
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          Campaign (Last Life Book #6): A Progression Fantasy Series

        

        
        
          Last Life, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Alexey Osadchuk

        

        
          Published by Magic Dome Books, 2026.

        

    


	 

 

Campaign

 

 

by Alexey Osadchuk

 

 

 

 

Last Life

Book#6

 

Magic Dome Books








 

Last Life

Book # 6: Campaign

Copyright © Alexey Osadchuk 2024

Cover Art © Valeria Osadchuk 2024

Designer: Vladimir Manyukhin

English translation copyright © Zachary Lorang 2024

Published by Magic Dome Books, 2024

All Rights Reserved


 

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Shop and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

This book is entirely a work of fiction. Any correlation with real people or events is coincidental.


 

New and upcoming releases from

Magic Dome Books!

 

If you like our books and want to keep reading, download our FREE Publisher's Catalog, a must-read for any LitRPG fan which lists some of the finest works in the genre:

Tales of Wonder and Adventure: The Best of LitRPG, Fantasy and Sci-Fi (Publisher's Catalog)








 

Table of Contents:

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

About the Author


Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I WAS SITTING AT THE TABLE in my hidden basement, getting all my papers in order. I had accumulated quite a lot of them over the preceding few weeks. And these were just the ones that made it through Rémy Dormal and his minions’ vetting process. There were other documents that required my personal attention, and which would have to be taken care of before my departure.

 

At the moment, I was holding a large envelope bearing the seal of a mercenary guild poetically named the “Flaming Spears.” The letter was from one Gaspard Fontaine, the master of the guild, and the man responsible for engaging with its clients. He was polite, but adamant. As were his colleagues from other reputable mercenary guilds, who had already sent me similar envelopes of their own.

 

Replies like “alas, Your Lordship, our strykers have already been contracted out,” followed by assurances of their continued respect and deference toward my person and other meaningless nonsense that was nevertheless required in such circumstances.

 

Setting the letter aside, I leaned back in my armchair and ran my hands slowly across my tired face.

 

Ever since the moment the King’s jester had informed me of the Royal will, back in the exchange building, I had been looking into the possibility of hiring strykers for the unit I would eventually assemble.

 

And the first stages of that process were already underway: I sent inquiries to all the major mercenary guilds in the capital, including the “Red Axes,” the “Souls of Steel,” and the aforementioned “Flaming Spears.” And in reply? Not a single affirmative answer.

 

Basically, I knew pretty well what was happening. It didn’t take a genius to guess why they were all declining my business.

 

“Well?” The nisse asked, trying to sound casual although she had obviously interpreted the emotions on my face correctly. As usual, she was sitting on the edge of my table; as I perused my papers, she was polishing an emerald ring with a little rag. “So the capital’s shadow experts don’t want to go to war with you? Maybe that’s for the best, actually... Fewer freeloaders means fewer expenses.” “Heh,” she shook her head. “I remember the days when strykers would be out hunting on the frontier for years on end. Nowadays they seem to prefer sitting on their asses in the capitals. And then they wonder why their families don’t produce very many powerful mages these days. The Power is like a trusty blade — it needs to be tempered and honed all the time!”

 

“It’s not that simple,” I objected. “It’s one thing to go hunting in the Shadow, and another thing entirely to square off against people as powerful as yourself. You already know that my new lands are occupied by the “Scarlets.” That problem’s not going to solve itself without a lot of blood being spilled.”

 

The mere mention of the warrior-priests was enough to make Itta mutter a stream of curses under her breath, directed at those fanatics.

 

According to the information Susanna Marino was able to obtain through her channels, the “Scarlet” knights who were occupying my margraviate were under the command of one Master Alberto di Lanzi, who was also known as the Gray Reaper. When Sigurd heard the name of the opponent we would soon be heading off to fight, he immediately told me a whole series of tales about the man.

 

Alberto di Lanzi was a true fanatic. His hands were stained with the blood of a great many true gifted. And the same could be said of the Gray Reaper’s comrades. Bloodthirsty bastards, just like their leader.

 

According to Sigurd, di Lanzi himself was one of the most powerful avants in Mainland. But that wasn’t all. Besides the rank-and-file, he also had several senior knights, each of whom was at least a medius. And then there were the cohort commanders... In the Gray Reaper’s unit, they were all strykers.

 

Of course, I wasn’t going to have to knock the “Scarlets” out of my territory on my own. The King’s army would be invading under the command of Marshal de Clairmont. True, this army would have to actually make it to the border first. The Golden Lion and his legions were almost certainly already waiting for them. And I’ll be honest: the odds didn’t seem to favor de Clairmont...

 

Long story short, I wasn’t at all surprised that the heads of the capital’s guilds weren’t exactly eager to send their combat mages into that meat grinder. After all, it would be much more profitable to simply sell their services to some capital-city bigwig as personal bodyguards. And if they were really lucky, they wouldn’t even have to leave their client’s mansion.

 

“Yeah...” said Itta knowingly as she put the ring back in its little case and started polishing an elegant pearl bracelet. “The shadow gifted are getting weaker, little by little. If they had any idea of the kind of things they were capable of a hundred years ago...”

 

Listening with half an ear as the nisse waxed lyrical about the powerful mages of the past, my thoughts returned to my conversation with Sigurd.

 

The truth is that even while I was collecting information on my new margraviate and working out a plan to regain control over it, part of which involved sending inquiries to the big mercenary guilds, I was pursuing several goals at the same time. Besides hiring and establishing connections with the respected grand masters of these guilds, my actions were simultaneously getting the word out to anyone who might want to accompany me on campaign. I had no doubt whatsoever that word of a newly-minted margrave hiring warriors for his retinue would spread like wildfire.

 

And it worked. True, it didn’t work out exactly as I might have liked. For a short time, Monsieur Dormal’s accounting house — as well as my own castle — essentially turned into places of pilgrimage for a veritable flood of various mercenaries: everyone from opportunistic hired thugs to fully legitimate representatives of professional fighting units. Alas — there wasn’t a single stryker among them.

 

So far, the situation wasn’t heading in the best direction. I was already thinking I might have to take the most experienced men from my own castle’s garrison with me (commanded by Jacques), but then I had a conversation with Sigurd, who suggested an alternative to the capital’s mercenary guilds.

 

As if reading my mind, the nisse piped up:

 

“So what did you decide to do about that unit whose captain approached Sigurd about work? It’s a big unit, and they’re ready to head out right away. How many strykers did they have?”

 

Itta’s tone sounded innocent enough, but I knew better. I caught the subtle note of interest in her voice. The nisse obviously knew more than she was trying to let on. Sooner or later, she would crack and spill the beans to me, but for the time being she seemed to be enjoying watching my actions and decisions as they unfolded. A personality quirk, developed over the course of several centuries. And there was nothing I could really do about it. That said, two could play at that game. So I decided to pretend that I hadn’t noticed her interest in the subject at all.

 

“Two groups of five each — well, almost,” I replied. “That’s if you don’t count the true gifted and the regular soldiers.”

 

“Well, come on — what’s to consider?” Itta was surprised. “Besides, as far as I understand, Sigurd has known their captain for a long time.”

 

“That’s not the issue,” I shook my head.

 

“Then what is?” The nisse was genuinely surprised; she even stopped polishing the bracelet.

 

“It’s a conflict of interest,” I replied with perfect calm as I watched the nisse’s reaction attentively. “To put it mildly, these guys aren’t the most welcome guests in Herouxville.”

 

“Are they enemies of the King?” Itta asked. Judging by the expression on her face, however, she already understood perfectly well what I meant.

 

“No,” I replied. “But they’re enemies of Otto II, the current King of Astland, and someone our own Vestonian King has a peace treaty with. Besides that, I’m guessing that me choosing them will piss off at least one other influential person.

 

But to be honest, I don’t really care about that... The main thing I need is results.” Nine combat mages. Almost all of them powerful mediuses. Almost exactly what I was looking for. Besides that, Sigurd vouched for them as trustworthy, honest mercenaries. Which, in the end, was why I had given him the green light to head to Roanne, a small town not far from the capital. That had become the gathering place for any mercenaries and other assorted hotheads who wanted to sell their services for a pretty penny, but who for various reasons preferred not to go to Herouxville.

 

Somewhere in that mass of humanity was the unit we were hoping to hire. The remnants of one of the most powerful mercenary guilds in Astland: the Savage Hearts. This guild had supported Conrad V against Otto II at the Battle of Lüneburg, where it was almost completely annihilated.

 

The “Savages” who survived the battle fled north, into Northland itself, from where they took ship for the Foggy Isles, where there was always fighting of some sort.

 

For the moment, however, the islanders seemed to have calmed down somewhat, and so all the suddenly-unemployed hotheads had over to the continent, some to Vestonia, some to Atalia. And that was how the “Savage Hearts” ended up in Roanne. Sigurd explained their choice pretty simply: the Atalians were simply too far away, and “Savages” had an enmity with the “Scarlets” that stretched back decades.

 

At first, they tried to hire themselves out to Lord Gray, but he (no doubt eager to avoid testing the King’s patience any further) refused to hire them. Then they heard about the strange bastard whose exploits were already the toast of minstrels throughout the Kingdom, and who, to top it all off, had become a margrave, and an avant to boot.

 

From there, it was pretty straightforward: the captain of the “Savages,” Kurt von Hartha, heard a rumor that the margrave/avant was collecting a force to take his new landholdings back from the enemy. Sigurd also told me that the captain and his men knew exactly where my new march was located, and who exactly they’d be fighting there, so they knew all the risks involved. Sigurd also added that Kurt actually seemed happier once he heard the full explanation of what we were about to undertake. It turned out that the “Savages” had been itching to settle scores with the “Scarlets” for some time.

 

Eventually, the prospect was just too tempting for me to resist. Almost fifty experienced mercenaries, a quarter of whom were gifted. Again — exactly the sort of unit I needed.

 

But I hadn’t told the nisse about my decision quite yet. I wanted to find out why she was so interested in this unit.

 

“Anybody you want to avoid pissing off is going to be staying here, in the capital,” Itta objected quite accurately.

 

“I feel like there’s something you’re not sharing with me,” I said with a wry smile. “So come on, out with it... Let’s save our energy...”

 

Realizing that I had caught her out, the nisse snorted loudly and narrowed her eyes as she asked me:

 

“When did you catch on?”

 

“Right after I talked to Sigurd,” I admitted. “You didn’t do a very good job hiding your curiosity, or your excitement. Am I to understand that there’s someone else I should know about in this unit of “Savages?” And if he’s met you, that means he must be one of the ancients?”

 

The nisse sighed.

 

“You’re right... One of the mages in the “Savages” unit is a hejdelf.”

 

“Hm...” I thought for a moment. “Hejdelf... Aren’t those the creatures that guard livestock on a farm? I thought they were fixed to a specific location.”

 

“That’s right,” the nisse nodded. “Lorin — that’s this hejdelf’s name — has been serving this mage’s family for a long time. When the mage lost his home and family, Lorin took pity on him and went with him as he fled to foreign shores. Actually, he’s the one who first discovered that there was an auring in Herouxville, and that he was looking to hire warriors.”

 

“And he asked you to put in a good word for him?”

 

“Yes,” replied the nisse. “He also said that the captain’s been approached by another employer, but Lorin didn’t like the look of him at all. But the unit needs work of some kind... Basically, decide as soon as you can... The hejdelf says the people in the unit are all solid. They’ve stood the test of time.”

 

“I’ve already decided,” I replied. I just had to smile at the funny look that settled over the nisse’s face. “I’ve already sent Sigurd to Roanne with the offer and an advance.”

 

* * *

 

My footsteps echoed loudly off the stone walls of the King’s hunting lodge, which was located near the capital. Admittedly, it was a “lodge” in name only. In actual fact, it was a well-fortified castle with four towers, a dungeon, a raisable drawbridge, and a deep moat surrounding the entire perimeter.

 

In the short time since my arrival, I had already managed to spot more than 200 heavily-armed royal guards patrolling the place. Besides them, thanks to true vision, I also knew that there were at least twenty combat mages on the premises. The notorious Royal Shadows. They seemed to be everywhere. Actually, since becoming an avant, my “internal scanner” was much more effective. I could now “see” much farther, and also much “deeper,” as it were.

 

As I walked along in the company of a dozen soldiers, I took the opportunity to check out the royal “den” in all its glory. The stone walls were hung with tapestries depicting hunting scenes and lush forest landscapes.

 

And the hallways and small rooms we passed reminded me of certain museums from my previous life, packed to the gills with all sorts of iron implements made for stabbing and slashing. The king was obviously a fan of weapons, and judging by their impeccable condition, the servants kept a close eye on them, polishing them to prevent even the smallest speck of rust from appearing.

 

The air was filled with a heady mixture of scents, conspicuous among which were notes of pine resin, smoke, and grilled meat. And I could also detect the characteristic smell of a disease that had begun to win its battle against its victim’s immune system. It seemed that Carl’s health was worsening.

 

The audience hall was modest by capital-city standards, but by no means devoid of majesty. A huge, wooden throne upholstered with soft carpets towered in the center of the hall, and on it sat His Majesty Carl III the Victorious.

 

In the conversation I had with my aunt after that memorable masquerade at the Duke de Gondy’s palace, she warned me that the King would definitely want to meet me in person after everything that had happened. Judging by her overjoyed reaction as she said this, I gathered that what was about to happen signaled my elevation to a higher status within the feudal hierarchy in fact, as well as in name.

 

The Duchess du Bellay asserted that despite the sins of Ferdinand de Gramont, I would have to appear before the King in person to undergo the rite of homage. Her joy, she explained, was due to the fact that given the King’s illness, rituals of this type were being performed on the King’s behalf by the royal chancellor in the presence of a royal judge and some witnesses, instead of by the King himself. And at least on paper, that’s what should have happened in my case, too. But my aunt turned out to be correct — he wanted to meet me in person, and that was a big deal. But Carl III had an ironclad reason for bringing the son of his enemy closer to the throne. Strykers always went through the ritual of homage personally, without any intermediaries. And considering my rank, which seemed to be common knowledge even among the animals of Herouxville, anything less was out of the question in my case.

 

Once inside the hall, I finally identified something oppressive in the air — something I had been sensing since the moment I stepped across the castle’s threshold. The familiar aura of death. The same one that those black bruts always emitted. And the closer I got to the throne, the more powerfully I could feel the death magic in the air.

 

The King was dressed in loose-fitting clothing, and he was noticeably pale. I could see exhaustion on his face, but nevertheless he had a powerful, decisive glint in his eye that made it clear I was standing before a man of piercing, calculating intellect. I got a very distinct feeling that the King was sizing me up and deciding whether I was suitable material for his further use. At the same time, I couldn’t sense any aggression or other sort of negative attitude toward me from Carl III at all. It even seemed like he was happy to be meeting me.

 

Next to the throne stood his healer, a man with a graying beard and cold, fish-like eyes that remained locked on his royal patient, except for the occasional interested glance in my direction.

 

I could tell he was a healer by the deep red color of his energy system, which was being fed by ten huge, fiery red bruts.

 

Not far from the throne, on a little, narrow bench, sat a skinny, gray-haired old man. His dark clothing was covered in complex silvery patterns, so much so that it almost seemed to be made of magic. I knew this mage already; I had seen him at de Gondy’s ball. The grand master Gilbert de Ambrelle — head of the Amber Guild of mages.

 

His baleful glare drilled into me through narrowed eyes as he pursed his thin lips in apparent disapproval. Most likely, he was angry about the flat refusal to join his guild that I sent him several days previously. Actually, though, all his colleagues in the other capital-city mage guilds had received the same answer from me. In their cases, however, I was slightly more courteous and tactful. Gilbert, on the other hand, obviously needed to be put in his place. The next time we communicated, I wanted him to think carefully before addressing me as though I were one of his subordinates. He apparently thought that he was doing me the greatest of honors and that I’d come crawling on all fours to do whatever he asked.

 

There were several other noblemen in the hall as well, but I didn’t know any of them.

 

Kiko, dressed as gaudily as ever and with his ever-present expression of mockery firmly in place on his face, was sitting at the King’s feet and (apparently) enjoying the moment quite a bit. My guess was that he was either about to try to lighten the tense atmosphere with some of his jokes, or else deliberately ratchet the tension up a couple hundred notches.

 

Thanks to true vision, I also noticed the energy structure of another gifted person. A very powerful, true gifted person. Rank — avant. Hm, I thought... I think I know who this is... Marcel de Gaben, the notorious head of personal security for Carl III. The Shadow of the King. He seemed to blend in with the wall, unnoticed but always on his guard.

 

As I approached the throne, I took off my hat, bent down onto one knee, and bowed my head.

 

“Your Majesty.”

 

“So this is what a man looks like when every tavern in my capital is singing of his exploits!” I could hear Carl exclaim in a somewhat mocking tone.

 

Despite his illness, I could hear strength and authority in his voice. At the end of the day, I thought, even a wounded predator is still a predator. And Carl III was definitely one of the most dangerous ones in Mainland — that was an indisputable fact.

 

I raised my head and glanced at the King’s wound, which I could see perfectly well thanks to true vision. It was hard to hold back a grimace of disgust.

 

The royal healers were obviously unable to cope. Sure, they had somehow managed to hold back the progression of the dirty-black, pulsating stain, but only temporarily. I glanced up at Carl again and saw him through completely different eyes. It seemed likely that this would end up being our last meeting. Because at this rate, he wouldn’t last long at all.


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“MIND YOU,” CHUCKLED THE KING. “Let them sing. Especially since the glory is well deserved.”

 

Judging by the mirthful expression on his face, Carl was favorably disposed toward the idea of me becoming more famous by the day. Actually, my aunt had predicted that he would react this way. When she found out about my invitation to the palace, she rushed over to my castle immediately and spent the entire day giving me meticulous instructions regarding the upcoming ritual.

 

Valerie had already told me that as a young woman, my aunt had had a little affair with the young Prince Carl. So the Duchess du Bellay had a lot to say about the King’s personality, habits, and preferences.

 

For example, Carl respected and appreciated military prowess. He always encouraged courageous fighters and brought them closer into his orbit. The Duke de Clairmont, by the way, was an example of just such a person.

 

The Duchess du Bellay assured me that if it hadn’t been for the sins of Max’s father, Carl would have brought me into his inner circle long before. And my aunt was certain that the King was going to try to leave me with a favorable impression. The recent defection of a quintet of strykers on the frontier was a sore spot for Carl, and like any King he blamed everyone except himself. Although something was telling me that Zoë de Namur and her warriors had defected to the Wild Duke precisely because of a difference of opinion with Carl III.

 

But now he had an avant in front of him — one who was loyal, and trying as hard to rectify his traitor father’s mistakes. What else could explain the young bastard’s zeal on the frontier and in the North?

 

And my aunt had also warned me that the ritual would most likely be performed in an abbreviated, accelerated manner. Even when he was healthy, Carl wasn’t a big fan of long, drawn-out ceremonies, and his wounding only made that tendency more pronounced.

 

And basically, that was exactly what happened. Without rising from my knee, I swore all the required oaths. Then I folded my hands into a sort of praying gesture and extended them forward, still pressed together, until they were between the King’s palms. This action symbolized my loyalty and my submission to my lord. The King, in turn, tapped the top of my head with the tip of his sword as a sign that he accepted the oath of his new vassal.

 

After that, Carl handed me a pennant made of thick, dark-blue fabric with my new coat of arms emblazoned on it in silver thread. At a nod from the King, the herald who had brought me the banner quickly explained the significance of the objects embroidered on it.

 

The central element of the sigil was a massive mountain, surrounded by clouds (or possibly fog) which symbolized Shadow Pass. This, of course, reflected the actual geographical location of the margraviate.

 

The colors of the sigil — deep blue and silver — symbolized the secrecy and magical aura of the Shadow. The dark blue symbolized the Shadow itself, the silver elements symbolized the light piercing through its darkness.

 

Behind that, there was a sword stuck into the ground, which symbolized the determination of the margraviate to protect its borders from any and all threats. The sigil was framed by oak branches — a symbol of strength and endurance, and also of the nobility and dignity of the House de Valier. Beneath the sigil was a motto: “Endurance and Loyalty.”

 

It all sounded very grandiose and majestic, but I later discovered that in reality, the Margraviate de Valier had been playing by its own rules for centuries by that point, and served as something of a waystation for all sorts of wanderers and smugglers. A pretty normal state of affairs for a border province.

 

By the way — the previous margrave had died almost a hundred years before, and hadn’t left any heirs. He wasn’t a noble by birth; rather, he received the march as a gift for loyal service to one of the ancestors of the current King.

 

For a lot of people, such a “gift” from the King might be perceived as akin to a punishment or banishment, but not for me. I saw this as a real opportunity to get stronger. Actually, a margravate was precisely the appropriate foundation on which to build a duchy. If the margrave somehow managed to survive long enough to do that...

 

After observing all the formalities, the participants and witnesses to the ceremony were invited into the dining hall for a short feast. And I have to note that the only people who seemed pleased to see me at the feast were the King himself and his jester. The others kept shooting disdainful, malicious glances at me, thinking I wouldn’t notice. And the head of the Amber Guild wasn’t really bothering to conceal his feelings about an upstart like me at all.

 

Judging by the large quantity of magical amulets and artifacts hanging from his neck, arms, and clothes, and also the deep gray-brown color of his energy system, Gilbert de Ambrelle was an artifactor, and an avant-level one at that. His guild was considered the most powerful in Vestonia. This was the guild that bought up all the magical items from the various fortresses along the frontier. I wouldn’t be surprised if the puffed-up bastard had already complained about me to the King. Most likely, he was hoping to attach one of his minions to me, to take control of the traffic in magical artifacts that came through Shadow Pass.

 

Due to the King’s illness, the feast was a short one, and when all the other guests were leaving the dining hall, Kiko gave me a signal to wait for a moment. It was time for the serious conversations to begin. Prior to that moment, Carl had behaved with perfect neutrality toward me and his other guests.

 

After a few minutes, I was invited into a small office, whose walls were hung with various hunting trophies, weapons, and paintings of hunts and battles.

 

Carl was sitting by the fireplace, in a big, comfortable armchair, watching me attentively as I walked in. As usual, the jester was sitting at his feet like a faithful dog. He shot me a playful wink. It was incredibly hot and stuffy in the room, but the King was still wrapped tightly in his fur cloak. And also, it was the middle of spring outside — not exactly freezing.

 

“Sit,” commanded Carl as he nodded toward a chair standing opposite his armchair.

 

I quickly thanked him and sat down, whereupon the King grunted:

 

“You’ve made yourself an enemy of the head of the Amber Guild with your recklessness. You couldn’t come up with a slightly more courteous reply?”

 

I glanced at Kiko, who was still smiling. The jester replied with a barely perceptible nod.

 

Carl noticed this little pantomime and waved his hand dismissively:

 

“You may speak freely.”

 

“Your Majesty, a polite response is appropriate for a polite inquiry. The esteemed Gilbert de Ambrelle, it seems, is either unfamiliar with that simple rule, or he’s forgotten it in his advanced age. But the answer he received was in the same spirit as his initial inquiry. If he’s of a mind to teach me some manners, he should know that I remain at his service at any time.”

 

Carl smiled and exchanged a glance with Kiko.

 

“Such insolence.” Then the King turned back to me and asked: “And in what way did the other guilds fail to satisfy you? You are, no doubt, aware of my edict? Just as I’m aware of the fact that you turned down everyone else in addition to the “Ambers.”“

 

“Actually, there were only five or six invitations, despite there being several dozen magical guilds in Vestonia. I’m merely waiting for more favorable offers.”

 

“You’ve wormed your way out of that one, too, then,” Carl laughed.

 

My aunt had warned me that the King’s mood was subject to abrupt swings. Sometimes several times in the course of an evening. So I was trying to be as tactful as possible, ready at any moment for an outburst of royal fury or something equally distressing.

 

“So what are your REAL reasons?” Carl asked, his tone suddenly serious and laced with a note of steel. “And don’t you dare try to lie to your sovereign.”

 

“It’s quite simple,” I shrugged. “I wish to be dependent exclusively on yourself, Your Majesty, and the grand masters of these guilds are all greedy for personal power. Sooner or later, their interests will conflict with your own. I have no intention of tolerating such a state of affairs, since I’ve sworn fealty to you before all others. There would undoubtedly be a conflict. So in order to avoid any such future conflict with these masters, I prefer not to join their guilds. Especially since they’ve played no part whatsoever in my magical development.”

 

“Why did your father conceal your gift?” Carl asked bluntly as he drilled into me with his steely gaze.

 

I was prepared for questions like this, though, so I replied quite calmly:

 

“He didn’t. Because he never knew about my gift. Nor, for that matter, did I. It appeared on the day I awoke after my duel with Vincent de Lamar.”

 

The King and his jester exchanged another knowing glance. It seemed like this theory had already entered into their discussions. And there was no doubt that they had been observing me for a long time by that point.

 

“And after that you rose to the rank of avant, in one year?” Carl snickered. “How is that possible? Other strykers spend years honing their skills without ever coming close to results like that.”

 

“One of my acquaintances told me that the Power is like a trusty blade — it needs constant tempering and honing.”

 

“Wise words,” croaked the King with a nod of approval. “Today’s generation of strykers is turning into a bunch of debutantes, devoting itself more and more to balls and receptions. And it isn’t surprising that some of them go on to betray their sovereign, despite his having showered them with gifts and caring for them as if they were his own children.”

 

I assumed he was referring to Zoë de Namur and her five warriors. As Carl spoke, he stared straight into my eyes with his icy, calculating gaze. But I withstood the pressure quietly.

 

“I hope you won’t make a similar mistake?” He asked.

 

I stood up from my chair and bent down on one knee.

 

“I will do everything in my power to rectify the mistakes of my father, Your Majesty.”

 

“Commendable zeal,” said the King, his voice already warmer. “Rise.”

 

When I stood up, Carl quickly looked me up and down and said:

 

“Your mission is extremely important. You’ll need to prepare well. Therefore, I’m giving you some extra time. You’ll join the Duke de Clairmont in Bresmont. It’s a small town on the border with Bergonia. That’s where my armies are assembling.”

 

Carl glanced at Kiko. He jumped up to his feet, and then (like some kind of traveling magician) he whipped out a leather document case from behind his back and handed it to the King. He, in turn, handed it to me.

 

“Here’s my written order commanding you to take control of the Margraviate de Valier. That’s your top priority. You’ll be subordinate to me and me alone. Leave the war to my marshals. The Duke de Clairmont has already been informed. These papers are to shut the mouths of any ill-wishers. After all, you seem to be acquiring them with enviable efficiency. Besides that, there are also official passes for you and your people. If you have anything to say, say it now.”

 

“Your Majesty,” I began. “I want to warn you that there are people in my unit whom it would be best to keep out of the capital.”

 

“Who?” Carl’s eyes narrowed, although I got the distinct impression that he already knew everything.

 

“The “Savage Hearts”...”

 

The King coughed and shot a sarcastic glance at Kiko.

 

“What about the capital’s guilds?” He asked.

 

“They turned me down,” I replied.

 

“As I said — a bunch of debutantes!” A malicious glimmer passed across the King’s eyes.

 

Then he turned back to me, and in a vicious hiss he said:

 

“I don’t give a shit who you hire. Hire a bunch of demons, for all I care. But make damn sure you carry out my order!”

 

* * *

 

A suburb of Herouxville

The castle known as “The Gray Tower”

 

For several months already, Viscount André de Châtillon had been “staying” at “The Gray Tower,” a place where nobles who broke the law were kept in confinement while they awaited the King’s judgment.

 

From the very moment he lost Prince Heinrich’s favor, all of his friends and allies abandoned him. The viscount spent a long time trying to restore his position, even following his prince to war in the hopes of rectifying the situation. But his efforts were all in vain: he gave a good account of himself in the war, but his prince acted as though he hadn’t noticed. His return home only brought new woes to his doorstep.

 

With every passing day, the viscount was sliding ever deeper into a morass of drunkenness, new debts, and chaotic duels in which he subconsciously hoped for a permanent solution to his humiliation and despair. His most recent duel had seen him run a sword through his former commander, and that was the last straw: the viscount was arrested and sent to the “Gray Tower,” where he was awaiting his fate, abandoned by everyone he once held dear. The only person who hadn’t abandoned him was his old servant, poor Charles, faithful to the end. That end, however, had come for Charles a few months previously.

 

After months of isolation inside the “Gray Tower’s” walls, the Viscount André de Châtillon was just a shadow of his former self. Rejected by his friends and forgotten by society, he was sinking deeper and deeper into depression every day. His days were filled with gloomy contemplations of his past and a feeling of utter hopelessness for the future.

 

André wasn’t even looking for salvation or forgiveness anymore. In the depths of his soul, he was actually longing for death, albeit not of the kind that his current circumstances had in store for him. As a marvelous soldier and swordsman, he had always dreamed of dying in battle, of a death worthy of a warrior, not some disgraceful execution on a scaffold. The only thing still visible in his once-lively eyes was the dim shadow of pain and disappointment.

 

Shut away in his cell, André often dreamed of the clashes he had fought in — of the flash of blades and the roar of battle. These memories were the only things left to him from his former life, a life full of purpose and goals. Now, in the cold walls of the prison, he faced the greatest trial he had ever faced — a fight against his own soul, torn apart by the constant anticipation and loneliness.

 

On one of these gray, gloomy days, which all felt endlessly long and identical to André, the door to his cell opened, and in walked Armand de Valmont, the commandant of the castle.

 

“Viscount,” he said as he lifted an oil lamp above his head to illuminate the room. “You’re still alive?”

 

“Alas, Monsieur,” replied André as he stood up from his shabby, mildewy wooden bed.

 

“My cousin is coming to the capital today,” said the commandant. “And I thought of you.”

 

The Viscount listened as the commandant told of a new war, of new prices for wine and bread, and then as Armand de Valmont suggested that André should write to the King to ask for a pardon. Naturally, de Valmont would have to be paid for the paper, ink, and for his and his cousin’s labor.

 

It was a possibility, but André knew very well that his chances of a pardon were very slim indeed. He had lost favor and influence long ago, and even if the King actually received his request and read it, his fate was probably sealed anyway.

 

After thinking for a moment, the viscount took out his last thaler (which he’d been saving for a rainy day and guarding with his life) and handed it to the commandant. In exchange, he received a quill and some paper. But instead of asking for a pardon, he wrote a different type of petition — a very unusual request. He asked to be sent to war as part of the so-called “Legion of Last Chances,” whose ranks were filled with common criminals. Ending up in this unit was considered a disgrace for any nobleman. It was a place where any battle might be your last, where death was never far away from any soldier. But for André, it was a chance to die with dignity, like a soldier. And he couldn’t have cared less about anyone’s prejudices.

 

The fiery spark, which had disappeared so long before, was back in his eyes. After writing the final words, he handed his petition to the commandant. His fate was in the hands of the King, and even though the outcome was still uncertain, for the first time in a long time André felt like he had actually taken control of his own fate again.

 

Several weeks later, when the Viscount de Châtillon had already lost hope of receiving an affirmative reply and more or less made peace with his unavoidable fate, the doors to his cell suddenly burst open. A broad-shouldered, bald mountain of a man stood on the threshold, his face riven by a deep scar.

 

André recognized him immediately, and for the first time in months a happy smirk crossed his face. This was Gaston Laforte, one of the captains of the Legion of Last Chances. His cohort was the subject of a whole host horrifying rumors. The most brutal, heartless murderers were always sent to him.

 

“When I found out who petitioned to join our ranks instead of heading off for a nice quiet death on the scaffold, I couldn’t believe my ears!” Laforte’s voice was a rolling grumble, like the growling of a wolf. “The Viscount de Châtillon himself! After finishing off that scumbag de Monterre, the laughingstock of his entire unit!”

 

Laforte took a step forward; no longer smiling, he asked:

 

“You understand, Viscount, that your decision will have consequences? You’ll be a pariah to your people for the rest of your life.”

 

“I don’t care,” replied de Châtillon. Grinning, he asked: “I trust the notorious Captain Laforte has brought something to wet our whistles?”


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“THIS FEELS VERY ODD indeed,” said the Duchess du Bellay. She was sitting in the armchair in my office. I was standing behind her, pressing my palm against the back of her head as part of another round of treatment (or so she thought, at least).

 

“Is it uncomfortable? I hope it’s not painful?” I asked.

 

“Au contraire,” she shook her head. “Right now, it feels like warmth is spreading throughout my whole body... This isn’t just a normal treatment, is it?”

 

In my mind, I couldn’t hold back a chuckle. I had been waiting for the Duchess to ask me that question for some time. She could see her body starting to change for the better. And that wasn’t just a temporary effect, like the treatments from her personal healer-mage or her restorative elixirs.

 

“It most certainly isn’t, my dear aunt,” I replied. “Right now, I’m finishing the first stage in improving your energy system. Brown mana is strengthening your energy channels, red mana is healing any ruptures, green mana is speeding all these processes along, and amber mana is acting as a painkiller.”

 

I could feel the Duchess tense up. Which was only fair — this was the first time she had heard what I was actually doing. I was certain that she had also guessed my true motives in doing so. Jeanne du Bellay picked up on nuances like this almost immediately.

 

And that was good. It made my life easier. I didn’t need to explain to her that her nephew intended to take care of his family and friends, or that I really meant it when I said that.

 

“Are healers really capable of this kind of thing?” She asked, sounding like she was in a daze.

 

“You know the answer to that question already,” I smiled.

 

“Oh, Most Luminous Mother...” She whispered, without moving from where she sat.

 

“Don’t worry.” I ran my hands across her shoulders. “There’s nothing to fear. Quite the contrary... I managed to repair a lot of things in your body. You’ve probably noticed it already.”

 

“I feel like I’ve grown younger by several years over the course of the last month,” the Duchess admitted. Her voice was trembling slightly. “The headaches are gone, I’m sleeping again, I have my appetite back... And the exhaustion... It used to be constant. But now I’m full of strength. My personal healer, Maitre Lemesier, always assured me that he was doing everything possible, but that my age...”

 

The Duchess trailed off. Her shoulders started to shudder. She hurriedly took out a lace handkerchief and gently pressed it against her eyes.

 

Wow, I thought... And she hasn’t even seen what’s coming in the next stages of my “treatment plan.” If I decide to continue, of course. Bertrand, who had recently moved on to the fourth stage of his treatment, hadn’t complained of joint pain or bad vision for a long time. And more importantly, thanks to my regular infusions of brown mana into his energy structure, his bones were stronger, and thanks to the amber mana it would be a lot harder for anybody to poison my valet or for him to get food poisoning.

 

“I can assure you, Madame,” I said quietly as I sat down in the armchair opposite her and took her hand in mine. “Maitre Lemesier wasn’t lying to you. He didn’t do anything wrong — it’s just that he’s a regular healer-mage, used to doing as he was instructed to do by his masters back when he was training.”

 

“But he’s one of the best in Vestonia!” The Duchess objected. “And right now he’s one of the healers taking care of the King. Alongside the grand master of the Scarlet Guild...”

 

I just shrugged and leaned back into my chair. The Duchess leaned forward. Her expression had suddenly changed. Not even a second before, the woman in front of me had been complaining of her age and all the aches and pains that came with it; now, however, I was looking at a predator, crouched in preparation for an attack.

 

“How is he?” She asked in a hushed tone of voice. “You were next to him... You even touched him... I know you must have sensed everything...”

 

She didn’t say any names, of course, but anyone could have guessed she was talking about the King.

 

“Madame,” I said in an equally quiet tone, “I presume you understand why none of the healer-mages attending His Majesty are being allowed to leave his castle?”

 

“This conversation will stay here,” she nodded, and immediately asked in a whisper: “Are things really that bad? Or is this another one of Carl’s traps? I told you, I know him very well... Everything he does has a hidden motive, sometimes two or three layers deep. And then there’s that hunchback of his. Cunning as a snake, patient as a spider!”

 

At the mention of the jester, the Duchess’ fists clenched until her knuckles turned white. I wondered, just then — what did Kiko do to piss her off so much? Although to be honest, it would have been more surprising if he had somehow managed NOT to piss her off.

 

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Madame, but...” I shook my head and let out a heavy sigh.

 

Of course I wasn’t going to say that the man sitting on the throne was already half dead. Judging by the change in her expression, though, she drew the proper conclusions herself.

 

An instant later, a spark lit up her eyes. She edged in a little closer to me and grabbed my right hand with both her hands.

 

“But Max, my boy... Surely YOU could do something? After all, you’re more powerful than all these dried-up old grand masters put together...”

 

Hm, I thought... She seems strangely zealous about the idea. I wonder why that could be? After all, it didn’t seem at all likely that Jeanne du Bellay was still harboring feelings for Carl. And let’s be honest — did she ever really have feelings for him?

 

Most likely, she could sense the considerable benefit that she might be able to extract from the situation should her talented nephew end up being the only man in the country who could heal the King of Vestonia.

 

“My dear aunt... You may not fully understand what you’re asking of me,” I said as I gently withdrew my hand.

 

I wasn’t lying. I genuinely had no desire to get involved with death magic. My last encounter with it had come in the form of some black bruts whose energy had almost merged with my own aura.

 

Several days after returning from the King’s hunting “lodge,” I ran an experiment with some of the trophy-size crystals in my basement, and it very nearly ended in disaster.

 

It scared the living daylights out of all the first-born. When the dust finally settled, the nisse called me a stupid boy and spent the next several days excoriating me for my idiocy.

 

Basically, the lunari (one of the fairy sisters who asked to join my retinue) helped me contain the aggressive magic.

 

I should point out that they weren’t actually sisters, and they definitely weren’t fairies, either. They were the descendants of ancient elemental spirits who existed at the very dawn of life on this world. “Fairy” was just a designation they acquired over many centuries. So when I referred to them by that term, it didn’t offend them at all.

 

Over the course of several weeks, I shared my energy with them on more than one occasion, and then one evening the event they had all been waiting for finally came to pass. They transformed, just like the nisse had.

 

As far as I could understand, for the first-born, transformation was a sort of breakthrough, or overcoming of a barrier in their magical development that arose because of a shortage of the necessary energy. The same energy that used to be generated in special sources of power that later fell under the Shadow.

 

There was one other method of achieving a transformation, and that was interaction with an auring. According to legend and old folktales, the first of these beings were born from the same ancient sources of power (or birthsprings, as they were commonly called).

 

Once their transformations were complete, it turned out that Selina (the lunari) and I had a powerful magical connection. It was even stronger than my connection with the nisse. Itta, however, wasn’t especially surprised by this. What’s more, she seemed to have actually expected something like this to happen. And she was the one who explained to me how I might make use of this strange bonus.

 

Somehow, the moon fairy was able to intervene in my meditations to help sharpen
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