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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONCE UPON A TIME, back when the grass was unquestionably greener—as any self-respecting greenery invoked in old men’s grumbling was bound to be—a beautiful legend was born.

 

Folk epics were a peculiar art form to begin with, but the tale of the great Glider was one I was especially keen to hear.

 

That fascinating little lecture was how my Saturday morning began. Or not exactly morning—time obeyed its own rules in the world of the Great Desert. But I’d set out at what was dawn in our world, having failed completely to fall asleep.

 

I was driven by the old thirst for knowledge, the kind that demanded answers unrelentingly—answers that invariably bred still more questions, granted, but that was just part of the course.

 

“The worlds were not always divided, Iskander-amir,” said the ghost of the djinn—the genial creator of this oasis amid the eternal sands.

 

I sat cross-legged on a silk carpet, cautiously sipping scalding Turkish coffee strong enough to keep sleep off the table for the next couple of days. A waterfall burbled in the distance, insects of some kind skimmed over the lake, and the sun hung at its zenith—thankfully, a canopy shielded me from its scorching rays.

 

Hakan stood beside me, still as a frozen sentry, given away only by the keen interest burning in his eyes. He, too, was listening intently to the one he called the Master of Sand Dreams.

 

“Like beads on a necklace, they were strung upon a single binding thread of creation,” the spirit went on, dimming slightly. Memory had plainly carried him off, and he turned faintly transparent as his concentration slipped.

 

Something similar to a strand of beads materialized in his hands, and he worked them slowly through his fingers.

 

The world went quiet around the djinn’s voice. Measured, unhurried, it pulled me in like undertow.

 

Ghosts really did make marvelous storytellers—when they weren’t shrieking or badgering you to stock up on weapons.

 

“And though not every dweller in every world welcomed outsiders, all of them were one whole. For without darkness you cannot see the light—is that not so? Not everyone could walk that thread—only those who understood the laws of balance, in whose heart that truth stood unshakable. They called that road the Star Path. For between the worlds glittered myriad points of light, scattered like diamonds, beckoning.”

 

The Star Path. What a fascinating image. I pictured what it would be like to walk among the stars. A little terrifying, all that vastness—but doubtlessly magnificent and utterly fascinating…

 

“Those, too, are other worlds—some only just being born, others no more than the hope of a world to come. To weave them into a necklace was within the power of the World-Creators alone. The Titans.”

 

“And just who are these Titans?” I couldn’t help asking.

 

At that moment, I was no better than the children who gathered in the evenings to hear the princess in our Fairytale Pavilion, forever interrupting with a thousand questions. Princess Davydov only smiled and answered them patiently. The djinn smiled, too, and shook his head.

 

“Demiurges. Beings no one has ever laid eyes on—though every world holds countless versions of how they look and where they came from. All of them true, and all of them invention. But this tale is not about them.”

 

I took the hint and nodded. I sipped my coffee, tossed a piece of date baklava into my mouth, and stopped interrupting the djinn.

 

“Creation always drags destruction along behind it,” the ghost said, a touch sadly. “And destruction always gives birth to something new. On the heels of the World-Creators came the Abaddons. The Destroyers. They unmade countless paths, severing the links. They snuffed out countless stars, so that new worlds were never born.”

 

I opened my mouth—then snapped it shut in time. The story was truly fascinating! The djinn let out an ironic chuckle, but pressed on unwaveringly.

 

“The Creators went to war for their creations, and the echoes of those battles still ring between the worlds. The fighting has died down eventually, and both sides have vanished. The worlds lay close together, yet no one could cross the distance between them. And before long the very possibility was forgotten.”

 

Your regular Dark Ages, then. Without meaning to, I shifted closer, fidgeting on the carpet.

 

“But one day…”

 

I nearly dropped my cup as I set it aside. The ghost was smiling, holding a theatrical pause.

 

“There was a boy,” he said at last. “A perfectly ordinary boy, of the kind that run around the back alleys of cities recklessly by the thousand and have been doing so since times immemorial. A dreamer. He looked up at the stars and saw other worlds in them. He imagined other beings, great and small, living far, far away. And he wished, more than anything, to travel among the stars.”

 

Hakan let out a quiet sigh, a little cloud of steam escaping his lips. That was the dream of every boy and girl, perhaps, whichever world they called home.

 

“The paths open only to dreamers. And it’s not magic—they simply know how to see them. They never doubt that the paths are there. Although… some insist it’s a magic all its own. The magic of the Creators,” the spirit said, leaning in and dropping his voice.

 

Then he burst out laughing at our dumbstruck faces.

 

“The things people dream up, just to live in their fancies, eh? But one dreamer has truly managed it. The paths opened to him—years later. The boy was destined to become a mighty ruler—first of a city, then of an entire continent. He was yet to conquer distant lands, to fight his enemies, to come to know his Gift, and only then would he first glimpse the Star Road.”

 

There was a peal of thunder in the distance, and I peered out from under the canopy. A storm in the desert? But no—it was a vision. What rumbled was a ridge of vast volcanoes, spewing lava. The first world the dreamer saw was a world of fire. Pure element ruled there: living flame.

 

The healers barely managed to save him when he came back from that first journey.

 

The Glider recovered, gave it some thought, and set out again—this time braced for any threat. Or so he believed at the time. But as the spirit had said, not all worlds were pleasant places. And that was when the idea of the Gates came to him.

 

“Gates?” I broke in after all, catching the familiar word.

 

Gatekeepers—that was what the Pathless were meant to become in another world. Which meant the Gates themselves had to be built. Honestly, I had assumed you simply had to dress a passage up to look like an ordinary gateway. Purely for convenience’s sake.

 

“Gates, oh yes, Gates,” the djinn sighed, resigning himself to my impatience. “A place safe for both sides. A space of transition, to take stock of your surroundings. And to let them take stock of you.”

 

“Something like a sterile zone?”

 

“A sterile zone?” He frowned, not following. “The term is new to me, I think—but I can see the meaning you put into it. Yes, something of that sort, I suppose. The legends carry no technical particulars.”

 

But going by what he said next, there were hints aplenty.

 

The Gates became a connecting link, fastening the worlds together. Once they were set in place, the only way to come and go was through them—for everyone but the Gliders, of course. That, supposedly, was how it had worked at the start. Until the “beads” scattered—or rather, gathered themselves into something like a permanent, chaotically shifting dogpile. Some fused inseparably: the world of ghosts and ours, for instance. The same had happened with the Shadow world.

 

Worlds from the same “necklace,” like the Great Desert, brushed against ours only now and then, yet they were drawn to one another. Hakan could conjure these temporary crossings, but he couldn’t make them stable.

 

My head was buzzing from the effort of picturing it all.

 

Working from nothing but the djinn’s poetic account, that was no easy task. I was a craftsman, not a poet. Give me schematics, blueprints, material specs. Gathering beads to string them on a star-thread sounded romantic, sure enough, but it told me precisely nothing.

 

“There was an artifact,” the ghost let slip, once he’d worn me out with his literary metaphors. “One that created Gates.”

 

Now that was where he should have started! I perked up—in vain, as it turned out.

 

Nothing whatsoever was known about the mysterious device beyond the fact that it had existed. The grown boy’s exploits and lavish descriptions of every obstacle he’d faced—those you could have by the cartload. But the artifact simply was. Who wrote a legend like that? Clearly that Glider had been a Universalist, yet just as clearly he’d had no command of Artificing. Someone had made the artifact for him, and he’d kept quiet about the unknown master craftsman’s part in it. Or the master craftsman hadn’t wanted the publicity—that was a possibility, too.

 

“Was it a human?” I pressed.

 

Otherwise the search would get a great deal harder.

 

“Yes, Iskander-amir,” the spirit nodded. “It was an insan. A human.”

 

A shame I’d already handed Roman Batalov back his pass to the underground vault after I’d called him out to the site of Prince Zhitnovsky’s death. Not that the Mentalist had asked for it. Sometimes it really did pay to be forgetful—when it was useful, that is, and not just randomly.

 

Still, I doubted Roman would refuse me access if I asked. So that was what I resolved to do. There had to be at least some mention of it in the archives. It was hardly a trivial little trinket, after all. Even if it was written up as a myth—well, I’d nearly gotten the knack of translating from fairy-tale into plain speech.

 

My new Gift, flickering as faintly as my hope of turning up the information quickly, drew me onward. I could feel those paths and the other worlds—but like mirages, impossible to make out in any detail.

 

Maybe I should just become a dreamer? I wished, hard, to be back home—and abruptly I was standing in my own bedroom.

 

“Whoa…” I began—and finished much less cheerfully. “…oops.”

 

Hakan stood beside me and bowed, reporting that my wish had been carried out. So I had to travel back with his help and say my farewells properly, the way a well-mannered person ought to.

 

I didn’t write to the head of the Secret Chancery straightaway.

 

He’d hardly have had a day off—I doubted he got them at all—and I wanted to work a few things out and do some reading first, anyway. Besides, I knew my request would only trigger another round of grand schemes about the Princes’ Council, the hunt for the last of the phantoms, and a myriad of other headaches.

 

I went through Ludwig’s reports—he kept me dutifully informed about my finances. They were doing splendidly, the constant spending notwithstanding. The mine and the restaurants were already turning a steady profit. It barely covered my outlays, but at least it spared me from having to grab a new commission in a hurry.

 

Commissions, incidentally, came my way in no short supply. My assistant handled those as well, forwarding requests from “friends of friends,” as they styled themselves. One from the head of the Merchants’ Guild, one from the healer, others from the various people I’d already made an artifact for.

 

But I’d already gotten obsessed with a new idea: to build a device capable of creating Gates.

 

An artifact that would be all but the crowning achievement of my craft. Something utterly unimaginable, unknown, beyond comprehension. Now there was a puzzle worthy of me.

 

One of the ghostly princess’ old fairy tales came back to me—about the petulant Czar who sent a man off to find something, somewhere, without bothering to specify either.

 

Mind you, the hero of the tale went to a location that was at least partially known, and the Czar’s intentions were perfectly clear and utterly banal. But my own goal, for now, amounted to much the same thing: an unspecified something that couldn’t possibly exist—and yet did.

 

But I had no intention of dropping everything and sailing off to sea for a year. I went somewhere rather less far-flung: my laboratory.

 

There was another problem waiting to be solved. The shadow spider—the dreaded Assassins’ artifact. It occurred to me that its link to the phantoms might give me a clue. And it was worth checking on the remaining devourers while I was at it.

 

Brannoc was in the kitchen, humming a jaunty little tune while he cooked something that smelled delicious, as usual. In the sitting room the Patriarch was playing a game against our ancestor’s spirit. Mitrophane was cheating shamelessly, the way he always did—distracting the old man and nudging the pieces around—and the two of them bickered ceaselessly, but kept right on playing. Both Naturalist princesses were at work in the garden. Down by the pond, the orphanage kids were fencing, and it looked as though Gordey was teaching Timothy rather than the other way around. The tiger prowled nearby, eyeing the carp with unwavering intent. Where the cats had gotten to, I had no idea. Smoky, despite the whole household’s best efforts, had flatly refused to lie in her box and wait to give birth, and was barreling about the house exactly as before.

 

Everyone was keeping busy.

 

“Damnation!” came the servant’s voice, and something shattered with a clatter. “I’ll tan your hide, you little wretch!”

 

Fluff came barreling past, claws clacking across the parquet. Or one of the others, anyway, white by virtue of being covered in flour. All the same, it was good to be home. Peaceful.

 

I set up an extra protective circuit, then another, and got to work on the ancient artifact.

 

A grisly little thing—but I was curious to study how it was built. How some ancient master had managed to lay a road into another world and bind the phantoms to it. The spider hung as if suspended; its activation was still underway, only crawling along very slowly.

 

And thanks to that, I caught hold of the very link I was after. With the dagger I hadn’t had time to make sense of it, but here everything was laid out as if drawn in clean sharp lines. The schematic rose before my magical sight, woven out of Darkness and Shadow.

 

Every Dark aspect had been put to use. The Gift of Death, naturally, was what stripped the life away. Necromancy cut off any chance of return, making it impossible to raise the victim as a cadaver. Alongside the Necrotic weave ran a Spectral circuit—the only relatively neutral force—warding the thing off from the realm of the frozen waste. Despair crushed the victim’s will to resist, helping the artifact land its killing blow. And the Shadows… the Shadows served as the conduit, relaying the information to the far side. The information required to carry off the soul.

 

Utterly appalling—and brilliant in the same breath.

 

Just as I’d guessed before, this was a Shadowrunner’s work. Its creator was an unranked Shadowrunner artificer. Only someone who possessed the Gift of Artificing could wield power like that. No accumulators, however many, could help you produce its like.

 

I tried to recall everything I’d heard about that order of elusive mercenaries.

 

Plenty of people admired them, reckoning them impartial and implacable. You couldn’t frighten an Assassin, coerce them, or sway them by any other means. You could only buy their services—and even then, anyone might be turned down, no matter the size of the contract. Naturally, no one came to them over domestic squabbles like noisy pestering neighbors. Rulers and great mages—those were their targets.

 

Noble killers indeed.

 

Preferring not to dwell on such matters, I cared only about the remarkable weapon the assassins had wielded. And its maker, of course.

 

A near-invisible shadow thread stretched away beyond the edge, and I gave it a gentle tug. Not to snap it, or to find where it ended—just to understand its nature. The trail ran up against a barrier.

 

I took the mask with me and slipped carefully into the Shadow world.

 

And again I saw the thread. There were others, too, fanning out from the point the spider was leading me toward. Not all that many—two or three dozen. But still no small number, considering every one of them led to an artifact just like this.

 

“Now this is going to take some effort,” I said, and went back.

 

Then I sank into the gloom once more. I went back and forth until the two pictures of the world overlaid one another, forming a kind of projection—of where the artifacts’ trails led.

 

Some of them, to my surprise, led toward New Holland. Perhaps things were stored there whose true purpose no one suspected. Or perhaps not—Batalov was hardly going to brief me on every treasure in the imperial vault.

 

Three more threads led off toward Vasilyevsky Island. The prince’s mansion, most likely. But the house had been sealed off and was being carefully searched, so the artifacts would be moved soon enough.

 

There was one more place in the capital, though, tied to an old pact with the phantoms.

 

I marked the rough area on the map, went back into the Shadows, and severed the spider’s connection. That could only be done in the twilight valley, drawing on the primordial power that had sealed the bargain. For any artificer it would have been obvious and safe. For any Shadowrunner artificer, that is.

 

And then something strange happened. A sense of immense relief washed over me. Not mine—someone else’s. It came from far off, from the devourers bound to the artifact. Something almost like gratitude, even, for their release.

 

And I saw movement too—dim silhouettes, heading toward me, dark threads curling along behind them. As if a puppeteer’s tools had lost their minds and bolted of their own accord.

 

“No—definitely not now,” I concluded, and left.

 

Roman and I had already talked over what to do about the phantoms—the ones that remained. He’d promised to send some experts in to scout them and gauge how dangerous they were. I’d thought these creatures weren’t a threat anymore—right up until I saw what they’d done to Zhitnovsky. But if the cause was the assassins’ weapon, that was another matter entirely.

 

All in all, I had no desire either to save them or to finish them off.

 

I’d found out what I needed. These artifacts had nothing whatsoever to do with the Glider’s aspect.

 

“Luuuuunch!” came Brannoc’s summons, right on cue.

 

I dispersed what was left of the spider—it no longer held anything lethal—swept the ash carefully into a dustpan, tipped it into the magical incinerator, started the unit up, and walked out of the lab.

 

I’d have a good solid meal, and then go pay Batalov a visit.


 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

NATURALLY, I didn’t get a single thing done after lunch.

 

The Saturday meal dragged on and on. Everyone had gathered at last, and despite the previous evening’s celebration, the tradition held unbroken. I didn’t mind. It felt like a blessing just to sit like this, to talk over everybody’s joys and sorrows and trade whatever other news there was.

 

It was really good not to be in a hurry, as if the whole world had paused for a moment, waiting for us to finish our business.

 

Gordey proudly recounted his first triumphs at his studies. His week had been a very eventful one, too—plenty of new acquaintances, new knowledge, and a bunch of good marks. The boy was happy, which pleased everyone else in turn. A true Artificer in the making, with a love of learning to match.

 

Grandpa Lucas could think of nothing but the upcoming wedding. He’d even fallen a little behind on the society columns, grumbling that he barely managed to get through a couple of newspapers—every other hour went to hammering out an endless list of details and fine points. They’d settled on throwing a lavish affair, after all.

 

“Honest to God,” the old man snorted, “I’d just carry Nina off, the way they still do somewhere out in the southern mountain provinces. Save myself the whole business. Hundreds of invitations to sign by hand, fancy that!”

 

“Quite right.” The ancestor’s ghost popped up at once. “No sense asking them at all. Whichever one suits you, that’s your wife.”

 

Even the tiger lying at my feet was taken aback. It gave the ghost a startled look, although that did nothing to shame the old Count.

 

“Mitrophane.” The Patriarch frowned. “Her Ladyship, like any other woman, deserves no such treatment. I’ll make allowances for your age, but I’ll thank you not to insult the honor of any ladies in the future.”

 

There was such steel in the old man’s voice that everyone present drew themselves up, and the ancestor faltered and shrank back.

 

“Well, that’s how I married, after all…” he muttered. “Mind you, my bride-to-be gave me a fair walloping with a riding crop first. Dear Martha did love her horses…” The first Count Voznesensky smiled at the memory. “And, Lord almighty, was she something in a temper! Eyes flashing, birds dropping out of the sky at the very sound of her voice. Soon as I could walk again, we were wed.”

 

“So a woman had flogged you, Mitrophane?” the Patriarch chuckled, thawing on the spot.

 

“Aye, it happened, I must admit.” The ghost looked sheepish. “She had a temper on her, that one. Said she’d never have me for a husband, even if I came crawling.”

 

“And did you? Crawl?” Timothy asked, intrigued.

 

“You wish!” The ancestor’s ghost jutted out his chin—then let his shoulders drop and added quietly, “I just asked her real nice.”

 

Lucas couldn’t help erupting in a peal of laughter, and the ghost evaporated in a huff.

 

I offered to lend the old man my assistant Ludwig for a while—so he could shoulder some of the load such as the guest list, the seating by rank, booking the restaurant, and all the other fuss that drove the head of the house up the wall. Krzyszczak got restless without that sort of thing, forever itching to start something new, and since my own affairs were running smoothly, a task like this would put the spring back in his step.

 

“Oh, thank you so much, Alex.” The Patriarch sagged with relief as he uttered those words. “You have no idea what a help that will be.”

 

It was the least I could do for him. Though what else I might do, I had no idea. Not one of my restaurants could hold the planned number of guests. And on every other point he and I were of one mind—to hell with the lot of it.

 

But Lucas was doing this for the countess. Or, at least, he was sure she needed it. I wasn’t as convinced about that myself, but in this case it was best not to interfere.

 

Grumble as he might, the old man cared about doing it all properly, too—the presentation to society, the coverage in the press, and the Emperor’s blessing.

 

Petrovsky, having gotten no clear instructions on the right way to marry, looked downcast. True, the newly-minted count hadn’t yet met the bride’s father, and Pawlowski likely had no idea she was the bride—but the lad was already laying plans, probably right down to the number of great-grandchildren.

 

Just how many weddings would there be this year? The Patriarch, the vizier, the ginger, and quite probably Brannoc. Four weddings and a birth. Go figure.

 

Smoky deigned to grace us with her presence for lunch. An armchair was hauled over for her at once and a soft throw laid down. The cat condescended to be settled into this berth and watched us lazily through half-open eyes.

 

“And I’ll grow you a thousand white hydrangeas—would you like that?” Princess Davydov offered her help as well, having perched modestly on the windowsill all this while. “There’ll be no lovelier blooms in all the Empire.”

 

“Thank you, my dear.” The old man very nearly teared up. “Countess Nina says the flowers are the biggest problem. One of a thousand biggest, but never mind.”

 

“Then I’ll need a spot for them—will you help, Alexander?” the ghostly princess turned to me.

 

“Gladly.”

 

“Reckon you might lend a hand with my vegetable patch too, Your Highness?” Brannoc asked hopefully. “I’ll tend it myself! But so as it takes proper, an’ the soil’s good an’ rich… Picked up some clever little herbs at the market—they ain’t parsley or horseradish, no telling with them, might up and throw a fit on me.”

 

“I’ll lend a hand,” I said with a smile.

 

And that was what we set about after lunch. We picked a spot in the part of the garden where no one had gotten around to grubbing out the old trees and clearing the weeds. I’d first meant to give the plot over to a new laboratory, but after the Nameless Island turned up, I’d forgotten all about it.

 

There was no need to call anyone in for the clearing, though. Nor were our strong manly arms—Brannoc’s and mine—required. The princess swept her hands, and the dead trees tore free of the earth with a crack, the bushes following after.

 

“Well, I’ll be.” The servant drawled it respectfully, scratching the back of his head. “Now that’s right and proper sorcery, that is.”

 

I didn’t hide my own reaction, either, marveling right along with him. The princess, just like the ancestor’s ghost, had grown a great deal stronger. It was true that she worked with Kasia constantly and therefore never stopped practicing, but the difference was really steep.

 

The girl batted her lashes innocently, catching my expression, and with her next wave of the hand cleared the grass away. She didn’t mow it or pull it—she simply reversed its growth! That astonished even her. She stared at her own hands in disbelief.

 

“Strange,” she said at last. “I didn’t know I could do that.”

 

The princess’ eyes lit with delight, and I decided it was worth asking her to take on my island. Repairs were in full swing, but there was no one to handle the greenery. The Pathless had patched a few things up, but they had more than enough else to do. And their Naturalists, of course, didn’t command that level of the Gift.

 

But first we busied ourselves with the soil, readying it for the magical plantings.

 

Davydov and I worked together, carefully transforming the earth, cleansing it and gently clearing every kind of underground and surface creature out of the marked-off zone.

 

Brannoc just goggled, watching the beetles, spiders, worms, and other denizens of the thicket scatter in every direction. A grass snake darted under our feet, and behind it came a mole, puffing along indignantly, comically swinging its pink nose this way and that.

 

The creature stopped in front of me, gave an irritated snort, and trundled on.

 

“Why, you—” Brannoc shook a fist at it. “Pest.”

 

“He’s no pest,” I objected. “Quite the opposite—he eats the pests. And this one won’t harm the plants. He likes it here.”

 

I made out only a little from the funny little fellow’s emotions, but one thing was certain: the mole reckoned this place home as well, though he knew about people—knew, too, that they’d run him off if he disturbed the roots and littered the ground with tunnel mouths.

 

Calling up the Gift of Animalistics, I showed him a safe spot in the garden and silently promised to leave it untouched. Catching something like agreement, we moved on to the second part—the planting.

 

The servant managed his own share himself. He brought over several crates of seedlings and diligently set them into the beds.

 

The flowers gave us no trouble, either. The princess took one of the bushes growing in the conservatory and, before my eyes, multiplied it a hundredfold. Magic poured out of her in a river, racing the little sprigs into growth—the cuttings she’d divided the bush into. And those had already begun putting out shoots, which I took charge of myself.

 

Davydov had spent herself so much that she began to lose her form, melting into the evening dusk.

 

“Your Highness.” I stopped her gently. “You ought to rest.”

 

I didn’t know whether ghosts suffered magical exhaustion, but I had no wish to find out.

 

“I’m fine,” she answered weakly. “I can keep going.”

 

“No. That’s an order—rest, Angeline.”

 

“Oh, as you command, Your Highness,” she said, giggling as she melted away.

 

* * *

 

Without her help, I’d have been at it for heaven knows how long, no question. I had to spend my power very judiciously so as not to throw the Sources out of balance. Later on, I meant to repeat the Czar’s path and advance by several ranks at once—but it was too soon for that yet.

 

Of course, a situation like this hemmed me in somewhat. On the one hand, I could work something incredible. But on the other, doing so would commit me to start developing the aspect pairs. My advantage lay in this, too: I didn’t use magic every minute of the day. I drew on the Gift only when it was truly necessary.

 

I belonged to a different era in that respect, most definitely.

 

In this era, the Gifted used magic constantly. They called on the Source unconsciously, without even noticing. It had simply become an integral part of their life, even for those in whom the Gift had barely awoken. Power hung all around, weaving itself through the world. There was nothing wrong with that—but such a state of affairs was profoundly unfamiliar to me.

 

And it kept them from developing faster. By forever summoning and dissipating power, they denied themselves the chance to concentrate it on a single task—to pour it out all at once and thereby expand their Source. That was why aspects left their imprint on a person’s character or appearance. That was why ranks so often took an age to attain.

 

My different approach, by contrast, let me wield power a level higher while keeping the Source within the bounds I needed. I felt the edge keenly, and on top of that, I knew how to pass the world’s currents through myself.

 

Which was why the student’s question about my rank had drawn a chuckle from me.

 

Rank didn’t matter. It granted a greater volume of magic to draw on, but not the level of effect—nor the result.

 

“Could do with a bit more sand, m’lord.” Brannoc’s voice pulled me from my musings. “Just a little heap, to get that thing there in the ground.”

 

He waved at some sprawling cactus. I’d heard, of course, that they ate cactus in the overseas Spanish colonies, but I hadn’t expected the dish to turn up on our table.

 

“Gonna make mescal,” the servant explained, and seeing that this had cleared up exactly nothing for me, added, “A kind of moonshine, that is. For them, ah, research purposes, if y’follow.”

 

Fine—he was a grown man, he’d sort it out himself. The main thing was that nothing blew up, for research purposes or not.

 

I glanced at the plant, all unsuspecting of its fate, and placed an order for delivery. I could have reached into the bowels of the earth, drawn the right kinds of rock from various places so as not to upset the balance, and ground them down to mimic the natural process. But why bother, when what I needed could be brought round in half an hour?

 

On my way out, I noticed the princess slip back into our world for a moment and stroke the cactus, pouring magic into it. I chuckled to myself. Now you wouldn’t be able to split this guest from faraway lands with an axe.

 

The call caught me in the shower, where I was scrubbing off the grime of a full day’s gardening with great relish. I listened—no second ring came, so they’d wait.

 

Having splashed about to my heart’s content, shaved smooth with the keenest of blades, steamed and squeaky clean, I dressed in a fresh suit.

 

On the move, I glanced at the phone and dialed the number that had called. A trill drifted up from below. Right—so the caller was already here.

 

“Roman,” I greeted him, walking into the sitting room where Batalov sat waiting for me.

 

“Alexander.” The Mentalist rose and shook my hand. “I took the liberty of coming by—don’t hold it against me. You can tell me to go to hell in a basket, and so be it.”

 

“And will you go?” I smiled.

 

“No,” he said, shaking his head and bursting out laughing. “But you won’t tell me to, either. Probably. In any case, I’m here on business. I have a favor to ask—I’ll take up a couple of hours of your time at most, if you’re free.”

 

Well, I could hardly tell him I’d been about to come to him myself. I gave a restrained gracious nod, and Batalov went on.

 

“I’d be most grateful. That prince you… ahem, happened to find dead. Zhitnovsky. We searched his mansion—had to rack our brains to get the wards down, mind, but never mind that. Some really curious little items turned up. My people didn’t touch them, just in case. We need a master Artificer’s opinion.”

 

By the look of it, he was referring to those very assassin artifacts whose traces I’d seen in the shadows.

 

It would be interesting to have a look, and studying them wouldn’t hurt—Batalov was right. They might well have traps set on them. Better still to be rid of the dangerous devices altogether. It wouldn’t take long, and the benefit was beyond doubt.

 

“All right,” I agreed. “But I have a small request as well.”

 

The Mentalist took the measure of my modest comparison of the scales of our exchange of courtesies, and smirked.

 

“Anything within my power, Your Highness.”

 

“Lend me your vault pass again, Your Excellency. I’d simply like to do a spot of research. I’d be most grateful.”

 

“Touché, Alexander.” The bureau chief grew merrier still, slid a hand into his pocket, and held out a card. “By all means. Take it. And later I’ll have a personal one made up for you, if you like?”

 

He’d managed to surprise me. I’d expected drawn-out haggling, fresh oaths, and so on. But for it to be this simple… For a moment I was at a loss, not knowing how to react.

 

“Oh, come now.” The Mentalist waved a hand. “As if I don’t know you could get in there without a pass, anyway. And then we’d have to repair the… By the way, what did you do to the golem? It broke.”

 

“The golem?” I echoed, though I’d heard him perfectly well.

 

The shock simply wouldn’t pass. A pleasant sort of shock, but still. Villainy and threats couldn’t throw me off my stride—but unexpected generosity, now that could.

 

“It stopped responding to commands,” Batalov went on, as though it were nothing. “A coincidence, I’m sure, but it happened after your visit.”

 

I really should have warned him about the creation’s new name. I came back to reality in a hurry and promised:

 

“I’ll be sure to take a look.”

 

“Splendid.” Roman rose. “Unfortunately, I need to go away for a short while, but I’ll be in touch. You’ve no objection to setting off for the mansion without my escort?”

 

I nodded, a touch absently again. Something remarkable was going on. And there hadn’t been a drop of guile in the Mentalist. He’d stopped concealing himself from me entirely, dropping all his defenses.

 

Hadn’t I wanted ordinary, trusting relations myself? Could it be I’d actually gotten them? Even so, with a man like this it was worth staying on guard.

 

“Only I beg you.” Batalov paused by the door. “Don’t touch anything in there. And don’t carry anything off. It is the Imperial Treasury, after all, Your Highness, not some corner store.”

 

“Now I’d never—”

 

“I know, I know, you never would, not for anything. So don’t, all right?”

 

He’d have done better to threaten me, honestly. Now I genuinely wouldn’t be able to get up to any mischief in there. What a sly fox!

 

But of course I assured him I’d do no deliberate harm. My little caveat about deliberateness wasn’t quite to his liking, but he didn’t so much as wince, the way he usually did. He said his goodbyes, wished me a good evening, and departed.

 

A benevolent head of the Secret Chancery unsettled me more than the grumpy and paranoid one ever had.

 

On the other hand, what was I on about? Maybe something wonderful had happened in his life, and that was why he was in such fine spirits. Having run back through the whole conversation in my memory and satisfied myself that no needless promises had been made, I settled down.

 

In the end, I’d wanted to get access. And I had gotten it.

 

I’d take a look at the Dark artifacts now, then go and conduct my research.

 

But first I had my dinner all the same, not putting that important business off. I might hole up in the vault all night again and forget about food. Ordering in from a restaurant may have been an option. But I might forget about that too.

 

I reached Zhitnovsky’s mansion quickly—all the streets were empty. The residents had preferred to head out of town, chasing the warm days, while those who’d stayed spent their time on the outdoor terraces of the establishments scattered all across the capital. By every river, canal, and lake there were the lights of restaurants and bistros. Elemental heaters had already been set out, and guests were offered blankets, but the public still preferred to sit outside.

 

I’d have breakfast in one of these cozy little spots one fine morning, doubtlessly . Greet the sunrise to the cries of gulls and the whisper of the wind… Make the most of it before the season of other evenings arrived—pleasant in their own way, but making one homebound now, by the fireside with the sound of rain drumming at the windows.

 

Every such moment was priceless, and damned fine in its own way.

 

“And why is that?” I asked myself, stopping at the right address and studying the building’s dark windows. “Because every last one of them is fine.”

 

Only why was it so dark here, with no guards?


 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

I EVEN DOUBLE-CHECKED THE ADDRESS. Maybe, lost in dreams of a fine breakfast, I’d pulled up somewhere I shouldn’t have. But no, I had it right.

 

I climbed out of the car and paced back and forth in front of the railings, scanning the surroundings as I went. There was no lighting—the result of the blow Batalov’s men had dealt while trying to bring the wards down. They’d scorched everything so thoroughly that the Ether connections had been severed for a time.

 

Crude work, but effective.

 

I’d seen burned-out places like this—more than once, in fact. One time I’d even seen an artifact that could literally switch off any magic at all. My teacher had made it, and then came to regret that—because the backlash was dreadful, and the device was severely limited and vulnerable.

 

In practice, the magic wasn’t cut off forever, only for a few minutes. If you managed to neutralize the main threats—the security system, the traps, and the like—in that window, then the balance redistributed itself and absolutely everything shut down. The recovery process took a day or two.

 

You’d think it the perfect weapon. But for the mage who’d poured their skill into something of this sort, it meant passing all those maddened currents through themself. Balancing them, quite literally, with their own body.

 

Either that, or you’d have to hook up so many accumulators of every aspect that the cost of the whole business shot through the roof.

 

It was surprising the Secret Chancery had invested so heavily. Though, given the situation… perhaps it had been worth it.

 

All the same, it wasn’t someone else’s spending that troubled me.

 

It was the peaceful slumber of the servicemen I’d found while checking the grounds. High-ranking mages were snoozing sweetly in their ambush, whole and unharmed. And not a trace in the magical background to tell what had happened. Catching a nap clearly wasn’t in their job description. Not all of them at once, at any rate.

 

I went up to each one and carefully probed them with Life magic. Nothing fatal—a deep blackout. Curious.

 

I studied the building intently, making sure my personal artifacts were combat-ready, and headed for the entrance.

 

Whoever had arranged this had simply put the men to sleep without harming them. Which meant they wouldn’t greet a guest like me with a killing blow, either. Most likely.

 

At the entrance I paused to reflect for a moment. Should I knock, perhaps? Courtesy and tact were almost always the best way to open a peaceable conversation.

 

I pulled the handle toward me, and the door let out a long creak.

 

“Good evening?” The words slipped out of me on its own as I peered inside.

 

I winced at once. The family signet ring had heated up so much, deflecting a blow, that I rubbed my finger to chase off the unpleasant sensation. Impressive—but not enough to get through to me. It would withstand a good deal more.

 

“Let’s talk first, shall we?” I suggested, taking a few steps across the dark hall.

 

A faint glow from the streetlamps filtered through the windows, tracing patterns on the snow-white marble floor. Not the most practical choice for a northern city, but quite lovely, I had to admit. The glossy surface of the flawless stone was like a mirror.

 

Not a single sound. It was very quiet inside. I could hear nothing but my own breathing.

 

Intuition kicked in.

 

At the top of the broad staircase a figure stood frozen. It blended with the Shadow so artfully that spotting it was impossible. The man didn’t even seem to be breathing.

 

I could hardly have explained how I saw him. It was like knowing something was there. It simply was, and that was that. I’d never been here before, yet I knew—something didn’t belong.

 

“Good evening,” I repeated, with a slight bow.

 

“Who are you?” a muffled male voice reached me.

 

The figure hidden in the shadows shifted a little.

 

“Coun—” I began, then remembered my new title in time. “Prince Alexander Voznesensky, at your service. With whom do I have the honor?”

 

He came down so soundlessly that I’d already begun to guess. I understood everything before I saw the close-fitting dark clothing, the hood, and the cloth-wrapped face that left only a strip for the eyes.

 

And he didn’t exist! That is, no response whatsoever—it was as though magic couldn’t see him.

 

The Assassin, a real one this time, halted a single step from me and bored into me with his black eyes. Sizing me up.

 

“You’re human?” He seemed surprised.

 

A droning started up in my head. But the djinn, who always gave such warning of his arrival, said nothing at all, strangely enough. As if he couldn’t break through some kind of barrier.

 

“Human,” I snorted, taking my own measure of him. “And you?”

 

“Haamisun,” the assassin said after a short silence. “It means ‘the Fifth.’ We have no names.”

 

He was plainly playing for time, working hard to decide what to do with me. And I still couldn’t perceive him by any means other than my own eyes. I could weather another attack or two, but I’d rather not spend the resources.

 

“Haamisun, am I right in thinking you’ve come to collect your artifacts?” I steered the conversation onto businesslike ground.

 

I’d asked it calmly enough, I thought, but the assassin took it the wrong way all the same, and attacked. Not a rustle, not a stir of air. An instant, and he was upon me.

 

But my own reaction was already akin to instinct by now. I slipped into the Shadow in a flash and came out behind him, pressing the blade of my cane to the back of his neck. Haamisun abruptly crumbled—into a myriad of black shards that scattered the moment they touched the white marble.

 

An illusion!

 

It took me a moment to realize it was the most ordinary glamour. Without a magical response, it was hard to get my bearings. And physically all but impossible—no sounds, no smells.

 

For a split second I felt uneasy.

 

But he was human. Remembering that, I quickly threw up a protective shell around myself, weaving it together in haste from every aspect. My sources sagged at once, but in return I felt where the assassin was.

 

He was creeping up on my right, his weapons bared—two daggers, two “Kisses of Death.”

 

The Shadows, of course! Their chief weapon and their magic both. I called up Light, but at the same time half-stepped into the twilight world so as not to lose my opponent. The flash was blinding and painful even for me. I’d overdone it a touch.

 

The illusion fell away from the assassin, and he recoiled, slamming into an elegant chest of drawers on slender legs. The furniture couldn’t take it and splintered, falling apart.

 

I could, of course, have waited for Haamisun to hurl his daggers at me, after which the phantoms would carry him off. But I wasn’t sure the devourers would come this time, too. Or that I’d manage to dodge—which mattered rather a lot…

 

“Listen, I have absolutely no wish to fight you,” I said with annoyance. “Let’s talk like reasonable adults.”

 

I had no idea why he’d thrown himself at me, but some misunderstanding had clearly occurred.

 

“I’ll take them back,” the assassin ground out, squinting and groping along the wall for support. “They were stolen from us!”

 

“Take what? Ah-h-h.” It finally dawned on me why he was here. “The artifacts? You came for them?”

 

“Yes,” he breathed, and leapt at me.

 

I’d had enough, and I simply belted him. Something crunched. A good old right hook sent the mercenary on a healing flight that ended up almost at the door. The marble floor was beautifully polished.

 

I walked over and bent down over the groaning assassin.

 

“Enough? Or would you like more? Or shall we talk after all?”

 

“Enough. Only if you’ll tell me how you got past the ‘Desert’s Veil.’”

 

That was his personal defense, I gathered. Or perhaps the standard one for all of them. Fine—if we were going to talk, then we’d talk straight.

 

“I didn’t use magic,” I explained. “I simply made use of the oldest weapon there is. My fist.”

 

It wasn’t only that, of course. The magical desolation surrounding us had played no small part. As had his own slight disorientation after loosing that much light. Only I knew how to account for such factors. He relied too heavily on magic.

 

The chance of breaking through had been slim, but I hadn’t let it slip.

 

It struck me as funny, even. How everyone loved to overcomplicate—to load themselves down with God knows what, to calculate everything. Everything but the most obvious. Circumstances could always fall out so that strength stopped mattering.

 

I held out my hand to help him up.

 

Haamisun didn’t make up his mind right away. For a while he eyed me with suspicion, his black eyes glinting. But in the end he took my hand, gripped it firmly, and got to his feet.

 

To be honest, however sure I was of my own abilities, I had no wish to fight a Shadow warrior and tempt fate. Victory might cost too much—but the main thing was, there was no clear reason for a conflict in the first place.

 

“Explain what happened, if you’d be so kind,” I asked politely. “How did the artifacts come to be here?”

 

We stood facing each other once more, but the mood was better now. The assassin had relaxed a little, though he went on drilling me with a distrustful stare.

 

Truly, two different worlds. He’d come from somewhere out of the old legends. The kind I’d heard in days gone by, told in whispers around a campfire on the trail. As though there were nothing left to speak of but the dangers lying in wait for travelers. But every story back then was about exactly that.

 

“I’ll take them back,” Haamisun refused to give in. “Alamut’s legacy has no place in another’s
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