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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FIRST MORNING OF AUTUMN turned out bright and sunny. I threw the bedroom windows open and squinted. It seemed that summer intended to linger for a while.

 

And we’d had ourselves such a fine evening yesterday!

 

I’d learned a few state secrets from a tipsy Batalov. Not the most shocking ones, granted, but I picked up a few fascinating facts nevertheless. The newly minted Count Petrovsky had shown his shadow dragon off to the guests, quite forgetting that he’d been painstakingly hiding that power from everyone. Golovin hadn’t lagged that behind, either, unveiling his dual Source and likewise discarding the fact that he’d been asked to keep it under his hat.

 

But since everyone present had been in the know, there was nothing to fret about. I was sure of each of them, one hundred percent.

 

I woke feeling energized and in high spirits, and so I decided to attend the organizational assembly at the Academy, surprising even myself with the decision.

 

I helped myself to cup of hot pitch-black coffee accompanied with fresh-baked buns generously dusted with poppy seed and cinnamon—what could be a better way to get your day started?

 

A few more hand pies, perhaps. The kind with meat filling.

 

Fortunately, Brannoc had prepared treats for every demanding palate. Especially for carnivores like me. He’d arranged them lovingly in baskets, draped them with a towel, and labeled which was which.

 

The first tributes from my subjects had already gone straight into the cooking. I’d never seen so much game-stuffed pastry in my life. With the elder’s help, my servant had ascended to a whole new tier of the culinary arts, so we were in for a truly wild variety.

 

“A fine mornin’ to you, Lordship!” The author of these masterpieces shuffled out at the noise, sleepily rubbing his eyes. “So where’s you off to at this ungodly hour?”

 

“I’m off to work!” I answered with such gusto that the old man choked and gave me an anxious look.

 

“Your work is to rule,” Voint said in a didactic tone as he emerged from behind him.

 

Our Pathless friend had spent the night in the guest bedroom, since the party had broken up rather late, and they’d gotten into the hard liquor, with the ancestor spirit egging everyone on to pry loose a few more secrets. Instead of wishing me goodnight, the ghost reported in: mission accomplished. He looked conspiratorial and very pleased with himself.

 

I didn’t ask Mitrophane why he got into investigating. Let him amuse himself however he pleased. As long as he wasn’t bringing up the purchase of cannons, all was well in the house of Voznesensky.

 

“Ruling is something best done on my own time,” I said, more entertained still. “Officially, I’m chair of the Artificing department at the Empire’s premier magical academy. Sure has a ring to it. This is a serious post—nothing else even compares.”

 

Brannoc clucked his tongue in censure of my flippancy and offered yours truly another helping, calling me “such a serious gen’leman.” I hastened to make myself scarce before he could fatten me to the point of total locomotive failure.

 

On my way out I caught the elder proposing to brew his “miracle morning-after brew” and to conduct some manner of ritual associated with it.

 

The Lessner’s engine roared obediently to life, I honked a greeting to the delivery boy from Malinin’s grocery, and departed for the Academy.

 

* * *

 

The city positively gleamed. It was as if an army of Elementalists had spent the whole night scrubbing it in preparation for one of the Imperial capital’s foremost events. The new academic year was upon us at last.

 

While I’d been exploring the forests of the North and unraveling the riddles of a lost people, the Gift reveal ceremonies had come and gone. The student rolls had been ratified, so a gala evening of congratulations and parting words awaited them, followed by a grand ball and banquet. And tomorrow they’d go straight to their desks. Rough.

 

But young and well-trained folks were built to weather far worse, so their health wasn’t what worried me.

 

The thing that did cause some cause for preoccupation in my case was the safety of municipal property. When students celebrate, casualties are inevitable. So tradition dictated the guard be turned out into the streets, every free hand pressed into service. Not that it helped much. The soldiery simply joined the festivities, mildly restraining the most zealous revelers.

 

So it wasn’t just future mages who partied hard, but guardsmen, too. Which of the two posed the greater menace was disputed anew every year.

 

That was all nighttime business, though. Right now, the city positively sparkled, scrubbed clean and dressed for celebration. The streets had been decked with balloons and ribbons, and there was a constant display of starched snow-white shirts and full white skirts—the traditional trappings of the student uniform.

 

I was really happy I decided to leave manor grounds after all. A special atmosphere reigned in the city. The anticipation of something thrilling, however hard the road. The air was thick with hopes, ambitions, and dreams.

 

Even the gray granite of the embankments seemed to have taken on a warmer cast, glinting with flecks of white, pink, and blue. The sun played in the canals, broke against the windows of elegant townhouses, and crept into every corner of the city.

 

My mood had soared sky-high by the time I arrived—but the only person at the Academy who shared it was the rector, by the look of it.

 

Eldgrim alone looked fresh and well-rested, unlike everyone else in attendance.

 

We had gathered in the great hall, where balls and other large-scale functions were usually held. Light streamed through the tall arched windows, making all those assembled wince and cast about for cover. But there was none to be had.

 

Apparently, we hadn’t been the only ones celebrating last night.

 

To my considerable surprise, Batalov was there, too. He and Count Vorontsov sat a little apart, in the cluster of the board of trustees. Suffering along with everybody else.

 

And I’d suggested they call it an early night…

 

“Gentlemen!” Eldgrim’s voice commanded the room’s attention.

 

Soft groans answered him, and I splashed out a generous measure of life magic. Was I supposed to stare at those curdled faces all morning? The assembled promptly pinked up and squared their shoulders. Batalov shot me a grateful look, and I nodded back.

 

Honestly, this was silly—too precious about their accumulators to spend one on themselves.

 

“This year holds much that is new and intriguing for us,” the rector continued, having noticed none of what had just transpired.

 

Beornwulf was so absorbed in academy affairs that his subordinates’ suffering sailed clean past him—very typical of him. He launched into an enumeration of every innovation and plan he was planning to implement and how it would benefit the Academy.

 

My spark didn’t last long.

 

Discussions of funding, scheduling, and supplementary student workloads bored me in short order. The department heads hewed dutifully to protocol, reporting in thorough, soporific detail. And all of them angled to wring some privilege out of it for themselves, which very nearly put me under for good.

 

“Any news on the Dark magic department?” someone asked.

 

I checked his Gift on reflex—a Naturalist. Then I took a closer look, trying to recall what I’d heard of the man. His name had vanished from my head entirely, though. I really ought to acquaint myself with the rosters—and not just the students’, but my future colleagues’ too.

 

Said colleagues, incidentally, had been eyeing me with a range of emotion, all of which read well short of warmth, throughout the speech. My appointment had gone over their heads, and then there was my age… What they perceived as my age, that is. I could understand them, and I paid it no mind. So long as they didn’t take it into their heads to test me, nobody would get hurt. I sincerely wanted to believe in the best in people.

 

“That issue is in the process of being resolved,” the rector answered evasively, darting a quick glance at the head of the Secret Chancellery.

 

At which point I woke up for good and took an interest. Now that was an interesting question.

 

The Imperial Academy had no Dark magic department. Every candidate either landed in a dungeon cell or trained from day one under the bureau’s watchful eye. And no one had even come forward—until Ilya Lopukhin.

 

But opening an entire department for one man? Future prince or not, that would be a strange decision. Even counting Timothy and his Shadowrunner’s Gift—assuming he ever unlocked it—the arithmetic still didn’t work.

 

So I’d missed something, after all.

 

Were there more of the Dark-Gifted?

 

My attention locked onto the discussion. Alas, nothing else of any interest or utility had reached my ears. The Naturalist grumbled a while about the pernicious influence of Dark emanations. He was laughed down with the argument that it was all hearsay and conjecture without a shred of scientific proof behind it. With that, the subject of the Dark-Gifted was closed, and the talk drifted back to household matters.

 

Beornwulf gave assurances that all necessary security measures would be taken—the appropriate circuits had already been laid, and the wards on the practice halls reinforced.

 

I wanted a word with Batalov in private, so I barely sat out the rest of the assembly. Afterward the Mentalist himself signaled me to follow. All the way to the rector’s office, hope stubbornly refused to die in me—surely His Lordship hadn’t decided to dump the whole thing in my lap. He would have warned me, or at least dropped a hint. He couldn’t do that to me.

 

Eldgrim joined us, too, if a little later. Until the man who ran the place arrived, Batalov and I kept to perfectly civilized small talk.

 

“Thank you for a marvelous evening,” Batalov said, smiling with a touch of nostalgia. “I can’t recall the last time I enjoyed myself so thoroughly. Work, work, and more work… You have wonderful friends and family, Alexander.”

 

“I couldn’t agree more. And I’m glad to count you among them.”

 

With caveats, sure, but I already considered the Mentalist if not a friend, then at least a good acquaintance. The Kazarinov affair had shown me a wholly different side of him. And that side—so decently and ordinarily human—had won me over.

 

“Thank you,” he said. “Your regard means much to me.”

 

I could feel he was being sincere.

 

An awkward silence settled, mercifully broken by the rector. Having dispensed instructions to all and sundry, he saw to the drinks and refreshments, then slid a folder over to me.

 

A rather stern-looking young man stared up at me from the first page. Harold Olafsson.

 

“And who’s this?” I asked Eldgrim.

 

“Better you read the file yourself,” Batalov requested gently.

 

I turned the page, and my eyebrows began their climb. A Shadowrunner with highest-rank potential! A finding confirmed by trials—both the Mirror of Power and some ritual native to the Northern kingdom, the homeland of this student. All part of an academic exchange program, if you will.

 

Moreover, Harold turned out to be the grandson of the very shaman who’d taken part in the negotiations—a figure second only to the king. A nobleman of great standing, by our reckoning—something on the order of a Grand Duke.

 

And Olafsson had already claimed his initial rank, meaning he handled Shadows competently enough. He’d even managed to take part in a few local skirmishes and prove his mettle in battle.

 

“Hold on…” I reread the last lines several times, but the words refused to vanish. “He has a wolf?”

 

“It’s their custom.” The rector shrugged. “A familiar of sorts. Everyone who passes the trial and shows great power goes off into the forest. To commune with the spirits, or some such. Put simply, a spirit possesses a beast, and the beast becomes the mage’s faithful companion. It would be fascinating to study the phenomenon, incidentally…”

 

“Rector,” the Mentalist stopped him. “Let’s leave the studies for later.”

 

“Ah yes, forgive me.” Eldgrim wasn’t fazed in the slightest. “So, yes, he has a wolf. Very obedient, they say. Tame.”

 

“And he intends to live in the dormitory. With the wolf.” I jabbed a finger at the note in the papers. “Seriously?”

 

“He wants to immerse himself in genuine student life, without the perks of his station.”

 

Fine—that was the dormitory warden’s problem, not mine. The warden’s, and the boy’s neighbors’.

 

“It’s part of the agreements we reached,” Batalov explained. “After the news broke that a Dark Mage would be studying at the academy, the northerners decided to send Olafsson to us. Frankly, they’re under the impression we have a department for that sort of thing…”

 

Who exactly had embellished facts no longer mattered. Batalov hadn’t been present for that conversation, but untangling its consequences had fallen to him. He needed to devise a solution urgently. But, apparently, he hadn’t managed it yet—hence this powwow. More precisely, he and Eldgrim had only managed a cursory pass over the bare fact of it: the Dark Magic Department was happening.

 

“I’ll allocate the space,” the rector said, taking the sudden turn with surprising calm. “We have rooms enough, fortified ones included. As for a training ground… I confess I’m not well versed in that area. I don’t know the requirements.”

 

“I’ll help with that.” The Mentalist rose and began pacing the room. “There’s a territory set aside for our operatives. We can send all the students there for the time being.”

 

“All the students?” I cut in.

 

That didn’t sound like just three Gifted.

 

“Mikhail will be studying here as well.”

 

Clear enough: a new assignment for Kazarinov. Keeping an eye on the high-placed foreign guest. I pictured the kid undercover and smiled. A cushy job, and a fun one at that.

 

“Will he be living in the dormitory, too?” I asked.

 

“Affirmative.” Batalov nodded.

 

That was logical—the closer to the subject, the simpler. Well, at least he’d get some rest there. Probably.

 

“The biggest problem is finding a teacher.” The rector drummed nervously on the desk. “I have no one in mind. Frankly, I assumed Lopukhin would be studying theory and nothing else. From whatever materials are publicly available.”

 

He stifled a cough.

 

“Materials won’t pose any difficulty, either. I’ve already cleared the release of certain books from the repository. We have a solid training program, as it happens—it can serve as a foundation. Granted, it leans practical and rather specialized, but it can be adapted quickly enough. It’ll do.”

 

“Materials! Oh, how wonderful!” Eldgrim lit up. “You can’t imagine how hard it is to find teaching aids that reflect modern realities and—”

 

“Rector…”

 

“Oh, forgive me.” Once again, the man showed not a drop of embarrassment—he simply withdrew into himself, smiling dreamily and spilling coffee onto some documents.

 

“I’ve gone through a great many candidates,” Batalov said, turning to me. “Out of everyone available and more or less suitable.”

 

I tensed inwardly. Had he decided to rope me in, after all? International agreements inspired exactly zero awe in me, and they were no grounds for heading yet another department. Or, in effect, publicly confessing to being a Universalist.

 

It was such a fine evening yesterday—and how very little I wanted to follow it with a quarrel.

 

But I had no intention of taking the Dark students’ training upon myself. The Shadowrunner would be fine on his own—but bundled in with him came Lopukhin, whose Gift weighed heavier still. A good kid, as I’d confirmed personally. But working with a Dark Gift meant attention. A great deal of it. Constant supervision was required—through the first year at the very least. Utterly draining, and a monstrous sink of time. A whole damn bottomless pit of it.

 

“If you…” I began, reaching for polite words.

 

“The choice is narrow,” the Mentalist said, missing the shift in my voice, his gaze gone distant. “And it was not an easy one to make.”

 

He fell silent, sinking into thought. Eldgrim was still adrift in his dreams of rare books, so he kept quiet too. The clock on the wall ticked loudly.

 

I looked out the window, weighing my options.

 

I was not signing up for getting embroiled in affairs of state. Period. That road led, by imperceptible degrees, straight into the harness of government service. I’d been through that scenario once before, and it had, on the one hand, brought into existence the beautiful city without a single enemy for miles around, which I was now admiring from this window. On the other, though, it had cost me my life.

 

And this was decidedly not a matter of life and death.

 

If I went charging off to rescue everyone in sight—why, that would be all I’d ever do. There would always be somebody who needed saving.

 

Worst case, Harold would simply go home with his familiar, and they’d teach the boy everything he needed there. Some reputations would take a dent, to be sure. Let the one who’d dreamed up this department—and promised the Northerners “the finest education to be had”—answer for it.

 

Ilya could perfectly well do his practicum at the Chancery. He’d end up serving there, anyway—there were no other options for him on hand. Retirement was possible, but it lay a long way off.

 

I sympathized with Batalov, of course—on a purely human level. Duty obliged him to solve this problem. And that would make him answer for someone else’s words and actions, with no way around it. I would surely have given the culprit a good wallop on the noggin if I was in his shoes. Maybe the Mentalist had done exactly that. I dearly wanted to believe so.

 

But a Dark Magic department?

 

This wasn’t some hobby club where students would gather to gripe about how nobody loved them. And there would be a lot of that. Not the griping part—that was actually rather unlikely—but the wariness, the constant sidelong looks from everyone else…

 

The department would draw the attention of all society. The world’s included. I’d never heard of a single institution anywhere that openly trained Dark Mages. A bold challenge, to give credit where it was due.

 

A Dark Magic department…

 

Absolutely not.

 

Batalov shook himself, rolled his neck with a crunch, exhaled noisily, and delivered his verdict,

 

“So, yes. I’m afraid it’s the only option. But I will ask you, Alexander, to keep an eye on her.”

 

“Me?” I said, startled—and promptly startled all over again. “Hold on just a minute. Her?”


 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

HER.

 

There was only one obvious candidate. The Emperor’s daughter was ruled out for a host of reasons. First, she’d drained her Source dry and become a nullo—a thing no living mage could heal. And even granting the impossible, then second: after an attempt on the head of state, she’d hardly have been released into society so soon. The mage-therapists had years of work ahead of them there.

 

Which meant Count Zotov’s daughter, unless the Imperial capital harbored yet another Dark Mage. Now that would have been too much. The Gift wasn’t vanishingly rare, but still—for that many Death Mages to converge on one time and one place… The odds trended toward zero.

 

But wasn’t the girl in a dungeon?

 

“You’ve already met her father, Count Zotov,” Batalov said, confirming my guess. “The ward’s name is Maria. But there’s something you need to be aware of…”

 

The Mentalist darted a glance at the rector, evidently reluctant to speak in front of him. Eldgrim, though, didn’t seem to be listening at all. He floated through his own thoughts, perfectly indifferent both to the new department and to whoever would head it.

 

“Shall we take a walk?” Batalov suggested.

 

“With pleasure.”

 

The walk wasn’t far—just to the Artificing Department.

 

In the main hall, everything stood ready for the new academic year. The floors and windows gleamed, new practice kits were laid out on the tables, and stacks of books waited by the wall behind the pedestal that held the wish compass. Everything I’d asked for had been provided.

 

Soon this place would be loud and lively. No run-of-the-mill assignments or boring standard-issue artifacts for my students! I had plans to make the department genuinely engaging—and useful.

 

I smiled, surveying the room.

 

In the meantime, Batalov locked the door, walked the entire perimeter, peered into every corner, and—once satisfied no one was there—produced a Veil of Silence from his pocket. He activated the amulet, and only then gave a contented nod.

 

“Now we can talk.”

 

“Shall we sign the nondisclosure papers?” I reminded him.

 

“Alexander, I believe that in your case it will suffice to ask you to keep what you hear to yourself. Your word is not something I doubt.”

 

Flattering. And unsettling in equal measure. As long as we observed the formalities, the burden sat lighter on me. Not that I’d been planning to peddle state secrets, but it was one thing to have them issued to you under duress and against a signature, and quite another to have them handed over freely, in what was nearly a friendly chat.

 

I didn’t insist, though. Batalov meant no harm by it—even though it probably wouldn’t be that important a factor once he understood just how much I already knew…

 

“You have my word of honor,” I pronounced solemnly. “What I hear will go no further.”

 

“Good,” the Mentalist answered absently, sinking into thought. “I believe you need to know who you’ll be dealing with. I can’t disclose every detail—certain parts of the Zotov file are the count’s alone to reveal. But those, I suspect, matter little to the overall picture.”

 

I’d have been glad of even a sliver of the truth. The Zotovs’ secrets were guarded exceedingly well, and learning any part of them counted as progress. I had indeed been planning to use the count’s invitation to his estate to try to learn something about his daughter. All the better that the occasion would now be weightier than my own curiosity.

 

“Maria is, shall we say, a difficult young woman. Which her life story explains, in all fairness. As you have doubtlessly gathered, she is under my personal watch.”

 

No surprise there—of course a Dark Mage would have a temper and a half. Ilya Lopukhin was the exception in that regard: mild-natured despite the orphanage childhood and the Gift.

 

Maria had never seen an orphanage. But neither could her childhood be called a happy one. Her Gift had woken very early, and badly. Someone in the household had been hurt by accident, as far as I could gather. Batalov omitted the particulars.

 

After that incident the servants scattered, and the count took upon himself not only the household, but his daughter’s training as well, trying to hide her from the Chancery’s attention.

 

The count was not only the Master of the Imperial Hunt, but also a fellow member of His Imperial Majesty’s secret service. Which made matters worse, because he’d brought in some foreign specialist who could allegedly help his daughter. The specialist turned out to be a spy who’d wreaked considerable havoc in the capital and set Zotov up considerably, shifting the blame onto him.

 

When they came for the count, Maria intervened to defend her father.

 

She was ten years old, and that night she claimed the initial rank of Darkness, tossing seasoned mages around like kittens. Thank heavens she killed no one, or it would all have become a major tragedy.

 

Batalov wasn’t yet chief of the Chancery then—only a deputy. The promotion came immediately after he resolved the problem.

 

To give credit where it was due, he had chosen the best way through. The protocol in such cases read one way only—take the child into custody, and jail the parent. But the Mentalist felt reluctant to shatter a family. He helped Zotov clear the charges, found Maria a tutor, and left her in her father’s care.

 

A kind man, all in all, his line of work notwithstanding.

 

There was a catch, though—the Dark Mage who undertook to teach the girl was himself sitting in a dungeon. So her schooling proved peculiar, conducted as it was in the holding cells of the Trubetskoy Bastion. And the practicum… One could only imagine.

 

By her coming-of-age, Maria Zotov had taken part in several covert operations and claimed the fourth rank of power. Impressive. More impressive still, her potential turned out to transcend rank altogether. And once that came to light, Batalov’s guardianship no longer sufficed to shield her from interest higher up.

 

The girl was sent somewhere abroad without the Mentalist’s knowledge. What exactly happened there, Batalov didn’t know. But she was captured and had to be extracted, which meant bargaining with another state so they would agree to forget the incident.

 

Maria had changed after that. Not for the worse, exactly—but her trust in Batalov was gone. The difficult age arrived on top of it, and the whole brew did its work. Classic teenage rebellion.

 

But rebellion in a Dark Mage isn’t your garden-variety sulking and flare-ups. It’s a threat to the safety of society at large. After the girl terrified the public by putting on a show of Darkness at some society function, she landed in the dungeon for the first time.

 

Batalov interceded and bargained her free.

 

The escapades didn’t stop, so the cell became Maria Zotov’s second home. The very one, by the sound of it, where I had seen her. With all the comforts provided, antique furniture, and a respectable library.

 

She never did anything truly evil, but she profoundly irritated every service that knew of her Gift. Realizing she couldn’t be managed, they preferred to keep her behind four walls.

 

Except that her services were still needed every now and then. So confinement gave way to pardon, then an assignment, then the whole cycle started all over again. It reached the point where Maria would come turn herself in after each new stunt.

 

The rebellious period lasted a couple of years and had passed—but a certain aftertaste had lingered. Which was exactly why, when evidence of a Dark Mage’s activity surfaced in the capital, Maria was the first one taken into custody. And though she denied any guilt—something she had never done before—no one believed her. No one but Batalov.

 

Of course, pulling a Dark Mage under that kind of suspicion out of confinement was beyond even him, short of forfeiting his head. Everyone would have known precisely who had helped.

 

After the Imperial hunt, once everything came to light, she was released. But the girl took deep offense and refused all contact. Everyone who came to talk to her was told off in no uncertain terms. Batalov once more did everything in his power to see her left alone, at least for a while. She needed to recuperate physically and mentally, he’d argued, so that she could come around.

 

Regardless of that, he strongly doubted her grudge would ever pass.

 

“So many mistakes have been made.” The chief of the bureau sighed heavily. “I failed to protect her. But Masha… Maria is a good girl, in spite of all of it. Alas, a woman’s hand was sorely missing from her upbringing. There’s my fault in that, too—it never crossed my mind. The count and I did everything to raise a worthy person. And we have both bungled things by failing to consider that she wasn’t simply a person, but a girl, too.” The Mentalist looked embarrassed.

 

I’d have said the bungling lay in conscripting a child into adult work. Lessons learned in a prison instead of bedtime stories, secret missions instead of toys… I could imagine how Maria Zotov had turned out under those conditions. Whatever occupied her thoughts, it wasn’t Imperial functions and luxury gowns.

 

“She won’t refuse me. I hope,” he added, with doubt. “In any case, work of this kind is far more pleasant than the alternatives. A genuine chance at a better life. Perhaps she truly will settle down…”

 

I chuckled—internally, so as not to dishearten the already gloomy Batalov.

 

Everything I was learning painted a fascinating picture—and decidedly not of the tranquil sort. That rebellion of hers was perfectly understandable. I’d have raised hell in her place, too, had I been dragooned into affairs of state from childhood. Ballrooms might have been the last thing on her mind—but she that didn’t mean she didn’t want any part of it. After all, there was something to being like everybody else, too—a sense of belonging, at the very least.

 

I agreed with him on the fact that if there was a chance of her settling down a little in the first place, the Academy would be the best place for it. Helping train other Dark Mages would do her reputation a world of good. And the Academy offered a more salubrious environment than constantly working in the field as an operative.

 

“And if she refuses?” I asked.

 

Batalov answered with a reproachful look, chiding me for leaping straight to the worst, no doubt. But what interested me was one thing only: whether I’d be the next candidate. The girl could genuinely tell Batalov to go to hell along with the rest. The dungeon, as far as I could tell, was no argument to her—and no cause for concern, either.

 

“She won’t refuse,” the Mentalist said, with a spark of genuine hope in his voice.

 

Who was I, of all people, not to believe in the best outcome?

 

But preparing for the other possibility wouldn’t hurt, either.

 

“And her tutor?”

 

“Alas, he is no longer of this world.” The man shook his head. “Nor would he have been an option. I’ve sent a request upstairs to have them look around the friendly states. A long shot, but insurance never hurts.”

 

Given Count Zotov’s history, a long shot indeed.

 

“May I ask you to be present at our meeting, Alexander? You possess an astonishing gift of persuasion. Even when you say nothing and simply look on. Like that, yes.”

 

“Of course,” I nodded.

 

This promised to be most curious. Besides, the count had invited me to visit, so my appearance would come as no surprise. It might even tip the result, given how grateful Zotov had been for his rescue.

 

My good mood was doing wonders for my charitable impulses in general.

 

With no new commission in sight, there was nowhere to hurry. I could lend a hand in a good cause and enjoy doing it. Savor the sunny autumn and that light academic spirit in the air. For me, this counted as rest.

 

“Then I’ll arrange the visit with His Lordship,” Batalov said, brightening at my consent. “And I’ll let you know.”

 

“Agreed.” I held out my hand, and he shook it firmly. “And now you’ll have to excuse me—I have some very important business to attend to.”

 

I glanced at my watch—still in time. Today was a holiday not only at the academies, but at the gymnasiums, too, and I’d promised one little rascal I would come share his joy. Gordey would become a great Artificer one day; for now, let him have a normal childhood. That involved schooling and socializing—even the fistfights and the mischief. I’d see to it personally. The mischief part especially: I’d make sure of his proficiency in that fine art.

 

“Thank you, Your Lordship.” The Mentalist bowed and lifted the magical protection. “Sometimes I wonder how I ever managed without you.”

 

“Marvelously,” I said, not taking the bait. “You managed just marvelously, Roman.”

 

He caught the hint and smiled, shaking his head. I had no intention of becoming one of their assets regardless of my friendly disposition towards him personally. And then it struck me, with pleasant surprise, that I’d long since stopped shielding my mind from him. Somehow, it felt like there was no need for that anymore.

 

* * *

 

I raced off toward Petrograd Island along the festive streets, soaking up ever more of the holiday mood. I idled a while in traffic on the bridge—students were converging on the metropolis from across the empire, and their kin along with them, eager to see the celebration. The hoods of the automobiles were a flurry of coats of arms, from the plainest and most unassuming to truly formidable specimens lavished with gilt and flourishes.

 

On days like these, every rooming house in the city filled to bursting, and some residents even left town altogether, renting out their lodgings.

 

For sheer scale, the start of the academic year arguably outdid the imperial ball itself.

 

The gymnasium sat deep in the island’s interior, ringed by a park. The two-story yellow building looked splendid. The grounds had once belonged to some nobleman who’d given over his mansion and land for a school, and it bore its benefactor’s name—the Alexeyev Gymnasium.

 

The welcome ceremony here was rather modest, but very warm.

 

Girls and boys, all dressed in their finest, stood in a row in the main hall, their faces terribly serious. Chairs had been set out for family, and that was where I found the old man, Countess Varyagin, Brannoc, and Timothy. Everyone had come to congratulate Gordey.

 

The headmaster delivered a short but heartfelt speech, even tearing up with feeling. He wished them all success and professed his faith that every last one would be a star pupil.

 

He addressed the adults, too, assuring them the children would be looked after and cared for as if they were his own. He struck me as a decent and hard-working sort, genuinely devoted to the work that mattered.

 

After a storm of applause, the headmaster and teachers were showered with bouquets, and the children scattered every which way. Gordey, positively glowing with pride, ran up and hugged me hard.

 

“Uncle Alexander! You came!”

 

“I always make an appearance when I’m needed,” I said.

 

The boy broke into a grin, and I noticed a tooth was missing.

 

“What’s this, then? Been fighting?”

 

Gordey’s expression grew serious at once.

 

“Nuh-uh, just bumped into something, yer Lordship. Fightin’s no good—that’s what your ancestor says.”

 

Well, would you look at that. Mitrophane, for all his bellicosity, was teaching the boy proper values, after all.

 

“He says if you’re gonna hit someone, do it right away and do it for keeps. Like, to the death. So the enemy can’t come back and get revenge, see.”

 

Ugh. And I’d just started praising the ghost mentally. I’d have a word with him—useless as that would probably be. Still, Gordey was a sharp kid, and the gymnasium’s teachers were genuinely nice people. And though I agreed with the ancestor spirit on certain points, that sort of lesson was better arrived at a few years down the road.

 

“Can I go now, please? The fellas are getting together for a kickabout. Oh—I mean, for a soccer metch,” the kid corrected himself, spotting the patriarch’s approach.

 

“Go on.” The old man smiled at the boy. “A kickabout never hurt anyone.”

 

Gordey tore off, and we watched him go with identical contented looks.

 

“He’ll be grown before you know it,” Grandpa Lucas sighed, giving me a meaningful look.

 

I pretended not to catch the hint about great-grandchildren and agreed. The countess laughed at the whole scene, while Brannoc discreetly wiped his eyes and gave a quiet sniffle. Timothy, likewise decked out in a new suit, spoke with a touch of anxiety in his voice.

 

“So, off to the academy now, is it?”

 

Honestly, I hadn’t expected my ginger ward to be so anxious. Though I could understand him: an entirely new chapter of his life was opening. The title, the studies—none of it left much room for indifference.

 

“You go ahead. I’ll be along a little later.”

 

We were certainly on friendly terms and I would always stand by him—but I was also faculty now. Head of a department, technically, not that it mattered. Showing up in my company would do him no favors. He’d be branded a climber on the spot, and the boy still had to find his footing in an unforgiving society, what with his Shadow Gift and all. To say nothing of him being a dual wielder. He’d learn to shrug off such trifles in time, so there was no sense complicating his road just yet. Let him meet his probable future friends and have a proper good time with them.

 

Student parties held little appeal for me anymore. But a long ramble through the city—that was something I wouldn’t have refused. And it was precisely what I intended to do after the ceremony.

 

Timothy drove off, and I walked the rest of the family back to the mansion, said my goodbyes, and returned for the car. After a moment’s thought, I took it home. If a long stroll was the plan, a cab was a better option.

 

I spruced myself up a bit and checked that my suit was in order, with no unseemly creases. I decided to take my sword cane along, too—more from habit than need. I expected no trouble on a day like this.

 

I gave myself a critical once-over in the mirror and winked at my reflection.

 

Well then—a new chapter was opening for me as well. Who’d have thought I would end up a teacher? Or, rather, I had thought about it, but in the context of distant future. And certainly not on the scale of an entire academy.

 

The main thing was to keep it to one department.


 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE OPENING CEREMONY OF THE NEW ACADEMIC YEAR, as the rector styled the occasion, was a success. Not completely hitch-free, but on the whole, nobody got hurt, and that was what mattered.

 

The first unexpected thing was that the department heads’ addresses had been canceled. So much for the speech I’d so diligently prepared—not that I was upset about it. Quite a few others were put out, however, and attempted to make their displeasure known.

 

The reason was the new Dark Magic department, of course. Or rather, the fact that it didn’t actually exist yet—which meant there would be no one to speak for it. To spare the academy the awkwardness, it was decided to break with tradition and limit the program to an address from the head of the academy. Eldgrim worked hard to smooth things over, but when your subordinates are mages of every stripe with ambitions just as varied, plenty can go sideways.

 

The students, for their part, were only too happy to have the opening formalities cut short.

 

One teacher actually had to be escorted out since he wouldn’t stop demanding the floor. They managed it in-house—the faculty did command impressive power, after all.

 

“Vladimir isn’t a bad man, Your Lordship.” Ms. Vladi materialized at my side and took my arm. “The sense to think before acting simply escapes him at times. Elementalists… They’re all real characters, aren’t they?”

 

The history teacher looked stunning, as ever. From what I’d heard, she and the admiral had already started dating and broken apart several times. Matters had even reached an engagement eventually, at which point the lady grew bored and rebuffed the count’s further claims. Then, granted, they had reconciled again…

 

But I didn’t meddle in affairs of the heart—least of all between people of their age and experience. As an informant, though, the dear lady would serve me beautifully. I still hadn’t troubled myself to study my academy colleagues.

 

“Vladimir?” I smiled at her artless familiarity.

 

“Ah, forgive my manners.” She made not the slightest effort to look contrite. “Prince Vladimir Feuerbrand.”

 

Now that surname I knew. It suited the Feuerbrand line remarkably well: Fire Elementalists turned up among them with uncanny regularity. They ranked a step below the Obolenskys and competed with them over everything, in essence—including vying for the Emperor’s attention. The Emperor, being no one’s fool, publicly expressed his favor of one house first, and then the other, keeping both in suspense. And rightly so—that hot temper was best harnessed for the good of the state.

 

Fire was an explosive sort of magic—among all the aspects, only Darkness exerted a stronger influence on a person.

 

Keeping such people bridled wasn’t easy. They needed room to show their temper—best aimed at an enemy. Or, as was the case here, at a rival.

 

Moreover, the Feuerbrand who headed a department at the academy was the younger brother of the family patriarch. The fourth-born, by the history teacher’s account. Hence he seized every chance to distinguish himself as though it were his last. His odds of inheriting the headship of the house were negligible. And yet the brother could still rule in his favor.

 

Apparently, the younger prince had prepared a truly magnificent speech, fit to astound all of society. And they hadn’t let him deliver it…

 

The Fire mage was swiftly bundled off, and we went on watching the ceremony. In Ms. Vladi’s company, the watching improved considerably. No prompting required—the lady volunteered her commentary with relish.

 

The second minor disruption was unexpected to virtually everybody else, but I was convinced something of this sort would happen. A Dark Mage provoked fear, curiosity, misgivings, doubts about the Empire’s and the Academy’s leadership, and so on down the long list of normal human emotions. For the moment, the only thing saving Ilya Lopukhin was that his father wasn’t just any prince, but a Grand Duke.

 

The commotion, though, was inevitable. Everything from whispers to point-blank questions from the boldest and best-born.

 

Here Eldgrim once again drew the fire onto himself, explaining in a crisp, carrying voice that the Emperor had approved the arrangement, and then inquiring whether anybody present cared to argue or harbored doubts about His Imperial Majesty’s judgment?

 

That took the wind out of certain individuals tangibly. I helped with the rest—soothed some lightly with Life magic, and one or two, with the Dark Gift. Those last I made note of. Perhaps they’d merely caught the general panic, but it was just as likely they’d prove to be stubborn cases.

 

The history teacher graciously named every one of them for me.

 

My intervention wasn’t strictly required. But I felt easier knowing nobody would spoil the celebration. So I stood quietly off to the side, wearing a bored expression and working my little bits of magic.

 

In the process I noted, with some surprise, that all the protective amulets around me had gone somehow… feeble. I never had to punch through the circuits—I simply slipped around them, and without any particular effort.

 

The discovery pulled my attention from the proceedings for a moment, but, mercifully, it was all over by then. The most stubborn grumbled themselves out and dispersed.

 

The orchestra launched into something brash and spirited. The students raised a happy clamor, confessing without a hint of embarrassment that they intended to celebrate the night in style.

 

“Will you join us, Alexander?” the lady asked, indicating a cluster of teachers likewise discussing the festivities.

 

“Thank you for the invitation.” I bowed. “But, alas, I have other plans.”

 

“Oh, aren’t you a well-behaved young man,” she laughed. “And quite right—what would you do among the old folks? You’d be bored stiff. Besides, I know them: two glasses in, they’ll strike up the eternal leitmotif of how everything was better in the old days.”

 

Boredom was a choice, too, and I saw no old folks in that group—but she had a point all the same. With a marvelous night alone with the city ahead of me, rehashing the glorious feats of yesteryear held no appeal.

 

Old age never did arrive with the years. It lived only in the mind. I’d met querulous youths who were tired of living, and spry old warhorses who carried themselves as if their lives were only just beginning. Age had nothing to do with how one truly perceived oneself.

 

I suspected Ms. Vladi was a great deal older than my estimate. It hampered her not in the least—she ignored the matter grandly and went on captivating practically everyone who strayed into her zone of interest. After which they stopped caring about such trifles, too.

 

“But I’ll cover for you, Your Lordship.” The lady winked slyly. “I’ll invent a worthy excuse for your absence.”

 

I’d rather she didn’t—but I knew better than to object. She’d do exactly as she pleased, anyway. Especially if I asked her not to. Still, I had no doubt she’d cause me no harm.

 

The woman fluttered off, hooked her arm through that of the next victim of her charm—the keeper of the academy armory, I believe, who instantly perked up considerably—and the company departed.

 

As for me, I pulled off my tie, stuffed it into a pocket, and undid the top two buttons. My date required no immaculate appearance. Rather the opposite.

 

I came out onto the embankment and smiled at the dark water of the canal.

 

“Well, hello there, my dear.”

 

For some reason it had always seemed to me that the soul of St. Petersburg was that of a woman. Perhaps because the city invited admiration—made you want to bow before its beauty. I walked the streets without knowing where I meant to end up. Aimlessly, and yet most instructively.

 

I peeked into windows burning with light, glimpsed the residents in the little scenes of their evening, their joys and their sorrows. And the capital breathed it all in—along with the warmth of its paving stones, the scent of lilacs blooming a second time in the lingering heat, the soft music coming from restaurant terraces, the ringing of bicycle bells, and the horns of automobiles.

 

If you stopped for an instant and truly looked at it, the picture would suddenly swell into something so vast it snatched your breath away.

 

And that night I wanted to see every one of the myriad details of my home. To memorize every trifle, every uneven cobble of the sidewalks, every bas-relief on the buildings. So thoroughly that if I ever found myself far away from here, shaken awake in the dead of night, I could name the shape of the buttons on a Petrograd Island paperboy’s coat, or the features of the small monument to
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