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Chapter 1

I WAS SITTING AT THE TABLE in my hidden basement, getting all my papers in order. I had accumulated quite a lot of them over the preceding few weeks. And these were just the ones that made it through Rémy Dormal and his minions’ vetting process. There were other documents that required my personal attention, and which would have to be taken care of before my departure.

At the moment, I was holding a large envelope bearing the seal of a mercenary guild poetically named the “Flaming Spears.” The letter was from one Gaspard Fontaine, the master of the guild, and the man responsible for engaging with its clients. He was polite, but adamant. As were his colleagues from other reputable mercenary guilds, who had already sent me similar envelopes of their own.

Replies like “alas, Your Lordship, our strykers have already been contracted out,” followed by assurances of their continued respect and deference toward my person and other meaningless nonsense that was nevertheless required in such circumstances.

Setting the letter aside, I leaned back in my armchair and ran my hands slowly across my tired face.

Ever since the moment the King’s jester had informed me of the Royal will, back in the exchange building, I had been looking into the possibility of hiring strykers for the unit I would eventually assemble.

And the first stages of that process were already underway: I sent inquiries to all the major mercenary guilds in the capital, including the “Red Axes,” the “Souls of Steel,” and the aforementioned “Flaming Spears.” And in reply? Not a single affirmative answer.

Basically, I knew pretty well what was happening. It didn’t take a genius to guess why they were all declining my business.

“Well?” The nisse asked, trying to sound casual although she had obviously interpreted the emotions on my face correctly. As usual, she was sitting on the edge of my table; as I perused my papers, she was polishing an emerald ring with a little rag. “So the capital’s shadow experts don’t want to go to war with you? Maybe that’s for the best, actually... Fewer freeloaders means fewer expenses.” “Heh,” she shook her head. “I remember the days when strykers would be out hunting on the frontier for years on end. Nowadays they seem to prefer sitting on their asses in the capitals. And then they wonder why their families don’t produce very many powerful mages these days. The Power is like a trusty blade — it needs to be tempered and honed all the time!”

“It’s not that simple,” I objected. “It’s one thing to go hunting in the Shadow, and another thing entirely to square off against people as powerful as yourself. You already know that my new lands are occupied by the “Scarlets.” That problem’s not going to solve itself without a lot of blood being spilled.”

The mere mention of the warrior-priests was enough to make Itta mutter a stream of curses under her breath, directed at those fanatics.

According to the information Susanna Marino was able to obtain through her channels, the “Scarlet” knights who were occupying my margraviate were under the command of one Master Alberto di Lanzi, who was also known as the Gray Reaper. When Sigurd heard the name of the opponent we would soon be heading off to fight, he immediately told me a whole series of tales about the man.

Alberto di Lanzi was a true fanatic. His hands were stained with the blood of a great many true gifted. And the same could be said of the Gray Reaper’s comrades. Bloodthirsty bastards, just like their leader.

According to Sigurd, di Lanzi himself was one of the most powerful avants in Mainland. But that wasn’t all. Besides the rank-and-file, he also had several senior knights, each of whom was at least a medius. And then there were the cohort commanders... In the Gray Reaper’s unit, they were all strykers.

Of course, I wasn’t going to have to knock the “Scarlets” out of my territory on my own. The King’s army would be invading under the command of Marshal de Clairmont. True, this army would have to actually make it to the border first. The Golden Lion and his legions were almost certainly already waiting for them. And I’ll be honest: the odds didn’t seem to favor de Clairmont...

Long story short, I wasn’t at all surprised that the heads of the capital’s guilds weren’t exactly eager to send their combat mages into that meat grinder. After all, it would be much more profitable to simply sell their services to some capital-city bigwig as personal bodyguards. And if they were really lucky, they wouldn’t even have to leave their client’s mansion.

“Yeah...” said Itta knowingly as she put the ring back in its little case and started polishing an elegant pearl bracelet. “The shadow gifted are getting weaker, little by little. If they had any idea of the kind of things they were capable of a hundred years ago...”

Listening with half an ear as the nisse waxed lyrical about the powerful mages of the past, my thoughts returned to my conversation with Sigurd.

The truth is that even while I was collecting information on my new margraviate and working out a plan to regain control over it, part of which involved sending inquiries to the big mercenary guilds, I was pursuing several goals at the same time. Besides hiring and establishing connections with the respected grand masters of these guilds, my actions were simultaneously getting the word out to anyone who might want to accompany me on campaign. I had no doubt whatsoever that word of a newly-minted margrave hiring warriors for his retinue would spread like wildfire.

And it worked. True, it didn’t work out exactly as I might have liked. For a short time, Monsieur Dormal’s accounting house — as well as my own castle — essentially turned into places of pilgrimage for a veritable flood of various mercenaries: everyone from opportunistic hired thugs to fully legitimate representatives of professional fighting units. Alas — there wasn’t a single stryker among them.

So far, the situation wasn’t heading in the best direction. I was already thinking I might have to take the most experienced men from my own castle’s garrison with me (commanded by Jacques), but then I had a conversation with Sigurd, who suggested an alternative to the capital’s mercenary guilds.

As if reading my mind, the nisse piped up:

“So what did you decide to do about that unit whose captain approached Sigurd about work? It’s a big unit, and they’re ready to head out right away. How many strykers did they have?”

Itta’s tone sounded innocent enough, but I knew better. I caught the subtle note of interest in her voice. The nisse obviously knew more than she was trying to let on. Sooner or later, she would crack and spill the beans to me, but for the time being she seemed to be enjoying watching my actions and decisions as they unfolded. A personality quirk, developed over the course of several centuries. And there was nothing I could really do about it. That said, two could play at that game. So I decided to pretend that I hadn’t noticed her interest in the subject at all.

“Two groups of five each — well, almost,” I replied. “That’s if you don’t count the true gifted and the regular soldiers.”

“Well, come on — what’s to consider?” Itta was surprised. “Besides, as far as I understand, Sigurd has known their captain for a long time.”

“That’s not the issue,” I shook my head.

“Then what is?” The nisse was genuinely surprised; she even stopped polishing the bracelet.

“It’s a conflict of interest,” I replied with perfect calm as I watched the nisse’s reaction attentively. “To put it mildly, these guys aren’t the most welcome guests in Herouxville.”

“Are they enemies of the King?” Itta asked. Judging by the expression on her face, however, she already understood perfectly well what I meant.

“No,” I replied. “But they’re enemies of Otto II, the current King of Astland, and someone our own Vestonian King has a peace treaty with. Besides that, I’m guessing that me choosing them will piss off at least one other influential person.

But to be honest, I don’t really care about that... The main thing I need is results.” Nine combat mages. Almost all of them powerful mediuses. Almost exactly what I was looking for. Besides that, Sigurd vouched for them as trustworthy, honest mercenaries. Which, in the end, was why I had given him the green light to head to Roanne, a small town not far from the capital. That had become the gathering place for any mercenaries and other assorted hotheads who wanted to sell their services for a pretty penny, but who for various reasons preferred not to go to Herouxville.

Somewhere in that mass of humanity was the unit we were hoping to hire. The remnants of one of the most powerful mercenary guilds in Astland: the Savage Hearts. This guild had supported Conrad V against Otto II at the Battle of Lüneburg, where it was almost completely annihilated.

The “Savages” who survived the battle fled north, into Northland itself, from where they took ship for the Foggy Isles, where there was always fighting of some sort.

For the moment, however, the islanders seemed to have calmed down somewhat, and so all the suddenly-unemployed hotheads had over to the continent, some to Vestonia, some to Atalia. And that was how the “Savage Hearts” ended up in Roanne. Sigurd explained their choice pretty simply: the Atalians were simply too far away, and “Savages” had an enmity with the “Scarlets” that stretched back decades.

At first, they tried to hire themselves out to Lord Gray, but he (no doubt eager to avoid testing the King’s patience any further) refused to hire them. Then they heard about the strange bastard whose exploits were already the toast of minstrels throughout the Kingdom, and who, to top it all off, had become a margrave, and an avant to boot.

From there, it was pretty straightforward: the captain of the “Savages,” Kurt von Hartha, heard a rumor that the margrave/avant was collecting a force to take his new landholdings back from the enemy. Sigurd also told me that the captain and his men knew exactly where my new march was located, and who exactly they’d be fighting there, so they knew all the risks involved. Sigurd also added that Kurt actually seemed happier once he heard the full explanation of what we were about to undertake. It turned out that the “Savages” had been itching to settle scores with the “Scarlets” for some time.

Eventually, the prospect was just too tempting for me to resist. Almost fifty experienced mercenaries, a quarter of whom were gifted. Again — exactly the sort of unit I needed.

But I hadn’t told the nisse about my decision quite yet. I wanted to find out why she was so interested in this unit.

“Anybody you want to avoid pissing off is going to be staying here, in the capital,” Itta objected quite accurately.

“I feel like there’s something you’re not sharing with me,” I said with a wry smile. “So come on, out with it... Let’s save our energy...”

Realizing that I had caught her out, the nisse snorted loudly and narrowed her eyes as she asked me:

“When did you catch on?”

“Right after I talked to Sigurd,” I admitted. “You didn’t do a very good job hiding your curiosity, or your excitement. Am I to understand that there’s someone else I should know about in this unit of “Savages?” And if he’s met you, that means he must be one of the ancients?”

The nisse sighed.

“You’re right... One of the mages in the “Savages” unit is a hejdelf.”

“Hm...” I thought for a moment. “Hejdelf... Aren’t those the creatures that guard livestock on a farm? I thought they were fixed to a specific location.”

“That’s right,” the nisse nodded. “Lorin — that’s this hejdelf’s name — has been serving this mage’s family for a long time. When the mage lost his home and family, Lorin took pity on him and went with him as he fled to foreign shores. Actually, he’s the one who first discovered that there was an auring in Herouxville, and that he was looking to hire warriors.”

“And he asked you to put in a good word for him?”

“Yes,” replied the nisse. “He also said that the captain’s been approached by another employer, but Lorin didn’t like the look of him at all. But the unit needs work of some kind... Basically, decide as soon as you can... The hejdelf says the people in the unit are all solid. They’ve stood the test of time.”

“I’ve already decided,” I replied. I just had to smile at the funny look that settled over the nisse’s face. “I’ve already sent Sigurd to Roanne with the offer and an advance.”

* * *

My footsteps echoed loudly off the stone walls of the King’s hunting lodge, which was located near the capital. Admittedly, it was a “lodge” in name only. In actual fact, it was a well-fortified castle with four towers, a dungeon, a raisable drawbridge, and a deep moat surrounding the entire perimeter.

In the short time since my arrival, I had already managed to spot more than 200 heavily-armed royal guards patrolling the place. Besides them, thanks to true vision, I also knew that there were at least twenty combat mages on the premises. The notorious Royal Shadows. They seemed to be everywhere. Actually, since becoming an avant, my “internal scanner” was much more effective. I could now “see” much farther, and also much “deeper,” as it were.

As I walked along in the company of a dozen soldiers, I took the opportunity to check out the royal “den” in all its glory. The stone walls were hung with tapestries depicting hunting scenes and lush forest landscapes.

And the hallways and small rooms we passed reminded me of certain museums from my previous life, packed to the gills with all sorts of iron implements made for stabbing and slashing. The king was obviously a fan of weapons, and judging by their impeccable condition, the servants kept a close eye on them, polishing them to prevent even the smallest speck of rust from appearing.

The air was filled with a heady mixture of scents, conspicuous among which were notes of pine resin, smoke, and grilled meat. And I could also detect the characteristic smell of a disease that had begun to win its battle against its victim’s immune system. It seemed that Carl’s health was worsening.

The audience hall was modest by capital-city standards, but by no means devoid of majesty. A huge, wooden throne upholstered with soft carpets towered in the center of the hall, and on it sat His Majesty Carl III the Victorious.

In the conversation I had with my aunt after that memorable masquerade at the Duke de Gondy’s palace, she warned me that the King would definitely want to meet me in person after everything that had happened. Judging by her overjoyed reaction as she said this, I gathered that what was about to happen signaled my elevation to a higher status within the feudal hierarchy in fact, as well as in name.

The Duchess du Bellay asserted that despite the sins of Ferdinand de Gramont, I would have to appear before the King in person to undergo the rite of homage. Her joy, she explained, was due to the fact that given the King’s illness, rituals of this type were being performed on the King’s behalf by the royal chancellor in the presence of a royal judge and some witnesses, instead of by the King himself. And at least on paper, that’s what should have happened in my case, too. But my aunt turned out to be correct — he wanted to meet me in person, and that was a big deal. But Carl III had an ironclad reason for bringing the son of his enemy closer to the throne. Strykers always went through the ritual of homage personally, without any intermediaries. And considering my rank, which seemed to be common knowledge even among the animals of Herouxville, anything less was out of the question in my case.

Once inside the hall, I finally identified something oppressive in the air — something I had been sensing since the moment I stepped across the castle’s threshold. The familiar aura of death. The same one that those black bruts always emitted. And the closer I got to the throne, the more powerfully I could feel the death magic in the air.

The King was dressed in loose-fitting clothing, and he was noticeably pale. I could see exhaustion on his face, but nevertheless he had a powerful, decisive glint in his eye that made it clear I was standing before a man of piercing, calculating intellect. I got a very distinct feeling that the King was sizing me up and deciding whether I was suitable material for his further use. At the same time, I couldn’t sense any aggression or other sort of negative attitude toward me from Carl III at all. It even seemed like he was happy to be meeting me.

Next to the throne stood his healer, a man with a graying beard and cold, fish-like eyes that remained locked on his royal patient, except for the occasional interested glance in my direction.

I could tell he was a healer by the deep red color of his energy system, which was being fed by ten huge, fiery red bruts.

Not far from the throne, on a little, narrow bench, sat a skinny, gray-haired old man. His dark clothing was covered in complex silvery patterns, so much so that it almost seemed to be made of magic. I knew this mage already; I had seen him at de Gondy’s ball. The grand master Gilbert de Ambrelle — head of the Amber Guild of mages.

His baleful glare drilled into me through narrowed eyes as he pursed his thin lips in apparent disapproval. Most likely, he was angry about the flat refusal to join his guild that I sent him several days previously. Actually, though, all his colleagues in the other capital-city mage guilds had received the same answer from me. In their cases, however, I was slightly more courteous and tactful. Gilbert, on the other hand, obviously needed to be put in his place. The next time we communicated, I wanted him to think carefully before addressing me as though I were one of his subordinates. He apparently thought that he was doing me the greatest of honors and that I’d come crawling on all fours to do whatever he asked.

There were several other noblemen in the hall as well, but I didn’t know any of them.

Kiko, dressed as gaudily as ever and with his ever-present expression of mockery firmly in place on his face, was sitting at the King’s feet and (apparently) enjoying the moment quite a bit. My guess was that he was either about to try to lighten the tense atmosphere with some of his jokes, or else deliberately ratchet the tension up a couple hundred notches.

Thanks to true vision, I also noticed the energy structure of another gifted person. A very powerful, true gifted person. Rank — avant. Hm, I thought... I think I know who this is... Marcel de Gaben, the notorious head of personal security for Carl III. The Shadow of the King. He seemed to blend in with the wall, unnoticed but always on his guard.

As I approached the throne, I took off my hat, bent down onto one knee, and bowed my head.

“Your Majesty.”

“So this is what a man looks like when every tavern in my capital is singing of his exploits!” I could hear Carl exclaim in a somewhat mocking tone.

Despite his illness, I could hear strength and authority in his voice. At the end of the day, I thought, even a wounded predator is still a predator. And Carl III was definitely one of the most dangerous ones in Mainland — that was an indisputable fact.

I raised my head and glanced at the King’s wound, which I could see perfectly well thanks to true vision. It was hard to hold back a grimace of disgust.

The royal healers were obviously unable to cope. Sure, they had somehow managed to hold back the progression of the dirty-black, pulsating stain, but only temporarily. I glanced up at Carl again and saw him through completely different eyes. It seemed likely that this would end up being our last meeting. Because at this rate, he wouldn’t last long at all.


Chapter 2

“MIND YOU,” CHUCKLED THE KING. “Let them sing. Especially since the glory is well deserved.”

Judging by the mirthful expression on his face, Carl was favorably disposed toward the idea of me becoming more famous by the day. Actually, my aunt had predicted that he would react this way. When she found out about my invitation to the palace, she rushed over to my castle immediately and spent the entire day giving me meticulous instructions regarding the upcoming ritual.

Valerie had already told me that as a young woman, my aunt had had a little affair with the young Prince Carl. So the Duchess du Bellay had a lot to say about the King’s personality, habits, and preferences.

For example, Carl respected and appreciated military prowess. He always encouraged courageous fighters and brought them closer into his orbit. The Duke de Clairmont, by the way, was an example of just such a person.

The Duchess du Bellay assured me that if it hadn’t been for the sins of Max’s father, Carl would have brought me into his inner circle long before. And my aunt was certain that the King was going to try to leave me with a favorable impression. The recent defection of a quintet of strykers on the frontier was a sore spot for Carl, and like any King he blamed everyone except himself. Although something was telling me that Zoë de Namur and her warriors had defected to the Wild Duke precisely because of a difference of opinion with Carl III.

But now he had an avant in front of him — one who was loyal, and trying as hard to rectify his traitor father’s mistakes. What else could explain the young bastard’s zeal on the frontier and in the North?

And my aunt had also warned me that the ritual would most likely be performed in an abbreviated, accelerated manner. Even when he was healthy, Carl wasn’t a big fan of long, drawn-out ceremonies, and his wounding only made that tendency more pronounced.

And basically, that was exactly what happened. Without rising from my knee, I swore all the required oaths. Then I folded my hands into a sort of praying gesture and extended them forward, still pressed together, until they were between the King’s palms. This action symbolized my loyalty and my submission to my lord. The King, in turn, tapped the top of my head with the tip of his sword as a sign that he accepted the oath of his new vassal.

After that, Carl handed me a pennant made of thick, dark-blue fabric with my new coat of arms emblazoned on it in silver thread. At a nod from the King, the herald who had brought me the banner quickly explained the significance of the objects embroidered on it.

The central element of the sigil was a massive mountain, surrounded by clouds (or possibly fog) which symbolized Shadow Pass. This, of course, reflected the actual geographical location of the margraviate.

The colors of the sigil — deep blue and silver — symbolized the secrecy and magical aura of the Shadow. The dark blue symbolized the Shadow itself, the silver elements symbolized the light piercing through its darkness.

Behind that, there was a sword stuck into the ground, which symbolized the determination of the margraviate to protect its borders from any and all threats. The sigil was framed by oak branches — a symbol of strength and endurance, and also of the nobility and dignity of the House de Valier. Beneath the sigil was a motto: “Endurance and Loyalty.”

It all sounded very grandiose and majestic, but I later discovered that in reality, the Margraviate de Valier had been playing by its own rules for centuries by that point, and served as something of a waystation for all sorts of wanderers and smugglers. A pretty normal state of affairs for a border province.

By the way — the previous margrave had died almost a hundred years before, and hadn’t left any heirs. He wasn’t a noble by birth; rather, he received the march as a gift for loyal service to one of the ancestors of the current King.

For a lot of people, such a “gift” from the King might be perceived as akin to a punishment or banishment, but not for me. I saw this as a real opportunity to get stronger. Actually, a margravate was precisely the appropriate foundation on which to build a duchy. If the margrave somehow managed to survive long enough to do that...

After observing all the formalities, the participants and witnesses to the ceremony were invited into the dining hall for a short feast. And I have to note that the only people who seemed pleased to see me at the feast were the King himself and his jester. The others kept shooting disdainful, malicious glances at me, thinking I wouldn’t notice. And the head of the Amber Guild wasn’t really bothering to conceal his feelings about an upstart like me at all.

Judging by the large quantity of magical amulets and artifacts hanging from his neck, arms, and clothes, and also the deep gray-brown color of his energy system, Gilbert de Ambrelle was an artifactor, and an avant-level one at that. His guild was considered the most powerful in Vestonia. This was the guild that bought up all the magical items from the various fortresses along the frontier. I wouldn’t be surprised if the puffed-up bastard had already complained about me to the King. Most likely, he was hoping to attach one of his minions to me, to take control of the traffic in magical artifacts that came through Shadow Pass.

Due to the King’s illness, the feast was a short one, and when all the other guests were leaving the dining hall, Kiko gave me a signal to wait for a moment. It was time for the serious conversations to begin. Prior to that moment, Carl had behaved with perfect neutrality toward me and his other guests.

After a few minutes, I was invited into a small office, whose walls were hung with various hunting trophies, weapons, and paintings of hunts and battles.

Carl was sitting by the fireplace, in a big, comfortable armchair, watching me attentively as I walked in. As usual, the jester was sitting at his feet like a faithful dog. He shot me a playful wink. It was incredibly hot and stuffy in the room, but the King was still wrapped tightly in his fur cloak. And also, it was the middle of spring outside — not exactly freezing.

“Sit,” commanded Carl as he nodded toward a chair standing opposite his armchair.

I quickly thanked him and sat down, whereupon the King grunted:

“You’ve made yourself an enemy of the head of the Amber Guild with your recklessness. You couldn’t come up with a slightly more courteous reply?”

I glanced at Kiko, who was still smiling. The jester replied with a barely perceptible nod.

Carl noticed this little pantomime and waved his hand dismissively:

“You may speak freely.”

“Your Majesty, a polite response is appropriate for a polite inquiry. The esteemed Gilbert de Ambrelle, it seems, is either unfamiliar with that simple rule, or he’s forgotten it in his advanced age. But the answer he received was in the same spirit as his initial inquiry. If he’s of a mind to teach me some manners, he should know that I remain at his service at any time.”

Carl smiled and exchanged a glance with Kiko.

“Such insolence.” Then the King turned back to me and asked: “And in what way did the other guilds fail to satisfy you? You are, no doubt, aware of my edict? Just as I’m aware of the fact that you turned down everyone else in addition to the “Ambers.”“

“Actually, there were only five or six invitations, despite there being several dozen magical guilds in Vestonia. I’m merely waiting for more favorable offers.”

“You’ve wormed your way out of that one, too, then,” Carl laughed.

My aunt had warned me that the King’s mood was subject to abrupt swings. Sometimes several times in the course of an evening. So I was trying to be as tactful as possible, ready at any moment for an outburst of royal fury or something equally distressing.

“So what are your REAL reasons?” Carl asked, his tone suddenly serious and laced with a note of steel. “And don’t you dare try to lie to your sovereign.”

“It’s quite simple,” I shrugged. “I wish to be dependent exclusively on yourself, Your Majesty, and the grand masters of these guilds are all greedy for personal power. Sooner or later, their interests will conflict with your own. I have no intention of tolerating such a state of affairs, since I’ve sworn fealty to you before all others. There would undoubtedly be a conflict. So in order to avoid any such future conflict with these masters, I prefer not to join their guilds. Especially since they’ve played no part whatsoever in my magical development.”

“Why did your father conceal your gift?” Carl asked bluntly as he drilled into me with his steely gaze.

I was prepared for questions like this, though, so I replied quite calmly:

“He didn’t. Because he never knew about my gift. Nor, for that matter, did I. It appeared on the day I awoke after my duel with Vincent de Lamar.”

The King and his jester exchanged another knowing glance. It seemed like this theory had already entered into their discussions. And there was no doubt that they had been observing me for a long time by that point.

“And after that you rose to the rank of avant, in one year?” Carl snickered. “How is that possible? Other strykers spend years honing their skills without ever coming close to results like that.”

“One of my acquaintances told me that the Power is like a trusty blade — it needs constant tempering and honing.”

“Wise words,” croaked the King with a nod of approval. “Today’s generation of strykers is turning into a bunch of debutantes, devoting itself more and more to balls and receptions. And it isn’t surprising that some of them go on to betray their sovereign, despite his having showered them with gifts and caring for them as if they were his own children.”

I assumed he was referring to Zoë de Namur and her five warriors. As Carl spoke, he stared straight into my eyes with his icy, calculating gaze. But I withstood the pressure quietly.

“I hope you won’t make a similar mistake?” He asked.

I stood up from my chair and bent down on one knee.

“I will do everything in my power to rectify the mistakes of my father, Your Majesty.”

“Commendable zeal,” said the King, his voice already warmer. “Rise.”

When I stood up, Carl quickly looked me up and down and said:

“Your mission is extremely important. You’ll need to prepare well. Therefore, I’m giving you some extra time. You’ll join the Duke de Clairmont in Bresmont. It’s a small town on the border with Bergonia. That’s where my armies are assembling.”

Carl glanced at Kiko. He jumped up to his feet, and then (like some kind of traveling magician) he whipped out a leather document case from behind his back and handed it to the King. He, in turn, handed it to me.

“Here’s my written order commanding you to take control of the Margraviate de Valier. That’s your top priority. You’ll be subordinate to me and me alone. Leave the war to my marshals. The Duke de Clairmont has already been informed. These papers are to shut the mouths of any ill-wishers. After all, you seem to be acquiring them with enviable efficiency. Besides that, there are also official passes for you and your people. If you have anything to say, say it now.”

“Your Majesty,” I began. “I want to warn you that there are people in my unit whom it would be best to keep out of the capital.”

“Who?” Carl’s eyes narrowed, although I got the distinct impression that he already knew everything.

“The “Savage Hearts”...”

The King coughed and shot a sarcastic glance at Kiko.

“What about the capital’s guilds?” He asked.

“They turned me down,” I replied.

“As I said — a bunch of debutantes!” A malicious glimmer passed across the King’s eyes.

Then he turned back to me, and in a vicious hiss he said:

“I don’t give a shit who you hire. Hire a bunch of demons, for all I care. But make damn sure you carry out my order!”

* * *

A suburb of Herouxville

The castle known as “The Gray Tower”

For several months already, Viscount André de Châtillon had been “staying” at “The Gray Tower,” a place where nobles who broke the law were kept in confinement while they awaited the King’s judgment.

From the very moment he lost Prince Heinrich’s favor, all of his friends and allies abandoned him. The viscount spent a long time trying to restore his position, even following his prince to war in the hopes of rectifying the situation. But his efforts were all in vain: he gave a good account of himself in the war, but his prince acted as though he hadn’t noticed. His return home only brought new woes to his doorstep.

With every passing day, the viscount was sliding ever deeper into a morass of drunkenness, new debts, and chaotic duels in which he subconsciously hoped for a permanent solution to his humiliation and despair. His most recent duel had seen him run a sword through his former commander, and that was the last straw: the viscount was arrested and sent to the “Gray Tower,” where he was awaiting his fate, abandoned by everyone he once held dear. The only person who hadn’t abandoned him was his old servant, poor Charles, faithful to the end. That end, however, had come for Charles a few months previously.

After months of isolation inside the “Gray Tower’s” walls, the Viscount André de Châtillon was just a shadow of his former self. Rejected by his friends and forgotten by society, he was sinking deeper and deeper into depression every day. His days were filled with gloomy contemplations of his past and a feeling of utter hopelessness for the future.

André wasn’t even looking for salvation or forgiveness anymore. In the depths of his soul, he was actually longing for death, albeit not of the kind that his current circumstances had in store for him. As a marvelous soldier and swordsman, he had always dreamed of dying in battle, of a death worthy of a warrior, not some disgraceful execution on a scaffold. The only thing still visible in his once-lively eyes was the dim shadow of pain and disappointment.

Shut away in his cell, André often dreamed of the clashes he had fought in — of the flash of blades and the roar of battle. These memories were the only things left to him from his former life, a life full of purpose and goals. Now, in the cold walls of the prison, he faced the greatest trial he had ever faced — a fight against his own soul, torn apart by the constant anticipation and loneliness.

On one of these gray, gloomy days, which all felt endlessly long and identical to André, the door to his cell opened, and in walked Armand de Valmont, the commandant of the castle.

“Viscount,” he said as he lifted an oil lamp above his head to illuminate the room. “You’re still alive?”

“Alas, Monsieur,” replied André as he stood up from his shabby, mildewy wooden bed.

“My cousin is coming to the capital today,” said the commandant. “And I thought of you.”

The Viscount listened as the commandant told of a new war, of new prices for wine and bread, and then as Armand de Valmont suggested that André should write to the King to ask for a pardon. Naturally, de Valmont would have to be paid for the paper, ink, and for his and his cousin’s labor.

It was a possibility, but André knew very well that his chances of a pardon were very slim indeed. He had lost favor and influence long ago, and even if the King actually received his request and read it, his fate was probably sealed anyway.

After thinking for a moment, the viscount took out his last thaler (which he’d been saving for a rainy day and guarding with his life) and handed it to the commandant. In exchange, he received a quill and some paper. But instead of asking for a pardon, he wrote a different type of petition — a very unusual request. He asked to be sent to war as part of the so-called “Legion of Last Chances,” whose ranks were filled with common criminals. Ending up in this unit was considered a disgrace for any nobleman. It was a place where any battle might be your last, where death was never far away from any soldier. But for André, it was a chance to die with dignity, like a soldier. And he couldn’t have cared less about anyone’s prejudices.

The fiery spark, which had disappeared so long before, was back in his eyes. After writing the final words, he handed his petition to the commandant. His fate was in the hands of the King, and even though the outcome was still uncertain, for the first time in a long time André felt like he had actually taken control of his own fate again.

Several weeks later, when the Viscount de Châtillon had already lost hope of receiving an affirmative reply and more or less made peace with his unavoidable fate, the doors to his cell suddenly burst open. A broad-shouldered, bald mountain of a man stood on the threshold, his face riven by a deep scar.

André recognized him immediately, and for the first time in months a happy smirk crossed his face. This was Gaston Laforte, one of the captains of the Legion of Last Chances. His cohort was the subject of a whole host horrifying rumors. The most brutal, heartless murderers were always sent to him.

“When I found out who petitioned to join our ranks instead of heading off for a nice quiet death on the scaffold, I couldn’t believe my ears!” Laforte’s voice was a rolling grumble, like the growling of a wolf. “The Viscount de Châtillon himself! After finishing off that scumbag de Monterre, the laughingstock of his entire unit!”

Laforte took a step forward; no longer smiling, he asked:

“You understand, Viscount, that your decision will have consequences? You’ll be a pariah to your people for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t care,” replied de Châtillon. Grinning, he asked: “I trust the notorious Captain Laforte has brought something to wet our whistles?”


Chapter 3

“THIS FEELS VERY ODD indeed,” said the Duchess du Bellay. She was sitting in the armchair in my office. I was standing behind her, pressing my palm against the back of her head as part of another round of treatment (or so she thought, at least).

“Is it uncomfortable? I hope it’s not painful?” I asked.

“Au contraire,” she shook her head. “Right now, it feels like warmth is spreading throughout my whole body... This isn’t just a normal treatment, is it?”

In my mind, I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. I had been waiting for the Duchess to ask me that question for some time. She could see her body starting to change for the better. And that wasn’t just a temporary effect, like the treatments from her personal healer-mage or her restorative elixirs.

“It most certainly isn’t, my dear aunt,” I replied. “Right now, I’m finishing the first stage in improving your energy system. Brown mana is strengthening your energy channels, red mana is healing any ruptures, green mana is speeding all these processes along, and amber mana is acting as a painkiller.”

I could feel the Duchess tense up. Which was only fair — this was the first time she had heard what I was actually doing. I was certain that she had also guessed my true motives in doing so. Jeanne du Bellay picked up on nuances like this almost immediately.

And that was good. It made my life easier. I didn’t need to explain to her that her nephew intended to take care of his family and friends, or that I really meant it when I said that.

“Are healers really capable of this kind of thing?” She asked, sounding like she was in a daze.

“You know the answer to that question already,” I smiled.

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother...” She whispered, without moving from where she sat.

“Don’t worry.” I ran my hands across her shoulders. “There’s nothing to fear. Quite the contrary... I managed to repair a lot of things in your body. You’ve probably noticed it already.”

“I feel like I’ve grown younger by several years over the course of the last month,” the Duchess admitted. Her voice was trembling slightly. “The headaches are gone, I’m sleeping again, I have my appetite back... And the exhaustion... It used to be constant. But now I’m full of strength. My personal healer, Maitre Lemesier, always assured me that he was doing everything possible, but that my age...”

The Duchess trailed off. Her shoulders started to shudder. She hurriedly took out a lace handkerchief and gently pressed it against her eyes.

Wow, I thought... And she hasn’t even seen what’s coming in the next stages of my “treatment plan.” If I decide to continue, of course. Bertrand, who had recently moved on to the fourth stage of his treatment, hadn’t complained of joint pain or bad vision for a long time. And more importantly, thanks to my regular infusions of brown mana into his energy structure, his bones were stronger, and thanks to the amber mana it would be a lot harder for anybody to poison my valet or for him to get food poisoning.

“I can assure you, Madame,” I said quietly as I sat down in the armchair opposite her and took her hand in mine. “Maitre Lemesier wasn’t lying to you. He didn’t do anything wrong — it’s just that he’s a regular healer-mage, used to doing as he was instructed to do by his masters back when he was training.”

“But he’s one of the best in Vestonia!” The Duchess objected. “And right now he’s one of the healers taking care of the King. Alongside the grand master of the Scarlet Guild...”

I just shrugged and leaned back into my chair. The Duchess leaned forward. Her expression had suddenly changed. Not even a second before, the woman in front of me had been complaining of her age and all the aches and pains that came with it; now, however, I was looking at a predator, crouched in preparation for an attack.

“How is he?” She asked in a hushed tone of voice. “You were next to him... You even touched him... I know you must have sensed everything...”

She didn’t say any names, of course, but anyone could have guessed she was talking about the King.

“Madame,” I said in an equally quiet tone, “I presume you understand why none of the healer-mages attending His Majesty are being allowed to leave his castle?”

“This conversation will stay here,” she nodded, and immediately asked in a whisper: “Are things really that bad? Or is this another one of Carl’s traps? I told you, I know him very well... Everything he does has a hidden motive, sometimes two or three layers deep. And then there’s that hunchback of his. Cunning as a snake, patient as a spider!”

At the mention of the jester, the Duchess’ fists clenched until her knuckles turned white. I wondered, just then — what did Kiko do to piss her off so much? Although to be honest, it would have been more surprising if he had somehow managed NOT to piss her off.

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Madame, but...” I shook my head and let out a heavy sigh.

Of course I wasn’t going to say that the man sitting on the throne was already half dead. Judging by the change in her expression, though, she drew the proper conclusions herself.

An instant later, a spark lit up her eyes. She edged in a little closer to me and grabbed my right hand with both her hands.

“But Max, my boy... Surely YOU could do something? After all, you’re more powerful than all these dried-up old grand masters put together...”

Hm, I thought... She seems strangely zealous about the idea. I wonder why that could be? After all, it didn’t seem at all likely that Jeanne du Bellay was still harboring feelings for Carl. And let’s be honest — did she ever really have feelings for him?

Most likely, she could sense the considerable benefit that she might be able to extract from the situation should her talented nephew end up being the only man in the country who could heal the King of Vestonia.

“My dear aunt... You may not fully understand what you’re asking of me,” I said as I gently withdrew my hand.

I wasn’t lying. I genuinely had no desire to get involved with death magic. My last encounter with it had come in the form of some black bruts whose energy had almost merged with my own aura.

Several days after returning from the King’s hunting “lodge,” I ran an experiment with some of the trophy-size crystals in my basement, and it very nearly ended in disaster.

It scared the living daylights out of all the first-born. When the dust finally settled, the nisse called me a stupid boy and spent the next several days excoriating me for my idiocy.

Basically, the lunari (one of the fairy sisters who asked to join my retinue) helped me contain the aggressive magic.

I should point out that they weren’t actually sisters, and they definitely weren’t fairies, either. They were the descendants of ancient elemental spirits who existed at the very dawn of life on this world. “Fairy” was just a designation they acquired over many centuries. So when I referred to them by that term, it didn’t offend them at all.

Over the course of several weeks, I shared my energy with them on more than one occasion, and then one evening the event they had all been waiting for finally came to pass. They transformed, just like the nisse had.

As far as I could understand, for the first-born, transformation was a sort of breakthrough, or overcoming of a barrier in their magical development that arose because of a shortage of the necessary energy. The same energy that used to be generated in special sources of power that later fell under the Shadow.

There was one other method of achieving a transformation, and that was interaction with an auring. According to legend and old folktales, the first of these beings were born from the same ancient sources of power (or birthsprings, as they were commonly called).

Once their transformations were complete, it turned out that Selina (the lunari) and I had a powerful magical connection. It was even stronger than my connection with the nisse. Itta, however, wasn’t especially surprised by this. What’s more, she seemed to have actually expected something like this to happen. And she was the one who explained to me how I might make use of this strange bonus.

Somehow, the moon fairy was able to intervene in my meditations to help sharpen my concentration. With her help, my energy manipulations were more precise and less energy-consumptive than before. I could run several different operations at the same time. This caused my magical development to speed up considerably.

Despite the fact that I had become an avant not long before, my training fights with Sigurd almost always ended in a victory for me. More and more often, I noticed my bodyguard glancing at me quizzically. Apparently he realized that before long, he wouldn’t be a match for me anymore.

For my part, I was in the grip of genuine euphoria after reaching a new level of development. I imagined that birds probably felt something similar after their first flight.

My reservoir was generating mana more quickly, which significantly reduced the amount of energy I had to borrow from my reserve during battle. My aura was more saturated, too. And most importantly... I made another huge breakthrough when I realized that I would soon be able to create new nodes and channels in my energy system.

True, I still didn’t know how that might turn out. Therefore, in order not to hurt myself, I was still working on preparing for the first experiment in this direction. I knew I would need to strengthen my entire energy system. It goes without saying, of course, that my consumption of bruts increased dramatically, even with the significant improvement in my reservoir’s function. I still had enough bruts in reserve for the time being, but I was well aware that it was high time to go on campaign and restock them.

Actually, it was this feeling of euphoria that made me decide to conduct experiments with the black bruts, which the nisse had hidden away in the deepest recesses of my castle’s basement. I just felt like everything was under control. In the end, the burst of energy was so powerful that it almost devoured me entirely.

Thankfully, at the critical moment when the death magic was about to start dominating my consciousness, the lunari was there to help. Thanks to her help, I managed to focus and regain control of the whole dangerous process. From that moment on, I decided that I would avoid touching a black brut ever again. At least until I figured out my new abilities.

“You really can’t do anything to help the King?” The Duchess looked into my eyes as if pleading with me.

“You just said that the finest masters of the Scarlet Guild are at His Majesty’s side,” I shrugged. “I’m sure those renowned gentlemen will think of something.”

“Max, you realize what will happen if...”

The Duchess trailed off and looked around as if worried that someone might be eavesdropping.

“Don’t worry, my dear aunt,” I said in a calm tone. “Nobody’s listening.”

“Carl still hasn’t declared an heir apparent,” said the Duchess, her tone still just as quiet. “As soon as he dies, de Bauffremont and de Gondy will be at each other’s throats. Prince Heinrich and his supporters won’t be standing idly by, either. And there’s still the army of Konung Sharptooth somewhere up north, which will definitely make an appearance in support of Prince Louis. Chaos will engulf the capital. And you’ll probably be far away when it all happens. As will the King’s legions.”

“If the situation starts developing in that direction, and I’m not in the capital when it happens, promise me you’ll move into my castle until it all blows over,” I said. “I’m leaving a garrison of thirty men here. They’re all veterans who’ve been through more than a few battles. They’re loyal to me, and they’ll defend you and anyone else in this castle. The “Fox Den” is a tough nut to crack. It can’t simply be taken by a frontal assault. There are provisions for a siege of several months. So you’ll be safe until I return. And when I do, my dear aunt, I promise you that anyone who’s threatened any of my loved ones will soon have cause to deeply regret their rashness.”

The Duchess replied with a worried smile and a nod. A faint blush appeared on her cheeks. And a moment later, she said:

“I’m afraid your uncle will probably start making moves as soon as you leave. I suggest returning Valerie to him... That would calm him down for a while.”

“No, Madame,” I shook my head. “Valerie will never be returning to the Count de Gramont.”

“Heinrich won’t just let this go,” warned the Duchess. “He’ll probably submit a petition to the King.”

“Let him submit whatever he likes,” I shrugged. “If he wants to make himself the laughingstock of the capital again, that’s his prerogative. A brother heads off to war, and his sister stays at the castle to run day-to-day affairs in his absence. This has always been the way of things — when men go to war, women take over management of hearth and home. No, Madame... My uncle will do what he’s always done. He’ll hide.”

“Do you have plans for Valerie?”

“I have no doubt that she’s got a brilliant future ahead of her,” I replied. “And she will decide for herself who will share it with her.”

“What if she decides on some bankrupt merchant’s son with a shit-eating grin on his face?” The Duchess snickered. “Or some horrible mercenary? Are you ready to accept a choice like that?”

“If that’s what she wants, I’ll accept it,” I replied nonchalantly. “But I have to say — it doesn’t seem like you know your niece very well. And anyway, I’ll do my best to make sure that nobody like that comes within a hundred yards of the Viscountess. Or her sisters, for that matter.”

This seemed to startle the Duchess, and she frowned.

“You intend to take Patricia and Nadine too?”

“Of course,” I nodded. “I’ll tell you something else, too: I’m going to make Heinrich give back everything that once belonged to my father. And I hope you’ll help me with that. A weakling has no place at the head of our line.”

I was looking right into the Duchess’ eyes as I pronounced that last sentence. And judging by the expression on her face, Jeanne du Bellay was in complete agreement with me.

* * *

Herouxville

Old Capital

The castle of Frederic de Moati, grand master of the Knightly Order of the Gray Rock

The grand master Frederic de Moati sat at the table in his office, looking attentively at his guests. They had arrived after sundown, and without any notice whatsoever.

To say that the grand master was unhappy about their visit would be an understatement, but he knew there would be dire consequences for refusing to see an emissary from the grand master of the Order of the Frozen Spear. So Frederic was forced to put up with the two unannounced guests.

In his mind, he was cursing the northerners for their rashness in sending these men; after all, it wouldn’t be more than a day or two before that loathsome hunchback found out about this meeting. The grand master was already thinking about how he would justify this meeting to the King, who was bound to demand an explanation. As to whether the bow-legged little bastard would tell Carl everything... Well, Frederic had no doubt about that whatsoever.

“Well then… I’m listening,” he announced in a gloomy tone.

Frederic was addressing a small, gaunt little man sitting opposite him, whose face resembled a freshly-made death mask, but his answer came from a young woman seated in the adjacent chair. She introduced herself as Sister Fria.

White hair, gray eyes — she was a true northern beauty. Frederic caught himself subconsciously admiring her.

“Brother Valdar and I have come to Herouxville at the command of the grand master of our order,” she said; her deep bass voice sent goosebumps crawling down Frederic de Moati’s spine. “To be specific — we’re investigating a crime committed against our order.”

“This far south?” The grand master’s eyebrows shot up.

“Indeed,” nodded Sister Fria. “The miscreants launched a cowardly surprise attack on our brothers in Vintervald, but their tracks have led us back here, to Herouxville.”

“Your road has been a long one,” said Frederic. This visit was becoming more uncomfortable by the second. “But what does this have to do with our order? Or do you mean to imply that one of our brothers is involved in this business?”

The grand master frowned.

“Not at all, Your Excellency!” Sister Fria hurriedly objected. “The person responsible for the deaths of several of our brothers is not a member of your order. But we have incontrovertible proof that these people have also done harm to you, albeit indirectly.”

Frederic de Moati was intrigued. He leaned in a little closer; in an icy tone, he said:

“Explain.”

“Of course. But before we continue, we’d like to ask one small favor of you on behalf of the head of our order.”

“You mean to negotiate with me?” There was a palpable note of irritation in the grand master’s voice. He wasn’t used to being addressed this way. Indeed, if it had been someone else in the chair opposite, he probably would have started spitting fire and brimstone at them almost immediately. But he understood that these two weren’t just simple strykers. These were punishers, whose missions were the stuff of horrifying rumor; all things considered, the grand master knew it was best to keep a cool head. Besides that, they were speaking on behalf of the head of their immensely powerful order, someone with whom the Stone Knights had always had cordial, if not exactly warm relations.

Judging by the hint of mockery in Fria’s steely gray eyes, she could see right through the grand master, which only annoyed him more.

“Come now, Your Excellency. We are merely instruments in the hands of our master.”

For a moment, Frederic de Moati just frowned back at her, feeling tense; then, apparently having made up his mind, he said:

“I will listen to whatever you have to say, but I can’t promise that I’ll grant your request.”

“I thank you, Your Excellency,” said Fria. “We know that you’re sending a unit of your knights to Bergonia. We’d like to accompany that unit.”

“In what capacity?” Frederic de Moati frowned.

“As impartial observers from our order,” replied Sister Fria. “A completely normal practice during a war. Besides, if anything should happen while they’re on campaign, five experienced strykers certainly won’t hurt their chances. Wouldn’t you agree, Your Excellency?”

The master thought for a moment. This kind of thing was indeed a perfectly normal practice during wartime. And Carl had never had any conflicts with the Frozen Spears.

“Do you have official writs from the grand master of your order?” Frederic de Moati inquired.

“Of course,” nodded Sister Fria as she took out two scrolls. “Here is the official communication from the head of our order to you and to your King.”

After spending several minutes reading the papers, and being convinced of their authenticity, Frederic de Moati turned to address the northerners once again:

“Well, I don’t see any reason why we couldn’t grant this request. I don’t think the King will have any objections, either. I’ll see to it that your request is approved.”

In his mind, the grand master let out a sigh of relief. With documents like this, these Frozen Spears weren’t just visitors anymore. And their little conversation had just acquired the status of an official visit.

“I thank you, Your Excellency,” said Sister Fria with a smile.

“With that, I presume, we can continue our conversation,” said the grand master. “You said that you had some kind of proof that the criminals you’re looking for have somehow done some harm to us as well...”

“Exactly right,” nodded the gray-eyed northern beauty, watching with a smile as every word she uttered changed the expression on the face of the grand master of the Stone Knights. “I recall that several months ago, you took out a den of werewolves...”


Chapter 4

“HOW ARE PREPARATIONS going?” I asked as I watched the hustle and bustle unfolding on the docks in front of me.

“Everything’s going according to our plan, Your Lordship,” replied Captain Druton with perfect confidence. He was a short, stocky man with a wild beard that made him look like a fairy-tale gnome.

Although I should also point out that since the day I had originally hired him, the captain’s appearance had changed considerably, and for the better. He was wearing more expensive clothing and shoes. True, the smell that filled the air around him suggested he was still smoking bottom-shelf tobacco. But that was most likely a matter of habit.

“Did you manage to fill the open positions in your crew?” I asked. “I hope you haven’t run into any problems?”

Three weeks previously, I had given Druton an assignment: finding me two more trading vessels in decent condition. The red-bearded captain had taken care of the request pretty quickly. But instead of a second trading vessel, he suggested that we acquire a snekkja that was basically the younger sister of its more familiar, larger cousin, the northern longship. I gave my assent to Druton’s idea, and thus my little flotilla was joined by another knorr, which we named the “Golden Bass,” and a snekkja with the more threatening name of “Sea Snake.”

“Oh!” The captain replied with a big smile. “People were practically knocking down my door once word got out!”

“You haven’t been telling them where we’re going, have you?”

“No, Your Lordship, I’ve been as quiet as a mouse on that subject.”

“And nobody seemed to be especially curious?”

“I hired only the most experienced and trustworthy people I could find,” the captain replied sternly. “People who basically couldn’t care less where they’re headed. You could send them to the abyss with all its demons, for all they care. As long as there isn’t any funny business when it comes time for payment.”

“There won’t be,” I assured him. “I’ll give you my word as a nobleman that every point in your contracts is going to be fulfilled to the letter. Besides that, feel free to mention that upon our return, everyone should expect a decent bonus. And of course you yourself will be in for a special bonus in the event of a successful voyage.”

“Thank you, Your Lordship.” The captain’s eyes flashed excitedly. “As always, you’re most generous.”

“I take care of people who are loyal to me, captain. Actually, on that subject. As I’ve already mentioned, you should expect a visit from a group of about twenty warriors within the next few days. They’ll be guarding the cargo and protecting you all during the journey.”

“Understood, Your Lordship,” said the captain with a bow of his head.

After bidding Druton farewell, I headed back toward my carriage. Before checking in on the construction in the old merchants’ district, I wanted to pay a visit to the western side of the Old Capital. I hadn’t heard a peep from the Elder of the Order of Potters in quite a while. So I had to wonder — was he still observing our little agreement?

* * *

Aelira was right: the home of the Elder of the Order of Potters (and head of the spellsword clan) Basile Bleroux looked something like a small castle. A small castle that hadn’t opened its gates in a very long time. Actually, the entire length of Potters’ Alley looked pretty abandoned and overgrown. Neither I nor Aelira (who was accompanying me everywhere while Sigurd was absent) felt a single living soul in the entire place. Even though the neighboring alleyways were positively teeming with life. What could have happened here? And where did the Old Badger and the other spellswords disappear to?

We both noticed almost immediately when a well-fed old cat appeared. It was sitting on a fence, watching our every movement intently.

“Go back to the carriage,” I told my bodyguard quietly. “I need to talk to somebody for a moment.”

Aelira shot a quick glance at the strange cat, then nodded understandingly. Several weeks previously, I had let not only her and Sigurd, but also Jacques and Lucas, in on the secret of my pact with the first-born.

The look on their faces as I introduced them to the nisse and the three fairies was priceless. Especially Jacques, when he found out that the nisse would be there to help him in the event of an attack on the Fox Den.

Aelira and Sigurd were less surprised than the other two. I figured that Aelira had already sensed the presence of something ancient living in harmony with me in the castle. And she had probably told her husband all about it. They must have looked into it, realized that I knew all about it, and then treated it as essentially none of their business. Mind you, that was how they usually treated things. That was part of what I loved about them.

Lucas also reacted with surprising calm. He said that there were a lot of strange things happening in the construction sites in the merchants’ district. A lot of workers had quit, citing little demons from the abyss that seemed to be infesting the place. But everything made sense once he met my new associates.

I had to explain that this was a great way for us to get rid of any theft-prone workers or other troublemakers who might have snuck past the initial hiring process. I promised Lucas that I would introduce him to the elders of the first-born soon enough, so that he could work directly with them if it became necessary. And the nisse would be on hand to oversee the whole process as well. Although of course I didn’t say that part out loud.

After waiting for Aelira to disappear around the corner, the big cat stood up onto all four paws, crouched, and sprang up into a long leap through the air. It transformed quickly in midair, and before I knew it, it was standing on two feet just a few steps away from me. This was obviously a matagot.

He was younger and taller than Kervan. And his general appearance suggested that this matagot was living quite a bit more comfortably than his fellow matagot had been when he lived on Weavers’ Street under the yoke of the werewolves.

This local matagot was dressed like a tradesman, even wearing a wide, clay-smeared leather apron to complete the image.

“I sensed some guests coming, but I couldn’t believe it was the auring himself at first,” smiled the matagot with a flash in his feline eyes.

“Greetings, Mr...”

“Gervin,” said the matagot.

“Max,” I said, pressing my palm to my chest in salutation. “I’ve come in peace.” With a nod at the closed gates, I added: “I was hoping to visit the master of this house, but it seems like he’s been absent for some time now. Even though we had planned to meet today.”

“Basile and the other spellswords left their den about two weeks ago,” said the matagot; scratching the top of his head, he clarified: “To me, it looked like they were fleeing something. Although that doesn’t really sound like the Old Badger to me.”

“Is that so?” I was surprised. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what they were fleeing?”

“No,” the matagot shook his head. “But some strange things have been happening lately.”

“Such as?” I leaned in a little closer as I asked this question.

“It all started when one of the young spellswords, Ulf, disappeared without a trace. Did you know him?”

Gervin’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at me.

“I’ve never met him,” came my calm reply. “But Basile promised that Ulf would take care of some work for me.”

“What kind of work?” The matagot’s expression suggested he was suspicious.

I understood that I wasn’t obligated to answer; to put it bluntly, my business in this district was well above his pay grade. I could simply bid him farewell and be on my way. But on the other hand... First of all, I didn’t really have any secrets I needed to keep here, since Ulf had probably done similar work pretty frequently; second, it seemed that Gervin, like me, was in need of information. So why not help each other out?

“I wanted to order some amulets,” I replied.

The matagot’s expression softened.

“In exchange for?” He asked.

“The Old Badger wanted me to summon a guard for him,” I replied, once again telling the full truth.

Once you entered into a conversation with these creatures, you had to be prepared for them to sense any sort of falsehood that might creep in your words. Honestly, it would have been smart to bring the nisse or one of the fairies with me. But who could have predicted such strange turns of events in this district?

My words seemed to put the matagot at ease. I wondered, though — what did he suspect me of doing?

“I’ve heard about the guard you summoned for your own home,” he said with a nod of admiration; then, with a little chuckle, he added: “And I also heard you got our people pretty riled up recently.”

Here, I knew, he was referring to the hubbub that arose when word got out that the fayret, the efirel, and the lunari had entered my service. The elders actually came to me with an official complaint. Something about luring away their young people. Basically, I had to promise that it wouldn’t happen again, at least not without their consent. Later, of course, I gave the nisse a piece of my mind about the fact that she had totally set me up for that conflict with the Elders. In the end, though, everything quieted down. And besides the original three fairies, nobody else came knocking with a request to enter my service. Although Itta told me that there were plenty who would have loved to do so. Especially after they saw how my new “assistants” had transformed.

They were spending pretty much all their time with the nisse, except for my meditation sessions with the lunari.

Itta said she was preparing them for the upcoming campaign. Helping them to master their new powers.

Of course, this didn’t happen without the occasional slip-up. From time to time, it would suddenly get unbearably hot in the house, or a strong blast of wind would blow all the windows open, or sometimes all my servants would wake up complaining of strange dreams. Basically, the first-born were training hard. That said, things seemed a little quieter now than they used to be. Judging by the satisfied look on the nisse’s face, they were probably making progress in controlling their powers.

“Yes, it’s true — I do have a new guard,” I chuckled. “Anyway, though — what happened to Ulf?”

“Dunno,” the matagot shrugged. “Nobody does. He knew Old Brima pretty well... Which wasn’t surprising, since he was a wolf by nature. Anyway, when those priests cleaned out the werewolves’ den, Ulf vanished.”

This was food for thought. After all, Ulf wasn’t there with the shapeshifters when the raid went down. I knew that first-hand. And Kervan would’ve warned us. Hm... Very strange...

“Maybe the Badger sent him on a mission outside the capital or something?”

“No,” the matagot shook his head. “I would’ve heard about that right away. Basile and I weren’t enemies. We helped each other out all the time. I could tell that he didn’t know where Ulf went either. He was looking for him... But he didn’t have time for that after the whole business with the witches kicked off.”

I tensed up immediately.

“What happened to them?”

“I don’t know very much about it,” replied the matagot. “I heard that one of the sisters in Madleyn’s coven disappeared. That witch from the herb shop... They basically turned the place upside down looking for her... She was gone for a long time. And she did come back, but she wasn’t the same anymore. I heard rumors that she was possessed by a dark spirit. And all she could talk about was “those horrible spellswords.” And then the shade, or whatever it was, just left her body, and took her life when it went.”

I was having a hard time remaining calm. The nisse had once told me that something dark was approaching the castle, but that it apparently sensed my guard and decided not to attack. At the time, we thought it was just a shade, and that was the only time such a thing had ever happened. Plus, there were lots of other dark spirits in addition to shades, and it basically could have been anything.

Now, however, I knew that the soulcatcher that Itta warned me about had made his way down south. And I had no doubt that this servant of Hoar the Wicked was behind what happened to that witch from the coven.

“Madleyn was angry, and she came with some of her sisters to see Basile,” the matagot shook his head. “The coven mother accused him and his spellswords of kidnapping one of her sisters. They had a pretty big shouting match, but it didn’t come to a fight. Eventually, they settled down and started talking more civilly to each other. What about? I have no idea. But it was right after that conversation that the Old Badger and the rest of the spellswords left the capital in a hurry.”

We chatted for a little while longer, but I didn’t find out anything else that was useful. It was time to move on.

“Well, many thanks for the information,” I said. “You must have heard about the merchants’ district? If you ever want to move there, you’re welcome to do so.”

“No,” Gervin shook his head. “I’m doing fine on my own land for now. But thanks for the invitation. I’ll remember it, auring.”

An instant later, he turned back into a cat and flitted like a gray shadow through the bars of the fence next door.

With one more quick glance at the spellsword clan’s base, I turned around and headed out of the alley. I had to warn the nisse.

* * *

Bergonia

The environs of the city of Contern. Chateau de Werthemart

Temporary headquarters of the commander-in-chief of the Atalian armies

When Tony Nappo, the personal secretary of Duke Ricardo di Lorenzo (more commonly known as the Golden Lion) walked into the dining hall, he found His Grace calmly eating his breakfast.

His neat beard, wavy golden hair, trim, athletic figure, well-manicured hands, and elegant clothing all bore witness to the fact that despite his fifty years, the duke fully deserved his reputation as one of the most dashing noblemen in the court of His Majesty Alfonso V.

Many people assumed that the much-lauded field commander had earned his nickname simply because of his characteristic golden hair. But his comrades-in-arms and those close to him knew very well that the Golden Lion had earned his nickname more for his bravery and his qualities as a leader than for his physical appearance.

This was a man with a sharp mind, decisive and able to see opportunities where others could see nothing but insurmountable obstacles. He also had a talent for surrounding himself with loyal people, who were willing to go to their deaths for him in an instant should he give the order. Without exaggeration, it could be said that Tony Nappo was his most dedicated follower.

“Ah, it’s you,” said the duke, casting a glance at his secretary. Then he nodded at the stuffed folder in the man’s hands and asked: “What news?”

“Good morning, Your Grace,” said Tony Nappo with a bow, before getting straight down to business. “His Highness Prince Adrian is expected in Contern within the next few days.”

The Duke di Lorenzo let out a heavy sigh. A baleful fire flashed into his dark gray eyes.

“His Honor is sending me a son to take all the credit for my victories,” the Marshal of Atalia muttered through gritted teeth. “Who’s coming with the prince? Actually, no need to tell me. Who else could it be but those northern upstarts Luigi di Belmonte and Hugo di Spinola? And that old spider Angelo Doria. I’d stake anything on it: he was the one who convinced Alfonso to saddle me with his dunce of an heir.”

“Perceptive as always, Your Grace,” Tony Nappo replied diplomatically.

“Isn’t there some piece of news this morning that won’t spoil my appetite?” The duke grumbled as he angrily picked up his steaknife.

Like an experienced cardshark with an ace up his sleeve, the secretary deftly drew a small envelope out of the folder. As he handed it to the duke, the pleasant smell of a woman’s perfume wafted through the air.

The duke set his silverware aside, wiped his mouth with a lace napkin, and picked up the envelope. The corners of his lips curled into a faint smile as he unfolded the letter inside.

The duke chuckled quietly a few times and twisted the tips of his mustache up as he read the letter.

Once he finished reading, the marshal glanced up at Tony, winked, and said:

“The Countess de Laroc, with whom I had such a lovely chat at the Marquis de Prelle’s reception, inquires whether I might give her an audience. Please inform her that I’ll see her this evening.”

“Understood, Your Grace,” said the secretary with a knowing nod as he made a note for himself on his pile of papers.

His “ace” had done its work marvelously, and the duke was in a good mood once again.

“Continue,” he gestured to Tony Nappo with one hand as the secretary took out the next sheet of paper in his stack.

“There have been several complaints from the magistrate about our legionaries engaging in debauchery in the taverns.”

“I’m not interested in such trifles,” said the duke dismissively. “He should be thankful that the city’s still in one piece and relatively intact. What’s the situation with provisions? Has our request been complied with?”

“According to the most recent reports, we’ve received fifty barrels of corned beef, thirty of dried fish, twenty sacks of dried bread, thirty chests of hard cheese, thirty five bags of dried beans and peas, twenty five barrels of wine, and three dozen large barrels of ale.”

“That’s only half of what I requested,” the duke frowned. “Hunger in the ranks — just what we need!”

“With the reserves currently on hand, it’ll be enough to get us to Vestonia,” said the secretary. “And once there...”

“True, true...”

Lost in thought, the duke ran a hand through his beard, and soon his face lit up once more. After his legions crossed the Vestonian border, the looting could start. The Duke di Lorenzo’s eyes began to glimmer excitedly. Carl was on death’s door. His dukes were ready to tear out each other’s throats as soon as he died. The richest country in Mainland would soon be in his hands. Could it really be that that spineless worm Alfonso, who had only become King in the first place through some incomprehensible misunderstanding, actually believed that the Golden Lion would decline to take the reins once he was in the driver’s seat? The King’s hopes were squarely on the shoulders of those fanatics in their scarlet cloaks. Hehe... The idiot!

These pleasant thoughts kept the duke occupied for a moment, but soon he was distracted from them by Tony’s voice.

“Scouts report that the Vestonian forces in Bresmont have nearly completed their muster,” said the secretary. “Some Mertonian archers have joined them. Along with a hundred spears of various noble cavalry and a unit of the Stone Knights. The information’s been corroborated — they’re under the command of the Duke de Clairmont.”

“That doesn’t matter,” snickered the Duke di Lorenzo. “They’re doomed. I think Édouard de Clairmont understands that himself.”

“He’s said to be the best commander in Carl III’s army,” said Tony.

“I’ll say again, it doesn’t matter,” the duke shook his head. “Our forces’ invasion of Vestonia is just a matter of time. Édouard de Clairmont doesn’t have any aces up his sleeve. I know what he’s going to do before he does it. And we’re ready for him. You’ll see — he’s going to bring his legions to join the forces Prince Heinrich left in the northwest, and together those forces will try to maneuver us into a pitched battle.”

“But then he — “ The secretary didn’t have a chance to finish.

“Exactly,” the duke interrupted him as he ran his hand through his beard once again. “I tell you — he hasn’t got a ghost of a chance. Édouard de Clairmont will bring his army right here, where I’ll be waiting for him. And we won’t even have to chase him all over these damned hills and mountains. The Vestonian Army’s fate is already sealed. Only a miracle, or something absolutely unexpected and unexpectable, can possibly avert total defeat for them. And as you know, I’ve never believed in any such foolishness.”


Chapter 5

Roanne

The “Old Oak” guesthouse

“THAT’S IT,” KURT VON HARTHA sighed with relief as the door closed behind Sigurd, and he found himself alone with his comrade-in-arms and right-hand man, Georg von Linz.

The latter was ten years older than Kurt, and his grumpy demeanor had earned him the nickname “the Hedgehog.” He was the oldest member of their unit, and also the most experienced. That is, of course, if you don’t count the hejdelf Lorin, who served the young stryker Leo von Grimm, one of Kurt’s quintet. Georg and Lorin, by the way, were often at loggerheads with one another. Sometimes it got so bad that the two of them wouldn’t speak to one another for days afterward.

“I’ve already told you that I don’t like this idea,” grumbled Georg von Linz.

“Yes, I remember,” said the captain of the “Savages” with a nod at the three fat bags lying on his table.

“But we made this decision together, and most importantly, we’ve received our advance.”

Georg just snorted contemptuously in response. And that despite the fact that his constant complaining about the dearth of money had long ago begun to grate on Kurt and everyone else in the unit.

“I voted for a campaign in the north,” Georg objected stubbornly. “We could’ve helped Sharptooth put things in order in Northland, then headed to the borders of the Svartvald with him. Instead of that, we’ve signed up for an extremely dangerous adventure with this little boy. I can feel it in my bones — he’s sending us off to be slaughtered. You remember what happened to the heads of our guild when they got involved in that little adventure with Conrad?”

Georg was no coward. Like Kurt himself, he was a powerful medius on the verge of achieving the rank of avant. He had fought in many battles, including the Battle of Lüneburg, where many of their brothers in arms had lost their lives. The “Savage Hearts” — or rather, the pathetic remnant of their once-mighty order, had survived only because Kurt and several other strykers were busy carrying out other tasks for the leaders of the guild.

“How would you have negotiated with the Twilighters?” Kurt snickered in reply. “Or have you forgotten how they escorted us out of Vintervald?”

“Well, they sent one of their own people,” countered Georg.

“It was an unofficial offer,” Kurt shook his head. “They wanted to hire us to use us and kick us out like street mutts. And believe me — they wouldn’t let us anywhere within a day’s march of the Svartvald.”

“But this little boy — “ Georg tried to object, but Kurt cut him off.

“This “little boy,” as you call him, has distinguished himself on the frontier and won a Silver Wing, and then somehow come out victorious in a Great Trial — one that killed Piers Butler, if you remember. I tried to dissuade him from that little adventure, of course... But most importantly — this kid has become an avant. All that, in the space of one year!”

“We still need to see just what kind of “avant” he really is,” grumbled Georg.

“Believe me, I’d love to watch him fight,” chuckled Kurt. “I’ve known Sigurd since we were little snot-nosed kids, learning to touch the Power under the Diamond Guild. He was the best in our class, until those Ice Priest bastards took him. And you know what he told me? The Margrave de Valier beats him in their training duels nine times out of ten. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. You understand what I’m getting at?”

Georg’s reply demonstrated why he fully deserved his nickname. His “needles” went up with a quiet scoff as he wrinkled his face, looking every bit like a hedgehog that had just been poked with a stick.

“I don’t believe that fairy bastard Lorin,” he said drily. “That hejdelf feeds us tall tales about the aurings, who probably never existed in the first place. Or do you expect me to believe that some little boy is really the descendant of some line of fairy-tale mages that could chop a continent in half? It’s nonsense...”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Kurt smiled as he stood up from his table, signaling that the discussion was over. Then he said: “It’s a done deal, anyway. Prepare our people. We move out in two days.”

* * *

Herouxville

The “Fox Den”

“They’re beautiful!” Valerie exclaimed excitedly.

She and Verena were standing on a balcony, looking down enraptured at the massive horses that were being delivered to Max that day.

The size of the animals alone was awe-inspiring. They were almost seven feet tall, and amidst the people walking to and fro among them they looked like mountains. Their thick, dark fur glistened black and dark brown in the sun.

Their powerful legs were the size of tree trunks, and they made deep impressions in the ground, while their thick, dark manes and tails fluttered gently with every motion. The eyes of these giants were dark and deep, and bespoke a deep inner feeling of calm and intelligence. Despite their size, however, the horses moved with surprising grace, like dancers, masters of the art of combining balance and power.

Valerie had heard from one of the servants that Max spent a very long time examining every detail of the dozen horses. And now he was examining them again, looking for all the world like an experienced groom. Even the people who had delivered the horses were watching his movements with an admiration bordering on awe. It all gave the impression that her brother could see right through each of the horses as he examined them.

“Württemberg mistrals,” said Verena.

Valerie heard a note of price in Max’s cousin’s voice as she spoke, and turned to look at her pensively. Meanwhile, Verena — still engrossed in watching the horses — continued:

“This species was bred in the Duchy of Württemberg, in western Astland. The great-grandfather of the previous King, Conrad V, loved horses, and he put a lot of effort into making this breed develop into what it is today. Mistrals were the pride of the royal family.”

As Verena spoke, Valerie couldn’t shake the feeling that this cousin of Max’s had somehow taken part in raising horses like these. And in general, this girl had a striking amount of knowledge at her disposal. It seemed like she knew almost everything about everything. Mind you, that wasn’t surprising. No girl that Valerie knew had ever read as many books as Verena had.

Max’s castle had a pretty extensive library, which he was constantly filling with new volumes, spending a pretty penny in the process. And whenever Valerie couldn’t find Verena in her quarters, she knew that nine times out of ten she could be found in the library. Actually, even as they stood there on the balcony, Verena was holding a small volume, some sort of boring philosophical tract.

Valerie couldn’t help remembering the first few days after she moved into Max’s castle, and how coldly she had treated Verena at first. For a while, the Viscountess suspected that Max and Verena weren’t cousins at all, and that there might be some kind of intimate relationship between the two of them. She even shared this suspicion with her aunt, but the latter calmed her down by reminding her that Max never did anything on a whim, and that he was scrupulously careful with his reputation.

A year earlier, a statement like that would have surprised Valerie; after all, her father’s bastard had never been known for his sense of honor, and his reputation had been a decidedly bad one. Now, though, she couldn’t help but agree with her aunt. The Max of two years ago and the Max of today, she concluded, were two completely different people.

Nevertheless, the Duchess du Bellay asked Valerie to keep an eye on Max’s cousin, and she took her aunt’s request very seriously.

But the longer she lived in Max’s castle, the more convinced she became that there was no romantic connection between Verena and Max. Quite the contrary, in fact — her brother always treated his distant cousin with marked tact and respect. And she always replied to him in kind. That said, Valerie did occasionally catch Verena casting a sad glance at her brother. She obviously wasn’t totally indifferent to Max, but that was a far cry from anything that might give cause to suspect any sort of unbecoming behavior on her part.

Gradually, the Viscountess came to feel at home in the castle, and on her aunt’s advice she started making attempts to bring the management of Max’s household into her remit. Verena, by the way, seemed totally indifferent to this. She had never displayed even a hint of any similar impulse. In fact, she was careful to behave as a guest at all times.

On more than one occasion, Valerie noticed that she had a tendency to forget about Verena’s origins. Verena acted like a true aristocrat, and it seemed perfectly natural when she did so. The Viscountess also noticed the respect with which Max’s valet Bertrand always treated her. As if she were the daughter of a count or something, rather than that of a merchant.

Valerie could find only one explanation for such behavior: old Bertrand, who after all had once been the personal attendant of Max’s late mother, was paying as much respect as possible to her relative out of a sense of nostalgia.

As for the management of the household... Slowly but surely, as Valerie became familiar with the inner workings of life in the castle, she realized that everything functioned very smoothly on its own, like a well-made clock, and that her intervention would only mess things up. Bertrand and Marc (Max’s butler) knew their jobs very well. So she decided not to interfere with them as they carried out their assigned tasks. The only thing she saw fit to change was the castle’s furniture. The current furnishings were far too outdated. There would need to be a lot of changes in this regard before receptions for high-society guests could be considered.

After explaining all the advantages of such an overhaul to her brother, she got his approval, as well as a promise to give her the money that her plan would require.

As soon as Valerie got to work, however, some strange things started happening in the castle. For example, the first thing the Viscountess did was order the servants to take all the old furniture up to the attic. Including all the old-fashioned vases, bronze statues, chairs, pictures, and other decorations. Valerie also invited several master upholsterers to bring samples of the latest fashions in wall and furniture coverings, as well as embroidery for new curtains, canopies, pillows, and blankets.

So one can imagine her surprise when the next morning, she found everything back in its former place. All the things that had been squirreled away in the attic were back in their places, as if no one had touched them at all.

An interrogation of the footmen, the butler, and Max’s valet yielded nothing. They all just shrugged; none of them had any idea. Each of them assumed Valerie must have ordered things brought back to where they used to be.

In the end, Valerie simply ordered the footmen to move everything back up to the attic again, and warned them that they would be punished if they brought all the old junk back downstairs without her permission.

And the hubbub began anew the next morning. At first, Valerie didn’t even realize what was going on. That is, until she saw a bronze statuette of a rearing horse on her table — a statue that she distinctly remembered the servants packing into boxes the evening before.

The Viscountess launched another investigation, which turned out every bit as fruitless as the first one. All the servants just shrugged worriedly and exchanged strange looks with one another. This behavior seemed a little suspicious to Valerie. It was as if they knew exactly what was going on, but didn’t want to say.

This convinced Valerie to change her approach. She ordered all the old junk loaded onto wagons, to be carted off for sale. But to her surprise, this turned out to be impossible. It was soon discovered that all the wagons had mysteriously broken in one way or another. By that point, Valerie was angry and tired, so she decided they would simply try the same thing the next day. In preparation for the attempt, she ordered all the carts repaired.

But alas — she wasn’t fated to get much rest that night. Toward midnight, Valerie awoke to the sound of a strong wind opening all the windows in her bedroom and a fire that suddenly and mysteriously burst into life in her fireplace. She wanted to summon her maid, but she didn’t have a chance. She suddenly felt exhausted, and collapsed back down onto her pillow. Before losing consciousness, Valerie heard the sound of happy, mirthful voices, speaking a language that she wasn’t familiar with.

She woke up late the next morning, tired and bedraggled. The entire night had been filled with strange dreams, in which she was constantly unloading wagons full of all Max’s old junk and putting everything back in its place. When she finally opened her eyes and saw the same damned bronze horse on her table, she wasn’t even surprised anymore.

Valerie didn’t make any more attempts at redecorating for the next several days. She just kept an eye on the furniture. And... Well, it was a miracle! Nothing happened. Everything was the same as it had always been. The only person Valerie shared her fears with was her new maid. She, in turn, told the Viscountess that she had heard the older servants talking about seeing ghosts in the castle.

All the residents of the Fox Den were convinced that Valerie’s attempt to dispose of the old stuff in the castle had incurred the wrath of the resident ghosts. Which, of course, explained why they had started causing trouble and trying to scare her.

Of course, the Viscountess’ reaction to the maid’s story was skeptical, to say the least. She was convinced that there was some sort of conspiracy afoot, which would come to an end only when the guilty parties were punished. So for a little while, Valerie stopped working on anything related to redecorating, and pretended that she was no longer interested in pursuing the idea. At the same time, she was keeping her ear to the ground.

Valerie was not only very smart, but also very patient and firm in her resolve. She was willing to put up with a long confrontation if necessary; but as strange as it may seem, the problem went away on its own after a chat with her brother.

Max himself came to inquire why his sister still hadn’t made any changes in the castle. At first, Valerie didn’t want to tell him, but he realized that she was hiding something and eventually he got it out of her.

Valerie thought Max would laugh in her face, but instead his reaction shook her to the depths of her soul. It all happened in his office. After his sister’s halting story about the strange happenings in the castle, Max frowned, stood up from his chair, and shouted several menacing-sounding words in some unfamiliar language into the empty space of his office; then, speaking Vestonian once again, he assured Valerie that from then on, no ghosts would be interfering with her work.

As the puzzled, deeply-affected young woman walked out of the office, she suddenly realized that the strange language her brother had spoken to the “ghosts” was the same one she had heard in her dreams during that terrifying night. And sure enough, from that day on the otherworldly forces left Valerie alone; within a few days, she was hard at work on updating the interior decorations of the castle.

As she watched Max from the balcony, she couldn’t help but smile. The last year and change had seen a dizzying uptick in her quality of life and her position in society. From time to time, Valerie still caught herself thinking that everything happening around her must be a dream. After all, it hadn’t been all that long since she’d headed off to Abbeville on her uncle’s orders to go fetch some unknown, despised bastard. Now she was living in his castle. And that bastard was not only a margrave — he had somehow turned into one of the most powerful combat mages on the whole continent.

Valerie remembered the joy and excitement that seized her when she saw Émile the Toad’s lifeless body collapsed onto the floor. Oh! Max was amazing that evening! He was like one of the knights of old in the songs of the ancient bards. Valerie knew at that moment that she needed to stay by his side. And he didn’t disappoint her. She was living with him, and she would never, ever return to the care of her horrible old uncle.

Valerie tried her best not to think about the war that Max was heading off to. She was certain that he’d survive it. Or at least she convinced herself that she was certain. Now that all the horrors of living in her uncle’s house, and the threat of someday having to marry that monster Émile, were finally behind her... Well, she didn’t really want to go back to thinking about anything bad. And anyway, Max had a rare talent — he always managed to come through things without a scratch. Think about it — even ghosts fell into line at his command!

Valerie glanced over at Verena again. She followed the young woman’s gaze. Verena was also watching Max. For just a moment, something flashed across her eyes, so briefly it was hardly noticeable. It was the expression of someone filled with sadness and longing, of someone concealing an unconfessed love. There was no doubt about it. That look only passed across the eyes of people who were full of invisible grief for a love that was powerful, but fated never to be.

In a way, the Viscountess felt bad for Verena. So foolish... Sighing over a man for whom she could never be a match. And not just because of their shared ancestry (which was a factor, of course, despite the fact that they were only distantly related). Max was the Margrave de Valier, a combat mage at the rank of avant. A brilliant future at court was undoubtedly in the cards for him. Only a young woman from a noble, influential family would do as a wife; the daughter of some bankrupt merchant had no hope at all. And among nobles, marriage wasn’t a matter of love anyway. It was a means to strengthen the family line. After all, Valerie no longer had any doubt that sooner or later, Max would reclaim everything their father had lost. And he would reclaim the leadership of their house. Because he was the only one worthy of doing so.

“I hope these horses will help my brother on his campaign,” nodded Valerie. “And that he comes home victorious.”

“I’ll pray to the Most Luminous Mother for it,” whispered Verena quietly.

“Me too,” said Valerie, before adding: “He’s got a lot of business to take care of in the capital. Her Grace the Duchess du Bellay is already in negotiations with the most noble houses of Vestonia, trying to arrange a suitable marriage for Max.”

Having said this, Valerie kept a close eye on Verena to see how she would react. And Valerie couldn’t help but envy the young woman’s composure. More than at any other time, these were the moments when she most resembled an aristocrat — one of the most exalted pedigree. Not a single muscle moved on her face.

“My cousin is worthy of the very best match,” said Verena in an even tone of voice.

“Indeed,” nodded Valerie.

She understood that her words would hurt Verena, but on the other hand, life was hard. The head of the family had to think about the future of their house above all else. And an alliance with another powerful, influential noble line would strengthen its position. Love... Well, the head of the family line couldn’t afford the luxury of choosing his partner based on love.

Suddenly, the girls heard a loud whinnying from one of the horses, accompanied by screams from the people on the ground to their right. They both turned their heads and saw a column of armed riders clatter through the gates of the castle, followed by a train of carts. It could only be the unit of mercenaries her brother had hired; Max had received word that they were coming just a few days before.

Sigurd was riding at the head of the column on his horse; next to him rode a red-haired warrior in stryker armor. He looked to be about forty, maybe forty-five, but he was certainly dashing. Sky-blue eyes, aristocratic features, a proud posture — Valerie found herself staring at the man, who seemed to positively radiate a sense of inner strength and endurance. An instant later, the rider — apparently having sensed someone paying attention to him — raised his head. Their eyes met.

Valerie felt herself blush. Her first instinct was to avert her eyes, but she quickly pulled herself together, thrust her chin up a little higher into the air, and maintained eye contact with the stranger. He just smiled, with a slight bow of the head.

Ignoring this insolent greeting, Valerie snorted contemptuously and turned away. She was immediately struck by the deathly pallor on Verena’s face. With wide eyes, her friend was staring spellbound at the approaching column; as they came closer, it became clear that she was looking specifically at the banner, flapping in the breeze at the end of a long shaft whose opposite end was gripped firmly in the hands of one of the soldiers. On a field of light gray, it displayed a black heart, surrounded by a ring of fiery blades.


Chapter 6

Château de Toury

County de Marbot

“YOU’RE EXCUSED, GERALDINE,” said Aurélie de Marbot. “I’d like to be alone with my father.”

“Yes, My Lady.” With a bow, Geraldine strode briskly out of the count’s bedroom.

As soon as the door closed, Aurélie turned to look at her father lying on his sickbed in front of her. Tears appeared in the corner of the young woman’s eyes.

She always remembered her father as he had been: tall and strong. Energetic and full of power. The person before her, however, was nothing but a dried-up husk of a man. His thin, almost transparent skin was stretched tightly over sharp cheekbones that jutted unpleasantly out of his face. His hair, which had once been black and flowing, was thin and snow white, to the point that it resembled clouds in a bright winter sky. His lips did nothing more than tremble pathetically in his sleep; his breathing was faint, scarcely even perceptible. Moreover, this was his condition after a month of intensive treatment from a healer.

Aurélie could barely stand to think about the day when she had returned home after the horrible masquerade and burst into her father’s bedroom. It was all she could do to restrain herself from ordering the death of the mute servant whom her brother had tasked with “keeping an eye” on the Count.

The servant’s response had been to fall to the floor, moaning incomprehensibly in an apparent attempt to plead for forgiveness. It turned out that the man, Jean Simon, could read. Wiping his tears all around his face, he quickly wrote out his story with a shaking hand.

And that was how Aurélie learned the truth about the man’s “loyalty” to Émile. Her brother had torn Jean’s tongue out, and promised to slaughter his whole family unless he complied with Émile’s every order. As proof that his threats were not empty, Émile handed Jean his eldest son’s severed ear. And he warned him that for even the smallest slip-up, Jean would see more pieces of his children sliced off and brought to him.

As she re-read the man’s revelation, Aurélie caught herself thinking that the whole chain of events must be a horrible nightmare, which she would hopefully awaken from at any moment. When a tearful Jean then took a small leather bag out from behind his belt and shook two dried-up, darkened ears and three fingers out of it (one of which was positively tiny), Aurélie couldn’t bear the horror anymore. She collapsed into a faint.

For several days thereafter, the Viscountess was in a state of feverish mania; she kept seeing a gigantic lizard, ripping into men, women, and children with its hideous claws. And then devouring them whole.

By the end of the fifth day, the disease subsided. And it happened surprisingly quickly. All thanks to her faithful Geraldine. Her handmaid was fortunate enough to find a good healer; this was by no means something that could be taken for granted, given the King’s illness. The healer began feeding Aurélie various miraculous concoctions. When this proved effective, he also took over the Count’s treatment. And there, too, he was successful, especially considering that he was more or less just a normal healer.

The Count de Marbot’s condition gradually improved. Which inevitably helped Aurélie’s mood as well. First of all, this was because Aurélie (who truly loved her father) was simply happy to see him getting better; second, it was because as long as her father lived, Aurélie was under his parental protection. At the same time, however, given his condition, the management of the County was effectively in her hands. Put simply, the Viscountess de Marbot could justify anything she wanted to do simply by saying that she was carrying out her father’s wishes.

And one of the first things she did (citing being in mourning for her brother as the reason) was to postpone decision on several dozen documents and agreements that her late brother had been planning to sign. For example, the agreement with the Count de Gramont regarding the Forest of Thiliez. By doing so, Aurélie obtained some breathing room for herself — time she could use to sort out the mess her brother had left her.

Surprisingly, the Count de Gramont reacted to the decision with perfect calm. He even sent a letter conveying his condolences about the death of Aurélie’s brother, and his assurances that he could wait as long as need be. The private attorney who had been handling things for Émile, however, was a different story altogether; he immediately started advising Aurélie to sign the agreement as quickly as possible, along with several others that “couldn’t be delayed.”

The attorney’s intense pressure and zeal made Aurélie wary. When she shared her worries with Geraldine, the maid agreed with her mistress completely. They decided to look for a new attorney, someone who could be trusted to give impartial advice on the subject. And they soon found one. Specifically, a man by the name of Mathieu Chabrolle. A respected lawyer with a spotless reputation.

Once Monsieur Chabrolle had a chance to look over the contracts that Émile’s private attorney had so insistently urged Aurélie to sign, it became clear that most of them were decidedly not in the best interests of the County de Marbot.

Being well-acquainted with Émile’s business acumen (he may have been a monster, but he was no fool, and would never have agreed to such concessions), the Viscountess de Marbot began to suspect duplicity on the part of his private attorney.

Alas — proving that the papers were prepared without Émile’s involvement was impossible. Who knew what might have made the late Viscount de Marbot agree to yield such valuable concessions in his negotiations with his neighbors? Maybe he had some hidden motives — something he was keeping secret even from his family?

In light of recent events, memory of the late Viscount in society at large could hardly be called “fond,” and the same was true of his family generally. Aurélie spent the month after his death in isolation, living for all the world as though she were on a desert island in the middle of a vast ocean. No one from Vestonian high society was in a hurry to grace her with their presence. But Aurélie was used to a solitary lifestyle; in fact, she was actually with the situation.

As for her brother’s private attorney... The Viscountess limited her retribution to simply firing him with a minimum of fuss. True, Mathieu Chabrolle (who agreed to manage affairs for the de Marbots from then on) promised that the corrupt lawyer would soon find that the story of his dirty deeds had spread into certain very important circles. Chabrolle assured the Viscountess that her decision to postpone decisions and become acquainted with the County’s affairs was absolutely the correct decision in the circumstances.

For Aurélie, the whole incident was more proof (if such was needed) of her neighbors’ true colors. Heinrich de Gramont, for example: he was so convincing in his assurances of friendship, and so accommodating with regards to the delay... But he couldn’t possibly have been unaware of that attorney’s crooked machinations. There was good reason, after all, that Mathieu Chabrolle’s first piece of advice was to hold off on the agreement with de Gramont. The question required careful study and investigation.

Truthfully, however, Aurélie wouldn’t have been very surprised to find out that the Count de Gramont had stooped so low. What else would you expect from a person who would betray his own brother, and consign his own nephews to execution? You would be well advised to watch your back around such a family.

Although maybe there were some exceptions... In her heart, Aurélie was genuinely glad that Maximillian Renard (recently created the Margrave de Valier) was no longer a part of that family. Sure, he might technically have been disowned by his family, but Aurélie understood that really, Max was the one who made the decision to leave.

Every time she thought about Renard, she would find herself in the grip of some strange, inexplicable excitement. And these thoughts... Well, she had often imagined what it would have been like if their wedding had actually taken place... A flash of heat would always sweep through Aurélie. It always took her breath away. Her heart would flutter like a bird in a cage.

Oh, how she hated herself at those moments, even though she couldn’t help feeling like she had also missed out on something at the same time... Thinking about the man who had killed her brother and become an enemy of the entire de Marbot line — but who had also freed her from the clutches of a monstrous tyrant in doing so — would always swamp her mind in a morass of powerful, contradictory feelings.

On the one hand, she felt an inexplicable fear and nervousness when she thought about him. The duel, and its bloody ending, would never fade from Aurélie’s memory. But on the other hand, she couldn’t deny that Renard had displayed courage and nobility, and also (albeit incidentally) freed her from the train of horrors that had accompanied her for years. To be honest, Max had saved her father, too; when Aurélie thought about this it always inspired a feeling of deep gratitude and even involuntary admiration. This internal struggle between nameless fear and genuine gratitude, together with an inexplicable desire to see Renard again and the knowledge that she now had a duty to her family where this man was concerned, turned every day into anguish for Aurélie.

Just then, however, the Viscountess was given a reprieve from her thoughts by the sound of the door opening. She turned and saw Geraldine.

“What is it?” Aurélie asked quietly.

“The healer has arrived, My Lady,” replied the maid.

“Invite him in, of course,” said the Viscountess.

A few moments later, Monsieur Robert entered the bedroom. His round face was brightened by a kind smile. Despite his sixty years and slight plumpness, he was quite energetic, and it didn’t seem to cause him any discomfort when he bowed.

“Good day, Monsieur Robert,” said Aurélie warmly. “You’re one of the very few people whom we are always genuinely glad to see in this house.”

“Thank you, Your Worship,” the healer replied with another bow. “You honor me. May I inquire as to your health, and that of your father? Has anything changed?”

“Only for the better!” Aurélie smiled. “And it’s all thanks to you and your wonderful medicines!”

“Excellent,” the healer smiled back, and then continued: “I’d like to examine His Grace, if I may.”

A few minutes later, when the Count’s exam was complete, Monsieur Robert announced in an energetic voice:

“His progress is encouraging. Another two weeks, and we should be able to increase the dosage.”

“Is there any way we might speed up his recovery?” Aurélie asked hopefully as she glanced down at her sleeping father.

“There’s a saying in our profession,” replied Monsieur Robert as he put his instruments away in his bag. ““Better is the opposite of good.” Your father’s body is seriously weakened. Increasing the potion dosage now would only harm him.”

Aurélie let out a deep sigh, but she still smiled brightly as she replied:

“Master Robert, I trust you completely, and I promise you I’ll follow your instructions absolutely to the letter.”

The healer smiled, and was obviously about to bow and bid farewell, but the Viscountess stopped him.

“Monsieur Robert, I hope you’ll agree to join me for lunch? My chef has promised to prepare his specialty today, partridge au vin.”

The healer (who evidently had a taste for fine foods) perked up at the invitation.

“It would be my pleasure to join you, Your Worship.”

After leaving the Count’s bedroom, Aurélie and Monsieur Robert headed for the dining hall, with Geraldine walking along behind them.

“By the way, Monsieur Robert,” said Aurélie. “I’d like to thank you for advising me to consult Monsieur Chabrolle. I’m very happy with how he’s handling things.”

“I’m glad, Your Worship,” the healer replied. “Mathieu Chabrolle helped me immensely in setting up and opening my practice here. When I first moved, I took up residence in the merchants’ district of the Old Capital. They say that the area has really transformed recently. In fact, it might well be called one of the safest places in all of Herouxville.”

“How interesting...” the Viscountess mused, before asking: “You mentioned that a move?”

“Yes, Your Worship,” Monsieur Robert replied eagerly. “Not so long ago, I was living and working out west. In a small town nobody’s ever heard of called Abbeville.”

“Abbeville?” Aurélie said with a slight frown. “Hm... I think I’ve heard of it before... And might I ask what induced you to move to the capital?”

“A letter of invitation from a longtime acquaintance,” said Monsieur Robert; then, with a slight hint of laughter in his voice, he added: “He was my patient once as well...”

“You know, Monsieur Robert,” Aurélie replied with a smile. “I’d have done the same thing in your place! Ah — here we are...”

If Aurélie had turned to glance behind her for a moment as she crossed the threshold into the dining hall, she would have noticed Geraldine and Monsieur Robert exchanging a meaningful glance.

* * *

Herouxville

The “Fox Den”

“I must admit, you’ve managed to surprise us,” said Kurt von Hartha with a smile as he saluted me with his glass of brandy. “These wagons of yours... They really are homes on wheels, as you put it. And that field kitchen... Well, I’ve never seen any aristocrat display such concern for his soldiers.”

After dinner, we were sitting in my fireplace hall, sipping brandy and carrying on a leisurely conversation. The six wagons outside, one of which had been built to my specifications as a field kitchen, had (to put it mildly) made a good impression on my new soldiers. The masters, whom I had tasked with getting the wagons together after our return from Northland, had managed to finish everything on time.

When Jacques, a longtime fan of all these improvements, saw the “updates,” he couldn’t calm down for a long time. I actually had to have a word with him — he wanted to join me on campaign. But it wasn’t all that difficult to remind him of his duty. He was no fool, after all — he understood very well that he was needed in Herouxville. As were all his men, who, like Jacques, had sworn an oath of loyalty to me. They had officially become my personal army.

As for the new arrivals... Bertrand had housed the officers in the castle, and the rest of the men had set up an improvised field camp, which had been laid out and planned ahead of time on my orders in a small area behind the castle. Thankfully, such a necessity had been foreseen by the original designers of the Fox Den.

Of course, I could also have housed people in the north wing of the castle. In fact, there was room for a large number of people there. Marc had mentioned that there was a barracks there during the time of the Clairmonts. But I thought it would be best for the “Savages” to get used to the wagons and the field kitchen for a few days before we set out. Basically, I wanted them to learn to use everything they would need on campaign. As you might expect, I put Jacques in charge of the instruction.

“You’re an aristocrat too, after all,” I noted as Kurt and I continued our conversation. “And it doesn’t seem to me like you make a habit of living large at your men’s expense.”

“Oh!” The captain smiled. “That’s a different story altogether. They’re my brothers in arms, first and foremost.”

Hm, I thought... Good. He got the hint.

“I understand, however, that not all your people were thrilled with your decision to follow me?” I asked.

I was referring specifically to Georg von Linz, the captain’s right-hand man. This had come to my attention during a chat with Lorin while the mercenaries were getting settled and organized after their journey.

By the way, the hejdelf struck me as a pretty savvy character. Besides that, the nisse assured me that he could be trusted. Even ignoring the fact that I was an auring, my authority in Lorin’s eyes increased even further when he saw my mistrals. Which wasn’t surprising — thanks to true vision, I was able to pick the very best specimens available.

You should have seen the look on the hejdelf’s face when he saw those beauties. They, in turn, seemed to regard Lorin as one of their own. Hm... Actually, I was pretty taken aback with the horses myself. Verena/Sophia’s ancestors sure knew their way around horses. It was on her advice that I started looking for this specific breed.

“Lorin came to see you, huh?” Kurt asked with a wry smile.

“Well, it’s hard to miss him glaring at me,” came my evasive reply.

“Georg is just like that,” Kurt shrugged. “To be honest, I have a hard time remembering what he looks like when he smiles. And yes, I’ll be honest: you’re not the only one who sent us an offer of work. Georg was against coming to Herouxville.”

“I’m guessing he was trying to convince you to head for Northland?” I asked, and immediately added: “And no, the hejdelf didn’t tell me anything. And I’ll tell you something else — you shouldn’t be so suspicious of him. He’s loyal to you.”

“What makes you so sure the northerners wanted to hire us?” Kurt asked, suddenly serious.

“A unit of fifty experienced soldiers, almost half of whom are powerful gifted?” I snickered. “There are only three people who could have even considered it. Vestonian aristocrats, the Atalians, or the northerners. And we can rule out the first two for obvious reasons, which leaves Sharptooth as the only possibility.”

“You’re right about the Atalians,” Kurt nodded. “But why do you think the Vestonian aristocrats are out of the question? You’re one of them yourself.”

“Simple,” I replied. “You came to me yourself. Which means other houses turned you down. And I wouldn’t believe it for a minute if you said you came to me first. I think that you realized the way the wind was blowing after Lord Gray turned you down. That’s why you came to Sigurd.”

“And you’re not worried about running afoul of His Majesty? Kurt asked, still deadly serious. “After all, once he learns that you’ve hired one of his allies’ enemies — “

“He already knows,” I interrupted him. “And he said that he doesn’t give a shit who I hire. I can hire the devil himself, for all he cares. He even gave me the requisite papers.”

Kurt’s eyes widened after I mentioned the papers.

“Wow...” This had obviously given him food for thought.

“The King is extremely keen to see our mission succeed, as am I. And I’ll tell you something else — when we retake control of my new holdings, I promise you that your efforts won’t go unrewarded. I think we’ll all have plenty to do on the border with the Shadow.”

As I spoke, I could see the captain’s eyes begin to gleam with a mix of cautious optimism and skepticism. His slightly-narrowed gaze reflected years and years of experience gained through hard campaigning. They shone at the prospect of riches to be conquered, but I could also see a healthy dose of doubt at the same time. Kurt obviously knew the usual value of grandiose promises from an aristocrat. Normally, they weren’t even worth the breath it took to make them. His gaze was penetrating and appraising. The captain seemed to be trying to peer into my soul. And I could understand why. The lives of his people would depend on his decision.

“I suppose you’re going to promise us more than Sharptooth could have?” Kurt asked drily.

“Am I to understand that some of your people think they would have had the riches of the Svartvald at their fingertips?” I smiled as I answered his question with one of my own.

“You don’t think that’s possible? Why not?”

“You know the answer to that question already,” I said. “The Blades of Dusk won’t tolerate competition. And Sharptooth wouldn’t want to share the wealth anyway. I think we both know very well what the Konung of Vinvtervald wants to do. He’d have thrown you into the thick of the fighting.”

“You mean to say that there won’t be as much fighting in Bergonia?” Kurt snickered.

“No,” I shook my head. “I’m not promising you a cakewalk. But unlike Sharptooth, I have extremely good reasons to safeguard the lives of my warriors as much as I possibly can. I’ve got big plans for the coming decades, and I’m going to need dependable people to carry them out.”

Kurt’s expression changed ever so slightly, but it was enough to convince me that I had caught his interest. I realized, of course, that nobody would simply take me at my word, but it was a good start. Everything would fall into place during our campaign together.


Chapter 7

FROM WHERE I STOOD ATOP A HILL, I had a great view of the military camp sprawled out before the walls of Bresmont. The camp looked like a huge anthill, full of movement and life. Colorful banners and tent flaps fluttering in the wind created the impression of pulsating energy.

The tents ranged in size from run-of-the-mill (for the rank-and-file) to the luxurious, almost palatial tents of the nobility. They were arranged in neat rows that delineated squares and rectangles corresponding in size to the status of their owners. From high above, I could also see the thin paths between the tents, and the movement along them that made them seem like arteries pumping blood throughout some massive organism.

How many people are living here, I wondered? Probably 20,000, counting the various civilians mixed in among the soldiers. I mean, look how many traders there are alone. They occupied a specially-designated area of the camp, and their multicolored carts were lined up along the pathways creating a sort of market street.

On these carts, and on the counters set up in front of them, were all sorts of products — from provisions and clothes to all the other things soldiers would need on campaign. I could also see a good number of marketplace women flitting between the carts in their colorful dresses, flirting with the men.

A little further on, there was a parade ground, where some captains had assembled their subordinates for drill and marching. To the right, I could see several dozen riders doing drills with their spears. They would charge at a gallop from one column to another, landing heavy blows on special targets as they went. On the left, I could see a shooting range, where hundreds of archers were engaged in an accuracy competition to the tune of shouts from their commanders.

Behind the camp there was a vast pasture, filled with war horses who would very soon find themselves charged with carrying their riders into battle. For a second, I pictured the scene, and a light shiver crawled across my body. I had to tip my hat to whomever was running this whole show. The way things were set up in this camp said a lot about the commander in charge of this army.

Heh... And to think that off in Bergonia, there was another war machine just like this (bigger, actually), and that these two machines would soon slam headlong into one another. I should point out that while I participated in some military conflicts between lords in my old world, I had never been involved in anything on this scale before.

“Your Lordship.” Kurt von Hartha’s pensive voice tore me out of my daydreaming. “I can see Krause’s horse.”

I turned my head toward where he was pointing and looked closer. So it was — a rider was coming toward us down the road. Kurt was right: the spotted horse on which Hans Krause, quartermaster for the “Savages,” was trotting along would have been pretty hard to miss.

“Bringing some loot along, as always,” the captain chuckled from where he stood next to me.

I snickered with a nod. The captain had a cart following along behind him, filled with sacks and boxes.

The first time Kurt had introduced me to his quartermaster, he had characterized him (completely seriously, I might add) as a man who was able to obtain anything at all, and come to an agreement with anyone he might encounter. Hans Krause, who had ten rank-and-file soldiers under his direct command, was responsible for supplies, campsites, and the baggage train. Basically, if Georg von Linz was Kurt’s right hand, Hans Krause was his left.

Hans had started out as one of the Guild’s rank-and-file, but after losing his right hand (and wanting to stay on with the unit regardless), he learned the ropes as a quartermaster.

This energetic man combined a pragmatic mindset with the subtle skills of a diplomat. These qualities soon made him into an indispensable part of the unit. I don’t think it would be far wrong to say that if Hans Krause had left the mercenary life behind and opened some kind of business as a civilian, he would’ve been a huge success. As it happened, however, the “Savages” weren’t so much a unit for Hans as a family. And that was music to my ears. During the days of travel toward Bresmont, I had a chance to develop a healthy appreciation of the quartermaster’s talents.

True to form, Hans was hurrying toward us to pass on all the information he had gathered in Bresmont. This was the reason we had sent him ahead two days ago and agreed that we would meet right where we were meeting, at the time we were meeting, outside the city gates.

Despite Hans’ talents, however, I didn’t really believe that he would somehow manage to find lodging in the city for just shy of thirty soldiers. Bresmont was no Herouxville; it was just a small border town. And right now, people were packed inside it like sardines. All the hotels, inns, and taverns were full to bursting. Actually, forget the hotels... With a crowd like this outside the walls, every attic, basement, and haystack was turned into a makeshift “hotel,” from which the citizens were no doubt making a hefty profit.

So it seemed most likely that we were going to end up living in our field camp for an indeterminate length of time. Because I sure as hell wasn’t going to live in the main camp that I could see sprawled out on the field below me. Not with my sense of smell. Even from where I was standing atop the hill, I was picking up the disgusting stench of the overflowing latrines every time a breeze happened to blow toward us from the camp. And considering the constant noise of thousands of people shouting, all sorts of insects, the cramped conditions, and the smell of sweaty, unwashed men... No thanks. We would be getting plenty of that on the march anyway. Mind you, it probably wouldn’t have smelled much better in the city.

After arriving at our temporary rest stop and handing the cart with the bags and boxes off to his subordinates, Hans Krause hurried over to us with his report.

Hans was about the same age as Kurt. He was short, with deep golden hair and a wiry frame — he moved about with immense energy, sometimes darting to and fro as if he was running late for something. Where his right hand had once been, he had a special steel glove that was mounted to his arm with purpose-cut leather straps.

“How are things in the city?” Kurt asked once Hans was within a few paces of us.

“Bursting at the seams like an old wineskin!” The blond-haired quartermaster replied immediately. A flash of sarcasm flitted through his bright green eyes. “The citizens are praying to every one of the Gods that this army heads out on campaign as soon as possible.”

Kurt von Hartha replied with a derisive snort as he shook his head.

“So they’re sick of turning a massive profit out of His Highness’ army, selling all their products for triple the normal price?”

“Well, they don’t mind that part,” Hans laughed. “But even that can’t really compensate for having this camp full of restless soldiers for a neighbor.”

“Did you find the Duke de Clairmont’s quarters?” I asked. My unit might not be a part of his army in a formal sense, but I knew I had to report my arrival to him.

“Yes, Your Lordship,” replied Hans. “His Grace has taken up residence in the Count de Brisse’s palace.”

“How about us?” Kurt asked. “Did you manage to find something?”

“Alas,” the quartermaster shrugged.

Kurt glanced at me:

“If even Hans Krause couldn’t find anything — “

“Maybe it’s for the best, captain,” I cut him off, nodding toward the river that wound around “our” little hill before continuing: “Have them set up camp on the bank.”

Judging by Kurt and Hans’ satisfied expressions, they hadn’t been looking forward to spending several days in the main camp either. Especially considering that with my wagons and my field kitchen (which the soldiers had already had a chance to come to appreciate), we would be much more comfortable outside on our own than in some cramped inn filled with soldiers and lice. I’m talking about the city there — I won’t even begin to speculate on how much worse it would have been in the main camp. Here, on the river bank, ventilated by nice summer breezes, we could wait for the order to move out in relative comfort.

By the way — after almost a week of living outside my castle in their comfortable “houses on wheels,” the 25 “Savages” who we sent out with Captain Dupont were looking at their comrades with unconcealed envy. Although they had been happy at first when they learned that they would be traveling by water, rather than by land.

Once I filled him in on my plan, Kurt understood the reasoning why I had divided our forces up this way. He even suggested sending 25 soldiers instead of 20, and assigning one of his sergeants, Erika Bern, to command them. This woman was a powerful true gifted, a member of the werebear people. In other words, she was a shapeshifter who could take on the appearance of her people’s guardian spirit: a cave bear.

Kurt had three warriors like this, in addition to Erika. They were all from the same family, which had once been powerful but was now on the verge of extinction, and Erika was the eldest of them. And yes — all four of them detested werewolves. They already knew all about my escapades up north, so we got on more or less fine; I wouldn’t say we established anything like a friendship, but there was no unpleasantness either. Most importantly, I didn’t have to worry about the safety of my ship.

The Berns weren’t the only true gifted in Kurt von Hartha’s unit. Unlike the other shapeshifters and other members of the “Savages,” Thavin Brinn and his wife Kaylinn took me extremely seriously from the very start. Like the hejdelf Lorin, they referred to me as “auring” and always treated me with a marked degree of respect.

They were Glenns — members of a race of forest people who had once inhabited the valleys of the Foggy Isles. As far as I understood, they joined the “Savages” only after the latter had made their departure from Northland.

Being an excellent archer and tracker, Thavin quickly came to fill the role of head scout, while Kaylinn (who knew herbs like the back of her hand) took responsibility for medicines.

As for the strykers... Not counting Kurt von Hartha and Georg von Linz, or the young Leo von Grimm who was the hejdelf’s master, there were six combat mages in the unit. Three mages in the unit (one of whom was Leo) were experts. The others were all mediuses.

My scanner quickly informed me that the third-most-powerful gifted in our unit was Elsa Backer. Considering that she was only 25, she had achieved a truly remarkable mastery of her innate powers. Sure, she still had a long way to go to catch up to Kurt and Georg, but judging by her energy structure, the young woman had every chance of becoming an avant within about ten years if she kept up the pace. Provided, of course, that I didn’t end up intervening to speed things along...

I should point out that Elsa was grumpy old Georg’s ward, so it wasn’t surprising that her attitude toward me was pretty cold and somewhat suspicious. I frequently caught her burning, judgemental glare boring into me.

True, tales of my glory might be making the rounds in all the taverns and inns in the capital, but it didn’t seem that most of the “Savages” had fully accepted the stories; this was thanks in no small part to Georg, whose prickliness fully warranted his nickname “the Hedgehog.” Besides, I had yet to make a full demonstration of my abilities, so the “Savages” basically thought of me as yet another in a long line of employers, who was most likely not too different from all the ones who had come before.

“Your Lordship,” Gunnar suddenly distracted me from my thoughts. “What are your orders?”

Other than Sigurd and Aelira, Gunnar was the only person from my old unit that I had decided to bring with me. That said, I hadn’t originally been planning to do so. The young man gave an excellent account of himself up north, where he had managed to glean knowledge not only from Jacques and Lucas, but also from Bertrand. Basically, once Kevin set off to study with Monsieur Bertrand, my old valet started passing his knowledge on to Gunnar, who Bertrand chose as his eventual successor. The kid would become my new valet once the old man’s long life finally came to an end. Provided, of course, that I approved of such a course of action.

Heh... The old man still didn’t seem to realize that I had used magical means to extend that long life by quite a bit. He was still mentioning its impending end all the time.

Not long before, Gunnar had taken up residence in the merchants’ district. I didn’t have enough people I could trust there, so I had assigned the young man to work under Lucas. When word of the upcoming campaign leaked out, however, Gunnar hurried back to the castle, where Bertrand began training him with a renewed sense of zeal.

“Prepare everything for my visit to His Grace the Duke de Clairmont,” I said. “You’ve got an hour.”

“It will be done, Your Lordship,” Gunnar said with a bow before hurrying off to my wagon.

A few minutes later, a patrol unit stopped by our camp, under the command of a young lieutenant who introduced himself as Daniel de Jelenne.

He originally intended to start reading us the riot act — something like “in light of the developing situation you are forbidden from setting up your camp in this location,” but when he found out who he was talking to, he quickly backed off and hurried back to the main camp. But I made a mental note not to forget the loaded glance he shot back at the “Savages” in my camp.

* * *

Gunnar completed his assigned task with time to spare; meanwhile, after washing off the dirt and dust of the road and changing into a new outfit, I headed out toward the gates of Bresmont in the company of Hans Krause, Sigurd, and Aelira.

As expected, the city didn’t leave a great impression on me. Gray stone buildings, narrow, crooked streets, and a stench of filth that assaulted the nostrils more and more violently as we made our way to the city center.

I was struck by the number of people swarming through the dirty, overcrowded streets and alleyways. Yet again, I thanked my mysterious benefactor for giving me the body of an aristocrat. I no longer minded the poor condition the body had been in originally. This was because my status allowed me and my people to (for example) ride into the city on horseback, something that was categorically forbidden to commoners. Had I been reborn in the body of some shopkeeper, I would have had to squelch through the ankle-deep mud and filth of the narrow streets on my own two feet.

From time to time, the shutters of second-story windows would open, and with cries of “Watch out for water!” the contents of chamber pots and washbasins would splash down onto the dirty streets. To be honest, Abbeville was quite a cut above Bresmont in this respect. Although I should point out that throwing filth out of windows onto the street was common practice in all the cities I had been to. By the way — in the section of the merchants’ district that I owned, this “custom” was strictly forbidden.

The aristocratic neighborhood, where the Count de Brisse’s palace was located, was markedly cleaner. Having approached the gates, Hans announced my name to the guards, and we were let in without any fuss. It created the impression that we were already expected.

And once we were inside the inner courtyard of the palace, I realized that such was indeed the case. I saw a horse tied to a hitching post — that of the same lieutenant in charge of the patrol unit that had visited our camp an hour before. So, I thought... The Duke already knows I’m here.

Before, it would have surprised me to learn that my arrival could kick up such a fuss, but things had changed. I had just brought no less than eleven combat mages to join the army, two of whom were avants.

Since I had come without prior notification, we had to wait in the reception hall for a little bit while the Marshall finished with his other visitors.

After half an hour, his office door finally opened, and several people walked out from inside. Judging by their clothing and their gray cloaks, these were Stone Knights.

Their disdainful glances lingered on me for just a moment as they sauntered toward the exit. Suddenly, however, a short, well-built figure in leather armor broke off from their group and headed toward me.

A blond-haired woman. She had an oval face with prominent cheekbones, and her sharp facial features gave her face a vivid expressiveness and an impression of concealed power. There was a mischievous smile on her full, pink lips. Her deep-blond hair and light skin (so white it almost looked like porcelain) gave her away as a northerner immediately. That, plus the sigil on her chest, made it clear exactly who was standing before me.

Weird, I thought... What are the Frozen Spears doing here? Especially someone who’s obviously not just one of the grunts. Grunts don’t tend to walk around with so many artifacts that could conceal one’s true nature. True, the artifacts couldn’t fool my sharp senses anyway... I could still sense unusual magical emanations coming from beneath the veil of concealing magic. Suddenly, I had a sense of deja vu. But why, I thought? When have I felt this before?

It wasn’t death magic... I would have recognized even a tiny speck of that nastiness and its mana through anything.

Our eyes met. Her big, expressive, bright-gray eyes with their long lashes gave her gaze an intense aura of depth and penetrating ability. She was a true predator.

Oh, I thought! I know that gaze. I’d bet my arm on it... it was the gaze of a seer.

Her eyebrows rose slightly. Maybe she was surprised that she couldn’t see anything in me? That did happen, from time to time... And after all, she could see perfectly well that I didn’t have a single concealing artifact on me. I didn’t need them. My aura took care of that function all on its own.

By the way — I had seen the exact same look in Princess Sophia’s eyes when she stopped being able to see my energy structure. It occurred to me that that might explain why my goodbye with her was awkward, even a little bit cold. I didn’t see her at all during the week before our departure. Claiming she was ill, the Princess stayed locked in her quarters the entire time. I knew, of course, that there was no illness at play whatsoever. She just didn’t want to run into Kurt von Hartha, who had seen her several times when she was a young girl, back in the palace where she was raised. Sure, it was many years before, but it was anyone’s guess what kind of memory the captain of the “Savages” might have.

Although to be honest, Kurt didn’t have eyes for Verena or anybody else. His attention was riveted on Valerie. Max’s sister had obviously made an indelible impression on the imposing sellsword.

She, in turn, treated the captain of the “Savages” with marked coldness. But I could tell that Kurt von Hartha had also struck a chord with her. I especially remembered the sad glance she shot at the blond-haired stryker as we rode out of the castle.

When the gray-eyed northern woman stopped in front of me, I greeted her with a bow and introduced myself, as etiquette required.

“Oh, Your Lordship, you need not trouble yourself!” She smiled. “I know very well who you are.”

“Have we met?” I asked.

“Briefly,” she said with an airy wave of her hand. “But we were never introduced.”

“Of course — I should never have forgotten you if we had been.”

“Oh, same for me, I assure you!” She said with another mischievous smile.

“Still, please forgive my insistence,” I said. “Where exactly did we meet?”

“I saw your duel with the Viscount de Marbot,” she replied with a click of her tongue as she shook her head with remembered amazement. “A thrilling battle, Monsieur! I’m still in awe.”

Interesting, I thought... What was one of the Frozen Spears doing at de Gondy’s ball? And why is she seemingly so nonchalant in telling me about it? I mean, isn’t she a soulcatcher, someone who could command shades? And why is she with the Vestonian army at all? Questions, questions, questions... Where would I find the answers?

“Thank you,” I replied with a bow. “Might I inquire whom I have the honor of meeting?”

“Fria,” she replied. “Sister Fria.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sister Fria.”

“The pleasure is all mine, I assure you!” She said with another smile, before turning and walking out of the reception hall.

“Margrave de Valier!” The voice of the Duke’s secretary called out. “His Grace will see you now!”


Chapter 8

AS I STEPPED OVER THE THRESHOLD into the Duke de Clairmont’s office, I found several pairs of curious eyes already fixed on me. I quickly glanced around the room. Besides the office’s owner, who was sitting in a high-backed armchair with his hands on the armrests and watching my every move with rapt attention, I counted six others.

Some of them — Lord Gray, for example — were already personally familiar to me. I had seen some of the others, and thanks to the data Susanna Marino had gathered for me I was already familiar with others from a distance.

Overall, the looks on everyone’s faces made it clear that my arrival wasn’t something they were happy about. Although maybe Lord Gray didn’t mind so much; he greeted me with a quick nod. The look in the eyes of the most powerful avant in the Kingdom was different than it had been before. On our last adventure, we established a relationship that one might almost even call friendly. Sure, a lot of time had passed since that day at the gates of Fjordgrad, and many important events had transpired in the interim. After all that had happened, it seemed to me that Lord Gray probably saw me as something of a rival. Especially after my victory in the Great Trial.

“Ah, there you are, Margrave,” said the Duke de Clairmont in a tone that was notably unwelcoming.

The most famous Marshall of Vestonia, Carl III’s best friend, was downcast and pensive. The wide tabletop in front of him was piled with papers. There were also three candlesticks on the table, whose candles were almost totally melted — it seemed the Marshall wasn’t getting a great deal of sleep. He was working by night as well as by day. Which was to be expected, of course. Controlling such a vast quantity of people... Well, I was surprised that people in his position found time for sleep at all.

Plus, the Duke de Clairmont was probably about the same age as Pascal Legrand. Like Max’s grandfather, however, he seemed to be impervious to the effects of his age. That said, my scanning abilities told me that his health was suffering quite a bit. There were several dark spots on his body — old wounds, by the look of it. The effects of treatment were also visible. Even from where I stood, I could see faint emanations of scarlet mana circulating throughout his body. Some kind of mid-potency healing potion. It was only partially able to cope with its intended task.

Next to the Marshall’s chair, there was a young man about my age, dressed in the latest Vestonian fashion. The young man’s features bore a certain resemblance to those of the Duke. A relative, apparently. I wouldn’t be surprised if the kid was an aide-de-camp to the Marshal or something like that. Like his commander, he was looking back at me with a certain disdain, but also with a huge amount of curiosity. He almost certainly knew exactly who was standing in front of him.

I glanced at the Duke again, as he kept his icy gaze locked on me. It seemed like the visit from the Stone Knights and the Frozen Spears hadn’t done anything to improve his mood. And he obviously didn’t have the highest opinion of me anyway. His expression said it all. On the other hand, I hadn’t forgotten the ball at the de Gondy residence where the Duke had spoken up and confirmed the truth of my words before the Prince and the other assembled nobles. Thanks to his intervention, all questions about my new title evaporated immediately. Had he wanted to, he could simply have stood there in silence and watched events unfold.

And he would have been within his rights to do so. My aunt the Duchess had told me a lot about the de Clairmonts and their relationships with the de Gramonts. The two houses used to be friendly with one another. Their ancestors had once fought shoulder-to-shoulder, and had always supported the current royal dynasty.

After Max’s birth, the de Clairmonts had even sold the Fox Den to Max’s father. The Duchess du Bellay mentioned in passing that the castle had been sold for a symbolic sum only, and at the insistence of the Duchess de Clairmont.

Marc, my current butler, had also mentioned (and my aunt had later confirmed) that the Duke’s daughter Christine de Clairmont had died in the castle about twenty years ago. That tragedy eventually resulted in the castle being sold to Ferdinand de Gramont, who in turn registered it under the name of his newborn bastard.

A year or two after that, the de Clairmonts had a son, who later had the honor of becoming one of the King’s personal guards. And then came the uprising, which Max’s father participated in. Some time during those complicated days, some of Ferdinand de Gramont’s co-conspirators killed Duke de Clairmont’s only son and heir. So it’s pretty easy to understand why the Marshall of Vestonia wasn’t favorably disposed toward me: I was a living reminder of those tragic events.

Yeah... The de Gramonts were one hell of a family. A mess, to put it mildly. The elder brother betrayed the King, the younger betrayed his brother. Both of them justified their actions by saying it was for the good of the family.

And their sister was no slouch either. Quite the schemer. Again, that’s putting it mildly.

She had already started working on Valerie. Worming her way into the girl’s trust, even though she had been willing to marry her off to Émile de Marbot not long before.

Heh... She thought I was unaware of her wheelings and dealing with the other mothers of the high houses. She was already busy searching for a suitable match for me. Well, I thought — so be it. Let her think she’s going to get her way.

My aunt the Duchess was completely typical of the high aristocracy in Vestonia. A predator in human form. That was why I needed her on my side in my confrontation with Heinrich de Gramont. I needed her “eating from my hand” before I made any moves. True, I knew I would always need to be on my guard around her. Otherwise she’d bite my hand clean off.

“You didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry,” snorted a broad-shouldered blond man with the sigil of the Amber Guild on his chest. His dark blue eyes carried an expression of superiority, even squeamishness, as he stared back at me.

Hm, I thought... Unless I’m very much mistaken, this is the Marquis Robert de Talleyrand, Grand Master of the Amber Guild. Judging by his energy structure, he’s a powerful medius who specializes in poisons. In addition to all that, the Marquis is a distant cousin of the Duke de Bauffremont — who, by the way, hadn’t tried to reach out to me at all since the now-famous ball at the de Gondy residence. Knowing the Duke, however, I was certain that he would make his presence felt soon enough.

“I sense reproach in your words,” I replied in an icy tone. “Whyever might that be?”

The Marquis maintained his firm stare, looking unflinchingly into my eyes. I stared back at him, totally calm.

In this world (and especially among the high aristocracy), defending one’s status and position in society was a matter of the utmost importance. Had I been his subordinate, I would have been required to listen calmly and patiently to everything he said, no matter what that might be. And I would have had to apologize for what he evidently considered “lateness” on my part. Now, however, I answered to the King alone. So the grand master’s aggression toward me was unjustifiable. If I allowed him to continue speaking to me in this way, it would come back to haunt me.

And the Duke de Clairmont was watching my every move in silence, as were the others in the room.

“And I sense insolence in yours!” The Marquis de Talleyrand’s eyes narrowed. “It seems you don’t understand who you’re talking to!”

Look at him, I thought — he’s so angry he’s turning red. Fair enough if you’re upset that your boss told you off for trying to take control of me, but you should at least have some sense of self-preservation. Strykers tend to be pretty impulsive — you must know that, right?

“Oh, I understand perfectly well, Marquis,” I shrugged. “But maybe you ought to shake yourself out of your torpor and come to grips with reality. I serve, and am accountable to, His Majesty the King of Vestonia, may the Gods prolong his reign. And my sovereign is the only person who has the right to reproach me. I presume that each of you in this room has certain specific tasks assigned to him by His Majesty, as I do — tasks that all of us will either carry out with honor, or die attempting to carry out. For my own part, I will add that I intend to live as long as I can, so as to carry out my sovereign’s will for as long as possible. And I promise you that anyone who interferes with me as I attempt to perform my duties will be destroyed.”

I spoke the last sentence with a stony expression, staring right into the Marquis’ eyes. I don’t know what exactly did it, but my overall approach seemed to work. He backed off immediately.

I glanced back at the Duke de Clairmont, who was still watching things unfold in silence. For a second, I thought I saw something like... No, it wasn’t fear. It was more like a flash of worry. The look one experienced predator might have when they were sizing up another. He seemed to be assessing a future rival, even a future enemy. I had no doubt whatsoever that the Duke de Clairmont considered me — Ferdinand de Gramont’s bastard — to be an enemy. We just had some common interests for the time being, which meant that our hostility would have to take a backseat. Actually, part of what I said to the Marquis was calculated to drop a hint to just that effect.

I was certain that he was deliberately refraining from intervening in our dispute, just to see how I would behave. He had already seen me in action, but apparently he wanted to see a different side of me. He must have known how the “Ambers” felt about me, after all. It seemed almost certain that this Marquis had voiced his opinions about me in the Duke’s presence at least a couple times before. And this was only the beginning, of course. There would be many more such tests in the future...

“So it is, Monsieur,” said a white-haired, broad shouldered man who was sitting to the right of the Marshal. “We’re all here at the will of the King.”

This, I presumed, was Count Guilleme de Leval, friend and comrade of the Duke de Clairmont. His right hand.

In my mind, I had to chuckle at this. I wondered, just then — were the Frozen Spears here at the will of the King too?

“We’ve been informed that you set up camp on the hill,” said a bald man sitting to the Marshal’s left. “Why not in the main camp?”

A deep scar running down his right cheek, a flattened nose like that of a professional boxer — this had to be Frederic de Bozon. Another longtime comrade of the Duke de Clairmont.

“There’s no room,” I replied.

“Is that so?” The Count’s right eyebrow rose, which caused his old scar to twitch.

“I presume, of course, that you wouldn’t suggest that I, the Margrave de Valier, set up my tent between the “Last Chances” and the latrines?”

The Count de Bozon cleared his throat and cocked his head to the side, as if to free his neck from the uncomfortable pressure of his neckerchief. It seemed to be a subconscious gesture indicating awkwardness.

“There will be no exceptions on campaign,” said the Duke de Clairmont drily. “And yes, you will have a place befitting the dignity of your status. By the way — how many people do you have with you?”

“Just under thirty,” I replied; noting the mockery that appeared on the faces of all those present, I calmly continued: “Eleven of them are combat mages. To be exact: two avants, six mediuses, and three experts.”

Silence hung in the air for a moment. The Duke de Clairmont’s eyes widened slightly. Lord Gray, by contrast, looked a little bit tense, and shot a sidelong glance at a red-haired man with the physique of a grizzly bear who had been silent up to then. The big man had been watching things unfold with a smile on his face. He seemed to be enjoying the whole spectacle. This man, by the way, was completely unfamiliar to me.

“How did you manage to hire so many strykers?” The Count de Leval asked with surprise. “As far as I’m aware, the capital’s mercenary guilds are extremely reluctant to hire out their combat mages.”

“I hired these in Roanne.”

“Are there really guilds in Roanne capable of providing that many strykers?” The Count de Bozon asked, equally surprised.

“The unit I hired isn’t part of the Vestonian guild network,” I replied, before adding: “They come from the Foggy Isles. You’ve surely heard of the “Savage Hearts?”“

Silence hung in the air again; this time it was the silence of the grave. A second later, the red-haired giant who had been enjoying the spectacle so much suddenly leapt up out of his chair. His chair flew off to the other side of the room as he burst out of it, as if it had been made of cardboard.

“WHAT?!” He roared in a thick Astlandic accent. “Repeat what you just said! You brought that rabble here?!”

The redhead reached for the hilt of his sword. His bull-like neck was beet red. Blood was pounding in his eyes. Apparently the big gorilla was from the unit of Astlandic mercenaries that came per the arrangements of the Duke de Bauffremont.

I stood there in silence, waiting calmly. I could have killed the idiot a thousand times by that point. He wasn’t even gifted.

“Marquis!” The Duke de Clairmont growled. Despite the unfolding situation, the Marshal was still sitting. “One more order or rash action and I’ll have you arrested! And believe me — in doing so I’ll be saving your life.”

The redheaded Marquis kept glaring at me, but nevertheless he took his hand slowly and reluctantly off the hilt of his sword.

“Marquis!” The Marshal’s voice boomed out at him once again. And when the redhead turned to face the Duke de Clairmont, he continued in an even tone: “You will depart immediately for your camp and see to it that none of your people do anything stupid. Remember! The Margrave de Valier is here at the personal command of His Majesty. If you or any of your people try to interfere with his mission, I will act immediately. Now be gone!”

The red-haired Marquis grumbled some curse to himself under his breath, shot me one more menacing glare, and then rushed off toward the exit. As soon as the door slammed shut behind him, the Duke de Clairmont turned his attention to me.

“It’s time you returned to your camp as well, Monsieur,” he stated in a tone that suggested the matter was not up for discussion. “And try to get back as quickly as you can.”

“Do you imagine I’ll be receiving some uninvited guests later today?” I asked.

“I doubt it,” came the Duke’s confident reply. The Marshal’s comrades seconded their commander with knowing smirks. “This isn’t the first army to contain multiple mercenary units that used to be enemies. I’m confident that Konrad von Dassel will put his unit in good order. But it would nevertheless be wise to play it safe.”

As I walked out of the office, I couldn’t help noticing the Duke’s pensive gaze locked on me as I went. He would no doubt have been aware that I had hired the “Savages” even before we met. And I’m not referring to the lieutenant who came to visit my camp with his patrol unit. De Clairmont had the information in hand even before I arrived at Bresmont. But if that was the case, what was the point of that whole spectacle from the Duke’s point of view? Mind you, I already had several theories about that.

As I left the palace and walked back to my people, who were already waiting for me near the main gate with the horses, Hans Krause spoke up in a pensive tone of voice:

“A few minutes ago, I saw the Marquis von Dassel rush out of the castle, red as a lobster.”

“You’ve met before?” I asked as I jumped up onto my horse.

“You could say that,” nodded Hans as his expression darkened.

He didn’t elaborate. Which was only proper, of course — information like that should only be shared by a unit’s commanding officer. So I didn’t pry any further. I could talk to Kurt later.

We took a different route back than we had taken on the way to the castle. A shorter one. At least that’s what the boy Hans had hired for a few coppers said as he showed us the way out of the city.

From where we sat atop our horses, we could see a big crowd of people engaged in some kind of raucous fun. A moment later, I caught sight of the source. Next to a statue (of some ancient hero or local noble of some kind) there stood a little stage with some actors strolling across it, putting on a show for the crowd.

I should point out that as someone who had come from another world (and who was raised in a circus troupe, no less), the acting ability of these local actors didn’t make an especially favorable impression on me. Even in the capital’s main theater, which Valerie, Verena, Alain, Kevin, and I had visited a couple times, I didn’t see anything that moved me much at all. Mind you, the same could not be said of the people accompanying me.

And the performance of these country actors, who were essentially just jumping around and shouting, was equally uninspiring. But there was something else that attracted my attention. I suddenly realized who they were portraying (or trying to portray).

There was a big lanky kid, jumping around ridiculously in green rags, with a toothy mask on his face and clothespins tied to his fingers. There was a heavily-powdered and brightly-made-up young woman who had fallen into the arms of the assembled crowd in a “faint.” There was a short, slightly chubby man with a feigned expression of seriousness on his face, wearing a pink suit with long coattails that dragged along the ground behind him and terminated in two beat-up, silly-looking hand fans. Finally, there was a beautiful young woman playing a male role. She was wearing a dark suit and jabbing a wooden sword playfully at the “green” man opposite her. And the whole affair was being played out to the tune of the “Ballad of the Bastard Sword.” Basically, it was pretty easy to guess what the play was about.

After watching the strange performance for a minute, I turned to glance at Sigurd and Aelira. I could only roll my eyes and shake my head when I saw the happy smiles on their faces.

An instant later, a woman ducked out of the crowd. Her hooded cloak made it impossible for me to see her face. In her right hand, she was holding a wide tambourine; I could hear coins jingling around inside it, which she had clearly been collecting from charitable members of the audience.

Having pressed herself up to Chickadee’s right side, she shook the tambourine and extended it out toward me. I just shook my head, took a thaler out from behind my belt, and tossed it to the woman. Sure, I didn’t care much for the performance, but it seemed like the people were enjoying it. Let no one say I’m not a supporter of the arts. Especially given my past — in some senses, you might even say the people on stage were colleagues of mine. Maybe there were boys and girls in that crowd who were being inspired, and who would one day become great actors.

I was about to turn and continue on my way, but something made me stop almost immediately. I turned back to look at the woman, who hadn’t moved an inch from where she stood, and this time I did a quick scan in true vision. Of course! Her energy system was mangled! Just as I thought — she wasn’t able to restore it on her own.

“And here I was, thinking you might never recognize me!” She threw back her hood, greeting me with a cunning smile and speaking in witching tongue. “I hope you remember you’ve got a debt to pay?”

I smiled back and spread my arms out to the sides a little bit as I replied:

“Nothing’s coming to mind. Although I do remember a certain witch who thought she was too smart for all of us, and who abandoned me in an inn in a town called Chagny. So what debt are you talking about?”


Chapter 9

“NOW THAT’S COMING UP in the world — a Margrave!” Lada said in a satisfied tone of voice. Having set aside all her tableware, she leaned back into her armchair. “You’re even living in comfort while you’re on campaign.”

After our encounter in the square, I invited the witch back to my camp for lunch. So there we were — sitting at a table in my tent, sampling the best of Gunnar’s cuisine in perfect calm.

The kid had learned a lot while he was working with Lucas (who, after all, was our resident culinary expert). After all, even after years of cooking for aristocrats at the Fox Den, Agnes didn’t consider it beneath her to turn to Lucas for advice now and then.

Long story short, Gunnar did a pretty good job with the food. His specialty was duck in plum sauce with vegetables on the side. And that was what he made for Lada and me.

“My compliments to your chef,” said Lada, raising a silver goblet in the direction of the canopy where Gunnar was working, and from which he would occasionally emerge to bring us wine or change the silverware.

This was quite a gesture on Lada’s part, considering the effort she normally went to to hide her aristocratic mannerisms. I couldn’t help but notice how deftly and gracefully she used her fork and knife.

“So — I gather you’ve decided to start a career in theater?” I asked after a small sip of an excellent Ferranian. “I must admit, you’re pretty good with the tambourine. I can’t even begin to imagine what other talents you might have.”

Lada’s lips twisted into a grimace as she shook her head.

“I just happened to be traveling the same way as Pierre Girot and his troupe. That’s all.”

I folded my arms across my chest; then, with a little bit more skepticism in my voice, I asked:

“But our meeting wasn’t just a chance encounter. I’m right in saying that, of course?”

My sudden change of tone didn’t seem to faze Lada at all. Quite the contrary, in fact — she seemed almost eager to drop the facade and start speaking frankly.

“You’re right,” came her firm reply. “I came to Bresmont a week ago, so I could meet with you...”

Then, more quietly, she added:

“I need your help... I couldn’t heal myself on my own... But of course you know that already. And you knew it before, too...”

“I did,” I replied, then fell silent as I stared back into her eyes.

“I’m assuming our prior arrangement is no longer in force?” She asked, without flinching under my stern gaze.

“What do you think?” I asked without any hint of sarcasm. “I seem to remember that according to that agreement, you were supposed to tell me as much as you could about the Shadow and the world of the true gifted.”

“And you were supposed to heal me.”

“Witches,” I snorted. “You’re all the same. But this time you managed to outwit yourself. If you hadn’t run off, we wouldn’t have to have this conversation at all.”

“Then let’s make a new arrangement,” Lada fired back without missing a beat. It seemed she had anticipated things taking just such a turn.

“No,” I snapped back. “And what could you offer me anyway? Where the Shadow and the true gifted are concerned, I already know more than you do. I mean, I guess you could dance with that tambourine... But that would be more of a punishment for my eyes and ears than a pleasure.”

“Well, we could have said our goodbyes back in the square. But I’m here now,” said Lada with a devious smile. “I’m eating at the table of the Margrave de Valier himself, the man whose adventures are fodder for traveling actors in even the most dismal backwaters. That’s not just a coincidence, is it? Tell me what I can do for you, and let’s come to a new arrangement.”

I heard her out in silence, rubbing the bridge of my nose.

“Did you know that the Frozen Spears are in the city?”

A shadow fell over the witch’s face. With a grimace of disgust, she hissed back:

“Those vermin have been here for a few days already. And several true gifted have already disappeared without a trace. Including two young witches from the local coven.”

I laid a palm against my forehead as I digested this information. You didn’t have to be a genius to figure out who those true gifted were going to feed.

“I saw the marks of the coven on some of the pillars in the city,” I said. “I assume you’re in contact with the local mother?”

“You could say that,” replied Lada evasively.

Of course she does, I thought. How else could Lada have spent so much time on the mother’s territory without her permission.

“I want to talk to her,” I said. “Will you arrange a meeting for us?”

“I doubt she’ll want to talk to a spellsword, even an aristocratic one,” Lada shook her head. “Yavlina is a very old, very cautious witch.”

“Well, do you think she’d be willing to talk to an auring?” I asked as I unleashed my aura.

Lada, who had been sitting in quite a relaxed posture, suddenly jumped and staggered backward. If she had reacted any more violently, she would’ve fallen right out of her chair.

For a few moments, she just stared at me in amazement, as if afraid to move. But after finally pulling herself together, although still breathing heavily, she asked in a hoarse whisper:

“So it’s true? I’ve heard rumors among the true gifted and the first-born in the capital about some young auring, but I didn’t pay them any attention... So that auring is YOU?”

“How long were you living in the capital?” I asked, ignoring her questions. “Why didn’t you come see me earlier? I have no doubt that you’d have been able to find my castle.”

“I was there for just over a week before I came to Bresmont,” Lada replied, already sounding more calm.

Although I could see that she was still tense. The magic emanating from my aura had slammed into her pretty hard.

“And you’re right — finding your castle was easy. You’re a well-known figure now... But your popularity is such that there are always people hanging around your castle. Too many people. And not all of them are just star-struck idiots... Suffice it to say that I wouldn’t want to cross paths with some of them. I see you’re not surprised? You know about the spies, then...”

I replied with a silent nod. Of course I knew. All the spies keeping watch outside my estate were being kept well in hand by Susanna Marino. Actually, she had finally found out who Benedict, my gardener, was spying for.

As it turns out, the old man would occasionally meet up with a long-time acquaintance for a mug of ale down at the “Green Bass” tavern, which was located in the port district near the river.

The nisse informed me that Benedict would always come back from these meetings with a little pouch filled with silver coins.

Further tracking revealed that Benedict’s old buddy (the source of this money) was one of the Duchess de Clairmont’s personal servants. As I later learned, Benedict had been a gardener at the Fox Den since before it was sold to Max’s father.

And to be honest, that information made things slightly more puzzling for me. Now, if in light of recent events the Duke de Clairmont had sent a spy into my house, that wouldn’t have been all that bad, and it would have been readily explicable. But the Duchess...

What, I wondered, could she possibly want from me? True, I already had a few ideas on that, all of which had to do with my fox amulet. I remembered that Louisa de Clairmont had promised the dearly-departed Watchmaker some serious money if he could procure it for her. She was probably trying to get information on Robert de Clairmont’s collection.

In the end, I decided to leave Benedict alone for the time being. Better to let him keep spying, albeit under the nisse’s watchful eyes. Besides, I had assigned Susanna Marino to sniff out everything she could about the de Clairmonts. I could have sent one of my first-borns to visit their house covertly, of course, but there wouldn’t have been any point to that. Because Louisa de Clairmont herself spent almost all her time at the Queen’s side. And as my first-born explained to me, the royal palace was protected from any such covert visits by a whole array of powerful charms. That was why there weren’t any representatives of the first-born living there. By the way, I could also feel some sort of protective magic as I was walking around the King’s “hunting lodge.” Although to be fair, I hadn’t been paying especially close attention to that at the time — my thoughts were focused squarely on the death-magic emanations.

“It wasn’t hard to learn that the Margrave de Valier was headed off to war, either,” Lada continued with a chuckle. “So I decided to come meet you here. Especially since my old friend Pierre Girot was planning to follow the army with his troupe as part of the market caravan. Why do you want to talk to the local coven mother?”

Lada asked the question very suddenly, without any warning.

“Please understand where I’m coming from. If I’m going to negotiate a meeting for you, I have to know at least something about what you want to say. Yavlina will definitely ask me about it. And also... Before I do this, I need you to give me your word that you’ll uphold your end of the bargain.”

“What bargain?” I was surprised.

Lada frowned; she was tense again.

“I thought that — “

“You thought that arranging a meeting for me with the head of the local coven would get you what you want?” I was genuinely bewildered at her naivete. “Please don’t try my patience, and definitely don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes again, witch. Always remember who you’re talking to here. I’m going to have to spend a large amount of my own energy and time on treating you. If you want me to completely restore your energy system, you’re going to have to work for it. If you don’t like it, the door is right there behind you. YOU came looking for a meeting with ME, because you know I’m the only one who can help you. I was getting along just fine without you. And I could figure out a way to meet with Yavlina on my own as well.”

Lada just glared at me for a little while. Even before we sat down, she knew very well that I could demand a very high price for my services. As a good, self-respecting witch, however, she simply couldn’t agree to it without at least trying to wheedle a better deal out of me. And who could blame her? If it worked, she would get what she wanted for next to nothing.

“Name your price,” she finally grumbled.

“It’s quite simple,” I said, spreading my arms out to the sides. “You serve me until you’re fully healed. I’ll tell you right now, though — it’s going to be dangerous. And the tasks I’m going to give you will be risky. I’m sure you understand that already. But I promise that while you’re serving me, you’ll be under my protection. And I give you my word that I won’t draw out the healing process. What do you say?”

Lada watched my body language carefully as she asked:

“Are you certain that this will work?”

I switched to true vision, just so that she could see it in my eyes; then, a second later, I continued:

“Absolutely. I give you my word on that, too.”

At that, Lada let out a heavy sigh. She picked up her goblet and drained it in one big gulp. Then she said:

“I’m in. What do I need to do?”

“Not so fast.” I held up a finger to stop her as my eyes narrowed a little bit. “We’re going to do everything by the book here.”

“So what — you’re going to bring in a lawyer?” The witch laughed, but I could sense that she was quite tense.

“No,” I shook my head. “Better than that. Witnesses. Come on out!”

As soon as I spoke, my first-born appeared out of the corners of the tents, along with the hejdelf. Lorin immediately took a seat on one of the chests and kept repairing the bridle he was holding, seemingly oblivious to the rest of us.

The fairies sat down on stools and armchairs as Lada looked on in amazement.

I snapped my fingers to call Lada’s attention back to me, then continued:

“Now we can continue. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you what will happen if a certain witch starts to fancy herself smarter and cleverer than the rest of us, and suddenly disappears without fulfilling her end of the bargain? Well, I’ll remind you just in case: if that happens, the news will be all over Mainland within a few days. And there won’t be a single true gifted, let alone any first-born, who will be willing to work with an oath-breaker. And you’ll have to make sure to keep your distance from me, wherever I go. After all — it’s in my power to heal you, and it’s also well within my power to make your disfigurement even worse. So? Still want your magic back?”

I stood up and stretched my hand out toward her. Lada stood up as well; her eyes narrowed, and then she grabbed my hand with an expression like that of a drowning man grasping at a tree branch. And then she immediately twitched. Her eyes widened again as a little burst of my mana flowed into her energy structure. A shudder passed across her body, and she fell to her knees.

Breathing heavily, she raised her head and looked me up and down.

“How is that possible?” She asked in a hoarse croak. For just a second, the mask of the confident, independent, arrogant witch cracked, and I could see both fear and excitement mingled in her expression.

Ignia snorted derisively; Vaira chuckled; Selina, the most peaceable of the “sisters,” just smiled softly.

“He’s an auring, witch,” Lorin answered for me, without looking up from his work. “And he’s just at the beginning of his path.”

I shook my head and helped Lada get up from where she was kneeling on the ground. She was the same old witch again — confident, and quick to snap back with a harsh word if need be.

“We’ll start repairing your energy structure tomorrow,” I said before she could fully regain her bearings. “Here’s what I need from you: I want you to be my eyes and ears in the city, and then in the camp once the army moves out. And yes — I need to meet with the local coven’s mother. Tell her I have a proposition for her.”

“What if she doesn’t want to meet?” Lada asked. “I wasn’t lying to you — the old lady is stubborn and very cautious.”

“Then tell her I know who killed the witches from her coven,” I replied.

This startled Lada; she leaned in a little closer.

“You think they’re dead? Was it the Frozen Spears?”

“I’m positive,” I replied. “Soulcatchers need to feed their shades.”

Lada’s expression darkened, and she took a step backward without meaning to. But she didn’t have time to say anything. An anxious-looking Gunnar stepped briskly into the tent.

“Your Lordship,” he began hurriedly. “We have guests...”

* * *

I spotted the Marquis von Dassel’s red mane from afar. The leader of the Astlandic mercenaries was sauntering toward us on a white charger, accompanied by almost thirty other riders.

Besides the Marquis’ countrymen, I noticed a few Vestonian nobles, and also Lord Gray and his squires.

The whole colorful cavalcade had come to a stop in front of two rows of sharpened stakes that my people had already managed to sink into the ground around our camp. We had only just arrived, of course, but since the stakes were prepared well ahead of time (within the first few days of our journey, in fact), we were already protected by a nice defensive fortification. And that was in addition to the wagons themselves, whose walls had been prepared especially for use as defensive barriers at times like these.

My unit was already in place, ready for a fight. They were just waiting for me. The Astlanders on either side were already busy hurling insults at one another, raining down all sorts of curses on each other’s heads. It was interesting to note that both sides were referring to their opponents as “traitors.”

When Sigurd, Aelira, and I stepped into the space between the stakes, the shouting died down.

“I’m Margrave Maximillian de Valier!” I announced in a loud shout. “I imagine you have something to discuss with me, gentlemen?! Who’s in charge here? Who am I speaking to?”

The Marquis von Dassel immediately rode out to face me, accompanied by two of his black-bearded soldiers in stryker armor. They wore the sigil of the “Uncrushables” — two swords crossed above a rectangular shield. This, by the way, was the other Astlandic mercenary guild’s name. Judging by the appearance of the two soldiers beside the Marquis, they were probably blood brothers. Hm, I thought... The older, bigger one is an avant. The other is a medius who’s nearing the transition to avant. They were both looking right past me. Their gazes were locked firmly on the “Savages,” who were looking back at them with identical expressions on their faces. Apparently, these men didn’t take me very seriously. They either didn’t know anything about me, or they just didn’t believe what they had heard. They thought I was just another upstart aristocrat.

Lord Gray and his people stayed where they were. I wondered, as I watched them — what were they doing here? And did the Duke de Clairmont know about what was happening?

As if reading my mind, Gray looked at me and nodded ever so slightly. Hm... So the Marshal was aware. Which meant that Lord Gray was there to maintain control of whatever happened next? It wasn’t hard to guess why the Vestonian nobles were there, of course: they wanted something to talk about at their next reception, or with their circle of friends.

“You’re speaking with me!” The Marquis von Dassel announced in a distinctly discourteous tone. His massive horse snorted and stomped a hoof into the ground. “We’re here to call to account the leader of this pack of rat bastards and cowards you’ve seen fit to hire.”

Furious shouting broke out among the Astlanders on both sides of our row of spikes. The shouting on my side stopped, however, as soon as I raised a hand into the air to silence it. The black-bearded avant (who, of course, was actually in charge on the other side) also raised his fist into the air, and his warriors fell silent just as quickly.

“Marquis, I can handle the hiring and firing in my retinue perfectly well without your involvement!” I replied in a measured tone. “I’d also like to remind you personally — it’s only thanks to the Marshal de Clairmont’s intervention that you’re still alive! I advise you to watch your every word very carefully. Otherwise I’ll be forced to take it upon myself to teach you to put a muzzle on your overactive mouth!”

The red-headed Marquis’ face started to turn red. I waited with a smile for him to start insulting me. Well, I thought?! Come on! Open that big fat mouth of yours. The Gods will bear witness that I’ve excused your antics two times already. They wouldn’t expect me to do so a third time.

The Vestonians stirred. Excited smiles flitted across their faces. Anticipation. Unlike the Astlanders, they knew exactly how this duel would end for the redhead.

Lord Gray looked gloomy. If the Marquis were to die, he would have failed in the task his commander had charged him with.

But Dassel was in luck. The black-bearded avant spoke up before he had a chance to.

“Your Lordship, my name is Baron Friedrich von Neumark!” He introduced himself.

His heavy baritone, the confident, stern look in his black eyes, the scar on his face, the deep-purple color of his energy system... His entire appearance suggested that the man before me was a veteran of many battles, as well as a commander and leader who was not used to having his orders disobeyed.

“I fear there’s been a misunderstanding here,” he continued in a calm tone. Admittedly, he obviously wasn’t trying to calm me down. He was trying to intimidate me. And I have to admit — it was a pretty good attempt. “In order to calm the agitation in the ranks of my own soldiers, His Grace the Duke de Clairmont and I have come to a decision that we feel will satisfy us all. We’ve come to offer a challenge to these people’s leader.”

Having said this, Baron von Neumark pointed a finger at Kurt von Hartha, who was standing with his head held proudly in the air as he glared back at the head of the “Uncrushables.”

“Ah, I see!” I smiled; I exchanged a quick glance with Sigurd, who had a predatory grin on his face. “Well, if that’s Marshal de Clairmont’s decision... And you assure me that this will still the agitation in your ranks?”

“Yes,” said the Baron. “As soon as the leader of these traitors dies, it will all be over. And no one will disturb you further. I give you my word!”

“And if your man should end up dying?”

The Baron snickered. Derisive laughter rippled through the ranks of his men.

“That won’t happen.”

“Still — if it does?” I insisted. “I don’t want to have to worry about the possibility of being constantly disturbed.”

“I give you my word that if our duellist should die, no one will disturb you further!” Baron von Neumark announced, his voice totally serious. “And just to put you further at ease, my brother will also swear. Dietrich!”

“I swear it!” The second stryker barked with a snicker in his voice.

“Excellent!” I replied. “A weight off my mind, truly! So who will be fighting from your side?”

“I will!” Friedrich von Neumark replied in a slightly-louder voice as he stared at Kurt.

“Wonderful!” I crowed. “When and where?”

“Tomorrow at noon,” said the Baron. “In the middle of the camp.”

“Well then — challenge accepted!” I announced loudly. “You and I will cross swords tomorrow at noon!:

The Baron did a double-take, then stared at me like a kid who had just jumped out onto the road in front of his horse.

“I’m afraid you misunderstand me, Margrave,” he said with gentle insistence. “I seek the blood of that man there, not yours. I have no desire to kill you.”

I could hear Kurt stir behind me, but Sigurd growled something at him through gritted teeth that made him stop.

“But didn’t you just announce to us all that you came to offer a challenge to the leader of these people? Per the terms of our contract, I’ve been their leader for some time already.”

“I repeat — I’m not seeking your death...” said Baron von Neumark lazily.

“Remember your oath!” I ignored the avant and turned to his brother, who was frowning as he tried to figure out what the hell had just happened.

I pictured Marshal de Clairmont’s face. The old man had been thinking he could sacrifice one of my people to restore order. Well, I thought — you’re in for a surprise, old man.

Then I turned back to Friedrich.

“According to the dueling code, the choice of weapons is mine. I choose sword and dagger. In stryker armor. That is, of course, if you haven’t reconsidered your desire to fight.”

The avant stared back at me like I was already dead. Before turning his horse around, he said:

“Alas, there will be no honor in your death. You’re going to die tomorrow for the sins of these despicable traitors.”


Chapter 10

“YOUR LORDSHIP.” KURT VON HARTHA was trying hard to contain his anger and indignation. The emotions flowing through him were so powerful that he even switched back into his native Astlandic, even though I hadn’t heard anything but flawless Vestonian out of him since the moment we met. “You’re acting far too rashly!”

“You think so?” I asked nonchalantly.

Our conversation was taking place in my tent, a few minutes after the departure of our uninvited guests. In addition to the two of us, there was also Sigurd, Aelira, Georg von Linz, and his ward Elsa Backer, who kept throwing absent-minded glances my way. The kind of glance that suggested she already considered me a dead man.

The sour, perpetually unhappy face of her mentor and commander Georg von Linz might as well have been stamped with the words “I told you so!”

Sigurd and Aelira, who were already well used to me by that point, just watched the goings-on with placid expressions on their faces.

“Do I think so?!” The tense muscles on Kurt’s face kept twitching. He was having quite a hard time maintaining something resembling composure.

Seeing that his commander was losing his patience, Georg von Linz laid a broad palm on his shoulder with a gentle squeeze. Then he turned to me.

“Fenrax,” he said darkly. “That’s the nickname Friedrich von Neumark earned for himself, many years ago.”

Hearing this word — a loanword from witching tongue — I raised my right eyebrow slightly and glanced at Sigurd. He just nodded quickly in response. My bodyguard had once told me about the most powerful strykers in Mainland, but this Neumark hadn’t been among them. Which, I guess, merely meant that he didn’t make it into Sigurd’s list of the top ten most powerful. Nevertheless, it seems that my bodyguard had heard of the Baron.

“I see you know what this word means, then?” Georg asked, having correctly deciphered my expression.

“Torturer,” I confirmed laconically.

“Exactly,” the old stryker nodded. “But that’s not just a word, or just a nickname. The Fenrax is one of the most dangerous predators in the Shadow. People who have survived a meeting with one — and you could count the number of such people on one hand — all say that the Fenrax is capable of rational thought. It doesn’t just hunt its victims; it draws pleasure from their suffering. Its most peculiar ability is creating particularly agonizing pain, which it uses to torture its victims before it lands a killing blow.”

“Neumark is a butcher, a monster in human form,” said Kurt, who had calmed down a little by that point. “He’s one of those who doesn’t resist the power of the Shadow — the power that awakens a stryker’s darkest and most vile inclinations if they’re not careful to guard against it.”

“That son of a bitch has killed a lot of our brothers,” added Georg, his voice suddenly hoarse. I heard a crunch, and looked down; his fists were clenched so tightly that his knuckles had cracked. “It was he who captured the Steel Duke — Conrad V’s nephew, hero of the Battle of Erfurt — and subjected him to brutal torture.”

“I need to kill this monster and avenge our fallen brothers,” Kurt concluded firmly. “So I ask you, please — before it’s too late, please reconsider and let me fight this duel.”

“Well,” I said through pursed lips as I shook my head. “Your story has moved me, gentlemen. But alas, I’m not a man to go back on my word.”

“Your Lordship,” said Georg, sounding more tense. “We know about your achievements and the accolades you’ve received. You’re popular not only among the common people, but the aristocracy as well. But with all due respect, a duel against a stryker this powerful is something much more serious and dangerous... Neumark is a fantastic swordsman and one of the most powerful combat mages I’ve ever met in my life. He’s experienced. He’s been through countless battles and won dozens of magical duels. You, on the — “

“I understand,” I interrupted him. “You don’t need to continue. I have a rough idea of what you really think about my achievements and accolades. And also about my age, experience, and rank. And as long as we’re on the subject, let’s continue to be frank about it. I know perfectly well who I’m going to be fighting tomorrow. No, don’t get me wrong — I didn’t know about Friedrick von Neumark’s bloodthirsty quirks before you told me. But what I know for certain is that neither you, Kurt, nor you, Georg, stand a ghost of a chance in a duel against him. And I’m not willing to lose good soldiers right at the opening of a campaign, which technically hasn’t even begun yet. I’ve told you before, gentlemen, and I’ll tell you once again: you and I have an important mission, with a lot depending on its results. So please trust me, your leader, to solve this problem the way I feel it needs to be solved. I think that’s all. You’re all dismissed.”

I said all this in an icy tone, staring firmly into Georg’s eyes as I spoke, and my intensity seemed to have the desired effect on him. That said, he pulled himself together pretty quickly.

His ward was staring at her mentor with a mouth wide-open in surprise. The look on Kurt’s face, though, was different. After what I had said, the captain was staring at me with a look that suggested he was thoroughly dumbfounded, but at the same time highly intrigued. It was like he was seeing me for the first time.

The dour-looking strykers left my tent in silence, without saying a word.

I stopped Sigurd as he was lifting up the tent flap to leave.

“See that I’m not disturbed unless absolutely necessary. I need to prepare. And have Gunnar bring in the chest with my armor in it.”

My bodyguard nodded silently and stepped out of the tent.

* * *

By 11:00 the next morning, I was fully decked out in my snakeskin armor. The sword and dagger made from the River Terror’s fangs hung from my belt. All the cells for crystals were filled with whole bruts, both in the main structure of the armor and the amplifying segments.

This would be the first time people would see me in full battle array, so the effect was likely to be impressive, to put it mildly. When I walked out of my tent, the “Savages” who were waiting for me to appear suddenly froze.

As the stunned strykers looked on in amazement, Gunnar led me to my horse with a happy smirk on his face. It was a massive black mistral, who I had renamed “Storm” after purchasing him. Judging by how quickly he started responding to it, he seemed to like the name too.

I decided against bringing Chickadee. I needed to make a very specific impression. Something akin to the one I had just made on my own people. It was funny to see the way Kurt and Georg’s eyes bulged, so soon after trying to talk me out of fighting the previous evening.

Mind you, they hadn’t been the only ones to make the attempt. Marshal de Clairmont’s young aide-de-camp came galloping out to see me, accompanied by several other soldiers with the de Clairmont sigil on their armor.

With an arrogant tone, and after introducing himself as the Viscount de Puzet, he handed me a note from the Duke informing me, in his usual peremptory style, that His Grace had already arranged things with Baron von Neumark, and that all I would need to do was allow Kurt to fight the duel in my place.

At the end of the note, the Marshal made sure to mention the importance of my mission, and the fact that he didn’t want to have to answer to His Majesty for this rash decision, which would inevitably end in my death.

Given the way that the aide left my camp without waiting for an answer from me, Marshal de Clairmont didn’t seem to consider an answer necessary. Apparently, he was confident that I would do as instructed.

The Duke thought he had found the perfect solution to the situation. He had come to an agreement with the leader of the Astlandic mercenaries that would see everything settled, and wouldn’t cost much in terms of blood. Well, he was in for a surprise.

Upon catching sight of me, Storm let out a loud snort and slammed a broad hoof down onto the ground. A shiver of anticipation rippled across his massive, muscular body. After handing him an apple, I patted him on the neck and hopped deftly up into the saddle.

Sigurd and Aelira appeared next to me almost immediately. Both were decked out in brand-new armor. Aelira was holding a long pike in her hands, with a banner fluttering on top sporting my new sigil.

All nine of my strykers accompanied me to the duel. The other soldiers stayed back at the camp. I brought Gunnar along as well. You should have seen the pleading, hopeful expression on his face.

Accompanied by two of his soldiers, Hans Krasue had set off for the field at sunrise. He brought money to bet on the fight. By the way, he seemed extremely surprised that all my veteran soldiers put their money on me without a second thought.

As noon approached, I made my way into the main camp, and it just so happened that Marshal de Clairmont was making his entrance at the exact same time. The Duke trotted over to me, accompanied by several dozen Vestonian nobles.

As our two cavalcades dovetailed and joined into one, the aristocrats in de Clairmont’s entourage perked up noticeably: my armor and my horse immediately attracted everyone’s undivided attention.

The Marshal, on the other hand, was morose, and his expression suggested a powerful feeling of anxiety. He seemed to have already guessed why I was all “dressed up.”

“Monsieur!” He greeted me coldly once we were next to one another. “I’m counting on your good sense to prevail.”

“Oh, you need not worry about that, Your Grace!” I nodded with a smile. “I promise you that even the most cautious and wise man in the world will have cause to envy my good sense today!”

Everything was already prepared for us in the center of the camp. A broad area, surrounded by a multitudinous, armed throng, had been hastily cleared and covered with sand from the river.

The Vestonians greeted our appearance with a friendly roar. The Marshal waved to them, then headed toward a row of wide armchairs that had been specially installed for the senior leadership.

Although the shouts of “bastard sword” I kept hearing suggested that the men of Vestonia weren’t just excited to see the Marshal.

Besides them, there were also Mertonian archers from the Foggy Isles. Hunters all (a necessity in the severe conditions of their homeland), these people had mastered archery as children. They were watching the proceedings with rapt interest. My scanning ability told me that there were both true gifted and shadow mages in their ranks.

The Stone Knights were there as well. They were positioned next to the Marshal. But the Frozen Spears (or more specifically, their representative Sister Fria) were nowhere to be seen. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she was hidden somewhere in the crowd, keeping a careful eye on me.

The Astlandic mercenaries were thronged together like a big, living fortress. My unit’s appearance was greeted with shouted insults and whistles. The front rows were filled with strykers in their armor, with the sigil of the “Uncrushables” on their chests. I counted fifteen combat mages. Friedrich von Neumark was the only avant. The others were mediuses or experts. And there were more of the latter than of the former. In that sense, of course, they were inferior to the “Savages.”

After ordering my people to stay where they were, I rode across the fighting ring, stopping only when my horse’s nose practically bumped into the “Uncrushables.” Friedrich von Neumark watched me approach with a condescending smile on his face, and when I stopped, he greeted me mirthfully:

“Monsieur, what a pity! That armor would have been the jewel of my collection! And those fangs! Truly a work of art! Where did you manage to find such wonderful materials?”

He was speaking loudly, making sure everyone could hear. He obviously assumed (to be fair, he probably knew about the Marshal’s note from the previous evening) that I was about to start hemming and hawing, and that I would eventually order Kurt to fight in my place. He wanted to humiliate me. Revenge for my audacity the day before.

“Baron!” I replied in the same tone, although I ignored his question. “You need not worry! You’ll have an opportunity to claim this armor for yourself very soon!”

“Really?” Baron von Neumark was surprised. “So you refuse to listen to the voice of reason? You’re so young, Margrave! And this isn’t your fight! I repeat, there’s no honor in stepping in to save a pack of traitors and cowards!”

“The voice of reason?” I scoffed, before throwing a quick glance at the Marshal. The Duke de Clairmont looked dour and angry. “First of all, on the subject of honor, Baron... I may be young, but my age is no impediment to me understanding that a Margrave who sends his people to the slaughter will soon find that no one’s willing to serve him at all! Second, I’d like to remind you, Baron, that your excessive self-assurance in no way corresponds to your own experience! You know it yourself: your best years are long past! Your reaction time and your mastery with the sword are nowhere near what they once were! That’s why, in deference to your advanced age, I want to give you a chance to excuse yourself from this fight! Admit your mistake and do your duty to your employer! Surely you haven’t forgotten that you signed a contract to fight?”

The silence that followed was deafening. Everyone present had heard my words. Friedrich von Neumark was obviously enraged. He was staring me up and down, ready to throw himself into battle at any moment. His nostrils were flared, and a big fat vein was bulging on his forehead.

His strykers didn’t look any calmer than he did. Like a pack of hungry wolves, they were waiting expectantly for their leader to give them the green light and let them rip the insolent boy to pieces.

I have to give the Baron his due, though. He recovered his composure quickly, jerked his chin up into the air, and with a vicious grin he said:

“So I’ll be adding that armor to my collection after all!”

This evidently pleased his strykers, who turned to look at me as though I were a walking corpse. Excited whispers spread through the assembled ranks.

“Baron, I advise you to take a few more bruts with you!” I shouted loudly as I turned my horse around. “You’re going to be doing a lot of running before you die! And that’s pretty exhausting at your age!”

I returned to my side of the ring, accompanied by the soldiers’ laughter. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a particularly piercing gaze from somewhere in the ranks of the “Last Chances.” I turned my head and tried to see who it was, but I couldn’t find them.

After rejoining my people, I jumped quickly off my horse, took my helmet from Gunnar’s hands, and pulled it down onto my head. Then I drew both my blades from their scabbards. I was no longer paying attention to anyone else at that point; I just turned around and headed to the center of the ring, where Friedrich von Neumark was already approaching from his side with a confident saunter.

“Baron!” I shouted when I was about fifteen steps away from him. “I’ve heard about your nickname! Is it true that you like to have fun with your opponents before killing them?”

“You’ll soon see for yourself, Your Lordship!” The black-bearded avant grunted as he drew his narrow-bladed sword. Through the slits on his helmet, I could see the savage glint in his eyes.

We started moving around the ring. I counted ten lilac nodes in his armor. Almost all of them were full to the brim with mana.

“And I’ve also heard that you took the Steel Knight prisoner and tortured him. You know — Conrad V’s nephew, the hero of the Battle of Erfurt!” I shouted. “Is that true as well?!”

“He was a traitor, and he died like a dog!” The Baron grunted as he took two long, gliding steps toward me.

“So neither you nor your people are upset by the fact that such behavior is beneath the dignity of a noble?!” I shifted easily to the right.

“Enough talk, little pup!” The Baron barked. And then I watched as he pulled a large clot of mana out of two large bruts on his chest, which dissolved immediately into his energy system.

I have to say, he did it like a master. But he still wasn’t as quick or as graceful as Sigurd. In fact, Baron von Neumark would have had a lot of work to do to catch up to my bodyguard.

An instant later, the completely-predictable “avant lunge” came at me. To the eye of a normal person, the Baron would have appeared to dissolve into thin air and reappear several yards in front of where he had been standing just a moment before. And he appeared right in the spot I had been standing in — just a moment before. He thrust his blade like a lightning bolt — right into thin air. Judging by the fact that he turned his head and couldn’t find me immediately, my agility was a surprise to him.

But Baron von Neumark was an experienced fighter. Without missing more than a fraction of a second, he made another lunge and moved about three paces to the right, obviously trying to dodge the counterattack he expected from me.

That could have worked with a normal stryker, even maybe with an avant, but not with a seer who could control the movement of every muscle, and who was twice as fast as him to boot.

I caught the Baron right at the moment when he finished his lunge. I sent a thick clot of lilac mana into my blade and swung a powerful blow that hit him in the chest and knocked him off his feet. He rolled along the sand, but was back on his feet almost instantly. The leader of the “Uncrushables” had a magic-suffused shield, and it held firm against my blow, but I noticed that the smallest brut in his cuirass had crumbled to dust. That meant it had exhausted its mana.

I had no intention of giving the Baron time to recover. A long lunge. A surge of dark-lilac mana into the tip of my sword. And then came the blow.

Friedrich tried to parry, but he was moving too slowly. A stabbing blow to the body sent the Baron flying back onto the ground again. He flew a few yards farther this time. Once again, his magic shield had absorbed all the damage. But he had also used up a second brut.

He only barely managed to rise to his feet by the time I made it within striking distance. He tried to put some more distance between us, lunging first to one side, then to the other, but I followed him mercilessly, pummeling his shield with a hailstorm of blows the whole time.

I could see panic in my opponent’s eyes. He hadn’t been expecting this from me. More than half of his bruts had already turned to dust, and the duel was just beginning.

I also noticed the look of tense excitement on Sigurd’s face. He wasn’t a seer, but he obviously knew what was going on all the same. After all, I hadn’t shown the full extent of my abilities before.

The Baron tried to counterattack, but all his blows landed on thin air. He was simply too slow and cumbersome to hit me.

When there was only one brut left in Friedrich’s armor, with about a quarter of its original mana supply left, I made my final lunge. Pumping as much mana into my blade as I could, I whipped it through the air with a whistle and down into the Baron’s right arm, hacking it off at the elbow.

He let out a loud groan and collapsed onto his knees. But he was still conscious. With his shaking left hand, he reached down toward a little pocket on his belt. I could see a scarlet glow emanating from inside it. What’s this, I thought — you want a potion? I’m afraid not... I’m not going to let you live.

A clot of mana — a swinging blow. And the Baron’s head rolled off across the sand.

In the sepulchral silence that fell across the audience, I took off my helmet and walked over to the “Uncrushables,” stepping gingerly across the convulsing, headless body as I went.

The mercenary strykers looked devastated. I could see fear and panic in some of their expressions. They had obviously never seen a battle quite like this. Their much-vaunted leader had just been killed by some measly little expert.

Dietrich von Neumark’s chest was heaving. He was staring down at his brother’s headless body with eyes wide open. Almost as if he expected the body to stand up and continue fighting. He still couldn’t believe what had just happened.

“Baron!” I turned to address him, whereupon he startled and turned his befuddled gaze to meet mine. “Remember your promise!”

Without waiting for him to respond, I turned and looked around the assembled crowd. Then, with the tip of my blade pointed down at the headless corpse, I announced:

“I am the Margrave de Valier! I give you my word that this will be the fate of anyone who dares to threaten me or my people!”


Chapter 11

Bresmont

The Count de Brisse’s Palace

Temporary office of Marshal de Clairmont

THERE WERE THREE PEOPLE in the Marshal’s temporary office: the Duke de Clairmont himself and his two closest friends, comrades-in-arms, and vassals, Count Guilleme de Leval and Count Frederic de Bozon.

The three men had just returned from the main camp, where they had gone about two hours before to watch the duel between the Margrave de Valier and Baron von Neumark. The results of that duel were, to put it mildly, shocking. And not only for the three senior commanders, but for everyone else who saw it happen as well.

For a little while after they returned, the office was immersed in silence, broken only by the occasional clinking of silver goblets of wine and the sound of the Count de Bozon’s heavy footsteps as he paced across the room, smoking his pipe the whole time.

Frederic was the most energetic and impatient of the three. Even as a child, he was always getting into trouble because of his fidgety nature, and as an adult, he could always be found at the forefront of a sharp, sudden attack. So perhaps it’s not surprising that he was the first man to break the silence.

“Can someone please explain to me how this is possible?!” The Count de Bozon exploded. “Where did that little man get so much power?! It took him seconds — SECONDS — to smear Neumark all over the ground like some kind of newly-minted expert!”

“Calm down, Fred,” said the Count de Leval in a low bass. He was the calmest and most grounded of the trio. His main qualities were boldness and total loyalty to their little brotherhood. “We all saw what happened with our own eyes. And I must admit — we all underestimated the bastard...”

“Exactly,” agreed the Duke de Clairmont. “But Carl warned me about the boy... And I had already seen what he’s capable of in battle...”

“Let’s be candid, Ed.” The Count de Bozon strode over to a little table where a flagon of wine was standing and poured himself a brimming goblet. “We’re all perfectly well acquainted with Carl’s penchant for bringing all sorts of savage swordsmen and other flashy flavors-of-the-month into his orbit. I mean, Zoë de Namur... Need I remind you how that all ended? And that midget of his... I’d bet my right arm on it — none of this would have happened without the little hunchback’s meddling. After all, he knew that Bauffremont was sending the “Uncrushables” here. So what happened then? The Bastard brought the “Savages.” If anybody told me that this was all an innocent coincidence, I’d spit in their face!”

“Ed,” said the Count de Leval to the Duke de Clairmont. “I think Fred is right.”

“Of course I am!” The Count de Bozon snorted. “The Gramont bastard was angling for a conflict with the “Uncrushables” from the start. And our decision just made it easier for him. Pff... We shouldn’t let ourselves forget that no matter what else might be true of him, he’s got the blood of those traitorous cowards the de Gramonts flowing in his veins. His late father, or Heinrich, would have drawn the right conclusions and made the right decision. And by that I mean they’d have sent someone from the “Savages” out to fight Neumark, and that would have been the end of it. But now... Now everything’s only grown more complicated! And that damnable hunchback has thumbed his nose at Bauffremont once again. I’m sure this is part of his little invisible game. Nobody back in the capital has any interest in seeing you rise any higher. Mark my words, Ed! As soon as you start winning, one of the Princes will come and join the army to take credit for your victories!”

The Duke de Clairmont stared silently out the window as he listened to Bozon speak. Sure, Fred always painted events in thick, bright colors, but at the moment Édouard was totally prepared to agree with his comrade-in-arms — a man who, after all, had been a friend since childhood, and with whom he’d been through more than one major battle.

Despite the fact that there wasn’t so much as a muscle moving on the Duke’s stony face, a storm was raging inside him as he listened. Damn these Astlanders and their blood feud, he thought! Instead of focusing on preparations for the campaign, I’m wasting time sorting out this pointless pile of shit!

Devil take this bastard Margrave, and that accursed hunchback along with him! Carl hasn’t done me any favors in all this, either...

The Duke frowned and closed his eyes. On second thought, of course... The King had warned him about the young stryker... And Édouard had seen Émile de Marbot die with his own eyes as a new avant was born. True, the Duke suddenly found himself questioning the chain of events: did the “birth” really happen during that fight at de Gondy’s ball? It must have happened much earlier than that; in other words, the Gramont bastard must have stepped into the ring against Émile as an avant already.

Only as he sat there in his chair, still in shock after seeing Neumark get slaughtered (which was really the only accurate way to describe what had happened), did the Duke finally realize who he was dealing with. He had never seen such a powerful stryker. Even Lord Gray was stunned, although he tried his best not to show it. But Édouard hadn’t failed to notice the absent-minded gaze of the best avant in the Kingdom as he stared at the Margrave. Although to be honest, everyone also realized that Gray had just been removed from his pedestal.

And for the first time, the Duke also realized that the newly-minted Margrave had every chance of successfully driving the “Scarlets” out of his new territory.

Lost in thought, Édouard didn’t immediately realize that Frederic had fallen silent, and that both his comrades were looking at him expectantly.

“Ed — are you listening to me?” Guilleme asked with surprise. “What have you decided?”

“Ahem...” The Duke cleared his throat, glanced at his friends’ expectant faces, and then began to speak in a firm tone: “What’s done is done. I’ve already given Lord Gray the order to take command of the Astlanders during the campaign. And that’s the end of the discussion. We’ve got more important things to worry about at the moment.”

“Fair enough,” nodded de Bozon in agreement. “Gray’s authority will be more than enough to keep the Astlanders in line. What have you decided about the Margrave?”

“He’s — “

The Duke didn’t have a chance to finish. Someone suddenly knocked at the door.

“Come in!” The Marshal shouted.

The heavy, engraved door lurched open, and the Duke’s nephew — who he had finally agreed to take with him on campaign at the intense insistence of his sister — appeared across its threshold.

“Your Grace, a courier has arrived with an urgent report,” said Jean in a worried voice before adding: “From Bergonia.”

“Send him in!” The Duke suddenly had his energy back, as did both his comrades.

A chasseur strode in immediately, his clothes and face still caked in dust. The room filled quickly with the familiar smell of horse sweat. The soldier bowed and handed the Marshal a leather scroll case.

For a few minutes, the Duke just sat there, reading the message as his friends looked on anxiously. As before, not a single muscle on his stony face moved the entire time. But the look in his eyes... That changed. It was the look of a predator, preparing to jump on its prey.

The Duke looked up at the chasseur and asked sternly:

“You know what this says?”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the rider replied with a bow.

The Duke nodded; then, looking around at his comrades with an expression suggesting big news, he announced:

“Our scouts report that Ricardo di Lorenzo is moving his forces out. Toward the Atalian border.”

“What?!” The two Counts replied almost in unison.

“Has this information been verified?” The Count de Leval asked dubiously.

“This was written by the Count d’Angland himself,” said the Marshal.

Hearing this name, both Counts nodded understandingly.

“Theodore’s word can always be trusted,” said the Count de Leval.

“But why is he retreating? This is Ricardo di Lorenzo we’re talking about, isn’t it?” The Count de Bozon asked, sounding thoroughly puzzled. “He was advancing so confidently!”

“Blood Fever epidemic in his legions,” said the Marshal, without a hint of a smile. Sure, the news was good overall... But the Duke was a man who valued an honorable confrontation, a fair fight. And it was unpleasant to realize that his coming victory would be due at least in part to the dirty water the Golden Lion’s men had been drinking. “The healers can’t cope with the epidemic...”

“Uncle!” Jean shouted excitedly. He had been in the office the entire time and heard everything. “This is wonderful news!”

The Count de Leval glanced at the young man with disapproval and shook his head. The Count de Bozon, meanwhile, paid no attention to the young aide and turned to address the Marshal:

“What are your orders, Your Grace?”

“We’ll move out in a few days,” the Marshal replied. “Begin preparations!”

“Finally!” De Bozon exclaimed happily; then, with a bow, he rushed off toward the door.

“Guilleme.” The Duke stopped his bulky friend and said quietly: “I have a certain task I’d like you to take care of for me. Frederic, unfortunately, is unlikely to be able to handle it.”

“I won’t let you down, Ed,” nodded the Count de Leval.

“Your legion moves out last,” said the Duke; then, once the Count nodded in understanding, the Duke continued: “I want the Margrave de Valier to move out with you.”

* * *

Southern Bergonia

Near the city of Chéran

“We’re finally here,” sighed the Count de Leval with relief as we caught sight of the dark walls of Chéran looming in the distance ahead of us. This was a fortress city that sat astride a major fork in the road: one way led north, the other led east into Bergonia. “I haven’t been here for a long time... Twenty years or so, unless I’m mistaken.”

I was standing next to the Count, watching silently as the Third Legion marched in column along the wide section of road in front of us. It had been just over four weeks since my duel with von Neumark. For three of those weeks, me and my people had been moving through Bergonia’s southern provinces alongside the Third Legion, under the command of Guilleme de Leval...

From time to time, I caught excited glances from the Vestonians, which always reminded me of the events that had happened a month before... The death of the leader of the “Uncrushables” proved a real upset in the minds of many, an upset which my people once again took advantage of: they all made good money on their bets. Mind you, I did the exact same thing. Most of the “Savages,” on the other hand — including the commanders and Hans Krause himself, hadn’t really believed I could win, and so they put bets on my opponent and ended up losing their money.

Still, there were a few exceptions. Thavin Brinn and his wife Kaylinn ended up winning, as did Leo von Grimm, who heeded Lorin’s advice on the matter. By the way — Leo had become my squire. The young man was so enthralled with my duel that he came to me the very same day and asked me to train him. I couldn’t really say no.

The attitude toward me among the “Savages” was also markedly different than it had been before. Suddenly and obviously, they were taking me very seriously indeed. Despite Kurt and Georg’s rather restrained congratulations after my victory (they were obviously trying to minimize their displays of emotion as much as possible), I noticed that they were now on their guard, collected, and even tense whenever they were in my presence. Sure, my orders had always been carried out without question, but I could sense that the silent feeling of vacillation between confidence and skepticism on the part of my subordinates was completely gone.

I should point out that the furore that erupted after the duel proved short-lived. The very day after it happened, the news was bumped from the headlines by the announcement that the Atalians had retreated, and that the Vestonian Army was moving out on campaign. I imagine that that day was one of the happiest in living memory for the residents of Bresmont — the army would finally, finally be leaving them in peace.

The news that the Golden Lion had decided not to risk a battle put me on my guard at first, but rumors that Blood Fever was raging through his ranks soon spread through the city, and that explained everything to my satisfaction.

Lada did her work very conscientiously, reporting that according to the rumors, the virus was spreading among the Atalian soldiers with unbelievable rapidity.

Gradually, as always happens, the discussions and rumors spilled out from the military camp into the taverns and streets of the city. People who had some knowledge of the matter at hand were quick to share their interpretations of what was motivating the commanders on both sides.

It need hardly be said that this news reached Herouxville very quickly, and prompted furious activity on the part of the aristocrats there. Within about ten days, when we were already on the march, Guilleme de Leval told me that the Dukes de Bauffremont and de Gondy were already mustering their forces. They would be heading for Bergonia, and they would be commanded by Prince Philippe. More and more, the King’s eldest son was being talked about as though his coronation was only a matter of time. I couldn’t help smirking as I pictured Prince Heinrich’s angry face in my mind. The campaign, and a near-certain victory over retreating, sick, and demoralized Atalian forces, would serve as a good starting point for his elder brother’s ascent to the throne. That had to hurt for Heinrich, given that he had once had just such an opportunity himself, but managed to squander it.

As for me and my people, the unexpected news of the epidemic in the Golden Lion’s legions was a positive development. It meant that we could probably reconquer Shadow Pass earlier than planned.

My assumptions were soon confirmed by the Count de Leval, who informed me that half the Third Legion, along with 500 of the “Last Chances” and 2,000 Mertonian archers, were being sent to the Margraviate de Valier. According to him, this would be more than enough to knock the pathetic remnants of the “Scarlets” out of my new territory.

While we’re on the subject, I should point out that Guilleme de Leval and I had established a pretty friendly relationship. And that despite the friction between me and Marshal de Clairmont, who the Count had been close friends with ever since childhood and to whom he was bound by a vassal’s oath.

Actually, I met the Marshal again shortly before we set off on campaign. He informed me drily that my unit had been “put under the command” of the Third Legion, and with that our short conversation was over.

The Duke de Clairmont himself moved out with the First and Second Legions. The Stone Knights also set off with him, along with the Astlandic mercenaries under the command of Lord Gray. I figured that was why I had been grouped with the Third Legion: they didn’t want to put any more pressure on a situation that was already very tense. True, it was only a temporary measure. Dietrich von Neumark would definitely try to avenge his brother at some point. But for the time being, he and his warriors were keeping the peace.

I still hadn’t seen Sister Fria at all. Even though other knights from the so-called “embassy” of the Frozen Spears had set off together with the Marshal. Knowing that a Frozen Spear was slinking around somewhere made me tense...

The Count de Leval might not have been the most intellectual member of the local aristocracy, but despite his relative simplicity and bluntness he was a good commander who cared about his men. His soldiers and officers loved him and respected him.

From time to time, he would ride through the Third Legion’s encampments, devoting his attention to all sorts of minor issues. He would take his pick of items from the canteens at random, listen to reports from the healers, check in on the infirmary, make sure the horses and oxen were being fed properly... Everything was under his personal control.

The Count sighed again, tearing me out of my train of thought.

“Are you unwell, Your Lordship?” I decided to ask, although I knew exactly why the old general was in such a bad mood.

“No, Monsieur Valier,” the Count shook his head. “Thanks to the potions you gave me, I feel excellent. It’s something else... Surely you’re aware of what’s happened?”

“You mean the strange disappearances in the First Cohort that everyone’s talking about?” I asked.

“Yes,” he nodded. “I was informed an hour ago that most of them were true gifted. And all of them were experienced soldiers. I don’t like it... The occasional illness, or maybe falling off a cliff, is one thing. But not seven soldiers — it’s like they were swallowed by the earth. No one has seen any sign of them since. Some say they may have deserted. But why would they do that? The war’s practically won. All we have to do now, really, is establish our garrisons in the local cities. And drive those bastards in their red cloaks the hell out of here! I’d bet my beard on it — the Gray Reaper definitely knows about the retreat already, and I wouldn’t be surprised if their trail has gone cold by the time we get to your Margraviate. They’re brave enough when it comes to burning innocent people and chopping them to pieces in the town square. But when faced with a force that could wipe the floor with them, they flee.”

The Count sighed again.

“That’s why I have my doubts... Why would these men desert, and choose to live like criminals on the run for the rest of their lives, when they could return home as heroes with silver in their purses? And they didn’t even take their things with them when they went. They laid down to sleep at night, and by morning they were gone, as if they never existed. I’ve ordered double patrols... I’d recommend that you keep an ear to the ground as well. I think the enemy’s strykers might be lurking around, protected by invisibility magic.”

Saying this, the Count jerked his horse’s reins gently, and the big gray beast slowly started moving forward.

Hm, I thought... No, old man. These aren’t strykers. This is something scarier. This sounds like shades out for a hunt. I hadn’t seen any sign of the soulcatcher since we set off on campaign. Apparently his “subordinates” had themselves a pretty good meal in Bresmont, devouring several first-born and two witches.

By the way, Yavlina, the old coven mother, refused to meet with me. She said she already knew who killed her daughters. She did, however, agree to trade with me using Lada as a go-between. And to tell you the truth, that state of affairs was more than acceptable to me. I wasn’t actually all that keen to go spend time with another insufferably-arrogant coven mother. She sold me what I needed, and that was the main thing I cared about. And it turned out to be a good thing she did. Because we didn’t find a single coven in any of the Bergonian cities we passed through. Witches and other true gifted had abandoned these places for safer haunts inside Vestonia. Or at least that’s what we heard from an old Brownie, who was living in a small, abandoned farmhouse about a week’s journey from the border. And even he wasn’t particularly keen to chat. Although to be fair, that’s kind of typical for Brownies: they don’t like to talk to beings who aren’t Brownies. Lorin had a hell of a time making contact with him in the first place.

This Brownie was the one who told the hejdelf that a powerful soulcatcher was traveling with the army that had come before us, and that this soulcatcher was a man. So it turned out that Sister Fria wasn’t the one summoning shades — it was someone from her “embassy.”

Either way, though, it was clear whose soul they had come for. But they really should have gotten rid of me before, when I was weaker. I would prove that to them soon enough.


Chapter 12

I WAS WALKING AT A QUICK PACE through the military camp at the base of Chéran’s walls, catching intrigued glances from the soldiers as I went. My mood that morning was so-so, at best. Well, okay — that was putting it mildly.

The evening before, I had to bid farewell to the Count de Leval, who the Duke de Clairmont had ordered to move out with his legion (and most of the wagon train, too). He was to head east, following the First and Second Legions.

The Duke felt that 400 heavy infantry from the Third Legion, 2,000 Mertonian archers, and 500 “Last Chances” should be enough to take control of Gondreville, a city in northern Bergonia that essentially controlled the route into my lands. And then, once that city was taken, to begin planning the reconquest of the Margraviate de Valier. I could either do that, or wait for the Vestonian legions to come back after smashing the Golden Lion’s army as it retreated, at which point they would definitely drive the “pathetic remnants of the “Scarlets”“ out of my lands.

Sigurd and Aelira were right behind me every step of the way, as was my new squire, Leo von Grimm. I could see that the kid was having a hard time on this “long walk,” but he was trying not to show it. Poor kid, I thought... He must feel like a freshly-tenderized steak right now. Heh, I thought... I say that like I haven’t felt that way many times myself.

After Leo swore his oath of fealty to me, I decided to train him the same way that Mamoru Yamada had once trained me. To say that the young stryker was impressed by the “Celestial Dragon” style would be an extreme understatement. And he was the “Five Circles of Heaven” warm-up routine I showed him seemed to impress him even more. The young man had been through the Sun Guild’s training program for mages, and given that he had considered himself a pretty experienced mage already, he was a little bit discouraged at first to find out how huge the gap between us was. He could barely hobble back to his tent after our training sessions.

By the way — Minna the Flame, the warrior who fought for the Duke of Carinthia during the Great Trial, had also been trained, and then enlisted, as a combat mage by the Sun Guild. I remember her being a powerful medius with a well-developed energy system. Although none of that could save her in the fight with that Shadow Bear...

I soon found myself in front of the central tent, where all the commanders were gathered, and kept moving forward without slowing my pace at all. Two legionnaires were guarding the entrance. One of them was about to open his mouth to demand the codeword, but he recognized me almost immediately, whereupon he closed his mouth and courteously opened the tent flap for me.

I had never attended one of these councils of war before. With the general departure of the rest of the army the previous evening, however, I had become the highest-ranking noble (albeit not the highest-ranking officer) in what remained of the army. Besides that, the army was heading for northern Bergonia, toward Shadow Pass, so I decided that it was time to participate in the process.

There were already five commanders inside the tent, leaning over a table piled high with papers. The main figure was Viscount Pierre de Leval, the Count de Leval’s eldest son, who had assumed de facto command of the hodge-podge assembly of commanders.

I was already acquainted with Pierre. As with his father, he and I had established a pretty cordial relationship. He was basically a carbon copy of his dad — just a younger version, really. And there was a particular similarity when it came to their intellectual development. But Pierre, like his father, was unshakeable and limitlessly loyal to the Duke de Clairmont, which was probably why he was valued so highly within the command structure.

Broad-shouldered, black haired, noisy, and outspoken, Pierre’s main passions in life were hunting, women, and wine. And he also enjoyed a good fight.

I should note here that over the preceding month, my reputation among the soldiers (which was already pretty formidable back in Bresmont) had positively soared. By that, I mean that those who had respected me before had come to respect me even more, while those who hated and feared me were likewise more vociferous in their feelings.

I knew Pierre was definitely a member of the former category. After my duel with Neumark, the Viscount practically worshiped me. He and I had already gone out on several hunts together, along with our vassals and friends. Sometimes we would also have lunch or dinner together. My wine collection made an indelible impression on the young man.

Basically, Pierre de Leval was expecting to conduct this campaign with as much fun and carefree abandon as possible, and cover himself with glory and trophies at the same time. But there was one thing he hadn’t been expecting, and that was for dear old dad to saddle him with command of almost three thousand soldiers (not counting the considerable numbers of noncombatants traveling with the baggage train).

Which is why, when I walked into the tent, I saw a little spark of hope flash in Pierre’s absent-minded, slightly bewildered expression. And I’ll tell you something else, too: he was the one who had invited me to the first council.

I was trying to look as confident as possible, although I had no experience whatsoever in commanding such a huge number of people.

To the Viscount’s right stood Samuel Kroner, captain of one of the legion cohorts. He was a big, golden-haired, forty-year-old man with a sharp, intelligent gaze. He was also an experienced warrior who was totally devoted to the Count de Leval. He had basically been left to watch over the Count’s son. I should note at this point that his cohort, which consisted of 400 heavy infantry, was the best in the entire Third Legion. It was mostly composed of veterans who had been through many battles under the Count de Leval’s command. These 400 were the professional core of our force.

Next to Kroner, with his arms folded across his chest, stood Baron Hilaire Reese. This short, skinny man with an expression like that of a forest predator was the commander of the largest single unit in our force at the time. Baron Reese was in command of the Mertonian archers.

I had first met him back in Bresmont. He and several other captains had paid me a visit in my camp the day after my fight with Neumark. Our introduction was facilitated by Thavin Brinn. It turned out that Hilaire Reese and his captains belonged to one of the most powerful clans of Glenns on the Isle of Merton.

At that first meeting, where all my immediate entourage were present along with all the first-borns in my outfit (including Lada), the Mertonians recognized me as an auring. That was the real reason they had declined to move on with the main army and stay with me instead. I made a mental note to ask Reese how he had managed to pull that off.

As I walked into the tent, the Mertonian shot me a quick, heavy glance and greeted me with a barely-perceptible nod.

To the Viscount’s left was a big, bald man with a corrosive sneer on his face — a face that was bisected by a deep scar. This was Gaston Laforte, captain of the “Last Chances.” He and his cohort were the subject of all sorts of contradictory rumors. Despite the fact that his unit was filled with some of the most merciless cutthroats in the world, Gaston Laforte somehow managed to keep them all in line.

Finally, I saw that the fifth person present in the tent was Samira Clemand. This medius-rank stryker represented the interests of the Amber Guild. Her presence in our force wasn’t a surprise to me. Having received the necessary privilege from the King, the Guild was obviously intent on getting their claws on the traffic of artifacts in my Margraviate. Well, I thought... We’ll see about that.

As my gaze met hers, Clemand retreated just a little bit from where she stood at the table. She and I had also had the chance to talk already. By the way — unlike her bosses, she wasn’t rude to me at all, nor did she try to puff up her Guild’s importance at every opportunity. Quite the contrary, in fact — she went so far as to make it clear to me, in the most courteous and diplomatic way possible, that she was merely doing her job. Naturally, none of the extra politeness fooled me for a moment. Samira Clemand was a snake, just like the rest of them. One that would try to bite me the second she saw me in a tight spot.

“Finally!” Viscount de Leval exclaimed as he turned to the rest of the group and began to address them: “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope no one’s opposed if Margrave de Valier takes part in all our councils from here on? No? Excellent! Then let’s get to work. Kroner, you know this place better than any of us. You were here with my father, many years ago. What do you have to say?”

“There’s not much to say,” said the deep-voiced legionary captain with a frown. “We need to head forward along the old Imperial track while we still have supplies for the campaign. Every day we spend here is another day we might have to go hungry on the march. We’ll make it to Gondreville and restock there. And there are some villages and small settlements along the way too. Not as many as there are out east, but anything will do in a pinch.”

“Provided, of course, that any of them will have anything to do with us after our dashing Prince Heinrich’s little escapade,” snickered Gaston Laforte.

Everyone else nodded in silent agreement. During the month we’d been traveling through Bergonia, I had heard plenty of tales about how the King’s son liberated this land from the Atalian yoke. Heinrich and his cronies made big promises and advanced all sorts of noble justifications for what was basically point-blank robbery of the local population.

“As far as I’m aware, the Prince’s forces didn’t move very far into the north of the country,” said Captain Kroner.

“But the “Scarlets” were there for quite a while,” the commander of the “Last Chances” put in a further two cents. “I want to warn you all from the very start — my boys won’t do much fighting on an empty stomach. If you don’t feed a soldier, he’s going to find his own food, one way or another. But then you won’t have an army — it’ll just be a band of marauders.”

“Our stores are in order, at least for now,” said the legionary captain. “But Laforte is right: any hold-up could turn into a catastrophe. And there’s no wagon train from the capital coming this way any time soon.”

“There’s game here,” I said. “Not as much as we might like, but Baron Reese’s men are good hunters.”

“The local aristocracy will kick up a fuss,” Captain Kroner objected.

“They can supply us with provisions, then, unless they want to go fight for their land themselves,” the Viscount de Leval added with excessive angst. “Baron — you’ve got my permission to hunt.”

Reese nodded silently.

“What else?” The Viscount glanced around the table.

“I suggest we send a unit of scouts ahead of us,” I said.

“But we always do that,” Kroner objected, sounding surprised.

“I’m not talking about a vanguard unit that’s moving a few hours ahead of the main body,” I clarified. “I’m interested in finding out what’s going on outside Gondreville right now.”

“I agree,” said Viscount de Leval immediately. “I want to know that as well.”

“I’ve got a couple guys who would suit the purpose well,” said Baron Reese once he saw my nod.

“Excellent.” The Viscount rubbed his hands together. He was obviously happy with how the council was going, especially given that it was the first council he’d ever held as commander-in-chief. “Please take care of it, Baron.”

Having said that, Pierre de Leval looked around at everyone and announced:

“I suppose, ladies and gentlemen, that we’ve tarried here long enough. I’ll give you tomorrow to prepare and get packed, and then we move out.”

* * *

Herouxville

The Duke de Bauffremont’s palace

The Duke de Bauffremont stood on his balcony, watching from his second-story vantage point as the hustle and bustle in his inner courtyard continued unabated. The Duke had been in an irascible funk for several days by that point. It all had to do with the news of the Atalian retreat. It turned out that the Duke wasn’t quite prepared for such a turn of events. His opponent, the Duke de Gondy, however, seemed almost to have been expecting it. The Ruler of the South had launched into furious activity as soon as the news broke. De Bauffremont felt that Robert de Gondy was slowly but surely prying the initiative from his hands. Damn him and his wealth! What could one do against a man who was practically swimming in gold?!

The Duke was distracted from his gloomy train of thought by the sound of quiet footsteps approaching him from behind. That was always how his footman walked. Clever little bastard... He could sense that his master was in a foul mood.

“What?!” The Duke snarled. “You’re distracting me from important thoughts!”

“You have a visitor, Your Grace,” said the footman in a calm, even tone of voice. He knew very well that the Duke couldn’t stand it when a servant stammered or hesitated.

“I told you, I won’t see anyone today!” The Duke snarled back as he slapped a palm down viciously onto the railing in front of him.

“He was very insistent,” the footman continued, before adding: “His Lordship the Count de Gramont wishes to tell you something very important.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said the Duke with a malevolent sneer. “His tail gets nipped, and he comes running immediately. No — tell him to leave.”

“Understood, Your Grace.” The footman bowed, and was about to turn to leave.

Before he could, however, the Duke continued (much more quietly this time):

“Although maybe... This will be a laugh, actually... Call him here and bring some brandy.”

“Understood, Your Grace,” repeated the footman in an emotionless tone before turning and disappearing through the doorway.

A little while later, Heinrich de Gramont appeared on the threshold. With a courteous bow, he said:

“Greetings, Your Grace. Please excuse my unannounced visit.”

“My dear Count... And I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me.” The Duke de Bauffremont snickered as he gestured toward the drink his footman had prepared. “After all, as far as I’m aware, you’re now a frequent guest at the de Gondy manor.”

Heinrich de Gramont took a few frantic steps forward before rattling off a rapid, staccato reply:

“Your Grace, I fear there’s been a misunderstanding... I don’t know who told you that, but I swear to you on my honor as a noble: it isn’t true!”

Hearing such an oath from the man the whole capital already knew as Henri the Shrimp struck de Bauffremont as terribly funny, but he didn’t show it.

“Is that so?” The Duke’s eyebrows rose. “So the incident at the masquerade ball — that was merely a rumor, was it?”

For the next minute, the Duke watched with satisfaction as the Count’s skin broke out in bright red blotches, a sign of crippling embarrassment.

“No,” Heinrich continued in a measured tone. “That wasn’t a rumor. We were there, but only because we would have considered it inappropriate to decline the invitation. And that was the only visit I’ve paid to the Duke de Gondy.”

“Hm.” De Bauffremont rubbed his index finger against his chin. “Well, I declined it. And nothing in particular came of that. At the very least, I avoided becoming the main character of a swarm of satirical verses that are being sung to this day in every filthy tavern in the capital.”

The Count de Gramont’s face looked like a red-hot ball of iron. A little spray of water, and he’d start giving off steam. In his mind, the Duke congratulated himself for having decided to receive this fool. Nothing calmed him down as much as humiliating idiots like this.

“Mind you,” he said, “this isn’t the time for that discussion. I believe you wanted to tell me something important?”

Quickly, albeit only with immense difficulty, Heinrich de Gramont managed to get his annoyance under control; with a trembling voice, he said:

“Exactly so, Your Grace. I know about the difficulties you’re experiencing, and I can help you.”

“Unexpected,” said the Duke quite genuinely. “And with what, might I ask, do you imagine that I’m experiencing difficulties? I’m quite curious.”

“The entire capital is in an uproar over the news from Bergonia,” said Heinrich, who had firmly regained his composure by that point. In his mind, de Bauffremont could only offer a sarcastic round of applause. “Our armies under Marshal de Clairmont have moved onto the attack. The enemy is fleeing.”

“And what does this have to do with me?” De Bauffremont asked. His face was grave, and not a trace of sarcasm or lightness was left in his voice. “I’m genuinely happy for our soldiers. And I wish them a speedy victory.”

“Without a doubt, without a doubt,” nodded the Count. “But equally, I have no doubt that you, as the true defender of our Kingdom and a renowned warrior, would like to be there yourself, leading the charge, fighting shoulder to shoulder with His Highness Prince Philippe! You would certainly be victorious! After all, it’s common knowledge that your cavalry are the best in Vestonia. No one could possibly stand against their combined assault. Ah, and your triumphant return to the capital would be such a sight to see. The excitement with which the people would greet their victorious Prince, the future King of Vestonia, alongside his magnificent uncle.”

When the Count finally stopped, there was silence for a moment, broken only by the shouts of the Duke’s people as they worked in the palace’s inner courtyard. Heinrich was looking firmly into de Bauffremont’s eyes.

“The fact that I’m gathering my vassals to set off on campaign with Prince Philippe is no secret,” said the Duke coldly.

“Neither is the fact that you’ll never make it in time,” snickered the Count. “Unlike the Duke de Gondy, who’s intending to set off with the Prince in just a few days. Just a few trifling details to take care of, and you’d be ready...”

“Like what?” The Duke’s face looked like a mask hewn from marble.

“You don’t have enough provisions for your force,” replied the Count. “And you know very well who’s to blame for that. He who controls the south of Vestonia controls delivery of provisions.”

De Bauffremont’s eyes narrowed. He cocked his head slightly to the side, and then, in a deadly serious tone, he replied:

“Do you mean to say that it’s within your power to solve this problem? You’re in a position to compete against the Duke de Gondy?”

“Yes,” Count de Gramont nodded. “And I’m willing to do it for you.”

“And in exchange?” The Duke asked, his eyes even narrower than before. To tell the truth, he didn’t believe the Count, and was even beginning to doubt that he was mentally sound, but deep inside he wanted very badly to believe that what he was hearing was true.

“In the future, I’ll need your support in my struggle to regain the lands my brother lost,” said Heinrich.

“In exchange for provisioning my forces?” The Duke scoffed and shook his head. “Doesn’t that exchange seem a little one-sided to you?”

“Your Grace, we both know that this isn’t just about provisions,” objected Count de Gramont. “You were always one step ahead of Robert de Gondy. But this time, he got the jump on you. If you lose time and the initiative now, the Duke de Gondy will definitely take full advantage of it and do everything in his power to cement his lead over you. And you know that.”

The Duke de Bauffremont was staring at Heinrich de Gramont the whole time, but suddenly he felt as though he didn’t recognize him. The always-cautious, ever-indecisive man was speaking directly, without any of his usual flowery hints and allusions. Could Henri the Shrimp really have decided to crawl out of his den and actually choose a side?

“Let’s say I believed you,” said the Duke. “How would you go about solving my problem?”

With an enigmatic chuckle, Count de Gramont began to speak, watching with satisfaction as the Duke’s expression changed:

“The Ruler of the South would never have had any of his much-vaunted success without the help of merchants from the golden hundred. They’re the pillars of his trade in grain and other provisions. If you and I come to an agreement, I can make several of these very wealthy, very enterprising people into your allies. And you understand, of course, that in such a case, supplying your forces with provisions would only be the beginning. I hope I’ve managed to convince you?”


Chapter 13

AFTER TWENTY DAYS OF MARCHING along the old Imperial track, our force finally made its way around the mountainous range known locally as the Dravar Hills and began its descent into the Felvina Valley .

According to local legend, Dravar was a magical lizard who served the Goddess of Fertility, Felvina, and died defending her in battle against the Demons of Chaos. The legend stated that the Goddess and her guard had been laid to rest in these parts. And that this range of hills was the fossilized spinal column of the mythical beast. The scenery took our breath away. It reminded me of the sights I’d seen with Thais back in our homeworld. Once in a while, for just a moment, I would forget that I was traveling at the head of a column of soldiers on the march.

From there, the old road (built long ago, in the days of the Empire) was practically straight, stretching to the east parallel to the border of the Shadow, which was located slightly to the north of where it once had been. Gondreville was waiting farther on. There, we planned to give our people a chance to rest, and also restock our supplies for the march north to Shadow Pass.

Actually, the big, time-consuming hook our army was marching along was the main reason that the Duke de Clairmont had decided not to march the main army along this route. Although as far as I knew, the original plan (prior to the news about the epidemic in the enemy’s ranks, that is) had been to move the army this way despite the distance. At first, the Duke was planning to check in on my Margraviate and kick the “Scarlets” out of it. After that, he would have marched his legions at a quick pace down the Imperial track toward the Gray Foothills. There, the army would have joined with the Fifth Legion and the remnants of the Bergonian Army to give battle to the Atalians.

But the Blood Fever outbreak meant that the Duke de Clairmont’s plan required certain adjustments. As such, he was racing forward along the so-called Royal Track, which went some ways east before forking into two roads in the Valley of Winds: one road leading north, which terminated in the Gray Foothills, and another leading southeast to the Atalian border. Long story short, for the moment at any rate our forces were marching along parallel roads that were separated by the Dravar Hills, and farther on by the Ervan Range.

Not counting the raids Prince Heinrich’s personal forces kept launching against local villages, there were no other forces along the old Imperial track at the time. And Heinrich himself was only showing up at the biggest population centers, and then only the ones that were about three days’ march from Chéran. He had yet to move any farther to the north.

As before, the main movements of the Vestonian, Bergonian, and Atalian armies were happening along the Royal Track, which was the main transport artery in Bergonia. And all the big, significant battles were happening in the middle of the country.

Actually, as I was getting ready for the campaign and learning everything I could about Bergonia and my Margraviate, I came to the conclusion that this war was bound to happen sooner or later. The border with the Shadow, the big veins of silver and copper — this country was simply too rich a prize for either Vestonia or Atalia to ignore. The murder of the Bergonian ambassador was just a pretext to launch a long-awaited attempt to seize this rich morsel of land.

Monsieur Beron, by the way, wasn’t exactly right in everything he told me about the Gray Foothills. I remember him saying it was uninhabited. Susanna Marino’s information said otherwise. There were people there. Sure, there weren’t very many of them, but it would be incorrect to say the area was uninhabited. There was an ancient citadel in the area, which belonged to the Sapphire Guild of mages and served as their fortress. Most likely, I thought, that was also where they kept their treasury. That explained why the Vestonian Fifth Legion had journeyed so far, and why the Golden Lion had been slowly but confidently cutting them off from the outside world. Apparently he felt secure saving them for a “snack” once the main fighting was done.

Since most of our force consisted of infantry, we were moving slowly, and it was actually pretty boring. The small villages and settlements we passed through seemed to have dried up entirely. Thanks to many generations of bitter experience, the local inhabitants had taken all their valuables and disappeared into the mountains, as far as possible from the unpredictable mercies of their so-called allies.

As I looked out at the empty villages, I realized something. Our scouting unit was several days ahead of us and under strict orders not to rob or otherwise offer any insult to the local inhabitants — their remit was strictly to obtain provisions and fodder, and pay for it in good silver. Despite their best behavior, however, they hadn’t managed to convince a single household. People preferred to flee.

The Viscount de Leval, and his noble friends, found this intensely irritating. Our commander-in-chief was genuinely annoyed that neither the local nobility nor even the local rabble were around to display the proper attention and respect to him and his forces. After all, in his simplistic conception of how the world worked, he had come here as a defender and liberator to fight off an Atalian invasion.

With every new village we passed, Pierre de Leval was getting more dour and angry. And when, in the valley, we came across yet another village and found nothing but empty houses, dried piles of dung, and garbage littering the streets, the Viscount’s patience finally snapped.

He had been hoping that here, if nowhere else, we would find the mayor and elders assembled to pay their respects to us. Children would run out along the cobblestones with happy shouts to let the whole world know about the arrival of the brave commander, while the enthralled women of the town would throw flowers at his charger’s feet and swoon beneath his lusty gaze.

Then, per his expectations, we would be feted at a ball in the mayor’s home, after which there would be a raucous drinking party and a wild night with the local courtesans. By the time we reached this village, of course, he had tempered these expectations a bit, but still... He was being completely ignored and neglected!

Pierre was so incensed that he even wanted to order his soldiers to burn down everything after we left. And to do the same with any other abandoned villages that might be unfortunate enough to lie along our route. Only my timely intervention managed to stop the Viscount from committing such a rash action and cool his ardor a little bit.

I had to explain that for the time being, the locals were simply trying their best to hide from us. The locals would soon see that we were simply passing through, without committing any lawlessness en route. From the very start, in fact, the soldiers had been notified that marauding and thievery would be punished, and they had acted accordingly.

What could we expect if we rescinded that rule? The locals would start actively fighting us as partisans, and who knows what that might mean for us? First to suffer would be our hunters — the people who were ensuring a constant supply of game.

Besides that, I explained to the Viscount and his people that I had a very personal interest in maintaining the loyalty of the local population. Whatever their attitude toward us might be, these people were going to be my neighbors, and I would have to get along with them somehow. At the end of my short impromptu speech, I informed him that I would be extremely disappointed if anything bad should happen either to this city or any others on our route.

This clearly struck a chord with the nobles present. The commanders present, however, merely smiled knowingly. They knew very well, after all, that in the course of twenty days on the march de facto command of the army had transferred from Viscount de Leval’s hands into my own. Formally, he was still our “commander in chief,” but the last word in all our councils of war basically belonged to me. And actually, nobody was really opposed to such a situation. Even Samuel Kroner, who had clearly been ordered by the Count de Leval to look after the Viscount, seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.

Basically, Pierre ended up calming down, and after we left the city and continued on our way he transferred all his energy to hunting. Although even that soon lost its charms for him. Our leader (and the rest of us along with him) was saved from boredom by the arrival of our scouting unit. I had sent Aelira along with them, and by my calculations they should still have been somewhere on the road to Gondreville at that point.

Their appearance, therefore, caused a pretty big stir in the camp, which we had set up just beside the Imperial track.

“Why did you come back?” I asked as Aelira strode into the main tent. The Viscount de Leval, his noble friends, and all our commanders were present as well. “What happened?”

“A force of Atalians is heading this way,” came Aelira’s grim reply.

A gasp echoed through the tent.

“How many?” I asked.

“About 3,000 riders,” said Aelira as she launched into her full report. “About 500 of those are heavy cavalry, with good armor and lances. The others are relatively poorly-equipped. A lot of feudal levies.”

A quiet hubbub erupted among the assembled commanders.

“Infantry?” Kroner replied; everyone fell silent.

“No,” Aelira shook her head. “They’re back with the wagon train. You could say this unit is traveling light.”

“Maybe this is an advance force?” One of Pierre’s friends chimed in.

“Doesn’t look like it,” Aelira shook her head. “We checked. Nobody’s really keeping an eye on their wagon train. For a distance of two days’ ride, at least.”

Some of those present were looking at my bodyguard with skepticism writ large on their features, but I knew exactly how she had acquired so much information so quickly over such a long distance. My “air” fairy. Vaira had almost certainly spent a huge amount of energy doing it, but she had done her job well.

“Do they know you were there?” I asked.

“No,” replied Aelira; then, with a sinister grin, she added: “But they’ll be finding what’s left of their advance unit pretty soon.”

“Good,” I nodded. “How much time do we have?”

“Two days. No more. Just in case, I left a few soldiers behind who will warn us if anything changes.”

“I see,” I replied. “You stay here for now. We may need you to answer a few more questions.”

I was right. There were a lot of questions, but Aelira answered them all patiently and in great detail. And given that she had managed to memorize the sigils on the Atalian nobles’ banners, and give a thorough description of them all, Pierre de Leval and his friends didn’t have any trouble determining that we were about to face off against Marquis Hugo di Spinola, the only son of the Duke di Spinola, whose lands comprised a significant piece of northern Atalia.

“A black griffon on a red shield — definitely the Duke di Spinola!” Pierre de Leval concluded loudly. “But what’s his son doing here?”

“And why have they come so far in the first place?” One of the other nobles asked.

“They were supposed to head toward the border with the Golden Lion...” mused Pierre de Leval.

“3,000 riders...” Kroner mumbled as he rubbed his chin. “Traveling light...”

“They’re trying to move around our main force,” said Gaston Laforte. “To attack the rear and plunder our wagon train. That’s why it’s only riders.”

Basically, the captain of the “Last Chances” said exactly what I was thinking. And judging by Hilaire Reese’s expression, he was thinking the same thing as well.

“Devil take my soul if it’s not the case!” Samuel Kroner chimed in with a confident nod of agreement.

“So the Marquis di Spinola doesn’t know about the epidemic in the Golden Lion’s legions?” Viscount de Leval asked with surprise.

“Seems like he doesn’t,” snickered Gaston Laforte. “But that doesn’t necessarily make things any easier for us. 3,000 infantry against 3,000 cavalry in open battle... We’re doomed.”

A heavy silence settled over the group. I could feel the attention of every person in the tent on me. Basically, everybody was there because of me in the first place. Sure, it was at the order of the King, but they were there to liberate my Margraviate.

“Laforte is right,” I said. “We don’t have a prayer in open battle. The nearest mountains are about two days away. We won’t have time to retreat that far. They’ll catch us on the march.”

“Do you have anything to suggest?” Kroner asked.

“We’ll have to fight,” I replied; then, before anyone had a chance to voice an objection, I added: “But not here. Somewhere else.”

“Where?” The Viscount asked.

“Here.” I jabbed my finger down onto the map spread out on the table in front of us.

“That little hill along the road that we passed a few hours ago...” Kroner muttered as he bent down over the map.

“Yes,” I nodded, then continued: “There’s a lake on one side, and a little stretch of forest on the other. And another forest about half a mile behind it. Nature will cover our flanks and rear for us. I suggest we move our forces onto the top of that hill, and send all our horses and supplies to the rear.”

“That’s definitely better than meeting them in the open field,” said Laforte with a smile. “At least that way we won’t get slaughtered for no reason. And my boys won’t run if they know they’re being covered by such excellent warriors.”

I looked up and glanced around at them all. While I saw confidence (or at least willingness to fight to the end) in the eyes of the commanders, the expressions of certain nobles were quite different. Unlike the common soldiers, they had horses, which meant that they could simply hop in the saddle and run for it. And, also unlike many of the soldiers, they actually had something to lose. By the way, Pierre de Leval was not one of these — he was obviously prepared to fight to the death.

The commander of the “Last Chances” winked as I glanced at him. He knew exactly what I was hoping to do: light a fire under the nobles. If the horses were all at the rear, their riders would have no choice but to fight. And then the rank-and-file, knowing that the aristocrats were going to fight shoulder-to-shoulder with them come what may, wouldn’t be inclined to run either. Besides that, they would be protected by strykers — two of whom were among the most powerful avants on the continent.

* * *

A little more than a day had passed since we first got news of the approaching Atalian horde. And that turned out to be exactly as much time as we had. The Marquis di Spinola discovered that his scouts had disappeared, and sent a bigger force riding ahead; this force discovered our positions sooner than we had anticipated. The sight of our camp didn’t seem to make much of an impression on the Atalian commanders. Their first reaction must have been something like “Wow... Look how quick the rest of the army fled.”

And that despite the fact that we had made some pretty impressive preparations. The entire hill was riddled with spike-filled pit traps. Besides that, the archers had planted three rows of sharpened stakes athwart the approaches to their positions, which would make life very uncomfortable indeed for any attackers.

Our force took position in three distinct battalions. Our left flank was covered by Samuel Kroner and his legionaries, our right by the “Last Chances” under Gaston Laforte. Pierre de Leval and the other nobles, together with their squires and armed retinues, were located to the rear of the center, along with my unit. We were the reserve. Baron Reese’s archers were positioned on the flanks of each battalion. On the extreme left and extreme right flanks, the archers had established positions slightly forward, so as to bring the entire field within range of their covering fire.

All the horses and wagons had been sent about half a mile to the rear, where we had them gathered into a circle and surrounded by a chain of wagons. Lada, Kaylinn Brinn, and the first-born were there too. I didn’t want to risk my fairies. They still hadn’t developed enough for serious battles like this, although Ignia was eager to plunge herself into the fray all the same. I had to calm her down a little bit.

“Finally!” Pierre de Leval growled with a smile as he saw the first riders appear at the foot of the hill below us. “I was starting to worry! I thought maybe the Marquis messed himself when he heard about us and decided to run home to daddy!”

Lots of soldiers could hear his exclamation, and a hearty laugh rippled down the ranks. They, too, were sick of standing in their armor under a hot sun, and were waiting impatiently for the Atalians to arrive. As if to spite us, the weather was especially hot that day, so much so that even the cool breeze blowing in from the lake did little to ease the discomfort.

Finally, around five o’clock, the head of the enemy column came into view, riding along the Imperial track. I was thinking that the battle might have to wait until the next morning; after all, it would be dark within two or three hours. But apparently the Atalian commanders had different ideas. They obviously intended to move right out of line of march into line of attack.

Standing on the height, surrounded by my comrades-in-arms, I couldn’t help but admire the way the Atalian cavalry strung itself out in an unhurried manner into two well-formed, heavy battalions on the opposite end of the field. I could feel the tension in the air, and I sensed that every soldier in my vicinity was holding their breath in anticipation of the impending battle.

The sunlight glinted spectacularly on their polished armor and weapons. The heavily-armored Atalian knights seemed almost the epitome of military power. Their massive, muscular, majestic horses were stomping their hooves against the ground impatiently. My field of vision wass soon awash in a sea of brightly-colored military uniforms with their sigils and aristocratic badges and colors. The rippling of their cloaks in the wind created the impression of a wave that was about to surge forth and break against the shore.

Unshakeable confidence was visible in every move the riders made. Their faces were covered by closed helmets, but it wasn’t hard to guess what their expressions might be as they looked over at our force.

Atalian banners thrust high into the air caught every little ripple of wind, as if inviting the gods to witness a scene of glory and victory. The clanging of armor, the screech of weapons being drawn, and the muffled shouts of their commanders mixed into the unmistakable sound of preparation for battle.

Suddenly, a jolt rippled through their front ranks, and the first wave of Atalians (armed and armored better than the rest) lurched forward and quickly began to pick up speed. As they did so, other riders were still making their way off the track, moving into line of battle as they took their places in the formation. It seemed like the Marquis and his knights considered us easy pickings, and wanted to attack us immediately.

“So it begins!” Pierre de Leval roared next to me, watching as the massive wave of men and horses surged up the hill toward us.


Chapter 14

Bergonia

The Old Imperial Track

A nameless hill

ANDRÉ DE CHÂTILLON WAS IN THE CENTER of the formation, watching with a frozen heart as the enemy cavalry moved like a lava flow across the open ground in front of him and his comrades. Gaston Laforte, his commander (with whom he had become fast friends over the preceding few months) was right. The hot-headed Atalian nobles under the Marquis di Spinola didn’t seem to consider the Vestonian force much of a threat, and so they were hurrying into battle just before evening, hoping to wipe out the motley assemblage of infantry in front of them. They obviously didn’t think the footmen could do much to oppose a formation of heavily-armored cavalry.

Most likely, they were especially happy to see “Bruno the Hangman” flapping in the wind in front of them. Always distinctive, the banner of the “Last Chances” bore a skeleton hanging in a noose. The gentlemen-aristocrats assumed, reasonably enough, that they would be facing off against a bunch of common criminals condemned to die, and so they decided to wipe out the “Last Chances” first. And to be fair, Viscount de Châtillon would have made the same assumption prior to meeting Gaston.

Now, however, after several months of serving under Captain Laforte’s command, the Viscount’s opinion was completely different. Laforte’s cohort wasn’t like the other cohorts in the “Legion of Last Chances,” which recruited all sorts of condemned criminals and murderers who had never participated in a battle before.

He only recruited men who already had fighting experience. Mainly, they were veterans of the legions, who had slipped up and broken the law in some way or other after their service. Actually, many of them weren’t murderers at all — a good number were simple swindlers, or people who had ended up in debt and were particularly bitter about it. In other words, Laforte’s cohort wasn’t really any less professional than Samuel Kroner’s was. Even in terms of arms and equipment; sure, the men may not have had the very best of the best, but they definitely weren’t using junk from the scrapheap either. And the rumors about Laforte’s iron discipline... Well, the Viscount had managed to verify the truth of those rumors for himself.

“Stay in line, you bastards!” One of the sergeants shouted menacingly. “Whoever flinches, I’ll come and pull your guts out through your throat myself when this is all over!”

The Viscount snickered viciously. It was obvious why the captain had chosen to promote these sergeants: every one of them was an absolute beast. Even as he watched, the Viscount couldn’t say who the men were more terrified of: the Atalians thundering toward them, or their own sergeants.

Actually, Laforte had offered André a promotion, but the latter had respectfully declined the honor. He was seeking a glorious death in battle. And it looked like he might well get his chance in short order. Before dying, though, he was going to take as many Atalians with him as he could, or at very least fight in such as way that his honor would be restored in the eyes of anyone who was watching.

Without meaning to, Viscount de Châtillon quickly glanced back at the unit of strykers and saw a man standing among them who had played a very central role in deciding his fate.

The bastard Max Renard... Recently created Margrave de Valier. A combat mage of terrifying power...

A shadow fell over the Viscount’s face. What the hell had moved him to challenge Renard to a duel on that accursed day? O, Gods! How disgracefully he had lost that duel... Well, it wasn’t even a duel. It was the talk of the entire capital. And de Châtillon was the laughingstock...

At first, the Viscount thought it was Renard who spread news of the duel, which naturally increased the intensity of his hatred for the man. Soon enough, however, he learned that it was Olivier de Hangest and Gaspard Craonne, men who André had considered to be true friends.

The Viscount also discovered (alas, far too late to be of any use) that these two men had orchestrated the whole ugly affair, deliberately whipping André into a fury against Renard. Furthermore, Renard could have crushed the Viscount like a bug — that much had become abundantly clear right in front of André’s eyes when he watched the Baron von Neumark die in the ring.

This strange young man could easily have killed André de Châtillon on any one of three separate occasions. When they first met, then at the Duchess du Bellay’s ball, and finally during their morning duel that had ended in such disgrace for the Viscount. But for some reason, Renard hadn’t killed André.

Poor Charles, his old servant, later told him that on that fateful morning after the reception, when their duel was scheduled and the Viscount shamefully lost consciousness from his head wound right before the fight, Renard conducted himself like a true noble and a man of honor. Despite the urgings of the crowd, who were all shouting that Viscount de Châtillon had shown up drunk to the duel. It was then that André finally realized that these and other rumors were spread by his former friends (whom he never had a chance to settle scores with).

Between that day and the day when he finally saw Renard in the camp at Bresmont, riding his majestic mistral and wearing outlandish stryker armor, their paths hadn’t crossed once. Nevertheless, André had (albeit unintentionally) remained well-informed about practically every move Renard made. Partially, of course, this was because his exploits were the talk of every tavern in the country. Even within the “Gray Tower,” de Châtillon heard one of the jailors whistling a tune about the “Bastard.” Renard had slowly been turning into a living legend.

By the way — after the duel where the bastard killed Neumark, a little bit of his fame bled over onto André. Gaston Laforte, who had won a significant sum betting on Renard’s victory, spread word among his men that the Viscount de Châtillon had stood against the Margrave de Valier no less than three times.

He left the details of those confrontations out, of course; they didn’t matter anymore anyway. The story quickly spread among the men of the “Last Chances,” and for a while, André became a figure of some renown.

That annoyed the Viscount to no end, but there was nothing he could do about it. At first, he tried to tell people what actually happened, but as so frequently happens, people ended up hearing what they wanted to hear.

They were interested only in the fact that de Châtillon had gone out to face this monster on three separate occasions and come back alive every time. Most importantly, it seemed like good fortune to have such a fortunate man in their cohort with them. After all, some of his luck might end up extending to his comrades. And even the parts of the story that told of de Châtillon’s own misadventures soon transformed into further proof of his good fortune.

Eventually, André made peace with the fact that his fate was tied in some inexplicable way to the mysterious man who had turned from a nameless bastard into the most famous aristocrat in Vestonia in the space of less than two years...

“Stay in line, you sons of bitches!” Another sergeant snarled off to the right. “Not a step back!”

The Atalian cavalry had almost reached that magical point where the Mertonians would unleash their first volley onto them. André and his comrades were frozen in suspense and anticipation.

The Viscount watched as the knights moved like a gray-brown wave, galloping up the hill with frightening power and decisiveness. The horses, decked out with sigils and feathers, were picking up speed despite the uphill slope and closing the distance alarmingly fast as their hooves kicked up clouds of dust.

Sunlight glinted off their armor and created the illusion of thousands of glittering stars that seemed ready to swallow the entire hill, along with the audacious people atop it who had dared to offer battle to the horsemen. The first row of Atalian cavalry was clad in heavy armor and armed with long lances. They looked utterly invincible as they bore down on the infantry in front of them.

Their battle cries merged into one loud roar that eventually sounded like echoing thunder. Time seemed to slow down in André’s mind.

At that exact moment, the Mertonians’ commanders gave the order to shoot. The Viscount had heard a lot about these soldiers, but this campaign was his first time actually seeing them for himself.

There were a lot of different rumors about the Mertonians. Each one was more contradictory than the last. One thing that André knew for sure, though, was that these men grew up with bows in their hands, and there was no group of archers in Mainland that could match the Mertonians..

Gaston Laforte had told André in confidence that Baron Reese himself, along with many of his Mertonians, was actually true gifted; specifically, they were Glenns. If that was true, it would certainly explain a lot. The Viscount, by the way, had seen for himself how the archers would quietly speak to their bows, and whisper things to their individual arrows.

A sudden, multitudinous twang of bowstrings echoed through the air, and thousands of arrows filled the sky. For just a moment, they blocked out the sun. An instant later, with an ominous rustling sound, a murderous rain began to fall onto the heads of the Atalians as they raced toward the Vestonian infantry.

Despite all their protection and power, the Atalian cavalry found itself under an accurate, devastating, and totally unexpected bombardment. Their front ranks, wearing the heaviest armor, barely took any losses at all, but the riders coming behind them literally started dropping by the dozen.

A second volley from the archers coincided almost perfectly with the moment when the first row of riders reached the immediate base of the hill — the last short section of the charge. Like his comrades, the Viscount had spent the entire night digging, but he was about to have a chance to see their hard work pay off.

The slope of the hill, filled as it was with pit traps and sharpened stakes, didn’t give the enemy a very warm welcome at all. At a full gallop, the Atalian horses bounded right into the sharp little surprises, or else swerved suddenly to avoid the spikes and slammed their hooves into the sides of the pits, breaking their powerful legs. They fell, crushing their riders beneath them and sowing absolute chaos in their ranks. Horrible as it was by most standards, the deafening sound of heavily-armored animals collapsing shrieking and screaming along with their riders was music to de Châtillon’s ears.

The Atalian attack that had seemed so powerful, even invincible, began to lose its cohesion and power at a frightening pace. Many of the best knights, whose armor and horses had cost dizzying sums of money, had been taken out by simple, underhanded little pit traps, and were no longer in a state to continue fighting. Meanwhile, the archers continued their murderous downpour — every one of their arrows inflicted a wound, or killed its target outright.

At that moment, the Viscount could feel a palpable wave of confidence rush through the ranks of his comrades. Just a day before, they were all facing the prospect of a battle in the open field against the Atalian heavy cavalry — a prospect that seemed utterly suicidal. But their commanders had managed to squeeze every possible drop of advantage out of their precarious position. And André already knew who was to thank for it all.

Still, it was too early to start celebrating. Despite the hail of Mertonian arrows and the forest of traps along the slope, most of the heavily-armored riders still made it to the crest of the hill.

André de Châtillon’s heart was pounding evenly and heavily. His eyes were wide. Involuntarily, his brain was recording every movement, every hue of the horrifying, grandiose scene of life and death unfolding in front of him.

The Atalian knights, majestic and intimidating on their war horses, looked like steel monsters as they pressed inexorably on against the Vestonian lines of stakes, which they brushed aside as though they were nothing but piles of matchsticks.

Finally, the long-anticipated collision occurred. The screeching metal, mixed with the pitiful cries of wounded animals and the desperate screams of the soldiers, was utterly deafening. The unfortunate horses, who had essentially been led to the slaughter, were screaming in pain and terror. They kept falling, washed off their feet by wave after wave of bloody chaos and smashing their riders into bloody pulp beneath their hooves.

Taking losses and suffering through a vicious rain of arrows the entire time, some of the riders nevertheless managed to move through breaches that opened in the Vestonian defenses and slam into the ranks of their enemies at a gallop.

The attack wasn’t coordinated, and it was much slower than it could have been, so the collision wasn’t as terrifying as it would have been in the open field.

Steel clashed against steel as screams of pain and rage merged into a general roar. The “Last Chances” who bore the brunt of the initial impact were buoyed by the loud shouts of their sergeants, and their formation held.

In the very center of the fray, where the Atalian riders and Vestonian infantry had first made contact, a horrible pileup was taking shape. The Atalians, who had ridden their huge chargers through several lines of spikes already, were trying to ride straight over the Vestonian ranks. Every one of the cavalrymen was whirling a sword or mace around in an attempt to smash through the defensive line in front of them, but Laforte’s soldiers stood like rocks. They struck back with blows from spears and halberds, aimed at weak points in the knights’ armor and at the horses. They were also trying to snare the riders and pull them down onto the ground.

The battle was intense and incredibly suspenseful. But the knights’ specially-trained war horses, each of which cost a small fortune, were continuously being wounded, and eventually they stopped obeying their masters’ commands, which gave a cardinal advantage to the infantry opposite them.

Dead and wounded soldiers from both sides were lying everywhere, while the sound of crashing metal, screams, and groans continued to fill the air. Despite the Atalians’ desperate attempts to overcome the defense, the Vestonians miraculously managed to maintain their positions, displaying remarkable endurance and teamwork in the process. The results of hundreds of exhausting hours of mustering and training.

Finally, André’s turn came. A massive Atalian, encased in armor and riding a charger the size and color of a huge iceberg, surged through the Vestonian position right in front of the Viscount de Châtillon.

The Atalian’s sword was flashing deftly and accurately through the air, looking for all the world as if it were some kind of feather instead of a heavy piece of steel. Every blow he landed knocked his opponents off their feet. One by one, the soldiers facing the knight in his red plumage were falling to the ground beneath his blade, where the charger’s enormous hooves crushed their bones into a bloody pulp.

Every step he took brought the Atalian deeper into the Vestonian ranks. And a few more riders were hot on his heels, each of them likewise clad in unique armor with colorful sigils. One of them, who was particularly well-built and agile, proceeded to flit from opponent to opponent, dealing pinpoint thrusts with a short spear as he moved. His armor shone dully in the rays of the setting sun, and his helmet was topped by a fluffy white feather.

Another rider, shorter than the others and armed with a ridged mace, was covering the main knight’s right flank and dealing horrifying damage with every blow of his savage weapon.

Immediately behind him came another knight, in notably elegant armor. The distinctive shape of the cuirass made it clear that this was a woman. She had a sword in each hand, and she was using both of them to parry Vestonian attacks and reply with instant and merciless counterattacks.

It didn’t take a genius to see that these riders were all strykers. Every one of them had a unique style, calculated to complement each other on the field and create the powerful, cohesive force that was moving like a steamroller through the Vestonian ranks, leaving destruction and chaos in its wake.

André de Châtillon was already mentally prepared to die (and sell his life as dearly as possible before doing so), but suddenly the whole picture of the battle changed abruptly.

The four riders came under attack by several blurry silhouettes. In a few seconds, the enemy strykers found themselves knocked out of the saddle and left with no choice but to fight on their feet.

Shouts of joy echoed out from the Vestonians around them.

“Savages!”

“Savages!”

“There’s a Heretic with them!”

André already knew that these silhouettes were Renard’s strykers joining the battle. Once again, he glanced behind him to see where the Margrave de Valier was standing.

Maximillian was right where he had been prior to the battle. He was standing there calmly, arms folded across his chest, watching nonchalantly as his warriors plunged into the fray. A white-haired woman stood next to him — his bodyguard, who was the subject of all sorts of terrifying rumors. But his loyal hound, the Heretic Northerner, was nowhere to be seen.

André turned back to the stryker battle in front of him and saw that Sigurd was just a few steps away from him. The northern giant was forcing back the gigantic knight with the red feather, who didn’t look nearly as fearsome when facing off against Renard’s bodyguard.

The stryker battle was over quickly. The “Savages” took care of their opponents without too much difficulty.

Two of the Atalians fell almost immediately. De Chatillon, who had some insider knowledge of the secrets of how strykers operated, realized that they must have run out of mana in their bruts. Attacking under the hail of Mertonian arrows, followed by their collision with the Vestonian infantry, must have cost a huge amount of energy. And apparently, none of the Atalians had factored in the possibility of all that being followed immediately by an assault from ten experienced strykers.

The woman with the two swords held out a little longer than the others. Her mana supply wasn’t exhausted yet. And that wasn’t surprising, given that she had ridden into the battle after her comrades.

Last to fall was the big knight with the red-plumed helmet. With a lightning-quick blow, the big northerner chopped him down with a blow that sank into his shoulder and cut through his torso almost down to his waist. The two-handed sword’s long blade was filled with lilac mana, and it cut through the muscular body of the Atalian knight like a warm knife through butter.

An instant later, another joyful roar erupted from hundreds of throats and filled the air above the Vestonians. The Atalians had taken enormous losses, and now they were retreating as fast as their horses (or legs) could carry them. Their silhouettes could be seen in the gathering twilight, racing back down the hill.


Chapter 15

I HAVE TO GIVE THE ATALIAN COMMANDER due credit at this point: in the very short time remaining between the repulse and nightfall, he somehow managed to organize another assault and send it against our positions. True, I don’t know what he was expecting to achieve. After all, almost all of his heavy cavalry was either dead on the field in front of our positions, or dead in our midst at the top of the hill. Actually, though, the first wave had almost managed to knock the “Last Chances” out of their position. All thanks to the four strykers who managed to smash into the center of the Vestonian formation. If it hadn’t been for Sigurd and the “Savages” I sent in to take out these enemy mages, they would have taken a severe toll on Laforte’s cohort.

As I was watching the battle, and the attack of the Atalian mages in particular, I kept having bursts of inspiration, ideas that I thought could one day be put into practice. Alas, most of them would have to wait for a while. They would simply require far too much magical energy. We would need bruts and shadow materials, ideally in enormous quantities.

The second Atalian attack sputtered out while it was still on the slope. These riders weren’t as well-armored as their predecessors; indeed, most of the ones coming in the rear ranks didn’t have any armor at all. And neither did their horses, who stopped obeying commands from their riders as soon as they took their first wound. Baron Reese’s archers reaped a big harvest.

What remained of the second Atalian force soon limped back into the darkness. Despite the fact that everyone already knew we had won, I ordered the men to maintain their positions. I was worried about a possible trick on the part of our opponents. Baron Reese positioned his sharpest-eyed soldiers all along our formation, men who could see well in the dark and wouldn’t miss a new attack.

Nobody objected to my orders; even if they had, there was nobody to appeal to anyway. The only person who might have countermanded them was lying unconscious on the grass next to me.

As he watched the Atalian cavalry slam like a lava flow into Samuel Kroner’s battalion, Viscount de Leval simply couldn’t contain himself — he rushed into the fray. His vassals and bodyguards rushed in after him. In my personal opinion, Kroner’s situation (unlike Laforte’s) really wasn’t that critical. But Pierre was a hot-headed, impulsive man, and he wasn’t the smartest man in the world either. I didn’t even try to restrain him; I knew I wouldn’t have any success if I tried anyway. I had already restrained his impulsive nature for too long as it was. Pierre simply couldn’t wait to throw himself into the meat grinder.

As a result, his vassals were soon dragging his body back out into the darkness. The somber expressions on their faces suggested that they thought he had died. Although it also seemed to me that they weren’t so much worried about the Viscount’s “death” as the consequences it might bring for them. The Count de Leval (and indeed, their own fathers) wouldn’t be likely to pat them on the back for failing to keep their leader alive.

Slowly, I got to work healing him, catching hopeful, pleading glances from his comrades as I did so. Pierre’s life hung in the balance, at times by a matter of seconds. Someone had hit the hot-headed Viscount right on his hot head with something very heavy; thankfully, it looked like a glancing blow. Only the high quality of his helmet had saved our impulsive commander from a serious traumatic brain injury that would have made a normal life impossible.

In the end, I had to do some “tricks” with my scarlet potions. As I poured them into Pierre’s mouth, I was actively conducting a series of therapeutic energy manipulations with my aura to stop the spread of the black blotch through the Viscount’s energy structure.

The “Savages” around me watched attentively as I worked. None of them were deceived by my tricks with the potions. They obviously realized what was going on. As did Samira Clemand, the representative of the Amber Guild, who spent the battle trying to stay as close to me as she could.

I couldn’t help but notice her expressive, absent-minded expression. Strykers aren’t healers, after all. When I finally finished, and announced that the Viscount would survive, the nobles seemed about ready to lift me into the air on their shoulders in celebration. My eyes met Samira Clemand’s, and she shuddered involuntarily. It seemed she had understood everything very well. She understood that she would no longer be allowed to leave our force, even if she wanted to. I wouldn’t let her leave after what she had seen.

When Pierre’s unconscious body was dragged away, Samuel Kroner looked graver than I had ever seen him, but my words sent tears of joy trickling down his cheeks. The old warrior — who seemed, by the way, to be the only one present who was actually grieving the death of his master’s son rather than its consequences for himself — was genuinely overjoyed at the young man’s miraculous “resurrection.” He and I had been on good terms already, but I could tell immediately that I had gained another fiercely loyal ally in the person of Samuel Kroner.

Night brought a chill to the air, which was truly a blessing after the heat of the afternoon’s battle.

Horrible groans occasionally rumbled out from the field where the wounded Atalians were lying — men were begging for help or water. Some of the voices were particularly piercing.

We had plenty of similar voices in our own ranks, too. Riders were dispatched to the wagon train, and within a short time we could see a column headed toward us from the circled wagons, lit by torches and headed by Lada and Kaylinn Brinn. These two proceeded to work furiously and expertly to organize care for the wounded. The staff from the wagon train was kept busy for several hours transporting our dead and wounded.

The smell of blood and chilled earth hung in the air. It was mixed with the more pleasant smells of the forest and the lake. From time to time, a light breeze would bring the smell of roaring campfires toward us from our wagon circle. Just to keep things as difficult as possible for the Atalians, I had forbidden the lighting of campfires on the hill itself.

The darkness was thick, and as if to spite us, the sky soon filled with heavy clouds. I started to worry that the men would be soaked with rain by morning. The Glenns standing guard were reacting to every rustle they heard, ready at any moment to give the signal. The fury of battle slowly subsided, but there was still a certain tension in the air.

As I walked along the soldiers in their positions, I could hear their muffled conversations. The men were sharing their thoughts and worries following the battle. Mainly, they were excited about the next day and the division of spoils from the battlefield. Nobody expected the Atalians to attack again.

As I approached, the conversations would stop, and I would find every man’s eyes riveted on me, with a mix of admiration, excitement, fear, and respect in their expressions.

When I found myself among the “Last Chances,” however, one of the soldiers greeted me with a noticeably different look. There was no fear in his eyes. I looked closer. This soldier’s face was somehow familiar.

“Is that you, Viscount?” I asked once I finally recognized the man as André de Châtillon.

He replied with a stiff bow and answered in a firm voice:

“You have an excellent memory, Your Lordship.”

The conversations around us stopped immediately.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

I have to admit it: seeing him present in the ranks of the “Last Chances” was a massive surprise to me. Especially since he wasn’t in a commanding role. The Viscount was standing shoulder to shoulder with the rank-and-file, which (in my mind, at least) was an unacceptable risk, especially given the circumstances.

Sure, I didn’t have especially fond feelings for him (a feeling that was certainly mutual), and his expression was one of stiff formality, but at the same time I knew that all that was of secondary importance at best. There was a more important task at hand.

First and foremost, André de Châtillon was an excellent swordsman and rider, a man who had been preparing for a military career since childhood. A professional of this caliber shouldn’t be in the ranks with the rest of the infantry. His skills and experience could — no, they must — be used for other things. I was already thinking about the possibilities as he began to speak.

“It’s a long story, Monsieur,” he chuckled.

I also noticed that the Viscount de Châtillon wasn’t trying to burn a hole through me with hate-filled eyes like he had been the last time we met. There was no hatred in his eyes at all; neither, for that matter, was there any of the awe that was etched into the faces of his comrades as they stared at me. And the Viscount clearly wasn’t afraid of me. He looked somehow indifferent, even excessively calm.

“I hope you won’t refuse me the opportunity to hear your story over lunch,” I said politely, before adding with a gesture to the scene around us: “Once this is all over, of course.”

“I would be honored,” the Viscount replied with a bow.

* * *

Morning revealed a horrifying scene spread out before us. The battlefield was thickly strewn with the bodies of men and their horses. Their once-bright and colorful clothing (all the nobles were dressed as if they were headed to a fancy holiday picnic) was slathered with mud and blood. Weapons, arrows, torn banners, and shards of shields and spears were lying everywhere.

Drawn in by the smell of death, the carrion birds in the sky only added to the gloominess of the whole morning. Here and there, groups of badly-wounded Atalians had gathered together for warmth; admittedly, they all threw their weapons aside immediately at our approach. They were all keen to surrender. I couldn’t see any Atalian forces on the other side of the field.

Soon, I could see our soldiers moving through the remnants of our field fortifications and down onto the slope. The blood-soaked mud was soon squelching beneath their feet. The collection and distribution of trophies was about to begin. I had ordered a careful count of the fallen.

In the distance, I could see the Atalian baggage train, which had been abandoned right where it stood, in the spot where the enemy force had assembled prior to their attack. True, it had been pilfered to some extent; its owners had taken whatever they could with them, as evidenced by the items strewn all over the ground and the total absence of any horses. Our riders were already galloping off to investigate. It seemed unlikely that the Atalians could have brought very much with them at all. Which was very good news for us.

Despite our triumph, the atmosphere was sullen. At the top of the gently-sloping hill, I ordered a mass grave dug for our fallen, and work on it was already underway. The Atalians would soon be doing the same — at least those of them who could still move around. But their men would be buried at the foot of the hill.

I knew that ordering the corpses to be thrown in without any ceremony would be pointless — nobody would want to comply. And my reputation would suffer considerably. No matter how much of a hurry we might be in, these things had to be done properly.

By midday, we already had a pretty good idea of how many losses had been incurred by both sides. Despite the successful breakthrough by the Atalian knights, we had only lost about 170 soldiers. I say “only” because to be honest, I had been expecting a lot more.

The “Last Chances” suffered the majority of those losses. Baron Reese’s archers didn’t lose a single man, since the enemy was focused so intently on the legionaries in front of them. We had about three times as many wounded as dead — counting everyone, badly wounded and lightly wounded alike. Thanks to my intervention, not a single one of our badly-wounded men ended up dying.

In contrast to us, the Atalians had suffered heavy losses. And that’s putting it mildly. The count was still underway by midday, but it had already passed 700. And that was just dead — there were many wounded still on the field.

Furthermore, many of the dead were aristocrats and commanders. The Marquis di Spinola was among them, judging by the armor and cloak on one of the corpses we found. There would be few, if any, leaders left in their force. Although actually, maybe “force” is a bit of a misnomer. The fact that they had plundered their own wagon train spoke volumes.

* * *

“So, ladies and gentlemen — what now?” I asked as I looked around at the assembled commanders and nobles. “I’d like to hear your thoughts and suggestions regarding the situation that’s developed.”

It was near evening, and I had invited them all to my tent for a discussion. Among them were Samuel Kroner, Baron Reese, Gaston Laforte, two barons from the Viscount de Leval’s entourage (the Viscount himself was lying on a cot, still unconscious), and Samira Clemand. I knew it wasn’t really necessary to invite Samira, but I wanted witnesses to what was about to happen.

Everyone present exchanged morose glances. The mood was somber, because we had had a chance to talk to the captive Atalians — common soldiers as well as high-ranking aristocrats. And what they told us was enough to thoroughly ruin my comrades’ mood. Samuel Kroner spoke first.

“So there’s no Blood Fever outbreak after all...” He said, rubbing his forehead. “The Golden Lion has lured our armies into a trap...”

“We need to join up with Marshal de Clairmont!” The red-haired Baron d’Ardant shouted.

He was immediately seconded by his friend, the Baron de Saladens.

“We need to warn the Marshal about this trap!” He shouted. “We’re ready to leave right now! We still have a chance to avert a catastrophe.”

All the others turned to stare at the two men as if they were idiots.

“I’m afraid that if the prisoners’ reports are accurate, His Grace already knows about the trap that’s been set for him,” said Kroner, before turning to address the captain of the “Last Chances.” “I admit it, Laforte: you were right. The Marquis di Spinola’s force was sent to cut our legions off from their line of supply.”

Laforte replied with a wide smile and a slight bow of his head, obviously appreciating the compliment.

“Gentlemen!” Baron d’Ardant shouted again, this time jumping up into the air slightly. “I must insist that we go back the way we came and move to reunite with the legions under the Duke de Clairmont! We need to hurry!”

Baron de Saladens jumped up immediately after him and glared around at us as if daring someone to object.

“Your Worship,” said Kroner. “With all possible respect, how do you imagine we would do that? First of all, we’ve got huge numbers of wounded. We won’t be able to move quickly. And that’s without even addressing the fact that such a journey would kill many of them. Second, our supplies simply aren’t sufficient for the journey, even with everything we took from the Atalians. And third, we simply won’t be able to rejoin the rest of the army in time. The Golden Lion’s legions will reach us first, and then they’ll just close us inside the encirclement as well. And that’s a meeting we’re not prepared for at all.”

“We should continue to Gondreville, like we planned from the start,” said Laforte. Kroner seconded him with a nod.

The young barons exchanged glances, and the Ardant thrust his chin into the air as he announced:

“Well then, we’ll do it ourselves! Duty requires us to report this impending catastrophe to our commander!”

And without waiting for a word of reply, the barons rushed out of my tent.

“Stubborn as a horse’s ass...” Laforte snickered to himself. I could hear him say it. But I pretended I couldn’t. Especially since I completely agreed with him.

“Is everyone still in agreement with the previous plan?” I asked.

The reply was a resounding “yes,” almost in unison. True, Samira didn’t say anything. But her assent wasn’t necessary anyway.

“I have a question,” said Laforte. There was a mischievous glimmer in his eyes. “And I suppose the answer concerns us all, not just me. The Viscount de Leval is wounded, and we need a leader... I think that given the developing situation, and so as to forestall any turbulence in our legionaries’ ranks, the correct thing to do would be to ask you, Your Lordship, to temporarily assume command of our force.”

The commander of the “Legion of Last Chances” stood up and bowed. Kroner and Baron Reese followed suit.

“I second this request, Your Lordship,” said the legionary captain with a bow.

Hilaire Reese didn’t say anything. He just bowed.

I didn’t really have a choice — I agreed to take command.

We spent the following hour discussing our next steps. But our little council’s session was soon interrupted by the sound of signal horns. The characteristic, dissonant harmony warned that enemies were approaching.

A few moments later, Gunnar came rushing into the tent.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“One of the pickets says an enemy force is moving toward us from the mountains,” said Gunnar.

We exchanged glances, and Laforte began to laugh:

“A welcome party from the locals.”

“You think?” Kroner asked.

“It couldn’t be anyone else,” said the captain of the “Last Chances.” “I wonder what they want. Do they really think they’re going to slink off with our trophies? Heh, let them try!”

We walked out of the tent and up to the top of the hill. The usual hustle and bustle was on full display in the camp. Sergeants were chasing their subordinates up to the positions at the top of the hill.

“See? What did I tell you!” Laforte exclaimed as he stared off toward the distant mountains, from which we could see a sizable armed force approaching us.

“A cohort, at the very least,” said Kroner, eyes narrowed.

He was right. As we watched the mountain-dwellers approach, I counted approximately 400 infantry in dark-green cloaks, with spears and halberds in their hands.

The mountain men moved confidently and decisively. That wasn’t too surprising, given that this land was their home.

Once they wound their way around the lake, they approached the edge of the field and started to get into formation to the tune of shouting from their commanders. A moment later, a long flagpole rose into the air from within their ranks, with a white flag at the end.

“They want to negotiate,” I said. “Well, let’s see what they need.”


Chapter 16

A GROUP OF SIX MEN broke off from the main body of the mountain men and headed for the center of the field. There were six in our delegation as well.

I trotted out ahead, riding Storm. Next, holding my banner, came Leo von Grimm. As my squire, he was by my side pretty much constantly. A little farther off came Sigurd, Aelira, Kroner, and Laforte. I ordered Reese to stay back on the hill.

Crossing the field, I noticed that near the site of the enemy’s former positions the Mertonians had corralled a huge number of Atalian horses together, who had wandered off into the surrounding countryside during the night. My rough estimate was at least 300, maybe more. It was hard to tell from a distance. And those weren’t the only trophies...

Several times, we passed by big piles of armor and weapons that our soldiers had collected but still had not managed to bring back to the camp due to the unexpected call to return to their positions. I realized we would need to assign a few wagons just for the piles of steel I was riding past. And there were also the abandoned wagons laden with expensive clothing, tents, and other personal effects from the dead Atalian noblemen. Then there was the jewelry and the money... I couldn’t help noticing the excitement burning in the eyes of my commanders and warriors. We had collected quite a rich haul indeed. Before moving on, I planned to have the troops muster for a few important announcements.

Mainly, I wanted to announce that according to local tradition (and since no heralds had come to visit our ranks since the battle), all the Atalian nobles who could be identified would be buried in individual graves, with large cobblestones in place of headstones.

There would be a ceremony, during which we would pay our last respects both to our fallen soldiers and those of the Atalians, and we would engrave their names and titles on the headstones with magic ink.

The Atalian banners, along with the nobles’ personal effects, would be stored separately from the other loot.

The closer we got to the delegation from the mountain men, the more clearly we could see their commanders, as well as the soldiers they were leading. My first impressions of the force were soon dispelled. What had initially seemed like a sort of moving monolith turned out to be something else entirely.

Judging by their equipment and armaments, most of the men present were simple feudal levies. Maybe 50-60 of them, at most, looked like professional soldiers.

When a light breeze wafted toward us from their direction, bringing the thick smell of several hundred sweaty, unwashed men with it, I also noticed that there was a particularly familiar harsh smell mixed in with the general stench.

I could hear Aelira take a deep breath in through her nose, and then let out an irritated snort. I turned around and asked:

“Did you smell it too?”

“Yes,” she nodded. “A dozen, at least.”

“What are you talking about, Your Lordship?” Kroner sounded surprised. Laforte, riding next to him, also suddenly tensed up.

“There are some werewolves among these mountaineers,” I replied calmly. “I don’t think I’m wrong in saying that the leader of this delegation and the two big bastards next to him are also shapeshifters.”

Kroner replied with a tense grunt; Laforte, still smirking, simply cracked his neck and stretched out his shoulders. By the way, I had yet to notice any sign of gloominess or sadness in him. And his happy-go-lucky demeanor might have fooled most people, but it didn’t fool me. A man who was capable of forging a bunch of common criminals into a powerful, well-disciplined military unit that could compete with Kroner’s on the field was definitely worthy of respect, and certainly not a man to be taken lightly.

“I know that sigil!” A tall, black-bearded man shouted instead of a greeting as he pointed up at my banner. We were still some distance apart. “Did the King of Vestonia really send another idiot here with the Margrave de Valier’s crown on his head?”

The shapeshifter (by that point, I was no longer in doubt about the fact that he was a shapeshifter) looked us up and down. The look in his eyes was the same look that differentiates a predator from its prey. His dark eyes were deep and penetrating, with a note of animal savagery that simply couldn’t be concealed by his humanity. At the same time, though, the werewolf’s gaze was sharp and intelligent.

Like his subordinates, the head shapeshifter was obviously on his guard, scanning his surroundings constantly and prepared at any moment to lunge into an attack. That said, I didn’t catch any sign of obvious aggression directed toward us. It didn’t seem like they had come with the intention of fighting us.

“Au contraire!” I replied in a nonchalant tone. “His Majesty has finally decided to bring order to this march and clean out the infestation of parasites!”

“Well said indeed!” The werewolf chuckled. His smile bared a row of pointy teeth. “There’s no better word for the Gray Reaper and his bastard rabble! But will the new Margrave’s little force really be enough to take care of the red cloaks and their leader?”

“The King of Vestonia has declared that the Margraviate de Valier is now mine!” I said. “And given that, I can tell you that whoever is currently claiming it — be they Shadow beasts or mad fanatics — well, their luck has just run out!”

After I spoke, my comrades looked around at one another with big smiles. Even Kroner and Laforte nodded confidently. The head shapeshifter didn’t fail to notice the reaction from my subordinates.

He inhaled deeply through his nose, and his eyes narrowed as he replied:

“This will be interesting to watch. Especially since this is the first time I can remember when they’ve given the Margraviate to a spellsword, and a fox, at that!”

Kroner and Laforte both looked at me, evidently bewildered. The legionary commander had a slight frown on his face, and clearly didn’t understand what the werewolf was talking about, but the captain of the “Last Chances” surprised me. This apparently wasn’t the first time he had heard about spellswords.

“Well, I’m interested in finding something out as well: why is a werewolf, at the head of a unit of levies, interested in negotiating with me?” I asked. “Besides that, of course, I’d like to know his name.”

The commander’s thin lips spread into a happy smile.

“I’m Baron Jean-Claude de Bacri!” He announced in a loud voice. “And you’re right in saying that we want to negotiate. We’ve been observing your force’s progress through the lands of my suzerain for some time now. That suzerain, mind you, was the Duke de Brialy, who was executed by the red cloaks along with our King. I’ll tell you something else, right from the start: if your men had burned or robbed so much as a chicken coop along the way, we wouldn’t be standing here talking right now! Yes, most of our force is just basic feudal levies. But they’re all hunters, men who grew up in these mountains and know every blade of grass that grows in them. Believe me — if your behavior was anything like that of your King’s son last year, we’d have done everything in our power to make you rue the day you set foot in these lands.”

The Baron’s retinue confirmed this with nods and shouts of approval. Soon, however, he raised a hand, and everyone fell silent immediately.

“We saw your battle yesterday,” Baron de Bacri continued. There was a note of admiration in his voice. “You won a stunning victory against those accursed Atalians! If anyone had told me that 3,000 infantry could so soundly defeat such a heavily-armed force of knights, I’d have thought they were trying to mess with my mind. I have no doubt that the Battle of Lake Düren, where 3,000 stalwarts smashed the flower of the Atalian nobility, will soon be the stuff of legend. But let me ask you a question — what are you planning to do now?”

“As you’ve rightly pointed out, Baron,” I began. “We were careful to observe the letter of our ruler’s treaty of alliance with your suzerain as we moved through his lands. If the residents of the villages we passed through had remained in their homes, they’d have seen that we’re no enemies — moreover, we’re prepared to pay in cash for whatever food and fodder they’re willing to sell us. As for our plans. It’s no secret: we want to make it to Gondreville, where we’re hoping to give our men some rest and let our wounded heal. As I’ve already mentioned, we’re your allies, and we plan to continue conducting ourselves as such.”

Baron de Bacri listened to me attentively; then, after exchanging a few meaning-filled glances with his people, he began to speak. His voice was reminiscent of a low, angry growl.

“Before you set off, Monsieur, you should know that Gondreville is currently occupied by the red cloaks. The city is garrisoned by a hundred “Scarlets,” who are maintaining the supply line into your Margraviate. Plus, they’ll soon be joined by the survivors of yesterday’s battle. And that’s at least a few hundred men. It’s not likely that there’ll be many more than that, given they don’t have horses or a wagon train. Besides, they’ll be running into some unpleasant surprises on their way back to Gondreville. I understand that the best soldiers the Atalians have to offer found death on the field against you, but the “Scarlets” will be able to organize the remnant. But even that isn’t the main problem: the fugitives will inform the garrison captain of your force’s presence, and he’ll send word to the Gray Reaper, who will certainly send his cohorts to the rescue.”

“I assume you’re not just telling me this for the fun of it?” I asked.

“I need to know, Monsieur — how far are you willing to go here?” The werewolf’s eyes were locked on mine as he asked this.

“I came to take what’s mine,” came my firm reply. “And backing down isn’t part of my plan.”

We stared at each other for a little while, neither of us breaking off eye contact for a moment. The Baron was first to break the silence. He took a step toward me, and switched to witching tongue.

“Those “Scarlet” bastards have killed a lot of my people.” The werewolf was speaking in a dull growl, vociferously spitting out each word as he spoke it. “They died in agony, under torture. I hate those bastards with every fiber of my being! My wife and my unborn son...”

The Baron stopped. He was obviously having difficulty restraining the beast within. I could sense Sigurd and Aelira tense up behind me. Without turning around, I just shook my head slightly, a sign for them not to get involved. This man was a powerful werewolf, but he was still no match for me.

With a deep breath in and out, he finally calmed himself.

“What do you suggest?” I asked him.

“A temporary alliance against our common enemy.” His reply was immediate. “I’m sure we can be useful to one another. What do you say, spellsword?”

“A good suggestion,” I nodded. “But I need to discuss it with my people first. Come here tomorrow morning, and I’ll have an answer for you.”

“Agreed,” said the werewolf. With that, he turned around and headed back toward his force, his retinue following behind him.

After returning to the camp, I called our council together. As I walked toward my wagon, I stopped at the row of tents where the Count de Leval’s vassals were actively packing their things to depart.

“If you’ve come to dissuade us, Your Lordship, it won’t work!” Baron de Saladens insisted, chin thrust proudly up into the air. “We depart at sunrise!”

Other nobles started trickling over to us as they heard him speak.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I shook my head. This obviously came as a surprise. “As you already know, I’m in temporary command of this force, until such time as the Viscount de Leval recovers. And I fully support your decision to go and try to warn His Grace of the impending trap. You need not worry about the Viscount de Leval. I’ll take care of him, and I promise you he’ll be on his feet soon. More than that, I’ve actually come to tell you that you have my permission to take the faster horses you can find from among our trophies, as well as any provisions you think will be necessary along the way. If you manage to meet His Grace the Duke de Clairmont, please pass on the following message to him from me: “Stick to the plan.” Is that understood?”

Baron de Saladens nodded in confirmation. His cheeks went slightly red. He was obviously anxious. It was obvious that he hadn’t expected anything like this to happen.

“Well, may the Gods protect you, gentlemen!” With that, I turned and headed for my tent, where the other commanders were already gathered and waiting for me.

* * *

A week and a half later, we were there. Before us, on a plain at the base of the mountains, sat the city of Gondreville. A tall stone tower, probably part of a fortress or castle, loomed large over the town of approximately 5,000 people. It was surrounded on all sides by tightly-packed houses, whose clay tiled roofs created a mosaic of every conceivable tint of red and brown. Little tendrils of smoke were curling up into the air from hundreds of chimneys, indicating that the evening meal would soon be ready.

The city’s walls weren’t especially high, but they seemed tough, and had several bastions at the corners. There were two gates: one set facing the Imperial track, the other facing the mountains. There, to the north, was Shadow Pass and my Margraviate.

We could also see several tall, wooden buildings behind the walls, possibly warehouses or artisans’ workshops. Even from afar, it was clear that the wood used to build them was still slightly green. Apparently, the old buildings had burnt down during a fire or something.

There was a wide river flowing around the city, which served as Gondreville’s water supply. We could see fields with what looked like standing grain, and pastures that were already empty for the day. Having learned of our approach, the flocks had all been hidden inside the city, or else led up into the mountains.

Gondreville looked like any other well-fortified provincial city, where life usually hummed along far from the noise and drama of big crowds and political intrigues.

We couldn’t really see the streets from so far away, but it seemed certain that they were probably barricaded on the orders of the “Scarlets,” who (according to our ally Jean-Claude de Bacri) the locals feared and hated.

Our force was still winding its way out of the valley, but we had already started setting up camp on a little stretch of empty land, right in the middle of the enemy’s field of vision. We had chosen a spot where neither archers nor any counter-siege equipment on the walls would be able to hit us.

The movements of the legionaries were methodical and professional — everything they did seemed to have been planned and organized beforehand. Accompanied by the familiar rhythm of shouted commands and hammering axes, the soldiers began setting up their tents and digging in field fortifications — specifically, several rows of sharpened stakes.

Right before my eyes, the camp began to assume an organized shape: tents sprang up in rows and created little streets. In the middle of the camp, in the most visible spot within its bounds, the men were setting up a huge trophy tent, which we had “inherited” from the Marquis di Spinola and which we planned to use as our command point. Perhaps, I thought, the strykers in the city would think that their commander was with us. Who knows? Maybe they would decide to use invisibility for a sortie some night. If so, there would be an extremely unpleasant surprise waiting for them.

Pens for the horses were also taking shape at the edge of the camp. We needed them, because ever since the battle we had a huge number of horses to take care of. We sent the whole herd down into the wide pasture in the valley as soon as we arrived. Some distance to the left of the pens, we set up a smithy, where our blacksmiths soon got to work. The Mertonians weren’t helping with the camp setup — instead, they were riding some of the trophy horses out on scouting missions, gathering information and securing our perimeter. Several other units headed toward the nearest forest, in order to find trees with trunks long enough to build assault ladders.

Our army was deploying its power in a deliberately unhurried and visible manner, which created an impression of confidence and calm. We were trying to demonstrate to the local inhabitants that we were prepared to besiege Gondreville for a long time if need be. The Vestonian army’s appearance, organization, and slow, confident deployment could only highlight the seriousness of the upcoming confrontation.

We needed the locals to see that we weren’t cowed by the banners of the Gray Reaper that were hanging everywhere, with their two black, sickle-shaped swords. We had heard that he liked to use them to quarter his prisoners...

The “Scarlets” were watching the whole show with a mix of skepticism and happy, eager anticipation of an easy victory. They had almost certainly sent messenger birds to my Margraviate to warn their leader. And judging by the shit-eating smirks on their faces, they obviously expected him to come very soon to punish the insolent Vestonians who had dared to move against their all-powerful order.

The expressions on the faces of the Bergonians (who had obviously been forced to mobilize and man the walls) were full of doubt. These Vestonians, they seemed to think, were behaving very confidently indeed. And we weren’t even at full strength yet — we were still waiting for a force from our allies. Baron de Bacri had promised to gather a force of about 1,000 men from among the mountain villages. We were expecting him from the north.

Standing in the midst of my commanders, watching the furious activity in the camp and on the city walls, I remarked:

“Well, ladies and gentlemen... Everything’s going to plan so far.”


Chapter 17

Bergonia

Gondreville

Clock Tower Dungeon

THE HEAVY DOORS LEADING INTO THE DUNGEON of the clocktower that loomed so large in the center of Gondreville slowly opened to reveal the massive figure of Brother Giacomo, squire to the junior master of the Order of the Scarlet Shield, Cesare di Nobile. His stryker armor was caked in dust and blood.

“Brother Cesare!” He croaked. “The enemy is already inside the dungeon! Twenty men are holding the barricade on the stairs!”

Cesare di Nobile nodded gravely to his squire and turned his attention to an altar, on which the corpse of a local healer was lying. He had been dragged in for sacrifice only minutes before.

One of the order’s priests, Brother Bocchi, stood next to the altar, holding a long sacrificial knife with thick, heavy drops of blood dripping liberally from its tip. The priest’s wrinkly face was spread into a rapturous smile. The insane glow of blind faith burned in his eyes.

“Fear not, brothers!” He exclaimed in a loud screech. “The Eternal One has accepted our sacrifice! He will not fail to send us help!”

Both of Cesare di Nobile’s squires — Brother Giacomo, who had just arrived, and Brother Vicenzo, who had been with the master the entire time — thrust their clenched fists into the air almost simultaneously.

“The Eternal One is with us!” They shouted in unison.

“The Eternal One is with us,” echoed Cesare, much more softly.

At the moment, he was bitterly regretting the fact that the priests of the Frost Temple hadn’t made it to the area yet. The Eternal One had shown them the secret of turning the magic of the true gifted into his own magic. The northern priests had promised to transmit this knowledge to their southern brethren. But alas, they hadn’t done so in time...

The only option left was the tried-and-true method: asking the Eternal One for favor with a normal sacrifice. The healer had been imprisoned in the dungeon for several weeks, just so he would be on hand when a sacrifice to the Eternal One was required. And that day had finally come. True, despite his faith, Cesare didn’t think it likely that anything could save them at that point...

Cesare di Nobile came from an old, extinct noble line that had once ruled an area in southern Atalia. When Cesare discovered his Shadow gift as a young man, his grandfather sent him to learn the magical arts with the Ruby Guild of mages, where he was eventually noticed by the priests of the Order of the Scarlet Shield and brought into their ranks for further development.

As a member of the Order, Cesare acquired all the secret knowledge of a combat mage and reached the rank of Medius. His commander and trainer was the Order’s master, Alberto di Lanzi, nicknamed the Gray Reaper by his enemies. You could almost say that Cesare had deified his mentor, a man who could reasonably be called one of the most powerful strykers in Mainland.

And it had been Alberto di Lanzi, personally, who had opened young Cesare’s eyes to the true purpose of the Order. He showed the young man that the true purpose of every “Scarlet’s” existence was to serve the Eternal One and his Order. The brothers of the Order of the Frozen Spear called the Eternal god by his ancient name — Hoar the Wicked — but Cesare preferred the Atalian name for the deity. The Eternal One was a more all-encompassing, and thus more appropriate, title for such a being.

The priests taught that the Eternal One had been locked in battle with the Wizards of the Waste — the so-called aurings — but had been treacherously betrayed by his allies, the true gifted. Before falling into the Abyss, the Eternal One promised his faithful servants that he would one day return, and charged them with avenging his betrayal. According to the knights’ teachings, the Eternal One summoned the Shadow and imparted magical gifts to his followers. And the war between the knights and the true gifted had been raging ever since.

Cesare di Nobile had arrived in Bergonia alongside Alberto di Lanzi, in command of almost three cohorts of “Red Cloaks,” to take control of the Margraviate de Valier, which was famous as the location of Shadow Pass. Cesare didn’t know what Master di Lanzi’s true goals might be, but he had a good idea of what the Order might want from the frontier.

First and foremost, upon occupying Gondreville, Master di Lanzi had ordered the city to be cleansed of true gifted. The blood of the traitors flowed like a river. Then, after subjugating the local populace, the main body of the “Scarlets” set off farther north, to take control of the Margraviate. Cesare di Nobile’s task was to maintain control of Gondreville, which served as the main supply base on the route to Shadow Pass (which was north of Gondreville by a journey of nearly four weeks).

This city, Gondreville, was the source of supply for the Master’s cohort in the Margraviate. Cesare, along with his two expert-rank stryker squires and a priest of the Order, were in command of a garrison of a hundred soldiers.

Everything had been organized well, and was functioning without any serious problems. Until one day...

Almost two weeks before, scattered and broken units of Atalians had started arriving at the city. They were the remnants of a once-mighty host commanded by the Marquis di Spinola, but as they arrived they looked like little more than pathetic, dirty brigands. The force had originally been tasked with attacking the Vestonian rear and cutting off Marshal de Clairmont’s legions from their supply line.

The fugitives said that the Marquis’ force had been smashed by a force of Vestonian infantry that had suddenly and unexpectedly appeared on the Imperial track. Spinola himself and all his vassals had fallen in the battle. Imagine that! 3,000 horsemen, crushed by a mere 3,000 infantry!

Cesare recalled Hugo di Spinola, who had stopped at the city several weeks before. The Marquis struck Cesare as quite arrogant and hot-headed, so it wasn’t a huge surprise that he had managed to fall into an obvious trap.

Reasonably enough, Cesare concluded that the Vestonians would probably be appearing before his walls soon enough, and so he sent a message to Alberto di Lanzi. Soon thereafter, he received a reply: the Master himself was coming to Cesare’s aid with his men.

Of course, Baron di Nobile didn’t just sit and wait for things to take their course in the meantime. He organized the remnants of di Spinola’s force, as well as a levy from the citizenry, to fend off the expected attack. True, Cesare knew better than to expect stellar performance from the latter group. The locals didn’t much care for the “Scarlets.” The purges and executions of true gifted didn’t exactly endear the Order to anyone in the city. The “Scarlets” were hated, but they were also feared. The savage suppression of two separate uprisings, along with the executions of their leaders and most fervent participants, eventually cooled the ardor of the Bergonians.

And then, three days before, the Vestonian force appeared before the city — a force which Cesare di Nobile had been expecting to arrive somewhat more slowly than it did. It seemed that the Vestonian commander understood that time was of the essence if he wanted to move before the main force of “Scarlets” arrived to reinforce the garrison.

The Marquis di Spinola’s defeated troops described the enemy force as invincible and indestructible. So Cesare was very surprised when he saw that most of the enemy force consisted of Mertonian archers, accompanied by two legions that weren’t even at full muster strength. And one of the latter was the “Legion of Last Chances.” Basically, these were vermin, scraped out of jails across Vestonia. Cesare and his commanders had a good laugh that day at the expense of the Atalian fugitives. To lose a battle to a group of criminals and hired killers from the Foggy Isles... That was quite a feat!

Cesare and his people could almost taste the coming victory over these insolent Vestonians, which would occur as soon as Alberto di Lanzi arrived. Besides that, they were also encouraged by the fact that the Vestonian wagons were packed to the brim with trophies taken from di Spinola’s knights. The Marquis’ big tent in the middle of the Vestonian camp, and the huge herd of horses, were further proof.

When morning dawned over the city the following day, and a blast of signal horns informed Cesare that a force was moving in from the north, the defenders of the city were even more overjoyed. It could only be Alberto di Lanzi arriving with his cohort. But their joy quickly transformed into disappointment. It turned out that the force coming from the north wasn’t an allied force at all. It was the men of the mountains. Almost 1,500 soldiers! They sealed off the exit from the city via the northern gates.

Nobody was laughing anymore. Basically, the enemy had managed to assemble a full-strength legion at the gates of the city. Despite Cesare di Nobile’s thorough preparations for an assault, he knew very well that only the timely arrival of Master di Lanzi could save the situation. Thankfully, however, neither the Vestonians nor the mountain men made an attempt to storm the city. But they were preparing. Cesare could see long ladders being assembled in the enemy camp. He calculated that if they continued at their leisurely working pace, the enemy would be ready to attack in two or three days. But he was wrong...

Cesare was awoken in the night by a loud noise — the enemy had launched their assault. And after that, nothing seemed to go the way Cesare had expected. Under cover of night, enemy soldiers had somehow snuck into the city and killed all the men manning the gates. Eastern and northern gates alike. Cesare knew that this couldn’t possibly have happened without treachery from within. But that didn’t matter anymore...

In the end, two armies surged into the city from opposite sides. By morning — and with the full support of the citizenry, who defected en masse to the enemy just as Cesare knew they would — the city was taken, and the remnant of the garrison was backed into the dungeon.

And the sound of battle from behind the doors was growing louder all the time. The last barricade would soon fall.

“Brothers!” Cesare shouted. He looked around at his squires. “Let every one of us take as many of these filthy bastards with us as we can before we die! Let their lives be a sacrifice to the Eternal One! Think not of yourselves, brothers! Cut, crush, and chop! We shall bathe our enemies in their own blood!”

“For the glory of the Eternal One!”

“For His glory!” The master’s fiery speech inspired his strykers.

The priest, meanwhile, strode hurriedly around to each man and smeared the true gifted healer’s blood all over their faces. Then he poured three flasks of magical elixir into each man’s mouth.

Cesare made sure all his bruts were in their proper places, and soon felt a furious current of fiery power flowing into his muscles. His chest started to heave, and a sharp, decisive look was frozen in his eyes. He was ready for battle. His will was iron, and his hand was locked on the hilt of his sword, which had been sharpened and polished to a sheen. The smell of magic and impending battle hung heavy in the air.

“Brothers — today we will stand before the Eternal One!” Cesare thundered, trying to be heard above the sound of heavy blows crashing just beyond the doors.

His words were full of confidence and power. His squires drew their blades as they listened.

Having completed his rituals, the priest stepped off to the side. He folded his hands in prayer, asking the Eternal One for strength and praying for his brothers’ victory.

The strykers felt power from the elixirs flow through them as they took position. They were ready for battle. Their hearts beat in unison, creating a powerful aura of courage and decisiveness.

The next moment, a loud crack echoed through the dungeon as the doors burst inward. Cesare lifted his sword into the air and roared out in reply. The strykers joined him with a loud shout, and just at that moment the enemy appeared across the threshold.

Dozens of Mertonians were pouring into the clocktower. Cesare could see the hate-filled eyes and malicious grimaces on every single face.

“Glenns...” Cesare thought, just before a hail of several dozen arrows slammed into him and his brothers.

Sixty, maybe eighty feet away at most... That was practically point-blank range for these forest beasts. Not a single arrow missed its mark. The impact was so powerful that Cesare and his brothers in arms were instantly thrown back onto the stone floor.

Cesare grimaced. Two small bruts crumbled to dust. Charmed arrows. It could only be charmed arrows...

The master glanced around quickly. Brothers Giacomo and Vicenzo were already back on their feet. Brother Bocchi, on the other hand (who wasn’t a stryker), was less fortunate. The priest was already lying motionless before the altar, with at least five or six arrows stuck through his body. One of them had sunk right into his eye and burst out the back of his head.

The first volley was followed by a second, then a third... Neither Cesare nor his brothers managed to make it even ten yards closer to the archers. There was a good reason that the Glenns were famous as the most accurate, most rapid archers in the world. And when they were particularly happy to be shooting at a target, as they were now...

Cesare wanted to howl in fury and desperation. Was this really how he was going to die? Under the arrows of the detested true gifted? Without even wetting his blade in the blood of a single enemy?

One more volley of charmed arrows, and Cesare’s last brut crumbled to dust.

“I’m almost out,” he heard Brother Giacomo croak; his voice seemed about to crack.

“Me too,” said Brother Vicenzo in a forlorn tone.

“Get behind my back, Brothers!” Cesare shouted. “Hurry!”

The squires were about to move, but a loud shout suddenly echoed through the clocktower hall. It rang out, dissipating only after echoing off the vaulted ceilings, and made the archers lower their weapons.

Cesare could see reluctance on every face. Although some of the Glenns were still smiling viciously. Of course, the pause was clearly not intended to save Cesare or his brothers.

A figure in black stryker armor stepped out from within the ranks of the archers. A sword and dagger hung from his belt.

Cesare froze for a moment, stunned by the sight of the strange armor that had obviously been made from a single piece of hide from some horrifying Shadow beast. Judging by the scales, it was probably a gigantic snake or lizard.

The stryker was moving slowly, almost casually forward. He seemed utterly unconcerned for his safety, although of course Cesare knew very well that a warrior who could afford armor and weapons of this caliber would certainly have plenty of money for at least ten fully-charged bruts.

“Gentlemen!” He shouted in Atalian, with a light Vestonian accent. “My name is Maximillian Renard, Margrave de Valier! I offer you the chance to surrender! I swear that after a short discussion, you’ll be granted a quick and easy death!”

A feeling of anxiety and annoyance surged through Cesare. So this was the man! The King of Vestonia had found himself a new Margrave. Such a shame that Cesare would never be able to warn Master di Lanzi.

Agh... And to think that those idiots from the Marquis di Spinola’s force hadn’t thought to mention this new Margrave. After all, he was almost certainly fighting under his distinctive banner. Although what else would one expect from the rank-and-file? They didn’t weren’t familiar with any of these heraldic nuances...

“How magnanimous of you, Monsieur!” Brother Vicenzo snarled back derisively.

He had never been known for his patience. He was always hot-headed and quick to draw his sword.

“You wouldn’t know magnanimity if you saw it, gentlemen knights! The man who called himself the Margrave de Valier replied calmly. “You have the blood of thousands of unfortunate people on your hands, most of them innocent women and children! My offer is merely to save you from the horrifying torture that awaits you before you die! And if you don’t take me up on it, that death will be quite some time in coming!”

“So the King of Vestonia has given the Margraviate to a hangman?” Cesare quipped back.

“A hangman?” Margrave de Valier replied. “Ah, I see — you think that I’ll be the one torturing you, gentlemen knights? Oh, perish the thought! I’ll be turning you over to the tender mercies of someone who’s been waiting to meet you for a long time. Believe me, there’s going to be quite a struggle over who gets to force-feed each of you his own intestines. There’s simply no end to volunteers. Decide, gentlemen knights! A quick interview and then a quick death, or a long interview and a long death? The choice is yours!”

With every word, the Margrave took another step forward. And in so doing, he made things much more difficult for his own archers. Admittedly, they didn’t even make an attempt to raise their weapons. They seemed to be fully confident of their commander’s actions. It was clear, by the way, that there were other strykers mixed in with the archers. Especially prominent was one broad-shouldered mage with a long, two-handed sword, which he was leaning on as he listened to the conversation.

Cesare thought he saw a chance.

“Brothers,” he whispered, his eyes still riveted on the stryker’s every move. “Attack in unison on my command. Put every drop of mana into your blows.”

The squires nodded. They knew exactly what their commander intended. A combined attack to break this stryker’s magical shield.

“Very well, Monsieur!” Cesare di Nobile replied in a loud voice as he took a step forward. “We accept your offer! Attack!”

The three strykers lunged forward.

“A shame,” said the man calling himself the Margrave de Valier in an absent-minded voice. An instant later, Cesare watched as the man’s silhouette blurred into the air around him.

“Avant...” This was all the master had time to think before his squires both fell to the ground under two lightning-fast blows of terrifying power. For just a moment, the stryker appeared in Cesare’s field of vision; he easily dodged the master’s sword, and then sent him crumpling to the ground with a savage punch to the temple. Just before losing consciousness, Cesare noticed that the avant hadn’t even drawn his sword. He had taken care of all three men with his bare hands, as if they were no more than novice boxers.

Everything that happened after that felt to the master like it was happening in a dream. He dreamed that he and the Margrave became the best of friends. They drank superb Atalian wine and ate the most sophisticated food, all while sitting in his spacious tent. A beautiful woman was sitting next to Cesare. Her coal-black hair was pulled back into a thick braid. There was a tender smile on her pink, full lips, and a mischievous glint in her deep green eyes.

As it turned out, Max was a wonderful young man who also hated the true gifted, and who was perfectly willing to join the Order of the Scarlet Shield so as to serve the Eternal One and cleanse the world of the filthy vermin.

Cesare was captivated by Max’s change of heart, and he started telling him all about the Order and its practices. He was so eager to inform his new best friend about everything his brother knights were doing, in fact, that he almost choked on his wine in his excitement and enthusiasm.

After all, Max was a great warrior! Moreover, he was an avant! Cesare could already hear his master praising him for bringing such a powerful mage to serve the altar of the Eternal One!

He kept talking, telling Max everything he knew. He wasn’t afraid to divulge the Order’s secrets, either — after all, Max would be his brother soon! And he was obviously interested in everything, even going so far as to write down what Cesare was saying.

Finally, Cesare took a deep breath and started to feel somewhat more sober. As he did so, the realization of what had actually happened began to sink in. He looked around. As it turned out, he had been sitting tied to a chair the entire time. Not in a sumptuous tent, either — in some sort of filthy barn. And the black-haired woman who was pouring wine into his mouth looked very much like a witch. The master, of course, was no stranger to people like this.

Besides the witch and the Margrave de Valier, there were a variety of other creatures in the barn who Cesare recognized as first-born. His eyes widened with surprise and horror.

“Oh, Eternal One! They’re the servants of this Margrave!”

“Who are you?” Cesare croaked as his inquisitive gaze settled on Max.

“Listen to that, auring,” snickered a tiny man who was sitting in the corner of the barn cleaning a horse’s bridle. Cesare recognized the ancient tongue in which the true gifted customarily spoke to each other. The Order’s leaders taught the language of the enemy to all their new masters. “Looks like this noble knight’s waking up. Well, maybe “knight” isn’t exactly the right term... After what he’s just told us, I’d say “murderous, low-life piece of shit” is a better description. The only description, really...”

The tiny man slowly let out a sigh and started shaking his head.

But Cesare didn’t care what the little bastard had to say about him. His eyes were bulging as he started at Max, who seemed to have realized that Cesare understood the witching tongue. Max jotted something down on his papers.

The master felt like his heart was about to burst out of his chest. He felt ashamed and desperate. No, it wasn’t the fear of death... It was because he had just told the enemy of the Eternal One everything he knew about the Order. Sure, he’d been drugged, but still — the deed was done...

“Auring?” He whispered. His throat was completely dry.

Max glanced up at him indifferently; without answering, he turned around.

“Okay, we’re done here,” he told the witch as he started rolling up his papers. “Call him in.”

The black-haired beauty nodded, shot Cesare a vicious look, then glided off out the door.

Cesare was watching every move the strange man made, but he still couldn’t utter a single word. Finally, the door opened, and a tall soldier appeared on the threshold. Cesare recognized him immediately. This was a werewolf, whose bitch had been brought for sacrifice the year before. The priest said that the sacrifice would be doubly pleasing to the Eternal One, since the bitch was pregnant with a pup at the time. They had brought this werewolf in for sacrifice, too, and tortured him beforehand, but he managed to escape...

“My friend.” The Margrave addressed the werewolf in witching tongue, paying no attention to Cesare’s attempt to free himself from his binds. “He’s yours now, as promised.”

“Thank you, my friend,” the werewolf snarled back.

And when the Margrave left the barn, along with all the first-born in his entourage, the werewolf looked at Cesare with a bloodthirsty smile that showed his fangs. They were getting longer before Cesare’s eyes. “Remember me?”


Chapter 18

SLOWLY, ALMOST RELUCTANTLY, evening was starting to fall over Gondreville. Six days had passed since we liberated it. Sunset threw soft, warm shades of pink and orange across the sky that contrasted brightly with the deep blue of the sky beneath the clouds.

The cobbled streets and alleys rang with the sound of happy laughter. Gondreville’s residents, of all ages and social classes, were making their way to the main square, which was filled with the sound of holiday mirthmaking for the first time in several years.

Local traders, along with comedians from Pierre Girot’s troupe, helped create a festive atmosphere. Jugglers with flaming torches flitted through the crowd as musicians played happy melodies on flutes and strings, and soon the whole area was filled with children and adults dancing. The air was heavy with the smell of freshly-baked bread, spices, and grilled meat.

The houses around the square were decked out in flowers and banners (those of our forces and of local guilds alike). Lights danced inside the windows, adding an atmosphere of comfort and warmth to the evening scene. People stood on balconies, exchanging friendly smiles and happy shouts with passersby.

In the middle of the square, a big podium had been erected, where the town’s elders (who had supported us along with their people during the assault) were already gathered and taking turns interrupting one another with fiery speeches of thanks to the heroes who had saved their city.

The whole atmosphere was one of relief and hope. People embraced one another, celebrating the downfall and death of the “Scarlets,” whose corpses had been thrown out into the latrines beyond the city walls.

The citizens understood that their trials were far from over, and that the Gray Reaper would soon appear outside their walls with his army, but they were ready to fight. Especially since they would no longer be fighting alone.

Jean-Claude de Bacri and his people, along with Pierre Girot and all his crew, had already seen to it that word of the Margrave de Valier’s prowess spread through the entire city. These rumors asserted that the new Margrave was not only the most powerful avant in Mainland, but also an invincible battlefield commander. The fact that we had taken the city so quickly, and with so few losses, was proof of that.

As night fell, candles and fires from the public ovens became the main source of illumination for the square. The fires twinkling in the darkness created an aura of magic and mystery. People started to organize dances on the square. The rhythm of the drums and the melodies from the flutes buoyed the fun and exciting atmosphere. The dancers were all wearing bright, colorful outfits. Together, they looked like a multicolored whirlwind in the light of the fires and candles.

Small groups of older citizens gathered near the ovens at the corners of the square. They were drinking ale or wine as they discussed the coming harvest, grain prices, and the war, which seemed to be dragging on.

The old men spoke of old times, inspiring the young and getting them excited about the events to come. There was a spirit of unity in the crowd, and a feeling of decisiveness. These people would fight for their homes to the last drop of blood. Gondreville’s people had felt the full brunt of the red cloaks’ occupation, and they were in no mood to contemplate submitting to another one.

I wound my way around the main square through some alleys, along with my bodyguards, and stepped into the city hall building through the backdoor. I was already expected on the second floor, in the small hall where the city council usually met.

Upon seeing me arrive, the legionaries guarding the door froze at attention. As I walked past, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that they had drawn small, bent stripes on their pauldrons with deep-orange paint. The curvature looked like that of a strung bow, or maybe a smile.

Heh, I thought... This is becoming an epidemic. Baron de Bacri started it unintentionally at our first meeting, and my squire Leo von Grimm took over spreading it from there.

The day after those memorable talks with the leader of the mountain men, I noticed a little orange mark on Leo’s pauldron. At first, I didn’t think anything of it, but by evening a similar mark had appeared on the pauldrons of all the soldiers in the “Savages.”

Upon closer inspection, it turned out that the spot was actually a little curved line. A chat with my squire, whose eyes were afire with mischief, revealed that the line was a stylized representation of a fox’s tail.

Naturally, I found Leo’s action to be rash in the extreme and gave him a thorough dressing down about the need to ask me first before doing things like this. I even called Lorin to back me up and help me knock some sense into the kid, but it turned out that the hejdelf himself was already sporting a little red-orange tail. As were all my fairies. Even Sigurd and Aelira had the little mark on their armor.

I need hardly mention that the little red mark on my soldiers’ armor didn’t go unnoticed. Pierre Girot’s team immediately got to work churning out songs and plays about a certain sly fox who could wind enemies and ill-wishers around his finger and help out good people who found themselves in trouble.

Slowly but surely, the “red-tail epidemic” spread out to the rest of the army, starting with the Mertonians. It became especially popular after the successful assault on Gondreville. And all the plays about the sly fox helping the Plucky Cairn get rid of an infestation of red rats were cheered to the heavens time and time again by the assembled townspeople. As it turned out, the authors of the play managed to work quite a bit of Gondreville symbolism into the plot. Prominent among these symbols was the city’s sigil: a cairn (a large stack of rocks), walking proudly on two legs.

At first, the sight of the little red tails on my soldiers’ shields and armor made me frown, but eventually I stopped noticing it.

“Greetings, ladies and gentlemen!” I said as I strode into the council chamber.

Everyone assembled greeted me with loud cheers. I quickly glanced around the room, just to make sure everyone was in their proper place.

Our council of war, which met pretty regularly, had expanded somewhat in size. Its participants had broken off into groups prior to my arrival, and they were all busy discussing something as I walked in.

Baron Jean-Claude de Bacri was standing by the window with his old friend Henri de Latour, who used to be the head of the city council before the coming of the red cloaks forced him to flee Gondreville. It was thanks to this man, and his network that had remained behind in the city, that the local residents were ready and able to support our assault at the appointed time. After all, their default course of action would have been to defend the city against the strange army that had appeared out of the mountain valley, about which the “Scarlets” had spread all sorts of negative rumors. We were alleged to be arsonists, rapists, and monsters who would enslave any Bergonians we came across.

Even while we were still en route to the city, Henri de Latour and his people had been moving mountains in the hearts and minds of the citizens, especially among those whom the red cloaks had entrusted with weapons prior to the assault. In the end, however, trusting these citizens proved to be a fatal mistake.

There was also a short, bald man with a sharp-pointed black beard standing with Baron de Bacri and Chevalier de Latour. The right side of his face was wrapped tightly in a bandage. This was Jacques Chamot, commander of the citizen levies who had turned en masse against the “Scarlets.” Thanks to this man, not one of the defensive ballistae on the walls had fired a bolt at our oncoming force during the assault. True, Jacques Chamot himself had paid for this with his right eye. It could well have cost him his life, too, if it hadn’t been for my timely intervention.

Later, he led me on a tour of the walls and bastions. During this little trip, I had a chance to get acquainted with the fortress’ artillery.

The city was armed with no fewer than seven massive, twin-layer arch-ballistae, each of which was somewhat awe-inspiring in terms of its size and power.

Four of them were especially monumental and powerful, designed to throw long, spear-sized arrows over huge distances. Their hulking steel frames seemed more or less impervious to damage. As I examined them, I finally understood why Bergonians were famous as the best weaponsmiths on the continent.

The arrows (or maybe more accurately, spears) were made from hardwood and had tempered steel points, capable of punching through even the thickest suit of armor.

The remaining three archballistae were equipped with special grooves that allowed them to fire lead and stone balls about the size of a human head. These machines seemed even more diabolical to me, given the unique type of damage such a projectile would inflict on its target.

Most of these machines were in great condition. Their wooden components had been carefully sanded and polished, their metal components cleared of rust and liberally coated with axle grease. Two of the machines, however, looked a little bit worn-down. The wood had cracked slightly in several places due to age and moisture. All the same, according to Jacques Chamot these archballistae would still serve for a very long time, even in that condition.

At my command, all these machines were moved and installed along the western wall. And the soldiers started test-firing them to hone their accuracy and ranging ability. According to our original plan, this was the place where we would assemble for the confrontation with the Gray Reaper and his force.

Another group in the room consisted of Gaston Laforte, Samuel Kroner, and Henri de Châtillon. The latter was invited to join the group after I had a chance to talk to him. At first, the Viscount was quiet, and answered my questions in short, laconic quips, but after a while I managed to get him talking. As it turned out, our duel had turned into quite a pivotal moment in his life. He even managed to get himself locked in the “Gray Tower,” the jail in Herouxville where criminals of noble origin were confined.

The only thing the Viscount de Châtillon wanted anymore was to die in battle. He even broke with convention and sent a request to the King himself, in which he asked for permission to join the “Legion of Last Chances.” Which, naturally enough, was where he ended up. Laforte would have tried to nominate the Viscount as his second-in-command, but de Châtillon declined the offer — he was seeking death on the battlefield.

So I had to knock some sense into him. In this, I had help from our lunari. A couple good dreams, and the Viscount came to me of his own free will. Prior to that, I had offered him the chance to recruit the best horsemen in our army to form a special raiding unit. It wouldn’t be the easiest task, but it would be a promising one. One that would offer prospects for the future.

In the end, André agreed, and before long his unit could already boast 70 men. And the Viscount had general permission to recruit from among the Mertonians, the “Last Chances,” and Kroner’s cohort alike.

I must say that the Viscount took his task extremely seriously. After I helped him choose the very best chargers from among the trophy horses, he proceeded to drill his soldiers so that any of them could perform exactly the same maneuvers as the others, giving the unit a highly-modular, highly-adaptable command structure. Everyone understood, of course, that former infantrymen would probably never be able to match knights who had trained in the art since childhood, but that didn’t dissuade the stubborn Viscount one bit. I was soon filled with curiosity about how the whole thing would turn out.

As for the bad blood that had once existed between us... Well, that was a thing of the past. During one of our conversations, he shared his suspicions regarding his former friends with me, and I found myself in total agreement. Viscount de Châtillon had been deliberately egged on against me. And most likely, it was just for the entertainment of his friends. After he finished sharing his suspicions with me, I suggested that perhaps someday, we could return the favor. At this, a flash of excitement lit up André’s eyes.

The third group in the room consisted of Baron Reese, along with Kurt von Hartha and Georg von Linz, who had been invited to the council at my insistence.

Samira Clemand was there as always, an island unto herself. True, she was no longer looking at me with as much hostility or guardedness as before. After all, fighting shoulder-to-shoulder with someone in battle, and counting on each other for cover, tends to bring people closer together.

The night before our attack, she came to see me and expressed a desire to participate in the night attack. Per our plan (which ended up working out even better than I had anticipated), we were deliberately making a show of confidence with our unhurried, slow, and deliberate preparations for an eventual assault. Of course, this also had a secondary effect, which was to suggest that the assault wouldn’t be coming any time in the immediate future.

As it turned out, the leader of the red cloaks fell right into the trap, obviously assuming that we wouldn’t be attacking for at least a few days.

Lulled into a false sense of security by our plodding pace, they weren’t at all prepared when two units of strykers led by our avants infiltrated their walls under cover of invisibility and slit the throat of every “Scarlet” at the northern and eastern gates. Samira Clemand asked to join my unit specifically, and she gave an excellent account of herself.

“I assume something has happened, since you’ve called us all here so late, and during a holiday, no less,” Chevalier de Latour exclaimed loudly.

“Exactly so,” I replied as I sat down at the head of the table. “You can order the “Scarlets’“ banners removed from the walls and have the dummies in red cloaks dismantled. Our ruse has been discovered...”

“But how...” Samuel Kroner was surprised. “You told us that it worked! That the Gray Reaper took the bait!”

“I thought so, too,” I shrugged. “But the whole time I was exchanging messages with Alberto di Lanzi, pretending to be the late Cesare di Nobile, di Lanzi was the one pulling my leg, not vice-versa.”

The mention of Cesare di Nobile put a bloodthirsty grin on Baron de Bacri’s face. Agh... I sure would have liked to keep Cesare at my side, to keep extracting information about the “Scarlets” as the occasion required, but a deal is a deal.

I promised the werewolf that I would give him Cesare. The junior master had sure kept himself busy. There was a lot of true gifted blood on his hands. Among many others, he had first tortured, then executed Baron de Bacri’s pregnant wife. Had I reneged on my promise to Jean-Claude, our alliance would have been at an end. I would have lost all trust among the other commanders.

Still, it was a shame... Cesare told me so much before his untimely end. And I suspected that that was just the tip of the iceberg...

“So Cesare was somehow feeding you inaccurate information, despite everything you did?” Samira Clemand asked. Her tone was slightly mocking. Sure, we had fought alongside one another, but that didn’t change the fact that she was there as a representative of the Amber Guild, with whose grand master I had a... Well, let’s just say a tense relationship, to put it mildly.

“Impossible,” I shook my head.

“Then what makes you so sure our ruse has been discovered?” Chevalier de Latour asked.

“Are any of you familiar with a man by the name of Jacques Sarreaux?” I asked him.

“Of course,” replied Chevalier de Latour. “Monsieur Sarreaus is a respected citizen of our city. In fact, Jacques Sarreaux helped many people with medicine while the red cloaks were in control of the city. He’s the local apothecary. Why do you ask?”

“The fact is that Monsieur Sarreaux is, in fact, not really Monsieur Sarreaux at all,” I replied. “Alas, I don’t know his real name. But I do know for certain that he’s a spy for the Order of the Scarlet Shield. I learned that Sarreaux had come to your city several years before the Atalian invasion, and it seems that he was passing information to the masters of the “Scarlets” the entire time. By the way — I’m also certain that Cesare didn’t know anything about the fact that there was a spy in the city sending constant reports to the Gray Reaper about the state of affairs. It was he, I think, who told Alberto di Lanzi that we captured the city. We intercepted his message.”

If it hadn’t been for Vaira, who managed to identify and capture the spy’s birds, I would still have believed that the Gray Reaper had fallen for our ruse. Hm, I thought... There’s obviously something interesting in my Margraviate, if the Order went so far as to send a professional spy to this little village nobody has ever heard of, and keep him there for years on end.

“Where is the scoundrel?!” Chevalier de Latour roared.

His face was contorted with rage. I could see the horrified realization in his eyes. He seemed to have realized just how close he himself had come to death when he was preparing the people for the assault. He was lucky that Jacques Sarreaux wasn’t one of the people we took into confidence about the Bergonians’ plans. Otherwise, he would certainly have informed Cesare, even if it cost him his incognito profile.

“Alas, he turned out to be a very cautious and experienced man,” I said with a frown. “We didn’t manage to take him alive. He took a very fast-acting poison.”

I was still angry with myself about this little slip-up. I simply hadn’t expected an experienced sleeper agent with years of experience in this forgotten little backwater. He died quickly, and almost painlessly. I was already physically walking up to his stall when he realized everything and bit down on a little capsule that he had affixed to one of his teeth. Neither my speed nor my aura could prevent it. The concentration of poison (obviously from some kind of Shadow beast) was simply too powerful.

The only compensation was the stash we found hidden in the spy’s home. True, the little hidey-hole had a very nasty surprise waiting inside, but thanks to true vision I managed to disarm it. And there were a lot of interesting things inside. Including the key to the Order’s cipher. With this in hand, I could read any messages we intercepted. And once I could do that, I soon learned that di Lanzi already knew about everything that had happened.

“So the plan to lure the Gray Reaper and his cohort into an attack has failed?” Samuel Kroner concluded pensively.

“And now we’re going to have to chase them all around Shadow Pass,” Gaston Laforte added with a snicker.

“We need a new plan, ladies and gentlemen,” I said as I leaned back in my chair.


Chapter 19

“HE’S HERE, YOUR LORDSHIP,” said Gunnar.

“Send him in,” I said as I stood up from my chair and enjoyed a quick stretch.

I had spent almost the entire day at my desk, taking care of the paperwork that followed me even out on campaign.

Ever since the day we left the “Fox Den,” I had been keeping a journal, in which I was keeping diligent track of everything that happened on our journey. I also jotted down all my thoughts and ideas there. I was writing in Mamoru Yamada’s language, which he had taught me when I was a kid. Considering the fact that my teacher was one of a very small group of people who spoke a very unique language, and that it was written in a hieroglyphic script utterly unlike anything known in this world, deciphering it would have been a very tall order indeed.

While waiting for my guest, who for some reason was coming to see me in the middle of the night, I stretched out my stiff neck and simultaneously sent some clots of energy coursing through my energy channels, which had grown noticeably larger as of late.

In the distance, I could hear the sounds of the army camp growing steadily louder as the soldiers prepared to lie down for the night outside the walls of Gondreville. Despite the fact that I had been offered the best houses in the city for my own personal quarters, I preferred to stay outside the city in my wagon.

First of all, my house on wheels was a lot more comfortable than the residences I was being offered anyway; second, while Gondreville was much cleaner than Bresmont had been, it nevertheless looked like a gigantic landfill after the assault. The red cloaks did their very best to throw up decent barricades and barriers on the streets using whatever junk they could lay their hands on. Furthermore, we were already preparing the city to fend off a new attack, so the accumulated boards, barrels, old furniture, and stones of various types and sizes were still piling up. True, the people of Gondreville were no longer working purely because of fear — they were working for their own sakes. Because a very powerful enemy was moving toward the city.

Samuel Kroner and Gaston Laforte were wrong in their assumption that we would have to chase the Gray Reaper all over the territory of my Margraviate. Albert di Lanzi wasn’t planning to go anywhere. Apparently, he had a much more interesting plan.

After the council that we held during the holiday, our scouts spent a good ten days keeping us informed of the whereabouts and movements of the Gray Reaper and his army. It turned out that the “Scarlets” had slowed down quite a bit, but were still headed toward Gondreville after all.

I’ll be honest: Master di Lanzi’s moves were disheartening my commanders quite a bit. That morning, as we were discussing the developing situation at yet another council of war, people began sharing their opinions. A heated argument even broke out between Baron de Bacri and Samira Clemand.

Although to be honest, that wasn’t really too surprising. Those two had conceived an immediate dislike of one another on the very first day they met. My presumption was that the ill will had its roots in the distant past. Shadow gifted, who filled the ranks of the mages’ guilds, had never been friends to the true gifted. Sure, they may not have supported the terror that the fanatic knights had organized against the true gifted, but they didn’t do anything to stop it either. And considering the fact that all strykers (as well as other types of Shadow mages) used to actually be distributed to the knightly orders by the guilds, it wasn’t hard to see where the hostility might have originated.

My thoughts were interrupted by the tent flap opening to reveal Henri de Latour’s imposing figure. His big, gray-streaked black beard was braided in several places, each braid being tipped with a little cylinder that was clearly made of pure silver.

A representative of the Gondreville city council had come along with him. To be honest, I don’t know why it took them so long. I had been expecting this conversation to happen a lot earlier. After all, Baron de Bacri had announced right at the start (on his own behalf as well as that of the headmen of the mountain clans whose men he was commanding) that he was planning on fighting alongside us to the end, at least as long as our fight was against the “Scarlets.” His men couldn’t have been more motivated to slaughter the fanatical knights. At least one man out of every five seemed to have a personal score to settle both with the Atalians and with the Order.

By the way, they weren’t big fans of the Vestonians either. We had Prince Heinrich and his raids to thank for that. And that was why Baron de Bacri stipulated a condition on which his continued service would depend: he would remain an ally of the Vestonians only so long as I remained in overall command. In other words, if Viscount de Leval, who was making a slow but steady recovery, should ever decide to reclaim command of our force, he would find the mountain men unwilling to follow his orders.

To be fair, I should point out that Pierre wasn’t in any particular hurry to assert his claim to the command of the army. His wound seemed to have made him a lot more quiet. And it wasn’t a physical problem. I knew for sure that his brain hadn’t been damaged. It was something psychological. I think it was a combination of the serious wound and the serious trap into which his father had almost certainly fallen.

At first, Pierre was eager to rush off in pursuit of his vassals and go help his father, but I dissuaded him from such a rash (or maybe more accurately, suicidal) course of action. I had help in this from Lada, who was tending to the Viscount every day. She would change his bandages and make him drink my healing potions. He, in turn, would look up at her with lamb’s eyes and do whatever she said... Long story short, Pierre de Leval was under control, at least for the time being.

“Your Lordship, I thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” said Chevalier de Latour with a slight bow.

His intelligent brown eyes were slightly widened with surprise. He was obviously impressed with my little house on wheels, which I had temporarily converted into a tent.

“I’m always happy to welcome friends, Chevalier,” I said with a smile as I gestured toward a small table, on which a tray with snacks and refreshments had been prepared. “Wine? Or perhaps you’d prefer brandy?”

“Brandy,” replied Chevalier de Latour as he settled into an armchair.

The ever-diligent Gunnar followed hot on the chevalier’s heels, quickly filling up our glasses and leaving the tent at my nod.

“A toast,” I said, raising the glass with its small pool of amber-colored liquid. “To the health and prosperity of Gondreville!”

“An excellent toast,” Chevalier de Latour smiled before draining his glass.

I followed suit and poured us another round of brandy. For the next few minutes, we followed custom and discussed a variety of topics that would appear vacuous and unimportant to the untrained observer.

I want to mention here that as someone who came from another world where the tempo of life was exponentially faster than it was in this one, this kind of thing really used to annoy me. Later, however (and not without some hints from Bertrand), I began to realize that all these preliminaries before serious conversations played a very important role, whose most important function was to help the parties get an idea of who they were talking to before they entered into the heart of the matter.

The etiquette of the elite...

Behavior that was in any way unseemly would lead to a negative impression, which would later come to have an influence on one’s overall reputation. The highest noble families comprised a special caste in society that would never, ever do business of any kind with a brute who didn’t understand the finer points of etiquette.

Finally, when all the preliminary requirements had been met, Chevalier de Latour moved on to the real reason for his visit.

“Your Lordship, you are no doubt aware of the reason I’ve come to talk to you today,” he said; without a pause, he continued: “I want to state first and foremost that I’ll be speaking on behalf of the Gondreville city council, which has nominated me its emissary.”

They’re taking no chances, I thought. But I could understand their position. They were responsible for almost 5,000 lives. The situation was a little easier for the mountain men. They could simply up sticks and disappear into their mountains at any time. And whoever wanted to try to find them... Well, I suppose they were welcome to try. But the city? It was right there. It wasn’t going anywhere.

“In other words,” I said with a wry smile. “Everything you’ll be telling me on behalf of the city leadership is unofficial in nature.”

“I’m the man who walks at the head of the column as it treads through marshy ground, poking a stick into the muck and showing the others the road,” the chevalier shrugged.

“Well, I hope you don’t drown in the attempt,” I chuckled.

“Alas, such is sometimes the fate of those who walk in front,” Henri smiled in reply. “But I chose this course willingly. Gondreville is my home. My ancestor was one of those who appealed to the ancestor of our King for a license to build walls around his city. He and his comrades eventually got what they wanted, although the Dukes de Brialy, the former masters of these lands, tried their best to prevent it. After all, a city ringed with fortress walls can’t simply be intimidated into compliance. And it certainly can’t be forced to cough up taxes. Our ancestors took a risk, and in the end it paid off with the sweetest prize of them all. They did it so well, in fact, that the Dukes de Brialy who came after eventually had to swallow their pride and agree to negotiate with the city council. After all, we can not only pay taxes, but also shelter the Duke and his family and army behind our high walls. Something that Gondreville has demonstrated many times over the last few centuries.”

Hm, I thought... This is an interesting turn of events. I wonder what this has to do with me?

“I can only envy the wisdom and far-sightedness of your ancestors,” I said.

“Exactly,” Henri de Latour nodded. “The walls they built have been through a lot. I’ll tell you something else, too — they’ve survived several changes of heart by the descendants of the King who allowed their construction in the first place, not to mention the local Dukes and their ambitions. The Bergonian royal house was extinguished, the house de Brialy died out, but Gondreville is still standing. And it could stand for several centuries more. But alas, this land has recently seen the arrival of people who play by different rules. These days, allegedly at the will of their little god, they exterminate the true gifted. Tomorrow, they’ll be coming for our gods and our temples. Anyone who proves unwilling to convert to their faith will be brought in for sacrifice. They will hammer their sigils to our main gates and give a new name to this city. Gondreville will cease to exist. After all, this city is first and foremost a group of people, not a ring of walls...”

Sure, I thought... Except that nothing seemed to prevent that group of people living side by side with a garrison of “Scarlets” and keeping the Gray Reaper supplied with provisions until we showed up.

Chevalier de Latour continued:

“And these people are prepared to fight for their home to the last drop of blood! But alas, the fight is not an even one. We won’t be able to win it without allies.”

“Bergonia has an ally,” I said as I took a little sip from my glass. “Vestonia.”

Henri swirled the brandy in his glass a few times as he stared pensively down into the crystalline-brown liquid. Then he looked up again. His eyes were riveted on mine. His expression was full of profound sadness.

“Bergonia?” He repeated. There were notes of irony and disappointment in his voice. “Is there such a country anymore? The royal house has been destroyed. All its direct heirs are dead. Heh... As far as I understand, you yourself had a hand in the death of one of the King’s closest relatives.”

Noticing the change in my expression, the chevalier raised a hand slightly.

“I know that was a fair fight... And I’ll say this as well: I knew the Count de Mornay personally, and I considered him an insufferably arrogant scumbag. Nevertheless, the fact remains... The Kings of Vestonia and Atalia are trying to divide this land between them. Despite the fact that the former is practically a walking corpse, while the latter is a puppet in the hands of the grand master of an order of fanatical murderers.”

He took a sip from his glass and continued:

“Your country will descend into chaos the moment Carl III dies. His sons will mobilize their supporters among the wealthy and influential and start a battle for the throne. And I haven’t even mentioned the Atalians yet. It’s not hard to guess where the Golden Lion will lead his legions once he’s dealt with the Marshal de Clairmont.”

“You’re very well-informed,” I laughed.

“No more so that your legionaries,” Henri replied with a chuckle. “Walk up to any campfire during lunch or dinner and you’ll hear all about what’s happening in the outside world.”

He was right, of course — none of what he was telling me was a secret anymore.

“And what are our valiant legionaries talking about these days?” I asked as I topped off our glasses.

Chevalier de Latour smiled happily.

“You, for the most part. And they’re not just talking — they’re singing.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose in silence. Chevalier de Latour immediately dropped his smile, leaned in a little bit, and then continued in a much more serious tone:

“You know what it all reminds me of, hearing their talk and their songs?”

“What?” I raised an eyebrow.

“A ship,” replied Henri confidently.

“A ship?” I repeated.

“Yes — a ship,” he nodded. “A small but very sturdy ship, one that’s been through several storms with only minimal loss. All thanks to its captain, who despite his youth is as capable as any grizzled old sea dog in the world. Hm... Although in this case, perhaps a fox is a more accurate comparison. A cunning, experienced fox who can smell a trick coming a mile away. One who the Goddess of Fortune seems to smile on...”

Without breaking eye contact, Henri leaned back into his chair and continued:

“Your people believe in you, Your Lordship. They trust that you’ll get them through whatever storm might come up, even if it’s a hurricane. But that’s not all. They also associate you with their own wellbeing. I mean, the sharing of spoils after two battles has made a cardinal difference for many of them already. If things continue at this rate, even the most pathetic shirker in the “Last Chances” will come back a rich man. Do you know that your people are not only no longer afraid of the “Scarlets,” but are actually impatient to meet them in the field? They’re already adding up the spoils they’ll be taking from the red cloaks in their minds.”

“It would be quite rash indeed to think of the Gray Reaper and his people as easy spoils,” I replied. “You should instruct your commanders to explain things to their subordinates a little more frankly. My intuition is telling me that Alberto di Lanzi definitely has something unpleasant in store for us.”

“Might it be, Your Lordship, that YOUR understanding of the situation is a little flawed?” Chevalier de Latour asked wryly. “It doesn’t look like Master di Lanzi is intending to retreat. Is that not proof that the spy you found failed to get word to his master in time? You said yourself that you intercepted his message.”

“Impossible,” I shook my head. “Master di Lanzi is clearly aware that Cesare lost this city. He’s decided to bring three cohorts against a city that’s defended by almost 4,500 soldiers, and I don’t think he’s the type of overconfident idiot who might do that without good reason to believe he can succeed.”

“Maybe he’s trying to lure you out by slowing down?” Henri asked.

“No,” I shook my head. “All his actions seem to indicate that he’s waiting for something... We’ll find out very soon, whatever the case. That’s why I’ve been insisting on thorough preparations for a long siege from the very beginning.”

Of course, I wasn’t about to tell him that I had sent Vaira and Ignia toward the Gray Foothills ten days before. It was there, according to Cesare di Nobile, that a 7,000-strong force was positioned to block the remnants of the Bergonian army and the Vestonian legion. Five of the cohorts in that force were red cloaks.

Cesare didn’t seem to know if Master di Lanzi had a direct line of communication to the commander of those cohorts, but it seemed a very safe bet to assume that he did. Add the reasonable assumption that the Gray Reaper was slowing down because he wanted to wait for reinforcements from the Gray Foothills, and the whole mosaic fell into place. I just had to wait for my assistants to return.

If the Efirel had gone out on her own, she could have taken care of everything much more quickly, but I wasn’t going to risk sending her out alone. I knew I would feel a lot better knowing the fayret was with her. The fire fairy had grown quite a bit stronger in recent weeks, although her development had previously been slower than that of her sisters.

“You think the Gray Reaper with his thousand men will be able to defeat a force four times his size?” Henri asked, his tone suggesting disbelief.

“I don’t believe in fortune-telling with toad skins or anything of the kind — I can’t predict the future,” I replied. “But I know very well that a thousand red cloaks is a force that should never be underestimated. A situation like this means that we have to make every soldier count. You just mentioned the Golden Lion... You know where I think he’s going to bring his legions once he’s done with Marshal de Clairmont? Before heading for Vestonia, Ricardo di Lorenzo is going to march them along the old Imperial track. He’s going to kick the Vestonians and Bergonians out of the Gray Foothills, then he’s definitely going to stop in Gondreville and my Margraviate. I’m sure that you and those who have authorized you to conduct these negotiations are already guessing the same thing.”

“We are indeed,” said Chevalier de Latour drily. “That’s exactly why I’m here right now.”

“I suppose that the city fathers and mothers have some sort of proposal for me?” I asked; then, with a laugh, I added: “Or are you really just feeling your way forward through the swamp, as you mentioned earlier?”

“The latter, most likely,” Henri answered with a smile, before adding: “The city council is interested in your opinion regarding a particular question...”

“You have my full attention.”

“We’d like to know how you’d feel about Gondreville someday being part of your duchy? No, your ears aren’t deceiving you, Your Lordship. Sooner or later, all Margraviates always turn into duchies, and yours will be no exception. I’d like to add that we haven’t seen someone like you in these parts for a very long time... We have every reason to expect that you’ll succeed in establishing your own duchy...”

To be honest, the question was unexpected and completely ill-timed. According to my plan, I would first have to take control of my new lands and entrench myself in them, so as to be able to launch expeditions into the Shadow, while also figuring out why the hell the “Scarlets” were so interested in my Margraviate. In other words, I would need time to take care of business without sticking my neck out too much. Acquiring new territory was emphatically not part of that stage of the plan.

“As soon as my banners rise above Gondreville’s city hall, and I announce that you’re under my protection, I’ll find that I’ve thereby made enemies of at least ten influential noble houses in Mainland,” I said calmly. “Why would I need such a headache?”

Henri de Latour obviously expected a very different answer, and he hesitated for a moment, but quickly regained his composure.

“You really think you haven’t made powerful enemies already by defeating the Marquis di Spinola and taking Gondreville by storm?” He asked. “Besides, your banners are already hanging from our walls.”

“That’s different,” I objected. “They’re hanging next to the banners of the Third Legion — His Majesty’s Third Legion, the man who ordered me here in the first place. You’re basically asking me to forsake my King’s banner. I repeat: why would I need such a headache?”

“Land, taxes...” Henri de Latour started to list off the benefits, but I stopped him.

“I’m not interested in that.”

For the time being, at least... But of course I didn’t say that out loud.

“Why not?” He was surprised.

And I could understand why. He had just offered me a whole city, with a population of 5,000 people, and received a flat refusal. Anyone else in my place probably would have been jumping for joy.

“Because you’re asking me to bite off more than I can chew,” I said.

I wasn’t big enough to carry that burden yet. I knew I would get swamped by all their decisions and problems involved and have to completely neglect my own affairs. Besides, I would be sticking my neck out very, very far indeed.

“Well...” Henri frowned. “I’ll inform the council.”

“But that doesn’t mean we can’t help each other as good neighbors should,” I smiled. Chevalier de Latour seemed to cheer up considerably. “Let the elders know that I’ll do everything in my power to get these horrible fanatics off your lands forever. We won’t leave you in the lurch, my friend.”

After I spoke, the shadow lifted a little bit from Henri’s face. I could understand his anxiety, and that of the rest of the city’s leaders. For the time being, the citizens of the town were just happy to be free from the red cloaks, but the leadership needed to start thinking about the future. It seemed that the prospect of having to face off against the “Scarlets” on their own — and particularly against Alberto di Lanzi — was terrifying. For the first time in a long time, a worthy opponent had appeared, one who wasn’t afraid to challenge the Gray Reaper.

After Chevalier de Latour left, I sat in my chair for a little while and thought about what had transpired. Eventually, however, a sudden feeling tore me out of my contemplations; it was the familiar feeling I always got when one of my fairies was nearby.

Vaira and Ignia were back...


Chapter 20

FIVE DAYS HAD PASSED since my fairies returned. And while the news they brought might not have been the happiest, it still made me sigh with relief. The lack of any means of rapid communication, let alone the virtually-instantaneous communication I had been used to in my old life, gave rise to an agonizing feeling of uncertainty. It was hard to plan and prepare for anything when you really didn’t know what you were planning and preparing for.

Thanks to my own foresight and the diligent work of my helpers, however, I finally knew what we would need to be ready to face. A 5,000-strong force was moving toward us from the northeast. A thousand red cloaks, 3,500 Atalian legionaries, and 500 crossbowmen. Besides that, they were bringing several siege engines with them.

If the information that Cesare di Nobile had so obligingly shared with me was correct, the army blocking the Gray Foothills didn’t have any avants with it — just six powerful mediuses and something like ten experts.

I gave the fairies a clear order right from the start: if they spotted an enemy army, they were not to get anywhere near it under any circumstances. They should just get a rough estimate of the number of soldiers from a distance and come back to me. Because if the “Scarlet” knights had soulcatchers with them, my assistants wouldn’t be able to save themselves from the shades. They still weren’t strong enough to stand up to monsters like that... Nonetheless, Vaira managed to sense the presence of five strykers among the red cloaks.

Which, of course, was the reason why Alberto di Lanzi wasn’t in a hurry. He was waiting for reinforcements.

That very night, I called an emergency session of our council of war and informed them that another force was headed our way. I’ll be honest — the calm reaction I received when I shared this news was a little bit of a surprise to me. Even the city elders reacted calmly. Only when I saw how all the commanders were looking at me after I finished speaking did I finally realize who I really was in the eyes of all these people.

Previously, in my old life, I only really had three people I was close to: Vadoma, who raised me, Mamoru Yamada, who first laid a sword in my hands, and Thais, who became like a sister to me. I had always been a loner. In this new life, however, my circle was growing by the day. Besides them, there were thousands of people I didn’t really know at all who had nevertheless placed their trust in me, and whose lives would depend directly on my decisions.

Of course, I couldn’t really call all these people close friends yet, but I understood that this was the way that people in ancient times had chosen the first leaders and formed themselves into a support system that that leader would later be able to rely on in times of need.

To be honest, I had never expected things to take such a turn. I had a plan from the start: to live out my last life in as much comfort as I possibly could. Sure, the realities on the ground forced me to take some risks right from the start, but now things were on a whole new level. The more I advanced, the deeper I was wading into this military conflict, a conflict I would have liked to avoid participating in at all.

Recently, moreover, I was in the public eye pretty much constantly. Sometimes, that was a deliberate choice on my part. But the situation was changing rapidly. It was like someone had made a little snowball and sent it rolling down the side of a mountain. Gradually, the little snowball started to turn into a massive snow boulder. Within a few months, I turned from the commander of a small mercenary force into a full-fledged military leader, whose force surpassed a full-strength legion in size.

And that was a huge shift in status, especially in this new world. The last rung on this particular ladder would be turning myself into an independent political leader. After all, I knew very well how such people usually ended up.

The original plan was to slowly but surely bring my goals to fruition — the goals I had conceived and modified as I began getting acquainted with this new world. But the plan was constantly changing and acquiring more and more details, like a bare skeleton gradually growing flesh and skin.

The higher I rose on the reputational ladder, the more previously-unseen details began to crop up in my path. For example: it turned out that evading, or flat-out refusing, to join a mages’ guild simply wasn’t an option. The King himself had recommended I do so, and quickly. True, this requirement was deferred thanks to my special mission, but sooner or later the question would come up again, and I would have to face it.

Besides, I would need legitimacy for my future “Shadow” business in my Margraviate, as well as for the enterprise I was building in Toulon with my associates there. And I didn’t want competition from the Amber Guild on my land.

All of this led me to the idea of creating my own magic guild, which would practice all the sub-disciplines of magic in an absolutely above-board, legally-sanctioned fashion. Artifacts, potions, training for strykers and healers — the prospects were simply breathtaking.

The Margraviate de Valier was absolutely perfect for it. A quiet place. Far from the capital and the King, as well as the other guilds. I had already taken some concrete steps.

For example, I assigned the nisse to start collecting information about all the true gifted and first-born who might be open to the idea of migrating to my Margraviate.

I didn’t forget the Shadow mages, either. Prior to setting off on campaign, I sent Monsieur Dormal to Abbeville with a message for Ursula Hoog, the owner of the weapons shop where I had first laid eyes on a set of stryker armor.

I wasn’t counting on a favorable reply to my proposition that she first move to the capital, then to my Margraviate once the conditions were right. As I recall, our first and only meeting up to that point (not counting her presence in the audience at my duel with the long-nosed Viscount) had ended on a less-than-positive note.

But Ursula Hoog surprised me — she agreed to move to Herouxville as soon as possible, together with her entire laboratory. So that was where my little flotilla headed, under the protection of Erika Bern, who also had instructions to stop in at Sardent on the way to check in with Tomcat and sell anything they could get a decent profit for while they were at it.

By the way, Monsieur Robert also accepted my invitation to join up with Monsieur Dormal’s party and move to Herouxville. This was the doctor who had sold Bertrand the potion made of red brut powder, who had shown himself brave enough to step into an argument on my valet’s behalf. With my support, he opened a healer’s practice in the rapidly-transforming merchants’ district, where he was soon busy taking care of a certain very important task for me. In my turn, I made sure he had a good supply of healing potions before I left the city.

In the future, my magic guild would gradually transform into the most powerful, most influential corporation on the continent. The key word, however, was “gradually.” At the moment, I knew I still wasn’t strong enough to compete with the powers-that-be. True, that definitely didn’t mean I planned to plop down onto my bed and twiddle my thumbs instead. Given that I had already waded knee-deep into this cesspool, I intended to get out of it by any means necessary. And ideally make a profit at the same time...

The news that a force of Atalians was heading to reinforce the Gray Reaper spread like wildfire through the city. But the people of Gondreville, seeing that we weren’t planning to take off and leave them to their fate, just redoubled their efforts to prepare for a siege.

I had spent the preceding five days combing the city from top to bottom. I checked every little nook and cranny, every little dark corner of every little room. Not a single hour passed where someone didn’t come running to ask me for something. That very evening, the hejdelf had come by with my fairies to remind me that it was time for a ritual.

It turned out that every ten years, the true gifted and first-born of this world would celebrate the beginning of a so-called “new cycle.” And it just so happened that a ritual to mark this event was required that night.

The nisse had already been talking my ear off about the ritual for some time. Saying that it was one of the most important nights in the life of any true gifted or first-born. She said it was the time when the most powerful of the gifted could sense the Power of this world. Basically, in all the hubbub and preparation for the siege, I had completely forgotten about it. But the hejdelf and fairies reminded me in time.

Once night fell, I would have to venture into the old woods at the foot of the mountain. Lorin warned me that every true gifted and first-born had to make it to their destination without any help, relying solely on their own senses.

His words sounded strange to me, right up until the moment when, late in the evening, I suddenly felt my inner fox awaken...

* * *

I walked out of the city under cover of darkness, headed toward the rapidly-blackening forest in the distance. As I walked toward the foot of the mountain, I had the distinct sensation that I wasn’t walking alone. At a considerable distance all around me, neither approaching nor moving away, were several dozen other creatures.

Finally, I reached a clearing...

The twilight darkness merged with the inky gloom of the forest, and every rustle and smell, all combined to create a picture that was simply invisible to the eye of a normal human. As a spellsword, in tune with my fox nature, I could see this enigmatic world, where every blade of grass and every leaf came to life in the light of the nearest stars. At the foot of a nameless mountain, where ancient forces slept, this centuries-old forest was shrouded in secrecy. And it was precisely at this time of year when life began to take on special colors.

For a moment, it seemed to me that I had gone back in time, to a prehistoric era. That’s how intense the sense of ancientness was in that forest, on that mountain.

The smell of the summer night was intensely saturated. The astringent smell of pitch from the pines, the earthy aroma of the ground cooling after a hot day under the sun, mixed in with the subtler smells of nighttime flowers and grasses. The bouquet was completed by the sense of witchery and secrecy that only the chosen could really access.

My vulpine sense of smell allowed me to catch every little note in the whole wild symphony and break down the aromas into their component parts. I could read them like ancient runes.

The sounds of the forest at night were a whole universe unto themselves. Rustling leaves, barely audible but nevertheless all-encompassing, created the sensation of invisible beings walking alongside me. A far-off, many-voice howl from a pack of wolves, piercing and agitating, tinged the air with expectation of unknown things to come. An owl, mistress of the night sky, hooted nearby, which added to the mystique of the scene. My ears were catching every sound, decoding them like messages from the forest itself.

The physical sensations were enhanced by my uninterrupted connection with the forest. The humidity in the cool, refreshing night air penetrated my clothes as if it were the night’s own fingers. The path beneath my feet, known only to the forest’s resident animals, led me through a thicket, leaving the sensations of grass and branches brushing against my skin — guides in this primordial world. Climbing the mountain slope gave me a feeling of freedom and power. My fox’s eye cut through the darkness and caught everything around me, while my animal nature filled me to the brim, suppressing the human in me and allowing the predator to awaken.

These sensations brought me back to the distant past. Back to when I was still a little kid, and Vadoma was teaching me to control my inner Fox.

This night was truly special. I perceived it through the prism of my unique abilities, and every step along the animals’ trail, every breath of aromatic, astringent air was filled with deep meaning that connected me to the nature around me. I had never experienced anything like it.

I was a person from another world, a stranger, but I suddenly realized that I had always been a part of this forest, its secret guardian and a son of this planet, led by my inner animal and filled with the ancient wisdom that floated through the boughs of the gigantic trees at the foot of this nameless mountain.

This night was truly unlike other nights. The true gifted and first-born called it the “Night of the Reborn Moon.” The stars were aligned into ancient patterns that presaged rebirth and renewal. The world’s energy became so dense that the air was positively shaking with the anticipation of changes to come, and the earth itself seemed to be alive and ready for awakening.

With every step along this path that was known only to the initiated, I could sense my body filling with strength. The moonlight seemed brighter as it pierced through the trees; every drop of dew on the grass and leaves looked like a little diamond, reflecting the vastness of the sky in its miniature facets.

The deeper I went into the forest, the taller the trees seemed to be. Their roots and leaves seemed to be whispering secrets to me in some ancient tongue. Slowly, the sounds of the night forest turned into a symphony. I could hear resounding percussion and an even, many-throated chorus of animals. They sang a hymn to the new beginning. I sped up, driven onward by the feeling that a miracle was about to happen.

I knew that this night would require every ounce of concentration I could bring to bear. Every last drop of my strength. The full power of an auring.

My pockets were full of bruts — the biggest ones of every color. That was just in case I ended up depleting my internal reservoir.

I would meet the first rays of the rising sun at the top of the mountain, where earth and heaven met, and bear witness to the exact moment when the new cycle started. The nisse told me that that was the time when the ancient forces renewed their sacredness, and the mighty spirits of the forests and mountains pronounced their blessings. For the first time in several centuries, this part of the world would see a ritual of mass transfiguration take place.

I climbed higher and higher, feeling the living rock beneath my feet like an ancient fortress. This was no longer the same animal track; it was a staircase hewn from raw stone by some unknown master. My fox nature faded into the background. I was being led on by my new Power.

With every step, the drumbeat and the many-voiced chorus grew louder and louder. Finally, I passed the invisible barrier that divided darkness from light and found myself on a wide, round plaza, paved with stones, with a gigantic bonfire roaring in its center. All around it, true gifted whirled and flitted past in an indescribable dance. There were several hundred of them, maybe more. Young and old, male and female, most of them either shapeshifters or Glenns.

The massive, centuries-old oaks surrounding the plaza raised their branches to the sky like muscular, sinewy old men stretching their arms out to the stars. Tongues of flame rippled into the air to dispel the darkness in a sort of primordial dance, as if trying to flit their way into the darkest and most distant corners of the forest. They threw quivering shadows against the wall of living trees.

The figures flitting past between me and the fire — sometimes human, sometimes animal — blurred smoothly from one into another to the beat of the ancient rhythm. Their movements were full of passion and savagery, reflecting the fusion of their ancient natures with that of the natural world around them. They were spinning, sometimes blurring into the flames, sometimes moving away from them in a whirlwind of shadow and light, seemingly the incarnation of the balance between darkness and light, between humanity and animalism.

There was no room for fear, no room for doubt. Every step, every jump was full of power and confidence in that power. The sounds of the night forest flowed together with their grunts and howls to create a magical symphony of nature in all its savage beauty. The fire seemed to be alive and reacting to every movement; sometimes it would flash brighter, sometimes it seemed about to go out entirely, every change in unison with the creatures around it. Their souls seemed every bit as ancient as the fire itself.

The dance of the true gifted around the fire wasn’t just a ritual, though — it was an awakening, the rebirth of their true nature, a celebration of freedom and the power given to them by this night. In the midst of this whirlpool of flames and shadows, everyone found a connection to the ancient forces that had ruled the world long before the dawn of humanity. It was a reminder that in the depths of their hearts there was something that could never be subdued.

It was what I felt, too, when I realized that at some point I had joined the ranks of these dancers...

And then the dance stopped. The drums fell silent. Slowly, all the true gifted stepped aside to form a circle, with me at its center.

A gigantic black wolf was first to step out from the ranks of the shapeshifters. Despite the fact that he was in his beast form, I recognized him immediately. It was Jean-Claude de Bacri, the leader of the mountain men.

His fur was a deep black color, thick and glossy like thick pitch. A yellow, animalistic light shone in his eyes, reflecting the light of the fire. Every step he took showed a confidence and strength that could only be imparted to a creature like this, born from the very depths of the natural world. The dense knots of muscle under his hide moved with the surprising grace of a formidable predator. Saliva was dripping from his long fangs, and the dagger-sized claws on his hind legs left shallow scratches in the stone as he walked.

The scene was silent as the majestic beast approached me, as if the forest itself was holding its breath in anticipation of a climactic moment.

The werewolf bent his head in a gesture of respect, a recognition of my primacy in this natural world. Our eyes met. I could see more than just power in the werewolf’s eyes — there was also a silent request. I understood him without words. He was asking me whether I would accept him into my pack.

With demonstrative slowness, I stretched my right hand out in front of me and laid it on the werewolf’s head. A moment later, a small mass of energy from my energy system flowed down into the beast. As it did so, I could feel that the transformative effect was more powerful this time.

The true gifted watched the whole scene with eyes wide open. And when the werewolf sensed my energy flowing into him, thereby connecting his fate with mine, the unexpectedness of it all made him fall to the ground. A sigh suddenly rippled through the ranks of the onlookers.

Meanwhile, the gigantic wolf shook his huge head, got back up onto all four paws, and looked at me. I could see disbelief and awe in his eyes. And I could see the reason for them, too. His entire energy structure was literally seething — it was positively overflowing with energy.

A second later, the werewolf raised his mighty head to the sky and let out a long, loud howl. The other shapeshifters joined in.

From there, everything happened as if in a dream. One by one, the true gifted approached me, and each received a small portion of my power. Besides shapeshifters, all the Glenns from the Mertonian unit were there as well. Hilaire Reese was one of them; eventually, his turn came, and he knelt down before me and received some of my mana too. As did the hejdelf.

Last in line was a massive snow leopard. The giant white cat lowered its head obediently in front of me.

“Are you sure?” I asked her.

All I got for an answer was a low, confident growl.

* * *

Toward midday, I was standing on the eastern wall, watching a large company of mountain men moving toward the forest that loomed dark at the foot of the mountain.

“Are the werewolves leaving?” Leo von Grimm asked from where he stood beside me.

“Leaving?” I asked with a chuckle. “No, Leo. Baron de Bacri is going to remind the red cloaks who this land belongs to.”


Chapter 21

ABOUT A WEEK AND A HALF LATER, I was standing in the same spot, looking out as the enemy’s force finally made its appearance.

The sun was at its zenith. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Just a cool, pleasant breeze blowing in from the mountains that gave us reason to hope we wouldn’t roast alive under the sun as we stood there in our armor.

Almost all the members of our council of war were standing next to me on the walls. They were also watching Master di Lanzi’s cohorts merge with the reinforcements that had just arrived from the Gray Foothills.

“The Reaper’s army looks pretty battered,” said Gaston Laforte happily; at this, everybody present shot a sidelong smile at the leader of the Mertonians, who was standing right next to me.

Hilaire Reese and his Glenns had spent the preceding few days in the forest that Alberto di Lanzi and his army were marching through. To be frank, I would have hated to find myself in the Gray Reaper’s shoes. The Glenns — for whom the forest was as familiar as their childhood homes — split up into small groups and proceeded to wreak havoc on the marching army, day and night, for several days on end.

The army that had come from the Gray Foothills had received similarly rough treatment. Baron de Bacri and his shapeshifters made them pay dearly for their passage to Gondreville.

As a result, our enemies arrived without their siege engines and wagon train, and missing a good number of the men they had originally set out with. Aelira, who was with the werewolves the whole time and participated in their attacks on the enemy column, had returned the previous evening and told us that the shapeshifters’ night attacks had seriously shaken the morale of the Atalians. Especially their rank and file.

Besides that, they managed to carry out my special order as well: they took one of the Atalian officers prisoner. Aelira brought the man back with her, and he certainly had a lot of interesting things to say.

That was how we learned about the Battle of Samoeun Valley, where Marshal de Clairmont’s army fell into the Golden Lion’s trap and suffered a crushing defeat; about the Duke de Clairmont’s retreat east with the remainder of his forces and the encirclement that was still holding them in place; and about the rumors that the Marshal of Vestonia himself was severely wounded.

When I asked why the commander of the 7,000-strong Atalian force had been ordered to move from his assigned position blocking the remnants of the Bergonian and Vestonian armies from entering the Gray Foothills (and thereby weaken his the enemy covering force significantly), he replied that he was just a lieutenant, and he wasn’t informed about the Order’s internal affairs or those of the Count de Busco, his direct superior. The only thing he knew for certain was that Master Roberto di Mauri of the “Scarlets” had been ordered by Alberto di Lanzi to move on our position with all possible haste. And since the Gray Reaper was feared not only by his enemies, but even by his own allies, nobody dared even to think of questioning his order.

Besides, as far as I could gather from what the captive lieutenant said, the Atalians in the Gray Foothills had a very convenient position indeed. 2,000 soldiers would be enough to hold it, at least temporarily. Especially since half of them were “Scarlet” knights.

The lieutenant and I talked about a lot of other interesting things as well. Like Cesare, he was extremely frank with his “new best friend.” Basically, the Atalians were already confident of victory. They were already anticipating a quick march into Vestonia. Already dreaming of the riches that awaited them. The news that a little Vestonian unit of criminals, islanders, and mercenaries was dismissed as no more than a little fly in the ointment. None of the Atalians took us seriously at all before they set off on campaign.

But that all changed during their march. Once their columns started getting attacked by huge monsters night after night. First they lost contact with their wagon train. Then, one night, all their siege equipment simply burst into flames. Soldiers who went out to hunt or gather firewood in the underbrush stopped coming back. The forward units, charged with scouting and commanded by the Atalian legionary captain, Viscount di Revel, also disappeared without a trace. Actually, from the Atalian point of view, so had this very lieutenant who was sitting under guard in the city jail...

In the end, it became clear that a long siege wouldn’t be in the Gray Reaper’s interest at all. Most likely, he would try to move quickly and aggressively, with minimal concern for his losses. I knew we would have to prod him further down that course of action... Over the previous few weeks, I had realized just how cold-blooded and calculating my new opponent was.

While my comrades were exchanging animated quips about the sorry state of the Atalian force, I took a look around at our walls and the space outside them.

After we learned that another force was coming toward us, we hurriedly broke up our military camp. All the defensive fortifications were taken down, to prevent the enemy from making use of them. All that remained in the open space where our tents had once been were the latrines. I had the trophy horses led away to the south, far from the site of the battle to come. Admittedly, we kept the best chargers for ourselves in the city stables. Some of them would have been worth a pretty penny if we had been of a mind to sell them. Lorin and I selected them personally. We didn’t want to risk anything happening to them.

Besides that, the hejdelf had another special task. After we announced that we would be purchasing provisions and livestock at a good price, the rural population started to trickle into Gondreville. Loring, who had recruited assistants for himself from among the true gifted (beings who could communicate with animals like he could), had spent the preceding days checking all the animals for disease as villagers from all the surrounding towns led or carted their animals into Gondreville for potential sale. I was hoping that this would prevent epidemics among the livestock. I really didn’t want to end up under siege and short of provisions.

As I stood on the wall, I analyzed the situation and tried to think what else we might do and came to the conclusion that in the very short breathing space our enemies were giving us, we had managed to do a whole hell of a lot.

First and foremost, I met with the heads of all the local construction contractors for an inspection of the walls, gates, and bastions in order to find the most vulnerable spots. I ordered emergency repairs made to these spots to reduce the likelihood of any unpleasant surprises.

I tasked Samuel Kroner, as the most experienced commander in our force, with preparing the city militia for the street fighting that seemed sure to come. I have to say — even for a man who was the captain of one of the best cohorts in the Third Legion, he got to work with unfeigned enthusiasm and maintained a furious pace.

Kroner also formed several units that patrolled Gondreville day and night. All the wells were taken under immediate and strict control, as were all buildings we commandeered as warehouses.

Gaston Laforte lent me the sharpest men in his cohort, whose assignment was to “walk the streets and hang out in the taverns;” the real goal, of course, was to keep a close eye on what the locals were saying and doing. To identify any provocateurs or saboteurs. Who knows, I thought? Maybe Jacques Sarreaux wasn’t the only agent the Order placed in the city. Sure, the Gondrevillois despised the “Scarlets” with every fiber of their being, but how could we know that there weren’t at least a few people who lived well under the Atalians? To be honest, I didn’t really care about what people thought — my priority was simply to prevent any sort of stab in the back. Once we fought off the Gray Reaper and went on our way, Gondreville could get on with life in whatever way it saw fit.

Lada and Kaylinn Brinn were assigned a big building right next to city hall, which they turned into a hospital. The local healers and medicine people from among the mountain men came to join them, as did anybody who had a working knowledge of first aid. They were formed into several teams tasked with ferrying the wounded to the hospital as soon as the fighting started. They also started preparing supplies for dressing wounds, cleaning, and sanitizing equipment, all under Lada’s watchful eye.

Besides my usual practice of employing local children as messengers (who, after all, knew their city like the back of their hands), I also organized “flying columns” to ensure rapid communication between the units defending the city. These people were also responsible for delivering arrows, food, and medicine to the soldiers on the walls and barricades. And there were a lot of other things to organize, too...

Long story short, as a man who had never before taken part in preparing a city for a lengthy siege, I tried to work on as many levels as I could simultaneously, relying primarily on my comrades-in-arms and their experience while at the same time paying due attention to my own intuition.

Besides such practical considerations as supplies for the defense, medicines, logistics, weapons, and stocks of food and water, morale was also of the utmost importance.

The people who trusted me had to see me every day, and I had to be calm, collected, and totally confident when they did. This was true not only for the members of our council of war, but also for the people who raced huffing and puffing through the streets, carrying out my orders day and night.

Even if a question came up that I didn’t have the faintest idea how to answer, I couldn’t let a flicker of doubt appear in my eyes, my voice, or my expression, even for a moment. As they say, appearance is everything — I knew I had to maintain a confident demeanor even if I felt like I had no idea what I was doing.

To be fair, though, things never got quite that bad. I simply knew how to listen to my people. First and foremost, I always let people speak their minds about whatever questions we were discussing at a given time. When deciding particularly complex matters, I would always invite specialists to give their opinions, be they builders, smiths, or whoever else. I would discuss things with them, as well as with my inner circle, which earned me even more respect than before. And only after all that would I make a final decision and order the necessary arrangements to be made. When this kind of thing happened at our council meetings, I would often catch Chevalier de Latour looking at me; it seemed he still hadn’t given up on the idea of convincing me to raise my own personal banner above Gondreville...

I went to check on the north gates. When I arrived, Kurt von Hartha was there with some of his people, while Georg von Linz with his quintet of subordinates was guarding the east gates. Basically, I entrusted the task of holding the gates entirely to the “Savages.” It seemed perfectly possible that the “Scarlets” might try something similar to what we ourselves had done when we took the city. So I felt a lot more comfortable knowing that there were strykers atop the walls.

My train of thought was interrupted by Viscount de Leval’s voice. He was still weak, but he was already on his feet, in his armor, and standing with us on the walls. I couldn’t forbid him to do so; besides, I didn’t have the authority to give him orders anyway. Even Lada couldn’t dissuade the Viscount.

“It seems like they want to talk,” he said, pointing toward a group of riders that was slowly approaching the city walls.

At the head of the group of maybe a dozen soldiers rode a tall man in dull stryker armor, such a dark shade of gray that it appeared almost black. A scarlet cloak flapping in the wind behind him made him look from time to time like he was engulfed in flames. The warrior trotting along immediately behind him held a yellow banner in his hands, bearing two crossed sickle-shaped swords. Alberto di Lanzi himself had come to negotiate. I have to say — the rumors about his power were true. I had never yet seen such a well-developed energy system in a stryker before. It occurred to me immediately that even Sigurd probably wouldn’t be able to defeat such a powerful avant.

To the Reaper’s right, wearing stryker armor that was made of bone, rode a man who I surmised was probably Master di Mauri. His energy system was a little less complex. He was a medius. And one whose development as a combat mage had obviously stopped somewhere short of average.

To Master di Lanzi’s left, riding a chestnut horse, was a warrior wearing normal-looking armor. The squire behind him carried a banner with two red bears on it, both standing on their hind legs. This was the commander of the Atalian Legions, the Viscount di Revel; the lieutenant we had taken captive had described his sigil to me. Unlike his companions, who were staring haughtily and derisively at the city walls in front of them, the Viscount looked gloomy and irritated. And I could understand why! His little walk with the werewolves had taken a heavy toll on him and his men.

Once he had approached close enough to be heard, the Gray Reaper stopped his horse, and with a stern expression he began to speak:

“I am Alberto di Lanzi, Grand Master of the Order of the Scarlet Shield. I speak to the city council of Gondreville! I stand here today as the instrument of our just and Eternal God! We have come not to destroy, but to restore the order that was disrupted by the traitors among you! We demand that the city council open the gates and allow us to complete our mission and punish those who have dared to challenge our laws!”

As I listened to the master’s intimidating speech, I examined his face attentively. Apparently, years of service to a cruel and frightening demon had left an irreversible mark on him.

The Reaper’s face appeared to have been chiseled from stone; it looked like a death mask. His cold, dead eyes were filled only with the darkness that he served.

His powerful voice sounded utterly pitiless — the kind that could freeze the blood in one’s veins.

Seated atop his jet-black horse, Alberto di Lanzi looked even more imposing and unapproachable. His posture was stiff and powerful, as if he were sitting on a throne made from the bones of his enemies rather than a saddle.

“Our warriors are elite!” He thundered on. “An elite trained to withstand any threat and defend the people from any who would sow chaos and destruction among them! We do not wish to spill innocent blood, and every resident of this city who stands on the side of law and order may count on receiving our protection!”

I could feel the tension hanging over our fortress and its walls. The Gray Reaper’s speech was audible to everyone: our legionaries, the Mertonians, the mountaineers, even the citizens. I don’t know what Master di Lanzi was expecting, but I could sense the overwhelming visceral hatred this populace felt for him.

Meanwhile, the Reaper moved on to threats:

“Let everyone who decides to resist or shelter the guilty be aware that not one of them will escape our punishing sword! Make the right choice — open the gates! Remember that every moment of indecision will only exacerbate the position of those who already stand on the razor’s edge! And further! I demand that you release all our brothers without delay!”

With that, the master was finally finished. A heavy silence hung in the air, but I broke it very quickly. True, I broke it not by addressing not Alberto di Lanzi, but Viscount di Revel, which came as a considerable surprise to everyone present. The expression on the face of this captain of the Atalian legionaries seemed to grow more stretched and pale with every word I uttered.

“Viscount!” I shouted to him. “I’m Maximillian Renard, Margrave de Valier! May I ask you a question? I’m curious to know something: why is a nobleman, from a house as ancient and well-respected as that to which the Counts di Revel no doubt belong, spending time in the company of a horde of fanatical marauders?”

My words rang out loudly in the clear, sunny air. Meanwhile, without giving the Atalians time to think, I continued loudly enough for all our people to hear me:

“Surely a man of honor such as yourself must be disgusted at the very sight of such scavengers and murderers of innocent women and children? Their hands are caked in innocent blood! With the pretext of service to their god, they rob Bergonians and even your own countrymen with impunity!”

I grimaced with disdain.

“The funniest thing about it is that after all their filthy deeds, they have the gall to refer to themselves as knights! Viscount — is this the state of chivalry in your homeland? Am I to understand that one can become a knight simply by slaughtering a few dozen infants and tearing out their mothers’ hearts? Viscount! Why are you silent?! Oh! I think I understand! You’re simply afraid of these scoundrels! In vain, Viscount — in vain! Surely, during the course of your march, you’ve had a chance to realize that they’re not the ones to be feared in these parts! These glorious so-called knights have led you and your people into a trap! My advice to you is to run while you still can! You can still save yourself, but these vermin cannot! They crossed that line long ago! They are already dead men — they simply don’t know it! As are all their so-called brothers, whose corpses are decomposing in these latrines even as we speak! They were judged against the laws of this world, found guilty, and punished, like the disgusting marauders and murderers they are!”

As I shouted that last sentence, it was almost drowned out by a full-throated, unanimous roar from my companions around me. The powerful blast of sound reminded me of a huge wave crashing on the shore.

I could see fire in the eyes of the defenders on the wall. They were ready to defend their city to the last drop of blood.

The Gray Reaper, who was most likely used to a very different reaction when he appeared, probably expected to see fear in our people’s eyes, but all he saw was implacable, defiant unity.

Alberto di Lanzi’s dead eyes were still boring into me, but on the outside he actually appeared quite calm. He seemed not to notice what was happening on our walls. Only his clenched jaw and the twitching of his cheek muscles hinted at the fact that my words had infuriated him beyond measure.

The second master, by contrast, could have learned a thing or two from his chief’s cool-headedness. His face was contorted with rage. Viscount di Revel, on the other hand, was white as a sheet. I could see nothing but mistrust and bewilderment in his wide-open eyes. It seemed that this might be the first time he had ever heard someone dare to talk about the “Scarlets” this way, especially in the presence of one of the Order’s most powerful and dangerous members.

With a light jerk on his reins, Alberto di Lanzi turned his horse around and trotted back toward his army. Our eyes met once more as he did so. The Gray Reaper looked at me like an executioner who was about to carry out the sentence...


Chapter 22

AFTER OUR LITTLE EXCHANGE of monologues, Alberto di Lanzi returned to his force and commenced with a flurry of activity. I was actually very curious to see what he was going to try, given the unfolding situation. Sometimes, I caught myself thinking that this was all a lot like a game of chess, where each player moved their pieces about in preparation for the decisive blow.

And, to continue with that metaphor, things were looking a lot better from my side of the board than his. As I prepared the city for its defense, I didn’t forget about attacking, either. The Glenns and shapeshifters did their work well. Even as they arrived, the enemy was already missing most of their provisions and all of their siege equipment.

Continuing the chess analogy, I had made my move, and it was one that essentially stopped the clock on my side of the board. Time froze for me, but my opponent’s timer was still counting down as fast as ever.

I was forcing Alberto di Lanzi to hurry up and start moving his pieces around. After all, time was flying by quickly, along with the meager supplies that still remained to the Atalians. But having to rush always increases the likelihood of making mistakes...

In our councils of war, the potential moves the Gray Reaper might make were a frequent topic of discussion; eventually, everybody agreed that he would probably concentrate his forces for a decisive blow in a single place. The most vulnerable place...

Given that the “Scarlets” had already successfully stormed Gondreville once, Alberto di Lanzi knew exactly which part of the walls had taken the worst beating. Specifically, it was the north gates. The “Scarlets” and their ballistae had done a lot of damage to them.

Cesare di Nobile had, of course, done his best to repair the damage during his time as commander of the garrison, but as sometimes happens, the results left something to be desired, and the work wasn’t completed.

It seemed highly likely that, thanks to his informer, Master di Lanzi was already well aware of exactly how his subordinate had performed in his task of repairing the fortifications. This was confirmed for us when the Atalian force moved immediately to focus their attention on attacking from the north.

All my comrades took their positions, but I decided to watch the Atalians for a little while. So as to avoid attracting any unwanted attention to myself, I climbed up to the roof of the eastern bastion and activated invisibility.

Vaira soon swooped in and perched next to me. The wind was blowing from the direction of the enemy camp, so the efirel could catch occasional snippets of the sounds coming from their ranks.

As I watched them busily getting to work, I smiled knowingly to myself. Alberto di Lanzi was seated on his horse in front of the camp that the legionaries and red cloaks had hastily thrown together, addressing his men loudly.

His attempt to undermine the defenders’ morale had clearly failed, so apparently he was trying to compensate for this with a speech to his subordinates. I could only imagine the conversation that awaited Viscount di Revel after everything I had said to him.

“Can you hear what he’s saying?” I asked, although I knew full well that Master di Lanzi was almost certainly filling his soldiers’ ears with some sort of horrible, melodramatic motivational speech.

“Just bits and pieces,” said Vaira as she concentrated, eyes closed. I could see that her aura was partially mixed in with the energy currents around her. “He’s talking about their duty to their homeland and the King... Their sacrifice will not be in vain...”

Well, I thought — that’s what I expected.

“Talking about the deeds of their fathers and grandfathers,” continued Vaira. “About the victories of the past and the importance of the task ahead... Promising honor and glory if they take this rebellious city...”

The efirel snorted and quipped in a derisive voice:

“ Pff... Humans....”

Judging by the fact that there were two priests walking around the ranks of the assembled legionaries with their arms extended into the air, there was probably some religious pumping-up going on as well. Heh, I thought... I’ve sure seen this kind of thing before...

I’ll have to get rid of these two first...

Finally, Master di Lanzi stopped talking. His host raised their weapons to the sky and let out a martial shout. To me, however, it didn’t seem like the Atalian legionaries were especially enthused in doing so (unlike the red cloaks alongside them). And that was understandable. They probably wanted nothing more than to fill their bellies after a long march, and take a few big gulps of wine to help with the stress before collapsing into a bed and sleeping for at least the next few days.

After the Gray Reaper’s speech, the Atalian camp turned into a veritable anthill of furious activity. I have to give the master his due: he and his commanders got things in order very quickly, and loaded their men up with work very efficiently. Legionaries were soon trudging off toward the forest with axes and saws. Apparently they were going to get materials for building assault equipment. Trained by bitter experience with the werewolves, the Atalians were moving in large units, and they were all fully armed.

Toward evening, these units started coming back, their carts loaded to the brim with long tree trunks. Apparently, they had been specially selected for making assault ladders. I saw several massive trunks lying on two of the carts. These would become battering rams.

The men who remained in the camp weren’t sitting on their hands, either. All along the perimeter, they quickly pounded a row of sharpened stakes into a small earthen embankment. The red-and-gray robes of their priests would periodically flash out as they moved through the camp. The two holy men clearly had their fingers on the pulse, and were busily encouraging and supporting their flock. And it seemed to be working: all the Atalians soon brightened up, almost as if there had never been a long and difficult march.

I knew very well, however, that this effect was only temporary. These people were tired, and they were toeing the line purely because they feared the grand master. They needed at least a little bit of rest if they were going to recover even a little bit of strength after their exhausting march through guerilla-infested woods. Throwing soldiers in this condition into an immediate attack would have been pointless and counterproductive. I was sure that Master di Lanzi understood that.

Unlike him, however, I wasn’t planning to guarantee those men much rest at all...

A few hours after nightfall, I slipped down from the tower onto the wall. My armor was snug against my body. It wasn’t just armor, actually — it was part of my very nature. The mages in this world called the effect “fusion.”

My aura merged softly with my armor, allowing my mana to circulate freely through its energy channels. This flow of energy could create a protective film around my body that was invisible to the naked eye of a normal human.

Literally one step away from me, two sentries were standing near each other, exchanging the occasional short phrase to pass the time. They didn’t suspect my presence at all.

After sinking into the shadows, I approached the edge of the wall. My hands touched the cold stone. A little push, and I began to descend, slowly and silently.

Every movement was calculated, every step full of energy. My fingers and toes easily found the gaps between the stones. For me, climbing down a sheer wall was no more difficult than descending a huge promenade staircase. With every yard I descended, I could feel the night accepting me into itself; I could feel the darkness transforming into my ally.

When my feet finally touched the ground, I froze for a moment and listened closely to the silence around me. My senses were telling me that I wasn’t alone. The familiar aura of my strykers was already somewhere nearby. Only those who were at the rank of medius or above would be participating in this sortie.

The aura of my first-born was there as well. After the ritual of transfiguration, the connection between us was growing stronger and stronger with every passing day. I could sense their emotions much more distinctly. Their fear, their joy, their sadness. Sometimes we didn’t even have to speak — we just operated like a well-oiled machine.

The Atalian camp was relatively quiet; only the sentries were awake.

After approaching close enough to see the entire camp from the north, I squatted down and watched. The strykers spread out to my right and left. This night would be a test of strength, not only for my first-born but also for the very best warriors in my personal unit.

It was time...

The first phase of our plan had begun...

I sensed four first-born auras as they began to move. One of them headed for the cavalry pens, while the others crept deep into the camp.

Nothing happened for a little while. The camp was still asleep. But that calm didn’t last long.

Suddenly, hundreds of the horses in the Atalians’ specially-built pens began panicking, all at the same time. First, a many-voiced roar burst out above the sleeping camp, and then the infuriated animals burst out into the open. As if led by a gigantic unseen hand, they all surged in one huge mass out of the camp and raced off to the west, toward the Imperial track. By pure “coincidence,” it just so happened that the camp where the legionaries and crossbowmen had their tents was right in the horses’ path.

The living wave, merciless and devastating in its panicked state, turned the camp into bloody chaos within seconds. The tents were smashed and ripped to pieces as if they had been hit by a tornado.

The people in them, caught utterly off-guard and half-dressed, tried to race out of their tents, only to be knocked down and stomped to a pulp by hundreds of hooves. Their dead bodies (or what was left of them) were scattered all over the camp like leaves after an autumn windstorm.

The deafening noise woke up the legionaries and red cloaks, who rushed for their weapons immediately, but in the darkness and chaos their efforts were disorganized and minimally effective. Seized by animal panic, the horses paid no attention to either screams or blows; the only thing that mattered to them was their overpowering desire for freedom.

The herd didn’t trample the entire Atalian camp. After all, Lorin, who had masterminded the diversion, wasn’t all-powerful. Nevertheless, the destruction was horrifying. The Atalians’ crossbowmen had the worst luck. Their part of the camp didn’t have stakes hammered into the ground around it yet. So that was the direction the herd chose to run, and it cut through the crossbowmens’ encampment like a warm knife through butter.

But that wasn’t the end of it all... In fact, it was just phase one. The distraction.

And now that it was over, it was time for our “guests” to have a baptism of fire. In the terrifying chaos, nobody noticed that the army’s wagons and carts, which had been strung out along the back of the camp to cover its rear, suddenly burst into flames like huge torches. And the fire was incredibly intense — like a smith’s forge, it seemed to be getting whipped into an ever-more-powerful roar by a current of air from some unseen bellows.

The fire’s intense heat immediately spread to engulf every corner of the wooden structures. The horrifying (yet somehow majestic) spectacle took our breath away.

The flames lit the night in bright colors as they danced through and around the carts, rising higher and higher into the sky as if trying to reach the stars. Light from the fire glinted on the many metal objects lying nearby and created the illusion of a massive creature preparing to swallow everything around it.

The sounds of crackling and hissing flowed into the general roar of destruction that drowned out the screams and chaos in the camp. The fire devoured its victims mercilessly, turning them into ash and smoke that hung in the sky like a death shroud. The heat from the flames was so intense that even where we stood, it felt like we were standing next to a hot oven. And I, at least, was still pretty far away from it all.

An area of viciously bright light formed around the wagons and carts that dispelled the night’s darkness and made the shadows seem to retreat. There was something entrancing in the fiery chaos, a reminder of the invincibility of nature and the magic that could so quickly turn everything around into a dance of fire and light. Also, of course, it was a demonstration from the fayret and efirel of just how powerful the descendants of those once-mighty elemental spirits could be. After all, they were only at the beginning of their development...

Drowned out by the noise, the tent in which the two priests were sleeping also came under attack. Thanks to the lunari, they were sleeping so soundly that not even the indescribable racket outside could wake them up.

My fairy had these two in her sights since the very start. After Cesare’s revelations, the attitude toward these pseudo-knights and their priests among my people was pretty unanimous. The things these bastards had done to the true gifted and first-born had earned them all an irreversible death sentence.

Meanwhile, the time came for Ignia and Vaira to step into this part of the game. Somehow, the two of them managed to create a sizable tornado of flame and launch it at the red cloaks in their tents.

With a deafening roar and a shower of sparks, the fiery funnel tore forward across the ground, headed straight for the middle of the “Scarlets’“ section of the camp.

As soon as it touched the first row of tents, they burst into flames like piles of loose, dry straw. The fire snaked into every corner, spreading with terrifying speed from tent to tent and devouring them all. The bright light of the fire lit up the night and revealed that the enemy camp had transformed into a huge sea of burning pain.

People were frozen in shock and panic as they suddenly discovered that they had fallen into a trap that seemed to have been set by the elements themselves. The screams and shrieks of those who were burning alive began to fill the air. Basically, there was no more Atalian force left to speak of. There were only small groups of utterly-terrified people, trying as best they could to save their own lives.

Meanwhile, the fiery tornado kept moving like a predatory beast from the bowels of hell, greedily devouring everything in its path and leaving nothing but carbonized remains and smoke in its wake.

Besides a multitude of people running all over the place in a desperate effort to escape the invincible flames, I noticed that there was also a well-organized group of four people hurrying toward us.

Judging by the familiar deep-purple energy structure, it was the Gray Reaper and his bodyguards.

Heh... It wasn’t too hard to guess what kind of afterlife would have awaited Alberto di Lanzi if the fire had gotten him in his tent.

“My dear strykers,” I said quietly, still hiding in the grass. “It’s our turn. Stick to the plan.”

As the enemy strykers approached, I got a better look at their energy structures. The entire quartet, and especially the Gray Reaper, was so decked out with bruts that they looked like Christmas trees. But there was a noticeable plus, too: the bruts clearly weren’t fully charged. It seemed that these strykers had had to use their magical shields a whole hell of a lot in recent days.

I had outfitted all my fighters with magical crystals — more than enough for the task at hand. They could easily expect to hold their own against a more numerous and better-equipped unit if it came to that.

The four “Scarlets” soon reached our position. I could already hear their heavy breathing. An instant later, at my signal, my warriors threw themselves into an attack and cut down the Gray Reaper’s bodyguards.

With a guttural grunt, Master di Lanzi whipped both his sickle-shaped swords out of their scabbards and tried to flit to the side in a lightning-quick dodge. Thanks to true vision, however, I knocked him off his feet at the same time that Sigurd landed a savage blow to the chest with his two-handed sword. I saw the master’s magical shield flash in the darkness; almost at the same time, one of the energy nodes on his armor went dark.

There was no room for heroics in anybody’s plans that night. Sigurd and I immediately began raining a hail of blows down on the Reaper. I have to give the grand master his due: he obviously wasn’t a man to sit on his laurels, as so many mages were. He had clearly spent his entire life training and developing. His fighting style, counterattacks, thrusts, dodges — it all suggested that fighting multiple opponents at once was almost an everyday occurrence for him. Unfortunately for him, however, his opponents in this fight weren’t simple strykers. Sigurd and I were two of the most powerful avants on the continent. And judging by the look in his eyes, he understood that.

The Reaper tried to move away in a series of rapid lunges. In different circumstances, the tactic could have worked well, but not against a seer. As in the battle with Neumark and my sparring sessions with Sigurd, I could see every move my opponent made and predict the one that would come next. On several occasions, I knocked the Reaper off his feet, which opened a gap for Sigurd and his powerful two-handed sword.

His blows were lightning-fast and terrifyingly powerful. Had Sigurd been fighting the Reaper one-on-one, of course, the situation might have looked a little different, but as it was my bodyguard was managing to conserve his mana very well.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at what was going on around us. Our strykers had already finished their assigned task and started turning their attention to our battle. Knightly duels and tournament gallantry were out of the question in this battle. Every blow was aimed at putting an end to the threat that this evil bastard posed to us.

We didn’t give the grand master even the slightest chance to recover or counterattack. Little by little, he was forced into a position of pure reactionary defense. Weakened by the loss of several energy nodes and surrounded by a whirlwind of powerful strykers operating like a pack of wolves, Master di Lanzi tried several times to break out of our encirclement. But our pressure didn’t let up for a moment. Every hit, every little “bite,” was costing him mana.

Despite his magical power and masterful skills as a fighter, the grand master was moving more and more slowly all the time. We could sense that his defense was weakening — his strength seemed to be ebbing with every blow. We could hear the hoarse breaths ripping themselves from inside his chest. By the end, he was actually peppering us with curses and threats.

At a certain point, I noticed that the master was no longer counterattacking, but was instead sending his energy straight into his blade. The Reaper seemed to be preparing for one final, desperate lunge. He selected Elsa Backer, Georg von Linz’s ward, as the weakest link in our party.

Just a second before the Reaper made his move, I shot forward, knocking the young woman down and taking the crushing blow on my own blades. A blinding flash of purple mana lit up the battlefield and sent me and the grand master flying back in opposite directions.

I jumped quickly to my feet and saw the last brut disappear from the Reaper’s armor. He was defenseless. At that exact instant, Sigurd swung a mighty blow downward with his two-handed sword, which clove through the Reaper’s body from collarbone to waist and ended up being the last blow of the battle.

Grand Master di Lanzi’s broken body collapsed to the ground like a ragdoll. His sickle-shaped swords fell out of his hands as they went limp. All around us, for just a moment, silence reigned, broken only by the sound of heavy breathing.

My comrades — my strykers — began to take their helmets off one by one, and I could see a mix of disbelief and shock on their faces. They were staring down at the corpse of Grand Master di Lanzi, the notorious stryker whose name had once been a byword for indestructible power and total mastery. True gifted used his name to frighten their children into obedience, and among soldiers it inspired deep respect and fear. And suddenly, here before us was proof that his invincibility was a myth — a myth they had shattered with their own hands.

To be honest, I had expected quite a bit more from the renowned Gray Reaper... The best thing he could really have boasted of in that fight was a huge quantity of lilac bruts.

I looked up into the sky, which was beginning to get light. Sunrise was coming, and with it would come the final phase of our plan. When the sun’s first rays had just barely touched the horizon and driven off the night’s mist, we heard a long, loud roar from the direction of the city.

The gates opened, and André de Châtillon’s riders began to appear from within. Behind them, in strict formation, came wave after wave of fresh, well-rested legionaries.

I glanced over at the Atalian camp, where the ground was still smoking and embers could still be seen smoldering in various places. A sharp contrast between light and dark was beginning to take shape as the sun rose, which made the whole scene sharper and more clear.

By no means all of the Atalians had fled or been killed. About three cohorts of soldiers had assembled in formation and were preparing to fend off our attack. Above their heads, on a long shaft, a banner with two red bears on it unfurled in the morning light. The Viscount de Revel turned out to be a much better commander than the famous Gray Reaper...

“Well, come on, ladies and gentlemen!” I said as I glanced around at my comrades. “It’s time to finish what we started. And bring those strykers’ bodies with us. We’re going to need them.”

* * *

The remnants of the Atalian force were a sorry sight indeed. Some of them didn’t even have shields or spears in their hands. A lot of them were bare-chested and armed with nothing but tent stakes.

The harried expressions on their faces kept flitting nervously from one edge of our formation to the other. Some of them were obviously looking for a way to save themselves. I could see desperation and confusion writ large on many a blood-splattered, grime-smeared face.

But not everyone looked so helpless. Viscount di Revel, surrounded by his bodyguards, was obviously preparing to sell his life as dearly as possible.

I yanked my horse’s reins and, accompanied by Leo von Grimm who was carrying a white flag as well as my personal banner, I moved out ahead of the others. Several legionaries walked along right behind us, carrying the Gray Reaper and his bodyguards’ corpses.

Seeing me, the Viscount moved out toward me as well. His sword was still in its scabbard, a deliberate move on his part.

“Monsieur di Revel!” I shouted when we were about forty feet apart. “I must admit, you’ve turned out to be a much bolder commander than your leader was!”

I nodded to my men, who laid the strykers’ bodies on the ground several yards in front of the Viscount. The look in his wide eyes was one of shock and disbelief, but I swear there was also a flicker of relief in them too.

“We met the grand master of the “Scarlets” in battle on the path that leads to my Margraviate!” I continued loudly. “I don’t suppose I need to relate to you what he was doing there?”

A shadow fell across the Viscount’s face.

“No, Your Lordship,” he replied with a quick glance at his entourage, who were all equally shocked at the sight of the once-invincible grand master’s bisected body.

“I’m glad that fate has crossed my path with that of such a perceptive man as yourself,” I said. “It’s just a pity that we happen to be enemies. Nevertheless, I offer you and your people the chance to lay down your arms. You and your vassals will be my personal prisoners. I promise that you’ll be treated with all the respect due to a man of your status.”

“And my men?” He asked tensely.

“With the exception of any who are guilty of serious crimes against the people of this land, they’ll become our prisoners and do a little bit of work for the benefit of this glorious city. Any who have stained their hands with the blood of innocent women and children can expect a fair trial in Gondreville. You already understand who exactly I’m referring to there, of course?”

“Yes, Your Lordship,” said Viscount de Revel, before continuing with a bow: “And I accept your terms.”


Chapter 23

Bergonia

The foothills of the Iron Range

A PAINFUL FEELING OF HEAVINESS seemed to be wrapped tightly around Édouard de Clairmont’s entire body like an invisible film woven of some sort of baleful magical fiber. It felt like every little part of his body was under pressure from a mysterious, unbearable, exhausting pain. The darkness penetrated into his thoughts, making them bob and blur together like ink dumped into water. He tried to concentrate and remember what had happened, but the memories would quickly slip away, leaving only sharp, vivid flashes: the clang of swords, the screams of soldiers, and the cold stare of the traitor from within the ranks of the Stone Knights.

The air inside his tent was heavy and saturated with a freezing cold that seemed to be coming directly from his wound. It wasn’t just a physical feeling — it was something deeper and darker, something trying to pull Édouard into an abyss of despair and emptiness. He could feel the life force leaving his body with every heavy breath he took. At the same time, however, a stubborn, overpowering desire to fight the darkness was taking shape within him.

The voices around him sounded distant and muffled, as if they were coming from underwater. Édouard tried to open his eyes, but the light was so blinding that he had to close them again almost immediately. He could feel someone’s touch: warm hands were trying to ease his suffering, but every movement was just bringing fresh waves of pain that spread through his entire body like fire.

Édouard’s cognitive faculties were still very much affected, and frequently carried him into a hallucinatory world where he saw snippets of the battle, the faces of his old comrades-in-arms as they were distorted by fear and grim decisiveness. In those moments, he felt helpless, as though he were locked inside his own body and fighting not just an external enemy, but also an internal one that was trying to hem its quarry in with attacks from the darkest recesses of his mind.

The experience felt like the most difficult trial he had ever faced in his life. But even in that condition, on the razor’s edge between life and death, he didn’t feel that he had any right to give up. Even though his body was weak, his spirit was still unconquered. In the depths of his soul, Édouard knew he had to find the strength to stand and carry on the fight. Not just for his honor, either, but for the honor of all those who had fallen defending Vestonia’s banner.

Through the film of somnolence and hallucination, Édouard could feel that his mouth had opened ever so slightly, and a minute later a familiar herbal flavor spread across his tongue.

Édouard even attempted a little smile. Guilleme de Leval had come with one of the potions he’d been given by the de Gramont bastard. Even here, Édouard found himself in debt to the obstinate little boy once again...

As the warm potion flowed down his throat, Édouard felt the oppressive film that seemed to envelop his thoughts weaken and start to dissipate. The impenetrable fog that had seemed so insurmountable just a moment before was gradually retreating, leaving a vague feeling of relief in its wake.

Despite its dubious origin, the potion was giving Édouard priceless moments of clarity and strength that he had so desperately missed. He could feel every sip of the miraculous potion replenishing the life force in his body. Every drop seemed to carry a little spark of hope and determination.

A feeling of gratitude surged through Édouard when he realized that his old and loyal friend Guilleme de Leval was next to him, trying his best to fight the darkness that seemed ready to devour his master and childhood friend.

The potion may have come as a gift from Renard to Guilleme (who seemingly just couldn’t shut up about what a “wonderful boy” this new Margrave de Valier was), but the Duke couldn’t help feeling grateful even to the son of his old enemy.

And from the very depths of his soul, he regretted that such a formidable combat mage hadn’t been by his side on the day when the Stone Knights and the Frozen Spears treacherously betrayed the leaders of the Vestonian army...

Old Fred had died that day... As had most of the Duke’s other vassals. The hired Astlandic strykers had an even worse time of it: Lord Gray later told of an attack on their camp by some shades that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. The beasts from beyond the frontier slaughtered all of the unit’s combat mages.

It was only thanks to Lord Gray and his stryker-squires that Duke de Clairmont had managed to pull off a miraculous escape from the bloody massacre. True, it wasn’t a clean escape — one of the Stone Knights managed to land a blow on the Marshal. The blade was poisoned with black magic, and it cut easily into Édouard’s armor and left a deep wound in his side.

Guilleme’s clumsy attempts to neutralize the death magic may not have had the desired result, but his tenacity and loyalty were an inspiration to Édouard. It reminded him of the connections and obligations that sustained him during the darkest times. The look in Count de Leval’s eyes, full of decisiveness and care, gave Édouard extra strength for the fight.

Once a certain level of clarity had returned to his thoughts, Édouard realized the full depth of the desperate situation he and his remaining men were in, and tried as hard as he could to pull himself together and participate in at least the smallest, most crucial councils of war. These were usually attended by Count de Leval, who was in temporary command of the remnants of the legions, as well as Lord Gray, whose face was growing more and more somber with each passing day.

In some of his clearer moments, Édouard would notice a sort of indifferent look in the old stryker’s eyes. His expression was cold and detached, as if he had already let go of all feelings and emotions connected with their common struggle. His eyes, once so full of decisiveness, now looked empty and lifeless, as if he had mentally left the conflict far behind. He wasn’t even bothering to hide his indifference to the outcome of the fight or question of the Marshal’s recovery.

Édouard was already familiar with that look... He had seen it many times in his long life of hard fighting.

Lord Gray’s expression wasn’t that of a broken spirit as much as one of simple pragmatic indifference. There was no trace of either desperation or fear — just a cold, calculating instinct and the total absence of any hope for victory or sense of purpose in their impending sacrifice. The avant was obviously thinking in terms of cold, hard logic, not emotion, and had most likely come to the conclusion that dying alongside the rest of them — including Duke de Clairmont himself — would be more or less pointless.

That was why Gray seemed so distant from the events transpiring around him: his thoughts and plans might already be focused well beyond the bounds of their tent, even beyond the timeframe of the current war. He was behaving more than anything like an observer to the war, rather than a participant in it, which gave the Duke a justifiable suspicion that if the circumstances became dire enough, Lord Gray might simply decide to abandon them all in order to preserve his own life and those of his soldiers. He didn’t seem to see any reason for them to sacrifice themselves. For those who remained in such a case, however, the departure of the strykers would be a catastrophe of the gravest proportions. The rank and file would realize immediately that there was no hope, which would lead to mass desertion.

The same question kept coming up... If things were indeed as Édouard perceived them to be, then why hadn’t Lord Gray abandoned them all already? What was holding him back? After all, a unit of strykers with one of the most powerful avants in the world at its head would have no trouble at all breaking out of the encirclement. Maybe he was waiting for Édouard to die? Maybe that would allow him to wash his hands of the whole affair?

“How are things looking?” The Marshal croaked weakly.

Guilleme and Gray looked at each other. Édouard tried to catch every little hint of emotion in their expressions.

“Spare me the niceties, gentlemen,” he warned. “I need to know where we really stand here. My next episode could well be my last, and as long as I’m lucid I want to give any useful advice I can before I die.”

“We’re out of provisions,” said Lord Gray in a nonchalant tone that suggested total indifference. “The soldiers are living on horse. For the time being, we’ve only had to slaughter the worst of the horses. But at this rate, we’ll be moving onto the mistrals in no time. Water isn’t a problem. We’ve been saved by that mountain stream running nearby. But given that there’s no wine or special potions left at all, the river water might become an issue. There are a lot of wounded, and nobody to treat them. People are dying every day. And if you add to that the fact that we’re currently locked in a trap... Well, this army doesn’t have much time left.”

“And the Golden Lion sure isn’t in a hurry to go anywhere,” said Count de Leval.

“Why would he?” For the first time in a long time, something like a smile flashed across Lord Gray’s lips. But it was a bitter smile, with a note of hollow mockery in it. “Why would he lead his men to the slaughter when the enemy army’s already doing a fine job whittling itself away on its own? The Golden Lion is just starving us to death and giving his men some rest before their campaign into Vestonia.”

“We need to try for a breakout,” said the Marshal. “While we still have some strength left, gather everyone who’s still able to bear arms and try to break out, either to the west or toward the Gray Foothills. Leave the sick and wounded here. There’s nothing we can do for them anyway.”

“Ed — “ Guilleme tried to object, but Édouard laid a hand on his wrist and squeezed it.

“My friend... This way you can save at least some fighting men for His Majesty. As for me... I’ll stay here, to cover your retreat...”

“Alas, nothing of the sort is going to work,” said Lord Gray coldly. “Even if we managed to get nine or ten cohorts together, we wouldn’t be able to break out. I’ve been sending my best men out on reconnaissance. They report that the Golden Lion has taken special provisions to ensure there’s a powerful screening force available at a moment’s notice. Besides that, he’s got plenty of provisions. He’s got our wagon train as well as his own, after all.”

Silence hung in the air, broken only by Édouard de Clairmont’s heavy, labored breathing. He was lying there, eyes closed, as a wellspring of despair began to rise inside him. So recently, it seemed, he had been picturing himself personally driving the Atalians out of Bergonia and returning to Herouxville in triumph. He had even made forced marches especially for the purpose of being the first to catch up to the Golden Lion and his retreating forces, and thereby beating Dukes de Bauffremont and de Gondy to the punch. In doing so, of course, he aimed to prevent them from stealing the victory and the glory that was rightfully his and ascribing it all to that puffed-up idiot Prince Philippe. So where, he wondered, are those Dukes and their forces now? Probably safe back in Vestonia, having learned of his defeat. Their help might have made a crucial difference... Despite the defeat, Édouard’s legions had managed to bleed the Atalians quite a bit in return... This would be the perfect moment to attack them from the rear! It was just too bad there was nobody to do it...

The Duke bit down on his lip. He wasn’t looking or listening anymore, and he didn’t notice that first Lord Gray, and then the ever-faithful Guilleme had left the tent. They had decided to leave him alone with his thoughts.

Édouard felt a hot tear trickle down his temple. All those traitors! All around him from the start! First the Count d’Angland, who had been sending him news and fed him false information. What could have made a man like the Count, whom Édouard had known for a very long time and considered a man of honor, betray his King and country?

The enemy had laid his nets so masterfully! First those letters from the Count d’Angland. Then the Atalians in their graves along the route of the Vestonian advance. All signs pointed to the enemy’s army being stricken by a vicious outbreak of blood fever. But the outbreak simply wasn’t anywhere near as bad as the Count implied...

Then the Stone Knights and the Frozen Spears attacked the council of war itself, right at the start of the decisive battle... All the bloodshed and violence of the breakout would be worth it, if they could get just one message to Carl and notify him of the Stone Knights’ betrayal... Suddenly, Édouard realized that Lord Gray was thinking. He wasn’t thinking about himself — he was concerned about the danger the Knights posed to the King himself. Those fanatics, along with their northern friends, had obviously begun making moves in some kind of long-planned game...

Oh, Gods! His poor Louisa! How would she survive without him? She was a strong woman. She would survive... She would find an heir to keep their line from dying out...

Thinking of heirs, Édouard let out a heavy sigh. His sister’s face appeared in his mind — the sister who had insisted that Édouard bring his nephew to war with him.

“Forgive me, dear Fanny...” He whispered silently. “I couldn’t protect your son...”

He remembered seeing the poor boy slaughtered in front of his eyes. Édouard would never forget the look on Jean’s face when one of the Frozen Spears thrust a knife into his heart. His expression was one of disbelief, and an almost childlike feeling of indignation...

Slowly, the images of his friends and enemies began to disappear, and Édouard began to drift off into a deep sleep, as he always did after taking a healing potion...

A moment before his consciousness sank into a sea of blissful darkness, he said what might have been the first genuine prayer in his life. It was addressed to the Forefather, and it was a prayer for help. He begged the deity for one thing and one thing only: that he might have the chance to avenge himself on his enemies...

* * *

Bergonia

Gondreville

Accompanied by my bodyguards and my squire, I set off down the corridors of the city hall building, headed for the council chamber. My comrades were already waiting for me there. They wanted to know what I planned to do next...

For five days following our victory over the enemy army, we just celebrated. It was the second such celebration in a row.

On the morning when I had accepted the Viscount di Revel’s capitulation and brought my victorious army back into the city, the residents and soldiers alike turned out to hail me as a hero. Beginning with my immediate entourage and ending with the local children, everybody came to gape at me as if I were some kind of mythical creature.

People who had seen the fireworks display in the Atalian camp the night before began telling their friends and neighbors about it, and soon the rumor mill was speaking of a unit of strykers that had destroyed a whole army, including the almighty Gray Reaper himself.

The fire tornado was the subject of a whole separate subset of rumors. Skeptics claimed that my people and I had simply set the camp on fire, and that a fortunate breeze descending from the mountains amplified the effect just at the right time.

The mystically-inclined, on the contrary, were certain that I had somehow managed to summon some sort of ancient demon from the Abyss to do my bidding, who had enabled me to conquer our enemies. Heh... Strange as it may sound, the latter group was much closer to the truth...

We, in turn, didn’t share much by way of explanation with anyone, which only spawned newer and more outlandish theories.

Somehow or other, the “Demon from the Abyss” that was the combined efforts of Ignia and Vaira had wiped out almost the entire unit of 2,000 “Scarlets,” not counting those who had managed to flee into the surrounding countryside. Even as we walked, those fugitives were being hunted down by packs of werewolves. Let’s just say I didn’t envy them in the slightest.

As for Viscount di Revel and the three cohorts who survived the surprise attack... Well, they were just lucky. The herd of crazed horses stampeded around their section of the camp in a wide arc, while the fiery tornado did little more than graze it. Even so, however, di Revel had lost more than half of his legion. And those who survived were in a miserable state indeed. Almost all of them were burned and wounded to varying extents.

So much so that Lada and her team at the hospital had to treat the enemy prisoners before our own casualties. It was she, by the way, who told me that in reality, Viscount di Revel’s legion was only “Atalian” on paper. Its real composition was practically a world’s fair of all the different nationalities and ethnic groups on the continent. Sure, the professional core was Atalian, but even they were from all different parts of the country — places that often didn’t get along with each other very well before the war. The rest of the legionaries had been recruited from the so-called “buffer duchies” and “buffer counties.” I had a very good guess as to how “recruitment” was probably handled in such places. Because I had seen it many times with my own eyes — teams of headhunters coming to a village and grabbing men off the street, out of the tavern, or off the docks. Basically, I had plans for people like this. And that was why I made it very clear from the start that I would be extremely displeased to find anyone mistreating them.

Several dozen “Scarlets” ended up joining these legionaries in captivity, having been taken prisoner immediately after the Viscount’s capitulation. Unlike the rest of the prisoners, the representatives of the Order were in for a very hard time indeed. And that was only to be expected. After all, they knew the rules of the game well before the day when they had voluntarily buckled those red cloaks onto their backs.

Actually, I was worried at first that the citizens would demand a cruel punishment not only for them, but for the rank-and-file Atalians as well. In fact, I was actually making plans to calm the populace down. But that didn’t turn out to be necessary.

First of all, that was because everyone had heard the promise I made to Viscount di Revel, and second, it was because the citizens’ attitude toward the common soldiers who fell into our hands was pragmatic and rational.

In this world, prisoners were first and foremost a resource to be bargained with. I kept the officers and noble-born prisoners in detention, with the goal of eventually ransoming them. Simply put, they got special treatment. They were even allowed to walk around the city, and (depending on their title, of course) they were even invited to participate in balls and receptions at the houses of the local nobility. It didn’t seem to matter that these people had very recently been facing each other on opposite sides of the barricades. After all, that was how things worked in these parts: you might take some count or duke prisoner today, but tomorrow you might be a prisoner yourself. Basically, these things were regulated by a code of honor.

The attitude toward the non-noble prisoners was somewhat simpler. Mainly, they were a source of labor. The city authorities got their bearings pretty quickly after the dust settled and set aside a plot of land to build barracks for the prisoners — a task that fell, naturally enough, to the prisoners themselves.

The sudden availability of a large pool of free labor motivated the city council to finish up an old project. A deep trench would be dug around Gondreville to connect it to the river, and it would have to be done before the onset of winter. Long story short, the former legionaries would have to earn their keep with their labor.

While the people celebrated, the city council didn’t waste a single minute. Chevalier de Latour was unanimously elected Burgomeister of Gondreville, and with his new status he embarked immediately on a whole range of frenzied activity.

First and foremost, he tried once again to convince me to take his city under my wing. Mind you, he wasn’t very upset when I turned him down again. At the time, I just figured that he and his colleagues on the council were probably expecting such a turn of events. Later, however, I realized the real reason. The elders of Gondreville had decided to take a different route...

Five days after our victory, in the central square next to city hall, the city elders gathered on a platform together with all the members of the city council. As the citizenry of Gondreville looked on, the town crier read out several documents that the elders had been working on for several days by that point.

The first was the declaration of a “Liberation Festival,” which would thenceforth be celebrated at that time every year, and which would last for an entire week.

The decree made special mention of the Margrave de Valier and his comrades, and listed their most noteworthy deeds. Then it was decreed that this festival would be celebrated with certain specific events. To wit: a huge fair, a parade in honor of the victors, celebratory services in the temples, and the laying of flowers in front of a stone obelisk that they were planning to set up in the city center in honor of their liberators.

After that, the text outlining the military alliance between Gondreville and the Margraviate de Valier, which we had signed a few days before, was read out to the people. After that, the crier moved on to the preamble of a trade treaty between my Margraviate and the city. And after that, there was a surprise in store for me.

The city authorities declared me an honorary citizen of Gondreville. Just to sweeten the pill a little bit, they read off the main advantages that that status conferred upon me. I was exempt from several city taxes and duties. Besides that, I had the right to own land and a house inside the city. Finally, I would have a place on the city council from then on. When the crier finally fell silent, the Burgomeister presented me with a golden medal bearing the sigil of Gondreville, to thunderous applause from the assembled citizens.

They wanted to get their own, one way or another... Heh... There was a lot of talk about rights that day, but not a word about responsibilities. On the other hand, however, given all the prospects that had opened to me, it would be much better to participate in the city’s affairs from the city council than to attach Gondreville to my Margraviate and have to deal with all the problems that would create.

Besides, I was quite happy for a totally different reason anyway: specifically, because of the cartloads of trophies we had collected after three victorious battles. I was especially excited about a steel chest that had been found in the spot where the Gray Reaper’s tent had once stood. It was pockmarked with protective runes, and seemed not to have suffered at all in the fire. Except for being covered with a layer of soot.

I found a huge quantity of whole bruts inside it. And they were all big. When I first laid eyes on the chest and the treasure within, I immediately felt a strong desire to depart for my new lands that very day. A sense of anticipation and possibility was intoxicating me, filling me with the urge to examine every nook and cranny, every dark little corner of the new territory. In my mind, I was already picturing the new adventures, discoveries, and possibilities that awaited me there. It was like a book lying open in front of me, ready to tell me its story.

Even as I walked down the corridors of the city hall building in Gondreville, I couldn’t help thinking about the Gray Reaper’s treasury, which some of the captive red cloaks had told me about. True, none of them could really give me a good explanation of what exactly Alberto di Lanzi had been doing. Anyone who might have known was devoured by flames during the battle.

The only person who could shed any light at all on the Order’s secret doings in my lands was Master Marco Costa. An alchemist-mage who had stayed behind in my Margraviate with a small garrison of “Scarlets.” This master, by the way, was the only mage in the unit.

So basically, the entire Margraviate was mine for the taking. I would simply have to go and assert my control...

As I approached the doors, the guards (who both had red foxtails on their cuirasses) obligingly swung them open for me.

Everyone was already waiting in the hall. My commanders were waiting for me to announce my decision.

“So then, ladies and gentlemen,” I began, still walking toward my seat. “His Majesty charged me with driving the “Scarlets” out of my Margraviate and taking these lands back under our control. The Gray Reaper’s army has been destroyed. My task is almost completed, except for a few trifling details.”

All the people present were following my every move, trying not to miss a word.

“But in light of the situation that’s developed, we all know very well that as soon as the Golden Lion finishes off the Vestonian army, he’ll send his legions this way — first to the citadel of the Sapphire Guild in the Gray Foothills, then here. So I’ve decided to preempt the Atalians. Ladies and gentlemen — what do you say we break the siege of the Sapphire Guild’s citadel?”

A warlike roar erupted in the hall. That was all the answer I needed.


Chapter 24

Bresmont

The Count de Brisse’s palace

Temporary residence of Prince Philippe

A TENSE ATMOSPHERE REIGNED in the main hall of the Count de Brisse’s palace in the center of Bresmont. The very same Bresmont on the border of Vestonia and Bergonia that had so recently been the headquarters of Marshal de Clairmont and his army, and which was now home to another force, 9,000 strong (not including noncombatants), under the banner of Prince Philippe and the Dukes de Bauffremont and de Gondy.

Basically, it could be said without exaggeration that the main hall was packed with the flower of southern and eastern Vestonian chivalry. The palace itself couldn’t really compete with the capital-city residences these men were used to in terms of size or interior grandeur. The stone walls were covered with ancient, mildewed, sun-faded tapestries. It was hard even to tell what they depicted. Maybe ancient battles, maybe hunting scenes. There were actually holes and black stains on the faces of some of the main characters. In the dim light of the wrought-iron chandeliers that provided the only illumination in the hall, the Count de Brisse’s ancestors on their aged canvases looked like strange monsters as the shadows danced across their faces.

The bright, majestic clothing and glittering armor of the Duke de Bauffremont and Duke de Gondy and their vassals was a stark contrast to the old-fashioned and obviously impoverished furnishing in the hall, with the result that the whole gathering had an air of disdain and squeamishness about it thanks to the expressions on most of the men’s faces.

The Count de Brisse, who owned the palace, together with his family, all looked slightly confused amid such a huge profusion of illustrious guests. Their lack of self-confidence was only exacerbated by the presence of Prince Philippe himself, the eldest son of King Carl III of Vestonia, as well as his father-in-law to be, the Duke de Gondy, a man the common people referred to as the “King of the South.” Also standing next to the Prince was his uncle and mentor, the Duke de Bauffremont, the lord of Vestonia’s eastern lands, whose presence lent still further grandeur to the occasion.

The air in the room seemed saturated with a sense of the importance and tension of the moment. As he tried to hide his discomfiture, the Count de Brisse ran through all the possible outcomes of this reception in his mind. Unwittingly, he kept focusing his attention on the faces of those present with him in the hall, trying to ascertain what they were thinking. The atmosphere was heavy with anticipation; every whisper and glance seemed laden with meaning.

Despite the fact that all of those present were supporters of the Prince’s “red” party, they were really divided even further into two opposing camps. Both Dukes were trying to manipulate Prince Philippe’s attention and opinions to their advantage, and each was applying pressure in his own specific way.

Everyone knew that the Duke de Bauffremont was winning for the time being, but the Duke de Gondy wasn’t giving up either. After all, his very beautiful, very intelligent daughter would soon be in full control of the King’s eldest son. Especially given that on a personal level, Prince Philippe was a weak-willed, stupid man. Mind you, in the minds of all the nobles present, it was imperative that the next King of Vestonia should be just such a man.

The owner of the palace himself, the Count de Brisse, may have been slightly star-struck in the presence of so many glittering personalities, but he was no fool. He knew very well that after many long years of obscurity, his family would finally be spoken of again at court. After all, Prince Philippe, who would one day be Philippe VI of Vestonia, wouldn’t forget the Count in his little border city, a man who had so graciously and happily hosted His Highness and his party.

Count de Brisse was almost certainly already imagining his eldest son serving in the Royal Guard, and his daughters being married off to high-born, wealthy courtiers. Just look at how many of them were gathered in his palace!

The Count’s soul was overflowing with pride and joy. That day alone, many people who in the past wouldn’t have paid him the slightest attention had tried to talk to him about politics, the war, even about the year’s harvest. It almost felt like they were genuinely interested in his opinion, and that they were listening to his expansive replies with keen interest. But the Count wasn’t harboring any delusions about what was really going on. He knew very well that they considered him little more than a country bumpkin; it just so happened that at the moment, they couldn’t do much without his participation and help. So the Count was taking advantage of the opportunity, actively cultivating useful connections.

Suddenly, the conversations in the hall were interrupted by the arrival of a group of nobles. Their appearance — battered, dirty clothing and muddy boots — suggested that they had been in the saddle for a long time. The fact that they had dared to appear before such an exalted gathering, including the Princes and Dukes, in such a condition hinted that what they had to say was serious and urgent.

The new arrivals took off their hats and bowed to the Prince. Count de Brisse recognized two of them. The redhead was the Baron d’Ardant, and next to him was his friend, the Baron de Saladens. After recognizing their faces, the Count remembered some other details about them. First and foremost, these gentlemen were vassals of the Count de Leval, Marshal de Clairmont’s close friend.

“Baron d’Ardant, is that you?” Duke de Bauffremont asked loudly.

Count de Brisse snickered to himself. There was no way the Prince’s uncle knew some two-bit Baron’s name. It had obviously just been whispered into his ear by the thin, gray-faced secretary next to him, who followed the Duke like a shadow from a distance and somehow appeared at his master’s side out of nowhere at moments like this. The Queen’s brother liked to cultivate an image as a man who knew everything. Even the names of petty barons that nobody else had ever heard of.

“I’m honored to hear that you know my name, Your Grace,” d’Ardant gushed.

“Unless my memory is failing me, you’re supposed to be with Marshal de Clairmont and his army right now?” Duke de Bauffremont shot a penetrating glance at the young man.

Silence fell over the hall as everyone’s eyes turned back to the new arrivals.

The news that Marshal de Clairmont and his legions had fallen into the Golden Lion’s artfully-laid trap had already reached Bresmont and spread like wildfire through the streets of the capital. Actually, that was exactly why the combined armies of the Dukes de Bauffremont and de Gondy, who had been so eager to ride out to victory against the “retreating Atalian legions,” were still waiting at the border. The two Dukes couldn’t come to an agreement about what to do next.

Duke de Gondy suggested staying in Bresmont and preparing to meet the Atalian forces, who he was certain would be moving toward the border any day. Despite the Duke de Gondy’s constant reminders that their force was the only one currently capable of stopping the invaders, everybody knew the real reason why the “King of the South” was pushing this particular plan. After all, the Golden Lion’s route lay directly across his lands.

De Bauffremont, in turn, was insisting on a quick, decisive lunge to the east, to hurry to Marshal de Clairmont’s aid. The Golden Lion’s army was weakened by its battle against the Vestonian legions, and this would be the perfect time to crush it. At the most recent council meeting, de Bauffremont had hinted at certain other commanders’ cowardice and indecisiveness. There were royal legions who needed help out there, after all.

De Gondy replied calmly that while the Prince did his duty “commanding” the defense of Vestonia’s borders, there was nothing stopping de Bauffremont from moving east with his own army. If he was so eager to help the Vestonian legions, he should do so.

Long story short, all the army’s councils of war turned into long, acrimonious debates between the two rivals that eventually came to resemble theatrical performances. A truly pathetic situation had developed; somehow, someone would need to light a fire under the two Dukes.

“Not exactly, Your Grace,” replied the Baron, his red locks shuddering ever so slightly as he spoke. “On the orders of His Lordship the Count de Leval, my comrades and I were accompanying his son, the Viscount de Leval, who was himself assigned commander of a force that was sent along the Imperial track toward the Margraviate de Valier.”

“Is that so?” The Duke de Gondy sounded surprised. “Then why are you here? Has that force been destroyed as well?”

“We’re here because we learned about the trap the Atalians were preparing for the Marshal de Clairmont,” the Baron explained. “That’s why we departed immediately — to inform His Grace of the danger... But alas, we were too late... The trap had already snapped shut. Our unit ran into an Atalian screening force. It was only by a miracle that we managed to survive and retreat. After learning that His Highness was in Bresmont with his army, we hurried here to inform him of everything.”

“Too late,” Duke de Bauffremont concluded. “We already know about the Marshal de Clairmont’s defeat, and soon His Majesty will know about it too.”

Baron d’Ardant exchanged a dour look with his companions.

“So our efforts were in vain...” He concluded in a defeated tone of voice.

“Baron, you mentioned that you learned about the trap before it was sprung,” said Duke de Gondy. “How did you manage to do that? After all, you said you were off down the old Imperial track at the time.”

“Some Atalian captives told us about it,” replied Baron d’Ardant.

“Explain,” de Gondy frowned.

At this, Baron d’Ardant and his companions livened up. And the redheaded Baron launched into a retelling of the Battle of Lake Düren, trying not to leave out a single detail. As he spoke, the faces of those present in the hall started to grow more animated. Many of the nobles instinctively laid their hands on the hilts of their swords. And the feeling of excitement was clearly affecting many people from both the “southern” and “eastern” camps. The ladies in the hall fanned themselves with their hand fans as they watched the Baron’s every move. Little by little, he started adding more flair and drama into his story. When he finally finished, the hall erupted into a flurry of excited discussion as dozens of voices started talking about what they had just heard.

“Baron!” The Duke de Bauffremont’s voice thundered out. His eyes were shining. The fire had been well and truly lit. “You mean to tell us that 3,000 infantrymen — specifically, 2,000 archers and two cohorts of legionaries, one of which is composed of a random assortment of rabble, managed to defeat 3,000 armored Atalian knights?”

“Exactly so,” replied Baron d’Ardant, his chin raised proudly into the air. “My comrades and I took part in this battle ourselves! The Atalians took enormous losses. The survivors fled, abandoning their own comrades, their banners, and even their wagon train. They were still counting the Atalian dead when we left. And they had already passed 800. Almost all their aristocrats and commanders fell. Including the Marquis di Spinola, their commander.”

“I imagine that your force suffered heavily as well — maybe a cohort or two survived at best?” Duke de Gondy asked.

“We lost 167 soldiers,” replied the Baron, which prompted a gasp of shock from the audience.

Noise burst out throughout the hall once again. Everyone was discussing the Baron’s tale, some skeptically, some excitedly. Duke de Bauffremont was radiant with satisfaction from what he was hearing. De Gondy, by contrast, was growing more and more morose with every word d’Ardant uttered. Apparently, he already understood that his opponent would make excellent use of this new development.

“Well, I daresay this means a new star has appeared on all our horizons!” De Bauffremont concluded with a wide smile. “With this victory, Viscount de Leval has written his name large in the pages of military history! Who knows? Perhaps there will be a new Marshal in Vestonia someday!”

The Duke proceeded to launch into a long, fiery speech about the victory being incontrovertible proof of the indomitable Vestonian fighting spirit. He called on everyone present to move immediately. After finishing his emotion speech with the statement that they no longer had the right to remain on the sidelines while their comrades died in their encirclement, the Duke turned to Prince Philippe, who had been listening to his uncle the entire time, and requested that he order them into battle immediately.

The King’s son responded by rising from his portable throne. Under his uncle’s stern gaze, he turned to announce to the crowd with his characteristic stammer that the campaign had begun. The hall replied with a wild, unanimous, martial shout.

Count de Brisse’s lips rose into a big smile. Who would have thought that his palace would be the place where history was made? Enchanted by the Duke’s words, the Count watched at the dim light from his chandeliers suddenly sat more softly and pleasantly on the faces in the crowd. It seemed like the light that glittered off the parade armor and sophisticated decorations was coming from the very stars that His Grace had described. Tears of joy welled up in the corners of the Count’s eyes, which he quickly and furtively wiped away.

He looked around at the others in the room, and his gaze eventually stopped on Baron d’Ardant and his comrades. The Count felt it would only be appropriate to invite these young people to stay in his palace as guests. He still had two spare rooms in the east wing of the palace.

As the Count approached, he caught a snippet of a strange conversation. Baron de Saladens seemed irritated as he addressed Baron d’Ardant.

“Jean — why didn’t you say anything about the Margrave de Valier? You know that he was the one who really won that battle.”

“Does that really matter right now?” The red-haired Baron scoffed in reply. “Look around! The Prince’s army will be there soon, and we’ll be moving out to help our friends out anyway! We didn’t make it to the Marshal in time, but we managed to pass some important news along all the same.”

His other companions all backed him up with quiet exclamations of agreement.

“Yes, but — “ Baron de Saladens tried to object.

“Listen, Fred,” d’Ardant interrupted him as he laid a hand on his shoulder. “Answer me this. Who was leading our army? That’s right: our friend the Viscount de Leval, our master’s son. So tell me... How am I wrong?”

The Count saw Baron de Saladens glance around at his comrades. Then he slowly took Baron d’Ardant’s hand off his shoulder, turned, and walked out of the hall in silence.

Two of the others were about to go after him, but Baron d’Ardant stopped them.

“Let him go,” he said dismissively. “You know how Fred is. He’ll pout for a bit, then he’ll come back.”

Count de Brisse, whose presence they hadn’t noticed, stopped, then turned to follow Baron de Saladens. He suddenly wanted to know more about what exactly had happened back on the old Imperial track. Especially since he remembered the Margrave de Valier and his duel with the Baron von Neumark very well. The Count felt that he simply had to know the whole story...

* * *

Samoeun Valley

The Golden Lion’s army camp

The tent of the elder priest of the Order of the Scarlet Shield

The elder priest of the Order of the Scarlet Shield, Brother Enrico, was sitting at his table, reading the encoded letter from the fortress of Chateau Gardien for what seemed like the hundredth time that night. It had originally been built by the Sapphire Guild of mages to defend their base in the Gray Foothills, a base which for the most part had fallen into the hands of Grand Master di Lanzi and his men. Chateau Gardien, which guarded the entrance to the foothills, had ironically become a prison for its own creators, who had holed themselves up in the Sapphire Citadel together with the remnants of the Vestonian legions and whatever Bergonian forces still existed in some form.

The tent flap fluttered, and Sister Fria’s athletic, flexible figure flitted in.

“I was told you wanted to speak with me?” She said as she approached the table and plopped down into an armchair.

“Indeed, Sister,” said Brother Enrico gloomily. “I’ve just received word from Chateau Gardien. The Margrave de Valier’s force has just arrived outside their walls... And that means that — “

“Your Grand Master di Lanzi is probably already dead,” Sister Fria finished his sentence for him. “As are all his men. I’ll tell you something else, too: while we’re sitting here talking, the Vestonians have already taken that fortress.”

“I remember your warnings,” said the priest with a heavy sigh. “We underestimated that man...’

“Man?” Sister Fria scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

“May I ask you a question?” The priest asked as he stared unblinkingly into the northern woman’s eyes.

“I’m listening,” replied Sister Fria with a wave of her hand.

“I know that you had many opportunities to liquidate him. Why haven’t you done so?”

“That’s not your concern, priest.” A wave of deathly cold flashed out from Sister Fria as her multicolored eyes pinned Enrico to his chair. “Mind you, I’d like to reassure you somewhat. Brother Valdar and I will be heading for the Gray Foothills this very day to take care of this problem. I’ll be leaving the Stone Knights with you. They’ve given a good account of themselves. We’ll select a replacement for Grand Master de Moati later. That idiot has forgotten who he really serves.”

With that, Sister Fria rose from her chair and slipped silently out of the tent. Only a few seconds later did Brother Enrico finally feel comfortable enough to breathe once again...


Chapter 25

OUR ORIGINAL PLAN — to make a quick forced march to the Gray Foothills — ended up a partial failure. First because of the rain that started on the third day of the campaign and ended no less than ten days later. And then because our force kept swelling as little units of soldiers from the mountain clans kept coming to join it. Every time this happened, courtesy required that I meet with their leaders and demonstrate the appropriate respect to seal our friendship. In the end, it all slowed our progress down considerably.

These clans lived to the east of Gondreville, and they hadn’t joined in our struggle against the “Scarlets” at all. After our victory over the Gray Reaper, however, these agile mountain men decided that the moment had come for them to choose sides, and our force started to swell mushrooms after a warm rain.

In the end, not counting the big wagon train, we arrived at the walls of Chateau Gardien with about 6,000 soldiers. We could have increased this to 7,000 with the Gondreville militia and recruits from Viscount di Revel’s legions, but I opted to play it safe. Taking the former would have weakened the city’s defenses, and I really couldn’t trust the latter.

The only unit from Gondreville that I took with me was a ballista team headed by Jacques Chamot. As it turned out, Baron de Bacri’s warriors hadn’t quite destroyed ALL the siege equipment that Viscount di Revel’s legions had brought with them. Three ballistae survived the blaze. And these were the ones I entrusted to Maitre Chamot, who after all was the expert when it came to this kind of thing...

The Gray Foothills was the name for a small, narrow valley surrounded on all sides by a huge ring of mountains, which created a virtually-impenetrable barrier for any would-be conquerors. Apparently, it was also the reason that the Sapphire Guild of mages had chosen the area as their base of operations several centuries before.

The only entrance to the place was through a narrow gorge, where the mages had built Chateau Gardien, a mighty fortress that loomed on the cliff above the gorge like a huge stone crown and which was ideally sited to control passage through it.

While the fortress was certainly impressive in size, and I could understand why the mages had chosen this specific site, there was one significant flaw in their design. A mistake that a Fox would never have made. There weren’t any other exits from the valley. Although I suppose I might be wrong about that — there could be some secret passages inside the citadel. If so, however, it would raise a different question: why wasn’t anybody using those passages?

It seemed like the mages had put all their faith in the strength of Chateau Gardien, whose construction had cost truly staggering amounts of money and resources. The fortress had clearly been built by artificers. It had been considered totally unassailable, until the Gray Reaper proved otherwise. In conquering it, he had closed the only exit from the Gray Foothills. The trap had slammed shut...

Thanks to my collaboration with the lunari, it wasn’t hard to convince Viscount di Revel to spill his guts to me. No, no — there was no torture involved. The Viscount told me everything willingly. Or rather, not exactly willingly... He just really, really liked my wine. And of course I really needed the information...

Long story short, he told me that initially, the Vestonians and Bergonians trapped in the Gray Foothills tried to storm the fortress, but all of their attempts proved unsuccessful. The most decisive men died first, followed by the most desperate, and for the past few months there hadn’t been any attempts at all. The Atalians themselves had never ventured any attempt on the citadel at all either, preferring to starve the enemy out instead.

Actually, Viscount di Revel informed me of exactly how the Gray Reaper had managed to take Chateau Gardien in the first place. He did it with the help of some spies he planted in the ranks of the fortress’ garrison. At the appointed time, they slaughtered the guards at the gates and let the Grand Master’s men into the fortress. Basically, it was typical “Scarlets” doing their typical thing.

When our army finally arrived outside the walls of the fortress and started building a camp, all the Atalians inside began to file out onto the walls to see us. We were met with loud curses and swearing. They threatened us with immediate death, or else with horrible tortures.

Their enthusiasm waned sharply, however, when our soldiers rode past the walls towing some wagons behind them — wagons with all the enemy banners we had captured nailed to their sideboards. Among them were the banners of the “Scarlets,” along with the Gray Reaper’s personal standard.

Besides that, the cart in the center had a long shaft embedded perpendicularly into its floorboards, with a big stuffed straw dummy on top wearing Master di Lanzi’s armor. His actual corpse was hanging outside the northern gates of Gondreville. Like it or not, that was how things were done...

Some of my people suggested bringing the dead grand master with us to the walls of Chateau Gardien so that the red cloaks could get a good look at their dead leader, but I forbade it. The last thing we needed was to lug a rotting corpse around with us.

The scarecrow in its armor and the captured banners would be enough. Not a sound echoed out from the walls during our demonstration. The defenders were obviously shaken. It would be obvious even to an idiot that the Gray Reaper wouldn’t simply give us his weapons and armor.

Besides, we also brought Viscount di Revel and some of his closest comrades out for the defenders to see, just to make sure there was no doubt whatsoever about what happened to the force that had gone to conquer Gondreville.

After all this, we sent some ambassadors with an official request for them to lay down their arms and open the gates. That could have worked, if the men in the fortress had been regular legionaries under the command of some simple captain. But these men were commanded by one Count di Busco, a man with some sort of close connection to the Order and Master Roberto di Mauri, the commander of that unit of a thousand red cloaks. I already knew about these two men thanks to the captured lieutenant, and Viscount di Revel who later confirmed the information to be true.

It was no surprise to us, therefore, when our ultimatum was ignored. Well, I thought, that’s that — the pieces are in place. Time for another game...

Our army spent the rest of the day engaged in furious activity — or at least that’s what it was supposed to look like. Legionaries with axes and carts headed off for the nearest forests, André de Châtillon’s riders set off through the surrounding countryside as if they were busily gathering intelligence and scouting, and the rest of the men got to work setting up tents — basically, the castle garrison was witness to the flurry of action they would have expected, and that calmed them down considerably.

Most likely (and just like Cesare di Nobile before them), the Atalian commanders weren’t expecting any offensive action from us for at least a few days. Too bad for them...

Darkness had settled over the valley, and the hubbub in our camp had subsided, when suddenly a frenzy of activity broke out along the walls of the castle. The reason? The drawbridge that controlled entrance through the only pair of gates had somehow burst into flame. I had given Ignia and Vaira a free hand to do whatever they saw fit, and the fairy sisters got to work with fiery enthusiasm (no pun intended). First they burned the drawbridge, then the gates themselves.

Like a wild beast, the fire raged across the wooden beams, wrapping its bright-red fangs all around them. Sparks flew up into the night sky, making it look like there was a huge meteor shower happening. The Atalians quickly gathered into a big group to extinguish the blaze, but somehow it seemed like the water they were dumping on the fire was actually making it burn MORE fiercely — almost as if it were lamp oil instead of water.

The heat from the flames was so intense that the metal components of the bridge actually started to bend and groan, creating a baleful symphony of destruction. Smoke filled the air, and soon the air was hot and difficult to breathe. The soldiers on the wall were coughing and covering their faces with rags in an effort to avoid suffocating.

Meanwhile, as if by the wave of a magic wand, our camp had come to life like a gigantic anthill. At a safe distance from the enemy’s arrows and ballista bolts, our soldiers began preparing for an assault.

The officers delegated tasks to their subordinates; with military precision, they began preparing the carts we had been keeping hidden in the woods the whole time, which had a crucial role to play in our plan. Every cart was filled to the brim with fascines — big, fat bundles of branches and underbrush designed to fill in the moat around the castle.

Right next to them, other units were preparing sections of a mobile bridge and flooring to make it easy to cross. These fairly-primitive tools, which had been quickly thrown together by Gondreville’s artisans, were designed so as to make them easy to assemble and disassemble in the shortest possible time. Some of the artisans had to come with us, to fine-tune their work, perform constant checks, and make sure that their products would be dependable and ready for immediate use.

A little farther ahead, there were some wide protective screens to protect those who would be assigned to fill in the moats. Jacques Chamot and his ballistamen were preparing their siege equipment, too. Soon it would be time for them to zero in their devices with some test shots.

Long story short, our camp was dominated by a tense but focused atmosphere. The knocking sound of hammers, the clang of steel, the whinnying of horses, people shouting, and the groaning of wooden components all merged into a single rhythm.

As I watched from a distance, I activated invisibility and moved out toward the fortress’ eastern wall. That, according to Viscount di Revel, was the least-approachable side of Chateau Gardien.

Which wasn’t surprising. Making it to the top of the wall at that spot would require an assaulting force to first overcome several yards of sheer cliff face, then an equally-high section of facing wall. In other words, this wasn’t where the defenders would be expecting us to approach from.

Right behind me came the “Savages,” moving in total silence, along with the best rock-climbers from among the Glenns. During the nighttime training we did in Gondreville, the Mertonians showed us some truly wondrous feats of dexterity and endurance.

And once we made it to the foot of the cliff and stopped amid a small field of moss-covered boulders, the rope-laden Glenns were the first to begin the ascent.

Their movements were precise and confident. Every time they reached out for an outcrop or crack in the rock, it always looked graceful and totally planned from the beginning. With amazing lightness, they flitted up past even the most difficult spots, where every movement required maximum concentration and physical preparedness.

Somehow, they managed to find the most dependable spots, even where it didn’t seem like there were any. Their bodies almost seemed to merge into the cliff face.

Watching them climb was like watching some high-risk circus performance, where every new move sent a small jolt of adrenaline coursing through my blood.

Finally, the dark outlines of the Glenns started reaching the battlements at the top of the wall and disappearing between them. Not long thereafter, ropes came slithering down toward us. It was our turn...

* * *

Still invisible, but with my blades already drawn, I crept silently down a passageway. MY gaze was fixed on the tower in front of me, where three sentries in red cloaks were standing, totally engrossed in what was happening at the gate. They didn’t even seem to suspect the approach of our unit of strykers.

With minimal noise that mixed seamlessly into the general sound of the night, I crept up to the first sentry. A lunge... An instantaneous, precise blow. Two more lungers — and all three sentries slumped to the floor.

I glanced at the tower off to our left. For just an instant, Sigurd’s face flashed through one of the arrow slits. My bodyguard had taken out the sentries on his side at almost the same exact moment as I had.

It was time for the tower on the right to fall. Kurt was already there. Several heartbeats later, the commander of the “Savage Hearts” gave me the signal. And that was that: the eastern section of the wall was ours.

I looked back at the section of the wall where we had originally come up. The dark silhouettes of the Glenns kept appearing, one after the other, before breaking off into units and fanning out into their positions. Some of them were already hurriedly dragging bundles behind them, bound with ropes and containing big stocks of arrows. A few minutes later, our archers began taking position in all the towers we had just taken.

Meanwhile, the fayret and efirel finished off the drawbridge below us. Its carbonized timbers began flying apart as Maitre Chamot’s stone projectiles slammed into them. The fiery tornado just kept getting stronger, and soon it moved on to the gates.

The defenders weren’t even trying to put out the fire anymore. Since the heat was making it impossible to remain anywhere near the towers at the gates, the Atalians regrouped and moved back. Unfortunately for them, their new positions were very close to the towers we had just taken control of.

From above, we had a perfect view of the enemy archers as they started to file out onto the walls from the hallway that led out of the gate tower. None of them seemed to expect the gates to survive this onslaught. The Atalians’ commanders were preparing to fight inside the fortress. A little further on, at the end of the hallway leading from the gate, some figures in red cloaks were flitting around this way and that. Driven on by their officers, they were hurriedly getting into formation.

Atalian archers were streaming toward the bases of our towers in streams.

“Our move,” I mouthed as I gave the signals to the Glenns, who were already prepared to fire.

Almost at the exact moment that our first volley of several hundred arrows slammed into the unsuspecting Atalians below us, the burning gates trembled under a massively powerful blow. That was Vaira, using her air ram. Or that was how we were referring to her new skill for the time being, at least. It was still fairly weak, and it sucked up a massive amount of energy, but the efirel was elated with her new abilities nonetheless. The progress our little team of fairies had made was on full display.

Expecting the next blow at any moment, I turned all my attention to the gates. In true vision, I could see a flickering, space-distorting ball of energy flying through the air. It looked something like a section of superheated air that you might see above the surface of the desert in the middle of the day. This was Ignia, making another move.

The ball whirled around and hissed right toward the burning gates. The impact wasn’t as powerful as the air ram, but the gates cracked and shuddered once again. Their old, fire-weakened timbers started to break and crumble like toys under the hand of some unseen giant.

The flames grew brighter at the moment of impact. Fire and smoke seemed to be wearing themselves into one big wave that was slowly opening a breach in the wood. Chunks of wood and red-hot metal were flying all over the place, killing and maiming the fortress’ defenders.

A collective roar erupted from our army as two carts full of fascines moved forward to the edge of the moat, protected by their mobile shields. A little while later, the hastily-assembled bridge was in place, and the first legionaries burst into the fortress, covered by our archers...

This was the “check” that would inevitably be followed by a “mate...”

* * *

Somewhere in the environs of Chateau Gardien...

Valdar tamed his first shade when he was just eight years old. It was back in those distant years when he lived in the north, in a small settlement near the frontier.

Little Valdar found a soul in an oak grove one day while he was out gathering berries with his older brothers. As often happened, Valdar had become distracted while gathering and gotten himself lost.

He wandered through the forest all evening, calling to his brothers for help, and in the end he wandered even deeper into the undergrowth. Eventually, he stumbled upon an abandoned hut, where he decided to spend the night.

Tired, hungry, and scared, Valdar squirreled himself away on an old, moss-covered, cobweb-shrouded cot and tried to sleep. It was then, in the middle of the night, that he first heard the call of a shade. It was weak and pitiful. And it was coming from under the ground. It just so happened that the voice calling out to Valdart had once belonged to a child.

Ever since childhood, Valdar had heard fairy tales and stories about forest spirits that pretended to be children and lured lone travelers into the forest so they could devour their souls. So he tried his best to ignore the pitiful cry from beneath the ground. He even put his fingers in his ears. But later, he realized that that didn’t help. The mysterious, pathetic voice asking for help kept ringing in little Valdar’s head, right up until sunrise.

Early in the morning, when the sun had reached the tops of the trees and things around him didn’t seem so scary anymore, Valdar finally decided to answer the call, which was getting weaker with every beat of his heart.

Valdar listened to the voice as he wandered around the ruined hovel, and in the end his efforts met with success. He found the cellar that had once belonged to the former owners of the hovel. After descending the earthen steps, he saw that something at the back edge of the cellar was emitting a strange glow.

When Valdar appeared, the strange light began to take shape. Sure enough, it was one of those spirits from the stories. Only it didn’t attack Valdar; on the contrary, it asked him for help. It asked him to free it from a trap that had been left by a witch who had lived there many years before. The frontier spirit had almost entirely dissipated by that point, and Valdar’s arrival saved it.

The spirit promised to show Valdar the way home if he would help it. Further, it promised to serve Valdar, since it could sense magical power in the boy.

Freeing the spirit turned out to be pretty easy. All that was needed was to move a single stone, which had some ancient rune engraved on it. The spirit was as good as its word: it led Valdar out of the forest and promised that it would always be near him, ready to come to his aid the moment he called. After that, people with magical abilities started disappearing from Valdar’s village and the surrounding area...

Frightened by what was happening, the elders asked the local jarl for help. He obliged, and sent a unit with a strange sort of gifted man who found the source of the problem immediately. He dissolved the shade that had killed all those people; further, he managed to locate its master without too much difficulty.

In the end, Valdar — who didn’t understand anything that was going on — was brought first to the local jarl, then (at the insistence of the Priests of the Frost Temple) sold to the Temple of Hoar the Wicked. That was where Valdar found his new family, and realized for the first time just how much power he really possessed. And then, just a few years previously, the young servants of the Summoner had made their appearance. There were three of them. Sisters Aisel and Fria, and Brother Keyvan. With their appearance, the Order began to recover some of the lost power that it had once possessed.

The woman with two different-colored eyes by the name of Fria taught Valdar’s new brothers how to gather mana from the true gifted and transform it into the power of the Summoner. The stronger a true gifted person’s gift, the more power the Summoner would give.

Valdar first learned that he would be traveling south with Sister Fria when he returned from the frontier. This time, he had managed to lure in a pack of several shades, all at the same time. After such a long period under the Shadow’s flow, they were very powerful.

At first, Valdar was surprised when he learned of Sister Fria’s goal. Some jumped-up young southerner, who was a bastard to boot. With time, however, as he came to realize who exactly his traveling companion was hunting, Valdar came to understand.

For a while, he just wondered at it all. After all, they had the chance to attack and take Renard prisoner several times. But for some reason, Fria was dragging her feet. Valdar later learned why. She was waiting for this true gifted man, who turned out to be none other than an auring (and therefore one of the enemies of the Summoner from the ancient legends), to gather more strength and become more powerful.

On this night, however, all that changed. Sister Fria told him that they were going out on the hunt at last. But they weren’t going to kill the auring. Valdar and his shades would have to capture him. From what Sister Fria said, the Summoner needed a true gifted with this kind of power alive, not dead.

Their unit took several weeks to make it to the Gray Foothills. During that time, Valdar’s shades had grown quite hungry, and it was only with the greatest difficulty that he managed to keep his “pets” from attacking the three strykers in their unit.

They were already camped near Chateau Gardien when a small pack of five werewolves approached them, naively considering their unit to be easy prey. The shades had a true feast that night, and Valdar felt a surge of relief. After all, it was getting to the point where he was seriously considering feeding one of his own brothers to the shades. An idea, by the way, that Sister Fria had first suggested. She even pointed to Brother Olaf, who was the weakest.

Valdar was no longer surprised when he encountered such peculiarities in Sister Fria’s character. He had realized long before that he was dealing with a bloodthirsty, calculating creature that only superficially seemed to be human.

When they made it to Chateau Gardien, the auring’s people were already in control of the place. Somehow, he had managed to lift the blockade of the Sapphire Guild’s citadel. Mind you, Sister Fria had warned that such would be the case.

The countryside seemed to have come back to life. Locals from all the surrounding towns seemed to perceive the transfer of power as a sign of new possibilities to come, and they hurried in toward the Sapphire Citadel to take advantage of new trade prospects.

Carts loaded with fresh fruits, vegetables, grain, and other provisions congregated at the gates, forming chaotic market rows right there beneath the fortress walls.

The air was filled with the smells of fresh-baked bread, herbs, and spices, and the cries of the traders and their customers merged into one big, collective hum. The peasants were bringing in anything they could spare, trying to make a profit in the newly-free trading climate.

It was just such a group of peasants that Valdar and his companions joined up with at a night encampment about a day’s journey from Chateau Gardien. They were already dressed in peasant hand-me-downs by the time they trundled through the fortress’ gates in their old carts, which were laden with bags of simple, unglamorous farm equipment.

They weren’t admitted to the citadel itself like the rest of the peasants were, but they didn’t need that anyway. While the shades searched for the auring, Valdar and the others tried to blend in with the locals as best they could so as not to attract any suspicion. They set up a small camp near the fortress walls and slowly, carefully started selling stolen pilfered goods, just to keep up appearances.

Within a few days, Valdar knew that the auring lived within the citadel, but that he went out on his own every night beyond the walls and climbed up into the mountains. There, on a wide rock outcrop in a cliff face, he would practice and hone his skills. One could hardly imagine a better opportunity for an attack...

So as not to attract any excess attention during their attempt to capture the auring, Sister Fria didn’t take anyone with her except Valdar. The other strykers stayed behind in the valley, ready for a quick getaway.

When one of the shades informed Valdar that the auring was at his usual spot, he and Sister Fria started their ascent.

They found him at the very top of the cliff, right in the middle of a small expanse of bare stone. The auring was sitting atop a big rock with his eyes closed, his legs crossed, and his back stick-straight. His hands lay on his knees with their palms facing upward. It seemed like he wasn’t even breathing.

Valdar froze for a moment in his hiding place behind a big gray boulder. Slowly, he looked around. For some reason, he even sniffed the air. At the last moment, he had a funny sense that there was someone else besides the auring up there with them on the stone outcrop, but the sensation passed quickly. Besides, the shades, who had already surrounded their victims, didn’t sense anything of the sort.

An instant later, Valdar felt Sister Fria’s icy hand settle onto his shoulder like a little iceberg.

It was time...

The shades understood their master’s mental order instinctively and rushed simultaneously toward the totally unsuspecting auring. He was still sitting there, eyes closed, seemingly somewhere very far away in his mind.

Valdar jumped out from behind the boulder where he was hiding. He dug his fingertips feverishly into the boulder’s rough surface, watching with bated breath as his “pets” attacked. Another moment, and this nightmare would finally be over. They would have the strange, dangerous creature in their power, and then they would take him off to the Ice Temple. For a moment, Valdar even thought about how this would raise his profile among the Brothers. Maybe he would even become grand master someday. After all, there was no way their Order could capture an auring without his gift.

Valdar’s daydreaming was suddenly interrupted by a calm but sonorous voice. It was coming from their enemy.

“Finally... I thought you’d never come.”

As the auring’s eyes opened, a sarcastic smile spread across his lips, which sent an icy shiver down Valdar’s spine. In the next moment, several things happened at once.

Before the shades could attack from their positions surrounding their victim, the auring’s body seemed to literally vanish into thin air. A heartbeat later, he was standing just a few feet from the center of the rock where he had been sitting a moment before, sword and dagger already drawn.

Another heartbeat, and the spot where the auring had been sitting was occupied by a massive, dark blotch, which transformed in the course of several seconds into the shape of an enormous Shadow bear.

Valdar recognized it immediately: the Black Terror of the Svartvald!

But how was that possible? His shades should have sensed the presence of such a guard!

Meanwhile, the massive, monolithic bear slid quietly down the rough surface of the huge rock, leaving a trail of otherworldly energy and power in its wake. A rageful fire burned in its eyes. Its terrifyingly-long fangs and claws were aglow with barrier mana.

Without a moment’s hesitation, the spirit of the Black Terror of the Svartvald lunged at the shades, which had turned from predator to prey in an instant. Its claws and teeth tore Valdar’s “pets” to pieces as if they were nothing more than dust bunnies. Every bite, every blow caused them to dissipate into nothingness.

“You’re full of surprises, Fox,” Valdar heard Sister Fria’s voice from where she stood opposite the auring. “The Summoner will be very pleased when you finally end up on the Altar of the Ice Temple.”

She held a sword in each hand; both of their short, curved blades were wrapped in thick, black mist. Valdar was spellbound as he watched, but tried not to make a sound. The auring wasn’t wearing his armor — he wouldn’t be able to withstand the Summoner’s magic for long!

“And you, I see, are pretty confident about your own strength,” the auring snickered in reply. “You demon-worshippers really have a problem with that. Hm... Although as far as I can see, you’re a little bit different. Right? I’m curious — do your so-called brothers have any idea that their sister is one of the Younger Hrimthurs?”

Valdar felt his fingers go numb; they were still gripped tight on the surface of the boulder. It couldn’t be...

“Oh!” Sister Fria’s eyebrows shot upward. “So there are still some first-born who remember us? Heh heh... It’s probably that little nisse who’s shacked up in your den. You’ll have to check in with her later, when this is all over. Ask her how her last master died. Although actually, she’ll find out for herself soon enough... And while we’re at it, I’ll grab that seer you stole from us...”

As he listened to the conversation, Valdar felt like he had forgotten how to breathe... The ancient legends he had heard from the elder priests were coming to life before his eyes... And also, he suddenly felt completely alone. The last shade dissipated into the air, and with that, the spirit of the Shadow bear lunged at Sister Fria. As did the auring.

The battle erupted immediately. Sister Fria moved with incredible speed and dexterity — her black blades emitted a barely-audible sound like that of the whistling wind as they whirled through the air and slashed the gigantic Shadow spirit’s big, dark, translucent body in several places. Each blow, every little movement in the fight looked to Valdar like part of a dance of death, full of grace and power.

He could feel the Shadow magic on his skin as it rippled out through the air. He could sense every little vibration created by the two opponents’s magical auras as they collided with one another.

The tempo of the fight gradually increased. They were moving so quickly that their outlines began to blur into the air around them. Whenever their auras touched, it would create flashes of energy.

The auring’s sword and dagger were glowing with a warm, lilac-purple light, and they left enigmatic whirls and patterns in the air as they moved. Valdar had never seen a technique like this before. Every swing and thrust the auring performed was full of confidence and mastery.

Against this background, it was clear that Fria was less graceful as a swordfighter, although she was clearly faster and physically stronger than her opponent. Every blow she landed hurled the auring back as if his body were weightless.

The bear was already gone; it hadn’t done her any damage at all. But it had done its duty nevertheless — it had distracted Fria for long enough that the auring was able to seize the initiative and launch into a blistering, unrelenting series of attacks.

Suddenly, in what seemed to be the heat of the battle, the two opponents stopped. Breathing heavily, the auring threw down what remained of his sword; constant hammering against death magic had turned it into a pathetic stump in his hand.

“So you see that resistance is pointless?” Fria asked in a loud voice, full of mockery.

The auring didn’t answer. Silently, he assumed a low stance, like that of a fox preparing for its last jump, and pointed his curved dagger out in front of him.

Sister Fria’s dark aura began to thicken all around her until it eventually formed a protective cocoon. The auring suddenly burst into a lightning-quick jump, and with that the battle continued. This time, though, he was obviously moving more slowly than Fria was. With every blow and jump, his strength was ebbing. His dagger, which was made of some sort of Shadow beast’s bone, had broken, but the auring kept lunging and dodging his opponent’s attacks nonetheless.

Eventually, there came a moment when the auring tried to lunge to the side to dodge a blow, but Fria was simply too fast for him. A savage blow sent the fox rolling along the ground, right to the edge of the outcrop. Taking advantage of his stunned state, she started hammering him with a series of quick, precise blows that forced the fox to concentrate all his energies purely on defense.

Valdar watched, still barely breathing. He knew that every blow Fria landed might be the decisive one. The battle had reached its climax, and the outcome might become clear at any moment.

Right at that moment, the auring’s body suddenly spasmed and lurched as a golden mist spread out to cover it. He began to scream in pain, and soon fell to his knees. Eyes wide with shock, Fria froze for a second, then took a step back.

She barely had time to do so before the auring lunged forward, still screaming in pain. His hands were ablaze with golden flame, and the magical haze surrounding them started to extend out and take the shape of long, slightly-curved claws.

The dark cocoon wrapped around Sister Fria’s body started to shake as a hail of violent blows rained down onto it. The auring’s golden claws soon tore her defense to pieces like a dirty, threadbare old cloak.

Fria tried to block his blows or dodge them, but her opponent had just gotten a second wind, and he was stronger and faster than her. The tables had turned.

Valdar heard Fria’s frightened voice shouting something to the auring in an unfamiliar language, but her opponent was deaf to her cries. A lightning-quick blow tore Fria’s throat to ribbons and sent her head flying off her torso. The battle was suddenly over.

Panting, the auring stood there for a moment, just staring at Fria’s dead body; he seemed to expect her to stand back up and miraculously rise from the dead. Then, having finally realized that it was all over, he sank to his knees with a heavy sigh.

Valdar moved ever so slightly; almost immediately, he heard a quiet rustle behind his back. He was about to turn around, but a sudden sharp pain in the back of his head sent him plunging into darkness. Valdar didn’t even have time to realize what was happening before his limp body plopped to the ground. A moment later, he was already furiously trying to determine where the threat was coming from, but darkness was already swallowing his mind, tearing it away from reality...

* * *

The Gray Foothills

The environs of the Sapphire Citadel

As I knelt there on my knees, I could feel it with every cell of my body as a golden energy surged through my channels, transforming my entire energy system in the process. A hellish pain was burning me from the inside. How the hell am I still conscious, I wondered?

Breathe in... Breathe out... Grit your teeth and get through this!

A sudden rustle from the boulder where the soulcatcher was hiding. Ah, no... False alarm... It’s Sigurd.

My bodyguard walked over and squatted down next to me.

“Did it work?” He asked, looking me square in the eyes.

Instead of answering, I just stretched a hand out in front of myself and created a “fox paw” out of golden energy in midair. Or that’s what I called it, at least...

“Congratulations, Your Lordship,” he said with a note of admiration in his voice as he stared at my energy claws.

“Thanks for not intervening,” I said. “I know it was hard, but you kept control and stayed out of it.”

Sigurd just nodded and threw a quick, hate-filled glance back at the headless body behind us.

“Did you capture the other three?” I asked.

“One,” Sigurd replied. “Had to kill two of them.”

“Losses?”

“Nope,” Sigurd shook his head as he helped me to my feet.

It was hard for me to keep myself together. It felt like I was being forced between the big stone rollers people in these parts used to dry their clothing. I declined the bottle of healing elixir that was offered to me. It wouldn’t help. The fire raging in my energy system would swallow up any magic it encountered without even noticing it.

“Good,” I nodded as I took my first step on unbending legs. “The main thing is that we have their soulcatcher. I’m sure he’s got a lot of interesting stories to tell.”

As we descended along the mountain path, the sun made its appearance above the mountains and lit up the expanse of the Gray Foothills. I looked down at the movement on the road below us, which stretched from Chateau Gardien to the Sapphire Citadel. It was a unit of several dozen riders.

Judging by the number of brightly-colored outfits, feathers, and banners among them, it was someone very important. As the cavalcade drew closer, I finally managed to get a look at those banners. Besides those of the Dukes de Gondy and de Bauffremont, there was also the personal banner of Prince Philippe.

Well, I thought... It’s not hard to guess what they want. All I need to hear now is what they’re willing to offer me in return...
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