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IT WAS EARLY MORNING on the day after my controversial duel with de Lamar and the departure of my “dear” relatives. Just as I was finishing breakfast, Madame Weber barged into my annex like a whirlwind of snow, sweeping away everything in her path. 
   
 As it turned out, while I was busy handling my problems the day before, Leon Weber’s wife had kept herself busy with a flurry of activity surrounding my departure. 
   
 In the morning, she stormed the main office of her husband’s trading house to prepare all their covered wagons for inspection, sent all idle staff out to purchase feed, provisions, and travel accessories, then dispatched couriers to all my creditors with bundles of cash. 
   
 Overall, Weber and Sons’ main office spent the whole previous day preparing for my departure. It gave the impression that Madame Weber was more interested in my safe arrival at the frontier than I was. 
   
 At any rate, I was not surprised by her enthusiasm — she was a doting mother who now saw a glimmer of hope to save her son Ruben’s life. Just one final step remained — for Chevalier Renard, i.e. me — to make it in one piece to Westerly Fort as soon as possible with a copy of our contract, notarized in Abbeville’s chancery, and present it to the commander, Captain Louis de Rohan. 
   
 The moment I was entered into the rolls of the Shadow Patrol, young Ruben would be freed of his obligations. Essentially, he was free already, but only as long as I was still alive. In other words, if I now got shanked down some Abbeville alleyway, or on my way to Westerly Fort, the Webers would have to start over from square one. Madame Weber said as much to me openly while admonishing me to pack and get on the road quickly. I’d bet my hand if she had her way, she’d have personally escorted me out of town all the way until noon today. 
   
 I had to put a slight damper on her enthusiasm, explaining that I needed at least one week before I could depart. First of all, I had to prepare diligently for my journey. And second, in one week, a caravan of several dozen recruits would be departing, and I was planning to go with them. Traveling with an armed group was much safer than going alone. 
   
 I ended my speech with assurances that I myself wanted to leave town as quickly as possible, because the spring floods were right around the corner and would be turning all roads into an impassable swamp. 
   
 Madame Weber, with a heavy sigh, had no choice but to agree with my conclusions. After that, she introduced me to a Monsieur Dormael who she claimed was one of the trading house’s best clerks and told me that he was mine to command until I completed my preparations. Beyond that, she loaned me a comfortable coach to facilitate my travels around town. Believing her mission complete, Madame Weber then returned home. 
   
 The clerk, a short balding man of fifty years with intelligent gray eyes and a neatly trimmed wedge beard was on the contrary not planning on going anywhere. Serious, unsmiling, taciturn — he stood at the door patiently waiting. 
   
 “Monsieur Dormael,” I addressed him with a nod at the table. “Have you eaten breakfast?” 
   
 “You have my gratitude, Monsieur Renard,” he nodded curtly. “But I have already eaten and am ready to perform my duties.” 
   
 “Good,” I said, getting up from the table. “About the coach...” 
   
 “It is parked outside the guest house’s main entrance,” he got ahead of me and added: “You may take it wherever you wish, as Madame Weber said.” 
   
 “Excellent,” I smiled. “Now as for your duties... Have you already been told how this will go?” 
   
 “Yes. You call the shots; I take care of the rest.” 
   
 “Superb,” I said. “Wait for me in the coach.” 
   
 “Yes sir,” Dormael bowed and left the annex. 
   
 “What a soulless puppet,” Bertrand snorted, saying about what I was thinking. 
   
 “Oh well,” I dismissed it, throwing on my well-loved coat. “All that matters is keeping him from putting a spanner in the works and making sure he does everything I say.” 
   
 I was about to follow the Weber clerk but remembered something and stopped in the doorway. 
   
 “Old fellow,” I said to Bertrand, who was already trying to get out of bed. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you...” 
   
 “Yes, monsieur.” 
   
 “In your estimation, is there anything I brought to the pawn broker’s worth retrieving?” 
   
 The old man considered it for a moment, then responded confidently: 
   
 “Other than the ancient medallion given to you by your late grandfather and which you pawned to Baptiste Harcourt, I do not believe so... It is the sole family heirloom you had with you.” 
   
 I nodded. 
   
 “Okay. Then I guess I’ll start with the pawn shop.” 
   
 Before leaving the annex, I warned the old man: 
   
 “You remember our deal? Today, I need you to eat well and refrain from overworking yourself. That way I can treat your condition properly.” 
   
 Bertrand nodded fatedly. When I stepped through the doorway, I heard him grumbling that I was wasting my precious attention on a lowly servant like him. 
   
 Oh, old fellow, you have no idea how wrong you are... 
   

* * *

   
 The shop where Max usually pawned off valuables to get cash for his sweetheart’s ever-expanding collection of fancy baubles was located in the center of Abbeville. Just two steps from city hall where the town council met. A nice little spot, from the outside the noble building looked like a fancy store. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out the owner of the establishment had an arrangement with a city councilmember. 
   
 And that guess proved accurate. When I shared my thoughts with the taciturn Dormael, he reported back robot-like that the pawn shop owner Baptiste Harcourt was a distant relative of the second most influential city councilman. 
   
 “A menagerie of abandoned property...” I muttered to myself, surveying the pawn shop’s interior curiously. 
   
 The shelves, racks, and counters were jam packed full of objects of all kinds. He had everything! Clothing of every fashion, dishware and table utensils, variously sized figurines, canes, jewelry... Everything in the shop carried an air of unique history as if every item bore a fleck of its negligent former owner’s soul. Just in case, I scanned through it all but did not detect anything magical. 
   
 Once done with my survey, I headed to the back counter where a rail-thin boy was standing with a smile and watching us. Based on the look in his eyes, he knew perfectly well who I was. And no wonder — Max was a regular customer. 
   
 He was clearly not the owner of the shop. Most likely a son or nephew. Or maybe even an adult grandson. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard!” the boy said with a sonorous voice, bowing when we stopped before his counter. “How nice to see you here! I would also like to offer my wholehearted congratulations on your victory in yesterday’s duel!” 
   
 “Thank you my dear... Uhh...” 
   
 “Jaco,” the kid “reminded” me with a smile. 
   
 “Yes, yes... Jaco...” 
   
 “Have you come to pawn the spoils from yesterday’s fight?” the slick kid took the bull straight by the horns. 
   
 Inside, I laughed. Baptiste Harcourt was raising himself a great replacement. 
   
 “No,” I shook my head. “On the contrary... I am here to redeem an item that belongs to me. Specifically — the medallion. A mere trifle... But it is worth a lot to me as a memory of my father.” 
   
 After I mentioned the medallion, something strange happened. Jaco’s big obliging smile suddenly turned to a face of grave seriousness. 
   
 With a clumsily muttered apology, he slipped through a small imperceptible door behind him. Dormael, by the way, had no reaction to the kid’s strange behavior. Was he perhaps truly some kind of automaton? 
   
 After a few minutes, a perfect copy of Jaco except bald and thirty years older emerged. It must have been Baptiste Harcourt himself. 
   
 “Monsieur Renard!” he said with a slightly shaky voice. “I am immeasurably glad to see you again! Please forgive my young son’s behavior. He is still learning the finer points of our family business... Monsieur Dormael!” 
   
 “Monsieur Harcourt,” my escort responded to the greeting with a colorless voice. 
   
 The pawn shop owner was clearly not himself. Eyes darting, arms shivering... I wondered what had him so spooked. 
   
 “So then, Monsieur Harcourt,” I went on the attack. “Surely your son has already told you the purpose of my visit. I trust you are still in possession of my father’s medallion.” 
   
 I could feel it in my bones. He wanted to lie and say the medallion had already been sold, but Harcourt seemed to get himself together. 
   
 “Yes, chevalier,” he nodded. “It is still in my possession.” 
   
 “Then bring it here with all possible haste! I wish to redeem it.” 
   
 “The thing is,” he said in an apologetic tone. “Please understand that the redemption period as indicated in the original record has expired... And...” 
   
 “And so what?” I kept pushing, though I could already tell where he was going. “You have the medallion. I am here. What is the problem? You get your money back with the commission owed to you. I get back an item of sentimental value to me.” 
   
 “Hm...” Harcourt started coming to his senses despite my pressure. His many years of experience had hardened him. “The thing is, there have been certain difficulties in this particular case...” 
   
 “Such as?” 
   
 “According to the current laws of our kingdom, if you do not repay in the stipulated timeframe, you no longer have any claim to ownership of the item pawned. In other words, the medallion now belongs to me.” 
   
 With those words, Harcourt extended me a record with Max’s signature. He originally got twenty crowns for the medallion. As an aside, this weasel had scammed me doubly with the absolutely criminal thirty percent commission. 
   
 “Hm, okay,” I said while closely reading the note again. “So, bearing in mind what you’ve said, do you have an offer for me then? Would you like to sell me my own medallion for an elevated price?” 
   
 Harcourt breathed a heavy sigh and, squinting at Dormael, said: 
   
 “That’s the thing, I would not... Or rather, I cannot...” 
   
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” I frowned. 
   
 “That the medallion already has a buyer, who will come for it in one week’s time.” 
   
 In my past life, I had done business with people like him before. I even worked for one. Who later tried to stiff me on payment. Heh... Naive... 
   
 Doing my best impression of a man holding back rage, I frowned and wanted to put even more pressure on Harcourt but, before I could, Dormael suddenly entered the game. 
   
 “Monsieur Renard,” he came in a colorless voice, addressing me. “I consider it my duty to remind you of a decree issued by the Count de Brionne, the lord of these lands. The thing is that several years ago, the Viscount de Avesnes, son of one of our count’s closest friends, got himself into much the same situation as yourself. That case involved a family heirloom, a bracelet, which he pawned to a shop. The timeframe on the record had expired and the shop owner, not wanting to wait any longer, sold the family treasure to someone else. Technically, he was within his rights but, as you understand, neither the Viscount de Avesnes nor his father the count were happy about it. And so the Count de Brionne went ballistic. In the end, the pawn shop owner was banished from the county along with his family while the lord of the land issued a decree applicable only to our county extending the length of pawn redemption periods by six months.” 
   
 The longer Dormael expounded in his dry voice, the grimmer the shop owner’s face became. 
   
 “Thank you, Monsieur Dormael,” I said with a broad smile, to which Weber’s clerk just gave a short nod. “What do you say, esteemed Monsieur Harcourt?” 
   
 The man gave a heavy sigh and, striving to imitate a welcoming tone, replied: 
   
 “Indeed... I must have forgotten about that decree... Thank you for reminding me, messieurs. In point of fact, I am actually happy it all worked out this way and would be glad to see a family heirloom return to its rightful owner. How about I sell it to you for the same price as the other gentleman offered? Namely — one thousand silver crowns.” 
   
 What a rat... And his ugly mug was positively beaming! 
   
 “I see surprise on your faces, sirs,” Harcourt continued as if nothing had happened. “But alas, the law is on my side. You have another few months. That is true. But I get to set the price.” 
   
 He spoke with a cold tone. The mask of kindhearted respect slipped to reveal his true form. Even the resolute Dormael let himself snort. 
   
 What was going on? And what was this whole song and dance around some little medallion? A regular trip to the pawn shop had turned into yet another of Max’s family secrets. Well, rat, you asked for it… 
   
 “One thousand crowns?” I asked calmly. 
   
 “To the obol,” Harcourt responded in a harsh tone. 
   
 Dormael wanted to say something, but I gestured for him to stop. 
   
 “I hear you, Monsieur Harcourt,” I nodded. “I have to think.” 
   
 “If you like, chevalier. But bear in mind — the clock is ticking.” 
   
 “Of course,” I said, maintaining my unflappable facial expression. “Let’s go, Monsieur Dormael.” 
   
 We turned and headed for the exit. As an aside, no one entered the pawn shop that entire time. Which was a big help. 
   
 Opening the front door and letting Dormael go ahead of me, I said: 
   
 “Wait for me in the coach, my good man. I just remembered another valuable I’d like to redeem.” 
   
 Dormael gave an unflappable nod while I, after looking down the street, shut the door carefully behind me and turned all three locks. Now we could have a proper chat. 
   
 Harcourt saw that, frowned and, walking back to a small door behind him, exclaimed in a demanding tone: 
   
 “Chevalier! What do you think you’re doing?!” 
   
 He wanted to give off a fearsome air but failed. On the last word, his voice gave a treacherous crack. 
   
 I closed the gap between the door and counter in a matter of seconds, but still was nearly too slow. Harcourt was a nimble fellow. As I hopped over the counter, he was already closing the door to the back room behind himself. 
   
 The thrill of the hunt awoke within me. No, rat! You won’t be getting away from the Fox so easily! 
   
 Harcourt fumbled with the lock, which I immediately seized upon. 
   
 With a kick, reinforced with a small mass of energy, I blasted straight through the little door. Harcourt got somewhat lucky — the door only hit him on the shoulder. 
   
 While he fell back on the floor and spewed curses, I took a quick look around. A small windowless room with a wide table piled high with papers and various objects against the wall. A little sofa and chair at the opposite wall, and yet another door a bit beyond that. I pulled the handle — locked. 
   
 I heard rustling behind the sofa and a plaintive sob. I glanced there and smiled. Harcourt’s son was pressed up in the corner and staring hauntedly at me, hugging his knees. Tears welled up in his eyes. 
   
 “Jaco, do not fear,” I said calmly. “I just need to have a talk with your father, then I’ll be on my way.” 
   
 “Renard!” Harcourt barked through his teeth, trying to stand up. “You’ll pay for that! I will sue you! You’ll spend the rest of your days working the mines!” 
   
 I walked over to the pawn broker, grabbed him by the collar, and shoved him into a chair. 
   
 Baptiste Harcourt wailed in pain and clutched his left shoulder with his right hand. I looked at him using true vision. 
   
 “Quit your whining,” I said. “It’s just a scratch. You’ll be fine.” 
   
 “You’re done for, Renard...” Baptiste hissed. “Abbeville’s most senior judge is best friends with my uncle the second councilman! You’ll be in shackles by this evening with a one-way ticket to the northern mines!” 
   
 “These are supposed to be different worlds, but you people are all the same,” I whispered to myself with a smirk. “One might think you were being grown in a lab.” 
   
 Harcourt frowned and listened in. 
   
 “What are you whispering?” 
   
 “I’m saying you’re greedy and over-confident,” I smiled. “Your impunity has dulled your edge. You’re also phenomenally stupid. What makes you think your uncle’s buddy would bring charges against me? Have you forgotten who I am? I am a nobleman from an ancient and influential house. The only person here who can bring charges against me is the Count de Brionne, not some lowly commoner. And think about the trial... Especially considering the lord of these lands’ ‘love’ for your brother. I for one can’t wait to see the look on the Count de Brionne’s face when I tell him how you were planning to rob me. Based on your sour face, you’ve already realized how badly you miscalculated.” 
   
 Harcourt froze. He looked like a plucked rooster who’d suddenly lost his voice. In his eyes, I could see sorrow and a realization of his error. He had done business with impunity for a long time thanks to his relative. But now he’d met his match. 
   
 “And now tell me,” I continued pressing. “What made you get so excited over some little medallion?” 
   
 He shuddered and squirmed. Then he glowered at me but was in no rush to speak. 
   
 I snorted and took my dagger from its sheath. Candlelight glinted off its predatory curved blade. That really got to Harcourt. He started hurriedly muttering something, shifting to a more respectful tone: 
   
 “Monsieur, I beg of you... I really do have a buyer lined up, who is willing to pay one thousand silver crowns for that medallion! I have nothing more to say!” 
   
 I snorted to myself. Such great acting talents going to waste in a small-town pawn shop. The sudden changes in personality were striking. Just one minute prior, he was burning with righteous fury, and now he was ready to lick my boots. 
   
 “Well, you know...” I sighed, taking a step forward. “The gods will see I tried to play nice...” 
   
 “Monsieur Renard!” Jaco exclaimed, jumping out from behind the sofa. “I’ll tell you everything! Just have mercy on my father!” 
   
 “Silence, whelp!” Harcourt senior shrieked. 
   
 “Your medallion is an artifact of the Forgotten!” the boy shot out in a single breath. 
   
 “What have you done...?” Baptiste rasped, lowering his head fatedly. “Foolish child...” 
   
 “The medallion comes from the Forgotten?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes!” Jaco nodded and started speaking quickly, fearing that his father would shut him up again: “It was created in one of the ancient kingdoms which are now covered by the Shadow of Strix. My father was unable to determine which one but has no doubt it was one of the northern kingdoms.” 
   
 “Hm... That’s a surprise. I didn’t know that...” 
   
 “Of course you didn’t!” Jaco took my very simple bait. “Then you’d never have pawned it for a pittance.” 
   
 Ahem, kid, you might not be cut out for the pawn business. Your dad is wasting his time on you. You’d better start looking for another line of work. 
   
 “Aha,” I drawled, watching out of the corner of my eye as Harcourt’s face went pale. “And who might this mystery buyer be?” 
   
 “We don’t know,” Jaco shrugged. “He approached my father while he was researching artifacts of the Forgotten, offering one thousand crowns for the medallion in a letter. He didn’t mention his name...” 
   
 I quickly glanced at Baptiste Harcourt, shrinking on the chair. He appeared to have lost his footing. 
   
 Oh, kid, looks like your dad does know who he’s dealing with. He just isn’t telling you. And based on his fearful face — this mystery buyer will not forgive his error. But I don’t care. It’s not my problem. 
   
 “Monsieur Harcourt,” I said in an icy tone. The sound of my voice made him shiver and raise his head. I saw a fated look in his eye. “I must have my medallion.” 
   
 One hour after my more exhaustive talk with the pawn broker, I was sitting in the coach as it rolled down the road, looking thoughtfully at the medallion, which sent shivers through my body. Scanning showed that in my hands was a magic artifact the very existence of which disproved the local theory of the origin of the gifted. Seemingly, magic did exist in this world, and long before the Shadow ever came to be. 
   
 Honestly, inside I was ready for a reminder or even simple greeting from my mysterious benefactor. And now, the thing I was intuitively expecting had come. 
   
 In my hand was a small round piece of gold the size of a quail’s egg depicting a grinning fox’s face on the back side. Though its predatory grin was more reminiscent of a happy smile. 
   
 The other side meanwhile was decorated with a coat of arms: a triangular shield held up by a pair of foxes standing on hind legs and a serrated crown on top. 
   
 But that wasn’t what caught my eye... Beneath the shield I saw a motto which sent a chill running down my spine. It was a short phrase in the ancient witching tongue, which read: 
   

“Here and now!”
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I WAS LYING IN BED with my hands behind my head staring up at a dark ceiling. It was the middle of the night, but I was wide awake. And no wonder — tomorrow morning we would be setting off on my very first trip in this world. All kinds of thoughts swarmed in my head. How could I sleep...? 
   
 As always, I was keeping a running tally of my accomplishments, mentally scanning down my list of tasks and crossing off the one’s I’d completed. 
   
 First on the list was a future quest. Our destination was Westerly Fortress, located in the north-east of the country on the edge of the Shadow where I would serve as part of the Shadow Patrol. 
   
 Before presenting myself to the commander Louis de Rohan, I had to rent a place in Toulon, a small town near the fortress. As a noble, I was not required to stay in the barracks with the commoners, which was hard not to be happy about. 
   
 From Abbeville to Toulon was approximately five hundred miles, which in a car on my old world’s advanced roads, I could have made in seven or eight hours without pushing the engine too hard including all stops for snacks and bathroom breaks. In that world, I even could have taken an airplane. 
   
 But here, it would be a grueling forty-day trek. And that was the best-case scenario. Terrible roads, weather, attacks by highwaymen and wild animals, and illnesses were but a small fraction of what we would face. And to top it all off, not everyone in the caravan I’d signed up with was going to be as prepared as us. 
   
 Thinking back on the last week of travel preparations, I frowned. The people of this world had gotten on my last nerve with their lackadaisical ways. And that was with the unflappable Dormael relentlessly watching over me, for whom I mentally thanked Madame Weber hundreds of times. Without the laconic and diligent clerk, my preparations could have easily taken another few months. This world simply had not caught up to the speeds of my native one. 
   
 Dormael was a fan of my manner of conduct. I started to get the impression that he viewed me as a kindred spirit. Still, at first I took him for somewhat bilious. I suspected that he felt like a nanny assigned to a capricious aristocrat and who would have to patiently tolerate his every whim and obey his stupid wishes. 
   
 I suspected that the first warming of our strange relationship took place after that visit to the pawn shop. What was indubitably a losing scenario for the young naive aristocrat — a showdown with the streetwise Baptiste Harcourt — had ended in an unexpectedly quick and unqualified victory. 
   
 Later that same day, we made a short but exhaustive trip to every market stall and small trader in Abbeville that dealt in magic potions. 
   
 On that one evening, I cleared the entire local stock of healing infusions, perfumes, and inks. I felt a huge temptation to pay a visit to Trebolt and try to get more magic dust, but I wisely suppressed that urge. I had no need to give him extra grounds for suspicion. In fact, that was the very reason I was giving a wide berth to the weapon store belonging to the city’s sole artifactor. It was not time to show my cards to any gifted. 
   
 I got three times more potions than stipulated in the contract, but Dormael covered all the purchases saying that Madame Weber had given him clear instructions to comply with my every demand related to preparing for the trip. 
   
 Whereas all was clear with the healing potions — he just had to consider where I was headed — Dormael clearly had questions about the huge quantities of perfume and ink. An irrepressible curiosity peeked through the clerk’s mask of unflappability. I could see it in his eyes. 
   
 I had to slightly show my hand. I told him my path would take me through various counties, baronies, and one duchy, meaning I would have to face many meetings with local aristocrats among other things. And small gifts in the form of magic potions would be a big help to both curry favor with these people and help me cut through red tape if necessary. 
   
 Dormael found my reasoning more than convincing that evening, and his vision of me as a young, naive aristocrat began to fade. 
   
 I of course was lying through my teeth. I was not planning to sell much less give away this vitally necessary energy. Furthermore, I was already running low on crimson dust, and had used up all my emerald. My energy channel reinforcement procedures required large amounts of the valuable resources. 
   
 From time to time, I found myself recalling with pity the little baggy of crimson dust I gave to the witch, only for her to never show her face again. Seemingly, she had made up her mind. Didn’t want to see me? Okay, sure. I could figure everything out on my own. 
   
 I got gear and weapons from Guy Arnault’s weapon shop again. Jacques’ friend managed to catch me off guard — his junk heap actually had quite a lot of worthwhile items. 
   
 Above all, I had to buy gear for Bertrand. Thanks to the crimson potions, his health was making vast strides in the right direction. 
   
 Jacques meanwhile still had a kit from his glorious martial past. I also had an unexpected stroke of luck — de Lamar’s servant finally deigned to deliver my rightful spoils. 
   
 Among them was the very vest Vincent de Lamar was wearing for our duel, an exquisitely crafted brigandine. The outside was silk, which concealed a set of overlapping steel plates attached to soft leather lined with a layer of luscious velvet. This fancy armor was nice enough to wear at any party or reception hosted by a count or baron. 
   
 The brigandine was big on me, but Guy Arnault promised to tailor it to my size. De Lamar’s sword meanwhile I decided to sell. Too heavy for me, the one-handed sword was clearly made to order, but the owner of the Mace and Poleaxe helped me out there as well, accepting the sword in exchange for a pair of slightly curved blades. 
   
 When I first saw them, I lost my breath. Our worlds had a lot in common. Mamoru Yamada had used practically identical swords in our circus to perform his tricks, which he eventually taught to me. 
   
 Guy Arnault told me they had been sold to him by some sailor who spent time in the Eastern Isles. I found the story unconvincing, but I didn’t care. We all had our skeletons in the closet. I was no exception. 
   
 Despite the excellent steel and balance, the unusual shape of the blades and slightly elongated handles bothered swordfighters from around here who were used to fighting with different weapons. So for all these years, the unusual swords had been serving more as decoration than anything. 
   
 To test their balance, I went into the shop’s backyard and performed a few katas, impressing everyone watching with their complexity. After the demonstration, I caught Guy Arnault staring at me a few times. I could see that Jacques’ military buddy had a lot of questions but didn’t dare to actually ask any. My new stable hand and wagon driver had already whispered to his friends about my opinion of people sticking their nose where it didn’t belong. 
   
 After that came the scene at the Webers’ stable. A close inspection and scan of the horses they’d prepared for me revealed that three of them were unsuitable, which I told them. Jacques by the way was no less surprised by my assertion than my employer’s staff. The horses were quite nice. 
   
 The Webers’ head stableboy was outraged. The inscrutable Dormael meanwhile seemed pleased. I had apparently accidentally landed a blow on someone he long considered a rival. I noticed that they had no lost love for one another as soon as we entered the stable. 
   
 When the head stableboy, diligently suppressing his rage, asked through clenched teeth whether the young gentleman would deign to explain to him, a mere mortal, what precisely was not to His Lordship’s liking about Abbeville’s best horses, I was eager to indulge him. 
   
 The longer my calm enumeration of the aches and pains suffered by the horses went on, the more the stableboy’s face turned first pale, then long. 
   
 By the time I finished, the Webers’ head stableboy made for a fearsome sight. Because even a fool could tell that he was perfectly aware of the majority of the problems I pointed out. Only a few of my diagnoses were truly novel discoveries. 
   
 In the end, the problem horses were traded out for others of my choosing while Dormael, glowing like a polished thaler, told the main stableboy in a triumphant tone that he would be reporting on all these honor-tarnishing events to their employer. 
   
 To my delight, we had no further problems with any of the Weber and Sons “departments.” In those places, Dormael’s unquestioned authority was palpable. 
   
 Thoughts about the trip gradually gave way to thoughts about finances. There I could only smile. I was not only able to cover all the debts that had multiplied like fleas thanks to that dunderhead Max, I even came out ahead. 
   
 By local standards, the amount of money in my bank account was enough to make me quite a wealthy man. Honestly though, I was not a huge fan of having my money just sitting in an account. I was more used to having it work for me, always on the move. But on the other hand, slightly more than seven thousand silver crowns could also be viewed as something of a safety cushion, which I actually needed several more of and in several locations at that. 
   
 Beyond silver, I also had the jewelry I had pilfered from Paul Lepetit’s hiding spot which I was planning to sell off in piecemeal fashion in the small towns we’d be stopping in along the way. 
   
 I decided to keep only one thing for myself — an emerald brooch. The one that stood out from all the rest. I also decided to keep the record indicating the value of the pawn just in case. 
   
 I was not going to sell the golden signet with large dark crimson ruby the Count de Angland used to buy back his son’s family armor either. I would need it in the future. Let it serve as a memory for His Lordship about the favor I once did for him. 
   
 But although the other jewelry was all clear, I had a gut feeling Max’s family medallion was going to cause problems. And my gut feelings had never let me down before. 
   
 A careful scan of the artifact showed that it contained a primitive energy system. What purpose it served I was unable to discern. Pushing a tiny ball of mana through it served only to make the round hunk of metal glow with a dim magic light. The glow then lasted several minutes before the artifact went out, turning back into a regular gold medallion. And that was where I concluded my experiments, spawning more questions than answers. 
   
 I interrogated Bertrand about the artifact, but that got me practically nowhere. The old man said only that the medallion was given to Max by his father a matter of hours before his arrest, and the count asked him to keep it under wraps. That was all. Maybe he’d told his dear son more about the medallion, but the contents of that conversation were never revealed by virtue of the deaths of both men. 
   
 As an aside, strangely, beyond the medallion his father could have given him a bit of cash, but I had one theory on that account. The count was seemingly not expecting his bastard to be thrown out of his mansion with just three hundred crowns to his name. Max himself meanwhile clearly did not expect his exile to last long. Which was why he was partying so hard. And essentially, he was right. Before a year had passed, his dear uncle found a use for him. 
   
 And that took me to the next point. To myself I headlined it, “Dear Relatives.” Even a fool could see that, in my weakened state, people would try to manipulate me and shove my body into the peculiar sort of gaps that often formed in family affairs. 
   
 I was not yet aware what specific gap my dear uncle wanted me to fill but it smelled distinctly of shit — that was a fact. My sixth sense could not be fooled by talk of a “brilliant marriage.” 
   
 And I had no problem with filling gaps. That I could understand. Max was the weakest link in his family chain, so of course he got the short end of the stick. But now they were also trying to kill him. And who was behind it? Some aunt on his mother’s side who he seemingly hadn’t ever even met in person. What made Max such a target for her? 
   
 By the way, that was precisely what I wanted to address with the “love of my life” Vivienne Leroy, but the devil woman must have had a great sixth sense of her own — the night after the duel, she fled the city to parts unknown. 
   
 De Lamar’s servant, who I had to threaten with my dagger, quickly spilled everything he knew about the handsome couple. As it turned out, after de Lamar slew me at the duel, he and Vivienne were planning to leave Abbeville and travel somewhere to the south of Vestonia, then onward to Atalia. Hm… Completely expected. 
   
 I also didn’t get a chance to talk to Betty, who knew what her “friend” and her lover were planning. She left for the capital the day after the duel. It was turning into a proper wave of emigration. 
   
 However, unlike Vivienne, I knew perfectly where to find my “fiancée.” As soon as I reached the capital, I would take her father Monsieur Gilbert up on his invitation. 
   
 I could have found Vivienne quickly as well, by the way. It wasn’t all that easy to get away from Dodger. I simply did not want to waste my precious time on her. Especially because I already pretty much knew everything. 
   
 Overall, Max’s family was something to be envied. And now this mystery about the Forgotten kingdom. That Max and I had a direct relationship with the Forgotten I was certain of as soon as I saw the fox medallion and motto written in the ancient witching tongue. 
   
 Well, at least I now understood what my mysterious benefactor meant when he promised to pick me a new body and world that would be lots of fun for us both. He was expecting me to give him a show. He’d gotten bored, see... 
   
 By the way, speaking of entertainment... Very soon I would be going out beyond the frontier and learning more about the Shadow’s magic. I had no intention of waiting several years for my reservoir to get bigger from long and persistent training. No, no... It wasn’t that I feared hard work either but, given there was a way to speed the process along, I had to take advantage. What did it say again? “Here and now!” Heh... That family motto was already starting to grow on me. 
   
 And so, mulling over what I’d done and had yet to do, I did not notice as I drifted away into slumber’s soft embrace. 
   
 That night, I dreamed of Thais. But not the Thais from my past life — so happy and full of life with a shock of red hair — a different, new Thais. With dark eyes, raven locks, and a harsh, cold face. 
   
 This time, I saw more. My “little sister” was standing on the bow of a large triple-masted ship staring thoughtfully into the distance. A bloodthirsty smile played on her lips while a fire of fury danced in her dark eyes. 
   
 This time, even the dimples on her cheeks couldn’t break through the cold stare enough for me to see my sweet little Thais. 
   
 After that, I looked behind her and felt a chill run between my shoulder blades. The top deck was packed with soldiers armed to the teeth and crammed into armor suits wearing wolf pelt capes and jewelry made of animal fangs and ears with blue tattoos on their bearded faces. 
   
 Thais, or rather the woman who looked like her, stopped contemplating the horizon, turned and shouted something triumphant in a croaking language I did not recognize. The armored soldiers shook their weapons and responded with a unison wolf howl that made my heart nearly leap out of my chest. 
   
 After that, pseudo-Thais pointed straight ahead and shouted out again. I looked that way and froze. On the horizon, I could see the shore and the outline of fortress walls dotted with tall towers crowned by colorful flags flapping in the wind. 
   
 Gulping with a scratchy throat, I made myself look around. The fog dispersed somewhat to reveal a large flotilla with dozens and even hundreds of soldiers on the top decks of all the ships. 
   
 Then I woke up... Panting like I’d just run a marathon I bolted upright in bed and with shivering hands pulled off my sweat-soaked shirt. 
   
 My heart was pounding. The dream just felt too real... But that was not all. 
   
 Before emerging into the real world, I noticed something on pseudo-Thais’ chest. This time, I got a good look at her necklace. It was set with ten large crimson bruts. 
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IT HAD BEEN EIGHT DAYS since we left Abbeville. Without exaggeration, I can say that Bertrand and I left our annex and the city where I first awoke in this world without the least bit of pity. First of all, I was not a fan of sitting around in any one place for too long. And no wonder. I spent my entire childhood and young adult life on the road. And second, Abbeville was not the kind of location I’d want to settle down in. There was nothing special about it. 
   
 My goodbye to Trixie and her little brother was quite emotional though. They saw us off with tears in their eyes. Trixie was simply beside herself. After all, she was also seeing her fiancé off along with us. 
   
 When I hopped into the saddle, she ran up to me and, clutching at my boots, shot out rapid-fire that she wanted me to look after her Patrick. All I could do in response was snort to myself. But out loud I assured her that I would do everything in my power as long as Patrick asked for it himself. 
   
 In other words, I didn’t promise anything in particular but I did leave the door open. Trixie was perfectly fine with that. She was completely aware that after everything that happened over the past few days even that response was the height of magnanimity. 
   
 The whole issue was that Patrick Dupree, Trixie’s future husband, and I had gotten off on the wrong foot. It all happened when Jacques and I paid a visit to the man leading the caravan headed for the frontier. 
   
 To say we got a cold reception would be a severe understatement. Roland Buquet, the caravan leader, was a short stocky older man with his nose turned to the side, while his right cheek was adorned with a hideous burn scar. He was clearly none too pleased to hear we wanted to join up with his caravan. 
   
 A retired sergeant, he’d spent half a life serving in a royal legion and, after retiring, made a business escorting recruits to the frontier. He saw few upsides to having a nobleman in his caravan. Roland Buquet was not accustomed to having his orders questioned. A wanton aristo could easily gum up the works of his finely tuned machine. 
   
 I had to assure the grim sergeant that I was not planning to try and dictate the caravan’s travels, and that even if someone asked me to do it, I would refuse the unenviable honor. 
   
 I also promised to obey the caravan leader within reasonable limits. For example, I was prepared to help fight off highwaymen or wild animals. But I was not willing to take part in setting our nightly camps. The caravan contained a fairly large number of commoners. Let them dig the pits and so forth. 
   
 Roland Buquet was fine with that, and the look in his eyes warmed though only very slightly. Particularly after I paid him five silver crowns for our travel. 
   
 However, he just so happened to have a broad-shouldered hulk of an assistant by the name of Patrick Dupree with hands the size of shovels who was itching for a fight. 
   
 While I spoke to the sergeant, I kept catching Trixie’s fiancé boring into me with his eyes. He clenched his big fists until his knuckles turned white and kept snorting like an enraged bull. But unfriendly looks and snorting were as far as it went. It was not hard to guess the reason he felt that way, either. Patrick must have been burning with jealousy. Later, Jacques confirmed my theory, also having seen Patrick’s state. 
   
 Naturally, I was not planning to let his rude behavior slide. I didn’t give a damn whose fiancé he was. Commoners could not look at aristos that way. 
   
 So I advised Roland Buquet to clamp down on his assistant and teach him some manners. Otherwise, I would have to educate him. A dozen lashings was the best medicine for cases like this. 
   
 I didn’t know how, but Trixie found out very quickly. Though with her phenomenal ability to stick her nose into everyone’s business, it was no big surprise. 
   
 She approached me that same day with tears in her eyes and twisting her hands, begging me to forgive her stupid fiancé for his bad behavior. 
   
 Overall, I was not interested in playing such foolish games. I already felt like the main character in some second-rate love play. 
   
 By day eight, I had enough time to take a closer look at the head of the party and its other members. There were essentially four groups. 
   
 The first was Roland Buquet and his ten troops. It was immediately evident that they knew one another very well. And no wonder. Jacques said that the head of the caravan and his people once served in the same legion. 
   
 Group two was mercenaries who had signed contracts with well-heeled Abbevillians and who were heading to the frontier to serve as part of the Shadow Patrol. One such mercenary was Patrick, leader of the group, which comprised a dozen soldiers clearly receiving payment from the caravan leader for their assistance. 
   
 Group three was the biggest with nearly thirty people. To myself, I was calling them the “poor saps.” They not only didn’t have the cash to pay a mercenary, they weren’t even able to purchase basic weaponry or decent clothing and food. For some inscrutable reason, Roland Buquet and his people had taken the “poor saps” under their wing, providing them with transport, food, and basic clothing. I of course did not believe the sergeant and his people were such pure and untainted altruists, so I told my companions about the oddity and warned them to keep their eyes peeled. 
   
 Group four then was our little team. The most well equipped and prepared of them all. 
   
 Beyond that, over the last eight days, we picked up random companions on the road from time to time. Many people from nearby villages preferred to pay Roland Buquet for a safe day or two of travel due to their fear of highwaymen. 
   
 I must give the retired sergeant his due — he was a real pro. He ruled over the caravan with an iron fist, evidence of his army experience. Any disobedience was met with instant punishment. 
   
 I was also a fan of his sense of time. Over the whole eight days, we had not once spent the night on open ground. Every time, thanks to Sergeant Buquet’s insistence and familiarity with the route, the caravan spent the night in settlements, villages or, as happened on day eight of the trip, in a small town by the name of Thiviers. There we decided to spend two nights to resupply and give the horses a rest. 
   
 There were no hotels in Thiviers but there were two inns where Sergeant Buquet and his people stayed, and one guesthouse which I selected for myself. 
   
 It was nothing special, but I didn’t mind. I was not planning on spending the rest of my life here. A filling dinner, hot bath, clean linens, a roof over my head, and a separate room — that was all I needed. 
   
 By morning of the next day, after a short stretch and big breakfast, I went into the backyard to check in with Jacques, who had spent the night in the wagon. Our driver pointedly refused to spend the night in the inn, arguing that he had such a cozy wagon that it would be a crime to waste money on a room ridden with bedbugs and fleas. 
   
 “How’d you sleep?” I asked Jacques, nodding at the big wagon. 
   
 “Great as ever!” he replied with a broad smile. He carefully ran a hand over the wooden side and patted the boards lightly. “A mansion worthy of a duke! I’m scared to even imagine how much silver you shelled out for it...” 
   
 The wagon the Webers provided for us really was strikingly large and well appointed. A true home on wheels, it was unlike any of the others I saw in their office’s internal courtyard. Dormael, in his usual colorless manner, informed us that this wagon was meant to be a gift for the Webers’ eldest son who was constantly on the move in the few years leading up to his death. 
   
 To brighten their heir’s spirits and ease the burdens of his nomadic lifestyle, his parents had endeavored to construct a small but very comfortable little house on wheels where he was intended to spend the majority of his time. But alas, their eldest son never even had a chance to see it, much less take it for a test run. 
   
 The first time I entered the wagon, I was slightly puzzled. A split-level bed, small steel stove with a pipe leading outside, two big soft armchairs, a dress wardrobe and two bedside tables, walls decked out in dark blue velvet. Gee, my bedroom in Madame Richard’s annex was actually smaller and had somewhat less opulent decor. 
   
 “Looks big enough,” I replied to Jacques. “To tell the truth, I was expecting more modest accommodation.” 
   
 “It was all Madame Weber,” Jacques shrugged, continuing to stroke the wooden side of the wagon like it was a living creature. “Everyone knows that Leon Weber is such a cheapskate he’d make you beg for snow in winter. His wife is no better, but you saved her son. So...” 
   
 But before he could finish, Bertrand walked into the guesthouse backyard where the wagon was parked next to a narrow-shouldered man with darting little eyes and a goatee. 
   
 “Monsieur,” he came while looking sidelong at the pipsqueak. “You have visitors...” 
   
 “And what brings them here, my good man?” I asked, raising a brow inquisitively. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard,” the pipsqueak said with a respectful bow and welcoming smile. “My name is Arnaud Lefevre. I come in the name of my master, Viscount Bastien de Tosny with a dinner invitation for yourself. He will be expecting you this evening in the Red Ox tavern.” 
   
 I grimaced. Another of Max’s creditors? Did he just hear what I was doing and decide to catch me en route? I didn’t seem to recall that name on any of my loan documents. 
   
 I glanced over at Bertrand. He just shrugged his shoulders with a baffled look, as if to say he’d never heard the name before. 
   
 “The Viscount de Tosny?” I said, feigning forgetfulness. “Nothing’s coming to mind...” 
   
 “Oh!!” Smiling, he threw up his thin little arms. “You and my master are not acquainted, but he would very much like to correct that oversight now that he’s heard so much about you.” 
   
 “Is that right?” I asked in surprise. “What would make a viscount seek a meeting with a man he’s never met before?” 
   
 “You see, chevalier,” the pipsqueak fumbled and lowered his voice slightly. “The thing is my master is quite a well-known figure in certain circles.” 
   
 “Such as?” 
   
 “The Viscount de Tosny is a passionate collector and, quite importantly, a very wealthy man...” the pipsqueak came softly and added: “In certain circles he is known as the Watchmaker. And he has a business proposition for you.” 
   
 So there it was... Now I could see what this was about. He reacted quickly. It hadn’t even been a week. The same mysterious buyer who wanted Max’s medallion from the pawn shop for a thousand crowns. The pawn broker also mentioned a “Watchmaker.” 
   
 Well, okay... This will be interesting. But to keep up appearances, I decided to give him a hard time. 
   
 “I’m not sure,” I frowned. 
   
 “Say yes, chevalier!” the pipsqueak smiled. “I promise you will not regret it. My master is a generous man! Beyond that, the Viscount de Tosny is an excellent conversationalist. For a man such as you, backwaters like this must come with such a dearth of interesting conversation. Particularly with people of your station.” 
   
 I rubbed my chin and, after a brief pause, said with a smile: 
   
 “You know something? You and your master have caught my interest. Tell the viscount I accept his invitation.” 
   
 The pipsqueak melted into an obliging smile and, with a bow, walked away. In the end, thinking I wouldn’t notice, he hit me with an unfriendly scornful look. So, this Arnaud Lefevre was not a one-dimensional character. 
   
 “A snake in human skin,” Jacques spat out when the pipsqueak had left. “I’ve known plenty of apparently obliging simpletons like him. The second they catch you yawning, you get a knife in your backfat. Keep your eyes peeled around that little live wire...” 
   
 “Since when did you start worrying about me?” I snorted. 
   
 “Ever since you started paying me a yearly salary of ten crowns including room and board,” Jacques shrugged and smirked. “Not many can boast of such a generous salary.” 
   
 “Ah, so that’s all it is! Well, that explains a lot...” 
   

* * *

   
 The main and seemingly only room of the Red Ox tavern greeted me with silence. There were no visitors much less employees. 
   
 Actually, no... There was one visitor. I just didn’t notice him right away. At a wide table set with modest dishware near the far wall there sat a thin gentleman of fairly unpleasant appearance. No, he was not ugly. In fact, between his posture, expensive clothing, aristocratic facial features and tar-black hair, this man was probably quite a hit with the ladies. But there was something repellant about him. 
   
 My scanner showed nothing. The man sitting before me was completely normal. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard, I presume?” the man said, standing from the table. 
   
 “The same,” I responded. “And you, I take it, are the Viscount de Tosny?” 
   
 “Indeed,” he nodded and added with a sidelong smile: “You certainly are punctual. I appreciate punctuality.” 
   
 I just shrugged and sat down in a chair uninvited, which caused the viscount to huff a bit. 
   
 Deftly grabbing a silver pitcher from the center of the table, he poured into my glass a dark red wine and said: 
   
 “Help yourself, chevalier! Alas, this backwater cannot boast of a large variety of dishes, but I am quite sure you’ll appreciate this wine from my personal collection. I take a couple bottles with me wherever I go.” 
   
 Casually, I rubbed the tip of my nose with my pointer finger, covering my mouth. That gave me enough time to silently whisper the Snake’s Breath incantation and splash out a small mass of energy. 
   
 The wine’s energy structure immediately revealed lines of dim yellow. The viscount was seemingly trying to slip me some potion. And not any old potion — a magic one. Didn’t spare a dime, ugly bastard. Based on the color, he had most likely used something intoxicating to the mind, to make me more talkative. 
   
 The wine in his glass meanwhile was a different sort. Oh well... The dirty games had begun. Heh... I was actually intrigued to see what he’d do next. 
   
 My reservoir could easily cope with a primitive sleeping potion. So, as if nothing was going on, I grabbed the glass and took a sip, meanwhile watching the dim yellow dots dissolve into my energy system to absolutely no effect. Yep, ugly bastard, this was a far cry from Swamp Queen’s Kiss. It would take something more serious to bring down Dodger. 
   
 The viscount meanwhile, watching with pleasure as I drank his “wonder” wine, continued to speak: 
   
 “You have probably noticed that we are the only ones here. That is because I asked the owner of the tavern to find us a quiet place to talk, and he was only too eager to oblige. I am certain that neither you nor I would be too pleased to look on the drunken faces of the local commoners. So get a more comfortable seat. You have nothing to fear.” 
   
 “Thank you,” I nodded, taking another little sip from the glass. Soon, I would have to imitate the unsophisticated drunk of a young man. 
   
 We spent a bit of time eating in silence, exchanging the odd glance. I was waiting for the viscount to get to business. He meanwhile was probably waiting for the potion he’d mixed into my wine to take effect. 
   
 A few minutes later, setting aside his knife and fork, the Viscount de Tosny finally began: 
   
 “Chevalier Renard, you must be intrigued.” 
   
 “I will not tell a lie,” I said in slightly stilted language, trying not to overdo it. “Your invitation caught my interest. Your servant said that you have some sort of business proposition for me. You have my undivided attention.” 
   
 After that, I clumsily dropped my fork on the table, but the viscount had no reaction. That must have been normal. 
   
 “Alright, all the better,” the viscount nodded. “Let’s get straight to business.” 
   
 For the next several minutes, the viscount told me about his collection and passion for antiquities but served it under a sauce that made it sound like an innocent past time, an aristocrat’s fancy and nothing more. In other words, he expressed a desire to purchase my medallion, which he learned existed only by chance, saying as a passionate devotee of ancient objects he was looking for just such an item to complete his collection, but meanwhile tried to do it in such a way that I would not ask for too much money. 
   
 In the end, he offered me a whole fifty silver crowns for the medallion. Slurring, I announced that this medallion was a family heirloom and I had no intention of selling it for less than five thousand silver crowns. Beyond that, I triumphantly told him that I knew the price he offered to the pawn broker. 
   
 The viscount feigned indignation and started assuring me that Baptiste Harcourt was a flagrant liar and crook who made a habit of fleecing upstanding citizens. I was then asked the logical question. Who did I trust more — a dishonorable commoner or an elite nobleman with a crystal-clean record? I naturally, cursing all peddlers of overpriced wares with indignation, assured him that as a nobleman he had my complete trust. 
   
 After that, the viscount told me confidently that a good price for the medallion would be sixty crowns. And although it was ancient, it was utterly worthless for anything other than exhibition as part of his personal collection and that there was zero chance of resale. 
   
 At the end of our negotiating, the viscount talked me down to sixty-five silver crowns. But as if by magic, a scroll appeared before me on the table. A quill was then thrust into my “enfeebled” hand to sign the purchase contract. Following that, the tavern owner and cook appeared out of thin air to place their own signatures as witnesses to the transaction. Then came the buyer’s turn. 
   
 After signing the contract, on the viscount’s nod, Arnaud Lefevre threw a small leather coin purse on the table. When I said I had the medallion in my room, the Viscount de Tosny looked slightly upset. 
   
 “Get this dolt out of here and take his medallion,” the viscount muttered in disgust while I started to quietly sob with my head between my hands. “Take the silver, too. The bar owner and others must witness it. I’ll be waiting in my room. Make haste. We must leave this place before sunup.” 
   
 A moment later, I was grabbed on two sides and dragged to the tavern exit. Out of the corner of my eye, from beneath a half-closed eyelid, I spotted Arnaud Lefevre darting around next to some troops. All the better. 
   
 They loaded me into the back of a buggy. One of the hulking men sat next to me while another sat down opposite. Arnaud Lefevre gracefully hopped up on the driving box, took the reins, and the buggy rolled off. 
   
 From beneath half covered eyelids, I watched the road carefully while keeping up my telltale trills and glissandos. 
   
 “What a lightweight,” one of the soldiers laughed. 
   
 “A real weakling,” the other confirmed. “Is this the guy they kept saying all kinds of crazy stuff about? Like how in a duel he took down one of Abbeville’s best swordsmen in a single blow?” 
   
 “Must be lies,” the first waved it off. 
   
 “Shut your traps,” Arnaud Lefevre hissed. 
   
 Hm... But shut their traps they did. The one sitting opposite me even slightly pressed his head between his shoulders. 
   
 Looks could really be deceiving. I should never let their guard down around this Arnaud Lefevre. 
   
 And here was the very alleyway I spotted earlier. The darkest one on the way to my temporary lodgings. Okay, here was my spot... 
   
 “Stop!” I exclaimed, feigning a bout of nausea. “Messieurs! Please! Stop! I need to get out!” 
   
 “Monsieur,” the first soldier muttered out unhappily to Arnaud Lefevre. “He’s gonna get puke all over our buggy!” 
   
 The pipsqueak produced an elaborate string of curse words then, after a loud harumph, the buggy started to slow down. It stopped right on the edge between the light of the streetlamps and shadows of the alley. 
   
 I looked up and met eyes with the hulking man sitting opposite me. I saw his surprised eyes start to slowly widen. 
   
 “Alright, fellows, we’ve reached our destination,” I came calmly with a totally sober voice, sending two masses of mana down my energy channels. 
   
 With two sudden blows, the pair of soldiers froze unconscious in their seats. Arnaud Lefevre tried to move, but I beat him to the punch. A short jab to the base of the neck and the pipsqueak immediately fell onto his side. 
   
 A shadow ducked out of the dark alleyway, but I recognized the familiar figure. 
   
 “You’ve grown fat on Madame Richard’s fine cookery,” I chuckled. “We’ll have to put you on a diet.” 
   
 “That’s not it,” Jacques objected. “You’re getting faster.” 
   
 “Also true,” I snorted. “You know what to do from here. And... so be it — let them live. This Watchmaker is quite the piece of work, but he didn’t order me killed.” 
   
 Jacques, nodding in silence, set Arnaud Lefevre’s limp body in the back and climbed up on the driving box. 
   
 “I still need to pay a visit to a certain wily viscount.” 
   
 After saying that, I ducked into the darkness of the blind alleyway. 
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THAT MORNING, after Arnaud Lefevre’s visit, I tasked the cook’s son with running around town to find out where the Viscount de Tosny was staying and how many people he had with him. 
   
 Thiviers was a small town. Everyone knew each other and the Watchmaker wasn’t particularly trying to keep a low profile, so I found where he was staying before noon. For ten oboles, I learned the viscount and four of his companions had rented rooms above the Red Ox tavern. 
   
 The viscount arrived in a wagon driven by his personal servant, while his guard team stood by on horseback. They came to Thiviers one day before our caravan from the direction of the royal tract, which made me conclude the viscount had been told about the loss of the medallion while underway and decided to catch me at a midway point. 
   
 On top of that, the cook’s son was so happy with the money that he even told us what they served the viscount for breakfast, lunch and dinner, as well as how many times he required a chamber pot. Overall, I was fully informed for my meeting with the dishonest antiquities collector. 
   
 I was concerned that they might try and deceive or get rid of me at the meeting. So just in case, we prepared a little surprise for potential ill-wishers in the form of Jacques armed to the teeth hiding down a dark alleyway. And in practice, our concerns were usually justified. 
   
 It wasn’t too hard for me to get up to the second floor of the tavern and silently neutralize the viscount’s only guardsman standing watch at his door. 
   
 It was even less of a challenge to gain access to the room — the Watchmaker opened the door for me after I knocked and, imitating Arnaud Lefevre’s smarmy voice to the best of my abilities, told him that I’d come with the medallion. 
   
 My trap caught him. With the words, “Finally! How long was I supposed to wait for you idlers!” the door flew open, and the viscount fell back on the floor after I made a short poke at the base of his neck. 
   
 While the viscount was lying unconscious, I sat him down on the chair and, with strips of his own bedsheet, tied his hands behind his back. I tied his legs to the chair as well and stuck a gag in his mouth after pouring quite a lot of the wine he used to try and poison me an hour ago down his throat. The decanter of sleeping potion was still on the table. 
   
 In the same place, I found an unfinished letter in which the viscount informed someone he addressed as “Her Grace,” that the deed had been done and he had the medallion in his possession. He also lamented that on the way he ran into challenges, saying the advance “Her Grace” paid him had been completely spent to overcome them. And thus he was asking for his total remuneration to be increased by another five hundred gold imperials. I whistled to myself. Five thousand silver crowns! And that was just his raise. I wondered how much the end total was. That medallion was apparently needed desperately by someone. Someone with a lot of money and influence. Based on his mode of address, a duchess or princess. 
   
 There was no sense in searching the whole room. The viscount had packed all his things into two duffel bags already, which he had laid out on the bed. After getting the medallion, he was going to get straight underway. 
   
 Beyond clothing and toiletries, in the first duffel I found two sacks of coins stuffed to the brim. One contained gold imperials, while the other was just silver and copper change. All told, converted into silver, my haul was up to just over one thousand crowns. 
   
 The second duffel, the size of a small chest, was being used to transport various potions and powders. Scanning revealed that the main ingredients in the phials, jars, flagons and powder boxes were magic elements of various shades, ranging from light yellow to coal black. The viscount must have been a regular customer at alchemy shops. As I gazed upon all those riches, I started smiling wide. 
   
 Then I discovered a letter protector containing just one scroll I had seen recently. The very sale contract we had signed just one hour before. 
   
 When I finished surveying the duffels, I quickly started searching the viscount before he came to his senses. From him I got three signet rings, a chain with a talisman, and an exquisitely crafted gold pocket watch. 
   
 By the time the Viscount de Tosny opened his bleary eyes, I had robbed him blind. Thanks to the potion he himself mixed, the Watchmaker and I were able to have an exhaustive heart-to-heart. As it turned out, it was not only good for sleep, but also loosening tongues. 
   
 The Viscount de Tosny, calling me his best friend, told me a lot of interesting things about life in the capital and its darker side. Incidentally, the viscount was not a nobleman by birth. For quite a hefty sum, he had been adopted by an old bankrupt count whose family originated in Bergonia. Meanwhile, everyone thought he was called the Watchmaker because of his love of punctuality. But in reality, it was an old nickname that had stuck back when he was a mere assistant at a master watchmaker’s workshop. 
   
 For a living, the Watchmaker did various odd jobs. Mainly, he was engaged in tracking down and purchasing cheap ancient artifacts and then reselling them to his wealthy clientele. But that was his most innocent line of work. It wasn’t like the viscount was a killer, though. He preferred doing business by other means. Essentially, the man fate had brought into my path was a swindler who had done a lot of “work” for wealthy aristocrats. Duchess Louise de Clairmont, who was very intrigued by Max’s fox medallion and had promised the viscount no more and no less than fifteen hundred gold imperials for it was a shining example. 
   
 The Watchmaker spoke about the duchess with bated breath. The first lady of her royal majesty’s bedchamber, one of the most influential and wealthy women in Vestonia — clients like her were an extreme rarity. So the Viscount de Tosny was planning to shake her down for a lot of cash without crossing the line. Because beyond personal influence, the duchess also had a husband — the Duke de Clairmont, a marshal of Vestonia. 
   
 While the truth serum was still in effect, I asked the viscount to put to paper (in duplicate) a description of some of his most brilliant “feats” in great detail and the names of the highly placed individuals he had swindled. Beyond that, he composed for me a detailed instruction manual for the collection of potions and powders in the little duffel. Meanwhile, I kept a close eye on the bright yellow spots of sleeping potion circulating in his energy system. 
   
 Finally, the truth serum ran out and the viscount passed out briefly. And half an hour later when he came to his senses, the man silently boring into me with his eyes was a completely different person. But his heavy gaze made it clear that he remembered exactly what had just taken place. 
   
 I was sitting on the chair opposite him with my legs crossed and fingers tented on my knee. 
   
 “My good viscount, the way you’re looking at me is liable to bore a hole straight through me,” I chuckled, shaking a foot. “But just a few minutes ago, you called me your best friend.” 
   
 I had to give the Watchmaker his due. He didn’t spew profanities or threats. 
   
 “What do you want from me?” he asked with slightly slurred speech. 
   
 I shook my head and said pensively: 
   
 “You tried to poison me with sleeping potion and rob me. But there was one thing you didn’t account for — you underestimated me. But based on your stories, you are not typically so careless. I think your lust for profit is to blame. You got hasty and didn’t do your background research. You’re losing your touch, my good man. And in your profession, such things are unforgiveable.” 
   
 The Watchmaker gulped with a scratchy throat. 
   
 “You see, my good viscount,” I continued in a cold tone without a hint of a smile. “I am not accustomed to leaving enemies at my back.” 
   
 My words made him shudder and press back into his chair. 
   
 “I could kill you right now but, much to my misfortune, investigators would have a very easy time linking me to that crime. I of course know a few ways of throwing them off the scent, but royal investigators are worth their salt. Overall, as you see, I have no intention of stupidly opening myself up to punishment. Why should I make a martyr out of you and dirty my hands when the secret chancery could do it for me? After all, you’re completely to blame for what happened. You poisoned the nephew of the Count de Gramont with the intention of making off with his family medallion at a low price. Incidentally, you just wrote as much in great detail.” 
   
 The viscount went pale and shuddered but said nothing. I meanwhile pressed on, nodding at the papers lying on the table. 
   
 “No, I am not going to kill you. I will try a different tactic instead. I will take you and your revelations to my dear uncle in the capital. He then can deliver them personally to the secret chancery, and then I’ll have one less enemy in this world. By the time the investigators reach your soft body, and you start singing like a bird, there will be no one left to help you. As a matter of fact, the fortune you worked so painstakingly to amass will be going under the hammer while the profit will be split between your own former clients who you successfully deceived for so many years.” 
   
 The viscount’s face went gray. His eyes faded. His pale lips started to quiver. His entire feigned aristocratic veneer was long gone. Before me now was a frightened and faded watchmaker’s assistant. 
   
 “But there is another way out,” I said, making the viscount shudder while a spark of hope lit up in his eyes. 
   
 “You have my undivided attention, chevalier,” he came in a quavering voice. 
   
 “Your business...” I said, turning my hand around. “No, no. I am in no position to judge. I am far from a saint myself. Everyone earns their keep in their own way... Where I’m going with this is that over the years you cultivated certain relationships and connections which I will be needing in the near future.” 
   
 The viscount’s eyebrows shot up into his forehead, but he again sat in silence waiting for me to continue. As an aside, I was starting to like that aspect of his character. 
   
 “I cannot tell you everything now,” I shook my head. “But in the future, if we work well together, your fortune could multiply. And many times over at that” 
   
 “Are you offering me work?” 
   
 “Not exactly. It’s more like a kind of partnership based on exchange.” 
   
 “May I ask what exactly you plan to exchange?” 
   
 “Not yet,” I shook my head. “But very soon, when I find you, you will find out. And that is only if we are able to reach an agreement now.” 
   
 “You have backed me into a corner, chevalier,” the Viscount de Tosny said with a wry smile, nodding at the stack of papers covered with his even handwriting. 
   
 “Come on, don’t be dramatic,” I snorted. “If now you agree to work with me, I will simply leave you to go about your business. You will however have to return the duchess’ down payment and explain to her that the medallion has been lost. Well, or think up an excuse. To be frank, I don’t care how you wriggle your way out of it but forget about the medallion. In fact, I’ll also be taking all your valuables, your buggy and your horses as compensation for mental anguish. You know something? I don’t particularly care for being poisoned.” 
   
 The viscount nodded extremely fast and took another glance at the table. 
   
 “Your revelations meanwhile I will take with me,” I said, following his gaze. “They’ll act as a kind of insurance in case you decide to throw a tantrum. Let me say right now — one copy I will be sealing and sending to the capital with a reliable man who will take it to the secret chancery in case of my death.” 
   
 “But you’re heading for the frontier!” the viscount rasped, his eyes open wide. “You could die at any moment! Why should I bear all the burden for your death?!” 
   
 “Well, first of all, it’s to give you a reason to pray to the Holiest Mother for my safe deliverance, and second, let me tell you a secret — I do not intend to die on the frontier. I still have my whole life ahead of me.” 
   
 My last one at that... But I of course did not mention that. 
   
 He wanted to say more, but I interrupted. 
   
 “So then,” I came coldly. “What have you decided?” 
   
 The viscount took another glance at the papers on the table, licked his dry lips and, with a heavy sigh, responded: 
   
 “You’ve left me no choice. I agree.” 
   
 “You always have a choice, viscount,” I objected and, not standing from my seat, asked: 
   
 “Remind me, where is your sleeping medicine again?” 
   
 I left the tavern just before dawn after slipping the viscount and his guard some more sleeping medicine. That way, while they slept, we could get far out of town. I made it just before our caravan departed. 
   
 Jacques, beaming like a polished copper basin and nodding at the plundered buggy Bertrand was now driving gave me a brief recounting of what he’d done with the trio. He’d disarmed and cleaned them out to the last thread and set them up in the basement of a local bordello, the owner of which promised to let them go around noon for just five thalers. To his eye though, it’d have been easier to just slit the throats of the fast-talking men. I just shook my head absently and, without a word, got up into the wagon where I tossed my take from the last night. I could sort through it later. Not taking off my boots or clothes, I plunked myself down into bed and as soon as my head hit the pillow, drifted off to the measured rocking of the wagon. 
   

* * *

   
 I was seated by the fire pensively watching the little tongues of flame as they lapped at the night air. It was the first time we had to actually set up camp outside a settlement and spend the night under open sky. 
   
 That was because now, by day sixteen of our trip, we had started running into groups of exhausted and haggard people wandering toward us down the road. 
   
 Some walked on their own two. Others rode horses or carts. And the farther we went, the denser the stream of humanity became. 
   
 They were refugees from the County of Malé who had uprooted their lives in order to survive. The lord of those lands had a dispute with the neighboring Count de Gouffier. The argument fairly quickly grew into a local war which the Count de Malé had clearly lost. His neighbor bested him. And thus, his mercenary army was more numerous. As a result, the Count de Malé locked himself up with the rest of his army in his family castle while bands of marauders flooded his lands. 
   
 Initially, we were planning to go through the warring counties but, in light of the new circumstances, Roland Buquet took our caravan on a detour around the problem area. That was why we were so off schedule and thus spending the night on open ground. 
   
 During the day, we were caught up to by a small party of the local baron’s retinue men. When they found out we were headed for the frontier to join the Shadow Patrol, we were graciously granted permission to be on their lord’s lands and use their dead wood for our fires. However, we were strictly forbidden from hunting. At any rate, those were approximately the same rules we had to follow on any aristocrat’s land. 
   
 Overall, customs gave approval, but we had to shell out for road tax and then again for a bribe for the valiant customs workers, which was a routine occurrence. As a matter of fact, the multiverse I learned existed after my last death seemingly had some phenomena which were immutable and must have been simply impossible to eliminate. One particularly widespread example was corruption. 
   
 As an aside, our small group grew a bit bigger. From group three, which thanks to me we had started calling the “poor saps,” two kids came and joined us — Pierre and Jérémie. They were both from poor peasant families that lived in a village on the outskirts of Abbeville. 
   
 Their names were most likely not initially on the rolls. I had to imagine their fate was decided in Abbeville’s chancery. Probably, there was a quota of some kind for “poor saps” to be sent to the Shadow Patrol because the frontier forts also needed servants to take care of the soldiers. 
   
 The kids joined our group on day ten of the trip. They were trying before to glom on as our assistants, as were all the other saps — the meager rations Sergeant Buquet issued were clearly not sufficient — but Jacques kept shooing them away. He was putting forth a lot of effort to prove to me that he could handle his duties with no outside help. 
   
 At first, I pretended not to notice all the fuss, but after we got a buggy and two horses, I instructed Jacques to take on two assistants and furnish them with supplies. Outside of provisions and shelter, I promised them a wage of thirty oboles per week. 
   
 When Jacques introduced me to Pierre and Jérémie, and I announced to them the temporary contract conditions, they spent a long time celebrating the sudden stroke of luck. At home, they could only dream of this kind of money. And that was how our little party got bigger. 
   
 As an aside, when Sergeant Buquet found out Pierre and Jérémie had joined up with us, he and I had quite an unpleasant and bizarre conversation. He announced that I was poking my nose where it did not belong, and it was his duty to make certain all the recruits made it to the final destination of our journey. Overall, I found his reasoning illogical and suspicious. And my companions concurred. Jacques and I never grew to trust anyone else in the caravan, but that doubled our watchfulness. 
   
 We made camp right next to the tract, on the edge of a small forest glade. Despite the fact Sergeant Buquet had sentries posted for the night, Jacques and I agreed to take turns sleeping every three hours. Bertrand also announced that he was willing to sit up for a shift. I had to remind him with an ultimatum that, as my valet, he had other duties he needed to focus on. And to do them well, he needed to be well rested. We also had Pierre and Jérémie, but they were new, and we still didn’t trust them much even though they also took turns sitting with us at the fire. At any rate, now it was my turn for a night watch along with Pierre, who was constantly dozing off. 
   
 Using my enhanced senses of smell and hearing, I was able to monitor the perimeter around our camp. But at a certain point, my senses failed me. My present physical shell was still very far from ideal, after all. 
   
 So when I heard two bowstrings thrumming behind me at nearly the same time, I was unable to react properly. All I had time to do was dodge right a bit. The powerful blow to my left shoulder turned me nearly three hundred sixty degrees around. Then my mind was flooded with pain. Before passing out, I saw Pierre’s lifeless body and a bloodied crossbow bolt protruding from his chest. 
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WHEN I WOKE UP, I realized I had only been out for a few moments. I was in no rush to move or get up off the ground, just staying face down. I wanted them to think I was unconscious. 
   
 Switching to true vision, I quickly surveyed the damage. One might say I got lucky. The crossbow bolt just grazed me and didn’t hit bone, though it did take a good chunk of flesh off my shoulder with it. My reservoir was already repairing the severed energy channels quickly. 
   
 When I heard soft footsteps behind me, I immediately perked up. Based on the sound and barely audible breathing, there were three of them. I slowly drew in air through my nose. No smell whatsoever! These guys prepared for this. We were dealing with professionals. That was bad. Very bad. 
   
 Finally, the footsteps stopped next to my fallen body, and I could just tell they were aiming at me again. I couldn’t afford to wait any longer. They were about to double tap me. 
   
 A wave of energy ran through my body and a moment later, teeth clenched in pain, I somersaulted out of the way. And just in the nick of time. Right where I’d been laying, the crossbow bolt stuck into the ground. 
   
 Dressed in all black with a tarred face, the man was just five steps away from me. Ignoring the searing pain in my shoulder, I burst right up next to my unlucky assassin, plunging a stiletto into his throat while also catching two bolts with his body like a shield. 
   
 I was not planning on giving my opponents time to reload, much less unsheathe their blades. Pushing the lifeless body straight into the fire, darkening the area behind me, I went racing toward the nearest assassin. Throwing aside his unloaded crossbow, he was already reaching for the grip of his short sword. I fell on him just as his blade made it halfway out of the sheath. Pushing a mass of energy through the stiletto, I made a long lunge, plunging its tip directly into my opponent’s heart. 
   
 Two down. 
   
 Number three had enough time to unsheathe his blade and come racing my way, but I was not planning to kill him. I needed one alive. I had to know exactly who hired these assassins. 
   
 I drew quite a large ball of energy from my reservoir, draining it almost to the bottom and, whispering a short witching incantation, splashed it in the last fighter’s direction. 
   
 “Sleep!” 
   
 A moment later, I looked on in surprise as a talisman shaped like a predatory creature’s claw hanging on my opponent’s chest lit up with a bright yellow glow and crumbled into ash. 
   
 The assassin was no less surprised to see my incantation fail. He hesitated for a second and cast a stunned gaze at his chest, which I instantly took advantage of. 
   
 Feeling the blood pound in my temples, its heavy beats counting out my final conscious seconds, severing the energy channels I’d cultivated so painstakingly for such a long time, I closed the gap and with a short blow plunged the tip of my blade into the assassin’s temple. 
   
 Before my mind fell into darkness, I saw my opponent’s wide-open eyes filling with blood as he lay there dying. 
   

* * *

   
 My first thought after opening my eyes was that I was delirious. A familiar oval face, coal-black hair in a thick braid, plump rosy lips, an attentive look in big dark green eyes... 
   
 “Lada?” I rasped with a scratchy throat. 
   
 “You’re finally awake,” I heard a familiar, gibing voice. “Those wolves really did a number on you, fox.” 
   
 I gave a start, but she placed a warm hand on my chest to stop me from getting up. 
   
 “Just relax! Don’t disturb the wounds...” 
   
 “Are they...?” 
   
 “Dead,” Lada said shortly. 
   
 “My people?” 
   
 “As far as I know, they’re fine... Except for the kid who was sitting up with you. He’s toast. Well, or so I was told...” 
   
 I breathed a heavy sigh and closed my eyes. My party had suffered its first loss. Opening my eyes, I looked around and asked: 
   
 “Where are we?” 
   
 “A hotel,” the witch shrugged. “City of Chagny.” 
   
 I thought back on the map I’d studied and nodded. It was approximately ten miles from where I was attacked. 
   
 “Was I out long?” 
   
 “Three days,” Lada replied patiently. 
   
 I examined the bandage on my shoulder, then switched to true vision and winced. Beyond the wounds, I counted up to a dozen serious strains in my energy system and over twenty smaller ones. Well, could be worse... My reservoir was working full bore but, seemingly, coping. Based on the telltale traces of magic, I had been administered crimson hollowstone potion and something else from the witch’s arsenal. 
   
 I finished scanning, looked up and saw Lada staring back at me attentively. 
   
 “Were you just doing what I think you were?” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded and immediately asked: “What are you doing here?” 
   
 “I accept your offer,” she answered simply. “But you owe me for the healing.” 
   
 “Okay. Why didn’t you join the caravan right away?” 
   
 “First of all, none of your business,” the witch shot out and added: “And second, my relationship with the scoundrel Roland Buquet could be better. And that’s putting it lightly.” 
   
 “How so?” 
   
 “Beyond the fact that the vile man is a slave trader and smuggler, he is also a mentally ill sicko. That enough for you?” 
   
 “Hold up, are you saying...?” the puzzle pieces in my head started coming together. 
   
 “Yes, yes, you’re getting it, fox. That brute, Sergeant Buquet, is going to sell the nameless peasants from his caravan in the County of Mâcon to slave traders. And from there, they will be sent on to the slave markets of the east to end their lives either on a galley or in a mine. As you’ve surmised, Buquet is in cahoots with the head of Abbeville’s chancery and the captain of Westerly Fort, who will simply write them off as losses. The death rate on the frontier is high, so I’m sure you understand... Well, Buquet will return to Abbeville with the contraband dust.” 
   
 I snorted. It was entirely possible that the dust I’d pilfered from Paul Lepetit’s hiding spot was from this very source. 
   
 “You really know your stuff,” I praised. 
   
 “You forget who you’re talking to?” the witch raised her brows ironically. 
   
 “Of course not. That would be rash on my part.” 
   
 I unconsciously shrugged and immediately hissed in pain. 
   
 “I told you not to disturb the wounds,” Lada said with a heavy sigh and, getting up from the chair, walked over to the table where I could see various bowls, phials, and white rags. 
   
 While she whipped up her potion, which had a relaxing aroma, I decided to keep asking questions. 
   
 “You called the things that attacked me wolves...” 
   
 “I got ahead of myself,” she snorted. “More like wolf pups. Just people. If they were real werewolves, your servants would be scooping up scraps of your flesh for burial.” 
   
 I felt an icy chill run through my body. 
   
 Lada picked up something off the table and, walking over to my bed, extended a hand. 
   
 “Recognize this?” she asked, nodding at two dark threads draped over her fingers with a pair of large, hooked animal claws strung through. 
   
 Without waiting for me to answer, she continued: 
   
 “The assassins were wearing these around their necks. I don’t know how you crossed the Guild of the Nightwolves, but I suggest you grow eyes on the back of your head. Sense the familiar magic? It’s the work of someone just like you, a spellsword. I know wolves and foxes don’t get along, but still...” 
   
 I switched to true vision. Curious. The surface of the claw was covered in glowing protection runes in witching tongue. I had never seen another spellsword’s work before. They were also pretty advanced claws. Lada was right — the talismans were imbued with a sorcery at once strange and dimly familiar, something that awakened my primordial instincts. 
   
 I shared my observations with Lada. 
   
 “Werewolf claws,” she shrugged. “Both from young individuals. Adults’ claws are twice as long. You’ll see for yourself soon enough. They never stop until they’ve finished what they started. Most likely, the guild leader will send werewolves to get rid of you next. Any idea who might be behind it?” 
   
 I snorted. Could have been anybody... Starting from my doting aunt and ending with the Webers’ mystery enemy. But before I could say anything, the door opened to reveal my trusty Bertrand. Seeing that I was conscious, he exclaimed with delight: 
   
 “Monsieur! Thank the gods you’re awake!” 
   
 “I’m very glad to see you, too, old fellow,” I smiled. 
   
 And that was true. Bertrand was the only person in this world who loved me like a member of his family and was truly loyal to me. His mere presence gave me a feeling of comfort, like I once got from Vadoma, my adoptive mother. 
   
 “I see you have things to discuss,” Lada nodded understandingly. “I will leave you alone.” 
   
 After that, she turned and addressed Bertrand: 
   
 “Old man, make sure your master drinks the concoction I’ve left on the table.” And again to me: “You should uphold your end of the bargain as fast as you can. Before any werewolves come after your hide. Dead men are worth nothing to me.” 
   
 Waiting for me to nod, the witch turned and left the room in a striding gait. 
   
 “Cantankerous old woman,” Bertrand said in a half whisper, shaking his head. “In a word — a witch.” 
   
 “But she helped me,” I chuckled. “Not by herself. Do I see that you did what I taught you?” 
   
 Before the trip, I gave Bertrand detailed instructions on what to do if I got seriously injured and was unable to heal myself. 
   
 “Yes, monsieur,” Bertrand replied. His lips started quivering with anxiety. “By the time we woke up and hopped out to see what the fighting was about, it was all over. I saw you on the ground unconscious in a pool of your own blood. And right away, I did what you taught me to do. I poured the contents of two phials of crimson potion straight down your throat.” 
   
 “Great job,” I praised. “And thank you, my friend. You’ve saved my life yet again.” 
   
 Bertrand gave me a warm hug. 
   
 “And now, let’s hurry the process along. Bring me my potions and a bag of dust,” I chuckled and nodded at the table. “With that witch’s concoctions, this could take months to heal.” 
   
 When Bertrand returned with the little chest where I kept the magic potions we bought in Abbeville, I asked him: 
   
 “I assume Sergeant Buquet didn’t wait up for us?” 
   
 “Nope,” the old man shook his head and added angrily: “That night, when that scoundrel ran over to see what was going on, he spent a very long time cursing. He rues the day he agreed to let you join the caravan. Then he announced that we were on our own and he was not going to have any part in a squabble between two nobles and put the people he was entrusted with in harm’s way. He kept poking poor Pierre’s body the whole time, too. But Jérémie he took with him.” 
   
 “Now that he should not have done,” I nodded and bared my teeth. “Start packing, we have to catch up to that caravan before it gets to the County of Mâcon. And call Jacques. I have to give him a couple instructions.” 
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An Inn on the Royal Tract. Several days’ travel from Herouxville, capital of Vestonia.

   

YVELINE MADE UP her mind. Even though she didn’t want to at first. It all happened on its own. She put the blame squarely on a warm, sweet, mulled wine they were served at dinner with its light bitterness and pleasant sour notes. 
   
 Yveline only needed one glass of the guileful little drink to untie her tongue and make her open up to her cousin. 
   
 “You never told me about that Max,” she suddenly said. Her voice made Valerie emerge from deep in thought. 
   
 “What, sorry?” 
   
 “You described him as a spoiled, effete kid with no greater interest than going to balls, playing cards, and wasting money. The man I saw in Abbeville was completely different.” 
   
 Sipping the mulled wine, Valerie listened to her cousin and stared into the roaring fireplace. 
   
 “Yve, what do you want from me?” she asked wearily. 
   
 “An explanation,” Yveline asked, her tongue somewhat stumbling. “What is really going on? My father probably has no idea that his late brother’s illegitimate son is more a cold-blooded killer than the man you told me about. He slew one of Vestonia’s greatest swordsmen in a single blow! And what of the rumors that he stormed a bookmaker’s office and singlehandedly took down its whole guard team? Or the duel with the Viscount de Angland? He took down a dozen mercenaries outside his place with his bare hands and when my father’s top retinue men tried to stop him, he tossed them around like puppies! And now he’s going off to join the Shadow Patrol! What part of that sounds like a pampered brat to you? In fact, cousin, the Max you described sounds more like my older brothers.” 
   
 “Mine, too,” Valerie nodded and corrected herself: “When they were still alive...” 
   
 “What if your father hired Max a fencing instructor when he was still a child?” 
   
 “Our brothers also had fencing instructors,” Valerie shrugged. She failed to notice, but she was now also drawn into the strange conversation. It was just that her cousin was asking the very questions that were weighing on Valerie’s own mind. Plus that perfidious mulled wine. “But I don’t think any of them would stand a chance against a real top swordsman, much less with such ease.” 
   
 This was something different... Valerie didn’t tell Yveline that the Max she remembered was a totally different person. The old Max would never have said the things the current Max said before that duel. She would always remember the icy look in his eyes. It was like he could see straight through her. At that moment, she really wanted to open up to him. Tell him about her suffering and calamities, but she held back. 
   
 No! She would never trust men with her fate ever again! All they did was betray her. They were egotistical and thought only about themselves and their ambitions. 
   
 Her father was blinded by thirst for power and was bested by the king, thus putting the whole family in harm’s way. And now, her mother was in the loony bin while her sisters and her lived as dependents with their traitor uncle. Just waiting to be sold off like purebred mares for a handsome price. And now, her fate was again dependent on a man. No way! She would do everything in her power to see that she never again depended on a man’s fickle whims! 
   
 “What do we tell my father?” Yveline asked. 
   
 “The truth,” Valerie replied with a shrug, smiling and adding: “My sweet cousin, we are but weak females. We did the best we could but got nowhere. Let the men do something for once.” 
   
 Inside, Valerie gave a bloodthirsty laugh. She was greatly hoping that her uncle and half-brother would soon be sinking their claws into one another’s throats. 
   

Outskirts of Herouxville. The Royal Family’s Winter Palace.


 

 “Kiko, what do you say?” Carl the Third, King of Vestonia, popularly known as the Victorious, quipped to his jester when the doors closed behind the royal secretary. 
   
 The little hunchback turned his head making the bells on his colorful hood tinkle delightfully, then replied with a mischievous air: 
   
 “I say your secretary has been getting too big for his britches. He’s been tormenting your court. Stuffed full of bribes. The chancery already has a thick dossier on him. The hounds are waiting to be released.” 
   
 Left alone, they often spoke in an informal tone. Honestly though, the jester always had a sense for the invisible line he could never cross. It went back to the day when, as a short hunchbacked boy roving the world with a travelling circus and performing in the palace, he had blocked a stray arrow from hitting the little prince with his hump. Ever since, the pair had been inseparable. The prince became king, and the hunchbacked boy survived the arrow wound to become his jester — as well as his eyes and ears both in the palace and outside. 
   
 “Oh, please,” the king laughed. “Let him grow fat. You know how hard it is to find good help these days. And Lambert is good help. I appreciate the way he writes reports. Just the way I like them: short and to the point. Hehe... Plus now he has a lot of expenses to keep up with. They say he’s got a new scheme going. And it won’t hurt anyone in my court. All that matters is that he’s loyal to me. And he is loyal, isn’t he?” 
   
 Carl asked as if in passing, but Kiko was all too familiar with this “carefree” intonation. A few assassination attempts and particularly the last conspiracy had led to the king always keeping his nose to the wind. 
   
 “For now, yes,” the jester was forced to agree. 
   
 “The second that changes, you can release all my hounds,” the king came in an icy tone. 
   
 “Yes sir, Your Majesty,” the jester bowed. 
   
 “How about you tell me how the preparations for this war are going instead,” Carl changed the topic. He stood up from his soft armchair and walked over to a wide window. “Just make it less of a bore this time... Tell me simply — do we have enough time?” 
   
 “As long as the Duke de Gondy doesn’t muck up the works, yes.” 
   
 The king winced. That de Gondy again! Carl would be very happy to see the stuffy old man stretched out on the rack while he scoured his sides clean with a white-hot lashing. 
   
 But he was forced to admit that he could not. The de Gondies were one of the most ancient and influential families in Vestonia, and the single largest landholders in Mainland. The second largest army in the kingdom was his to command. Beyond that, completely outside of de Gondy’s influence, the war simply might not happen. 
   
 “What does he want?” 
   
 “You know,” the jester shrugged. “Your granddaughter for his eldest son.” 
   
 “He will not have Adèle,” the king ejected. “I have other plans for her marriage.” 
   
 Kiko chuckled imperceptibly. No one at court was unaware of the awe and love the king reserved for his granddaughter, little Adèle. The daughter of his youngest son, Prince Bastien, who died at sea in battle with pirates, had become a real solace for the grieving father. 
   
 “By the way,” the king recalled, quickly changing topic. “What did Lambert report about the Count de Gramont’s pardon? Something about a nephew being sent to join the Shadow Patrol... Weren’t all of the vile traitor Ferdinand de Gramont’s sons executed alongside their father?” 
   
 “You are correct, Your Majesty,” the jester replied gravely, his senses telling him to forget about informal discussion for a while. “Ferdinand’s sons and heirs were executed. This one was a bastard who you took mercy on.” 
   
 “I did?” the king frowned. “Is that supposed to be a joke?” 
   
 “No, Your Majesty,” the jester said with a clumsy bow, shaking the little bells on his sleeve. “Allow me to refresh your memory. The boy was spared on Her Majesty’s request.” 
   
 “Kiko!” Carl winced. “Drop the routine and tell me straight!” 
   
 The hunchback, realizing the king’s rage was on the downswing, being replaced by curiosity, playfully clicked his heels, snorted and continued with his kid gloves off: 
   
 “The day before the execution, the queen came to you with a request to take mercy on de Gramont’s bastard. If I am not mistaken, one of her ladies in waiting was behind the request. Investigators questioned him. He was not involved in the conspiracy, so Her Majesty’s request was honored. That’s all I know.” 
   
 “And that bastard chose to go to the frontier on his own?” the king asked in surprise. “And now Heinrich de Gramont is asking me permission to bring him back?” 
   
 “Looks like it,” Kiko shrugged. 
   
 “What nonsense,” the king frowned. “Okay then... Let’s keep Heinrich de Gramont waiting for now. You look into this in greater detail. I want to know everything about this affair and this bastard. Because you know how much I hate weird stuff like this.” 
   
 “Consider it done, Your Majesty,” the jester bowed. “I’ll get right on it.” 
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UNFORTUNATELY, WE WERE unable to make it out of Chagny. Or rather, we did leave the city, but by midday a blizzard started, and we had to turn back. In the end, we spent another five days there. 
   
 I could see perfectly well that we were not going to catch up to the caravan, but the forced pause also had its upsides. First of all, I would have the chance to heal in peace. And second, I was more or less able to establish a relationship with Lada. It wasn’t all that important, of course. But as they say, when nothing’s biting, crayfish will do fine. Witches were always like that at least. One could never say what they were thinking, or what they might throw out at the last second. 
   
 And that was exactly how things were progressing with Lada. I did not know where she was staying in Chagny, and I was not going to find out. She would be able to tell she was being followed in the blink of an eye. Then I could forget about her treating me nicely, or even neutrally. She came to me early in the morning and, after around two hours, left my room before noon. Skipping a bit ahead, I can say she continued doing so for five days. But then on day six, when the blizzard finally let up, Lada simply failed to show up. Which was no surprise to me at all. 
   
 Over the whole five days we were doing sessions, using true vision, I helped Lada know where to push and distribute the energy in her channels. Essentially, I was acting as her eyes like I promised. 
   
 Previously, she was acting on intuition and trying to heal herself without understanding the root of the problem. Where precision was required, she used overly large masses of energy and, on the contrary, where a powerful blast was needed, she would limit herself to faint trickles of mana. 
   
 With my help, it all started working. Once, I even saw tears in her eyes after we managed to unblock one of her energy channels. 
   
 As an aside, Lada had yet to tell me what happened to her or who exactly caused the ghastly magic wounds. In fact, she hadn’t told me a thing about her past at all. I tried asking her to be open with me, but my meager attempts were immediately shut down. And so, I stopped trying to ask the witch about her past. 
   
 Lada was more than willing to share information on the Shadow, and magic as a whole though, faithfully upholding her end of the bargain. I learned from her that there were actually several shadows. Lada at the very least knew of three other than the Shadow of Strix. 
   
 One was on the Southern Continent, covering a huge swath of the Yellow Desert. Another, slightly smaller one hovered over the middle of Northland, the northern continent, while the third was somewhere above the Red Ocean. All in all, it painted quite a funny picture. 
   
 My theory that magic existed in this world before the coming of the Shadows proved true. Like in my world, there were once places of power here and, as was not hard to guess, they were what got covered by the shadows. 
   
 At present, I had several theories on that account, but it was too early to discuss them. One thing was clear though — places of power were energy generators of some kind and attracted strange anomalies. 
   
 Lada didn’t have much to say about the gifted, and she was not too eager to say it, but I caught the gist. Essentially, they came in two varieties. The first, so called True gifted had supposedly received their power from the gods of this world. Witches, spellswords, forest princes, mountain lords, etc. They were all different, but had one thing in common — an inherent magic reservoir. 
   
 Group two were called Shadowtouched or Shadow Mages. They received their gifts after the coming of the anomalies and did not have their own magic reservoir. They obtained energy from bruts, stones of power, which were harvested mainly but not exclusively from the bodies of shadow monsters. 
   
 Shadow Energy had many facets, and so those it had made gifted also came in different varieties. Artifactors held sway over brown and gray mana. Alchemists used emerald and amber, while healers needed crimson and azure. 
   
 There were also strykers, combat mages, who had conquered lilac mana. Strykers meanwhile were the only kind of gifted who could enter the Shadow, and not for long. That was thanks to their magic armor, which protected them from the Shadow’s raw magic. 
   
 I could sense that Lada knew a lot more than she was letting on, but I was not going to pry, much less ask any unnecessary questions. Otherwise I risked raising suspicion with my ignorance. Still, I couldn’t shake the desire to show her the fox medallion or strange dagger I found in the hiding spot in the bookmaker’s office. In the end though, I came to the conclusion that it was not worth sharing this knowledge with the witch. 
   
 Lada was a great student. Essentially, by day five, she was able to free up another damaged energy channel with no hints from me. And that was probably the very factor that put an end point on our brief working relationship. She thought she’d gotten the hang of it, so she decided to complete the process on her own. And the next day, she simply didn’t show up. 
   
 And I wasn’t the least bit hurt. First of all, I had learned everything I really wanted to know. And second, I was sure that sooner or later, our paths would cross again. Because Lada got ahead of herself drawing conclusions about her “ailment.” It was all much more complicated, and she would not manage without the help of a seer. So soon, the witch would be looking for me again. But this time, she would be crawling on her hands and knees. 
   

* * *

   
 It took us seven days to reach Sardent — the second largest city in the County of Mâcon. That was where Lada said Sergeant Buquet was planning to sell off the “poor saps.” 
   
 Because the county itself was not part of Vestonia and essentially functioned as a separate government, we had to spend more than a day at the border. That was because of the upcoming war with Atalia and the huge crowds of refugees from nearby counties. 
   
 Basically, we checked into a hotel in the merchant quarter of Sardent that evening, fifteen days after I was attacked by the guild’s assassins. 
   
 Sardent was the first large town I’d visited in this world. Unlike Abbeville for example, this place was bubbling with life like a pot of stew forgotten over a fire. 
   
 And it was the low season. While its navigable river, the county’s main trade artery, was still iced over, the city stewed in its own juices. It was the first time I saw people from other countries. Tall, bearded northerners from Northland, fleet footed Bergonians, prim Astlanders, clamorous Atalians, and industrious merchants from the far-off caliphates. An excellent place to put my long-term plans into motion. 
   
 On the way into town, clearly having properly judged our cortège, a pack of local urchins descended upon us offering various services. They hollered at me in several different languages as well, though Vestonian was the main tongue. 
   
 Standing in the back and keeping a close eye on his underlings, I spotted the ringleader, a mop-headed short boy with a sharp lively look. I called him over in Vestonian. 
   
 “Monsieur!” he rasped, with a cold-harshened throat. Up close, he looked older. He and Max were probably the same age. “How might I be of service?” 
   
 “What is your name?” I asked. 
   
 “They call me Tomcat,” he thumbed his nose. 
   
 “Alright, Tomcat,” I nodded. “You can call me Chevalier Renard. I have a job for you and your little gaggle of hoodlums. The main thing I want out of you is speed. I can make it worth your while.” 
   
 “What do you need done?” 
   
 “I need you to track someone down. Fast.” 
   
 “Five thalers and we’re straight,” Tomcat came, thrusting out his lip in pride. The burning look in his eyes made it clear that he was asking for more than normal. 
   
 “No, kid,” I shook my head. “You must not have understood me. I’ll need you and your boys to turn this little town upside down to find the people I’m after. For that, you will receive one silver crown as an advance, and another five after you’re finished. Got it?” 
   
 The more I said, the further Tomcat’s eyes crept up into his forehead. He even gulped loudly. 
   
 “Chevalier, tell me the names of the men you are searching for,” he came firmly and walked forward. “We’ll take the job.” 
   
 “Sergeant Buquet,” I started. “His caravan should have arrived a few days ago and, most likely, he has already left town. Nevertheless, I want to know who bought most of the people he brought with in the caravan. Find every last slave he sold.” 
   
 After that, I tossed the silver coin to Tomcat, who caught it deftly and stuck it in his cheek. 
   
 “I’ll be staying at the Blue Lion,” I told him. “Find me there to tell me what you’ve learned.” 
   
 Tomcat nodded and, whistling loudly, headed down the nearest alley. His ragtag band of hoodlums followed quickly behind. 
   
 We checked into the Blue Lion hotel, which was recommended by the guards at the main city gates around noon and, by evening, Tomcat’s first reports were already starting to trickle in. 
   
 Unfortunately, we were too late to Sardent. Sergeant Buquet had finished his trading and left town a few days before. As had the merchants of the Eastern Caliphate and Great Khaganate he sold the “poor saps” to. The merchants then were hurrying to the nearest seaport before the roads turned to a swamp. 
   
 We also learned that Buquet sold the “poor saps” in small groups to various different merchants. And so, we still had hope of finding and capturing if not all than at least some of them. Honestly though, every passing hour and joyless piece of news caused that hope to fade. Out of all the peasant recruits, we only knew the fate of three. The rest were already far from Sardent. 
   
 By midnight, Tomcat came to the hotel himself. The Blue Lion’s guard team at first did not want to let him in, then even tried to throw him out. But I intervened and gave the guys generous tips, after which they let him come up to my room. 
   
 I offered Tomcat a seat and poured him a bit of warm drink made from the herbs I got from Lada. 
   
 While the kid sat down and cautiously sniffed the contents of the ceramic cup, I scanned everything and discovered spots of bright gray in his lungs. I had seen that many times before. His lungs were infected with tuberculosis. It was still in the early phase but, considering where he lived and his lack of access to adequate care, it spelled his doom. 
   
 Meanwhile, with a wince at the clearly unappealing herbal aroma, Tomcat set the glass aside and glanced at me in suspicion. 
   
 “You think I want to poison you?” I laughed. “So I won’t have to pay the rest of what I owe you? Look...” 
   
 I picked up his glass and took two deep sips. After that, setting the concoction aside, I took out my wallet and placed five silver crowns on the table. 
   
 “Your fee,” I nodded at the money. 
   
 Tomcat gracefully swept the silver rounds from the tabletop and, his eyes changed, looked straight at me with newfound curiosity. 
   
 “A man of honor is a rare beast in these times,” he rasped and coughed into his sleeve. When the short attack came to an end, he again glanced at me with his eyes all teary. 
   
 “Not hawking up blood yet?” my question made the kid shudder and frown. 
   
 “Not yet,” he replied softly. Tomcat had seemingly already guessed at his illness. 
   
 I rubbed my chin and sighed. I of course did not consider it a rule to perform charity... For example, I did not go off after Sergeant Buquet like a white knight on horseback to save the poor saps. No, I was no hero rushing to aid the downtrodden and disenfranchised who flung themselves on the mercy of scoundrels like obedient sheep. I simply had a curious plan for how to get back a thing of quite great value to me. That was all. 
   
 On top of that, based off of what the witch told me about the frontier, the poor saps were doomed either way. So on a galley, even as slaves, they would have better chances of surviving longer. 
   
 But Tomcat was a different matter... First of all, he and his band of hoodlums had made a decent impression on me. And with the proper motivation, they could perform that way again. 
   
 And second, the kid reminded me of myself with the clever look in his eyes. He was not some blind follower; he was a leader. It didn’t matter to him if it turned his fists to a bloody pulp, he was going to punch his way through anything that stood in his way. I meanwhile would give him a bit of help with that. 
   
 I took a little phial out of my inner coat pocket and set it on the table. 
   
 “You know what this is?” 
   
 The kid went wide eyed staring at the crimson potion, gulped loudly and nodded. 
   
 “It’s yours,” I said. “Take one drop a day with a tea made of these herbs. I promise you’ll get better.” 
   
 I set a few dry bundles of plant matter in front of him. Tomcat stared at me in stunned silence. 
   
 “Why all this generosity?” 
   
 I snorted. 
   
 “Nothing gets past you. Ever heard of the word ‘investment?’“ 
   
 Tomcat shook his head “no.” 
   
 “It’s when you put money into something so you can get profit out later,” I explained. 
   
 “Gotcha,” Tomcat scowled. 
   
 Not touching the potion or herbs, he got up from the table and walked toward the front door. 
   
 “What’s the matter?” I asked in surprise. “You didn’t even hear what I have to say.” 
   
 Tomcat turned and snorted: 
   
 “Why should I? I already know, kid.” 
   
 “Hm... Curious,” I came and sat back in my chair. I decided to overlook his informal tone. “Surprise me.” 
   
 “Easy,” Tomcat responded with a challenging air. “You think you’re the first profit lover tried to buy me off with generous gifts? You think I don’t know what you want?” 
   
 “What is it you think I want?” I asked without a hint of a smile. 
   
 “Same as everybody,” Tomcat shrugged and, boring into me with a hateful downcast look, continued: “But you won’t get a thing! I ain’t no rat. I won’t give up any of my boys. You think I don’t know where they get sold to? Even though my name ain’t worth nothin’, I’d slit anyone’s throat for my boys! So you’d better take your propositions to Rubin or Nostril — they’d sell their own mothers for an obol with a hole punched through it.” 
   
 “Got it,” my calm tone somewhat dampened Tomcat’s fighting spirit. “I heard you. Now sit down and listen to me.” 
   
 Tomcat didn’t even flinch, but he also stopped walking away. I just shrugged. Wanna stand? Be my guest. But he was clearly intrigued. 
   
 “I am no slave trader.” When he heard that, Tomcat’s eyes squinted mockingly. “No, no. I’m not going to try and convince you it’s a rotten business or anything else like that. Everyone earns their keep in life somehow. I am not a slave trader because I personally do not regard it as a good business for me.” 
   
 Even if it were, I’d still keep my distance though. Nasty stuff. But I didn’t say that part out loud. Tomcat would never have bought it. He was expecting different arguments. 
   
 “Average price for a healthy man is ten or fifteen crowns,” Tomcat snorted. “Babies fetch twenty. And you’re telling me that’s not a good business?” 
   
 “Not for me personally, no,” I shrugged. 
   
 Tomcat squinted again. 
   
 “In what way?” 
   
 “Slaves need to be fed, given shelter, medical care if they get injured or fall ill, security, and transportation. Then you’ve gotta find a good market to sell them at, and bribe officials in every town or port along the way,” I started enumerating on my fingers. “I won’t argue — there will still be some profit after all is said and done, but it fades in comparison with the big losses I would sustain personally.” 
   
 “What do you mean?” Tomcat asked instantly. 
   
 “Well, reputation for one. I am a nobleman from a very ancient Vestonian family. If anyone at court found out I’d been besmirching my honor by trading slaves, my reputation would be done for. I would very, very quickly become an outcast among my own kind. And I might as well forget about the king’s mercy. I’d likely lose my inheritance. Marriage with a rich, elite bride would also be off the table. Who wants to marry their daughter to a slave trader? Trust me, the couple hundred crowns’ profit I’d make from selling a handful of urchins could never justify such losses.” 
   
 Tomcat mechanically nodded at my every word. The look in his eyes clearly indicated that I had chosen the right arguments. 
   
 “Beyond reputation,” I continued. “I would also stand to lose another valuable resource — time. The money a slave trader makes in a year traipsing around the world and risking life and limb I could earn in one day or, if I get very lucky, just one hour.” 
   
 Tomcat frowned. He looked discouraged. 
   
 “Now I’m all confused, monsieur,” he said, again addressing me formally. “How do you hope to profit by giving me a healing potion?” 
   
 “You have something I need,” I replied and added: “Today, you earned those six crowns for providing that very thing. As I’m sure you can see, I am interested in information. I like the way you work. You saved me time. So I’m investing in your health to prolong what I hope will be a mutually beneficial partnership.” 
   
 “And that’s all?” Tomcat’s eyebrows went up slightly. “Only information?” 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “I need eyes and ears in this rich trading town. Money, as you can tell, is no object.” 
   
 “Aren’t you worried I’ll start pumping you full of obvious nonsense?” Tomcat chuckled. 
   
 Without responding, I took a silver thaler from my coin purse and set it on the edge of the table. 
   
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tomcat asked in surprise. 
   
 “It’s payment for the information you just gave me,” I responded. 
   
 The kid’s eyes widened. He looked baffled. 
   
 “But I didn’t give you anything...” 
   
 “What do you mean?” I snorted. “First of all, you gave me information about local slave prices. Second, now I know that child slaves are in high demand. And third, if I suddenly get the crazy idea to dip my toes in that business, I should talk to two guys called Rubin and Nostril. You earned this thaler. Take it.” 
   
 Tomcat spent some time digesting that information and, clearly making up his mind, took the coin. 
   
 “How did that make you feel?” I asked gravely. 
   
 “Like it’s worthwhile doing business with you,” Tomcat responded with a smile. “And that it would be an unforgivable act of stupidity on my part to lose a source of income like that.” 
   
 Once finished, he scraped the bundles of herbs off the table along with the potion. 
   
 “So, I was right about you,” I nodded. 
   
 “Anything else you’re interested in?” Tomcat asked matter-of-factly. 
   
 “All the big news, rumors, and prices for various goods,” I replied. “I’ll give you a list of everything I want to know later. Can you read and write?” 
   
 “We’ll manage,” Tomcat replied vaguely and shot me a clever look. “Almost forgot... We found the last group of slaves you were looking for. The three men were sold to Northlanders by Sergeant Buquet. They’re still in town. Their new master, Arvid Ulsson, cannot depart yet because he lost badly at dice. He’s staying in a tavern called the Happy Badger.” 




 Chapter 7 

 


 


 


 


 


 


I MADE FOR THE HAPPY BADGER the next day. Tomcat said Arvid Ulsson the northerner almost never left it, trying to win his money back from the local sharps. Honestly though, he never did a very good job. Or rather, he always did a very bad job. The longer he sat at the table gambling, the deeper he fell into the local sharps’ debt trap. 
   
 “Spit it out,” I chuckled, wrapping myself in the thick collar of my coat and fidgeting on the back seat of the buggy as it rolled off. 
   
 “What?” Jacques asked neutrally with a light shake of the reins. 
   
 “Oh, cut the crap,” I snorted. “You think I didn’t notice the way you’ve been looking at me the last few days? There’s something you want to ask me, but you don’t have the courage.” 
   
 Jacques gave a half turn and looked searchingly at me. 
   
 “What’s in it for you?” 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 “What made you want to buy those peasants’ freedom? What’s the point?” 
   
 “Don’t you feel bad for the poor saps?” I asked. 
   
 “Why the hell should I feel bad for someone who hasn’t done the first thing to work toward their own freedom?” I heard sincere surprise in his voice. 
   
 “Because they will be sent to galleys or mines,” I made a final attempt to move Jacques to pity. 
   
 “You know perfectly well they will not,” Jacques snorted back and replied: “Lada of course is a savvy woman. A witch, to put it in a word. But she doesn’t seem to have the foggiest notion of slave trading.” 
   
 “And you do?” 
   
 “There’s not much to understand,” Jacques shrugged. “See for yourself. We’ve already found out that Sergeant Buquet sold each one of the poor saps for a minimum of ten crowns. That must mean they’re being resold for a lot more at the eastern bazaars. Out there, they place a lot of value on hard work, and obedient peasants. They do not rebel. They work hard and keep their heads down. Slaves like that are a great investment. Their future masters will take good care of them. Why bury such expensive workers like that in a mine? Captives taken in war are another matter. Northerners, for instance. They’d make crap farmers. They are warriors and would constantly be trying to attack their masters. It’s a short road from there to the galley or mine, where they won’t live much longer.” 
   
 Jacques made a brief pause, then added mutedly: 
   
 “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn all those poor saps were actually happy with how it turned out. To them, living in a foreign country even as slaves is better than dying in the jaws of a Shadow creature.” 
   
 “You sure about that?” 
   
 “Of course,” Jacques snorted. “Their existence practically won’t change at all. What’s the difference between being slave to a rich landowner in the east and having the Count de Brionne as your lord?” 
   
 “What about freedom?” 
   
 “You think they ever had it?” Jacques shook his head and added: “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. Why are you doing this? Why change the fate of people with slavery in their bloodline?” 
   
 “Who ever said that was my goal?” I asked. 
   
 “Then I am completely lost,” Jacques frowned. “If you’d have managed to buy those peasants, you’d have been totally shaken down. You’d have paid double at least. What’s in it for you? I’d never believe you went to all that effort just because.” 
   
 “You’re right, I had a couple ideas,” I replied, adjusting the collar of my coat. “But it’s too late to talk about them now. In fact, it goes against my code to discuss events that fate has decided will never come to pass.” 
   
 Jacques just snorted, keeping his opinion on the matter to himself. 
   
 The Happy Badger tavern greeted me with a din of clattering dishware, a cheery hum from the feasting gaggle of merchants, appetizing aromas from the kitchen, and a sour beery atmosphere. 
   
 The only person not celebrating along with the rest was a redheaded kid sitting at a table against the far wall. Based on how many beer tankards he had on the table in front of him, he was trying to drown his sorrows in alcohol. 
   
 A cute server hopped over deftly and, when I asked where I might find Monsieur Arvid Ulsson, she pointed at the redheaded kid. Thanking her, I headed his direction. 
   
 “May I?” I asked the big redhead, nodding at his table. 
   
 He looked up at me hazily and bleated out something indistinct. 
   
 “Let’s call that a yes,” I chuckled and plopped down in the chair. 
   
 With a disgusted look at the table, all piled high with dishes and wet with puddles of beer, I sat back in my chair. 
   
 “Allow me to introduce myself,” I came. “Chevalier Renard, at your service.” 
   
 “Whadda you want, kid?” the redhead barked in broken Vestonian. 
   
 “To offer you a deal,” I replied, also shifting to a more informal register. 
   
 I knew appearances could be deceiving, but this guy didn’t much look like a merchant. He had a different air about him. He was missing the spark common to the profession. They had a way of looking at people that was both tenacious and searching. This redhead’s eyes meanwhile were empty like those of a cow out to pasture. And it wasn’t even down to how much he’d drunk. A good merchant would never let profit slip through his fingers no matter how wasted he got. 
   
 “I can’t talk now,” Arvid Ulsson turned his red head and looked sadly at the empty mugs on his table. 
   
 “Then why does it look like you’re very interested in my proposition?” 
   
 “Kid, you deaf?” the redhead barked. 
   
 I chuckled and, taking a fat sack from my pocket, threw it on the table without a word. 
   
 “What is that?” Ulsson asked. 
   
 But his instantly changed look made it obvious that he could tell what was in the sack. Plus, when it hit the table, it gave a familiar clink. 
   
 “Sixty silver crowns,” I replied calmly. 
   
 The redhead gulped loudly and reached his big hand for the coveted silver, but I quickly stuck the tip of my stiletto into the wooden table just half an inch from the coin purse. 
   
 “Not so fast,” I said coldly. 
   
 Ulsson frowned and tensed up. 
   
 “Don’t even think about it,” I chuckled and shook my head. “You’d be dead before you could get your ass out of that chair. Anyway, even if you survived, attacking a nobleman would be a one-way ticket to the gallows. So, can we please just talk?” 
   
 Ulsson spent a little while wheezing, sizing me up with an angry look but, clearly, he was still in sufficient possession of his faculties, so he said: 
   
 “What do you want?” 
   
 “That’s better,” I came with a smile, hiding the stiletto. 
   
 Despite his drunken state, my deft movements did not escape him. 
   
 “I want to buy your slaves.” 
   
 “The slaves aren’t for sale,” Ulsson threw out sharply. 
   
 “Why so inflexible?” I asked in surprise. “Sixty crowns for three urchins is an excellent price. You won’t get more where you’re taking them. And you’ll still have to feed them, protect them, take care of them, and transport them.” 
   
 The big man winced and breathed a heavy sigh. His fearsome northerner face slipped for a second to reveal a somewhat baffled man. 
   
 “So,” I snorted, looking around at the disorder on the table with a haughty wisdom. Then I raised my hand to call the server. “Looks like we won’t get very far with you dry. What do you say? Sound good?” 
   
 Ulsson glanced plaintively at my coin purse yet again, stared at the empty mugs then, with the loud gulp of a scratchy throat, nodded fatedly. Apparently, I’d really pinned him down. 
   
 When a smiling woman appeared next to our table, I pointed around at the mess Ulsson made and asked: 
   
 “Sweetie, could you find us a quieter and cleaner place to sit? Somewhere my friend and I can dine in peace and sample your finest ale.” 
   
 Then to back that up, I set five thalers down on the table. The magical glint of silver worked as intended. The Happy Badger, like the tavern where I was staying, had small meeting rooms where passing merchants could discuss important matters and ink business deals at their leisure for an additional fee. We were led to one of them. 
   
 The atmosphere of the meeting room was completely different from the main area. The crude table and chairs were the same, but it was quiet and relatively clean. 
   
 A few minutes later, dishes of food appeared on the table along with a few large wooden tankards of fresh ale. 
   
 Ulsson, like a traveler fresh from the desert, drained half of his tankard and then, the look in his eyes warmer, stared straight at me. 
   
 “That better?” I laughed. 
   
 “Yep,” the northerner’s bearded face blossomed into something like a smile. 
   
 For the next whole hour, we ate, drank and made conversation. Slowly, Arvid’s tongue loosened, and I got through to him. 
   
 Using casual leading questions, I slowly figured out that my theories about my “drinking buddy” were not far off. 
   
 He claimed of course to be a merchant but, in reality, he was a mere assistant to his uncle, his mother’s brother, who had been working as a trader for many years. He had finally given into his little sister’s insistence and agreed to take on his wayward nephew. While his uncle was in the capital of the county on business, Ulsson and a few troops from his uncle’s band stayed behind to look after the wares and cash. 
   
 Essentially, this was his first time away from home with so much relative freedom, and Arvid was cutting loose. At first, it was innocent little benders with local ladies of ill repute, but then he attracted the attention of local sharps and, before he knew it, he was sitting down to gamble. In the end, Ulsson landed himself pretty deep in debt. While listening to his tale, I found myself chuckling several times. The old Max and this guy would have gotten along just fine. 
   
 It had gone so far that the local crime boss had already sent people who easily laid out his uncle’s security face-first in the mud saying Arvid had a week to make things right. The local debt collectors were supposed to come again that very night, and here I showed up at lunch with a handsome bag of cash. 
   
 Needless to say, Ulsson was overjoyed to see my coin purse and now even more disappointed when he heard what I wanted to buy. 
   
 Ulsson didn’t want to explain the reason for his unwillingness to sell the slaves even at double their value. At first, I thought the redhead was just trying to haggle, but very quickly I realized there was something else going on. 
   
 I had to fall back on a tactic I picked up from my good friend the Viscount de Tosny. 
   
 It was not too hard to dribble a bit of “truth serum” into Ulsson’s tankard. A few minutes later, he was singing like a bird, showering me with valuable information. 
   
 The more he said, the gloomier I became. From his unfocused retelling, I was able to determine that the northern continent was engulfed in the flame of war. King Harold Graywolf had amassed an enormous warband under his banner and was now slowly conquering all of Northland. On his side were most werewolf clans as well as the priests of the Frost Temple, famed for their blood sacrifices to Hoar, ancient god of the north. 
   
 Incidentally, Arvid Ulsson’s uncle came to Sardent with just one goal — to purchase young slaves for that very sacrifice. And he was accompanied by a priest of the Frost Temple, who subjected each slave to a thorough selection process. In Sardent, the priest found just five worthy of giving their lives for the glory of his ancient deity. And that was why the merchant travelled on to the capital of the county — they needed more slaves for the sacrifice. 
   
 Ahem... Considering the fact Arvid’s uncle was far from the only merchant who set off for the continent with the priest, something vile and bloody must have been in the works up north. 
   
 Last night, before heading to the tavern, we were able to determine who specifically Sergeant Buquet had sold to Ulsson’s uncle — the youngest of the poor saps, including Jérémie. 
   
 Arvid Ulsson was unaware of the purpose of the sacrifice. He just shared with me the sinister rumors that circulated about an ancient power that called out to all who served the Frost Temple. 
   
 He also said that if not for the council of five jarls who, with support from the order of shadow mages, had risen up against Harold Graywolf, he would likely not have turned to the priests for aid. 
   
 The biggest factor influencing Harold’s decision was an attack by the fleet of Helga the Valiant on his kingdom’s southern shores. Or at least, that was what Arvid’s grandfather told him in strictest confidence. 
   
 While I listened to Arvid’s tale, I got a strange feeling that in some way I was a participant in those events. Honestly though, despite the intensity of the feelings I was experiencing, I was unable to connect them to any specific event in the past. 
   
 Was it Max’s memory acting up? Unlikely... Heh... I mean, what could Max have had to do with pitched battles at sea? 
   
 There was no way that could have happened in my past life. Maybe it was memories surfacing from other past lives. Could it perhaps have been my mysterious benefactor intervening to play a trick on me? 
   
 When Ulsson started repeating himself and telling stories from his life again, I realized it was time to call it a night. 
   
 Unlike the Viscount de Tosny, my true vision allowed me to be more judicious with the magic truth serum without suffering any loss in effectiveness. And that was why Arvid remained conscious all that time. In fact, if not for all the ale, he’d have looked more or less acceptable. 
   
 Thus, under my complete control, Ulsson “invited” me after lunch to personally visit the slaves the priest of the Frost Temple had handpicked, and who were being kept in a special outbuilding behind the tavern. 
   
 The Happy Badger’s savvy owner had built the accommodation for his merchant guests. And no wonder: Sardent was a slave trading town. If you want to make a profit, adapt to local realities. 
   
 Next to the slave quarters there sat a black-bearded northerner with a big bruise spread over the right side of his face. It must have been a gift left by the previous night’s guests. 
   
 When the bearded man spotted me walking next to Ulsson, he bared his teeth unhappily and barked: 
   
 “Arvid, you moron! Who’d you drag down here this time?!” 
   
 “Cram it, Knud!” Ulsson barked back. “Or I’ll tell my uncle how some local urchins laid out an esteemed warrior in the mud. Show some respect. My friend is a nobleman!” 
   
 They were clearly speaking Astlandic. But it was very distorted with strange pronunciation and words I did not recognize. Still, I had no trouble understanding what they were saying. 
   
 The black-bearded Knud deflated immediately. I also noticed he was caught off guard by Arvid’s tone. The boss’s nephew must never have let himself do anything like that before. It must have been the magic potion. 
   
 The bearded man muttered something to himself but did not reenter the argument. The squabble with local criminals could probably blow up in his face. I’d bet my right hand he already asked Arvid to keep quiet about it. 
   
 Meanwhile, Ulsson walked up to the slave quarters’ door and nodded at the boys inside, saying: 
   
 “Here, eat your heart out, chevalier.” 
   
 I glanced into the small little grated window and winced. A sharp scent of sweat and feces stung my nostrils. Out of the dark room stared four pairs of eyes in which I saw nothing but apathy and resignation. 
   
 Jérémie and another two kids from our caravan I recognized straight away. They recognized me, too, in fact. Just the way they lit up. A spark of joy and hope flickered in their eyes. 
   
 I had to put a finger to my lips to make sure they didn’t say anything. The fourth man, a tall broad-shouldered blond, saw our exchange of gestures, first lit up, but then quickly lost hope. He had realized who I came for and concluded he was not going to be saved. 
   
 “What did the priest see in them?” I asked Arvid. “They’re common urchins. Every city in Mainland is stuffed to the gills with them.” 
   
 “No clue,” Ulsson admitted with a shrug. “He used a certain artifact to test a drop of blood from each of them. And to be frank, he didn’t look too happy when we bought these four. He called them common ‘flesh.’“ 
   
 I switched to true vision. Jérémie and the two saps I had scanned in Abbeville before our departure, so I knew already there was nothing special about their energy structures. Scanning the blond also gave nothing. Essentially, there was nothing remarkable about any of them. Most likely, the priest selected them simply because of their age and good health. 
   
 “But the fifth one is a different story!” Arvid gave me a conspiratorial wink. “Let’s go. Let me show you. We’re keeping him separate from the rest.” 
   
 The quarters where the fifth slave sat were deeper in the building. It was noticeably warmer and cleaner. At the very least, it did not reek of hogwash and excrement. 
   
 The huge bald muscle man guarding the fifth slave, unlike the black-bearded Knud, reacted neutrally to us. He and Arvid exchanged a few short greetings, and then I was allowed to take a peek at the priest’s quarry. While we walked into the building, Ulsson told us that the Frost Temple acolyte looked very happy when he saw the artifact’s reaction to this kid’s blood. 
   
 I glanced inside and met eyes with a gaunt little boy no older than fourteen or fifteen. His thin pale face was stamped with a look of fear and mistrust of his surroundings. 
   
 I took a closer look at the kid. Now this one was no common peasant. In fact, the scraps of clothing on him indicated that he was from a somewhat well-off family. 
   
 Hm... I wonder what about you drew the priest’s eye? I quickly scanned his energy system and smiled in satisfaction. So that was it! Now I could see why the priest was so happy. The energy system of the kid sitting on the pile of damp hay staring back at me hopefully was light amber. 
   
 With a friendly wink at the kid, I turned to Arvid Ulsson and said: 
   
 “Thank you, my friend! I’ve seen all I wanted. I say we go back to the tavern and talk a bit more over another tankard of ale. I’ve got an offer now that I’m sure you’re going to like.” 
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“AH, THE WALLS OF TOULON!” Monsieur Chariez came with relief, head of the caravan we joined up with in Briard, a small town on the border between two counties on Vestonian territory. “After this, two hours from Toulon is Westerly Fort — our final stronghold. And after that...” 
   
 “Is the Shadow of Strix,” I finished the caravan leader’s sentence. 
   
 “Ah... Cursed thing,” Chariez muttered and, with a loud smack of the lips, pulled back on the reins. 
   
 Watching his cart as it started off, I turned to look at the distant walls of Vestonia’s final border town bathed in the walls of the setting sun and smiled. We had left Sardent nearly a month earlier and now finally were reaching the frontier. 
   
 Along with me was the wagon, which had put up a great showing on the trip, unlike the one Jacques and I expropriated from the Viscount de Tosny. 
   
 The viscount’s transport couldn’t take the hardships of our journey and had to be sold in a small town a few days’ travel from the border of the County of Mâcon. There we also purchased several horses for our little team. 
   
 “From here we stick to the plan?” Jacques asked me, seated on the wagon’s sideboards. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “We’ll stay a few days at an inn Monsieur Chariez told us about. Then, while I settle affairs in the fortress, your job will be to find us a decent place to stay.” 
   
 Jacques nodded, jerked the reins, and our home on wheels rolled off. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a pale young face flickering through the narrow wagon window and breathed a heavy sigh. 
   
 Nearly a month ago, I acquired a new status. I had become a slave owner. Though the natives of this world looked on it as a sign of authority and wealth, for a man whose consciousness had come from a world where phenomena such as slave owning were purely historical, it was completely outrageous and, strangely, a burden. All at once, I took on the obligation to take care of five intelligent creatures who were completely dependent on me, and who my brain refused to view as slaves. 
   
 On that day in the Happy Badger, using the Viscount de Tosny’s potion and a certain amount of ale, I was able to convince Ulsson to sell all five of his slaves even though I was initially planning to buy just the guys from our caravan. 
   
 I changed my mind when I saw the energy system of the kid in the separate cell, Kevin, who proved to be gifted. Whether that was a nice coincidence, simple random chance or yet another indulgence from my mysterious benefactor I did not care. I was not going to let that chance slip through my fingers. 
   
 Slave number five, the broad-shouldered blond, I bought more out of pity than anything else. First of all, I knew what fate had in store for him in the north, and second, I could simply afford it. 
   
 I never once found myself regretting it, though. Gunnar, as the blond was called, was a native of western Astland. He was enslaved when his home village got raided and burned to the ground by retinue men from a neighboring barony. The much suffering kid sincerely appreciated my good-will gesture and did everything in his power to help us on the road. 
   
 As an aside, he was the one who told his cellmates Jérémie, Claude, and Luc, who didn’t understand a word of the Northland dialect, that they were all going to be sacrificed in the Frost Temple. Needless to say, when they saw my face through the grated window, they took it as a sign from above. 
   
 All told, I paid one hundred silver crowns for the five slaves, which was what the purchase contract stated. I had intentionally paid nearly double what Ulsson’s uncle did. That way, no one could accuse me of defrauding him. Anyone who saw the numbers in the contract would say the deal was more than fair to the northerners. 
   
 Beyond that, on my insistence, which surprised Ulsson greatly, the document contained a detailed list of the first and last names of each slave I was purchasing. That was to insure against anyone in the Vestonian government laying claim to my property. And I had no doubt someone would try. 
   
 The deal nearly blew up when the attorney who was supposed to notarize the document started questioning things. Like whether Ulsson had the authority, as nephew, to make these kinds of decisions about his uncle’s property, for instance. But Ulsson thrusted a power of attorney in his face stating that he did, and all the questions went away. 
   
 When all the slaves were brought out of their cells and lined up before us so their names could be written into the contract and they could be given to their new master, Knud suddenly spoke up. He was the only member of the merchant guard team to try and bring Ulsson to reason, arguing that his uncle would be outraged. 
   
 But Arvid adamantly demanded that Knud shut his trap. And the Viscount de Tosny’s potion had nothing to do with it. Its effect had already run out. It was all the fault of the fat purse and its hundred silver coins. Ulsson did not want to let it slip through his fingers. Overall, I could say with absolute certainty that the final stage of our transaction Arvid completed voluntarily and in a nearly sober state. Silver often worked wonders. 
   
 How Ulsson’s uncle would react to the slave sale I could not have cared less. The deal was formulated legally. 
   
 Skipping a bit ahead, I can say that when we left Sardent, Arvid’s uncle and the Frost Temple priest were still in the county capital. 
   
 Ulsson then, according to Tomcat who I told to keep an eye on the northerners when we were in town, managed to lose my hundred crowns at the card table that very night. Overall, I could only guess what that moron had in store after his uncle came back. 
   
 We stayed in Sardent for another few nights during which Tomcat provided me a steady flow of information. Before leaving, I gave him highly detailed instructions on how to compose his reports for me. 
   
 The hoodlum ringleader, without suspecting it, had been turned into something of a bot gathering all available information on a local network called “Sardent and surroundings.” 
   
 Tomcat was supposed to take his reports weekly to Monsieur Cluzet, the attorney that oversaw my transaction with Ulsson, and who I liked for his meticulous, scrupled nature. 
   
 Cluzet and I had drawn up a contract saying he would receive correspondence for me, then forward it to me on postal stagecoaches that occasionally passed through with caravans headed for Toulon. 
   
 To remunerate the attorney for his services, which included handling fixed payments to my “infobot,” I opened an account in Sardent’s largest bank, where I left a deposit of fifteen hundred crowns and a monthly payout order for Monsieur Cluzet or a legal representative thereof. 
   
 I was aware that the quality of information and particularly its latency in this slow-moving world would be, to put it lightly, far from perfect. But at the very least, even though it was a bit late, I would be able to stay on top of events in Sardent. 
   
 When I had seen enough of Toulon’s walls in the evening light, I glanced at my small party heading into town. To be frank, I was expecting the most problems with the kids I bought. I was prepared for resistance, sabotage of my orders, and angry, hateful looks burning through my insides. I was after all their slave owner. As a matter of fact, I was expecting them to make an escape on night one and had already written off the money I spent on them in a column labeled, “who cares...?” But the reality was completely different. 
   
 There was no resistance, not even a whiff of it. All five obeyed my orders without hesitation, even with a certain amount of enthusiasm, which came as quite a surprise at first. And as for mean looks, I didn’t even see a hint, much less escape attempts. All five looked on me more as a benefactor than a “hated slave owner.” 
   
 I shared my thoughts on the matter with Jacques. But he couldn’t tell what I was asking at first. And when it hit him... I saw him shooting me questioning looks for a long time after. 
   
 His explanation was that, essentially, when these poor saps became my property, they essentially felt like they won the lottery. As for Gunnar, Jérémie, Claude, and Luc — sure. Those four were born peasants and accustomed to hard labor since childhood. They had often known hunger and poverty. 
   
 And now, I saved them from dying and, to top it off, gave them three square meals a day, good clothing, and hadn’t even caned them once. Jacques said that working for me, to them, was like going on a wellness retreat. In less than a month, the aristocratic fare I’d been feeding them had put some meat on their bones. We were practically all eating from the same pot. How could they even think of running? Where would they run to? They preferred having a nobleman to protect and care for them. 
   
 When I hinted at freedom, Jacques looked at me like an idiot and explained that people like Gunnar and Jérémie would have a very vague notion of the concept, not even fully grasping it. 
   
 Kevin Barlow was a slightly different matter. As son of a merchant, he belonged to a more privileged social class. However, that had not kept him safe from slavery. 
   
 He and his family had left the Foggy Isles to escape war, but the ship they were sailing on crashed on the northern shore of the Savage Baronies. 
   
 By some miracle, Kevin was the only Barlow to survive, which the kid had now come to regret on more than one occasion. He and a few passengers drifting through the open ocean on the ship’s wreckage were picked up by pirates. And ever since, Kevin’s life had been a series of unfortunate events. 
   
 Basically, he was drowning in pain. And when he came to me, at first, he said nothing, looked away and shuddered when spoken to. But with time helping Bertrand with housework, he warmed up and slowly started telling me about himself. Incidentally, Kevin himself was unaware he had a magic gift, and I decided I was not going to tell him just yet. I told only Bertrand, who then started putting more effort into raising him. 
   

* * *

   
 On the way into Toulon, while speaking to the guards at the main gates, I figured out that I did not need to go to Westerly Fort yet that day because its commander, Captain Louis de Rohan did not live there. He lived in a rented building next to Toulon’s mayor. And he visited the fortress at most three or four times a month. The rest of his time he dedicated to frequent visits to local aristocrats, hunting, and gambling. 
   
 My illuminating conversation with the city guards I continued over a late breakfast in the Golden Boar tavern, which they recommended highly. 
   
 The servicemen, delightedly gulping down a local dark beer, told me that in bygone times the captains all lived in the fortress, but for the past few years, ever since Louis de Rohan came on the scene, things had been different. 
   
 Youngest son of the Baron de Rohan, he slipped up somewhere along the way and was appointed commander of a frontier fortress. Accustomed to comfort, balls, and high society, he considered improper the custom that captains had to live in the cold wind whipped tower. Leaving behind in the fortress two lieutenants who switched out every week, Louis de Rohan rented a large manor in the center of Toulon. 
   
 And that was where I went after talking to the guards, telling Jacques and Bertrand to get our party set up in an inn and to take care of all the minor issues in our noticeably larger group. 
   
 As an aside, while our small caravan proceeded down the streets of Toulon, I saw familiar faces. Patrick Dupree and another mercenary from his party. 
   
 Their looks of surprise and gaping jaws were a sight to behold when they spotted Jérémie, Claude, and Luc riding beside our wagon. 
   
 Jérémie told me that Trixie’s fiancé had not taken part in their sale, but he was perfectly aware of what was happening, and didn’t make any attempts to stand in Sergeant Buquet’s way. Basically, my first impression of Patrick was spot on. Even though Trixie had asked me to look after her betrothed, I was not going to. I wondered if Trixie herself was aware what kind of person she was engaged to? 
   
 I showed up at the captain’s manor around noon to report for duty. There was a risk that he would refuse to grant me an audience, but the baronet graciously agreed to see me. 
   
 “Ah, chevalier,” came Captain Louis de Rohan wearily, glancing at my papers. “You’ve finally made it...” 
   
 To me, the baronet appeared to be thirty but, due to excess weight and the unhealthy color of his face, he looked ten years older. He had a sanctimonious air about him that to me called up associations of a landlord going somewhere he was completely sick of for a picnic but felt like, if he didn’t go, he was liable to die of boredom. 
   
 “I was told you were injured at a caravan stop?” he asked without particular interest. That put me slightly on guard. After all, in this backwater, any news was good news. I’d make a note of it for the future. “How’s your health? Can you perform your duties?” 
   
 “Thank you, monsieur captain! I am in perfect health and ready to perform my duties.” 
   
 “Excellent,” de Rohan nodded. “The day after tomorrow, I want you in the fortress. Lieutenant Tassen will lead you out on your first tour to the west along the boundary of the Shadow. And for now, I wouldn’t dare keep you any longer. You must be tired after such a long journey.” 
   
 I nodded in silence and wanted to turn and leave the office, but I was stopped by an exclamation. 
   
 “Oh yes, chevalier!” he said in the very same bored tone. “As a nobleman, you are entitled to rent a dwelling in the city, but the others do not share that privilege.” 
   
 I feigned surprise. 
   
 “I am not sure I understand, monsieur captain...” 
   
 The vile Patrick had quickly gotten his bearings and reported on my arrival. I wondered if Sergeant Buquet was still here or had already left with his shipment of contraband. 
   
 “Well,” de Rohan snorted, his gray eyes squinting dangerously. “I was told you arrived with three more fighters who were supposed to serve in the shadow patrol. And instead of sending them straight to the fortress, they for some reason are getting set up to spend the night in the very inn where you are staying. You don’t find their actions negligent, and even criminal?” 
   
 The captain was being cautious. Probing the soil. Otherwise, he’d already have sent a party of guards after Jérémie and the others. 
   
 “Patrolmen in my party?” I smiled. “Monsieur captain, your informants must have vision problems. I came here with two servants and five serfs. Let me be frank, only one of the seven is fit to serve. The rest are common peasants. I happened to find them in Sardent with a northern slave trader. By the way... Here, take a look...” 
   
 Pretending I had just remembered the documents I had on me, I set the sale contract on the table in front of the captain. 
   
 De Rohan, doing his best to restrain his emotions, started reading the scroll carelessly and, when he saw the price, his eyebrows shot up into his forehead. 
   
 “One hundred silver crowns! Still. Isn’t that a bit much?” 
   
 I snorted under my breath. If I wanted, I could have him paying me handsomely for this contract right now. He was lucky I was not as big a lowlife as him. Essentially, the paper he held in his hands could easily be his downfall. 
   
 De Rohan also realized that based on his piercing gaze. He was probably already trying to figure out the easiest way of getting rid of me and destroying this scroll. Not so fast, ugly bastard. I’m about to make your day. 
   
 I shrugged. 
   
 “Sardent is an expensive town, but that means it’s a place where you can buy strong, hard-working slaves. As for the prices, though, it’s hard not to agree. And it’s not just the slaves that cost a lot there. Just to send a copy of that contract to my uncle the Count de Gramont in Herouxville, I got shaken down for almost ten thalers! I was practically robbed in broad daylight!” 
   
 I just chuckled to myself. I of course was lying but, based on the captain’s frown and the red spots covering his plump face, he bought it. His intent gaze also made it clear that he understood my meaning. 
   
 “Sure...” he muttered. “My informants must have made a mistake. Accept my apologies, chevalier.” 
   
 “Everything is fine, monsieur captain,” I nodded. “I say we put this whole little episode behind us.” 
   
 While stepping out of de Rohan’s home, I was completely certain the captain would never forget that and sooner or later try to “return my serve.” And that would be a fatal mistake. He would be wise not to mess with Dodger. 
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MUCH TO MY SURPRISE, finding a home in Toulon was no problem. As it turned out, Monsieur Mollet, owner of the inn where we were staying also owned a small manor on the outskirts of town as well as a few guest houses in various quarters. That level of property ownership made me conclude Monsieur Mollet likely had connections with the mayor, so I tried to make a good impression on him. He meanwhile was no fool, and saw right through my scheme, though I was not particularly hiding it. As a commoner, he liked getting this kind of attention from a nobleman who appeared quite well off. 
   
 Basically, when Monsieur Mollet found out that I had come to town for a long stay and wanted to rent a big comfortable place, he immediately knew where to put me. He claimed to have a manor he would sometimes rent out to travelling merchants but was presently empty. 
   
 When I saw the manor, I realized that the word “sometimes” meant something different to Monsieur Mollet than it did to me. Based on the condition, if anyone ever rented it out, it had been a long time — two or three years at least. 
   
 But despite its dereliction, I liked it. Most of all for its location. It was a quiet and relaxed area. Just what I wanted. Beyond that, like many homes in Toulon, its construction reflected the fact that it was near the frontier. It was practically a small fortress and could easily withstand quite a long siege. 
   
 Monsieur Mollet had purchased the manor from a bankrupt aristocrat who decided to take his family to the capital to go seek his fortune. A two-story brick building surrounded by a high stone wall, it was divided into two wings. The first was for the lord and his family to live in, while the second contained servant quarters. 
   
 In front of the main entrance to the house, there was a little garden. The large back yard meanwhile had a number of outbuildings, an orchard, and a well. 
   
 Because no one had been living in the manor for several years, all the amenities were, though not exactly in ruins, in quite a neglected state. The garden was gloomy and unsightly after winter. In the middle of the backyard, there was a large black spot where a pond once had been, while the orchard existed in name only. The stable, cowshed, and chicken coop weren’t looking too great, either. They all had a few rotten boards on their walls and large holes in their roofs. 
   
 Monsieur Mollet said he always meant to take better care of the manor but kept putting it off. All his attention had to be devoted to the inn and guest houses. The manor meanwhile... He dropped a couple phrases that made me conclude that, while he got the manor for cheap, it had come to be a sort of burden for him. The city property tax had to be paid in full every year. Beyond that, Monsieur Mollet still did a few things to maintain the house. For example, the well was clearly in good condition, and its water could be drunk with no fear of illness. The house’s roof was repaired regularly, and the rooms were aired out. Even the furniture had not all been sold off. 
   
 Overall, when he noticed I liked the manor, Monsieur Mollet immediately tried to play hardball and asked for four hundred thalers a month. It was, after all, a baron’s former manor with a wine cellar and a big balcony with a picturesque view of the Forest of Toulon. 
   
 In response, somewhat thrown off by his greed, I told him that as the son of a count who had grown up in the capital of Vestonia, some old baronial manor wasn’t going to impress me. What was more, its wine cellar contained nothing but knee-deep water and frogs. The balcony meanwhile was so fouled by pigeons it really was not worth mentioning. 
   
 The negotiation was fun, and both of us enjoyed it. In the end, we came together at seventy thalers a month. Monsieur Mollet tried to hit me with a small additional expense for a laundrywoman and cook, but I refused adamantly, explaining that we were all men and quite rough ones at that. And I had plenty of people to cover all the work that needed doing. Basically, we could handle our own housekeeping. Without two spies. But I didn’t say the last part to avoid insulting the esteemed landlord. 
   
 “Get the rooms figured out?” I asked, taking a sip of a hot herbal tea. 
   
 “Yes,” Jacques nodded. “You don’t need to worry about that.” 
   
 He and I were sitting at a small table in front of the living room fireplace and sharing a quiet dinner. 
   
 Bertrand, having eaten quickly, was already back in the kitchen saying something to Kevin, who was constantly tailing him. We could also hear the others in there ringing their spoons nonstop. 
   
 I wanted to have dinner all together at the long kitchen table, but Bertrand and Jacques talked me out of it. Enough. We were no longer on the road, so we no longer needed to eat out of one pot while sitting around a fire. I was a nobleman and, if anyone from my social class found out I allowed myself to dine at the same table as serfs, I’d never hear the end of it. A few particularly hotheaded noblemen would certainly try to insult me to provoke a duel. 
   
 Jacques was another story. Even though he was my stable hand, he was still a member of the warrior class. And after that trip, Jacques was practically my muscle, as well as my steward. At the very least, he thought so. And he had confirmed his intentions several times when reaching for his weapon and standing next to me. For example, on the night when a cave bear awoke from its hibernation and stumbled upon our camp in the woods. But everyone put up a good show that night. Nobody got afraid. Even Kevin was ready to shoot his crossbow. We did not kill the beast, but we were able to chase it away from camp. 
   
 “How do you like the place?” 
   
 “It’s old but has good bones,” Jacques nodded. “At least it’s not full of mold. But it needs plenty of work. It’ll give these freeloaders something to do.” 
   
 “Just don’t go too hard on them,” I warned. 
   
 “They’ll be fine,” Jacques reassured me. “They’re tough. They can stand up to a bit of hard work.” 
   
 “Will a hundred crowns do?” 
   
 “More than,” Jacques waved. 
   
 “You sure we need all that?” I asked. 
   
 “Of course!” he responded confidently. “Why run off to the market every day to spend cash on food when we practically have a whole farm ready to go here in the backyard. Everyone does it. Plus, we’re here for the long run.” 
   
 “You know best,” I shrugged. 
   
 “Gunnar and I planned a trip over to the next village to buy everything we need. A couple goats, geese, and chickens, plus seeds. And various little things like tools... But we can get those in town. Essentially, monsieur, we will be set up to provide for your every possible comfort.” 
   
 “Don’t forget about yourselves,” I snorted. 
   
 “But of course,” Jacques smirked back at me. “It’s not like I came up with this whole headache for my own benefit.” 
   
 “You can say that again,” I sighed. “Whoever would have thought being a slave owner would be such a hassle? By the way, don’t forget about training, either.” 
   
 Jacques winced. 
   
 “I won’t. How could I...? But I don’t like all this. What if someone finds out you ordered your serfs to learn mortal combat? You’d never hear the end of it.” 
   
 “That’s my concern,” I waved. “The training is yours. Plus, you’ve already taken the money.” 
   
 “I have, but I warned you they’ll never make good warriors. Maybe Gunnar could be worth something... But it’ll take a while.” 
   
 “I’m not asking you to make them legendary warriors,” I objected. “I just want them to be able to hold their own. Plus, they’re far from cowards. Sure they were scared of that bear, but they didn’t shiver. Or retreat.” 
   
 “That’s for sure,” Jacques said with a heavy sigh. But in his eyes, I saw approval. “Despite being peasants, they are brave.” 
   
 “And in regard to their being serfs...” I came. “Well, they won’t be for long.” 
   
 “You decided to free them?” Jacques asked in surprise. 
   
 “Not just that... It is of course safer for them to be counted my serfs for now but, I do not plan to wander this world like a tumbleweed forever. I will get married and settle down. When I get land, I’ll hire them out and put the proceeds toward my house. And you will look after them. We’ll all get rich together. As for mortal combat... Well, that’s more for protection. If the neighbor’s retinue wants to play games, they better not come knocking here. My guys will run them straight through.” 
   
 “Then you and your neighbor will be at war,” Jacques shook his head, but I could see in his eyes that he liked the idea. “Peasants running servicemen through? Who’s ever heard of such a thing?” 
   
 “My neighbors will be my concern,” I came in an icy tone. “What matters to me is that everyone knows even peasants will stand to defend my lands. And that’s not considering the fact I’ll have a retinue of my own. And I won’t take any attacks on my people lying down.” 
   
 “Sensible,” Jacques shook his head. “These guys will follow you to hell and back after all you’ve done for them. And they’ll tell their kids to pray to the Most Luminous Mother for your safety.” 
   
 I just shrugged. 
   
 “Everything is connected in this world. When you’re doing well, so am I and vice versa. If you approach everything intelligently and with a good heart, you can live a decent life.” 
   
 Particularly if it’s your last... But I didn’t say that part out loud. 
   
 We spent a little longer talking, then I went up to my room. I needed to get some proper rest. Tomorrow I would be back on the road. 
   
 Before falling asleep, when Bertrand came to check on me as always, he and I had a tough conversation. 
   
 “So,” I started, taking a scroll from a box and unfurling it on the desk. “Listen and commit this to memory.” 
   
 My most senior servant, sensing the weight of the moment, nodded in silence. Staring tensely at the papers, he kept trying to gaze into my eyes. He was clearly desperate to know what was going on. 
   
 “I want you to concentrate and listen to me with a cool head. Got it?” 
   
 Bertrand nodded again. He clearly was trying to look calm, but his hands gave him away. His thin knobby fingers were clutching nervously at the bottom of his coat. 
   
 “You know where I’m going tomorrow. And you also know why. I’ve explained it many times already. I do not intend to die a hero’s death for the glory of the crown. But anything could happen.” 
   
 The old man shuddered and blessed me with the protection sign of the Most Luminous Mother. 
   
 “So, I prepared a set of instructions just in case...” 
   
 Tears welled up in the old man’s eyes. 
   
 “Don’t cry for me just yet,” I smiled and patted him approvingly on the shoulder. “After all, I’m not all that easy to kill. You’ve seen that firsthand.” 
   
 Bertrand did not share my wry mood, much less my idea to head to the frontier, but the tears stopped flowing. 
   
 “I hope that concludes the intro portion,” I chuckled and pointed at the first scroll. “Now let’s get to the meat... This is my will. In the unlikely event of my death, the majority of my property will go to you. Bank accounts, several pieces of jewelry and some small items. I believe it should be enough for you to live out the rest of your days in a house of your own never knowing poverty. The document was composed and notarized by Monsieur Cluzet. If you should run into trouble, he promised to help. He’s an honest man. I trust him. And...” 
   
 I pointed at my will. 
   
 “I want the wagon and two draught horses to go to Jacques. But only after he delivers you to Monsieur Cluzet in Sardent. From there... These five scrolls...” 
   
 I unfurled five sealed rolls of paper. 
   
 “These documents grant freedom to the boys. I also willed them each twenty crowns. That should be enough for them to get on their feet. Kevin I left a hundred. He’s special, but lonely. He’ll be better off going to the capital for studies. To develop his gift. You help him if you can, okay?” 
   
 “I will not forsake him,” Bertrand said, clenching his fists. “He will complete his studies and become a great mage.” 
   
 I nodded and smiled. All well and good. But the old man was coming apart at the seams. I had to redirect his attention. He’d taken a liking to Kevin. He was fretting over him like a broody hen. And the kid was always hot on Bertrand’s heels. 
   
 But he’d never truly make a great mage. He just wasn’t cut out for it. Though maybe I was wrong. Perhaps he would master alchemy and become a man of esteem. At any rate, he’d never go hungry as long as he did everything right. And Bertrand would make sure he did. He’d somehow managed to raise Max with his wretched personality. Kevin the quiet wimp who hung on his every word would be much easier. 
   
 Bertrand and I kept talking for a little while. Mainly me. I was trying to reassure the old man. And I basically pulled it off. 
   
 As I was drifting off to sleep, I caught myself thinking that the talk with Bertrand felt like a goodbye. As if we would never see each other again. I closed my eyes and chuckled. No way! My life in this strange new world was just getting started! 
   

* * *

   
 “Hey, kid!” a broad-shouldered warrior laughed through long gray whiskers. The thick beard on his muscular chin was moving like it had a mind of its own. “You sure you didn’t make a wrong turn?!” 
   
 The big man’s exclamation was supported by loud whinnying from the troops standing up on the fortress walls. 
   
 “The parochial school is that way!” a veiny, pimply hulk with a half-smashed nose droned down. 
   
 That was how I was greeted by my new comrades in arms at Westerly Fort, which I reached several hours before midday. I was now standing in an internal courtyard and lazily looking around while totally ignoring the servicemen’s mockery. Let them have it. I’d always be able to hurt them with a response later. I had no reason to spoil our relationship just yet. Soon, I might be fighting shoulder-to-shoulder with them against a common enemy. 
   
 I should note that the Great Westerly Fort, which I’d heard so much about, did not impress me much. In my past life, I had visited much more monumental places. 
   
 “Everyone shut your mouths!” a commanding bark came from one of the towers up above, and the laughter immediately ceased. 
   
 I looked up and met eyes with a thin, gray-haired man standing on a narrow little balcony off the tower. 
   
 “Your name, young man?!” he asked harshly. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard!” I stood at attention. “I came on an order from Captain de Rohan to report to a Lieutenant Tassen for service in the Shadow Patrol.” 
   
 “I am Lieutenant Jean Tassen,” the gray-hair said. “Were you told that we will be departing in a matter of hours?” 
   
 “Yes, monsieur lieutenant,” I replied and, nodding at my horses loaded up with all the necessities, added: “I’m ready!” 
   
 “I don’t think you totally understand where we’re headed, chevalier,” Tassen took me down a peg. “No man is ever truly ready for a meeting with the Shadow. Much less a newcomer which you undoubtedly must be. Anyway, we’ve all been in your position before. But not everyone survives their first run-in. I suggest you forget about your noble status for the duration, Renard. If you want to make it back home alive and well, you will have to obey my every order without hesitation, as well as those of my sergeants, just like everyone else. You got that?” 
   
 “Clear as day, monsieur lieutenant!” I replied valiantly. 
   
 “I really hope so,” Tassen came darkly. “And now, find Maître Jacob. He will provide you with all the potions you’d better not venture into the Shadow without.” 
   
 After saying that, the lieutenant disappeared into the bowels of the tower, and I looked around. Where was I supposed to find this Maître Jacob? 
   
 Bah! What familiar faces! Patrick and his three buddies. They were standing aside and laughing. Trixie’s fiancé though was going to put a hole through me with his gaze. Based on the equipment, they were also going into the Shadow. Well, okay, maybe that was for the best. 
   
 “Hey!” a rasping voice rang out behind me. 
   
 I turned. A few paces away there stood a short fat man with a beard. The look in his light blue eyes had a certain air... It made me feel like an insect being examined by an entomologist. 
   
 “That you, Renard?” he asked. 
   
 “I... Who might you be...?” 
   
 “You can call me Maître Jacob,” he muttered and took a step toward the far tower. “Leave the horses here and follow me.” 
   
 While I tied up the horses to a hitching post, the fat guy covered quite a lot of ground. I caught up to him next to the door into the tower. I had just enough time to give his energy system a scan. Maître Jacob was the first gifted person I’d met at the frontier. His energy channels glowed with a dark green hue. As an aside, when I came here, I thought I’d find more mages. 
   
 “How are you doing for money, kid?” Maître Jacob asked when we made it to the second floor of the tower and entered a wide office with bookcases and tables piled high with test tubes, flasks, and other potion brewing equipment. 
   
 I cast an intrigued look around the laboratory and answered: 
   
 “The lieutenant didn’t mention that I’d have to pay out of pocket for the potions.” 
   
 “For government ones you don’t,” the pudgy alchemist waved it off. “Here you go.” 
   
 He took off the table a couple medium-sized phials and extended them to me. 
   
 “These are Tears of Light,” he explained. “Add a couple droplets of it to your water. And your horses’, too. It’ll make the headaches easier to bear.” 
   
 “Headaches?” I asked. 
   
 “Once you get near the Shadow, you’ll understand,” Maître Jacob chuckled pointedly. “Just be careful with the dose. Don’t overdo it. If you get habituated to it, you won’t be able to live without it.” 
   
 “Got it,” I nodded, stashing the phials in my pocket. I could look into them later. “Thank you.” 
   
 “And that is as far as our king’s generosity extends, may the gods keep him,” the alchemist said with a big smile. “The rest is at the valiant patrolman’s expense. Would you like anything else for the long and treacherous journey?” 
   
 A smirk appeared on my lips. I had already scanned the laboratory in true vision, and it lit up with all colors of the rainbow like the place was covered with Christmas lights. There were seemingly things worth my while here. 
   
 “Well, much esteemed Maître Jacob, what do you have to offer?” 
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LEAVING THE TOWER where Maître Jacob’s lab was located, I returned to my horses. While darkly surveying my baggage, a cheery voice shouted out to me: 
   
 “Chevalier! Based on your sour look, Maître Jacob the scoundrel has emptied your coin purse, eh?!” 
   
 I turned to face the voice. Ten paces away from me was a short man with a fire red shock of hair and untidy goatee. Cheer danced in his blue eyes while his thick lips spread into a welcoming smile. I was getting the impression this redhead was really happy to see me. 
   
 By the look of him, he was thirty or thirty-five. His gear was nothing fancy, but it was high quality. His sword had a worn grip, his thick leather boots had seen better days, and the bag on his back was fully loaded — apparently this redhead was one of the people who would be coming with me on the journey. 
   
 And my face really was sour. But not because I’d spent so much cash. It was more that, contrary to my expectations, I hadn’t bought a single thing. That didn’t stop Maître Jacob from trying to get my money though, ugly bastard. But instead of offering me magic potions, he just kept bringing out all kinds of useless junk. Like strange herbal concoctions that smelled of mouse droppings mixed with old foot bindings. 
   
 For obvious reasons, I was not able to say anything to him directly. I had to play the role of a keen observer and credulous potential client when he said an infusion that reeked of swamp water was an elixir to increase a warrior’s strength. 
   
 Basically, the alchemist and I left one another very disappointed. 
   
 He was mad he couldn’t talk me into buying all his crap, and I just couldn’t see why I was not being offered a single magic potion. Although I could definitely see that the distant shelves were packed full of curious libations. I wondered why. 
   
 I again shrugged my shoulders and asked: 
   
 “Who do I have the honor of meeting?” 
   
 “Oh!!” the redhead looked embarrassed for a second. “You’ll have to excuse my manners! I’ve gone feral in this backwater! Allow me to introduce myself... Chevalier Léonard Vidal at your service!” 
   
 Taking off a wide-brimmed hat with a long gray plume, he gave a slight bow and added with a smile: 
   
 “But you can call me Vidal. Lieutenant Tassen spoke the truth: the Shadow Patrol is no place for titles. They say it’s a tradition that dates back to Prince Albert the Brave himself... Although, to be honest, people don’t much believe that.” 
   
 I took off my tricorn and gave a bow. 
   
 “Well, who are we to go against ancient tradition? Chevalier Maximilian Renard, at your service. Or simply Renard.” 
   
 Vidal, with a big smile, walked closer to me and we sealed our acquaintance with a handshake. His hand was thin but firm and rough with the telltale callouses of a seasoned swordfighter. 
   
 Based on his look of respect, he also appreciated my firm grip. Thanks to my constant sword training, Max’s once soft and swollen hands had sprouted callouses of their own, as well as a full set of small scars. 
   
 “Pleased to make your acquaintance!” he came. “Nice to see fresh blood, so to speak, in our ranks!” 
   
 I arched my brows in surprise. 
   
 “There are other noblemen in our squadron as well. Not many, but we try to stick together.” 
   
 For the next few minutes, the garrulous Vidal told me about the squad I would be joining for my first outing as part of the Shadow Patrol. 
   
 “The whole squad consists of just forty-five people,” Vidal said. He tossed his sack down by his feet and started deftly loading a pipe with black tobacco. “The force this year, let me tell you, is from many different backgrounds and nations. Northerners, Vestonians, Astlanders, natives of the Foggy Isles — pretty much two of every beast you can find in Vestonia. Hm... And that’s the ones lucky enough to make it here without vanishing.” 
   
 Vidal said, looking pointedly at me. He was clearly trying to hint at something... Most likely, in town, rumors had already started flying about me. A young nobleman renting a big manor with enough slaves and servants to indicate he was pretty well off? But still coming to the frontier to serve in the Shadow Patrol? There must have been an air of suspicion. It was so out of the ordinary... 
   
 I just stone-faced and kept listening closely. 
   
 “We even got two steppe folk,” Vidal added. “Honestly though, they’ve been with us a while, and no one knows for sure how they ended up here. They keep a healthy distance from everyone else. But they’re the best guides and scouts in the garrison. They obey only Lieutenant Tassen. There’s also a theory that they’re outcasts in their own homeland. That they lost the favor of the chief of their tribe and were forced to flee the endless steppes of the Great Khaganate.” 
   
 I nodded. The redhead’s excessive talking and welcoming air had me suspicious. But so far, it was only talk. Why not listen? Information never hurt. 
   
 “Our squad can basically be divided into two parts,” Vidal continued and breathed out a cloud of aromatic tobacco smoke. “First there’s soldiers from the Toulon garrison. And the rest are mercenaries and recruits who came to join the Shadow Patrol to fulfill an obligation. Group two is bigger than group one and divided into even smaller factions depending on place of origin. And all the factions have their own leaders, who gradually set rules of their own. But you’ll see all this for yourself, chevalier.” 
   
 After saying that, Vidal gave a significant nod at the fortress’s inner courtyard where a crowd of armed mercenaries was starting to gather. 
   
 “Surprising,” he snorted, watching them with disgust. “But Lieutenant Tassen will somehow keep them all under his thumb. Discipline isn’t exactly ironclad, but there is a definite order. And as cynical as it may sound, I’m glad Lieutenant Brossard is down with a fever and we’ll be setting off under Tassen’s command. The sergeants and garrison soldiers respect him. Plus, he’s a local.” 
   
 I nodded. Jean Tassen was born in Toulon into a merchant family. Being the third son, he did not inherit his father’s business, and so he signed onto the Toulon garrison and there worked his way up to a silver lieutenant’s token. 
   
 Which I knew because I had also done my homework. I only had one day, but silver could work wonders. My landlord also told me a lot of things while trying various tactics to get more rent out of me. 
   
 “What about the captain?” I asked as an aside. “Does he ever go out?” 
   
 Vidal stared at me as if trying to determine whether I was mocking him. Then he snorted and said: 
   
 “It’s apparent that you are a newcomer to these parts... I believe that dunderhead de Rohan last visited the fortress four months ago.” 
   
 I snorted to myself. The captain was anything but a dunderhead. The slave trading and smuggling rings did not elude him. 
   
 Both lieutenants were also clearly in on them, as were the sergeants and soldiers. And considering the fact that, like with Abbeville’s chancery, the threads reached throughout Vestonia and beyond, that business must have wet a lot of beaks. The main beneficiaries of the cashflow were most likely found, if not directly next to the throne, then very near it. 
   
 All these people could say whatever they liked about duty to king and country. The reality was that everyone taking part in the chain was pursuing their own interest and covering for their coconspirators. It was becoming clear that, out here on the frontier, things worked by a set of... heh... shadow laws. 
   
 Technically, all lands adjacent to the Shadow were property of the king, who appointed mayors to administer the towns and cities. That was on paper. But digging deeper... The last and seemingly first mayoral appointment in Toulon had taken place all the way back at the founding of the city. All subsequent mayors then descended from him. And considering that no king since had tried to change that state of affairs, someone must have benefited from it. 
   
 Bruts and other magic ingredients were mainly gathered for the king by strykers. Only they could stand to enter the Shadow for any length of time. For that purpose, they organized veritable treks with the whole process carefully overseen by the king himself. 
   
 As for exactly how the smuggling happened, I had yet to find out, and I was eager to find myself a place in the process. That was essentially one of the reasons I had come here. 
   
 Vidal cleared his throat delicately. I must have started daydreaming. My new acquaintance took my condition in his own way. 
   
 “I see you’re anxious,” he nodded. “I understand... The day after you arrived, you got sent straight on patrol. There must have been something about you the captain didn’t like.” 
   
 Again that searching gaze. I just shrugged my shoulders, pretending not to understand. 
   
 “But I wouldn’t put anything past that dunderhead,” Vidal waved a hand. “As for the expedition... Here’s what I can tell you. When I called you fresh blood for the squad, I was not joking. I can tell that, despite your tender age, you’re used to your weapon and life on the road. Beyond that, the two of us hail from noble houses, so concepts like ‘family honor’ mean something to us. So we have to stick together on this expedition. I’m sure my brothers in arms will feel the same way. What do you say?” 
   
 Setting aside all the drama and closing my eye to his suspicious friendliness and talkativeness... it was suitable companionship to start with. I could see how things developed. 
   
 “Chevalier,” I said with a slight bow. “Thank you for the offer! It will be my honor to join you and your friends.” 
   
 “Great!” Vidal said with genuine delight. “That makes four!” 
   
 He had something else to say, but the horn sounded over the fortress to tell the patrolmen that it was time to move out. 
   

* * *

   
 Due to our imminent departure, my meeting with Chevalier Vidal’s friends was short but sweet. And they accepted me into the group graciously. 
   
 We got to know each other better underway. I should also note that my new acquaintances made quite good impressions on me. And although Chevalier Vidal’s importunity seemed somewhat suspicious at first, a few hours later, I realized that it was just how he was. 
   
 “May I treat you to some of the local tobacco?” asked Baron von Brunon, riding next to me. “It’s stronger than the stuff in the capital, but it really perks a fellow up.” 
   
 The baron hailed from eastern Astland and originated from a career military family which had lost all its money and lands a very long time ago. After several unsuccessful contracts, he and his friend the Baron von Holtz, just as poverty-stricken and martial in demeanor, departed for Vestonia. Once here, they were able to sign contracts and head out to the frontier. 
   
 When I first saw the hulking men, I took them for relatives. Both were broad-shouldered, and had black beards, and potato noses. Somehow, they reminded me of dwarves from the movies. Just a bit taller. 
   
 “No, thanks,” I shook my head. “I’ve tried it before... It’s not my thing.” 
   
 In Sardent, though, I purchased a good amount of tobacco, as well as hot pepper. Mixed together, they could be thrown into the face of an opponent or wild animal, which would burn the mucous membranes, disabling both sight and smell. It could also throw dogs off a scent... Basically, it had its uses. 
   
 “Well, you know best,” the baron shrugged his broad shoulders. “I can’t even imagine my life without a nice aromatic pipe after lunch or, like now, over a good conversation.” 
   
 I nodded and dug into one of my saddlebags. 
   
 “Here,” I took a small leather tobacco pouch from the pocket and extended it to von Brunon. “I happened to buy some at the market in Sardent. It’s a little gift from me to you.” 
   
 I had already given a similar pouch to Chevalier Vidal. Von Holtz meanwhile, a nonsmoker, I had given a small flask of Atalian brandy. The baron’s eyes lit up. He snatched the pouch, undid the drawstring and, closing his eyes, gave the contents a sniff. A second later, a happy smile blossomed on his black-bearded face. 
   
 “Good stuff! What can I say? You nailed it! Thank you.” 
   
 Our conversation was interrupted by a chain order from the lieutenant instructing me to present myself. 
   
 “Don’t worry about the horse,” the baron boomed. “And don’t be too shy around the commander. Don’t go too hard either. Although he’s a commoner, he is a man of respect. All I can say is go.” 
   
 Once finished, he deftly untied the reins of my second horse. 
   
 Sending him a silent nod I went around the riders and, curving around the slow-moving canvas-covered wagons, galloped over to the head of the column. The men watched me with intrigued, wry, and occasionally angry looks. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard,” Lieutenant Tassen came when I got up next to him. “Tell me straight. What brought you to this gods-forsaken place? You’re a young man of noble origin, so don’t try to tell me you couldn’t find anything better to do than play mercenary.” 
   
 The commander had apparently decided to take the problem head on. 
   
 “You do know who my father was, don’t you?” The lieutenant responded with a short nod. He had most likely gotten a report from the captain about me the day before. On top of that, he had also spoken with the men who came from Abbeville. Patrick, for instance. 
   
 “The de Gramonts are an ancient and influential family,” the lieutenant said. “That made me even more surprised to see you here.” 
   
 But that didn’t stop you from making that big scene in the fortress in front of everyone. But I get it. You’re showing me who’s in charge. 
   
 “I understand, monsieur lieutenant. So let me try to explain. You see... As you said, my family is one of the most ancient in Vestonia. And most renowned. And our glory has been earned primarily on the battlefield.” 
   
 The lieutenant gave a nod. But... with a slight wince. As if he already knew what he was going to hear. Yet another young nobleman flaunting his origin. Nothing new. 
   
 “I saw a statue of Prince Albert on the central square, the one the people called the Brave. The same man who led the first expedition into the Shadow. Is it true that Toulon was founded on a site where the prince’s warband once made camp?” 
   
 The lieutenant nodded and stared me down. I saw slight curiosity flicker in his eyes. Like any native Toulonnais, Jean Tassen was quite fervent when it came to the history and reputation of his native city. 
   
 “That statue was erected by the noble citizenry of Toulon in honor of Albert the Brave’s great deed,” the lieutenant nodded importantly. “And yes... According to legend, the prince’s warband once rested on that very spot. But there’s still one thing I don’t understand. What do you hope to achieve?” 
   
 “Here’s the thing,” I said. “I have an ancestor who made camp there with the prince, then followed him into the Shadow.” 
   
 The lieutenant shuddered and gave me a closer look. The boredom and disregard I saw in his eyes a few minutes earlier receded a tiny bit. 
   
 “So you’re saying...” 
   
 “I’m saying that I came to the frontier to pay homage to my glorious ancestor’s deed. And as he once did, to serve crown and kingdom.” 
   
 Tassen pursed his lips and said: 
   
 “Okay then, young man. That is certainly deserving of praise. But as far as I know, that is also no obstacle to you earning a pretty penny from your time here. Am I right?” 
   
 “Well,” I shrugged. “I’m only half de Gramont. The blood of the Legrands flows in my veins as well.” 
   
 “Wait!” the lieutenant lit up. “Pascal Legrand…” 
   
 “Is my mother’s father, my grandfather,” I finished for him. 
   
 The lieutenant stared at me in silence for a while, then gave a sidelong smirk. 
   
 “I say,” he came. “A pilgrimage to visit all your ancestors’ old haunts on your employer’s dime...” 
   
 “The two are hardly mutually exclusive,” I responded with another shrug. 
   
 The lieutenant snorted again. But the look in his eyes was less cold. I also got the feeling he had reached a conclusion about me. 
   
 Later, I realized I was right. A smaller party was split off from the squad with both steppe people, me and my new acquaintances, and several Vestonian mercenaries including Patrick and his buddies. Our mission was to scout out the valley up to the foothills of Gray Ridge. 
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SPRING WAS SLOWLY COMING into its own. The days grew longer. The sun no longer merely shined; it radiated warmth as well. A warm breeze passed lazily through the valley, drying the earth as it went. 
   
 The spring sky, endless and clear, seemed transparent. However, far to the northeast, it fell away. There the whole horizon was obscured by a dark, billowing gloom — the Wing of Strix itself. 
   
 It was a sight that gave me shivers. Not of fear though, of anticipation. That unknown gloom harbored new opportunities for me. It called to me. Captivated me with its alienness to this world. Neither me nor that mysterious force belonged here. All that remained was to determine to what degree we could be friends, or even allies. I somehow refused to believe we would be enemies. 
   
 It had been five days since our squad split off from the main group. Our path led us across a wide valley constricted from the southwest by a long rocky ridge called Gray Ridge by the locals, and a black strip of the Shadow to the northeast. We were supposed to go around the mountain ridge, then at a pass join back up with the main caravan. 
   
 Our little party consisted of thirteen people. Our commander was Sergeant Ravel, a grumpy pipsqueak with a wide pockmarked face, long apelike arms, and a narrow concave forehead. 
   
 No one in our party paid any attention to the sergeant’s bad manners. Well, almost no one. Vidal who to put it lightly had gotten off on the wrong foot with our commander a very long time ago, voiced a theory once while we were resting that the first sound Ravel made after leaving his mother’s womb was a loud disgusting belch. 
   
 As it turned out, for the last few months, there were a lot of jokes going around about the sergeant’s quirks in the fortress and Toulon as well. Ravel did indeed belch both often and loudly. But he must have been doing so involuntarily and, every time it happened, a look of pain appeared on his face. The few times he did it around me, I nearly choked from the nasty mixture of smells that landed somewhere between infected teeth and rotten eggs. 
   
 Everyone quietly made fun of the sergeant, thinking up mean jokes, but they could not see what I could. In true vision, his stomach looked like a black, pulsating mass. He must have had an ulcer or something even nastier. 
   
 Samdan and Barlas, our steppe-native guides, nearly always travelled separately from the group and rarely spoke. They kept their distance from everyone else. The only person they ever communicated with was the sergeant. And that was mainly just to report on things they saw while scouting. Sometimes, they went ahead for a long time, like today. 
   
 The steppe folk left our camp before dawn. It had now been more than ten hours, but they were still nowhere to be seen. And based on the slightly disturbed expression on our commander’s face, it was not a planned delay. 
   
 The six Vestonian mercenaries, whose unofficial leader was Patrick, had been behaving with a certain restraint for the last few days. Honestly though, I kept catching them shooting me persistent and hostile looks. Trixie’s fiancé though didn’t seem to notice me. As if I was not even there. 
   
 And his pretending I was invisible was what finally convinced me that Patrick was plotting something and waiting for an opportunity to strike. One day, he and I traded looks. I saw judgement in his eyes. 
   
 A look like that would have scared Max shitless, but to me it was just amusing. As was the little dance routine Patrick’s buddies kept doing around me. In my head, I had already come up with an explanation for Lieutenant Tassen as to why I would have to kill all the ugly bastards. 
   
 Honestly, the thing that bothered me the most about the whole situation was the fact Trixie would never forgive me for killing her fiancé. Even if she found out I was only defending myself, it would hardly excuse my actions in her eyes. 
   
 What a pity... I had already gotten if not attached, then at the very least accustomed both to her and her little brothers. As a matter of fact, she had proven herself in several sticky situations, and I was even planning to offer her regular work in the future. But alas, it was not meant to be. There was no avoiding a collision at this point. 
   
 I could see that my new acquaintances had noticed the tension between me and the Vestonians, as well, though they had yet to make any attempts to discuss the situation. And thus, there was no certainty whether they would want to cover for me in the future conflict or step aside to see how it all turned out. 
   
 And I didn’t blame them. After all, I was nobody to them, and vice versa. And all the melodramatic speeches about us being united by the noble blood in our veins and how we had to stick together were just meaningless vibrations of air. 
   
 Frankly, I was not too concerned by that whole situation. I was always on my own. A fox, accustomed to acting independently without any support. And being in front of every issue... 
   
 Patrick and his buddies mistakenly believed that they were the ones waiting for the right moment to attack. Oh no... They didn’t have the slightest idea that I was merely allowing them to think so. Dodger had been stalking them for some time already. 
   
 The situation in the squad was slowly heating up. Even Sergeant Ravel noticed. I constantly caught him frowning at me. And although everyone was behaving so far, we all understood that conflict could break out at any moment. All it needed was a spark and the whole thing would go up in flames. 
   
 We made camp for the night amongst some low cliffs sticking up from the ground like sharp teeth at the foot of Gray Ridge. We sheltered the horses in a fairly spacious crevasse, which snaked and slithered into the body of the mountain like a giant worm. 
   
 Not wanting to drag things out, I decided to get started that night. I just had to pick the right moment. I needed an innocent provocation to serve as the spark. The key was to set everything up in such a way that Patrick and his buddies attacked me first... That was going to be tough... 
   
 But my plans were not destined to come together. That evening, before sunset, one of the sentries raised the alarm. On the horizon, he spotted the silhouette of a lone rider coming unhurriedly our way. 
   
 It was Samdan, one of our scouts. Looking beat up and dead tired, staying in the saddle was all he had strength for. The right sleeve of his kaftan was soaked in blood, while his left cheek bore a deep scabbed over scratch. His horse, which had a whitish substance coating its hide in many places, was foaming at the mouth and breathing heavily. 
   
 Just a few minutes later, everyone in the squad knew that the steppe folk had encountered an advance party of wildlings. Barlas had perished, while Samdan somehow managed to fight them off and get away. His tongue slurring in exhaustion, he told us he tried to cover his tracks, but most likely the enemy would be here in less than three or four hours. Then he passed out. 
   
 “Wildlings...” Baron von Holtz gave a muffled grunt and spat in anger. 
   
 “What are wildlings?” I asked, calmly preparing my crossbow for a fight. 
   
 Reasonably concluding that trying to escape on horses that were exhausted from a day’s travel on a moonless night would be suicide, the dismal sergeant gave the command to prepare for battle. And so we did. 
   
 “Ragtag bands of scum on the run from the crown’s justice,” the talkative Vidal answered. “They break up into bands and roam the frontier of the Shadow in search of recent ebbs.” 
   
 I nodded. I had been told by my new friends about what they called “ebbs” and “flows.” 
   
 As it turned out, the Wing of Strix sometimes moved, though no one knew why. Flows were when it shifted to cover untainted land with its Shadow. They varied in duration from one day, to a month or more. And they covered areas of land several square miles in size. 
   
 In that time, the area covered by the Shadow would undergo gradual changes. The plants, insects, animals and earth were either killed or transformed by the alien magic to match it. Beyond that, flows brought dangerous predators from the heart of the Shadow to hunt everything that had not managed to flee. 
   
 Sooner or later then, the Wing of Strix would return to its usual borders, taking the Shadow along with it. That was what they called “ebbs.” They left behind all kinds of interesting things: altered plants and living creatures, soil and water. “Ebbs” were considered particularly “rich” if the Shadow had spent a long time over the area. 
   
 “There are no two wildlings alike,” Baron von Brunon threw his five copper in. “These lands are inhabited by those whose ancestors lived here before the Shadow came. They did not want to accept allegiance to the kings and preferred to remain free. Their tribes now lead a nomadic lifestyle along the frontier with the Shadow.” 
   
 Now I understood where the contraband goods were coming from. The Shadow Patrol had slowly gone from a force created to defend the borders of the kingdom from incursions by creatures from the anomaly to a tool in the corrupt hands of aristos used to move contraband. 
   
 I took heed of everything my acquaintances were saying, meanwhile out of the corner of my eye watching Patrick and his buddies. But they were still acting peaceful. 
   
 An hour later, the sergeant appointed some sentries and ordered everyone else to rest but keep one eye open. 
   
 The first shift fell to me and Baron von Brunon along with big Bruno and redheaded Jean from Patrick’s clique. 
   
 I sat leaning against the rough side of the cliff, watching the valley from up high. From time to time, I sniffed the air like an animal, listening to the sounds of wildlife in the mountains. Off to the right, I could hear a bush rustling in the wind. A bit to the left, the black shadow of a large bird flickered past. A mountain owl... Only they could fly so quietly. 
   
 I drew in air through my nose. The light breeze carried a familiar scent. I smiled. A steppe fox had come to the foot of the mountain to hunt. I could sense it observing me curiously. Also sniffing. 
   
 “No need to worry about me, little sister,” I whispered with lips alone. “Nothing here will hurt you...” 
   
 That was all. She ran off to do her business. I just saw the tip of her fluffy tail flicker by in the stones to say goodbye. 
   
 “Happy hunting...” I whispered with a smile. 
   
 Hm... Wait... That sound didn’t belong here. It was coming from below, from the crevasse where we’d tied up our horses. I could hear my Snowball snorting in slight agitation, then a quiet reassuring whisper. Not an outsider. One of us. But only I could hear him. 
   
 I got up. The baron turned to look at me. A question in his eyes. 
   
 “I’m going to take a wee...” I said with lips alone. 
   
 The baron nodded and stared off into the darkness again. 
   
 Like a silent shadow, I slipped over the stones. A minute later, I was down in the crevasse. Hm... A familiar silhouette. 
   
 “You sure recovered quick,” I came, quietly pointing my crossbow at Samdan while pushing a wave of energy through my whole body. 
   
 The steppe dweller was standing next to my mare messing with the saddle straps. I was not surprised he chose Snowball. She was the finest horse not only in our squadron, but in the whole caravan. I figured even in Toulon there were not many horses that could compete with her. I remembered the steppe dwellers’ amazed looks when they first saw Snowball. 
   
 Heh... I should say! This horse was chosen by a seer. A strong hardy mare of orange coloration with a white spot on her forehead like a snowball, she was a captivating sight to behold. 
   
 The steppe native suddenly turned, at the same time grabbing the dagger from his belt and whipping it at me. Knocking the blade away with the steel limb of my crossbow, I continued calmly: 
   
 “Another trick like that and you’ll have this bolt through your skull.” 
   
 A look of pain and astonishment settled in on Samdan’s flat wide face. The abrupt movements must have upset his wound. 
   
 Frankly, in his place, I’d also have been astonished by my reaction time. His throw was lightning fast. Samdan had clearly been practicing it since he was a child. If not for the energy streams bubbling through my body, I likely would not have survived. 
   
 “My brother was right...” the steppe native whispered, trying not to make any sudden moves. “You’re different...” 
   
 Hm... So he and Barlas were brothers. 
   
 I shrugged my shoulders and asked: 
   
 “What really happened out there? And don’t just repeat the nonsense you fed the sergeant.” 
   
 Samdan scowled. 
   
 “Why did they kill your brother?” I kept asking questions. “After all, you had an agreement. What went wrong?” 
   
 I was bluffing, but seemingly hit my mark. Samdan shuddered but stayed silent. 
   
 “Well?” I raised the crossbow. 
   
 He gulped but didn’t let out a word. 
   
 “You know something...?” I said thoughtfully. “Why should I get my hands dirty with you? I should just alert the others. Let the sergeant decide what to do with you. I want to see what they say when they realize you were leading a group of enemies straight to us only to sneak away while we fought off wildlings.” 
   
 “These are not wildlings,” Samdan squeezed out. The prospect of an impassioned interrogation was clearly less than tempting. 
   
 “Then what are they?” I tried to keep my voice from quavering. 
   
 This wretch had brought something even more dangerous in tow... 
   
 “Well, they are wildlings, but they are beholden to sorcerers... Defectors... Strykers who did not want to serve the kings. My master has been doing business with them for a very long time...” 
   
 “Who is your master? The captain? The mayor?” 
   
 No, that was off target... I could tell by the look in his eye. And it was a serious look. Samdan’s master was a bigger fish. 
   
 “You’re better off not knowing,” Samdan rasped and started trying to convince me: “But if you let me leave to tell him some very important information, you will have his gratitude...” 
   
 Seeing a skeptical smirk on my face, Samdan sped up: 
   
 “I’ve got a better idea! We can leave together! You are a mighty warrior. We can escape the men on our trail. And these guys...” he nodded over at the camp. “They’re doomed no matter what. They don’t stand a chance against strykers.” 
   
 I tilted my head slightly and pretended to consider it. 
   
 “Alright...” I said a few seconds later. “I accept... But with one condition. I have to know what happened. I have to know why I’m taking this risk.” 
   
 I saw a flicker of doubt in Samdan’s eyes, but a moment later his face smoothed out. Seemingly, he had made a decision. I even thought I knew what it was. As soon as we got far enough away from here, he was simply going to kill me. I was sure of that. 
   
 “We saw something we were not supposed to see,” Samdan said quietly. “And so, their top mage ordered us killed. My brother died so I could live and deliver this important message to my master.” 
   
 “And what did you see?” I asked. 
   
 “They have a Ghost in a cage!” Samdan whispered loudly with his eyes open wide. Then, covering his mouth, he started looking around. 
   
 Samdan’s eagerness to spill his guts told me that he had already sentenced me to death. And he clearly was not lying. He wanted to share the sensational information with somebody. He was ready to burst. It was plain to the naked eye. 
   
 “Ghost?” I asked. 
   
 Samdan bulged his eyes out at me in surprise. That was not the reaction he was expecting. I even got the feeling he was offended by my ignorance. Most likely, he pictured me looking different after hearing what he had to say. At least to stare back in shocked silence, choking on excitement. 
   
 “Ghosts...” Samdan came in a whistling whisper, not giving up his hope to stir up some kind of emotion. “Ghosts are... Legendary warriors from the Shadow! Not brainless creatures. They’re intelligent... And sometimes they come with flows.” 
   
 “And the wildlings were able to take one prisoner?” 
   
 I asked, despite having many more new questions. Apparently, there were intelligent creatures in the Shadow! I felt a shiver run down my spine. 
   
 “I see you’re starting to get it...” Samdan bared his teeth. “My brother and I lost our breath when we happened to see it. It was the first Ghost anyone has seen in the last hundred years, much less trapped in a cage!” 
   
 “Aha...” I drawled out thoughtfully. “And this prisoner will be a bottomless pit of knowledge and information about the Shadow.” 
   
 “That is precisely why my master must know about it!” Samdan nodded. “Let’s leave together... You...” 
   
 But before he could finish, we heard screams and crisp commands from the sergeant up above. 
   
 “Too late...” Samdan came darkly. “They’re already here...” 
   
 An angry frown warped the steppe dweller’s face. I saw cold determination in his eyes and... death. 
   
 In one fluid motion, Samdan fell to the ground, extended his right arm to his boot and somersaulted to the right. But that was all he managed to do. A bolt launched from my crossbow pierced his neck. 
   
 When I walked over to the body, which was still twitching in predeath convulsions, I noticed a short throwing knife lying next to his right hand... 
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IT WAS SURPRISINGLY EASY to pull the bolt from Samdan’s neck — I thought it would take longer. 
   
 After a quick search of the steppe native’s body as well as the saddlebags he’d already thrown over Snowball’s back, I became the proud owner of a small but tightly packed coin purse, one gold ring, a silver bracelet, and three small sacks containing crimson, emerald, and dark amber magic dust. Hm… Thanks for that. I was starting to like frontier living. 
   
 I also found three phials of crimson healing infusion, one of which was already partly used. That explained why Samdan recovered so quickly. 
   
 Beyond that, I packed up the throwing knives Samdan had twice used to try and kill me, then requisitioned his short bow and tightly packed quiver of arrows. 
   
 Once finished searching, I listened to the slowly growing din in camp. Then I looked with pity at Snowball, turned and saw the peacefully sleeping Punkin, my other horse, which I was using as a spare, and breathed a heavy sigh... 
   
 Samdan was right — I had to run. We didn’t stand a chance against mages. But on open terrain, they would surely track me down and catch me. So the only way to run was into the mountains. Then, I would at least stand a chance of escaping. And of leaving some “party favors” for my pursuers in the form of various nasty traps. 
   
 Up above in camp, I still had a sleeping bag, set of backup clothes and a bit of food. Nothing particular worth grieving. 
   
 All the most important things, such as magic potions, I always carried on me in special pockets on my sash and belt. I also had a backup set of everything I needed in the backpack hanging next to the sleeping Punkin. That was my so-called “go bag,” which I had prepared specifically for cases such as this. 
   
 It was of course a shame to abandon the horses, but my life was worth more than a pair of animals. Furthermore, they were in no danger. Wildlings were just people, after all. I could be sure my mares would be well cared for and cherished by their new masters. 
   
 But I never once felt shame for betraying my squad by running. You can’t betray someone if you’ve never sworn an oath of loyalty to them. 
   
 I was no one to them, just like they me. Furthermore, over the last five days, both Chevalier Vidal and the barons had started growing distant from me. We sat together at rest stops, and went on watch duty together but, despite all that, I was given the distinct impression that I was all on my own against the Vestonians. If Bertrand were there, it would have been a different matter. But he was not. Nor were any other people that could have made me want to go back and do battle... 
   
 Reloading the crossbow, I untied the strings of one of the looted bags. Feeding a bit of emerald energy to my energy system, I drew a small mass from my reservoir and pushed it down the channels. I was still in no rush to sample the dark amber dust. I could figure it out later when I found somewhere safe. 
   
 I said goodbye to the horses, looked around, and nodded to myself in satisfaction. Okay... Done... 
   
 Between the backpack, arrow quiver, looted bow, my crossbow and its bolts, my two swords, the looted knives and my daggers — I was fully encumbered. But I was not going to leave anything behind. I would need all this soon enough. I was not nursing any illusions that I would be left in peace. 
   
 The energy surging out of my body made me shake like an animal and start climbing. Once up on a cliff that gave a good view of our camp as well as a large part of the valley, I stopped for a moment to look around. 
   
 Down in the camp, no one was sleeping anymore. The troops hurriedly took position, readying their crossbows and bows. Sergeant Ravel was directing all the apparent chaos in a business-like fashion. His harsh, choppy commands were given in a confident tone I could hear even from far away. 
   
 I wondered if they’d already noticed me and Samdan were missing. 
   
 The cause of the alarm raised in the camp was the appearance of several dozen torches at the foot of the cliffs. The wildlings had arrived with torches in hand, not hiding. I counted up thirty flames flickering in the darkness. Like a long red and orange snake, they quickly came closer to the crevasse where we’d left our horses. 
   
 I snorted and nodded at my own thoughts. I did the right thing deciding to leave on foot through the mountains. In the valley, they’d surely catch me. 
   
 But I was bothered by how conspicuously the wildlings were acting. I figured they could have snuck up carefully under cover of the moonless night and fell upon our camp with much less fanfare. 
   
 I frowned. There was only one conclusion to be made. The riders with torches were both driving and distracting the Shadow Patrol scouts. They wanted to make sure not a single person escaped because Samdan, whose tracks they had followed here, might have shared the secret information with anyone of us... 
   
 If that was truly the case, then where were their real hunters hiding? 
   
 I drew in air through my nose. After that, turning my head, I listened to the sounds below. Essentially, nothing had changed. I also couldn’t see anyone other than the men from my squad. Then what was that nagging feeling? 
   
 What if... It was pretty far of course, but I had to try... A moment later, I switched to true vision. No, nothing... I was up too high. 
   
 I had to test my theory. I needed to be sure of my potential opponent’s capabilities. 
   
 Pulling off my backpack and other junk, armed only with a crossbow and my swords, I came down a few yards. 
   
 On a narrow ledge, I laid down on the stones and crawled slowly to the edge. A quick scan of the camp revealed nothing. After that, I looked carefully at the nearest boulders and piles of sharp stones. Nothing... Actually... 
   
 Wait! What was that? How did I miss that!? On a small ledge, just a few yards from camp, in the midst of some shadowy chunks of ore, I saw a faint dark purple glow. It nearly blended in with the pitch-black of the cliff. 
   
 What the...? When I realized what I was seeing, an icy chill ran down my spine. 
   
 Trying not to breathe out of turn, I again looked around at all the boulders and stones around camp, counting up another two spots of glowing magic. 
   
 There could be no doubt — these were the strykers Samdan had warned me about. While the riders with torches distracted everyone, the combat mages circled around the camp defenders’ backs. 
   
 So, their armor could make them invisible? But then... The emotions surging through me made me lose my breath. I suddenly wanted a set of armor like that for myself. 
   
 At the same time, the three dark purple silhouettes as if on cue started slowly, silently crawling toward the camp. And again they stopped. 
   
 The “fire snake” had already reached the cliff, transforming into a big party of many riders. Three split off from the group and slowly started coming forward. One of the riders waved a curved stick with a white rag tied to the end. A peace delegation. 
   
 “Hey, Ravel!” a broad-shouldered bearded man riding in the middle cried loudly. “I know you’re up there! Your belching has stunk up the whole valley!” 
   
 A loud laugh came from the wildlings. Was it just me, or did some snickering also come from our camp? 
   
 “Ah!” the sergeant immediately started trying to take attention away from his affliction. “Look who came to visit, Claude Bunel in the flesh! And here I was wondering whose beet red mug I kept seeing in the valley! I could even see it in the dark!” 
   
 No one laughed at that. The sergeant’s joke was just not funny. However, knowing Ravel, I could not be sure he was even trying to make anyone laugh. If he was, in any case, Claude Bunel’s underlings were in no great hurry to laugh at their commander’s flawed appearance. 
   
 “Ravel!” Bunel shouted. “We’ve known each other for many years now! And all this time, we’ve only ever passed like ships in the night. Why try to change that this time? Let’s make this easy and try to settle it like civilized people! What do you say?” 
   
 The sergeant did not continue provoking and asked in a calm tone: 
   
 “What do you want?” 
   
 “That jackal Samdan!” Bunel shouted. 
   
 “Why did you attack him and his brother?” the sergeant asked. 
   
 “They insulted our elder!” he said, provoking a buzz among the wildlings. “His brother has already taken his punishment. Now we have to settle the matter with Samdan the rat! Give him to us! He is after all not one of you anyway. Why die to protect him?!” 
   
 “He’s not here,” the sergeant called back. “Neither are his things.” 
   
 Bunel sighed and shook his head. 
   
 “Why insult me with a lie, Ravel? We know for certain that no one has left your camp.” 
   
 Aha... So before showing their faces, the wildlings were watching all the roads in and out. Trying to run across the plains would have been a doomed strategy. My sixth sense again did not let me down. 
   
 “Let me repeat!” the sergeant shouted. “He is not here! He ran away!” 
   
 “There’s no way that could have happened, Ravel!” Bunel responded with annoyance. “He’s there with you! I know that for certain! Hey, you there! The ones who came to the frontier to serve in the shadow of the Wing of Strix! We wish you no harm! We are only after the man who insulted our leader! Give him to us! Why die for a crime you did not commit?” 
   
 “You deaf, wildling?” I heard Chevalier Vidal’s jeering voice. “Our commander already told you that the man you’re looking for is not here! He ran off with some other ugly bastard!” 
   
 Heh... That was me. 
   
 “And if you don’t believe us,” Vidal continued. “Then come up here and see for yourself if you’re brave enough!” 
   
 “Enough!” Bunel barked. “We gave you a chance to settle things peacefully! I’ll be going up there now, but by the time I get there you’ll all be dead! Begin!” 
   
 As soon as he said that, the dark purple shadows burst from place. Bolts, arrows, and curses flew from the camp toward the riders. 
   
 Okay, there was no more reason for me to be here. 
   
 Pressing myself down on the ground, I crawled away from the ledge and, getting up on all fours, raced to the cliff wall. I only needed to take a couple more steps. I even extended my right hand to grab the stone and start climbing but, alas, it didn’t work out. I heard a faint rustling to my left. 
   
 Instantly shifting to true vision, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dark purple spot flickering next to me. Mother... There was no way they could have tracked me down so quickly! I would have noticed. There must have been another cloaked mage watching me all that time. What bothered me most was the fact I was unable to detect him. Damnation! I was so upset with the feeble body I’d inherited! 
   
 Without another second’s delay, I fired on the sound and somersaulted to the right. A moment later, a bright flash of magic stung my eyes. I hit... But my bolt flew off somewhere to the side. That must have been the magic defense of stryker armor. 
   
 Meanwhile, the dark purple shadow started sneaking around me in a circle. Cutting off my path of escape. Based on the way he was behaving, the ugly bastard must have thought I couldn’t see him. And that the shot was at random... That was good. I could play on that. 
   
 Tossing aside my useless crossbow, I unsheathed both blades and, feigning incomprehension, started turning my head from side to side. The key here was not to overdo it. If he had been watching me all that time, he must have seen what I was capable of. The only thing he did not suspect was that I was a seer. He must have bought the act. 
   
 Continuing to turn my head, I started walking backward toward the upward slope. The invisible man smoothly came on the approach, looking like a purple shadow. A slightly curved strip of purple lit up in his hand. Must have been a sword. It was clearly made of the same material as his armor. 
   
 When I was one step from the wall, the invisible man quickened his pace. Swung the purple strip. A brief flash. And the blade of one of my swords blasted into several sharp fragments as if it were made of glass. 
   
 That was fast... Very fast... I wasn’t even able to properly react. And my energy system was being pushed to the limit. 
   
 I could say confidently that I got lucky. For some reason, the mage decided to play cat and mouse. Hm... I’ll give you games... 
   
 Feigning astonishment and slight fear, I raised what was left of my sword to my eyes and threw it aside. 
   
 “I assume I’m being hunted by a renegade stryker?” I said floutingly into the darkness. My voice was slightly quavering with all the energy overflowing my body, but my opponent probably chalked it up to fear and anxiety. 
   
 While I spoke, the invisible man silently walked around to the other side of me. I had a hard time not staring at him. Turning my head, I only slid my gaze over him a few times. 
   
 “Don’t wanna talk?” I kept speaking to thin air. “And you don’t have the guts to come out of the shadows and fight without magic like a real warrior? But why am I surprised? It would be foolish to expect some defector who broke his oath of loyalty to the king to behave like a true warrior! Nonsense...” 
   
 Either I got through to him, he got sick of the game, or he heard the short battle down below quieting down — I did not know... But in any case, the stryker came on the attack. 
   
 And again he aimed at my weapon. Seemingly, he had decided to take me alive. 
   
 I though was ready for his onslaught. Well, as much as I could have been. Drawing nearly all the energy from my reservoir, I pushed it down the channels. Most of them were likely not going to be able to take the strain. I would now again have to repair tears and reinforce energy nodes. Hm, that was only if I won this fight though. 
   
 I turned my head to face the shadow barreling at me. Up close, I was able to see the mage’s energy system through the purple armor. It glowed with a bright purple light. Mana circulated through his broad channels and pulsating nodes. There was a very, very large amount of it. And of course! I counted four large bruts serving as the mage’s reservoirs. With energy storage and channels like that, he didn’t have to worry about strains! 
   
 Compared to my opponent, I probably looked completely lame... The mage could see that, so he was not expecting what I did next. 
   
 Praying to all the gods that the steel could take it, I pushed a large mass of energy into my blade. At the same time, not expecting a blow from the mage, I jumped forward with my sword hand thrust as far to the front as possible. Mamoru Yamada called this move King Cobra’s Strike. Powerful, lightning fast. A proactive move. A last ditch. 
   
 I put all my energy into it. I could feel my channels bursting with extreme strain as my muscles burned and tendons snapped. But I was concentrating on one thing — the tip of my blade pulsating with a mass of energy. 
   
 Despite the fact I had pushed my new body for all it was worth, it still was not enough. I’d come up against too powerful an opponent. He was not merely stronger than me, he was immeasurably stronger... And faster. 
   
 I missed. I couldn’t even land a glancing blow. The mage easily stepped out of my attack line, even making it look playful. In addition to all that, before coming in for a landing, I was no longer able to hold my concentration and the energy mass on the tip of my blade took on a life of its own. In the space of an instant, it lit up brightly, transforming into a cloud of steel and dust. 
   
 My landing on the sharp stones was a hard one. I tried to regroup, but my body refused to obey. Like a ragdoll, I rolled over the sharp stones, no longer even feeling the pain. Surprisingly, I still had yet to lose consciousness. 
   
 Lying on my back with my arms splayed uncomfortably, I stared up into the dark sky. I had badly underestimated my opponent and subsequently paid the price. All I could say in my defense was that if I had my old body back even in top form, I still would not have been able to compete with this stryker. Today, I came up against a level of power I had never seen before... 
   
 I was scarcely able to hear the approaching footsteps. I didn’t have the strength to turn my head or even focus my eyes. 
   
 A moment later, a vile bony monster was looming over me baring a set of curved fangs. Ah, no... Not quite. It was just a helmet made from the skull of a creature I had never seen before. 
   
 My opponent “turned off” his cloak and removed his helmet. Now looking back at me was a forty-year-old man. He had a week’s worth of stubble and a short crop of hair with a streak of silver. He bore a thoughtful look on his narrow, carved-stone face. His harsh gray eyes contained interest and, seemingly, slight incomprehension. 
   
 And that was all I saw before my consciousness left me. Before falling into darkness, I heard a far-off rasping voice: 
   
 “This little piece of shit almost hurt me...” 
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WHEN MY CONSCIOUSNESS returned, I found myself lying face down on a pile of rotten straw, its sharp stalks poking into my cheek, temples, and neck. 
   
 I tried to move, and immediately regretted it. A sharp pain shot through my whole body and nearly sent my consciousness into oblivion yet again. 
   
 Also, I was seemingly tied up. 
   
 Before looking around, I scanned my energy system then breathed a heavy sigh. So many strains. But there was a lot of cause for celebration as well. I was expecting catastrophe, but the true state of affairs left me with some hope. All my efforts to strengthen my energy channels and reservoir were not in vain. My body had withstood. Sure, it took a lot of damage, but it did withstand. And was already gradually repairing itself. 
   
 Once finished scanning, still lying on my stomach, I cautiously peeked open my left eye and softly drew in air through my nose. Hm, I was seemingly in a shadowy barn or — more likely based on the telltale bouquet of aromas — a cowshed. 
   
 Trying to abstract myself from the pain, I made another attempt to move my arms and legs, but it was no use. The sharp pain didn’t fail to remind me of its existence, though. Hissing like a red-hot stone being hit with a few droplets of water, I felt tears streaming out of my eyes. 
   
 “Oh, look. Our esteemed chevalier has awoken,” I heard a familiar caustic voice coming from somewhere behind me. “What, rat, couldn’t get away?” 
   
 Hm... Vidal must have also survived the battle. 
   
 “Where are we?” I rasped, ignoring the insult. 
   
 “Brute, you dare ask that question of me?” Vidal barked. 
   
 Based on his helpless flailing, he was tied up just like me. 
   
 “You’re a dead man, traitor...” 
   
 That time it was Patrick. He was alive, too. I wondered how many of us survived. 
   
 “Chevalier, you have brought eternal shame on your family,” Baron von Brunon babbled out from the left. 
   
 He was here, too. Why were we all still alive? 
   
 I of course could have simply said nothing and ignored the insults. But I decided a couple provocations couldn’t hurt. They had to blow off some steam. Maybe then they would say something interesting. For example, where we were. 
   
 I closed my eyes, slowly exhaled and asked mischievously: 
   
 “How?” 
   
 “What?” I heard the baron ask in surprise. 
   
 “How did I bring eternal shame on my family?” 
   
 Based on the baron’s indignant gasping, my question had caught him off guard. Seemingly, as a nobleman, I should have had no doubts that I had crossed the line. However, as I’d noticed already, the baron was far from a shining intellect, nor was his reaction time all that good in verbal sparring. But he was always happy to smash someone’s head in with a poleax. 
   
 “How dare you ask that question, scoundrel?” came Vidal, sharp as a tack. “You abandoned your brothers in arms! You betrayed the Shadow Patrol!” 
   
 I gave a rasping cough and a slight shrug. As I spoke, I was pushing masses of mana down my energy system the entire time. And now, the pain was starting to recede. Things were turning around! 
   
 “Shadow Patrol?” I asked with a mocking edge in my voice. “Your Shadow Patrol has been nothing but a gang of smugglers for ages! And pray tell, who of you is my brother in arms? You, Chevalier Vidal? Or you, baron? Over the last few days, you made it abundantly clear that I was on my own against Patrick, who just called me a traitor out of the blue. And none of you were going to have my back. Because it was six of them against one of me.” 
   
 Silence fell in the cowshed. While they gathered their thoughts, I continued derisively: 
   
 “Or was Samdan perhaps my brother in arms? The very man who led the strykers to us and who tried two times to kill me, then steal my horse so he could escape in the commotion? Is he the one I was supposed to fight combat mages for?” 
   
 “Chevalier, you...” the baron wanted to get his five copper in, but I stopped him. 
   
 “Or was I supposed to go to my death for Sergeant Ravel, who had dealings with smugglers for many years, stealing from under our king’s very nose? Which one of us is the real rat?” 
   
 “You!” Vidal shot out. “You were backed into a corner! And now you’re trying to defend yourself by coming up with all kinds of fantasies! And another thing... Did you really want me to intervene in a dispute over some laundrywoman?!” 
   
 “Either I am now speaking with an idiot,” I chuckled, listening as the chevalier kicked off when he heard me. “Or a hypocrite. Do you really think Patrick and his buddies wanted payback because of his fiancée? Oh, no, chevalier! Patrick, loyal dog that he is, was acting on orders from Captain Louis de Rohan. When I bought three peasants out of slavery after they were sold at market in Sardent by Sergeant Roland Buquet, and who he was supposed to deliver to Westerly Fort, I became a thorn in the captain’s side, an inconvenient witness to his criminal scheme. Patrick and his buddies by the way also played a part. They stood to gain from my death, too. Just picture the Count de Brionne’s reaction when I tell him that free peasants from his lands are being openly and cynically sold into slavery instead of being delivered to Westerly Fort. And if the rumors of everything going on here reach his Majesty? So, chevalier, you’d better shut that mouth...” 
   
 I had gotten a pretty good rise out of them. Now I wanted to hear what they had to say in response. 
   
 “You’re a dead man,” Patrick repeated his threat, hissing in fury. 
   
 He probably wanted to say more, as did the others, but somewhere behind me I heard the telltale creak of an opening door, and sunlight came streaming into the room where we were being held. And along with it a breath of fresh air. 
   
 “What’s all the shouting about?!” the man cried as he came in, putting an end to everything I was doing. 
   
 I could not see him but, based on his heavy footsteps and low voice, he was not a thin man. 
   
 “You were making a mockery of us,” our apparent prison guard continued to be indignant. “Because of you, we can hardly eat a decent meal.” 
   
 “Listen,” a familiar voice said to him. I thought it was Jean the redhead. “Could I have a bit of potion? Eh? My head is splitting... I can’t take it anymore...” 
   
 “Oh, but you will. Nothing bad will happen,” the prison guard barked back. “Let us eat in peace.” 
   
 The sound of a slamming door put an end to the altercation. 
   
 “Scum...” Jean hissed. 
   
 All the other prisoners immediately supported him in a discordant chorus. 
   
 What potion was he talking about? Actually, one second. It was probably Tears of Light. I had learned it was some kind of magic analgesic, which temporarily got rid of the headaches caused by being too close to the Shadow. The fortress’s alchemist told me that it was not to be abused, but I had yet to see why. 
   
 I had of course heard from the patrolmen that those who overconsumed Tears of Light had their brains turn to mush. But that was all talk. 
   
 After hearing that though, I was in no rush to sample the brew. I wanted to watch someone else try it first. 
   
 Hm... If the others were laid up with headaches, we must have been very near the Shadow. That led to a logical question. Why didn’t my head hurt? I mean, of course my entire body was in pain, but all of those symptoms had explanations. 
   
 Was I missing something? 
   
 I didn’t have time to think it through properly. I heard another door opening behind me. 
   
 “Him,” I heard a squeaking voice. And a few moments later, a set of strong hands grabbed me by the armpits and dragged me to the door. 
   
 Gritting my teeth in pain, I turned my head, trying to take in every detail. Before I was dragged out of the barn, out of the corner of my eye, I looked toward the other prisoners. I was able to make out just five dark silhouettes. As I was leaving, a few hissed curses came flying at my back. 
   
 “Mouths shut in there!” the loud squeaking outburst made all my former allies quiet down instantly. 
   
 Outside, it was evening. The fiery red disk of the sun was about to dip beneath the horizon. 
   
 The man dragged me through a big camp pitched in the midst of ancient ruins. Wherever I looked, there were fragments of buildings and stone walls darkened by time and overgrown with brown moss. 
   
 Life at the camp had a rhythm all its own. I saw warriors, yes, but also women, old men, and children. All around, I heard happy shouts, horses whinnying, and sheep and goats bleating. The kids ran in small packs between the large tents. The women cooked dinner in cauldrons. The old men sat in small groups next to fires having leisurely chats. 
   
 Hm... Regular people. Nothing wild about them. I spent my whole childhood in a similar camplike environment. It even felt somewhat like home. 
   
 They shot me looks sometimes but didn’t seem particularly interested. I must have been a sight these people saw all the time. 
   
 Finally, I was dragged over to a large tent in the very center of camp, which was clearly larger than all the others, and left at the doorway. 
   
 Despite wincing in pain, I was trying to keep my eyes open so I wouldn’t miss a thing. 
   
 A few moments later, a thin bald old man raised the heavy flap and walked out of the tent. He looked me over cantankerously, then nodded. 
   
 “Bring him in,” he rasped. “Master is waiting.” 
   
 I was again lifted by the armpits but less roughly and dragged into the tent. 
   
 For the first few seconds, I sniffed the air and looked around. In the middle of the tent, surrounded by a large number of pets and pillows, was a fire pit circled by large stones. On the walls hung shields and weaponry of various sizes as well as animal skulls, some of which clearly belonged to shadow creatures. 
   
 Sitting apart from the rest against a far wall there towered a six-foot armor stand decked out in a bone stryker suit. At first, I thought I was in the tent of the mage who bested me but, upon closer inspection, the skull helmet and other bone armor elements were not the same as what the stryker was wearing. 
   
 Meanwhile, I was propped up against one of the columns that held up the whole tent. 
   
 “Everyone out,” I heard an authoritative baritone from a distant shadow. 
   
 I instantly switched to true vision. Woah! The tent occupant’s energy system, glowing with a dark purple light, was strikingly powerful. I had never seen anyone with such thick and well-developed energy channels before. They were fed by a reservoir of five large bruts. 
   
 But that was not the end of it. The stryker sitting a few steps away from me was draped in artifacts and had purple bruts of various sizes interwoven into his energy system. The sight of it took my breath away. 
   
 I was distracted from contemplating the stryker’s energy system by a light rustling next to my thigh. I looked down to see a large white cat cautiously sniffing at my legs. Its ears and long whiskers seemed to have a life of their own, while the tip of its fluffy tail kept shaking nervously. 
   
 All that time, no sound was made in the tent with the exception of the white cat’s measured purring. 
   
 I also mechanically drew air into my nose and sniffed. Hm... Odd... I had never before encountered a cat that did not smell like a cat. 
   
 The animal immediately raised its head and bored into me with a prickly, studious gaze. 
   
 I frowned. It had cat eyes, but the look in them was clearly that of an intelligent creature. A quick scan revealed that my guess was correct. Before me was a magic creature with an energy system not unlike my own. 
   
 “How much longer will you keep me waiting?” the authoritative voice came impatiently from the shadow. 
   
 The cat shuddered. With a twitch of its fluffy tail and a couple pounces, it positioned itself next to the mage. A moment later then the cat’s body disappeared, leaving in its place a short thin human woman wearing a dark gray cloak with long pure white locks sticking out of her hood. 
   
 I blinked in surprise and turned my head. What the heck? 
   
 The creature turned sharply. Smiling predatorily back at me was a woman with the broad green eyes of a cat and little animal fangs sticking out beneath her lips. 
   
 “Tika, I’m losing my patience,” the mage let out his dismay. “What can you tell me? Is he one of yours?” 
   
 What does he mean, “yours?” 
   
 “Yes, master,” the woman he called Tika purred back. “He is a...” 
   
 She suddenly faltered. 
   
 “Were you going to say a true one?” the mage snorted. “Very good... You held your tongue. So, my lessons have done you well. Continue... What is he?” 
   
 I frowned. They didn’t even seem to take me for a human. 
   
 “At first I thought he was from a witching clan,” the woman with cat eyes said, casting a passing thoughtful gaze at me. “But then I realized he was a spellsword. A warrior/sorcerer.” 
   
 “Aha, I see...” the mage drawled out. “We’ve caught ourselves a werewolf. Now I see why he was so quick. You’ll never believe it, but he almost hit Derek Grant with his sword!” 
   
 “Apologies, master, for interrupting you,” Tika came. 
   
 “Yes?” 
   
 “He is not a werewolf, sir,” she came hurriedly. 
   
 “But you yourself just said he is a spellsword...” 
   
 “Yes,” she nodded and stared deeply at me. “But those of his small tribe have many natures.” 
   
 “Is that right?” the mage was sincerely surprised. “And what natures does he have?” 
   
 “Oh!” Tika said with a clever smile at me. “He is a very rare kind, sir. He is a fox. Or rather a fox pup. He still has some growing up to do.” 
   
 After saying that, the mage gave a vague snort, then Tika continued: 
   
 “Unlike werewolves, who regard their pack as the meaning of life, foxes are loners to the core. They serve no one other than themselves. You will never catch a fox marching in formation or fighting on the front lines. They prefer to combat their foes with single, clean, and lethal blows.” 
   
 “If that is true,” the mage snorted. “Then what was he doing in the Shadow Patrol?” 
   
 Tika turned back to me and, tilting her head to the side, stared me deeply in the eyes. 
   
 “This fox is only here because he stands to gain,” she chuckled, revealing her small fangs. 
   
 “Hey, fox!” the mage said to me. “Is she right?” 
   
 There was no point in keeping quiet. Playing the strong silent type with a mage this powerful could lead to nasty consequences. 
   
 “Yes,” I shrugged. That time, moving didn’t cause me the same flash of pain as before. 
   
 “What brought you to the frontier?” the mage asked. 
   
 “Same as everybody, I guess,” I replied. “Artifacts from the Shadow.” 
   
 “Or maybe you are acting contrary to your nature and are in fact spying for someone?” the mage asked with suspicion, staying in the shadow. “Perhaps for the very king? Because I already know from the other prisoners that you are the bastard of de Gramont, a traitor who tried to rise up against the crown. Why did you not lose your head like your father and brothers? Did they tell the king about your nature, and now you serve him?” 
   
 “If I say that your slave is correct and I have no master, you won’t believe me, will you?” I again shrugged. 
   
 I called Tika a slave on purpose. I wanted to see her reaction. The werewolf woman burned straight through me with an angry look. I gave her a barely perceptible wink and smirk. She did not like that. The mage meanwhile didn’t correct me — she really must have been his slave. 
   
 “Of course not,” the mage snorted with scorn. “Trusting someone of your tribe would mean betraying my very nature. And I will prove that to you now.” 
   
 I heard fingers snapping. 
   
 “Tika, hand me his things,” the mage ordered. 
   
 While I looked on floutingly, the white-haired woman obediently brought her master a small bundle that was lying at the far wall. 
   
 I heard the mage unfold the bundle and dig around. Then, clearly finding what he was after, he stood to his full herculean height and slowly came walking my direction. 
   
 A moment later, he was out of the shadow. 
   
 Well, look at you... What a face... Someone did a number on this guy. I wondered who. The mage’s broad face was marked with all kinds of deep long scars. Based on the telltale shape, it looked like they came from giant bear claws. But no... I looked closer. Hm... Those were burn scars. What kind of creature could do something like that? 
   
 The stryker froze two steps away from me. The left corner of his lips was slightly raised due to the scar. Ahem... What a ghastly smile. I saw a superior look in his gray eyes. 
   
 “So then, fox,” he came in an icy tone. “Explain to me how you came to possess a ghost dagger.” 
   
 And then, he showed me the dagger I found in the hiding spot in the bookmaker’s office. 
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“YOU GOT LUCKY TODAY, fox pup,” I heard a mewling whisper from the dark. She clearly did not want others overhearing. She was perfectly aware of what I could do. 
   
 I led my fingers pointedly over the steel bars of the cage I was placed in after the mage’s brief interrogation. The cage itself was located in the damp basement of a half-collapsed building next to another few similar cages, though they were somewhat larger. 
   
 The mage’s underlings had locked me in here and just left. But this odd changeling woman seemed to want to shoot the breeze. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear she was acting on an order from her master. 
   
 “In what way did I get lucky?” I asked with a jeering whisper. 
   
 Tika emerged silently from the darkness. In the moonlight streaming timidly through the narrow bars of the window, her face looked even less human. 
   
 “If not for master’s interest in... hm... true ones, you would not now be among the living,” she responded. “On top of that, he was in a rush. Today, you avoided beatings and torture. Tomorrow, fortune may turn its back on you...” 
   
 “Well if you ask me, I avoided torture because I told the truth,” I shrugged. 
   
 “You think master believed the story that you inherited a ghost dagger from your daddy?” the changeling gibed. 
   
 “Who believes what is none of my business,” I muttered, testing the steel bars. Honestly though, the fact I was untied could mean only one thing: that my prison guards were certain the cage was inescapable. “Let me repeat myself... The first I heard that this dagger once belonged to a Ghost was today from your master.” 
   
 I had made a lot of surprising discoveries today. The dagger that was constantly trying to drain all my energy was apparently a weapon of the intelligent creatures that sometimes visited untainted lands with flows. 
   
 I wondered how it ended up in a hiding spot in the bookmaker’s office. Too bad I was never able to figure out who the original owner of that building was. Based on the age of the hiding spot, that must have been who originally owned the dagger. 
   
 Tika tilted her head to one side and, squinting, stared at me in silence. As if she was deciding whether to continue our conversation or not. Then she turned and vanished into the darkness. 
   
 What a pity... I was getting settled in for a long talk. 
   
 Walking a circle around the cage, I took a close look at all the bars and bracings. I pulled a few of them hard. 
   
 Ahem... These were made to last. Based on the long ruts in the metal and stone floor, clearly left by something with big claws, I was afraid to even imagine what they kept here before me. 
   
 With a heavy sigh, I walked toward the far corner of the cage and got down on the stone floor. It seemed like the least soiled part. 
   
 While being dragged into this dungeon, I managed to run a quick scan. Which was why I was not surprised a little while later to see a pile of dirty rags in one of the cages, and a dark human silhouette walking up to the bars. 
   
 It was clearly someone gifted and, based on the light brown glow in his energy system, an artifactor. His reservoir was empty, so the glow was dull and nearly extinguished. 
   
 Beyond me, he was the only person down in the dungeon. 
   
 “Finally settled down,” I heard the shivering old man’s voice. “Good choice... There’s no point tiring yourself out over nothing. Before you, they had a shadow hound in there. And believe you me, she was a good sight stronger than you.” 
   
 I stood up and walked over to the bars. There were no more than ten steps between us. The person could really have been anyone. A wildling leader that had fallen into disfavor? Someone looking for shadow artifacts just like me? Or maybe he was undercover? But that was unlikely... It would be a waste to use a gifted person as an undercover agent. Tika was also clearly whispering because of him. 
   
 “Who are you?” I asked. 
   
 “Nobody anymore,” the old man muttered after a brief pause and returned to his place. 
   
 “Have you...?” 
   
 “Listen, rat man, tell your master I’ve already told him everything...” the old man interrupted me angrily. 
   
 Hm... He must have taken me for an undercover spy. 
   
 “I have no master.” 
   
 “Do you even realize what you just said?” the stranger frowned. “You think I didn’t just see you having a nice little chat with the lutine?” 
   
 “Lutine?” I asked, frowning. 
   
 That sounded familiar... Hm... Oh, of course! 
   
 Vadoma used to tell me about ancient times in our world. About the magic creatures that once inhabited it, but gradually disappeared. Not unlike places of power. 
   
 Honestly, I never took my adoptive mother’s tales for anything other than bedtime stories. But apparently, here in this world, all these mythological creatures were still around. 
   
 Vadoma taught me about lutines and their male counterpart lutins, small nocturnal changelings who served powerful sorcerers. Very similar to brownies, nisse, duende, and hobgoblins... 
   
 Where black cats were always thought to serve witches, pure white ones were seen as likely handservants of mages. How did I never think of that? After all, I saw Tika transform before my very eyes. 
   
 “I see the Duke is really scraping the bottom of the barrel for help these days...” the old man grumbled pointedly from the dark. 
   
 “So he’s a nobleman?” I asked in sincere surprise. 
   
 The old man said nothing for a while, but then his rasping voice emerged again with faint notes of hope: 
   
 “So, kid, are you saying you’re not in the Wild Duke’s employ?” 
   
 “Nope,” I replied and even mechanically shook my head. 
   
 With a step back, I gave a slight bow and said: 
   
 “Allow me to introduce myself... Chevalier Maximillian Renard.” 
   
 I imagined that was exactly how Max would have behaved in that situation. 
   
 The pile of rags stirred, and the old man again came closer to the bars. 
   
 “And what brings you out here, chevalier?” the nameless prisoner was clearly intrigued. 
   
 “I came to the frontier for a tour of duty in the Shadow Patrol,” I said. 
   
 “Is that right?” the old man snorted. “And who was your commander?” 
   
 “Lieutenant Tassen,” I answered instantly. “Honestly though, he split me off in a group and told us to go around Gray Ridge to the northeast and link back up with the main force there.” 
   
 “Who commanded the smaller group?” 
   
 “Sergeant Ravel,” I answered quickly. 
   
 “I know him,” the old man said confidently. “Big fellow with a pretty face. Guys like him are always a hit with the ladies.” 
   
 I chuckled under my breath. The old man was clumsily testing me. 
   
 “We must be talking about different Sergeant Ravels,” I came. “Our commander is a short man, and not the kind any lady is likely to appreciate... His constant belching fills the square mile around him with the smell of rotten meat...” 
   
 I heard quiet laughter. I must have passed the test. Or the first stage at least... 
   
 For the next few minutes, the old man peppered me with questions, which I patiently answered all while picking at the crumbs of information I found interesting. 
   
 “I got you all wrong, chevalier,” the old man finally said. “You have to understand. I thought you were put down here to get me to reveal something they couldn’t torture out of me... But it looks like you’re just another of the Wild Duke’s victims...” 
   
 “Wild Duke?” I asked. Without particularly drawing attention to the fact the old man had yet to say who he was. Still didn’t trust me. 
   
 Oh well... I wasn’t going to pry. 
   
 “Yes,” the prisoner responded with a chuckle. “But I don’t suggest you call him that with any of his underlings around. Their master hates that nickname. So using it could lead to dying by the lash in a fit of someone’s heartfelt loyalty.” 
   
 “So it’s only a nickname...” 
   
 “That’s the thing. Not exactly...” the old man objected with a sigh. “He descends from the family which once ruled these lands. We are now at the former location of Valence, their primary fortress.” 
   
 “So he’s from a lost noble family?” 
   
 “Not exactly,” the old man replied. “The dukes de Valence continue to serve His Majesty. Honestly though, after the Shadow appeared and covered the majority of their holdings, the family lost its former influence.” 
   
 “Ah...” 
   
 “But Louis de Valence,” the old man continued, “the man now holding us prisoner, decided to betray the king and, gathering a battalion of gifted people several years ago, departed for the frontier. Let me note as well that, in his hunt for ebbs, he gathered strength and amassed quite a large band.” 
   
 “I saw women and children...” 
   
 “They’re from wildling tribes that decided to join up with him. I don’t know for sure what he promised...” 
   
 The old man chuckled. 
   
 “I hear surprise... You’ve probably been hearing scary stories about the frontier since you were a babe, eh? The most dangerous place on earth and all that... And now you see normal people live here, too...” 
   
 “Pretty much, yeah,” I replied. “Before departing, I was issued a special potion to stave off headaches. But while I was being dragged around camp, I didn’t see signs of any locals being afflicted.” 
   
 “They weren’t lying about the frontier,” the old man said. “It truly is one of the most dangerous places in all Mainland. But those tales also give reason to take pause... If they are all true, then why do the wildling tribes grow exponentially year after year? Can the common folk really believe it’s more dangerous in normal counties and baronies than next to the very Shadow? And as for the headaches... The human body slowly adapts. And the children that are born here never suffer at all.” 
   
 Curious... Then why wasn’t I feeling anything? As far as I knew, Max was born in the capital. Was it all to do with my energy system? 
   
 But before we could talk more, the front door opened with a clang and the two quiet hulking men that dragged me down there came back. But this time, they weren’t coming for me. 
   
 “Farewell, chevalier!” the old man shouted as they dragged him to the exit. “I hope your torment will not last long!” 
   
 I never saw his face. But up close, his energy system was a ghastly sight. His body was ridden with dark pulsating spots of various sizes. Apparently, they were fresh wounds. Torture wounds. 
   
 When the door slammed shut and I was left on my own in complete silence, it occurred to me that the old man never even told me his name. And I for some reason never asked. By the way, what was he just saying about torture? 
   

* * *

   
 It had been two weeks since I was taken prisoner. All that time, I had been traveling with a small party that was one quarter strykers in a northeasterly direction. 
   
 I was still sitting in the same cage I’d been placed into on day one and which had essentially become my home. My cage was being transported in a large wagon covered with canvas. So my only information about the outside world came from the brief moments when the flap was raised. 
   
 The caravan had another few wagons which must have been transporting other people. But my former brothers in arms, unlike me, were walking alongside the wagons and doing all the dirty work that entailed. 
   
 They tried roping me in a few times as well but, after two attempts to flee, the Duke ordered me locked in my cage until we reached our destination. 
   
 I exchanged no more words with the wildling leader, though the first few days I was expecting to be brought to interrogation as promised. Either the Duke had heard enough on day one, or I was completely uninteresting but either way no one hassled me with any more questions. Even Tika, who weas curious for the first few days, stopped checking in. 
   
 But I didn’t get bored. I had too much to do. Those two weeks of training and meditation gave me time to repair almost half of the largest strains. I still had a lot of work ahead of me, particularly in light of the fact I was using only the energy I’d already saved up in my reservoir. But I did not despair. I prepared myself... 
   
 Beyond the stryker and lutine magic, I sensed another kind of power in the party on several occasions. It was distinctly different from anything I’d encountered before. There was not a lot of it, and I was only getting faint echoes. I couldn’t even get a proper look at it in true vision. But I was perfectly aware of who the power emanated from. The Ghost prisoner in one of the wagons. 
   
 On day sixteen, at noon, the caravan stopped and the Duke gave the command to set up camp. 
   
 I thought they were finally going to let me stretch my limbs outside the steel box, but my hopes were dashed. The wagon and my miniature prison kept going. 
   
 It was only a few hours later when the wagon stopped again that a few troops threw back the canvas flaps and climbed up into my “living space.” They quickly pulled the cage and me inside it out into fresh air. 
   
 The first thing I did was fill my lungs with night air and smile. After the stinking wagon, my sense of smell was overwhelmed by the aromas of pine forest and lake water. I exhaled and took a look around. 
   
 We were on the shore of a small lake with a thick pine forest lining its opposite bank. 
   
 “Fox pup, can you see It?” Tika mewed rapturously, standing a step from my cage. 
   
 “Yes,” I came with a scratchy voice, staring wide-eyed at the giant thunderhead looming high over the forest like a wall of blackness. But this was no storm cloud... I had been brought straight to the edge of the Shadow. 
   
 The sight of it made all my hair stand on end. 
   
 “Can you sense Its power?” the lutine came enthusiastically. “It is very nearby. Just a few minutes’ ride...” 
   
 “Why are we here?” I asked in a near whisper. 
   
 “You’ll find out soon enough, fox pup,” Tika said mysteriously. 
   
 After that, she slipped softly away to join the Duke, sitting in his saddle and matter-of-factly doling out orders. 
   
 A few minutes later, my cage was again picked up on all four sides and dragged to the lake. I tried to move, but one of the strikers placed the tip of his blade to my throat. 
   
 “One wrong move and you’re dead,” he told me in an icy voice. 
   
 I had no choice but to comply. 
   
 My cage was dragged up just a few steps from the dark water’s edge. I meanwhile stood stiff as a board, watching everything distantly. 
   
 “You always look so concentrated, fox pup?” Tika chuckled, again appearing to the right of my cage. “What are you thinking about?” 
   
 “I’m trying to make sure I remember,” I answered calmly, not looking at her. 
   
 “Remember?” she asked. My calm demeanor seemed to catch her off guard. “May I ask what?” 
   
 “All the people I will come to kill when I get out of this cage,” I said, turning my head and staring into the lutine’s cat eyes. “I already have you.” 
   
 Tika shuddered and stepped back from the cage with a hiss. Fear flickered in her squinting animal eyes. But she got herself together and gave a strained smile, revealing her little fangs. 
   
 “I’ll be waiting, fox pup!” 
   
 I smiled back happily. She never should have done that... Because I was a man of my word. Did they think I was just sitting idle all that time? No chance... I had been dumping my energy slowly into the base of one of the cage bars the whole time. At first, I thought I’d be able to break it very quickly, but the cage proved to be made of an unusual kind of metal. It could really take a lot of mana. The process lasted many days, but it was worth the hassle. Now, the steel bar just needed one small mass of mana to break apart into tiny pieces. 
   
 Suddenly, I felt something strange. With a shudder, I turned. The unusual magic I had sensed for the duration of the trip had just revealed itself to me. 
   
 I saw a short figure through the open flap of the second wagon surrounded by four strykers and wrapped in a dark cloak. 
   
 There it was... The mythical Ghost... 
   
 A heavy gaze stared back at me from the dark hood covering the Shadow creature’s face. A moment later, one of the strykers jerked back on its arm. I no longer sensed the heavy gaze. Only then did I notice that the Ghost’s wrists, neck, and ankles were shackled. Based on the magic glow emanating from the chains and fetters, it was clearly some fancy artifact. 
   
 “Here?!” the Duke loudly asked the figure in the dark cloak. 
   
 The Ghost turned its head as if sniffing, then nodded in silence. 
   
 A few minutes later, watching the silhouettes of the riders disappearing into the distance, I considered the fact that I finally understood the nameless prisoner’s parting words about torment... 
   
 The Duke was seemingly about to feed me to a flow. 
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IT HAD BEEN ONE HOUR since the Duke and his troops left, and I was still messing with the bar in the cage. As it turned out, the metal the cage was made of was not as simple as it seemed. I thought energy would be enough to break the contemptible bar, but all my efforts were only enough to slightly crumble the outer layer of its surface. I did not despair, though. My method had gotten me somewhere at least — the bar was gradually getting thinner. 
   
 While busy with the bar, I made sure to monitor everything around me. And I was liking what I saw less and less with every passing minute. 
   
 It all started with flocks of birds taking off from the forest into the sky. Small and large, predators and potential prey, they all raced off in the same direction as the Duke’s party with panicked chirping, paying one another no mind. 
   
 Beneath that, clouds of insects flew the same direction and, a few minutes later, land animals started appearing on the forest’s edge. 
   
 Not bothering to find the quickest way, they ran straight into the lake and swam across it toward my cage. Moose, reindeer, wolves, a mother bear with cubs, a couple large lynx, and many smaller forest creatures — like the birds, they all forgot their hostilities and fled the giant storm cloud, which covered the sky from horizon to horizon. 
   
 The water in the lake came to life. It started bubbling like a cauldron over hellfire. Lake creatures started to appear on its mucky shoreline. Small and large crustaceans, turtles, snakes, frogs — a few minutes later there were so many of them the lakeshore resembled a slithering carpet. And that carpet came crunching, hissing, and squelching in my direction. Now and again, I saw fish jumping up on shore. Every living thing was running away. Away from the ever-encroaching Shadow. 
   
 The flow started coming in. 
   
 The Wing of Strix was clearly gaining speed. The forest, swallowed up by the Shadow, howled and barked like a huge, wounded beast. Seemingly, not every creature in the glade managed to escape. 
   
 All that time, I kept trying to break the steel bar but I had already realized I would not manage. The flow was just coming too fast. Most of the creatures were still in the middle of the lake when the wall of the forest ceased to exist. 
   
 The sight of the inky oncoming blackness was at once captivating and horrifying. A few moments later, the lake and all the creatures floundering in it were immersed in darkness. 
   
 I felt a pressure in my temples. Blood flowed from my nose down my chin. A familiar briny flavor appeared in my mouth. My furiously pounding heart was about to burst out of my chest. I grabbed both hands onto the bar and started pulling desperately. I tried to shout, but the ghastly howl was so loud I couldn’t hear the sound of my own voice. Then I was swallowed up by darkness and the world faded to black. 
   

* * *

   
 I awoke to a vicious chill paralyzing my whole body. Powerful gusts of wind repeatedly took my breath away, slamming my hard-suffering carcass into the cage bars. 
   
 I attempted to look around but saw nothing. I couldn’t even open an eye. It was only a few seconds later when I touched my stiff eyelids with shivering fingers that I realized it was dried blood. 
   
 Slowly picking off the hard crust, I looked around half blind and immediately regretted it when I discovered myself flying through the air. My cage, coiled with thick tentacles, was being carried by a giant flying creature somewhat reminiscent of a stingray. 
   
 Its cable-thick tentacles had slightly crushed the cage in a few places but were unable to fully break through the steel barrier. When I realized that, at first, I thanked all the gods I had not managed to escape my miniature prison. 
   
 The Duke had clearly taken every precaution. Actually, no... Not exactly... I’d have bet my hand he never would have guessed some big, huge flying stingray would decide to fly away with my cage. 
   
 When the initial shock had passed, I realized that I was already inside the Shadow. And most likely, I was quite far from where the Duke had left me. I didn’t have time to properly consider the reasons he did that. But once I got out of this jam, I would ask the ugly bastard why he wanted to feed me to the flow. I tried not to think about the fact I could die at any moment. Giving up hope went against my rules. 
   
 With a cursory glance at my body, I concluded no changes had taken place. Either physical or energy. As a matter of fact, my reservoir was full of mana, while the energy metabolism process in the system was going at an accelerated rate. I figured that was exactly what saved me from dying of hypothermia. Also, I finally realized that I could spend time in the Shadow without special adaptations such as stryker armor. Honestly though, all my clothes were completely threadbare. Like moth-eaten rags, they hung off me in ragged strips. 
   
 As for the world around me, I wouldn’t say it had changed all that much. Regular air. A huge forest below cut through by winding serpentine rivers. 
   
 The sun was perhaps less warm, and I had the constant impression that colors were less vibrant. It was as if the world around me had faded. 
   
 I looked up. The sky was blanketed with a dense gray haze through which peeked a slightly dim sun. As if it was just about to start raining. 
   
 I switched to true vision and started studying the creature carrying me off to the northeast further and further from the frontier. The monster’s energy structure glowed a saturated hue of dark lilac. Beyond that, it also had crimson and amber channels woven in. 
   
 All the lines stretched to an enormous three-color reservoir. When I realized what I was seeing, a chill ran down my spine. Three big, huge bruts! The largest was lilac. It was the size of a bull’s head. The crimson and amber ones were smaller. 
   
 Thinking about how much energy was contained in them, I gave a loud gulp. At the very least, it was enough to allow this creature to fly without care... Hm... Or perhaps it was more swimming through the air. I was perfectly aware that it simply would not be possible for a body of that shape to fly without magic. 
   
 I was distracted from contemplating that miracle by many creatures suddenly squealing loudly from all directions. I first shivered at how nasty it sounded. The creature carrying my cage didn’t like it, either. Based on the stronger wind, we must have started flying faster. 
   
 The squeal came again, this time closer. What kind of disaster was about to befall me if even a giant stingray was trying to run away? My blissful ignorance didn’t last long. Just a few seconds later, a flock of agile big-toothed flying squid-like creatures fell upon the huge stingray. 
   
 There were dozens of them. Squealing and squeaking, they sunk their teeth into the giant’s back, stomach and tail with squelching sounds. The stingray wailed out loud and long, then started dropping. One of its tentacles, the thinnest one full of sharp bone spikes, started deftly attacking the squids, tearing their bodies to pieces. 
   
 But that was just the beginning. The sounds of aerial combat had attracted more combatants. High in the sky, I heard a broken rumbling, then a moment later a huge dark blob came crashing down on the stingray’s back from the shaggy gray storm clouds. Followed by another, and another. 
   
 The giant, beset by even more foes, wailed out with redoubled force, then my biggest fear came true. Judging reasonably that survival was more important than its treasure, the stingray brought all its tentacles into the fight, including the ones holding my cage. A moment later, the steel box went hurtling toward the ground with me in it. 
   
 I was saved by the fact that the stingray had descended to a matter of yards above the treetops before dropping its prize. Essentially, after a brief moment of freefall, my miniature prison crashed into a tree and, rolling down the branches, got tangled in its sprawling crown. 
   
 No matter how I tried to regroup, I hit my head hard on the steel walls several times. But I did not pass out. 
   
 The cage hung from some thin branches, slowly rocking as if at sea while I hissed mutedly, furiously rubbing a particularly aching bump on the back of my head. 
   
 And overall, the series of tumbles had left my body looking like one solid hematoma. Thankfully though, my reservoir kept mana circulating through all my channels just fine. It wasn’t perfect. I still had several unhealed strains. But overall, one could safely say I got off easy with just a little scare. It all could have ended much worse. 
   
 The loud aerial battle slowly moved away from me. When the sound of the ghastly flying creatures finally fell completely silent, the forest all around me came to life. 
   
 Trying to keep my breathing inconspicuous, I started looking around carefully. 
   
 The luscious crowns of the huge trees wove together to almost fully blot out the sky. Dim rays of the evening sun shot timidly down through sparse gaps in the thick foliage. In jagged lines, they provided light to the effervescent forest fauna. 
   
 The wide tree trunks were covered in a thick layer of vines with fancifully curved leaves resembling animal claws. 
   
 The ground was covered in a thick layer of leaf litter, moss, and time ravaged rotten pieces of old tree trunks and branches. I’d have bet my hand that the apparently flat surface was positively teeming with natural traps. 
   
 All the “wonder” was in constant motion and living a life of its own. Several tree branches had yellow slime colonies the size of my hand stuck to them. At times, they languidly climbed from place to place, leaving behind slick black trails. 
   
 Among the bushes, I spotted a big, huge spiderweb and its owner hanging in the middle — a bright purple spider with a spindly body as big as a dog. 
   
 There was a swarm of pill bugs around the roots of a rotten stump, their semicircular backs glimmering in the dim rays of the shadowy light. 
   
 The heavy, humid air was slightly intoxicating, breaking my train of thought, but it was unmistakably warmer than in the sky. Swarms of midges, colorful beetles, and flies raced haphazardly from side to side, adding more detail to an already very colorful scene. 
   
 After a close inspection of the cage, I realized I was going to have to continue to dump energy into that bar. The fall had caused practically no damage to the steel walls of my prison. I was holding out hope that all the flying would put the door locking mechanism out of commission, but those hopes faded quickly. 
   
 My epic arrival did not go unnoticed. At first, of course, the creatures only stared at the strange steel box but, around an hour later, I had my first visitors. 
   
 They were a group of insects with bodies similar to ants, but the size of large cucumbers. Twitching their long whiskers and clacking their mandibles, they spent a little while studying the bars of the cage. Their fire red chitin backs were covered with small, curved spikes while their wide faceted eyes glimmered in the rays of the shadow sun. 
   
 They had yet to notice me, but I figured that was not for long. I was under no illusions that I could coexist peacefully with these creatures. They would certainly try to eat me. 
   
 I switched to true vision and started hurriedly studying my potential foe. A cursory scan of one of the ants revealed that I was dealing with a creature that had magic circulating in its energy channels. At first, I lost my breath when I saw its little two-colored reservoir. Two wheat-berry-sized bruts, one crimson and one amber, pulsated in time with the energy driving them. I turned my questioning gaze on the other insects and saw an ambiguous picture. Just a few of them had reservoirs. The others had energy structures with no magic. 
   
 Finally, one of the big ones decided to cross the line and crawl in between the bars of my cage. Turning its narrow head side to side and constantly twitching its long whiskers, the ant took a few steps forward and stopped. After that, its head turned unfailingly in my direction. Its black faceted eyes flashed with darkness. 
   
 For a few moments, it stood perfectly still. After that, it started slowly turning its back to me, raising its abdomen. In true vision, I could see the amber energy in its body activate, then start to pool in the middle of its plump abdomen. I had no need to see what happened next. 
   
 I moved sharply right. And a few moments later, a small toxic yellow mass hit the floor where I’d just been sitting. The metal surface started hissing furiously and giving off smoke. 
   
 What a nasty brute! Not waiting another second, I walked forward and, slamming my still relatively intact boot down full force, smashed the poisonous bastard’s head open on the floor. 
   
 I heard a faint crack. I quickly pulled my foot back from the still moving body and observed the other ants’ reaction. They froze for a moment, then the five largest ones came over to their comrade’s twitching corpse. 
   
 The invasion had essentially begun, and I started preparing for active defense. For the next few minutes, like a mad market dancer, I furiously stomped the insects crawling in my direction. A few of them managed to spit their magic poison at me, but they were all too slow. They’d simply come up against a painfully fast opponent. 
   
 I couldn’t say how long our stand-off lasted, but at a certain point the ants simply stopped coming. The entire floor of the cage was littered with their dead bodies, in some places over bright yellow poison. 
   
 Breathing heavily and glancing around tensely, I looked around at the battlefield and breathed a sigh of relief. Whew... I’d basically fought them off... 
   
 Pulling air in through my nose, I winced. The stench of the poison was unbearable, but there were also upsides. I noticed with satisfaction, that the swarms of bright flying insects, which were initially interested in what was going on down here, started keeping their distance from the cage. The sharp acidic smell of the poison scared away all small creatures from my steel “fortress.” Hopefully, it would be enough protection to let me spend the night in relative peace. 
   
 Catching my breath and taking a short break, I started examining the body of the first ant I slew. Scanning revealed that both of the bruts in its chest were brimming with mana. 
   
 Swallowing with a scratchy throat, I pushed carefully on its chitin armor with the tip of my boot and, holding two ant legs like chopsticks, extracted both of the little crystals from the dead insect’s chest. 
   
 Grabbing the crimson brut in two fingers, I drained its energy. My reservoir immediately reacted to the healing stream and started redirecting it down all my channels. 
   
 Oh, yeah! I watched with a happy smile as the crimson mana started regenerating strains and microtears. A wave of warmth immediately ran through my body. 
   
 The brut’s energy was enough for approximately a quarter hour. After I drained it, it transformed into worthless gray dust. The next hour I devoted to gathering loot. All told, including the two first bruts, I made away with twenty-four little crystals — one dozen of each color. 
   
 After draining another three crimson “grains” and observing the regeneration process, I decided to start cleaning up my temporary living space. The half-crushed bodies of the common ants went flying out, while those of the dozen mage ants I decided to put to use. Or rather, I wanted what was left of the toxic acid in their abdomens. Because when I surveyed the metal surface where the toxic liquid landed, I saw that I now had a chance to get through the troublesome bar faster than I thought at first. 
   
 “That will do,” I whispered with a smile an hour later, wiping the sweat from my brow. 
   
 I had a small section of steel bar in my hand. I was free to go. Glancing at the dark sky, I sighed heavily. Tomorrow, my journey home would begin. 
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THANKS TO THE ACID SMELL, nothing bothered me all night. Still though, I sometimes spotted movement among the leaves, and felt like a lot of things were watching me. Most of them were clearly carnivores. 
   
 I spent the night awake, sitting cross legged in the middle of the cage and squeezing the short steel bar in my hand. At points, the broken ends were very sharp, so in the next battle against these creatures, I would be even deadlier. 
   
 I took some time to consider the situation I found myself in. 
   
 To be perfectly frank, it was not how I pictured my first journey to the Shadow. But now I knew for certain that even those who prepared and got good equipment often ended up naked and unarmed. 
   
 I figured the problem was wrapped up in the dark storm cloud covering the untainted land with a flow. It was a kind of barrier that destroyed everything in its path or triggered the transformation processes everyone kept talking about. Honestly though, for some reason the wave of darkness did not affect me. But I could not say the same for my items. And as for the cage, I had just one explanation — the metal it was made from had been mined here in the Shadow. 
   
 But alas, my nighttime brainstorming session just generated more questions than I had before coming to the frontier. 
   
 For example, I was curious why strykers were the only gifted people who could cross this barrier. Was it all down to the purple energy and special armor or was there something else. Or for another example... What would happen to a stryker if their armor got damaged while beneath the Wing of Strix? 
   
 Basically, so far, I had only questions and no answers. 
   
 While observing the healing crimson mana circulating through my energy channels, I decided to experiment. I wanted to see if my reservoir would accept amber bruts. 
   
 I was skeptical about them. And logically so. Because everything connected with magic poison was that same shade of amber. And that was why I had yet to try gulping any down. But here in the Shadow, I had seen that it could interact with other kinds of energy just fine. For instance, like the stingray that brought my cage to the forest. 
   
 Picking up the tiniest grain of amber, I drew the mana from it very carefully. As I did, I tasted something slightly sour with bitter notes on the tip of my tongue. 
   
 Silvery growths sprouted from my channels to cautiously accept the amber mana but slowly, with every little mass, the particles of the foreign energy began to glow and spread through my body. 
   
 Beyond slight dizziness and dryness in my mouth, I experienced no discomfort. But a few minutes later, those side effects also went away. 
   
 When the little amber crystal had transformed into gray dust, I looked closely at my energy system. I didn’t see any dramatic changes. I really hoped I hadn’t wasted the valuable brut for nothing... 
   
 “Was one ‘grain’ maybe not enough?” I whispered to myself. 
   
 It was no problem to check. In the light of the shadow moon, another two small amber crystals glimmered on my hand. 
   
 This time, the silvery shoots swallowed up the yellow mana without trepidation. I didn’t feel dizzy or get any dryness in my mouth, either. There was just a sour flavor on my tongue, but no bitterness. And that was all... I didn’t feel or see anything else. 
   
 Shrugging in disappointment, I breathed a faint sigh. Was I perhaps missing something? 
   
 Emerging from the meditative state, I decided to stretch out a bit. Not dropping the metal bar, I lowered my left hand to the cage floor and immediately pulled back with a hiss. The pads of my fingers felt like they’d just touched fire. 
   
 “Damnation...” I gave a muffled curse through my teeth, watching as my skin covered with red welts. 
   
 Due to the slight inclination of the puddle of ant acid, it started running in thin rivulets down the floor of the cage. And I accidentally touched one of those rivulets with a finger. 
   
 The acid and poison took effect instantly. My hand, burning in pain, slowly started to go numb. I had already reached for the red brut but stopped myself to observe the curious process. 
   
 My energy started to react aggressively to the “invasion” all on its own. The toxic yellow spot eating through my skin and seeping into my blood was held back by an onslaught of silver energy. 
   
 Before that day, if a toxic substance made contact with my body, even a small amount, I needed to give the problem maximum concentration. Then came a rough period of aftereffects and rest that lasted several days. 
   
 But this was different... My energy system was functioning autonomously. As if it came preprogrammed with this set of actions. And the amber bruts were like an activation key. 
   
 Beyond that, I was pleasantly surprised by how fast the toxin was neutralized. And that was despite it being clearly very concentrated ant poison. 
   
 While observing, I distantly thought that I would be curious to see how my body would react to Swamp Queen’s Kiss now after my experience being poisoned with it in the Pit on Lord Darem’s orders. 
   
 Within one hour, the toxic spot ceased to exist, leaving behind red welts on my palms and the same acrid stench. That and pain from the burn, but I was willing to accept that. 
   
 I again scanned my hand and smiled with satisfaction. The secret of the amber energy had been revealed. 
   
 What if... 
   
 Over the next few hours, I fed all the little amber crystals to my reservoir one after the next until finally, the shadow sun began to rise. After each absorption, I dipped my fingertips into the puddle of acid to see how my body would react. 
   
 After grains four and five, a burn appeared on the pad of my thumb similar to what I would have gotten from touching a hot metal teapot. Then it faded. 
   
 After crystal seven, my ring finger just went red and stung. After ten, the buzzing and stinging went away, but the numbing sensation remained. After the twentieth amber brut I absorbed, my skin reacted to the acid with just a slight reddening, fully retaining its sensitivity. 
   
 Overall, the one bothersome factor, not counting the slight reddening of my skin, was the acrid stench that clung tenaciously to the area. 
   
 To keep the experiment scientific, I touched the tip of my steel bar to the middle of the largest poison puddle. The steel hissed loudly and gave off smoke. 
   
 “Very nice,” I whispered with a smile. 
   

* * *

   
 When the first rays of the shadow sun came peeking through the dense leaf cover above, I decided it was time to move out. It was a pity, but my clothing and boots had practically disintegrated. Over the night, the fabric and leather of the boots turned to scraps. And so, I started down the tree barefoot and practically in my birthday suit. 
   
 Also... After my experiments the night before, I got an idea. Now that the red ant poison could no longer harm me, why not use that? 
   
 Before leaving, I spent another few minutes smearing my body with the yellow liquid. I stank so bad my eyes teared up. And that was a good thing... Last night, that smell did a great job scaring predators away from my cage. Hopefully, it would last a little while. And then, maybe I’d get lucky and find some more ants. My sixth sense was telling me that I was going to come across a lot more nasty stuff. 
   
 Before heading out, I climbed to the top of the tree that had served as my shelter for the night and looked around. As far as the eye could see, there stretched an endless dense forest. But alas, the tree I was on was not the tallest, so I couldn’t tell what was happening out on the horizon. But that didn’t matter. I would make it to the next green giant and again look around. 
   
 I decided to go back. Or rather, to stick to a westerly course. Walking on the ground was worlds apart from flying through the air. 
   
 I wondered how long I was passed out, and how far the flying stingray was able to carry my cage from the border. And most importantly, how many days would I need to travel back? I really wanted to believe that it was a matter of days and not, for example, weeks or, worse, months. 
   
 In one way or another, I needed to secure a supply of food and water quickly. At night, I tried chewing on leaves and bark from the tree I was sleeping on. They tasted extremely bitter but, crucially, were not poisonous. 
   
 And for the record, I ran a detailed scan on all the plants around me and concluded that most of them had two-color energy structures — emerald and amber. Their intertwined energy channels grew thicker toward the root end and led somewhere deep beneath the earth. I was afraid to even imagine the size of their reservoirs. Considering that every species of plant and tree had a shared energy system, the bruts powering them were most likely enormous. I made a note for the future to think that over thoroughly. 
   
 But other than the two-color ones, there were also one-color plants with pure emerald energy systems. For example, like the tree my cage fell on. And that gave me hope. Most likely, I would manage to harvest something edible and less disgusting to eat from those. 
   
 Slowly, in a series of calculated moves, I came down to the ground. While I climbed, I watched with satisfaction as small insects and somewhat larger creatures scrambled to get away from me. Even the colony of acid slimes occupying one of the thicker branches started unhurriedly dislocating when it saw me coming. 
   
 When my bare feet made contact with the soft decaying leaf litter carpeting the ground below, I stopped for a few seconds straining all my sense organs. The forest had no reaction. 
   
 The air below was more humid and heavier, but that was the least of my worries. In my past life, I had spent a lot of time in jungles. The air there was almost identical to here. 
   
 With a light pat goodbye, I left the tree that had sheltered me and set off on my journey. My human nature stepped aside to make room for the vulpine. That aspect had never let me down in situations like this before. 
   
 Slowly but surely, I made for the west. Actually, if I wanted to go straight to where the Duke left me, I should have been going more south, but I had a different plan. Because while I was flying, I caught a glimpse of a small river below which stretched like a giant snake toward the northwest. I didn’t care exactly where I left the Shadow. All that mattered was getting out. Following a riverbank would facilitate that. 
   

* * *

   
 It had been approximately three hours since I came down from the tree. All that time, I was being very cautious. For the first few minutes, I tried to work out the optimal speed but concluded that there was no such thing in this forest. I had to stop a lot to listen and keep a constant eye out. On top of that, I always had to watch where I placed my feet. Because I just had to let my guard down a tiny bit and the forest would punish me with a protruding root, a pit covered with dead leaves, or a poisonous creature slithering around. Thanks to the ant acid, I didn’t have any problems with animals. But there were times I got ready for a fight. 
   
 The first time, ten steps away from me, a huge black snake slithered out from behind a tree. The second, I nearly got myself caught in the web of a large brown spider. But both times, I managed to avoid a fight. The acid smell was still too strong. Though I could already tell it was starting to wear off. 
   
 Three hours later, the forest shifted. It was like I’d walked into a new location. I must have reached the giant trees that were blocking my view before with their sky-scraping crowns. Long vines hung down like thick ropes from a hundred feet up. Wisps of gray sky peeked down in places through the black tree cover. 
   
 It was very humid and smelled of decay. There were lots of old tree trunks lying on the ground and others hanging from tenacious vines, pocked with whitish mushrooms. I saw a few rotten moldering tree trunks suddenly slam loudly into the ground. 
   
 I did not like that section of forest. At first, I wanted to climb up one of the trees to take a look around, but then I decided against it. I might pass out and break something. And that would spell my death. 
   
 An hour later, I left the dirty forest behind and found myself in a large relatively bright glade with trees that were strikingly different from those I had seen before. They were clearly younger and, most importantly, nearly all of their energy systems were the same emerald color. 
   
 I decided to stop there and take a closer look. My detailed scan a few minutes later revealed small meaty growths with their own energy systems on the trunks of the young trees, while the largest of them even had their very own reservoirs. The reservoirs were approximately the size of small peas. Based on how the growths were drawing energy from the trees, I concluded that they were parasitic. Most likely fungi. 
   
 “Lucky me,” I whispered to myself with a happy smile and made for the nearest tree. 
   
 An hour later, I was sitting on a wide branch of the tallest tree, savoring the porous flesh of a mushroom. 
   
 In total, I managed to gather eighteen dark emerald bruts, which were packed full of mana. Beyond that, the mushrooms were edible, juicy, and filling though they had no flavor whatsoever. Essentially, I had just killed two birds with one stone, slaking my thirst and sating my hunger. A great way to end a day. 
   
 I decided to stop for the night in the bright glade and got set up in the leafy canopy of the very tallest tree. It was early enough to keep going, but I was not sure I would find such a good place to spend the night again. Here it was less stuffy than in the old forest. Beyond that, tomorrow I could eat a big meal of mushrooms for breakfast. 
   
 That night, I slept with one eye open like an animal. The emerald mana really helped to keep my energy system in shape. Honestly though, I ended up drifting off just before morning. So I didn’t understand right away that the voices coming from below were not in my dreams. 
   
 With a sudden shudder, I shot to my feet like a monkey and, carefully pushing a wide branch aside, peeked down out of my shelter. What I saw made my heart pound. 
   
 Between the trees, happily laughing and chatting placidly, were a group of... People?! 
   
 I shook my head. No, not people. But they looked a lot like them. Lithe sinewy bodies, long black braided hair, ears with slightly pointy long tips, and pale green skin — most likely I was now seeing the descendants of the people who once lived here, altered by the Shadow over many centuries. 
   
 I counted up a dozen of the natives. Four men and eight women. The men wore only loincloths, while the women had on leather tunics. Beyond that, I got a good look at their shell, and fang jewelry. All the men were armed with short spears, while three women held longbows. The others, not counting the short knives on their belts, were unarmed. The women also held small baskets in their arms. 
   
 Based on how the natives looked at the tree trunks, they had come here for the parasitic mushrooms, which I had harvested a good number of the night before. 
   
 When I saw one of the women’s faces stretching out in disappointment when she sighted the fresh bar marks I’d left on the trunk, I winced. What the natives did after that was not hard to predict. 
   
 The woman shouted out loud and they all whipped into a frenzy, running to and fro. 
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A LOUD STACCATO SCREAM from the largest and oldest man instantly put an end to the panic and fussing. The women with baskets hurriedly ran behind the spearmen while the archers, with arrows already notched, looked all around through the leaves for a potential foe. 
   
 Trying not to make any sudden movements, I pushed my back up against the tree trunk. Not wanting the natives to sense I was looking at them, I closed my eyes and switched to true vision. 
   
 For some time, they stood perfectly still, just listening and sniffing the air. 
   
 A few minutes later, the one in charge said a clipped phrase and the group of natives moved off to the southwest in a hurried but organized fashion, leaving “my” glade behind. That must have been the direction of their settlement. 
   
 When the final lithe silhouette disappeared into the leaf cover, I wanted to move, but changed my mind before it was too late. Using true vision, I was able to see two figures standing perfectly still in the wall of bushes. 
   
 Based on their energy systems, it was the group leader and one of the archers. The commander was clearly aware that whoever exterminated the parasitic mushrooms was hiding among the leafy treetops. And that was easy to explain. My tracks on the ground clearly pointed to that. 
   
 The two of them waited in ambush for approximately half an hour, but then I saw the commander give the archer a light pat on the back, and both of them went off after the main group. 
   
 The natives’ relative lack of aggression gave me hope. They didn’t escalate the situation and try to all come hunt for me. The ambush I could excuse. It was an utterly logical move. They were covering their tribe’s retreat. 
   
 “Change of plans,” I whispered thoughtfully to myself and came out in the open. I couldn’t afford to leave the Shadow without at least a glimpse of the native settlement. 
   

* * *

   
 It had been approximately three hours since I saw the natives. All that time, I had been following them at a healthy distance. 
   
 Their commander tried another few half-hour ambushes on the trail, but eventually must have decided the coast was clear and stopped. 
   
 At one stopover, when the natives were resting for a short snack break, I managed to get closer and take a better look. 
   
 At first, I thought I was dealing with creatures the people on the frontier called Ghosts, but then I realized I could not sense the same eerie power that wafted off the Duke’s prisoner. 
   
 Scanning revealed that there was not a single mage in the group. However, their energy systems gave off a pale green glow. They must have been somehow connected with magic. Like the trees or bushes, for instance. The emerald magic was an inalienable part of their nature. 
   
 The stone arrow and spear tips, stone knives, leather loincloths and tunics, primitive jewelry made of fangs and shells — it was all evidence that these creatures were at a technological level equivalent to that of my world’s stone age. But despite that, they did not behave like savages. They had their own language which they spoke in fairly long sentences. They often made jokes and even sang songs. When nature called, they walked away from camp. Their meals were calm affairs, and they looked very tidy. 
   
 Around two hours later, the group of natives I was secretly following, joined up with another larger group. Now there were ten spearmen, eight archers and fifteen women with baskets, who I was calling “gatherers.” 
   
 The meeting was a joyous occasion. The women smiled genuinely while the men patted each other on the back. The second group clearly had better luck hunting. All their baskets were full of green mushrooms. 
   
 For the next few minutes, I watched the commander of “my” group say something with a lot of body language. Sometimes, he nodded at the baskets and back where they came from. 
   
 He must have been telling them what happened. The rest of his group nodded occasionally in time with his words. 
   
 None of the newcomers were mages, either. With a careful scan of their loot, I saw that all the mushrooms had already been cleaned. They found the bruts fairly quickly. It was hard to overlook the concentrated magic glow that emanated from the small sack hanging off the belt of the second group’s commander. 
   
 From the distance, it was hard to see the exact number of crystals, but there were clearly less of them than mushrooms. In all likelihood, the natives used the mushrooms only as a source of bruts. At any rate, I never saw them eating one. 
   
 When they stopped, the greenskins ate some kind of dried roots and little fruits they carried in their bags. Occasionally, both while traveling and at stopping points, they drank from small, elongated canteens that hung off their belts. 
   
 As far as I was concerned, the mushrooms were a real discovery. Yes, they were completely flavorless, but their flesh both sated hunger and slaked thirst. 
   
 “By the way...” I whispered with lips alone and started carefully unraveling the wide burdock-like leaf I had used to wrap up all the mushrooms I gathered. While the combined party of natives was resting, I needed to have a snack. 
   
 Back in the light glade, before leaving to follow the natives, I tore out some of the wide leaves and tied them up into a primitive sort of loincloth. I was now planning on going out to meet the natives, so I didn’t want to appear before them in my birthday suit. I had already long since taken off and discarded the ragged scraps my clothing had been reduced to. 
   
 Mechanically patting the second leaf bundle hanging off my belt woven out of thin vines, I nodded to myself and continued feasting. That bundle was where I was keeping the bruts I found. 
   
 The natives’ break didn’t last long, and they got back on the road. 
   
 While watching the group of greenskins closely, I also made sure to scan all the plants and animal life I came across. And that bore fruit. 
   
 Within an hour, while walking past a big, huge rotten stump covered with brown moss and reeking of decay, I saw something dart past out of the corner of my eye. My body reacted immediately. A quick roll to the right and, just where I had been a minute earlier, a large dark brown creature that looked like a toad the size of a big dog came in for a landing. 
   
 It clearly was not courageous enough to attack the large group of natives, but when it spotted me all alone, it must have decided, “why not?” Furthermore, the smell of ant acid had almost completely worn off while the thin layer of yellow liquid covering my body transformed into a dry film and started peeling. 
   
 My first thought was to run. But I scanned the toad’s energy system, saw a three-color reservoir, and concluded that I could not afford to miss this chance. 
   
 I didn’t give the toad a second chance to jump. Darting forward, I pinned its head to the ground with a sudden thrust of the bar and immediately rolled several yards to the side. 
   
 The creature’s dying agony didn’t last long. Just a few minutes later, I was extracting its reservoir with the tip of the bar. I made away with three bruts, each the size of a hazelnut. One crimson, one amber, and the largest brown. 
   
 Also, based on the high magic concentration in the amber brut, the toad was poisonous. Its glimmering skin was covered in a thick brown slime that made my hands turn red when I touched it. Beyond that, it was what smelled like decay, not the old stump like I thought. That explained why everything around was dead. Also why the natives walked suspiciously quickly past this section of path. 
   
 While watching the poison at work, I gave a satisfied chuckle. My energy system really rose to the challenge. The dozen amber bruts I absorbed the night before gave me high immunity to all local poisons. And that was just the start of what this new passive ability could do. 
   
 Considering it briefly, I drew a small mass of mana from the amber brut and fed it to my energy system. After that, running both hands over the toad’s slimy back, I started smearing my legs, chest and shoulders with the brown slime. It absolutely reeked, but practice had shown that that was tolerable compared to the creatures that lurked in this forest. 
   
 I caught up to the party of natives right when they were emerging from the forest. I stood at the edge, hiding in some bushes and taking in the view. 
   
 Right in the midst of the forest, stretching out like a big turquoise blot, there was a lake with a settlement of twenty huts lining its sandy shore. 
   
 The party’s arrival did not go unnoticed. People in the settlement started stirring. The natives I was tracking quickened their pace with shouts of joy and smiles. I saw the leader of the first group breathe a sigh of relief. A few of the men patted him on the back either in encouragement or gratitude. But clearly it was because he led the people home safe and sound. 
   
 Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand a thing they were saying. Knowing their language would have made my life a lot easier. I would have to explain myself with gesturing when we made first contact. Thankfully though, I had already watched their body language quite a lot and, for the record, it was not significantly different from how people outside the barrier communicated. 
   
 Because the settlement nearly intersected with the forest in a few places, I was able to watch them pretty easily. The returning gatherers were greeted with cries of joy. 
   
 The procession was led by a tall thin old man. His manner of dress was clearly different than everyone else’s. He wore a large piece of thin gray leather with a head hole in the middle. A few particularly long pieces of the shapeless gown trailed in the sand, leaving shallow trails wherever he went. In his right hand, he held a long wooden staff with a large emerald brut the size of a chicken egg mounted on it. Long gray hair cascaded over his narrow shoulders. 
   
 Ah, my first mage in the Shadow... And apparently the only one in this settlement. His energy structure was dark green and linked to a reservoir composed of three emerald bruts. 
   
 I gave a quiet snicker. Local gifted were apparently exactly the same as shadow mages. Based on the standard categories, the old man must have been strong with alchemy. 
   
 When he came around, people fell silent and respectfully made way. Then, when they were just a few paces from the returning natives, they went down on one knee and bowed their heads. 
   
 The gray-haired mage looked at every one of the bowed heads with a kind smile and said something softly. 
   
 Everyone called back with a joyous unison drone while some, most likely members of the gatherers’ families, ran over to embrace them. 
   
 An hour later, the settlement was dotted with smoky fires. The appetizing aromas of food being cooked over flame wafted into my nostrils. To honor the people who’d return with a rich harvest, they were throwing a festival. I heard dull rhythmic drum strikes and the sing-song whistle of flutes. 
   
 I breathed a heavy sigh, took out my last mushroom and sunk my teeth into its succulent, watery flesh. 
   
 The festivities went on until nearly the middle of the night. Then, the tired and happy natives left to go to their own huts. 
   
 All their homes were approximately the same size. Round, cone-shaped and made of light gray pelts with holes in the top for smoke to escape through, they looked like sails from afar. 
   
 The largest tent was in the middle of the village. It was not hard to guess who it belonged to. Next to the mage’s home towered a wooden column with elaborate patterns engraved all over it. 
   
 The shadow sun had long since fled the night sky, making way for a dim moon. Silence settled over the village, broken only by the occasional signal from the sentries. The forest behind me on the other hand came to life. 
   
 I got settled in for the night on the wide branching crown of a tall tree. While clambering up the trunk, I watched local fauna running every direction all around me with a smile. And of course! I was saturated with truly disgusting smells. A few times, I looked longingly at the smooth turquoise surface of the lake. Times like that, my skin started to sting and itch. Ahh... I’d love to make a running dive straight into it! 
   
 In the middle of the night, I shuddered and perked up my ears. I had the unshakable feeling something had changed. I glanced over at the village. All seemed quiet. I heard just short clicks. The sentries were on alert. Using a code to communicate. 
   
 But what was happening? 
   
 Then it hit me... The forest had gone silent and essentially frozen. I switched to true vision and looked closer. That got me nothing. I shrugged. I couldn’t see anything different. 
   
 So what was bothering me? 
   
 I turned my head toward the glade separating the wall of forest from the nearest hut. Silence... 
   
 But... Wait... What was that? 
   
 I looked closer. A few steps from the waist-high fence, I saw a short dark mound in the grass. Three feet away was another identical one. At first, I didn’t pay them any mind but then I realized that, just one hour ago, they were farther from the village. 
   
 My first thought was that it was an optical illusion caused by the moonlight. To test that, I stared at the suspicious hillock for a while. After a few minutes had passed, nothing in the clearing changed. I already wanted to stop with the nonsense and take a little rest when finally the hillock quietly moved two feet forward. 
   
 I even blinked a few times then noticed that the meadow came to life. Around twenty little mounds performed an identical maneuver. 
   
 Damnation! Too bad my “scanner” was worthless at this distance. Creatures of some kind had clearly set their sights on the sleeping village. And unfortunately for the natives, they didn’t have a high stockade wall, or even dogs... And the sentries were nowhere to be seen. 
   
 But a few minutes later, I realized I was wrong to slander them. Several shadows flickered between the huts and, a moment later, several round items went flying at the sneaking hillocks, landing on the ground with a squelch. 
   
 Suddenly, several dozen torches lit up along the fence, some of which went flying into the clearing. A moment later, the grass caught fire, bringing light to everything around. 
   
 I saw several dozen spearmen standing along the fence while the other residents started running out of the middle of the village with loud screaming. Where did they all come from? The sentries must have spotted the danger a while ago and quietly warned everyone. 
   
 I turned my gaze on the red flames engulfing the meadow. As if on cue, the hillocks all came to life. In reality, they were big, huge crustaceans that looked a lot like crabs, only the size of manhole covers. 
   
 Hissing and clacking their pincers, they all ran toward the village at once. Several of their backs caught fire and started smoking. 
   
 After a loud exclamation from the gray-haired mage, arrows and short spears went flying at the monsters. A minute later, the crabs looked like pincushions. A few of them tripped and fell to the ground, continuing to vainly flail their appendages, but most of them kept picking up speed. 
   
 The first crabs to reach the fence were greeted by warriors holding spears out in front of them. The heavy crustaceans, getting their mouths snagged on the sharp spear tips slowed down and, turning sideways, tried to reach the men with their wide pincers. 
   
 One of the natives got carried away by the fight and jumped over the fence. Two of the monsters immediately seized on his mistake. In a matter of seconds, the greenskin was torn to shreds while he wailed in pain. Their fresh meat secured, the crabs retreated. I could distinctly hear the slurping of flesh and crunch of breaking bones. 
   
 Meanwhile, encouraged by their brothers’ success, the other crabs pushed harder. And I again heard cries of pain and slurping sounds. 
   
 At a certain point, after pulling out several village defenders, the crabs fell back from the fence and feasted on the meadow. 
   
 Which was their big mistake. On the mage’s command, more of the round objects with flammable liquid went flying at them followed by torches. The crabs’ bodies started burning with renewed force. In an effort to get away from the omnipresent heat, they just spun in place. A few of them flipped onto their backs, limbs convulsing. 
   
 None of them even considered running back into the fight. The attack on the village choked. Based on how the natives were acting, this was not the first time they fought off crabs. I just couldn’t figure why they had yet to build even a basic wall around the village. After all, they were clearly familiar with the concept of fencing... 
   
 I heard triumphant cries from the village. The defenders ululated and shook their weapons. And right then, something none of them were apparently expecting happened. 
   
 A giant crustacean spilled out of the forest, smashing bushes and trees in its path. Loudly clacking a huge set of pincers, it stopped for a second. Only then could I truly appreciate its size. This behemoth was around three times larger than its brethren. 
   
 With a look around at the battlefield, the giant crab hissed out loud and raced toward the village. 
   
 “Welp...” I muttered to myself, coming down to a lower branch and pushing masses of emerald mana through my energy system. “I couldn’t have asked for a better opportunity to make first contact.” 
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SOFTLY HOPPING to the ground, like a silent shadow I dashed toward the dead body of a crab all stuffed with spears and arrows. I had the steel bar on my back, tied up with thin vines on both ends. 
   
 Pulling back on one of the spears, I gave it a cursory survey. The tip was intact. Pulling out another few short spears and throwing aside the ones with no tips, I stole up after the giant crab, which had already started storming the fence. 
   
 Clicking my tongue, I touched a few hard crystals in my cheek. Two crimson bruts and two emerald. With my hands occupied, it was the best way to keep them quickly accessible. 
   
 The cries of the defenders, hissing of burning monsters, and cracking of bones all blended together into a solid din. 
   
 When I reached the optimal distance to the monster, I switched to true vision. Scanning revealed several black spots on the monster’s body. They were old wounds that had healed over, but still would be vulnerable. One was on its back. Where the back and abdominal armor plates met, I saw a small crack. 
   
 I also discovered that it had a two-color energy system powered by a pair of bruts — one crimson and one brown. When I saw the two crystals the size of large apples, my lips spread into a satisfied smile. 
   
 I went up closer and stopped, waiting for a good opportunity. And finally, one presented itself. The creature sagely lowered its huge pincer into the crowd of defenders, plucked a screaming and writhing archer out and, moving its sharp appendages unhurriedly, took a few steps back. With a loud pincer clack, the monster’s victim fell silent. 
   
 I stood up and, sticking to the shadows, slowly walked closer. Paying no attention to the small fire on its back or the spears and arrows sticking out of its shell, the crab was busy eating the poor woman and thus practically not moving. 
   
 The ghastly crunching of bones and vile slurping drowned out my soft footsteps. Standing to my full height in the tall grass, I whipped a spear into the exact middle of the dark spot on the monster’s body and somersaulted away. Hiding behind the corpse of one of the giant’s brethren, I watched the aftermath of my attack with a smile. 
   
 The energy enhanced throw had done a wonderful job, hitting the crack in the shell precisely. The spear sunk unimpeded into the monster’s body, going in nearly halfway up the shaft. The creature shuddered in surprise, then hissed loudly and spun in place. 
   
 Mad with pain, the giant crab raced around the meadow, its sharp appendages turning the earth, bushes, grass and body parts around it into a slurry of blood. 
   
 Glancing out at the natives looking on stunned at the scene, I winced. Instead of continuing to pelt the creature with spears and arrows, they were standing with their mouths agape in stunned silence. 
   
 Finally, with its claws splayed, the monster froze for a few seconds. Seizing on the opportunity, I hopped to my feet and threw another spear at a different black spot in the middle of the creature’s left pincer. And straight away, wasting no time, I jumped and ran a few steps to the left, hiding behind the smoldering body of another dead crab. 
   
 The loud angry hiss made it clear that my throw had hit its target. I quickly glanced out from behind the semicircular shell and nodded to myself. The spear had successfully gone into the gap in the monster’s chitin armor and struck a nerve. As a result, its heavy left claw was hanging limp like a marionette with its strings cut. 
   
 The crab hissed out ferociously and, clearly having fairly judged that the source of its troubles were the soft bodied bipeds, covered its face with its right claw and stumbled toward the village defenders. 
   
 It had yet to so much as guess I existed. Which was its fatal error. Taking advantage of the fact that the monster was completely focused on the village, I hopped out of my cover and ran forward. My target was a small black spot on the crab’s left side. When the monster was just a few steps away from me, I pulled back on the spear in my right hand. Energy circulated through my body in a hot stream. 
   
 But I was too late throwing the spear. I was prevented... by a flurry of arrows racing my way. I hopped aside. The village defenders had finally spotted me and immediately loosed their bows. One arrow I easily flicked away with my spear. Then I dodged toward the archers, who were stunned by my speed and, making an angry face, threatened them with a fist. 
   
 The defenders didn’t like that and, while the rest shouted, another few arrows came flying my direction. I had to dive into the grass and crawl a bit back into the darkness. Otherwise I would either have been trampled by the pain maddened crab or turned into a pincushion by the natives who were crapping their pants in fear. 
   
 Lying in the grass, I caught my breath and watched the monster’s attack, scanning its carcass for more vulnerable points. And in the end, I was able to spot one more. 
   
 My eyes lit up. It was a small narrow black strip next to the creature’s right eye. At first, I didn’t realize it was even an energy spot, taking it for a simple scratch in its shell but, upon closer inspection, I concluded it was the single most vulnerable spot on the monster’s body. If I could hit there, I would end the battle in a single blow. Based on how saturated the dot looked, it was a wound the monster had taken very recently. The shell over the crab’s brain had not fully grown back its chitin cover. 
   
 The main problem was the small size of the crack, which meant I would have to get right up next to the monster. 
   
 While I waited for it to turn around and expose its side, I pulled out another few spears. Only two of them had intact tips. The others had either cracked or gotten stuck in the dead crabs’ bodies. 
   
 Just when I started thinking I’d have to distract the mad giant crab myself, it took a few steps back, clumsily swaying. Then its whole body shuddered. It had just taken a firebomb straight to the mouth from the defenders who were able to hold it back beyond the fence. 
   
 Hissing, squeaking, and blinded by the ball of flame, the crab held its claw out in front. And that was right when I jumped out and, pushing a small ball of mana through all my energy channels, threw the spear. 
   
 As if able to sense the danger, the monster gave a twitch and turned slightly. The razor-sharp stone tip just glanced off the chitin growths and the spear flew off somewhere into the grass. 
   
 With muted cursing, I swan dived out of the way onto a belly-up dead crab, but I was not fast enough to hide. The giant crustacean monster finally spotted me and, not thinking for long, went racing forward. 
   
 “Damnation!” I barked, when the giant pincer deflected my second spear as I tried to poke it into the creature’s mouth dripping with thick black liquid. 
   
 In a single motion, I pulled the steel bar off my back and took position opposite the monster. A wave of emerald energy passed through my body, accelerating the mana circulation in my energy system. The monster’s movements slowed somewhat. It became clumsier. The crab’s claw came at my face so slowly it seemed to be punching through thick gauze and merely growing larger. 
   
 I pushed my head between my shoulders and ducked beneath the great big appendage, feeling the hair on my head rustle. My body shivered with strain. It felt like the energy bubbling in my reservoir was going to tear me to shreds. 
   
 In two jumps, I practically flew onto the creature’s back. Pushing a large mass of mana through the channels of my right hand, I splashed it into my weapon. In true vision, the sharp end of the steel bar lit up like a torch. Barking loudly, I jammed the bar full force into the dark narrow crack on the monster’s shell. The tip, flickering with energy, sank into the crab’s body like a red-hot knife through butter. 
   
 A moment later, a flash of magic stung my eyes, and I flew off the creature’s back like a fleck of dust in a shockwave. Quickly regrouping, I landed on all fours like an animal. 
   
 The creature’s appendages buckled, and it fell heavily onto its abdomen. In place of its mouth, there was now just a yawning pitch-black hole. I meanwhile was standing a few steps away from its giant body staring at the dumbstruck natives. 
   
 After that, in complete silence, I got up onto the monster’s flat back shell and, lying on my stomach, started prying the bruts from its body. Meanwhile, I was watching the defenders out of the corner of my eye. 
   
 But alas, the steel bar couldn’t hold up to my mistreatment. A few large fragments stuck out of the black edges of the wound. With both crystals in hand, I jumped down to the ground and stared again at the unspeaking natives. 
   
 And that was finally when a few of them came to their senses, raised their bows and spears, and got ready to attack their new adversary. But a moment later, I heard an authoritative shout. The defenders lowered their weapons despite themselves and made way. The familiar mage appeared next to the fence. 
   
 We met eyes. For a little while, we stared each other down before the old man nimbly climbed over the fence and came toward me. The others tried to follow, but he shouted again to stop them. 
   
 I should note that what the old man was doing surprised me as well. It was quite rash on his part. Smeared in ant acid and the poison slime of the giant toad, with dry grass, leaves and gods knew what other junk all stuck to my crab-blood encrusted body, I most likely looked like a forest monster from the distance. But the old man came calmly in my direction nevertheless. His bravery was either folly or self-confidence, I could not say. And to be frank, I did not care. All that mattered to me was that I was making first contact with the natives. As for me... I scanned the old man’s body and concluded that he was no match for me. 
   
 Stopping five steps away, the old mage surveyed me from head to toe with a look of astonishment. The two large bruts I’d extracted from the crab merited extra attention. Then he said something in his language. 
   
 In response, I shrugged my shoulders and said in Vestonian: 
   
 “I do not understand you.” 
   
 The old man shuddered and looked even more awestruck. Perhaps because the unknown creature in front of him had just spoken. Then he asked another question. 
   
 I repeated my answer in every language I knew in this world. Then I gave it some thought and tried three languages from my old world. 
   
 The man shook his head “no.” Hm... But following the logic that they descended from people who once inhabited this area before the Shadow, they should have retained Vestonian. Or at least some dialect based on it. 
   
 With a heavy sigh, the mage tried speaking again. I shook my head and... Wait! I heard something I actually understood. But that... 
   
 “Do you understand me?” I asked in the witching tongue. 
   
 The old man’s eyes crawled up into his forehead. 
   
 “You know the true speech?” 
   
 He said with a ghastly accent, butchering the word endings, but I understood him perfectly. 
   
 “Yes,” I nodded. “It was my first language. I learned it from my mother.” 
   
 “Who are you?” the old man lit up. “Why have you come to the lands of the Lao?” 
   
 “My name is Max Renard. I am a peaceful traveler who got lost. Please forgive me for intruding upon your lands.” 
   
 “Why did you help us?” the mage asked, nodding at the crab I’d slain. “The earth beetle could have killed you.” 
   
 “I heard the sounds of a fight, then I saw the monsters attacking your settlement. I saw that your warriors were dying and decided to help.” 
   
 “Did you come to harvest stones of power?” the old man cast a gaze at the bruts in my hands. 
   
 I could tell it was a trick question. The man just looked painfully tense. His knuckles were all white. He was a hair from crushing his own staff. 
   
 “Sometimes I go hunting and find stones of power in the monsters’ bodies, sure,” I shrugged. “What am I supposed to do? Throw them away?” 
   
 My response seemed satisfactory to the old man. He calmed down noticeably, placed his hand to his chest and said: 
   
 “I am Mongwo, spirit-talker of the Lao tribe. You have my gratitude Mah-kuh-suh... Renard for helping my people. Please be our guest. It would be our honor to host a hunter as great as yourself!” 
   
 The old man essentially had to sound out my first name, while Renard caused him no issues. 
   
 “You have my gratitude, Mongwo spirit-talker of the Lao tribe,” I said with a slight bow. “It would be my honor to call myself your guest!” 
   
 “Then let’s go and share a meal at my fire,” Mongwo smiled and extended a hand to shake. While observing the natives, I saw that they were familiar with the gesture. 
   
 I mechanically extended a hand but pulled it back quickly. 
   
 The old man looked tense and frowned. 
   
 “What happened, Mak Renard?” 
   
 I ran my fingers over my chest and showed him the brown slime I was coated with. 
   
 “This is poison.” 
   
 The old man’s eyes yet again crept up into his forehead. He gulped loudly. Then he took a step forward and gave a sniff. A look of recognition flashed on his face, followed by fear. The mage jumped back sharply. 
   
 “That is wood toad poison! One drop is enough to kill an earth beetle! Why are you still alive?” 
   
 “I’m not all that easy to kill,” I chuckled. “May I wash off the poison in your lake?” 
   
 The old man nodded mechanically, then warned: 
   
 “Be careful. The waters bear many dangers.” 
   
 I thanked him for the concern and walked briskly toward the lake. Once I had some distance from the village, I started to get undressed. Before entering the water, I scanned the shoreline. My arrival had caused several long dark silhouettes to drift slowly toward the shoreline in the water. Fish or crocodiles? They didn’t look much like snakes. Let’s see how they like toad poison. 
   
 Stopping a few steps from the water, I picked up a handful of sand and rubbed down my chest and stomach. Then, the resulting mixture I tossed straight at the lurking dark shadows. 
   
 With a loud splash, circles ran over the water. A few moments later, every living thing in a fifteen-yard radius was racing away from it. A few of the lake creatures were not so lucky. They turned from hunters into prey. Big huge fish started to float belly-up to the surface of the water. 
   
 Boldly walking in, I pulled three long bodies covered in matte gray scales up onto shore. The lake monsters’ mouths were impressive. A juggernaut like this could leave me legless in one chomp. 
   
 I was unable to detect any magic or poison in them. But their energy system glowed with a dark turquoise color. And that meant there was something feeding the aquatic creatures magic in the lake. 
   
 At any rate, I could figure that out later. Now was time to get myself in order. 
   
 For the next few minutes, the village’s entire population stood in the rays of the rising shadow sun watching in stunned silence as I swam in their lake with a happy smile. The poison in the water created an exclusion zone around me, which gave me an idea to test out later. 
   
 After I washed all the dirt off, I felt like I was reborn. A few minutes later, I came out of the water. Mongwo was already getting impatient, shifting from foot to foot. 
   
 Walking on the bottom, I looked over at my loincloth lying in a dirty stinking heap and winced. 
   
 The old man saw me and said something to a woman standing next to him, who handed him something. I saw a leather bundle in the hands of the mage walking toward me. Standing a few yards from shore, Mongwo set the bundle on the ground and gave an inviting nod. 
   
 It was apparently a gown like the one the old mage wore. With a grateful nod back, I put on my new clothing in silence. The dark gray leather had no smell and was very light and soft. Luckily, it also had a few hidden pockets where I placed all my bruts after washing the dirt and dried poison off them with sand and water. 
   
 The dirty grass pile my loincloth had become I tossed away into the lake. 
   
 A few minutes later, I was standing opposite the old mage with a happy smile. 
   
 “Let’s go, Max Renard,” he came, looking at my clean face curiously. “We have a lot to talk about.” 
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WHILE EVERY VILLAGER looked on curiously, Mongwo and I walked over to his tent. I sensed no aggression from the natives. Just an insatiable interest and astonishment. Honestly though, everyone was trying to keep a safe distance. 
   
 Inside the village looked about like I imagined. The Lao tribe’s way of life corresponded to the late stone age. Leather clothing, tools made of bone and stone. No metal, no ceramics... 
   
 Based on the large size of their tents, they must have each housed several families. The grown children must have had no reason to leave their father’s house after starting families of their own. Next to one of the tents, I saw a fire with a pile of flat rocks stacked inside. 
   
 A step from the fire, a leather bag of water was hanging on a tripod. An old woman in front of it, paying no attention to our arrival, threw hot rocks into the pot-bag straight from the fire one by one. The water in the bag hissed and started to boil. After the stones, she added a few chunks of meat and fruit. 
   
 At the entrance to Mongwo’s tent, we were greeted by a young woman and man. I saw a resemblance to the old mage in their facial features. Mongwo’s children or, more likely, grandchildren stared at me wide-eyed. Whereas the young man was slightly spooked, I could read delight and interest in the woman’s face. 
   
 On her left forearm she wore a thick leather brace. She must have been one of the archers defending the village from the creatures’ attacks. And she had seen the whooping I gave the giant crab. And thus her attention. 
   
 “Mah-ah-ksuh Renard,” the old man said to me, nodding at the young Lao. “This is my granddaughter Salalee and my grandson Toghkwos.” 
   
 “Salalee, Toghkwos,” I nodded, pressing my hand to my chest. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
   
 “Grandfather!” the young archer’s eyes crept up into her forehead. “He knows the true speech just like us!” 
   
 “Yes, Sal,” the old man smiled and asked with a frown: “Have you made all the preparations to welcome our guest?” 
   
 “Yes, grandfather,” the young man finally switched on and, raising the tent’s wide flap, added: “Everything is ready.” 
   
 “Excellent, Togh!” the old man smiled. “I’m so hungry I could eat a fivehorn!” 
   
 A few minutes later, we were sitting with Mongwo and his grandchildren eating an early breakfast in silence, though there was so much food it felt more like lunch. 
   
 Lao fare was simple, but tasty. For the most part, their diet consisted of a variety of fruits. Some of them were boiled, and now I knew how. Others were fire roasted. And others still were served raw. 
   
 Beyond plant-based food, the pelt laid out on the floor that served as our table also contained meat and fish as well as some elongated shells and large snails. 
   
 The Lao also treated me to a slightly fermented sour juice of a dark green shade which Sal poured from an elongated flask into bulbous mollusk shells. The flask itself was made of a dried fruit that looked a lot like a pumpkin. 
   
 I joined the feast only after a thorough scan revealed nothing suspicious. Poisoning guests was seemingly not allowed by the Lao code. But that was no reason to let my guard down. And thus I was very cautious with the sour juice that clearly contained alcohol. 
   
 After the feast, Mongwo waved a hand to send his grandchildren out of the tent. Though I could read disappointment on their faces. They clearly wanted to stay for the conversation. 
   
 When Sal left the tent, I saw a clever smile on her face. And a few moments later, using true vision, I saw her silhouette outside the nearest wall of the tent. A clever girl, she clearly was not going to give up so easily. 
   
 “So then, Mah-ah-ksuh Renard,” the old man said, again tripping over my name. 
   
 “You can call me just Renard,” I suggested. “We’re friends now.” 
   
 The old man gave an open smile and placed a hand to his chest. 
   
 “Then you can call me Mong, my friend!” 
   
 “Friend!” I repeated, and we shook on it. 
   
 “To the east,” the old man pointed behind himself, “live the Tao. To the north — the Rao, and to the south — the Mao. We are all children of Meemeeteh the Great Mother. Where do your people dwell?” 
   
 “My people dwell far to the west,” I replied. 
   
 “But no one lives in the west,” the old man said in surprise. “Those are the wild lands.” 
   
 I had a hard time not smiling. 
   
 “My people live beyond the wild lands,” I replied. 
   
 “But that is where the lands of the living end!” Mongwo exclaimed, baffled. “There is no life past the Great Bound!” 
   
 I saw fear and distrust in his eyes. 
   
 “My people live beyond the Great Bound,” I shrugged and smiled. “And as you see, I am not dead.” 
   
 The old man grunted, and I heard a muted exclamation outside the tent where Sal was hiding. 
   
 “But the Great Bound brings death!” 
   
 Hm. Now that was curious. So the barrier also killed the locals. Except for Ghosts... Who like strykers could go in and out of the Shadow. 
   
 “As I said before, I’m not so easy to kill,” I again shrugged and smiled. 
   
 Mongwo clicked his tongue admiringly and shook his head. 
   
 “Now I see how you defeated the earth beetle with such ease, my friend! Because even the Great Bound was not able to kill you! You are a great hunter, Mah-kuh-suh Renard! But why did you leave the lands of your people?” 
   
 “Sometimes, the Great Bound snatches parcels of our land,” I replied. “My enemies decided to feed me to it. But they did not know that I was more than it could chew.” 
   
 I laughed at that. Mongwo threw up his hands and guffawed loudly. I didn’t know if he was testing me, but he clearly liked what he’d just heard. 
   
 While speaking with the old man, I was keeping an eye on his granddaughter’s energy system hidden behind the tent wall. When I scanned it the first time, I saw a faint magic glow in her channels. But now that she was very excited, the magic in her energy system grew more distinct. By the looks of things, the Lao tribe was going to gain another gifted member when she grew up. I wondered if the old man knew about his granddaughter’s faint gift. 
   
 “You said the Great Bound swallowed you,” Mongwo continued his interrogation. “But then why are you so far away from it?” 
   
 “When the Great Bound swallowed a section of our lands, darkness came over my mind,” I replied. “And by the time it returned to me, I was flying through the sky.” 
   
 The old man gasped. His mouth gaped while his eyes glowed with admiration and astonishment. I could tell the shaman of the Lao tribe’s emotions were completely sincere. Listening carefully and hanging on my every word, he appeared several decades younger. 
   
 “The cage my enemies put me in was being carried in the tentacles of a massive monster,” I continued. 
   
 Picking up a small piece of charred wood from next to the fire, I used it to quickly draw a giant stingray carrying me through the air on a flat stone. 
   
 “The Lord of the Heavens,” the old man whispered, stunned, staring wide-eyed at my drawing. “How did you survive?” 
   
 “The Lord of the Heavens was attacked by different creatures and had to drop my cage to fight back.” 
   
 Then I had to tell him everything that happened to me over the last two days. Though I left out the bruts I harvested then absorbed. 
   
 When I told him I saw his gatherers in a glade and decided to follow them, the shaman just nodded in silence but did not look angry. 
   
 “I am not surprised that our hunters were unable to detect you,” he said when I was done. “You are a great hunter.” 
   
 “No,” I shook my head. “There was one hunter who sensed my presence for a long time. He even tried to ambush me. I had to wait him out several times. It was the only way I could lull his vigilance.” 
   
 “Mak’ya,” the old man nodded importantly. He clearly enjoyed the praise. “He is our greatest hunter.” 
   
 “Mak’ya has excellent senses,” I confirmed, and the old man smiled in satisfaction. 
   
 “Renard, what made you want to tell me all that?” the shaman asked suddenly. “It was after all a risk. What if I didn’t like what I heard?” 
   
 “You gave me the clothes off your back, invited me into your home and fed me... You are my friend. I could not insult you with a lie.” 
   
 The shaman gave a broad smile. He appreciated that. And I liked him, too. Seemingly, despite the environment, his tribe had held onto concepts such as hospitality and honor. I hoped greatly that I was right about that. In any case, I was prepared for things to take a turn for the nasty. 
   
 “What do you intend to do next?” the shaman asked the question I was most anticipating. 
   
 “I intend to return home. My friends and family are expecting me.” 
   
 Was it just me, or was the shaman somewhat upset by that? I didn’t blame him, though. A hunter who could slay a giant crab so quickly would be a real find for a small tribe like this. And considering that I had clearly killed the crab with magic, the shaman was likely picturing an idealized scenario. 
   
 “And what about your enemies?” the old man asked a very smart question. “If they were able to capture a hunter as strong as Mah-ahks Renard, they must be very dangerous and powerful.” 
   
 “Right you are, my friend,” I nodded. “That’s why I have to stay in these lands a little while. I have to ready myself for the confrontation.” 
   
 Mongwo’s face lit up with a big smile. 
   
 “Renard, my friend, please be my guest in the lands of the Lao!” the old mage announced, not hiding his delight. 
   
 “Mong, my friend,” I placed a hand on my chest. “I gratefully accept your invitation!” 
   

* * *

   
 It had been five days since I came to live with the Lao tribe. In that time, I was able to learn the basics of life among the natives, though most of them still treated me with caution. But the opinion of the locals didn’t seem to interest Mongwo one bit, and he was the absolute authority for the Lao and letting me stay in his tent. 
   
 Sal the shaman’s granddaughter was at my side practically the whole five days. She could speak the witching tongue fluently, despite having a strange accent. And she served as my guide to the tribe’s lands. 
   
 As an aside, none of the locals had the foggiest notion of the Shadow or Wing of Strix. The world of the Lao was quite small. The farthest any of their hunters ever ventured was to the gathering of all tribes. For all the so-called children of Meemeeteh the Great Mother. As far as I was aware, Meemeeteh occupied a position somewhere between goddess and legendary first ruler of their people. 
   
 At times, Mongwo’s granddaughter’s place was taken by his grandson Togh. But unlike his sister, he was clearly afraid of me and tried to keep our conversations to a minimum. To be fair, I was not the only person he kept his distance from. He clearly had problems with socializing in the tribe. 
   
 One evening, Mongwo told me the story of Sal and Togh’s parents dying. That shed a lot of light on his tight-lipped behavior. It was actually surprising how open he was... Because a few years earlier, a river monster which was described as a giant snake, ate his father and mother right in front of him. He had plenty of reasons to not want to talk... 
   
 Sal, being a hunter and active participant in tribal life, was mentally more resilient than her little brother. And whereas Togh had a panicked fear of going near the forest or lakeshore, Sal swore by the memory of her ancestors that she would one day kill the creature that ate her parents. Honestly though, she told me that in confidence. And asked me not to tell her grandfather. Mongwo clearly was no big fan of his granddaughter’s warlike ways. 
   
 However, the shaman also did not know about Sal’s fledgling gift. He was completely focused on Togh, slowly teaching him everything he knew. I meanwhile could see that becoming a mage was most likely not in the cards for him. I had already spent several days considering how to clue the old man in to his mistake. I was in no rush to tell him directly. Who could say what they thought about seers? 
   
 The whole time I was in the Lao village, I was absorbing brown brut mana, using their magic to reinforce my energy channels. Five days of almost constant brown mana absorption had drained the crystal by approximately one percent, two at most. The crystal I extracted from the crab was a truly bottomless well of mana. Though it was hard to expect anything else with my frail energy system. 
   
 As an aside, the natives took the crabs, or earth beetles as they called them, and dragged their bodies into the woods for scavengers. When I asked why they didn’t eat the crustaceans’ meat, the shaman replied with blatant disgust that the Lao were forbidden from consuming earth beetles. Like a taboo or something. I was not planning to impose my own values on their belief system, so I didn’t ask any more questions. 
   
 But the fish I pulled up on shore while swimming on day one was cause for celebration in the tribe. However, Mongwo and I knew how the fish died, so we concluded that it was better not to risk eating it and also left it in the forest for scavengers. And in the end, we were right. The wood toad poison was apparently so strong that it saturated the fish’s tissues. No scavengers ever even touched that “sacrifice.” 
   
 On that day, I saw astonishment and distrust in most of the Lao people’s eyes. After all, when I first spoke to them, my body was coated in that same poison. 
   
 While I spent the first few days getting to know the settlement and surrounding area with Sal’s help, by day six I expressed a desire to go out on a hunt with Mak’ya, whose group I had followed to the Lao village. 
   
 On Mongwo’s request, I did not tell the Lao tribe’s greatest hunter how I got there, otherwise Mak’ya, or Mak as everyone called him, might have taken it the wrong way and gotten mad. 
   
 Mak accepted me into the group after a long conversation with the shaman but looked dubious. I figured he just didn’t want to take on any additional responsibilities. An outsider was one thing. If an outsider died on the hunt, that was their own fault. But I was being sent out with my personal translator. And the shaman’s granddaughter had to be watched like a hawk. And so, Mak had a sour look on his face the whole way to the glade where they gathered parasitic mushrooms. 
   
 At first, I thought we were going back where I came from, but Mak led the group to the northeast. Based on the wide and well-trodden path, it was a popular route for the Lao and most likely less dangerous. 
   
 I immediately figured out the chief hunter’s scheme. He chose this route specifically because of us, or rather because of Sal. She was also aware of that and at first wanted to tell Mak exactly what she thought of him, but I cautioned her against such a rash move. And it was no easy task. Her pride as a hunter had been wounded. And all the quizzical looks from the rest of the group only added fuel to the fire. 
   
 While on a break, sitting and examining the razor-sharp stone tip of my spear, I overheard Sal grumbling angrily at the commander. I wondered what he would say if he could understand witching? She clearly got carried away spouting off insults. 
   
 “Look at it from his perspective, Sal,” I came calmly right when she sighed and fell silent. 
   
 Setting the spear aside, I took a stone knife from a leather case and examined it. 
   
 “I am a hunter, not a child!” she came, fists clenched. “He is leading us to Yellow Glade because of me! And everyone knows it is a place where even children can run free! I went there myself many times as a child to look for stones of power.” 
   
 I had a hard time holding back a snicker. To me, she was still a child. 
   
 “Look at it from a different perspective,” I said, twirling the knife in my fingers to test the balance. 
   
 Watching me captivated, Sal asked: 
   
 “What do you mean?” 
   
 “What do you mean what do I mean? The shaman’s granddaughter spending time with an outsider... I think it has more to do with me being in the group. He doesn’t trust me. See how the other hunters are behaving? There are always two or three of them around me. Mak is a good commander. He takes care of you and the others. It would have been pure foolishness on his part to take the hunt somewhere dangerous with an outsider. He made the right choice. This way, he can do some hunting without going against your grandfather’s wishes. As a matter of fact, if I were in his place, I’m not sure I would have agreed to this crazy venture.” 
   
 Sal frowned and looked at the hunting party with new eyes. 
   
 “You are right,” she said after a brief pause in a calmer voice. “I never should have called him a blue worm.” 
   
 “That’s for sure,” I chuckled. “Now, when it comes to harvest... If you want to stick it to Mak, make a bet with him.” 
   
 “What kind of bet?” she immediately lit up with excitement. 
   
 “That me and you will harvest more stones of power than the other six put together.” 
   
 “You sure?” she frowned. “They are the Lao tribe’s best hunters. They work very fast.” 
   
 “Don’t you worry about that,” I winked. “Or are you scared?” 
   
 Sal shuddered and, raising her chin, raced over to Mak sitting on a log a few steps away from us and very casually shooting me sidelong glances. 
   
 After a short conversation with the commander, Sal walked back to me while the other hunters looked on jeeringly. Her arms started quivering in anxiety. 
   
 “They accept the challenge,” she told me. “I hope we don’t become the village laughingstock after this.” 
   
 I just chuckled and looked over at Mak. We met eyes. I could see the Lao tribe’s top hunter asking himself some questions: “Who are you really? And what do you want?” He clearly did not trust me. Head tilted to one side, I smiled openly and nodded, which only embarrassed him. 
   
 We reached the glade with parasitic mushrooms stuck to the trees by midday. 
   
 “Ah!” I said, delighted by the abundance of emerald growths. There were much more than in the glade where I first encountered the natives. 
   
 “It’s a good crop this year, praise the Great Mother!” Sal smiled. 
   
 Mak walked over and said something. The shaman’s granddaughter then translated: 
   
 “He says we should call off the foolish wager. He does not want people in the village to laugh at me.” 
   
 “Tell him we appreciate the gesture. We would also like to call off the wager because we’re afraid all the Lao will be making fun of their greatest hunters.” 
   
 After hearing the translation, Mak snorted and smiled for the first time all day. I should note that Sal’s voice was slightly shaky, but she didn’t let me down. 
   
 Mak uttered a short phrase and pointed at the trees. 
   
 “He wants to let us pick the first tree. They will give us a little head start.” 
   
 I shrugged. 
   
 “Hey, why not? It’s not going to save them.” 
   
 Mak just shook his head when he heard the translation. 
   
 Paying him no more attention, I headed toward a group of young trees with a high density of the parasitic mushrooms on their trunks. 
   
 “Renard! Where are you going?!” 
   
 I heard slight confusion in Sal’s voice. 
   
 “What do you mean?” I asked in surprise. “We choose these trees.” 
   
 “But they’re young,” she said, clearly disappointed. “Everyone knows it’s the oldest trees you want to pick...” 
   
 The shaman’s granddaughter was clearly already regretting agreeing to my idea. A few times she even turned to find the hunters smirking and mocking us openly. 
   
 “Trust me,” I said with a conspiratorial wink, walking over to the very youngest tree. Then, taking out my knife, I quickly cut down the large mushroom closest to me and, in one fluid motion, extracted our first brut the size of a small pea while Sal looked on stunned. 
   
 “But...” she tried to say something. I interrupted. 
   
 “Now your turn. No, not that one... Over there.” 
   
 I pointed her to a mushroom hanging over her head an outstretched arm’s length away. 
   
 Sal cut the mushroom down and, hands quavering, extracted an emerald crystal. 
   
 “Now that one,” I nodded at another growth. “And after that, go for that one.” 
   
 Looking on as Sal’s face stretched out, her hands shivering with the anxiety and excitement that overcame her, she harvested her third brut while I asked with a smile: 
   
 “Well? Still think we’re going to lose?” 
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AN HOUR LATER, when Sal and I had stripped our chosen trees bare, the leather bag we were using to keep our harvest already contained fifty bruts. And the more trees we went to, the more we gathered. 
   
 That was how we worked. Using true vision, I chose the trees with the biggest crop, then climbed to the top of them marking the mushrooms that contained emerald crystals. 
   
 While Sal cut down the fungo, which was what the Lao called the mushrooms, I moved on to the next trees and made more markings. And only after that did I start harvesting. 
   
 I was slightly anxious to be placing our harvest into the common pot. But I was perfectly aware that I was on Lao lands, and they had left this glade alone intentionally for an entire year to ensure this rich harvest. 
   
 Something was telling me I had to start small to make truly big gains. Still, to be frank, it was hard to call the over thirty emerald bruts I had personally gathered something “small.” I was really hoping my sixth sense was not going to let me down this time. 
   
 At first, while we gathered fungo, Sal was expecting me to slip up any second. She thought I was just very lucky. But every brut she extracted changed her opinion about my “good luck.” I constantly caught her looking admiringly at me. 
   
 All the while, she was loudly delighting in every find and regularly sticking her tongue out at the hunters who, for obvious reasons, started to fall far behind our team. Unlike us, they had to cut down every last mushroom on their trees. 
   
 Mak, following tradition, instructed his team to start with the oldest trees. But I could see clearly that this time Lao tradition was pretty far off base... 
   

* * *

   
 Two hours later, when we all met back up for a breather and a snack, Sal triumphantly showed off our two plump bags of harvest. 
   
 To my surprise, I saw nothing on any of the hunters’ faces but astonishment and smiles of delight. I had to admit, their reaction had me slightly puzzled. I was expecting envy, anger, and annoyance at the fact some outsider and little girl had stuck it to the tribe’s six most experienced hunters, but nothing of the sort happened. 
   
 The hunters were genuinely admiring of our harvest and laughed at the bag they themselves had only managed to fill halfway. 
   
 Nothing remained of Sal’s terrible mood from the walk, when she was mad at Mak and keeping away from the other Lao. She spoke openly, laughing and joking with the hunters as if nothing had happened. And that was when I realized that all the Lao accepted one another as one big family. And like a family, they did not harbor resentments or hostilities. On a certain level, I was genuinely envious of them. They were somehow able to hold onto the light which had long been lost by people both in my world and this one... 
   
 “You won!” Mak announced with a big smile. 
   
 His words were met with a loud ululating and happy cries from the others. Sal seemed to be the happiest. Happiness and delight splashed around in her wide-open eyes. 
   
 That look reminded me of my Thais. Whenever she won at something, she did a victory dance, jumping and twisting around in a silly way. 
   
 While the younger Lao with Sal at their head continued their stormy discussion, Mak and another hunter called Hass with a streak of gray in his black hair sat next to me. 
   
 For a little while, we sat in silence, eating the food we’d been given in the village. But finally, clearing his throat, Mak started in broken witching: 
   
 “How did you do that?” 
   
 I was not surprised by his knowledge of the ancient tongue. I had noticed a while ago that he understood what Sal and I were saying. 
   
 I laughed and tossed a small, long nut into my mouth. 
   
 “Why are you laughing?” Mak asked. 
   
 “I’m imagining the look on Sal’s face when she realizes you heard her call you a blue worm.” 
   
 “Why didn’t you tell her?” he laughed back. 
   
 “I want to see the look on her face,” I shrugged and smiled. 
   
 Based on the way Hass perked his ears up, he also understood witching. 
   
 The men all smiled and mechanically turned their heads to see the shaman’s granddaughter celebrating. I saw no anger in their eyes. They looked at her like parents look at children who think they got away with doing something bad. 
   
 We spent a little while eating in silence and watching the young people, but then I decided to answer Mak’s question. 
   
 I had decided to tell the Lao about my seer gift a few days before when I realized they were no threat to me. It was more the opposite. I was confident they would like me for my abilities. Particularly the old mage. I was waiting for a good opportunity to reveal my secret, and now I had found one. 
   
 “I see more than you,” I came. Mak and Hass turned their heads toward me. 
   
 “Are you saying fungo with stones of power inside look different somehow?” Mak asked in surprise. “Even our ancestors were unable to tell a difference.” 
   
 “That’s not it,” I shook my head, surprising them even more. 
   
 “Then what is it?” Hass piped up. His voice was raspy and full of tension. He clearly almost never spoke witching. 
   
 “It is nothing external on the fungo. Why would I need that when I can see the stones of power themselves?” 
   
 The men spent a little while digesting what I said, clearly trying to translate. But a minute later, it finally hit them, and their faces started stretching out in surprise. A look of disbelief was etched on their faces. 
   
 “That is not possible!” Hass shouted fitfully, attracting the attention of the young Lao. They immediately stopped talking and came over to us. Sal frowned and stopped smiling. 
   
 With her standing a few steps away from us and the four guys in a semicircle around us, she asked Mak a question in Lao. The old hunter put a hand on Hass’s shoulder as he stared at me, said something short to her while nodding at me, then at the baskets of mushrooms. 
   
 “Is it true?” Sal asked me. “You can see stones of power?” 
   
 Her eyes were open wide, and her hands were slightly trembling. 
   
 “You already know the answer,” I shrugged and laughed. 
   
 “Prove it!” Hass rasped out excitedly in witching. That made Sal shudder and stare stunned at the hunter. She must have thought that only members of her family knew true speech. 
   
 “Do you really need more proof?” I nodded at the two fat bags hanging off Sal’s belt and filled to the brim with bruts. 
   
 “Want more?” I asked after a brief pause and, not waiting for an answer, continued by nodding at the main hunter’s wide leather belt: “Okay. Blindfold me, Mak.” 
   
 As if expecting something like this the whole time, he quickly took off his belt and put it over my eyes. Switching to true vision, I got up off the log we were sitting on and took a step forward. A number of hands reached out for me straight away. 
   
 I smiled and backed off. 
   
 “Seers do not need guides.” 
   
 After that, I walked forward calmly, deftly hopping between mounds of soil and stepping over roots sticking up out of the ground. I turned and kept walking only backwards, then asked with a smile: 
   
 “What are you standing around for? This way!” 
   
 The Lao, as if hypnotized, followed me in silence. 
   
 Coming over to one of the trees, I stopped. A few moments later, the dead silent Lao were around me. 
   
 I looked up and quickly scanned the mushrooms stuck to the wide trunk. Finding what I was after, I said: 
   
 “Sal, translate this...” 
   
 “Okay, Renard,” she answered and said something to the others. 
   
 “Right now, I see one stone of power in a fungo hanging down over my head.” 
   
 I reached up and pointed at the big parasitic mushroom. 
   
 “Is that all?” Hass immediately asked after the mushroom I pointed at had been cut down, opened up and, to amazed outbursts, shown to contain a small emerald pea. 
   
 “Up on that bent branch, the farthest to the right,” I pointed up. “I see a small stone of power in that fungo.” 
   
 One of the young hunters deftly scurried up the trunk and gutted the slightly flat mushroom. 
   
 The kid shouted out something in delight and raised his right hand, clenching a brut. 
   
 “And now, to conclude my presentation and leave no one with any doubts...” I chuckled and commanded: “Walk around the trunk of that tree. There, at the level of my head hangs a very old fungo. In it, you will find a large stone of power which is slightly ovular in shape.” 
   
 While Sal translated, Hass ran around the tree and quickly started cutting the mushroom. 
   
 “Hass, stop,” I said with a smirk, still standing in the same place. “Wrong one. That one is empty. I was talking about the fungo growing a bit higher up.” 
   
 I heard Mak give a restrained snicker. He apparently understood my joke. Hass was about a head shorter than me. 
   
 When the old mushroom had been cut down and the large brut extracted from it, all the hunters who were already very excited by my presentation started chattering loudly. 
   
 When I removed the leather belt from my head and extended it to Mak, I saw seven pairs of eyes staring back at me in admiration. 
   

* * *

   
 The whole way back, Sal peppered me with questions. And there were no limits to her curiosity. For instance, she wanted an explanation for why there were more stones of power on the young trees than the old ones this time. 
   
 “It’s all down to the root system, not their age,” I replied. 
   
 “And what’s wrong with this one?” she asked, turning her attention to the giants growing along the path with their widely splaying branches. 
   
 “Nothing,” I replied. “It’s simply too far from the main power flows, which run deep underground to the main reservoir.” 
   
 “The Heart of the Forest...” Sal whispered in admiration. 
   
 “Apparently, yes,” I nodded. “That was why the fungo on the old trees had little stones of power. They simply had no way to get more energy. The trees barely had enough power from the Heart of the Forest to sustain themselves. But the younger ones where you and I started our hunt are a different story. Their root systems are intertwined with the largest channels of emerald power from the Heart of the Forest. There is more than enough energy for the trees, which is why the fungo grew on their trunks. And it was that overabundance that spawned the stones of power in some of the largest fungo. Now do you get it?” 
   
 “Yes,” she nodded and started hurriedly asking more questions I had to give patient in-depth responses to. 
   
 We made it to the village before sunset even though they thought it would take two days to harvest the fungo crop. Thanks to my gift, we were able to harvest all the stones of power in a matter of hours. 
   
 After Mak and the other hunters admitted that they lost the bet, we joined forces and assigned roles. While I climbed around on the trees marking mushrooms with bruts inside, the others gathered. In total, when the last fungo with an emerald crystal inside had been cut open, we collected two hundred twenty-three bruts. An absolute record for the last few years. It was a good harvest. 
   
 While the Lao collected the marked mushrooms, I went out on a little hunt once my part of the work was completed. I made away with two more bruts — a crimson and an amber, which I extracted from the bodies of a huge bright orange wasp I killed. The crystals in its reservoir were the size of hazelnuts. 
   
 Beyond bruts, I extracted the wasp’s four-inch stinger together with the poison gland. When I showed it off to Mak, he nodded with respect, but told me to be careful. The poison of the yellow fly, as they called the insect I slew, could kill instantly. Much like all the poisons in this gods-forsaken place. 
   
 After our triumphant return, a commotion broke out in the village. Everyone was delighted to see all the hunters alive and well. The shaman of the tribe again performed the ritual greeting of the providers, just like I saw on day one. 
   
 The amount of bruts shocked both Mongwo and the other people. On the spot, to mark the occasion, they threw a spontaneous party with Sal, Mak, and the other hunters tripping over each other to talk about our bet and my gift. 
   
 The more the hunters said, the wider the old mage’s eyes became. I constantly caught people glancing at me, first with astonishment, but then pensively. By morning, when the whole tribe was still sleeping off the previous night’s celebration, the old man woke me up for a conversation. 
   
 “Is it true?” he asked, his voice quavering in anxiety after we got seated on a wide flat stone on the edge of the lake. “Are you a seer?” 
   
 Literally translated from witching, the word “seer” meant “one who sees the essence.” 
   
 “Yes,” I responded shortly. 
   
 I had to give the old man his due. He never asked me why I didn’t mention it before. 
   
 “Here,” he handed me one of the bags we used to store bruts. “This is yours.” 
   
 “But it’s a lot,” I tried to object. 
   
 “Thanks to you, the hunt took just a few hours and all the hunters returned to their families,” the shaman said firmly. “Night here is full of dangers. And on top of that, you are not Lao. You have no obligation to give us your harvest.” 
   
 “But these are your lands.” 
   
 “You are a guest. We allowed you to hunt here. Your harvest belongs to you.” 
   
 Without a word, I just nodded and took the bag. I estimated it to contain around sixty stones of power. 
   
 For a little while, Mongwo kept silent, staring pensively into the distance. 
   
 “I am an old man...” he said quietly, not turning his head. “My son was a great hunter, and he had the power. If he were alive now... I would not be leading the Lao. I would instead be happily playing babysitter to Togh and Sal.” 
   
 “I’m sorry, my friend,” I came quietly. 
   
 “After my son and his wife died,” the old man continued. “Their children were left to me. And on top of that, I also had to govern the Lao... I see how Togh turned out. I was not able to raise him into a future chief. After the River Terror killed his parents in front of him, he became a recluse and started hiding from his own shadow. A year ago, when I asked Mak to take Togh hunting on the riverbank where my son and his wife were slain, he wet himself when he saw the water and flew into a panic.” 
   
 He breathed a heavy sigh. 
   
 “Mak and the other hunters saw it. A coward and weakling could never lead the tribe. No one would follow him.” 
   
 “Why do you not want to transfer power to the person all the Lao respect?” I asked. 
   
 “You mean Mak?” 
   
 “Yes.” 
   
 “I would really like to, but by our laws the tribe leader must have the power. Mak is the strongest of the Lao, but he does not have the power of the Great Mother. The other children of Meemeeteh would lose their respect for our tribe. We would lose our seat on the Great Council of tribes, then any chief could rightfully lay claim to our lands.” 
   
 Aha. The Lao were really in serious trouble. After Mongwo’s impending death, this tribe would simply cease to exist. 
   
 “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked. 
   
 “You are a seer,” the old man answered with hope in his voice and looked me straight in the eyes. “You can help me.” 
   
 “In what way?” I asked in surprise. 
   
 “My grandson... Togh... His power has yet to awaken. I have faith that he will change when the Great Mother Meemeeteh touches him. He is his father’s son! He will become a great chief! We will go to the Heart of the Forest and sacrifice many stones of power. All these years, I have been collecting them for an offering. Then, when the power in my grandson’s body awakens, I will need your eyes to help Togh accept it. To direct his growth.” 
   
 I wanted to say something, but the old man hurriedly continued. 
   
 “I know you have your own path. You need to return to your lands. So I do not ask you this favor lightly. You said you need to prepare to confront your enemies. I know what you need stones of power for. I saw you absorbing one of them. I will repay you in stones of power. I even have a pearl from the Southern River.” 
   
 “Pearl?” I perked up my ears. 
   
 “Yes,” the old man nodded. “You can use it to increase the size of your reservoir and thus accelerate your progress. What do you say? Will you help me?” 
   
 The old man’s request sent shivers through my body. I had a hard time getting myself together. With a heavy sigh, I rubbed the overgrown hair on the back of my head and replied: 
   
 “Alas, I cannot help your grandson...” 
   
 The old man shuddered. His shoulders slumped; his hands hung limp down to his knees. It was as if the old mage had lost his backbone. 
   
 “But why do you refuse?” he asked in a lifeless voice. “Is the payment not enough?” 
   
 “Actually, that is just fine,” I snorted. 
   
 “Then what’s the matter?” he asked in surprise. 
   
 “The problem is that we are friends, and I cannot defraud you,” I replied, watching the old man start to frown. “I cannot help your grandson because he lacks even a drop of power, and never will have any. Sure, maybe someone else in my place would take advantage of your grief and pretend to help you, draining all your wealth in the process. But not me. Let me repeat: no matter how many sacrifices you make, your grandson will never have the power of the Great Mother. That’s what I see. And you’ll have to forgive me.” 
   
 While I spoke, Mongwo’s shoulders shuddered, and tears ran down his wrinkled cheeks. A moment later, he buried his face in his hands and started sobbing. Acting on impulse, I set a hand on his shoulder and said quietly: 
   
 “I cannot help your grandson, but I will try to help Sal.” 
   
 The old man sat unmoving for a while, then shuddered and lowered his hands. In his tear-reddened eyes, I saw incomprehension, astonishment and... seemingly, a flash of realization. 
   
 “Have you seen something?” he asked with timid hope. 
   
 “She has the power,” I smiled. “But it is still dormant. She needs a push to awaken it.” 
   
 After that, I gave him a pat on the back and said with confidence: 
   
 “You’ll see. Your granddaughter will make a great ruler one day!” 
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“PLEASE, MAX! Don’t go!” 
   
 Sal fitfully grasped my forearm with both hands while I packed a backpack. Today at dawn, I would start heading back. Back home... 
   
 Out of the corner of my eye, I quickly scanned her energy system out of habit. Over the last twenty days, it had gotten a lot stronger. Then, I chuckled to myself in satisfaction. My lessons had not gone to waste. Sal soaked up my knowledge like a sponge. 
   
 I thought if she kept progressing at this pace, she would become a powerful mage and — why the hell not? — might even become the supreme keeper. At the very least, she had every chance. 
   
 I kept my word to Mongwo and helped his granddaughter undergo initiation in the main shrine of the people of Meemeeteh. She passed with flying colors. 
   
 The shrine was a huge cave formed by a very ancient earthquake. Either it was the will of the gods, or random chance, but in the cave’s interior a giant stone of power had formed, which radiated magic for several feet. The relict emerald was so giant that five natives could stand around it holding hands. 
   
 The first time I saw it, I couldn’t even believe my eyes. Its energy entered my body all on its own. It accelerated all processes in my energy system significantly. The emerald bruts I had absorbed were not even close to this resounding effect. No wonder then that Sal very quickly and easily completed the initiation. 
   
 Beyond the keepers of the shrine, other children of Meemeeteh were also in the cave with us. The presence of an outsider was viewed with surprise but no aggression. Plus, Mongwo had negotiated in advance with the Supreme Keeper about me, which assured me even more that this was an overly trusting people which had never met a bipedal enemy other than possibly some local monsters. 
   
 After the ritual, I realized how Mongwo had caught the Keeper’s attention — my seer gift. For the next several days, the chiefs of other tribes came to the shrine with their families and close relatives for me to render a verdict. 
   
 At first, I said exactly what I thought about Mongwo’s misuse of something I told him in confidence, but when he started explaining in an apologetic tone that all my “clients” would be paying handsomely in stones of power and pearls, I calmed down. In the end, I returned to the village with two bags stuffed full of various shades and sizes of brut. 
   
 But that was not all. The news of the seer spread like wildfire through the lands of the children of Meemeeteh. And a mass pilgrimage to the Lao village began. Commoners from various tribes, even the most remote, came to have me look at their children. They were hoping for miracles. After all, perhaps the power of the goddess could be found in more than just the elite. 
   
 In the end, fortune did indeed smile on a few of them. I was able to detect a dormant gift in nearly twenty natives. Beyond that, I explained in detail exactly when they should visit the shrine to make sure it all went properly, and they did not present themselves to the giant brut before their time. I told them that because many of the people with a dormant gift had visited the shrine before to no result. I had to impress upon them that everything came in its due time, and touching the Heart of the Forest was only part of the process. The gift had to mature first. That news only increased the flow of pilgrims, but was I really surprised? 
   
 People brought all kinds of things as offerings. Meat, fish, healing plants, pelts, bones, stone knives and spear tips. I naturally gave all that to Mongwo because I couldn’t take any of it with me anyhow. The magic of the Barrier would destroy it all. 
   
 But there were surprises. On one such visit, I was brought a wide cloak made of red leather. At first, I paid it no mind and, as usual, gave it to Mongwo, but the old man caught me by surprise. He returned it to me and said the cave roarer pelt the cloak was made of was imbued with the power of the Great Bound, and I would be able to take it into my world. 
   
 Scanning revealed that the leather contained an energy system of its own just like the stryker armor and weaponry I’d seen before. That got me very excited. When I asked where else I could find monsters like that one, Mongwo told me there was only one creature in the lands of the Lao that possessed the power of the Great Bound — the River Terror. The giant snake that ate Sal and Togh’s parents. 
   
 Recalling the events of a week prior, I looked over at the big bundle of coal black snake leather, then the two curved snake fangs as long as my forearm. The River Terror was a tough fight, but it was worth it. Now I had enough materials to make my own armor and weapons. I would just have to track down a skilled, gifted weapon maker. But that was only if I could take it through the barrier. 
   
 Beyond the magic pelt and fangs, I had extracted from the creature two bruts — one crimson and one lilac. The crystals were about the size of my fist. Whereas the crimson one was no mystery, I had never touched a lilac one before. 
   
 My first experiment with the crystal’s magic brought no palpable results. The amber bruts were similar, though. Their magic dissolved into my energy system and only later, when my body encountered poison, did its effect become apparent. 
   
 Essentially, the lilac mana, much like the amber had yet to do anything. However, that didn’t stop me from absorbing a bit of it every day, slowly draining my one lilac brut. 
   
 And speaking of absorption... I added another new element to my “diet” — turquoise pearls. To my eye, they were the most valuable of all bruts. Mongwo was right. The little turquoise peas collected from the shells of mollusks that lived in a river far to the south of the Lao lands really did make my reservoir slowly grow larger. 
   
 It happened very slowly and with a great deal of pain, but at least it advanced the process from a dead stop. And I was willing to tolerate any amount of pain for progress like that. Beyond the reservoir, the water magic contained in the pearl made my energy channels grow larger. And that meant that very soon I would again have access to the more complicated incantations in my witching arsenal. 
   
 The tent flap opened up and Togh appeared in the doorway. The kid traded looks with his sister. I saw Sal shake her head no, which made her brother’s look turn sour. 
   
 I just laughed at their little act. They had been assaulting me with pleas and reasons to stay with the Lao for good for the last few days. 
   
 I saw a small hand-made dagger on Togh’s belt made from one of the River Terror’s lower fangs. After hunting the giant snake with help from the brother and sister pair, the once easily spooked kid got a new lease on life. The death of his enemy, who embodied all his fears, had a positive impact on his psyche. The chief’s grandson was slowly finding his place in tribal life, though he was still cautious around water. And unsurprisingly, Togh had stuck to my side ever since that memorable day. 
   
 “The Lao need you!” Sal made her final plea. 
   
 I shook my head and, with a muted chuckle, tossed one of the backpacks stuffed to the brim with bruts onto my back. I sacrificed the wide cloak I’d been brought as an offering to make two backpacks, which I was using to store my magic loot as well as a short tunic. I couldn’t use clothing or backpacks made of regular pelts. The magic of the Barrier would destroy them. 
   
 “Trust me,” I snorted, tossing the second backpack with the snake pelt and fangs tied on it over my right shoulder. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Of all people, I am the last thing the Lao need.” 
   
 Outside, people were waiting for me. The whole tribe was going to see me off along with a few pilgrims who had caught me just as I was leaving. 
   
 Taking the river to the Barrier — an idea suggested by a pilgrim from one of the river tribes — seemed like a good idea to me. They meanwhile, after I uncovered a dormant gift in one of the hunter’s sons, gifted me a small narrow boat that reminded me a lot of a pirogue. 
   
 Now that pirogue was being loaded up with food and pelts by a few Lao hunters, who had volunteered to see me to the riverbank. Mak and Hass were among them. 
   
 Despite the previous night’s festivities in honor of my departure, people were still loudly shouting out wishes for good travel. 
   
 “So, they couldn’t change your mind?” Mongwo asked with a clever smile, nodding at his grandchildren. 
   
 I glanced at the brother and sister and, seeing tears in their eyes, smiled: 
   
 “No, but they didn’t make it an easy choice.” 
   
 I gave the old man a big hug and we patted each other on the back. 
   
 “Remember, you promised to return,” he whispered into my ear. “I hope I can see you again before I go to the land of the Great Mother.” 
   
 I gave a short nod at the huge snake skeleton lying on the lakeshore and said with a wry smirk: 
   
 “Poor is the hunter who leaves behind his most valuable catch. Look after these bones. They still contain a great deal of the River Terror’s power. I will return for them. And while I’m here, I’ll see you both off.” 
   
 Mongwo laughed and walked away from me, letting the others give me an embrace. Sal held on the longest. I could feel her heartbeat accelerate and her shoulders heave. 
   
 “I want to go with you,” she whispered. 
   
 “The Great Bound will kill you,” I whispered back, stroking her hair. “Your people need you. They will perish without you. And look after your brother and grandfather...” 
   
 Sal backed away sharply. Tears streamed down her cheeks. With unexpected pep, she stood on her tiptoes and clumsily tried to kiss me on the lips. After a short smooch, she turned and went back into the tent. 
   
 Mongwo looked at her sadly and breathed a heavy sigh. We met eyes. 
   
 “We’ll be waiting for you, Renard my friend,” he said, placing his wrinkly hand on my shoulder. “Remember, our home is your home!” 
   
 When my pirogue left the shore and the river carried me to the west, I spent a little while watching Togh’s gaunt silhouette running after me down the riverbank. Before he disappeared around a bend, I waved a final farewell and smiled. For the first time, he was not afraid of the river. 
   
 “I hope everything turns out well for you...” I whispered and concentrated on steering the pirogue. 
   

* * *

   
 The trip down the river was fairly monotonous. During the day, I paddled, and at night I stopped to eat dinner and get some rest. Before falling asleep, I would carefully smear wood toad poison from a bottle on the bottom and sides of the pirogue. Then, in the morning I would eat breakfast, wash up and start off again. 
   
 On day seven, I had to abandon the pirogue at a fork in the river, because it turned north. After that, I spent another two days walking through the forest with my clothing coated in poison. By morning of the tenth day, I finally caught a glimpse of the Dark Barrier. I had practically reached my destination. 
   
 Before heading out, I considered many times exactly how I would cross the Barrier. I decided against a direct mad dash. Where was the guarantee that I would not lose consciousness again after crossing the dark boundary and remain forever trapped in the gloomy storm cloud? 
   
 Carefully thinking through the situation, I decided to use an ebb. For starters, I needed to get back to where the strykers left me in a cage before. I was greatly hoping the Shadow had not yet ebbed there. 
   
 I knew approximately the direction so, when I reached the Barrier, I followed it. The closer I came to the location, the more lilac magic monsters I encountered. I even successfully hunted a few, netting another five small bruts. 
   
 I spent three days and nights like that, and near midday on the fourth, I started to recognize my surroundings. 
   
 “I think I made it...” I whispered to myself with relief, surveying the shore of the wide forest lake which had changed a lot over the previous month. There had not yet been an ebb. 
   
 The old trees and plants had disappeared under the influence of the alien magic. The barrier either destroyed them or initiated the transformation. The lakeshore had also sprouted a lot of new plant life. And the untamed mess of green undergrowth and branches was teeming with animals. 
   
 The flora and fauna were both cautious when they detected me. The smartest creatures were scared by the poison on my clothes, while the dumbest wanted to test my edibility, so I killed them. Very quickly, all the stupid creatures died, and a vacuum formed around me. I found myself a nice shelter in the wide crown of the very tallest tree in the area and settled in to wait for an ebb. 
   
 The next four days were exactly alike. It was like I lived the same exact day four times in a row. I ate, slept, and slowly absorbed bruts. But on day five, something extraordinary happened. 
   
 I had seen it before, only from the other side of the barrier. All local animal life started to slowly retreat into the forest away from the lake. Lots of crustaceans and creepy crawlers started slithering out of the water. Like a thick moving carpet, they all headed east, clearly in search of another safer body of water. 
   
 “I think it’s starting,” I whispered silently and began quickly removing my poison-saturated clothes. Time to change into something the Barrier’s magic would not destroy. 
   
 At first, nothing changed, but then a cold wind blew in from the dark storm cloud. The surface of the lake burbled and squelched. 
   
 Wearing the backpacks, I came a few branches down and looked around. Apparently, I was not the only one waiting for an ebb. I spotted a few long dark bodies below. A pack of some big-toothed creatures that looked like giant wolves were hiding among the bushes. I counted up seven. Scanning revealed that all their energy systems glowed with dark lilac and amber energy. The very largest creature, clearly the pack alpha, had three colors in his energy system — amber, lilac, and crimson. 
   
 I had heard many times that a lot of magic plants and animals were left behind by ebbs. And this pack seemed to be aware of that. Either that or they were here to hunt the people that would come for loot after the ebb. Curious... 
   
 Finally, the wall of darkness started moving and, like the last time, picked up speed. Less than a couple minutes later, it reached the edge of the forest I was hiding in. 
   
 And before the darkness overcame me, I looked over at the giant wolves. They were all pressed down on the ground as if waiting to jump while their bodies were enshrouded in a purple haze. 
   
 A second later, I was in darkness, but not total. It was similar to fog. Thick and soupy. The wind settled as did all other sounds. At first, I thought I’d gone totally deaf. 
   
 Lurching a bit forward, I was able to make out a bizarre pattern on the bark of the tree I was sitting on. When I switched to true vision, I shuddered. That was when I realized the darkness had a color. Lilac... I also saw that my hand and the rest of my body were giving off a silvery aura-like haze. 
   
 So that was why I didn’t pass out this time. It was all down to the energy from the purple bruts I’d absorbed. My passive defense against magic had increased, but just a bit. I wondered what would happen next. 
   
 Today, I would have a unique opportunity to witness the magic of the Barrier altering defenseless objects and plants. 
   
 First, I checked my things. The snakeskin, fangs, and leather backpacks all passed the test. All of the bruts were still there, too and hadn’t been damaged. But the regular clothes and items the Lao gave me for the road had already started to disintegrate along with the tree I was sitting on. I watched the lilac magic swarm the bark and wood like a cloud of tiny parasites, then start to devour it. 
   
 When I looked down, I saw bright lilac spots — the giant wolves were having no trouble with the ebb. Hopefully, they would not notice me and start hunting. That would make things tough. I wouldn’t be able to stay up this tree for long. With the destructive magic, it would topple before the wolves got tired of waiting. If that happened, I had just one way out — I would have to dive into the lake. I would not be able to take on all seven of them. 
   
 Around one hour later, the purple haze blew away, and a moment after that my eyes were stung by the bright rays of the evening sun. I even covered my face with an elbow in discomfort. After the dim shadow sun, the regular one seemed extremely bright and huge. 
   
 The air had also changed. It was fresh and invigorating. After the stale, heavy air of the jungles, it was intoxicating and brought my whole body to life. 
   
 Surrendering to the euphoria, I didn’t notice right away, but the shadow creatures had disappeared. I looked around, and finally spotted them. The alpha was leading the pack around the lake. Watching their dark backs as they receded, I breathed a sigh of relief. But still I was in no rush to come down the tree. Its trunk was still holding strong. 
   
 I checked all my things again and decided to descend an hour later. Hopping to the ground, I adjusted the leather tunic, and tossed on both backpacks. After that, looking around, I headed the opposite direction of the wolves. 
   
 But I was not able to get all that far. On the opposite side of the lake, I saw riders and wagons coming from the valley. Instantly falling to the ground, I crawled on my knees and elbows to the wide trunk of the nearest tree, which was shedding its bark like a snake would its skin. 
   
 Hiding behind the tree, I peeked out cautiously and looked at the opposite shore. Hm... Old friends... The Wild Duke and his band. Next to the Duke’s horse, I spotted a big white cat. The lutine was there, too. 
   
 Finally, they came to a stop and people started piling out of the wagons. Among them, I saw a few of the men that had gone with me to join the Shadow Patrol. It was immediately apparent that they were scared. And no wonder! They were probably seeing shadow creatures around every bush. 
   
 And no sooner did I think about shadow creatures than the wolves all howled in the distance. The lilac wolf alpha had caught scent of prey... And a moment later, giant wolves started appearing on the shore one after the next, half surrounding the people. 
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I HAD TO GIVE THE DUKE his credit — his troops did not panic when they saw the shadow creatures. Quickly getting into formation and equipping their weapons, they got ready for battle. Five men from my old party were there, too. Both barons as well as Chevalier Vidal, Patrick, and his constant hanger-on Jean the redhead — all of them armed with stones and sticks, pressing their backs into the Wild Duke’s spearmen and archers. 
   
 Four strykers stepped forward in bone armor and got into a line formation to wait for the five shadow creatures to approach. 
   
 Wait... Five? There were seven before. I raised my head and looked around. The alpha and one other pack member were nowhere to be seen. The Duke’s warband was in for a surprise. 
   
 The wildling leader himself, with his constant white cat companion, was standing behind the formation shouting loudly. 
   
 After one command, the archers raised their bows and crossbows. With another cry, arrows and bolts went flying at the shadow wolves. As expected, the common projectiles did no damage to the creatures. Their magic shields flashed bright and took all the damage. 
   
 The human attack served as a signal to the monsters, who dashed forward practically all at once. And a second later, all bets were off. 
   
 The four creatures engaged the combat mages, who were standing at the head of the formation, while the fifth somehow managed to evade them and fly straight into the thick of the common people. The heart-rending cries of pain, wailing, and sharp commands all blended together into a discordant roar. 
   
 A few moments later, a howl blasted out over the meadow, and I spotted movement behind the people. The alpha and another wolf had joined the fight. Their target was the Duke himself. 
   
 I saw the alpha wolf make a long jump and knock the wildling ruler off his feet. Then, the sharp spear-like tip of his tail pierced Jean the redhead’s shoulder straight through. 
   
 Patrick raised a huge boulder over his head in both hands and tried to bring it down on the head of the wolf that attacked with the pack alpha. But he was too slow... The monster, which dwarfed Trixie’s six-foot-six fiancé, easily dodged the stone and, latching into his thigh, threw him ten feet out of the way. 
   
 Chevalier Vidal, who was closest to the creature, tried to hit it with his stick, but also missed. And if not for a stryker sticking his bone knife into the wolf’s side, the chevalier would have fallen to the ground with his head torn off. 
   
 The battle felt like it lasted another few minutes before all the spearmen and archers were on the ground shredded into scraps of flesh and guts. Such was clearly the unenviable fate of the Duke’s prisoners. 
   
 Two strykers had exhausted their mana and lost their shields and were now writhing on the lakeshore in predeath convulsions — the shadow creatures’ poison made quick work of them. 
   
 The wolves also took losses. The four monsters that tangled with the combat mages were first to fall. The fifth wolf, which had broken and devastated the ranks of spearmen and archers, was sluggishly fighting off an armored stryker I knew all too well. It was the very mage that had taken me captive. I believed his name was Derek... Yes, Derek Grant. On first glance, it was clear that the monster had just seconds to live. Grant was moments away from landing the fatal blow. 
   
 And other than the fifth wolf, only the alpha was still standing. But based on how easily the Duke fought off its attack, protected from two angles by the lutine and another combat mage, this hunt would be the pack’s last. 
   
 Focused on the battle on dry land, at first I overlooked a strange movement on the surface of the lake. Before the ebb, the water had bubbled and foamed in a few places, but now the whole surface was practically boiling, throwing up pieces of brown seaweed, slimy muck, and chunks of dirt. At a certain point, from that ooze emerged a great big toothy head with an appearance that sent an icy chill down my spine. The creature’s two-color energy system pulsated furiously, brimming with crimson and lilac magic. Holding my breath, I pressed my body down against the earth. So, the wolves weren’t the only creatures who stayed behind to hunt. 
   
 When the ghastly, hideous mixture of sperm whale, crocodile, and hippo swam slowly up to shore as if sneaking up on the fight, I breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing had spotted me yet. 
   
 Derek Grant was closest to the water. He had just finished off the shadow creature. With his boot on the dead wolf’s neck, he pulled his blade from its nape. And at that precise moment, the lake monster decided to attack. In one sudden burst, the giant creature leapt out of the water. Derek Grant was a goner before he could even react. The big-toothed maw gave several loud chomps before the mage’s body was transformed into a blood-soaked lump of skin, bones, and flesh. 
   
 I saw a few magic flashes around his body but, clearly, the damage was so high that what little mana remained in his bruts got spent up instantly. 
   
 With a sharp jerk of its elongated head, the creature quickly swallowed everything that remained of Derek Grant, and dashed off toward the fighting. Everyone noticed that a new challenger had come on the scene, but they all reacted differently. 
   
 The lutine was first to disappear, followed by the wolf alpha, retreating in shame with his tail between his legs and whimpering. He ran around the lake back toward the Shadow. 
   
 And that left only the Wild Duke and one remaining stryker against the ghastly overgrown reptile. The mage was clearly intending to follow the lutine and wolf’s example, but a furious cry from the Duke made him stop short. 
   
 The wildling ruler was a real peach. He could move twice as fast as the lake creature, landing blows on all sides and easily even playfully dodging its attempts. The flashes of the monster’s magic shield dimmed with each attack the stryker landed. A few times, the Duke’s sword gave eerie flashes of light. That must have been what it looked like when he pushed particularly large masses of mana through it. Those blows made it through the lake monster’s defenses, causing it to roar and retreat back into the water. 
   
 The surviving stryker, seeing that his master was defeating the creature, clearly took heart. At times, I saw him make rash and impatient lunges. It was apparent that the Duke was not trying to kill the monster, just scare it away, but his underling had seemingly gotten carried away by the heat of battle. 
   
 A few times, the Duke even shouted out to his hot-headed subordinate, but he was no longer listening. Sensing the monster’s fear, he closed the gap and made a long lunge, aiming the tip of his blade into the enemy’s neck. And the creature did not forgive him that error. One sharp lunge of its huge body and its big, huge jaws came crashing down on the stryker’s head and right shoulder with a loud chomp. The monster shook its head, and the mage’s body flew out to the middle of the lake, dismembered. 
   
 “Zoé, nooooo!” I heard the Duke shout out with a voice saturated with sorrow and pain. 
   
 Apparently, the last stryker was a woman and had a very close relationship with the Duke. 
   
 Enraged, the wildling leader flung himself at the creature. Now his every strike was laden with large masses of lilac mana. Under the hail of heavy magic blows, the creature shrunk and quickly retreated into the lake. 
   
 “Where do you think you’re going?!” the sorrow maddened Duke barked. “I’m not done with you yet!” 
   
 At first the monster’s tail went into the water, then the whole back half of it followed. It could have easily made it deep enough to escape, but for some reason was moving slow, just taking the mage’s painful strikes. 
   
 When the creature was almost completely submerged, the Duke went in up to his ankles, grunting and swinging his sword. 
   
 At first, I thought he managed to wound the monster severely but, when I saw two long heads to its right and left, everything fell into place. The lake monster was luring its rival into the water. 
   
 Before I could even think that through, two dark bodies raced at the Duke with blistering speed. They looked very similar to the creature the mage was still attacking with abandon but were a third the size. Must have been its young. 
   
 The big momma, taking one last blow from the mage, also dashed forward. A moment later, the Duke was being attacked from three sides, and vanished in the dark burbling ooze. For a little while, the surface of the lake continued to bubble and foam, but in just a few minutes, it all fell silent... 
   

* * *

   
 Around another hour later, I was sitting in my shelter trying to keep a low profile. Because that entire time, the lake-dwelling family composed of two little ones and their gigantic momma were happily slurping down the corpses of the people and shadow creatures that littered the shoreline. 
   
 Finally, after devouring several bodies, the momma sated her hunger and set an example for her “tykes,” pulling the remaining corpses into the lake. It took around another hour before the shore was left bare. 
   
 “Waste not want not,” I whispered to myself, standing up. 
   
 Trying to keep as far from the lake as possible, I went over to the battlefield. All my sense organs were in overdrive. I was expecting the lake monsters to return to the scene of the slaughter, but it hadn’t happened yet. They must have been down on the bottom doing something more important. 
   
 When I reached the shore where the battle took place, I looked around and winced despite myself. Between the blood, innards, scraps of clothing, pieces of bone stryker armor, and broken weaponry it was as if the ground had been slathered in fetid brownish jelly. 
   
 For a little while, I walked down the shore keeping a respectful distance from the lake. And my searching was rewarded. Using true vision, I was able to pull a stryker’s bone stiletto from the swamp of blood. The dim glow of lilac mana inside after its master’s attacks made it stand out. 
   
 Then, I spotted a miraculously intact crossbow, its steel limbs sticking out of the mud. Reaching for it, I also extracted from the ooze a quiver and three bolts. However, upon closer inspection, I had to throw the crossbow away. Without a string, it was worthless. Just extra weight. The bolts though I took along after wiping the filth off them. They would come in handy. 
   
 There were probably more goodies lurking in the bloody ooze, but I was not going to stick around there. Very soon, scavengers would catch the scent of blood and rush in from the whole valley. The lake creatures could also pop back out again at any moment. So, my eyes darting all around, I hurried toward the hill I saw the Duke’s two wagons dart off behind after the shadow wolves appeared. 
   
 Once atop the hill, I looked down and cursed through my teeth. Damnation! Now I’d have to stomp across the plains on my own two. The Duke’s wagons didn’t make it far. Turned onto their sides, they were lying at the foot of a hill surrounded by the dead bodies of the drivers and horses. Seemingly, the shadow wolf alpha and his pack had attacked the wagons before making an appearance at the lake. So that was what took them so long. 
   
 Standing on the top of the hill, I looked around carefully, and decided to walk down. I would have to inspect the wagons in search of anything useful before scavengers or anything more dangerous came around. 
   
 While I slowly walked down, I was constantly scanning everything around me. Which paid off. When I was nearly at the foot of the hill, I was able to make out three common human energy systems hiding behind one of the wagons. Seemingly, some of the drivers managed to survive after all. 
   
 Throwing my backpacks on the ground, I equipped the curved snake fangs and started sneaking around the overturned wagon the three drivers were hiding behind. 
   
 I stuck the stryker stiletto into my belt. I didn’t yet know how to use the weapon, but the curved River Terror fangs, which looked like two short blades, I had already tested several times. Most importantly, I could push a lot of energy through them without harming them one bit. 
   
 The people hiding behind the wagon must have noticed me long before and were waiting for me to come. The telltale snap of a crossbow string I could never have confused with any other sound. Much less the familiar vocal timbre of the man uttering quiet curses after I easily dodged the bolt. 
   
 I was pretty tough to shoot before, but now that my reservoir had grown even bigger and the emerald mana made the energy circulate through my system several times faster, it had gotten even harder. 
   
 Crouching down to make it harder to aim at me, I shouted out loudly: 
   
 “Gentlemen! Let me say, you really took me by surprise! I’m ashamed to admit it, but I thought the lake monsters had already dragged your remains beneath the waves! Your agility would be the envy even of the most dangerous predators in the Shadow” 
   
 “Who are you?! Identify yourself!” 
   
 I chuckled. 
   
 “Chevalier Vidal, have you really forgotten me so soon?” 
   
 A moment later, a shock of fire red hair stuck up from behind the wagon, then a pale freckled face belonging to Chevalier Vidal. 
   
 When he saw me, at first he didn’t recognize me but, a second later, his eyes shot up into his forehead. The redhead gave a loud hiccup and hid behind the wagon again. I heard muffled sounds of scrambling, then a few seconds later three heads stuck up from behind the wagon. 
   
 “Baron von Brunon! Baron von Holtz!” 
   
 I greeted the Astlanders with a bow. I probably looked beyond foolish wearing my leather tunic. 
   
 “You’re alive?!” Baron von Holtz shouted in astonishment. 
   
 “The Shadow did not swallow you up?!” von Brunon echoed his sentiment. 
   
 “But how?!” came Chevalier Vidal. 
   
 “Gentlemen, I will be sure to answer all your questions just as soon as we can settle the question of our relationship,” I came. 
   
 The chevalier and barons traded glances. I could already see that they were all wounded based on the pulsating black spots in their energy systems. The wounds were not severe, but they wouldn’t make it far without help. If they had to spend one night here, it would be their last. These men would never stand a chance against the monsters that inhabited the area. In fact, one or more had probably already caught the scent of their blood and were rushing this way. And seemingly, they were perfectly aware of that. 
   
 After a short exchange of body language, the three heads nodded at each other, then Vidal said: 
   
 “How about a temporary alliance? Until we reach Westerly Fort?” 
   
 “What’s in it for me?” I asked. “Particularly given you three recently accused me of being a traitor. I mean, I’d have to spend the whole journey taking care of wounded men.” 
   
 Their three faces darkened. They didn’t even seem surprised that I knew about their injuries. 
   
 Baron von Holtz was first to speak up. The quietest of the three. And seemingly the smartest. 
   
 “And yet, for some reason you are still talking to us. After all, you could have simply passed us by without paying us any mind.” 
   
 “Not true,” I replied. “You were hiding behind a wagon I wanted to check out. Plus, you shot at me.” 
   
 “Don’t you worry, chevalier,” von Holtz came. “That was our last bolt...” 
   
 “Oh, I was not worried,” I shrugged. “You could have a hundred bolts for all I care. I’d never let you get off another shot.” 
   
 With that, I darted forward and reached the wagon almost instantly. Baron von Holtz’s jaw hung down in surprise when he saw the tip of a snake fang just a few inches from his eye. 
   
 “The Shadow changed you,” Vidal whispered with a raspy voice, staring at me wide eyed. Baron von Brunon just gave a muffled shriek. 
   
 “You are mistaken, chevalier,” I came, lowering the snake fang and walking slowly around the wagon. “I was always this way, and the Wild Duke knew that. What a pity the ugly bastard made himself into fish food. I really wish I could interrogate him about why the hell he wanted to feed me to a flow. You wouldn’t happen to know that, would you, gentlemen?” 
   
 “We haven’t wanted to speak with the Duke for the last month,” Vidal seemingly was starting to come to his senses. But I could still see that he was very tense. 
   
 “Why not?” I chuckled, taking another step forward. 
   
 “We were busy with more important matters,” he bared his teeth and added wryly: “We were digging ditches and latrines for His Lordship’s brigade.” 
   
 He wanted to say more, but I interrupted. A malicious bark came in from somewhere to the right. I raised my head sharply. On the top of the hill, right where I’d been standing just a few minutes before, the huge shadow wolf was now standing. The alpha had apparently decided to return. And by the looks of things, he was tracking me. 
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THE NOBLEMEN ALSO SPOTTED the creature. The chevalier shouted a string of filthy curses. Baron von Brunon, sniffling and cursing, squeezed the axe in his hand, while von Holtz glanced over at me, leaning on the handle of a shovel. 
   
 “Chevalier,” he said to me. “You are the fleetest of foot. You still have a chance to escape. We will stay here and try to hold off this creature... If the gods take mercy on you, perhaps our bodies will be enough for this monster. I have but one request — track down our families and tell them how we perished.” 
   
 “No way,” I shook my head, surprised by what the baron was saying. Normally a very quiet man, his noble urge had left me puzzled. If we survived, I would have to look into him. “First of all, I never relied on the mercy of the gods. And second, you three would not last long against this alpha wolf. He would catch me sooner rather than later. So what difference does it make where I fight him? It’s either here shoulder to shoulder with you, or a hundred yards from here one on one.” 
   
 After saying that, I looked at the gloomy faces of the three nobles. 
   
 “So, I assume you have an idea?” Vidal asked. 
   
 “I do,” I nodded, watching the wolf slowly come down the hill out of the corner of my eye. “But you’re not going to like it... You’re going to have to trust me.” 
   
 “Go ahead,” von Holtz came quickly, not letting Vidal get a word in. He was clearly about to spout off something biting. Beyond that, the baron was also keeping an eye on the creature. 
   
 The nobles had not seen what I did, though. The shadow wolf alpha had been severely wounded by the Wild Duke and his stryker companion who so foolishly opened herself up to the lake monster’s attack. 
   
 While the wolf came unhurriedly down the hill, limping on two legs, I managed to scan him. His three-color reservoir was nearly empty. His whole energy system was covered in gaping black pulsating spots. His right eye was a seething wound. His spike tail had been reduced to a sad little nub. His skin was shredded in several places. The alpha looked most of all like a living corpse. But even in that state, he was a deadly force. 
   
 As for myself, though... My enhanced reservoir was full to the brim. The emerald energy I had drawn from the small brut I was holding under my tongue had my energy system working in overdrive. This body was more ready for a fight than ever before. 
   
 Both of the snake fangs in my hands glowed slightly with a bright silver shade. The sight of it quickly made an impression on my potential allies. Based on their astonished outbursts, they were not expecting such things out of me. 
   
 “This battle will be decided by a single blow,” I came. 
   
 “And all you need is the chance to land it,” von Holtz nodded comprehendingly and smiled for the first time. “We’ll try to distract it.” 
   
 With that, Baron von Holtz grasped his shovel in both hands and, nodding to his friends, walked out from behind the wagon. Baron von Brunon barked something profane in Astlandic and went after him. Chevalier Vidal held back for a moment and glanced at me. 
   
 “I do not trust you, Renard,” he snorted and, nodding at von Holtz, added: “But I do trust him.” 
   
 While my allies got into a semicircle formation and shouted loud profanities, trying to distract the creature, I walked around the overturned wagon and hid on the other side. 
   
 When the wolf got to the bottom of the hill, he froze for a moment. He sniffed the air and turned his head slightly. He could sense that they were weak and injured to boot. It was just a matter of finishing us off, and he could savor our fresh meat and hot blood. More food meanwhile meant he could restore his energy quicker. 
   
 I was then able to get a closer look at the wolf’s magic reservoirs. The amber one was completely empty, while the purple was on fumes. The crimson one meanwhile still had plenty of mana and was gradually initiating regeneration processes in the monster’s body. I had to move quick. 
   
 After making sure the monster’s attention was directed at my allies, I slowly came out from behind the wagon and got ready to burst forward. There were less than ten paces between us. The wolf still hadn’t noticed me. He gave a deep bark and dropped slightly, clearly aiming at Baron von Brunon. He had correctly judged that, as the largest, von Brunon was also the most dangerous. 
   
 We started off at practically the same time. The wolf toward the baron, and I into his path. This time, I got off Mamoru Yamada’s King Cobra’s Strike without a hitch. It was much faster and deadlier than when I tried to use it on the stryker that took me prisoner. Also... When I was just a step away from the wolf’s gaping maw, I felt a strange surge of energy. And it was many different colors, as well: lilac, crimson, and emerald. As if my energy system was absorbing it from the wolf. 
   
 At the last moment, I plunged both snake teeth into the wolf. Just in time. He was about to reach the baron. My blows, reinforced with magic, landed in the monster’s eye and neck. They were so powerful that both of my “blades” got stuck in his body. 
   
 Not for long, though... I sharply hopped up off the ground and, getting ready for round two, pulled the bone stiletto out of my belt. But a moment later, my hand froze. Round two had seemingly been called off — the big huge wolf, now twitching in predeath convulsions, was lying on the ground a few steps away from the prostrate Baron von Brunon. The twofold energy strike had essentially blown the creature’s head off. 
   
 When I looked up, I met the astonished gazes of Baron von Holtz and Chevalier Vidal, who hadn’t even managed to land a single blow with their “weapons.” An indignant outburst from von Brunon reduced the tension. Sitting on the ground, he was caked head to toe in a mixture of wolf blood, skin, bones, and brain matter. 
   
 “Gentlemen!” he rasped, wiping his face with an elbow. “Let me conclusively state that I am too old for all this... I’m going to go get married to some widow and settle down somewhere in the south of Vestonia... I’m afraid all this traipsing around the steppe no longer agrees with me.” 
   
 Baron von Holtz and I met eyes and smiled. Apparently, the temporary alliance was on. 
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Outskirts of Herouxville


The Royal Family’s Winter Palace


 


HIS MAJESTY CARL THE THIRD, King of Vestonia was standing on a second-story balcony looking out languorously at the sprawling gardens in front of the Winter Palace. 
   
 Down below on the multicolored gravel of the paths between the neatly trimmed bushes, marble statues of the gods and dozens of fountains, his subjects ran, stood, and strolled. 
   
 The king leaned his elbows on the wide marble balustrade and breathed a heavy sigh. 
   
 “Is something burdening you, Your Majesty?” asked Kiko, standing next to him and sticking his head between two statue balusters with a silly look. 
   
 Looking down at the hooded head, the king gave a chuckle. The only person he allowed such liberties was his little jester. His only friend, who had proven his loyalty countless times. 
   
 “Look down, Kiko,” the king suggested. 
   
 “Okay,” the hooded head nodded. 
   
 “What do you see?” Carl the Third asked. 
   
 “The garden,” came an immediate response. 
   
 The hooded head turned, and a pair of clever eyes looked up at the king. 
   
 “What else do you see?” the king asked, nodding below. 
   
 “What else?” the jester turned his head where the king pointed and started listing: “Paths, statues of naked gods, bushes, fountains, a pond, people...” 
   
 “What kind of people?” 
   
 “Your subjects.” 
   
 “What else?” 
   
 “Your children and grandchildren,” the jester answered and added: “They look very happy.” 
   
 The king breathed another heavy sigh and a shadow ran across his face. Kiko looked closely into his sovereign and best friend’s face and thought that he would die for him at a moment’s notice. 
   
 Ever since the dark day when the brave and clever Prince Bastien, the king’s favorite son, had died, His Majesty had completely given up on life. Despite the fact that Bastien was his younger son, the king was preparing him for the throne. Only Kiko knew the truth that Carl was planning to declare Bastien his heir. 
   
 Kiko was perfectly aware what the king was sighing about. Down below in the garden, split up into groups and appearing to be just strolling and enjoying themselves, in reality three main factions of nobles were engaging in intrigue and turning the others against one another, each supporting their own prince. 
   
 Naturally, Kiko saw that but was not going to share his observations. 
   
 “And what do you see, Your Majesty?” he asked, trying to make his voice sound as naive and foolish as possible. 
   
 But the jester’s tone did not deceive Carl. He just snorted and nodded at the oval fountain the largest group of nobles was gathered around. 
   
 “Down there, I see my eldest son Phillipe. Many in court believe that I will declare him heir to the throne.” 
   
 “Are they wrong?” 
   
 “He’ll be thirty soon,” the king sighed darkly. “And still he’s afraid to so much as take a step without looking to his beloved uncle the Duke de Bauffremont. Giving the throne to Phillippe would be equivalent to crowning my dear wife’s eldest brother. Need I say what would become of Vestonia with the de Bauffremonts at the helm?” 
   
 “Something tells me that Astlandic would come in fashion at court in short order,” the jester shrugged. 
   
 The king chuckled. Kiko was right. No one was unaware that the queen of Vestonia had more relations in Astland than the country her husband ruled. 
   
 “What about Heinrich?” Kiko nodded toward a large group of nobles. 
   
 Their clothing and warlike appearance were clear evidence that they would rather have been at the arena watching the tournament. 
   
 “Your second son is a true warrior,” Kiko continued. “He has enough bravery and resolve for ten men.” 
   
 “That’s the problem,” the king shook his head. “If he were given free rein, Vestonia would get bogged down in wars.” 
   
 “But we’re at war right now...” 
   
 “That’s different,” Carl objected. “And you know it. I put that off as long as I possibly could. But the Atalians forced our hand. Heinrich will go looking for fights, draining the royal coffers. The Craonnes will see to that. Those bankers never miss their chance.” 
   
 The royal jester nodded. He agreed with almost everything his king said, except one part. For Kiko, who originated among common folk and had spent time in a traveling circus visiting various corners of Mainland and was perfectly aware of the price the people would pay for their king’s fancy, war was war. Period. And it was mainly commoners who paid the price. 
   
 “And what do you think about your third son, Your Majesty?” Kiko asked. He intentionally avoided using the word “youngest.” In the king’s heart, that “title” belonged forever to the late Bastien. 
   
 Carl turned his head toward a small group of nobles whose overly flashy clothing made them look more like birds than people. 
   
 The king winced. 
   
 “Louis... He... He has no interests other than balls, jewelry, and clothing. Him I have the hardest time imagining on the throne. Plus his nose is too straight...” 
   
 The last part the king said very quietly, nearly in a whisper. But Kiko heard. Still, he didn’t let on. He’d long learned “not to hear” when the king voiced his thoughts. That was why he was still alive. He just cast a sidelong glance at Carl’s aquiline profile. Louis was the king’s only son not to inherit that distinctive facial feature from his father. 
   
 A few years ago, when everyone started noticing how little the youngest prince resembled his father, there were even rumors at court about Her Majesty’s indiscretion. But the Secret Chancery very quickly put a sock in those big mouths. Beyond that, a portrait of one of the patriarchs of the Catoire family was bequeathed to the royal gallery. Related to the king through his mother, Prince Louis was the man’s spitting image. 
   
 Carl the Third breathed another heavy sigh and glanced out at the pond. His look then warmed. On its banks, while a brigade of nannies looked on, his little Adèle was racing around at the head of a gaggle of fellow adolescents. The princess wouldn’t have her first spring ball until the next year, and for the time being... She was still just his little granddaughter. The light of his life. 
   
 Noticing the king’s shift in mood as well as the reason for it, Kiko decided that it was a great opportunity to make a report. 
   
 “Your Majesty...” he started. 
   
 “Kiko, let’s keep it simple,” the king interrupted. “What do you have there?” 
   
 “Information on the de Gramont bastard.” 
   
 “Let me have it,” Carl the Third allowed, still watching his granddaughter with a smile. 
   
 For the next few minutes, Kiko told the king everything his people were able to dig up about Maximillian Renard. 
   
 The king, listening closely to the jester, frowned. 
   
 “Well, what’s all the fuss about then?” he asked, interrupting Kiko mid-report. “It’s a typical bastard’s story. Men like him are as common as mongrel dogs in Vestonia.” 
   
 “Right you are, Your Majesty,” Kiko agreed. “That was just a brief introduction. The interesting and strange part is yet to come.” 
   
 “Carry on,” the king waved, not particularly hoping to hear anything out of the ordinary. 
   
 But a few minutes later, the things Kiko reported started making him frown. 
   
 When the jester finished, Carl spent a little while longer in silence before saying thoughtfully: 
   
 “Despite being a frail, dimwitted boy pampered by life in the capital city, he is now turning into a calculating cold-blooded fighter. Curious... What are your thoughts on his rapid about-face?” 
   
 “I don’t have enough to go on,” Kiko replied. “My people are tracking him to the frontier as we speak. But I can already theorize that this Renard is gifted.” 
   
 “Agreed,” the king nodded. “You think he always was, or did the gift reveal itself recently?” 
   
 “Those who had close contact with him all agree that the sudden changes started when Renard regained consciousness after being wounded at a duel with de Lamar. But based on his actions, he was very confident using his gift, if that is indeed what it is. And that means...” 
   
 “Do you think the late Ferdinand de Gramont knew about his bastard’s gift for a long time and had been training him in secret to use it for the last few years?” the king stroked the bridge of his nose. “Sounds like utter nonsense. So all this time, we had a novice combat mage under our very noses. Wait... Didn’t you say I granted him clemency on the queen’s request?” 
   
 “Yes, Your Majesty,” Kiko nodded. “And she was requested to intercede by the First Lady of Her Majesty’s Bedchamber.” 
   
 “The Duchess de Clairmont?” the king asked in sincere surprise. “What could that cunning fox have wanted with a common bastard?” 
   
 The jester just shrugged his shoulders helplessly. He didn’t have enough information to draw any conclusions. 
   
 “This matter has only spawned more questions,” the king said. “Keep digging and find me answers.” 
   
 “Yes sir, Your Majesty,” Kiko bowed. “Could you please tell me how you plan to act on Heinrich de Gramont’s request?” 
   
 “I suppose I will approve his petition,” the king said thoughtfully. “We need that kid back in the capital ASAP. The last thing we need is him getting into bed with all the rogues and traitors on the frontier such as the Duke de Valence and his ilk. But make sure it looks like Heinrich de Gramont’s idea. At the same time, we can find out if he knows about his nephew’s gift. By the way, did your sleuths act with caution?” 
   
 “Yes, Your Majesty,” Kiko replied. 
   
 “Good,” the king rubbed his hands together. “If this kid really is a combat mage, that would be very nice.” 
   
 “Would you like to offer him service?” 
   
 “Not right away,” the king replied, stroking his beard. “Let him first prove himself. And we can observe. Beyond that, I do not wish to press. We cannot have a repeat of what happened to Zoé de Namur.” 
   
 Kiko nodded. Zoé de Namur had commanded a group of five combat mages who fled to the frontier right when the country was on the verge of war with Atalia, which was a painful topic for Carl the Third. Strykers were already a valuable commodity, but a whole subdivision of experienced combat mages... 
   
 “Summon the secretary,” the king ordered and smiled as if he was about to get a new toy. “I simply cannot wait to have a look at this Renard.” 
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IT HAD BEEN A DAY since the shadow wolf alpha was defeated. That was how long it took us to reach the Duke’s temporary camp. 
   
 I seemed to recall from a month before that it took just over three hours to reach the lake from the camp. But at the time, I was being transported in a cage in a wagon and did not have to lug the unconscious Vidal on my back. 
   
 For the first hour, the chevalier was able to walk. He even tried to carry a bag of food and water we found in the wagons, but slowly he started to give out and stumble. The wound on his back left by the wolf claws got inflamed and, during a break in the middle of the night, he passed out. 
   
 For a few hours, constantly trading off, von Holtz and von Brunon tried to carry him, but they got exhausted very quickly. And so, I had to carry Chevalier Vidal on my back most of the way. He for the record had yet to wake up. 
   
 And that was on top of my scouting duties. We had to change direction three times that day because of a pack of predators. But thankfully, they smelled all the blood by the lake and were hurrying that direction. Otherwise, it would have been tough. 
   
 A few times, I asked myself why I was bothering with these people. All alone, it would have been easier, less tiring, and most importantly — faster. But every time I thought back on the trio standing up against the shadow creature, distracting it and giving me time to land the final blow... They couldn’t have been hoping for victory. Much lest trusted me... Particularly after the battle at the cliffs. But they did what they did. Before that, they were no one to me. But after the fight with the wolf, something changed. Now, I couldn’t abandon them. And something was telling me that if they had to carry me the way I was carrying Vidal, they’d have found a way. 
   
 I learned from von Holtz that the four of us were the only members of our initial party still alive. Sergeant Ravel perished in the battle at the cliffs along with several mercenaries from Trixie’s fiancé’s clique. Patrick and his hanger-on Jean the redhead meanwhile got eaten by lake monsters right in front of me. Which I felt no pity over. 
   
 The steppe dwellers were dead. And based on the way the baron looked at Vidal while telling me about the others’ fates, they were not particularly hopeful that the chevalier would make it to Westerly Fort. 
   
 While I carried Vidal on my back, Baron von Brunon took my backpacks. Many times, I noticed both him and Baron von Holtz shooting me curious looks. And I couldn’t blame them. Most likely, they had a lot of questions for me, but I had to give them their due — they didn’t ask a single one. I figured that was always Chevalier Vidal’s thing. He really had a big mouth. 
   
 Several times, von Brunon lamented the fact we had to abandon the dead wolf’s body. All we managed to do before the first scavengers started arriving was extract the bruts, cut out its claws, and drag its body into a small ditch at the foot of the hill. We had no hope that it would not be found, but as long as it was only animals, there was a chance they would leave the wolf’s skeleton. The shadow creature’s bones could then be sold for lots of money in a big city. My companions were already making plans to go back to the hill. If of course they survived. 
   
 While walking, I had enough time to come to grips with the strange phenomenon I had noticed during the fight with the wolf. The inflow of energy. It turned out that the energy field around my body, which I could see while inside the Barrier, meant I no longer had to have physical contact with a brut to absorb the mana from it. It was enough to have the brut in range of my new magic aura, which was approximately an inch or two from my body. 
   
 And that was what happened. During the fight, my energy system started absorbing mana from the bruts in the hidden pockets of my tunic. 
   
 Now I just had to learn to control the process. Which was precisely what I did the whole journey. And I was slowly starting to figure it out. 
   
 We reached the Duke’s temporary camp approximately one hour before sunset and hid lying on a knoll, watching the slow pace of life in the small camp. 
   
 Three big tents, ten small ones and huts, canopies, a latrine — over the past month the Duke and his people really got settled in. I was very glad to see the two heavy carts and a wagon. The same one that held the Ghost. Which was still there. I could sense it. 
   
 When we’d seen all we wanted to see, we crawled back down to the foot of the hill where we’d left Vidal, who still hadn’t come to his senses. 
   
 “Seems quiet,” von Holtz whispered. “At the very least, nothing has changed since we left.” 
   
 “Then they must not know the Duke and the others are dead,” von Brunon nodded affirmatively. 
   
 “Chevalier, did you sense anything?” von Holtz asked me, and the two men stared back searchingly. In the past day, the two of them had gained a healthy appreciation for my senses and grown to trust them implicitly. 
   
 “There are six men in the camp,” I replied. “I did not sense any magic. Other than...” 
   
 “The Ghost...” von Holtz nodded understandingly. 
   
 “I can’t sense the lutine either,” I added. 
   
 “She must have died somewhere on the steppe,” von Brunon snorted and added: “Good riddance...” 
   
 “What do you suggest, gentlemen?” von Holtz asked in a matter-of-fact tone. 
   
 “Let’s wait until they’re all asleep, then...” von Brunon said with a scowl, running a finger across his neck. 
   
 “I’ll take out the sentries,” I nodded shortly. 
   
 “Gentlemen,” von Holtz came. “I have one little thing I’d like to ask. If possible... The bald fatso... He’s mine...” 
   
 I remembered the man the baron was talking about. The fat guy was an overseer. He loved smacking prisoners with his whip for the tiniest infractions. 
   
 If the baron’s looks could kill, I was sure the bald fatso would already have been writhing on the ground. Von Holtz must have gotten very sick of him over the last month. 
   
 Von Brunon gave an understanding nod and turned. I shrugged my shoulders and answered: 
   
 “I see no reason why not.” 
   
 “Alright, gentlemen,” von Holtz chuckled. “Then happy hunting.” 
   
 Our storm of the camp was both fast and nearly silent. With the exception of the bald fatso, who screamed a bit before dying — von Holtz made sure his tormentor got what he deserved. 
   
 While the barons dragged the dead bodies into the latrine ditch, I brought Chevalier Vidal to camp and started looking through the largest tent, which belonged to the Wild Duke. 
   
 The Duke’s temporary quarters were quite spare. It differed noticeably from what I saw in the main wildling camp where he interrogated me. 
   
 It was immediately obvious that the man who lived in this tent was not planning to stay long. And thus, he took minimal supplies. But despite that, I was able to find something. 
   
 My spoils were a modest set of potions, a dagger made of regular steel, and a random assortment of clothes. The Duke must have preferred to wear his most valuable possessions or take them along in his horse’s saddlebags. His horse though successfully escaped to the steppe at the beginning of the battle by the lake just after it heard the wolf howl. 
   
 The situation was even more dire in the mages’ tents. Clothing, toiletries, dishware, and tools. All just stuff for traveling, nothing extra. 
   
 I unloaded all my loot by the fire so we could split it up fairly. 
   
 When the barons finished looking around the camp, they walked up right while I was inspecting Vidal’s wound next to the fire. 
   
 “How is he?” von Holtz asked. 
   
 “Not good,” I replied honestly. 
   
 “That creature must have had poison on its claws,” von Brunon muttered. 
   
 “If so, Vidal would have died back by the lake,” I objected. “These creatures do have a poison gland, but it is located in their tail.” 
   
 “Is there nothing there that could help?” von Holtz nodded at the potion box. 
   
 “Alas, all the Duke’s potions are made of amber, brown, and emerald dust,” I shook my head. “All I can do is help his body fight the illness with a few drops of that emerald infusion there.” 
   
 Without a word, the barons nodded and gave their approval. 
   
 Taking from the box an elongated phial which was half full of a dark green liquid, I carefully observed my aura to make sure it didn’t start sucking out the emerald mana like a hungry predator. 
   
 By the time the narrow phial had been brought to Vidal’s lips, I considered with annoyance that I was forced to use this useless infusion on the poor sap even though my backpack was full to the brim with crimson bruts. 
   
 And that was exactly when it hit me. What if I used my new aura to redirect mana I absorbed from bruts into something else? Before, I could only pull that trick with my own energy, and only for destructive purposes. But now, knowing that my aura could briefly store certain kinds of energy without intermingling them with mine, I just had to figure out if I could use it to share that mana with someone else. 
   
 “Chevalier, are you feeling alright?” von Holtz’s voice made me shudder. 
   
 I glanced at him uncomprehendingly. After that, I turned to look at my hand. All that time, I had been sitting there bent over Vidal and holding the potion phial above his mouth. 
   
 “Gentlemen,” I came thoughtfully. “I do not wish to give false hope, but I believe there is another way I could help Chevalier Vidal...” 
   
 “And what would it require?” von Holtz lurched forward. 
   
 “The crimson brut we extracted from the shadow creature,” I replied. 
   
 All the wolf loot was in one of the bags von Holtz was carrying. We decided to split it up after we got to safety. But both the barons and Chevalier Vidal, who was still unconscious, later admitted that the majority of it was rightfully mine. They based their arguments on the fact that without me, they’d all be dead. 
   
 Not hesitating for a minute, Baron von Brunon got the loot bag and took out a crimson brut the size of a pigeon egg. 
   
 “Set it down on that flat stone,” I asked. “Before I can get started, I have to test something...” 
   
 The men nodded at almost the same time and started waiting. Neither of them was going to step aside. I noticed their burning looks and snorted to myself. They were about to witness a magical mystery they would tell their grandchildren about. If of course they survived… 
   
 Casting the inappropriate thoughts aside, I concentrated on the crimson crystal. It had relatively little mana, but it was enough to heal Vidal three times over. 
   
 I brought my hand to the crystal and, not touching it, let my aura get to work while I monitored the flow of mana. 
   
 The first three attempts ended in failure. The small masses of mana my aura drew from the brut went straight into my energy system. 
   
 Attempt number four ended with the mana simply disintegrating. It was only a few minutes later, after spending a good amount of the mana for nothing that I managed to form a little magic ball on the tip of my finger, which glowed a dim crimson. 
   
 Watching the process closely, von Holtz and von Brunon gasped in astonishment. I should also confess that I was captivated by the little glowing ball. And considering the fact I had never tried this trick before either in this world, or my past life, I also felt a well-earned sense of pride. 
   
 “Now I just have to test how this works on living and nonliving things,” I voiced my thoughts. 
   
 Baron von Holtz snapped out of it first. 
   
 “Try it on this rock,” he said, pushing a little stone my way. 
   
 I nodded and directed the crimson ball into the stone, carefully scanning. The crimson energy gathered around the gray surface of the stone in an opaque cloud and a few moments later simply blew away. 
   
 “Was that good or bad?” von Brunon asked, puzzled. 
   
 “Good,” I nodded. “The magic did no harm to the stone, which means it will not injure Vidal, either. Or so I think... Now time to try it on something living.” 
   
 “Here,” von Brunon stepped forward and extended his left hand, which was bleeding from the fingers. “You can test it on one of my fingers.” 
   
 “You sure?” I asked. 
   
 “Absolutely,” von Brunon nodded, but I could see his face go pale. 
   
 It was quite easy to form another ball. That time, I decided to use half as much mana. 
   
 “Ready?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes,” the baron answered firmly through clenched teeth. 
   
 The little crimson glow the size of a wheat berry came down onto the joint of the baron’s pinky finger. Right where the cut was. And that time, the mana did not simply blow away. Like a little drop of water, it seeped into the wound and went dim. Using true vision, I was able to see that it triggered a slow healing process. 
   
 “Whew...” I sighed heavily, wiping the sweat from my brow. “I think it worked... How do you feel, baron?” 
   
 Von Brunon, afraid to breathe out of turn all that time shuddered and, loudly releasing the air from his lungs, said: 
   
 “It felt like putting my hand against the side of a warm stove. And the wound tingles a bit.” 
   
 A smile of joy appeared on von Holtz’s bearded countenance. He patted his friend on his broad shoulder, and exclaimed: 
   
 “That’s good! Very good!” 
   
 For the next hour, while the barons cooked over a fire and chatted happily, I kept busy healing Chevalier Vidal. Carefully, dribbling crimson mana into the cleaned wound in small droplets, I considered the fact that my new abilities were going to make me have to do a lot of experimenting. 
   
 When I finished, von Holtz helped me carry Vidal into one of the big tents. The baron suggested making a bandage out of one of the many rags lying around camp, but I was firmly opposed. I had to explain that any bandage material would at minimum have to be boiled first. They did not dare argue and instead got straight to work hanging a pot of water over the fire. 
   
 After the late dinner or early breakfast, I finally decided to pay a visit to the Wild Duke’s prisoner. 
   
 When I threw back the flap on the wagon cover, my nose was assaulted with the smells of feces and sweat. I could sense movement inside the cage. My approach did not go unnoticed. 
   
 In true vision, the prisoner’s energy system glowed with a dim steely hue. Strange magic... The fact he had a reservoir indicated that before me was a descendant of what they called true gifted. Those who had survived inside the Shadow. 
   
 Scanning the prisoner closely, I concluded that I was dealing with a creature similar to the children of Meemeeteh. However, neither the Lao, nor any allied tribes had anyone with an energy system like this. All gifted in those tribes had an affinity for the emerald magic of the forest. 
   
 The prisoner was blocked from replenishing the mana in his reservoir by shackles on his wrists and ankles, as well as a thin collar around his neck. 
   
 I remembered the Duke speaking Vestonian with his prisoner but decided just in case to ask: 
   
 “Do you understand me?” 
   
 After a brief pause, the prisoner stirred and came over to the bars of the cage. The hood of his robe was pushed back slightly and, in the moonlight, I saw a tortured pale gray face. 
   
 Hm... I must have been somewhat mistaken. She was a woman, not a man. Slit eyes, pointed ears — she was definitely from a tribe related to the Lao. She just had a different skin color. 
   
 She gulped with a scratchy throat and licked her cracked lips. In her eyes was enough sorrow and exhaustion for two lifetimes. 
   
 Hm... She’d fallen on tough times... But I was not particularly fooled by her. Knowing what went on in the Shadow, I could say confidently that common women did not venture out beyond the Barrier. 
   
 Her heavy, slightly surprised gaze ran over me and stopped on the flask hanging off my belt. The prisoner definitely recognized me. I remembered her long studious stares the day before the flow. 
   
 “Do you understand me?” I repeated in witching tongue. 
   
 The prisoner shuddered and looked up at me. She drew in air through her nose and, a moment later, said in a faint voice: 
   
 “I can smell my world on you... The Great Bound did not kill you, and you returned. He must have gotten what he wanted then...” 
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THE PRISONER WAS FLUENT in witching tongue. Honestly though, she stressed the last syllable in a few words, which was unusual to me, but I had no trouble understanding her. As a matter of fact, Mongwo was much worse at the ancient tongue and had a different accent. The native language of the tribe of Meemeeteh was apparently different from the one this woman’s kind spoke. 
   
 “He?” I asked. 
   
 “The man who put me in this cage two years ago,” the prisoner answered. 
   
 “What do you mean he got what he wanted?” I asked, watching her reaction closely. 
   
 “As far as I remember, you are the seventh person he fed to the Great Bound,” she replied. “When the other six died, he was very displeased. You survived, so he must have gotten what he wanted.” 
   
 Her eyes passed over the flask on my belt. She unwittingly licked her dry lips. 
   
 I unclipped the flask and handed it to the prisoner. She, trying to make no sudden moves and provoke me, her hands shaking, grabbed the flask and sucked at it greedily, her eyes closed tightly in pleasure. 
   
 “What made him want to feed people to the Great Bound?” 
   
 “The man who put me in the cage never shared his thoughts or plans with me,” the prisoner shrugged and handed me back the empty flask. 
   
 Hm... Either she didn’t want to say, or truly did not know. 
   
 “Where are you from?” I decided to try a different angle. 
   
 “My clan’s lands are far to the north of the Great Bound.” 
   
 “Why did you cross to our side?” 
   
 The look in the prisoner’s eyes immediately flared, but she got herself together. She spotted my simple trick. Tilting her head to one side, she came right up to the bars of the cage and said calmly: 
   
 “The man who put me in this cage also asked that. He threatened to put my body in a great deal of pain if I did not talk. But he quickly realized that I could make my body die before I felt any pain from the torture.” 
   
 I snorted. 
   
 “That won’t work on me. If I want to make you feel pain, you will not be able to kill yourself. You could of course try, but I will see it coming.” 
   
 I saw fear in her eyes for the first time. She jumped back from the bars and froze, afraid to move. 
   
 “A seer...” she whispered, dumbfounded. 
   
 I heard vague footsteps, then a cautious coughing outside. My companions also wanted a glimpse of the legendary Ghost. And they had every right. We had taken the camp together. 
   
 I turned around and walked away. Outside, my companions were waiting. 
   
 “Ahem...” von Holtz cleared his throat and looked curiously behind me. “He say anything useful?” 
   
 “No,” I answered and added: “And she’s a woman.” 
   
 The barons looked even more intrigued. 
   
 “Chevalier,” von Holtz said to me. “Do you have any ideas for what to do with her? Could she be of use to us?” 
   
 “I say we take her to the fort,” von Brunon piped up. “I’m sure we’ll be handsomely rewarded. She is a Ghost after all!” 
   
 “Leo, that is a very bad idea,” von Holtz shook his head. “Because she is a Ghost... The very second we reach the fort, the secret chancery will whisk us away. You know how crafty the people who serve there can be... They’ll use torture to extract everything we know, then quietly strangle us. They don’t care about origins. But they can’t abide witnesses.” 
   
 Von Brunon grunted thoughtfully, then nodded to admit his friend had a point. 
   
 “So you suggest we kill her?” he asked. 
   
 “I didn’t say that,” von Holtz replied and looked at me. Von Brunon also looked over at me. Somehow, I had gotten the final say in all discussions for the last day, and almost every time the two of them agreed. 
   
 “I agree with Baron von Holtz,” I came, stroking my chin. “I do not want to go to the trouble of dragging the ghost to the fort, then spend the rest of my short life in a torture chamber. They’re going to have enough questions for us as it is.” 
   
 The barons traded looks and nodded almost at the exact same time. 
   
 “Then what do you suggest?” von Holtz asked. 
   
 I turned and looked thoughtfully at the cage. 
   
 “She’s not exactly a friend... But not an enemy, either. Her magic is so famished she wouldn’t stand a chance against me. She’s also in no mood to share secrets. As a mage, she knows dozens of ways to kill herself. So torture would be pointless. And to be honest, I wouldn’t want to...” 
   
 “Are you suggesting we let her go?” von Brunon frowned. 
   
 “She said her clan’s lands are far to the north of the Barrier,” I came. “Believe me, what you saw by the lake is but a taste of what it’s like in the Shadow. The world beyond the Barrier is dozens of times more dangerous than ours. Even if we let her go, I don’t much believe she’ll survive. But I am also not opposed to giving her a chance...” 
   
 “Me neither,” von Holtz nodded. 
   
 “Ha...” von Brunon scratched his beard with his broad hand. “No one would ever believe I personally freed a real Ghost...” 
   
 We released the prisoner at dawn. I didn’t know what she was thinking when I took her out of the cage, but her self-control was impressive. Before, she seemed to be on death’s door. 
   
 When it came to the runic artifact feeding mana to the chain, shackles, and collar, I kept it simple — I absorbed the rune’s lilac-brown energy and broke the spell. 
   
 The prisoner didn’t realize what happened at first. Only when the shackles and chain fell off and her reservoir greedily started drawing energy from outside did she look dumbfounded at me. 
   
 “You are free to go,” I said, nodding at the Shadow. “I hope you are able to make it home.” 
   
 She didn’t let slip a single word, watching my every move tensely. 
   
 “Here,” I placed a small satchel on the ground. “We packed you a bit of food, water, and supplies. And another thing...” 
   
 I took a dagger and small hatchet off my belt and set them on the backpack. 
   
 “I hope this will increase your survival chances. It’s all the weaponry we can spare. We have a long road ahead of us through hostile territory. And you can be in your world in about a day. Also, the Great Bound will destroy these items anyhow. And another thing... The man that was keeping you in a cage is dead. Along with his entire squad...” 
   
 I could have told her where I stashed the boat and other things on the other side of the Barrier, but I decided she did not need to know about the Lao. Who could say...? 
   
 “What is your name, seer?” she asked softly. 
   
 “Max Renard,” I replied. 
   
 The now former prisoner laid her right hand on her chest and touched mine cautiously with her left. Her eyes were open wide. 
   
 “Venona of Clan Frostwind will never forget your name...” 
   
 With those words, she took her hand away. Then quickly snatched the satchel and weapon and, quite nimbly given her state, ran off toward the Shadow. 
   

* * *

   
 “Finally...” Baron von Brunon sighed wearily and smiled, looking toward the dark walls of Westerly Fort. “We made it...” 
   
 It took us just under a month to reach the fort even though we thought it would take about two weeks. And for the whole first week, we stuck to the plan with almost no deviations all while keeping the horses and wagon safe. 
   
 At first, it was all coming together quite well. My treatments brought Chevalier Vidal back to consciousness on day two and had him on his feet again by day five. I also patched up the barons. Their wounds healed before my very eyes. It wasn’t all down to the crimson mana, either — the emerald also played its part. In my experiments, I went a bit further and learned to share the energy of the forest with my companions. Honestly though, they couldn’t tell I was doing it. I was trying to hide the fact I had bruts beyond the ones we took from the wolf. 
   
 My experiments with emerald mana showed that even a small mass the size of a pea would provide a jolt of vigor to a strong adult man for approximately one hour as well as accelerate the healing process. Because I did it all as part of treatment, my “patients” came to the reasonable conclusion that it was all the refreshing effect of crimson mana. 
   
 But everything changed at night on the seventh day. Our temporary campsite was attacked by a large pack of steppe hyenas. I had first smelled them on day five. They were busy scavenging the huge body of either a bison or a bull, so we were able to pass them by. But not for long. The pack mother selected us for their next prey. That night, we somehow managed to fight them off, but had to abandon our poor horses. And together with them the wagon and a lot of other loot we’d taken from the Duke’s camp. 
   
 The whole rest of the way we had to go on foot. Our horses earned us less than two days though. The pack caught up to us again. In the next battle, we almost lost von Brunon and Vidal. What saved us was a lucky spear throw from me that left the mother badly injured. A few of her daughters immediately seized on the opportunity and attacked their injured mother, then after her death turned on one another. They forgot about us for a while, and the new young mother only tracked us down three days later. But we no longer cared. There was a river between us, which we had crossed the night before. 
   
 For the next several days, we pressed confidently onward until we reached Westerly Fort just as the rainy season was beginning. 
   
 “Gentlemen,” I came, looking at the exhausted, bearded faces of my companions and now true comrades in arms. “Let me remind you one last time to answer all questions as agreed.” 
   
 They all nodded. All of their faces looked dirty and tired but satisfied. There they were — the towers of Westerly Fort... They were but a stone’s throw away. And from there, it wasn’t far to the city where we could have hot food, ale, and warm bedsheets. 
   
 “Rest up, get yourselves together, and the day after tomorrow I expect to see you at my manor for dinner. Then we can decide how to split up our loot,” I came and added with a smile: “It will make the perfect occasion for a couple bottles of Atalian brandy I’ve been saving.” 
   
 In response, I saw three happy smiles. Alright, done. We made it... 
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Outskirts of Toulon


Monsieur Mollet’s Manor


 


“OLD MAN BERTRAND! Old man Bertrand!” 
   
 Kevin’s sonorous voice from the entryway made the attorney in Bertrand’s kitchen shudder. 
   
 “What is it now?” he grumbled. “He’s shouting like the house is on fire.” 
   
 He was ready to spout out a chastising, educational speech about manners and decency but, when he saw the pale frightened face of the boy running into the kitchen, he realized that something catastrophic must have happened. 
   
 “Old man Bertrand!” Kevin’s lips quivered, tears welling in his eyes. “Outside...” 
   
 “What?!” the old servant sighed, and his heart gave an unpleasant twinge. 
   
 It had been a little less than a month since Lieutenant Tassen’s Shadow Patrol squad returned to the fortress. But his master was not with them. 
   
 Jacques went to the fort and came back looking darker than a storm cloud. There, he was told that Maximillian had been sent with a small party to scout the valley at the foot of Gray Ridge, and no one knew what had become of them. 
   
 His master must have been able to see the future. He had given detailed instructions for such an event, but Bertrand remembered well his master’s parting words. He was not all that easy to kill. Especially since Maximillian gained the gift of magic. 
   
 Bertrand did not believe his master had died. He continued running the household as before, never failing to visit the temple of the Holy Adélaïde to make offerings of coins in hopes that his sacrifice would tip the balance of the Great Scales. 
   
 And now another imposition... 
   
 “Out in the yard...” Kevin said in a shaky voice. “The captain... Soldiers... They... They want to take Jérémie, Claude, and Luc! And Jacques will not let them!” 
   
 At first, Bertrand didn’t know what the kid was saying, but when the fog of fear for his master fell from his eyes, as ever, he got himself together and went out to the yard. 
   
 The news hit the old servant like a tub of ice water. Someone dared lay claim to his master’s property! He could not stand for such insolence! 
   
 He stopped for a moment in the entryway as if remembering something, then hurried to the stairs leading to the second floor. Before getting into a fight with vultures, he needed to be well prepared. 
   
 Bertrand came out into the yard just as the ten soldiers were surrounding Jérémie, Claude, Luc and the broad-shouldered Astlander Gunnar. 
   
 Out of the corner of his eye, the old man noted with satisfaction that the four did not look like a herd of frightened sheep. They looked more like young hounds surrounded by wolves, but not about to surrender. 
   
 The lessons Jacques instilled in them every day had done them well. And again his master was right to instruct the veteran to train the serfs in mortal combat. Particularly in light of the fact the freedom papers for the five of them had already been drawn up and were hidden away in his master’s office. 
   
 Jacques was not going to stay out of it, either. He was desperately trying to communicate something to Captain Louis de Rohan, who was listening lazily. Bertrand could see the way he was looking at everything, as if it was already decided. 
   
 A bit in the distance, shifting from foot to foot, stood the landlord Monsieur Mollet. His eyes and mouth open wide, he was staring at the scene as the captain directed. 
   
 Scavengers had descended on his master’s property... 
   
 The old man clenched his teeth in anger and squinted. Oh, they had no idea what they were getting themselves into! He would die to defend his master’s property! Just then, Bertrand recalled everything he’d seen over the last few years in his master’s home. In the wider world, there were predators that made the captain look like an innocent little lamb by comparison, not to mention Mollet the dolt. 
   
 Bertrand puffed out his chest. Smoothing his frock and whispering a prayer to the Holy Adélaïde to intervene, he stepped out the doorway. 
   
 “Messieurs!” he said loudly and with dignity. And of course! He was the personal valet of Chevalier Renard, a member of one of the most ancient families in Vestonia and all Mainland. “What seems to be going on here?!” 
   
 The question sounded so calm yet authoritative that everyone in the yard stopped what they were doing. The captain’s soldiers even looked slightly intimidated. 
   
 Bertrand was a former serf, but now he was a free man and entitled to act this way. He was defending his master’s property. He was like a guard dog, prepared to latch into these thieves’ throats at any moment. He had been trained to do so in the finest and wealthiest homes in Vestonia. And after, if his master so desired, the hound could be strangled for impertinence, or generously rewarded for faithful service. But that would come later... For now — hands off master’s things! 
   
 Jacques was also dumbfounded. He looked at Bertrand and couldn’t recognize him. The quiet timid old man was suddenly the embodiment of the very master of ceremonies for the king of Vestonia himself! 
   
 The captain was first to come to his senses. 
   
 “How dare you, pitiful serf, speak to me in that manner!” he hissed and walked forward. 
   
 “One more step, monsieur captain, and a letter will be sent to the capital city residence of the Counts de Gramont with a full recounting of what happened here,” Bertrand enunciated without so much as blinking. “I am certain that His Lordship Heinrich de Gramont will be very surprised and disturbed to hear that the city guard attempted to intrude on his nephew’s property without so much as an explanation.” 
   
 “This manor belongs to Monsieur Mollet!” the captain barked, pointing to the bewildered landlord. 
   
 “According to royal decree number fifty-eight from year two hundred in the fifth age, all property rented by a noble both real estate and personal effects are equivalent to their personal property for the entire timeframe of the rental agreement,” Bertrand rattled back calmly and raised a hand with a scroll. “Here is a current rental contract. Need I mention what happens to those who try to steal the private property of nobles? Or have you decided to take the manor by storm because you have some personal dispute with house de Gramont? If so, we would be fully entitled to resist and, if necessary, die fighting for our master’s property.” 
   
 “Your master has been dead for a while now!” the captain barked. He was enraged by the old servant’s impertinence, but being a noble himself, he was perfectly aware that his servant was legally entitled to say these things. The laws contrived by nobles could not be broken. Otherwise, it would lead to chaos. And the impertinent servant could be dealt with later. “And these three are required to join the Shadow Patrol!” 
   
 “These three are serfs belonging to my master. He purchased them in Sardent,” Bertrand objected with a dispassionate tone, showing them a second scroll. “Here are the purchase papers, notarized by witnesses and an attorney. Even if my master died serving the crown, these serfs would still be the property of house de Gramont.” 
   
 There was no telling how the standoff may have ended for the old servant, because just then who should step through the gates but the very man they were all discussing. A sparse beard, long hair, canvas bags over his back, dirty worn clothing — Bertrand was first to notice the tramp. First he frowned, but when he saw the stranger wink, he smiled. 
   
 And a moment later, Bertrand heard a cheery voice... So familiar, just like home. 
   
 “All this fuss and no fighting?!” 
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OUR ARRIVAL HIT THE FORT like a bomb. The inner courtyard looked like a batted beehive. Everyone inside couldn’t wait to catch a glimpse of the miraculous survivors. However, at first the sentries didn’t want to let us in — they took us for beggars. We looked the part, too... But after a few big curse words from von Brunon directed at the “blind dolts who couldn’t even recognize their own mother,” we were finally allowed to enter. 
   
 I slowly looked with a calm gaze at the men surrounding us on all sides and smiled to myself. They were looking at us like dead men who had been buried long ago and suddenly come back to life. 
   
 “Silence!” a loud shrieking cry flew over the internal courtyard. “What is the meaning of this?! What is going on here?!” 
   
 Silence took hold. I looked up and saw on the tower balcony a short fat man with a tomato red face and sweat glistening bald head. The red-faced man’s small piggish eyes bored a hole into the crowd with anger. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn he had just been taken away from his dinner. 
   
 At the last moment, the fat man confirmed my suspicions about his modest mental faculties. 
   
 “Vidal?!” he shrieked in surprise, finally looking us in the eyes. “Von Holtz, von Brunon?! Why are you alive?! You died at Gray Ridge!” 
   
 “Nevertheless...” I muttered to myself and turned for explanations to my companions. “Who is this idiot, gentlemen?” 
   
 “Lieutenant Brossard,” von Holtz replied with a disgusted cringe. 
   
 “The man who supposedly catches a fever every time we’re supposed to go out on patrol?” I laughed. “His face is so smooth you’d never take him for a man who regularly staves off death.” 
   
 The troops standing next to us and others that heard our measured conversation started to smile. The lieutenant though, on the contrary, sensed disrespect and seemed to go even more red. He looked fit to burst... 
   
 “And Gobert came to visit, too...” Vidal hissed through his teeth, pointing with his eyes at the balcony. 
   
 I looked up and met eyes with a small man in a dark robe and black cap. My companions had told me enough stories to recognize his narrow bird face and big fisheyes — this was the local secret chancery agent. 
   
 “Gentlemen,” I came, addressing my comrades in arms. “Don’t you think it’s time we had a heart to heart with monsieur lieutenant and his friend from the secret chancery?” 
   
 Not waiting for an answer to the rhetorical question, I started toward the tower’s front door. My companions followed right behind, and the shadow patrol troops silently made way. 
   
 And a few minutes later, after walking past security, we entered that very office with a balcony. 
   
 Hm... I was right. Our coming to the fortress disturbed a peaceful meal Lieutenant Brossard was sharing with secret chancery agent Gobert. 
   
 “How am I to take this?” Brossard shrieked after our intrusion. 
   
 Looking jeeringly over the richly appointed table, I said out loud so all would hear, turning to face my companions to prove my point: 
   
 “Gentlemen! I must admit, I didn’t believe it, but things are much worse than they say in the capital! The Shadow Patrol is no longer what it once was! As a child, I heard many stories from my grandfather the Count de Gramont about the glorious deeds of my ancestor, who fought side by side with His Highness Albert the Brave against the vile spawn of Darkness! I grew up on tales and legends of valiant heroes protecting our world from monsters! And I came to the frontier to follow in the footsteps of my great ancestor! But what do I see, gentlemen?!” 
   
 With every word, my voice grew firmer and louder, and the faces of the people around me as well as my companions stretched out in surprise. 
   
 “Apparently, those who wish to do their duty to the crown and Vestonia are simply abandoned to the whims of fate!” I continued pontificating. “As a matter of fact, we had already been buried long ago! And now, you even make complaint that we are still alive!” 
   
 In the dead silence that fell after those words, I turned to face the fat man who was quickly going pale and gasping for air. 
   
 “I have a question for you, Lieutenant Brossard!” I came. “I would like to know what was written in the search party commander’s report after he returned from the valley!” 
   
 Several pairs of attentive eyes fixated on the fat figure standing still at the balcony door. The lieutenant lost all his confidence in a flash and his whole body shuddered. 
   
 I was certain that if I did not have both barons and Chevalier Vidal at my back, who had served at Westerly Fort for several years and integrated themselves into local society, I would have had a hard time achieving a similar effect. As a matter of fact, if I were a commoner, I never would have even been let into the office. 
   
 “W-w-what commander?” the fat man asked, hiccupping. “What search party?” 
   
 “What do you mean what search party?” I feigned incomprehension and turned to my companions. “The one that was sent out to find us... Or at the very least bring our dead bodies back to our families...” 
   
 The lieutenant’s face took on a gray shade. But Monsieur Gobert’s cold eyes told me that he wasn’t going to be such a push over. Still, I should note that the secret chancery agent was in no hurry to intervene in the conversation, sitting back while the lieutenant responded to the disgruntled nobles’ clumsy questioning. At the very least, so far... After, the bird-faced man would surely try to play hardball, but we were ready for that. 
   
 “Oh, wait!” I said, slapping myself softly on the forehead. “I think I’m starting to get it! There never was any search party! Isn’t that right? You just crossed us off the rolls!” 
   
 “I...” the fat man started sputtering, staring hauntedly and taking a step back. “I... Do not have the authority... The captain... Such decisions...” 
   
 Running a scornful gaze over the lieutenant, paying no mind to the tongue-tied Gobert, I turned to my companions and said: 
   
 “Gentlemen! I think we’ve seen enough to know what these pitiful commoners are up to. What a waste of time. Let’s go! After two months roving through hostile territory, I think we’ve earned some rest!” 
   
 The esteemed nobles all supported me with happy smiles and followed me out of the office. No one called out to stop us. 
   
 When we were back in the internal courtyard, there were even more people. 
   
 “Gentlemen!” I said to my comrades in arms, but loud enough so everyone could hear. “I say we spend two days resting and getting ourselves in order, then on day three we all hit the Lame Bull together! I’ve heard they serve an excellent ale! There we can celebrate our return! Everyone who would like to share in our mirth, drinks are on me!” 
   
 The last part got drowned out by dozens of enthusiastic people roaring out together. I had no doubt that everyone at the fort, as well as those currently on leave, would be joining us in the Lame Bull tavern. It would cost me several barrels of ale, but it would be worth it. Over those drinks, we would have a chance to tell the story of our misadventures as we’d all agreed, which would then spread through town. 
   
 Based on the look Gobert gave me as he left the fortress, the employee of the local investigative body would surely be in the tavern as well. And that was exactly what we wanted. Part of the reason we planned that whole scene was for him and his office. The risk that my companions would say too much was minimal. They had even more to lose from that than I did. And as for the alcohol... I would keep them from getting drunk. I didn’t take all of Bastien de Tosny’s potions along for my tour. I left most of them at home. And I had one that fit the bill perfectly. 
   
 It took us around two hours to reach Toulon. A group of peasants hauling wares to the fort kindly agreed to drop us off back in town. And they even brought me almost all the way home. The barons and chevalier, who were renting a room on a street occupied by artisans, bid me a warm farewell and promised to visit my manor the day after next then hopped off the cart a few minutes earlier. 
   
 As I walked over to my manor, I was dreaming of nothing more than a warm bath, tasty dinner, and clean bedsheets. I was completely fed up with the two months of living rough. 
   
 But at the gates, I spotted a buggy and two city guardsmen. They noticed me when I was walking up to the propped open gate, but it was too late. I just slammed it in their faces. One of them tried to object, but the second softly grabbed him by the shoulder. He recognized me, and I him. I had treated this guardsman and his fellow officers to drinks in the Golden Boar upon my arrival in Toulon. We traded nods and I moved on. 
   
 In front of my manor door, I was greeted by a curious scene. The four boys I bought from the slave traders were surrounded by dozens of city guardsmen. Jacques was one step from Captain Louis de Rohan, while Bertrand loomed on the porch, standing perfectly straight with his chin thrust proudly forward. My trusty servant was saying something in an icy didactic tone to the captain, who looked like a pitiful mad dog compared to the old man. 
   
 Bertrand finally noticed me and frowned. He seemed not to remember me. And no wonder! I must have looked a mess... I winked and smiled at him, then said loudly: 
   
 “All this fuss and no fighting?!” 
   
 They all fell silent in an instant and turned to face me. 
   
 “Monsieur!” Bertrand gasped happily and wanted to burst forward, but stopped himself before it was too late. He could not show disrespect to his master in public. “I knew you would return!” 
   
 “Of course I would!” I laughed. “Did anyone doubt that?!” 
   
 I looked demonstratively at the outstretched faces of my serfs and the guardsmen. I caught a happy smirk from Jacques. I nodded shortly at him. I hit Monsieur Mollet with a baffled look and, based on his sour expression, he wished he could disappear. And near the end, I noticed Louis de Rohan staring at me stunned. 
   
 “Ahh!” I exclaimed. “Monsieur captain! How nice running into you! I see the malicious rumors about you were false!” 
   
 “What?” the captain’s puffy face looked mottled. 
   
 “What do you mean what?” I asked, feigning surprise. “Lieutenant Brossard was just assuring me, Barons von Holtz and von Brunon, as well as Chevalier Vidal that you refused to send out a search party to the foot of the Gray Ridge to look for us or our bodies. But it seems your superior was lying, and the search party is set to depart!” 
   
 I looked around showily at the dozen or so city guards who were watching the scene and letting themselves be fooled by my display. Louis de Rohan meanwhile went beet red. 
   
 “Monsieur captain!” I continued, as if nothing had happened, watching Jacques’ satisfied face out of the corner of my eye. “Even the most experienced scout could envy your senses! Only your sage mind could think to start the search with my very residence! And here you found me! Monsieur captain, the brigades patrolling the lands next to the Shadow could really use men with such refined senses as yourself. I’m sure your subordinates would be delighted to see you lead the next tour into the valley!” 
   
 “You!!!” Louis de Rohan hissed through his teeth. “You!!! Scoundrel! How dare you! You...” 
   
 “Baronet,” I interrupted his hissing with an icy tone. “You better watch your tongue! Before I cut it down to size! I expect to see you at the duelyard the day after tomorrow at noon!” 
   
 The captain measured me up scornfully and exclaimed: 
   
 “I’ll be there!” 
   
 “And don’t be late,” I replied and added: “And for now — leave my home at once or I will be forced to view your visit as an invasion!” 
   
 The captain, grinding his teeth and muttering curses under his breath, hopped away from the manor grounds like he’d been scalded. The guards were hot on his heels. Based on the satisfied looks on their faces, the news of our duel would spread through town like wildfire. That was good. I had scheduled the duel for the day after next on purpose. I wanted as much publicity as possible. That way we could earn more on bets. 
   
 But overall, the captain’s visit had been a success. I was trying to come up with ways of getting rid of the rats and here one presented itself to me on a silver platter. One innocent provocation was all the baronet needed to blow his top. The only problem was that the fink could appoint someone else to duel in his place. All the worse for him. I would do everything in my power to embarrass him. 
   
 Wait... Where did he think he was going? 
   
 “Monsieur Mollet!” I called out to the landlord, who was trying to flee the manor property in the commotion. “Would you mind sticking around a few minutes?” 
   
 The landlord froze in place, then turned and looked at me guiltily. 
   
 “Monsieur Renard,” he started with a slightly shaky voice. “The captain required my presence as owner of the manor. If I knew what he was planning to do, I never would have agreed.” 
   
 Yes, you would have... I am quite sure of that... 
   
 “Monsieur Mollet,” I smiled hospitably and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. The man shuddered but tried to get himself together. “I would never hold this against you. May the Most Luminous Mother be my witness! My thoughts are pure! Everyone can see that you were a victim of circumstance.” 
   
 “Precisely!” Mollet exclaimed, having realized I was not planning to injure or kill him on the spot. “You are wise beyond your years, Monsieur Renard! I really was a victim. Ah... This manor causes me nothing but trouble... If only I’d known, I never would have acquired it...” 
   
 “That’s just what I wanted to discuss with you, my sweet Monsieur Mollet!” I smiled, squeezing his shoulder slightly. Which made him shudder again. “What do you think about selling me this troublesome property?” 
   
 The landlord shuddered and flipped instantly. The danger had passed. Now it was business. He was clearly intrigued by my offer. 
   
 “Don’t let me rush you, dear man,” I said straight after and smiled. “I’ll give you a few days to think it over. When you’ve reached a decision about the price, make an informal visit. My home is your home.” 
   
 “Yes, yes, of course,” the landlord nodded quickly. “By all means! As soon as I’ve run the calculations, I’ll drop by!” 
   
 But he was in no rush to leave. He was too scared to move a muscle. 
   
 “Then until next time, my esteemed man,” I nodded and gave him a light push. “Best wishes to your domestics.” 
   
 Mollet dashed to the exit without turning and, when the gate closed behind him, I turned. 
   
 Looking over the faces of my good friends with a happy expression, I sighed in relief and said: 
   
 “Well, here I am. Back home!” 
   

* * *

   
 While I got cleaned off in a hot bath, Bertrand who had been clucking over me the whole night like a brood hen, carefully shaved all the overgrown hair from my face and precisely snipped the hair on my head. 
   
 He didn’t find the courage to embrace me until we were all alone in my office. The trustiest man in this world to me, he was the only reason I had survived the first few days after my consciousness was sent here. And now he was sobbing on my chest like a small child. Essentially, he was the only member of my household who never gave up hope that I was alive. 
   
 Helping me get dressed, he told me everything that happened in the last two months in great detail. As it turned out, I had already accumulated quite a stack of letters from my spies in Sardent. 
   
 I decided to leave the correspondence for the next day when I had a fresh mind. However, I stopped to read one letter. Actually, I couldn’t even properly call it a letter. A small note. It was written by my dearest uncle, the Duke de Gramont. 
   

Nephew, despite your impertinence and disobedience, and also despite the fact that your father brought shame on our entire house, as a man of honor, I do not intend to abandon you to the whims of fate.


 


We have found for you a more than worthy match. Viscountess Aurélie de Marbot. She possesses excellent education, is attractive, and most importantly very rich. Yes, she is significantly older than you, but you are in no position to be choosy. This marriage will provide you with everything you need to carry on the wanton lifestyle you so adore.


 


As soon as you reach this line, start gathering your things and come to our capital city residence.


 


As for your strange wish to join the Shadow Patrol... His Majesty has signed a petition from me to absolve you of your duties in Westerly Fort. Consider your duty to the crown completed. All corresponding papers have already been sent to the royal chancery.


 


Your uncle,


 


Heinrich de Gramont

   
 When I looked up, I met eyes with a disquieted Bertrand. 
   
 “Looks like there’s no getting out of a trip to the capital now,” I sighed and threw the letter on the table. “My dear uncle will never give up. Time to rain on his parade.” 
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AFTER A BATH, A SHAVE, and a haircut, I got changed into clean clothes and only then did I finally feel the relief of being a real person again. 
   
 Bertrand, experienced valet that he was, looked me over with a cantankerous eye and smoothed all the wrinkles on my clothing. As he did, in a matter-of-fact voice, he told me that over the past two months, I had really filled out in the shoulders. So much so in fact that my wardrobe needed an update. Then as if from thin air, he extracted my jewelry box. 
   
 I saw no reason to weigh myself down with golden trinkets just to dine with my domestics, so I took from the box only my fox medallion and hung it around my neck. Meanwhile, I was praising myself silently for not taking it along on the trip. I’d already lost the valuable dagger. I wondered where it had gone. Most likely, it was at the bottom of the lake, or in the belly of the creature that ate the Duke. 
   
 When I closed the box, I noticed Bertrand staring at the center of my chest. I looked down and cleared my throat in dismay. Once the medallion made contact with my aura, it lit up with a dim silver glow. I spent a little while observing the purposeless glow and shut off the mana stream, turning the medallion back to its former state. I wondered what the point of that function was. Just light? I’d have to figure that out. 
   
 The old servant, looking on captivated as I worked my magic, didn’t let slip a single word. Which yet again confirmed his high-level qualifications. 
   
 In honor of my return, I wanted to again insist on a shared dinner. But this time, Bertrand and Jacques were in rare agreement that I should not sit down with the serfs tonight. When the time came for me to give them their freedom, we could return to the matter. Honestly though, Bertrand was clear at the end of his speech that regardless of the occasion, it was undignified for the young scion of an ancient noble house to share a meal with commoners who had not yet done anything to earn such an honor. 
   
 To be fair, I should note that I was the only person in the manor to experience any discomfort whatsoever with the strict class division. None of the others gave a second thought to such high-minded matters. 
   
 In the end, I had dinner with Jacques served by Bertrand and Kevin, who had ears like a pair of radar dishes. While setting out the plates of food and pouring the drinks, he was hanging on my every word. 
   
 On my request, Bertrand started priming me for life in the capital. Meanwhile, in passing, he advised me to let a few small morsels of information slip in front of Kevin. He then would recount all my adventures to the others in the kitchen. 
   
 According to my old servant, it was a method of sharing information that was common to all noble households. If of course the master cared about his servants and serfs respecting him. To them, I had to live up to the absolute highest standards. Basically, in their eyes I had to be a hero and they in their turn had to thank the gods for sending them a master who was perfect in every possible way. And to then go and tell the servants of other masters that until my servants became the envy and admiration of all. Essentially, the world of servants in elite households was one all its own with a set of laws to match. 
   
 I didn’t care about Bertrand’s advice. So I tried to be as eloquent as possible around Kevin. My retelling of the fight against the pack of hyenas was particularly lively and action-packed. Based on Kevin’s bulging eyes and shivering hands, the guys in the kitchen were in for a real treat. And that was the “official” version. I said nothing about my adventures in the Shadow, the Ghost, the strykers, the shadow wolves, or the lake monsters. 
   
 After dinner, I invited Jacques and Bertrand up to my office to continue the conversation somewhere Kevin wouldn’t overhear. I figured he’d heard enough already. 
   
 “I assume you want to now talk about what really happened?” Jacques asked with his classic wry tone after closing the door tightly behind him. 
   
 “Lock it as well, if you would,” I said, nodding at the key. “To make sure nobody happens to get inside. Bertrand, the window...” 
   
 The old man nodded understandingly and, drawing the heavy drapes, started lighting candles. 
   
 “Indeed...” Jacques snorted, locking the door. 
   
 When everything was ready, I pulled my backpacks out from under the bed and started setting them on the table while the two men looked on tensely. Gradually, the entire tabletop was covered with little bags of various sizes. 
   
 “What are those?” Jacques smiled with poorly concealed trepidation. “While you were running away from hyenas, you had the good fortune to stumble upon an ancient treasure hidden in the valley?” 
   
 “Not exactly,” I responded with a smirk and undid the draw strings of one of the bags. As an aside, it was sewn out of scraps of River Terror leather. 
   
 After that, I untied the other bags. In total, I had twenty-six. In the end, the candles proved unnecessary. The dark room lit up with hundreds of varying shades of magic light. 
   
 My confidants’ faces were a sight to behold. Shock, awe, disbelief, tingling in their fingertips and, of course, excitement... 
   
 Jacques was the first to start coming to his senses. He turned his head toward me and sputtered out. 
   
 “Is that what I think it is?” 
   
 “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I can’t read your mind. But if you think these are bruts, you’re right. That’s exactly what they are.” 
   
 Jacques turned his chin to one side and touched his hand to his neck. 
   
 “But how? And how so many? Did you rob the royal treasury?” 
   
 “No,” I shook my head. “This is my harvest from the Shadow. And another thing...” 
   
 I took out a snake leather bundle and unfolded it on the floor. On top, I placed the two snake fangs, tunic, and backpacks made of the red leather of a shadow cave bear. And on top of all that, I dumped out another bag of teeth, fangs, spines, mandibles, and claws from magic creatures — payment I’d received for my services as a seer from relatives of the Lao. 
   
 Jacques gulped loudly and Bertrand gave a muted gasp. 
   
 “You ventured beyond the Bound?” Jacques whispered, astonished. 
   
 “Yes,” I replied, sitting in an armchair with my legs crossed. “It isn’t the friendliest place. I can tell you that. It is a place full of true jungles teeming with predatory and poisonous creatures, which were constantly trying to eat me alive. I had to kill a couple of them and smear my body with their toxic acid. Vile stuff, but it did a good job scaring off predators.” 
   
 “Smear yourself in w-what now?” Bertrand asked, hiccupping slightly. 
   
 “Poison from red ants,” I replied calmly. “They’re insects the size of a cucumber.” 
   
 “But how did you survive?” the old man asked, placing his hand to his forehead. 
   
 I nodded at one of the amber crystals and replied: 
   
 “Thanks to the magic of these bruts, I’m now pretty hard to poison. Anyway, it’s a long story, and I promise we’ll get back to it in greater detail. But now I wanted to discuss something with you... Get settled in. It’s going to be a while.” 
   
 Jacques and Bertrand traded glances and almost at once fell onto their chairs. 
   
 “First of all,” I started. “I want to talk about Kevin.” 
   
 Bertrand nodded, while Jacques was clearly not expecting the boy to come up. 
   
 “I see you look surprised,” I said to him. “Particularly after that introduction...” 
   
 I chuckled and ran a hand over my massive pile of loot. 
   
 “You are right,” Jacques snorted. “But now that I’ve studied your character a bit, I assume the boy is important to you for some reason. Yes, and Bertrand is constantly taking care of him. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he’s more than the mere son of a merchant from the Foggy Isles.” 
   
 “Right you are,” I nodded. “Kevin is gifted. A future alchemist, to be exact.” 
   
 Jacques grunted in surprise and, a moment later, his smile grew even wider. 
   
 “I was not expecting to hear that... And it explains a lot.” 
   
 I got up from the chair and took from the nearest bag an amber crystal the size of a fist. Weighing it in my hand, I said: 
   
 “The thing is that Kevin’s gift has yet to fully awaken. It needs time. At least six months, maybe a year. If we try to awaken it too soon, he will either die or end up crippled. Neither his body, nor his spirit are ready for such trials.” 
   
 “You wish to circumvent the royal edict on magic guilds?” Jacques asked, staring captivated at the amber brut in my hand. 
   
 “Yes,” I responded shortly. “By law, I should immediately tell the royal chancery about the boy. But there’s one hitch... I have no desire to explain to them how I recognized the boy’s gift, much less that his gift has yet to fully awaken. Beyond that, I have already heard a bit about the methods used in the guild schools to awaken gifts. In a word, I’d rather not hand off Kevin to a bunch of quacks.” 
   
 Jacques stroked his chin and said: 
   
 “But the edict stipulates that he will have to be surrendered to the guild sooner or later. Even if he is your serf...” 
   
 “And I am not opposed to that,” I nodded and smiled. “He has a brilliant future as a mage. Just not right away. At first, I want to prepare him for a gift awakening ritual which I will be personally conducting. The energy in this amber brut should be enough... In fact, it will be more than enough. And considering the fact that the guild performs the awakening ritual with bruts smaller than this one, we don’t have to worry about Kevin.” 
   
 “I assume my participation in the process will also be required?” Jacques guessed. 
   
 “Indeed,” I replied. “As I already said, Kevin is not ready for the ritual in body or spirit. I want to ask you to strengthen his body. He must put on muscle. And Bertrand, you educate him. I want him to enter the guild as a fully-fledged gifted person who can stand up for himself and won’t fall face-first into mud at society functions. So I as his mentor will not have to be ashamed of him.” 
   
 Jacques and Bertrand traded significant glances and promising smiles. Based on their clever expressions, the unsuspecting Kevin had a fun few months ahead of him. 
   
 “Okay, that’s settled...” I concluded and set a brut in place. “Now, let’s talk about our plans for the near future.” 
   
 I nodded cleverly at my loot and said: 
   
 “Most likely, you’ve already guessed that this is only the beginning.” 
   

* * *

   
 “Monsieur lieutenant!” I came, putting on a welcoming smile. “I’m happy to see you in good health! May I treat you to a glass of wine? By chance, I picked up a couple bottles of twenty-year Riagne when I was in Sardent.” 
   
 Jean Tassen appeared outside my manor at exactly noon. When Bertrand told me he arrived, I gave a sidelong smile. Most likely, he’d had a sleepless night. I could only imagine his impatience. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he had been counting the minutes until noon. Showing up early would be untactful and a breach of etiquette. After all, he wasn’t even my commander. Most likely, the papers from the royal chancery exempting me from service had come in a long time before. 
   
 “Thank you, chevalier,” he nodded. “I appreciate it.” 
   
 “Please,” I pointed to an armchair in front of the fireplace and sat in the one next to it. 
   
 While we got seated and traded meaningless phrases, Bertrand deftly set out wine glasses and filled them. Then, out came three bowls of fruit and a pair of small plates of goat and sheep cheese. 
   
 “Thank you, Bertrand,” I nodded. “You may go to make sure nobody bothers us.” 
   
 When my old servant had closed the door behind him, I glanced at Tassen and asked: 
   
 “To what do I owe the pleasure, monsieur lieutenant?” 
   
 Jean Tassen set his glass on the table and gave me a gloomy look. 
   
 “Do you even have a near appreciation of what is going on in the fort and in town?” 
   
 “Hm…” I feigned surprise. “I’m not quite sure I understand.” 
   
 “Ever since your triumphant return,” the lieutenant said with angry reproach. “I’ve had a hard time keeping a lid on unrest in the fort. Lieutenant Brossard was practically thrown off the walls into a sewage ditch!” 
   
 “I must say, a bath like that might be good for a vile man like him,” I shrugged and, as if it were nothing, took a small sip from my glass. “I still cannot understand how a dunderhead like Brossard was able to reach that position. His long-time benefactor Louis de Rohan must have interceded on his behalf. Isn’t that right?” 
   
 The lieutenant wanted to spew out an enraged tirade, but the last thing I said made him shut his trap and get himself together. 
   
 “Lieutenant,” I continued. “I am sincerely sorry for your old comrade in arms, Lieutenant Vincent, whose place was taken by the hog Brossard after his unexpected and very strange fall down a flight of stairs. I am also perfectly aware that you as a true friend took on the burden of caring for the bedbound Vincent as well as his wife and two daughters.” 
   
 “Vincent carried me on his back for a week after our party fell victim to a wildling ambush...” Tassen stated grimly. “I owe him my life.” 
   
 “I understand that perfectly,” I nodded. “And I admire your nobility.” 
   
 “Baron von Holtz told me that if not for you, they’d have died,” the lieutenant came, staring me right in the eyes. 
   
 “And if not for them, I’d have died,” I shrugged. “Things like that can only be seen by those who sit on the sidelines behind their underlings thinking up nonexistent ailments to get out of doing their job.” 
   
 “It pleases me to hear that the de Gramonts have not forgotten about honor and military valor,” Tassen came tit for tat. 
   
 “Thank you, monsieur lieutenant.” 
   
 “Still, you never should have rocked the boat...” he shook his head with a heavy sigh. 
   
 “Why not?” I smiled. “Four nobles from famous families come back from patrol only to be met with public questioning about why they were still alive. And by who? Some cretin. And a commoner to boot.” 
   
 “Yes, but...” the lieutenant came dubiously. 
   
 “Why did you not send out a search party?” I asked head on. 
   
 “The captain forbid it...” 
   
 “So we had the right to question Brossard. In fact, it all happened in front of a representative of His Majesty’s secret chancery. He never let slip a single word in Brossard’s defense.” 
   
 “What do you mean?” Tassen asked in sincere surprise. 
   
 “Were you not told that Gobert was in the room?” I snorted. “Why am I not surprised?” 
   
 “No...” Tassen frowned and his cheeks went crimson. “What a rat...” 
   
 “When we arrived, the two of them were sharing a nice meal at an opulently appointed table,” I chuckled. 
   
 The lieutenant clenched his fists and teeth. 
   
 “It would only be right for monsieur mayor to find out,” I advised casually. 
   
 Tassen gave a pensive nod. 
   
 “Also,” I said, pouring us both more wine from the decanter. “It would be wonderful if monsieur mayor could take some time to find a temporary replacement for our valiant captain.” 
   
 I felt the weight of the lieutenant’s gaze on me. 
   
 “You most likely already know that I challenged Louis de Rohan to a duel, yes?” 
   
 “Yes, all Toulon is betting on the captain’s death,” the lieutenant nodded, but quickly stunned me with news. “But now, the captain is denying everything. He has his reasons. A lot of people know about your duel with Vincent de Lamar. And that de Rohan, who wears a sword on his belt more for decoration than anything, doesn’t stand a chance against you. And so, he keeps saying that there were no witnesses to your conflict as would be required for a proper challenge.” 
   
 Aw heck! What was going on now? 
   
 “When the captain insulted me, there were twenty men in front of my manor,” I objected. 
   
 “Commoners,” the lieutenant corrected me. “Five of them were even serfs, and two your servants, and thus have a conflict of interest. The guards aren’t talking. And poor Mollet is scared as hell. But he also is not of noble blood. So it’s your word against de Rohan’s...” 
   
 Instead of cursing and spewing mud at the captain, I gave a restrained smile, which took the lieutenant by surprise. 
   
 “Oh well,” I shrugged. “All the worse for him.” 
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“MONSIEUR, YOUR HERBAL DECOCTION,” Bertrand came, setting a teacup on a saucer next to a small teapot on the table. 
   
 “Thank you,” I nodded, looking thoughtfully out the window at what was happening in my manor’s courtyard. 
   
 Jacques the veteran was doggedly sticking to plan, drilling the basics of what locals called “mortal combat” into my five serfs. The last few days had been particularly hard on Kevin. Jacques and Bertrand had started working him with fervent, relentless enthusiasm. 
   
 After physical training with the veteran, Kevin was handed off to my valet despite barely being able to stand. There, he was given a crash course on the finer points of society life. The old man was also giving me a hard time, but it wasn’t so bad. All the dances, intricate bows, posture and other details came back to me from Max’s muscle memory. The count’s father had spent generously on teachers. Since early childhood, my predecessor had been taking on all that knowledge, so all I had to do was obey this body. Based on how delighted Bertrand was to see my memory “come back,” I must have been doing a decent job. 
   
 After training, the rest of my serfs eagerly went to work under Jacques’ supervision. Before the rainy season, they managed to repair and clean up all the outbuildings, which were now host to lots of clucking, bleating, and quacking. It was incredibly loud in the mornings. However, now we had our own milk, meat, and eggs. 
   
 After I came back, Bertrand approached me with the idea to hire a cook and laundrywoman. He explained that it was unbecoming of a nobleman like me to eat like a commoner. And though I had my objections because Bertrand’s fare, despite its simplicity, was to all of our liking, I had no argument against the fact that it could not be fed to other nobles, who would now be visiting me often for lunches and dinners. 
   
 After that dressing down, I didn’t dare object to the laundrywoman, but Bertrand implacably gave a short speech saying that a noble’s residence simply could not be up to standard without a woman’s professional touch. I would be getting visits from both men and women, so my manor had to be impeccable. 
   
 Hm... Well, not my manor quite yet... Monsieur Mollet had yet to give me a response. It had been five days since I returned, and all that time our landlord had been in bed with a fever. Well, officially. In fact, according to his servants, Mollet was simply waiting for the storm to pass. 
   
 After finding himself involuntary witness to my conflict with Captain de Rohan, he was trapped between a rock and a hard place. Suspecting that this could not possibly end well for him, he chose what he believed to be the only proper decision — “to fall severely ill.” 
   
 I figured his calamitous ailment would end with a miraculous recovery any day now. My standoff with the Baronet de Rohan was coming to its logical conclusion as well. The campaign to discredit the captain of Westerly Fort had entered its final phase. And to be exact, Louis de Rohan was hurriedly packing his things and, as far as I was aware, was planning to leave Toulon before midday. 
   
 The baronet’s refusal to duel me in such an undignified fashion had outraged all the nobles in Toulon. Louis de Rohan thought he could use his position to smooth things over. In fact, he had done so several times before. But this was different. The stuffy baronet had pressed on too many locals’ pain points. 
   
 But for him, all seemed well. He was captain of Westerly Fort, with influential backers. His opponent meanwhile was a bastard and son of a man executed for betraying the crown. But there was one very important factor he did not consider, and never could have — that bastard’s body was now inhabited by the mind of a man from a world where the art of inflaming scandals and the speed of information had reached a whole other level. And that man from another world was frantically putting his plan into action. 
   
 After the captain failed to appear at the duelyard, where I waited for several hours with a few other nobles, we all loudly proceeded to Toulon’s fanciest restaurant, the Alabaster House, where we spent the whole evening draining its wine cellar on my dime. After that, the nobles who took part in the grand bender collectively concluded that Louis de Rohan was a vile coward and liar, unworthy of serving as captain of Westerly Fort. 
   
 The same thought was echoed and unanimously supported the next day in the Lame Bull tavern where I treated all the Shadow Patrol troops to drinks as promised, as well as the city guardsmen. 
   
 The nobles’ “verdict” became a rallying cry and, like ripples in clear water, spread throughout Toulon in a matter of days. And, in a logical progression, what was first said at the Alabaster House, then repeated at the Lame Bull, eventually reached Marquise Carl de Crépon, Toulon’s mayor. 
   
 The marquise was a wise man with a finely tuned sense for societal opinion which it should be noted this time was abnormally unanimous. And so, he summoned the captain and gave him an in-depth talk, after which Louis de Rohan suddenly decided to pack his things and leave Toulon, supposedly to settle some very important issues with his father’s estate, leaving command of the Shadow Patrol to Lieutenant Tassen. I suspected the mayor would then use his influence at court to make sure Louis de Rohan would never return to Toulon. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that the marquise had already sent several letters to the capital with detailed descriptions of what happened. 
   
 Heh... I was quite sure he had... Societal opinion was undoubtedly an important factor, but the biggest reason was control over Westerly Fort. Whoever controlled the Shadow Patrol controlled the main contraband trade routes as well. 
   
 “Oh well,” I whispered to myself thoughtfully. “The first steps have been taken...” 
   
 It was a shame I couldn’t have an in-depth conversation with Louis de Rohan like I’d once done with the Viscount de Tosny. But doing that would mean I couldn’t afford to let him keep his life. And that was a headache I wanted to avoid. The captain’s death would be sure to alert his masters. Their underling stupidly falling for a set-up in this foolish duel was one matter. But finding him dead right after leaving Toulon would be another. He could keep his life for now. I meanwhile would have plenty of time to catch up with him. Furthermore, I already had a vague notion of who was behind Louis de Rohan. I just had to make very sure I was right. 
   
 “Monsieur,” Bertrand’s voice behind me made me surface from my thoughts. 
   
 “Yes?” 
   
 “You instructed me to remind you when the clock reached quarter to twelve.” 
   
 My communication with Bertrand had shifted even one-on-one, which was also part of my training. I was preparing to visit my father’s home, which was currently occupied by the family of my “dearest” uncle. Bertrand announced that, in memory of my father, I was obliged not to embarrass myself in front of my relatives. So for the time being, I could not call him “old fellow,” or “my friend.” Only strict courtesy and restrained politeness. 
   
 “Yes, thank you,” I nodded. “Is the horse ready?” 
   
 “Yes, monsieur.” 
   
 “Excellent,” I smiled. 
   
 Today, I had lunch at the Plump Miller tavern with Barons von Holtz and von Brunon, Chevalier Vidal and the interim captain of Westerly Fort, Lieutenant Tassen. There I would enact the next phase of my plan. 
   

* * *

   
 “Gentlemen!” Baron von Brunon boomed. “I say we drink to the new captain of Westerly Fort, Jean Tassen! A wise and worthy commander!” 
   
 “Hurrah, gentlemen!” Vidal exclaimed. 
   
 “Hurrah!!!” we all joined in. 
   
 “Gentlemen...” Lieutenant Tassen tried to object again, now slightly blushing. “I am not captain yet...” 
   
 “Jean!” von Holtz interrupted. “I have been serving under your leadership for many years, much like many of the others here!” 
   
 The baron raised his voice and pointed around at the Shadow Patrol troops packing the tavern. They were all seated at their own tables, but every time we toasted to the lieutenant’s health, they all joined. 
   
 “Everyone has known for a long time,” von Holtz continued, slightly slurring his words. “Who the real captain of Westerly Fort was for all these years. The coward de Rohan was commander only on paper. I’m certain the wise mayor will do everything in his power to make sure the captain token gets passed to you. And may I be eaten by Shadow demons here and now if I am wrong!” 
   
 The roar of approval from dozens of scratchy throats immediately informed me that von Holtz would not be getting eaten by Shadow demons tonight. Tassen tried to remain modest and dignified, but his face made it clear that he was really enjoying all the praise. As a matter of fact, as younger son of a merchant, who had earned everything in life for himself, this was a moment of triumph. 
   
 After we were all drunk and full, Chevalier Vidal launched into a speech we’d drawn up at my manor about the second lieutenant. 
   
 “And how did the valiant Lieutenant Brossard take the news of your appointment?” Vidal asked with slight malice and an imperceptible wink to me. 
   
 “I must admit, gentlemen, that I do not know,” Tassen replied with a smirk. “We haven’t seen each other yet. One day before my appointment, Brossard petitioned the mayor for retirement and, when it was approved this morning, left Toulon. Together with Captain de Rohan.” 
   
 “Ah...” Vidal gave an exaggerated sigh. “The poor sap still hasn’t recovered from nearly falling into the sewage pit.” 
   
 “So, Westerly Fort is now down two lieutenants?” von Brunon asked. 
   
 “Yes...” Tassen nodded and gave a conspiratorial smile. “That was exactly what I wanted to talk to you about.” 
   
 Doing our very best to feign incomprehension, we traded glances. 
   
 “As you’ve ascertained, Monsieur Baron,” Tassen continued with a significant glance at us. “I need two assistants. As interim captain, I am entitled to petition the mayor to promote whoever I deem worthy to the post of lieutenant.” 
   
 “You’re in luck, Monsieur Tassen!” Chevalier Vidal picked up the baton. “Right now, a man sits among us who is worthy of the lieutenant’s token. He is an experienced warrior and good commander with lots of battle experience. He has the respect of his fellow soldiers and commanders. The man I am speaking of is Baron von Holtz!” 
   
 All of us started pounding our mugs on the table and stomping our feet. 
   
 “Chevalier!” Tassen exclaimed with joy. “It’s like you can read my mind! I’d be hard pressed to find a lieutenant better than Baron von Holtz! But it remains to be seen whether he will agree to take on such responsibility.” 
   
 I snorted to myself. Oh, he would agree. After the eloquent description I gave of the future prospects for whoever we were able to get into a position of power in the fortress, anyone would have. 
   
 “I would be honored, gentlemen!” von Holtz squeezed out modestly, and we again started stomping and clinking glasses. 
   
 When everyone at the table had settled a bit, Jean Tassen continued. 
   
 “Gentlemen, now that we’ve come to a decision on a first lieutenant, let’s move on to the second. Do you have any ideas about that?” 
   
 That was my cue. 
   
 “Yes,” I answered calmly, lowering my voice while all the others looked significantly at Tassen. He seemed slightly embarrassed by all the attention. 
   
 “Who might that be?” Tassen asked. “Do I know him?” 
   
 “Yes,” I replied. “As a matter of fact, he is a man more deserving of the post of lieutenant of Westerly Fort than anyone else. What’s more, he has already devoted the majority of his life to defending this land and city. The man I am talking about is your best friend, Lieutenant Théodore Vincent. He is the man for the job.” 
   
 Tassen instantly looked tense and frowned. I saw his jawbones grinding through the now pale skin of his face. His hands meanwhile clenched so hard his knuckles went white. He turned an unblinking heavy gaze on us, then stopped on me. 
   
 “Monsieur Renard, if this is some kind of joke, you’re...” 
   
 “Jean,” von Holtz interrupted delicately and set a hand on his shoulder. “It would be better for us to continue somewhere no one can eavesdrop. How about we go pay Théo a visit right now...?” 
   
 Tassen blinked a few times and stared puzzled at von Holtz. 
   
 “Let’s go,” the baron nodded and got up from the table. 
   
 As if hypnotized, the lieutenant followed the baron out of the tavern along with the rest of us. 
   
 Once outside, we turned down the nearest deserted alley and surrounded Tassen. Baron von Holtz started calmly: 
   
 “Jean, remember when I told you that if not for Chevalier Renard, we would not have survived in the valley?” 
   
 Tassen nodded in silence while his hands started trembling with anxiety. He could clearly tell that something was happening, but just couldn’t figure out what. 
   
 “Look...” 
   
 The baron nodded at Vidal and he turned his back to Tassen, removing his cloak and coat, then pulled up his shirt. When Tassen saw his scars, he breathed a stunned sigh. 
   
 “This is what I was talking about,” von Holtz nodded at Vidal’s back. “Chevalier Renard is gifted. He’s the one who healed our Vidal and put me and von Brunon back together again. He also kept us safe the whole way back to the fortress.” 
   
 Tassen was finally able to look away from the chevalier’s back and turn to face me. In his eyes, I saw a storm of emotion ranging from mistrust and dubiousness to joy and hope. 
   
 “Three years ago, a healer visited the Fortress with a group of royal strykers,” the lieutenant came in a voice quavering with anxiety. “We were told that he was among the best royal healers. He agreed to have a look at Théo...” 
   
 I could only imagine how much he shook Tassen down for. 
   
 “He said Vincent would never be able to walk again.” 
   
 “This wound was made by the claws of a shadow beast,” von Holtz barked, and I saw the lieutenant’s eyes go wide. “Yes, Jean, yes... We left some things out. For instance, Chevalier Renard had Vidal back on his feet in a matter of days. And if there’s hope he could help Vincent, we have to try.” 
   
 I was looking into Tassen’s puzzled eyes and thinking. Did he have any idea that his response would define the course of his life? I would be sincerely sorry if Tassen made the wrong decision. And not only because I wanted someone I could trust as captain, also because I liked Tassen on a personal level. I had painstakingly gathered information on him and composed a psychological portrait for a reason. 
   
 Loyalty was the defining feature of his personality. He remained true to his friends and family no matter what. People like him were the kind I liked to deal with. But if I wanted him loyal to me as well, I had to take action. Action with a capital “a,” and not for Tassen’s sake. I needed to help out a friend of his who seemingly had been written off by everyone else long ago. 
   
 “I agree,” the lieutenant came firmly and turned to leave the alley. 
   
 All well and good. I breathed a furtive sigh of relief. 
   

* * *

   
 The little apartment Vincent rented for himself was in the artisan quarter of Toulon. Not a bad neighborhood. I suspected that Tassen had played a hand in that. 
   
 When we went inside, the Vincents’ apartment immediately felt cramped. We were greeted by the lieutenant’s wife, a short thin woman with gray-streaked black hair. According to Tassen, she had worked for many years as housekeeper in the home of some count until he and his family departed for the capital. They offered to take her along, but Clémentine as she was called couldn’t leave her bedbound husband. 
   
 The count then took Clémentine’s refusal as an insult and did not write her a recommendation. Not having a recommendation meanwhile forever closed the door to her finding gainful employment in an elite home ever again. Nobles were very selective in their choice of servant. Even taking on a worker without a recommendation meant subjecting oneself to gossip. 
   
 Now Clémentine made ends meet with odd jobs. And was bailed out by her husband’s meager pension and Tassen’s aid. Because they also had a daughter to marry off. And without a dowry, they could forget about a good match. 
   
 I glanced around at the Vincents’ home and felt satisfaction. It was modest, but tidy. Clémentine meanwhile looked very neat despite her poverty. And her gaze was so tenacious. There wasn’t a hint of subservience in it. This was a woman who had not broken, and not bent. And she was sincerely happy to see Tassen not because he was their benefactor, but because he was her husband’s best friend, and thus a member of the family. 
   
 After the lieutenant introduced us, Clémentine performed a flawless curtsey which I was sure Bertrand would have loved. 
   
 After a brief exchange of pleasantries, we were brought into the bedroom where my future patient was lying on a wide bed. When I saw him, I nearly gave a whistle. Even very skinny and with sunken eyes and cheeks, this was a huge man. Now I understood how he was able to lug the moderately large Tassen around the steppe for a whole week. 
   
 A quick scan of his body revealed the reason the capital-city healer refused to take him on. It would be at least a month’s work. And that would mean burning through a lot of mana. Tassen simply did not have the money. Also, the healer probably did not want to stay in Toulon for so long. 
   
 When he spotted his friend, Théodore Vincent smiled and said quietly: 
   
 “Ah, now the captain comes to visit... Too bad I can’t get up to give you a hug. You deserve one! Von Holtz! Von Brunon! Vidal! The gang’s all here just like the good old days. But you’ve brought someone else I cannot recall...” 
   
 Vincent’s voice matched his physique. He spoke like an injured brown bear. 
   
 “Chevalier Renard,” I introduced myself, getting ahead of the others. “I am here to get you back on your feet.” 
   
 When I said that, everyone looked on in amazement as I removed crimson and emerald bruts from my pocket, and a haze of magic immediately enshrouded my hands. 
   

* * *

   
 Swaying in the saddle, I returned to my manor. Thinking back on Clémentine’s tears of joy and Tassen’s eloquent gaze when I told them that Théo Vincent would be back on his feet in around one month, I smiled. 
   
 I understood perfectly that my patient was not some innocent little lamb and rather a predator who had sustained an injury fighting for spheres of influence in Westerly Fort. But I enjoyed giving hope to these people. Without a doubt, it was cold calculation on my part with the hope of long-term benefit, but still... 
   
 If I wanted things here to work my way, I’d have to do a lot and make many changes. But the foundation had been laid. Beyond that, very soon de Rohan’s bosses would surely make an appearance. In light of the recent uproar, it was possible that they would approach the new fortress commander with an offer. I had to admit, that was my ideal scenario. Although, considering the fact they had sent de Rohan to the frontier to oversee affairs, I did not put too much stock in their good sense. 
   
 In one way or another, we had a lot of work ahead of us in Toulon... I closed my eyes and breathed a heavy sigh. Heh... Max’s uncle had chosen a terrible time to rear his head. And he was planning to marry me off ASAP. I would have to ride to the capital to get to the bottom of things. 
   
 On the other hand though, I was going to have to make this trip sooner or later. I had to start making friends in high places. Stomping through mud on the frontier and hiking through the jungles of the Shadows were not the extent of my dreams. 
   
 Beyond that, I intended to pay a visit to Max’s grandson on his mother’s side. I had to solve the issue of his aunt who had hired de Lamar. Who could say what crazy schemes would pop into her stormy mind next? 
   
 I breathed another sigh and looked around. And here I’d already started getting used to Toulon. It was not a bad town. And everyone already knew me. I’d earned a lot of fame with that cancelled duel. Everyone I passed greeted me and smiled. I was practically at home. 
   
 When I rode into the courtyard of my manor, I found Bertrand waiting. Hopping down from the horse, I handed off the reins to Jérémie who came right out. 
   
 “What are your instructions, master?” the old servant asked. 
   
 “Commence travel preparations,” I said, walking up the steps and removing my gloves. “In one month, we make for the capital. Jacques and Kevin will be coming with us.” 
   
 “You decided not to leave Jacques in charge?” Bertrand decided to clarify. 
   
 “No,” I replied. “I found someone to replace him. Tomorrow morning, Clémentine Vincent will be coming over. She will be my housekeeper. And she will not be alone. She is bringing her daughter to be my laundrywoman. Welcome them and help them get settled in. I want her to look after the house while we’re away.” 
   
 “Yes, monsieur,” Bertrand replied emotionlessly and bowed. 
   
 “And call Jacques,” I came, walking through the doorway. “We have a lot of work ahead of us. It would be nice to get it done before we leave.” 
   
 Then, with a smirk, I added: 
   
 “Come now. Smile, my friend! Herouxville awaits!” 
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