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Blurb

Testing his decision to become a travelling agent of the Circle of Thales, Rene Laurent accepts two training missions – one to beautiful Shiraz, another one to the thousand island planet of Gui Lin. Compared to his adventures with Brother Riccardo, merely copying reports of a local werewolf sighting and fetching a book from a remote island estate sure sounds harmless enough. 

But things are never as simple as they appear, and while figuring out how to navigate the wildly diverse cultures of the Virasana Empire, Rene gets to explore himself and his psionic powers. He realises that his powers aren't as benign as he thought them to be, and that it is indeed a very fine line separating man from monster... 

‘Red Claws, Blue Ink’ is a colourful space opera adventure, a coming-of-age travelogue and the second book in the ‘Doctor Laurent’ series. 
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Chapter 1 – The Train to San Fonterulo
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“Step back, please, ladies and gentlemen. Step back, please. The train is approaching.” The station warden walking up and down the platform emphasised his announcement by ringing a handheld bell. He sported a dark blue uniform with a matching cap, an impressive moustache, and the expression of a man fully aware of the great importance of their task and of their authority.

On a Floor tube train platform, he would have been ignored at best. Here on Shiraz, people obediently stepped back from the tracks, pulling along their children and luggage. All of them looked as though they had climbed straight out of a movie. The women wore long dresses or fancy leather armour and the men uniforms or tight pants and billowing shirts. There was an abundance of lace, frills, embroidery, and fur trims on everything. And hats, so many hats – from tiny things pinned to complex hair-dos to floppy leather hats with feathers to giant, overdecorated monstrosities. Even most of the kids were equipped with a cap of some kind.

In their midst, Rene felt like he should be surrounded by some sort of crackling purple lightning, signifying reality rejecting him. He didn't fit in at all in his worn out combat boots, black jeans, band t-shirt, slightly ragged cardigan hood pulled up, and green tinted, round sunglasses. He didn't even have a fancy leather suitcase, just a large travel bag and his trusty canvas satchel. He had decided to keep his usual attire as – according to his reading on the subject – people on most planets of the Empire were known to be more lenient towards those who were obviously foreigners.

He had expected to be stared at, but all he drew were some glances of either curiosity or hauteur, which was what he should have expected. After all, he had studied Shiraz extensively before leaving Floor on his first ever mission as a Circle agent. Also known as 'the better Terra', Shiraz was famous throughout the Empire for its pleasant climate, beautiful landscapes, and producing excellent food of all varieties as well as the best wine one could ask for.

During the Black-and-White War, several decades ago, it had changed ownership from the now extinct House Grebenstein to the matriarchal House Cournicova, narrowly avoiding being given to House Ndewane, who had brought the Grebensteins to their knees. The Cournicovas didn't gloat, but instead made a point of treating their new subjects kindly and easing them into their new style of rulership.

Historically, Shirazans looked down upon everyone not from their planet with a mix of pity and disdain. After all, it wasn't the tourists' fault they didn't come from the best planet in the Empire, and it was good manners to welcome them and let them see what they were missing. It was still a bother to have the poor clods underfoot all the time. They were, however, adjusting surprisingly well to Cournicova rule and adapting to the fact that their military was now predominantly female and that men were expected to be handsome rather than capable. It helped that House Grebenstein and House Cournicova had always been on friendly terms, so the Cournicova were seen less as usurpers than saviours from the dreaded fate of Ndewane rule.

“The 10.30 train to San Fonterulo is now approaching,” the station warden announced, ringing his bell again. “Please stay clear of the track until it has come to a full halt.”

Over the din of the station hall, Rene hadn't heard the rumble of the train, but now it was drawing close enough that its noise was beginning to overpower the sound of voices trapped in the high hall. The noise the tube trains on Floor made was a mix of high pitched whining and hissing. This train's rumble was a lot deeper in timbre, the sound of a huge machine working hard. It came into view and Rene couldn't do anything but stare in awe – an authentic, massive steam engine huffed and blew dark smoke from its chimney as it pulled metal and wood passenger carriages, which were painted red and green and had cute little windows, pull-down stairs at the doors, and polished brass handrails. The whole thing looked like it had come right out of a children's book. Even the train driver, currently looking out of the locomotive's window, fit perfectly, wearing another version of the station warden's uniform with matching cap and moustache. The station hall filled with the screech of the brakes.

The entire scene was absurd, technologically primitive and inefficient. And it was marvellous.

The station hall was as spectacular as the train, his fellow passengers, and the people working there. Constructed mostly from burnished steel, it rose in graceful arches to heights one would have expected in a cathedral. Huge panes of stained glass filtered in the planet's warm sunlight to paint the tiled floors with stripes of pastel colours. Everything was clean, well maintained, and adorned with much attention to detail. Even the flowers in the planters which separated the platform from the rest of the station matched the colours of the windows.

Rene had used the time he had waited for the arrival of his train to draw quick sketches of everything he saw into his travel journal. Everything here was so different, his mind was reeling from all the impressions.

He had arrived on Shiraz only three hours earlier. After having spent over a week in the narrow confines of his tiny cabin and the equally tiny mess of the small freighter he had travelled on, stepping out into the balmy morning air of the planet had felt like an overload of pleasantness. Everything looked pretty and smelled nice. Even the tiny spaceport of Veruccio was pretty.

Shiraz's main spaceport was located in the capital, Syrah. The freighter had carried medical equipment to Veruccio, the seat of this continent's earl and a big city for Shiraz. This had been perfect for Rene, since his destination was located in the same province. First, he would take the train to San Fonterulo and, according to his travel research, from there, he could take the stagecoach to get to the small village of Tregoli. He had been truly interested in picking up the reports on werewolf sightings until he had arrived on Shiraz. Now, he felt overwhelmed and side-tracked, pulled into every direction by the sheer amount of things to gawk at. Even watching videos beforehand hadn't prepared him for how very different everything was here, particularly when compared to his homeworld.

“Your train is now ready for boarding,” the station warden announced, ringing his bell some more. “Please mind the gap. Be sure to help children and the elderly to board safely.”

Rene took another look at his ticket, which had been carefully filled in by hand by a uniformed clerk at the station's ticket booth. It had his name, the date, time, destination, and wagon and seat number. Now that he was looking at the actual train, the last pieces of information made more sense. There were beautifully crafted, brass numbers set next to the train's doors on each wagon.

Other passengers were doing the same check of their tickets and heading towards their assigned wagons in an orderly fashion. It was nothing at all like the rush to get in as quickly as possible, which was the mode of all movement on Floor. If you didn't do that, the door would close in your face. On tube trains, in jobs, and basically anything you wanted to attain. Here, Rene was pretty sure the train would simply wait until all its passengers had boarded. In the same vein, people were patiently waiting until all passengers disembarking at this station had left the train before they started getting on.

Eventually, he found his wagon, climbed in, and nearly stopped in his tracks at the sight of the interior. What they called seats here, he would have called plush couches upholstered in dark red velvet, and the windows had curtains. The floor was polished hardwood, the walls and slightly vaulted ceiling were painted a glossy green unmarked by graffiti. Small chandeliers with gas lamps would provide light after dark. Some of the couches even had their own tables, with flowers blooming in small pots carefully affixed to the tabletop.

Train attendants were buzzing around to help passengers with unwieldy pieces of luggage and to make sure people found their assigned seats. They also carefully checked each ticket. One immediately zeroed in on Rene's stunned hesitation.

“Can I help you find your seat?” she asked with that equally polite and patronising tone Shirazans seemed to reserve for tourists.

Rene would have been perfectly able to do that on his own, given a moment to work through the shock of walking into what looked to him like the most cliché living room from 'Even Nobles Cry'. But his travel preparations had included learning that it was almost always safest if the locals saw him as harmless. Accepting all help offered served very well in cultivating that impression.

“Yes, please.” He held his ticket out to her, which she checked with the practised ease of someone who did that a few hundred times every day.

“Your seat is right over here,” she gently herded him to a couch, away from the door, so he wouldn't block other boarding passengers anymore.

He was delighted to note that it was one of the couches with a table. It meant he would have room to lay down his travel journal to do more detailed sketches.

“Would you like me to put your luggage up on the shelf?” she asked, helpfully pointing at the wide shelves that ran along the train's wall above the windows. It was already rapidly filling up with suitcases and travel bags much larger than his.

Rene obediently handed over his travel bag and it was carefully stored on the rack opposite him, where he could keep an eye on it. Though he doubted much got stolen on these trains. It wouldn't have been polite.

“Have a pleasant journey,” the attendant said, once Rene had settled in his seat. “A colleague will come by once we are on our way to offer refreshments. If you would like a more substantial meal, our restaurant is in wagon number six.” She moved off to help a man who was wrangling three small children.

Rene took a moment to test the softness of the couch and get comfortable. He would even have had enough space to stretch out his legs, if the space under the table hadn't been taken up by the man sitting across from him. No, he corrected himself, the gentleman. Someone wearing such an elegantly embroidered, tasteful, dark blue, suede jacket had to be called a gentleman. Like most men on Shiraz, he sported a moustache, but his was carefully cut short, not cultivated into a swirling piece of facial topiary. His long, brown locks were loosely tied back, framing a face that looked somewhat weather-worn. Currently, he was deeply asleep, his relaxed features making him look about thirty years old, but Rene guessed that he was actually a little older. On a convenient hook next to their little window hung a stylish hat, matching the jacket in colour.

Outside, the platform was almost empty now, apart from the station warden and a few people who were clustering close to train windows, saying goodbye to friends or relatives. Some were waving white handkerchiefs without a shred of irony.

“Step back, please, ladies and gentlemen,” the station warden called out, “step back please. The train is about to depart.”

Inside, attendants closed the doors. The train's whistle sounded, loud and clear, and then the huge steam engine woke back to life with a chugging sound, slowly gaining in power and volume as it worked hard to gather speed.

Looking out the window, Rene watched the train station fall away as they moved out into the city – not that there was much to see of Veruccio, high trees and thick hedges protected the houses along the tracks from the noise and smoke of the trains' engine. Inside, the other passengers were settling in, unpacking books or newspapers, toys for the children or even snacks. The journey to San Fonterulo would take several hours, so there was plenty of time to get comfortable.

Markedly, nobody appeared to be in any hurry. What a difference from Floor. He had read many times in his travel preparations that life on Shiraz was slower than on other planets. And with good reason – while on most other planets of the Empire, people were fighting for survival one way or the other, here, there were no real threats. The climate was pleasant, the wildlife was more tasty than dangerous, the local Cournicova nobles were reasonably benevolent, food grew so plentiful that a bad harvest merely meant things didn't taste as good as last year. But reading about it hadn't quite prepared him for the actual experience.

It made him wonder what else he thought he was well prepared for and which he would turn out to be woefully lacking in. He would have to do what he had done during those wild two weeks of adventure with Riccardo a few months ago – wing it and hope for the best. It had worked well enough back then. He would just have to remember that this time, he didn't have a Belligra Shield he could hide behind if things got deadly. Not that there was any reason to believe it would. Picking up those reports sounded harmless enough. But where there were reports of werewolf sightings, there might be actual werewolves. And if his time with Riccardo had taught him one thing, it was to expect events to take a turn for the weird and unexpected.

The train had reached its travelling speed and the noise level was going down again as it settled into a regular rhythm, chugging along. A few minutes later, the hedges and trees along the tracks petered out as the train left the city. It was the first look Rene got of the countryside of Shiraz and it was as pretty as one would expect of the planet. Fields stretching away, in green, yellow, orange, and lavender, intersected by carefully trimmed hedges and winding roads, and dotted with farmsteads, each one more quaint and cute than the last. Further away, there were a few gentle hills, covered in deeply green forests. They were heading towards distant mountains. For a little while, the train tracks ran parallel to a river and Rene got a look at small ships and barges, drifting along leisurely, probably carrying cargo. Every new vista was fit for a postcard or painting.

Rene pulled out his travel journal and pen case from his satchel, sharpened his pencil and got to work putting down his impressions in rough sketches. He could have taken photos with his phone, but that didn't feel as appropriate. Plus, he wanted to try and conserve energy. The phone had an omnisocket and he even had thought to bring a solar powered charger, but there wasn't much point in keeping it turned on out here.

When he had arrived, he had booted his phone up to check whether there were any net connections available but he had been greeted only by a search icon which kept on turning. His travel research had told him that Syrah had a good phone network, but there had been no information on whether Veruccio had, too. Now he knew.

Being so completely cut off from easily available information felt strange. At home on Floor, he didn't just have the net access, but also the support from the Circle, from his family. Here, he was completely on his own.

But this was what he had wanted, an adventure. Compared to what other Circle agents experienced and noted in their reports, this was supposed to be a harmless, little trip. A training mission. With werewolves. Possibly. Smirking, Rene doodled a little werewolf chasing a black-clad chibi in the corner of his current page.

He was so absorbed in his work, he only noticed the handsome young man with the snack trolley when he stopped next to his seat and asked: “Would you like refreshments?” He wore the same train-attendant uniform as the woman who had greeted him when he had boarded, only his came with tighter pants and without a button-up jacket. Instead, he had a tiny vest over a billowing, white shirt, which for some reason was missing the lacing at the front so he showed quite a bit of tanned, sculpted chest. His tousled mop of blonde hair, blue eyes, and charming smile made Rene wonder for a tiny moment exactly what kinds of refreshments he offered.

But when he took a look at the snack trolley, that thought was forgotten as his mouth started to water. This was obviously a tiny selection of the food Shiraz had to offer, but to Rene, it looked like a decadent feast. A large bowl with fresh fruit, including fat grapes, shiny red melidas, and oranges, a platter with sandwiches, made from dark bread and filled with cheese, ham, and lettuce, and tiny cakes, lovingly decorated with sugar or chocolate frosting. It all looked hand-made and was protected by a large glass dome. In the lower shelf of the trolley were pots of what Rene assumed were tea and coffee, two lidded carafes and several bottles of wine, along with proper, porcelain cups and glasses made from actual glass.

He wanted one of everything. That would of course have looked greedy and rude.

“I'll have one of each of the cakes, please,” he said instead, “And is that tea?”

“Yes, I have a mild, black tea here,” the attendant explained cheerfully while loading Rene's cakes onto a porcelain plate and artfully folding a cloth napkin to drape it next to the cakes. “If you would like a herbal tea or something stronger, I can fetch it for you from the restaurant wagon once I am through with my tour.”

Rene was stuck staring at the cloth napkin so it took him a moment to reply. “Black tea will be great.”

“Would you like sugar or milk with it?” 

“Just the tea, please.”

A porcelain cup joined the plate of cakes and the handsome attendant poured the tea with a flourish. “That will be three chicks, please.”

Of course, Rene had been aware how much cheaper food would be on Shiraz, but he hadn't been prepared for prices being this low. It was ridiculous to receive this level of service and this quality of goods for practically nothing. At least, he did have physical currency instead of the cashsticks in use on Floor. The smallest coin he had was five chicks, so he handed that to the young man and received two tiny, one chick coins in return. He would have loved to give him a tip but handing him a whole chick back would have been too much, probably, so he settled for what he hoped was a nice smile.

“What red do you have?” the man across from him asked. Judging by the way he sleepily rubbed his face, he had been woken up by Rene talking to the attendant.

On another planet, Rene would have thought that it was a little early for wine, but his reading about Shiraz had insisted they even had wine for breakfast.

“I have a fruity Oleanista. The one from three years ago. And a dark 2287 Rivioun.”

The man perked up at that. “Oh, Southern Slope?” 

The attendant nodded.

“Pour me a glass of that one, please.” He studied the food display. “And I should probably have one of those sandwiches.”

“What cheese would you like? Chamberouge or Berthaler?” 

“Definitely Berthaler.”

It was frustrating to listen to them throw around all these names of food products without any way to quickly pull out his phone and check the net to find out what exactly they were. It wasn't important, but that didn't keep his curiosity from nagging relentlessly. Rene doubted he would even find them in any archive back on Floor but he jotted them down in his travel journal anyway, while the attendant served the man his food and drink. The wine did look spectacular, dark and rich.

The man paid and Rene noted that the wine was significantly more expensive than his tea. Five whole chicks plus one for the sandwich. Considering what wine from Shiraz cost on other planets, it was absurdly cheap.

The attendant moved on with a cheery, “Have a pleasant journey, gentlemen.”

Only now did his fellow traveller notice Rene and sat up with a startled blink. He fished in the breast pocket of his jacket and pulled out wire-rimmed glasses. Once he had put them on, he looked at Rene again, his initial surprise changing to unbridled curiosity.

“A good day to you, young man,” he greeted Rene jovially.

The idea of talking to a stranger on a train would have been unheard of on Floor. Even eye contact was considered harassment. Rene resisted the urge to clamp up. He was travelling to learn and see new things – and new people. Talking to them was an important part of fitting in and gathering information.

Bringing himself to that conclusion took so long, that he missed his opportunity to return the greeting as the man was already continuing talking.

“Apologies for not noticing you earlier. I must have nodded off. Name's Manuel Chapuis, travelling salesman trading in the finest cuckoo clocks in the province.” He held his hand out across the table, and after a brief moment of confusion Rene shook it.

Cuckoo clocks were a type of time keeping device native to Shiraz and rarely seen on any other planet, but they were odd enough that Rene had at least seen them mentioned with a short description. Here he had the perfect person to learn more about them.

“Rene Laurent,” he introduced himself. At home, he would have left out his last name, but on Shiraz it was mandatory to include them when one wanted to be polite. “Doctoral student of history at the University of Floor.”

“Oh, my, how amazing is that?” Mr Chapuis looked genuinely impressed, though Rene wasn't entirely sure what about. “I'm sure you will find lots of interesting stuff around here. Our province has such a rich history. Or so I'm told.”

As far as Rene had been able to determine, the only interesting thing ever to have happened in this particular province had been a feud between two brothers over the title of Earl, which had escalated into a civil war, tearing many families apart as they chose different sides and creating much heartache. That had been several centuries ago, but according to his reading some old grudges prevailed to this day. Shirazans had a long memory and a deep aversion to change.

“You have to go see the vaults of San Fonterulo cathedral,” Mr Chapuis continued, unfazed by the fact that Rene wasn't saying anything in reply. “It was originally part of a great Verata monastery, back when they had a monastery here. That was before Veruccio became the province capital. The vaults are truly spectacular, or so I'm told.” He smiled sheepishly. “I've lived in San Fonterulo my whole life, but I must admit I have never actually visited them myself. You know what it's like, you always think you'll go but there is no real hurry since they are just there and then you never get around to it.”

What an alien notion. If he was interested in something, he went and looked at it first chance he got, but he nodded along and took a first sip of his tea as no input from him seemed to be required for this conversation to continue. The first taste of tea thoroughly distracted him from whatever Mr Chapuis was saying about the vaults. It was fragrant and startlingly fresh for a black tea, filling him with the aroma and making him sigh contentedly.

Mr Chapuis took that as a reminder of his wine and took a sip as well. “Ah, that's the life, isn't it?” he joined in on Rene's happy sigh. “As much as I like to travel, I couldn't ever leave our beautiful Shiraz. Some truly awful places out there. Or so I'm told.”

“There sure are,” Rene agreed. Shiraz was admittedly beautiful, but it had an almost saccharine quality which made Rene's teeth ache. It was a bit too much of everything, but he knew this was by design. For all its faults, he wouldn't have wanted another homeworld than Floor. Maybe all people of the Empire loved their own planet like that. Except people from Yaiciz, of course.

He took a bite of the dark, chocolate-glazed cake. The rich, chocolate flavour didn't surprise him, but there was a fruity note as well, which he identified as orange after a moment, which complemented the chocolate perfectly. It also went very well with the tea.

“So, I must admit I have heard of cuckoo clocks but never actually seen one,” he gently prompted. Since his newly acquired travel companion seemed rather talkative, he hoped to keep their one sided conversation going.

“Oh, they are quite the marvel,” Mr Chapuis immediately indulged him, “such intricate little machines. Our family has been in the business of making them for generations. Nowadays, my brother oversees manufacturing and my sister in law takes care of all the accounting.” He chuckled. “Who'd have thought a century ago that women would be so much better at keeping track of the money and organisation, right? But she is doing an amazing job and my brother is so happy to be able to concentrate on the artistic part. And of course, I couldn't be happier, travelling. Never got married, you see, so I am not tied down. Free as a bird, as they say.”

For more than an hour, Mr Chapuis kept chattering about his family, including his nephews and nieces, San Fonterulo, and – with a little gentle prodding – about how cuckoo clocks were made, their history, and relevance to the region and Shiraz in general. Rene learned that they came in various sizes, that the larger clocks were equipped with more than one bird and that, while all of them were called cuckoo clocks and made cuckoo sounds, other types of colourful, little birds were used as decoration as well. Anyone else would likely have been bored out of their mind, but he sucked up all the trivia like a dry sponge. Mr Chapuis even had one example left from his sales tour through the province, which he showed to Rene and explained at length.

He did a quick sketch of the clock, and Mr Chapuis gushed about what a talented artist he was and again, how nice it was that men on Shiraz now had the time to nurture their artistic talents, as women were doing the boring tasks of governing and serving in the military. It was fascinating to listen to him as he displayed how the population was adapting to matriarchal rule. Judging by his reaction, the Cournicova were doing an amazing job slowly implementing new rules, while making sure their male subjects felt like they gained more than they lost. It was also scary to see how well their brainwashing worked.

He used the opportunity to subtly enquire about the local Countess and was treated to another hour filled both with anecdotal history and current gossip, heavily featuring the Countess' twin daughters and their various adventures.

While Mr Chapuis talked, Rene did a few more sketches of the train's interior and of some other passengers. The snack trolley came through a second time to collect their dishes. Outside, the landscape shifted first from well-tended fields to sweeping meadows and then to light forest while the train steadily climbed towards the mountains.

Tregoli, the village Rene was supposed to visit, was nestled in the foothills of those mountains. There was a train connection between Veruccio and San Fonterulo every day, but the stagecoach to Tregoli only went every few days. It was pure luck that he would be able to catch it today.

“So where are you staying in San Fonterulo?” Mr Chapuis finally asked a question of his own, only to immediately keep talking again. “I cannot recommend the hotel at the train station. It may look quaint but it is such a tourist trap. The one next to the town hall has an excellent reputation. It's where my sister-in-law puts up visiting trade partners. Not cheap though. Tavern across the marketplace is a bit more modest but also very nice. Rustic charm, if you know what I mean. Or if you are in a pinch, I do have a guest room in my little house?”

The mere idea of inviting a stranger he had met on the train into his own home had Rene reeling. Didn't these people take even the simplest safety precautions? But Mr Chapuis was smiling openly and very obviously meant his invitation. His first instinct was to lie, but Rene checked himself. There was no reason to, apart from the fact that it was the Floorian thing to do.

“I'm actually not staying overnight in San Fonterulo,” he said truthfully, “I will continue on to Tregoli.”

“Oh, what a shame,” Mr Chapuis exclaimed, “and here I was hoping to be able to treat you to my favourite restaurant tonight. They have the best cheese fondue in the province. Served with an excellent chilled white, it is a must for any discerning food fan.”

That the man had been planning to invite him to dinner made Rene twitch with nerves. Was he flirting? Was that why he had invited him to stay with him? He had no clue, he had never been flirted at before and no idea how to ask politely. Luckily, he didn't have to. It was a non-issue. He would be moving on to Tregoli anyway.

Oblivious to his confusion, Mr Chapuis kept talking. “Of course, Tregoli is worth a visit, I'm sure. Never been to it myself, but it is quite pretty, or so I'm told. But then, all villages on Shiraz are pretty, aren't they? Surely you will pass through San Fonterulo on your way back, won't you? If you do stay overnight, let me write down my address for you.” Before Rene could object, Mr Chapuis had already pulled his travel journal over and jotted down an address at the bottom of the current page with the pencil plucked from Rene's fingers. “There.” He smiled brightly. “Can't leave a bright, young scholar like you without a safe home, can we? My sister-in-law would have my hide, I tell you. And an artist to boot.”

Rene was thankful that he was wearing his sunglasses so Mr Chapuis couldn't see his eyes, he likely looked like a panicking deer right now. He somehow managed to resist the urge to quickly snatch up his journal and pencil and hug them to himself protectively. Being out here in a strange land with strange people who were way too nice was scarier than he had expected. Especially without a Belligra bulwark to hide behind.

From a logical perspective, Mr Chapuis was no threat. He didn't look particularly strong or fast and most probably, he was a perfectly harmless if slightly pushy gentleman. But after reading all those reports from other Circle agents, Rene's imagination was providing plenty of horror scenarios from alien, monster spores infesting a human body to slavers looking for young, single travellers to abduct, to the whole cuckoo clock production facility being a front of demonists.

He pulled the journal back to himself, closed it, and put it back into his satchel slowly.

“Thank you, that is a very kind offer.” He was very proud how calm and polite his voice sounded.

“Oh, it is nothing. You are most welcome. Being hospitable has always been an important tradition in this province. And on Shiraz in general, or so I'm told. Back in the Grebenstein days, people were more stuck up about it, but the Cournicova are all about family and being helpful and it is rubbing off. And that is a good thing, if you ask me. Now, my cousin Baptiste, he is an old fashioned kind of guy...”

Mr Chapuis kept rambling about his extended family, repeating a few of the anecdotes he had already told earlier. What had been fascinating before was turning boring now. It was the first time Rene thought about someone else that they talked too much and it made him wonder whether Riccardo had felt like this a couple of times when he had been answering Riccardo's innocent questions at much greater length than was necessary. Had he enjoyed all the extra information, like he had said, or had he been too polite to complain about it like he himself now had no idea how to tell Mr Chapuis to shut up?

He pulled his cardigan closer around himself and leaned back on the comfortable couch. If he closed his eyes, Mr Chapuis would have no way of knowing, but Rene was well aware that dozing off like a normal person wasn't an escape route for him.

He was very grateful when a train attendant came through to announce that the train would be arriving in San Fonterulo in twenty minutes, which would be the train's terminal, so would everyone please pack up and get ready to disembark.

“Well, what a nice train ride this turned out to be,” Mr Chapuis stated, smiling fondly, “It has been a pleasure making your acquaintance, young man, a true pleasure.”

Rene would have been lying if he had said the same, but luckily he didn't get a chance to as Mr Chapuis once more continued talking.

“I hope you will enjoy your time in our beautiful little corner of the world. And if you come through San Fonterulo again, you are most welcome to come stay with me.” He suddenly frowned. “Well, if I'm actually there. See, I travel a lot. My next trip will take me to the south and it's next week already. Oh dear me, here I go making promises I probably won't be able to keep. I'm so sorry.”

He seemed so genuinely upset with himself, Rene almost felt bad about thinking he was some sort of murdering psychopath. But he was much more relieved that he definitely wouldn't have an opportunity to take Mr Chapuis up on his offer, so his answer sounded as heartfelt as it was.

“It's no problem. I'm sure I'll be able to find a room at one of the hotels you recommended. The university does pay for my travel expenses, so I'll be fine. The tavern across the marketplace from the town hall, wasn't it?”

“Yes, exactly. And if you have a chance to go, the Butter Wheel is right next to it. That is the restaurant I was talking about. The one with the cheese fondue. Though they...”

He was interrupted by the train's whistle and the attendant in their wagon announcing: “Ladies and gentlemen. The train is now entering the station. Please wait until the train has come to a full stop before starting to gather your luggage. Please be careful when pulling down your luggage from the shelves as content may have shifted. If you require assistance, please let us know. San Fonterulo is the end of the train track, but the information terminal inside the station can help you with further travel options like the stagecoach or rented carriages and horses. We hope you had a pleasant journey with us and look forward to serving you again.”

The train was braking now, the screeching making any further conversation impossible, so Rene looked out the window and marvelled at the station they were rolling into. While he had compared Veruccio's station to a cathedral, San Fonterulo's looked like a small, decorative castle built from roughly hewn stone, with cute little turrets at its corners and many narrow windows. Sadly, he was too late to catch a glimpse of the town as a whole. Maybe he would have time for a short stroll before the stagecoach left.

Once the train had come to a halt, Rene quickly pulled down his travel bag from the shelf. Mr Chapuis, like most other passengers, was wrestling with much larger suitcases, so he used the chance to make his escape with a brief nod of goodbye.

The interior of San Fonterulo's train station was as different to Veruccio's as the exterior. Where Veruccio's was mostly open spaces with large planters for dividers, here, there were only two platforms, enclosed by walls that looked as sturdy as the whole building had seemed from the outside. Stairs led up from the platforms. Rene followed the brass signs to the station's main hall and found his way to the travel information booth ahead of the other disembarking passengers.

The stern, elderly lady behind the counter adjusted her glasses to better be able to peer down her nose at him, but that was the only reaction he got to how scruffy he looked compared to everyone else. It turned out he was right on time to catch the stagecoach to Tregoli, with a few minutes to spare to get some snacks for the last leg of his journey. He bought his ticket and moved over to a small shop inside the station, which sold local fruit and baked goods. By now, he wasn't as surprised at the prices and picked up a bag of tiny, fragrant satsumas for a single chick.

His final stop was the station's public restroom. On Floor, such facilities were places of stainless steel that looked like robotic, maintenance bays and smelled intensely of chemicals. He had read up on what to expect on Shiraz and had found ample warning that only the big cities had running water and electricity, while in a small village, he would have to visit an outhouse, mostly located in the backyard of buildings.

Apparently, San Fonterulo had proper sewers as he walked into a welcoming, lavender tiled bathroom with small flower arrangements on the washstands and an attendant who politely showed him to a free stall and provided a cloth hand towel once he had come back out and washed his hands.

The attendant was another young man with a short vest and missing the laces on his shirt. Rene was beginning to see the pattern implemented by Cournicova rule. Make sure women's looks commanded respect while men looked as handsome as possible. Not that he minded. Shirazan males were rather strapping at the attendant's age. Which was none of his business. He fled the bathroom before he could embarrass himself somehow.

Finding the stagecoach proved easy as it was parked right outside the main entrance. Drawn by two horses, it was about the most primitive way of transportation he had ever used, but he was here to have new experiences, wasn't he? The two horses in front of the coach were huge, so huge in fact, that he decided that taking a closer look could wait for another time.

The driver was a tall woman, wearing sturdy leather pants and a shirt. With laces. On the coach box lay a heavy leather coat and a wide-brimmed leather hat, both of which she must have taken off due to the heat of the late summer sun, shining down from a sky with no cloud in sight. She was also wearing a heavy weapon's belt with an old-fashioned flintlock pistol and a long dirk and she very much looked like she knew how to use both to defend her coach against bandits or wild animals.

At the moment, she was leaning against one of the large wheels, smoking a long stemmed pipe and looking as content as one could possibly be.

There were no other travellers in sight, so Rene approached her cautiously. When she noticed him, she looked at him like he was an especially strange bug.

“Excuse me, ma'am, is this the stagecoach to Tregoli?” he asked, trying for a maximum of polite deference.

That seemed to be the right approach, as her expression shifted to a broad smile. “It sure is, my boy.”

He showed her his ticket, which she barely glanced at. “Hop right in,” she said and gestured invitingly at the open door to the coach. By Shirazan measure, it looked to be a vehicle built more for functionality than looks. Of course, it still had rich carvings in the wood and tiny curtains on the small windows. “We'll be off as soon as I finish my pipe. Looks like you'll be my only passenger on this trip so you can put your travel bag on the other seat.”

“How long will the trip take?”

“About four hours, but we'll be making a couple of stops in villages along the way to collect and deliver mail. We should be in Tregoli well before sundown. And you don't have to worry, the road is well maintained and even after dark, we'll be perfectly fine.” She patted her pistol for emphasis.

Rene wasn't sure what she was hinting at. Wolves in the woods maybe? He probably was better off not worrying about it, just like she said. He obediently climbed inside the coach and settled on the padded bench facing front. Even though the windows were small, he hoped to get some looks at the countryside.

As the driver had promised, it didn't take her long to finish her pipe. She closed the coach doors and moments later the vehicle started moving. At slow speed, it rattled a little and Rene had his opportunity to look at San Fonterulo's houses, but once they left the town and picked up speed, he was shaken about quite a bit. Drawing or reading weren’t an option so in the end, he did boot up his phone, pulled up an audio lecture about Shirazan wine, and plugged in his earphones. Maybe he had left civilization behind, but luckily, he had brought a small piece of it with him.
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Chapter 2 – The Golden Apple
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Tregoli was a lot prettier than Rene had expected. He should have learned by now, after all, he had seen several villages along the way already and they had all been pretty. But Tregoli was pretty even by Shiraz standards, as evidenced by a large, wrought metal badge fixed to the artfully carved signpost with the village's name at the side of the road leading into the main street. It proclaimed Tregoli one of Shiraz's most picturesque villages complete with the Duchess' seal – which, under any circumstance, was a great honour, but doubly so on this planet.

Tregoli lay nestled in a valley in the foothills of the Veronian Mountains, hills covered in orchards and light woods. The half-timbered houses were fairly large for a small village and looked almost luxurious with flower boxes outside large windows, rich carvings, bright colours, and roses, grapevine, and ivy creeping up the walls. The main street was clean as though it were swept daily. And made of cobblestone, which made the coach bounce even harder.

By now, Rene felt like every bone in his body had been shaken into a new position and he was very much looking forward to getting out. He was grateful when the coach stopped right in front of the first building. The wrought brass sign marked it as the Golden Apple, Tregoli's best, and only, inn. He stepped out of the coach and stretched his back, but then he had to stop and marvel at how cute everything was, drenched in golden light by the late afternoon sun.

The building itself wasn't very large at three storeys, the top one's windows shadowed by the overhanging red-tiled roof. To the left was a small yard, enclosed by a one-storeyed, L-shaped building which served as both stable and storage shed. To the right was a large beer garden with sturdy wooden tables and benches, shaded by pergolas overgrown with grapevine and another plant Rene wasn't familiar with which bore small, round, yellow fruits at the moment. The entire thing looked like it had fallen out of a children's picture book.

Currently, only three young men were sitting at one of the tables, each with a tankard of what Rene assumed was ale. They had all taken off their shirts, displaying plenty of tanned skin and fit bodies. Rene watched with silent fascination as two women, carrying fieldwork tools, walked by and whistled appreciatively at the young men, who waved back. Maybe not so children's book after all.

The double wing door to the tavern stood wide open and from inside came the sound of a deep, female voice singing, accompanied by the scent of freshly baked bread.

The driver jumped off the coach box and stretched as well. “Here we are, my boy. All safe and sound like I promised. I'll be spending the night here, too. Hannah makes the best roast and mashed turnips this side of the mountains. Come on, I'll introduce you.”

Rene managed not to flinch away when she put a heavy hand on his shoulder and pushed him right inside. Apparently, Shirazans weren't big on respecting another's personal space. He would have to add a note on that into the Circle file on Shiraz.

The inside of the inn was equipped with the same sturdy tables and benches as outside, but here the benches were covered in flat pillows and the tables decorated with little flower pots. Each had a small tray with salt, pepper, and two bottles. The taproom was two storeys high. Across from the entrance, a huge fireplace dominated the room, to the left of it stairs led up to a gallery spanning the whole left side, while on the right a long, polished, wooden bar counter ran the length of the room.

Another handsome young man was currently busy wiping down the tables, getting them ready for evening business. Behind the bar, a woman was washing tankards. She was large in every way, slightly overweight, but her short-sleeved shirt also showed arm muscles bulky enough that she could have wrestled a bear. Her hair hung in a thick, red braid over her shoulder, occasionally getting in the way of her work. She was the one singing, though she stopped when the coach driver came in after Rene to smile widely.

“Yvonne! There you are. I was starting to wonder whether you'd make it in for dinner.”

“Lots of mail today. But I wouldn't ever miss your roast. You know that.”

The two women clasped arms, but Hannah was already curiously peering at Rene over her friend's shoulder.

“And who is that?”

“Today's passenger, who is apparently visiting your beautiful village.” The coach driver looked at Rene as well, beckoning him to come closer with a gesture that brokered no argument. Since Rene had never introduced himself to her, he spoke up, before she could tell the innkeeper some nonsense.

“My name is Rene Laurent,” he said politely, “I'm a doctorate student of history at the University of Floor and have come to Tregoli because of the reports about werewolf activity in this region two years ago. The faculty is interested in adding them to their collection of arcane sightings and I am hoping I will be allowed to copy them from your archives.”

The coach driver made a face and opened her mouth, likely to say something derisive, but Hannah punched her in the arm.

“Don't. This stuff was bad. I knew those girls. I watched them grow up. We're lucky the Baroness stepped in and stopped it.”

Yvonne snorted. “I still don't believe the whole werewolf thing. It was bandits and to this day, I don't understand why the Baroness made such a mystery of it. She could have hung them down in San Fonterulo like they deserved. I travel through these woods every day and I ain't ever seen any werewolves. Hardly even hear a wolf howl.”

“But you travel by day. And bandits won't tear a girl up like that.” 

“They might try to make it look like a werewolf?” Yvonne rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “But it was a right mess, I'll give you that. Gruesome business, to be sure.” 

“That it was. Fact is, the Baroness took care of it, like a good noble should, and nothing has happened since.” 

Hannah smiled at Rene, who had listened closely, already picking up much more information than had been in the very sketchy report the Circle had. He hadn't even known people had been attacked. 

“So there is no need for our young scholar here to worry about getting eaten.” She studied Rene from head to toe and her expression changed to a frown.

Rene expected her to comment on his somewhat ragged attire, but she had another complaint. “Don't they feed you kids right on Floor? You're thin as a stick. But don't you fret, my boy, I'll send you back to your momma with a few more pounds. And make sure you catch some sunshine, too. Pale as a fish belly, you are. How long will you be staying?”

“I guess it depends on whether I get permission to copy the reports,” Rene said. “If I do, at least a few days. I'll have to wait for the stagecoach to come through again.”

“Don't see why you shouldn't get permission,” Hannah said, “not like there are any secrets in there. Most of the folks here in the village could tell you what happened. You won't find anyone at the town hall tonight, but if you go by tomorrow, you need to talk to Inez. Technically, she is the Mayor's aide, but dear old Giaccomo is getting more and more doddery, so she pretty much runs the place nowadays, until he finally agrees to officially retire. Even the Baroness runs her business through her. Which, to be honest, I think is a good thing. Inez is such a clever girl.”

Another interesting example of how the Cournicova were gently phasing out any males in power.

“Now, currently, we don't have any guests, apart from Yvonne here staying overnight, so if you are here for a few days, I'll give you the nice, big room at the back. That way, you won't get disturbed by noise from the beer garden and it has a nice view of the gardens. I'm guessing being a student you are on a tight budget so...” She tapped her chin, clearly calculating numbers. “Would a heron for the whole time plus breakfast and dinner be okay?

By now, Rene wasn't so surprised at the low prices. And it would be a room without running water so not exactly the height of luxury from his point of view. Though he didn't doubt it would be exceptionally nice.

He nodded. “That's very generous, ma'am.” Didn't hurt to be extra polite anyway, after all, he would be living under the same roof as the woman for a few days and getting on her good side would mean free access to gossip. “Thank you very much.”

“Oh, don't mention it, my boy.” She reached across the bar and patted his cheek in a motherly way.

Rene just about managed not to flinch. He doubted he would get used to all this casual touching any time soon. At least, they didn't mean him any harm and, as strange as he looked to them already, they wouldn't suspect he was a psion to boot. He had spent a lot of time practising how to mask his aura, but he wasn't perfect at it. He might pass a cursory inspection by a priest or fellow psion now, but he had to be careful and try to refrain from using his talents.

Unaware of his discomfort, Hannah continued talking. “If you want to take a bath, we have a bathing room here on the ground floor. Just let me know and Mikele over there will prepare it for you. Outhouse is in the yard over there.” She pointed to the yard to the left of the building. “Now, I'm sure you'll want to see your room. I'll take you up.” She pulled out two keys from under the bar and tossed one to Yvonne, who deftly caught it.

“What? I don't get a tour?” she asked mockingly, which earned her another punch to the arm from Hannah, who came around the bar.

“No, you don't. And you don't get your luggage carried either.” Before Rene could object, the huge innkeeper had already plucked up his travel bag from the ground and gently pushed him forward with a hand on his back towards the stairs.

His room turned out to be as spacious as Hannah had promised and as nice as Rene had expected. The bed was wide enough for two and looked quite comfortable, the hardwood floors were covered in thick woven rugs. There was a huge, carved and painted wooden wardrobe, a washstand with a large enamel bowl and tin jug and – to Rene's great delight – a desk and chair under one of the two windows looking out over a garden. Close to the house, it was planted with herbs and further out, with fruit-bearing bushes and neat rows of vegetables. The left side of the garden was taken up by a large chicken coop and a rabbit hutch. Hannah opened both windows to let in fresh air.

Rene thanked her again, assured her he would let her know if he needed anything and finally managed to compliment her out of the room with one more pat to his cheek. She took the tin jug with her, promising to send up Mikele with fresh water so he could wash up before dinner, which would be ready soon.

He closed the door, took a deep breath, and finally allowed himself the shudder he had suppressed ever since the large women had started pushing and touching him and then hugged himself tightly. Suddenly, he felt very far away from home and the safety of his family and the Circle. It made him want to lock the door and hide in this room. At least, until tomorrow. But if he did that, he would find other excuses for not interacting with the villagers. If he wanted to be a Circle agent, he needed to be able to talk to all sorts of people. People with different customs to the ones he was used to. That was an integral part of the work, to gather information not just about weird occurrences but about the Empire and its people in general. He wouldn't chicken out on his first mission. He would go down for dinner and try to be as social as possible.

By the time Mikele came up with the water, he was able to open the door and even smile, which was answered with a bright smile in return but thankfully no sudden touching.

The water in the jug smelled suspiciously good and when Rene looked into it, he found a few twigs of fresh lavender floating on top. Considering the prices of exported bottled water from Shiraz, the lavender would have been entirely unnecessary, but when Rene poured some water into the bowl on the washstand, the scent freshened up the whole room. They knew what they were doing when it came to hospitality out here.

He washed dust and sweat off his face and hands and put the wet washcloth against his neck. The coolness seeping into his skin calmed his nerves. The building was sufficiently sturdy to swallow all noise from the taproom downstairs. Feeling a little more grounded, he sat down at the desk and pulled out his travel journal to pen a short report on his journey by coach, about his first impression of Tregoli, and what new facts he had already learned about the werewolf.

That done, he leaned back and looked out the window at the trees at the back of the garden.

A werewolf wasn't as exotic an occurrence as the villagers probably thought it was. There were plenty of legends of curses in the Empire, flavoured with the folklore of different planets, but there were more mundane explanations as well. It could be a psion capable of shapeshifting, a mutant who was permanently stuck in a shape resembling a wolf-man, a demon, or even one of the elusive, animist cults who could transform into their totem animals. Though Rene was pretty sure it wasn't the latter since they normally remained in one place and there were always a whole group of them. Besides, those were just the first few ideas he could come up with off the top of his head.

It was also entirely possible that Yvonne was right and there had never been a werewolf at all, just a normal person disguising their crimes.

The whole thing intrigued him and he had to remind himself that it wasn't his job to find out what had really happened. He wasn't travelling with Riccardo, who
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