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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUMMER NIGHTS CARRY A MAGIC all their own. Time seems to stretch without end and yet slip away all at once—a dense, vivid rush of images and impressions. It felt as though we had only just sat down at the table when darkness was already settling in, the city’s clamor ebbing, a great moon drifting up into the sky. And yet we had eaten our fill, drunk tea with sweets, talked ourselves empty, and laughed until our hearts were light.

 

Gordey went off to bed. The ancestral spirit set out on its rounds. The young princess had long since withdrawn to her fairy-tale pavilion, unwilling to deprive the children of the courtyard of the stories they expected. The orderly’s spirit withdrew as well.

 

The guests started to say their goodbyes.

 

I spoke with the healer before his departure. I brewed coffee for the two of us and walked the old man down to the pond. Dr. Bogdanov duly admired the greenhouse and the life-saturated soil, then asked several clarifying questions about how exactly I had gone about the whole thing. Only after that did he turn to the real matter.

 

“As you know, Count, I’ve had many patients,” he began, savoring a sip of the hot drink. “People of the highest rank and common folk alike. My life has been filled with other people’s stories—ordinary and extraordinary. And now I want to tell you one of them.”

 

The Master of Life Magic told his tale in a way that left the listener spellbound. His voice summoned a procession of vivid images, and I felt as though I were living through a fragment of someone else’s life. He had remarkable command of tone.

 

Not long before, a retired admiral had arrived at the infirmary, suffering from a waning gift and severe nervous exhaustion—a man with a most remarkable fate.

 

Count Grigory Volkov’s naval career had ended long ago. Even so, he still enjoyed a special status at court and was treated with great respect. He had written numerous works on tactics and maneuvering, invented an ingenious device, and won several major naval engagements.

 

His retirement had come as a surprise to everyone. An even greater shock had been the request he made of the Emperor. The admiral wished to become a lighthouse keeper.

 

It was perhaps the only case in history where, as a reward for service, a man was granted not a lofty title—one the Count declined—but a lighthouse. And not just any lighthouse: a vital sea beacon rising on the Kronstadt cape, the Empire’s storm-lashed maritime outpost.

 

Volkov settled there, built a small house, and lived quietly, devoting himself to ensuring that ships could always find their way home, no matter the weather.

 

His gift, meanwhile, was unusual both for a male mage and for his profession: Grigory was a Naturalist. Yet he had chosen a military career—and achieved colossal success in it.

 

In retirement, he turned to gardening and tending a small vegetable plot, and it was then that he quickly noticed the onset of illness.

 

But that was not what drove him to a nervous breakdown. Problems began with the lighthouse.

 

The keeper’s task was fairly simple: inspect the elemental accumulators and ensure they functioned properly. Fire provided the light, Air protected the structure, and Water balanced the potential storms. The healer did not know the finer details, but that was unimportant at the time.

 

Periodically, the lighthouse simply stopped working. Every inspection showed everything to be in order. The admiral summoned mages from the capital, but they only shrugged and blamed the age of both the building and its owner.

 

Volkov turned to everyone he could find. He even invited a renowned shaman, but that man could not explain anything, either. Prince Lewandowski visited the cape as well, being the only respected representative of Artificing. The patriarch, who at the time was occupied with searching for yours truly, did not respond. All of it came to nothing.

 

There had been no disasters caused by the lighthouse’s failures, yet Count Grigory kept tormenting himself, as he took his duty seriously. And then the fading began…

 

The former admiral was convinced that this malfunction could threaten the entire capital. But since no one found anything wrong, his fears stopped being taken seriously. Besides, the lighthouse had become more of a safeguard and a tribute to old traditions—modern methods of magical navigation rarely required a guiding beacon at all.

 

The healer helped the count with his illness and eased some of his anxieties. They became friends, bound by memories of distant lands and dangerous journeys. Dr. Bogdanov worried about his friend, because the problem itself remained unresolved.

 

“Count Grigory is a very wealthy man,” the medic said at last. “He has amassed a considerable fortune, he has no family, and his lifestyle is very modest, so he has nowhere to spend his capital. If you manage to help him, your work will be rewarded generously, rest assured about that.”

 

Truth be told, the story of such an unusual lighthouse keeper intrigued me so much that the issue of money never crossed my mind. A premonition of a fascinating puzzle stirred inside me—one far less simple than it may have appeared at first glance.

 

So I was ready to agree to help even without payment. Though, of course, doing it for proper remuneration was a lot more pleasant. Especially since I still needed to build an outbuilding and a laboratory, as well as develop the Voznesensky village.

 

“I’ll go see him and the two of us will have a chat,” I decided quickly.

 

“Thank you,” the healer exhaled in relief. “My heart aches for him—what if another attack happens? Well then, thank you for your hospitality, Your Lordship,” the old man rose to his feet. “I’ve spent a wonderful evening here. I’d almost forgotten what it’s like to lose track of time in good company.”

 

“Do come by for dinner sometime, Doctor. We’ll always be glad to see you.”

 

“I may seriously consider your invitation,” the healer said, looking around with a smile. “You’ve got a lovely place here.”

 

I walked him to the gate and went to bed. The worries that had filled the past few days finally loosened their grip, replaced by a pleasant exhaustion. I felt ready to sleep soundly for several days straight.

 

* * *

 

I didn’t know how long I had slept. I woke feeling refreshed, only to realize the house was full of noise. My grandfather’s booming voice punched straight through the walls of my wing. I couldn’t make out the words, but the outrage in his tone was unmistakable.

 

I brewed myself some coffee first, and only then went to the sitting room where the shouting was coming from.

 

“The sheer nerve of it!” the Patriarch thundered, shaking a newspaper.

 

Wondering what had set journalists off this time—or what they’d done to set him off—I sat at the table and took a sip. A scandal was a scandal, but a cup of coffee was a sacred morning ritual.

 

Count Lucas angrily swatted a fly that had dared slip in through the open window, then let out a weary sigh and dropped into an armchair. I reflexively checked the insect-repelling ward. As expected, it had run slightly low. I fed it some juice and asked,

 

“Did something happen?”

 

“Trouble, Alexander. A true catastrophe by the name of Countess Eudoxia…”

 

I had to dig through the young count’s memories. Vague images surfaced of a loud, imposing figure lodged deep in childhood impressions. Someone I had once called “aunt,” although she was technically a second cousin once removed. Yes, that was it—a distant relative. The branch of the Voznesenskys that had split off and settled in Novgorod Province.

 

When the Count passed away, the Countess took the reins of the estate firmly into her own hands and refused to remarry. She was no great manager, but neither did she squander the family fortune—she even succeeded in modestly increasing it.

 

The last time they visited the Imperial capital, they naturally stayed at our mansion. Any other arrangement would have been improper, a slight against the family’s reputation. Certain matters were not aired in public—whatever might truly bind relatives together.

 

“So Her Ladyship is planning to visit us?” I asked, fairly calmly.

 

“Visit!” my grandfather flared up again, jumping to his feet. “That old crone is going to barge in here with her entire brood and every freeloader she can drag along!”

 

“Why?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

 

“The Imperial ball, curse it to hell… God bless our Emperor, who is the kindest of souls. Along with the honor he has bestowed upon us, His Majesty did not neglect our kin either. Probably meant it as a pleasant gesture. If only he knew…”

 

Countess Voznesensky inspired anything but warm feelings. The fact that she had turned her back on Grandpa Lucas in his hour of dire need was reason enough.

 

“So we could just not let them in, I suppose…”

 

“Have you lost your mind, Alex?” the Patriarch exclaimed, then noticed my sly smile and waved it off. “You and your jokes. I’d love to send her straight to hell, but then even an invitation from the Emperor wouldn’t save our reputation. And who would want to deal with people who throw their own relatives out the door…”

 

Understanding how much this mattered to him, I didn’t argue. Reputation was a delicate thing, especially at court, where noble honor was judged harshly. Yes, allowances were sometimes made—but the Voznesenskys weren’t among the exceptions. Not yet.

 

In the end, to put my grandfather at ease, we could endure a minor invasion of relatives. What was the worst that could happen?

 

“We’ll manage,” I said confidently.

 

The Patriarch looked at me with a kind of pity—the look life-hardened elders reserved for the young and naïve. He said nothing.

 

My optimism wasn’t naïve, though. In the worst case, I’d use magic to calm my aunt’s unruly temperament—and everyone else’s. One way or another, I’d figure something out.

 

“Bring the herbal liquor,” my grandfather ordered grimly to Brannoc, who had been listening to his tirade with growing alarm.

 

“But it’s still early, sir,” the servant tried to reason with him.

 

“True enough. Leave it until they arrive instead. And order more. I have a feeling I’ll need it…”

 

I pushed the news out of my mind and focused on my coffee. Birds chirped in the garden, an insistent sunbeam stabbed at my eyes, and a new, fascinating commission awaited me—along with a proper breakfast.

 

Brannoc must have risen before dawn to test the miracle device, because he served freshly smoked ribs with some mind-blowing sauce. Paired with herbs and the season’s first vegetables, the meat made for a perfect start to the day.

 

My grandfather still frowned, unable to let go of his looming worries, but even he thawed a little in the face of such a feast. And then Timothy deftly distracted him altogether by asking for a game of chess.

 

Gordey ran off with the local kids, who were having their regular summertime fun, the ghosts practiced controlling their illusions, and I set out to visit the lighthouse keeper while the weather held so fine.

 

Besides, I was itching to take my Lessner out for a proper run. The car lived up to every expectation—comfortable, powerful, and exquisitely responsive. Master Gustav had truly outdone himself with the design, and his descendants hadn’t disappointed, either, steadily refining and improving the product.

 

I’d heard these automobiles regularly took top prizes at foreign exhibitions. Hardly surprising—they were truly a marvel.

 

I lowered the windows and let the wind tear at my hair as I sped along the ring road. The bay glittered, seagulls screamed, the salty air stirred the blood, and the road itself seemed to lead straight into the sea.

 

At some point, there was nothing but water for as long as eye could see.

 

I remembered the first time I had seen that boundless expanse. The weather back then had been entirely different. The bay had looked black, leaden clouds hanging low above it, while an icy wind raged, tearing hats from people’s heads.

 

The Imperial retinue had huddled against the cold and grumbled, while Peter smiled, staring with an unfocused gaze far beyond the horizon. It was as if he had already seen everything I was seeing now. Then he turned to me and said only one word. “Begin.” And one of my lives began.

 

A challenge worthy of a great man. And we had succeeded.

 

The armored shell of Kronstadt, dotted with houses and scored through with streets, thrust westward into a cape where the lighthouse stood firm.

 

The place had always been meant for it. Cliffs rose above the water, sharp and unyielding—a small fragment of resistance against the sea’s might, turned into something like an anchor for the artifact island itself.

 

It felt as though there was nothing but water beyond the low cliff’s edge. The horizon line was blurred, melting into the sky, as if one stood before an azure expanse of cosmos. I could easily imagine how much time the admiral had spent on that shore, marveling at the view and savoring it. There was something deeply captivating about the sight.

 

I parked nearby and walked along a path toward the edge of the maritime outpost.

 

The land around the lighthouse and the attached house clearly bore the mark of a skilled Naturalist. Only a mage—and a stubborn one at that—could have coaxed a garden to grow in a place like this.

 

Besides apple and cherry trees, and a couple of exotic things like peaches, there was a vegetable patch as well, with thick tomato leaves and sprawling cucumber vines. A pen stood nearby too, adjacent to a low shed tucked under the shelter of the rock, from which came the demanding bleating of goats. A huge shaggy dog burst out of its kennel and ran up to me, barking in greeting.

 

I patted the grinning beast and climbed the steps carved straight into the rock.

 

I tilted my head back, examining the lighthouse. A monumental structure. Time had left its marks in cracks and wear, yet the building still looked solid and dependable. Narrow windows spiraled upward, tracing the curve of the staircase inside. And there, high above, the guiding light shone.

 

It was no longer functioning uninterrupted, but I would deal with that.

 

The doors of keeper’s house were open wide, and a loud clatter was coming from the inside. The owner was apparently cooking something and muttering under his breath at the disobedient cookware.

 

“Sea devils rip you to pieces!” a commanding baritone boomed, followed by a plaintive clink and “Now, that’s more like it!” pronounced in a much more cheerful voice.

 

I knocked on the doorframe and immediately heard him answer, “Come in, it’s not locked.”

 

The healer had promised to warn him about my visit, explaining that contacting Volkov was no easy matter—the count constantly forgot his phone wherever he happened to let it out of his hands.

 

“Count Alexander Voznesensky,” I introduced myself as I stepped inside.

 

The admiral himself looked rather like the sea devil he had just invoked. Short, powerfully built, and darkened by a tan that would never wash away. His snow-white beard was trimmed short, as was his hair. Only his clothes were more farmer than officer—a loose shirt, sturdy trousers, and a leather apron smeared with flour and something else besides.

 

He came toward me with a rolling gait, that old seafaring habit still clinging to him. He offered his hand and flashed a broad smile.

 

“Bazhen spoke highly of you, so he did. You’ve arrived just in time—I’ve only just finished the pies,” he jerked his thumb toward the oven. “Apple jam. I’ll put the kettle on, and in the meantime they’ll be ready.”

 

The interior was simple, rustic, and very cozy. It was clear that everything had been done according to the owner’s own will and with genuine care—possibly even by his own hands.

 

Volkov grabbed a towel and brushed nonexistent dust from a bench, inviting me to sit. The house was spotless despite the open doors, the nearby sea, and the inevitable grit that came with it.

 

I settled in, and a plate of sweets, ring-shaped biscuits, and pretzels appeared before me, followed by a hefty mug of tea.

 

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

 

“Oh, drop that, Count,” the admiral chuckled. “Let’s keep it simple. I’m out of practice with all the bowing and scraping—just look where I live. Tending goats and all. What kind of a ‘sir’ would do that? Oh—and would you like to try some milk? I just milked my goats this morning.”

 

I didn’t refuse and was handed a glass of goat’s milk. It had its distinctive taste, but I found it delicious. The admiral also treated me to some cheese of his own making, which turned out to be absolutely exceptional.

 

The view from the windows of the large space that served as both the kitchen and the living room was breathtaking. The glittering sea began right beyond the frame. The house was standing on higher ground, and it felt as though it hovered above the bay.

 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” the admiral asked with pride.

 

“Incredible,” I said, genuinely impressed.

 

“It’s as if I stayed there forever,” Volkov said dreamily, sitting across from me. “Now I’m both at sea and on dry land at the same time. What more could one wish for…”

 

The shaggy dog joined us as well, curling up at his master’s feet. To the accompaniment of the friendly beast’s soft snoring, we drank tea and admired the elements.

 

Talking business in a place like this was the last thing I wanted. Still, I forced myself to push that urge aside and asked,

 

“Dr. Bogdanov said you’d run into some difficulties?”

 

“Difficulties,” the admiral echoed with a crooked smile. “That’s a cute way to smooth over sharp edges, Count. It’s full-blown mayday. And even that is a euphemism, of course. I’d prefer to use a much stronger word.”

 

He tore his gaze from the window and looked me straight in the eye, focusing fully on the conversation.

 

“Have you ever gone to sea, Count Alexander?”

 

“A few times,” I replied evasively.

 

The young Count Voznesensky had ventured out no farther than a small motorboat near the shore. That was nothing compared to the real, open water—where the elements could be so overwhelming that even high-ranking water mages failed, and only a seasoned crew under true sea wolves could prevail. Like the former admiral sitting before me.

 

“I’ve spent almost my entire life out there,” Volkov nodded toward the bay. “I’ve seen things they don’t teach you in schools, or talk about at all. That’s why I’m certain—the lighthouse isn’t just acting up like my live after my many years in the fleet. Someone is deliberately trying to break it.”


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I TOOK VOLKOV’S WORDS CALMLY, without either skepticism or instant trust. I had no doubts about the retired admiral’s sharpness of mind. Everything had causes—so those causes needed to be understood.

 

Of course, coincidences could sometimes lead to false conclusions. But as a rule, that wasn’t the case.

 

The admiral told stories in a very different manner. Tempered by the sea, he spoke in the clipped tone of a man accustomed to giving orders. Yet he sprinkled his account with precise details—things only a military man would notice. As well as numerous jokes.

 

All of that made the story even more compelling. He was talking about the elements and their secrets, after all.

 

The great waters were the richest source of legends and myths. No one had as many tales as sailors did. Oceans were like another world altogether, living by their own rules—a world with no place for the weak.

 

The admiral’s conclusion about malicious intent rested squarely on experience. He had encountered something like this before.

 

They had sailed north, into waters both remote and unforgiving. He said it had been a friendly mission—assisting neighboring states with a minor difficulty. The truth plainly belonged to the realm of state secrets, but he conveyed the general outline.

 

Beyond the brutal conditions themselves, the fleet—five fast ships—had faced other surprises.

 

Magic malfunctioned. It didn’t vanish completely in certain places, but weakened intermittently, sometimes falling into total silence in the magical background.

 

“Blind” zones for magic weren’t unheard of. That was why all technology used outside city limits was designed with redundant systems. People encountered such things rarely, but the possibility always existed.

 

On the other hand, there were complex calculations used to choose locations where such zones could never come into existence. That was where one built cities and placed objects of strategic importance such as lighthouses.

 

The fleet was no exception to these safety measures, so the anomalies posed no immediate threat. The crews coped with the temporary disruptions without much trouble, all the while wondering what could have caused them.

 

The northerners, whose shores were similarly afflicted, built their own theories, having grown thoroughly weary of the entire situation.

 

I never learned what their true mission there had been, but along the way the two crews grew close. They spent long hours together, bridged language and custom as best they could, and—needless to say—were greatly aided by nights of generous, unrestrained drinking.

 

Eventually, that alliance gave birth to an idea.

 

What else could men—true warriors—decide to do after drifting in cold waters for several weeks? Investigate a problem and solve it. The thirst for discovery seized both fleets.

 

Most conveniently, a new submersible vessel happened to be available, one that hadn’t yet been properly tested.

 

The expedition was assembled very seriously. The idea verged on madness, but they approached it very methodically. Relying solely on magic was impossible, so the team consisted mostly of weakly gifted, but highly experienced personnel. High-ranking mages were included as well—but only two from each fleet.

 

The admiral himself didn’t take part in the sortie. As a commander, he had neither the moral nor the statutory right to risk himself. Volunteers, however, were plentiful.

 

Whether they had received approval from the higher-ups, the admiral didn’t say. Most likely they had—probably with the caveat that if things went south, responsibility would rest solely on them. If it hadn’t been sanctioned, Volkov would most likely have lost his post after the incident.

 

From that point on, everything came from the accounts of those who returned. And naturally—not all of them did.

 

The explorers were escorted by the fleet, operating within the original zone of interest. The submarine surfaced at predetermined times, sent reports, and returned to the depths.

 

At first, everything was calm, and the mood was cheerful. Their finds amounted to sunken ships and the skeletons of large sea creatures. No connection to the magical disruptions—which continued to occur chaotically the entire time—could be established.

 

Then the team stopped responding. More precisely, it remained in one location, as confirmed by scanning equipment.

 

Time passed. Anxiety on both sides grew. Water mages volunteered to dive and investigate, but with the risk of losing their gift at a critical moment, it was as good as a suicide.

 

The ships waited in place, tense and watchful.

 

Just as the commanders were ready to declare the mission a failure, the vessel surfaced one night. Half the crew remained.

 

No one knew where the others had gone. They had simply vanished. How that was even possible aboard a submarine, no one could explain. To make matters stranger, the crew insisted that far less time had passed from their perspective.

 

They described a purely technical problem. The hull had scraped sharp rocks, and they were dealing with the damage. They had even sent a signal buoy to the surface, indicating a delay. Naturally, no one had seen it.

 

When crew members began to disappear, they hastened their ascent, skirting the edge of disaster. That decision likely saved at least half of them.

 

It was precisely at that moment that another magical lull struck. Ordinary navigation failed as well. And since this happened among an archipelago of small rocky islands, at night, choosing the correct direction became critical.

 

The next signal sent upward was a request to show the way. It went unanswered, too.

 

The crew took the risk and surfaced anyway. One of them claimed that there had been something in the depths. But that man happened to be inexperienced, and everyone decided his nerves had simply given out.

 

Even that wasn’t the main point.

 

What mattered was what happened next.

 

An urgent order came from shore to return immediately. A storm had begun—the kind that only occurred in those latitudes. Merciless and brutal. Not only magic failed, but instruments as well.

 

They navigated by the lighthouse. Which, at one point, simply vanished.

 

Only the pilot’s exceptional skill had saved them. He took command of both fleets and brought the ships safely to land. Later, he was awarded a medal for saving everyone—all the survivors, that is.

 

Volkov hadn’t forgotten about the lighthouse’s failure and tried to learn what had happened by going there personally. Nothing remained of the guiding structure. The storm had torn away part of the cape, sending the lighthouse to the seabed.

 

And yet, according to the residents of the nearest village, this had happened near the end of the tempest. The lighthouse itself had gone dark earlier. And even before that, it had failed periodically.

 

The dead—or rather, the missing—were given heroes’ honors. Their families received enormous compensation, and the lighthouse was quietly forgotten, never to be mentioned again. A failing lighthouse was the worst omen among seafaring folk.

 

The admiral admitted that he, too, had quickly forced those events out of his mind. He feared that even thinking about them might invite another disaster. Superstition sometimes outweighed reason.

 

But when the same thing began happening here, the memory came rushing back.

 

Volkov feared this was only the beginning—a harbinger of something far more serious.

 

He didn’t know anything about the current maneuvers of the Imperial fleet that might allow him to connect them to the threat. A retired admiral wasn’t kept in the loop—that was only logical. And his reputation as a recluse worked against him as well.

 

I, however, recalled the Imperial flagship very vividly. It had been coming from the north…

 

Whether it was paranoia or a genuine omen of trouble ahead was impossible to say.

 

I dismissed the option of going to the secret chancery and insisting on an investigation. First—what exactly was there to investigate? Second—my own credibility wasn’t much greater than a retired admiral’s, despite everything, and I understood that. As I also understood that Volkov had already shared his misgivings with everyone he possibly could.

 

One could, of course, concoct an elaborate and clever scheme. Something like appearing in the shadows of the Imperial bedchamber in the guise of a spirit and proclaiming the importance of the lighthouse. But I couldn’t travel through the Shadows yet, and the idea itself was profoundly stupid.

 

The simplest solution was to remove the cause of the malfunction. Find out why the lighthouse kept failing by locating the weak point. One could reinforce the artifact, but without knowing where the problem lay, that would be nothing but guesswork.

 

“I understand perfectly well how all of this sounds, Count,” the admiral said with a sad, crooked smile. “And how the more people I tried to get involved, the crazier it all seemed from the outside. But I couldn’t just sit on my hands and do nothing! That’s how I drove myself to this state… I’m truly grateful to Dr. Bogdanov—he pulled me out of that gnawing obsession. Only for me to end up right back where I started.”

 

“No matter how it sounds, there’s a problem, and there’s a solution,” I replied, thoughtfully watching the now so cheerful scene outside the window. “Which means all that’s left is to find that solution.”

 

“Just like that?” the admiral laughed.

 

“Well, if you want it complicated, no problem, but we’ll have to put in some effort,” I smiled. “That’s always an option.”

 

“Why, I like you, Count!” he rumbled, slapping the table. “I’d trust you with the helm!”

 

That had happened in one of my lives. It sounded romantic—but in the middle of a raging element, it lost its appeal quickly. When you barely understood what you were doing, didn’t know where the horizon was or even the sky, and moved forward on confidence alone. Fate favored the bold, but tempting it unnecessarily wasn’t wise.

 

“Thank you, but I’ll stick to what I actually know how to do.”

 

“So you’re taking the job?” the sea wolf brightened.

 

“Absolutely,” I nodded. “Even if I don’t yet fully understand what exactly it entails.”

 

“Well now, you clearly are a man after my own heart!” Volkov burst out laughing, then, after laughing his fill, grew serious. “So. Where do we start?”

 

“We need to determine whether there’s any pattern to this phenomenon.”

 

“Useless,” he waved a hand. “I’ve studied it thoroughly. Logged everything, compared it with all recorded events. Tried to link the outages to everything happening in the city—and beyond. You’re welcome to double-check it all yourself. If you’ve got your own sources, it won’t hurt. But believe me—there’s no system.”

 

“I’d like to look at your notes. When was the last failure?”

 

“Three days ago. Before that—silence for a whole month. Before that, it was happening every other day. And yes, feel free to peruse the notes. Here they are.”

 

The admiral stood, rummaged along a shelf between jars of grain, pulled out a notebook bound in leather, and handed it to me.

 

Volkov’s handwriting was impeccable. Letter after letter lay perfectly aligned, neat and precise. I pictured him writing like that in a rolling sea and smiled.

 

“A fresh perspective never hurts,” I said, flipping through a few pages. “But for now, it seems reasonable to examine everything on site.”

 

“As you say, Count,” the admiral shrugged. “I’ve got a guest room, so make yourself comfortable and study as long as you need. Or you could even stay in the tower itself.”

 

There was a hint of doubt in his voice. No point explaining that a Universalist could perceive all manner of magical flows—break them down, trace them, and understand what exactly had caused the disturbance. Not instantly, perhaps, but close enough to the truth.

 

In any case, the result was what mattered—and I had no doubts about that. One way or another, I would figure it out. It was just a matter of time and approach.

 

And the first approach was precisely “surveillance.” Even if I had to spend nights by the lighthouse, the place was worth it. Plenty of sea air—good for you, too.

 

“And I’d like to examine the lighthouse,” I added.

 

“I’d be delighted to show it to you,” Volkov said with genuine enthusiasm. “I’m still amazed by what a superb piece of work it is! Damn geniuses built it—truly!”

 

He didn’t forget to pull the finished pies from the oven, then he wrapped them in several towels and proceeded to lead me toward the main guiding symbol of the cape.

 

Beyond the low thick door, a narrow staircase began almost immediately. Crates stood tucked beneath it, and several half-level landings were spaced along the climb. Light slipped in through the narrow windows so cleverly that everything was well lit.

 

The place was arranged for a reasonably comfortable living. There was a bed, a couple of chairs, a camp stove, a refrigerator, and cupboards stocked with provisions. Catching my inspecting glance, the admiral explained,

 

“When a real storm hits, you don’t run back and forth. One wave and you won’t even have time to shout goodbye. Sure, I could put up an air wall like I do near the house, but as you can see, you can’t rely on magic alone here either. The livestock’s safe behind the rock—might get a bit wet, but nothing terrible will happen. But up here you don’t mess around, so I stay inside until it calms down. And there are night watches too—it’s in the job description.”

 

Judging by the lived-in comfort, the admiral spent time here not only during storms or on night duty. And it was easy to understand why—there was something utterly special about such an unusual dwelling.

 

We climbed higher and stepped out onto the upper platform, into the lantern room. The view from there was staggering. Ahead lay the boundless sea, behind us, Kronstadt, and beyond it the majestic Imperial capital spreading into the distance.

 

“There are storms,” the keeper said, smiling kindly as he looked at the calm water below, “when the waves rear up and crash all the way to the top. The tower shudders under the pressure of the elements. But it holds. It always holds.”

 

A shiver ran through me as I imagined it. Yet he spoke with such reverence and delight that I could almost feel it—standing atop the lighthouse in the heart of a storm, laughing in the face of the elements.

 

Just like standing at the helm of a ship plunging into the abyss of a colossal wave. Laughing madly, because what else could you do? Always holding on was a fine quality—not only for lighthouses.

 

Volkov began talking about the history of the place.

 

And I carefully probed it with magic.

 

What I discovered only confirmed my suspicions. The lighthouse itself was an artifact—not merely the lantern. Everything here, from foundation to roof, was saturated with magic and history. The stonework breathed with the years of lives lived—both those who had built it and those who had watched over it.

 

With the keeper’s commentary, it all grew even more vivid.

 

The admiral was sincerely enamored with this place. He spoke of the tower’s internal workings, of incidents involving other keepers, and of course, of great rescues at sea.

 

Meanwhile, I studied the intricate interweaving of elements and other forces embedded in the lighthouse. To my surprise, I found Mental magic—and in one of the primary lines. Like Fire, it pierced through storms and gave hope to those peering into the darkness in search of home. An exquisite touch.

 

“And who built the lighthouse? I can’t remember you mentioning it,” I asked, slipping into a pause in his narration.

 

“Oh, that’s a most entertaining question!” Volkov perked up. “There are several versions, and each of them has a right to exist, you know.”

 

According to him, there were three viable theories. An unknown court artificer hidden from the public eye. An unknown artificer discovered somewhere in the empire and later concealed at court. And—also unknown—an artificer who had also been a sailor and created the lighthouse out of a great love for the sea. Naturally, Volkov favored the last.

 

At least every version involved an artificer—that much was reassuring. I listened to these tales as background noise. Without actual names, the information wasn’t particularly valuable. Entertaining, yes—but little more.

 

My real interest lay in the work itself, regardless of where the unknown artificer had come from.

 

Whoever it was had wielded impressive power, yet worked with restraint—suggesting a second rank, perhaps even first at most. And judging by the influence on the Mind, the Mental aspect had clearly been their primary gift.

 

Just as Volkov admired the building itself, I admired it as an artifact. There was a special pleasure in seeing another’s beautiful work.

 

Which only made the task more intriguing. It seemed impossible that such a magnificent expression of talent could be broken. Storms hadn’t defeated it—yet something else had.

 

Of course, perfection didn’t exist in nature. There was only the striving toward it. Life itself was constant motion and development. There was always something better, stronger, faster… That was what made living interesting.

 

The admiral carried me along—with the place, the stories, his entire life, and this remarkably curious commission.

 

And once again, everything aligned perfectly. For this work, I would unquestionably need the elements. The best possible choice for swiftly rebalancing the sources. Fire and water. Simple, yet unimaginably powerful. I had always respected Elementalists. In their hands lay a treasure, if one knew how to see it.

 

Water and fire… Well then. It was decided.


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WE LINGERED A WHILE LONGER at the top of the lighthouse tower, taking in the view. On a clear day, ships were easy to spot, making their unhurried way toward the capital.

 

After that, we headed down and drew up a standard contract. Luckily, I’d stashed a healthy stack of blank forms in the glove compartment of the Lessner—you never knew where the next client might turn up.

 

I received an open invitation to visit at any time, along with keys to both the cottage and the lighthouse. The odds of arriving when the keeper wasn’t around were slim, but it was still something worth accounting for.

 

At parting, Volkov pressed a batch of pies on me and packed extras to take along. Refusing was pointless—the count seemed starved for company and happy to give away just about everything he had.

 

I couldn’t resist my curiosity and asked,

 

“Tell me, Grigory, why don’t you take on an assistant?”

 

“And who’d want to hole up out here?” the admiral said with a grin. “Only someone just as sea-struck as I am. Our kind gives themselves over to the elements, end of story. The rest find other work—closer to shore, closer to ports. Young folk get bored stiff out here.”

 

I figured I could ask the academy’s rector later on—maybe he’d have a student with a taste for isolation on a windswept cape. Stranger things had happened. But that was for later. For now, I didn’t need extra people hanging around.

 

Something told me the lighthouse was going to get very lively real soon.

 

* * *

 

I returned home buoyed by a new mystery and plunged straight into organized chaos. The Patriarch was preparing the manor for the arrival of guests, who, albeit unexpected and not particularly welcome, were still guests.

 

Brannoc had already taken charge of inventorying the stores, determined to know at once if any visiting servants tried to make inroads on the food or the wine cellar. The latter he was securing with an enormous padlock, enchanted with something deeply unpleasant.

 

“You might want to seal up the lab, too, sir. Won’t do to leave it wide open like that. Needs a proper lock—and some extra warding,” he said, carefully oiling the lock with a grease-soaked rag.

 

“No one else can get in there anyway. It’s blood-bound protection…”

 

That made me pause. The blood woven into the warding belonged to our line—which meant it included most of the extended family as well. So I took Brannoc’s advice seriously. If someone overly curious went poking around, they would get hurt.

 

I ended up spending half the day reworking the perimeter and access nodes. Then I had to do the same for my own wing—and for my grandfather’s, after he saw what I was doing and decided he wanted people kept out as well.

 

I even helped Brannoc with protecting the food stores. The padlock, once tested, turned out to be too dangerous. The old amulet embedded in it simply discharged lightning—nothing massive, but quick and very painful.

 

The next problem was the rooms.

 

The second floor was designated for guests. In theory, it could accommodate a substantial number of visitors. In practice, only two rooms were fit for living—the ones that had recently occupied by the orphanage kids.

 

Grandpa Lucas urgently called in a cleaning service to ready at least a couple more bedrooms, loudly anticipating what the relatives would have to say about such modest accommodations.

 

I moved Timothy and Gordey into my wing straight away for the duration of the invasion. There were plenty of unused rooms there, fortunately.

 

That brought me back to the idea of building a new annex.

 

The boys weren’t going to stay with us forever. Each of them would have his own life eventually, with a home and a family. But until then, it would be more comfortable for them to live separately.

 

It would also be useful for hired craftsfolk. My longer-term plans included expanding the laboratory, building a forge, and quite a few other projects. And, of course, I was planning on bringing in skilled mages to help.

 

Construction was one of those things where the sooner you started, the better.

 

So I contacted Master Petar Yemelyanov and invited him over to discuss new projects. The foreman arrived immediately—either I got lucky and he had free time, or he was
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