

    
        
          Nameless One

        

        
        
          The Nameless Path, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Vlad Roaden

        

        
          Published by Vlad Roaden, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      NAMELESS ONE

    

    
      First edition. February 7, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Vlad Roaden.

    

    
    
      Written by Vlad Roaden.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1.

Chapter 2.

Chapter 3.

Chapter 4.

Chapter 5.

Chapter 6.

Chapter 7.

Chapter 8.

Chapter 9.

Chapter 10.

Chapter 11.

Chapter 12.

Chapter 13.

Chapter 14.

Chapter 15.

Chapter 16.

Chapter 17.

Chapter 18.

Chapter 19.

Chapter 20.

Chapter 21.

Chapter 22.

Chapter 23.

Chapter 24.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1.
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There’s a universe. It’s vast, perhaps infinite, and maybe not alone.

In this universe, among countless others,

there’s a galaxy—modest in size,

as there are others far greater.

In this galaxy,

amid hundreds of billions of other stars,

there is one tiny star,

dwarfed by others hundreds of times its size.

Orbiting this star is a planet—

a mere grain of sand, insignificant even within its own star system.

On this grain of sand live billions of beings.

One of them is me.

Black Academy Textbook: "Self-Control and Meditation," p. 41

***
[image: image]


The Imperial Tract stretched endlessly in both directions. The dirt road wound down from it into the valley, like a shoot from a mighty tree trunk. Down there, faintly twinkling with scattered midnight lights, was my destination: Border Village. So much history in that name—brave, independent settlers, veteran border guards, nomadic raids, the greedy spirit of a young Empire. Ugh. It hasn’t been a village for ages, and it stopped being a border even longer ago. The Empire’s frontier was here three centuries back. Now? Just a sleepy provincial town, suffocating in its own boredom. My Emperor, what kind of backwater have I ended up in?

Behind me, a whip cracked, followed by muffled cursing and the clatter of hooves. I didn’t look back. Some things are better left behind. Like three days stuck in a stagecoach with an idiot mother, her little demon of a son, and a drunk father who polished off all my booze. And honestly? I don’t blame him. With a family like that, who wouldn’t?

Even having me around didn’t seem to faze them. Weird, right? Or maybe not? Were they actually holding back because I was there? It’s terrifying to imagine what they’d be like fully unleashed. Ugh, the Black with them.

I slung the scabbard with the Executor over my back and sized up the distance I’d have to cover on foot. Three miles, give or take. And on a muddy dirt road, no less. Two hours of walking, easy.

"To be precise, three miles and six hundred and fifty yards," Smarty’s voice chimed in my head.

"How many inches?" I asked.

"That depends on—"

"Ugh, shut up, you’re making me sick."

The moon peeked gloomily out of nearby puddles, its silvery light trying—and failing—to add some charm to the dreary landscape. The night’s dampness started creeping under my clothes. At least the rain had stopped, thank the One.

A large drop splashed onto my head, and its sisters mockingly drummed on the ground and puddles around me. Great is the One and all his deeds—except for this. The universe is against me.

***
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I reached the town after what felt like an eternity, trudging through endless mud and pounding rain. The town greeted me with the sound of snoring coming from the guardhouse—a small brick building with a warmly glowing window and a shield symbol on the slightly ajar door. I didn’t bother with niceties, leaving muddy footprints as I stepped in.

A guy in a legionnaire’s uniform was sprawled on the floor, snoring away. The thick smell of booze hit me like a punch to the nose. Yep, definitely a guardhouse. Aside from the snoring lump, the room had two chairs and a massive, half-room-sized table, its surface scarred and littered with the remnants of a feast. An unfinished bottle and a cracked glass. Plain, but it had a certain charm.

I grabbed the bottle, sniffed it, and grimaced—moonshine. I’d never tasted this stuff before; it wasn’t exactly trendy in the capital. Bracing myself, I took a big gulp. Liquid fire scorched its way down my throat and hit my stomach, which screamed in protest. Coughing and wiping away tears, I dropped into one of the chairs.

Warmth spread through my body as the alcohol and exhaustion from the long journey started to take their toll. Sleep, that old familiar friend, started pulling me under. Hell no! I shook myself awake. Falling asleep next to this drunk wasn’t an option. I had to deal with the exhaustion—who knew when I’d see a bed again?

I focused and slipped into the Persona of Healer. My mind filled with his calmness and quiet confidence. Wasting no time, he inspected my body, found the alcohol, and grimaced in disapproval. I felt a wave of warmth wash over me, a tingling in my limbs, and a strange sensation in my stomach. Healer finished his work and left without a word. He’s not much of a talker, unlike Smarty.

Now we’re talking. I felt like a million imperials.

"Hey, where’s the alcohol?" I asked.

Silence.

What a jerk. Alright, back to business.

I kicked the body over and spotted the sergeant’s stripes and an unshaven face with zero signs of intelligence. So, this was the veteran border guard. Great. I’d have to wake him up. A solid shake by the collar, a couple of slaps to the face. A grunt and a wave of booze breath. That’s it. I glanced around—no water in the room. No problem, there was plenty outside.

I hoisted the sergeant onto my shoulder and sized him up. What a big bastard. A normal guy wouldn’t even be able to budge him. I smirked. Sometimes, it’s good to be different. Sometimes.

With a kick, the door flew open, and a fresh breeze hit my face. The brave Border Village guard went flying a few feet before landing in the nearest puddle. The cold water did its job. The sergeant squirmed in the puddle, then got on all fours, opened his eyes, and stared at his reflection. Recognition slowly dawned on his face.

Gotta hand it to him—the legionnaire snapped out of it quickly and jumped straight into action. He glanced my way, sized up the situation, and with a low, guttural growl, charged at me. Like some wild beast from the southern jungles. Well, well, my saber-toothed friend.

I stepped aside, letting the trooper fly past me into the guardhouse, and gave him a swift kick for extra speed. The sergeant sailed across the room and slammed into the wall with a satisfying crash. Even a bit of plaster shook loose from the ceiling.

He crumpled to the floor in the same spot I’d found him, looking just as pathetic. Nice. I’d vented my anger, but all that effort had led nowhere. Back to square one.

Well, not quite. The legionnaire lay there for about ten seconds before stirring. He tried to get up, his hand reaching for his belt—probably for his sword. Except there was no sword, and his hand missed entirely, landing right in his unzipped fly. Thank the Emperor he didn’t pull anything out of there. He just lost his balance and hit the floor once more.

What a sorry sight. Still, judging by his reflexes, this guy was a real veteran. Those sergeant’s stripes weren’t earned fighting moonshine and army paperwork. Time to try something else. I cleared my mind with a practiced effort, caught the Focus, and channeled it into my voice,

"On your feet, soldier! Aaa-tennn-tion!"

I’d used the Voice before to knock the arrogance out of even the most stubborn men. For a legionnaire trained to obey, it landed like a whip crack. The sergeant shot up as if stung, standing at his full, impressive height—nearly bumping his head on the ceiling—with his arms snapped to his sides, staring straight at me.

What a brave soldier—ready for a parade, no less. That’s when he finally noticed my black clothes, and the spark in his eyes started to fade again. Damn it, he’s about to keel over. I rushed to the table, poured the last of that hellish brew into a glass, and shoved it at him,

"Drink!"

He grabbed the glass and downed it in one practiced motion. The godly drink worked instantly—color flooded back into his face, and it looked like he wouldn’t pass out again. Good thing he was a proper soldier—no imagination, all discipline, and trained to follow orders. Drilling really does work.

He locked his glassy, half-crazed eyes on me and started barking words, booze fumes spilling out with every syllable,

"Permission to report, Second-Rank Sergeant of the Thirteenth Legion, Vio Raguse—"

"Silence! Are you out of your damn mind? Drunk on duty and passed out? Where’s your weapon, soldier?"

"Permiss—"

"Silence! I am a Judge-Executor of the First Rank of the Imperial Black Chancery, a direct witness to your violation of paragraphs..."

"One hundred thirteen, one hundred forty-four, and one hundred forty-five," Smarty’s droning voice echoed in my head.

"...one hundred thirteen, one hundred forty-four, and one hundred forty-five of the Imperial Military Code. Do you know what that means? Answer me!" I put on my fiercest face and tried to pierce him with a hard glare.

He swallowed and straightened up even more.

"You have the right to judge and carry out the sentence for the violation of paragraph one hundred—"

"I see you know. Any exculpatory or mitigating circumstances?" I cut him off.

His face turned to stone, and his eyes cleared with the sharp focus of a sober man.

"None at all, ready to accept the punishment in full," he said.

Yeah, no groveling. Good on you, I respect that. I paced back and forth in front of him, pretending to be deep in thought. The legionnaire stood silently, unmoving, no emotions. Yep, I do like these soldiers—easier to deal with somehow.

"What campaigns have you been in? Any honors?" I asked.

"Anez, Turille, East Coast Campaign. Got half a bag of medals, but what’s the use of them? What am I, some wench, to deck myself out in baubles?"

Wow, the East Coast Campaign. An adventure where barely one in three survived. Two-thirds of the officials responsible for it were then executed. Our Emperor really doesn’t like looking like a fool.

"And how did you stay alive? Lying drunk and the enemy didn’t find you? They trusted you with a post, gave you sergeant’s stripes for what? To dishonor your legion?"

The sergeant grinned wickedly,

"I don’t care. What do these articles say? Beheading in front of the ranks? There’s no formation, just the three of us. Me, who’s fought for the Emperor all my life, stuck here guarding these sheep. I’d rather lose my head than suffer this disgrace. The Empire doesn’t need me as a soldier anymore, and I don’t know how to do anything else, nor do I want to."

I grinned evilly back too. I’d practiced that grin in front of the mirror.

"Idiot. The Emperor knows whether he needs you or not. Or are you smarter than the Emperor? If he didn’t need you, you’d have been retired long ago. The capital’s full of rumors about a new campaign. They’ll round up veterans from holes like this, give them greenhorns to drill, and send the legions to trample foreign lands again. What’re you gonna teach the recruits? How to puke without choking to death? Shame, soldier. If you were a paper-pusher, your head’d be on the block with the Black by your side, but the Emperor still has use for you..."

Oh, how I went overboard. I should’ve been an orator: raising the morale of soldiers and the civic responsibility of everyone else. I’ve noticed for a while now, I could talk like this all day, the words just come to me. Another talent wasted. How many talents have already been buried, I could open a cemetery.

I left the guardhouse about five minutes later, walked about thirty yards, and came back. The sergeant was sitting on a chair, polishing a sword with a rag.

"Where’s an inn?" I asked.

"Down the street, three blocks, you can’t miss it."

How little some people need for happiness: a chance to take a few heads and lay down their own for the glory of the Empire. I closed the door and walked through the puddles left by the night’s rain. I didn’t lie to him all that much. Of course, there are no rumors of war. The Emperor likes to start them unexpectedly, but I’m sure another bloodbath is just around the corner. Peace has lasted too long—twelve years already. Back in my time at the Academy, I dug through mountains of historical works, and I know what I’m talking about.

The Emperor’s unpredictability has become a proverb, but he, the light of our eyes, is actually a very consistent politician. Which makes him quite predictable. As long as the army has veterans like this sergeant, who’ve been through fire and water, the army is invincible. But in two or three years, the veterans will either retire or drink themselves to death. They’ll be left with soldiers who’ve seen nothing but drill, the Military Code, and field exercises. Such an army is worth nothing. The Emperor understands this better than anyone. So, I’d give it a maximum of a year, maybe two at most, and the brave sergeant will march off to defend the Empire from a new enemy. I suspect this enemy will be chosen by rolling dice, to maintain the proverbial unpredictability.

Lost in deep thought, I completely forgot where I was and came to my senses after walking a decent distance. This happens to me sometimes. My teachers at the Academy used to smack me on the back of the head to snap me out of my daydreams and back into reality—imperfect as it is. Some philosophers, however, think differently. Well, screw them.

This time, I was pulled out of my deep thoughts by an animated conversation between two young boys and a young girl, almost a child. They were arguing about something, sometimes raising their voices. I strained to listen.

"Get out!" The sound of a slap broke the night’s silence, and the girl ran toward me, her shoes clicking on the pavement.

"Stop!" The guy who’d been slapped shouted and chased after her, hopping comically because of the long sword at his side. Wow, a nobleman.

The second young man, of humbler origins, also moved towards us, unhurriedly and in a swagger.

The girl tried to slip past, but I grabbed her by the collar, lifted her, and set her down to my right. She let out a soft squeak, like a little mouse. So much for my attempt at being a gallant gentleman. The guy chasing her reached for her shoulder, but I smacked his arm and shoved him aside, stepping between them.

It was probably a quarreling couple, and the slow-moving, simple-looking guy heading our way was a guard assigned by overprotective parents. The little noble tried to get to the girl again, and I had to shove him a bit harder this time. He stumbled back a good six feet, tripped over his sword, and sprawled flat on the ground.

I said, keeping my voice as calm and steady as I could,

"Easy there, young man. Such hotheadedness doesn’t suit you—and that sword’s too big for you anyway."

"How dare you, pleb!" the boy shouted, scrambling to his feet.

"Pleb?" I raised an eyebrow. "I may not have blue blood, but no one’s ever called me that before. Watch your mouth, kid, or I’ll stop giving you credit for your youth and whip your ass like a grown man."

"You’ll pay for your insolence, commoner!" the noble’s voice cracked into a falsetto as his hand went for his blade. It was too dark to see clearly, but I was sure his face was flushed with righteous anger.

"Didn’t like having your noble backside wiped on the pavement? Now I’m supposed to pay for it in blood?" I snorted. "Dream on, kid. I don’t have enough blood to go around for all the Empire’s brats."

I moved the girl a little farther back, placed my hand on the hilt of my sword, and felt Master begin to stir deep in my subconscious. Time to teach the kid a lesson in swordplay. The boy took his hand off his sword and stepped back. Did he realize who he was up against? Suddenly, he flung his right hand forward, and I felt the ripple in reality that always comes with magic.

A mage! And quite a one at that. Not that it really meant much, but I hadn’t expected so much power in someone so young. Almost reflexively, I caught the Focus and snuffed out the spell, smoothing the distortion like a wrinkled blanket. The mage gawked at his hand, as if expecting it to explain what had gone wrong. He still hadn’t figured out who he was dealing with. I took two quick steps forward and punched him in the gut. The kid crumpled to the ground like an empty sack.

"Antimage," the girl behind me breathed out softly.

I turned to her. Even in the darkness, I could see her eyes widen. Yeah, babe. Antimage. Nefari, freak, dark terror, the monster from your nightmares. The simply dressed guy who’d been watching us before was already sprinting down the street, making the run of his life.

And the power of the spell was immense—hardly something intended for good. He was going to kill me. Just because I was in his way. So much for our golden youth. Anger flared in my mind, and I barely managed to suppress it. It’s not right to pass judgment under the sway of emotions.

I reached behind my head, drew the Executor from its sheath, and pressed the blade against the writhing body on the ground.

"I, a First-Rank Judge-Executor of the Black Chancery, am a direct witness to your violation of paragraphs..."

"Thirty-one, two hundred and three, and two hundred and twenty-eight," Smarty muttered, and I repeated after him.

"...of the Civil Code. By the authority granted to me by the Emperor, and in accordance with the Civil Code, I hereby impose Silence on you."

I cleared my mind of stray thoughts and emotions. My will coalesced into a phantom likeness of the Executor. It was all in my imagination, but I could almost feel the ghostly blade slicing into the pulsating vein of distortion that all humans carry within them. Well, almost everyone—except for beings like me.

The guy writhed on the ground, slamming his hands and feet against it, silently opening and closing his mouth like a fish out of water. That’s it. I had corrected the distortion. An irregularity that had no place in this world. At least, in my opinion. In everyone else’s opinion, that irregularity was me. Me and a handful of other humans like me. Humans—or non-humans, as most would say.

***
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Will I make it to the inn tonight or not? How much more rain, mud, drunken legionnaires, and unruly youths must I endure? The physical endurance of nefari is legendary, and much of it is true. But I still get wet, cold, tired, and hungry, just like everyone else. Sure, I can endure it longer than most, but that doesn’t make it any more pleasant.

I sank into my thoughts again. Why did I punish the brat but spare the sergeant? Both of them deserved punishment. Was it because I liked the sergeant and the brat insulted me and tried to kill me? I don’t like the sergeant that much—he charged at me like a madman too. And the kid, well, he’s got his excuses: youthful recklessness, blood rushing to his head, and all that. I can’t say for sure.

The sergeant will stop drinking and be useful on the next campaign. The brat, on the other hand, crossed the line too easily. If I hadn’t punished him, next time he’d have roasted someone like a piece of meat. Or maybe he already has, and just got away with it. So, when I pass judgment, am I following the letter of the law—or the Emperor’s interests? Has loyalty to the throne been hammered into me so deeply that I instinctively decide who’s useful and who’s not? I don’t know if that’s the case, or if it’s good or bad. That’s just how they made me at the Black Academy.

The street stretched endlessly ahead. One- and two-story houses with shingled roofs, dark windows, low fences, the occasional bark of a waking dog. I studied every house carefully, afraid I might miss the inn.

Finally, a lantern hanging under a sign glimmered ahead. A bed and a beer mug. Now that’s a clear and practical sign. No doubt it was an inn. Impatient, I quickened my pace and nearly sprinted to the door. Locked. The Black take it, damn province—in the capital, no innkeeper in their right mind would ever close up. I started pounding on the door with my fist. Just as I began to wonder whether my hand or the door would give out first, the flap on the door’s peephole opened. A pair of angry, piggy eyes glared at me.

"What’s all the racket, bandit? Decent folk have been asleep for hours," he said.

What a nasty, shrill voice. I gave my most polite smile and said,

"Exactly, good man. Since I’m a decent person too, I’d like to sleep. And I’m starving. Open the door, master, and take in your guest."

"I’ll call the guards, you can spend the night in a cell and eat there. I don’t take lodgers at night—come back in the morning," the flap slammed shut with an unpleasant squeal, echoing its master’s voice.

Damn you, pig, I hope you roast on a spit. Am I supposed to freeze here till dawn? I kicked the door this time, putting my full strength into it. The door rattled but didn’t budge. I heard frightened scrambling behind it. The innkeeper must’ve reached for an alarm—wanted the guards. Not happening, idiot. The alarm’s magical, and things like that don’t work around me. Time to introduce myself,

"Open up. I am a Judge-Executor of the Black Chancery. I swear, if you don’t open this door right now, I’ll break it down and make you spend the night in this damn rain. And stop yanking on the alarm—it’s useless. I’m an antimage."

Everything behind the door went still. Not a rustle, not a whisper. The flap opened again, this time without a squeak, as if it were scared too. The same pair of eyes stared out at me, but now they looked more like owl eyes than pig ones. Poor thing, terrified. The flap closed, and I heard the sound of a bolt being drawn back.

At the door stood a short, pudgy man holding a candle, dressed in a white nightcap and a white nightshirt that barely reached his knees. His pale face and eyes, wide with fear, made him look a bit like a ghost—except ghosts don’t get this scared, if they even exist at all.

"Good evening, good man." I pushed him aside and stepped into the tavern.

"G-g-g-good... ow!!!" Wax dripped from the candle onto his hand, and he flinched, sending shadows leaping across the walls.

My mood was sour—why not drag someone else down with me?

"Why are you so frightened, sir, at the sight of an authority figure? Got something illegal going on here? Watering down the drinks, shortchanging customers, running illicit gambling games, cheating on your wife with your staff, skipping your bedtime prayers, or maybe taking the Emperor’s name in vain?"

He shrank even smaller, his eyes grew even larger, and his trembling lips tried to form words, but what came out sounded more like a gurgling stomach than human speech,

"A-a-a-a, gr-r-r-r, vns..."

I paused, letting him stew, savoring his misery. Then I said,

"All right, my good man. If you think I’ve come all the way from the capital to investigate when your mom first sinned with your dad, you’re mistaken. All I need from you is food and a room. Quickly and properly."

He blinked a few times, his eyes shrinking back to their usual piggy size, and his face spread into a fawning smile.

"Oh-oh, Your Honor! With the greatest pleasure, with all the care, the very best I have, the best in our town, the best—"

I cut him off before he could start talking about the best in the universe,

"I trust you have a room without magical devices? One suitable for an antimage?"

His face instantly reverted to its previous frightened expression.

"Oh, I see, violating paragraph seventy-five, article eighteen of the Civil Code," I said.

Then, suddenly, something seemed to dawn on him, and he practically lit up with joy. I swear by the Emperor’s left ear, this pig hadn’t felt that much emotion in the past year.

"Absolutely not, Your Honor, absolutely not. Our best room is perfectly suited for such purposes. I mean, it can be easily adjusted—it was made with that in mind. How could I possibly violate the law? I’ll fetch the maid right away," he said, spinning around and darting toward the stairs to the second floor, yelling as he went, "Giselle! Gise-e-elle! Giselle, you useless girl!"

"Hey, my good man, I’d like to eat first."

"Of course, of course, just a moment. Please, make yourself comfortable at any table. I’ll be right back, I’ll be quick, just a moment. Gise-e-e-elle..."

Displaying surprising agility, he bounded up the stairs, skipping three or four steps at a time, the pom-pom on his cap bouncing comically. One slipper fell off before he even reached the stairs, the other on the first step, but that didn’t slow down the valiant innkeeper in the slightest.

If they treated every customer with this level of enthusiasm, the inn would become famous across the Empire. I shut the front door and, guided by the darkness—which was no obstacle for me—picked a table close to the fireplace. Giselle, of all names. In the capital, that’s what you’d name a cat or maybe a dog. Ah, the provinces.

I shrugged off my cloak, tossed it onto the table, settled into a chair, and stretched my legs toward the fire. Waves of warmth and tranquility radiated from it, and for the first time in hours, I could relax. Finally, something good had happened.
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I woke up close to lunchtime—no surprise, since I’d fallen asleep just before dawn. As soon as I got out of bed, walked to the window, and pulled the curtains apart, there was a knock at the door. The inn owner’s voice came through the door,

"Sir, are you awake? Do you need anything?"

Had he been standing by the door this whole time? I stretched and yawned. While I’d been sleeping, the clouds had cleared, leaving the sun shining all alone in the sky. It looked like it was going to be a bright, clear day. Without turning to the door I said,

"A washbasin, water, soap, and a razor. Right now. Breakfast—no, lunch. In half an hour. Something with meat, wine, and fruit. Red wine. Orleigian. Have my clothes been cleaned?"

"Of course, Your Honor. Should I bring your meal up here?"

"No. I’ll eat in the common room."

"It’ll all be ready in no time."

The three-story tavern was one of the tallest buildings in town, and it stood on a hill to boot. From the third-floor window, there was a good view. The panorama was good, but the town itself? Not so much. Around a thousand residents, one- and two-story houses with large garden plots, a temple, and the prefecture in the center. The closer to the center, the bigger and wealthier the houses; the farther out, the smaller and poorer they got. I sighed. Alright, time to wrap up this investigation quickly and get out of here.

The door creaked open, and I turned. Standing in the doorway was a small, thin maid with a funny little cap on her head, carrying a bucket of water and a basin.

"I... brought... the master told me to..." she stammered, her words tangled with fear.

I sighed again. Even in the capital, they were afraid of us, but not so blatantly. Here, I might as well have been the Black One himself. What was her name again?

"Uh, Giselle, there’s no need to be scared of me. I don’t eat maids. Especially not skinny ones. Doesn’t your master feed you at all?"

"Well... no... I mean, yes, he does. He feeds me well," she lowered her eyes as if she’d just confessed something shameful.

"Alright, I’ll check on that. Put the basin on the table and fill it with water. Did you bring the razor and soap?"

"Yes, sir, here—they’re in my pocket."

As she was leaving, Giselle paused in the doorway. She fidgeted with her apron, her gaze flickering between me and the floor.

"Do you want to ask me something?" I asked.

"Yes, sir," she mustered her courage and blurted out, "Is it true that everyone who’s near you gets sick and dies?"

I laughed. The silly little thing had already decided her fate was sealed.

"Giselle, if that were true, half the Empire’s population would already be in their graves. Many people do feel unwell around us—they might get a headache or an upset stomach. If someone stays near me for too long, yes, they could get seriously ill. But 'too long' means six months, a year. Nothing’s going to happen to you in five minutes. Some people don’t feel a thing. And only a handful have ever died from it—lightning strikes people more often."

"Thank you, sir."

"And bring me my clothes and shoes."

"Yes, sir."

I washed and shaved. Giselle brought my boots, my black uniform, and the executor’s cloak. Black cloaks are worn by antimages and executioners. Though executioners only wear theirs during executions. I told the maid not to disturb me again until I came down for lunch.

I lay down on the bed. Many of us prefer to do this sitting up, but I prefer lying down. Gradually, muscle by muscle, I relaxed my entire body, and then it was my mind’s turn. I relaxed completely and entered a trance.

This was a technique we’d been taught during our first years at the Academy, back when we were just boys. In a trance, we could work our muscles without lifting weights, refine our swordsmanship without holding a sword, and much more. Everything took place in the subconscious. In this game with my own mind, I had gone farther than any other antimage. Much farther than I was ever supposed to.

About ten minutes later, I opened my eyes and slid to the floor. My muscles throbbed with strain, sweat dripping down my face. I might have overdone it a bit today. I rinsed off with what little water was left, got dressed, and left the room.

The hall on the first floor was empty. It was a spacious room with twenty or so tables, a bar counter, a fireplace, and paintings on the walls. Not bad at all for a provincial inn. A table near the window was set for one person; all the others were empty. I walked across the room and sat down. A moment later, the innkeeper came out of the kitchen, carrying a huge tray in front of him. As he set the table, I silently watched him. He silently arranged the dishes.

A whole suckling pig, quails in some kind of sauce, chicken fillet with renn nuts and aromatic herbs, vegetable stew, fruit, and two bottles of ten-year-old red Orleigian wine. Quite a feast for one person. I looked up at him and asked,

"What, did all the regulars hear I was coming and scatter?"

"Sir, it’s an honor for me," he said.

"Any other guests?"

"There were three, but they left this morning," he sighed.

"All right, I’m not staying forever. You won’t go bankrupt. Sit down and join me for lunch," I said, gesturing invitingly.

"Thank you, Your Honor, but I’ve already eaten."

"Judging by your figure, you could handle another meal. Bring another plate."

"Yes, sir." He sighed again and went to the kitchen to fetch himself some cutlery.

While he poked listlessly at a quail, I devoured half the piglet, all the chicken, three quails, and even took a couple of stabs at the vegetable stew. I’d never had issues with my appetite, and the last proper meal I’d had felt like ages ago. I didn’t care for the stew, so I pushed it aside and cut myself another slice of pork. The innkeeper stared at me, wide-eyed. What, you didn’t know? My metabolism’s a bit more... demanding than most people’s. I smiled and said,

"So, tell me, innkeeper, is the food included in the price of the stay?"

"Everything but the wine," he said, eyeing the remnants on the table and mentally calculating his losses.

An imperial per ten days, minus the customers, minus all the food I eat. At this rate, I really might bankrupt him. I took a gold coin worth ten imperials from my belt pouch, placed it on the table, and flicked it toward the innkeeper.

"That’s for the next ten days. I doubt I’ll be staying longer."

He swept the coin into the pocket of his apron and broke into a smile. Finally. I’d had enough of his sour expression. Taking the wine bottle, I poured two glasses to the brim.

"To the Emperor’s health."

"To his health."

We drank, and I poured another round.

"To your health."

"To yours."

The innkeeper took the last quail for himself while I finished off the piglet. The wine had clearly relaxed him; thoughts of losses had drifted away, and the ten imperials were warming his belly through the apron. I poured more wine and asked,

"So, what’s new in your town?"

He twisted his lips.

"What could be new here? Your arrival, sir, is probably the most exciting event in the past ten years."

"And what are they saying about my arrival?"

The innkeeper hesitated, glancing at the quail on his plate as if seeking its advice, then replied,

"Honestly, they’re talking nonsense. Embarrassing to even repeat."

"Well, well, go on."

He glanced around the room, pulled his chair closer to me, and began speaking in a half-whisper,

"Now, don’t take it the wrong way, Your Honor. People talk foolishly, you know. They’re saying you dealt with the baron’s son last night. That’s why they think you’ve come to put our mages in their place—they’ve gotten too bold. There’s a lot of young folk with magical talents around here, and they’ve been causing trouble. Take Huto, the baron’s son—the one you, uh, took care of yesterday. He burned down his father’s country house, completely to ashes. And the rest of his gang isn’t much better. When they show up here in the evenings, it’s chaos. They scare off my customers with their magic, wreck the place, and leave me with nothing but losses. So, folks are saying it’d be nice if you put them in order, like you did with Huto."

"And you say nothing interesting happens around here. And about Huto—they’re lying when they say I, well, got rid of him," I said with a smile. "He’s alive, just won’t be causing any more trouble."

"And serves him right, the scoundrel. He used to spend a fortune here, and I’d have to go begging his father, the noble Rian, for the money. And then Rian was yelling at me, asking why I indulged his son. But how could I not? The guy could’ve killed me, and his father would have covered it all up. Well, now he can’t. Thank you, sir. So, the rumors about you killing him—are they lies? How exactly did you, uh, put him in his place?"

"Silence. Ever heard of it?"

"Oh, yes, yes. That’s good. Let him try living like everyone else, without all those magical tricks. One time I told him his father didn’t approve of him coming here, and he slammed me into the ceiling so hard I barely managed to pick up my bones."

"He lifted you and smashed you into the ceiling? Did he do it himself, or did someone help him?"

"By himself, Your Honor, all by himself. He was magically strong for his age. But that’s it now—he’s had his fun."

"Who else is in Huto’s gang?"

"There’s plenty of them, Your Honor. Jens, Uto the baker’s son, his closest friend. Mirabel, the widow Camila’s daughter—such a sweet girl until she got mixed up with those ruffians. Weno, son of the late Ramel. The brothers Noem and Slado, both scoundrels, though I haven’t seen them in a while. Then there’s Rant, Mael, Garo—just kids, but acting like they’re somebody. Altogether, there’s about a dozen of them. When the baron’s house burned down six months ago, his lordship Rian gave them a proper thrashing. Since then, they’ve been keeping a low profile. Some of them I haven’t seen since."

"And all of them are mages?"

"Every single one, Your Honor. If they were ordinary folks, they wouldn’t have caused so much trouble. And we could’ve handled them more easily. But as it was, everyone was afraid. We tolerated them. Well, now they’ll answer for all their mischief."

I poured the last of the wine from the second bottle and asked,

"Well then, my good man, thanks for lunch. Time for me to get to work. How do I find the prefecture?"

"It’s in the center of town. Leave here, go two blocks left, then turn right and keep going straight. You can’t miss it."

I finished my wine. The innkeeper was completely dazed from all he’d drunk, mumbling to himself and prodding the poor quail with his fork. Looked like he was trying to cast Silence on it so it wouldn’t misbehave.

***
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The sun was beating down, even though it was late autumn. After the rain, the humidity had risen, and I felt uncomfortably warm in my black clothes. I walked through the streets of Border Village with a stoic expression. It’s hard to love those who hate you. I don’t.

People watched me in silence. Conversations stopped mid-sentence, and some folks outright ran away. A dog darted out from under a fence, barked once, then fell silent and slunk back where it came from. A boy with sticking-out ears and a mop of red hair stood frozen, staring at me with his mouth agape. A young woman dashed out of a yard, scooped him up, and rushed back into the house.

Since leaving the capital, this is the first town I’ve visited—I’ve been nowhere else. And to be honest, the impression isn’t great. I’ve grown used to being avoided and disliked for what I was born as. But this? I’ve never seen anything like it. What am I, a leper?

Nefari existed long before the Empire was founded. Back then, they weren’t turned into antimages—they were simply killed. At first, the child seemed no different from others, but by the age of five or six, strange things began to happen. Milk in the icebox kept souring, even though the local artisan mage had checked it three times. The mother complained of constant headaches. The young and healthy father suffered a heart attack. The once-cheerful older sister suddenly hanged herself. And the longer it went on, the worse it got. It always ended the same way: an enraged mob would break into the house and kill the cursed child—often along with the entire family.

That’s how it was until the Emperor came to power five and a half centuries ago. Little remains in the history books about those events. Too much of it was likely unseemly, and the historians were ordered to erase it.

Through a military coup, Illius Gous—then a general in the army of the Principality of Kraikan—overthrew Prince Noit. Once in power, Gous enacted several sweeping reforms, most notably the creation of the Black Academy. Killing cursed children was outlawed under penalty of death, and they were instead brought from across the principality to the Academy. Several uprisings followed, then a civil war, and neighboring states tried to seize the weakened Kraikan Principality.

The future Emperor proved himself a shrewd politician and a brilliant commander. He crushed the uprisings, won the civil war, and drove back the greedy hands of his neighbors. This grueling period lasted fifteen years, and then the first antimages emerged. With their help, the small principality transformed into a vast Empire.

Hated by society and loyal only to the Emperor, the antimages brought everyone to their knees. Before our arrival, mages ruled everything. Social standing depended on magical ability. In warfare, mages were the cornerstone; ordinary soldiers were merely support. That was true everywhere. Mage dynasties ruled the world, feuding among themselves—the strong devoured the weak, and the most gifted and ruthless claimed the thrones of nations.

Illius Gous shattered that order. The Imperial legions crushed one army after another. Military training in other nations was far inferior, and mages were powerless against the Guardians—the nefari warriors. The Empire conquered one nation after another, growing rapidly. The Emperor alternated between wars and periods of peace, which he used to establish order in the conquered territories. Judges-Executors like myself enforced imperial laws with an iron hand.

This continued for three centuries, until other nations learned to wage war without magic. The Empire’s expansion slowed, but by then it already spanned more than half of the Eastern Continent. It had become the largest nation in the world.

Much has changed since then, but not the way people see us. I was reminded of that as I walked the sunlit streets of Border Village. Disdain, fear, disgust—everything but kindness—filled the eyes of its inhabitants. Well, the Black with you, you lousy provincials. I’ll finish my investigation and return to the capital.

The two-story stone prefecture building was of standard imperial design: a massive foundation, a staircase spanning the full width of the front wall, columns, an arched entrance, and the imperial coat of arms. A miniature replica of the Council building in Kraikana.

To the left of the entrance, yesterday’s sergeant was sitting on the steps, though this time he looked as polished as a freshly minted imperial. The legionnaire spotted me, leapt to his feet, and snapped to attention.

"Permission to report," he said.

"Granted."

"I’ve been ordered by the prefect to meet you and escort you to him."

"Lead the way."

We entered the building, crossed the first floor, and climbed the stairs to the second. Not a soul in sight.

"Is it always this empty here?" I asked.

"Other than me, two more legionnaires, the prefect, and four imperial clerks, there’s no one else. Well, a dozen freelancers too. With fewer than a thousand people living here, what do you expect? And as soon as the townsfolk heard you were coming, they haven’t shown their faces here all morning. Scared stiff. Only Baron Rian came running about an hour ago. He’s been holed up in the prefect’s office ever since. Here it is."

He pushed the door open without knocking and stepped aside to let me in. Clearly, the sergeant didn’t hold the prefect in high regard. I walked into the office, and the legionnaire shut the door behind me, staying outside.

The luxuriously furnished office felt out of place in Border Village. He’d certainly made himself comfortable here. The walls and floors were covered with thick carpets imported from distant Yerr—the height of imperial fashion. A fireplace made of red basalt, a gilded alcove with a fountain. Khitan vases and figurines, and the window was draped with cascading folds of heavy, gilded silk. By the window stood a black oak desk.

At the desk sat a small, thin, black-haired man in his forties, with fine features and a prominent, hooked nose. The kind of nose all Kraikan aristocrats prided themselves on, puffed up with their own grandeur and absurdly ancient bloodlines. Definitely the prefect—I’d bet my pinky on it.

To the left of the desk stood a jowly hog of a man in a gaudy suit, with a sword at his side. His face was flushed red, and his beady eyes glared at me with hostility. Baron Rian, no doubt. I introduced myself,

"The honor is mine, gentlemen. I am Nikon Crowe, Judge-Executor of the First Rank of the Black Chancery." Following etiquette, I gave a slight bow and touched the fingers of my right hand to the brim of an imaginary hat.

"An honor," the little hump-nosed man waved his hand, as if swatting away a fly.

"Antimage," the hog growled.

Aristocrats. Blue bloods. A line of illustrious ancestors trailing behind every one of them. You gentlemen have gotten a bit too full of yourselves. That’s fine; we’ll fix that.

I grabbed one of the two armchairs by the wall, dragged it in front of the desk, and sat down. They watched me silently, while the baron’s face grew an even deeper shade of red.

"You!" The hog took two steps forward and loomed over me, fists clenched.

I ignored him entirely and asked,

"Which one of you is Prefect Ocius?"

"I am Baron Rian," he snarled. "And you, you filthy antimage, crippled my son tonight. You rat, how dare you—"

I shot up from the chair, grabbed the baron by the collar, and slapped him hard. His knees buckled, and he sagged, dangling from my grip. I dragged him to the door by the scruff of his neck, like a misbehaving puppy, and tossed him out.

The sergeant stood outside with a blank expression on his face.

"Escort him to the exit and make sure he doesn’t step foot back in here until I’ve left the building." I said.

"Yes, sir," the legionnaire replied.

I closed the door behind me. Prefect Ocius stared at me in shock. I walked over to the desk and sat down in the chair again.

"You don’t understand. How could you treat the baron like that? It’s completely out of line."

"You are an imperial prefect, and I am an imperial judge. We are representatives of authority; he’s just a local noble whose privileges were abolished fifty years ago. In reality, he’s nothing more than a landowner. The word ‘baron’ means nothing to me—he’s no different from any other citizen of the Empire. Enough about him. I didn’t come here to discuss the local nobility or your relationship with them. Your report is what brought me here."

"My report? What report?"

"Every quarter, you send a report to the prefecture in the capital."

"I... yes, I do. I mean, Nunzio, my secretary, handles that. I instructed him. What’s this about? It’s just routine."

"Let me make it simple. The bureaucratic system runs like clockwork. You submit a report, the numbers get logged, and they’re checked. Over the last six months, there have been nine disappearances in your city. That’s nine times more than in the previous five years. What’s going on?"

"Nine? But... I heard it was just a few boys, maybe out looking for adventure... And... And I don’t get why you would show up for something so trivial."

"Not just a few boys—nine. And not just boys, but mages. Nine mages, Mr. Prefect. When there’s trouble with mages, antimages show up. Why does that surprise you? Can someone explain what’s going on more clearly?"

"Nunzio keeps all the records. I can send for him. He’s on vacation right now; his house is out by—"

"Mr. Prefect. I can see that my arrival has left you a bit rattled and unprepared for a serious conversation. It’s lunchtime. I’ll return this evening. By six o’clock, I expect all information on the nine disappearances to be on your desk. I didn’t come all the way from the capital to listen to you stammer. My job is to investigate, compile a report, and leave. It’s in both our interests to ensure this happens as quickly as possible. See you in five hours."

I stood up, pushed the chair back into place, and left. This was exactly what I expected. Aristocrats are a dying breed. Of course, in a backwater like this, it’s unlikely you’ll find anyone with a shred of competence. But honestly, he’s not much better than the sheep back in the capital.

The Empire had long ceased to be a feudal state. Yet the remnants of the past continued to weigh it down. Fifty-four years ago, noble privileges were abolished, sparking unrest that nearly ignited a second civil war. The Emperor cut down a few thousand rebellious heads, and peace was restored. I think it’s time for a second wave of reforms. Time to kick aristocrats like the prefect out of their cushy posts and replace them with more capable people. I’m sure Nunzio could run circles around that spineless slimeball.

I went downstairs and headed for the exit. The sergeant’s figure filled the entire archway. I tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, saw me, and stepped aside.

"There’s the baron waiting for you. Tried to sneak in, but I didn’t let him."

The baron, who had been standing at the bottom of the stairs with his back to us, turned around. I took note of his swollen left eye.

"Well, maybe you didn’t need to rough him up," I said.

"Just following your orders." The legionnaire smirked. "Been wanting to do it for a while now, and when a chance like this comes along, it’d be a sin to pass it up."

"All right, good job."

I went down the stairs. The baron stepped toward me, placing his hand on the hilt of his sword.

"You filthy cur! I challenge you to a duel," he said.

Why can’t you just let it go, huh?

"Your son broke the law and received the punishment he deserved. Duels have been outlawed for a long time, especially since I’m not a nobleman. I’m a public servant."

"Broke the law?! What law? Where are the witnesses? When was the trial? Who found him guilty?" Spit flew from his mouth, and his face turned an unnatural shade of crimson.

"I’m the witness. I tried him and found him guilty. I don’t care about your social standing, your wealth, or anything else. You’re a citizen of the Empire, your son is a citizen of the Empire, and I’m the Judge-Executor who did his duty. Now leave me alone."

I walked past him and had taken four steps when I heard the sergeant shout. Honestly, I’d expected that pig to try stabbing me in the back. I jumped to the left and spun around to face the baron. He was thrusting his sword into the air where I’d just been. Gotcha. I’d been itching to smack this bastard, and now he’d handed me the perfect excuse. If he hadn’t attacked me, I’d have let him be. But since he wanted it...

I didn’t enter the Master’s Persona or even draw my sword. Why bother? This was more fun. The baron flailed wildly with his blade, trying to stab me. I danced around him like a moth, closing the distance one moment, breaking it the next, dodging his thrusts to the right and left, slipping behind him and reappearing in his field of view.

The sergeant sat on the steps of the prefecture, cheering me on and slapping his knee to mark the best moments. The prefect stuck his head out of his office window, widened his eyes, and ducked back inside. There was no one else around. A shame—such a show deserved a full house.

Even for a human, the baron moved slowly—and against me, he was downright sluggish. After a couple of minutes, he was completely spent, looking more like a sleeping snail than a fighter. Time to finish this. I ducked under another clumsy overhead swing and kicked him hard in the groin. The baron let out a groan, dropped his sword, clutched at his injured pride, fell to his knees, then toppled over and curled up on the ground in a fetal position. I stomped on his sword with my heel, snapping the blade clean off at the guard.

For half a minute, I enjoyed the sound of his groaning before speaking. Then I said,

"Insulting a public servant and armed assault. Paragraphs two-oh-three and two-ten of the Civil Code. That’s, oh, about ten years of hard labor. What’s your defense, Citizen Rian?"

He groaned in response.

"Not much of a defense. But I’ll take it into account," I said, jabbing the toe of my boot into his face to shut him up. "Now listen closely, scum. If you get in my way again, you’ll curse the day you were born. Breaking rocks is the least of what I can arrange for you. Got it?"

Another groan.

I’ll take that as a yes. I motioned to the sergeant, turned, and walked down the street. The legionnaire caught up with me after about twenty paces and fell into step on my left. I glanced at him without turning my head. His face was split by a grin so wide it looked like someone had handed him a bucket of cream.

"What’s got you so happy?" I asked.

"You did what needed to be done. The locals, with the baron at the head, have gotten way too bold. They couldn’t care less about imperial law—they live by their own barbaric customs. And the prefect? A spineless wimp who does nothing but take bribes and kiss the baron’s ass until it shines."

"And what about you?"

"What about me? My job’s to guard them. So I guard them."

"Yeah, I’ve seen it."

The sergeant’s expression darkened.

"If you catch me at it again, chop my head off. I don’t care," he said.

"Don’t worry, I will. You won’t get a second chance."

We walked in silence for a while.

"I’ll be back at the prefecture at six tonight. Be there—I’ll need you. For now, you’re dismissed," I said.

"Yes, sir," he replied, turned, and headed back.
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Chapter 3.
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I’m free until tonight. No point starting anything before the prefect handed over the paperwork. I decided to go back to the inn, taking a different route this time—I wanted to take in the local sights. I turned left and walked a few blocks. The same courtyards, the same houses, the same mix of hateful and fearful looks. Finally, I came to the local market.

A square on the outskirts, maybe forty stalls—groceries, clothes, tools, and a few pens with all sorts of livestock: poultry, pigs, a couple of cows, and some horses. Too big for such a small town, but you have to consider that most of the province’s population lives on farms rather than in towns. Too big? I smirked. This whole town was smaller than the Empire’s main market back in Kraikana.

The local farmers and craftsmen were busily advertising their wares until they saw me. I walked between the stalls, and the hum of the market gradually faded, leaving only the sounds of the animals. One broad-shouldered guy selling blacksmith tools didn’t seem to realize who I was. He clanged something on the counter in front of him and shouted,

"Sir, come check out my wares! Best forge for a hundred miles around!"

The stout, bearded old man next to him slammed his fist into the boy’s shoulder. The kid snapped his mouth shut and stared at him in surprise. I walked over to their stall.

The old man glanced up at me from under his bushy eyebrows and said,

"Sir, he meant no harm. Young and foolish, he didn’t recognize you."

"I don’t mean any harm either," I replied. "Let me see what you’ve got."

"Go ahead, take a look," he said, shoving the kid aside and stepping back to clear the way into the stall.

The boy kept staring at me, wide-eyed.

I went inside and looked over their wares. Pitchforks, hoes, and other tools didn’t interest me, but weapons had always been my weakness. For about ten minutes, I stood in front of a rack of knives and swords, taking out one blade after another, testing their balance, sharpness, and the quality of the steel. Not bad at all.

"Isn’t this arsenal a bit much for a town like this?" I asked.

The old man wrinkled his nose in displeasure.

"I know they’ll buy it up—maybe in ten years. By that time, I’ll have made even more, if I’m still around. I like working with weapons; it’s good for the soul. That other junk," he waved his hand toward the tools, "doesn’t bring me any joy."

I picked up a pair of throwing daggers hanging on the rack in double scabbards. Fancy ornamentation on the four-sided blades, thin, sting-like tips, and black oak handles. What intrigued me most was the strange smoky steel. I weighed one of them in my palm. Surprisingly heavy for its size.

"How much for the pair?" I asked.

"Eighty imperials," the old man replied.

"Eighty? A good sword costs half that." My eyebrows shot up.

The old man tugged at his beard in irritation and said,

"A good sword made of Yerr steel costs over three hundred. I bought a broken blade from some bum for fifty. It took me two months to forge it into these daggers. Damn thing wouldn’t cooperate until I— No, I won’t tell you, it’s a secret. If you want them, buy them. If not, move along." He folded his arms across his chest.

"Yerr steel?" I asked.

"What, you’ve never seen it?"

"I’ve seen it, sure," I said, then drew my broadsword halfway out of its sheath, showing the silvery-matte color of Yerr steel, before sliding it back in. "But it doesn’t look like this. Yerr swords have a white sheen, and these are gray," I finished.

"I re-forged them. They’re just as good—better, even. They’ll pierce quarter-inch iron like it’s nothing. Believe it or not," the old man said, frowning.

I stood there, deep in thought, swinging the dagger. Excellent balance. My eyes fell on a closed helmet lying beneath the weapons rack. I leaned down and tapped my finger on the dome.

"Piercing, you say? Let’s see." I turned to the boy, "Put that helmet somewhere farther away."

He glanced at the blacksmith, who nodded. The boy picked up the helmet and stepped out of the tent, with us following close behind. The people in the marketplace stared at us in silence—most of the customers had already scattered. The apprentice walked about ten yards away and hung the helmet on the post of one of the tents. I waved my hand,

"Farther."

The boy carried the helmet another ten yards and hung it on another post. I nodded, and he stepped aside. The worried tent owner peeked out, started to say something, then caught sight of me and quickly retreated.

I took one of the daggers by the blade and tossed it in the air a few times. Then, with a sharp motion, I threw it at the helmet. It struck home. The dagger hit the iron with a dull thud and stuck in the helmet. I drew the second dagger from its sheath, held it by the hilt this time, and threw it again. Another hit.

The old man looked at me with newfound respect and said,

"You’ve got a real knack for throwing knives."

I said nothing.

The apprentice pulled the helmet off the pole and brought it back to us. One dagger had pierced the visor and sunk into the metal up to the hilt, while the other had struck the frontal plate and embedded itself a third of the way in. Impressive. I examined the helmet—standard heavy infantry gear, the kind worn by every legion in the Empire. Yeah, I suppose the daggers are worth the price. I glanced at the blacksmith, who was puffing up with pride like a turkey.

"All right, I’ll take them," I said.

The old man took the helmet, easily pulled one dagger from the visor, then wrestled a bit with the second before freeing it. He carefully inspected both blades and slid them back into their scabbards.

"Ninety-five," he said.

"What? You said eighty."

"They’re even better than I thought. Ninety for the daggers and five for the ruined helmet."

"Not many people can throw like that. If it weren’t for me, how would you test them? And the helmet only needs two parts repaired. Eighty-five."

"Ninety, and we’ve got a deal," the old man said, holding out a hairy, calloused hand.

Almost half my money. But the daggers are worth it. I could sell them for a hundred or more in the capital—or keep them for myself.

"Deal." I slapped my palm against his.

I counted out the money, took my purchase, and walked away. Behind me, I heard the apprentice whisper,

"Grandpa, who’s that?"

"You blockhead. Don’t you see the black clothes? He’s an antimage—what we call a cursed one," the blacksmith whispered back.

"Wow. He looks human."

"Human? Did you see how he pierced that helmet? Humans can’t do that."

I didn’t make any more purchases. I only stopped near a post with two horses tied to it—a two-year-old mare and a six-month-old foal. I stroked the foal’s nose, and he licked my hand with his rough tongue. Horses, unlike dogs, aren’t afraid of me. I love horses.

***
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When I got back to the inn, I grabbed a bottle of red Orleigian wine and headed up to my room. I uncorked it and took a swig straight from the bottle. Third one today—I don’t usually drink this much. But what else is there to do? I kicked off my boots, tossed aside my cloak, and sprawled out on the bed.

What do people even do here their whole lives? No theater, no library, nothing. Just the temple, booze, and chasing after the neighbor’s skirts. And I doubt they go to the temple much. I pictured the same routine, day in and day out—getting up, working, drinking in the evening, climbing into bed with the wife, waking up, working, drinking, a drunken brawl at the tavern, sneaking into the neighbor’s bed, and then starting all over again... Ugh. I’d die of boredom in ten days flat.

Why did evolution bother giving them self-awareness and intelligence a whole level above cows if they still live like cattle? Born, dragged through life, ate, drank, slept, died.

The bottle was empty. Should I get another one? Screw it. There are more interesting things to do. I put my boots back on and headed downstairs. The innkeeper was nowhere to be seen. Some other maid—not Giselle, but a plump, pink-cheeked woman—was mopping the floor in the hall. I ordered dinner for five o’clock and stepped out into the backyard.

The stable was empty, there was some kind of shed, a latrine, and a stack of firewood. I picked out a big log, carried it over to the fence, and walked to the far side of the yard. I took out the daggers I’d bought and admired the intricate designs on the blades. Excellent craftsmanship.

I threw one dagger overhand, and it stuck into the log at neck height. The second dagger, thrown with an underhand swing, hit where the stomach would be. I walked up to the log, pulled the daggers free, and repeated the same routine with my left hand.

I practiced for over an hour, getting used to the daggers' weight, size, and balance. Later, I could practice in a trance, but first, I had to consciously build the necessary reflexes. By the time the log was thoroughly splintered, the innkeeper showed up. He watched me train for about five minutes while I ignored him. Finally, he couldn’t hold back, cleared his throat and said,

"Sir, your dinner is ready."

I threw the daggers one last time, pulled them out, and slid them back into their sheaths.

"Alright, I’m coming."

I had dinner again with the innkeeper. This time, he wasn’t as shy and ate with gusto. He couldn’t quite keep up with me, but between the two of us, we polished off at least three days’ worth of food for an average person. While devouring the meal, I tried to pry some fresh gossip out of him, but there wasn’t much of interest this time. Toward the end, he mentioned that Baron Rian had gathered his household and servants and left the city.

"Saw it myself, an hour ago, through the south gate. Probably heading to his country estate—they’ve nearly rebuilt the place in just six months." The innkeeper lowered his voice to a half-whisper, "You really gave it to him good near the prefecture. Maybe it was the right thing to do—rules are the same for everyone. But the baron’s got a lot of men, and he’s as vindictive as they come. Who knows what might happen."

Dinner was good. I wiped my hands with a napkin, leaned back in my chair, and asked,

"What might happen?"

"Well," he hesitated for a moment, "what if the baron and his men decide to cause trouble?"

"The Thirteenth Legion is stationed a hundred miles away. If the baron starts a rebellion, the whole town will be drowning in blood in ten days."

The innkeeper snorted, choked, and started coughing, gasping for air. I got up, gave him a firm slap on the back, and walked to the front door. On the threshold, I turned and said,

"So if the baron does decide to pull something, if I were the townsfolk, I’d deal with
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