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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I WAS SITTING in the lotus position, meditating on a wide escarpment of rock at the top of a low-lying cliff. Or trying to meditate, at least. I just couldn’t concentrate. My thoughts were like pieces in a big mosaic, which I was trying to piece together while somebody was deliberately mixing them together in a big pile on the floor.

 

I was meditating without the lunari that day. She and the fayret were back on the frontier. Selina was escorting a large unit under the command of Georg von Linz. The Barrier had moved back into the depths of Shadow Pass, so I had sent a unit out to transport all the treasures from the temple back into the fort.

 

Thanks to my connection to the place of power, I knew with certainty that the Barrier wouldn’t move from its current position for at least a week. All the same, I felt a lot better knowing that my forces had a lunari with them. She would be able to sense the onset of a new flow. Leo and Elsa were there as well. The two strykers had studied all our newfound treasures quite well during our time underground. And now they were hard at work training the rest of our experts. It seemed to me that after a few more trips, it would be safe for some of our strykers to head back to Fort de Gris and leave the rest of the force on the frontier. I was hoping that several of them would advance to new levels during the interim.

 

Ignia was still at the frontier fort, which we had decided to expand and reinforce. Basically, we wanted to turn it into a fully-functional fortress. The fayret was helping an expanded garrison keep an eye on the place and its environs. After our memorable battle with that pack of scroggs, the structure (which, of course, had originally been built by the Scarlets) had earned the nickname “Fort Ratsbane.”

 

By the way — Ursula Hoog, who had finally made it to my Margraviate, had already expressed a desire to set up her laboratory at Ratsbane. She argued that this would put her in close proximity to all the resources that we were extracting from the Shadow and the frontier. At the moment, she was hard at work on a plan to outfit the future fortress with magical defenses; thankfully, we had plenty of material for her to work with. Most importantly, she also got to work restarting the Scarlets’ mining operations in order to reactivate the flow of brown ore into the Margraviate.

 

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I recalled our conversation. She had never forgotten my visit to her armory in Abbeville, and she smirked as she asked whether I had finally come to understand the difference between normal plate armor and stryker armor, whose appearance I had compared to a carnival costume.

 

She liked my suit of snakeskin armor. After a quick examination, Ursula identified it as the handiwork of Albrecht Lothar, the artificer/weaponsmith from Vintervald. She advised me to put out feelers and see if he would come join us.

 

She had basically read my mind. Sigurd and I had already discussed the idea. More than that, Ursula promised to think for a little while and put together a list of shadow mages who, in her opinion, might be willing to come join me in my new Margraviate. She also liked my idea of setting up my own mages’ guild.

 

I showed Ursula some samples of Shadow materials from our treasury, and her eyes practically lit up with excitement. According to her, these were the kind of resources that could finally bring some of her long-cherished projects to fruition. She had only shown me a few of the blueprints and diagrams for these projects, but I was already giving myself another mental pat on the back for having brought her out to join me.

 

The armorer’s interest was particularly piqued by the blue-steel armor and the two swords I had found in the secret wing of the temple. She spent a long time studying them; from time to time, she would burst into an excited flurry of commentary about the magical nexi and nodes inside them.

 

Just like me, not so long before, she hadn’t immediately realized that this armor would only “come to life” when golden mana began to course through it. The other suits of armor I had found in that underground complex were fit for use by strykers, but this particular suit of armor had obviously been created for an auring.

 

After finishing her examination, Ursula shook her head sadly and noted how unfortunate it was that she would never be able to see this set of swords and armor in action. After all, the creatures who had wielded golden mana were a thing of the distant past...

 

An involuntary smile spread across my lips as I sat there meditating. I recalled the wide-eyed expression of amazement on Ursula’s face as she watched me send a clot of golden mana coursing down the sword’s energy channels.

 

Kurt von Hartha had helped Ursula Hoog get set up during my absence. They were longtime acquaintances, who had both served Conrad V, father of Princess Verena.

 

I had suspected that the change of management in her homeland might have been the reason that the armorer herself had left Astland and resettled in Abbeville, and now that suspicion seemed to have proven correct. Ursula hated Otto II, and frequently referred to him as an accursed murderer and usurper.

 

As for the fact that their former King’s daughter was alive and well, and living in the Fox Den... Well, I hadn’t told any of the “Savages” about that yet.

 

And by the way — by that point, “Savages” was technically a misnomer. The “Savage Hearts” mercenary guild had ceased to exist. Its Captain, along with almost all his men, had sworn fealty to me. They had become my vassals. As had Sigurd, whose contract had long ago expired.

 

He planned to send his resignation to the Blades of Dusk during our next trip to Herouxville. Considering that nobody besides me had been willing to hire the heretic anyway, it didn’t seem likely that this would cause a problem for anybody...

 

I should point out, however, that there were some former “Savages” who decided not to hitch their carts to my wagon. Some of them went off to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Erika Bern, for example, who had done such an excellent job on her assignments in Tulonne and Sardent, and also brought Ursula and her laboratory safely back to my Margraviate, was one of them: after receiving her due reward, she took all her servants and several other warriors with her and headed off to Northland.

 

The former sergeant of the “Savages” simply couldn’t accept the idea of serving alongside her longtime enemies, the werewolves. Even the fact that I was an auring didn’t change her mind. Also, as Kurt explained to me, Erika had only really stuck with the “Savages” for so long because of Uwe.

 

After his death, there was nothing keeping her tied to the unit anymore. So, after a solemn funeral for all our fallen comrades, she took Uwe’s personal effects, gathered the people who had decided to come with her, and made her way out of my lands... It was a real shame. I knew I would need warriors of her caliber.

 

Besides Erika Bern, there was one other group that left my Margraviate at that time. This one, however, was part of a larger plan. Twenty of the Mertonians set out on the long, hard journey back to their island, where they planned to gather their families (and anyone else who wanted to emigrate) and move en masse to my Margraviate.

 

The Glenns had already started making homes for themselves on the lands of the fugitive Baron. That was also where, under the watchful eye of Hilaire Reese and the Count de Poitiers, the Viscount d’Angland and his comrades were temporarily being housed. To keep the young people from getting bored, the old Marshal decided to take up the task of training and educating them.

 

Besides Ursula Hoog’s laboratory, we also had a large shipment come in from Tulonne. It consisted of several chests and sacks full of Shadow artifacts. Slowly but surely, my Toulonnais friends were streamlining their resource-acquisition process. Sure, it was mainly pieces of Shadow beasts and plants for the time being, but I was mainly just glad to have another supply channel open and functioning.

 

Along with this delivery, I also received several letters from Baron von Holtz, the current Lieutenant of Westerly Fort Théodore Vincent (who was in charge of my mansion and farms in Toulon during my absence), and a detailed report from Tomcat about the state of affairs in Sardent. Mostly, these letters contained accounts and news from Vestonia, although admittedly some of it was obsolete by the time it actually made it to us...

 

Thinking about the letters made me frown. The problem of the postal system needed to be sorted out ASAP. For the time being, Vaira was basically the only mail carrier in the Margraviate. She would fly from one place to another, carrying news and orders this way and that at a furious pace. And while the efirel genuinely loved this work (sitting in one spot without moving would have been abject torture for someone like her), she certainly couldn’t handle the entire postal system single-handedly, much less do so indefinitely...

 

I would have tried to delegate this problem to Lorin, but he was already swamped with work as it was. Besides, his grumpy mutterings had led me to believe that this wasn’t really his wheelhouse anyway. Something about how he was nobody’s Nester or Rafterbird, and how taking care of a bunch of stupid birds wasn’t his job. Long story short, I still had to find someone to take care of the birds for the postal system.

 

Deep breath in through the nose... Breath out through half-closed lips... Repeat... Focus on your breathing. Here and now...

 

I scooped an average-sized clot of magic from my reservoir and sent it gliding through my energy channels and energy nodes. I had to chuckle as I did so. Just a few months before, I would have had to suppress the will of a vicious parasite in order to use my own energy system. And now me and that parasite had transformed into a single entity. I was in total control of the entire process.

 

I sent the next golden clot toward my reservoir, intending to use the magic to thicken its walls. Its volume had doubled over the course of the preceding few months. With my current stores of mana, and the reinforced nodes and channels in my energy system, I could create up to twelve medium-sized webs at any given time.

 

Conversely, if I ever found myself in a situation where I needed to cover myself with a large defensive dome, I could now do so in such a way that punching through it with a spear (as Khaldrekar had once done) would be very difficult. That, at least, is what I wanted to believe... Every once in a while, I was still experiencing flashbacks of the pain I had felt that day.

 

Besides all that, the power of each individual attack web had also increased. I now had three different webs from the arsenal I had once possessed as a werefox. Chaos Fang and Chaos Scythe had been joined by a spell simply called Spiderweb. It was the same one I had used in my very first vision — the spell with which, as a young werefox, I had turned the head of a zombie into a pile of shapeless flesh.

 

Also, my Lesser Healing Web had become more effective and quicker-acting. In my mind, I knew it was probably time to dispense with the “lesser” part of its name. Also, I had finally achieved complete mastery of my energy-augmenting web, which accelerated all the processes in my energy system.

 

The effect was similar to that of emerald mana, except that it was many times more intense. My next goal was to learn to use this web on other people, as well as myself. I hadn’t achieved any success so far, but I wasn’t going to give up: as they say, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

 

Our months in the Shadow had given me the opportunity to work on my werefox magic. Thankfully, I’d had a practically-bottomless supply of energy to work with at the time.

 

Standing next to the place of power, where my golden mana could interact with the latent brown mana in the ground to create a sort of two-color hybrid, I felt genuinely powerful.

 

But I didn’t let myself get carried away. The slightest deviation from the appropriate dose of energy — the slightest excess in the amount of energy I was allowing to pass through my body — and even my strengthened energy system might easily have burned out. As such, I made sure to work with relatively small currents of mana. I used these to strengthen the walls of my reservoir and toughen my energy nodes.

 

Basically, I eventually reached the ceiling of development for the level I was at. The next step would be increasing the reservoir’s size. It was growing gradually, but not as quickly as I would have liked. I needed pearls. Lots of pearls. The bigger, the better.

 

Sure, being next to a controlled place of power helped my abilities develop pretty well. But any situation that required me to rely exclusively on my own reservoir in a tough battle — fighting three Avants at Sigurd’s level, for example — might still have ended very badly for me indeed. If the Avants were fast, and operating as a team, neither my gift as a Seer, nor my speed, nor my werefox magic would be able to save me.

 

And it was unpleasant even to think about an opponent like Khaldrekar. I had only managed to defeat him because I was close to a place of power, and then only because the demon hadn’t recovered his full strength. I was afraid to imagine what sort of demon they might eventually have summoned into our world if I hadn’t stopped them... Every time I picked up one of the black bruts, I could feel an icy coldness in my soul, as though something ancient and evil were staring at me from within the Abyss.

 

This wasn’t some fairy tale or legend, as I had once thought. It was a real threat. I was completely certain of that. I didn’t know what exactly the Hrimthurs had thought up, but whatever it was, I intended to make sure they wouldn’t succeed.

 

From time to time, I would feel a wave of... Well, I guess it was a feeling of intense anxiety, coupled with an exhaustion that weighed heavily on my mind. At times like that, it really felt like the burden I had thrown onto my shoulders was simply too heavy for me to bear. Like my actions were contrary to my fox nature. Every new decision, every new step taken, every new threat... It felt like they were pulling me down. But eventually I would remember the people who had put their trust and faith in me, and the fact that these people were my family. As the head of that family, I had to be ready to fight for every one of its members, and keep them protected whenever they were in need.

 

And in order to avert whatever catastrophe was coming, I knew that I would need to get back to the capital before too long. I would have to find someone who could translate the ancient scrolls I had found in the temple. I was hoping that would give me answers to at least a few of my questions.

 

I knew of at least one person who could help me; namely, the people (or maybe I should say “beings”) to whom the scrolls had once belonged. No matter how I had tried over the preceding months, though, I had never managed to repeat my journey into the Reverse. It was starting to seem like my visits to that world had occurred not through some accidental blip in the energy structure, but purely by the will of some all-powerful creature.

 

And I could only think of one being who fit the bill: my secret benefactor. Try as I might, however, he was steadfastly ignoring any attempt I made to get in touch with him. Not that this was particularly surprising, of course.

 

I had some ideas of my own, of course. On my first trip to the Reverse, the spirits had sensed my connection to the lunari and recognized it immediately for what it was. My connection with her hadn’t surprised them at all, which meant that these “lunar spirits” (as the spirits of the Reverse had called them) were probably part of the process of helping mages access the world of the Reverse. Selina didn’t know anything about it herself, but I figured that one of the elders from her Clan might know something. Yet another reason to get back to Herouxville as soon as possible...

 

After taking out one more clot of mana, I felt a slight vibration on one of the straps that ran across my chest. The golden bruts had woken up a little bit. They had sensed an energy similar to their own. Unlike the rest of the crystals, these ones seemed to behave as though they were living creatures in their own right. I hadn’t quite figured out what exactly they were. Unlike other crystals, they seemed reluctant to share their mana. I suspected that every one of these bruts had its own little parasite inside it, similar to the one inside me.

 

When I had first found them, I started making a list — I wanted to determine which of my strykers to outfit with a golden reservoir of their own. That, after all, was the main feature of all the legends about golden bruts. Supposedly, these crystals could turn an ungifted creature into a mage.

 

First on my list was Sigurd, but alas — he and I were in for a mutual disappointment. All my attempts to get the golden bruts to work on my bodyguard ultimately failed. The same thing happened with Georg, Leo, and Elsa. The golden mana in the crystals refused to submit to them. The parasites in those crystals just kept ignoring the strykers.

 

At first, I thought it might have something to do with needing a more complex ritual, but after a few days of trying, I found that the crystals seemed to wake up during my meditation sessions — they seemed to sense the manipulations I was doing with my mana.

 

Soon, this started happening every time, and before long it had been going on for several months. That said, the crystals only seemed to react to me. My strykers tried doing the same thing, but the bruts were every bit as inert as they had been before. This led me to the conclusion that even if it was somehow theoretically possible to implant a golden reservoir into someone else, the parasite inside the brut would have to choose its host for itself before anything else would happen.

 

Which is why I started carrying a supply of the golden crystals around with me in the pockets on one of the straps on my clothing. I never took them out; I was waiting for them to identify a suitable candidate on their own. Alas — they hadn’t reacted to anybody at all so far...

 

The story was much the same with the figurines I had found in the temple. I could feel golden mana emanating from each of them, but that was all. I showed them to Ursula, hoping that as an artificer, she would be able to figure out how they worked. But unfortunately, she had no luck with them at all. Again — yet another reason to head back to the capital...

 

There was clearly some kind of connection between the records I had found in the Fox Den and the ones I had found in the underground temple’s archives. I felt certain that the ancestor of the Duke de Clairmont who had built the castle had almost certainly visited the temple as well.

 

And if that was true, then that progenitor of the de Clairmont house had been more than just a simple spellsword. At the very least, he had probably possessed the ability to interact with places of power.

 

In other words, people generally considered de Clairmont’s ancestor to have been a collector of antiquities, but in reality he was nothing of the sort. He had been looking for something. And he hadn’t been the only one: the Side of Darkness had been looking for the same thing.

 

Lord Khaldrekar had mentioned a certain Eye of the Abyss, which had allegedly been hidden by the “motley rabble on the Side of Light.” I figured that the latter probably referred to the aurings. All that remained was to find out what the Eye actually was, and why an Elder Hrimthur would have been so keen to find it (if, of course, he had actually succeeded in turning me into a vessel for the purpose).

 

I sighed... My mind was in a state of total chaos with all the thoughts rushing through it. Today, it seemed, wasn’t going to be a good day for meditation. In my mind, I was already back in Herouxville.

 

I knew that the capital was seething like a boiling kettle. I had been told as much by the representatives of the Amber Guild who had hitched a ride with Baron Reese.

 

Five mages. Not counting servants and soldiers from their escort. One Healer, two Alchemists, and two Strykers. All mediuses. I had talked to one of the strykers (who happened to be the head of the escort unit) shortly after my return from the Shadow.

 

I seem to remember him trying to look unfazed by everything that was happening. But the flashes of lilac energy in his system gave him away pretty clearly: he was a ball of tightly-wound nerves. Which wasn’t surprising, assuming that Samira Clemand had passed on what I’d said. I had made it very clear to her at our last meeting that representatives from the Amber Guild would not be welcome on the territory of my Margraviate.

 

And yet here they were, in spite of all my warnings. Moreover, the Guild’s master had pulled off a pretty cunning little trick to make it happen. They managed to find a long-lost relative of the late Baron de Vilar, who had died at the hands of the Scarlets, and drag him with them to my Margraviate. He claimed his inheritance, then pissed off back to the capital, leaving the Amber Guild ensconced in his castle. Right next door to me, you might say.

 

All the time I had been in the Shadow, the Amber Guild had been settling into its new base. They didn’t try to stick their noses into my affairs at all, though, which actually inflamed my suspicions. They were keeping the lowest possible profile.

 

I mean, sure, they made regular visits to Fort de Gris and other settlements, but only in the company of an escort unit that Kurt von Hartha had set aside especially for the purpose. Basically, the Amber Guild was making a point of staying on its very best behavior.

 

Kurt and Hans told me all about this. And I’ll be honest: I found it all a bit surprising at first. After all, I had been completely confident that the representatives of Vestonia’s biggest Guild would start trying to throw their weight around, and indignantly thrusting their charters in front of the ailing King.

 

Everything fell into place, however, after my conversation with the head of the Amber Guild’s escort unit. It turned out that he and his colleagues were part of a faction within the Guild Council that opposed Gilbert de Ambrelle, the current grandmaster.

 

There was something of a power-sharing arrangement within Vestonia’s largest Guild. The current Grandmaster had decided to suborn the Council to his will, which (naturally enough) incurred the displeasure of many other respected and influential masters.

 

It was this faction, acting independently, which had sent these representatives to meet with me, in the hope that we could find some way to circumvent Gilbert de Ambrelle. That was why they were behaving with such remarkable decorum — while also making it clear that they had the legal right to set themselves up in my Margraviate if they so chose.

 

They handed me a written invitation to a meeting in Herouxville; the paper bore the signatures of no fewer than six of the thirteen masters who sat on the Council of the Amber Guild. As a step toward the friendship they hoped one day to establish with me, they also sent me a list of the goods that were in particularly high demand within their Guild at the time.

 

The prices they were offering for these goods were significantly higher than the going rate for Shadow artifacts at Westerly Fort. In fact, they were even higher than the going rates in the shops of the Guild’s capital-city suppliers.

 

I showed this list to my inner circle, and we decided that as a reward for the scrupulous loyalty the Amber Guild had been displaying, we could afford to budge on the prices a little bit. Especially since we already had many of the items on the list stacked to the rafters in our warehouses. We had been planning to sell them anyway.

 

For the time being, it was hard to tell whether this offer of collaboration on the part of the Amber Guild was genuine, or just another piece of manipulation. But we were prepared for them either way.

 

The rustle of grass behind me suddenly tore me out of my contemplations. It was Sigurd. And it could only have been something urgent that required my personal attention...

 

“What is it?” I asked, without opening my eyes.

 

“Hans sent a rider,” said Sigurd. “Your Lordship’s presence is required.”

 

I sighed again as I opened my eyes. My seneschal had given an excellent account of himself in my absence. Especially given that, before I left for Bone Grotto, we had discussed the possibility that that absence might last for quite a while. Hans was just trying to wring as much benefit out of my presence in the Margraviate while he still could. Most likely, he had set up some sort of meeting with local headmen or traveling merchants...

 

I could see the silhouette of Fort de Gris in the distance (much enlarged over the preceding few months), as well as our military camp, which had started to take on the features of the city it would one day become. The boundary between the two would soon disappear, and when it did my capital city would double in size.

 

A warm spring breeze ruffled my hair, and brought with it the smell of flowering trees and fresh earth. The air contained notes of pine, a barely-perceptible hint of thyme, and the sweetish tinge of nature reawakening after a long winter.

 

The world around me was coming back to life: birds were chirping happily in the crowns of the trees, sunbeams were shining implacably down through the young foliage, and in general it seemed like the entire world had drunk deeply from the cup of life. The moment was full of a special sort of magic, and I felt like I wanted to dissolve into it, leaving everything else in the world behind.

 

Alas... Such a luxury was beyond my means. In just a few days, I’d be headed back up the long road to Herouxville...


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I WITNESSED SOMETHING extremely curious yesterday...” There was a note of mirth in Henri de Latour’s voice as he spoke.

 

He paused for effect. Picking up a jug of wine from the table in front of him, he started walking toward me at a languid, unhurried pace.

 

I was standing at the window, leaning my shoulder up against its frame as I stared out at the street below. The office of the Burgomeister of Gondreville had an excellent view of the city’s main square, in whose center there now stood a massive pedestal, and a monument of dark-green granite depicting a huge knight in Vestonian-style armor. The knight was holding a two-handed sword, and fighting alongside a larger-than-life citizen in typical Bergonian clothing who was holding a spear and a shield in his hands. At the foot of this monument, several workers were busy sweeping up the garbage that was left over after the end of the recent festivities.

 

The previous day had seen the end of the springtime holidays, to which I had officially been invited, and which had involved the official dedication of the massive monument in the town square: a symbol of victory, and of the town’s liberation from its Scarlet yoke.

 

Despite the fact that the armor and clothing on the two stone figures was obviously meant to symbolize the alliance between Bergonia and Vestonia, it would have been hard to miss the foxtail marking on the shoulder of the Vestonian knight, or the horned head of a bull on the Bergonian militiaman’s shield. Also, the dedication ceremony took place to the rousing music of an orchestra, whose melody was obviously taken from the song about a crafty fox who helped a bold bull drive a bunch of red rats out of his house.

 

The hundreds of citizens who had thronged the square that day kept staring at me in awe, pointing excitedly at the statue, then at me, then back again, until the connection couldn’t possibly have been lost on anyone. Smiles were shining on the faces of all my friends. They all seemed to enjoy the festivities quite a bit.

 

But there were also people who found this outpouring of popular support quite a bit more objectionable. One look at the sour faces of the Vestonian nobles, who had arrived in Gondreville a few months before, made that clear enough.

 

The King of Vestonia’s banner may have been flying proudly above the city, but the massive granite monolith in the center of the town square made it pretty clear what the citizens really thought about Carl III and the part he had played in their city’s liberation. They had decided to tug on the tiger’s whiskers, and it couldn’t have come at a worse time. That tiger may have been mortally wounded, but he was still a dangerous predator.

 

And speaking of predators, I had been surrounded by a huge number of people the day before, and had kept my energy system on a battle footing, as I normally did in such situations. An enlarged Coronal Node, filled with golden mana, had dialed my perceptive abilities up to superhuman levels. Thanks to this, I could feel a piercing stare coming from somewhere in the crowd. It wasn’t the stare of a Seer, but it definitely wasn’t a normal stare either. For just a moment, I felt like a game bird, who’s just realized that it’s being followed by a cautious predator.

 

Trying not to make any moves or look in that predator’s direction, I turned and pretended to be bending down to whisper something into the ear of someone from the city council. Alas, this little trick wasn’t enough to let me get a glimpse of whoever was watching me.

 

The unknown tracker was obviously a master of their craft. The sensation of being watched vanished pretty quickly after that. And I didn’t sense its return at any point for the rest of the day. Apparently, the tracker had realized that I knew I was being watched.

 

My first thought was that it might be a ghost-shapeshifter, like Duval. But I hadn’t felt the slightest trace of Death Magic or Barrier Magic the entire time I was in the city. With my new abilities, it would be hard for anyone like that pseudo-Duval to conceal their true nature in my presence ever again.

 

The absence of any Dark beings in the city was soon confirmed for me by the elders of a small family of brownies. After several years’ absence, the first-born had started trickling back into the lands around Gondreville. As the toughest and most stubborn of the bunch, these brownies weren’t afraid to be the first to return to their old homes.

 

Actually, my meeting with the elders of this little clan (whose invitation had been passed to me via one of my Glenns) was one of the main reasons I had decided to visit Gondreville in the first place.

 

The brownies weren’t in any particular hurry to swear allegiance to an auring, but that didn’t prevent us from making agreements on collaboration and mutual assistance. As a result, I acquired another set of eyes and ears in Gondreville.

 

Another argument against the presence of any ghostly shapeshifters (albeit a somewhat weaker one) was the fact that the sharp-eared bastards normally couldn’t leave the Shadow for very long. Actually, this was more like a suggestion, which Lorin had aired after interrogating some of Duval’s people.

 

To a man, the subjects of the interrogations stated categorically that they had never known about their master’s true nature. And none of them were lying.

 

The switchout had probably taken place when the real Chevalier Duval and two of his strykers had set off for one of their routine campaigns into the Shadow. Once there, they had presumably been taken prisoner by the ghosts. It seemed likely that this had happened several months prior to the Scarlets’ invasion of the Margraviate.

 

The lizardmen who had once served Baron de Vilar told us a little bit more; they had joined Duval’s unit after their master’s agonizing death at the hands of the Gray Reaper.

 

They had all found it a little strange that whenever their unit had business in Gondreville, or any of the other settlements along the old Imperial track, Chevalier Duval insisted on going alone.

 

Togrul and Molchun would always stay behind in the Margraviate. And if, for any reason, the unit found itself delayed, Duval would always get nervous — so much so that at one point, he actually got seriously ill, which was highly unusual for a stryker. Even more strangely, he had refused the help of the city Healer entirely, and instead ordered that he be brought back to his own lands immediately. And once there, he recovered surprisingly quickly.

 

When asked who exactly Duval had been selling his contraband goods to in Gondreville, the lizardmen replied that the pharmacist Jacques Sarreaux had basically been his one and only buyer. The very same man, in other words, whose home and pharmacy now belonged to me.

 

Chevalier de Latour stopped about a step away from me, then held up his jug and asked:

 

“More wine?”

 

I turned to look away from the window, and held up my glass with a smile:

 

“Yes, thank you.”

 

Once the Burgomeister had filled up my glass, I nodded in the direction of the monument. A couple gray pigeons had just alighted on the granite heads of the knight and the militiaman. After proudly puffing out their big gray chests, they started spinning slowly around, toddling in place.

 

“Very soon, when the city’s flock of birds get a little bolder and fall in love with this monument themselves, that curious sight you saw will be pretty commonplace.”

 

As if in confirmation of my words, one of the birds let out a loud coo, and a big, characteristic white stain began to spread across the Bergonian citizen’s shoulder.

 

Chevalier de Latour frowned, then took a big sip from his glass.

 

Still staring out into the square, I continued:

 

“It seems like the city council still hasn’t quite given up on the idea of someday hanging the banner of the Duchy of Valier on their gates. They don’t even seem to mind that no such Duchy exists yet.”

 

“You’re right,” the Burgomeister replied in a hushed voice. “But the council, and all the other citizens for that matter, realize that this would be the most positive outcome for Gondreville.”

 

I nodded toward the monument again.

 

“And you’ve dug yourselves in even deeper with this stunt here. Creating a whole load of hassle for me in the process.”

 

Henri de Latour just shrugged.

 

“The citizens are proud of the fact that you’re an honorary citizen yourself. If we hadn’t voted to remind you of that, at least in this little, relatively innocent way, our own neighbors would have started turning their backs on us. People would ignore us in the street. And that would have been the best-case scenario. Worst case, the entire city council would have been forced to leave the city and find new places to live. You just don’t fully understand who you are to these people.”

 

The Burgomeister took another sip, then continued nervously:

 

“Gondreville is slowly building itself back up. We’re gathering strength. But it’s not happening as quickly as we’d like it to. Even our dream of holding onto what we’ve already gained is now under threat. We’ve received word that Carl III’s “fatal” illness seems to have receded.”

 

“Is he fully recovered?” I asked.

 

“I don’t know,” Chevalier de Latour shrugged. “But we’ve been told that the King recently rode through Herouxville in his parade armor, at the head of a cohort of Guardsmen.”

 

“Interesting,” I grunted softly.

 

Apparently, Carl’s healers had managed to amplify the power of my potions in some way. Nevertheless, I was still very skeptical of the idea that Carl would actually make a full recovery.

 

“The royal representative in Gondreville is constantly coming to us with demands,” continued de Latour, ignoring my mumbled comment. “And he’s not the only one who’s trying to put pressure on the city council.”

 

“Yes, I’ve seen the representatives from de Bauffremont and de Gondy,” I nodded.

 

“They’re spinning webs of intrigue, shaking their wallets around, and making some very big promises,” the Burgomeister growled. “For the time being, though, my compatriots are still loyal to our cause.”

 

“You don’t trust your people?”

 

“I do,” said de Latour; then, a little more quietly, he added: “But how long will their resolve hold? The stakes are rising quickly.”

 

“Yes. The Duke de Gondy certainly has money to spend,” I shook my head. “And I have to say, the generosity of the Duke de Bauffremont’s messengers is a little bit surprising to me. Especially in light of recent events. He was in captivity so recently. And a ransom from the Golden Lion can’t possibly come cheap. I would think that His Grace the Duke de Bauffremont’s treasury would be empty.”

 

“Credit,” replied Chevalier de Latour laconically. “Some of the Astlandic bankers who fled Atalia have lent the Duke’s heralds an enormous sum of money. They need an influential patron right now. The Craonnes are putting far too much pressure on them.”

 

“That explains a lot.”

 

“That’s not even the half of it,” said de Latour. “I’ve also learned that Carl III has ordered his own heralds to start digging through archives in search of genealogies of the Bergonian noble houses. This is why distant relatives and heirs of the fallen Dukes and Counts of Bergonia have started popping up like mushrooms after a spring rain. Some of them have already set off for the eastern and southern reaches of the country, in order to stake their claims to those lands. And they’ll be coming here before too long as well. I wouldn’t be surprised if we see some distant relative of the Dukes de Brialy show up at our walls. In fact, I bet we’ll see one before the year’s out.”

 

“Henri,” I said. “You’re an experienced politician. If you want to hang on to what you’ve already won, then promise them support, take all the gold they offer you, and make it look like you’re reciprocating. Play for time. Make each of them think that you’re secretly on their side. Let them tear each other’s throats out — not yours. It’s not my place to tell you these things, of course. You already know all this perfectly well...”

 

“Those tricks will be useless before too long,” de Latour shook his head.

 

“Then think of some new ones.”

 

“The King’s soldiers will be arriving in Gondreville within a month. Two months, at most.”

 

“So much the better for you,” I shrugged. “Reinforcements are always welcome, right?”

 

“Carl’s already trying to take us under his control,” said de Latour with a frown.

 

“Look at it from a different angle,” I said. “The King is giving you a gift without even realizing it.”

 

The Burgomeister’s eyebrow rose in surprise.

 

“Are you joking?”

 

“I’m very serious. You shouldn’t treat these soldiers as enemies. On the contrary — you should try to make them yours. Set them up with acceptable living conditions. Feed them well. Give them quality weapons and equipment. If any of them want to start families with local women, help them out with money and a place to live. Let them see how the city takes care of its own. Considering how the King’s recruiters are raiding the big cities and roads right now — and make no mistake, they’re going to send you a bunch of people they’ve caught unawares and turned into unwilling soldiers — I don’t think this new army is going to be overflowing with love for its King.”

 

“There’s certainly some merit in that...” The Burgomeister muttered as he thought over my suggestion. “Even so, that would just be a temporary solution. Sooner or later, the King will assemble new legions, and then we can forget about our dreams and our plans. The Dukes and Kings will be back in these lands in no time. They’ll start feasting, hunting, and fighting, and demanding food, gold, and men from the city.”

 

“That won’t happen anytime soon.”

 

Chevalier de Latour turned to fix me with an iron stare, then let out a sigh of defeat.

 

“With the Forefather as my witness, things would have been so much easier if you’d just agreed to our proposition in the first place.”

 

“And what makes you think that I wouldn’t demand exactly the same things as these hypothetical Dukes and Kings of yours?” I asked, without even a hint of irony in my voice. “What makes you so sure that the Duke de Valier you love so much would be any different from these de Gondys and de Bauffremonts?”

 

“A great many things.” Henri de Latour was staring me firmly in the eyes as he spoke. “We know how you run things in that March of yours. You invest your resources into developing the Margraviate, instead of wasting them on balls and jewelry for lackeys and lovers. Lackeys and lovers who’d think nothing of, say, galloping across a field of young corn during a hunting party, and condemning the peasants who’ve sown it to a slow death by starvation. You’re out in the Shadow, on real hunts, for real monsters. These avaricious Dukes think up reasons to go to war without counting their losses. You avoid conflicts, and yet somehow also win your battles with minimal losses. You’re not like them, Maximillian.”

 

Chevalier de Latour set his wine glass down on the windowsill and continued:

 

“You rejected our offer, but we can still see that our city — like the other cities and settlements in northern Bergonia — has nevertheless won a certain place in your heart. Thanks to you, the old Imperial track is currently the safest stretch of road in the entire country.”

 

I stayed silent, and Henri de Latour continued:

 

“At the beginning of this conversation, I mentioned having seen a curious sight yesterday... I was actually referring to the hurried departure of Aldrich van Klausen, immediately after your conversation with him. I couldn’t help but notice that he looked extremely irritated and downcast. By morning, everybody was saying that the Sapphire Guild must not have offered you enough gold for the Citadel. But my intuition is telling me that there’s something else behind the hasty departure of this master from Sapphire Guild.”

 

“Is that so?” I inquired. “And what is your intuition suggesting?”

 

“As you remember, Baron de Bacri, to whom you’ve entrusted the Sapphire Citadel, is an old friend of mine,” said Chevalier de Latour, still staring me squarely in the eyes. “But I swear, on my honor as a nobleman, that all my guesses are based solely on my own observations and analysis. Jean-Claude has nothing to do with this at all.”

 

I replied with a silent nod, and Chevalier de Latour continued.

 

“So, the initial decision to station Baron de Bacri and his men at the Citadel looked like a temporary measure. Then, however, I started to notice that the garrisons of both Chateau Gardien and the Citadel itself were growing larger, slowly but surely. Not only that — at the end of last fall, a number of construction contractors were sent to the Citadel from Gondreville, along with their families. Ostensibly, this was to make wintering easier for everybody involved. When I happened to be visiting the place in the spring, however, I noticed that these contractors were hard at work repairing and reinforcing the walls of the fortress. At first, this came as a great surprise to me. What, after all, would be the point of refurbishing something you’re about to sell anyway? Why spend the money? But then I thought about it for a while...”

 

The Burgomeister started fidgeting nervously with his chin. He seemed to be hesitating, as though he were trying to decide whether to take a fateful jump from a precipice.

 

“And where did your thoughts lead you, my dear Henri?” My question actually made the Burgomeister of Gondreville flinch just a little bit.

 

“Today’s the tenth day since your arrival in the city,” he started to explain, his voice suddenly hoarse. “During that short time, we’ve already signed several contracts. Many of them are purely formalities, both for our city in particular and for the region as a whole. For example, the re-establishment of the Bank of Gondreville after its plunder by the Red Cloaks. You did more in one day that we’ve been able to accomplish in all our mind-numbing work over the last few months. The investors who lost their money at the bank didn’t trust it anymore. As soon as they found out that you opened an account and deposited a large sum there, however... Well, there was no end to people wanting to open accounts that day. And what do you imagine will happen when word gets out that you’re one of the shareholders in that bank?”

 

Henri de Latour leaned in slightly.

 

“We haven’t even known one another for a year yet, but I’ve already realized something about you.”

 

“And what’s that?”

 

“You never do anything just for the hell of it,” he replied. “And I can see that something in your plans has changed over the last six months. And that it’s got something to do with Gondreville and the other settlements here in the North. I have to admit, it all makes me feel a bit confused. You don’t want to be our Duke, but you’re already acting like a Duke. It’s like you’ve started preparing for something.”

 

He fell silent, waiting for me to respond. I took my time. Ever since I had met him, Henri de Latour had always shown himself to be a decisive and loyal ally. Nevertheless, I realized that telling him about what I had found in the depths beneath Shadow Pass would have caused a premature panic. At the same time, though, I knew that I could never bring my plans to fruition without his help, and that of the Gondreville city council. I needed the city, and I needed its residents.

 

“You’re right, Henri,” I said. “This city, and this region, has certainly won a place in my heart. And yes — your observations are at least partially correct. I want to use the temporary lull in Bergonia to strengthen my position in these lands. Because the Golden Lion won’t simply be sitting on his hands. He’ll definitely try to take revenge for his defeat at the first possible opportunity. This time, though, he’ll prepare a little more thoroughly. That’s why I told Aldrich van Klausen that the Sapphire Guild’s offer was unacceptable to me. Although I should also point out to you that if Van Klausen had come to me even six months earlier, with the exact same offer, I would have sold him the Citadel without a second thought.”

 

“You’re playing for time...” guessed Henri de Latour. His eyebrows rose. “You don’t really intend to sell it at all. That’s why you’re investing so much in repairing the fortress walls. Chateau Gardien and the Sapphire Citadel constitute an important strategic point. But they cost a great deal to maintain. That’s why you’ve decided to invest most of your capital in the local bank, as well as several local trading houses. The richer the region, the better it’ll be able to support the royal forces.”

 

I chuckled skeptically.

 

The Burgomeister’s eyes widened. The light of realization suddenly flared up in them. It seemed that the pieces had finally fallen into place in his mind.

 

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother! You’re not concerned about the royal forces at all. You’re thinking about your own... You’re...”

 

“Yes, my dear Henri.” I laid my right hand on his shoulder. “Your assertions and guesses are correct. This lull will end very soon, and when it does we’ll see a storm like never before. Our enemy is preparing and gathering new legions. We need to do the same. It’s not enough to simply gather and train our soldiers. They need to be armed, clothed, and fed as well. That’s why we need a strong base in our rear. And it’s very important that nobody interfere with us while we’re building it. Therefore, the less attention we can attract, the easier it’ll be to bring our plans to fruition. So, with all that in mind: are you with me?”

 

I held out a hand to Henri, and he shook it without a moment’s hesitation.

 

“Gondreville is with you, Your Lordship!” He replied, smiling from ear to ear.


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFTER A HOT BATH and a light dinner, I made my way up to my room and stretched out on my bed with a feeling of profound satisfaction. The day had been busy from start to finish — just like every one of the preceding days, going all the way back to my arrival in Gondreville.

 

A week had already passed since the end of the spring holiday, but the city didn’t seem to want to let me go. And I still had a number of urgent matters to attend to before leaving. As such, I spent those days running around like a hamster in a wheel, from early morning until late in the evening.

 

After a series of meetings, conversations, and arguments with the influential citizens of the town, I only had one thing on my mind: to give my overworked brain a little break, and finally catch up on sleep.

 

Rain was drumming methodically on the windows outside. The embers of a dying fire were still crackling in my fireplace, sending soft shadows flickering up and down the walls. I had already closed my eyes, hoping to pass out as quickly as possible, when suddenly Selina burst into the room.

 

Of the three sister fairies, the lunari was the only one who had come with me to Gondreville. Ignia and Vaira had remained in the Margraviate, where my people were in much more urgent need of their skills than I was.

 

“I hope you’re just coming to wish me a good night,” I said quietly, without opening my eyes.

 

“Trevick’s here,” replied Selina in a worried tone of voice. “They found something.”

 

My eyes snapped open, and I swung my legs out of the bed and sat bolt upright. The feeling of exhaustion disappeared instantly.

 

“Where is he?”

 

“Waiting in the stables,” replied Selina. “He refused to come into the house.”

 

After arming myself, I threw a cloak over my shoulders, then took off with the lunari for the rear courtyard of the mansion, where the stables and other auxiliary structures were located. Sigurd was already there, fully ready for battle.

 

After walking into the stable, I took a quick look around. The air smelled of straw and horse sweat. I spotted the energy structure of a first-born at the back end of the feeding area, right outside the stall farthest from the entrance. An instant later, a stocky little figure emerged from the shadows. It had a mussed-up, scraggly beard and dark eyes that were set very close together — and judging by the gloomy look on his face, Trevick, the elder of the local clan of brownies, was worried about something.

 

“You need to see this with your own eyes,” he said, bypassing any greetings or lengthy formalities.

 

None of the brownies I had met had ever stood out for being particularly tactful. And Trevick was definitely no exception.

 

“Where?” I asked.

 

“In the artisans’ quarter,” he replied. “In the attic of an old coach shop. It’ll be easier just to show you. No sense flapping our gums and wasting time.”

 

* * *

 

The old “coach shop” was actually a complex of buildings with a courtyard of its own, and it was located close to the city wall. The rain had stopped, leaving the air filled with the smell of chimney smoke and evaporations from the drainage ditches.

 

Like all the buildings around it, the coach shop had long ago been abandoned. But I didn’t think that state of affairs would last long. In fact, there probably wouldn’t be any vacant buildings left in Gondreville before long. If everything went according to plan, the city would soon become overcrowded, and people would start building outside the fortress walls.

 

We walked up a narrow staircase into the attic, where two more brownies were waiting for us. One of them nodded toward a door; it was open just a crack, and it led into a neighboring room.

 

The lunari was still walking along next to me, and suddenly, she winced and wrapped her arms around herself.

 

I laid a hand on her shoulder, then quietly turned to her and asked:

 

“Did you feel that too?”

 

“Yes,” she nodded quickly.

 

I could see the tension and fear frozen in her eyes.

 

“But it’s not Death Magic, and it’s not Barrier Magic either,” she added, sounding even more anxious.

 

She was right. Whatever was behind that door, it was emitting faint emanations of some totally unfamiliar type of magic.

 

I gave the lunari a gentle squeeze on the shoulder, hoping that would reassure her, then kept moving.

 

Bending my head a little, I stepped across the threshold and found myself in a small room that was filled with all sorts of old junk. Everything was covered with a thick layer of dried-up bird droppings, mixed with feathers and down.

 

I could smell blood, along with the heavy odors of rot and damp. And I could see characteristic gray-brown stains on the floor. Dismembered birds were lying in a heap against the opposite wall.

 

If it hadn’t been for the faint aura of mysterious magic (which was still making my hair stand on end), I might have thought that the brownies had brought me over to check out the leftovers from some small predator’s dinner.

 

I switched to true vision, and saw two more first-born. One was standing against a wall to my right; the other was sitting on the rafters up above. But it wasn’t them who attracted my attention.

 

On the far wall of the room, a blood-red magical seal was just about to fade from existence. Only a few tiny morsels of power were still radiating out into the gloom, like dying embers in a fire.

 

I stepped in closer and looked at the bloody lines on the wall. The seal was complex: circles, woven into a series of fanciful patterns and text. At the center of it all was a mysterious symbol.

 

I discovered that there were shallow grooves in the brick beneath the blood-red lines. Apparently, while it was active, the magic had eaten into the surface of the wall like a powerful acid.

 

“Are you familiar with this magic?” I asked, still staring at the seal.

 

“Yes,” said a quiet (but very confident) voice from above.

 

I looked up. A short, gangly first-born was sitting on the neighboring rafter. He was wearing an appropriately-short, shapeless cloak made of feathers. It had a hood that covered his head. In the faint light, all I could really see were his narrow eyes, and a pair of thin hands that he was pressing against his chest as if he was clutching some invisible item.

 

Hm... He definitely wasn’t a brownie...

 

“This is Ruke.” Trevick introduced the first-born to me. “He’s a Nester. Ruke keeps an eye on the local birds. He came to us and showed us this place today.”

 

“I thought all the first-born had left Gondreville,” I said.

 

“So did we,” Trevick shrugged.

 

“He kill them all... Take their blood...”

 

The Nester’s voice was quiet and hoarse. He was clearly having difficulty speaking. To me, it seemed like this particular first-born probably hadn’t spoken a human language to anyone for a long time.

 

“Do you know who did this?” I asked. “Did you see them?”

 

“I not see.” Ruke’s voice suddenly cracked. He was clearly anxious. “Birds see. They say to Ruke.”

 

“Was this a human?”

 

“No.” The Nester started shaking his head furiously from side to side. This made him look even more like one of his avian pets. “Old magic. Exile make it.”

 

I turned to look at Trevick. The elder brownie just shrugged and rolled his eyes. He was obviously pretty skeptical about what the Nester was saying.

 

“The Exiles are an old horror story,” he grumbled. “First-born who once took the side of evil during an ancient war. Nobody’s seen one for hundreds of years.”

 

The Nisse had once mentioned some sort of internecine conflict between the first-born — something that had happened long before the Shadow had made its appearance. And now it seemed that one of the characters from that war had reemerged from oblivion.

 

I took a step forward.

 

“Do you know what these runes mean, Ruke?” I pointed to the bloody drawing.

 

“No,” said the Nester, shaking his head again. “But Ruke know Exile fly from city.”

 

“The birds told you?”

 

“Yes,” Ruke replied softly. “Birds.”

 

Trevick let out a skeptical grunt and turned to me with a derisive expression in his eyes. It seemed like the brownie elder didn’t have a very high opinion of the Nester. This made me recall that Lorin had a similarly dismissive attitude toward them.

 

“Ruke know nothing more.”

 

With that, the Nester retreated into the shadows, obviously intending to leave the attic.

 

“Wait,” I said. “I might need your help.”

 

The Nester didn’t say anything, but he didn’t leave either.

 

“I need birds for the post. I can see you know how to talk to them. I — “

 

“No.” The Nester interrupted me as he flitted easily onto the farthest rafter.

 

“Listen...” I leaned toward him a little bit.

 

“No,” he repeated.

 

With that, he slipped smoothly off his rafter, and before I could say anything else he dissolved into the shadows, with no more than a muffled flap of wings somewhere outside the building.

 

“Ugh, these damn birdheads,” sighed Trevick. The other brownies chimed in with grunts of agreement.

 

“What do you think this is?” I asked Trevick.

 

“Well, maybe he came back to the city too soon,” the elder brownie snapped, before adding: “On the other hand, though… Nesters may be as dim-witted and easily spooked as the birds they tend, but until recently, we used to think aurings were a fairy tale too. And now here I am, talking to one. Whoever this pigeon murderer is, I can tell you for certain that what I’m seeing on the wall in front of me right now is a Blood Magic seal. Despite the fact that that knowledge has long been considered forgotten. The world is changing. And the changes aren’t exactly the kind to cheer me up. That’s what I think about all this, Fox. And I have nothing else to tell you.”

 

Trevick looked around, then frowned.

 

“I’m gonna smell like bird shit for a week because of this.”

 

Without
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