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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FOR ALL HIS MYSTERY, Count Vorontsov didn’t burden the evening with business talk. We’d agreed to meet the next day and returned to the house.

 

Well then—I had a new commission in the bag. Excellent news!

 

Mysterious or not, it was unlikely the senator would rope me into anything shady. Then again, I didn’t exactly mind—as long as the job was interesting.

 

“Hey, why don’t you youngsters go take a walk instead of stewing indoors?” my grandfather said as soon as I stepped into the dining room. “It’s relics like us who appreciate their peace and comfort. But what sense is there in you two sticking around with us, especially when the whole city’s out celebrating?”

 

Golovin just shrugged, but I caught the sparkle in his eyes. Indeed, why wouldn’t either of us feel like strolling through a warm summer night? We could just cover our faces with masks to avoid unnecessary encounters.

 

“Too right,” Count Vorontsov backed the patriarch. “Take my boat—it’s moored by Mytninsky Quay. I’ll alert the captain.”

 

It would have been a crime to refuse an offer like that. Golovin lit up, and I decided to go along.

 

“Brannoc!” my grandfather called. When the servant appeared, he ordered, “Pack a basket with food and drink. The boys are heading out for a boat trip.”

 

“At once, your Lordship!” the old man answered, disappearing into the kitchen.

 

We strolled down to the quay—loaded with provisions and a few bottles of sparkling wine.

 

The usually quiet streets of Petrogradsky Island were now full of people. The air rang with laughter and cheers—offered by the revelers to one another and to the city itself. And it seemed to me the city replied in kind, wrapping us in some special warmth. After all, cities had their own magic, beyond human comprehension.

 

The pier swayed gently—barely a dozen small boats were moored there. To the right, the frigate Flying Dutchman glittered with lights, its deck turned into a restaurant. To the left, the sandy shore of Hare Island bit into the water, with the golden spire of the Peter and Paul Fortress rising above the trees.

 

Before us stretched the dark expanse of the Neva, the Imperial palace across the water, and the glowing Rostral Columns of Vasilievsky Island.

 

The captain met us at the steps, took the basket, and led us aboard. Unlike the “bantam battleship” Count Vorontsov was having built at the shipyard, this vessel was small and modest—meant for pleasure trips. It had an open stern with sofas and a table, closed pilothouse, and a salon with galley and lavatory.

 

We settled in, and the boat pushed toward the Admiralty, waters already busy with ships of all sizes. There was a sense of excitement as everyone anticipated the fireworks.

 

“I see Count Lucas has acknowledged your success,” Golovin nodded at my signet ring. “Congratulations! My father gave me mine when I made captain.” He clenched his fist to show a similar signet.

 

We clinked rings in jest and laughed.

 

The boat dropped anchor to drift mid-Neva. Most craft had done the same, waiting for the show. Now and then others sped past, waving and shouting greetings. We raised glasses in reply.

 

“And what of your mysterious stranger?” I asked. “We haven’t had a proper talk in days, it’s been pretty hectic.”

 

“Oh, you’ll laugh,” he hesitated.

 

“You bet I will,” I said, knowing it wouldn’t stop him.

 

And, sure enough, he only paused a moment before confessing,

 

“She’s not so much a stranger, as it turns out. She’s one of the girls my mother had tried to match me with, imagine that! But I’d hardly spared her a second glance back then, and back then she didn’t recognize me without a mustache.”

 

I didn’t laugh—I just marveled at the coincidence. The captain was encouraged my reaction and went on, sounding excited,

 

“She wasn’t thrilled about the idea, either—told me so after Master Fenwick’s performance. Didn’t name any names, though, and I didn’t realize until we met again the next day. That was when she finally recognized me. We giggled ourselves silly!”

 

“And does your giggler have a name?” I smiled.

 

“Xenia…” he answered dreamily, then corrected himself: “Countess Xenia Protasov. Youngest daughter of Count Alexey Protasov, who’d just been made a privy councilor in the Senate.”

 

“A fine match!” I proclaimed, laughing at Nikolai’s glare and lifting my glass in truce. “To the fair Countess Xenia!”

 

My friend joined the toast, softening a bit.

 

Loud booming came from the side of the fortress, and the sky burst with fiery blooms. Golden flowers unfurled as far as eye could see among glittering palaces—to the sound of cheers rolling from the embankments.

 

The fireworks continued for quite a while, finishing with a blazing arrow that spun a shimmering net across the heavens.

 

We spent hours cruising the Neva, disembarking here and there to join the revelers as we went. Nearly all wore masks that loosened inhibitions, instantly turning strangers into friends.

 

At dawn, we watched an unusually still gulf in the Petrovsky Channel. Sea air had eventually lulled me to sleep, and Golovin roused me back at the quay.

 

The holiday night ended, leaving confetti and wilted flowers strewn everywhere in its wake. Soon an army of sweepers would return the streets to their spotless glory. I loved walking the empty avenue, basking in the sun.

 

The mansion was still asleep. I headed to bed, too—happy, exhausted, and already dreaming of tomorrow’s commission.

 

* * *

 

We met the senator in one of the gazebos of Mikhailovsky Park. That alone confirmed the secrecy of his assignment—there was no chance of being overheard here.

 

Count Vorontsov had me thoroughly intrigued. Whether it had been his intention or not, I was already nearly ready to agree to whatever he proposed.

 

The Count placed an order from the pavilion, and soon we had a tea table set. I asked for a coffee.

 

“Well, Alexander, I see you had quite the outing yesterday,” Vorontsov said once we finished exchanging pleasantries.

 

Truth be told, I did look a bit worn out. Sleep had been scarce.

 

“It was a fantastic evening,” I said, savoring the aroma of my cup. “Thank you for the boat, Your Excellency.”

 

“Think nothing of it, my dear,” the senator waved it off with a warm smile. “I’m glad it was of use. Honestly, I don’t even know why I bought it in the first place. Just a bit of boyish fancy.”

 

But the genial avuncular look vanished instantly as Vorontsov grew serious, changing the subject.

 

“A rash of brazen robberies has swept the city—you’ve read about it in the papers, no doubt?”

 

“I’m not in the habit of reading papers, I’m afraid,” I said with a shrug.

 

My grandfather hadn’t mentioned the robberies, and he was my only source for whatever news the journalists thought worthy of reporting.

 

“Really? You don’t read the press?” the count was surprised.

 

“No. I find that exposure to a barrage of news first thing in the morning ruins the appetite.”

 

“You might be onto something there…” Vorontsov mused, then waved it off. “Anyway. The case I want to entrust you with is directly tied to these robberies.”

 

“Catching thieves?” I raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly my specialty.”

 

“Preventing a theft,” the count ignored my frivolous tone. “The biggest of them all.”

 

He fell silent, studying me. I waited patiently, already guessing what he wanted.

 

“What I tell you must stay between us, Alexander. An old friend of mine… Ah, it’s best I tell you the whole story—you’ll be given access to confidential information, anyway. It’s the head of the merchants’ guild, Baron Platon Kusov. He has confided in me, and it turns out the most respectable guild shops are being cleaned out right on schedule—whenever there’s an arrival of rare goods, for instance, or when there’s a large amount of cash gathered in a single place after a successful day of trading.”

 

“They clearly have someone on the inside.”

 

“Without question. But no one knows who they are. Platon has called in a bunch of mentalists, upgraded the defenses, fired half the suspicious staff… All for nothing. The guild is bleeding money, and the thieves keep going.”

 

The count paused for a sip of tea, bit into a chocolate, and shut his eyes in pleasure. Opening them again, he offered a half-apologetic smile,

 

“Her Excellency the countess has suddenly taken my health in hand, decreeing sweets my worst nemesis. Why, I’m not that much of a sweet tooth—but with women, it’s best not to argue. Remember that, Alexander. Saves one’s nerves and keeps things peaceful in the family. Just wait it out until some new idea distracts her.”

 

“I’ll be sure to remember it,” I nodded.

 

“Anyway,” the count returned to business, “there’s a strong chance the thieves’ next target will be the guild building itself. The most valuable goods are stored in there. Platon fears no defense will stop them. Should it happen, the losses will bankrupt both the guild and the baron—and their reputation will be ruined for good.”

 

“What about hiring extra guards? Or reinforcing with high-ranked mages?” I suggested.

 

“Platon tried everything, but to no avail. Hiring more, especially gifted mages, would be ruinously expensive. And if the thieves have an informant, they’ll just wait until the guard is thinned again. No, what’s needed is an artifact. A powerful one.”

 

“Protecting the guildhall from thieves…” I mused.

 

On the face of it, it was not that hard a commission. But I’d need to study the existing defenses—and how the shops’ protections had been bypassed. Those were no simple targets, after all.

 

“Yes, exactly. An artifact of this sort,” Vorontsov said. “And, as you understand, no one must know. Baron Kusov has reached such a level of despair he trusts no one anymore. Rumors are spreading he can’t handle his post. He’ll pay you handsomely, and I can vouch for him personally.”

 

Count Christopher was a good man—sincerely worried for his friends and ready to help however he could. A rare quality. I smiled at the count, but gave it to him straight,

 

“Before I commit to anything, I’ll need to speak with the baron and inspect the building.”

 

“Of course!” Vorontsov exclaimed, relieved. “Whatever you require. When can you do it?”

 

“Right now, if you like. The coffee’s perked me up, and I find the job interesting enough. So there’s no sense in delay.”

 

“Give me a second,” the senator rose, fishing a phone from his pocket. “I need to explain a few things to him—I didn’t want to raise his hopes before I spoke with you.”

 

Vorontsov stepped aside for his call while I shoveled in another handful of chocolates. Good for the brain! I most vehemently disagreed with his wife—dark chocolate never hurt anyone. Especially considering that Mikhailovsky Park served the best chocolate in the city—fine, rich and bitter.

 

While the senator paced the lawn with his telephone, I polished off the dessert, got another coffee, and was sitting there admiring a delicate butterfly that dared to perch on my hand.

 

When Count Christopher returned, he cast a wistful glance at the empty dishes, but accepted his loss with grace.

 

“Platon is ready to receive you at any time. He can’t step away just now, though—perhaps this evening…”

 

“No problem. I’ll visit him myself. Just give me the address.”

 

* * *

 

The Merchant Guild looked opulent as hell—and that would be putting it mildly.

 

Its headquarters stood on Kamenny Island—right on the riverbank, with a splendid view of the confluence of two streams. A broad park with shaded paths screened it from the noisy avenue.

 

It was a palace in all but name—grand and majestic, with massive columns holding up the pediment and a wide terrace descending to the water.

 

The serenity outside clashed sharply with the din inside.

 

Past the doors stretched an immense hall with a hundred tables, loosely fenced by low partitions. In each cubicle, someone was bellowing into a phone or shouting at a neighbor.

 

Above, a gallery ran the perimeter, crowded with runners dashing about, yelling at full volume.

 

I even stepped back outside to check—there was absolute silence. I opened the door again, and the uproar slammed into me as soon as I crossed the threshold. Two statues flanked the entrance portraying stern women, each with a finger pressed to her lips. A nifty little artifact.

 

Thankfully, Count Christopher had briefed me. Otherwise, I’d never have managed to shout down even one clerk to ask for directions to the boss’s office.

 

The fact that my prospective client was a very busy man was clear at once. The office was drowning in paper. Piles sagged across the desk, towers leaned on the windowsills, stacks blanketed the floor along one wall.

 

The man himself looked utterly spent—wild eyes, beard in disarray, dark hollows under his eyes.

 

He didn’t much resemble the head of a wealthy guild—except for the expensive clothes and the cologne.

 

“Baron Platon Kusov, I presume?” I asked, still not entirely sure I was in the right place.

 

“Who else would I be?” he replied in a weary voice. Then he gave me an irritated look and said “But I have no time whatsoever, so don’t even ask!”

 

“I’m Count Alexander Voznesensky,” I introduced myself.

 

“Ah!” the baron brightened at once, his face turning genial. “Count Christopher spoke of your visit—and praised you highly. How prompt you are, Count! A fine trait in a young man—not to put things off. Please, sit…”

 

Kusov glanced dubiously toward where a visitor’s chair ought to be. Of course, it, too, was buried under bundles of papers tied with string.

 

“I’ll just—” he started to rise, but I stopped him.

 

“No need, Baron, I’ll handle it.”

 

I cleared the chair myself, stacking the papers carefully on the floor. Meanwhile, the baron phoned someone, requesting them to serve us tea and coffee.

 

Once seated, I went straight to the point:

 

“Have you checked your deputy?”

 

“Why?” Kusov looked rattled. “I mean—yes, of course I did. Why, do you know something?”

 

“Not yet. But who else would profit from making you look incompetent? Who but someone waiting to take your place?”

 

“Well, yes, you’re right, Count.”

 

“Just call me Alexander, please.”

 

“Alexander, then,” the baron nodded, smiling. “My deputy was the first I sent on leave. Nearly all my aides are currently on leave, in fact. Which leaves me buried in the paperwork myself, as you can see.” He gestured around the office. “None of it helped—it has only made the work worse. And these thieves… gah.”

 

The Guildmaster sighed so heavily I felt genuine pity. He was clearly at the breaking point.

 

“Help me, I’ll pay whatever it takes, Count,” the baron pleaded. “Just put an end to it, please.”

 

“I’ll help,” I promised with a reassuring smile. “But first I need to examine the building—especially the vault. That’s what worries you the most, isn’t it?”

 

“The vault?” Kusov repeated warily, tensing.

 

I raised an eyebrow. I could understand his paranoia—but not quite to this degree.

 

“Forgive me, Count Alexander,” he caught himself. “My nerves are shot. I see enemies in every corner. You’d start seeing things, too, if you stayed here long enough.”

 

“What do you mean?”

 

“Well…” Kusov looked hesitant for a moment. “They say we’ve got ghosts causing mischief down in the vault. I even summoned Seers. They found nothing. Not a single spirit. So just campfire tales to spook the night watchmen. And the rookies.”

 

That did catch my attention.

 

I’d never heard of a ghost aiding thieves—or anyone, for that matter. Too unpredictable. And working with them took considerable strength. First rank would be enough for me, but for a Universalist mage to dabble in burglaries? It wouldn’t make sense economically, at the very least. The same went for a high-ranked Seer.

 

“Then we’ll start with the vault,” I decided.

 

Ghosts are intelligent, and they can hide from mages able to see them. They wouldn’t see me as a threat—but I’d be able to sense them.

 

Kusov agreed with extreme reluctance. He cast a last look over his paper kingdom as though afraid to leave it unguarded, then pulled a heavy keyring from a drawer and gestured me out. He locked the office carefully and tugged the handle hard to be sure.

 

We didn’t go back through the noisy hall, but descended a narrow spiral stair behind a hidden door farther down the corridor. Dim bulbs flicked on as we went and winked out behind us, leaving only darkness.

 

At the bottom stretched a vaulted passage fading into shadow.

 

At its end loomed a massive iron door. The baron fussed with several locks, then whispered something, and a long creak groaned through the air.

 

The door opened painfully slowly.

 

Beyond was refinement—polished floors and pale rose marble walls streaked with black, bright sconces everywhere, a pleasant fragrance in the air.

 

We waited until the door closed.

 

Then all the lights died. A cold draft washed over me.

 

There were definitely ghosts here…


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE MOMENT DARKNESS FELL, the baron clamped onto my hand. Good thing my nerves were steady—I didn’t even flinch, let alone swing on reflex.

 

“What’s that?” Kusov asked in a little voice, crushing my fingers.

 

“The ‘campfire tale for rookies’ you mentioned, Baron,” I said evenly. “Would you be so kind as to let go of my hand?”

 

“Oh—of course, I’m so sorry, Your Lordship…” he muttered, embarrassed, releasing his hold with obvious reluctance.

 

The cold ebbed, too. It felt as if the ghost was surprised by my reaction and forgot the accompanying effects. I sensed it only faintly—I couldn’t make out any words yet, but scraps of emotion reached me.

 

The ghost was upset. It seemed to have a message to convey, but apparently something was preventing it from speaking. I couldn’t read its unmoored soul any more clearly than that.

 

So why hide from Seers?

 

That was very odd. Only a high-ranking Seer could disperse a ghost—and even then it would take everything they had, followed by a long recovery. Ghosts decided to leave on their own with time, dissolving into the ether, and returning to our world as energy. It was a cycle of sorts.

 

That was why ether and spiritual energy were paired forces—and the bond between them was strong.

 

But a specter eager to tell a story while dodging the very mages who could understand it… I’d never heard of such a thing.

 

And I didn’t like it.

 

While I was chewing on that, the vault’s ghost stirred again—the soul-freezing cold returned, along with the ghastly sounds. The Guildmaster squeaked somewhere next to me in the dark.

 

“That’s enough,” I ordered the empty air in front of me. “We won’t be able to communicate this way. I’m here to help.”

 

Again, a ripple of astonishment reached me. A couple seconds later, the lights came on. The ghost lingered nearby, watching.

 

“Th-th-th—” the baron was seized by a savage bout of hiccups, so I set a hand on his shoulder and fed in a little life magic. “So it’s actually real?”

 

“It is, Baron. But there’s nothing to fear—this particular specter isn’t malicious.”

 

The lights flickered, and I frowned, shaking my head. Ghosts hated not being taken seriously, but most couldn’t do much to the living other than give them a scare.

 

That was why many houses kept charms to ward spirits. A particular ether weave made it very unpleasant for them to linger nearby.

 

I was surprised the guildhall didn’t have such a device, and I asked the baron why.

 

“Well, we’ve had our reasons…” Kusov hesitated.

 

“Baron, let’s be plain. It’s like talking to your physician. You should tell me everything, with no omissions, if you want me to succeed.”

 

“In short, that was my great-great… the first Baron Kusov’s will, a hundred years ago when he built this place,” Platon Kusov explained.

 

“And your forebear was what?” I asked mildly, already knowing the answer.

 

“A Seer,” the man confirmed my guess. “They say he’d reached first rank, though there’s no paperwork to prove it. There were rumors he got so good at talking to spirits they showed him locations of hoards full of treasure—and that was how he got rich, allegedly. There are all sorts of rumors…”

 

The baron broke off and clutched his chest, glancing anxiously into the empty corridor.

 

“So then, Count,” he whispered, “do you think it’s the spirit of Master Samson Kusov roaming the vaults?”

 

That was most likely. Perhaps the old mage had achieved a higher rank than claimed, and that was how he’d managed to remain in our world, albeit as a ghost. He’d certainly meant to, given a clause like that in his will.

 

“Possibly,” I said. “Though it’s surprising he could cling to this place for so many years.”

 

I strained my memory for everything I knew about ghosts.

 

As a rule, spirits didn’t remain among the living for long. Those who lingered for years—let alone centuries—were the kind of ghosts that most Seers spoke of with caution. Over time, a spirit learned to draw strength straight from the ether. Such a ghost could become a mage again—and cause no end of trouble.

 

But this vault seemed a different case. There were no physical effects—just the usual ghostly scare tactics.

 

Now I was very curious to see who it was.

 

“So what do we do?” the baron asked, peering about and failing to spot the ghost.

 

“What we came for. Show me what you’re so afraid of losing.”

 

Kusov didn’t own up at once—he feigned puzzlement. But when I frowned and hinted that he was the one who needed help, not me, he gave in. He took my word of honor I wouldn’t breathe a word about what I saw, and led me deeper into the vault.

 

We wound through corridors lined with identical doors. Each one breathed a faint magic—the staff clearly navigated by guiding amulets. A stranger would never find their way in.

 

The hall he brought me to lay behind another massive door and all but throbbed and hummed—everything was charged with magic of every kind.

 

I spared only a glance for the glass cases along the walls. Nothing special there.

 

But in the very center sat an ordinary closed wooden crate that knocked the breath out of me. There was an artifact inside. It radiated power—ancient and vast—and I froze for several seconds.

 

“What’s in there?” I asked, voice slightly rougher than usual.

 

“I can’t say,” Kusov shook his head hard. “I swore an oath. Can’t say what this is, who owns it, or where it comes from… It’s classified, and that’s all.”

 

The pull of that crate set my palms itching. Just a peek. But whatever it was, I respected private property.

 

So I tore my eyes from the box and circled the room, studying the defenses—and considering how they might be bypassed.

 

The etherwork here all but crackled will power. It was an excellent design—not even a fly would make it through that dense mesh, much less anything larger. The feed system was unusual—I saw strands running to reservoirs, but there were backups, too, and I couldn’t pin down where they were.

 

The vault didn’t look crackable. You’d need a whole team of high-rank mages, and they didn’t take part in heists of this sort.

 

I fixed the layout in my head. I’d need to think it over.

 

“Any tunnels underground?”

 

“No, Your Lordship,” the baron answered, eyes still cutting back to the mysterious crate. Even a non-Artificer could feel the echo of that force. “We check constantly—I call in both Naturalists and Earth mages.”

 

A commendable concern for the clients’ valuables. Though worry about losses was the likelier motive.

 

So how did they plan to break in here? I gave the chamber another slow inspection. It looked utterly impregnable.

 

Fascinating.

 

“I’ll need a list of all the shops that were robbed—and brief notes on their owners,” I said thoughtfully, once again reaching toward the artifact.

 

Everything was shielded to perfection. The crate itself was an artifact, carefully concealing its contents. But you could only feel the vastness of the power concealed therein—not the type. Something of a rank I didn’t even know existed…

 

“When is it supposed to be collected by the owner?” I tried to find out how much time I had.

 

“No one knows,” the baron sighed heavily. “That’s the trouble, Your Lor…”

 

“Please, just call me Alexander,” I cut him off gently.

 

“Alexander,” Kusov echoed with a weak smile. “They might come for it today—or in a year. And I’m sitting on this powder keg waiting for someone to light the fuse. I’d have refused, by God, but you don’t refuse such people—”

 

The baron fell silent, realizing he’d said too much. Still, it was obvious the client was related to the Imperial family. Besides, such an artifact was beyond the reach of almost everybody else, including most aristocracy. Far beyond. A piece worth a national treasury.

 

As much as I wanted to know who had the gall to plan a raid on the guild, detective work wasn’t my calling. My job was to figure out how to defend the building.

 

We returned to Kusov’s office. I got both the list of shops and a personal pass to the building, so I could come whenever I wished. The vault itself, of course, would remain off-limits without the guildmaster’s escort—but I’d already seen what I needed.

 

Back home, I immediately sat down with the papers. I had to transfer every protection scheme from memory onto paper to look for a gap. So I sketched and analyzed the weak spots.

 

I had no experience with burglary. Never regretted it—until now. Which meant I needed someone who knew the craft inside out. And I thought I knew whom to ask for an introduction.

 

But first, a meeting awaited me—with the charming lady who was so fond of flowers and novels about vampires, one Kasia Pawlowski. It was time to make good on my promise to the Naturalist, show her the oleander, and finally deal with the artifact I’d promised her.

 

So I took a cold shower, donned a fresh shirt, and went out to the gates to meet my guest.

 

Kasia arrived on foot. Her outfit was far less strict this time. A light summer dress of pale blue hung just below her knees, the flared skirt lending her an especially romantic air. I couldn’t help admiring the young nature mage.

 

Noticing my gaze, Kasia dropped her eyes in embarrassment and shot me a timid smile.

 

“Count,” she said, curtsying.

 

“Milady,” I smiled back and gestured toward the outbuilding. “This way.”

 

As we walked the path, the Naturalist carefully examined the reviving garden—nodding in approval at some things, frowning slightly at others. I smiled as I watched her. Her love of nature bordered on the fanatical. I was sure if that monster from the Shuvalov Forest leapt out at her right now, she’d just wave it off and ask not to be disturbed.

 

“I could help you restore the garden,” Kasia said, feigning nonchalance.

 

“And what would you want in return?”

 

Money clearly didn’t interest her. That was hardly surprising—nature mages were known as ascetics. Give them access to a large forest, and they’d need little else.

 

“Well, I could collect some more plants…”

 

And plant them in my clearing, of course. She couldn’t sense how much life magic soaked the soil—but she could tell the place was strong.

 

“And what of your own garden? Don’t they grow well there?” I didn’t buy her attempt to bait me.

 

I’d planned to ask her for a couple of rarer specimens, anyway. But I wanted honesty first. Then I’d happily oblige.

 

Thankfully, Miss Pawlowski stopped beating around the bush, sighed, and confessed,

 

“They don’t let me work in any of the main conservatories. They just wave me away saying I can’t handle it. Everything gets done by the masters. They take all the best spots. And how am I supposed to grow anything if they won’t give me a chance?” She bit her lip in frustration. “So what if I’m not some old lady? Age doesn’t equal to skill…”

 

She looked so upset—and so childlike—that I almost patted her head. So there we had it. A talented specialist—and the old guard weren’t giving her a chance. Well, it was their loss.

 

I was about to say something encouraging, but we reached the clearing and Kasia gave a squeal of delight, rushing to the oleander.

 

Ignoring the risk of getting her dress mudstained, she dropped to her knees and stretched her hands to the plant. I felt her warm power flowing through, wrapping the garden in magic.

 

“You weren’t lying!” She lifted her face to me, radiant with joy.

 

I couldn’t tell whether she was pleased by that fact or disappointed. Even the strongest mentalist couldn’t unravel women’s emotions.

 

“As you see. I doubt I could deceive a gifted Naturalist,” I said truthfully.

 

“And where’s the artifact?” she blushed faintly at the compliment. “I want to see it so badly.”

 

Damn! The artifact. I’d meant to find her something worthy, but it had completely slipped my mind. I’d have to improvise.

 

With a serious face, I headed to the outbuilding. The gardener had once lived here, and his shed was still intact. Something usable had to remain.

 

Inside I found cobwebs with a massive spider glaring at me, and clouds of dust rising as I shoved the door open. Motes sparkled in the sunbeams streaming through the cracks.

 

I sneezed and looked around quickly. There wasn’t much to choose from—a rusty rake, a cracked watering can with an old nest inside, some sacks I didn’t want to check, a scythe with a broken handle, and a shovel—in a surprisingly good condition.

 

I grabbed the shovel. A tool well suited to tending earth. Not a bad symbol, I thought, until I returned to the nature mage.

 

“A shovel?” Kasia asked, scandalized, as if I’d committed a crime.

 

Ah yes, the eternal feminine passion for beauty. To me, a tool was a tool. Who needed the frills?

 

She gathered herself, realizing her reaction had thrown me a little. She forced a smile and said,

 

“On the other hand, no one will ever steal it. Who’d think it valuable? Perfect camouflage!” She gave me a thumbs-up gesture.

 

“Exactly,” I agreed, supporting her effort even though she overacted. “Any object can be made into an artifact. Well—almost any. Material and form matter, of course.”

 

“Really?” She eyed the shovel with doubt. It was ordinary on every account “And what’s so special about this artifact’s… composition? Rare wood? Some exotic alloy?”

 

Wood wouldn’t fool her—one touch, and she’d know. Metals were also well within the Naturalists’ competence—they could feel veins of ore dozens of feet underground.

 

“That’s a professional secret,” I hedged, steering her attention to a safer topic. “And you, Miss Pawlowski—what shape would you prefer for your artifact?”

 

“Oh, so I can choose?” she exclaimed, relief softening her voice as her gaze slid back to the shovel.

 

“Whatever suits you best. Of course, I can choose for you…”

 

“How about a ring?” she interrupted quickly, offering her hand with its single ornament.

 

Her skin was warm and soft, carrying a subtle perfume—pleasant and comforting. It made me think of dawn in a strawberry glade, for some reason.

 

At first glance the ring looked simple, but on closer inspection I saw it was made by a master jeweler. There was an intricate etching—intertwined branches tipped with tiny thorns, so lifelike you’d swear they weren’t gold. Far too costly for a common girl.

 

“It used to belong to my mother,” Kasia said, suddenly subdued. “And it was left to her by my grandmother. She’d saved a nobleman in distress once, and he’d given her this gift.”

 

Something didn’t add up. A noble would repay a favor with money or a service of some sort—not a ring. Still, I wasn’t here to trace its history. I studied it from within.

 

Not mere gold, but a magically reinforced alloy—so that the artwork wouldn’t wear down or vanish. Standard for high-end jewelry, although not the kind you find in ordinary shops. All the better for me—the ring was ready to be imbued.

 

“Beautiful,” I offered, awkwardly praising the family relic.

 

“Thank you,” Kasia’s smile warmed at once. “You won’t damage it, will you?”

 

She slipped the ring off, passing it to me with a hint of unease. I wrapped it in a clean handkerchief, tucked it into my pocket, and assured her:

 

“I promise I won’t. I’ll be extremely careful. Would you care for some tea? We can discuss the garden plants as well.”

 

“With pleasure!” She gave the oleander one last adoring look, and we headed for the house.

 

We’d barely reached the porch when the door flew open.

 

There stood Brannoc in full livery—save for worn slippers on his feet, forgotten in haste. Still, he carried himself proudly, face very serious.

 

“Welcome to the house of Voznesensky!” he proclaimed, bowing. “I’ve already set the small dining room for you, Your Lordship. If that suits your pleasure.”

 

I nearly choked. First, I had no idea our house even had another dining room. Second, Brannoc delivered the speech flawlessly, without a trace of his usual rustic tone. He must have rehearsed it all morning.

 

It was impressive—mostly to me. Kasia only gave a distracted nod, lost in her own thoughts, and smiled,

 

“Thank you, that’s very kind of you, sir.”

 

Now it was Brannoc’s turn to sputter, caught off guard by such address. I motioned her inside, and the servant stepped aside with stiff formality.

 

The tea felt far too ceremonial for my taste. Brannoc brought out the family porcelain and fussed over it so much it wasted half the afternoon. He kept reappearing in the doorway with the same question: did we need anything else?

 

As a result, talk of new plants barely happened.

 

We agreed instead that I would call on her at the Botanical Garden, where we could finish in peace. Miss Pawlowski stayed for a polite length of time and then took her leave.

 

Once she was gone, I summoned Brannoc and frowned. Chastising him before a guest felt unseemly—now, alone, I could.

 

“What was that, Brannoc? I felt like I was at an audience with the Queen of England. All that bowing and scraping—you’ve unsettled the girl and left us no chance for a normal conversation.”

 

“Well, I just thought…” Brannoc blinked. “First time you bring a lady to the house. I figured it ought to be done proper, solemn-like.”

 

I couldn’t stay angry—his innocent look was too much. I only shook my head.

 

“It’s not like that. Me and the adept have a business arrangement—nothing more.”

 

“You youngsters may call it what you like,” he muttered. “Back in my day, courtship wasn’t dressed up in fancy words. Just don’t spoil the girl, young master. She’s a good one, plain as day.”

 

“I won’t,” I groaned inwardly, but there was no point arguing. “Is Count Lucas in?”

 

“Yes, he called for you. I told him about the young lady, so he ordered me not to shame the house. He’s waiting in his study. And tell his lordship I did everything proper!”

 

“You have my word,” I promised. “Thank you, Brannoc. But next time—”

 

“Next time, you can host her in the kitchen by the stove for all I care,” he huffed, offended. “But it should be proper! This isn’t some village barn, young master…”

 

“You’re right,” I cut short the looming lecture on propriety.

 

I really ought to hand him an etiquette manual someday. Though remembering how he had “modified” a culinary recipe earlier, I shuddered at what he might do with instructions on courtship.

 

I went to see my grandfather and found him in fine spirits. The patriarch sat buried in papers, scribbling away, ink stains all over his hands and brow.

 

“Alex, my boy!” he greeted me warmly, smearing another blue blot across his forehead. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

 

“Did anything happen? What have you got there?”

 

“This?” He patted the heap of papers. “Oh, just some old sketches. I had a brainwave… but that’s not why I called you. You can take a look at them later, if you like. Come along.”

 

The count sprang up with surprising speed and almost ran from the study, rummaging in his pockets. I followed, and our path ended at the locked doors of the library.

 

“It’s time for you to have access at last, Alexander,” he said with a pleased grin. “If you’re not afraid…”

 

On the other side of the door, a ghost gave a low, mournful howl.


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I STARED AT THE PATRIARCH in surprise, which pleased him immensely. Grandfather chuckled and rattled a key in the lock.

 

No doubt Count Christopher—if he hadn’t said it outright—had at least hinted that a new job awaited me, and that it wouldn’t be a simple one.

 

Either way, I was pleasantly astonished.

 

The family library of a family of Artificers—now that was a treat.

 

“What’s there to be afraid of?” I asked anyway, as Count Lucas took hold of the door handle.

 

Maybe there was some tricky protection mechanism inside. Or the books themselves were sealed with a curse—that was possible, too. I remembered one such case—a necromancer had enchanted an old incunabula. We ended up burning the book—along with its owner.

 

“There’s…” the patriarch whispered ominously, “a restless spirit dwelling there.”

 

“Whose?” I asked, unmoved.

 

“Our forebear,” Grandfather grunted. “Founder of the house, they say.”

 

“And why exactly is our forebear ‘restless’?” I said with a smile, ignoring his tone.

 

Count Lucas didn’t answer. He threw the doors wide and jerked his chin—clearly inviting me to see for myself.

 

I crossed the threshold and clicked my tongue in admiration.

 

It was a spacious room packed with books, floor to high ceiling. Endless shelves of dark wood arranged in neat rows. A second tier jutted out just above six feet, with iron railings to make the upper shelves reachable. There was a spiral staircase with lacy steps in the far corner.

 

Deep and immensely comfortable chairs stood by the tall windows, and in the center sat a broad table with two chairs facing each other. Above it hung a chandelier dripping with a billion crystal drops that glittered in the sun.

 

A thick carpet with a curious pattern covered the floor. The moment I focused on it, I felt a bit sick.

 

“Don’t look,” Grandfather yanked my shoulder, dragging my gaze off the mesmerizing swirl. “You might faint. Neat little contraption, that—keeps out the uninvited guests by luring their eyes until they pass out.”

 

I shook my head and turned to the shelves. The nausea vanished at once.

 

The restless spirit kept quiet. I felt it somewhere under the ceiling—the forebear was merely watching us with what felt like unease.

 

It seemed to me that his absence had upset Grandfather. He craned his neck as if he could see the ghost—and sighed. Then he pulled another key from his pocket, set it on the table, and said,

 

“This one’s yours. Don’t you dare lend it to anyone—the door will squash anybody else.”

 

Count Lucas squared his shoulders. His eyes lit up, and his voice turned ceremonial:

 

“As patriarch of the House of Voznesensky, I grant this young man, Alexander, the right to enter this place at any hour of day or night. Access level”—he gave me a measuring look—“Master—second tier. So mote it be.”

 

The floor gave a
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