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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONCE AGAIN IT WAS NIGHTTIME—a quiet lane and smoke drifting up into a star-flecked sky.

 

More than one fascinating story had begun that way, so I waited for whatever the senator had to say with anticipation, even a touch of impatience.

 

Vorontsov puffed away diligently, in no hurry to start talking.

 

Somewhere a window slammed shut. But the fussy neighbor next door had nothing left to complain about—I’d added sound suppression to the perimeter ward. Now a tiger’s roar or a rowdy dinner party wouldn’t bother a soul.

 

“What a fine night this is,” the senator clearly was in no hurry to get to the heart of the matter.

 

“Let me help you along—it’s another delicate issue, isn’t it?” I felt rather reluctant to indulge small talk.

 

Really, what was the point of stalling? The count choked at my bluntness and shook his head.

 

“You young people are always in a rush,” he said, stroking one of the lions on its head. The beast stirred to life for an instant, purring with satisfaction. “Delicate, yes, you guessed right. Delicate it is. Very delicate, and… Well, that’ll be for you to judge and decide.”

 

Not the most enticing opening, though Vorontsov had piqued my curiosity. What could have rattled him? As a family friend, the man hardly struck me as the sensitive type.

 

“You probably haven’t heard yet, but I’ve been appointed to the board of trustees at the Imperial Academy,” the count began in a measured tone. “The board has seen no small number of changes this year, Alexander. Not least because of you.”

 

“Because of me?” I was genuinely surprised.

 

They were the ones who’d asked me to head the department. Or rather, the rector had… Surely not behind the board’s back? That seemed unlikely.

 

The trustees oversaw the allocation of funds—including those from the imperial treasury—and on that basis held a nominal casting vote on the admission of both students and faculty. Or so the structure appeared. In truth, the entire board struck me as little more than a ceremonial affair—a nod to bureaucracy, existing largely on paper. In practice, they decided nothing of consequence without leave from above.

 

And since the rector likewise answered directly to the Emperor, one really wondered about the necessity of having a board in the first place.

 

“Well, what do you think?” The senator smirked. “A young count—one whose reputation used to be, shall we say, thoroughly questionable—vanishes for a long stretch. Then, far from reverting to his old ways, he receives a sign of the Emperor’s personal favor at a ball. That’s only the part that’s become public knowledge. But everyone who’s anyone knows what you’ve really been up to. You didn’t think it would stay a secret, did you?”

 

I shook my head. You’d have to work hard to be that naïve. Besides, I’d set out to build a new reputation precisely so I could take on interesting commissions without interference. Mission accomplished, apparently.

 

“There you go,” Vorontsov said with a satisfied smile at my reaction. “You’ve pulled yourself together—now deal with the consequences.”

 

“You make it sound downright ominous,” I said, frowning.

 

The count burst out laughing and clapped me on the shoulder like a father would.

 

“Forgive me, Alexander—my sense of humor tends to be on the quirkier side. But you do understand that you’re attracting attention, don’t you? From all sorts of people, as it were.”

 

It was true enough—my circle of acquaintances had grown as large as it was eclectic. From the Imperial Security Service to the master of thieves and a bunch of other criminals keeping a low profile. But what could you do? The world was full of interesting folks.

 

“And that’s what has the board of trustees worried?” I ventured.

 

“Among other things,” the senator nodded. “You’re your own man—no patron, no post. Nobody knows what to expect from you. Well, nobody among the lot who’d been warming those chairs…”

 

His predatory smile reminded me that I wasn’t dealing merely with some genial portly fellow always ready to lend our family a hand, but with a highly influential man, quite hard-nosed and cynical.

 

“None of that matters now, though. The board’s composition was overhauled at the start of the new academic year. As it happens, I stepped in as your sponsor—to settle the question once and for all. I know, I know—” He raised a hand, cutting off my urge to object. “You didn’t need it. Call it a whim of mine, if you like. Just to spare you the red tape you’d never have wanted to wade through.”

 

He had a point there. Getting rid of me at the Academy would have been simple enough: bury me in petty squabbles and I’d walk out on my own. My desire to enlighten young minds wasn’t so fierce that I’d wage war against opponents in paper armor. For all my prudence, I might well have broken a nose or two.

 

“There’s one more thing,” Vorontsov said, pausing for dramatic effect. “A Dark-gifted student.”

 

“Lopukhin?” I recalled the file on the illegitimate son of a prince.

 

“Well now—so you are aware?” It was the senator’s turn to look surprised. “I’d assumed you hadn’t so much as glanced at the Academy paperwork.”

 

I’d gone through it without much enthusiasm, but carefully all the same. I’d first learned about the Dark-gifted student at my meeting with the rector, though the documents had also mentioned the unusual pupil.

 

I didn’t bother responding to the implication of carelessness. Vorontsov loved his best friend’s grandson sincerely, but he’d never fully bought my transformation. That didn’t bother me in the least—it was a skepticism perfectly natural for a man of his years and experience. Still, for all his doubts, the count had never let them show. Only now, and only out of genuine astonishment.

 

“Ilya Lopukhin,” I confirmed, recalling the acknowledged bastard’s given name as well.

 

“Exactly. A remarkable event for the Academy.” Fragrant smoke enveloped the senator, and he went on holding forth from within it. “They’re keeping it quiet so far. But a scandal will be unavoidable, make no mistake. And as for what happens after the Gift identification ceremony—well, you can imagine.”

 

I could indeed. The young man was in for what could mildly be called a rough time. Few would so much as greet a Dark Gifted, let alone befriend one. And then the highborn parents would start demanding Lopukhin’s expulsion in the name of their children’s safety… Even his father being a prince wouldn’t help.

 

“He’s got a hard road in front of him, that’s for sure. But what do you need from me?” I didn’t see the connection.

 

If Ilya wanted to conceal his gift, the Mirror of Power would oblige and simply show nothing. Or perhaps the prince had decided to play it safe—commission an artifact to hide his son from all detection?

 

“An object that will prove beyond doubt a person bears no ill intent,” the senator said, emerging from his cloud and catching me completely off guard.

 

“Come again?” I literally had to ask him to repeat it, for I couldn’t believe my ears.

 

Why create an artifact for a task any high-ranking mentalist could accomplish? Granted, such a procedure required compelling grounds, but still—I saw no sense in it.

 

“A symbol, Alex. A symbol of good faith,” Vorontsov said with a trace of sadness, holding my gaze.

 

And I understood. A symbol, truly.

 

The artifact had to be functional, of course, but its use would be completely voluntary. Whoever touched such an object would do so by their own choice. And by that act alone, they would declare their intentions. No one would be forced to undergo a humiliating examination. Though the Academy could well have instituted such a rule. For safety’s sake. But that would have been an entirely different matter.

 

With an artifact, the whole thing could become a ceremony of its own. A question of honor.

 

That was how the senator explained the idea to me. His own idea, though I’d already guessed where it had originally come from. Someone higher up had wanted a safeguard. But Vorontsov would never have gone against fairness and honor. Not in matters like these. And he’d surely had to fight for the element of choice.

 

This on top of the fact that I’d already imbued the Mirror of Power with deference to the subject’s free will.

 

“Otherwise the boy will see no end of bullying,” the count said. “Him, and anyone else of his ilk who comes along in the future. If they come at all, of course. Because the remarkable thing here isn’t just that Lopukhin has turned up—it’s that he dared to reveal himself. Dared to step into the light. If they destroy him, the others won’t even try. You understand me, right?”

 

I did. Dark power was nearly a death sentence. It meant distrust dogging you from the very moment your Gift awakened. The fear of those closest to you, rejection, solitude. Yet the “Dark” label was rather arbitrary. I’d known Gifted individuals who were truly dark as far as their nature and proclivities were concerned. Among them had been a Light mage, of all people.

 

The idea that had initially struck me as distasteful was revealing itself from a different angle.

 

What if it really was possible to create a way out for someone who didn’t want to turn their heart to the dark side? Simply give them a chance and show everyone else that it wasn’t magic that made people wicked, but choice. And sometimes other people had a hand in that, too.

 

The artifact could genuinely become a symbol. And Lopukhin himself, a beacon for every boy and girl across the empire, perhaps even beyond its borders. Hope that things could be different.

 

“You know Prince Lopukhin personally?” I guessed, given how passionately Vorontsov had spoken about a boy he supposedly didn’t know.

 

“I know Ilya,” the count replied, barely above a whisper.

 

The bastard—how? It hit me suddenly, and I realized why the senator’s expression had changed so completely. Of course—Kazarinov! Another illegitimate child, something I’d stopped doubting long ago. The resemblance between the two was plain to see. Most likely, Ilya and Mikhail had met at the orphanage.

 

Vorontsov read everything in the look I hadn’t managed to hide, and confirmed my guess. He turned away, stared down the empty street, and told me how it had all unfolded in a clipped, dry voice.

 

The count hailed from an ancient but impoverished line—not an uncommon occurrence. A title alone didn’t fill one’s coffers without effort. A few bad investments, poor management, and the family fortune could evaporate entirely. So the count had married not for love, but out of necessity. Not his own—he’d been young then, and had submitted to the will of a father who’d grown sick of languishing in poverty.

 

His bride-to-be had been a merchant’s daughter. Her father, for his part, had burned with ambition to enter the nobility. And he’d had means enough to, in effect, purchase a title for his daughter—and thus gain admission to high society. A perfectly understandable and accepted arrangement.

 

But there had been one condition, signed to his misfortune by the then-young Count Christopher. Marital infidelity would strip him of the entire fortune. The same clause applied in reverse—to the daughter as well. And the estate wouldn’t revert to the merchant, either—it would go to charity. The dowry and everything earned during the marriage alike. One affair, and you lost it all, your own share included.

 

But could anyone ever forbid a man from falling for a beautiful woman?

 

Who the count’s beloved had been, he didn’t say—nor what had become of her. But the affair had produced a son. A living consequence, and a piece of evidence that could easily have left Vorontsov out on the street with nothing to his name.

 

The decision to give the child up to an orphanage had clearly not been an easy one. Even now, a sharp pain lanced through the senator—I could feel it.

 

Granted, it had been a good orphanage, one established specifically for the bastard children of wealthy parents. With the finest education and living conditions. But an orphanage was still an orphanage. And Mikhail had had no chance of recognition whatsoever.

 

That was where Kazarinov had met Ilya Lopukhin—who’d also been going without a proper last name at the time. The age gap between them had been considerable, but something about the thin, pale boy had struck a chord in the future Shadowrunner. Perhaps their Gifts had drawn them together. Mikhail had shielded the weaker child from the others’ taunts. And so they’d become friends.

 

Despite Lopukhin being the younger of the two, his Gift had awakened first. The gift of Death—which had terrified everyone at the orphanage. Everyone except his one friend. Kazarinov had probably saved the boy’s life, simply by not turning away. And then Ilya’s father had come to claim him.

 

Vorontsov had visited his son in secret. Year after year, watching him grow. Tormenting himself and the orphanage director alike. He’d known everything that went on, and had tried to help, but the relationship had been fraught. A young man’s resentment and a grown man’s weakness had made for an insurmountable barrier.

 

When Mikhail’s Gift had manifested, Count Christopher had summoned Batalov. And Batalov had taken the lad under his wing, effectively raising him. Father and son had drifted even further apart, and only recently had things begun to mend.

 

And then Kazarinov had come to his father and, for the first time in his life, asked for help.

 

I remained motionless as the senator spoke—short, sharp sentences in a tight, measured voice—yet beneath that restraint surged a feeling so overwhelming, so poorly concealed despite every effort to contain it, that I found myself unable to breathe for a moment.

 

This was deeply personal. What the count suggested was probably the only thing anyone could do for the Dark-Gifted boy.

 

“There’s nothing more I can give him—do you understand me, Alex?” Vorontsov turned to me, his eyes glinting. “Ask whatever you want, name your price, just make the artifact.”

 

“Count Christopher…”

 

I fell silent, thinking it over. Of course I wanted to help the count. And Lopukhin too, because the idea was genuinely worth pursuing. But to agree in a rush of feeling, tossing aside every other consideration? Besides, did the person being championed actually want the help?

 

“First, I need to meet Ilya Lopukhin,” I said, my tone leaving no room for discussion.

 

“I—” The count started to object, likely meaning to convince me of the boy’s righteousness, but then thought better of it and nodded. “I understand, Alexander. And you’re absolutely right to want to see for yourself. I had no right to demand an answer on the spot.”

 

“Can you arrange a meeting?”

 

I couldn’t simply turn up at the prince’s door without cause. Calling on a peer of equal rank, or arriving by invitation—that was one thing. I seriously doubted Lopukhin would receive me. I certainly couldn’t count on it.

 

But since Vorontsov now sat on the board of trustees, his authority ought to suffice. Even if I appeared in my capacity as department head, Artificing had no relation with Death magic. Well, no direct relation, anyway.

 

“I’ll try… I’ll have it arranged,” the count answered firmly. “I’ll pull every string I have, but tomorrow you’ll see Ilya.”

 

Tomorrow? I sighed, mentally bidding farewell to the sauna and the grilled pike at Voznesensky. Fine—the trip could be put off briefly. There was very little time left, but the artifact itself didn’t strike me as complicated. I should manage.

 

“Forgive me, Alex,” Vorontsov said guiltily, sensing my thoughts. “I dragged my feet till the last moment, I confess. Between coming up with the plan, getting it all formalized, pushing it through the proper channels… I lost a great deal of time.”

 

No use lamenting it now. Willingly or not, the senator had let slip yet another secret. Though this one, too, could have been guessed. Summoning Batalov to take the boy from the orphanage? First you had to know the man. And not casually, but well enough to entrust him with your son.

 

The count, it seemed, had a rather eclectic circle of acquaintances of his own. Possibly even a service record.

 

“No apologies necessary, Count Christopher. I promise you I’ll do everything in my power. More than that, I cannot promise.”

 

“That’s enough for me.” He gave a short bow. “I place everybody’s fate in your hands.”

 

“Really, Count,” I laughed. “Don’t lay it on so thick. One’s fate is in no one’s hands but one’s own. Which you’ve just demonstrated.”

 

“You know, Alexander,” Vorontsov said, eyes narrowing as he studied me closely, “sometimes I don’t recognize you. Sometimes I feel I’m looking at an entirely different person.”

 

“I am a different person,” I admitted honestly.

 

The senator laughed.

 

“Why, but that’s just splendid, Alex. Truly splendid!”

 

We finally returned to the garden, where the celebration carried on. Vorontsov’s spirits had lifted noticeably. Even Grandfather caught the change and gave me a questioning look. I just winked at him like a schoolboy, which earned me a playful disapproving shake of the head.

 

Had Count Lucas known about his friend’s greatest tragedy? Almost certainly. Then again, the patriarch himself hadn’t turned to the senator for help in his own time of need, either. And I had no right to discuss what I’d just learned. No oath required.

 

We lingered talking as we always did—well past midnight. None of us could bring ourselves to part, as though an evening like this could never be repeated. And it couldn’t. Just like every other good evening. That was the whole point.

 

Vorontsov had been the first to depart, followed by the countess, whose personal driver had come to collect her. Grandfather had wanted to escort her home, but Countess Nina declined gently, charming everyone one last time with her bright, youthful laugh.

 

Timothy had long since been nodding off, and Gordey had been sent to bed several hours earlier—not without the tiger’s assistance. I’d conveyed the wish to put the stubborn lad down for the night, and the beast had simply seized him by the scruff like a kitten and hauled him off to the cottage.

 

The illusory moths had flown away—I’d sent them up to join the stars. Even the ghosts had wandered off on their nightly business.

 

And still the three of us sat on, unable to wrap up the conversation.

 

We talked about the past, the future, and the present, about plans, both shared and our own, and so many other things… The patriarch had taken to daydreaming about married life. Brannoc yearned for new culinary conquests.

 

“And what do you intend to do, Alex?” Grandfather asked me.

 

“Everything,” I said with a smile. “I intend to do everything.”

 

Everything in my power. And a little bit more.


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“YOUR LORDSHIP! Sir!” Brannoc’s agitated voice jolted me awake.

 

I cracked one eye open and glanced through the bedroom window, thrown wide. Blue sky showed beyond the treetops. Birds sang their hearts out, greeting another fine day. From behind the house came the steady thwack of an axe.

 

I rolled over and spotted the servant hovering on the threshold. He was wringing his apron and sniffling with a faintly frightened air.

 

“What happened?” I stretched with relish.

 

I’d long since learned to gauge how serious a situation was by tone and word choice. By all indications, there was no emergency.

 

“His Lordship’s acting peculiar,” Brannoc said, embarrassed. “Like maybe your granddad got a touch too much seaside sun. He’s out back, basically, in the yard—”

 

“Right,” I said, getting up. “Let’s have a look.”

 

After washing and dressing, I stopped by the kitchen for coffee first. Then I stepped outside with the cup and headed round the back of the house.

 

The tableau that unfolded in front of me was peculiar indeed—the patriarch, dressed in a plain linen shirt, was splitting firewood. Going at it with gusto, too, broad swings and grunts to match. His clothes were already soaked through with the effort, and beside him lay an impressive heap of split logs.

 

“Good morning, grandpa,” I said, settling onto a bench and tipping my face toward the warm sun.

 

“Oh, Alex, my boy!” The patriarch smiled, buried the axe in the chopping block, and wiped his hands on his shirt. “Good morning to you, too. Did the noise wake you?”

 

“Well, you could say that. Is everything all right?”

 

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Grandfather frowned. “Honest man’s work, this.”

 

But of course. That fine old aristocratic tradition of chopping a few cords before breakfast. I only chuckled and said nothing. Something odd was going on, but I already had a fair idea what it might be.

 

Grandfather briskly doused himself from a bucket of ice-cold water and set off toward the house. Halfway there he clutched at the small of his back, but quickly dropped his hand and straightened up.

 

“Brannoc! Is there breakfast today or isn’t there?” The patriarch barked as he disappeared around the corner.

 

I strolled through the garden with my coffee, savoring the stillness and the fragrances drifting all around. I had no idea what the Naturalists had planted here, but everything was in bloom. The apples beckoned with their rosy cheeks, and I reached for one. The trunk creaked and leaned slightly, bringing the fruit within easy reach.

 

“Well, I’ll be,” I marveled, and thanked it just in case. “Much obliged.”

 

The apple turned out to be so ripe that I got drenched in its juice the moment I took a large bite. Sweet and tender, too—oh, that felt good.

 

The branch swung back into place, and I shook my head. Look how far magic had come. Kasia had already shown me what nature mages could do, but this was a first. Simple and effective—no need to shake the tree and risk a knock on the head.

 

Or maybe it had been Princess Davydov’s idea—to keep the children from scrambling up the branches and snapping them.

 

Either way, I was thoroughly charmed.

 

I’d have to remember to thank both young women for the care they’d taken. The garden had been transformed even more than the manor itself. It resembled an enchanted forest, especially near the children’s pavilion. And combined with the silence ward I’d installed, it felt as though you were somewhere out in the country. Street noise didn’t reach us, and only birdsong filled the days from dawn to dusk.

 

Breakfast was a classic affair—classic in the sense that there were no exotic dishes, but the portions of everything else had clearly been calculated for a company several times the size of the entire household, cats and ghosts included.

 

And for tea, Brannoc brought out an enormous cake.

 

“Honey cake, Your Lordship,” the old servant said with a smile, addressing the patriarch. “Your favorite.”

 

Grandfather gazed at the splendid dessert with something like sorrow and shook his head, pushing his plate away.

 

“No. This stuff’s bad for you.”

 

“What’s bad for you?” The servant blinked in bewilderment.

 

Everyone else froze with their forks poised over their own slices.

 

“Sweets are bad for you,” Grandfather replied, a touch irritably.

 

“Come again?” Brannoc was dumbstruck. “Since when are sweets bad for anyone, eh?” He looked at me imploringly. “What’s going on?”

 

“It’s love with a capital L,” I answered, perfectly deadpan.

 

Grandfather narrowed his eyes at me, but I held his suspicious stare without flinching. Didn’t crack a smile by so much as a hair. The patriarch sighed and left the dining room.

 

“Come again?” the servant repeated quietly.

 

“I believe Countess Nina has taken charge of Count Lucas’ diet,” I said, finally breaking into a grin.

 

There it was—the most selfless sacrifice any man could make for a woman: to renounce one of the most sacred things in existence. Food.

 

“There’s nothing wrong with his diet,” Brannoc said, offended. “So what, do I take it away, then?”

 

“No!” the orphans and I shouted in unison.

 

After the meal, I found Grandfather in my study. He sat surrounded by letters and newspapers.

 

“Excellent,” he said, brightening at the sight of me. “I was just about to have a word with you.”

 

We discussed the affairs of our House first. Everything was in impeccable order, not least thanks to Ludwig, which I made sure to mention.

 

My assistant had secured several buyers for the marble mined at the quarry, so both our treasury and the village coffers were filling nicely. The villagers were pleased, too—my requirements had proven far too modest for the quarry’s capacity. Plenty of new settlers had arrived in Voznesensky, and now there was work for them all.

 

The patriarch asked about the tiger only in passing and was satisfied with my brief “it just sort of happened” explanation.

 

It was plain that something else entirely was on his mind.

 

“Here’s the thing, Alex, my boy…” Grandfather said slowly once we’d finished with clan business. “This wedding, well…”

 

He stood, rubbed the small of his back again, and paced the room nervously, examining the décor as he went. I waited in silence for the other shoe to drop. The patriarch sank back into his armchair and heaved a weary sigh.

 

“Her Ladyship wants us to live at her estate!” he blurted. “Honest to God, I’m half a mind to call the whole thing off!”

 

“What’s the problem?”

 

“Well, it’s shameful, isn’t it?” He looked embarrassed. “A husband is supposed to bring his wife home, not the other way round. That’s the proper way. The way it’s supposed to be.”

 

“Supposed to be according to whom?” I couldn’t help myself.

 

“Don’t you start mocking me too, Alex,” he said, looking hurt. “This is serious.”

 

“All right, how does she argue her case?” I felt a twinge of guilt and adjusted my tone.

 

“Oh, some nonsense or other.” He waved a hand. “She’s got hydrangeas growing there. A dozen rare varieties. And some other things—names I can’t even pronounce. Sea air. Peace and quiet.”

 

Well, when you thought about it, peace and quiet were the last things our house had to offer. Pets, spirits, children… Cannons, for that matter. One could understand a woman accustomed to a very different life. The Varyagin estate really did have a particular serenity about it.

 

And the older you got, the harder it became to uproot your whole way of living—especially if you’d spent a lifetime in one place.

 

“And you don’t like it there?”

 

“Who said that?” Grandfather looked surprised. “It’s a wonderful place. The air really is restorative—the way you breathe there… But that’s not the point.”

 

“Then what is the point?” I said with a sly smile.

 

“Well, it’s just…” The patriarch faltered. “It doesn’t feel right, somehow.”

 

“Who says so?”

 

“People will say so,” he answered, without much conviction. “They’re bound to. You never know what people may say!”

 

“What people?” I said, indignant. “Surely, none of us is going to say a thing. Count Vorontsov won’t, either. Nor will anyone else who cares about you, for that matter. What other people are you thinking of? I was under the impression you’d always been, shall we say, indifferent to public opinion. Why do you suddenly need their permission to live the way you want?”

 

“How dare you—” Grandfather shot to his feet, but sat right back down and laughed. “All right, Alex, you got me. You’re right—I never gave a damn about them. But now… I’m anxious, that’s what. I never thought I’d marry again. Am I really afraid?” He sounded surprised at himself.

 

“There’s no shame in fearing the loss of something precious.”

 

A buzzing filled my head. The djinn, announcing its presence, sang through my thoughts:

 

“Tell him: a warrior who knows no fear is a dead warrior. For fear is fleeting; cowardice is forever. There is no honor in having nobody to fear for.”

 

I agreed with the elemental entirely, but I had no intention of engaging in poetic philosophizing. I already felt a little awkward dispensing advice to the patriarch, anyway.

 

“When did you find time to get so wise?” Grandfather asked with an ironic smile, though his tone was really warm. “Where were you those two years?”

 

As the senator had rightly put it—“you’ve pulled yourself together, now deal with the consequences.”

 

“Someday I’ll tell you all about it.”

 

“But not now?”

 

“Not now.”

 

We sat in silence for a while. The patriarch shuffled through letters absently, mulling things over. Then he raised his head and smiled at me.

 

“You know, my boy, it doesn’t really matter. Let the past stay in the past. No use dwelling upon in. I’ve already wasted too much time thinking about the past. Nearly missed what mattered most.”

 

“To live here and now, you mean?” I smiled back.

 

“To live here and now indeed,” Grandfather nodded. “Take it from an old man—don’t put your life on hold. I don’t mean recklessness. I mean what’s true in you. What your soul reaches for—you understand?”

 

“I do, Grandpa Lucas. I do.”

 

“Good,” the patriarch said, settling back in his chair. “Thank you for reminding me. And you’re right. I’ve no use for the opinions of people who can’t even wish themselves well. Happiness is in my hands alone. And it’s mine to decide how to live my life.”

 

“Shall I bring you a slice of cake, then?” I said with a smirk.

 

“Alexander!”

 

“All right, all right, I won’t be tempting you,” I said, raising my hands in a gesture of surrender. “But just so you know—Brannoc has put the honey cake in the icebox…”

 

* * *

 

After the uproar Grandfather had raised over dessert, I headed for our family library. I decided to put the wait for word from Vorontsov to good use and to search the archives for any information on artifacts like the one the senator had in mind.

 

Intentions were tricky things. That was why Mentalists had a harder time of it than most people assumed. In the majority of cases, what did the heavy lifting was people’s instinctive fear that their thoughts were being read—even though they weren’t. That same principle was how I’d been managing to hide what mattered from Batalov.

 

If, for instance, you believed something fervently enough, no Mentalist alive could detect the lie. A Mind mage could sense the general pole of a person’s emotions—negative to positive—and attempt to interpret them. Beyond that, it came down to experience and understanding of human nature. More psychology than magic.

 

And a person, as a rule, hardly ever felt just one emotion at any given moment. The ability to detach and focus on a single thing was rare.

 

That was also why Mentalists struggled in relationships. You needed a considerable body of knowledge just to learn to tell hurt from irritation, to say nothing of identifying the cause.

 

So yes—intentions were complicated.

 

Take a man who’d just slammed his little toe into a rock. Pain, fury, and a burning desire to wallop someone, if not worse. A snap reaction, perfectly natural. But catch him at that instant with a Mentalist’s sense, and you’d think you were dealing with a hardened killer.

 

That kind of error had to be ruled out.

 

Which meant the artifact would need to be able to read the soul itself. Every desire, every emotion. Read them, analyze them, and discern which were genuine and which were passing.

 

A most fascinating conundrum indeed…

 

While I pored over the writings of colleagues both ancient and recent, the ancestral spirit appeared. The clan founder had evidently come with the express purpose of presenting his fortification proposals for the manor, because he was decked out in a military uniform and clutching a scroll in his hands. And it was a very long scroll, pooling on the floor in great folds.

 

But seeing the preoccupied look on my face, the ghost grew alarmed.

 

“Something happened? Need help?”

 

I gave him the gist of the idea and the effect the artifact needed to produce. Stranger things had happened—perhaps something similar had existed in his day.

 

“Hmm.” The spirit let the scroll drop from his hands and scratched the back of his head. “There was a stone, once. Told truth from falsehood. Someone hauled it out of the taiga—don’t ask me who made it.”

 

I waited with interest for him to go on. The spectral count grimaced, dredging up the details.

 

“You had to lay your hands on it. Then whoever touched it was asked a single question. If the answer was a lie, the liar turned to stone himself.”

 

Not the most suitable option for an academy. The city’s sculptural diversity didn’t need that kind of enrichment. And the whole thing sounded like a tall tale besides.

 

“Never saw it myself, mind you, but I heard they hid the stone somewhere, since there was no way to destroy it,” the spirit went on. “But generally speaking, in our day, if you wanted to get the truth out of someone, you used potions. Far more reliable. Hand a scoundrel a cup of something that packs a proper punch, and they’ll sing like a bird.”

 

That wasn’t the right approach, either. Although using alchemy to amplify the effect wasn’t a bad idea in itself. Nothing stupefying, though—it would need to be more on the relaxing side. Precisely the thing for stripping away extraneous emotions.

 

“Honestly, simplest thing is to get them drunk and pry it all out of them,” the ghost summed up. “Or the rack. Why overcomplicate it?”

 

“The artifact isn’t for criminals, Count,” I said, attempting to dial down the ancestor’s bloodlust. “Quite the opposite—it’s meant to let a good person stay one. The rack is decidedly not the answer.”

 

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure. I never met anyone who’d stayed bad after the rack. They all turned good. But suit yourself, Alexander—there’s a far more pressing matter…”

 

The ghost retrieved his scroll and set about reading it aloud in a monotone. The scope was impressive—both the volume of work and the number of combat emplacements. What he’d listed could have fortified several acres of land, never mind a single manor with a garden.

 

I managed to whittle the list down by only a factor of ten. For a first round of negotiations, that was a monumental concession on the spirit’s part. I even worried whether the ghost was feeling quite well. But then he fished a crumpled scrap of paper from his pocket and declared:

 

“And we’ll need to dig a bunker. Directly beneath the house. Three stories down. Minimum,” he stated categorically. “We’ll have to hire a draftsman. And then kill him, obviously.”

 

I sighed. And we resumed negotiations.

 

We agreed that everyone needed a break. The spirit had worked himself into a lather, arguing the dire necessity of every last item he’d dreamed up—constantly insisting that this had all been my idea in the first place, and that he was merely the dutiful executor of my will.

 

What saved the ghost from being forcibly discorporated was a telephone call from Count Vorontsov. The senator informed me in a conspiratorial tone that everything was arranged and a car would be sent for me.

 

Not that I exactly regretted my request—the ancestral spirit afforded me a rare opportunity to train my willpower. In relatively safe surroundings, no less. But now and then he drove me to the brink. In fairness, the ghost had a keen sense for those moments and would retreat quickly. Temporarily.

 

True to form, Count Mitrophane conceded that two stories would suffice for a bunker, and promptly vanished.

 

I went to change. Not knowing whether the prince himself would be at the meeting, I chose a fairly formal suit—though not reception-grade, since I intended to be speaking with a future student, too. Too much formality might put the boy on edge. Too little might provoke his father’s displeasure…

 

It would have been better to invite the lad over and talk in the garden by the pond. But from what I’d gathered, Lopukhin was hardly ever allowed to go out at all.

 

The senator had sent his official car. What’s more, Count Christopher himself sat in the back seat, also dressed for a semi-official occasion. He gave an approving nod at my attire and said,

 

“Couldn’t arrange a private audience. Forgive me, but you’ll be playing the part of my consultant. It was the only way to get through the door. His Highness is an exceedingly private man. And given the circumstances, the prince isn’t receiving anyone at all.”

 

“Will the prince be at the meeting?” How I was introduced made no difference to me—the important thing was speaking with the Dark-Gifted boy.

 

“The prince, his security detail, and Ilya’s spiritual advisor.”

 

“Spiritual advisor?”

 

“Not entirely sure what manner of man he is,” the senator said, reaching for his pipe. He glanced at me questioningly and, at my nod, cracked the window and puffed out into the breeze. “Some kind of shaman, from somewhere in Siberia. No idea, Alexander. But it seems they’re trying to exorcise evil spirits from the boy.”

 

“I see,” I nodded.

 

A shaman, a security detail, and a prince were no obstacle to me. Not if I went in head-on. Naturally, I wanted to avoid that. But if the meeting was crawling with minders, I’d need to take care not to provoke any of them.

 

Exorcising evil spirits? Right—things were going very badly for the lad indeed. I’d witnessed such a ritual once. If anything, it would be the shaman who needed exorcising…


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHILE WE DROVE, I cast my mind back over everything I knew about shamans and their practice.

 

For the most part, these people were fairly harmless and useful. Men and women of the land and of the world, you might say. Their bond with the Otherfolk was reinforced by a direct connection to the terrain itself. In theory, any Gifted individual with the necessary sensitivity to the ambient magical field could become a shaman. But it was most often the Earth mages who took that path, since such things came more naturally to them.

 

Naturalists chose the vocation less frequently, simply because demand for their talents lay elsewhere.

 

As for exorcising evil spirits—that was at once ambiguous and straightforward. Not a shred of evidence that any such thing as true possession existed had ever been produced. There had, however, been cases of “healing.”

 

During one of our long journeys from west to east, we’d gotten stuck for a good while in a remote village somewhere near the Altai Mountains. The place was remarkable in its own right—the Earth’s power there ran so strong that even the faintly gifted could feel it.

 

The snow came down hard, burying any hope of moving forward. We could have blasted a trail through it with elemental magic, but that kind of effort carried a heavy price. When you’re up against nature at its rawest, sometimes the smartest move is to stand down and let it pass.

 

That little village looked more like a fortress. Ringed by a tall, sturdy fence topped with a palisade, it was the only settlement anywhere near the road. The locals’ defenses were mainly against wildlife, of which there was plenty. And against bandits, too.

 

The villagers had a temperament to match—distrustful and unsociable. They couldn’t have cared less about the Czar, and Peter had been thoroughly incensed, receiving neither the respect he was owed nor so much as a bed in one of the houses. We all slept in a hayloft. Fortunately, we had a Fire mage with us who tirelessly kept the place warm.

 

We paid for our lodging with manual labor—splitting firewood, helping with livestock or the hunt, and so on. Currency meant nothing in that village—everything was settled by barter.

 

All told, those were rather singular and uncommon days.

 

The blizzard raged, the winds howled, and come evening we’d burrow into sweet-smelling haystacks and trade stories. Mostly eerie ones—the setting all but insisted on it.

 

One such evening, the dogs began to wail all of a sudden. They bayed in chorus, and so loudly that we went out to look, assuming some forest predator had gotten inside the settlement.

 

But it turned out the local shaman was performing that very ritual: an exorcism of a foul spirit. The patient was an enormous man, one of the hunters. By the time we worked out what was actually happening, the “possessed” fellow had nearly gotten himself killed.

 

I’d been young and green back then, with no ability to sense the magical field. So I hadn’t understood what was going on. But the Czar, being a Universalist, had grasped it at once. And he’d broken the shaman’s neck. Simply walked up quietly and snapped it like a twig.

 

I’d rarely seen him that angry. I could count the occasions on one hand.

 

What happened next wasn’t hard to imagine—the whole village had nearly killed us. Every last villager rushed us at once. And not a single unarmed soul among them—even children walked about with enormous knives, just in case.

 

That was the first time I’d witnessed what a Universalist could do—one who had mastered his aspects and knew how to weave them together. Several of the buildings, monumental constructions at that, had collapsed. We helped rebuild them afterward, incidentally.

 

Fortunately, there were no further casualties. A couple of broken noses and singed faces. The most stubborn one got scorched head to toe, but they patched him up quickly enough. He did, however, remain completely hairless, as we learned on our return trip. He complained that he froze in winter now, and Peter gave him a sable coat off his own back. And a hat to go with it.

 

The sorting-out lasted until dawn. The Czar, hot-headed as he was, had initially wanted to level the place entirely. But he cooled off quickly and explained to the villagers exactly whom they’d been harboring.

 

The short version: the villain really was a shaman, just a thoroughly unneeded one. The people in those parts got along fine with the land, and there was almost no Otherfolk presence—the few of them that had lived there sought out human settlement and peace of their own accord, the terrain being so harsh.

 

So the charlatan had resorted to spinning yarns about possession.

 

He’d chosen his victims from among the mentally unstable and the suggestible. The surrounding wilderness made it easy enough to believe in the work of powerful and mysterious forces.

 

That shaman had also been a Mentalist, which helped him terrorize the villagers and cloud their minds.

 

But to make the ritual look convincing and produce the desired spectacle, he’d relied not just on Mind magic, but on herb lore. Special decoctions literally drove the victim mad, setting them howling and thrashing in fits that terrified every dog and domesticated creature in earshot. And the incense fogged the witnesses’ awareness, making the ritual seem all the more impressive in hindsight.

 

Everyone in our party had carried protective artifacts, warding against exactly that sort of thing. Those were my first serious piece of work, as it happened…

 

So the smoke had no effect on us. But the hunter, as the Czar later told me, had some kind of weak organ—one that might simply have given out under the strain of those herbs. And the shaman had known it, for he’d doubled as the village healer, thanks to his knowledge of plants.

 

That was what had enraged Peter. That, and the sheer stupidity that could have cost a good man his life. The speech he’d given! He’d shamed the lot of them thoroughly and sent every last one into deep reflection.

 

We encountered other “exorcists” after that, but they weren’t so vicious and did more good than harm. A conversation usually sufficed in those cases.

 

But the plague of so-called possession had spread by some unfathomable means. Then again, it made sense—it was easier to believe that a single ritual could cure all ills. And you needn’t do a thing beyond that. And if the possessed didn’t survive? Well—such was fate.

 

We’d traveled far and wide and seen plenty of the same. If it wasn’t a shaman, it was a village elder paying tribute to the forest. The leshy were appalled, but the man stubbornly kept leading maidens, goats, or maidens astride goats into the thicket—until he made it as far as the vodyanoi, who’d drowned him by accident.

 

As for genuine healings—shaman healers truly did help people. So with proper skill, those “evil spirits”—that is to say, ailments—could be driven out. Not the most ordinary illnesses, but illnesses all the same. But “curing” a Dark-Gifted person of their Gift that way? I’d neither seen nor heard of such a thing.

 

I’d rather not have to use the Czar’s method and snap this “spiritual advisor’s” neck…

 

That was what I mulled over as the city houses streaked past us. We were heading out of town, south along the bay, where the princely palaces stood in all their finery. The sea glittered in the distance, blinding with reflected sun. I gazed through the open window, enjoying the incomparable sea air for the countless time.

 

“Mesmerizing, isn’t it?” the senator said, glancing up from his work. “Every time feels like the first.”

 

Not wanting to waste the journey, Vorontsov had spent the whole ride buried in paperwork, quietly rustling pages and occasionally muttering his disapproval.

 

“Always,” I nodded, turning to the count. “Count, I have a favor to ask. Don’t introduce me as an artificer. Just sidestep the subject of my Gift entirely, if you can.”

 

“As you wish,” he agreed. “But then what sort of consultant will you be?”

 

I thought it over. I needed room to maneuver, depending on who this shaman truly turned out to be. But I couldn’t deceive the prince and his retinue outright, either. I needed something very close to the truth, so no one could blame the senator afterward.

 

“Historical esotericism,” I said with a smirk.

 

The count blinked rapidly, processing that. Then he burst into a thunderous laugh. He laughed until tears streamed down his face, barely managing to get the words out,

 

“Esotericism… Historical… Very well then…”

 

Not far from the
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