Carl gave a sidelong smirk and exchanged wicked glances with the jester. “He doesn’t stand a single chance... He-he...”

		

		Louis’ father’s words forced him to emerge from his revery. The prince perked up his ears and strained his body. Why was he here? For what reason was his father discussing such important issues with him? After all, nothing of the sort had happened before. Louis was the last person the king wanted to discuss important matters with.

		

		There! An epiphany! It finally hit Louis. Even the biggest fool in the land could have seen it. Blanca’s brother would not become the king’s father-in-law, but Carl needed a friendly South, particularly now after the renewal of hostilities with Atalia.

		

		The Duke de Gondy or, as he was also popularly known, the King of Aquitaine, required a guarantee of loyalty from the king. The Prince of Vestonia and “princess of the South” getting engaged would be a perfect solution. It would put an end to the stand-off between the princes. Blanca’s husband would surely become dauphin of Vestonia with the South’s support. And then, one day, king.

		

		And if Louis was here, that meant... A happy smile blossomed on the prince’s face.

		

		“He won’t get little Adèle!” Carl barked. “She will be...”

		

		The king wanted to say more but, with a brief glance at the prince’s attentively listening face, bit his tongue.

		

		“But the duke will have to give something in return,” Kiko hurried to his aid.

		

		“Yes,” Carl agreed, now calmer. “He can have a son... Let him think it all worked out for him...”

		

		“Yes, Your Majesty,” the jester nodded and rubbed his hands together. “You’ll win some time...”

		

		Louis couldn’t understand what exactly the pair were saying and didn’t particularly think about it. The only thing he yet again noted was how much influence Kiko had on the king. The pitiful, vile hunchback could read the ruler of Vestonia like an open book and manipulated him with artful ease.

		

		“Yes,” the king agreed. “While they nip at each other’s heels and weave intrigues, we will be able to... ghm...”

		

		The king again fell silent and cast a suspicious gaze at the prince. Louis tensed up.

		

		“It’s decided!” Carl slammed a palm down on the table. “We will announce Phillipe’s engagement to the Marchioness de Gondy!”

		

		“Excellent idea, Your Majesty!” the jester called back. “Let de Gondy and the de Bauffremonts tear out one another’s hair deciding who has more influence on His Highness Prince Philippe.”

		

		They said something else, but Louis wasn’t listening. The tension made his jaws lock, and blood seeped out of his bit lip. But the prince didn’t notice. He was having a tough time keeping himself from fainting.

		

		His Blanca was to be wed to the cretin Philippe! Oh gods, no! That could not be! That... That... Why did they summon him here? Another epiphany! They knew about his correspondence with Blanca! What did that mean then? Did they only call him here to mock him?!

		

		Tears welled up in Louis’ eyes. The brutes! What brutes they were!

		

		“Louis! Louiiiiis!”

		

		His father’s voice seemed to be coming from far away.

		

		“Can you hear me?”

		

		“Uh... What...?”

		

		The prince shuddered and sense returned to his eyes. He turned his head and looked again at his sullen father.

		

		“Drifting through your fantasies again?” the king muttered. “Thinking about what color underwear you’ll wear tomorrow?”

		

		“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Louis got up from his seat and bowed respectfully. “Would you remind repeating what you just said to me?”

		

		“Surely,” the king nodded. “I said that I found you a bride.”

		

		Louis shuddered. And looked at his father with hope. In that moment, he was ready to forgive the king all his insults and humiliation. Could it really be that Blanca and Philippe’s engagement was the fruit of his imagination? Or had his father perhaps changed his mind? Bring it on!

		

		“As you know, my son, we are currently at a state of war with Atalia,” the king began, for some reason from an odd angle. “In order for Vestonia to prevail, we need unity between the North, South, West, and East. And to achieve that unity, I will have to make many sacrifices.”

		

		“Yes, Your Majesty, I understand,” Louis nodded, though he wasn’t even close to appreciating what was being said.

		

		“I recently received word from the North,” the king continued. “The news is that Konung Bjørn Sharptooth took advantage of the conflict between Harold Graywolf and the council of five jarls to raid our northern provinces. A number of northern counts and barons who sent their retinues to war expressed a desire to return home and defend their lands against these incursions. They will not go to war with Atalia with Konung Bjørn Sharptooth’s hordes harrying their lands.”

		

		“Other northerners might follow their lead,” the jester added. “And that would be a quarter of our troops.”

		

		“If the holders of the northern provinces recall their warriors, we will be in a tight spot,” the king said. “The Atalians are sure to seize on that. And so, we need to stop the collapse of the army I have already gone to such incredible lengths to gather.”

		

		“Father, I cannot see what part I am to play here...”

		

		“You will be assigned a most important role,” the king replied. “You are to be wed to the daughter of Bjørn Sharptooth. It is the only way to pacify the North.”

		

		Done. That was it. Louis felt the floor fall out from under him. His Blanca would be wed to another... While he would be forced to marry the daughter of some northern barbarian.

		

		“But that’s only half the trouble,” the king said, as if in ridicule. “It isn’t so easy to marry the daughter of a konung. They live by a set of ancient local customs. Claimants to the hand of a konung’s daughter are required to undergo a series of tests.”

		

		“Claimants?” Louis asked mechanically. He didn’t actually care, but he asked the question with intent. His father couldn’t be allowed to notice his downtrodden state.

		

		“Ghm,” the king stroked his chin. “That brings us to another problem... There are many that wish to bind themselves to Bjørn Sharptooth by marriage. He is one of the most influential rulers in Northland. There are many claimants to his daughter’s hand. We have reason to believe several of them are gifted.”

		

		Louis perked up. He saw a glimmer of hope.

		

		“Father,” he came. “I am prepared to do whatever it takes to reinforce our influence in the northern borderlands... But willingness is not all it will take. I am no warrior. As much as I might want to, I will fail that test. As a matter of fact, if some of the claimants are truly gifted then, alas, few in Vestonia would stand a chance of prevailing.”

		

		“You are right, son,” the king came sullenly and slammed his fist on the table: “What unfortunate timing for Zoé de Namur to leave with her combatants!”

		

		Trying in vain to hide his delight, Louis asked:

		

		“What about our other strykers?”

		

		“I need them for the war,” the king shot out. “But it seems I will have no choice but to send Lord Gray with you.”

		

		All his hopes were shattered... Louis breathed a fated sigh. Lord Gray was the king’s most powerful stryker. He could be trusted to take on any task.

		

		“Alright, my son,” the king waved. “That is my concern. Yours is to be prepared to depart for the North at a moment’s notice. You may go.”

		

		Louis bowed and, shivering in spite and malice, made his way to the front door. If the king could read his son’s thoughts, he’d have been horrified at how cruelly he was imagining executing his own father.

		

	
		Chapter 7

		

		“WHAT ARE YOU SO DRESSED up for?” Jacques commented on my finest outfit, which I had acquired in Sardent, with slight mockery in his voice.

		

		Honestly though, I could tell I rushed it. I should have waited until I got to Herouxville to order myself clothing in the capital city style. My attire now gave me away as an outsider. Or rather, a foreigner.

		

		Jacques’ seemingly innocent question was actually a trick. It was a way of hinting at last night’s reincarnation and subsequent rendezvous with the Viscount de Tosny.

		

		I was aware that Jacques was somewhat offended to see I had not taken him along as backup. For a certain time, the veteran had been very concerned for my safety. In that way, he and Bertrand were very alike.

		

		Jacques was sitting on the edge of the coach I sent him to rent yesterday from the owner of the inn. He tried to saddle us with his driver as well, arguing that he knew the city better, but we had plenty of people watching us as it was, so I refused. Plus, I had Bertrand.

		

		“How insolent,” I snorted without malice, and got into the coach.

		

		In reality, I was slowly introducing that manner of communication into my inner circle. Three heads were better than one. And it was bearing fruit.

		

		Honestly though, the method was not without side effects. The two were regularly trying to sneak me lessons on good sense. And that was despite all they knew about me. Essentially, Bertrand and Jacques were the best informed in my circle.

		

		To my eye, beyond my unspoken introduction of relative freedom of speech for the pair, there was another aspect as well. My appearance. Despite the fact this body had put on a lot of muscle, I still looked young for my age. With all my abilities, if I also had some character and a speaking style fifteen years more advanced, they would have treated me differently. Still, to be frank, the two of them weren’t going to change their stripes.

		

		“I just don’t want to lose my master too soon,” Jacques shrugged. “As an aside, I was promised a happy old age without poverty under the wing of a wealthy, influential aristocrat.”

		

		“Not all aristocrats have the fortune to be born rich and influential,” I snorted. “Some have to do a lot of work first. Even at night disguised as commoners.”

		

		“And here we thought such aristocrats only had to marry elite brides with a large dowries,” Jacques said confidently.

		

		“And that is usually the case,” I sighed. “But not always. Sometimes, the young nobleman is a pawn in someone else’s game. And as you know, pawns were made for the main players to sacrifice whenever they see fit. As for last night’s adventure... I had no other choice. Furthermore, you’re too old for such things now.”

		

		“Well, I can still remember which side of the sword is the grip,” I seemed to hear notes of offense in Jacques’ voice.

		

		“Enough huffing,” I said. “You know what I’m referring to.”

		

		“Monsieur,” Bertrand spoke up, sitting next to Jacques. “Jacques is a warrior and could have covered your back.”

		

		“I had no other choice...” I repeated, putting an end to the discussion and commanding: “Let’s go.”

		

		The buggy started off and slowly rolled forward. Meanwhile, as if by coincidence, I looked around bored at the street. I didn’t notice any “hangers on” but I constantly had the sense someone was watching. It was time to hunt down the clever trackers. They couldn’t know much, but most important to me was to grasp onto a thread no matter how small, then to see... Maybe it would lead back to a ball of thread.

		

		“The Watchmaker is in,” I decided to share after a brief pause. The buggy just started picking up speed, so no one could hear us.

		

		“I had no doubt,” Jacques came softly, not turning.

		

		“You don’t say...” I rubbed my chin. “He was very afraid at first.”

		

		“But you changed his mind?” Jacques laughed.

		

		“Showed him ten little hollowstones,” I smiled, remembering the Viscount de Tosny’s astonished gaze. I could only imagine what would happen if he could see the largest full bruts in my collection.

		

		“You have a way of changing people’s minds,” Jacques chuckled.

		

		“It’s too soon to say anything,” I sighed. “The viscount thinks in valuables. Artifacts from the Shadow are a new market for him. He’s liable to lose his head. Which is why he only took three hollowstones to test.”

		

		“You trust him?”

		

		“Of course not,” I replied. “But he is the only person who could pull it off. Beyond that, he knows what will happen if his scribblings find their way to the secret chancery. On top of that, he is an intelligent man. The viscount does not require explanations of the full benefits he might enjoy from cooperating with us. By the way, Bertrand, just in case I’m not home, the viscount is supposed to send someone in the next few days.”

		

		“What’s his name, monsieur?” Bertrand asked.

		

		“A certain Zacharias Beron,” I responded. “The viscount claims this Beron is a very deft financial mind. He knows everything about speculation on the Herouxville exchange and bond auction.”

		

		“So, you have decided to purchase your dear late father’s worthless papers?” Bertrand breathed a condensed sigh.

		

		“Not only that,” I nodded. “Not only... Wait! Just what might that be?”

		

		Our buggy just so happened to be driving past a large temple to the Most Luminous Mother. One of the most important goddesses in the local pantheon. A line of pikemen stretched out, holding back the ferocious onslaught of an agitated and angry mob trying to push its way into the temple vestibule. Everyone wanted to see what was going on at the main entrance with their own eyes.

		

		And it really was worth seeing. While the crowd cried out in rage, ululating and whistling, the priests of the local religious order pulled a group of poor chained-up saps out of covered wagons.

		

		Intrigued, I ordered Jacques and Bertrand to stop the buggy and ducked out into the crowd. With a couple of mean elbows, I started working my way to the front rows.

		

		Before too long, I found myself near a pikeman holding a body-length rectangular shield. He was standing in the full light of a scorching sun not far from his brothers in arms guarding a narrow stairwell which, by all appearances, led into the temple crypt.

		

		I saw beads of sweat run out from beneath his helmet over his heat-reddened face. Seemingly, he was on the verge of passing out.

		

		Watching the look in his cloudy eyes, I saw him staring at a big, bearded man with an elongated canteen in one hand and a piece of bread in the other.

		

		“Hey, beard!” I asked the tubby man. “I’ll give you half a thaler for your canteen.”

		

		“One thaler!” the bearded man reacted instantly with a satisfied belch.

		

		“Here,” I tossed him a coin and got the canteen in return. Sniffing the air, I realized I had just bought some foul wine that was hardly worth a dozen copper and watered down to nothing. Oh well...

		

		“Here,” I said to the surprised pikeman and wiped down the canteen opening with a sleeve. I then raised the canteen to his mouth and ordered: “Drink.”

		

		“It isn’t proper,” the pikeman rasped and glanced apprehensively toward the main contingent of pikemen. Meanwhile, he gulped loudly with a parched throat.

		

		“This is an order from a nobleman,” I added some pressure. “If your commander asks, tell him: Chevalier Renard is at his service.”

		

		The pikeman gave it a second’s thought and sucked greedily at the canteen. Taking a few big gulps, he instantly drained the canteen.

		

		“Better?” I smiled.

		

		“You have my gratitude, Your Worship,” the serviceman smiled. The look in his eyes went clear.

		

		“Your name?”

		

		“Pierre Claverie, Your Worship.”

		

		“What is going on here, Pierre?”

		

		“The Stone Knights have delivered witches for public execution. They claim to have caught a whole coven.”

		

		Hm... What the Vestonians called the “Stone Knights” or “Knights of the Order of the Gray Rock” were analogous to the “Scarlet Knights” of Atalia. Both kept busy exterminating true gifted. But the former had less power in their country than the latter. However, based on what I’d seen in the last few months, the popularity of that knightly order among common Vestonians was growing not by the day, but by the hour. Soon, the waves would be lapping at the very shores of Vestonia. Then an all-out hunt for true gifted would begin.

		

		Heh... Not that that would change anything... The world here was slowly going the same way as my homeworld. Famine, disease, tax hikes, a huge wealth gap between the nobility and common people, war — the priests knew where to apply pressure in their sermons. And in order to show their unity with the people — they had no choice but to burn or, as they did in this world — quarter a couple of witches. Heh... As if they were to blame for all these troubles...

		

		As long as the interests of the king and supreme magister coincided — the former would turn a blind eye to the latter’s activity.

		

		“Then why is it you here and not the city guard?” I asked, nodding at the bronze chevron with the royal crest on his chest.

		

		The pikeman winced.

		

		“Why, we were escorting the princess to come pray in the temple of the Most Luminous Mother. And here these...”

		

		The royal pikeman spat and angrily glared over at the people in dark gray robes installing a small wooden platform.

		

		I looked in that direction, then over at the temple stairs where several dozen nobles were standing in flashy, expensive clothing. A young woman in the group stood out wearing a pretty lilac dress. Princess Adèle, daughter of the king’s youngest son who died in battle with pirates. She appeared to be around thirteen or fourteen.

		

		The knights putting on their show were seemingly also blocking the princess and her retinue. She would have to be in the audience for the execution.

		

		I’d have bet my hand that whoever made that happen did it on purpose. Essentially, it was a sneaky way of essentially forcing the princess to take part in executing the witches. Now, word would spread throughout the kingdom that the young Adèle, a pious worshipper of the Most Luminous Mother, was completely on the order’s side.

		

		It made me wonder if the king was in on the whole affair. What if he was secretly orchestrating the whole show? Why not? It could easily be the case. Why not improve the princess’ image a bit in the people’s eyes. With a bonus boost to the loyalty of the quickly growing knightly order.

		

		Tossing the serviceman a thaler and waving off his gratitude, I quickly went over closer to the hastily assembled platform. I had to be certain Lada was not among the witches sentenced to die. She was the first person who came to mind when the pikeman told me about the execution.

		

		People just kept coming. I looked around. Our buggy was now parked at the far corner of the square. Jacques must have figured such a big crowd was a potential hazard and thus drove our vehicle out of the way. Bertrand and Jacques were both sitting inside the buggy as well. I nodded in satisfaction. That was what I liked about them — their can-do attitude.

		

		Essentially, I just needed one glance at the women the priests called witches to make certain Lada was not among them. I had a hard time believing all ten of the prisoners were really witches. So I wanted to get up closer and scan them. I could always get out after.

		

		While I pushed forward, I listened to the onlookers. People were hungry for blood. They didn’t much care for witches. I heard the occasional cry to cleanse the city of unclean forces with redoubled vigor.

		

		“How much of our blood have they supped?!” a burly woman cried, gasping and shaking her head.

		

		“They’re the source of all our troubles!” a scrawny man next to her rasped through crooked yellow teeth.

		

		“They’ll get what they have coming now!” a broad-shouldered redheaded kid menaced the prisoners. “One of their kind made off with all the cattle in my village!”

		

		I pushed further and shook my head so I wouldn’t stand out from the crowd.

		

		Finally, I was directly in front of the platform, where I started looking around in true vision at the chained-up women all huddling together. Unnaturally crooked fingers, bloody wounds, bruises under the eyes — they had clearly been subjected to harsh torture. Scanning one woman after the next, I felt shivers all over my skin.

		

		Unbelievable! I was wrong! They were witches! All ten of them... So, they really did uncover a whole coven. Their reservoirs were mangled and disfigured. I was surprised they were still alive. Lada had very similar wounds.

		

		But she was not there among them.

		

		I sighed with relief. And was about to turn around and leave, but my eye was caught by one strange factor.

		

		I looked closer... Squeezed in the middle of the huddle was another witch being protected by the others. Based on the energy system, she was a nine- or ten-year-old girl.

		

		My attention did not go unnoticed. One of the witches, the oldest, sharply shot up and started darting her eyes around the crowd. A moment later, we locked eyes.

		

		Even in her state, she was able to sense my adoptive mother’s mark. I could only imagine how powerful she had been before her capture. I was also scared by the thought of who could take a witch like her prisoner. Whoever it was, they must have had at least as much power as the late Wild Duke. If the order had gifted of such power at their service, the king was going to have another quickly growing force in his kingdom to reckon with.

		

		The witch’s swollen and bloodied lips twinged.

		

		“Nod if you can hear me, fox,” the quiet whisper reached my ears. The old woman spoke to me in witching. Her pronunciation was mangled, but I could hear her and understand even though there were more than thirty feet between us. It also suddenly hit me that the old sorceress speaking to me was using a kind of wizardry I was unfamiliar with.

		

		Neither I nor my adoptive mother had command of such magic.

		

		I nodded shortly.

		

		“They destroyed my reservoir,” I heard the magic whisper again. “But I still have a droplet of power big enough to land my final blow... I pray of you... Save my granddaughter... Any coven would take her in... They will pay you handsomely... Be ready... I trust you, fox... You bare the mark of a sister...”

		

		The old woman broke eye contact, rolled her eyes back, and slowly went down onto the stone causeway. She must have miscalculated her powers. I could see that her reservoir had very little mana left. Her sistren immediately crouched over her.

		

		Turning my head, I shook off the invisible haze of alien sorcery, and cursed quietly to myself.

		

		This was exactly why I always tried to stay away from witches and, if I had dealings with them, it was only in cases of extreme necessity. Which by the way, Vadoma had taught me.

		

		She was the one who warned me to never voluntarily have dealings with witches. Because before you knew it, you’d be obeying their every command like an obedient, loyal dog.

		

		I of course felt bad for the little girl, but they should have considered her safety earlier. If this coven had been caught almost in its entirety, these witches must not have been especially hiding. Feeling powerful, they got lazy and careless. They thought no one would dare move against their coven. And paid the price.

		

		But now, they wanted to rope me in... The old woman must have seen a young spellsword in the crowd and habitually decided she could bend him to her will. Too bad... She picked the wrong guy.

		

		I was about to turn and leave the square when I heard a loud, sonorous little girl’s voice coming from the temple.

		

		“Look, Your Holiness! There is a child among these unfortunate souls!”

		

		It was Adèle. She was speaking to a short, thin old man in a white priest’s tunic with golden embroidery.

		

		I didn’t know why, but I decided to stay and listen to their whole conversation. With my hearing, even through the din of the crowd, it was no challenge picking out their words.

		

		“Your Highness,” the gray-bearded priest shook his head. “That is no child. It’s a witch! Appearances can be deceiving. This brute injured and nearly killed one of our knights.”

		

		Based on how the princess turned her little head up, she was not accustomed to being defied. Adèle stomped her little foot, making the chestnut locks on her temples flip around amusingly.

		

		“She’s just a girl!” he shouted out sternly. “She can’t be older than ten. Captain de Scalon! Bring the poor girl to me at once!”

		

		“Yes, Your Highness,” a tall warrior in bone armor appeared from the side as if out of thin air and pounded his wide chest with a big, huge fist.

		

		“Stop, captain!” the priest exclaimed. I heard notes of panic in his voice. “Your Highness! You do not fully comprehend what is happening!”

		

		I allowed myself a sidelong smirk. The directors of this show must not have told the princess anything. Much to their misfortune... Her Highness was making a real mess of things. Her outburst made the crowd start grumbling in dismay. The already incensed public started bubbling like a pot of oil over a heavy flame. The people saw the sentenced girl as nothing but a hated witch. People came here to enjoy a show and watch the “beasts” be torn to bits, not set loose.

		

		“I don’t care what you think!” the princess shouted sonorously. “I don’t believe that girl is a witch! Bring her to me at once!”

		

		“What the heck is all this, my good people!” someone from the crowd exclaimed. “They want to turn these beasts loose!”

		

		“No way!” a woman cried out from the right. “My sister got a spell put on her, but they get to go free?!”

		

		“Get them, brothers!” a gruff voice near my ear barked, and the crowd lurched forward.

		

		The crowd hummed and burbled. The faces of the people around me warped into scowls of hate and fury.

		

		The jig was up... No going back now. Press on or be trampled. Drawing energy from an emerald brut out of habit, I took the first step.

		

	
		Chapter 8

		

		“YOUR WORSHIP! This way!”

		

		I turned my head, hearing a familiar voice to my right. Pierre Claverie, the pikeman I had given a drink of diluted wine, was now signaling to me animatedly.

		

		With a sharp burst forward, at the last moment I slipped between the pikemen’s shields as they, obeying hacking commands from their officers, started slowly stepping back and forming a solid formation with spears out in front.

		

		“Shield wall!” a broad-shouldered bruiser barked wearing a silver lieutenant’s token on his chest. “Step to, punks! Keep Her Highness safe!”

		

		“Get back!” the sergeant shouted into the crowd, his eyes flaring with rage. The man’s right cheek was crossed by a hideous, deep scar, making him look like an old fighting dog. “They’re trying to rise up!”

		

		I ran further, thanking Pierre as I went.

		

		“Get them!” The crowd roared back.

		

		“They want to let the witches go!” a woman’s voice blared piercingly.

		

		Once behind the soldiers, after running ten steps forward, I stopped and quickly looked around. The square around the temple was packed full of people. How many were there? A few thousand? On the backdrop of the raging ocean of screaming and roaring bodies, the formation of twenty pikemen slowly but surely walked back to the temple steps, looking like a tiny island.

		

		The people, their faces warped by hate, were pushing forward in a single burst of fury. The bloodthirsty wave swallowed up the hesitant city folk from the first rows before it reached the shield wall. That morning, they had come with their families to a temple service, delighted that they could watch an execution so close to the platform. And now they and their children were dying beneath the feet of a monster with a thousand heads and a thousand voices.

		

		The junior priests, wrapped in gray robes, flitted off toward the temple like a flock of frightened sparrows. Behind them, leaving their post by the criminals and drawing short swords, the Stone Knights followed in an organized fashion.

		

		I saw some of the knights looking malevolently at the witches. They, chained up to granite posts with embedded steel rings, were essentially being sacrificed to the mob. All huddled together, the women looked like old moldering statues made of congealed ash. Left one-on-one against the enraged human mass, the witches got ready to make their lives come at as high a cost as possible.

		

		A crazy idea came to mind suddenly, but I strangled it in the cradle. No... I was not going to be fast enough to save anyone. Even if I made it ahead of the crowd, how could I break the chains on their arms and legs? I could try to break the metal with energy pulses, but that would take time I simply did not have. And what if they weren’t made of common iron? No... It would be suicide. What did she even have in mind when she prayed for my help?

		

		I felt sincerely sorry for the child, but my conscience was clean. The full responsibility for the girl’s death laid first and foremost on her grandmother, who allowed the situation to get out of control. And I was not going to die a fool’s death for someone else’s mistake.

		

		Okay. I’d seen enough. Not wasting another minute, I ran for the nearest carriage. A moment later, I sensed a flash of mana behind me. The witches had begun their final battle. I didn’t know what they were using on the people dashing their way but, based on the shrieks and piercing screams of pain, it must have been something very nasty.

		

		Before a minute was even up, the shrieks turned into a roar of triumph — the crowd must have gotten what it wanted. I turned in a flash and shuddered.

		

		The witches’ bodies had essentially been torn to shreds. These once upstanding shopkeepers and housekeepers were now caked in blood and scowling menacingly as they leapt and flailed their arms in the air like primordial creatures.

		

		And if I had given into my momentary impulse, my guts would now be littering the ground beneath these possessed half-people. The biggest paradox in the whole situation was the fact that tomorrow, if of course these people lived to see it, they would all revert to common law-abiding city folk. And go on living their quiet petit-bourgeois lives like nothing had happened.

		

		As expected, now that the crowd had tasted blood but not sated their thirst, they obeyed the warlike cries to:

		

		“Get the priests! They wanted to take mercy on unclean!”

		

		“Get them!”

		

		I ducked beneath the carriage just in the nick of time. Stones, sticks, and other heavy objects started flying at the pikemen, nobles, and priests from every direction.

		

		A few of the junior priests, having decided to take shelter next to the unfinished platform, immediately paid the price for their languor and lack of foresight. They met the same fate as the people they had dragged out here to execute not one hour prior.

		

		Once finished with the junior priests, the wave of blood-maddened city folk split into two.

		

		The first half rolled at the pikemen, while the second, curving around the shield wall island, ran toward the main entrance to the temple where the nobles escorting the princess were standing with pale faces.

		

		The senior priest, by the way, unlike his underlings, got his bearings in the blink of an eye. His white, gold embroidered garments flickered past the temple doors. In the same place, I saw the dark garments of the Stone Knights. They sure moved quick.

		

		I should also note that the princess’ bodyguards reacted quickly. While the other nobles floundered and tried to flex their privilege, the princess’ personal guard picked her up in her “little box” and carried her around the temple.

		

		Watching Captain de Scalon, I snorted in satisfaction. Smart move. A jam had formed in the temple doors composed of the bodies of the rich visitors who, driven mad with fear, were trying to take shelter in the abode of the Most Luminous Mother.

		

		Based on the tell-tale bone armor, the head of the princess’ personal guard team was one of these royal strykers I’d heard so much about. If he was as powerful as combat mages I’d seen before, the princess was in good hands. The four bodyguards were also clearly no common soldiers. The king wouldn’t just trust his granddaughter to anyone. Guys like that probably had another way out already in mind for emergency situations. Probably many. Essentially, if I wanted out of this hell, it would be best to follow the example of the princess’ bodyguards.

		

		Okay.

		

		Getting out from beneath the carriage, I ran off after the guards as they rounded the corner of the temple. Loping like a hare, I raced forward. When I was just twenty steps from the corner of the building, I realized I was not the only person to be so observant.

		

		People were running toward the corner the princess and her guards had just ducked behind. At first, I thought they were all like me and trying to find safety but, upon closer inspection, I realized they were not ordinary city folk. Their actions were just too coordinated and targeted. Then it hit me. They weren’t running for safety... They were chasing prey. It didn’t take a genius to realize who they were hunting.

		

		Still, I didn’t believe that everything happening was a planned provocation orchestrated with the goal of murdering or capturing Carl III’s granddaughter either. If not for the princess’ capricious display provoking the already enraged crowd, the execution would have gone according to plan. And every player in the show would have gotten what they wanted. The onlookers could enjoy the sight of fresh blood, while the priests and aristocrats reinforced their reputation among the populace as foes of the unclean.

		

		So then who were these people? Atalian spies who spotted an opportunity? Mercenaries hired by de Gondy or de Bauffremont now playing their part in the play? Or was I wrong to think ill of them? What if they were another component of the princess’ guard team who had previously been in plainclothes in the crowd and were now trying to cover the king’s granddaughter’s escape?

		

		In one way or another, I didn’t actually care. These games were not for me. My task was to get out of the mess my own curiosity had gotten me into alive and unharmed.

		

		Though I had a respectable excuse. I had to be certain Lada was not among the witches sentenced to die. Honestly though, I had to admit that even if she had been there, I would not have been able to help her.

		

		I had to slow my pace and duck into the shade of the temple wall. Leaning against the warm wall, I stopped for a moment. Waiting for the strange group to round the corner, I kept going. Standing there, I counted twelve people. Scanning revealed nothing. I was just too far away. A dozen fighters against five bodyguards, one of whom was a combat mage... I’d have put my money on Captain de Scalon.

		

		Cautiously peeking around the corner, I looked at what was happening. Aha... It couldn’t be the last option. The people who came after the princess were clearly not a support group. At the end of quite a wide gallery with statues lining the wall, a battle was being waged. And based on the many flashes of mana, one of the pursuers was also a stryker.

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh and turned around. The people were raging and pushing. Alas, I would not be able to make it across the square. The only way out was through the ill-fated gallery.

		

		I also would not be able to hide where I was. Very soon, the enraged crowd would be here.

		

		“Damnation!” I hissed, unclipping the silver wing and stashing it in my pocket. Then, quickly pulling out my neckerchief, I tied it around the bottom half of my face.

		

		As usual, the aura sapped energy from several bruts at once. Drawing my sword and dagger, I breathed a heavy sigh. If things kept going at this rate, it wouldn’t be long before I went broke buying new weapons to replace ones ruined by energy pulses.

		

		Quietly stealing past on the wall and hiding behind statues, I moved forward. Walking up closer to the fight, I finally realized why Captain de Scalon decided to stand and fight rather than continue moving. It was very simple — there were two groups. The second was waiting for the princess and her bodyguards at the end of the gallery, blocking their path.

		

		In total, there were more than twenty foes. Though now probably less. By the time I got there, four bodies were already lying on the marble floor motionless with pools of blood spreading beneath them.

		

		Scanning revealed that one of the attackers was indeed a stryker. The rest were regular people.

		

		While the combat mages fought amongst themselves, the ungifted combatants pressed the bodyguards up against the wall where a pale Princess Adèle was hiding. Her eyes shimmered, her hair was disheveled. Biting her lower lip and squeezing her little fists to her chest, she watched fatedly as five attackers standing behind their comrades hurriedly loaded small crossbows. Thanks to their excellent armor, the defenders survived the first volley, but it was clear they were all already wounded. One of them was barely holding on.

		

		The second volley was incoming.

		

		Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a bright purple ribbon behind the pedestal of a statue. The princess must have accidentally dropped it while running here.

		

		The bad guys had their faces covered like me. We were also dressed similarly. Yet another tick in the column of the Atalian theory. Some of them were cursing in Vestonian, though. Clearly a ragtag bunch.

		

		I bent down to pick up the little ribbon and tied it to my elbow. At least this could differentiate me from the attackers.

		

		Strangely, the princess spotted me. Just as she did the ribbon on my elbow. Our gazes met. After I sent her a wink, she hit me with a wave of hate and scorn. Then her eyes shot up into her forehead. I had gotten started.

		

		First of all, I attacked the crossbowmen. Before they could react, I took down three. Once the others noticed their brothers in arms start to die suddenly, they turned around and, casting their useless crossbows to the floor, started drawing short swords. I had achieved my primary goal — stopping them from reloading.

		

		Then began a short dance with death I had to give all my effort. A few times, I thought I was done for, but every time death passed me by. If not for the timely arrival of the princess’ bodyguards and — most importantly Captain de Scalon — who helped take down my opponents, things easily could have turned out tragic for me. But nevertheless I took some damage. Grazes, a couple cuts, including one on my shoulder which proved quite deep. But in comparison to others, I still came away with just a little scare. Two of the princess’ bodyguards perished. The others were barely hanging on.

		

		“Identify yourself!” de Scalon said to me when it was all over. Noticing that I was cautiously backing away from the gallery, he burst forward but the princess stopped him.

		

		“Captain! I order you to stop. If not for the young noble’s timely intervention, I’d have died. He stopped the crossbowmen!”

		

		After what the princess said, de Scalon winced as if he’d eaten a lemon, but stopped.

		

		“Your Highness, you’re too trusting,” he came with a sigh, watching fatedly as I made my way for the coveted exit. “And what makes you think he is a noble?”

		

		“Only nobles are capable of acting so gallantly!” the princess exclaimed, proudly thrusting her chin up while a rosy glow appeared on her pale cheeks. “I am right, aren’t I?!”

		

		“Entirely so, Your Highness!” I said with the most gallant bow I could muster, removing my hat. If Bertrand had seen it, he’d probably have been proud of his student. “But alas, I cannot tell you my name. Sooner or later, you will find out though! All I can say is I am no enemy to you, and I sincerely thank all the gods for giving me the chance to be here at the right time!”

		

		I looked significantly at the purple ribbon on my elbow.

		

		“I hope you forgive me this small impertinence, Your Highness!” I said with another bow. “And now, with your permission, I have to be going!”

		

		Before ducking into a passage, I saw a dreamy smile on the princess’ face. Ahem... I was afraid to even imagine what kind of fantasies were swirling in her head. Probably just like in a romance novel about knights. A mysterious stranger saving the beautiful princess. She was probably not thinking about how hundreds had died in the last hour and how, tangentially, blame for their deaths lied on her.

		

		Even if she reached that conclusion, her grandfather the king would set her right in short order. Heh... Would he ever! His only and beloved granddaughter was not to blame for a thing! It was all the priests, witches, rabble... Anyone but her.

		

		Still, for fairness’ sake, it should be noted that Adèle had good intentions. She was just trying to save a poor little girl from dying. How was she supposed to know how things would turn out?

		

		And those vile thoughts occupied my mind the whole way home. I had to note that the authorities reacted quite effectively. The streets of the old capital were flooded with city guard divisions. A few times, I had to change directions to avoid trouble and constantly check if someone was trailing me.

		

		One time, I was stopped along with a few other city dwellers. But the sergeant at the head of the guard division spotted the silver wing I’d pinned back on the lapel of my doublet and let me get on my way without any talking.

		

		When I saw my buggy at the gates, I breathed a sigh of relief. Jacques had not let me down. The old war dog sensed something was wrong immediately. Were it Bertrand in his place... I was afraid to even consider what might have happened. The old man would never have left his post waiting for me. Heh... I had just been casting blame on a teary-eyed little girl, but my actions had put those dear to me at risk as well.

		

		And here they were. They must have seen me through the window. They all spilled out onto the porch together. Jacques, Bertrand, Gunnar, and Kevin. My old servant ran straight over to me. Gasping and panting, he looked over my now shredded clothing. Seeing the blood on my shoulder, Bertrand gave a soft cry of fear.

		

		“Draw me a hot bath, if you would,” I came.

		

		My valet immediately started giving orders to Gunnar and Kevin, hurrying after them as he did.

		

		“Well?” Jacques snorted. “Satisfy your curiosity?”

		

		“Heh,” I shook my head. “You wouldn’t believe whose acquaintance I made today...”

		

		I started walking toward the porch when I heard the patter of hooves behind me. Turning, I saw a rider bearing the de Gramont chevron on his chest. Hm... So, was this one of the retinue men who escorted Max’s cousins to Abbeville?

		

		“Chevalier Renard!” he said to me. “Message for you from His Lordship the Count de Gramont! I was ordered to take a reply.”

		

		Accepting the small scroll he extended, I unfurled it and read the brief message. As expected, my cousin had complained to his dad about me. I now had to go for a family lunch in the de Gramont manor in the New Capital.

		

		“Tell His Lordship that I accept his invitation.”

		

		The retinue man gave a mocking twinge of the lip, jerked back on the reins and galloped away.

		

	
		Chapter 9: Interlude 3

		

		Herouxville

		New Capital

		The de Gramont manor

		

		TO SAY THAT HEINRICH DE GRAMONT was angry would be an understatement. And it was all down to the punk Renard, his brother’s bastard. This worthless man, who had been begging him not to be sent away from the capital just a year earlier, was now starting to show some pluck.

		

		When Heinrich sent Yveline and Valerie to fetch Renard, he figured the news of his upcoming marriage to a wealthy bride would have the man crawling to him on hands and knees, but instead he refused. Meanwhile, both his daughter and niece told Heinrich utterly implausible fables about the insolent twerp.

		

		Heinrich had become aware that Renard was in debt to almost all aristocrats and people of good name in Abbeville. He also knew that his nephew had nearly been struck down in a duel over some third-rate actress. As an aside, Heinrich de Gramont wasn’t the least bit surprised by any of that news. It was all entirely in Renard’s character. Ferdinand had paid no attention to raising his bastard, which turned him into this worthless man — at once vicious and wayward.

		

		And so, word that Renard the coward and pushover was suddenly champion of a tournament in a neighboring county, and then had slain one of Vestonia’s greatest swordsmen in a single blow was initially completely implausible to Heinrich. But then, after the captain he’d sent to keep Yveline and Valerie safe sent a report corroborating their every word, he’d started to believe. In fact, the captain claimed that Renard was not only a masterful swordsman, he had been trained in some rather unusual melee tactics. He dispatched some of Heinrich’s experienced retinue men like they were small children. In other words, it was a kind of mastery that would take more than a few months to achieve. The result of many years of diligent training.

		

		Heinrich refused to believe that Ferdinand had raised his bastard to be a warrior since childhood. Furthermore, by all appearances, Renard was not merely a highly skilled fighter, but an excellent actor to boot. To so easily pretend to be worthless would have taken the skills of a professional actor. Heinrich was eager to believe that theory. However, the story did have one caveat. He had known his nephew practically since he was a baby. The Renard he knew never would have stood a chance against a professional brawler, much less have agreed of his own free will to join the Shadow Patrol for a pittance. The Renard he had sent into exile around one year ago would have come to the capital to be wed at a moment’s notice.

		

		So Heinrich de Gramont’s anger was overtaken by curiosity. And when he found out that Renard had been in the capital for a few days already without showing his face to the head of house, he wasn’t the least bit surprised.

		

		Heinrich regarded himself as a cold-blooded and patient creature. Once when he was still a child, while playing “the animal game” with his brother, sister, and cousins, it took him a long time to decide which creature suited him best. Ferdinand, as was completely expected, chose the lion. His sister went for a snake. Big Bastien picked mountain goat, his brother took bear, but Heinrich had simply been given a sheet with a shrimp on it. And ever since that day, thanks to Ferdinand’s off-handed decision, he had been known as Henri the Shrimp.

		

		On that day, little Henri stuffed himself away in a wardrobe to cry in anger. But there, he was found by his grandmother, the Countess de Gramont. She put him up on her knee and quickly got to the bottom of her youngest grandson’s hysterics, then asked to be shown the cruel sheet Henri was still squeezing in his tiny little hand.

		

		When she saw the image on the silver sheet, she gave a clever smile. And told her captivated grandson that it was no common shrimp — it was a mantis shrimp. And in contrast to the peaceable common shrimp, mantis shrimp were highly dangerous predators that could sit in ambush for days on end. But when they spotted their prey, mantis shrimp could slay so quickly and with such force, that they only needed a single blow. Then they could eat all their foe’s guts at their leisure.

		

		That information perked little Henri right up. Encouraged, he found all books in the family library mentioning the unusual creature. There was a reason they said one’s first round of “the animal game” to some extent determined their fate. Heinrich, like a mantis shrimp, learned to wait for his opportunity.

		

		Ferdinand, who had chosen lion, overestimated his strength, and Heinrich was able to land a crushing death blow. Thanks to that tactic, he was no longer viscount, but the sole Count de Gramont. Could his grandmother have imagined that her youngest grandson would one day use what she taught him to take down her oldest grandson, the legal heir to House de Gramont?

		

		“Your Lordship, Chevalier Renard is here,” the count’s valet said in an even tone. “Shall I send him in?”

		

		Heinrich de Gramont, distracting himself from reminiscing, looked at his servant and said:

		

		“Send him in.”

		

		The Count looked at the time and snorted. Noon on the dot. Surprisingly, the scoundrel had come right on time. Heinrich had told him to come two hours before lunch. The count wanted to voice his opinion about his brother’s bastard’s new image.

		

		A few moments later, the door to his office opened and Max Renard walked inside. Heinrich greeted his nephew from a deep armchair behind his desk. He didn’t pretend to shuffle through papers the way clerks from the royal chancery did when they wanted to appear busy and make visitors feel uncomfortable. No. Heinrich was above all those plebian tactics. He knew his worth and his station.

		

		The count was sitting in his armchair with his elbows on the arm rests and chin resting on tented hands. Like a mantis shrimp, he was waiting for his prey to come close before landing the fatal blow.

		

		However, the man who entered did not much look like prey. Heinrich at first didn’t even recognize his nephew. That was how much he’d changed physically. He remembered Max as a rosy-cheeked round-faced young man with puffy hands and fearful, darting eyes.

		

		Now, the man standing before him was the polar opposite of that Max. Tan, lean. With a confident gait, wiry like a wild animal. A cold, piercing and somewhat ironic look in his eyes. Heinrich thought for a moment that his nephew was looking straight through him. That sent a shiver down the count’s spine. He was staring down a predator. Young, brash, ready to go for the throat at a moment’s notice. The count, much to his own surprise, recalled his captain’s report on Max and started believing every word.

		

		The count looked his nephew’s chiseled body from head to toe. His simple yet high-quality outfit made for a stark contrast with the brightly colored fashionable clothing his own sons preferred.

		

		Heinrich’s studious gaze suddenly caught on a small silver bauble hanging over Renard’s chest. François, complaining about the rude and brash bastard paying a visit to his former manor, mentioned his cousin’s horrid attire and tasteless jewelry. At the time, Heinrich didn’t pay any attention to his son’s words. But unlike his youngest, the count knew all about every last medal and decoration given out in Vestonia. Particularly ones like the Silver Wing of Strix. Furthermore, over the entire history of house de Gramont, just two of its members had been deemed worthy of the distinction. And now some bastard born of the daughter of a merchant was flaunting that very medal all around town. Heinrich had a hard time holding in a curse, which very nearly slipped through his lips.

		

		And again that sardonic gaze. It was as if Ferdinand’s bastard could read his thoughts.

		

		“Your Lordship,” Renard bowed respectfully. “Uncle, let me express my gratitude for the invitation. It is an honor for me.”

		

		“You didn’t seem to be in any great hurry,” Heinrich snorted. “I seem to recall sending for you in the winter.”

		

		Renard shrugged. The look of contrition on his face was so affected it made Heinrich want to roll his eyes and laugh. But again he held it in. Not a muscle on his face twitched.

		

		“I was delayed by extraordinary circumstances,” Renard came. “My duty to the crown.”

		

		“What about after that?” Heinrich asked. “After your duty had been fulfilled? As an aside, you cannot even begin to imagine the effort it cost me to secure your release.”

		

		The Count de Gramont there allowed himself a little white lie. In reality, his petition to the king on Max Renard’s behalf was approved surprisingly quickly. So quickly that Heinrich was expecting there to be a catch. But then he cast those foolish thoughts aside.

		

		“The war,” Max shrugged. “I needed to prepare for the journey. The roads are teeming with raiders and recruiters. And as an aside, I personally would rather meet the former.”

		

		Heinrich caught himself thinking he was in full agreement with his nephew. The rumors of out-of-control headhunters had already made their way to Herouxville. The count then decided that the young man standing before him, despite being the youngest member of his family, had a manner of behaving that gave off an air of adult sophistication. François or Gabriel meanwhile, the Count de Gramont’s sons, were like snot-nosed teenagers compared to Max. And that realization drove Heinrich to madness. Even from beyond the grave, Ferdinand seemed to be mocking him. Henri the Shrimp! He heard his boyhood voice ringing from the distant past.

		

		“Sit,” despite the inner strife, Heinrich’s voice came across stable and colorless. “We have much to discuss.”

		

		Renard bowed and easily plopped down into the chair opposite the table. Crossing his legs and tenting his fingers, he put his hands on his knees.

		

		“We must agree on a date for the ceremony with de Marbot,” Heinrich got straight to business.

		

		“Why the de Marbots?” Max asked unexpectedly. He was not indignant or whiny like his sons when Heinrich offered them to go pick out an elite bride. On the contrary, his nephew’s tone was matter of fact and a bit world weary.

		

		“A year ago, you were on your knees in this very office begging me not to send you away from the capital,” the count began coldly. “You ignored every explanation about it being for your own good. I promised to find you a wealthy, elite bride. And only then did you agree to go. And I kept my word.”

		

		That same sardonic smile appeared on Max’s face. Now the impudent man looked more like his late father than ever before.

		

		“And indubitably, uncle, I thank you for taking on such an insurmountable burden as caring for me.”

		

		For an instant, Heinrich thought he saw a flicker of something animal in Renard’s eyes. What happened to the old Max?!

		

		“I don’t much feel it,” Heinrich came indignantly.

		

		“You must not have fully understood me, uncle.” Again that smile. “I give thanks to the gods every day for sending me such a caring uncle. You are experienced. You wish happiness and good fortune on the son of your beloved brother. I trust you and respect your choice. But before I bind my fate to the Viscountess de Marbot, I would like to know why she specifically was worthy of your choice.”

		

		Heinrich frowned.

		

		“Isn’t it obvious? She’s from an ancient family, and she’s wealthy. Also, she’s rumored to be very pretty, smart, and modest. What more could you want from a wife? Furthermore, there isn’t exactly a line out the door of fathers from noble lineages wishing to give their daughters’ hands to you.”

		

		“Fair,” Max nodded. “That gives rise to a logical question.”

		

		“What then?” Heinrich asked.

		

		“If this Viscountess de Marbot is like you say she is, why would her father want a man like me? Sure my father recognized me, but everyone knows me as a bastard, illegitimate. And so I wonder — what’s in it for them?”

		

		Heinrich spent a short while in silence, looking closely at his nephew, who had changed so unexpectedly and grown smarter over the past year. Then he made a decision.

		

		“Your marriage to the viscountess will put an end to a many-year conflict between our families, which your father never got around to resolving.”

		

		“Over what?” Max asked shortly.

		

		For a moment, the duke thought his nephew knew more than he was letting on.

		

		“The boundary of the Forest of Thiliez. This way, we can delineate it amicably.”

		

		“What is its value?”

		

		“Several thousand acres of highly valuable yew trees,” Heinrich decided to reply honestly. “Worth a lot of money.”

		

		“I see,” Max said, thoughtfully stroking his chin.

		

		Heinrich was caught off guard by his nephew’s calm reaction.

		

		“What do I stand to gain personally?” Renard asked matter-of-factly and added wryly: “Other than a gorgeous bride of course.”

		

		Heinrich opted not to mention the viscountess’ infertility. Let it come as a surprise to the impudent man when all was said and done.

		

		“As usual in such situations, you would be made baron of the lands you receive with your bride’s dowry.”

		

		“Hm...” Max rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Tempting offer.”

		

		“And as I said — the only one,” Heinrich came.

		

		“Now that’s where you’re wrong, uncle,” Renard replied. “Your nephew isn’t all that hopeless.”

		

		Heinrich’s brows shot into his forehead.

		

		“Explain.”

		

		“Are you aware of the Gilbert Trading House?” Max asked, tilting his head.

		

		“Merchants?” Heinrich winced. Much to his own surprise, he felt vexed. His “upgraded” nephew had made an impression on him, and now this misstep. “It’s like you didn’t hear me.”

		

		“I have merchant blood in my veins,” Max laughed.

		

		“But first of all, you are a recognized son of Ferdinand de Gramont,” Heinrich came, thrusting his chin forward.

		

		“And yet,” Max continued insistently. “You didn’t answer my question.”

		

		“Because there’s no point,” Heinrich threw out. “No merchants are worthy of the honor of marrying a de Gramont.”

		

		“What if those merchants controlled the entire wine trade in Vestonia?” Renard asked insinuatingly, staring Heinrich straight in the eyes. “They essentially have a monopoly. Sure, Thomas Gilbert is no aristocrat, but he has more money than the Count de Marbot could ever dream of. Thomas Gilbert could buy the Forest of Thiliez three times over in its entirety. Think, uncle, what our house could do with finances like that.”

		

		Heinrich said nothing. This impudent man had sewed a seed of doubt in his mind.

		

		“He is a merchant,” the count stated conclusively. Though there was no confidence in his voice. It was as if he was giving Max a chance to win him over.

		

		“I meanwhile am a mere bastard,” Renard shrugged. “I am not suggesting you marry one of your own sons to Gilbert’s daughter. Society will understand. And as for the Forest of Thiliez...”

		

		“The Count de Marbot also has a son,” Heinrich interrupted thoughtfully. “I could just as easily let him have one of your blood sisters.”

		

		Just then, a muted squeak of fear came from behind a heavy curtain. Renard turned to the sound and Heinrich frowned. That wretched girl was eavesdropping again. It couldn’t have been anyone else. Only she could get away with such behavior. Heinrich sighed silently. His little Yveline was his weak spot.

		

		As an aside, the count thought it didn’t come as much of a surprise to Max. It was as if he already knew there was someone behind the curtain. Heinrich waved off the random thoughts.

		

		“Yveline!” the count called strictly. “Come out!”

		

		Renard stood and shook off his doublet. A muted creak came from behind the door the curtain was covering, and a frightened little blonde-haired head peeked out.

		

		“Max!” she smiled embarrassedly. “You came! How nice to see you. You’ve certainly matured.”

		

		“My dearest cousin,” Renard smiled back with a gallant bow. “You look better every day. I’m happy to see you again!”

		

		“Daughter!” Heinrich called attention to himself. “This behavior is unbecoming.”

		

		“Daddy!” she shot out rapid-fire. “Mother wanted me to call you. The table is set. We’re only waiting for you. Mother also wanted me to warn you that Aunty Jeanne has come to visit.”

		

		Heinrich winced as if he’d eaten a lemon. All his annoyance at his willful daughter was swept away. The news of the Duchess du Bellay’s visit instantly spoiled the count’s appetite. Jeanne du Bellay, Heinrich and Ferdinand’s sister, known in the court as the Stone Lady, must have come for a reason. He’d have bet she had somehow found out that Renard was going to be at lunch. Which made him wonder. What could she want from the bastard?

		

		“Okay then,” Heinrich said, getting up from the seat. “Let’s not keep them waiting.”

		

	
		Chapter 10

		

		WHEN WE ENTERED the dining hall, all conversations fell silent, and all de Gramonts present turned their eyes on me.

		

		I met their reaction, staring back unabashedly. The first few I noticed were two women of approximately fifty years of age. Most likely, they were Countess Catherine de Gramont and Duchess Jeanne du Bellay. They were seated on elegant chairs next to a little table and, before our arrival, were clearly discussing something privately and waving big fans in front of their faces. Still, I should note that the familial abode of the de Gramonts, which had previously belonged to Max’s father, had been constructed by true masters of their craft. With closed windows and unbearable heat outside, indoors it felt refreshing, and even cool. The architect that designed the manor was a genius, no doubt about it.

		

		The ladies were the total opposites of one another. The first was tall and elegant with dark hair and eyes. The second... Hm... It was like I was looking at Yveline aged up by a few decades. Middling height, blonde hair, green eyes. And highly volatile. The only thing the two ladies had in common were the identically scornful gazes they awarded me with.

		

		A step away from the highborn women on their comfortable sofa all clad in royal blue velvet, I saw three quite attractive looking women. They all looked somewhat alike. I figured one was Max’s cousin Marielle de Gramont, and the others were her sisters Patricia and Nadine. From Bertrand’s tales, I knew they were almost all the same age. Each a bit over twenty.

		

		Based on the more vibrant dress and pompous mannerisms, I very quickly realized which one was Marielle, Heinrich’s daughter. Nadine and Patricia by comparison seemed neglected and depressed. But that did nothing to stop them and their aunts from looking on me as a footman who had accidentally stumbled into the wrong room.

		

		Valerie was also there, sitting at a slight distance from her sisters and cousin in a little armchair reading a small book. When I came in, the look in her eyes sparkled with delight, but she quickly got herself together and now was staring into her relatives’ eyes with satisfaction and even a certain degree of mischievous anticipation.

		

		The last two people I spotted were standing next to the window. One I had met before. François de Gramont looked like a fish out of water. His face alternated between pale and pocked with crimson spots. His expression carried so much hate. A little bit more and he would have a stroke.

		

		Next to him stood a long-armed dark-haired kid of twenty-seven years. His cool, sharp gaze ran studiously over my face and body. This must have been Heinrich de Gramont’s eldest son Gabriel. I had a hard time not laughing. My cousin was clearly trying to put on an air of adult seriousness, but he wasn’t able to pull it off very well. I could see that he and François were outraged. Obviously, the little brother had already told him about our previous encounter.

		

		However, uncle never mentioned it. Still, I’d have bet my right hand that François demanded the insolent bastard be punished. The time for vengeance had clearly not yet come.

		

		To be frank, Heinrich de Gramont completely met my expectations. Closed-off, marching to the beat of his own drummer, cruel, and calculating. Pretty much exactly how I imagined him. My uncle was probably also very vindictive. For example, he didn’t bother mentioning to me that the Viscountess de Marbot many years ago was injured on a hunt, resulting in her inability to birth an heir.

		

		The Watchmaker had told me that. He also told me about her maniac brother, who Valerie and her sisters were clearly so uneager to marry. And that explained her active participation and insistence in Abbeville.

		

		The whole thing stunk, though getting a barony of my own as dowry was quite a hefty argument. But the timing was wrong. I was not planning to get married yet. Especially not on someone else’s orders. My uncle, as an aside, was all too eager to take the bait with the Gilberts. Now he would keep his nose in the wind to gather information. I had bought myself some time, which was exactly what I wanted.

		

		But I was not lying — if not for the barony and relation with an ancient house, Thomas Gilbert would be a more appropriate father-in-law for me. He really did have deep pockets. And wanted badly for his grandchildren to be aristocrats.

		

		I could only imagine Valerie’s face when Yveline told her all about my conversation with the count. I had detected the little spy right after I entered her father’s office.

		

		“Ah, here we are!” Yveline exclaimed with a broad smile. “And this is Max... Ghm... Or rather Chevalier Renard.”

		

		I gave a respectful bow first to the ladies then to my infuriated male cousins. François I even sent a furtive wink, which added a few crimson spots to his face. Hm... This guy clearly had problems with self-control. I was surprised he hadn’t been killed yet.

		

		As an aside, all the people in the room were clearly Prince Louis supporters. The green flowers and floral insets in their clothing bore eloquent witness to that.

		

		Heinrich de Gramont sent a signal to a gray-haired butler, and everyone started taking seats at a long table with the help of their footmen.

		

		At the head of the table, as head of household, was my uncle who whispered something to his sister seated to his right. The countess was seated opposite. Then his children in order of age, with me at the far end of the table. Like a leper. Practically in the wilderness.

		

		“Father!” François came, unable to resist. Before the footmen could even bring out the first dish, the viscount shouted out in fury: “Explain something to us all! What is that bastard doing here?!”

		

		Heinrich de Gramont didn’t even twitch a brow.

		

		“Since when do I have to answer to anyone?” His cold calm tone made François go pale.

		

		“Father...” François mumbled out like a capricious teen. “That wasn’t what I meant... I just...”

		

		“You should know your place,” Heinrich blared back. “Unlike you, Renard knows his perfectly well.”

		

		Inside, I laughed. Uncle had decided to turn his household against me. Well, well... An utterly expected move. For a moment, we locked eyes. I seemed to see slight surprise in his. For the record, he often looked at me that way. As if he was expecting the old Max. Well, that made perfect sense.

		

		“But Henri...” came Catherine de Gramont. The maman immediately stood to the defense of her littlest son. And based on the looks he was getting, he was also the favorite. “How can you compare them!? Your son is a viscount! And this... This...”

		

		The countess hit me with the full force of her scorn and disgust.

		

		“Chevalier Renard is a member of house de Gramont,” the count interrupted. “And he is prepared to do his duty as a member of this family.”

		

		Uncle was clearly adding fuel to the fire.

		

		“What duty now?” François asked indignantly. “He is a black mark on this family just like his traitor father!”

		

		Heinrich didn’t seem to hear his son. He just so happened to be busy cutting up a little meat roulette with a butter knife. I meanwhile followed his example, unflappably swallowing the fine delicacy. Even the mayor of Toulon didn’t have such exquisite cuisine.

		

		Our shared obliviousness drove my cousins even more mad, whereas Valerie and Yveline were clearly delighted.

		

		“And speaking of duty,” the count came suddenly, cutting off the words about to come out of the countess’ mouth. “Chevalier Renard has just come to town from Toulon. He served in the Shadow Patrol in Westerly Fort.”

		

		A dead silence fell in the dining hall. Everyone sitting at the table turned their head my direction. The count broke the silence. He pointed the butter knife at my chest and came:

		

		“François, do you see the silver wing on your cousin’s chest? Yesterday, when you told me about your encounter with Chevalier Renard, what exactly did you call it again? Ah, yes! A barbaric trinket, I believe. Jeanne, are you familiar with that item?”

		

		The unexpected shift from François to his sister made everyone turn their heads toward the Duchess du Bellay.

		

		Max’s aunt, squinting slightly, sounded puzzled:

		

		“You don’t mean to say that...?”

		

		“Yes, sister,” Heinrich nodded. “That is precisely what I mean to say. Your nephew is a cavalier of the Order of the Silver Wing of Strix. As you recall, only two of our vaunted ancestors were worthy of such an honor. Our great-great grandfather and his grandfather.”

		

		The duchess looked at me with new eyes.

		

		“Max!” Yveline exclaimed in delight. “You have to tell us what you did to earn that medal!”

		

		“Dear cousin,” I sighed. “I still don’t feel truly worthy of this distinction. I just saw a chance to help my brothers in arms and I took it.”

		

		“And what happened to them?” Yveline asked straight away.

		

		“They were wounded in battle with shadow beasts,” I responded.

		

		After that, silence took hold at the table once again.

		

		“You fought beasts from the Shadow?!” Yveline was ecstatic. “They must have had giant fangs and claws!”

		

		“Yes, dear cousin, I did,” I smiled and replied. “And as for the size of their claws, you may see for yourself. Here... Consider this a modest gift from me... One of my trophies.”

		

		After saying that, I took one of the shadow wolf claws from my pocket and handed it to her. With a shriek of delight, she took the curved black claw and started staring at in enraptured.

		

		“Yveline!” the countess was first to come to her senses. “This behavior is beneath you!”

		

		“Oh...” she checked herself and quickly stashed the souvenir.

		

		“Forgive me, madame,” I said to her mother. “It’s my fault…”

		

		Catherine de Gramont’s look of anger burned straight through me. But her sons looked somewhat pacified. The fact that the man seated at their table was not some “pitiful” bastard but now a hero of the frontier had clearly knocked them off their game.

		

		Max’s sisters and oldest female cousin, not knowing how to react, looked on with interest while Valerie was undoubtedly savoring the moment. Heinrich, by the way, could see that. Despite the fact he was feigning being totally distracted by the feast, it didn’t stop him from watching how every member of his family reacted. My self-serious blood sister clearly kept herself under strict control in front of our uncle.

		

		An uncomfortable silence fell at the table and was broken by the Duchess du Bellay. At first, she relayed news item number one about yesterday’s attack on Princess Adèle next to the temple of the Most Luminous Mother. As expected, rumors were flying. Some said it was a sneak attack by the witches, others an uprising. There was also an Atalian theory. As a participant in that fight, I found it the most plausible. Honestly though, I of course said nothing.

		

		After that, the conversation smoothly shifted to Prince Louis, who the de Gramonts supported.

		

		“I have it on good authority that the king wishes for Prince Louis to be married,” the duchess said.

		

		“Who has he selected?” the countess asked, looking tense.

		

		“Alas, my dear, despite all our efforts, his majesty has selected the daughter of the northern Konung Bjørn Sharptooth,” the duchess said with a sincere sigh.

		

		All the women at the table gasped.

		

		Hm... Did Max’s aunt seriously think she could marry Yveline or Marielle to the prince? Why was I surprised? The de Gramonts were an ancient and influential family. As far as I knew, the Duchess du Bellay had buried her two sons and now had seemingly redirected all her energy into her nephews and nieces. As an aside, that explained all the green armbands around the de Gramonts’ elbows.

		

		“I said from the beginning that nothing good could come of this scheme,” the count snorted. “The princes need the king to establish power. If not for my brother with his foolish ideas, perhaps the duchess and I could have stood a chance, but alas the once great name of our house has been left in shambles.”

		

		Hm, there I was in complete agreement with my “dear uncle.” Max’s father had done a bad turn to his whole family’s reputation.

		

		“But why exactly the daughter of some northern barbarian?” Heinrich’s eldest son Gabriel spoke up. “Couldn’t a better candidate have been found in Vestonia?”

		

		“Why don’t we ask your cousin about that?” the count came with a wry edge. “What do you think, Max? What made him choose the northern barbarian?”

		

		Uncle just could not stop trying to turn his family against me. I wondered why. Was he trying to sic his sons on me like hunting dogs on a wolf?

		

		Everyone sitting at the table turned to face me. Most of them looked on me with condescension as if I was some country bumpkin. Gabriel was clearly annoyed by his father’s disrespectful tone and the unusual attention he was paying to the wretched bastard.

		

		With pity, I set aside my silverware.

		

		“I believe it has to do with the war,” I replied.

		

		“Hah!” François exclaimed mockingly. “Amazing! What a revelation! You’d get just as good responses from any shopkeeper down some merchant alleyway.”

		

		“Dear cousin,” I turned to him. That clearly threw him. He just cringed. “You shouldn’t underestimate the analytical capabilities of shopkeepers. They must keep up with events in their kingdom and the world every day. If they take their fingers off the pulse for even a second, their business will dwindle.”

		

		“Father!” François cringed. “That’s absurd. What could a shopkeeper know about politics?”

		

		Heinrich ignored his son’s words. As an aside, I saw happy flickers in the duchess’ eyes. I’d have bet money that she did not have the greatest opinion of her nephews.

		

		“Max!” Yveline said to me with a smile. “Come on! Parry! What could a simple shopkeeper know about politics?”

		

		“Quite a lot,” I replied. “As a matter of fact, dear cousin, you could stand to take a couple lessons from one.”

		

		“I’m afraid father wouldn’t approve,” Yveline giggled.

		

		“Alright, then allow me to explain with a simple example.”

		

		François gave a loud snort. Gabriel meanwhile gave a condescending chuckle.

		

		“For instance, let’s take... ghm...” I looked pointedly at the table and pointed a finger at a little porcelain saucer. “How about this...?”

		

		“A saucer?” Yveline asked.

		

		“Yes,” I nodded. “What is it made of?”

		

		“Porcelain.”

		

		“True,” I nodded. “And porcelain is made of white clay. Which is harvested in the north. In County de Lusignan.”

		

		“Why are you telling us all this?” François lost patience. “And what does it have to do with shopkeepers?”

		

		“Everything,” I replied. “Shopkeepers deal in porcelain just like this.”

		

		“Oh, gods!” my cousin shook his head. However, neither his parents nor aunt intervened. They were listening closely.

		

		“Max, what is the connection between porcelain, war, Prince Louis, and the konung’s daughter?” Yveline asked.

		

		“Good question, dear cousin,” I smiled back and picked up the light saucer. “Now, let’s say the shopkeeper and other porcelain dealers sell a saucer like this for a crown a piece. Let’s imagine they learn about raids by the Northlanders into the northern provinces, one of which is the County de Lusignan. What will happen to the price of porcelain?”

		

		“It will go up!” Yveline replied straight away. “White clay harvesting will cease due to the raids! And with time, the production of porcelain will come to a grinding halt!”

		

		“Right,” I nodded. “See? It’s all connected. And now another question. What will happen when the Count de Lusignan and other northern counts find out that their provinces are being raided by Northlanders?”

		

		“They will hasten home with their retinues to defend their holdings and families,” Yveline answered quickly.

		

		“And that will severely weaken the royal army,” I added. “Because we are at war with Atalia.”

		

		“Do you mean to say His Majesty wishes to marry his son to the konung’s daughter to shore up the northern borderlands?” Yveline asked thoughtfully.

		

		“That is precisely what I mean to say. If not for the war with Atalia and the massive risk of weakening the royal army, his Majesty would hardly have made such a decision.”

		

		For a little while, the people sitting at the table traded glances. Heinrich broke the silence.

		

		“François,” he came mockingly to his son. “What if I now take your cousin’s advice and send you to apprentice with a shopkeeper?”

		

	
		Chapter 11

		

		SURPRISINGLY, THE COUNT’S barb went unanswered. I was settling in to hear a screed of rage and indignance from François, but my cousin sat in silence as if his mouth was full. The rest of the family did, too. By all appearances, they had all heard Heinrich take such a tone with them before and, despite the wry notes, he was far from cheery.

		

		Everyone fell silent, but the emotions of the people sitting at the table were easy to read. François, who had just been offered an apprenticeship at a shopkeeper’s, looked about to have a seizure. His face was pure crimson, while tears welled up in his eyes. His brother, seated at his right, based on his shoulder movements, was holding his hand under the table. From my perspective, it was a touching scene and... Very promising for me.

		

		I had realized a simple fact that day. If the head of clan de Gramont suddenly disappeared, Max’s family would be left vulnerable. Based on the gloomy and suspicious looks Heinrich was shooting at me and Valerie, he was more than aware of that. And of course he was also aware that his capricious and spoiled sons would only weaken the already diminished clan were they to be named as heirs.

		

		The only person capable of replacing Heinrich, in my opinion, was his sister the Duchess du Bellay. Alone, childless, and fully concentrating all her attention on building up de Gramont power, she would not allow the clan to perish. But she was not immortal.

		

		The way Jeanne du Bellay was looking at me I did not find particularly nice. Her serpentine gaze, unblinking, followed my every move and caught my every emotion.

		

		Essentially, the elders of house de Gramont clearly were trying to see me as a threat in their own way. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out Max’s father had been burned by both of them together.

		

		Of course, at any moment I could take radical measures but, first of all, there were no open hostilities as of yet, and it was very far from a critical point. And second, the weakening of house de Gramont by getting rid of two figures of such authority would not be in my own best interest. I had far-reaching plans for this family.

		

		Whereas the count and duchess looked on me as some yet unknown creature which had now grown teeth, the Countess de Gramont, bestowing her little son with silent glances of admiration, kept glaring over at me, burning me with scorn.

		

		Her eldest daughter, Marielle, was trying very hard to mimic her mother in every way. Raising her chin proudly, she looked at me with disgust like a mangy, flea-ridden mongrel.

		

		Max’s older sisters were doing their best to keep up with her, but Valerie was looking down and trying to restrain her emotions as much as possible. I was sure she knew perfectly well that her uncle and aunt were watching her like a pair of hawks. But try as she might, Valerie was not able to keep the unflappable look on her face, sometimes letting her lips slip to reveal a malicious smirk for a brief moment.

		

		Yveline was the only person who didn’t care about the whole show. After hearing her father, his favorite daughter gave a muted giggle and quickly covered her mouth with a little hand. Happy little devils danced in her eyes. She even found an opening to shoot me a friendly little wink.

		

		For a short time, an uncomfortable silence hung over the table, broken by the odd clink of silverware on dishes. By the time the footmen started bringing out desert, the count finally sat back in his chair with satisfaction, looked languidly at his sister and said somewhat sardonically:

		

		“I assume, dear sister, that word of Prince Louis’ marriage is not the only news to reach you from your so-called ‘good authority.’“

		

		The duchess snorted indistinctly, letting her brother know that his little goading and forced formality had no impact on her, and replied ironically:

		

		“Dear brother, I hasten to add that my sources’ timely provisioning of useful information is why you are always one of the first in the kingdom to have first-hand knowledge of any situation.”

		

		Heinrich snorted:

		

		“Let’s not forget, dear sister, that all this ‘first-hand’ news requires handsome repayment. And that is putting it lightly. Whoever supplies you with these rumors and gossip must have amassed a fortune on my gold.”

		

		“My brother, if you are on the verge of poverty, please save your meagre reserves and look for a less expensive way of digging up, as you put it, rumors and gossip. For instance, one example might be the aforementioned shopkeepers our nephew just finished telling us are so phenomenally well informed.”

		

		The count frowned and made a vague hand motion.

		

		“Come now, dear sister. After today’s little display, I am inclined to take your advice. But after I get the full measure of what I pay so handsomely for. So, you have my undivided attention...”

		

		Based on how the other members of the family reacted calmly to the count and duchess’ conversation, little spats like that were commonplace.

		

		“You are correct, my brother,” the duchess nodded, and her face turned serious. “Prince Louis’ future marriage is not the only news. What I’m about to tell you is going to turn this kingdom upside down tomorrow.”

		

		Everyone sitting at the table turned to face the duchess.

		

		“Is that right?” the count frowned. He perked up right away. The duchess du Bellay’s tone always contained valuable information.

		

		Everyone fell silent. Even François stopped huffing and started listening attentively.

		

		The duchess clearly enjoyed all the attention. She made a pause and, raising her chin proudly, spoke with an air of excessive solemnity.

		

		“I have become aware of whose flowers the Duke de Gondy will be wearing. His Majesty has made a decision. The Marchioness de Gondy shall be wed to Prince Philippe!”

		

		Everyone fell silent together, then started speaking. Except me. Taking advantage of the lack of attention, I savored a tender and delicious dessert.

		

		The issue was that the news of the king’s decision was no surprise to me. I mentioned to the Watchmaker that I had entered the city at nearly the same time as the Duke de Gondy. Upon hearing about the duke and the young lady accompanying him, the Viscount de Tosny immediately told me his theory that the Duke of the South, ruler of Aquitaine, had come to conclude an alliance with Carl III to be secured most likely by a marriage between the marchioness and one of the princes.

		

		The Watchmaker, who also had his informants at court, told me that most likely the Duke of the South, who controlled nearly the entire grain trade, would not be satisfied to see his daughter wed to a junior prince. After all, de Gondy was counting on his son getting engaged to Princess Adèle.

		

		Essentially, the Watchmaker and I at that time concluded that the king, whose fondness for Princess Adèle was well known even to town drunks in the capital, had long ago given his agreement to marry the Marchioness de Gondy to his oldest son, the potential heir to the throne. But those were just theories, and now they were being confirmed.

		

		While Heinrich digested the news in silence, the younger members of the family started discussing hotly. Very quickly, it grew into an argument about which of the princes the king should have been marrying to the Marchioness de Gondy.

		

		Based on how the elders were in no rush to interfere in the juniors’ political chatter, they actually encouraged such discussions. And that must have been exactly how an understanding of the finer points of politics was fostered in aristocratic families.

		

		As an aside, the fact the conversation was being conducted in my presence came as no surprise. After the reception at the mayor of Toulon’s, I had realized that discussing everything happening at court was common practice in local aristocratic society. They boldly and openly remarked upon the outfits of the king’s favorites, his policies both domestic and foreign, various rumors and scandals related both to the princes and their close supporters.

		

		“I suppose,” Gabriel came, looking around pridefully. “No one has any doubt remaining as to who the next dauphin of Vestonia will be?”

		

		“Hard to argue with that, brother,” François supported. “After the Marchioness de Gondy becomes Philippe’s wife, the whole south will be behind him.”

		

		“The east and the south together are a true force!” Gabriel nodded.

		

		“So, it was all for nothing?” Yveline asked uncomprehendingly.

		

		“What do you mean?” François raised a brow.

		

		“These bands...” she raised an elbow with a wide band tied onto it of emerald color with gold embroidery.

		

		“I imagine His Majesty, following some objectives only known to him, finally got what he was after,” Gabriel shrugged.

		

		“I don’t regret it,” the eldest sister spoke up and looked dreamily at her clothing. “These were heady days. Full of color and excitement.”

		

		I snorted to myself. Bloody, too. The gods alone could say how many souls had perished over this armband dispute in the last few days in duels with young aristocrats. Heh... What made them think it was all over?

		

		Yveline’s unexpected question caught me right when the little dessert spoon went into my mouth.

		

		“Max!” she exclaimed sonorously. “Stop eating dessert and finally tell us what you think about all this.”

		

		All the de Gramonts’ once again stared over at me. What an irrepressible little twerp. I had the feeling she was doing it on purpose. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out her aunt and father put her up to this. I had to set aside my little spoon and unflappably reply with a question:

		

		“Dearest cousin, could you please concretely state what exactly you want to know?”

		

		“Well, for instance,” Yveline said with a pensive squint, touching a little pointer finger to her chin. “What I want to know is your opinion on why His Majesty decided to play up to Philippe specifically with this marriage.”

		

		“So, you see this all as a game?” I asked.

		

		“Of course,” Yveline answered categorically. Which made her father and aunt give identical smirks at almost the exact same time. “If it weren’t a game, the king would have named Philippe dauphin of Vestonia long ago. Don’t you think?”

		

		“It isn’t for me to judge the actions and decisions of His Majesty,” I answered with caution.

		

		“Max!” Yveline exclaimed in indignation. “That isn’t fair. You’re dodging. You’re among family! You can speak freely.”

		

		I saw a pointed smirk appear on Valerie’s face for a brief moment after that. I myself was having a hard time not breaking into laughter.

		

		“What if our dear cousin is dodging because he doesn’t know how to respond?” François came, unable to resist an acrid remark, and added: “It’s one thing to chatter between merchant stalls and hear their rumors. The education of a true noble is entirely different.”

		

		“Dear cousin,” I turned to him calmly. “My father saw to my education. I was instructed by none other than Gerald Lambert.”

		

		“Would that be the same Gerald Lambert who was executed for treason together with your rebel father?” the duchess spoke up, her eyes alight with triumph and delight. She finally got the chance to kick the insolent bastard, and she did not fail to take it.

		

		“You are correct, madame,” I sighed ruefully. “Poor Lambert was a prime example of how dangerous it can be to associate oneself with men possessed of their ideas without regard for the consequences for their friends and family.”

		

		The countess blushed through the ceruse on her cheeks. She squinted angrily and snorted. The count and duchess though looked very similar. They seemed to be saying, “kid, watch yourself! You’re walking on very thin ice.” I also saw Max’s sisters look tense. It looked as if their uncle and aunt, after their father’s execution, had done long and diligent work on their minds.

		

		“As for your question, my dear cousin,” I continued as if nothing happened, completely ignoring François. “Then I do not believe His Majesty played up to his eldest son.”

		

		“What do you mean?” Yvelines asked in sincere surprise. “Now Philippe will have support from the nobles of the south and east.”

		

		“At first glance, it does appear that way,” I nodded. “But if you walk the stalls of the capital city shopkeepers and listen to what the people there are saying, you’ll see that the Duke de Bauffremont has long and passionately been trying to wed to Prince Philippe a niece of the Duke de Meragne, younger brother of the King of Astland.”

		

		In reality, I was playing a double game. It was rare to hear any talk of de Bauffremont wishing to marry his nephew with the Dukes de Meragne among the market stalls. In this matter, my unwitting informant was Baron von Holtz, who had once fought under the banner of the Meragnes and told me many interesting things about their country and the court of the King of Astland.

		

		“But that’s...” Yveline began, but the count stopped her.

		

		“On that note, I suppose the debate is over, as is this most bizarre lunch,” Heinrich came, standing from the table.

		

		Everyone followed his example in silence.

		

		And talking to me, the count said:

		

		“Max, let’s go to my office. We have something to discuss. Your Grace, won’t you accompany us?”

		

		The Duchess du Bellay nodded and took the count’s hand at the door. I meanwhile bid everyone farewell and followed after them. On the doorstep, I quickly turned around. Yveline was already insistently dragging Valerie by the elbow toward the opposite door. As I assumed, the little spy would now share what she’d heard with the others.

		

		Before the footman closed the door behind me, I felt a hateful gaze burning into my back. I had seemingly just gained another enemy in the form of the Countess de Gramont.

		

		* * *

		

		“So then,” the count said to me, sitting in his chair in the office we were in before and clapping his hands on the arm rests. “As for your duty to the family...”

		

		“Henri, have you decided to marry him to the Viscountess de Marbot?” the duchess decided to interject. She was seated comfortably on a soft sofa stretched over with dark blue velvet. The wrinkles of her wide dress looked similar to a coiled snake.

		

		They did not, however, offer me a seat. I was standing before the elders of Clan de Gramont like an examining committee. Or a court...

		

		“That would be an option,” the count replied.

		

		“Is that right?” the duchess said with a smirk and curiosity in her eyes, looking me from head to toe. “Did the late Ferdinand have legal disputes with neighbors I was not aware of?”

		

		“Not that I know of, no,” Heinrich responded gloomily. “But our late brother was impossible to predict.”

		

		My uncle had no idea how right he was. For example, the story of promissory notes advanced against a whole barony. Max’s daddy was an enthusiastic fellow.

		

		“The Gilberts you’re talking about,” the count said.

		

		“The Gilbert trading house?” the duchess asked. “The ones who supply almost every noble house in Herouxville with wine?”

		

		“Yes,” Heinrich replied. “Max, what was it you told me about that lowly merchant?”

		

		“I became aware that Thomas Gilbert inquired through my mother’s father about me marrying his daughter,” I replied and spotted a chair at the wall out of the corner of my eye.

		

		“How did you become aware of that?” the count asked.

		

		“Thomas Gilbert’s daughter Betty told me.”

		

		“You’re a quick one,” the duchess chuckled. “Just like your father.”

		

		“It isn’t what you might be thinking, aunty,” I came.

		

		The duchess’ face cringed with a condescending smile.

		

		“Curious. I need details.”

		

		“In reality, Betty is not pleased with the idea,” I came and sat unbidden in an empty chair against the wall to slightly surprised glances from the count and his sister. “So unhappy that she took part in a conspiracy against me, aiding a certain Vivienne Leroy and her lover. Those two received payment from a third party I cannot name as part of a plot to murder me.”

		

		I stopped. My uncle and aunt said nothing. The duchess’ face looked not the least bit amused. She seemed to have been seeing me for the first time. Heinrich was clearly enjoying his sister’s reaction meanwhile.

		

		“How did they plan to do it?” the duchess finally asked in a raspy voice.

		

		“By goading me into a duel with Vivienne Leroy’s lover, a certain Vincent de Lamar.”

		

		“The scandalous brawler who was patronized by Prince Heinrich?” the duchess turned toward the count.

		

		“Yes,” he confirmed. “One of the greatest swordsmen in Vestonia. He was hurriedly sent away from the capital after killing a bodyguard of the Atalian ambassador in a duel.”

		

		“Prince Heinrich harbors a weakness for such upstarts and rowdies,” the count added. “And tries to surround himself with the greatest fighters in the land. He has long boasted of the brawler André de Châtillon.”

		

		“Well, I wouldn’t know,” the duchess snorted and added with a self-satisfied smile: “In court, there are rumors that the famous swordfighter was knocked down by a single blow by some village aristocrat. Yet he didn’t kill him. They say he bested de Châtillon with the tip of his sword. Right to the forehead.”

		

		Heinrich chuckled and stroked his chin with his long fingers.

		

		“I wouldn’t mind a look at that country boy. What was his name?”

		

		I just snorted to myself.

		

		“I don’t know,” the duchess shrugged and said to me: “And how did the whole story with the duel end? Were you able to reach an arrangement with this de Lamar?”

		

		“Yes, aunty, you might say that,” I shrugged.

		

		“He slayed him in a duel,” Heinrich chuckled. “The way I heard it, in a single blow.”

		

		The duchess shuddered and looked at me with eyes wide open.

		

		While Jeanne du Bellay stared at me in disbelief and gathered her thoughts, Heinrich said to me, very satisfied with the effect produced on his sister:

		

		“So, you claim these Gilberts are wealthy?”

		

		“As far as I know, yes,” I nodded.

		

		“Alright,” Heinrich came thoughtfully, furrowing his brow. “I should think this all through well. In a little while, I’ll tell you my decision.”

		

		After saying that, Heinrich waved a hand to let me know I could go. But a moment later, his brows shot up in surprise. Because I just stayed sitting.

		

		“Anything else?” the count asked, tilting his head.

		

		“Yes, uncle,” I responded. “We didn’t discuss terms.”

		

		“Terms of what?” Heinrich frowned again.

		

		“Of my participation in fulfilling my duty to the family,” I allowed myself a smirk. “Or did you think I would just take part in your little projects for nothing?”

		

		“Don’t you think you’re forgetting who you’re talking to?” metallic notes slipped through in the count’s voice.

		

		“Oh, dear uncle!” I snorted. “I haven’t forgotten for a minute who I’m talking to.”

		

		It came across dripping with double entendre and, based on the count’s sharp expression, he understood me perfectly. Now it was the duchess’ turn to gloat. With a sidelong smirk, she was enjoying the unexpected show.

		

		“And what do you want?” the count came, going on his backfoot with unexpected ease. He was like a predator lurking and waiting to strike.

		

		“For starters, I want my castle back,” I responded, staring Heinrich straight in the eyes. “As soon as I have it, we can continue our discussion about restoring the glory of House de Gramont and my participation in this indubitably important endeavor.”

		

		After saying that, I got up from my seat and, with a gallant bow to the smirking duchess, and followed by a heavy gaze from the count, left the office unhurriedly.

		

	
		Chapter 12

		

		WHEN I, ESCORTED BY a tight-lipped footman, left the count’s home, on the way into a gallery leading to the garden, my male cousins intercepted me. They tried to make it look like an accident, but I could tell they were on the lookout for me. It seemed to me they wanted to put the rude upstart bastard in his place.

		

		Sensing someone up above watching me, I glanced quickly at the second story windows and spotted two familiar silhouettes. My uncle and aunt were keeping a close eye.

		

		“Hey, bastard!” Gabriel called out casually. A scornful smirk played on his lips. “I’m sure you’re aware already that you were given an exclusive honor today? And to our eye, it was undeserved.”

		

		“You should be thanking us for our generosity, bastard!” François threw his five copper in straight away. “The family is taking a massive risk by allowing the son of a traitor into our home!”

		

		“Our home?” I laughed. “Dear cousin, I believe I heard you say something similar before.”

		

		I pursed my lips to look contemplative, then gave myself a light pat on the shoulder with the fingers of my right hand:

		

		“Ah, yes! You said something just like this at the gates of my manor. Dear cousin, I believe our interactions are starting to take on a kind of pattern, don’t you find?”

		

		“What do you mean pattern, may you be tortured by demons?!” François got angry immediately. My cousin was clearly on his last legs. I only needed to give him a reason, and he would strangle me with his bare hands. He didn’t even notice that I had called the manor he was living in mine.

		

		“Well, judge for yourself,” I snorted. “This is the second time now you’ve been trying to lay claim to something that doesn’t belong to you. First my manor, then my late father’s home.”

		

		I gave a pointedly proprietary gaze to the two-story palace and smiled in satisfaction.

		

		That was the last straw. François’ face warped into a look of fury and hatred. He started walking jerkily forward and grabbed the grip of his decorative sword.

		

		“Bastard!” he shrieked.

		

		“Brother!” Gabriel raised his voice. He grabbed François by the shoulder and squeezed hard. “Stop what you are doing! Father is watching!”

		

		That hit François like a cold shower. He shuddered and stared warily toward the second story windows.

		

		“Don’t look!” Gabriel hissed without turning his head, and François stopped.

		

		I watched the abrupt change in personality with massive interest. Heinrich seemed to be quite the despot. Just one mention of his name was all it took to bring François to his senses. As if a switch flipped in his head. The rage instantly changed to fear.

		

		“You!” Gabriel kept hissing, staring me in the eyes. “If you think you’re going to get away with how rudely you were talking, you’re deeply mistaken, bastard! I will do everything in my power to make you regret that in the very near future!”

		

		The young viper started showing teeth and threatening me with poison. Ahem... Heinrich of course had taught his sons to obey his will. However, I should have devoted more attention to the younger son’s suppressed flare-up. But now I could see who the elders had placed all their bets on. Compared to François, Gabriel appeared more restrained but, alas, he was still far from his father’s unflappable cold bloodedness. With such a green heir, Heinrich couldn’t afford to rest yet. The count was probably acutely aware of that. And now, I was also starting to understand better why Heinrich had so persistently set his sons against me at the lunch table.

		

		I gave a respectful bow and replied coldly:

		

		“Well, cousin, I’ll keep that in mind.”

		

		And without another word, I made a heel turn and nodded to command the obediently standing silent footman to resume our interrupted journey.

		

		As an aside, the footman, trying his best to act like a blank spot, had most likely heard my conversation with my cousins perfectly well. I was sure that in just a few minutes, my uncle would find out the contents of our sweet conversation.

		

		Essentially, everything I just told them was for the count’s ears. As if to say, “uncle, I of course understand everything about raising an heir and what not, but my patience has its limits. At the end of the day, two can play at this game.”

		

		Leaving the count’s manor proved more difficult than imagined. While crossing a shady garden path indicated by the footman, I was again intercepted. This time by Valerie. She was sitting in a round openwork gazebo hidden among the emerald greenery.

		

		As soon as Valerie saw me, she diligently concealed her impatience and anxiety, then sent me a breezy wave inviting me to join her. Heh... That was a quick reaction.

		

		Which was exactly what I wanted to achieve. But I thought my little provocation would take a lot longer to work. And that was if the count deigned to tell Valerie right away that her blood brother now had another potential bride on the horizon.

		

		Yveline, having overheard my conversation with the count and dutifully told her cousin everything, had unknowingly done me a favor and saved me time.

		

		When I got up to the gazebo, the viscountess turned her head authoritatively and the footman, with an obliging bow, went back to the path to wait for me.

		

		“Mademoiselle,” I said with a slight bow, then neutrally inquired: “Do you have something for me?”

		

		“I found out you want to marry the daughter of some merchant,” my dear sister jumped right in. “Is that true?”

		

		Valerie was agitated and tense.

		

		“That is one option,” I cast out a little bait. “But I just can’t figure why that should bother you.”

		

		“One option?” she came indignantly, fully ignoring my question. “What is this foolishness? You are being offered engagement with a woman from a noble and ancient house! You will be made baron. Marrying the viscountess will reinforce your position in society by many times. Many doors to high houses will open for you. And maybe one day, if you present yourself properly, people at court might take notice, and you will be introduced to the king! Brother, how can you be so short-sighted and flippant?!”

		

		“Brother?” I asked, feigning surprise. “I seem to remember it wasn’t that long ago that I was a bastard and black mark on the family. Or does my memory deceive me?”

		

		Valerie clenched her little fists and gave an angry sniffle.

		

		“You!” she shot out. “You’re intolerable! That isn’t what we’re talking about.”

		

		“Then what are we talking about?” I snorted.

		

		“What, aren’t you listening at all?!” she even stomped a little foot in annoyance. “Can you really not be aware of the importance of what I’m telling you?”

		

		“Importance? Hm... Importance to whom?”

		

		Valerie frowned.

		

		“To you... To the family...”

		

		“The family?” I asked, nodding at the manor.

		

		“The family,” Valerie replied firmly, taking a little step forward and placing her hot little hand over mine.

		

		“To our family, my brother,” she said softly but firmly, emphasizing the word “our.” “To you, our sisters, and my mother...”

		

		Just come on... That sweet, open gaze... The quick breathing... What a skilled actress! I suddenly felt like laughing out loud. It was hard, but I resisted.

		

		However, I had to admit that the viscountess’ calculations were correct. The old Max, who had spent his life feeling like an outcast, hating his relation with the Legrands, not allowing any mention of it, and wishing with all his heart to become a part of the de Gramont family, would have fallen at his sister’s feet in an instant. Like a knight in shining armor prepared to stand to his family’s defense! He had been recognized! Brought into the fold! They were asking him for help!

		

		Heh... She had no idea who she was dealing with.

		

		I didn’t know how Valerie was expecting me to react to her big show. And so, when we met eyes, and she saw nothing but cold indifference in mine, her face filled with blush, and she jumped back sharply. I saw her jawbone clench through her delicate temples, and lightning flickered in her eyes.

		

		Shaking my head, I asked with a slight wryness in my voice:

		

		“If you’re so worried about our family’s fortunes, why don’t you marry the Viscount de Marbot? I heard his father doesn’t have much time left. Very soon, you could become Countess de Marbot. Doesn’t that sound better than being baron of some backwater like I would be?”

		

		The more I said, the paler Valerie’s face became. The sparkle went out of her eyes. I saw a germ of fear instead. No. More like terror. She took a few steps back and, with a heavy sigh, sat down on the bench opposite me. Tears appeared in the corners of her eyes. The mask of cold indifference slipped from the viscountess’ face for a moment, revealing a deathly scared little girl. Like some little animal backed into a corner, she was ready to do whatever it took to avoid an encounter with the teeth of a predator. One such step was to put the bastard in harm’s way.

		

		“You...” she whispered, swallowing tears of despair. “You don’t understand... He’s a real monster... The rumors about him are horrible... When his father came to visit us two years ago to offer Émile’s hand to one of us, our father refused pointedly.”

		

		“Let me guess,” I smiled. “The Count de Marbot didn’t like that, and the conflict around the yew forest grew stronger?”

		

		“Yes,” Valerie replied quietly. Taking a lacy kerchief from a fold in her clothing, she hurriedly began drying her tears.

		

		She was slowly coming to her senses. The old mask again stood between her and the cruel world outside.

		

		“I’ve heard of this Viscount de Marbot,” I came without any sarcasm. Softly and gently, I started angling to recruit my top spy in clan de Gramont. “Émile the Toad or Émile the Lizard... Right?”

		

		“Yes,” Valerie nodded eagerly, but got herself together immediately. The little bout of hysteria came to an end and before me sat the same Viscountess de Gramont as before.

		

		Hm… What a good lady. So much had befallen her but, unlike her older sisters, she had not broken. She even tried to adapt.

		

		“Where did he get that nickname?” I continued my calm questioning.

		

		“His face and body have been disfigured since birth,” Valerie answered, curling her lips in disgust. She even looked nauseous.

		

		“And what happened to him?” I asked.

		

		“Nobody knows for sure,” she shrugged. “The de Marbots jealously guard the secrets of their house. It’s rumored to be magic.”

		

		“Secrets like Aurélie de Marbot being infertile due to the severe injury?” I asked, tilting my head to one side.

		

		The surprise made Valerie’s face again fill with red, but she had herself back together before a minute was up.

		

		“And you, I see, came prepared to this family meeting,” she snorted.

		

		I shrugged indefinitely.

		

		“So, the reason for your unwillingness to marry de Marbot is that?” she asked a follow-up. “The viscountess’ infertility?”

		

		“I find it quite a significant reason, don’t you?” I answered with a question of my own. “I am a nobleman. Ancient and noble blood flows in my veins. Why must I be unable to continue my line?”

		

		I was expecting to see a smirk on Valerie’s face. But I could read understanding in her eyes. And another thing — unexpected approval...

		

		“But then the Gilberts...” her thin little brows shot up in perplexity. “No merchants can equal the de Gramonts.”

		

		“You’re forgetting that I’m half Legrand. Plus, the Gilberts are very wealthy. Thomas Gilbert wishes passionately for this marriage to reinforce his family’s position. He is willing to go to great lengths for his goal. And by that, I mean there is a huge amount of money on the line.”

		

		“You don’t know our uncle,” Valerie shook her head. “He doesn’t like to change his plans.”

		

		“Maybe so,” I shrugged. “However, I am also aware that our father was so taken by the idea of overthrowing the ruler of the kingdom that he completely neglected the welfare of his own family.”

		

		“You don’t think I know that?” Valerie replied angrily. “All anyone in this house does is remind me and my sisters how extravagant our father’s plans were. Uncle makes an effort to do so every day. Even though I know perfectly well that they are purposely exaggerating father’s guilt in order to justify their own betrayal.”

		

		Valerie clenched her hands into fists.

		

		“Well, anyway, the actions of our father made our family lose a lot,” I shrugged. “Lands, influence, and money.”

		

		“Are you trying to say our traitor uncle saved the family?” Valerie cast a sharp gaze in my direction.

		

		“You’re asking the wrong question,” I snorted and shook my head. “I’m saying the dispute over the forest with the de Marbots is a drop in the bucket compared with the kind of capital Thomas Gilbert would be willing to invest into this family. Our uncle will need money to restore our family to its former influence. A lot of money. And on top of that, the forest dispute with the Count de Marbot could be settled by marrying you to his son. Or any of our cousins for that matter. And by doing that, uncle will lose nothing.”

		

		Watching Valerie turn sullen, I decided to add a little more fuel to the already raging fire.

		

		“But alas, something is telling me our uncle will choose you. I think you already know that, too.”

		

		Valerie made for a fearful sight. Her face went gray. A look of horror and despair set into her wide-open eyes. My future spy and possible ally had seemingly reached the proper condition.

		

		“I am doomed...” staring blankly forward, Valerie whispered in a quavering voice. “I don’t want... I... I’d sooner drink poison than get married to that monster...”

		

		“Dear sister,” I smiled. “I believe you’re writing yourself off too soon. The seemingly final situation has several escape points we both stand to benefit from. But, if it’s going to work out, we’ll have to join forces for a time.”

		

		Valerie shuddered and stared me in the eyes. I saw mistrust, surprise and... hope.

		

		“I’m in,” she said firmly.

		

	
		

		Interlude 4

		

		Herouxville

		New Capital

		The de Gramont manor

		

		“WELL, SISTER, WHAT DO YOU SAY?” Heinrich de Gramont asked when the footman trudging behind Renard left his field of view. The count already had a basic idea of what the bastard and his sons talked about when they ambushed him near the gallery entrance like a bunch of teens.

		

		Renard and his caustic remarks had probably upset François again. Gabriel even had to hold his brother back.

		

		The duchess, standing next to him at the window, snorted.

		

		“He really reminds me of someone.”

		

		“I noticed it, too. He’s the spitting image of Ferdinand.”

		

		“Oh, no!” Jeanne du Bellay shook her head and, with an acrid smile, came: “I’m talking about you, brother.”

		

		“Me?” Heinrich asked in surprise. The count was about to react indignantly, but somewhere deep in his heart, he found himself admitting that he actually appreciated the comparison for some reason. This brash kid, his wayward brother’s bastard, had held his own with surprising dignity today. Several orders of magnitude better than their previous encounter. And compared to his own sons, he was a vast improvement.

		

		A shadow ran over Heinrich’s face.

		

		The duchess, still smiling thoughtfully, gave a short nod.

		

		“Yes, you. Ferdinand was never one for patience and restraint. He was easy to predict. But this bastard is far from transparent.”

		

		“That’s what has me so worried,” Heinrich frowned. “Take his sudden reincarnation for example. Just one year ago, he was a sissy, a whiner... But now... He’s a new man.”

		

		“Life has a way of doing that,” the duchess noted philosophically with a shrug. “Take your miraculous renaissance, for instance. Remember my first reaction when you, my little brother, quiet pushover Henri the Shrimp approached me with a plan to overthrow Ferdinand the Lion.”

		

		Heinrich snorted. The darkness retreated somewhat.

		

		“At the time, you said a demon had gotten into me.”

		

		“See,” Jeanne du Bellay nodded. “Life has a way of doing that. He grew up and matured very quickly.”

		

		“And became very dangerous,” the count muttered.

		

		“Not to the family,” the duchess objected. “Who is he without us? You think he doesn’t realize that? Despite all his brashness, he knows his place very well, don’t you think?”

		

		“Really?” Heinrich curled his lips. “What about his ultimatums? Give him his castle!?”

		

		“That’s just more in favor of what I said,” Jeanne du Bellay objected again. “He’s giving a sign that he’s willing to play ball. And he’s naming his price up front.”

		

		“But I already gave that manor to François,” the count winced.

		

		The duchess shrugged.

		

		“Give François your manor in the New Capital. You already moved in here, after all. It will make Catherine happy, as well. Because she’s crazy about her youngest.”

		

		Heinrich gave a pensive snort and walked away from the window. Which kept him from seeing the mysterious smile on the duchess’s face as she squinted slightly and looked out at where her “new” nephew had walked just a few minutes before in his confident, animalistically lithe gait.

		

	
		Chapter 13

		

		I BECAME AWARE that strange things were afoot in Max’s former manor a few days after the memorable lunch I shared with my “doting” family.

		

		We were regularly told the latest news by Max’s former servants. Our main informants, who Bertrand recruited in my name, were Charles Simon, the old servant François de Gramont struck with a whip, and who I gave a handful of silver for treatment; Agnès Cassault, the senior cook; and Marc Ducos, a butler.

		

		Marc had joined the ranks of my spies just a few days earlier. The butler long refused to help, but in the end came over to our side. It was all the fault of François de Gramont’s actions.

		

		A few days ago, just before evening, my cousin showed up at the manor looking darker than a storm cloud. The reason for his abhorrent mood was a visit to his father, who instructed his youngest son to leave the castle and move to Heinrich de Gramont’s former manor in the new capital. And though it was a more than generous exchange, the viscount was outraged. It was all due to the “wretched bastard” François had snubbed.

		

		The whole night, the viscount was drinking wine and talking about the “wretched bastard,” threatening revenge. But the next day, waking up around noon with a terrible hangover, he started putting his threats to action. And of course, these actions were the straw that broke the camel’s back for the butler, turning him to my side.

		

		The first thing the viscount did was make an announcement that he was moving out of the dark old, dilapidated manor into a much better one in the New Capital.

		

		At first, the servants and serfs were happy at the changes. After all, the massive count’s manor was also in the New Capital, which was certainly a step up. But they were in for disappointment. Nobody was planning to take them along.

		

		François with an acrid little smile announced to the servants he ordered to assemble that his father’s manor already had a full staff of servants, and they would all be looking for new work after finishing out their last few days there. Except the serfs, of course. They François ordered to be sold at the slave market.

		

		The butler, going against his own rules, tried to intervene and explain to the young master that the servants and serfs had worked in the castle for many years, were trained and highly qualified staff and to simply cast away a resource like that was unreasonable and short-sighted.

		

		François was outraged by Marc Ducos’s impudence, and the butler got a lash to his “insolent face” as he fully expected. That was the moment he changed to my side, though as Bertrand told me, Marc Ducos was never a big fan of Max for his rude manners and cruelty. But now, he was faced with choosing between two evils, and made his decision.

		

		After announcing his will, François changed clothes and left for one of his many society receptions, ordering his valet before departure to start looking for a buyer for the ten serfs.

		

		That same day Bertrand, feeling in his natural element unlike when we were in Abbeville or Toulon, took me to see Marc Ducos for a long and exhaustive conversation, at the end of which we agreed on a deal. And so, I accepted Max’s former butler, who I also authorized to recruit servants for my manor.

		

		First word from House de Gramont that my uncle decided to return his nephew’s manor came to me from Valerie. Seeing hope for a “brighter future” on my face, my little sister started actively telling me about important events in the count’s home. In her last letter, she gave quite a detailed description of the scene when Heinrich de Gramont announced to François that the Fox Den would now be home to Chevalier Renard. Her retelling of the viscount’s meltdown was particularly acrid.

		

		Valerie I of course was not going to fully trust. Being surrounded by ill-wishers, she had worked out her own way of surviving. She could switch to our uncle’s side at any moment if he offered her acceptable conditions for an alliance. But I also had in my back pocket several levers I could use to pressure my sister if the need presented itself.

		

		All went surprisingly smoothly with the serfs, too. François’ valet was quite the unprincipled swindler. After talking to Bertrand, he had no problem meeting me and selling me all the serfs, pocketing a single silver crown per head. Meanwhile, he knew exactly who I was and most importantly, he knew exactly what his master thought about me. When I asked if he was afraid of his master getting upset, the valet gave an indefinite shrug and, hefting the purse of silver, explained that it was none of his master’s concern how the serfs were sold or to whom.

		

		The personal servant’s total lack of concern told me that nobody in the family had any respect for François. Not even his valet.

		

		The viscount went back to the manor that night with a group of friends, all spoiled morons like him, children of capital-city aristocrats. However, nobody was there to receive him. François must have decided to put a fat endpoint on his stay in the bastard’s castle.

		

		While throwing a grand boozer, my cousin instructed the servants to take all the furniture out into the castle yard and set it alight.

		

		I had to give the butler his due. He quickly got a handle on the situation and commanded the servants to bring out all the old furniture stored in the attic, not the nice pieces.

		

		A big mountain of wooden scrap formed very quickly in front of the door. As expected, François, who was already extremely drunk just like his buddies, didn’t particularly notice the quality of the pile of half-dilapidated furniture in the darkness. When it had been soaked in fuel, the viscount tossed a torch in himself and, while his buddies shouted on, left the manor. Before departing, he spat out a very slurred yet emotional speech, then loudly instructed the servants to keep bringing out all the furniture, paintings, and curtains, and throw it on the fire so the much maligned bastard wouldn’t even have a pot to piss in.

		

		As soon as the noisy cavalcade departed from the manor for the last time, the butler commanded his subordinates to close the gates and start taking the nice furniture inside, which they had hauled out just for show.

		

		That morning, meanwhile, I got three letters. One was from my old/new butler saying the manor was ready for my arrival.

		

		Number two was from my uncle. Heinrich said his nephew could no longer live in any old inn. And so, he decided to allow me to take up residence in my former castle. In closing, he yet again reminded me of my duty to the family.

		

		Reading the message, I just chuckled. Naive uncle. He’d just let a fox into his manor. Might as well forget it now. The fox would only leave it when he saw fit.

		

		After I read the sender of the third letter, I snorted in surprise. It was the Duchess du Bellay. My aunt was very happy I was moving and gave a very transparent hint that the influence of some third party was impacting my uncle’s decision. In other words, Jeanne du Bellay was telling me I had gotten my manor back only thanks to her efforts.

		

		At the end of the letter, there was a note. My aunt was inviting me to a reception, which was to take part in her home in two weeks’ time. It also indicated the address of some capital-city tailor I should visit before the reception, and whose services had been paid in advance by the duchess.

		

		My servants greeted their new/old master in a perfectly straight line formation. The ceremonial livery was dark blue, the buttons and shoe clasps were polished to a shine, and the white bonnets and aprons of the washer women — I somehow became aware all at once that I was in the capital, and my new servants were elites in their profession. Furthermore, with staff like them, I was no longer ashamed to invite even princes or perhaps the king himself. In class, my manor in Toulon was about as far from this as the Shadow from Herouxville.

		

		As an aside, it was Bertrand’s idea to keep all the servants on. He practically begged me for permission to try and save the whole team. Now I understood my valet was correct.

		

		Bertrand, surveying his “army” with a happy smile, seemed happier to be back in the manor than anyone else.

		

		Despite the fact that all these people knew who they owed for their return to their former workplace, they didn’t look particularly happy. Well, other than perhaps Bertrand and my spies. The old footman, cook and butler had already learned how much their former and now current master had changed. And that was at the fact my predecessor wanted to sell the serfs at the slave market like geese.

		

		I figured they simply hadn’t had time to get scared with how quickly it all happened. Oh well, it was nothing to be afraid of. They would get a new lease on life today. I wouldn’t exclude the possibility that, in the future, I would even have to say goodbye to some of them.

		

		The two pretty washer women a bit older than Max were clearly crushed. Thinking I wouldn’t notice, they kept looking frightened in my direction. Based on their reaction to me, it wasn’t hard to guess that Max had taken advantage of his position and let his hands wander from time to time. Oh well, I’d been through that before.

		

		I gave a short motivational speech, calling on all the servants to labor honestly, then let them all go about their business. Because the butler told me I had a bit over an hour before lunch, I said I wanted to run a quick survey of my property, which I supposedly hadn’t seen in a year.

		

		First, I decided to check out the garden plot, which they also had here. Looking over the spacious chicken coop, horse stable, cowshed, orchard and garden, I kept trading looks with Jacques, who was accompanying me. Gunnar and two servants were now busy with our buggy, while Bertrand, Marc Ducos and Kevin went to check my personal chambers.

		

		Next to the stable, I found quite a large structure with a carriage that was opulent even by capital city standards, as well as a summer buggy. Upon seeing the vehicles, Jacques, who had a weakness for such buggies, wagons, and carriages, smiled in satisfaction and rubbed his hands together. Honestly though, he had warned me that he would never put on livery.

		

		And so, trading barbs, we went over to the manor itself.

		

		Well, what could I say...? I liked the castle even more from the inside. Angular and dark from the outside, it was cozy and warm on the inside. Like a proper Fox Den! Storming this place would be no simple task.

		

		I looked over the large reception hall on the first floor, then went into a small office where we were joined by Marc and Bertrand. The low ceilings, dark wood paneled walls, large fireplace, wide table, armchairs and sofa. I was starting to like it here more and more.

		

		I saw that Marc Ducos was watching my reaction very closely the whole time. Surprise slipped through on his face every so often. And no wonder... The old Max detested this place, while the present one couldn’t conceal his delight.

		

		I sat down at the table and reclined in the soft armchair, smiled and drawled out in satisfaction:

		

		“It’s so nice to be back home! Whoever would have thought...? I never much liked it here before... But now I don’t think there could be a better home in the entire world.”

		

		Bertrand, who was also there, gave me a furtive nod of approval.

		

		A look of carelessness froze on the butler’s face, but in his eyes, I could see a faint glow of approval.

		

		“Marc, you did know the former owners of this manor, right?” I asked the butler. “I mean the ones who sold it to my father. I was never interested in such matters before. Now I have to make up for lost time.”

		

		With a sedate nod, hiding a slight burst of enthusiasm, he replied in his deep baritone:

		

		“Yes, Your Worship.”

		

		“And who was the former owner?” I asked.

		

		“This castle and land once belonged to the de Clairmonts,” Marc Ducos replied.

		

		“The de Clairmonts...” I repeated thoughtfully. “Sounds familiar...”

		

		“Duchess Louise de Clairmont,” the butler helped me out. “First lady of Her Royal Majesty’s Bedchamber. Wife of the Duke de Clairmont, a marshal of Vestonia.”

		

		“I see...” I came thoughtfully.

		

		Very interesting... But this couldn’t be the same duchess who so insistently wanted to buy the fox amulet from the Watchmaker, right? Curious...

		

		“You wouldn’t happen to know why they sold it, would you?” I asked.

		

		“I would, Your Worship,” Marc Ducos came gloomily. “The duchess’ eldest daughter passed away in this manor. Marchioness Christina de Clairmont. This home reminded the duke and duchess of the death of their beloved daughter, so they decided to sell it to your father.”

		

		To just up and sell one’s family estate? It was clearly very ancient and had been built by their distant forefathers. The walls of the manor had seen many deaths of members of House de Clairmont. Actually, what was I talking about? I knew just how it was to lose one’s nearest and dearest...

		

		“Sad story,” I sighed, and my eyes caught on a wide wall panel carved out of yew.

		

		I got up from the seat and walked over to the wall. The anonymous carver had depicted a fox hunting scene. In the lower right corner of the wooden relief, there was a fox den with hunters and hounds covering two entrances. But there was also a third the hunters and dogs had not found. And it was that burrow leading toward a forest stream that the whole fox family was using.

		

		A lithe female fox was creeping in the lead, followed by two little kits. The father was guarding their retreat, a wizened fox with long fangs. His head was turned toward the abandoned burrow. The fox was ready to attack whoever dared to follow his whippersnappers and female. He bared his teeth menacingly, and I saw a smirk on his face. It was as if he was saying to whoever might have been looking at the panel, “get a load of these morons! They think they’re slier than me. Ha-ha! They think foxes only have one escape route.”

		

		“If memory serves, this panel was made on an order from the Duke de Clairmont’s great grandfather,” Marc Ducos interrupted my contemplation.

		

		“So many details,” I kept up the game. “I never noticed them before.”

		

		“Good eye, Your Worship,” the butler nodded. “I have been serving this house for several decades now, and every time I look at that panel, I find something new.”

		

		“There used to be real master craftspeople,” Bertrand supported him.

		

		“They say the carver was an artifactor,” the butler added. “But that’s all just rumors.”

		

		Hm... I tilted my head thoughtfully toward my right shoulder. By the way... I should really have been scanning everything carefully. I wouldn’t be myself if I couldn’t find some kind of hiding spot in this ancient household.

		

		Switching to true vision, I started slowly looking first at the wall, then the floor and skirting, and only at the end turned my attention to the panel. Nothing at first... But...

		

		Wait! I seemed to see something...

		

		“Your Worship?” the butler asked with concern and even took a step forward.

		

		“What?” I asked, changing to normal vision. “What is going on?”

		

		I looked Bertrand and Marc in their concerned faces. Though I saw flickers of surprise and interest in my valet’s eyes. He already knew I could see the energy systems of objects and living creatures, and he had seen this look in my eye before.

		

		“Your Worship, you’ve gone pale,” the butler started hurriedly. “Are you feeling ill?”

		

		“No, Marc,” I waved it off and smiled. “I’m just fine. It’s just that ever since coming home, I’ve been overwhelmed by memories from childhood. I was recalling my father...”

		

		The butler gave a mournful sigh and kept prudently silent.

		

		I then, sniffling for show, raised the pointer finger of my right hand and, smiling, said:

		

		“The alluring aromas from the kitchen have reminded me that I am famished.”

		

		“Your Worship,” the butler caught himself. “Shall I go hurry along the cooks?”

		

		“Excellent idea, Marc,” I smiled.

		

		When the butler left the office, and Bertrand and I were left alone, he asked me quietly:

		

		“Did you see something, monsieur?”

		

		“Yes,” I nodded and walked right up to the panel. “See this little carving of a leaf? It’s a component of a complex magical mechanism. Looks like a door lock. It has so little mana left I can barely make it out. Tell Jacques I want to talk to him after lunch. I’ll try to manipulate the mechanism tonight. We don’t need any prying eyes. And by the way, I nearly forgot...”

		

		I did a heel turn and stared Bertrand in the eyes.

		

		“It seems the time has come for you to reach out to your childhood friend, my dear grandfather. What do you think, will he be happy to see us?”

		

		Bertrand said nothing. But the sad sigh and rueful look said more than words ever could have.

		

	
		Chapter 14

		

		THE TABLE WAS SET FOR LUNCH in the dining room, which was next to the fireplace room. I sat at the head of an elegantly appointed long millipede of a table and with satisfaction paid tribute to the mastery of my cooks all while not forgetting, of course, Bertrand’s lessons.

		

		Agnès Cassault, senior chef, decided to spoil me and cooked all Max’s favorite dishes. Well, what could I say? The one thing I could not accuse that little blockhead of was lack of culinary taste.

		

		But the number of dishes was astonishing. I had too much food. At the start, I could turn a blind eye to such wasteful spending, but I would have to remember to instruct Marc to cut the menu down by three times at least.

		

		I quickly glanced at Jacques seated next to me as he demolished some elaborate composition of tender mutton chops with great relish. No, I supposed they could cut it just in half. Otherwise, with such a hungry fellow next to me, I risked starvation.

		

		While I ate, I couldn’t shake the feeling I was playing a role in some elaborately staged play. Impeccably trained footmen, all in formation along the wall; the butler like a director, conducting the service with invisible swings of his stick and, as if reading my thoughts, predicting my every desire; the table was set according to every rule of local etiquette. Between that and the exquisite food — I was definitely starting to like living in the capital.

		

		Jacques’ presence at my table came as no surprise either to my butler or footmen. Or if it did, they were hiding it impeccably.

		

		Essentially, they didn’t violate a single standard. Jacques, as representative of the warrior class, according to local rules of etiquette, had the right to sit at a noble’s table if invited without sullying the honor of said noble.

		

		It simply occurred to me that in this home, such things were rare, if they had ever happened before. I somehow had a hard time imagining the Count de Gramont or Duchess de Clairmont for that matter sitting down for a meal with a veteran who was not nobility.

		

		Though I was probably not wrong to suggest that a hundred or so years prior, the ancestors of these respected lords were unashamed to invite to their table their less esteemed friends and associates. After all, their swords were how the ancient houses multiplied their influence.

		

		After lunch, I was planning to walk through all the rooms and halls in the castle. The discovery in the office inspired me to search for more ancient hiding spots, which this place was probably teeming with. But something got in the way of my plans.

		

		When Jacques and I were finishing taking down dessert, the door to the dining room peeked open and a tense little face flickered by in the narrow gap.

		

		It seemed to be Charles Simon. He was silently signaling for Marc to go out. The butler, remaining calm and trying not to draw my attention, slowly proceeded to the exit.

		

		A minute later, he was back and in his place at the head of the footman ranks. Not a muscle on his face twitched. As a well-trained butler should, he was waiting for his master to speak first. Hm... Like a marble statue. The impression was spoiled by the big huge wound left a few days earlier by François’ lash on Marc’s right temple, which came through even despite the relatively thick cake of ceruse.

		

		But Marc’s eyes gave him away. Something had to have happened behind those doors. Something not only my butler didn’t like, but based on the sour and frightened faces, my footmen didn’t care for either. They must have figured out what was happening.

		

		“Is everything alright, Marc?” I asked the butler, listening to the din outside. A loud commanding bass voice particularly stood out from the pack. The bassy voice was acting like it was in charge.

		

		“Ghm... Your Worship...” Marc replied in a tense voice. “Bruno Foulon has arrived, senior aid to the steward for the Count de Gramont. He came with twenty servants and several carts in order to collect your cousin’s belongings, his wardrobe, and all remaining furniture, dishware, portraiture, and wine in the castle.”

		

		“Wine?” I asked.

		

		“Yes, Your Worship,” Marc nodded, slightly surprised by my calm demeanor, and the fact that was all I cared about. Overcoming his slight surprise, the butler decided to elaborate: “Recently, your cousin has amassed quite the impressive collection of wines from all over Mainland down in the castle’s wine cellar, on top of your old collection of course. The viscount is a true connoisseur of the noble beverage. For instance, today at lunch you were served a twenty-year Bergonian, which your cousin acquired a dozen bottles of before Atalia declared war on Bergonia.”

		

		Curious... François had revealed an entirely unexpected side of himself.

		

		“I presume the man with the loud commanding bass is Bruno Foulon then?” I quickly changed topic.

		

		“Y-yes, Yes, Your Worship,” the butler again said in embarrassment.

		

		“And what are these people doing on the grounds of my manor removing everything without permission?” I asked calmly, sitting back in the chair and adding: “In other words, am I simply being robbed?”

		

		Despite the fact that my tone was almost friendly, I noticed a highly promising smile appear on Jacques’ face. Marc also noticed the smile and, based on his concentrated gaze, seemed to sense that something was amiss.

		

		“Ghm...” he hesitated to respond and, just before he could open his mouth, I jumped ahead:

		

		“This place looks so neglected...” I muttered.

		

		Max was not only not respected by his relatives, all the de Gramont servants felt the same. Actually, what was I talking about? But nobody said this would be easy.

		

		Drumming my fingers on the desk in thought, I turned to face Jacques:

		

		“Drag that loudmouth before me. And do not forget to explain to him on the way that the owner of this house would like to eat, and the sound of his voice is liable to give me dyspepsia.”

		

		“Yes sir, Your Worship,” Jacques nodded with a satisfied snort and, rubbing his war-scarred fists, left the dining room.

		

		A few minutes later, holding a dark gray beret in his wide hands, a broad-shouldered man stood before me. Beneath his left eye, a fresh bruise was filling in. The big fellow shot the odd angered look at Jacques standing next to him but was in no rush to express his dismay.

		

		And no wonder! Because Jacques the wolf made this Bruno Foulon look like a frightened bull-calf despite his massive size.

		

		I cast an inquisitive gaze at the veteran. Understanding my unspoken question, Jacques shrugged and gave a predatory grin:

		

		“He was painfully garrulous and rude. I had to bring him to his senses. It’s all your dyspepsia, monsieur.”

		

		After he said that, my cousin’s servant frowned even harder, but still said nothing.

		

		I shook my head and said to the big fellow:

		

		“My good man, you got lucky. Today, on the occasion of my return homecoming, I am in a good mood. And so I forgive you and your subordinates for their insolent behavior. But remember, next time I’ll have no choice but to resort to the lash.”

		

		Upon hearing of lashes, Bruno Foulon clenched his teeth. The beret in his big hands was slowly turning into a shapeless gray rag.

		

		“I’ll bear it in mind, Your Worship,” the big man droned. I heard notes of scorn in his voice. “And I’ll be sure to tell my master, the Count de Gramont what you said.”

		

		Hrm... My uncle must have let their discipline slip. Though I wouldn’t be surprised to learn the count was trying to provoke me. Testing, probing. I looked straight into his sly, satisfied countenance. And in it there was a grin as if to say, “you got the castle, dear nephew, but are you really its owner?”

		

		Oh, don’t you doubt it, uncle... I surely am. It’s too late now. You never should have let the fox into the henhouse.

		

		“Very well,” I continued, paying no mind to his tone. “Now, with regards to your mission... You have one hour to get out of my manor.”

		

		“But how, Your Worship!?” the big man shot out. “We won’t finish in an hour!”

		

		“Don’t worry,” I reassured him with a broad smile. “An hour will be more than enough time to pack up my cousin’s wardrobe and personal effects.”

		

		“But we were ordered to remove all furniture and other property!” he started to object.

		

		But I interrupted:

		

		“My cousin ordered all the furniture, as well as drapes, paintings, and other valuables to be burned last night. So tell that to my uncle.”

		

		Bruno Foulon’s jaw dropped. He looked around puzzled at the dining room. He had probably been here before on many occasions. Everything was in its place, and clearly had not been burned.

		

		“And don’t you worry about the wine,” I added, calmly looking down at my fingernails. “I’ll take care of it the same way my cousin took care of my furniture, curtains, and paintings. And tell that word for word to your master.”

		

		Pointedly taking out a silver pocket watch, I opened the round lid and looked at the face:

		

		“Clock’s ticking, my good man. If you are still on my property in an hour’s time, my cousin will have to order all new vests and pantaloons.”

		

		When the big man slid an angry parting look over me and hurriedly left the dining room, I saw my servants smiling with satisfaction.

		

		“Leave us,” I ordered the footmen and glanced at the butler. “And you, Marc, stay back a minute.”

		

		When all the servants left the dining room and it was just us three, I nodded at a chair for Marc.

		

		“Take a seat.”

		

		At first he tried to object, but I came in an icy tone:

		

		“I am not accustomed to giving an order twice.”

		

		The butler shuddered and sat on the edge of the chair, ready to shoot to his feet at a moment’s notice. Watching Marc Ducos, I remembered that when he looked at his master, he couldn’t recognize him.

		

		“Let me explain something to you,” I continued. No, I didn’t start yelling, or threatening, or insulting, as Max had most likely done in the past, but I saw that with my every word, Marc’s face went more and more gray until a shadow ran across his eyes. “You most likely have not fully grasped the true nature of what is happening. Ever since you signed a contract with me, the only person who has the right to give you orders in this house and the grounds it is on, is me. I understand your fear. You think this manor is the property of the Count de Gramont. And most likely, you think uncle could kick his traitor brother’s bastard out of here at any moment. Forget about it. You didn’t sign any contract with the count. You signed it with me. If you now start to let any of my uncle’s mangy mutts break into my house to make off with a stool or my last chamber pot, why should I keep you around as butler?”

		

		Marc started shuddering in tension. I had to add some sugar to help the medicine go down.

		

		“I’m being frank with you, Marc, because you were always the kind of person who took his duties with a sense of responsibility.”

		

		The butler lit up a bit.

		

		“Thank you, Your Worship.”

		

		“I assume that Bruno Foulon is quite a scoundrel?” I asked, hoping to get my butler to open up a bit.

		

		“He is an odd man,” Marc replied softly and lowered his eyes.

		

		“Don’t fret,” I smiled. I noted to myself that Marc was about as far from old Bertrand, who fearlessly held off an invasion from Captain de Rohan, as we were from the Shadow. But on the other hand, why should Marc jump on the spear to defend Max’s property?

		

		“And don’t be afraid,” I continued. “There’s a new master in this house. Beyond that, Jacques will be living here now. In my absence, you can always turn to him. But now, you may return to your work.”

		

		Marc stood up lightly and, bowing, left the dining room.

		

		I turned to Jacques.

		

		“I seem to remember you once mentioning your old comrades in arms who gave up the service and came to live in the capital,” I said and continued after the veteran gave a nod: “I believe the time has come to hire four or five experienced bodyguards. My heart senses that my relatives will continue to test my patience. I do not want to get distracted by nonsense all the time like with today’s ‘invasion.’“

		

		“Budget?” Jacques smiled slyly.

		

		“At your discretion,” I replied. “All that matters is that I need reliable people who understand the work. And who won’t let me down.”

		

		“Got it, Your Worship,” Jacques responded in complete seriousness.

		

		“And now go check on Bruno Foulon to make sure he doesn’t snatch anything he shouldn’t.”

		

		* * *

		

		It had been a few days since I moved into the Fox Den. In that time, strangely, my relatives hadn’t bothered me again. Still, I was expecting a visit from an infuriated François with a certain amount of interest. But it never came.

		

		Valerie explained the situation in a letter. She wrote that her cousin wanted badly to go “deal with the arrogant bastard,” even securing his older brother’s support. But uncle very quickly cooled their ardor and redirected their energy elsewhere.

		

		The issue was that, after the engagement of Prince Louis to the daughter of the northern konung was announced, a large embassy to Northland was organized in a short timeframe. The head of it was supposed to be Prince Louis himself.

		

		As it turned out, the grand embassy also contained both of Heinrich de Gramont’s sons. My uncle must have decided to throw in his lot with the king’s youngest son regardless. And I couldn’t blame him. Such predators would now begin squabbling over the elder prince that the de Gramonts had no business anywhere near the drama.

		

		My uncle could try, of course, to attach his sons to Prince Heinrich, but that would have its finer points. The Blue Prince was involved in the war, and his primary support came from fighting men. Children of wealthy and influential aristocrats as well as bankers were the exception. They of course did not have to swing weapons. The prince seemed to understand perfectly well that a lot of conquest would require funding.

		

		In recent times, thanks to Max’s father’s efforts, the de Gramonts were far from the wealthiest family. And to top it all off, Max’s cousins had never done any fighting. Their decorative swords would be unlikely to impress Prince Heinrich.

		

		On top of that, I suspected that even if my uncle did command such large amounts, he would not have been likely to spend it on Prince Heinrich’s military ventures.

		

		So the Count de Gramont, for obvious reasons, decided to keep his bet on the king’s younger son.

		

		As an aside, I noticed that Valerie always tried to paint Prince Louis in a positive light when she mentioned him in her letters. She was charmed by his sharp wit and refined mannerisms. She praised his innovations in fashion and called him a patron of the arts, which had recently started to take root in the kingdom.

		

		First of all, because of her suspicions, I thought my sister was trying to very discreetly push me toward the “green” side, but then I considered another curious theory — that she was simply in love with the prince.

		

		I recalled lunch at the de Gramonts’ and her pale face after our aunt announced the news of Prince Louis’ upcoming marriage to the konung’s daughter. Then I reread all Valerie’s letters and considered it... What if my sudden support had broken the spell of her years in disgrace and she was now, unbeknownst to herself, sharing her innermost thoughts with her one remaining brother by making references to the prince’s good deeds? Hm... Sounded a lot like nonsense. But the theory had legs.

		

		Basically, I had to keep my nose to the wind with Valerie. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out she had long ago fallen in with, for example, our aunt the duchess and all these letters to me were dictated by her. And why was I suddenly bringing the Stone Lady into this? Secrets... Secrets and intrigue all around...

		

		By the way, speaking of secrets... In the last few days, I thoroughly scanned the whole castle I had inherited from Max. As I thought, I was able to discover six ancient hiding spots. Five of them were already empty, but in the sixth I found ancient gold coins from an unknown government and a sack holding a handful of large gemstones.

		

		As an aside, the final hiding spot only still contained anything because it was most likely made by a seer. And that painted a curious picture: one of the de Clairmonts’ ancestors was a true mage. And a very secretive one at that. Otherwise, none of the gems or gold would have still been there. However, that could have had many explanations.

		

		Hm... If this information was made public at court, the de Clairmonts could be in for some trouble. Particularly in light of the current persecution of true gifted.

		

		Ah... Too bad I couldn’t figure out the secret mechanism I discovered in the office. My heart could feel that it hid some very ancient secret.

		

		A knock at the office door distracted me from my contemplation.

		

		“Come in,” I permitted.

		

		The door opened, and Bertrand came into the office. The old man had completed one important task, and here he was back. My valet gave a sad sigh and said:

		

		“Monsieur, your grandfather Pascale Legrand has agreed to meet with you. He expects you tomorrow for dinner at his manor in the New Capital.”

		

	
		Chapter 15

		

		THAT MORNING, I announced to Jacques that I had rethought riding on horseback, and that he should prepare a carriage for an evening ride.

		

		Noticing a strange look in the veteran’s eye, I asked,

		

		“Is something the matter?”

		

		“It’s none of my concern, monsieur...” he replied and fell silent.

		

		“Tell me,” I sighed. “Don’t draw it out...”

		

		“It may come across as rude...” Jacques made one last attempt to get out of it.

		

		“We’re wasting time...” I said, pointedly taking out my pocket watch. “And since when have you been concerned about courtesy with me?”

		

		Jacques frowned. Then, coughing into his fist, he finally worked up the courage.

		

		“I understand this Adeline Beauchard, sister of your late mother... She is your blood aunt... And she is a member of the family, but she made an attempt on your life...”

		

		“You suggesting we solve the problem of my aunt the quick and quiet way?” I snorted, running my right thumb across my throat evocatively.

		

		“That isn’t what I said,” Jacques replied, but I could read approval for the idea in his eyes.

		

		“Let’s say we do,” I nodded. “I won’t argue it would be quick, but I have my doubts about the quiet part...”

		

		“Are you saying you forgot how to move around without making noise?” Jacques gave a sidelong smirk.

		

		“That isn’t it,” I waved it off. “The sudden death of Adeline Beauchard, daughter of a merchant of the golden guild would raise a lot of ruckus. Even if we made it all look like an accident, my grandfather would try to dig down to the truth. Pascal Legrand is the kind of person who finds it very important to be completely certain about things. Especially the reason for his daughter’s sudden passing. He will surely hire the best investigators, including ones with a magic gift, and they will fairly quickly uncover many curious aspects.”

		

		“Hm... Vivienne Leroy,” Jacques nodded, rubbing his chin in thought.

		

		“And Betty Gilbert,” I continued. “And those are just the ones we know about. Vivienne or Betty probably shared that information with more people. I for one told you and Bertrand as well as the Count de Gramont and Duchess du Bellay. Honestly, I didn’t give them any names, but they know already that de Lamar was being paid to kill me.”

		

		Jacques croaked in annoyance and glanced at me. I could read a clear question in his eyes.

		

		“Do you want to ask what made me do that?” I snorted. “It was all simple. Sometimes, I like to handle things the lawful way. Preferably, we can keep it all in the family. If I acted differently, investigators would very quickly come after me. I have clear motivation to get rid of my aunt.”

		

		“There are many ways of doing that which make it impossible to prove anything.”

		

		“Without a doubt,” I agreed. “But in one way or another, the details of this nasty story would surely become a topic of societal discussion, and then my already dubious and contradictory reputation would be at an end. Now, I am just the bastard of a traitor, an enemy of the king, but a man executed as a noble. I partially repaid my father’s sins with my service on the frontier and came back to the capital with a silver wing on my chest. But as soon as word started swirling around all the high houses that I was a suspect in the murder of my aunt, all my plans and wishes would come to a close. I’d be treated like a leper.”

		

		Jacques shook his head thoughtfully. “So, let’s take the long route.”

		

		I nodded. “Good point.”

		

		* * *

		

		I went to the meeting with my “doting” grandfather in my own buggy. Bertrand rode next to Jacques, who was driving his new plaything with unhidden satisfaction. Before sitting in the buggy, I noticed a sour look on my valet’s face. By all appearances, when he went to the Legrands’ home to discuss my visit, he was told a pack of vile things about me. But he got the job done. Pascal Legrand had agreed to meet with me. He couldn’t say no to an old friend. And that was what he was supposed to do.

		

		I tried to get Bertrand talking, but the old man stubbornly kept silent or reluctantly let slip a few generic phrases. He clearly didn’t want to upset me. Ah, pure soul! If only you knew who had gotten into your master’s body...

		

		When we left the gates, I could sense the still unknown people watching me, as was now normal. I had not taken any active countermeasures, and they stuck to mere observation. It wasn’t yet time to meet their paymaster.

		

		The Legrand manor was located in the Northern Quarter of the New Capital. It was popularly known as the Merchant Quarter, and it was no wonder why.

		

		“Woah!” I whistled as I got out of the carriage and saw a big huge three-story palace. This behemoth made my uncle’s manor seem like a cramped little garden shed. And my tiny castle wasn’t even worth mentioning. Most likely, maintenance for a home of this magnitude required a whole army of servants.

		

		“Your grandfather is a merchant of the golden hundred,” Bertrand came pointedly.

		

		As an aside, no one had given me a concrete explanation of what this “golden hundred” even was. All I had been able to figure out was that it was a merchant guild of some kind, and membership in it could only be secured by meeting certain conditions. And one of them was possession of a massive fortune. I was still foggy on the particulars of what they actually did. But sooner or later, I would figure it out.

		

		At the front entrance, we were greeted by a footman who told us with a stone-faced expression that I should proceed to the garden. And as an aside, I was also told to bring Bertrand. I traded glances with the old man. Excellent! All the better. The old man could keep me abreast of who was who. I told Jacques to stay with the buggy as Bertrand and I followed the footman.

		

		While walking the length of the house, I felt someone boring into me with a gaze so persistent it sent shivers down my spine. As if I was being watched through a set of crosshairs. I then, not turning my head, glanced over at the windows to see a woman’s shadow on the second floor. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out this was the way Adeline Beauchard had chosen to greet me.

		

		If my aunt was now inside, this meeting would take place without her. Too bad... I wouldn’t be able to provoke her in front of my grandfather. Oh well, I couldn’t do too much at once. I wasn’t expecting much from the visit. I had to test the waters first.

		

		When we came around the corner of the building, I no longer sensed anyone watching me. Once around the palace, we made our way to an internal garden with a wide pond in the middle. On the banks of that pond, beneath the boughs of an old willow there was a hidden gazebo. And inside of it, two people were seated at a round table.

		

		“That is your grandfather and blood aunt Isabelle Legrand,” Bertrand informed me in a soft voice, recalling my “amnesia.”

		

		Hm... So, here he was. The very Pascal Legrand Bertrand had told me so much about. Despite his sixty-two years, he still looked young. Tough, wiry. As an aside, Max bore no resemblance to his grandfather or aunt. The father and daughter both shared an aquiline profile, making them look like a pair of hawks ready to swoop down on an unsuspecting bunny rabbit. And that was doubtlessly just how they thought of me.

		

		These were the two people who, despite its name, called the shots at the Legrand and Sons trading house. Pascal’s two sons then, in Bertrand’s words, were wimps, chumps, and effete to boot. Like all the Legrands, they also played a part in their father’s trading empire, but they were never trusted with any level of responsibility.

		

		Essentially, over the last few years, most of the family business’ administration had been overtaken by Isabelle Legrand. And everyone was perfectly fine with that.

		

		Isabelle was cruel and uncompromising. Everyone in the family was scared of her except Pascal, of course. But nobody saw her as a threat to lay claim to the trading house’s inheritance. By local standards, at age thirty-six, she was an old maid. No husband, no children to call her own. And seemingly none on the way. Her life was her father’s business. Her motto was, “The Legrand business must endure and multiply.” That was why she reacted so furiously to the old Max writing her to request money.

		

		While Bertrand and I walked over, the pair were closely watching my every move and discussing something too softly to hear. I’d have bet my hand, based on the way their lips were curled into smirks of scorn, that I was the topic of discussion.

		

		Walking up a couple of steps, we made it into the wide gazebo, stopping opposite the table Max’s relatives were seated at.

		

		“I am delighted to greet you, esteemed grandfather and beloved aunt,” I came calmly and bowed with respect.

		

		“Ah, my grandson is here!” Pascale Legrand chuckled angrily, winking at his daughter who had no reaction to my greeting whatsoever. “Let me guess... You’re here to beg for money again?”

		

		Turning his head toward his daughter, he gave a malicious laugh and asked:

		

		“Isa, what do you say? I’d bet my house this insolent little fellow is here to beg for his share of the inheritance again.”

		

		Isabelle wanted to respond, but I jumped in ahead.

		

		“Dear aunt, I insist you bet a large amount,” I came with a calm smile. “I promise you’ll win.”

		

		A dead silence fell over the gazebo. Both Legrands looked at me perplexed, as if seeing me for the first time.

		

		“As for my visit,” I continued. “I have indeed come to ask a favor.”

		

		Pascal Legrand’s eyes lit up in triumph while the previously curious looking Isabelle shifted to an expression of slight scorn.

		

		“And what do you want?” Pascal laughed.

		

		“I would like permission to visit the Legrand family crypt to do something I should have done a long time ago,” I replied, and took a small scroll inscribed with a prayer for the departed Bertrand had acquired for me in the temple of the Most Luminous Mother, and which by local custom was left next to the resting place of a late relative. “I would like permission to visit my mother’s crypt.”

		

		The more I said, the more my grandfather and aunt’s faces went long in surprise. But slowly, the looks on their faces started to change. And whereas Isabelle’s eyes again flickered with interest, Pascal Legrand now looked darker than a storm cloud.

		

		“You think you can just show up here for the first time in twenty years and announce you wish to visit Anna’s grave as a way of moving me to pity?” Pascal asked in an icy tone. “You think I’m stupid enough not to recognize your pathetic attempt at manipulation? Remember this! You have never been part of this family and you never will be!”

		

		I snorted to myself. What an odd little hang-up to still blame Max for Anna’s death. How could a newborn be to blame for anything? Or was there something I didn’t know?

		

		Actually, it was high time I set him straight.

		

		“If I am not a member of the Legrand family, then why are you conducting negotiations in my name with Thomas Gilbert about my engagement to his daughter?” I asked unflappably.

		

		That made Isabelle Legrand shudder and stare at her father in bafflement. Pascal Legrand intended to continue pushing his speech, but suddenly choked and winced.

		

		“Father?” Isabelle spoke up for the first time. Her voice was surprisingly rich and velvety.

		

		Pascal breathed a heavy sigh, closed his eyes, and massaged the bridge of his nose.

		

		“I knew that conversation would come back to bite me...” he muttered.

		

		“Is it true?” Isabelle said in even greater surprise. “But then I don’t understand a thing...”

		

		“There’s nothing for you to understand, daughter,” Pascal Legrand threw out and quickly got himself back together. “And yes, it is true. But only by half... Thomas Gilbert came to me with the idea of marrying his Betty to this man.”

		

		He said, nodding at me.

		

		“The Thomas Gilbert?” Isabelle asked. I suddenly seemed to see my aunt’s eyes light up. She seemed to even be happy to hear the news. “The main supplier of wine to all the noble households in Vestonia?”

		

		“Yes,” Pascal winced as if he’d just bitten into a sour plum. “We’re old acquaintances.”

		

		“Hm... First I’m hearing of it,” Isabelle came with yet greater surprise.

		

		“And you never should have,” the old man snorted. “Our interests never intersected.”

		

		“Until recently.” my aunt snorted back, nodding pointedly at me.

		

		“No,” Pascal threw out. “We still have no shared business with the Gilberts! Because I told Thomas that I have no relationship with Chevalier Renard, and he has none with the Legrand family!”

		

		Silence fell after that. Isabelle never again tried to ask questions, but by the look on her face, I could tell that she was going to come back to the topic. I caught her looking at me pensively at times.

		

		Bertrand was first to break the silence. He took a little step forward and came pleadingly:

		

		“Pascal, I beg of you, allow him... He...”

		

		I stopped him from finishing. Placing a hand on the old man’s shoulder, I said softly:

		

		“No, my friend, I can take care of myself.”

		

		I saw Pascal’s face start to flood with red after that.

		

		“Friend?” he said angrily through clenched teeth. “How dare you, little bastard, call him a friend after everything you’ve put him through! Do you think I don’t know how much humiliation you’ve subjected him to over the years?!”

		

		The old man seemed about to spew all his frustrations out on me. His jaw muscles tensed in his temples, and his knuckles went white.

		

		“Such is the fate of a slave, handed from master to master like an object,” I came in an even tone, paying no attention to Legrand’s flare up. “But now Bertrand is a free man and follows me of his own free will. And as a free man, he has given me permission to call him a friend.”

		

		Well, that was it. Guts or glory. Today’s meeting went even better than expected. It was only too bad my other aunt wasn’t there.

		

		While Pascal Legrand sat with his mouth slightly open in puzzlement, digesting what I’d said, I took off my tricorn and gave a deep bow of respect.

		

		“Messieurs, I see my visit has come to a close. I hope you give my request some consideration. It’s been an honor.”

		

		Saying that, I turned on my heels and headed back toward my buggy. Bertrand followed me in silence. Out of the corner of my eye, I was watching his expression. He seemed to like the last thing I said.

		

		When we were past the front entrance to the house, the door opened and, on the step, appeared a boy of thirteen or fourteen. Not particularly tall, gaunt, black hair and a distinctive hawkish profile.

		

		“Wait!” he cried unexpectedly and came running my way.

		

		“That is Alain Beauchard,” Bertrand furtively told me. “Son of...”

		

		“Adeline Beauchard,” I finished for him.

		

		“Yes,” the old man nodded. “As far as I know, this is your first meeting.”

		

		When the kid ran up to me, his cheeks had a faint glow, and a big smile danced on his lips.

		

		“My mom told me you’re aunty Anna’s son!” he exclaimed. “Is that true? Oh!”

		

		The kid stumbled and clapped his forehead, then gave a bow:

		

		“Excuse my manners, chevalier. My name is Alain Beauchard. I am...”

		

		“My cousin,” I came back with a big smile, responding with a bow. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Alain. You can call me Max.”

		

		Hm... Surprising. This was the first of Max’s relatives to greet him with a smile. Well, not exactly... There was also Yveline, but she had her own agenda.

		

		The kid smiled even bigger, and suddenly his eye caught on the silver wing on my chest. His black brows shot up, and his lower jaw dropped.

		

		“But... But... Is that a Silver Wing of Strix?” he asked in a shaky voice.

		

		“Yes, good cousin,” I nodded.

		

		“But how did you get it?!” Alain asked in astonishment.

		

		I chuckled.

		

		“It was given to me by the Marquess de Crépon, mayor of Toulon.”

		

		“The city where Westerly Fort is located?” Alain asked enthusiastically. “Cousin, did you serve in the Shadow Patrol?”

		

		“Indeed,” I replied.

		

		“Oh gods!” he exclaimed in delight. “My cousin is a hero! A cavalier of the Order of the Silver Wing of Strix! And I’m only finding out about him today!? Shame on me! Have you ever seen shadow beasts, cousin?”

		

		I seemed to have crossed paths with a Shadow fan.

		

		“I have even fought them,” I nodded and, smiling, took the final wolf claw from my pocket. “Here, this is a gift for you to remember our first meeting.”

		

		He accepted the claw as if it were some kind of relic. Alain was even slightly shivering with the feelings overflowing from him.

		

		“You have my gratitude, cousin!” he came hotly. “I...”

		

		But before he could finish, a woman’s silhouette appeared in the doorway. My dear aunt... She looked nothing like her father or sister. I got the feeling she took after her mother.

		

		“Alain!” she called her son with a slight agitation. “Time to come to the table!”

		

		“Yes, of course!” Alain shouted.

		

		Bidding me a warm farewell and thanking me again for the gift, the kid raised the claw over his head and ran off to his mother. As he ran, we locked eyes. Her black little eyes bore so much hate. She was also slightly afraid. After all, her son had just been standing next to her sworn enemy.

		

		Removing my hat, I bowed and gave an ominous smile.

		

	
		Chapter 16

		

		I WAS STANDING NEXT to a dark heavy curtain that completely covered a window in the Watchmaker’s office watching the man himself, who had no idea I was even there.

		

		The Viscount de Tosny was sitting at his desk and pensively watching as the flame atop a candle, which was the only source of light in the room, danced around.

		

		Two days after my visit to the Legrands, Gunnar, whose turn it was this week to go to the baths on Flower Street, saw a red pitcher on the Watchmaker’s office windowsill. That was the signal the viscount and I had agreed upon. It meant I was being invited for a visit. And the Watchmaker didn’t know exactly when I would be dropping by after he raised the signal. It could be the next night, or a week later.

		

		“An uncommonly quiet evening,” I came very softly, stepping out of the shadows into the dim sphere of light. “Excellent time for contemplation. Don’t you find, viscount?”

		

		The Watchmaker shuddered in surprise, then when he recognized me, breathed a sigh of relief.

		

		“Monsieur,” he said, wiping a forehead with his hand. “Things like that are going to turn me to a recluse one day.”

		

		“Or maybe you’ll get used to it,” I shrugged and sat down in a seat next to the desk. “So, you have my attention.”

		

		“I have good news,” the viscount got straight to business and started hurriedly taking leather sacks from under the desk which gave a tell-tale clang when they landed on the wood surface. “I believe I have found a regular client.”

		

		“And is he trustworthy?” I asked.

		

		“One can always be deceived in this line of work,” he said with a shrug. “But I have had dealings with these people before, and we never had any trouble.”

		

		The viscount finished setting out a pile of sacks on the desk. I had a hard time not wincing. I was going to have to lug all that weight to the other side of town. Heh. The life of a smuggler...

		

		“How much is here?” I asked.

		

		“Including my percentage — one thousand two hundred silver crowns.”

		

		I had a hard time hiding my surprise. So Maître Jacob from the Amber Guild not only failed to give us a fair rate for the shadow wolf loot, he simply robbed us. And that was with me having given three small emerald hollowstones to the Watchmaker. They weren’t even the most valuable kind of magic crystal.

		

		I wondered how much the biggest whole brut from my collection might fetch. A crimson or lilac one, for instance. The only place to find out was in guilds I would not be allowed to enter.

		

		Of course, I was not planning to go trading whole bruts. I needed the energy for myself. But to leave five or seven percent of the total mana in a crystal before I was done, then sell it? That was another matter. And that was not the limit. In the future, I could learn to produce that perfume and grow my income even more.

		

		“The client was very happy with the high mana concentration in the crystals,” the viscount told me.

		

		I snorted softly. I would have to note that for later.

		

		“He was very interested in the other kinds of bruts,” the Watchmaker said, lowering his voice. “Naturally, their price will be much higher.”

		

		Uh, no... I was not planning to shine so bright. I was not going to give any crimson crystals to the viscount, much less lilac.

		

		“I also have brown and amber,” I replied and set a few small hollowstones on the desk.

		

		“Any whole ones?” the Watchmaker asked with hope in his voice.

		

		“Alas...” I shook my head.

		

		“Too bad...” the viscount said in disappointment and added in a livelier tone: “But they will also buy the other kind happily.”

		

		Quickly recounting the variously colored hollowstones, he announced:

		

		“Just seven of them, is that right?”

		

		“Yes,” I nodded.

		

		Opening a small box, the Watchmaker carefully placed all the crystals into it and came with a satisfied smile:

		

		“I believe within the next week, I will let you know when we can meet again.”

		

		“That is not all,” I said, noticing that the viscount was starting to stand up.

		

		“You have my undivided attention, chevalier,” he said, placing his long arms on the desk.

		

		“I need a consultation from you as an antiquities expert,” I said, setting out in front of him several gold coins I had found in the castle hiding spot. I decided to hold onto the valuable stones for now. “What can you tell me about these specimens?”

		

		I saw the viscount’s eyes light up while his long fingers took on a life of their own.

		

		“Oh gods!” he gasped, staring delightedly at the round gold pieces of various sizes depicting crests and the profiles of unknown rulers. “How did you get these?! Ghm... Well, I suppose... Why am I asking such stupid questions...?”

		

		“Have you seen ones like them before?” I asked.

		

		“These are coins of the forgotten kingdoms,” the viscount replied. “And some of them are in excellent condition. As if they were minted just yesterday.”

		

		The viscount changed completely. He seemed to blossom and look younger. Hm... A real fanatic.

		

		“Just think about it, monsieur!” he continued with excitement. “The governments that minted these coins were swallowed by the Shadow long ago. They’re forgotten now... But these coins seem like they were sent down from bygone times... They are valuable not only for the material they’re made of, but as historical artifacts. By the way, not all members of the royal and princely houses were swallowed up by the Shadow along with their governments and countries. Like look at this gold mark.”

		

		The viscount slid me a medium sized gold coin.

		

		“These coins were minted in the Duchy of Clèves,” he said, poking a pinky nail into the crest on the back. “The House of Clèves is still in existence. Their holdings are in the west of Astland, on the border of the Shadow. Or this... Look... This one isn’t in such great condition, but a connoisseur is sure to recognize it. Remind you of anyone?”

		

		The viscount slid me a small gold coin. Then, opening the lower drawer, took out a small magnifying glass and extended my way.

		

		“Here, eat your heart out,” he came with a sly smile.

		

		I went closer and, taking the magnifying glass, hunched over the coin. I wondered what he meant. Just a coin. The letters were almost Vestonian, but a bit different. The crest... Wait. The crest! But of course!

		

		“I see you’ve spotted it,” he chuckled.

		

		I silently took the medallion from my bosom which had been the reason I first met the viscount and set it next to the coin. The crests on both were identical. A triangular shield with two foxes standing on hind legs — shield-bearers on the sides and a toothed crown over the shield. Honestly, the coin was badly worn, as was the motto. I was not surprised I didn’t notice it. And there were no other coins with the same crest in the hiding spot.

		

		“This is a golden thaler minted by the royal house de Lannois,” the Watchmaker came. “The last member of that house, King Philippe the Fifth, was swallowed by the Shadow along with his entire government.”

		

		* * *

		

		After the night’s rendezvous with the Watchmaker, I collapsed into bed at home, but couldn’t get to sleep. I couldn’t shake a feeling I got from the conversation with the viscount. I had to test a theory.

		

		After breakfast, I called Jacques and Bertrand. Ordering them to close the curtains and lock the door to the office, I announced I was trying again to bring to life the magic mechanism hidden behind a bas-relief in the wall. But first, I gave them a quick recap of my talk with the viscount.

		

		“What are you thinking?” Jacques asked, observing me closely.

		

		“You see...” I rubbed the bridge of my nose and took the fox medallion from my bosom. “I cannot say for certain exactly how, but my instinct is telling me this artifact is connected with this manor and its former occupants. The Duchess de Clairmont must have had a reason to want to pay the Watchmaker one and a half thousand golden imperials for it.”

		

		“The rich have their quirks,” Jacques shrugged. “I was once told the story of a count who bought a small dessert spoon for seven hundred silver crowns. All because the stem had a print of the crest of some ancient house that was wiped out by the falling of the Shadow.”

		

		Bertrand didn’t look surprised. Stories like that must not have been new to him. He said:

		

		“Aristocratic families have a custom of keeping historical artifacts from the forgotten lands in their treasure chambers. They are items of status, which keep the traces of the bygone greatness of the now extinct houses. Acquiring them is something of an investment. The prices for such artifacts only grow with every passing year.”

		

		“Here, here,” Jacques supported.

		

		Hm... And here by the way was exactly why I decided not to sell the gold coins to the viscount. I could hold onto them. Maybe they’d come in handy. I could always sell them if needed.

		

		Rubbing my chin, I said:

		

		“That’s true... But the fox medallion is not a mere dessert spoon or silver crest. First of all, it is a functioning magic artifact... That is why I want to test something. I hope this time it will work.”

		

		After saying that, I switched to true vision and looked at the ancient mechanism inside the bas-relief covering nearly the whole wall of my office. The fox on it seemed to be laughing at me.

		

		I let my aura share some energy with the medallion and stepped forward, raising the glowing magic object toward the mechanism. But nothing happened...

		

		“I sense the solution is at hand, but something is missing...” I came thoughtfully and drew more mana from my reservoir.

		

		Directing a constant beam of energy into the medallion, I forced it to shine even brighter. I touched the artifact to the intricately carved leaves. And waited.

		

		For the first few seconds, nothing happened. Like a dry sponge, the medallion absorbed all the energy dumped into it. And then the thing I was hoping for came to pass... The artifact vibrated in my hands, and along the contour of the stem carved into the wall, just above where the medallion touched the bas relief, a little stripe lit up with magic glow.

		

		It wasn’t hard to guess what to do next. I turned the medallion sideways and pushed it into the glowing crack like a coin into a vending machine.

		

		I watched the whole process in true vision. At that moment, a little ball of energy separated away from the medallion and, slipping into the mechanism, raced down the narrow channels inside the walls, then dove down beneath the earth.

		

		After a few heartbeats, I felt the floor give a slight vibration.

		

		“Look!” I pointed at the middle of the room where a thick rug was starting to fold in on itself like an accordion.

		

		Jacques and Bertrand hurriedly pulled the rug aside with eyes wide. Beneath it, a stone hatch had already opened up a quarter of the way.

		

		When the tile that seemed like an unliftable mass of stone almost silently slid into the wall, the three of us hunched over the now open hole inside of which we could see the shadows of stone steps.

		

		I felt a shiver run down my spine. I must have just found something very ancient.

		

		“You know anything about this?” I asked Bertrand, nodding at the hatch.

		

		“No-ope,” the old man replied with a slightly rasping voice. He was clearly in shock.

		

		Jacques wasn’t far behind. Eyes burning, hands aflutter.

		

		“I see,” I snorted. “Wait here. Only come down if you hear my command.”

		

		Jacques and Bertrand both nodded but came to their senses.

		

		“What if there are traps down there?”

		

		“Monsieur, I beg you — don’t take this risk!”

		

		I raised a hand and they both fell silent.

		

		“Drop the panic! And remember — only after my command.”

		

		With that, I went down.

		

	
		

		Interlude 5

		

		Herouxville

		The Garden of the Royal Palace

		

		“DO WE KNOW his identity yet?” Kiko was sitting on the edge of a fountain and running the fingers of his right hand over the smooth water’s surface.

		

		“No,” the man standing next to him replied shortly. Folding wiry arms over his chest, he leaned back on the pedestal of a statue of some ancient hero and, eyes half shut, stared out into the distance. His prominent jawbone marked with scars held a bored frown.

		

		Kiko cast an inquisitive gaze at the man.

		

		Marcel de Gaben, head of the King’s Shadows, just shrugged in silence when he saw the look.

		

		Out of all of Carl III’s subjects, these two were the most loyal. The Jester and the Shadow. Sometimes, they worked together, other times they were at odds. They each had their own ways of conducting business. They were not friends. In fact, they hated each other, but they were brought together by a shared life goal — to be of service to their leader. And that was the reason they had tolerated one another all these years. Both understood that each of their existences served the good of the king.

		

		“Not a single clue?” the jester asked. “I received reports that not all the attackers were killed.”

		

		“You probably also saw that all the attackers had poison crystals in their cheeks,” Marcel responded. “While the oafs from the city guard dragged them to the torture chamber, they all died.”

		

		“What about Captain de Scalon?” the jester asked and laughed inside. He couldn’t deny himself the pleasure of again seeing the look of dismay on de Gaben’s face when the princess’ chief bodyguard was mentioned.

		

		“That goody two-shoes?” Marcel snorted with scorn. “Instead of quickly interrogating the prisoners, he left them to the city guard. Idiot... Then he said a nobleman shouldn’t sully his honor by torturing prisoners.”

		

		“That’s how we’re different,” Kiko shrugged.

		

		“If the princess had a troop of my Shadows with her...” Marcel sighed.

		

		“You know His Majesty surrounds the princess with the sons of his allies with good reason,” Kiko said. “In the future, they and their families will be a firm support for her.”

		

		“I even know who that idea came from,” Marcel snorted pointedly.

		

		“New times are coming,” the jester sighed sadly. “Furthermore, the captain and his people upheld their duty and defended the princess.”

		

		“Times never change,” Marcel shook his head. “Do not speak about what you do not understand. And yes... If they didn’t have help from some mage, who wanted to remain anonymous, the crossbowmen would have stuck Her Highness and her esteemed bodyguards full of bolts. The princess said so herself.”

		

		Quickly touching his chin, Marcel said:

		

		“As for clues... It was the Atalians. I think they saw an opportunity. And decided to take it. Even though they clearly came to the capital to force His Majesty to rush the attack.”

		

		“You think Alfonso has something up his sleeve?”

		

		“More likely the supreme magister of the Scarlets,” Marcel de Gaben came thoughtfully. “Alfonso V is a dodderer of weak character. Atalia has been ruled by fanatics clad in scarlet robes for a long time.”

		

		Marcel said something else, but Kiko was no longer listening. The king had enough military advisors without him. The jester watched Marcel’s jaw muscles dance. Few were aware that the King’s Shadow was true gifted. De Gaben passionately hated all priests and their orders.

		

		“I will find a way to tell His Majesty your conclusions,” Kiko said when Marcel fell silent. Unlike the jester, who Carl III considered a friend (as much as possible), the king had recently been treating Marcel as nothing more than another bodyguard. “By the way... An embassy will make for the north soon. Who would you suggest as a dueler? His Majesty needs a sure thing.”

		

		“Lord Gray, I believe would be up to the task,” Marcel replied without a second thought.

		

		“Not feeling like shaking the dust off yourself?” Kiko smiled. “After all, His Majesty once noticed you for that particular quality. I believe it was on the border of Astland. You defeated the Count de Malé at a tournament, one of the King of Astland’s top strykers. Now would be a good chance to get His Majesty’s attention again.”

		

		“Lord Gray can handle it,” Marcel repeated in a dispassionate tone, looking coldly at the jester.

		

		Kiko had a hard time not shivering under his gaze. Marcel looked unblinking like a predator getting ready to pounce. The jester knew that despite the fact they were essentially working together, one word from the king and His Shadow would be all too happy to end the life of his “vile hunchback.”

		

		Kiko knew Marcel suspected something and had long been sniffing around. It all started on the day when word reached the capital that Prince Bastien and his wife had perished.

		

		Marcel sent ten of his Shadows out with the king’s youngest son. The best of the best. A pathetic group of pirates shouldn’t have been able to kill them. For the record, Marcel fell into disfavor with the king after Prince Bastien’s passing. Carl III never forgave and never would forgive his main bodyguard for the death of his beloved son.

		

		“And one last question,” Kiko said, suppressing his anxiety. “Ghm... The princess’ mystery defender... Her Highness has been asking the king about him every day. There are people looking for him, but I’d like your opinion.”

		

		“He is a mage,” Marcel replied. “Although I am inclined to believe a true one.”

		

		“Why?”

		

		“Because we know about all the shadow gifted,” Marcel replied. “Without instructors from the guild, it’s nearly impossible to give one’s self the gift. He’d have died in initiation. But a true mage could have received instruction from family.”

		

		“Hm... A true mage,” Kiko whispered thoughtfully and again ran a hand over the water’s surface.

		

	
		Chapter 17

		

		I WENT DOWN SLOWLY, carefully scanning everything around. Which had already borne fruit. In the wall, on the level of the third step, I found the first magic mechanism. I had seen something distantly similar when I opened the ancient hiding spot in the house of Paul Lepetit’s gambling operation.

		

		It was a magic trap of some kind. But this one was deactivated. When I opened the secret hatch with the medallion, I must have activated some kind of friend-foe system. And now, I was seemingly being perceived by the magic system as a “friend.”

		

		I detected a second deactivated magic trap at the end of a stair to the second to last step. Ahem... Whoever built all this was hard to call a hospitable host.

		

		I made it down the stairs and, continuing to scan everything around, took a short step forward and froze. What I saw sent an even fiercer shiver down my spine.

		

		Stone shelves with all kinds of dishware and items lining the walls. A dozen chests of various sizes, several small rotund barrels in the far corner — I must have happened upon the old owners’ treasure chamber. The picture was completed by a wide stone shield with a fox’s face carved into it.

		

		I took a close look again, breathed a sigh of relief and called out softly:

		

		“Jacques! Bertrand! You can come down!”

		

		A minute later, my friends were standing next to me with mouths agape, each holding a candelabra. The light of the ten candles cast our shadows on the wall and their heads touched the powerful joists holding up the stone ceiling. Scanning each joist, I concluded they were made of a material from the shadow. That was even more proof that the creator of this castle had ample financial capabilities.

		

		Staring at what was before them, Jacques and Bertrand kept making strange gestures in front of themselves.

		

		“I’ve heard of vaults like this,” Jacques came finally in a rasping voice. “They’re full of traps of all kinds.”

		

		“Yes,” I nodded. “And so is this one. The stairwell for instance has two.”

		

		Bertrand and Jacques both shuddered and looked with fear at the stairs, trying to make out the invisible traps they’d just walked past.

		

		“The walls have several curious examples. And right beneath us I see a deep pit with sharp spikes at the bottom,” I added, causing Bertrand to gasp and Jacques to curse out in anger.

		

		“Don’t fret,” I said calmly. “The traps will not harm us. Because we used the medallion to get in here. Which means the magic of this vault perceives us as its rightful owners.”

		

		I heard two sighs of relief.

		

		“How much is down here?” Jacques asked, stunned and looking around.

		

		“That remains to be seen,” I nodded. “Bring more candles. I want to know the size of my inheritance.”

		

		* * *

		

		A few hours later, I was sitting upstairs in my office, rereading the list of contents of the vault in the light of day. We had composed it quickly to avoid attracting attention from the other castle residents with a long absence. Later, Bertrand could spend a few days composing an exhaustive inventory of the treasures.

		

		The medallion was again hanging around my neck. The hatch was shut, and the rug back in place. Were a member of service staff to enter my office now, they’d never have guessed that beneath us was an ancient vault packed full of magic traps.

		

		Pulling away from the reading, I glanced at the bas-relief on the wall and responded to the fox’s sly grin. It turned out the point of the picture was to be something of a clue with a false bottom.

		

		While Jacques and Bertrand kept busy looking over everything on the shelves, I walked along the wall, discovering two doors camouflaged as masonry leading into underground passages.

		

		They were simple to open. There were levers disguised as torch holders. Both underground passages led to the surface with exits into the eastern and western parts of the garden.

		

		Yes, I discovered a few deadly surprises in the narrow tunnels waiting to take out anyone pursuing the castle’s owners, but nothing was too complex.

		

		That was when I remembered the clever look on the carved fox’s face. In the picture, he was leading his family down a secret, third tunnel. Closely scanning and probing every rock on the wall, I finally found what I was looking for. The third passage. I pushed the stone that served as a button, activated the mechanism, and part of the wall slowly crept to the right.

		

		While Jacques and Bertrand looked on in amazement, I refused to take a candelabra because I didn’t need it and walked down the tunnel. It led deep underground and ended in a dead end. But there, beneath one of the flat stones paving the tunnel floor, I managed to glimpse a magic mechanism. From it, thick tendrils stretched deep into the earth, blocking the last twenty paces of the tunnel like the bars of a cage. If any pursuers figured out the riddle of the bas-relief, this track would put an end to their plans.

		

		I thought back and shivered... The fox on the bas-relief just had such a sly and bloodthirsty smirk.

		

		But that was not all... I found another tunnel, number four. And whereas the previous three doors had standard mechanical locks, the way into the last was magic and wouldn’t open without the medallion.

		

		The final underground passage I discovered led first into a small room, then snaked off to the north. I decided to study it the next time.

		

		I took another look at the fox, shook my head, and went back to reading.

		

		So, after a quick survey of the vault’s contents, I was now the proud owner of four barrels packed full of silver crowns and thalers of an old minting, as well as another smaller barrel of golden imperials, also of old minting.

		

		Beyond the old Vestonian coins, my assistants discovered a silver chest containing gold and silver coins from the forgotten kingdoms arranged into neat stacks.

		

		And on the stone shelves was a wide variety of dishware made of glass, porcelain, silver and gold covered in a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. The boxes and chests made of shadow materials contained gemstones, multi-colored pearls, rings, earrings, bracelets, pendants and all kinds of other goodies. Almost every item was stamped with a crest.

		

		And for an appetizer, so to speak, in a dark niche Jacques happened to find a shelf of dark bottles of various shapes. I spotted a very faint magic glow in almost all of them. My wine collection, which cousin François was so kind to gift to me, was today growing by a few dozen particularly valuable varieties.

		

		Beyond jewelry, money, and dishware, on a broad marble table under a pile of dust covered by gray cobwebs, I found a couple sheets of paper with writing in magic ink. Apparently, this was once either a secret ledger, or the personal diary of the former occupant. The language written on them was unfamiliar both to me and my assistants.

		

		On the table, I also discovered a scrap of a very primitive map rendered in a strange magic ink on the hide of what had clearly once been a shadow beast. Labels under the big fat dots were written in the very same unknown language. I would have to look deeper into this discovery.

		

		I set the scroll aside and looked thoughtfully out the window. In the garden, Marc stood droning out something to a gardener in a wide-brimmed straw hat.

		

		I would have to talk to my butler today. He most likely was not aware of the secret basement, but perhaps he could tell me more about the people who constructed this castle.

		

		* * *

		

		That evening, I dined alone. Jacques went off to meet up with some old war buddies. Candidates for my personal guard team.

		

		Now, with a basement full of gold and silver, I could afford to push my timeline ahead slightly. Everything down there would be easy to sell through the Watchmaker. Yes, there were a lot of flashy items, but they weren’t as risky to sell as bruts.

		

		And speaking of bruts... Down in the basement, specifically in a small room hidden behind a fourth door, in a long slot in the wall I discovered an energy reservoir feeding the whole system of traps and mechanisms. It was a large lilac brut bolted into the wall with four special brackets and its mana levels were at rock bottom.

		

		I replaced the nearly empty crystal with another. Not quite as large but bursting with mana.

		

		I was distracted from my thoughts about the discovery by a footman walking through the doors holding a tray. The butler, a marble statue frozen against the wall as ever, watched closely as his master was served.

		

		“By the way, Marc,” I addressed the butler and looked around at the dining room. “I’ve been meaning to commend you for how well you look after the castle. I see a few traces of fresh paint. I was thinking someone should get to that.”

		

		“You have my gratitude, Your Worship,” the butler tilted his head. “It is the duty of every servant to keep order in the house of their master.”

		

		“And yet,” I came. “After dinner, I will instruct Bertrand to pay you out a five crown bonus for a job well done. On top of that, I want you to draw up a list of servants I could also reward with, let’s say, a silver crown. Let’s say three... Hm... No... How about five people? Bring them before me. I want to pay their bonuses myself.”

		

		“You are very generous, monsieur,” the butler bowed.

		

		And whereas not a single muscle twitched on Marc’s face, the pair of footmen standing at the wall were clearly very happy.

		

		“I intend to give regular bonuses to all top performers,” I added some fuel to the fire, watching out of the corner of my eye as the footmen blushed more and more with excitement.

		

		“As you wish, Your Worship,” the butler came, casting a sidelong icy gaze at his subordinates. Which made them instantly go pale.

		

		“And another thing,” I came, pretending not to notice the body language. “Next week, I expect an attorney to visit, and I would like you to be there for our conversation. I will need a consultation from you.”

		

		“As you like, Your Worship,” the butler looked slightly puzzled.

		

		“By the way, I was meaning to ask,” I came, instantly changing the topic. “How often do you have to ‘patch holes’ in this building? When was it built?”

		

		“As far as I know, monsieur, the castle was built over two hundred years ago,” Marc responded without hesitation. “And yes, at times we have to do a lot of renovation. But the majority of the work is interior decorating. The walls of this castle will stand for centuries and could even withstand a siege.”

		

		“Remind me, who built this castle again...?”

		

		“His Grace Duke Robert de Clairmont,” Marc replied.

		

		“Most likely, the duke was very prudent and knew his way around defensive construction.”

		

		The butler again shrugged his shoulders and answered:

		

		“The only thing I know is that Robert de Clairmont was a passionate collector of antiquities. His descendants I have had the honor of serving often made mention of his passion and marvelous collection. They believed it to even contain several symbols of the authority of the kings and dukes of the forgotten lands.”

		

		“How interesting!” I feigned surprise and frowned straight away: “You said ‘believed...’ Do the descendants of Robert de Clairmont no longer possess his collection?”

		

		“Alas, it was lost,” Marc again shrugged his shoulders and, added with a slight conspiratorial smile: “They say the duke hid it somewhere very secret before the end of his days.”

		

		I saw smiles on the footmen’ faces. There must have been a lot of tall tales about Robert de Clairmont’s collection.

		

		“Is it possible we are currently directly above the treasures?” I snorted, stomping on the floor.

		

		“No, Your Worship,” Marc shook his head and the footmen kept smiling. “There is nothing beneath the castle. It has been investigated by the duke’s descendants on a number of occasions. He even invited mages in.”

		

		That information gave a lot of hope. But the duke must have been a real rogue. He didn’t want anyone to get his collection. Did gold take his mind in his old age? However, that story was probably so overgrown with rumor that it wasn’t possible to tell where the lie ended, and the truth began. Well, almost... Heh... I knew some things. When I decoded the records and figured out the map... I mentally rubbed my hands together. The de Clairmonts would be surprised to find out who managed to open their secret vault. Anyhow, that was most likely exactly why the duchess was willing to pay so much for the medallion. She must have known or guessed that it was the key to unlocking the mystery of her ancestor’s treasure.

		

		“Very curious story,” I smiled. “I’m no longer so bored, Marc.”

		

		The butler bowed with respect and, when I stood up from the table, I commanded the footmen to get to work.

		

		Leaving the dining room, I headed to my office. I was unable to get seated properly in my chair before I heard a knock at the door.

		

		“Come in,” I permitted.

		

		It was Jacques. I nodded at a chair, waited for him to sit down, and asked:

		

		“How’d it all go?”

		

		“Not great,” the veteran replied, sitting back in the chair. Jacques smelled of sour beer, roast meat, cheap tobacco, and bad feelings. The meeting with his old army buddies must not have gone to plan.

		

		“How so?”

		

		“Some died, some are still in the service and fighting the Atalians, others have families and no longer want to take up arms,” Jacques replied.

		

		“If your buddies don’t work out, we can hire other people,” I shrugged. “I just wanted to have dealings with people we could at least somewhat trust.”

		

		Jacques was tense and angry. I wondered what was wrong with him. It was as if he wanted to tell me something but couldn’t make up his mind.

		

		“Come on, talk to me,” I encouraged him.

		

		Jacques sighed and, glancing at me from beneath his black brows, said decisively:

		

		“There is one person. You might say the two of us traversed the entirety of Mainland shoulder to shoulder. A good fighter, good head on his shoulders. Saved my life in battle many times. I trust him like I trust myself.”

		

		“Did he refuse?” I suggested when Jacques fell silent to gather his thoughts. “And you want me to talk to him personally?”

		

		“It’s much more complicated than that,” Jacques muttered. “I wasn’t able to talk to him at all because he is presently located in the dungeon of the Herouxville city hall.”

		

		“I see...” I came thoughtfully.

		

		I had already heard of these dungeons several times. Popularly, they were known as the Herouxville Catacombs. One of the most infamous prisons in Vestonia.

		

		Jacques shuddered and jerked forward.

		

		“Luc Devers is no criminal! He is in prison for debts! It was usurers, may the abyss swallow them, that drove him to ruin.”

		

		I sat in silence and, drumming my fingers on the tabletop, looked at Jacques.

		

		“Are you sure there isn’t any other story behind his arrest?” I asked coldly.

		

		“Luc may be many things, but he is no criminal,” Jacques replied sullenly.

		

		“Any family?”

		

		“An orphan like myself,” Jacques replied. “Never found a wife. I walked through the area asking around... I was told that Luc took out a loan. Opened a tavern in a crafters’ quarter in the old city. He always liked cooking. On campaigns, everybody knew that if Luc was working his magic at the pot, nobody would have stomach troubles.”

		

		“And then?”

		

		“They say he got off to a decent start. Customers praised his cookery from all around the quarter. All his tables were constantly booked. And he didn’t water down the beer. Then there was a fire...”

		

		“Not competitors, I hope?” I suggested.

		

		“That was what Luc thought, too. He went over to the long-established tavern on the other end of the street. Got into a fight. They say he got really beat up. He got laid up with a fever for a few days. Some good people helped and left. Then the bailiffs came and took him to prison. And that’s the whole story.”

		

		Jacques breathed a heavy sigh. His gray face made for a fearsome sight. It was like he’d aged several years.

		

		“What kind of money are we talking about?”

		

		“I don’t know,” the veteran shrugged. “I tried to go see him. But got shooed away. They said he’d had his day in court. For a thaler, the old man hinted that all more or less fit male inmates and work campers were sent into the Legion of the Wretched.”

		

		“And there, I assume, they don’t last long?” I asked rhetorically.

		

		Jacques breathed a muted sigh.

		

		“Alright,” I patted the table and Jacques glanced at me with hope. “Ready the buggy tomorrow early morning. I’m going to have to meet the provost of Herouxville.”

		

	
		Chapter 18

		

		“OH, MONSIEUR, the capital city magistrate is a monster of many faces and many arms!” came Zacharias Beron with a smile. This was the same financier I was recommended by the Watchmaker and who showed up at my manor gates early that morning. “And like any monster, it has a ravenous appetite.”

		

		Despite his plumpness, the little redheaded man was very fidgety. He seemed to have a hard time sitting still. Need it be said that such behavior was not typical for locals?

		

		“As far as I understand, this monster primarily feeds on gold and silver,” I said with an understanding nod, which made Zacharias burst out laughing.

		

		“Quite right, Your Worship. Quite right!”

		

		Zacharias, it turned out, had tried to visit me once before but we missed each other. I checked out of the inn a day before his visit.

		

		This morning, it nearly happened again, but Jacques and Gunnar got delayed with the buggy, which in the end I could only be glad about.

		

		When I was finally given the carriage, I offered Zacharias a ride, during which we could discuss business. He agreed.

		

		It was a very productive conversation. The financier agreed to try working for me. Then, a conversation about promissory notes and grain prices smoothly shifted to the purpose of my visit to the magistrate. I had nothing to hide, because I had already given a detailed recounting of everything Jacques told me about his buddy.

		

		After hearing I wanted to meet the provost of Herouxville, Zacharias looked very surprised. Apparently, it was very difficult to get to the provost and, for our case, meeting with him would be pointless. Such business was normally dealt with by birds on lower perches but, as I found out, with no less appetite.

		

		Zacharias advised us to go to an attorney who handled similar cases. Then nearly a week later, Beron again came to visit me while Jacques, Gunnar, and the attorney headed out to collect his war buddy from the Herouxville city dungeon.

		

		Zacharias and I were sitting in my office drinking some brandy from my wine cellar when I shared with him my impressions of local bureaucrats.

		

		After a brief pause, I asked:

		

		“I assume you have news for me?”

		

		“Indeed, monsieur,” Beron nodded and, opening his big fat travel bag, took out a thin pile of papers. “This was all I could get my hands on. Promissory notes from Count Ferdinand de Gramont to the tune of just under fifty thousand silver crowns. Some of them were secured against the Barony of Valff.”

		

		I looked them over closely, scanning every sheet, then asked:

		

		“What amounts? And are there other promissory notes like these on the market?”

		

		“This includes my commission,” Zacharias replied and set on the table a full report, then added: “As for question two... They are out there, but I suggest you wait before buying more and focus on other promissory notes from the list you gave me. Despite the fact I acted cautiously, it is possible the price of these promissory notes could rise. Speculators will quickly sniff out the fact that someone is now interested in Ferdinand de Gramont’s papers.”

		

		“Makes sense,” I nodded. “You know best. Here, please...”

		

		I took from a desk drawer two hefty sacks of coins and handed them to Zacharias.

		

		He hid the money in the travelling bag and got up. Squeezing my hand to leave, he came:

		

		“I still can’t see a reason to spend so much buying up ‘dead’ promissory notes. But as I said, it’s none of my business.”

		

		I just gave a pointed smile and gently tugged on the signal cord. A moment later, the door to my office opened and a footman appeared in the hall.

		

		“Show Monsieur Beron his way to the door,” I ordered.

		

		When the door closed behind my broker, I thought it time to take a drive around to capital city jewelers to sell a couple gemstones. I decided not to show off any of the collectibles just yet. Even the old minting Vestonian coins would draw too much attention. And that left gemstones.

		

		* * *

		

		Jacques and Gunnar came back that evening. Looking tired and gloomy.

		

		“How’d it all go?” I asked, standing on the step of the servants’ washhouse where Jacques’ old war buddy, Lucas Devers was now lying on the wooden floor unconscious. I approved of placing him temporarily in the castle, in the wing where the footmen stayed.

		

		The washroom stank unmistakably of festering wounds, blood, and shit.

		

		“The prison guards had a hard time finding him,” Jacques replied darkly, casting a sad look into the washhouse. “We had to do a bit of walking around in the catacombs. It was like hell...”

		

		“I assume things are bad?” I asked, stepping over the doorway.

		

		“Yes,” Jacques replied in a rasping voice but, essentially, I didn’t need to hear an answer.

		

		When I hunched over his body, I had a hard time not wincing at the stench. Jacques had already started undressing him, throwing his now ragged clothing straight into the furnace. Next to the cot there already stood a wooden washtub filled with hot water.

		

		Switching to true vision, I started giving Lucas’ energy system a closer look. I found a few black spots in the rib area, back of the head, arms, and legs.

		

		This guy was hard to kill. I was surprised he was still alive. Then I realized something... The huge number of black spots in his energy system made it hard to tell, but there was evidence to suggest Lucas was not quite human. I found a tiny magic reservoir, indicating that Jacques’ old war buddy was gifted. His gift was very faint, but that was what was keeping Lucas on the mortal plane.

		

		I raised my head and glanced at Jacques. In his eyes, I saw hope and pleading. Seemingly, he was willing to do whatever it took to save his friend.

		

		“Despite the grave wounds, your friend will live,” I said.

		

		Jacques gave a loud sigh and covered his eyes. A moment later, I saw a smile on his pale face.

		

		“Luc was always tough,” he snorted.

		

		“I assume your friend was born in Vestonia.”

		

		Jacques nodded.

		

		“He was born in Atalia, but his family had to flee here on a ship many years ago... But by the time they made it to the port of Craat, he was already an orphan. His parents and little sister died at sea from a disease.”

		

		Jacques glanced at his friend, who was whispering disjointed nonsense, and asked:

		

		“Can you heal him, monsieur?”

		

		“That will depend on whether you answer my next question about your friend honestly,” I came.

		

		Jacques stared into my eyes. What I said must have been a surprise.

		

		“Monsieur, I do not rightfully understand what you are talking about,” he came. “But I give you my word to be honest with you.”

		

		“I believe I’m starting to guess what your friend’s family was fleeing from,” I came.

		

		Jacques gave Lucas another glance, then looked at me foggily.

		

		“Or rather who,” I added and nodded at the injured man. “Dare I suggest that he was being pursued by the Scarlet Knights? Were you aware?”

		

		“Priests?” Jacques asked in sincere surprise and his brows shot up. “Monsieur, you have my word that I never heard anything of the like from Luc! You must be mistaken... What could the Scarlets want with a simple peasant? After all, they only go after...”

		

		And Jacques shuddered. His jaw started hanging down and a flame lit in his eyes.

		

		“I see you’re starting to understand,” I said. “Your friend is a true mage.”

		

	
		

		Interlude 6

		

		Herouxville

		The Manor of the Duke de Gondy

		

		PRINCE LOUIS STOOD at a broad window overlooking the Duke de Gondy’s manor garden and, pressing his overheated head against the cool glass, thoughtfully looked down at the happy, fussing groups of young nobles idling away on the edge of the miniature pond. Each of them had visible red bands on their elbows.

		

		Louis sighed bitterly. They were supporters of his elder brother, Prince Philippe. Here... In the house of his beloved... Oh gods! How hard it was!

		

		Louis, setting all etiquette aside, had come uninvited to the de Gondy manor. Furthermore, he waited for the duke himself not to be home for a one-on-one with the marchioness.

		

		Blanca wasn’t answering his letters. And Louis had written her a minimum of ten since the de Gondies came to the capital. Without a single response!

		

		Prince Louis refused to believe Blanca de Gondy was intentionally ignoring all his letters. What was more, he wasn’t even considering it. His Blanca could only not be answering for one reason — she simply was not receiving his letters. This was a plain conspiracy against their love! That was what Prince Louis was really thinking. And burning with emotions overflowing his heart, he lost patience and hope with every passing day. Which was why he decided to come on his own.

		

		He was brought into a big stone room and asked to wait, being told that the marchioness was not expecting His Highness to visit, and thus had to get herself together.

		

		It took an unbelievably long time. There were also the people out the window making merry and laughing hideously... Louis was certain his Blanca had been forced to tolerate the presence of Philippe supporters in her home. The courtly and highly educated marchioness was most likely suffering greatly from the company of the stupid and simpleminded people. She simply could not disobey her father’s will, or that of the king.

		

		Recalling his father, Louis clenched his fists and squinted. Tears welled up in the corners of his eyes. He would never forgive him... Never!

		

		Finally, the far door flew open and in strode Blanca de Gondy, accompanied by her handmaid. Middling height, raven hair, and dark golden skin — just how he remembered her from their first meeting.

		

		For a moment, Prince Louis took in the marchioness’ beauty and found himself tongue-tied. But suddenly, he realized his love for the woman had only grown over the past year. He admired her refined chin, sensuous little mouth, thin waist and chestnut eyes — the most beautiful eyes in the world.

		

		Blanca de Gondy immediately performed a perfect curtsy and, hurriedly waving a fan embroidered with little rainbow pearls, came:

		

		“Your Highness, I beg forgiveness for keeping you waiting so long.”

		

		The familiar aroma of crimson orchids wafted through the room. It smelled just like the marchioness’ letters.

		

		“Ah, dear Blanca!” Prince Louis exclaimed and walked over to the marchioness. “You needn’t apologize. I am the one that should be begging you forgiveness for the intrusion!”

		

		Taking Blanca’s hot little hand in his, he raised it to his lips and, closing his eyes for a brief moment, froze to savor the scent and warmth of her skin.

		

		When he raised his head, he realized a slight rosy glow had taken hold on the marchioness’ cheeks while a strange little light flickered in her chestnut eyes. The prince found an easy explanation for her state — Blanca was happy to see him.

		

		After a quick wave, her handmaid bowed and went out the door. The prince and marchioness were left alone.

		

		“My love!” Louis exclaimed shakily and took a step forward. “I do not understand... You haven’t been responding to my letters...”

		

		“Ah, my prince!” Blanca shuddered and looked toward the door warily. “Please! We must maintain caution!”

		

		“But...”

		

		“Have you forgotten that I am engaged to your older brother?” a sad, bitter look was frozen in the marchioness’ eyes. “And you will be going north for your future wife...”

		

		“Oh, gods!” Prince Louis clenched his fists. “I... I’d sooner die! I...”

		

		“No, my prince,” the marchioness shook her head, covering her little mouth in fear with a hand. “If something were to happen to you, the grief would kill me. I will throw myself from the cliffs into the raging sea just like the Copperhaired Hélène in Antoine de Thoriez’ Moonlight Verses.”

		

		“Oh, gods,” Louis whispered and, clutching the marchioness’ hands, started smothering them in tender kisses. “What should we do, my dear?!”

		

		“We must submit to fate,” she sighed heavily, and led a hand over the prince’s cheek. “But our love shall live in eternity!”

		

		“Eternity!” Louis eyes were alight with a flame of passion.

		

		“And here a year ago, I thought the Most Luminous Mother had answered my prayers...” she said sadly. Tears shimmered in the corners of her eyes. “But our parents decided otherwise... Although, let me tell the truth. My father was glad to find out about our love...”

		

		“It was all my father!” the prince hissed angrily through his teeth. “That vile little dwarf put it into his head...”

		

		With a fearful shudder, she touched her fingers to the prince’s lips, then turned toward the door warily.

		

		“I beg you, stop, my love...” she whispered. As if hypnotized, Louis looked at her sensuous little mouth, tiny white teeth and pink little tongue. “Even the walls here have ears. If His Majesty finds out the things you’re saying...”

		

		“I swear I’ll be cautious, my love!” the prince whispered hotly and, no longer able to hold back, buried his face in her plump lips.

		

		At first Blanca pulled back in surprise, but then she lurched forward and, eyes closed, kissed him back. It didn’t last long. Just a few moments.

		

		Placing her little hands on the prince’s chest, she pushed away gently, with an air of reluctance.

		

		Looking down and fully blushing, she covered her face with a fan and said choppily:

		

		“My prince... I beg you...”

		

		“My love...” Louis took another step forward.

		

		“No!” Blanca exclaimed in fear. “We cannot... It isn’t right... My father will be back soon... It’s time for you to go...”

		

		“I’m going!” the prince said, squeezing both of her hands in his. “But promise me that the flame of our love will never be extinguished!”

		

		“But we are not destined to be together, my love...”

		

		“We’ll see about that!” the prince exclaimed.

		

		His cheeks filled crimson, while a fire of passion and determination set his eyes ablaze.

		

		Somewhere outside, many voices cried out in delight. Blanca shuddered and looked out the window in fear.

		

		“My prince! Please! You’d better go before they see you!”

		

		“Yes, my love!” Louis nodded and pressed his lips to her hand one last time before hurrying outside.

		

		In the doorway, he turned and said:

		

		“Remember, my love! You will be mine one day!”

		

		When the door slammed shut behind the prince, and the sound of his footsteps faded, Blanca de Gondy breathed a sigh of relief. Shaking her head, she took a little lace kerchief from her sleeve and wiped her lips in disgust.

		

		A moment later, next to the fireplace a wall curtain slid to the side and a broad-shouldered young man in a dark blue kaftan with gold embroidery appeared. A self-satisfied acrid smile danced on his thin lips. His powerful chin was slightly upturned while a little light of superiority and disregard burned in his dark eyes.

		

		“Blanca, don’t you feel the least bit bad for my poor brother?” he chuckled. There were clear notes of derision in his commanding voice.

		

		The marchioness sighed and walked over to a silver pitcher of wine on a tray on the table. Prince Heinrich, and that was who it was, jumped ahead a bit, taking the pitcher off the tray and pouring two glasses of the bright ruby liquid into the silver gemstone encrusted glasses.

		

		After a little sip from her glass, the marchioness gave a smirk and answered:

		

		“I seem to recall someone assuring me recently that he did not consider him a brother.”

		

		“You are mistaken, Blanca,” Heinrich replied and, draining his glass in a single gulp, came over to the marchioness. His powerful muscular hand enwrapped her thin waist and pulled her dainty feminine body toward him. So hot, and so saturated with desire. “That was in the past. Now, my great-great grandmother’s portrait hangs in the royal gallery. It is the spitting image of my younger brother, who adores you and who you care not a whit about.”

		

		“Your brother has a role to play in our plans,” she came softly and, slightly raising a right brow, asked: “And by the way, are princes even capable of love?”

		

		Heinrich and the marchioness met eyes. The prince felt Blanca’s body shivering in his hands. Her dark eyes were slightly squinting. The tip of her little tongue licked her full lips and she chuckled. She was like a kitten obediently allowing herself to be picked up, but ready at any moment to put out her claws.

		

		Heinrich laughed back. That really was Blanca de Gondy. Cruel, calculating, and volatile. But he had known her true face for many years. That of Vestonia’s future queen. His queen.

		

	
		Chapter 19

		

		I WAS SITTING IN THE SHADE of a small tree growing on the banks of a small pond in my garden and watching my gardener, Benedict.

		

		A wide-brimmed straw hat made the old man look like a mushroom. He was fully engaged in rooting around in the dirt a few paces from me, all the while unsuspecting of my presence. A few times, Benedict bent over with a faint wheeze and, wiping the back of his hand on his waist, looked side to side. Once or twice, he even looked at me. Or rather, in my direction.

		

		My lips stretched out into a satisfied smile. It seemed to have worked...

		

		A few days earlier, while meditating, I used another magic pearl and, after a quick scan of my energy system, saw that my reservoir had finally grown to an acceptable size. Since then, I’d started experimenting more boldly with the aura, and today the experiments bore fruit.

		

		The only thing to darken my excellent mood that sun-soaked morning was the realization that continuing to increase the size of my reservoir would take even more magic pearls, which were harvested from the shells of mollusks I’d left far behind in a river south of the lands of the Lao tribe.

		

		Alas, my reserves of the shiny little balls melted away like ice in the hot sun. And that meant soon I would have to make another trip to the Shadow. Ahem... I thought I had more time.

		

		Another expedition would require a lot of preparation... First of all, I did not want to run around nude swinging from tree to tree slathered in all kinds of toxic acid again. I needed to look for an artifactor who could make me a suit of armor and weapon. Ah... Easier said than done. And that was with all the materials on hand. The snakeskin and fangs were awaiting their hour.

		

		Hm... I was reminded that the armor and weapons created by Ursula Hoog, which I had seen in her stall in Abbeville, were of incredible quality. At the very least, they were no worse than what I saw here in Herouxville. Perhaps even better.

		

		Honestly though, if I went back to Ursula with an order like that, I would have to give up on trying to stay incognito.

		

		Benedict, stumbling on some dirt, started softly singing a song, which distracted me from my thoughts. I didn’t move a muscle, glancing at my hand. It was enshrouded in lilac energy as before. After that, I checked how much mana I had left in the lilac crystal my aura was using as an energy supply and nodded in satisfaction. So far, everything was going surprisingly well.

		

		The idea of learning a stryker ability, and more specifically — how to become invisible without using any special armor — had attracted me for a long time. And now, after many unsuccessful experiments mixing various kinds of energy, I finally could boast of success.

		

		However, I still had a lot of work ahead of me... For instance, to remain invisible, I had to remain perfectly still. Beyond that, complete invisibility didn’t properly exist. It was more like a kind of camouflage that did a decent job in the shade but for some reason disappeared in full sunlight. Shadow magic didn’t seem to appreciate direct exposure to the sun of this world. But I was stubbornly pushing ahead with my experiments. The first steps had been taken, and I was not planning to stop yet.

		

		Bit by bit, my thoughts shifted from magic to the events of the last few days. Lucas Devers, Jacques’ old war buddy, had been in my castle for three days. Marc had given him a room in the servant wing.

		

		The next morning, after Jacques and I had a talk, I sent for a healer, who cleaned and bandaged Devers’ wounds while also selling me a few phials of red hollowstone dust infusion. The mana concentration in the potion was vanishingly small, but now nobody would have any doubts that Lucas had gone on the mend after a visit from a healer. Still, if that really were all he got, the potion the healer sold me would have done precious little against the dark spots in Lucas’ energy system. It more likely would have just prolonged his suffering. As an aside, Jacques paid for the healer and potion out of his own pocket.

		

		Over three days of my treatments, Lucas’ energy system gradually cleared. However, he was unconscious nearly the entire time, only occasionally gaining his senses before fainting again. Beyond Jacques, most of the care was performed by Gunnar and Kevin. They did not have to be told to try and help their instructor, who had gained their respect quite a lot over the last few months. Seemingly, my strange little community had slowly started to sprout curious processes of its own.

		

		As an aside, speaking of curious processes... The day before last, I got a short letter from Isabelle Legrand, elder sister of Max’s mother. It told me that I had permission to visit the Legrand family crypt the following week. I wasn’t totally sure why next week instead of, for instance, the next day but even that was progress.

		

		As an aside, Max’s relatives had practically buried me in correspondence since I’d moved back to the capital. Other than letters from Valerie giving brief retellings of the situation in the de Gramont home, I got a few letters from Yveline inquiring about my health and reminding me of the upcoming reception at my aunt the duchess’ manor.

		

		My cousin also warned that this reception would be very well attended, and among the crowd would be my future wife and her brother, who I simply had to make an exceedingly good impression on. And most importantly, the central figure of this whole high-society event would be Prince Louis.

		

		Uncle Heinrich also reached out with one letter. In his typical manner, he told me that, despite my father’s crimes against the crown and my tarnished reputation, I should have felt very honored to have been invited to the duchess’ reception and I simply could not embarrass myself in front of society.

		

		And the final letter from the de Gramonts, which I couldn’t help but smile while reading, was a quick note from François angrily demanding that I return his wine.

		

		* * *

		

		“Monsieur, despite the fact that you refused the flowers your aunt was insisting upon, I must admit — I like your choice more!” declared Jean-Claude Sylvain, younger son of Robert Sylvain, one of Herouxville’s top tailors while peeking over my shoulder at the reflection in a mirror.

		

		Jean-Claude was the man I’d put in charge of my new outfit, which was being fully bankrolled by my aunty the duchess. His father didn’t have time for me. Capital-city nobles from exalted houses had flooded him with orders. Thankfully, Robert had four sons who mopped up the minor work from lesser chevaliers such as myself.

		

		As for me... I was happy it worked out this way. I had an easier time getting through to the junior Sylvain. The thing was that in her letter to the tailor, the duchess was insistent that my outfit be embroidered with green flowers and shades.

		

		The father relayed these wishes to his younger son and immediately put my existence out of his mind. And when Jean-Claude and I were left alone, I asked him to show me fabric samples without any red, blue, or green flowers.

		

		The tailor’s son spent a little while hesitating but then, like any creative person, quickly got carried away by the process and started sketching out my outfit on a sheet of paper.

		

		In the end, after a few hours of arguing and discussing, we came to the joint conclusion that I would be very well suited by a black brocade jerkin with a moderate amount of silver thread embroidery and a soft, form-fitting shape that got bigger at the bottom. With a few silver buttons on the top to close it. The tails of the jerkin on the bottom would slightly spread to the sides.

		

		The huge number of buttons, bows, and lace at the flaps and armholes of the jerkin, which Jean-Claude wanted to sew on even more of, I rejected firmly much to his dismay.

		

		The flaps of the lengthwise slits on the arms we decided to embroider with gray fabric with a silver sheen. The side seams of the narrow straight pants that came halfway down my calf Jean-Claude suggested with adorn with silver embroidery. I also refused all the lacy frills and bands. Not least of all because I was preparing to wear it with knee-high black leather boots rather than stockings and uncomfortable shoes with wide buckles and high heels that were so in fashion here.

		

		The overall picture was completed by a black tricorn, a sash holding a basic sheath with a sword, and a dark cloak.

		

		When I saw everything Jean-Claude was planning to do, I expressed doubts about the timeline. But the kid reassured me that his atelier had an army of seamstresses and embroiderers. And that the order would be completed on time.

		

		Jean-Claude did not let me down. Today was the final measurement in my castle. At it, the kid spun around me deftly a few times, periodically tugging and straightening things with a light touch. In the end, what I saw in the mirror was also to my liking. And a few hours later, I would stand before the Duchess du Bellay and her guests in that outfit in her palace.

		

		“One last detail, monsieur,” Bertrand, who had been helping Jean-Claude dress me all that time, poked the silver wing into my chest.

		

		The tailor’s youngest son looked over the unremarkable decoration unenthusiastically and just shrugged as if to say, “it’s your money.” The kid must not have known what he was looking at. And how should he have known about Shadow Patrol decorations?

		

		Despite the fact Max’s aunt had paid all the costs, I personally thrust a small purse into Jean-Claude’s hands, making his face light up like a polished copper basin.

		

		Before saying goodbye, I asked the kid to sew me another few day-to-day outfits in a similar style. Jean-Claude agreed with satisfaction. In the end, we arranged that as soon as he had the sketches ready as well as fabric samples and mock-ups, he would come pay my castle another visit.

		

		We reached the Duchess du Bellay’s palace early on my instructions. Jacques parked the buggy in the shade of a tall wide-branching tree near the main gates of the manor.

		

		Bertrand wouldn’t be joining me at the reception, so he gave me a brief rundown of every guest as they passed through the gates.

		

		I was most of all interested in who Max had met before. To my surprise, as far as Bertrand knew, Max had never been introduced to most of the attendees. I of course was aware though that the old man couldn’t have possibly known everything about Max’s life. After all, he didn’t drag his valet around with him everywhere. But still this was better than nothing.

		

		Nearly every buggy entering the gates of the duchess’ manor was adorned with a green armband. Only a few of the carriages and buggies were undecided. Overall, Max’s aunt had gathered Prince Louis supporters as well as a few fence sitters who had similar sympathies.

		

		As for greens, Bertrand spotted a few buggies with raucous groups of young nobles the former inhabitant of my body used to carouse with a year before. As an aside, none of them had written a single letter to Max in Abbeville. Pretty shoddy friends, if you ask me. Mere acquaintances who didn’t give a crap about a bastard’s fate.

		

		“Monsieur,” Bertrand came with a bow. “You should be going. Better to arrive a few minutes early than to be late and show disrespect to Her Grace.”

		

		“Alright,” I nodded, and the buggy touched off.

		

		A minute later, we made it to the wide visitor’s patio, atop which stood the Duchess du Bellay between a pair of wide columns welcoming guests. Wearing a chic dress in shades of dark green, an emerald collier, earrings, rings and a diadem, the princess was fully suited up for Prince Louis’ visit.

		

		Finally, I reached the front of the line.

		

		“My dear aunt, you are captivating!” I smiled and gave a respectful bow.

		

		The duchess extended a little hand for a kiss, and it was cold as ice. Touching my lips to her smooth, jasmine-scented skin, I took a step back.

		

		Looking me cantankerously from head to toe, Jeanne du Bellay rendered a verdict with a smirk:

		

		“Cheeky boy... Oh well, this will make things more interesting.”

		

		She wanted to say more but didn’t have time. Her attention was drawn by a dark green carriage pulled by a team of four pure white horses.

		

		Jeanne du Bellay’s lips stretched into a self-satisfied smile but at the last moment a shadow ran over her face. I looked where she was looking to see what had changed the duchess’ mood.

		

		Following the green carriage through the gate came another dark blue carriage drawn by a team of four raven horses. Based on the color and crest on the door, it wasn’t hard to guess who else had come to make an appearance at the reception.

		

		I glanced at my aunt’s gloomy expression and realized that two princes didn’t fit into the schedule for the day.

		

		Following Prince Heinrich’s buggy, loudly laughing and shouting in-jokes, a group of riders with blue armbands came galloping. Among them, I spotted a few old friends: Marquess Olivier de Hangest, the banker’s son Gaspard Craonne, and of course Viscount André de Châtillon. De Châtillon’s forehead was still marred with a dark spot he did his best to conceal beneath a hat. As an aside, the viscount today looked slightly forlorn and contemplative.

		

		It must have been because he was not at the center of the happy company while the tall broad-shouldered blond with a satisfied smile dancing on his cruel face and a long slightly curved blade hanging on his belt. Based on his appearance, it was not merely for decoration like Max’s cousins’ blades.

		

		A scan also revealed that the rider was also gifted. His lilac energy system was less developed than the Wild Duke’s strykers’, but the quality of the gift was more than made up for by the large number of bruts he was wearing under his clothes.

		

		“Baron von Herwart,” the duchess squeezed out through her teeth. I was clearly not the only person to notice the tall blond with the eyes of a killer.

		

		“Who is he, aunty?” I asked softly.

		

		“Prince Heinrich’s best swordsman,” the duchess enlightened me just as softly and added: “Beyond that, the baron is a combat mage. You have to keep an eye out around him and watch what you say.”

		

		So, the blond man’s gift was not a secret.

		

		“Thank you for the concern, aunty,” I nodded. “I promise I will make the most positive impression on Baron von Herwart.”

		

		The duchess squinted and hit me with a suspicious look but, at the last moment, she was distracted by another carriage driving in through the gates. It was adorned with red bands and tassels.

		

		As an aside, I was familiar with it, too. I had seen it on my entry to the city a few weeks prior. Like the last time, the same pretty woman with dark eyes was staring out of the carriage window at the palace and duchess’ guests with intrigue.

		

		Based on the Duchess du Bellay’s eyes, the Duke of the South’s visit was no surprise. Most likely, in contrast to Prince Heinrich, the Duke de Gondy and his daughter had been invited to this reception.

		

		“You may go inside,” Jeanne du Bellay came, not looking at me. “Your sisters and cousins are already there.”

		

		I gave a quick bow and walked toward the palace entrance, but then snuck behind a wide column and out of my aunt’s view. I was curious and wanted to watch what happened.

		

		Meanwhile, the princes had already gotten out of their carriages and were speaking with the Duke and Marchioness de Gondy. The elegant pale-skinned Prince Louis looked like a flower bending in the wind compared to the thorny crude vine of the tall broad-shouldered Heinrich, whose shock of tar-black hair looked like a horse’s mane.

		

		Even the untrained eye could see that both princes had sympathies for the elder brother’s future wife. Each in their own way... Until Prince Louis looked into the Marchioness de Gondy’s black eyes with adoration and excitement. Heinrich looked at her more as one looked at a trophy.

		

		The marchioness meanwhile was artfully playing up to both the first and second prince like a kitten giving its prey one last chance to prove itself before its inevitable death.

		

		The Duke de Gondy had a haughty smile and mocking flicker in his black eyes as he watched the two young princes’ rivalry, trading periodic short but pointed looks with his daughter. The two of them were clearly up to something and the king’s sons didn’t seem to notice at all.

		

		When all four stood opposite the Duchess du Bellay at almost the same time, Prince Heinrich started:

		

		“Madame!” he exclaimed with a broad smile. “I know I’ve come uninvited. I hope you’ll forgive the intrusion.”

		

		The duchess performed an elegant curtsey and, putting on an overjoyed smile, responded:

		

		“Your Highness, you are always welcome in this house!”

		

		While the upper aristocracy exchanged greetings, I felt someone staring at me. Turning around, I saw the sullen gaze of André de Châtillon standing below at Prince Heinrich’s carriage. If the viscount could cast fire balls with his eyes, I’d have turned into ash on the spot.

		

		I sent him a welcoming smile and nodded as I calmly proceeded inside the palace. The evening seemed full of promise for action. Hopefully, my aunt wouldn’t get too mad at me if I had to spill a bit of blood.

		

	
		Chapter 20

		

		BEFORE ENTERING THE MAIN ROOM, a footman in ceremonial livery accepted my cloak while another led me to a wide door with the master of ceremonies standing at the step.

		

		In a well-composed sonorous voice, he slowly and solemnly announced the arrival of the guests slowly streaming into the ballroom.

		

		On the way in, I heard a nonstop howl, which turned out to be a medley of seemingly hundreds of human voices, musical instruments, the rustling of women’s dresses and the clinking of wine glasses.

		

		Regardless of the power of the master of ceremonies’ voice, it was no match for the cling-clang monster within. Nobody noticed when my name was called except a few people nearest the door who ran indifferent looks over my person.

		

		The ballroom was dominated by a seriously vivacious atmosphere. And of course! After all, news that Prince Louis had been joined at the reception by his brother Heinrich, as well as the Duke of the South and his daughter, had already leaked to the crowd. And the elites immediately began discussing that loudly. Meanwhile, a lot of people were constantly impatiently glancing at the front door, where Carl III’s sons were supposedly going to appear any moment.

		

		I looked around slowly. Ahem... Max’s aunt must have had very deep pockets. Most likely, she had spent a whole fortune on candles alone. And she still had to feed us. The dishes could not be basic like the lentil, lardon, and red pepper sausage stew so beloved by local commoners.

		

		Sculptures of half-naked ancient gods and bas reliefs depicting scenes of fairy-tale balls in blue and rose marble, elegantly painted ceilings, golden chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, a wide music balcony containing an orchestra, and the mirror-polished marble floor — the ballroom’s opulence was blinding. Seemingly, the late Duke du Bellay had left a massive fortune to his wife after his untimely passing.

		

		“Cousin, finally!” I turned my head toward the cheery familiar voice.

		

		A pair of pretty girls came walking my way quickly, and one had on a big welcoming smile — Yveline de Gramont. Wearing a light green dress, elegant emerald jewelry, and a small diadem — I got the feeling Jeanne du Bellay looked just like that in her younger days. I even wanted to rub my eyes to cast off the illusion. The resemblance was simply striking.

		

		Yveline made her friends simply fade away by comparison. They lacked her charisma and vivacious beauty, though they overcompensated for it with a huge amount of jewelry, ribbons, and bows. It was evident that Yveline was aware of her superiority over her friends and accepted it as a given. Something definitional like, “snow is white, and pitch is black.”

		

		At any rate, Yveline and her friends looked at me and my outfit with zero interest. They even looked down on me a bit. Were I the real Max, I’d probably have felt acutely like a bum. But Max had long departed this world, and his body was now inhabited by the mind of a man who didn’t care about scornful looks from girls who were utterly worthless without the wealth and high status of their families.

		

		“My dear cousin,” I bowed. “Looking charming as always.”

		

		“Dear cousin!” Yveline snorted happily, extending her hand for a kiss. “I am very happy to see you again!”

		

		After that, she introduced me to her companions, who were viscountesses. They paid only distant attention to my greetings and compliments. They seemingly could not understand why Yveline dragged them over to meet me. The young women were occasionally shooting burning gazes into the crowd, searching it for the gentlemen they’d come there to get to know better.

		

		My cousin, meanwhile, was no different. Hitting me with a distracted look, Yveline promised to come see me again later and flitted off with her friends for more fun.

		

		“I see you decided to disregard our aunt’s recommendations?”

		

		I turned. Valerie was standing a few paces from me. In contrast to my cousin, her outfit was darker and with less gemstones. But at the same time, Max’s blood sister looked stunning. I found myself unwittingly admiring her. She noticed, and a slight blush appeared on her cheeks.

		

		“Good evening, sister,” I bowed and kissed her warm hand. As ever, she wafted with an aroma of eastern spices. “You look stunning!”

		

		Although my compliment was not the height of elegance and refinement, it came from the heart and, based on my sister’s embarrassed and burning gaze, she could tell.

		

		“As for the recommendations...” I smiled. “I took them into account.”

		

		“But...” Valerie gave a wily laugh.

		

		“But I didn’t think it right to wear something not conforming to my taste,” I replied and, patting my stomach, added: “Beyond that, I came to the conclusion that green makes me look fat.”

		

		Valerie, sticking out her upper lip amusingly to reveal little white teeth, laughed quietly.

		

		“I was imagining how you would explain that to our aunt,” she said, continuing to smile. “I do not envy you.”

		

		“You know,” I said thoughtfully. “Something is telling me our fantastic aunty will be glad I chose this color by the end of the night.”

		

		“You have caught my interest,” Valerie said, her thin little brows shooting upward. “What scheme have you cooked up now?”

		

		“That’s just it — none,” I shrugged. “It’s just from time to time, things happen that I have no ability to predict and so I have to play it by ear. For instance, today. Whoever would have thought Prince Heinrich would decide to visit tonight’s reception?”

		

		“I suggest you keep your distance from the prince and his circle,” Valerie said softly. “At any moment, they might bring up de Lamar’s death. Heinrich doesn’t like having his toys taken from him.”

		

		“Thanks for the warning, sister,” I nodded. “Our aunt has already received my assurances that I will make an indelible impression on his Highness’ people.”

		

		Valerie’s suspicious expression was in some way reminiscent of the way the duchess looked at me a few minutes earlier. Wanting to change the topic, I nodded at Max’s older sisters, who were stuck to their older cousin like glue, and said:

		

		“I see our sisters are wasting no time. After all, today they are likely going to draw the attention of the offspring of some high house. And who knows? Maybe this evening, the spark of a new love will be born.”

		

		Valerie was not fooled by my pathos-laden tone. Curling her lips a bit, she replied:

		

		“Love? Ha! What do you mean love? We are children of a traitor. We are only tolerated here because we are the nieces of the lady of the house.”

		

		“Then we’re very fortunate to have such a caring aunt.”

		

		Valerie furrowed her brow.

		

		“The Stone Lady cares only for increasing the greatness of our house. The Duchess du Bellay, daughter of the de Gramonts, uses her nieces and nephews to marshal her wordless automaton soldiers to shore up breaches in defenses or attack with their bodies. She doesn’t care about our feelings and wishes. All of us will marry who we are told — you, me, and our cousins. It’s the way things have always been. Our grandparents and great grandparents did the same. Or do you believe Jeanne du Bellay married the Duke du Bellay because she truly loved him? The only good thing about the duke was his massive fortune. But alas, we can’t even dream of such a thing. We have been branded children of a traitor. We cannot possibly dream of such a bright future...”

		

		Valerie would have said more, but her monologue was interrupted by the coming of princes along with the lady of the house, the Duke de Gondy, and his daughters.

		

		As soon as the master of ceremonies announced at full yet insufficient volume that the highly placed guests had arrived, everyone in the room bowed in greeting. Valerie and I followed their example.

		

		A minute later, on the duchess’ signal, the orchestra on the music balcony again started playing their broken melody, while nobles quickly started flitting around the princes and de Gondy, hurrying to greet the king’s sons and inform him of their esteem.

		

		Watching all the fuss, out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at Valerie, who was breathing agitatedly and watching Prince Louis’ every move.

		

		I suddenly wondered whether she considered how things might have unfolded had the king’s uncle, the Duke de Harcourt, not lost the struggle for the throne. Because Max’s father was one of his closest friends and cohorts. One could only imagine the future Ferdinand de Gramont’s children would have had in store then. Valerie’s hands and heart would now be sought after by Vestonia’s most elite and wealthy gentlemen. And why just Vestonia’s...? All Mainland’s... She might have even married into the royal house...

		

		The farther Prince Louis went into the ballroom as a large number of ladies looked on coquettishly with promising smiles, the more goosebumps covered Valerie’s neck and the uncovered part of her back as if there had been a sudden gust of icy wind. Blush appeared on her cheeks, while a fleeting sparkle flickered in her eye. The Viscountess de Gramont was squeezing her fan so hard her thin little fingers went chalk white.

		

		She was probably imagining very hard. But couldn’t conjure the image. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she sided entirely with the conspirators in her deepest thoughts. And the only thing that bothered and tormented her was the fact her father was too weak to prevail.

		

		The princes were being trailed by a merry company of nobles who had arrived with Heinrich. The duchess’ guests looked on them with caution, some even outright hostility. Honestly though, that was more done quietly or at their backs in case, gods forbid, the fearsome broad-shouldered blond von Herwart might notice.

		

		“What are your thoughts on the baron?” I asked Valerie in half voice.

		

		The viscountess gave a slight shiver in surprise and, opening her fan, hid her lips.

		

		“Don’t even think about messing with him, brother,” she replied drily. “These aren’t the sons of some western counts like the ones you playfully slung mud at. They aren’t even de Lamar. Friedrich von Herwart is gifted. He is one of Vestonia’s most powerful combat mages.”

		

		I snorted to myself. Rumors of the might and power of the man we were talking about were, to my eye, very exaggerated. Up close, I was able to scan him in greater detail. I was forming the impression that von Herwart was sophomoric. Well, not exactly. He had obviously not given much attention to improving his energy system.

		

		His energy channels were thin, and nodes not reinforced. I wouldn’t be so wrong to suggest the baron relied completely on his dozen large lilac bruts, or rather the huge amount of mana within them.

		

		I wondered what he might do if one of his energy channels got overstrained in the heat of battle and simply burst. But that it would happen I was one hundred percent certain. Were he to cross paths with a stryker as powerful as those I’d seen on the frontier, those bruts wouldn’t have done much good.

		

		Most likely, the Astlander had not often faced off against others like him. And why would he have? All he needed was for the rumors of his power and invincibility to spread. Beyond that, combat mages were vanishingly rare. Particularly considering the fact a whole party of them had recently fallen near the lake next to the Shadow.

		

		I even found myself wondering if I could take him down. What would he even have been capable of without the magic armor?

		

		“I thought all Astlanders at our king’s court sided with Prince Philippe,” I came.

		

		“Baron von Herwart’s father fought for Conrad the Fifth in the famous Battle of Lüneburg,” Valerie replied. “He passionately despises Otto the Second, who currently rules Astland, same as all supporters of Conrad the Fifth, who was beheaded and quartered at Wolfsburg. They consider him a usurper.”

		

		Hm, that made me wonder what the bellicose Prince Heinrich could have promised the baron.

		

		My thinking was interrupted by a muted sob from Valerie. She suddenly went pale, and terror seized her eyes. Grasping for my hand, she whispered hotly:

		

		“It’s him... He’s here... The monster is here...”

		

		I followed Valerie’s line of sight.

		

		Hm... I see...

		

		“The Viscount and Viscountess de Marbot!” the master of ceremonies announced loudly.

		

		The couple strode into the ballroom. Opposite people. Beauty and the beast. A woman of uncommon beauty who had been designated to be my bride, Aurélie de Marbot, and a six foot broad-shouldered giant, her elder brother Émile de Marbot. Émile the Lizard, or Émile the Toad.

		

		Valerie was not lying. The man looked extremely rough. The magic scalding on his skin made him appear reptilian. The finishing touch was a wide lipless mouth, flat nose and yellow, magic-disfigured eyes that looked out at the world like a herd of sheep. Or even prey.

		

		He didn’t seem the least bit concerned with the disgust in peoples’ eyes when they looked at him. Out of interest, I decided to take a look at the giant in true vision.

		

		Hm, now that was curious. Émile de Marbot was true gifted. With an energy system of his own that, while unconventional and hideous, was quite developed. He had clearly been cultivating it for years. Baron von Herwart wouldn’t stand a chance against Émile the Lizard. The viscount would eat him for breakfast. And quite literally at that. Émile had an unmistakable stench of blood on him. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that, before coming to the duchess’ reception, the mutant had eaten the flesh of his most recent victim raw and bleeding.

		

		Compared to the hideous giant, Aurélie de Marbot looked like a fairy-tale nymph. Her light hair with a pearlescent shine seemed to sparkle in the light of a thousand candles. The little diadem in her hair, which was shaped like a branch, was dotted with white pearls, emerald leaves, and turquoise buds.

		

		The necklace, earrings, and miniature bracelet on her left arm were all in the same style as the diadem. Her soft turquoise dress accentuated all the curves of her enchanting figure to great effect. I believed Aurélie to be nearly thirty, but she looked so fresh and spry that I never would have given her more than twenty.

		

		As repellent and frightening as Émile de Marbot’s appearance was, his sister’s amazing beauty was just as powerful at drawing the eye of everyone in the room. The Viscountess de Marbot was doubtless the prettiest woman in the room. I found myself unwittingly admiring her uncommon beauty and grace.

		

		A moment later, the Duchess du Bellay appeared next to her brother and sister and, as a good host should, started saying something to the new arrivals with an iridescent smile.

		

		A minute later, the de Marbots were set loose and got lost among the crowd. I felt Valerie’s grip weaken. I even heard her breathe a sigh of relief. Waves of shivering ran over the viscountess’ body.

		

		“Convinced now?” she whispered with a shaky voice.

		

		“You were right,” I decided to defuse the situation. “Aurélie de Marbot is very beautiful.”

		

		Valerie looked up at me uncomprehendingly and, seeing a smirk, was about to say something very mean. But before she could, my old pals came over to pay us a visit.

		

		“Chevalier Renard!” came the Marquess de Hangest, standing a couple steps away from us. A pointed smile blossomed on his puffy face. “It really is true when they say the world is small. What an unexpected meeting!”

		

		At his side stood Gaspard Craonne, a light of happiness burning in his eyes. Already tasting more fun.

		

		The third man was André de Châtillon. He looked gloomy and upset.

		

		Valerie, her mouth slightly open in surprise, tried to find an explanation for what was happening on my face. I gave her a furtive wink and, with a slight bow, smiled back at de Hangest:

		

		“Indeed, monsieur! If I knew last time we met that you were friends of my dear aunty, I would have been much more obliging! How is your health, viscount? Last time, alas, for entirely explicable reasons, I was unable to ask. You were a bit out of sorts.”

		

		André de Châtillon’s face filled with red spots and his jawbones started grinding. De Hangest just shook his head while Craonne struggled to hide a smile.

		

		Based on her stunned look, Valerie was seemingly starting to figure things out. People standing nearby were drawn in by the unusual scene and started quietly walking over to us.

		

		“Chevalier,” de Châtillon squeezed out through his teeth. “I assume you will not refuse me the pleasure of another meeting whenever is convenient for you.”

		

		“Monsieur, I got the impression that last time we left with unfinished business,” I came calmly, nodding at his forehead.

		

		“You are correct,” the viscount barked dully. “It was a mere impression. Hence why I insist we meet again.”

		

		“But given you wish for final clarity, I am at your service. Time and place?”

		

		“Tomorrow morning,” the viscount replied sharply. “On the banks of the Legha, near Westbridge.”

		

		“I’ll be there.”

		

		“Mademoiselle,” the viscount and his friends gave gallant bows, then turned and headed toward their lord.

		

		Valerie glanced at me. Her cheeks were burning red in excitement.

		

		“So you’re the country aristocrat everyone at court is talking about? The one that took down the Viscount de Châtillon in a single blow?”

		

	
		Chapter 21

		

		I SIGHED AND LOOKED around. The people standing closest to us and listening to me talk with de Châtillon and his friends were already spreading what they heard through the room. And it moved outward like the rings around a pebble thrown into clear water.

		

		“Brother, I need details,” the viscountess came in an impatient whisper. Meanwhile, her eyes were burning with excitement. She even puffed out her chest while all eyes focused on her.

		

		My brief recounting of my meeting with de Châtillon and his friends only made her more worried. Her chest started heaving, while a triumphant smile lit up her face, which she deftly hid behind a fan.

		

		Meanwhile, the more the “rings” spread, the more chattering nobles started casting curious glances our direction. And Valerie was clearly savoring the attention.

		

		To an extent, I couldn’t blame her. After many months locked away in her uncle’s house — a hundred days of despair, hatred, humiliation, and reproach — the Viscountess de Gramont for the first time revealed the version of her I’d met two years earlier. A proud member of an ancient noble house.

		

		“First de Lamar, now de Châtillon,” Valerie came with a sly smile when I finished my tale. “Had I not known all the finer points, I might have thought you were purposely hunting down Prince Heinrich’s top swordsmen.”

		

		“Were that the case,” I shrugged, “the Viscount de Châtillon would probably not be attending this reception today.”

		

		“In one way or another, you stirred up the ‘green’ swamp, and now Prince Heinrich will find out about you before the second dance is called,” Valerie came with a slight frown. “And by tomorrow morning, every last mutt in Herouxville will know, and laugh at the warrior prince’s vaunted favorites, who were unable to cope with an unknown chevalier. A traitor’s bastard to boot. Heinrich is cruel and vindictive. Beware of Baron von Herwart. He is sure to declare open season on you.”

		

		“Most likely, yes,” I agreed and nodded at the princes, preening their vibrant plumage before the Marquess de Gondy like young roosters. “What if his highness Prince Heinrich doesn’t give a damn about some utterly unknown bastard. This evening, his attention has another, more interesting object. Prince Louis’, as well...”

		

		My last words made Valerie shudder slightly and, frowning, turn her head where I pointed. I saw sadness and pity in her eyes as well as, seemingly, jealousy...

		

		Perhaps my theories weren’t all that far off... Maybe the letters Valerie was writing me praising Prince Louis were not dictated by my aunt the duchess, but by the viscountess’s own feelings of love? Hmm... In that case, I sincerely pitied her.

		

		But before Valerie could say anything, the Duchess du Bellay gave her signal, and the master of ceremonies declared a “Procession.” In line with Bertrand’s instructions, I already knew this dance was the standard opening number at Vestonian balls, and every guest was obliged to take part. After it, one could spend the entire evening lurking in the corner in silence leaning on a column or sitting at the card table, but missing the procession would mean insulting both the lady of the house and all other guests.

		

		Because we as relatives of the duchess had no partners, I turned to Valerie with an elegant bow and asked delicately:

		

		“Mademoiselle, would you please do me the honor of accepting this dance?”

		

		Valerie reached out with her left hand, smiling, and we joined the dance-procession, which all the other guests had already started. Bertrand’s lessons, which were now on the level of muscle memory along with my own coordination, meant the movements of the unhurried and relatively simple dance came easily and freely.

		

		My partner was experienced, which was why we quickly got a feeling for one another. I even smiled to myself when I remembered training with Bertrand. My valet invited a laundry woman up so I could practice a couple moves.

		

		Josie, daughter of the head cook, was a long-time partner of Max back when he was a child then teen and knew almost every courtly dance she had been taught along with her young master.

		

		As an aside, she was quite tense and clammed up during our first few sessions. She was clearly expecting her young master, like in days of old, to let his hands wander a bit and was seemingly already preparing to resist.

		

		But time passed and, contrary to her fears, I behaved with delicacy and restraint. Beyond that, I tried in various ways to emphasize the distance between us which seemed to ignite the curiosity of both young Josie, and the other young laundry women in the castle.

		

		Valerie’s cultured poise, unhurried, measured gait, and noble, refined curtseys drew attention from other men and women nearby. She sensed it and couldn’t blame them. She also liked it.

		

		As an aside, while we danced, I caught intrigued and coquettish glances from Yveline’s friends even though just half an hour earlier, they had looked at me like I wasn’t even there.

		

		Several times, I locked eyes with my cousin. Yveline smiled provocatively and sent me an approving wink. The “wave” had seemingly now reached her as well.

		

		Watching her face glow with delight, I chuckled to myself. After all, she already knew de Châtillon and I had crossed blades. But she was still laughing and sending me frivolous winks. Yveline didn’t seem to care that one of the top swordsmen had challenged me to a duel and that I might die. Still, on the other hand, she and Valerie were little more than daughters of their time. The death of a nobleman in a duel here was a standard occurrence.

		

		I got distracted from thinking about my relatives by a feeling someone was watching me. It was particularly hard to ignore. During the circle pas, I suddenly turned my head to meet eyes with Aurélie de Marbot, who was dancing with her brother.

		

		She instantly looked away and a slight blush appeared on her face. At the very last moment, I noticed she was looking at me without particular affection. More like scorn, really.

		

		Finally, the procession of the synchronically dancing couples stopped in deep bows and curtseys as the last chords played.

		

		And just then, I was twenty steps from Prince Heinrich, who was trading bows with the Marquess de Gondy. Not too far from there, with a sour face, I saw Prince Louis trading bows with his partner.

		

		For the entire duration of the dance, he was biting his lip and paying no mind to the woman in front of him, instead plaintively watching the gracious, soft movements of Blanca de Gondy, whose left hand was resting on his brother’s shoulder. Even the untrained eye could see that the Marquess de Gondy’s languishing looks falling on the blue prince, injured Prince Louis.

		

		The elder brother saw the younger one’s suffering and, seemingly, was fueled by it. The green prince was apparently crazy for the Marchioness de Gondy, who as an aside, despite the fact she would soon be wed to Prince Philippe, flirted with Louis and Heinrich, clearly trying to spark a conflict between the brothers.

		

		During a short break between dances, the Marquess de Hangest walked over to Prince Heinrich and started quickly whispering something into his ear. After that, both of them lifted their heads slightly and started looking around. At the last moment, de Hangest noticed me and said something to Heinrich.

		

		I was purposely pretending to be distracted by the conversation with Valerie, so the prince and his crony de Hangest would think I didn’t see them. My sister turned out right — by the first dance, Prince Heinrich had been told I was there.

		

		A few minutes later, the master of ceremonies declared a new dance and, before the orchestra started playing a new melody, three young nobles appeared next to Valerie.

		

		She flitted off to dance with one of them while a footman appeared next to me.

		

		“Her Grace would like to see you,” he said with a bow.

		

		“Show me the way,” I nodded.

		

		A little while later, accompanied by curious noble onlookers standing along the wall, I was led over to the Duchess du Bellay, who was standing with the brother and sister de Marbot.

		

		“My dear nephew,” the duchess came. “I’d like to introduce you to the viscount and viscountess de Marbot.”

		

		The Stone Lady, as before, was smiling welcomingly at me but the cold look in her eyes told me she already knew the full story and I was in for a serious conversation.

		

		“It’s my honor to make your acquaintance,” I came with a bow.

		

		Aurélie, who was diligently hiding her scorn for me, made an elegant curtsey. Her brother gave me a careless bow in reply and his lipless mouth splayed into an acrid smirk. He looked at me with his yellow eyes not so much as prey, but more like a little fly he was just about to swallow.

		

		Up close, the viscount reeked even worse of blood and death. My instincts didn’t let me down. This half man half mutant had killed and mutilated someone just this morning.

		

		After an exchange of short meaningless phrases with the de Marbot household, I bowed and turned to the viscountess:

		

		“Mademoiselle, would you please do me the honor of accepting this dance.”

		

		The viscountess extended her left hand and, just a few moments later, the pair of us started spinning between the dancing couples.

		

		In accordance with the etiquette of the Leaf Dance, which the master of ceremonies had announced, the partners were dancing in so-called semi-closed positions. The gentleman’s left hand was placed on the tip of his sword, while his right went on the elbow of his partner. At the same time, the lady’s right hand laid upon the gentleman’s shoulder while the left held a fan in open position pointed slightly to one side. Heh... To my taste, this would all be a lot nicer and easier without the sword or fan.

		

		Aurélie was an expert at moving her own body. I could feel the excitement and delight she was trying so diligently to keep hidden. She now looked like a bird who had escaped a golden cage but just for a moment. I was also aware that her partner was preventing her from fully enjoying the dance. And it wasn’t my bad dancing. On the contrary — Bertrand would have probably been proud of his student if he could have seen me just then. There was another issue. The viscountess found me distasteful not as a dancer but as a man. I was curious why. As far as I knew, she and Max had never crossed paths.

		

		“Mademoiselle,” I came softly, bending slightly down to her ear. “Would you allow me to ask a question that’s been on my mind the whole last hour?”

		

		Aurélie de Marbot gave a slight shudder in surprise but didn’t break her step.

		

		“Of course, monsieur,” she replied shortly with a colorless voice.

		

		“Would you care to tell me the reason you have such distaste for me?” I decided to be straightforward.

		

		Aurélie seemed ready for the conversation so, wasting no time, she responded with a slight wryness in her voice:

		

		“I suppose that after you announced your wish to ask my father for my hand in marriage just to settle an old dispute between our families, I should be overflowing with desire and maybe even love?”

		

		Hm... Now this was interesting.

		

		“Come now, mademoiselle,” I responded in kind. “I wasn’t even thinking it. But allow me to make a little quibble.”

		

		“Was something I said untrue?” the viscountess’ thin brows shot up. “What can I say, chevalier? You have piqued my curiosity.”

		

		“The fact is the reason I wish to be engaged to you is down to more than the age-old dispute between our noble families. I was also promised a barony by your father after.”

		

		Laughing internally, I watched the viscountess’ eyes narrow menacingly, shifting from a light cornflower blue to a bright gray. She started to blush while her crimson lips closed tight.

		

		“Well, monsieur,” she came coldly. “You have lived up to your reputation. It seems everything they say about you is the honest truth.”

		

		“Curious,” I smiled. “And what is it they say about me?”

		

		“Do you really want to know?” Aurélie clarified, raising her chin and boring into me with an angry look. “Okay, don’t mind if I do. They say you’re hot-tempered and all your disputes end in duels. And that you chase every skirt. A recent scandal with some actress also ended in a duel and the death of your opponent. And now that you’ve returned to the capital, you appear to be back to your old ways.”

		

		And then, she looked at the silver wing on my chest. Aurélie’s lips curled in scorn.

		

		“My grandfather was a member of the Order of the Silver Wing. Unlike you, he was a knight, and the most noble man I’ve ever met.”

		

		The viscountess practically spat out the last sentence.

		

		The music had long quieted down, and we stopped next to a column. The way it worked out, there was nobody next to us and no one to hear our conversation.

		

		“You have my gratitude, mademoiselle,” I bowed and smiled. “Very informative.”

		

		“Is that all?” she snorted. “You have nothing more to say?”

		

		“Why should I?” I responded in the same tone. “The rumors about my duels are indeed true. And yes, some of my opponents are now dead. When it comes to reasons... I don’t know how the de Marbots do it, but the de Gramonts are taught to defend the honor of a lady even if she is a mere actress. You mentioned the distinction on my breast... I consider myself unworthy of such a high honor. I’m sure any nobleman in my place would have done what I did. Doubtless, your noble grandfather was a knight of the highest caliber. I’m certain your brother inherited his ancestor’s good nature, which you claim not to see in me.”

		

		The last thing I said seemed to take the earth out from beneath the viscountess’ feet. She went pale, and a shadow of fear and, seemingly, despair flashed in her eyes for a brief moment. But just as quickly, Aurélie de Marbot went back to her old self.

		

		“Monsieur,” she came coldly. “I kindly request you bring me back to my brother.”

		

		Walking in silence along the wall, we crossed nearly half the room when the master of ceremonies again stepped forward to announce a dance, but suddenly fell silent. His gaze was trained on Prince Heinrich, who stopped him with a gesture.

		

		Silence dominated the ballroom. Everyone there was staring at the king’s sons.

		

		“Madame!” Prince Heinrich said loudly with a mysterious smile to the Duchess du Bellay standing at his side. “I hope you won’t be opposed if I make a small alteration to your dance program? The atmosphere here is a bit grim for my taste. I’m simply positive that everyone will like it!”

		

		“Your highness,” the duchess made a deep curtsey. Not a single sinew on her “stone” face moved. “It would be all of our greatest honor.”

		

		“Then it’s decided!” Prince Heinrich exclaimed with a broad smile and conspiratorial wink at the immediately dejected Prince Louis. “I declare a Sword Dance!”

		

		A wave of excitement swept the ranks of the nobility. A few of the greens appeared fearful. But Heinrich’s people seemed happy.

		

		“But Your Highness,” the duchess tried to object. “That is a highly technical dance. It requires special accessories which I, alas, do not have.”

		

		“Don’t you worry about that, madame,” Prince Heinrich responded, continuing to smile. “By happy coincidence, we have enough accessories for all. Hey, whoever’s out there! Bring it all in!”

		

		The ballroom doors flung open, and Prince Heinrich’s footmen dragged in a bundle of wooden swords and two plump silver pots.

		

		Pulling two swords from the bundle with small canvas sacks on their tips, Prince Heinrich raised them over his head and declared loudly:

		

		“As I’m sure you’ve noticed, we will not be hosting a slaughter with real weapons like our forebearers did! And that is not the only change!”

		

		Heinrich walked over to the pots the footmen placed on the floor and threw the tips of each wooden blade into one. A moment later, he showed everyone that the canvas tips had been painted blue and green.

		

		“We have precisely twenty swords, gentlemen!” he exclaimed. “We need two teams! Green and blue!”

		

		Turning to Prince Louis, he asked loudly:

		

		“Brother, would you be opposed to having me select the first dancer for your team?”

		

		Prince Louis breathed a heavy sigh and waved a hand fatedly.

		

		“Of course not, my brother.”

		

		This dance seemed to involve some kind of stand-off, and Louis was clearly not confident the greens could win.

		

		“Thank you, brother,” Heinrich said with a sly smile and, while everyone looked on in silence, he turned suddenly and, with a wide gait, came directly toward where I and the Viscountess de Marbot were standing.

		

		A few moments later, Prince Heinrich stopped opposite me. In his dark eyes, I saw a sort of sneering anticipation.

		

		“Chevalier, I’ve heard you are quite handy with a blade. I’m sure you’ll be a big fan of this dance.”

		

		After saying that, while the others looked on with burning anticipation, he extended me a green sword.

		

	
		Chapter 22

		

		“THANK YOU FOR THE GREAT HONOR, Your Highness,” I came with a bow, accepting the wooden sword. The long, narrow blade with a slightly weighted handle reminded me in some ways of the sword I used to fight de Lamar.

		

		“Have you ever danced this fine number before?” Heinrich asked with a slight smirk.

		

		Hm... Somehow Bertrand and I had overlooked this one.

		

		“Alas, your Highness,” I replied.

		

		“What can I say? I’m not surprised,” the prince smiled acridly. “This dance is highly rare and fraught with danger.”

		

		After that, he nodded disparagingly at my silver wing and asked:

		

		“Still, I assume a cavalier of the Order of the Silver Wing is hard to scare with some dance. Beyond that, I noticed that you are an expert at controlling your own body movements. The Viscountess de Marbot would never allow me to lie.”

		

		With a slight squint, he glanced at Aurélie standing beside me who, giving an elegant curtsey, stopped with her head down. A treacherous blush again appeared on her cheeks. The prince meanwhile was looking at the viscountess like a cat at a pot of cream.

		

		“I even envy you to some extent, chevalier,” Heinrich chuckled and added after a brief and quite vague pause: “I for one will always remember my first Sword Dance.”

		

		And although he was talking about a dance, after what the prince said, the viscountess’ cheeks went even more crimson.

		

		“This dance has no particularly complex pas,” Heinrich assured me. “A man with your coordination won’t find it hard to learn on the fly.”

		

		After saying that, the prince turned and went back to where his brother and the Marchioness de Gondy were standing. Walking past the Baron von Herwart, Heinrich tossed him a blue sword, which the mage handled playfully.

		

		“Friedrich, remember!” the prince said to his stryker loud enough for the whole ballroom to hear. “For the duration of the dance, you are a regular person. No using the gift!”

		

		“I understand, Your Highness,” the baron bowed. “You have my word I will not use magic.”

		

		I snorted to myself. Yeah, sure... What a sly smile he had on. And both of their eyes looked to be the picture of honesty. I could even guess who the baron was going to “not use magic” on specifically.

		

		“My brother,” Prince Heinrich came loudly when he got near Prince Louis. “My team is ready. Your move.”

		

		And indeed, while the prince was speaking to me and the baron, nine swords had already been dealt out to his cohort. The Viscount de Châtillon was naturally among them. He repeatedly cast promising, angry looks my way.

		

		Prince Louis nodded and looked over with a bored glance. His taciturn and implicit obedience of his elder brother, who was clearly trying to assert his dominance, said a lot. Although, upon closer inspection, one might have thought Louis considered his brother something of an inevitable evil, someone easier to obey for a short time than putting up long, tedious resistance. After all, Heinrich didn’t make the impression of a man accustomed to backing down.

		

		While Louis looked around thoughtfully at the ball room, many young nobles started to step forward. Their eyes burned with excitement, and a desire to curry favor with their prince. To stand out, make a name for themselves, be remembered.

		

		Max’s cousins with decorative swords in fancy scabbards were already in the front rows, watching Louis’ every move with pleading looks. As an aside, Aurélie’s brother Émile de Marbot, stepped forward as well. His green insignia was a clear indication to everyone whose side he wanted to fight on.

		

		Out of the corner of my eye, I was watching the Viscountess de Marbot. The cold expression on her face made it hard to tell what she was thinking. But her eyes... I saw fear in them. Was this dance really so scary and dangerous that she was afraid for her brother? To my eye, if that was the case, then a six-foot-tall true gifted could certainly come in handy for the green team.

		

		But Louis seemed to think otherwise. I didn’t know the criteria the prince was using to select his team, but Émile the Toad clearly did not fit them. It was plainly all down to the fact that his outfit was not adorned with sufficient bands, lace, or jewels. Because those were the exact kind of “dancers” Prince Louis was selecting as Prince Heinrich and his people smiled acridly, and Émile the Lizard gritted his teeth. For the record, Max’s two cousins did get chosen, which made them hold their heads high and start beaming.

		

		Essentially, compared to the lords weighed down with the latest fashions in lace and plumage, I was essentially invisible. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out that, by giving me the wooden sword, Prince Heinrich, beyond all the rest, was trying to dig at his brother a bit. A few off-handed and unpleasant glances from Prince Louis aimed at me served as proof of that.

		

		“Gentlemen!” Heinrich exclaimed. “Take positions!”

		

		After that, turning around, he looked up at the music balcony and said:

		

		“Maestro Gamblin!”

		

		“I am here, Your Highness,” a tall man of around fifty approached the balcony railing wearing a light brown frock and light yellow beret topped with a long plume. If even Prince Heinrich knew his name, this man must have been a relatively well-known figure on the Vestonian music scene.

		

		“I suggest the composition Wind of the North, can you handle it?” Heinrich asked, glancing wryly at his brother.

		

		Prince Louis gave a slight shudder and a shadow crept across his face. Every last footman in the ballroom was aware that it was a hint at Louis’ upcoming betrothal to the daughter of the northern konung. Heinrich had quite a good time winding up his younger brother.

		

		Louis cast a plaintive gaze at the Marchioness de Gondy, who was watching the proceedings with a captivated smile. He seemed very near to throwing himself at her feet in tears. They’d really gotten him...

		

		“As you like, Your Highness,” the director responded.

		

		“Follow my hands, maestro!” Heinrich added. “After every clap I make, increase the tempo.”

		

		Gamblin nodded in silence and went back to the musicians.

		

		“Madame,” Prince Heinrich said to the Duchess du Bellay, who was watching with an impenetrable facial expression as the king’s middle son called the shots in her home at her reception. “I have no doubts that your nephews will prove themselves highly effective today.”

		

		“I never doubted it, Your Highness,” my aunt replied and cast a fleeting glance at me. Some might think it was an attempt to cheer me up, but I could see perfectly well that Jeanne du Bellay was infuriated. Prince Heinrich had clearly outraged her. The duchess’ serpentine unblinking gaze seemed to say: “Get me the win!”

		

		I responded with a barely perceptible sidelong smirk. Quite the tall order, aunty...

		

		With a bow to Aurélie de Marbot, who was watching me with a cold, haughty expression, I said with a smile:

		

		“May I count on your support for Prince Louis’ team?”

		

		“Without a doubt,” she nodded, adding with a slight squint: “But I will be very happy if you are the first one knocked out of the dance.”

		

		“Oh!” I said with an even bigger smile. “Your words have only further ignited the fire in my chest! Now I will put every effort into standing to the end!”

		

		Bowing, I turned around and went into the middle of the room where the teams were already huddling up. Walking past the crowd, I caught Valerie shooting me a burning gaze. I winked at her and moved on.

		

		The de Gramont brothers were already there. They were discussing something softly with another two young men and making a diligent effort to pretend not to notice me. The men they were talking to did the same. All the greens had seemingly been instructed to ignore me. But as for the blues lined up opposite, they on the contrary were watching my every move. Like wolves waiting for a signal from their pack leader to attack a deer.

		

		Catching malevolent looks from my “old pals” de Châtillon and de Hangest, I gave a sidelong smirk.

		

		“Monsieur, good evening!”

		

		A cheery voice behind me forced me to turn around.

		

		Before me stood a short plump young man. His wide and on first glance simpleton’s face was sewn thickly with freckles. If I were asked who at the reception was wearing the most bands, lacy ribbons, and precious stones, I would have pointed to this man without hesitation. Even the red wavy hair falling over his thin shoulders had three ribbons and one emerald hairpin.

		

		But along with that, he was the only member of the green team to have a non-decorative sword on his belt. It remained to be seen whether he could use it.

		

		“Good evening,” I replied. “Who do I have the honor of meeting?”

		

		“Baron Jean-Louis de Levy, personal perfumer to His Highness Prince Louis,” my new acquaintance said, removing his wide-brimmed hat with chic plumage and bowing gallantly. “At your service.”

		

		“Chevalier Maximillian Renard at your service,” I bowed back while giving him a close scan.

		

		As expected, he was shadow gifted and had an emerald energy system fed by three large bruts of the same color. Baron de Levy hid them beneath a gold brocade jerkin next to his heart.

		

		“Yes, I know,” he said with a welcoming smile. “As I’m sure everyone else in the ballroom does as well. I heard you’ve never danced the Sword Dance before? I have accepted the responsibility of teaching you the finer points.”

		

		“Very kind on your part,” I nodded. “I wouldn’t want to lose face in front of Their Highnesses.”

		

		The baron was laconic. Before all the greens had made it to the dance floor, I already had a basic idea of what to expect.

		

		“Thank you, monsieur,” I came when the baron had finished his instructions. “And if I may, a final question.”

		

		“You have my full attention,” the redhead nodded.

		

		“What happens if one of the dancers is exposed for using magic?”

		

		Baron de Levy shot a distasteful look at von Herwart standing in the middle of the blue formation and looked back at his green rivals with unhidden superiority.

		

		“It would be hard to do, but if it were to happen it would be counted as a loss for that person’s team,” the perfumer responded.

		

		“Thank you again, monsieur,” I came with a significant smile. “Your advice has helped me greatly.”

		

		When the blue and green teams had formed two ranks in the middle of the room, the master of ceremonies took a signal from the duchess to declare that the footmen would be coming out shortly to, on Her Grace the Duchess du Bellay’s request, collect the real swords for the duration of the dance.

		

		I was standing on the left end of the rank, and opposite me, ten steps away rubbing his right wrist, a tall black-haired youth was getting ready for the “dance.” He was trying to be casual, but the look in his eyes clearly said he was full of excitement.

		

		I honestly thought I would be put up against de Châtillon or von Herwart to start but, the blues must have had other plans. I had seemingly been left as “dessert.” And I even seemed to know for whom...

		

		Tilting my head slightly forward, I glanced at the green rank.

		

		Ah, now I see your plan, gentlemen.

		

		De Châtillon was standing opposite Gabriel de Gramont. First you want to humiliate my cousins for show, then pick off the bastard. Okay then, let’s see how that works out for you...

		

		“Good luck, monsieur,” Jean Louis said in a slightly agitated voice, standing two paces from me. His thickly freckled face blossomed into a happy smile.

		

		“And happy hunting to you, baron!” I responded somewhat loudly and traced a few quick figure-eights with my wooden sword.

		

		I saw smiles on the faces of the onlookers standing nearby after that. The kid opposite me frowned.

		

		What, did you think I was intimidated by you? No, kid... You’re the one who should be intimidated! The blue clearly didn’t like my sly glance.

		

		Right when all the formalities with the real weapons had been settled, I heard the first dull, measured drum beats from up on the musical balcony.

		

		After the drums, the flutes came in and we got to action. Both ranks formed moving circles. Raising their swords overhead, the dancers stepped out in imitation of riders being cleared before the infantry clash.

		

		The flutes and drums were joined by violins, and I suddenly felt the body I’d inherited start to slightly sway to the music. Muscle memory kicked in. So, I must have inadvertently lied to Prince Heinrich — Max had done this dance before. Oh well, all the better... I just had to not get in the way. I stepped aside and allowed the body to take over. It must be said that after training and mana cultivation, it was in excellent shape.

		

		Meanwhile, the circle fell apart, and the ranks again froze opposite one another. We started to approach. First circle pas. We changed places. Second turn, and we were back in our original positions — now would come the first lunge. The rules stipulated just one blow could be landed. Whoever took the “color wound” first was knocked out, while the first round victors would then go to restart the cycle.

		

		The black-haired kid opposite me froze. His hands were shaking. His pupils were enormous. A drumbeat and the ranks dashed forward at almost the exact same time.

		

		Lunge. I easily dodged the wooden blade of the black-haired man, while the tip of mine made contact with the blue man’s chest. Opposite his heart, I saw a fat green dot. The kid hissed curses through his teeth and, grasping his chest with his left hand, fell out of step.

		

		We turned around just then. Good boy, keeping face. A faded blush on his cheeks, anger in his eyes. But no words.

		

		No time for a bow. The dance went on. Just four greens were still in up against six blues. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Gabriel de Gramont wincing in pain and clutching his stomach.

		

		Catching a gloomy, intent look from de Châtillon, I replied with a smirk. Get ready...

		

		Jean-Louis was in place. The perfumer’s back moved in front of me. His opponent, tossing his sword to the floor in anger, disappeared into the crowd. A little way away, I spotted François’ plumage. He must have been incredibly proud of himself for making it to round two. De Châtillon was now opposite him. Our fourth man was up against von Herwart.

		

		First circle pas… Second...

		

		The Marquis de Hangest stopped opposite me. I no longer saw the confidence he had in his eyes before. He was afraid. And rightly so. My expression could mean nothing good.

		

		Approach. Lunge...

		

		The puffy de Hangest wasn’t even able to properly take a step before the tip of my blade “plunged” into his stomach.

		

		It was a powerful blow. The marquis gasped and doubled over. He immediately vomited on the floor. Down on all four, de Hangest barfed up his entire breakfast and lunch right onto the feet of the audience, who scurried out of the way with loud outbursts.

		

		I turned my head and met eyes with Prince Heinrich. His dark eyes unblinkingly followed my every move. He was aware that it was revenge for Gabriel de Gramont. Based on my aunt’s triumphant look as she stood next to the princes, she was also aware. Her chin went up proudly, and for the first time that evening she started to blush.

		

		Just before I turned around, I happened to spot Blanca de Gondy shooting me an intrigued look. Through the mask of unconcern and boredom, I saw her true colors. The colors of a true predator.

		

		After cycle two, Baron de Levy and I were left alone against four. François joined his brother, rubbing his shoulder with a pale face.

		

		De Levy and I traded glances. The redheaded perfumer’s flushed face beamed with a happy smile. For the record, neither he nor von Herwart had used magic.

		

		“Excellent hunting, monsieur!” de Levy exclaimed.

		

		Saluting him with my sword, I smiled.

		

		Prince Heinrich’s clap was not too loud, but Maestro Gamblin had a sharp ear, so the orchestra increased tempo.

		

		Cycle three. Two on four. The dull beats of the drums grew quicker. The flutes and violins were joined by a previously silent bagpipe.

		

		First circle pas… Second... De Châtillon stopped opposite me. He was gripped by thrill of the hunt. Like a wolf that just killed all its former enemy’s pups, he was preparing to cut down the last, youngest, and most flea-ridden of the bunch.

		

		Approach... De Châtillon made a burst and aimed directly at my heart in a long lunge. A look of triumph and delight danced on his face. He had finally gotten his enemy, the man who humiliated him. The blow was completely unrestrained, hoping to skewer the heart of the man who’d humiliated him.

		

		The viscount was fast, but not fast enough. I like a toreador, made a small step to the left so the “bull” would sail past me and, raising my right elbow high, greeted de Châtillon’s approaching forehead with the tip of my blade. The viscount’s body out of inertia kept moving, but I could tell by his eye roll that my blow had knocked him unconscious.

		

		To be frank, de Châtillon had dug his own grave. I just had to hold up my blade at the right moment. His arms splaying limp, the viscount collapsed to the floor. When the footmen deftly dragged the viscount aside, holding him beneath the armpits, I smiled at the fat green dot on his narrow forehead.

		

		But alas, my partner Jean-Louis was also knocked out. He didn’t stand a chance against three rivals. But the valiant perfumer took one of his opponents to the “grave” with him as he “perished.” And that left me one against two.

		

		“Monsieur!” the redhead exclaimed, smiling in spite of the pain in his chest and stomach. “I did all I could!”

		

		“And I thank you for it!” I smiled back.

		

		Prince Heinrich clapped again, and Maestro Gamblin increased the tempo more.

		

		Another cycle... Two circle pas and a lunge...

		

		Baron von Herwart, who had been watching me like his long-awaited prey all that time, made a sharp lunge. Watching his energy system in true vision, I was able to distinctly make out a pulse of lilac. The stryker had used magic. Oh well, untied my hands.

		

		The second blue was more sluggish, which I took advantage of. Treating myself to a small mass of energy, I dodged the tip of the mage’s blade and slid forward, poking his slowpoke partner beneath the armpit.

		

		The blond aristocrat with a blue armband gasped loudly and stepped aside. I saw disbelief and shock in his eyes.

		

		Okay, now it was one on one.

		

		Another cycle... The last... Or maybe not. The baron didn’t seem to be preparing for another round. He moved forward sharply. A lunge... I easily parried his blade and, dancing, continued circling.

		

		Another lunge. Another miss. The baron was spending his lilac mana sparingly so the audience wouldn’t think he was cheating. So far, everything was going according to the plan I’d instantly formed after Jean-Louis’ instruction.

		

		One circle pas... The stryker, no longer caring about the dance, as the crowd gasped loudly, made another lunge. And missed again.

		

		I had a smile on my face.

		

		I saw the combat mage’s jawbones grinding. He was starting to lose patience. The unexpectedly spry bastard was embarrassing him in front of the prince. Von Herwart was clearly not accustomed to such things.

		

		Second circle pas... The mage’s energy system was now aflame with lilac fire. But he still wasn’t ready. I needed to give him a push.

		

		“Perk up, baron!” I shouted. “It’s just a dance! Never fear.”

		

		Okay. Ready. I had noticed strykers having this quirk before. They were painfully given to fits of temper. The Shadow’s lilac energy must have affected the psyche of the combat mages.

		

		Baron von Herwart’s eyes filled with blood. A fast lunge from the stryker... Very fast. A normal man couldn’t move like that. On the edge of my perception, I heard a few audience members murmuring. It was starting to hit them. But I had yet to hear any cries of protest. Oh well, that remained to be seen. I pretended to have dodged by dumb luck, though I was already using mana to the fullest.

		

		Two circle pas back. Now the final lunge. We stopped opposite one another for a moment. Baron von Herwart’s broad chest was heaving rapidly. He seemed to be enraged. He didn’t care about anyone else. There was just this nimble bastard who refused to be defeated.

		

		A moment later, the stryker’s silhouette seemed to go blurry in the air. Just after that, the baron appeared a step away from me. The tip of his blade was racing toward my chest. I just stood with my hands dropped, slightly pushing brown-lilac energy into my aura to ease the now unavoidable blow.

		

		The baron and I met eyes. He saw a sly smile on my face. A moment before the blow, he seemed to see what had just happened.

		

		And a second later, my chest was pierced with pain, and darkness overtook my mind.

		

	
		Chapter 23

		

		I HAD ANOTHER vision...

		

		It was another strange dream of the dark-haired woman who bore a striking resemblance to my Thais.

		

		I had long since realized that all these dreams were far from delirium and coming to me for a reason. I even thought I knew who specifically was involved and why. It was my mysterious “benefactor’s” way of having a bit of fun.

		

		This time, the vision was more detailed and clearer. I was standing in the middle of a wide causeway, which wound like a giant gray snake between two and three-story stone buildings with sloping roofs, all of them with horizontal ribs topped by variously designed carved figures. Some had the heads of horses, bears, predatory fish, and dragons.

		

		Others had large toothy animal skulls, clearly harvested from the Shadow. Buildings with decor like that differed from the others in their considerable sizes and higher quality materials.

		

		Despite the sunny weather, there was snow on the building roofs and in the shade of fences. Puddles were stretched over by thin mosaics of ice the local children delighted in crushing with their feet.

		

		There were a lot of people on the roads of the northern city. And even to the naked eye, it was clear that many were from out of town.

		

		The main road that bisected the city ran toward the sea coast with a huge, sprawling port that seemed to have a mind of its own. And that was the origin of the multitudinous horse procession of richly appointed Northlanders, headed by a broad-shouldered black-bearded man in a long wolf-pelt cloak measuredly rocking in his saddle.

		

		Next to him on a black steed rode false Thais, looking as sullen and concentrated as ever. Her opulent clothing, jewelry, and golden diadem spoke to the fact that she came from an elite, wealthy family. A viscountess at the minimum.

		

		Following the bearded giant and false Thais on a white steed rode a bannerman. I took a closer look. His dark yellow cloth was decorated with the black head of a viper with big, exposed fangs.

		

		A minute later, the procession had passed me by. I watched where they went. There could be no doubt. Their destination was the large city sprawled out on the hill.

		

		I wanted to follow after them to find out more about the people, but a sharp pain in my chest stopped me dead in my tracks.

		

		A moment later, I opened my eyes...

		

		“Thank the gods you’re awake, monsieur!”

		

		I saw hunched over me my trusty Bertrand. By now, he felt like family. Pale with dark circles under his eyes, my valet looked like he’d aged several years.

		

		I blinked a few times. I took a closer look. No, Bertrand was fine. It was just shadows. He backed away slightly, smiling happily. The extra years melted away. The mana of several colors I was dumping into his energy system had not gone to waste. And my sessions were bearing fruit — the old man had grown younger and was feeling much better.

		

		After that unusually vibrant and lifelike vision, at first, I couldn’t tell what was going on. But a few moments later, my memory caught up with reality.

		

		How long was I out? And where were we? As far as I was aware, my castle didn’t have any rooms with such rich decor. I asked Bertrand all that as he bustled around the bed I was lying on with an unbuttoned tunic.

		

		“Ah, sunrise is in two hours,” he came, fussily fluffing up the pillow beneath my head. “We are in Her Grace’s home in a bedchamber. Your aunty is currently seeing off the last few guests.”

		

		“So I’ve only been out for a few hours?”

		

		“That is correct,” the old man confirmed. “I came straight to you as soon as I’d heard what happened.”

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh and winced at the sharp pain in my chest. Closing my eyes, I instantly switched to true vision. A scan revealed that I’d gotten off with just a severe contusion, the consequences of which my reservoir was clearing up right on schedule.

		

		So, all that training wasn’t for naught. My aura, charged with variously colored energy, eased the baron’s blow. Honestly though, the unique type of defense proved to be very costly in energy. The whole bruts hidden in secret pockets in my tunic had lost almost a quarter of their mana. The crimson brut was all the way down to half. But disregarding mana expenditure, overall I was happy with my aura’s “independence.” By the way, speaking of that...

		

		“What medicines have you given me?” I asked Bertrand.

		

		“Just like you instructed for such circumstances — I gave you two whole flasks of crimson potion,” the old man nodded.

		

		“Good,” I said and, wincing, tried to sit down. “Can’t hurt. I’d be helpless without you, my friend.”

		

		“Thank you, Your Worship,” the old man responded, caringly supporting me by the shoulders and adding with trepidation: “I heard from servants who witnessed your dance that if you hadn’t happened to move just when you did, they’d have wagered Baron von Herwart would have killed you. Your aunt even sent for a healer. But he still hasn’t shown up.”

		

		Hm, I couldn’t remember trying to dodge. But all the better. In peoples’ imagination, that must have been exactly how it all went down. Otherwise, how could a normal man have survived a blow from a stryker? Even with a wooden sword.

		

		I tried to make my voice sound steady and said:

		

		“This is too much. It’s just a big bruise.”

		

		“Yes,” the old man responded with a heavy sigh and started buttoning up my tunic. “There really is a big bruise across your whole chest. But oh well, we’ll take you home and you’ll sleep it off.”

		

		I opted not to tell the old man that I was supposed to duel de Châtillon in just a few hours.

		

		“What happened after I passed out?” I changed the topic before Bertrand started his habitual old-man moaning.

		

		“The footmen said all the gentlemen in the ballroom were outraged by the baron’s deed. His Highness Prince Heinrich even ordered the baron to leave.”

		

		He wanted to say more but before he could, hurried footsteps sounded out from the corridor behind the closed door. A moment later, the door flew open, and the Duchess du Bellay entered the room.

		

		Upon her entry, I glanced at Bertrand to stop him when he jerked in my direction and got up out of bed on my own. Wincing, I pulled on my tunic and gave a tender bow. My valet, standing next to me, also froze in a deep bow.

		

		The duchess’ eyes shot up in surprise. Her mouth peeked open, astonishment in her eyes — my aunt clearly was not expecting to find me conscious. And neither were the two footmen looming behind her.

		

		“Nevertheless, nephew,” she said, shaking her head. “You never cease to amaze me.”

		

		Then, waving a hand, she ordered all the servants to leave, and a moment later we were all on our own.

		

		Sitting down in a soft, wide armchair perched next to the extinguished fireplace, the duchess breathed a sigh of relief.

		

		“These balls are so tedious,” she said, closing her eyes and touching the back of her hand to her forehead. After that, casting an attentive gaze at me, she added: “Take a seat, nephew. We have to talk.”

		

		Under the duchess’ evaluating, cold gaze, I winced slightly and plopped down in a second armchair.

		

		“By the end of the night, you will be the most popular person in Herouxville,” she said with a sidelong smile.

		

		“Aunty, everyone knows that popularity is fleeting,” I chuckled back. “Like a gold-winged moth that lives just seven days, my glory will be gone by the end of the week. There’ll be some other big event and high society will forget about me forever.”

		

		“That is only if you do not have a hand in the next big event as well,” the duchess snorted. “Because my intuition tells me keeping to the shadows isn’t your thing. You think I don’t know that you are to duel the Viscount de Châtillon in just a few hours?”

		

		Hm... So this was what she really thought of me. Curious...

		

		“The duel with the viscount is a question of honor,” I responded.

		

		“By the way, speaking of that...” the duchess came with a sidelong smile. “After the dance, Heinrich ordered the baron to leave. He even pretended to be sincerely infuriated.”

		

		“Without a doubt, His Highness is one of the most just people in our country,” I responded in kind. “I’m certain your esteemed guests appreciated his noble gesture.”

		

		The duchess snorted.

		

		“Smart ones, as it always happens in matters relating to the royal family, pretended to be stupid and to take it all for the genuine article, but the stupid ones...” the duchess fell silent for a moment and, sizing me up with an unblinking gaze, continued in an icy tone: “Stupid ones don’t last long at court. That’s the nature of politics, dear nephew. In fact, this isn’t even the first time Baron von Herwart has fallen into supposed disfavor with Prince Heinrich. But every time he reclaims his place next to His Highness in short order. Princes and kings are just like that. One day they’re mad, the next they’re handing out mercies left and right.”

		

		“Thanks for the lesson, dear aunt,” I said, tilting my head a bit.

		

		“Don’t let this lesson go to waste, nephew,” the duchess snorted.

		

		The whole time we were talking, Jeanne du Bellay was striving to maintain her image as the Stone Lady, which she’d earned at court. But I could see her true emotions through cracks in the mask. She seemed to have liked what happened today. It would be a long time before people forgot this reception, and the duchess would surely like that.

		

		“By the way, speaking of mercies...” Jeanne du Bellay said, looking at me slyly and setting two golden rings on the little table. The first held a dark blue sapphire, and the second an elongated emerald. “Their Highnesses send tokens of appreciation.”

		

		“Generous,” I said, nodding at the rings.

		

		“Thank your new patroness,” the duchess said with a wry edge, enjoying the surprised look on my face.

		

		“Thank you...” I started, but she stopped me with a wave of the hand.

		

		“No, no,” she objected. “I’m not talking about me...”

		

		“Then who?” I asked, continuing to be surprised.

		

		“Blanca de Gondy,” the duchess responded with a crafty smile, adding mischievously: “The Princess of the South appeared highly impressed by your dance.”

		

		Rolling her eyes, the duchess said softly in a high voice, clearly imitating someone:

		

		“Heinrich, it would be ever so wise of you to give a sword to that young man. He’s even a hero of the frontier. You have an eye for talent... Louis, that brave chevalier found an elegant way out of his position and brought victory to your team... Without a doubt he is deserving of your attention and a rich reward...” then the duchess continued in a normal tone: “That young woman, without particular effort, has the princes wrapped around her finger like marionettes. She is truly her father’s daughter. Everyone is aware already of who will truly rule our country if the Princess of the South is made queen.”

		

		“I see...” I came thoughtfully.

		

		“Need I mention again that you should keep your distance from the marchioness?” the duchess asked seriously. “Her patronage will lead nowhere good.”

		

		“I’ll heed your warning.”

		

		My response seemed to reassure the duchess.

		

		“I think it would be for the best if you left the capital for a time,” she came in a tone that wouldn’t bear objection. “And when passions settle, you can come back again. Don’t look at me like that... Who do you think Baron von Herwart is going to blame for today’s humiliation? He’s sure to come looking for revenge. By the time you’re back, the baron will be out of Herouxville. As far as I know, he and Prince Heinrich are shipping out to war with Atalia. And all kinds of things can happen in war...”

		

		* * *

		

		I met the sunrise on the banks of the Legha, not far from Westbridge. Sitting on a small rock, I was watching the city wake up and contemplating. The roofs slowly changed color with the rising of the sun.

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh and winced at the unpleasant stench of filth wafting in from the Legha’s waters. As far as I was aware, all the waste from the capital city’s sewer system “fell” into the river. On especially hot days, being near it was a real test for my nose.

		

		I had just read the notes from all Max’s sisters and cousins the duchess had given me. The short missives from the women expressed concern for my wellbeing and wished me a speedy recovery. Seemingly, after the ball, my status in the family was slowly starting to change. At this rate, François was going to start writing me friendly letters soon enough.

		

		Picturing the scene, I chuckled to myself. No way. That would never happen... The de Gramonts were a real viper pit. One wrong move and my little relatives would devour me entrails and all.

		

		Valerie’s letter was little different from those of her sisters. Most likely, she was aware the duchess was going to read through them. But despite the dry text, I could imagine how my sister really felt. Most likely, she would share that in her next letter.

		

		Yveline meanwhile, as the favorite of the family, was not sparing with her expressions. She was captivated describing the reaction to the Sword Dance in the whole ballroom, and even hinted that both viscountesses, her friends, were now seriously interested in me.

		

		Stashing the notes in my pocket, I laughed and shook my head. I was certain that, were the real Max in my place, he’d have been in seventh heaven.

		

		The grounds the Viscount de Châtillon had chosen were a fairly popular place for aristocrats to settle scores. And now, coaches were starting to arrive from all directions. Most likely, all bets had already been placed...

		

		And now, there came my new acquaintance. A light buggy rolled up to the grounds drawn by two bay mares, and from it, Jean-Louis Levy hopped down like a spring despite his full figure. With a broad smile, he sauntered my direction.

		

		“Good morning, monsieur!” he exclaimed, still smiling. “I thought I’d come out to enjoy the fresh morning air!”

		

		“Pleased to see you, monsieur,” I responded with a slight bow. “I suggest you take your air away from the river. The Legha is wafting with particular aromas this morning.”

		

		The redheaded baron guffawed and, taking a lace kerchief from his sleeve, waved it quickly in front of his nose. I immediately smelled a slightly tarry pine aroma.

		

		“Your Worship,” Bertrand distracted me. “They’re coming.”

		

		A wide buggy rolled up to the edge of the meadow, drawn by a pair of raven horses. From it, stumbling and bracing himself heavily on the sideboard, the Viscount de Châtillon struggled to get out. To say the least, he looked unwell. All wrinkled and disheveled. Pale face, bruises beneath the eyes. Even from a distance, I could see a huge bloody area on his narrow brow with a greenish tint.

		

		Next to de Châtillon, his thin gray-haired servant fussed about, reminiscent somehow of my Bertrand. The old man tried to support his master but the viscount, furiously proclaiming curse words, tried to push him away.

		

		Finally, the standoff ended in de Châtillon doubling over and starting to vomit right beneath the wheels of his buggy.

		

		“A pitiful sight,” Jean-Lous snorted. “Drinking before a duel was not the best idea. But I don’t blame the viscount. He is no longer in His Highness’ favor.”

		

		“I’d dare to suggest the viscount is not entirely drunk,” I came, watching de Châtillon’s motions closely. “Or rather, he is entirely not drunk.”

		

		“Do you suppose it’s all effects of your blow?” the baron lit up right away.

		

		“I’m sure of it. Would you come with me, monsieur?”

		

		After saying that, I headed toward de Châtillon’s buggy, and his Highness Prince Louis’ perfumer followed eagerly behind.

		

		When I crossed the meadow with the baron, the onlookers immediately perked up. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the familiar carriage hiding in the shade of the trees. My aunt seemed to be right. Blanca de Gondy was now interested in me. But that was unlikely to bring me any benefits.

		

		De Châtillon’s servant noticed our approach first. His eyes contained so much pain and pleading. Most likely, like my Bertrand, he had been caring for and doting on the viscount since he was a child. I suddenly felt very bad for the old man. I also suddenly considered something. How was it that such foul bastards as Max and the Viscount de Châtillon, had people like Bertrand or this trusty old man at their sides? On the face it was an injustice of universal scale.

		

		“Oh-ho-ho!” de Châtillon came in a mumbling voice when he finally noticed me. “So, here he is. Chevalier Renard! I’m at your service.”

		

		After saying that, the viscount peeled himself away from the buggy and, taking a step forward, reached his right hand for the grip of his sword.

		

		Meanwhile, I looked at his energy system in true vision and came to the conclusion that the viscount had suffered a severe concussion. I was even surprised he was still on his feet.

		

		I could see that the old man was doing everything in his power to resist running out to help his master, but he remained standing still. He didn’t want to bring shame upon the viscount.

		

		“Good morning, viscount,” I greeted de Châtillon, touching two fingers to the edge of my tricorn. “And where are your friends, Monsieur Craonne and the Marquis de Hangest?”

		

		“To hell with friends like them!” the viscount spat out, and I saw a fated look in his cloudy eyes, but at the same time a determination to see this through to the end. He clearly did not believe he would live to see the end of this day. “Take position, monsieur! And let’s end this once and for all!”

		

		“As you like,” I nodded and we went into the middle of the meadow.

		

		I heard the viscount breathing heavily as he stubbornly walked after me.

		

		A dozen steps and I stopped. Removing my tricorn and cloak, I threw them to the ground. And, not drawing my blades yet, I waited for the viscount. I was not planning to mock or provoke my rival. I respected the way he held himself. I never should have compared him to Max. This quarrelsome man had earned my esteem with his tenacity and force of will.

		

		De Châtillon also stopped and, stumbling, stood with his legs splayed.

		

		“Ready?” I asked.

		

		“Yes!” the viscount replied dully.

		

		“Then let’s get started,” I came and, drawing my blade, went on the approach.

		

		De Châtillon also drew his blade. Boring into me with a hazy look, he stepped forward, but at the last moment his eyes rolled back and he, taking another step out of inertia, fell face first on the ground. His body must have finally run out of fuel.

		

		Cries of dismay were heard at the edges of the meadow.

		

		Turning sharply, I gestured for de Châtillon’s servant and coachman. When the old man, gasping and wailing, bent over the viscount’s body, I said loud enough for all to hear:

		

		“My dear man, despite the wound he took last night, the Viscount de Châtillon came at the appointed time to cross swords with me. That is truly the act of a noble man! Tell your master I am prepared to give him a postponement to get his health on the mend. As a noble, it would bring me no honor to duel a man at death’s door.”

		

		“You have my gratitude, Your Worship,” the old man whispered.

		

		After that, picking up his master with the coachman, they carried his unconscious body to the buggy.

		

		Meanwhile, I turned to see Baron de Levy standing in the near distance.

		

		“Monsieur, this morning’s walk has awakened my appetite!” I said smiling, watching out of the corner of my eye as de Gondy’s carriage started away. “What do you say we go get breakfast?”

		

	
		Chapter 24

		

		BARON DE LEVY HAD A LOT to say over breakfast. Mostly petty rumors from court, amusing happenings at balls and other minor and utterly insignificant tidbits. But he also told me in broad terms about a big embassy to be headed by Prince Louis going north, and which Baron de Levy would also be taking part in as, of course, would all others attached to the green prince.

		

		But meanwhile, he never forgot to ask a lot of questions about me, my life, and my family. After a few minutes talking, I concluded that Jean-Louis was acting on someone else’s instructions. I could even guess whose. I just had to remember whose personal perfumer he was. In general, either the junior prince or his inner circle must have started looking into me more closely. Though neither possibility should have been written off entirely.

		

		Let them look into me. No skin off my back. Pretending to take the bait, I eagerly told the redheaded green spy about my exile in Abbeville, the frontier, and my move back to the capital.

		

		We also talked a lot about what happened at the ball after I passed out. He had nothing new to tell me. Based on what the Duchess du Bellay said about the categories of Vestonian court nobility, I could confidently place Jean-Louis in the group of “smart people who try very successfully to act stupid.” It occurred to me that those were practically the only kind of people at the Duchess du Bellay’s ball.

		

		In sum, all society’s blame had fallen squarely on Baron von Herwart. Because he promised not to use magic, but lost his cool, making himself look foolish and bringing defeat to his team.

		

		And the fact that the baron had thus put his suzerain into a compromising position was something everyone there, including the spineless Prince Louis, preferred to ignore. Just the way they always ignored things relating to the royal family. Everyone who was ever bold enough to go against the king and his family had either been executed or placed in the dungeons. Max’s daddy was a clear example.

		

		Prince Heinrich, of course, had expressed his displeasure publicly, and ordered the baron to leave the ball, but everyone knew perfectly well that it was just an act. Soon enough, the “disgraced” stryker would be going off to war with the Atalians together with his suzerain. I assumed that were the baron not a combat mage, a valuable commodity in this kingdom, Prince Heinrich would have given him a harsher punishment...

		

		In the end, my shared breakfast with the Baron de Levy turned out very informative both to him and to me.

		

		* * *

		

		“Good day, madame,” I came with a bow.

		

		Despite Bertrand’s admonishments to get some rest, I was already riding out to the Legrand manor the next day. I could not afford to lose all that valuable time. The chance to visit the Legrand family crypt, which Isabelle Legrand had given me for some reason I still didn’t understand, was something I could not afford to miss.

		

		“So, you came,” Isabelle Legrand said either inquisitively or affirmatively, hitting me head to toe with her unblinking, hawkish gaze.

		

		Like the last time, she met me in the garden. In the same gazebo the quiet footman led me to before. Today, Pascal Legrand’s eldest daughter was alone, as was I.

		

		I intentionally left Bertrand in the carriage. His presence would have made it harder for me to get Isabelle to speak candidly.

		

		“Yes, madame,” I answered shortly and added with a slight bow: “And I am grateful to you for giving me this chance.”

		

		Ignoring my gratitude, Isabelle suddenly asked a question I was not expecting:

		

		“Is it true that you set Bertrand free?”

		

		“Yes,” I replied.

		

		“What were your motives?” she kept pressing.

		

		Hm... I seemed to know what she was getting at.

		

		“I considered it the right thing to do,” I responded.

		

		As an aside, my words were the pure truth. Isabelle, meanwhile, seemed to have a different opinion.

		

		“What if you had a different intent?” she asked with a slight smirk.

		

		“Curious. What intent should a person have when freeing another from a life lived in slavery?” I feigned sincere surprise.

		

		“Maybe drop the comedy act, Max?” Isabelle said, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. Then, curling her lip into a sarcastic smirk, she added: “Do you take us all for idiots? I always had a high opinion of you, but this time you’ve really outdone yourself.”

		

		Was she trying to provoke me, or being sincere? Although they were hardly mutually exclusive. Considering how worthless Max used to be, I wasn’t the least bit surprised to hear that.

		

		In one way or another, if I wanted to get what I was after, I couldn’t respond to her rude remark.

		

		“Need I remind you the content of your letters?” she continued with a sidelong smile. “The ones where you rudely demand payment for a supposed share in our family business. You even threatened to take it to court if we didn’t pay up to your satisfaction.”

		

		Isabelle shook her head.

		

		“Now you want to come at it another way? You think we believed you suddenly started to feel like a son of the family for the first time in all these years when you asked to visit your mother’s crypt? And you freed Bertrand in the hopes of softening our father.”

		

		I wondered if her and Adeline were working together, or if Isabelle knew nothing about her younger sister’s independent activities. In one way or another, it was still too early to say. I had no proof.

		

		Isabelle was partially right. I really had no business with Max’s mother. Visiting her crypt was just a pretext to officially visit the Legrand home. Maybe I’d find a hook of some kind during my visit. Like when I met Adeline’s son the last time. He was already one potential source of information.

		

		“Madame,” I said with a heavy sigh. “If this is your way of trying to prove yourself to me, then your efforts are going to waste. I know perfectly well how I’m thought of in your home. And I have no desire to convince you of anything, much less justify my every last action and decision to you. I simply want to pay my debt to my mother, whose death everyone here blames on me. If you invited me just so you could read me the riot act again, you’re simply wasting my time.”

		

		I already wanted to turn and leave, but Isabelle stopped me.

		

		“Wait,” she came coldly. “As promised, I will take you to our family crypt. But don’t count on anything more.”

		

		I nodded in silence. So I was right — they couldn’t refuse to let me visit my mother’s tomb. Society simply would not understand. Things like that were no laughing matter here.

		

		The Legrand mausoleum was located past the park. A narrow alley paved with wide marble slabs led me to it. It was a long, narrow building with two towering columns at the entrance with a pair of gray stone statues.

		

		When we had just a few more steps to go, the mausoleum’s massive door peeked open, and a woman’s figure appeared in the frame.

		

		Inside, I laughed. Very well. Adeline Beauchard was on the doorstep of the family crypt. When she saw me, she shuddered. Her face covered with red spots in surprise while her brows shot upward. But a moment later, Max’s second aunt got herself together and her face warped into a scornful grimace.

		

		“Good day, aunt,” I bowed, smiling openly.

		

		“Father will be upset,” Adeline threw out angrily to her sister, ignoring me.

		

		“I’ll survive,” Isabelle came phlegmatically, as if swatting away a bothersome little fly.

		

		“He shouldn’t be here,” Adeline made another attempt.

		

		I looked at her hands and saw in her right fist a little scroll of light pink paper. I had seen things like that at the shops outside temples. Beyond standard scrolls with prayers written by priests, they also sold “clean” illuminated scrolls which buyers were supposed to use to write messages to the deceased.

		

		Based on the thickness of the scroll in Adeline’s hands, it was meant to contain more than one prayer. Write a few words on illuminated paper to a deceased relative, tear it off and burn it next to the urn of the person’s ashes. And so on until you run out of paper. Such multi-use scrolls were the most expensive.

		

		“You know perfectly well that we couldn’t refuse,” Isabelle said and, letting me know the conversation was over, walked into the crypt.

		

		When I got even with Adeline, through her teeth she hissed with hatred in her voice:

		

		“You have no place here, bastard!”

		

		She and Max must have crossed paths somewhere before. I’d like to know why she got so mad at him. She even hired an assassin. Maybe more than one. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn the Nightwolves were also her handiwork. Honestly, though, I wasn’t totally sure why they were taking so long. Because they had not completed their task. There must have been some kind of serious reason.

		

		I smiled at her in silence. No, not now. This was not the time.

		

		Leaving my hissing aunt behind, I followed after Isabelle.

		

		It was quite bright and cool in the crypt. It was immediately obvious the mausoleum had been built relatively recently. Most likely, Pascal Legrand had it constructed. And meanwhile, I supposed the de Gramonts’ mausoleum was likely one of the most ancient in Vestonia.

		

		I sniffed. The far corner smelled strongly of smoke. Adeline must have burned a prayer somewhere over there.

		

		I looked around. In the center of the room on a stone pedestal was a bronze chalice with a flame burning inside. There were lots of niches in the walls, most of them empty. Clearly made with “room to grow.” But some of them already contained urns. And Isabelle led me to one.

		

		“Here it is,” she nodded at a pretty, artfully carved vase of blue marble. “You have a few minutes. After that, a footman will show you the way out.”

		

		With that, Isabelle turned and walked to the exit.

		

		“Thank you, madame,” I said to her back, but she completely ignored me.

		

		Waiting for Max’s aunt to leave the crypt, I looked around again, but more closely and in true vision.

		

		Clear... Not a drop of mana. Nor was there anyone around. Here, it must not have been acceptable to spy on those communing with the dead.

		

		Wasting no time, I walked over to the flaming chalice. I lit a prayer scroll Bertrand had bought for me, waited for it to catch, then placed it in a small marble dish next to the urn.

		

		I don’t know what body or world you were reborn in, Anna Renard, or more importantly how long you might last there, but I know one thing for sure — here your life was empty and short, but doubtless rich in exciting events. You really blew the minds of my cantankerous relatives, and for that I want to say a special thanks.

		

		Logically concluding that my business was done there, I turned and wanted to leave, but then my gaze fell on the smoldering bit of paper.

		

		Hm... why not?

		

		With a glance at the front door, I listened closer. Silence.

		

		Raising my head, I sniffed and went toward the faint smell of smoke wafting from deep in the crypt, which had almost completely blown away through windows beneath the ceiling.

		

		A few moments later, I stopped opposite a niche with a fat urn made of black granite. In a flat dish on a pile of weightless ash, there laid a fragment of light pink paper, which was covered with a thick layer of neat little handwriting.

		

		I didn’t know which late relative Adeline Beauchard had prayed to, but she must have had something to say. I looked around just in case, carefully extracted the “surviving” bit of paper, and stashed it in my pocket.

		

		And with that, I was done. I hoped the spirits of the dead wouldn’t hold it against me. But really, who was I fooling? They had all long since been reborn in other worlds in the endless multiverse. They didn’t care about any of these urns or crypts, much less some half-burned scrap of paper. I didn’t yet know myself what I needed it for, but in my line of work, all I needed was a hook.

		

		I got back home by lunchtime, where I was awaited by a message that there was a red pitcher on the Watchmaker’s office windowsill. The Viscount de Tosny had requested another meeting.

		

		I couldn’t help but be alarmed by how quickly it came. Because in my last meeting with the Watchmaker, he claimed he would take the product to his clients who eagerly and discreetly purchased all my hollowstones only next week. It was all a bit odd and sudden... My sixth sense was screaming that problems were coming my way. And it had never let me down yet.

		

		In one way or another, I would figure it all out that night...

		

		* * *

		

		The message from the Watchmaker put not only me on guard. Jacques didn’t like it either. He as usual, tried to ask to come with on my nightly stroll, but in my turn, I refused him as usual.

		

		If I really was in for something nasty at the Watchmaker’s I would have to act on instinct, and at times like that I couldn’t afford distractions. Also, regardless of all Jacques’ talents as a fighter, nighttime was not his forte.

		

		As if on cue, it was a moonless, quiet night. The part of the city where the Watchmaker lived had long been sleeping deeply. Flower Street, always so lively and crowded, seemed to have died.

		

		Moving silently as a ghost from shadow to shadow, I walked over to the inn where the Viscount de Tosny had rented a room on the second floor.

		

		Despite the cold night air, all the windows of his room were slightly ajar. But the blinds on the lower windows, on the other hand, were shut tight. It was as if I was being invited to climb inside through the second story.

		

		For a moment, I closed my eyes and listened. It was suspiciously quiet inside. No snoring or creaking beds. No coughing. It was like I’d come to a graveyard.

		

		I quietly drew in air through my nose. There it was... That smell. Thick and suffocating. I could never mistake it for anything else. Only death smelled that way. There were clearly a number of fresh corpses inside. But also some living people. And all of them were on the second story.

		

		I could have simply faded into the darkness and gone back home, but if the Watchmaker for some reason held that against me, I couldn’t afford to have an enemy like him at my back.

		

		Overall, very strange. What made the viscount cut down every resident of the inn where he himself was also a guest? Utter delirium. It had to be something else.

		

		Climbing over the fence, I found myself in the back yard. Recently, I had done quite a good job studying the building and, if needed, I could have gotten around in it even with my eyes closed. Over there was the stable, and there was the woodshed.

		

		But somehow, I couldn’t see my friend, the old guard dog I tried to feed every time I came to visit, and with whom I shared little masses of crimson mana. Animals were more sensitive in that way. They could tell straight away who was friend and who was foe. He made friends with me right after my first visit. Happily accepting a treat and some crimson mana, he granted me access to his territory.

		

		I found the dog’s body not far from the back entrance. The poor guy had been shot with a crossbow or bow. More likely the former. An experienced marksman had shot him straight in the heart.

		

		The Watchmaker couldn’t have done it. The viscount was probably a goner at this point. And if I had been summoned with our special signal, he must have been tortured. Or more likely, they got all the details out of him using a potion.

		

		The back door was locked from the inside. But that couldn’t stop me. Slowly pumping my mana into a small area on the door, I waited for the wood to pulverize, then made a careful hole with my hand and unlocked it.

		

		Okay, I was in... Quiet as a graveyard...

		

		Holding my small crossbow at the ready, which I’d gotten a few weeks before at a curious weapon stall in the Old Capital, I walked a slow circle around the first floor. I finally found what I sensed on the street.

		

		Dead bodies... Seven corpses. They were all piled up in one room, the farthest from the door. In it were the owner of the inn, his wife, and five guests. It was immediately obvious that they had all been dragged down there alive, and only killed later. The Watchmaker’s body was not among them.

		

		I could already safely go for the guards but, if I did, I would be bringing unwanted attention from the authorities to my little side hustle with the viscount. I didn’t have to be too wise to figure out that the strange cutthroats had come here for my bruts. The Watchmaker must not have been careful or discreet enough.

		

		Okay, done with the first floor. Going up to the second.

		

		I sensed the ambush on the approach to the stairs. Scanning revealed that a person was hiding on the narrow stairway landing. Not a guest, that was for sure. I didn’t see any mana. But he had a well-formed energy system. This man was an experienced warrior.

		

		His energy system looked very calm, meaning he was unaware of my presence. Sitting in the corner and guarding his section of the stairs.

		

		Closing my eyes and continuing to watch the stranger in true vision, I raised my crossbow. The dull, dry thud of the bowstring sounded to me like thunder on a clear day. But the man hiding on the stairs didn’t even move before the short crossbow bolt went through his right eye and straight into his brain. I decided not to shoot for the chest. Based on a thicker area under his clothing, this stranger was wearing armor.

		

		Standing in place and holding my breath, I listened closer. Time was passing, but no one came down to investigate. The Watchmaker’s new friends must have been waiting in his office, which was in the far wing of the building. From there, it was hard to hear what was happening on the stairs.

		

		Quickly reloading the crossbow, I started going up. A few moments later, I hunched over the body. He had a small arbalest on his knees. He must have been the one to shoot the old dog. Oh well, now I had gotten my revenge for my little buddy.

		

		Thanks to night vision, I was able to make out my enemy’s facial features. Hm... Didn’t look Vestonian. This was an Atalian. Curious...

		

		Picking up the dead man’s arbalest, I continued on.

		

		Walking slowly down the corridor, I closely scanned the space in front of me. There was the door leading into the room used by Arnault Lefevre, the Watchmaker’s personal servant.

		

		Peeking into the ajar door, I saw the pipsqueak’s eyes glassed over. The dead Arnault was sitting against the wall with his hands bound, and a gag in his mouth. His head was tilted slightly, while his chest and stomach were covered with lots of blood. On his throat, I saw a deep slice from ear to ear.

		

		I looked around. There were another two bodies lying on Lefevre’s bed, which I had no trouble recognizing as the two hulking men who drove me around the first time the viscount and I had met. The Watchmaker was seemingly without protection. If of course he was still alive, which I was starting to doubt.

		

		I killed a second shooter by sneaking up from behind and snapping his neck. He was hiding at a window and watching the street. Not well enough. And he paid the price. The second man was also Atalian.

		

		And the third fighter was almost a loss. I was just coming out of the room where I left the broken necked Atalian when his comrade suddenly appeared at the end of the hallway and slowly, practically by feel, came toward where I was standing. To my relief, he didn’t see me in the darkness.

		

		Freezing in place, I instantly pumped mana into my aura and my body seemed to disappear into thin air. When the third Atalian walked past me unsuspecting, I made a sharp burst forward.

		

		A quick jab to the temple reinforced with a pulse of energy, and the Atalian fell to the floor limp. Carefully holding the flaccid body, I quickly scanned his energy system. It only took one blow to send him to the next life.

		

		The hallway and rooms were empty. That left the Watchmaker’s office.

		

		I walked over to the door and took position, then settled in to wait. All my sense organs were telling me that there were three men in the room: the office’s primary occupant and his two “guests” one of whom, based on his ragged and angered breathing, must have been losing his patience. He didn’t seem to like the fact that the little birdie, i.e. me, didn’t want to fly into his net.

		

		The impatient man saved me from having to wait very long. The silence in the office was broken by muted cursing, clearly in Atalian, then the door flew open sharply and a broad-shouldered girthy silhouette appeared in the dark passage.

		

		Not letting the big man take another step, I ran forward and knocked him off his feet with a single blow to the solar plexus. His armor lessened the blow but couldn’t hold back the pulse of energy. I was afraid to hit him on the head. I wanted this Atalian alive. He was clearly in charge.

		

		Before the big man’s body could even hit the floor, I was inside the office. Everything looked just like I thought. The Watchmaker, badly beaten, was seated in an armchair with his arms and legs tied up and a gag in his mouth. The Atalian who was in the room meanwhile I caught just as he was getting out of the chair. My bolt going through his head made his head jerk back before his whole body fell into the chair.

		

		I looked around the office to make sure the big man on the floor had just passed out and finally walked up to the viscount, who was staring half-blind into the darkness and mutedly mumbling through the gag.

		

		Gently pulling the rag from his mouth, I came with a slightly sardonic edge:

		

		“Monsieur, you never should have gotten involved with Atalians. Haven’t you heard His Majesty Carl III declared war on their king?”

		

	
		Chapter 25

		

		I RETURNED HOME before dawn. Bertrand and Jacques had spent all night up waiting for me, so they had lots of questions. I simply responded that I was fine, ordered them to go rest, and collapsed into the soft armchair in my office. Honestly though, the gloomy thoughts swarming in my head made it impossible to truly relax.

		

		But alas, I was not able to save the Watchmaker. The torture and heavy dose of “truth serum” they fed him had finished the poor man off. The dark spot slowly growing in his brain I was unable to stop. The viscount died in my arms without saying anything I could use. He didn’t even seem to recognize me.

		

		I breathed a heavy sigh. The Viscount de Tosny was a complicated man, and I didn’t harbor any particular sympathies for him. So it wouldn’t exactly be true to say I felt bad for him. I was more upset by the loss of an established channel for selling my hollowstones. And that was not all. The Watchmaker was a very well-informed man. I was accustomed to thinking I could always turn to him for a consultation. And now this indubitably useful man was no more.

		

		But the big man I had tied down tight with bedsheets and dosed with truth serum was able to tell me a lot more things. Honestly, though, at first he tried to resist the elixir’s magic. He even tried to pretend not to understand my language, but then the serum took effect and the Atalian started singing like a bird in unaccented Vestonian. Still, if he had kept speaking Atalian, I’d have understood him. That was one good thing I’d inherited from Max.

		

		As it turned out, Guido Sordi, and that was the big man’s name, with a gang of four other Atalian’s I’d now snuffed out were all that remained of the band of assailants that came after Princess Adèle and her bodyguards. He told me they didn’t have a proper plan of attack on that day. They simply acted according to circumstances.

		

		In Guido’s words, it all might have worked out if the unknown mage hadn’t gotten involved and helped the princess’ guards. When I told him he was now speaking to that very unknown mage, his eyes shot up into his forehead.

		

		The potion worked as intended, so Guido was suddenly overcome by warm feelings and warned me that the Scarlet Knights had set a big reward for information about the princess’ mystery savior.

		

		Beyond that, he said the temple functionaries were not the only ones pursuing me. Guido had overheard the man who oversaw their group speaking to an informant, who said royal investigators were turning over every last stone to find the unknown mage. It was all down to Princess Adèle. Supposedly, Carl III’s granddaughter wanted to bestow her savior with royal gratitude.

		

		The conversation turned smoothly to the Watchmaker. As it turned out, everything that had happened that day was the result of a long string of coincidences.

		

		Guido Sordi and his men got an order from their handlers to immediately go east over the border with Astland, then make for Atalia. And that would have all been well and good, but the five decided to get into a little side hustle so they wouldn’t go home empty-handed. Naturally, without telling their handlers. They had no reason to know about such things.

		

		As it turned out, the Atalians’ initial target was an Astlandic merchant one of Guido’s fighters had heard about. After a quick planning session, the five killers broke into the room the Astlander was renting in a portside hotel. They quietly took out his protection and gave the merchant a thorough interrogation. Needless to say, they were very happy to find a bag of hollowstones on the merchant. They hadn’t even imagined they might get this lucky.

		

		Before dying of torture and truth serum, the merchant told Guido and his fighters who his supplier was. From there, it wasn’t hard to guess who Guido Sordi’s band targeted next.

		

		Before killing the moron without the slightest bit of pity, I extracted everything he knew about his handlers and their informants. And the more I heard, the less I wanted to get involved in any of this crap. The biggest thing I learned was to keep my distance from priests both in Vestonia and other lands. All these knightly orders starting to pop up in Mainland like mushrooms after a rainstorm, and which mercilessly hunted down true gifted, were deeply intertwined like a massive root system.

		

		Guido also said that Carl III was in for many unpleasant surprises from the war. What specifically the Atalian did not know, but his handler had at some point made reference to an indomitable knightly brotherhood.

		

		Essentially, I wouldn’t be surprised to find out the knights known as Stone in Vestonia, or the Knights of the Gray Rock would flip to the side of their “brethren” from the Order of the Scarlet Shield at the very worst moment.

		

		After all was said and done, I searched the attackers’ bodies. My take was a dozen bruts I had sold in the first place, gold and silver coins, and a small sack of gemstones. I didn’t take any jewelry or other things. The thing was that the Watchmaker had a lot of conspicuous objects that belonged previously to rich, influential people. They would make it easy to identify me. Better not to risk it...

		

		I was awoken by a timid knock at the door. I opened my eyes and looked around. Through a crack in the heavy curtains, sunlight was streaming into the office. So, I must have dozed off for a minute in the chair.

		

		Getting up from the desk, I stretched and went to open the door.

		

		“Monsieur,” the footman standing outside said in a clear voice. In his hands was a small silver platter with an envelope atop it. “A letter for you.”

		

		Taking the envelope from the small platter to find it sealed with red wax, I opened it without much thought. The sheet of thick high-quality paper monogrammed with what was likely the seal of a ducal house, the following was written in an elegant calligraphic hand:

		

		Young man, you have caught my eye.

		

		I would like you to join me in my manor for lunch tomorrow.

		

		No refusals accepted.

		

		The Duke de Bauffremont.

		

		And now the reds were in on the game. I wondered what the queen’s brother could want from a common bastard.

		

		While I read, I heard hurried footsteps coming my way from the main entrance. I looked up. Bertrand appeared breathing heavily. I read clear concern on his pale face.

		

		“What happened?” I asked, trying to make my voice sound steady and confident. I noticed that intonation reassured the old man when he was worked up. But this time, the trick didn’t seem to work.

		

		“Monsieur, out there...” Bertrand’s voice was shaky. Droplets of sweat beaded on his forehead. “Someone has come to pay you a visit... It’s His Worship Baron von Herwart.”

		

	
		

		Interlude 7

		

		Herouxville

		The Legrand Manor

		Adeline Beauchard’s bedchamber

		

		ADELINE BEAUCHARD REASONABLY ASSUMED her light sleep was a blessing from the gods. Honestly though, it wasn’t a trait she’d had since birth, nor in the years when she was a cute, carefree little girl living in her father’s home. Only after marriage. It all started the night after her very wedding. Or to be more accurate, after the first night of married life.

		

		It was on that horrible night that Little Addy, which was what everyone at home called her, realized the true nature of the man her father had found for her.

		

		Pierre Beauchard, who always seemed so sweet and caring, conquered Adeline’s heart quite quickly. And though at first she didn’t want to marry him, a few months of Pierre’s lovely courtship was all it took for her to start anxiously awaiting the day the priest of the Forefather would tie their hands with the familial ribbon.

		

		Later, Adeline realized their marriage had been arranged years prior when the Beauchards and Legrands formed their partnership. That was the day Pascal Legrand promised Pierre’s father to give Little Addy’s hand in marriage to his son.

		

		On the first night of marriage, Adeline realized that Pierre’s soft and considerate ways were just a facade. She had married a monster. At first, her husband beat her savagely, then raped her. That night, Little Addy died and Adeline Beauchard was born, forgetting all about the sound, carefree sleep of her youth.

		

		She tried to talk about what happened to her older sister, but it went nowhere. She was told to bear it like all women did, and never to speak about it to their father. And Adeline gritted her teeth and bore it in silence.

		

		The violence ended when Adeline told her husband she was with child. The healer she paid off advised Pierre for the duration of the pregnancy to let his wife live in her father’s house where she could bear him an heir in peace.

		

		Pierre, to Adeline’s delight, agreed with the healer’s conclusions. Furthermore, he even seemed happy to have the temporary freedom.

		

		The nine month break flew by for Adeline as if it were one vibrant and happy day. But one day, everything changed. The young Beauchard family had a boy, who was called Alain. The young mother and newborn again moved into the father’s home.

		

		And the first night after the birth, Pierre said he missed his wife so much, and decided in his next fit of rage to try to take the child from her as he was peacefully suckling and sleeping on his mother’s breast.

		

		That was the first night Adeline fought back. And it wasn’t for her sake, but her son’s. Driven by maternal instinct, the meek lamb turned into a predator. Killing came easily to her. It only took one blow from a heavy bronze statuette to open the back of her assailant’s head.

		

		Every time she thought back on that night, Adeline couldn’t understand how she was able to resist turning the bastard’s head into a bloody pulp. It was all seemingly down to the months she’d spent in her father’s house gestating her son. One thousand times she’d imagined killing her despicable husband.

		

		It even turned into a mind game. Because killing was not enough. She would also have to cover her tracks. Oh, the sheer number of clever methods she’d come up with in those months! But in reality, it was completely simple. Elementary really.

		

		The thin, sinewy body of her dead husband she pushed out the window of her bedroom right onto a stone-paved path. She didn’t even have to dose him with alcohol. Pierre came into her bedroom already inebriated.

		

		In the end, all her relatives and acquaintances received an announcement that Pierre Beauchard had tragically fallen out a window and died. Their servants of course could have shed some light on a couple details. After all, everyone in the building knew what kind of man their master was. But for that very reason none of them even considered casting doubt on the official story. Plus, every one of them got a handsome reward from Pascal Legrand for keeping their mouths shut. The Legrand Trading House could not afford to lose reputation, after all.

		

		After burying her “beloved” husband, Adeline Beauchard and her little Alain moved into her father’s house where she devoted all her time to the child she believed would inherit the Legrand empire.

		

		And her father thought very highly of his grandson, slowly preparing him for the role of “emperor.” And it wouldn’t have mattered a bit if Anna’s bastard hadn’t shown up and started threatening Alain’s prosperous future.

		

		Adeline, like the last time her son was in danger, decided to deal with the problem herself... And when she thought it was over and done with, the Renard bastard somehow survived and got away without a scratch again and again...

		

		...Adeline was awoken by a rough, hot hand covering her mouth. On top of that, she had dark fabric over her eyes. How could this be happening? She was such a light sleeper!

		

		Adeline tried to move, but a familiar voice hissed sardonically into her ear:

		

		“Don’t struggle, madame. You shouldn’t make too much noise. We wouldn’t want to wake anyone up on such a fine, quiet night. You wanted to meet with us again. Why?”

		

		The hand moved away, and Adeline was able to speak:

		

		“What do you mean why?” she whispered indignantly, continuing to stare into the darkness. “Can’t you see for yourselves?”

		

		“No, madame,” the sardonic voice hissed back, seeming to mock her.

		

		Adeline clenched her teeth to suppress her rage and breathed a muted sigh.

		

		“You took payment but didn’t finish the job. I understand you might need more time, but the man you were supposed to get rid of has already visited this house two times. I require explanations.”

		

		“Madame, are you certain you have the right to demand explanations?” the voice whispered insinuatingly in the darkness. Such things were in his style, which made a chill run over Adeline’s body. She immediately lost her confidence. For a moment, a thought flickered in her head that she was minutes from death and once this conversation was over, the man with the scary voice would kill her.

		

		No! She shuddered internally. She would not die today! Alain needed her! And if he was still talking to her, there had to be a chance to reach an understanding and see this through.

		

		“Alright,” she said, making concessions and gulping. “Perhaps I didn’t delve into the details deep enough and got overheated, but don’t get me wrong. You came very highly recommended... And what do I see? The fearsome Nightwolves can’t take down a puny twenty-year-old boy.”

		

		“Oh, madame,” the voice adopted an openly mocking tone. “Very cunning of you to call your nephew a puny little boy.”

		

		“Don’t call that dirty bastard my nephew,” Adeline hissed through her teeth.

		

		“In that case,” the voice snorted. “Words have no meaning. No matter what we call him, nothing will change the fact that he is the son of your late sister. Blood ties. They have always meant something and always will. And as for him being puny... Before hiring us, you somehow neglected to mention that your, heh... puny twenty-year-old boy was able to strike down one of the best swordsmen in Vestonia in a single blow.”

		

		“Does that really change anything for your guild?” Adeline asked with a slight smirk.

		

		“Fair point,” the voice agreed with unexpected ease. “Oh well. But there is a slight hitch... Your nephew proved quite the spry little fellow, and all on his own he killed three of our fighters who de Lamar couldn’t hold a candle to as a swordfighter. And meanwhile, our people caught your nephew completely off guard.”

		

		Adeline shuddered. A wave of chill ran over her body. Oh gods! How could this be?

		

		“What do you think, madame? What was the first thing we thought after that?” the hissing voice insinuated.

		

		Adeline suddenly felt a firm hand settle on her throat, and its strong fingers started to slightly clasp around her neck. Trying not to make any sudden movements, she gulped fitfully and replied quietly:

		

		“I...”

		

		But the voice cut her off.

		

		“At first, we thought you were either intentionally concealing the truth about your nephew for some reason or were yourself unaware.”

		

		“Th-the truth?” Adeline rasped, hiccupping.

		

		“The truth that your nephew is a mage,” the voice responded. “As a matter of fact, he is not merely gifted. He is true gifted.”

		

		The hand on Adeline’s throat started to slowly change in size while the fingernails started transforming into sharp claws. That was when she realized the unknown man could crush her throat in a single movement like a sheet of paper.

		

		“I... I... I didn’t know...” she rasped plaintively.

		

		“We are aware,” the voice responded. Honestly, there was no nothing human remaining in it. It was more a muted animal growl. “Otherwise, we wouldn’t have sent anyone to talk.”

		

		Adeline felt something warm spreading beneath her on the bed sheet. She must have wet herself.

		

		The hand on her throat started to shrink back down and, a moment later, disappeared entirely.

		

		“Taking the new circumstances into account,” came the again fully human voice, notes of disgust and scorn slipping through in his tone. “Our prior arrangement must be reconsidered and altered. Are you prepared to hear our conditions?”

		

		Adeline, suppressing her fear with sheer willpower, gathered all her courage and persistence into a ball and rasped back:

		

		“Yes, I am!”

		

		“In light of the fact that our target is gifted, we’ll have to use werewolves. And that will require another level of finances...”

		

		“I agree!” Adeline shot out without letting the man finish, adding with hate in her voice: “I’ll pay whatever it takes to see that bastard dead!”

		

		* * *

		

		Northland. Fjordgrad

		Capital of Vintervald

		The Pearl of the North, palace of Konung Bjørn Sharptooth

		The personal chambers of Princess Astrid

		

		“Sister, are you certain this is the man you wrote me about?” a thin set of lips curled slightly belonging to Helga, popularly known as the Valiant. Note of skepticism came through in her voice.

		

		“Yes, sister,” Princess Astrid replied, her voice quavering somewhat in worry.

		

		Despite the fact that they were cousins, they had called one another sister since childhood. Helga’s father, Jarl Sigurd Bloodsword was the elder brother of Queen Margaret, Astrid’s mother.

		

		The cousins were now standing opposite a portrait depicting Prince Louis, youngest son of Carl III, King of Vestonia.

		

		Helga, who was accustomed to a certain northern type of man, shook her head in confusion when she gazed upon the southern prince. The son of the Vestonian king bore a greater resemblance to a game bird than a person.

		

		“Sister, are you certain he’ll be able to pass the trial?” Helga asked for the millionth time. “After all, he isn’t even gifted.”

		

		“Have you forgotten that he does not have to personally take part in any of these stupid contests?” Astrid replied, running a loving gaze over the portrait.

		

		“Stupid contests?” Helga snorted. “And that coming from you, a combat Shadow Mage? Since when have you considered magic competitions stupid?”

		

		Astrid shrugged her little shoulders and asked:

		

		“Carl the Third isn’t gifted either, but he rules a massive country and all the combat mages in his kingdom are obedient to him.”

		

		“But we aren’t talking about Carl, who earned his cognomen, the Victorious. He has been fighting battles since he was a child. But that son of his... He...”

		

		Helga nodded at the portrait, trying in vain to hide her scorn.

		

		“He’s so... So wimpy...”

		

		“And so what?” Astrid threw out in the prince’s defense. “Ruling doesn’t necessarily involve taking part in every battle. That’s why rulers have marshals and generals.”

		

		“Doesn’t fight battles or earn glory,” Helga shook her head. “Won’t compete in the trials to earn the hand of his future wife... Sister, don’t you see? If he has marshals going to war for him, and mages completing the trials for him — he’ll have someone else ruling the country for him, as well.”

		

		Princess Astrid changed in a heartbeat. The eighteen year old lovestruck girl was completely gone. Now, a dangerous gifted woman stood opposite Helga.

		

		“Don’t worry, sister,” the princess came coldly. “When I become Queen of Vestonia, power will rest squarely in my hands.”

		

		“There’s my old Astrid!” Helga came with a big smile. “The one we all used to call Whirlwind!”

		

		Astrid sighed and looked wistfully at the portrait of Prince Louis.

		

		“If only you knew, sister,” she came. “How ready I am to get out of here. They say Prince Louis has Mainland’s largest collection of painting. He also designs new outfits, music, dances, and all kinds of other things that could never happen here at my father’s court. Out in Herouxville, the upper crust throw glimmering balls and receptions in their palaces. Their counts and dukes don’t trudge around in furs like savages or get into fistfights at royal balls.”

		

		Helga shrugged her shoulders and answered with a smile:

		

		“You speak of their capital like some fairytale city where everyone smiles to each other and bows. I’d bet anything Carl the Third’s royal palace is quite the viper pit.”

		

		“Better a viper pit than a den of savages constantly squabbling like boars,” Astrid chuckled.

		

		Helga laughed and walked over to Astrid. The cousins hugged.

		

		“I missed you, sister...”

		

		“Me too...”

		

		A few moments later, Astrid moved away and, staring closely into her cousin’s eyes, asked with concern:

		

		“Is it true that Ivar the Raven, son of Harold Graywolf wanted to be at the trial?”

		

		“You should ask your father,” Helga responded gloomily. “Only the konung knows the answer. After all, you are aware that Ivar, like any other son of a konung and jarl, would be within his rights. Your father announced the Trial himself. That means conflict is forbidden in Vintervald. The gods will punish all those who violate the ceasefire.”

		

		“I will never be Ivar’s wife,” Astrid came confidently.

		

		“Okay, sister,” Helga laughed and squeezed her cousin’s hand in approval. “Let’s hope they send their best warriors with your Prince Louis then.”

		

	
		Chapter 26

		

		“GOOD MORNING, MONSIEUR! I hope you’ll forgive me the early visit.”

		

		Baron von Herwart hopped off his horse and, not looking at the footman, tossed him the reins.

		

		The broad-shouldered Astlander looked fresh and, seemingly, very happy. A self-satisfied smile beamed on his face while something clearly unpleasant and snakelike shone through in his blue eyes. The baron clearly had a scheme in mind. And no wonder.

		

		“Oh, come now, baron!” I smiled back. “It’s my honor to have you. Still, I must admit I do not entirely understand your purpose.”

		

		“I have come to check on your health!” the baron came loudly enough for all to hear. “Furthermore, my duty as a nobleman implores me to apologize for the blunder I committed during that unfortunate dance at your esteemed aunt’s reception!”

		

		The voice was full of passion, but the eyes — zero repentance. The baron looked at me with unconcealed mockery.

		

		“You needn’t have troubled yourself, monsieur,” I came. “A letter would have sufficed. That was what my uncle did, for instance.”

		

		The baron snorted back.

		

		“Oh, come now, chevalier! It’s no trouble at all. After all, it’s a fine morning for a horseback ride. Beyond that, I have a custom of handling everything relating to my honor as a nobleman personally, face to face!”

		

		I got the hint. I already figured he wasn’t going to leave me alone. Everyone was buzzing in my ear about it.

		

		“Oh well,” I put on an open smile. “Seeing how you’re already here, won’t you join me for breakfast?”

		

		“Thank you, chevalier, but I am full!” the baron’s smirk grew even bigger. “I already had the satisfaction of eating breakfast with His Highness Prince Heinrich this morning!”

		

		And then he came to personally tell me that news and enjoy the look of astonishment on my simpleton’s face? How petty...

		

		Or was he about to get revenge on me now? He wouldn’t attack me in my own house in front of all my servants, right? No, he clearly had another plan.

		

		As an aside, the duchess and Baron de Levy were right — his disfavor lasted just a few days. If he had ever truly fallen into it.

		

		“But I wouldn’t say no to a glass of wine,” the mage added. “The wine collection in your castle’s cellar is the stuff of legend at court!”

		

		“Then, please!” I came, again putting on a cheery smile. “I don’t know exactly what they say at court, but I can assure you — my cousin amassed quite the collection.”

		

		When we were all alone in the fireplace room, the baron sat in an armchair opposite me, took a little sip from the glass, smacked his lips in satisfaction and said:

		

		“If taking François de Gramont’s wine collection was meant to anger him, then I can say with confidence that you pulled it off. As far as I know, he’s still infuriated by the loss of his playthings.”

		

		The sudden familiar tone didn’t bother me. The veneer of respect and good intention was just for the outside world.

		

		I just shrugged and asked:

		

		“Why did you come?”

		

		“Can’t you guess?” Von Herwart answered with a question.

		

		“We’re wasting time,” I replied coldly. “I have a lot to do, and your master is probably waiting for you.”

		

		“I see you weren’t too surprised to hear I’d been pardoned?” the baron laughed, ignoring the word “master.”

		

		“No, I wasn’t,” I shook my head. “And neither was anyone at court. They’re all used to your outbursts. By the way, the prince must have really given you an earful about that slip-up. After all, you were only ordered to humiliate me, but what did you do? You humiliated His Highness in public. I imagine he only tolerates you because you are a mage. Otherwise, he’d have gotten rid of you ages ago.”

		

		The baron squinted and, tilting his head to one side, said:

		

		“Nice try, but I do not intend to attack you in your own home.”

		

		I shrugged and chuckled.

		

		“I had to try, you understand. I already got you once. You must have skipped the day your teacher taught self-control.”

		

		Despite his external calm, I could see perfectly that the baron’s energy system was slowly filling with mana. If I could provoke him to attack right now, I could forget about this threat once and for all. If of course, I survived.

		

		“You’re one to talk about self-control,” von Herwart snorted. “Think I couldn’t tell you’re also playing dirty?”

		

		Ah, there it was. While I was sizing him up to find the best way to make him snap, the baron was trying to play the same card. I chuckled internally. Alright, let’s play. But you have no proof. If not, Prince Heinrich would already know. And I’d be the one branded a cheat.

		

		Feigning sincere surprise, I asked:

		

		“What led you to such conclusions?”

		

		“Let’s assume it’s possible you could have dodged and parried my lunges,” the baron responded with a sidelong smile. “But how did you survive my final blow? Everyone said you moved away at the last second. Nonsense! I was there. I saw you. You didn’t move. Even with a wooden sword, I could easily pierce you straight through like a moth with a pin.”

		

		“Perhaps you’re losing your touch,” I shrugged again. “Couldn’t even kill a mere mortal with magic.”

		

		“Mere mortal?” the baron laughed. “Oh, no! You’re no mere mortal. Leave the fabrications for the easily fooled simpletons. You think I couldn’t sense the surge of alien power before the blow? You were cautious, but I was able to sense your magic. I know for a fact you used a spirit shield and gave yourself up to my blade so easily only because you were confident you couldn’t be hurt.”

		

		Hm... So, the fruit of my many days of experimenting turned out to have a defined name here. And no wonder... Those magic guilds must have been teaching them something.

		

		“Intriguing theory,” I chuckled. “His Highness Prince Heinrich must be taken by your investigation. Especially given you could easily test it by challenging me to another duel. But if you muck things up again... I suspect the prince’s patience has its limits...”

		

		“Oh, no!” the baron smirked back at me, standing from his chair and setting his unfinished glass of wine on the table. “I will not kill you right now. You won’t get off so easy, bastard. I don’t yet know who you are or what guild trained you, but sooner or later your secret will come to light. And when it does, I will destroy you.”

		

		“In any case, remember this — I am ever at your service, baron,” I responded, standing from my chair.

		

		* * *

		

		“Uncle, I’d like to have a peek at the fish you recently received from the east,” Prince Philippe came, standing from the table and hurriedly wiping his mouth with a napkin.

		

		Lanky with an unhealthy pallor and narrow, sunken chest, long thin arms and legs — the king’s eldest son gave off the impression of a man who had never been made to do physical exercise.

		

		I, like every guest sitting at the table, stood up at once and, in accordance with etiquette, bowed my head slightly. I had spent two hours already at lunch with His Highness Prince Philippe and his uncle the Duke de Bauffremont, brother of the Queen of Vestonia and another few dozen elite nobles from the inner circle of the King of Vestonia’s eldest son.

		

		To say I was surprised by the honor I had been afforded would be an understatement. I was also intrigued — the duke clearly wanted something out of me. I’d have bet my right hand it had nothing to do with my present popularity. Although the topic of the Duchess du Bellay’s last reception did come up a few times, as well as my part in the Sword Dance. I was asked questions, I responded, sometimes joking, but unable to shake the feeling that the lord of the house didn’t care one bit about what happened at Max’s aunt’s ball. I was here for another reason...

		

		The long table was set on a broad terrace of the huge ducal palace with a view of a giant garden with fountains, elegant shrubbery and a huge amount of marble statuary. Compared with all the opulence the Prince of Vestonia’s uncle immersed himself in, my relatives’ palaces were like modest little country shacks.

		

		And that put me even more on guard. A simple bastard sitting at the same table as Carl III’s eldest son and one of the most powerful people in Vestonia — it all made me feel two different ways.

		

		On the one hand, I was aware I had been given a unique opportunity to make important connections and gain access to knowledge that might benefit me greatly. In theory, that was exactly how I was trying to move in this new world.

		

		But on the other hand, I knew from firsthand experience how too much attention from people with power could end.

		

		I spent the two hours observing the prince and being silently baffled. And that thin, out of shape kid with a shifty gaze and dull eyes, zits all over his gray face constantly blowing his nose was the future Dauphin of Vestonia?

		

		Aha... Now I could partially understand why Carl III was tolerating this whole circus with the different colored armbands. At first glance, Prince Heinrich looked like the best choice for future dauphin and king of the country. But appearances wouldn’t win the fight for the throne. That would primarily be decided by having strong backing from rich and influential allies who in their turn would not benefit from having an independent and willful man on the throne...

		

		Prince Philippe behaved like a nine-year-old boy. Or rather, sometimes I heard phrases and expressions of an adult human, but less often than I should have.

		

		Prince Philippe’s main passion was a huge menagerie assembled especially for him by his beloved “Uncle Claude.” Beyond his animals, the “red” prince wasn’t interested in much else.

		

		Over the last few hours, I became convinced that Claude de Bauffremont had total control over his eldest nephew. Essentially, he had taken the place of the boy’s family. My aunt was wrong about Blanca de Gondy. Even if the Princess of the South did become wife of Prince Philippe, and as a consequence the Queen of Vestonia, the ruler of the country would be the Duke de Bauffremont. If the de Gondies wanted to take power, they had to take down de Bauffremont. It was the only way...

		

		“Of course, Your Highness!” the duke smiled sweetly to his nephew. “After all, I got them especially for you!”

		

		“Thank you, uncle,” Prince Philippe smiled and, loudly sniffling, hurried toward the front door. And after him ran the whole army of attached footmen and servant women. The duke signaled for me to stay behind.

		

		When the prince had gone, I sat in my place and continued savoring my desert. A tender souffle with pieces of fruit of some kind. It practically melted in the mouth.

		

		Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at the duke, who was thoughtfully tracing his dessert spoon around the plate. Claude de Bauffremont was the total opposite of his nephew. The short broad-shouldered black-eyed man practically reeked of health and vivacious energy.

		

		My scan revealed that the duke was not a mage. But since I’d arrived, I couldn’t shake the feeling that some magical power was present. Furthermore, it was a power that seemed dimly familiar.

		

		The duke finally sighed and glanced at me.

		

		“Chevalier, I assume you are tired of questions after the last few hours.” the duke chuckled, showing his even white teeth.

		

		He looked fifty years old but had the teeth of a twenty-year-old. With the kind of resources the duke had, he could afford the best healers and the most effective potions.

		

		Setting aside the silverware and placing one hand on my knee, I responded:

		

		“Indeed I am, Your Grace. It’s like you can read my thoughts. I just can’t figure out what the Duke de Bauffremont might find so interesting about a common chevalier.”

		

		“Your question has a simple answer,” the duke replied, taking a small bell off the table and ringing it shortly.

		

		I heard another door open behind me and a few instants later, my body was tense, ready to react at any moment. If I had hair on the back of my neck, it’d have been standing on end.

		

		The dimly familiar magic power I could only scarcely sense had just revealed itself to me in full measure. I pulled in air through my nose and breathed a heavy sigh. Then I said calmly:

		

		“So, you survived.”

		

		“As did you,” I heard a familiar purring voice behind me. “Hm-m-m... You’re looking a lot tougher, fox pup.”

		

		An instant later, the lutine, and that was exactly who it was, gently slid behind the duke’s right shoulder and froze in silence. Her wry and impudent gaze studied me from head to toe.

		

		Hm... So this is who you really serve. So, the steppe dweller I took down in that hollow was talking about the Duke de Bauffremont. Okay, the puzzle pieces were starting to come together.

		

		“I think we’ll understand each other better this way,” the duke came, sitting back in his chair. “Isn’t that right, chevalier?”

		

		“Yes, Your Grace,” I nodded.

		

		“That’s great,” de Bauffremont smiled his toothless smile. “That will save the both of us time. Let me note that I am entranced by your abilities, young man. You are the first true gifted I can remember to survive an ebb and a flow. As a matter of fact, everyone still believes only strykers may cross the Barrier. You are aware what kind of opportunities are available to you, yes? With the right support from a powerful patron, you could move mountains.”

		

		Inside, I laughed. Different worlds, but these “powerful patrons” were like lab-grown clones of one another. If only you knew how many times I’d heard things like that.

		

		“Am I understanding you correctly, Your Grace? Are you offering to be my patron?”

		

		Claude de Bauffremont snorted and shook his head.

		

		“Not so fast, young man. It isn’t so easy to have the Duke de Bauffremont as a patron. You have to earn it first.”

		

		“Hm... Then let me thank you right now for the excellent dinner, and the chance to be introduced to the future Dauphin of Vestonia, then say goodbye and head home.”

		

		“Of course,” the duke chuckled. “But my sixth sense, which never let me down before, is telling me you aren’t going to do that.”

		

		I stayed sitting and feigned complete attention.

		

		“Great then,” de Bauffremont nodded. “Good decision, monsieur. I always liked people with a business-like approach.”

		

		The duke moved his hand slightly and came:

		

		“Tikka, you may go.”

		

		“Yes, monsieur,” the lutine bowed and, casting a playful gaze at me, made for the door.

		

		“As far as I know, you met my assistant under less than ideal circumstances,” the duke chuckled, noticing my rapt gaze as I watched the lutine leave.

		

		“Less than ideal?” I asked coldly. “You might say that. She and another few of your people locked me in a cage and fed me to a flow. But you already know that, don’t you, Your Grace?”

		

		“I do,” he agreed. “And if you think those barbaric rituals were my idea, then you’re deeply mistaken. Responsibility for everything that happened to you and the other gifted my partner sacrificed to the Barrier lies squarely and fully with him. As for Tikka... The lutine is a creature that must have a master. I ordered her to obey the Duke de Valence. Who knew he had gone so wild out there on the frontier?”

		

		You speak softly. Very believable. I’ll pretend I believed it.

		

		The duke fell silent, giving me time to think it over. I frowned and pretended to digest what I’d heard.

		

		“You mentioned a ritual...” I came, holding a pause.

		

		The duke rubbed his nose and sighed. He was doing his best to communicate that he was a man of civilization, and such bloody sacrifices were foreign to him.

		

		“Have you heard the legend of golden bruts?” he inquired.

		

		“Children’s fairy tales about crystals of unusual power?” I asked. “Which harbor a powerful sorcery?”

		

		I had been told that legend once by Lada when, according to our deal, she was instructing me about the frontier. The witch didn’t believe in them, but she told me about them in a skeptical manner. But now these gold bruts were coming up in conversation again.

		

		“Exactly,” the duke nodded. “The Duke de Valence, known by all as the Wild Duke, was obsessed with this legend. He got his hands on some ancient folio that spoke of a very rare consequence of the Barrier — to change the energy system of gifted people and give them a golden reservoir. In other words, to create within them a golden brut.”

		

		After saying that, the duke stared closely at me. Then continued:

		

		“The folio also had a detailed description of a certain ritual. Basically, to sum it up, a golden brut could change a normal person into a powerful gifted one.”

		

		“Do you think my reservoir was changed?” I laughed.

		

		“No,” he came seriously. “I assume your ability to pass through the barrier dates to much earlier. Have I satisfied your curiosity, chevalier?”

		

		“Yes, Your Grace.”

		

		“Okay, then let’s discuss the reason I invited you here,” he came in an authoritative tone. “Chevalier Renard, I would like to give you a mission that can only be completed by a man with such particular skills as yours. Because alas, the strykers I once relied upon, as you know, are dead.”

		

		“You have my attention, Your Grace,” I responded, trying to look casual. Inside meanwhile, I was tense like a compressed spring.

		

		Claude de Bauffremont had just directly told me that the Wild Duke and the renegade strykers were his people. Essentially, he was now directly telling me I had no other way out but to agree to whatever he offered me. Otherwise, I’d never get out of this place alive.

		

		The Duke de Bauffremont was power and authority. Essentially, he controlled the entire eastern part of the country. He was accustomed to being obeyed by virtue of his birthright. Honestly though, the last “powerful patron” to try so blatantly to recruit me died of a sudden heart attack in bed.

		

		Hm... Just like the good old days. My old line of work seemed to have followed me into this world.

		

		“Before I name my offer, I want to show you how I intend to pay.”

		

		Here came the carrot. After saying that, the duke again rang the bell and a footman hurriedly hopped out to the terrace holding a golden platter. On it lay a plump pillow woven of golden threads interspersed with red silk.

		

		I only needed one look in true vision to tell what was in the bag. What I saw gave me a chill. I had a very hard time keeping just an interested facial expression.

		

		Taking the bag off the platter and giving the footman the signal to leave, the Duke de Bauffremont set it in front of me.

		

		“Take a look, chevalier,” the duke offered with a slight, self-satisfied smile.

		

		I carefully undid the clasp and poured some of the contents of the sack onto my hand. Now I could give in and show a bit of emotion.

		

		I had lying there two dark turquoise pearls. Each the size of a large quail egg. The mana concentration in the bruts was simply off the charts. The pearls I’d brought from the Shadow were nothing compared to these giants. One pearl like this would significantly accelerate the growth of my reservoir.

		

		“I assume you know what that is,” the duke came. My astonished appearance clearly delighted him.

		

		“Yes, Your Grace,” I came with a dry throat.

		

		“This sack contains ten of those pearls,” de Bauffremont came. “That is an advance. If you do as I ask, you can have just as many more. On top of that, if you’re satisfied, we can return to the conversation about my patronage. Believe me, the Dukes de Bauffremont have always taken care of their people.”

		

		Oh! I’d heard more than my fair share of such pathos-laden phrases.

		

		But as for work... The payment was more than generous. Dodger was still Dodger, no matter the world. No need to tell me the risks, I could tell who I was dealing with just fine. I’d seen my fill of them in my past life. And no problem. I did my work, and everyone was happy. Most important was to constantly keep my nose to the air so my red tail could get out of harm’s way before shit hit the fan.

		

		“You have my full attention, Your Grace.”

		

		“I’m certain you are a cautious person who knows how to hold his tongue...” the duke stared me straight in the eyes and continued in an icy tone. “That is why I presume I don’t have to remind you that everything you’re hearing must remain a secret. Let this assignment be something of a trust exercise. If you do not pass, you and your people will have unpleasant consequences to deal with. Am I making myself clear, chevalier?”

		

		“More than, Your Grace,” I responded firmly. “You have my word. The secret dies with me.”

		

		And there was the lash. Inside, I laughed. He had no idea who he was dealing with. Dukes, after all, were also mortal.

		

		He clearly desperately needed help from someone like me. He must have wanted to send me past the Barrier again. Otherwise, what ability was he referring to? He had gotten ahead of himself. Proof of that was the generous advance, and no less generous payment. To keep him on the hook, I gave him a whole song and dance. How could I not? He needed me.

		

		But did I need him? Hey, why not? The pay was more than generous, plus I stood to earn a lot and gain a lot of opportunities.

		

		Well, if I refused, I’d have to pack my things and take off for another country. After all, I was not content to live my last life as an outcast and wanderer. If I sensed a real threat, I would deal with it. I could already see several black spots in his energy system. Even the top healers couldn’t deal with him. I would only need a single energy pulse and Prince Philippe would be crying for his beloved “Uncle Claude.”

		

		“Okay then, let’s get down to business,” the duke nodded. “Just yesterday, I became aware that Prince Louis expressed a desire to have you in his embassy, which will shortly be heading to Northland.”

		

		My brows shot up. To be honest, the duke caught me off guard. I was preparing to hear that he intended to send me to a fortress on the frontier.

		

		“I see you’re surprised,” he snorted. “But I am not in the slightest. After your performance at the Duchess du Bellay’s ball, where you wiped the floor with that upstart Baron von Herwart, it’s an utterly expected outcome. It just so happens my mission for you is also related to Northland. What can I say? Get ready for a long trip. I believe you’ll be told of his Highness’ desire any day. And now, listen carefully to what I want you to do in the north...”

		

	
		Chapter 27

		

		The Outskirts of Herouxville

		A retreat for the mentally ill at the Temple of the Most Luminous Mother

		

		“MOTHER?!” VALERIE EXCLAIMED, unable to believe her eyes.

		

		When Max offered her a ride out of town before his trip up north, Valerie accepted his invitation enthusiastically. Recently, she had not often been able to escape the incessant control her uncle’s wife the snake Catherine de Gramont had imposed upon her.

		

		But Max was easily able to talk them into a trip with the count, and Valerie enjoyed the freedom, though she knew it was temporary.

		

		Needless to say, she was very surprised to find out where Max ended up taking her. As it turned out, he was somehow able to pay off the superiors at the retreat where they were keeping Margarita de Gramont so she could go see her mother.

		

		She was so overwhelmed and delighted her heart was about to jump out of her chest. Logically, she might have realized that this strange brother of hers, who made her feel truly protected, was trying to win her affection. But at the time, she was prepared to do a lot just to see her mother’s beloved face after so much time.

		

		And now, Valerie looked at the woman the orderlies at the retreat brought into a separate room to talk to her and had a hard time recognizing her mother. The severe gray dress, a strict caul of a mousy shade. Her once luscious black hair was pocked with gray and up in a taut, modest style. There was a burnt-out look in her dark eyes set into a pale, sunken face. In her thin fingers, a well-worn copy of the Acts of the Most Luminous Mother... What ever happened to the glimmering, proud Margarita de Gramont? The one everyone admired and envied at balls? Oh, abyss, what had they done with her?

		

		“Valerie?” a spark of recognition lit up in her mother’s eyes. “Child, is it you?”

		

		Unable to resist any longer, with tears in her eyes, she threw herself into her mother’s embrace. Sobbing with bitter pain, she squeezed herself against Margarita, all the while feeling how much thinner she’d grown.

		

		“There, there, my girl,” Margarita de Gramont said, stroking her daughter’s hair. “Calm yourself, dear. It isn’t fitting for a viscountess to show herself in elite society with a face puffy from crying.”

		

		“Mom...” Valerie sighed mutedly. “They said you don’t recognize anyone... Those vile scoundrels and liars...”

		

		“What are you saying, sweetie?” Margarita said with surprise. “Of course I recognize everyone.”

		

		“Yes, yes,” Valerie came, moving away from her mother and hurriedly drying tears. “Now I see that you have your memory and your mind! This ghastly retreat is no place for the Countess de Gramont.”

		

		She hit the dark stone walls and gloomy icon of the Most Luminous Mother looking down on the two mortals with reproach.

		

		“It’s all true, my sweet,” Margarita came straight away. “Tell your father to send a carriage for me. My fast is over, I can return home. We have a lot of business to attend to. We must ready you for the ball. What do you think, will your brothers finally make up their minds? Or will I have to find them brides myself?”

		

		The happy smile slowly crept off Valerie’s face. She started to unconsciously nod slowly at her mother’s every word as if agreeing with her. But at the same time, Valerie felt her heart flutter in sorrow and hopelessness... She suddenly realized that the old, proud Margarita de Gramont was no more. She died along with her husband and beloved sons. In her place was left this husk with old memories...

		

		“But where are your sisters?” Margarita asked. “Why are they not with you?”

		

		“They’re back at home,” Valerie came in a lifeless voice and lied for some reason: “They’re getting ready for a reception you’re planning.”

		

		“What clever girls,” the countess shook her head. “I always said you should take after your older sisters, sweetie.”

		

		Valerie sighed sadly. Because they had turned against their mother. They accepted their traitor uncle’s will and were obedient to his wife...

		

		“And how did you get here then?” the countess asked. “Unaccompanied? Alone? What will society think?”

		

		“No, mom,” Valerie replied. “I’m not alone. My brother is accompanying me.”

		

		“Henri is here?” Margarita smiled wide. Her eldest son was always her favorite. “But why didn’t he come in? Or is Philippe with you? He probably got held up flirting with some young orderly. The rogue! Now I’ll have to hear complaints from my prioress.”

		

		“No, mom,” Valerie shook her head. “Maximillian is accompanying me. My third brother. Son of my father and Anna Renard.”

		

		“Ah, that brother...” Margarita’s face went pale and lucid. Valerie thought she saw her old mother for a moment.

		

		“Stay away from him, my daughter,” the countess said with an authoritative voice. “He isn’t who he seems. If the truth gets out about your father’s sins — there will be trouble!”

		

		“What are you talking about, mom?” Valerie frowned.

		

		But the old Margarita disappeared. A pitiful shadow returned in her place.

		

		“Sweetie,” the countess said in surprise. “You’re talking foolishness. Anna Renard died long ago in childbirth along with her newborn daughter...”

		

		A little while later, saying goodbye to the countess, who was brought away by retreat orderlies, Valerie thought fatedly that her mother’s illness had not only not improved, it was starting to progress. She was even starting to get confused about her own memories...

		

		* * *

		

		Northland

		Fjordgrad, capital of Vintervald

		

		The embassy finally reached Fjordgrad, Vintervald’s capital city. The dominant atmosphere was one of cheery, celebratory animation. The main roads from the port to the konung’s palace thronged with crowds of gawkers who appeared to have come from all corners of Northland, Vestonia, Astland, and other counties and baronies. The building walls were decked out in colored banners with the crests of families that were going to take part in the Trial.

		

		Our embassy was a source of lively interest from the locals. The bright outfits, feathers, expensive armor and swords, jewelry, ribbons and lace — common northerners, dressed in normal clothing stared at the Vestonian nobles with unconcealed delight.

		

		Chickadee, my horse, a white-coated beauty I’d bought from some circus folk at the Herouxville market who were selling her for meat due to lameness, sensed the attention and, preening, began to nod in different directions as if greeting the people. Thanks to my treatment, her lameness was a thing of the past. So Chickadee did a great job on the trail.

		

		I, knowing first-hand about cold climates, bought good warm outfits for myself and my people with the minimal amount of adornments which, for the record, earned us scornful looks and snickering from the nobles accompanying Prince Louis. Only when we reached the true north did they seem to realize how wrong they were. If not for the healers and magic potions, half of the embassy would have been lost on the way to Vintervald.

		

		“Based on your expression, monsieur, I get the feeling you’ve been here before,” Jacques said, following my gaze as he rode next to me stirrup to stirrup. Our carriage was now being steered by Gunnar while Bertrand sat inside and stoked the oven.

		

		My warm things and merchant’s wagon, which at first elicited mockery and laughter from the elites, very soon became an object of envy. Jean-Louis de Levy, meanwhile, who I got along with quite well, was often invited to visit at breaks.

		

		To my left on a white horse rode Lucas Devers, Jacques’ war buddy, who asked to join my employ after he came to his senses and put on some muscle.

		

		Jacques and I had agreed not to raise the questions of the man’s origins just yet. Otherwise, Lucas would get curious. Despite the fact that Jacques vouched for his friend with his own life, I first needed to get a closer look at the man. So, Lucas didn’t exactly know who put him back on his feet. I, by the way, didn’t regret for a second that I had taken him with me. Beyond the huge amount of travel experience, Devers truly had a talent for cookery. Though I could see what his secret really was. Lucas had a great understanding of herbs and used them in his cooking to masterful effect. Most likely, he descended from true gifted from a forest region.

		

		“Do you ever get the feeling...?” I replied to Jacques, “that you’ve been somewhere before, even though you know you haven’t? That’s how I feel now...”

		

		I was of course being elusive. I had been here once before. But in a dream... This broad street paved with rough stones leading toward the port. The buildings with animal skulls. The people, and most importantly — the dark yellow banners with the head of a black boar. I had seen all this before. And realizing that fact made the blood turn to ice in my veins. My secret benefactor, the one who put me into this body, must have figured he would find it more interesting to watch over my last life this way.

		

		The veterans nodded to one another.

		

		“Yes, I’ve had that happen a couple times,” Lucas confirmed. “Especially when I try new food.”

		

		“Everybody has their thing. Grub was always yours,” Jacques guffawed. Meanwhile, he happily winked at a young redheaded woman who, opening her mouth in surprise, was staring wide-eyed at the embassy. The young woman instantly went beet-red and responded with a shameful smile. The big, bearded beast of a man standing next to her sent an evil glare at us. Must have been a husband or brother.

		

		“Watch yourself around here,” I warned Jacques. “The last thing we need is problems with jealous husbands or angry brothers.”

		

		“We’re in Northland, monsieur,” Jacques chuckled carelessly. “These savages find ways of squabbling even if you give them no excuse. They only understand the language of force.”

		

		I shrugged as if to say, “you know best. I warned you.”

		

		Northland... I went back to the conversation with the Duke de Bauffremont in my mind for the millionth time. He was right. By the next morning, I got a letter from the secretary of His Highness Prince Louis, saying I had been given the massive honor of embarking with the embassy to the north.

		

		I thought back on the faces of my cousins when they found out I’d be travelling with them and laughed. François was the most upset. Gabriel took the news with more restraint. Over the course of the trip, I exchanged just a couple words with him. He spoke to me through his teeth, as if doing me a huge favor. François meanwhile was pretending he simply didn’t notice me.

		

		Prince Louis, for the record, was also not that interested in me. I was apparently right in the end, and it was his people who insisted on including me in the embassy. The king’s youngest son was constantly annoyed, sad, and melancholic. And everyone knew exactly what was happening. His depressive state was all due to Blanca de Gondy.

		

		I wondered what he would have said if he found out about the letter she sent me. In it, she asked about my health and wished me luck on the upcoming trip. The paper it was written on had been soaked in perfume. It gave the impression the marchioness had used an entire flagon of magic perfume on the one letter.

		

		Valerie meanwhile was genuinely upset when she heard I was going away. She by the way, after the visit to her mother I arranged for through my attorney, had started looking at me in a new way somehow. It was as if she was trying to detect something new in my eyes and face.

		

		My aunt and uncle’s sendoff also stood out. Where Heinrich de Gramont, as always, was primping and puffing out his cheeks, the Duchess du Bellay wished me luck and asked me to look after my cousins.

		

		While riding past the big tavern, I noticed three men wearing white robes with deep hoods on their heads. The three of them, paying no attention to the fuss surrounding our arrival, were intentionally walking parallel to us.

		

		Everyone cautiously made way for him. Some made protective gestures while others spat scornfully after him. Clearly not the most popular guys around here.

		

		“Priests of Hoar,” Lucas hissed scornfully through his teeth. He must have spotted them, too. “Their vile god just can’t get his fill, the brute.”

		

		Jacques’ old buddy had scores to settle with priests. And not only northern ones. All priests... He wasn’t a huge fan. Which was more confirmation of my theory.

		

		Priests from the Frost Temple... I took another look at the trio. My scanner immediately revealed that one was a stryker. He, by the way, shuddered and stopped before turning sharply and staring out into the crowd. He could tell I was looking at him.

		

		Based on his reaction and developed energy system, he would have been a serious opponent. If they had a lot of people as strong as him, the Duke de Bauffremont’s mission would require more resources and effort from me. But challenges were nothing to be afraid of. The pearls he was paying me were worth all the effort.

		

		Thanks to these bruts, the size of my reservoir had started growing much faster. Training and powering up my energy system had progressed to a new level. Because I had only used two of the ten pearls given to me.

		

		In the meantime, our procession reached the konung’s palace. The closer we rode to it, the more my heartbeat sped up.

		

		The four-story stone monster, which was more similar to a giant fortress was oppressive with its fearsome power. The Vestonians from the embassy, staring scornfully at the buildings and streets of the capital city all while exchanging rude comments about it, somehow all fell silent at once. Aha... This palace would be hard work even for big armies.

		

		By that time, we’d crossed the broad square paved with huge stone slabs, and our column heads slowly started approaching the wide stairwell, atop which stood the masters of Vintervald.

		

		The tall powerful figure of Konung Bjørn Sharptooth could be seen from afar. When I made it closer, I was able to get a better view. With his long gray hair, gold crown made of the long fangs of a predatory creature, and blue face tattoos — he made Prince Louis look more than silly with his ribbons and lace.

		

		And seemingly, I wasn’t the only one to think so. All the men and women around Bjørn Sharptooth started smiling happily. The younger guys even elbowed each other, provoking bouts of laughter.

		

		The only one who looked at the Vestonian prince with no scorn or mockery was the beautiful pale blond woman with blue eyes and an elegant golden diadem atop her head. In fact, the woman seemed to look at Carl III’s son with a certain approval and satisfaction. Louis was clearly to Princess Astrid’s liking. And the fact it was the konung’s daughter, the reason we’d come here, could not be doubted.

		

		I gave her a scan out of curiosity. Hm... She caught me off guard again. Princess Astrid’s energy system pulsated with lilac mana. Furthermore, her channels and nodes were well cultivated. Baron von Herwart was as far from the princess as Fjordgrad was from the Shadow.

		

		As an aside, every third person in the konung’s circle was gifted, him included. And there were both shadow mages and true gifted. Our embassy, not counting me or Lucas, had just seven gifted people. Gifted could seemingly live more openly in Northland than Vestonia or Atalia.

		

		Looking at the northerners in true vision, I hit upon a saturated crimson energy system. When I switched to normal vision and saw the face of the person it belonged to, my heart skipped a beat, and my throat clenched in a brief spasm.

		

		Because this whole time, I just thought all these visions from my mind were nothing but a dream. But it was her... The woman from my visions who looked so much like the girl I’d lost forever...

		

		Sensing my attention, the raven-haired beauty narrowed her dark eyes and sized me up wryly with a degree of superiority in her cold eyes. Then, she lost interest and turned away.

		

		Only then did I realize I hadn’t breathed the whole time. With a deep breath, filling my lungs with the icy northern air, I exhaled shortly and shivered like an animal.

		

		“Well, Jacques,” I came fairly loudly to the veteran, nodding at the dozen most elite Vestonian nobles, who were invited into the palace together with Prince Louis. “Looks like you were right. That’s northern hospitality for you. They couldn’t find space in the palace for me, or most other people in the embassy. Oh well, I heeded your warning... I’m sure the food at the tavern where you rented us rooms the food is no worse than the halls of the king.”

		

		Jacques gave me a clever smile and, while the other Vestonians looked on perplexed, turned his horse around and showed us the way.

		

		Before following him, I saw out of the corner of my eye that False Thais was looking at me with a burning, unblinking gaze. She seemed to hear what I was saying perfectly.

		

		I turned and, with a broad smile, bowed to her in the saddle. Chickadee, whose years of traveling with a circus had taught her many tricks, immediately gave an elegant equine curtsey while the public looked on captivated and, as the crowd shouted in delight after me, carried me off after my men.

		

		The next book of the series!

		The Flame of the North (Last Life Book #4)

		

		End of Book Three
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