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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ONLY CITY PEOPLE throw themselves into country life with such wild abandon. By the second or third day, the locals had started giving us funny looks. What was so wonderful about any of this? What was there to be so happy about?

 

Not that the people of Voznesensky didn’t know how to have a good time. They threw us magnificent feasts every evening. The difference was, they got up and worked in the morning. We slept it off.

 

Our vacation was running beautifully. And right on schedule, too.

 

We swam ourselves silly, tanned ourselves dark, and ate ourselves stupid. The generous mayor was determined to fatten us up properly and brooked no refusals. He had a gift for always steering us—gently, yet inexorably—toward the next celebration. The herbalist had delivered a baby. The hunter had barely outrun a wild boar. The goats had given a record yield of milk. Half of it he was inventing, no doubt. We didn’t argue. Brannoc was delighted with the reports, too, praised the mayor’s hospitality at length, and dutifully passed his thanks along.

 

We went fishing and pulled in a trout that probably would have fed the entire village. The vodyanoy had clearly had a hand in it, which made the catch no less ours.

 

We went mushroom-picking with the leshy, and as we walked he filled me in on local goings-on. Otherfolk were still turning up from across the district—thankfully, not so many that we ran out of room.

 

“Toadstool, that one,” Sokhron said, catching my hand as I reached for a stocky red mushroom.

 

I shook my head and stared. There it sat—drab, unremarkable, undeniably a toadstool. An illusion? How? I’d never heard of mushrooms that could cloak themselves in glamour.

 

“Special sort of magic afoot here,” the leshy explained. “Something’s waking up in these parts. Started when you broke the spell on the island. A bit here, a bit there. Like the old days…” The lord of the forest smiled, somewhere far off.

 

What the old days had actually been like, he couldn’t quite say. They had been. That was the whole of it. Plain enough to a leshy—but how did you put a thing like that into words? Plants, for one, had been developing magical properties. The same occasionally happened to animals, too.

 

“Ancient power. Real mighty,” was as much as I got out of him.

 

But since the power wasn’t dangerous, I didn’t push. The villagers weren’t bothered, feeling perfectly safe under the protection of Hiisi and the rest of the Otherfolk. Fine, then—let it be a sort of magical preserve. Power did not simply manifest without reason. There must have been a need for that.

 

There was no real call for it, but we went to the sauna every day, anyway. The thing was just too good. Afterwards, we’d dive off the dock into the lake—and life was beautiful.

 

One evening, while we were sprawled on the benches outside the cottage after a glorious steam, the village mayor appeared. He looked thoroughly embarrassed, speaking with great reluctance and managing to surprise us right away.

 

“There’s, uh… a young lady to see you.”

 

“A young lady?” Timothy cracked one eye open and muttered, “We didn’t call any young ladies…”

 

I shook my head. The local liquor took some getting used to—it knocked you flat the second it hit. The redhead had gotten rather tipsy, since he wasn’t used to the stuff. I had warned him to be careful, but there we were…

 

For me, the heady air, the sun’s heat, and the cool water had been more than enough. But the Shadowrunner had begun to pine for Kasia Pawlowski, and after listening to one of the locals describe a guaranteed cure for sorrow, he’d attempted to drown his grief in a bottle of cloudy firewater.

 

“Oh no, Your Lordship,” the mayor said, more flustered now. “She’s a respectable young lady, finely dressed. Came in her own automobile.”

 

But Timothy was already snoring, having missed the explanation entirely. I decided to let him sleep it off, so I went out to find out what kind of guest had arrived in our village.

 

A visit without warning, all the way out here? Whoever it was, I wasn’t going to fuss with my clothes. I threw on a plain shirt and trousers, and that was that. I had to grin as I realized I now looked exactly like my ancestor’s spirit had the first time he’d appeared to me. All I was missing was the scythe in my hand.

 

I never did find my shoes—the village cats had carried them off somewhere—so I went barefoot. Whether or not I shocked some respectable young lady, I couldn’t have cared less. I wasn’t pleased about being disturbed on holiday at all.

 

The mayor had taken our guest into his own house.

 

A car was parked on the road by the gate—a very expensive model, with a coat of arms on the door. Once again, I cursed myself for never having gotten around to learning all the heraldry, and stepped inside.

 

The girl was sitting at the table, looking lost in front of the samovar. She rose the moment I appeared.

 

“Your Lordship,” she said, dropping a curtsy.

 

She was the very last person I had expected to see. I had to dig through my memory for her name to keep from making a fool of myself.

 

“Miss Protasov. Good day. Forgive me—I’m certainly glad to see you, but I must confess I’m rather surprised.”

 

I had recognized her from a photograph, and I remembered seeing that wild halo of fiery hair once during a brief prior meeting. We had never been formally introduced. Xenia Protasov, Golovin’s fiancée.

 

“It is I who must apologize for arriving without warning,” she said in a trembling voice. “I confess, I’m at my wit’s end—and I simply could not bear another written refusal.”

 

So. Serious business, then.

 

I waved her to a seat and poured her a generous cup of herbal tea. The villagers had a blend of their own: it settled those who needed settling and stirred up those who didn’t. Magical herbs, surely.

 

She took a sip and relaxed a little, offering a wan smile.

 

“What’s happened?” I asked, once she had drunk her fill.

 

“Nikolai has gone missing,” she breathed out. “I’m at my wits’ end—and I don’t know who else to turn to!”

 

I had to call on Life magic in the end to settle her. Xenia was on the verge of hysterics, and we wouldn’t have managed a conversation otherwise. By the time she had collected herself and begun to speak, it was my turn for the medicinal tea.

 

The captain had gone off on maneuvers, just as he’d told me—that was the official line, anyway. He’d left in a hurry, which was why I hadn’t yet learned that there were, in fact, no maneuvers. That sort of thing wasn’t for letters.

 

Nikolai had confided to his fiancée that it was a secret assignment, of course. He’d been thrilled at the chance, both for advancement in the service and in his magic. His Mentalist abilities were going to be in high demand wherever it was that he was bound.

 

They had stayed in regular contact. Not often—but they had exchanged messages, never with any specifics. Golovin had managed to wangle himself that privilege, and only for communicating with his fiancée. He had made her swear that she would tell no one else. No one—except me, should anything happen.

 

He had gone silent for a day or two before. Then he would surface and put her mind at ease. But, by her account, something uneasy had begun to creep into his messages.

 

And then—silence.

 

Day after day went by with no news from Nikolai. Calls to the number he had left went nowhere—it was no longer in service. Appeals to every authority she could think of came back empty. The Imperial Lifeguard answered directly to the sovereign, but Xenia had not been able to obtain an audience with him. To be precise, she had been booked in for the following year, given how urgent the matter was.

 

She had gone door to door in vain, pleading, attempting bribes, and even trying to threaten some officials.

 

So she had come to me in genuine despair. A man had vanished without a trace—as if there had never been any valiant Captain Golovin at all.

 

Nikolai’s parents might have been able to learn something. But my friend had forbidden her to tell them. To spare them needless worry.

 

“Help me!” Xenia wrung her hands. “Believe it or don’t—but I feel it in my heart. Something has happened to him.”

 

The female heart was a remarkably sensitive instrument. Among the fairer sex, intuition and connection ran like their own kind of magic. So I took her statement seriously. And besides—I had been growing uneasy myself, with no word from my friend in so long.

 

“I’ll help,” I said briefly, getting to my feet.

 

Well, I’d rested plenty—and rested well. A few days were left, but putting this task off didn’t occur to me once. If there was one thing I knew how to do, it was dig up information. The rest would follow. No point chewing on it early. The silence might mean nothing at all—I’d run jobs like that myself. When you go in undercover somewhere—work your way into a community, say—it’s not just your contacts they’re watching. It’s every move you make.

 

I didn’t wake Timothy, deciding to let him sleep it off properly. Bringing him home in that state was out of the question, anyway—the household would lose its mind. Lectures didn’t trouble me, but the Shadowrunner would likely be shamed into the ground. He had had headache enough as punishment.

 

I drove Xenia into the city in my own car. I had no idea how she had managed to drive out here in such an agitated state in the first place.

 

Her own car was left in the village. The ginger would bring it back to town when he came round. So he’d manage the trip without trouble, too.

 

“I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances,” she said on the way, calmer now that I had taken the matter on. “Nicksy spoke of you so often… I feel almost as though I know you, Your Lordship.”

 

Unlikely, that—same as in Golovin’s case. I may have retained everything that had been in Count Voznesensky’s memory, and I felt not only respect, but a kind of attachment to the Captain. It was simply that he had known an entirely different man.

 

Although the previous Voznesensky would also have rushed to his friend’s aid, no matter what it took.

 

So what in the world had the captain stepped into?

 

* * *

 

I saw Xenia to her gates. The Protasovs lived in the south of the capital, in the so-called new aristocracy quarter—old title, new money, more or less. Her father’s seat in the Senate had bought them the address. Before that, Golovin said, they’d been somewhere out east.

 

I rather liked the district.

 

Lots of greenery, with low buildings scattered through it. None of them were much over fifty years old, but they didn’t suffer next to the older houses in the city center. There were no looming tenement blocks here, either, which lent the place a certain coziness—almost a country feel.

 

The architectural style sat well with the modern paving and lighting. There were no cobblestones here, as on our island. Beautiful, those—but absolute torture to drive over. Every time, I was reminded of carriages and broken roads. Shake the soul out of you before you got where you were going. The slow pace in the city center wasn’t really about reverence for the past…

 

“Promise me, Your Lordship—” the girl pleaded before vanishing through the gate. “That you’ll find him.”

 

She gave a small sob and looked as though she wanted to add something else, plainly along the lines of “alive or otherwise,” but couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud.

 

“I promise.” There was no doubt in me. “I’ll find him.”

 

But I, too, stopped short of adding alive. Promises had to be kept. Which meant not promising what might not come to pass. What lay outside one’s control, however much one wanted otherwise.

 

My word was enough. Xenia drew a shuddering breath, nodded, and hurried away.

 

I lingered a moment on that little street, thinking. I needed to find the optimal way to learn what had become of my friend—the fastest and most effective. I could have gone to the senator, but he was on holiday somewhere far off and, like the very intelligent man he was, had switched off his telephone.

 

Second on the list, without question, was Batalov. There was a man who knew every secret and had every connection that mattered. The head of the Secret Chancery owed me a favor or two, more or less—but those were not things one liked to remind a man of. Especially a man like that.

 

Well. I was prepared to pay, and pay handsomely.

 

Decision made, I wrote to Roman Batalov asking for a meeting. The hour was late, but the Mentalist usually only began work at this point. If, indeed, he ever finished it…

 

Thankfully, the reply came quickly. Batalov agreed to the meeting—which was a relief. Reasonable as I was, an unease had settled in the back of my mind. A long wait would only have sharpened it.

 

But I wouldn’t show up empty-handed. There hadn’t been time to bring anything from the village—I had been in too much of a hurry to reach the city—so I stopped at a restaurant and ordered food to go. While it was being prepared and packed, I worked through the conversation ahead. Turning it this way and that, until I’d accounted for every outcome.

 

Even if Batalov refused—which was unlikely—there were options.

 

I could approach Prince Lopukhin—he, too, had a hand in matters of state. I was confident His Excellency would not refuse, having promised support in any matter at all.

 

Finally, there was always the criminal underworld. It lived by its own laws, but had a fine ear for what was happening at every level of power. Otherwise, it wouldn’t survive. Not the most desirable option, but I was prepared even for that.

 

And it wasn’t only that Golovin was my friend. It was, perhaps, more that I was the one person able to do anything about the matter just now. Xenia, bound by the oath she had given, could do nothing.

 

“I’ll find you, mon ami—wherever you are,” I smiled, pushing the extraneous thoughts aside. “There’s no slipping out of the wedding now.”

 

Better fuel than dwelling on the grim possibilities. I’d just imagine the captain had gone to ground to dodge his own nuptials. As his friend, naturally, I owed him my support. But first I had to find him.

 

I tore through the city to the headquarters of the Secret Chancery. The decision was made; doubts cast aside. Action and result, nothing else.

 

On the way, I noticed with surprise that half the leaves had already turned yellow and red. How had I missed it earlier, while I was studying the Protasovs’ neighborhood? My attention had been elsewhere, apparently.

 

The fall had arrived, and it was one of the loveliest times of the year in my books, although the calendar still said summer. And in the changing of the season I read other changes. Something coming, was that what the leshy had said? Or was it the spirit of the djinn?

 

I’d been listening to too many legends and folktales.

 

The truth was, once you started believing, you started seeing signs everywhere. I shook this thought off, too, and pressed the gas. The only signs I was paying attention to were the ones on the road.

 

The headquarters dozed. The old mansion looked rather forlorn, its paint peeling. The whole place gave the impression of being on the verge of moving. Rows of crates filled the front hall, but the desks and boards were still up. None of the regulars were in—aside from Batalov himself.

 

“Don’t be surprised,” the mentalist said, noting my reaction. “Everyone’s out on calls. Short-handed—I’ve even put the trainees on the streets. They say spring is when people lose their minds. Alas, it goes on year-round. No weekends, no sick leave…” he joked grimly.

 

We settled into his office, beginning with idle conversation.

 

“You’re looking well, Your Lordship,” Batalov said, complimenting my tan. “Did you have a good rest?”

 

A faint envy slipped under his tone—kindly, but tinged with real sadness. There was no one but himself to send him on holiday. And given his devotion to the work, which bordered on obsession, he could no more do it than fly.

 

I sympathized, sincerely, but lecturing the head of the Secret Chancery was a waste of breath.

 

“Thank you. Quite well, in fact,” I smiled, and couldn’t quite resist: “And it would do you no harm either, Mr. Batalov. When was the last time you took a break?”

 

Batalov gave the question genuine thought. Then he shook his head and waved it off.

 

“In what century, you mean. But I’ll think about it, I promise. So—where does one acquire a tan like that?”

 

“Oh, I’d be delighted to give you directions. And to ask for the warmest of welcomes on your behalf. They’ll receive you like family there.”

 

A few days in our village, with the sauna and those feasts—and Batalov would be unrecognizable. The key thing was switching off the telephone. In his case, that was non-negotiable.

 

“I’d be most grateful,” he said seriously, then narrowed his eyes shrewdly. “And what shall I owe you for the recommendation?”

 

“I have a request to make of you. It concerns Captain Nikolai Golovin of the Imperial Lifeguard…”

 

I broke off, because the Mentalist’s face had changed sharply. Every muscle in him was set, and his mismatched eyes flashed. His gift flared and surged toward me, pressing in with sheer weight.

 

“How is it you know what has happened, Your Lordship?” the head of the Secret Chancery did not so much ask as demand, increasing the pressure of his mental magic.

 

A hum filled my head, and not only from Batalov’s force. The djinn answered the direct threat, sensing that I was under attack.

 

“To battle with the foe I go, o Iskander-Amir!” Hakan’s thoughts came drifting to me from afar.

 

Even in his thoughts, the djinn was deeply poetic. But damn it all—a fire elemental’s appearance was the very last thing I needed!


Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“STOP!” I BELLOWED loud enough to set the windowpanes ringing in protest.

 

I hadn’t been entirely sure who I was shouting at, so naturally both of them froze. The djinn went quiet on the other side, and Batalov, startled, eased off the pressure of his gift and held still.

 

“Mr. Batalov,” I went on, calmly. “It would be very kind of you to stop using your Gift on me and explain what’s happened. That, more or less, is what I came here to ask about.”

 

In principle, I could have deflected the attack, but I’d preferred to simply weather it. As long as we were playing the game where he knew nothing of my abilities, it was best not to put them on display unnecessarily. For all I knew, he had been waiting for the moment I came into a certain kind of power.

 

The Mentalist drew in a few breaths, as if he couldn’t quite get enough air. Then he exhaled, long and noisy. The mental pressure withdrew entirely.

 

“My apologies, Your Lordship.” He had gone pale enough to warrant a healer. “My nerves got the better of me.”

 

“Are you all right?” I asked, concerned.

 

“If only…” Batalov said wearily. “But healers won’t help with this. And again—my apologies. I’m rather thrown.”

 

The sheer surge of energy had clearly drained him, but his condition wasn’t critical. I checked with Life magic to be sure—and I didn’t stop being uneasy.

 

What could so unsettle the head of the Chancery that he would lose control of his gift? And if it had happened the moment I mentioned Nikolai, then matters were truly bad. Roman Batalov plainly felt the shift in my mood and tensed a little once again.

 

“Could you explain why you’re inquiring after Captain Golovin?”

 

Realizing that something serious was afoot, I told him everything. There was nothing for me to hide, in any case—I had no intention beyond finding my friend.

 

“His fiancée’s lost contact with him, you say…” Batalov frowned, when I’d finished. “Well, that fits. What I’m about to tell you—wait.”

 

He fell silent, rose, and stepped out the door. He came back a couple of minutes later carrying an artifact that radiated power so strongly it raised the hair on my arms. An ancient piece of work. An ordinary-looking figurine of a person, hands cupped over its ears, rendered in the most schematic fashion. But it conveyed the essence well enough—protection against eavesdropping.

 

“So,” he began, after activating the device.

 

“Hold on—what about signing the paper?” I reminded him of his own protocols.

 

“Ah, yes.” Batalov managed a pained smile and began rummaging through a desk drawer.

 

Things must have indeed been dire if he’d forgotten that… Well, the last time we’d spoken the subject hadn’t been particularly classified. But this was clearly something out of the ordinary—if it had so rattled Batalov.

 

When the formalities had been seen to, Councilor Roman Batalov sat in silence a while longer. Either deciding what to leave out, or trying to assemble it all into a single thread.

 

I, for my part, would have been glad of any information at all, even incomplete. The unease was growing.

 

“Devilry, Your Lordship. Plain devilry, that’s what it is. And it had all started so well…”

 

Batalov clearly wasn’t holding anything back. He gave me the whole scoop on the secret mission. He really had worn himself ragged trying to make sense of it. And no wonder.

 

Given the news of the Imperial heir’s betrothal, an alliance with the Northmen was a settled matter. There remained one trifle: the disputed lands. Or rather—not so much disputed as no one’s.

 

That had been the status of those lands, lying along the border between the two realms, since time out of mind. Borders had shifted, yet those territories had stayed unclaimed. A people lived there with no desire whatsoever to come under any ruler’s authority. And so successfully had they fought off every attempt to settle the matter by force that, in time, everyone had stopped trying.

 

What no one had ever understood was exactly how those people fought them off. To look at them, they were primitives: simple in their way of life, no weaponry to speak of, leading a closed existence of hunting and gathering. They had no interest in trade with their neighbors, and they let no one in.

 

The lucky few who’d managed to slip into a settlement and come back out told all manner of tall tales. And had it been the same story from each, that would have been one thing—but each man brought a different one. In the end, it had been concluded that they laid glamours on outsiders, and gradually interest in these mysterious folk had cooled.

 

It had been long indeed since anyone had spoken of them at all.

 

But now, two rulers had decided to settle the “problem” once and for all. Of course—how could it stand that a people lived by their own laws and paid no taxes? More precisely, it was the Northern king’s idea, and our Emperor had, for some reason, gone along with it. Perhaps he’d wanted to make a show of strength; perhaps it was simply a wager.

 

The true reason for this revival of interest was unknown, but a delegation had been dispatched.

 

A peaceable one, it must be said—because neither ruler had had any military operation in mind. The aim was simply to come to terms, establish contact, and find out who actually lived in those parts.

 

And it had succeeded!

 

No one had managed to make sense of the woodfolk’s tongue, but that hadn’t stopped them communicating by gestures, drawings in the dirt, and other wordless means. After a fashion, they’d determined that the people were entirely unwarlike, however peculiar.

 

What they had not been able to make out, however, was the inhabitants’ magic. None of the delegates had possessed gifts strong enough to grasp what these so-called savages actually wielded. That a power was there had been clear from the first—and a mighty one, the kind nearly any gifted person could feel.

 

So they had sent in none other than Kazarinov.

 

It was at this point in the story that I understood why Batalov had been so shaken. After all, the man was practically a second father to him, given Mikhail’s history. And what had happened next had, naturally, cracked something in Roman Batalov. He’d been the one who sent him.

 

The Shadowrunner had vanished.

 

“Communications had been a problem there from the start,” the mentalist said, rubbing his temples; the magical exertion had left him with a headache of his own. “We thought, perhaps, that’s part of what makes this people what they are. Every telephone went dead as soon as you neared the borders. But inside the area, other devices worked, and so did our gifts. So it isn’t an anomaly—that much, at least, is certain.”

 

Knowing this, Kazarinov’s standing arrangement had been to step beyond the strange zone and report in once a day, in the evenings.

 

When Mikhail failed to make contact, Batalov had been alarmed but had not yet acted. He’d assumed the lad was so thoroughly engaged in establishing rapport that there had simply been no time.

 

But the next day, again, there was silence. And the next…

 

Roman Batalov had been away and unable to reach the place quickly. So he’d dispatched a detachment of Guardsmen to investigate. He had handpicked each one personally, to assemble the perfect team—one capable of meeting any threat.

 

Golovin had been chosen not for his rank as a Mentalist, which was modest, but for his personal qualities and his commanders’ recommendations. Strength wasn’t always what was needed—sometimes wits proved more effective. There had been a few other shrewd ones in the group, but for the most part the team was made up of high-ranking mages.

 

This time, the orders had been to first survey the surrounding terrain thoroughly before approaching the settlement. The detachment had found nothing, advanced toward the forest people, and… vanished as well.

 

Batalov dropped everything, returned to the capital at speed, and went out to handle the matter himself.

 

“And nothing,” the mentalist said, sagging and going dark. “I mean that literally, Your Lordship. No trace—neither of the people, nor of the cursed village. As though they had never been there at all. And believe me, I went over every inch. I tore the ground up—nothing!”

 

That, in turn, was what threw me. What did he mean, nothing?

 

“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but what the hell. I took an artifact from the treasury—one that strips away any illusion. It wasn’t a glamour. Everyone was simply gone, the entire settlement with them!”

 

Batalov had returned to the city and squeezed the soul out of the surviving delegates. They had, to a man, kept saying the same thing: everything had been fine and there were no sinister portents of any sort. The mentalist had gone back to those forests with reinforcements. As best I gathered, he’d hauled someone of the Dark persuasion out of a cell to inspect the place. Again, no result.

 

So, while I had been tanning and swimming in the village, all this had been unfolding.

 

They had pulled some ancient locator artifact out of the vaults, poured an enormous reserve of power into it, and that, too, had come up empty. There had been no trace of anything at all. And it was at that moment I had appeared with my innocent question…

 

“By God, I very nearly suspected you, Your Lordship,” the mentalist admitted, having spoken his fill.

 

I wasn’t the least bit offended—on the contrary, I fell into deep contemplation. Could I have done something like this? Nothing came to mind. One could certainly lay a powerful glamour, reinforced thoroughly with other aspects. In case of a whole settlement, it would be more difficult, but suppose one had access to a great well of magic. A place of power, for instance. With proper effort, no one would find what had been hidden. But only on the condition that they did not know it existed. Any illusion could be pierced if you knew it was there. And with the resources of the Secret Chancery… a way would be found.

 

All of this seemed impossible.

 

I was certain that they had searched the place as thoroughly as it was possible to do many times over.

 

So what could have happened?

 

“Where is this place?” I asked, in a low voice.

 

“I’ll go with you,” the Mentalist said, shaking his head.

 

“No.”

 

“What do you mean, no?” His brows climbed.

 

“You’ve been there, haven’t you?”

 

“I have.”

 

“Did you find anything?”

 

“I didn’t…”

 

I let the silence speak for me. I had no objection to a professional’s company, but it was entirely possible that this was the very heart of the problem. Nothing had happened to the delegation, after all. Whereas to those of higher rank… It was speculation, no more. But it had to be factored in.

 

“I’m not a—” Batalov began to protest, then cut himself off mid-word.

 

I felt for the head of the Chancery; he was taking it very hard. Not only over Kazarinov, but over the men sent in after him. And the weight of having made that decision was bearing down on him.

 

“Councilor,” I said, softening my tone. “Allow me to look at those lands myself. Just to look.”

 

Hope flickered in his mismatched eyes. Then, almost at once, it gave way to caution and doubt. I suddenly understood: he was afraid of losing me, too, in that accursed place. And not solely because of my future value to him—out of a certain fondness as well.

 

“I’ll keep to a safe distance,” I promised.

 

Until I worked out what was actually there. But that part I preferred to leave unsaid. The man’s nerves were already at their limit. Though he understood me well enough as it was. He spent a long moment studying my eyes.

 

I held his heavy gaze without effort. I had nothing to hide—neither intentions, nor designs. I wanted to help my friend. And to find out what manner of place this was in the first place—I wouldn’t pretend otherwise. The story had piqued my interest.

 

It might have sounded grim, but some umpteenth sense of mine was telling me—it wasn’t as straightforward as it looked.

 

After all, there were no dead. Only the missing. That was alarming, but it didn’t necessarily mean that a tragedy had occurred. Perhaps I was simply trying to talk myself into the comforting view. Because in any event, I was going.

 

Even if I had to wring the address out of Batalov by force.

 

The mentalist coughed, sensing my drift. He cracked a wry and bitter smile as he gave way at last.

 

“Very well, Your Lordship. I’ll give you the directions. And a contact in the nearest town. Don’t look at me like that—he’s no spy. An excellent helper, that man—knows every corner of those parts. He’s also the proprietor of a guesthouse, and so he’ll see to it that you’re lodged in a manner befitting your rank.”

 

I nodded, quite satisfied with that. A local guide would certainly come in useful.

 

“Are you certain you wish to go alone?” Batalov pressed. “Perhaps you—”

 

“I am, Your Honor,” I cut him off. “Don’t worry. It’ll be all right.”

 

“You’re soothing me as though I were a child,” he grumbled. “Although, perhaps I am, in a way. I can’t recall the last time I felt so helpless. A most unfamiliar feeling, I must say. And hardly a pleasant one.”

 

I could imagine. To have his power, his connections, his experience, and his resources—and yet to come up with nothing. Quite the blow to his self-esteem. I refrained from telling him that he had, in fact, achieved something. At the very least, another chance. Through me, yes—but even that had its preconditions. Our acquaintance, for one, and the goodwill between us.

 

Fate has a way of solving the problems set before us. The roads aren’t always immediately visible, but they’re always there.

 

I wasn’t entertaining any empty notions that my trip would prove successful. It might well not. But I had no shortage of ideas for getting to the bottom of things, one way or another. I would dig out the truth either way. I had given Xenia my word. And, more importantly, I swore it to myself as well.

 

“Find him,” Roman Batalov asked in a voice suddenly bereft of its usual thunder, becoming, in that instant, the most ordinary of men, worried sick over someone close to him.

 

“I’ll find him,” I said. “I’ve made a promise, too.”

 

Batalov wrote out the directions for me on a scrap torn from some classified document. By the look of the paper, the report was an old one. Whether this was absent-mindedness or environmental conscientiousness and the reuse of materials, I couldn’t say. And it was difficult, in any event, to make out who was attacking whom—or whether anyone had attacked at all…

 

The Mentalist saw me to the gate and held my hand for a long while when we said goodbye. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything—just nodded, then went back inside without turning around.

 

I glanced at the slip of paper. Mount Vottovaara.

 

I got behind the wheel, but didn’t drive far. I pulled up by the riverbank and checked the Ether to find the place on a map. Well, fancy that! Practically next door to Voznesensky—it was the neighboring district.

 

Of course, the distances out there were considerable, but it was still not as far as I’d thought. The border with the Northmen ran all the way to the ocean, and was a meandering thing. It could have wound up well above the Arctic Circle.

 

The railway, moreover, ran toward the border—and passed by the very town Batalov had mentioned.

 

A pity, but it would be better to leave the car at home. The wood folk settlement lay in deep forest at the foot of the mountain. Reaching it on wheels was nearly impossible. According to Batalov, there were some rough country roads, but their condition was no match for what my Lessner could handle. And it would have been a shame to wreck so fine a machine.

 

So I’d sort out transport once I got there.

 

Besides, the map showed lakes and rivers, so a water route might prove serviceable. In any event, if officials had managed to reach the place, then so could I.

 

The territory was almost wholly given over to forest and water. Beyond several major rivers, smaller streams cut through the land in every direction. And then the mountains. Not particularly high—up to about thirteen hundred feet—but they added their own complications to travel. A land of lakes…

 

There was something about those parts. Something familiar… But what had I heard of them, and when?

 

Had I been born a Mentalist, I could have skillfully drawn any piece of information from the hidden corners of memory. With proper training—anything at all, from the moment of birth and even before.

 

But I’d been blessed with a Universalist’s gift instead. And I hadn’t yet managed to give each aspect the attention it deserved. I’d been in too much of a hurry to attain the entry-level ranks in all of them.

 

And after that…

 

I had to smile: it was rather like one’s New Year resolutions. But I hadn’t been putting it off. I’d been setting priorities. And wisely so, as it turned out. Something coming, the leshy had said? Worth being ready for it.

 

“What in the world have you gotten yourself into, my friend?” I said aloud, peering at the marker on the map.

 

A pity, that I hadn’t given Golovin one of those rings I’d been making artifacts of. Anyone else, I would have been able to find, no matter where they were. The ritual was complex and resource-hungry, but doable.

 

Still, by now I had so many aspects at my disposal that I should manage without it.

 

I gazed at the water as it shimmered with the glow of the streetlamps and laid out my plan.

 

First, accumulators. As many as I could realistically carry. I didn’t fancy myself smarter than Batalov. More experienced in certain things, perhaps. Our experience lay in different spheres, after all, with only the slightest overlap. If the head of the Secret Chancery had failed to make sense of it, then I would need to prepare in earnest.

 

Second: weapons. I was set on that score, but it wouldn’t hurt to lay in something diversionary. Flashbangs, for instance. Who knew—perhaps there was, after all, an anomaly there, and magic would let me down.

 

I checked the time and shook my head. Batista charged a steep markup for night orders, but I needed everything as soon as possible.

 

With a sigh and a mental farewell to a very respectable sum, I sent him a long list.

 

“Consider it done. A pleasure doing business with you, my friend!” came his reply, almost at once.

 

Si vis pacem, para bellum.One of the ancients, wasn’t it? I had no taste for war. Which was precisely why I preferred to pursue peace in such a manner that the other party had no choice but to accept it. For reasons I couldn’t fathom, such good intentions weren’t always appreciated…

 

If I was lucky, on my return I’d simply be replenishing the bunker’s arsenal, to the delight of my ancestor’s spirit. If I wasn’t—well, then it wouldn’t be me doing the replenishing.


Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IT SEEMED I’D BEEN GONE hardly any time at all, and yet at the sight of the manor with its enclosing garden, my chest gave a pleasant tug. I was home! Soon enough I would be off again, but coming home was always something so wonderful that words couldn’t quite touch it.

 

Lanterns flickered among the trees—at this hour, their light was dimmed, and they looked for all the world like a hundred fireflies frozen in the dark. Their soft glow led the way to the house, dark and dozing.

 

But to my surprise, someone was still awake. The drawing room window also flickered—the fire was lit there.

 

The supplies stayed in the car—they’d ridden along untouched the whole trip. The food we’d pulled out back in the village; everything else, we hadn’t needed.

 

I slipped quietly inside and drew in a deep breath of the baking smells drifting from the kitchen, and that singular spirit of the manor itself. Wood, parquet polish, and something else, peculiar to all old houses. The spirit of history.

 

I looked into the drawing room—and stopped at the picture in front of me.

 

Grandpa Lucas was sitting by the hearth, with Gordey settled on his lap. The old man was reading the boy a book, and at first I’d thought it was fairy tales, until I caught a quiet:

 

“Reagents are to be stored separately. For air may serve as a fine conductor, and so it must be remembered…”

 

The patriarch was reading the lad an ancient scientific treatise! And Gordey was hanging on every word with such rapt attention that I couldn’t help breaking into a grin. They didn’t notice me at first, and I had my fill of the heart-melting little scene.

 

“Alex?” said the old man in surprise, finally seeing me. “Back already?”

 

“Your Lordship!” The boy lit up, sprang to his feet, and rushed over to throw his arms around me.

 

“Studying, are we?” I ruffled his hair, and the orphanage boy winced but bore it stoically.

 

“Yes!” Gordey answered, glowing. “Did you know that if you take aged henbane concentrate and coat a workpiece with it, anyone who touches it without leave will drop on the spot? Brilliant, isn’t it?”

 

I gave Count Lucas a reproachful look and shook my head. The lad was just about to start at gymnasium, and he was already picking up academy-grade knowledge. He’d be branded a know-it-all—and what was worse, he’d actually try this sort of thing! I’d certainly have tried, in his place.

 

The old man gave a sheepish shrug. As if to say, censoring the curriculum wasn’t his line of work.

 

“Has something happened?” The patriarch’s tone tightened. “And where’s Timothy?”

 

“Everything’s fine,” I said, cutting my eyes toward the boy to suggest the topic was best left for later.

 

“Right then, Master Gordey,” the old man pronounced, mock-stern. “Will you look at the hour! We’ve stayed up far too long—time for bed. Off you go, wash up, and into the sheets!”

 

The clever boy understood at once that there was no use protesting now and, wishing us both good night, vanished obediently behind the door. He did try to eavesdrop first, but I put up a wall of air that swallowed every sound. I felt his disappointment, after which the would-be spy definitely retreated.

 

“Sit down,” the patriarch commanded, indicating the chair next to him. “Now, what is it?”

 

I held nothing back, save for certain matters of state. I gave a brief account of the essentials and laid out my plan. At first I’d thought to leave certain details out, but in the end I decided to trust the old man. Sheltering your loved ones was right and proper, but withholding what mattered wasn’t.

 

I’d worried a little that Grandpa would take it hard, but it turned out I needn’t have.

 

“You’re doing the right thing,” he said with an approving nod when I’d finished. “Standing by a friend in trouble—that’s a matter of honor. More than honor… And you’ll be careful, I know that. But let an old man give you one piece of advice.” He paused, then more quietly: “Don’t forget there are people waiting for you at home, Alex.”

 

So he had taken it hard after all. But he didn’t argue, and for that I was deeply grateful. I studied his face, so much younger of late. It must have been hard for him to hold back from forbidding the trip outright. Considering that he had once already lost me.

 

But I had no intention of losing anyone else. Or of getting lost myself.

 

“That, I’ll never forget,” I promised, my voice catching a little.

 

We sat in silence for a while, each with his own thoughts. To break the awkward hush thick with looking-back, I smiled.

 

“I’ll be back for your wedding, no question. Are you ready, then?”

 

“Oh, give over,” the old man grumbled good-naturedly. “Honestly, the army was easier. I’d thought commanding troops was the worst that life would throw at me. But this… you can’t command your way out of this.”

 

Countess Nina was the wisest of women. She never argued or contradicted. Agreeing to everything, she somehow managed to arrange matters so that things went exactly her way. I’d overheard a few of their conversations and could only marvel at her wit and tact.

 

The patriarch was an exceedingly lucky man. Mind you, he was perfectly aware of it. The grumbling was mostly for show.

 

We discussed the finer points of the ceremony, set for the middle of autumn—the loveliest time. These were pleasant things to talk about, and we both let ourselves be carried by them.

 

On that wonderful note, the long day came to a close.

 

* * *

 

Morning began with brisk preparations. Batista’s delivery arrived at dawn, so we were up early. Not that I had been sleeping anyway—a thorny problem had me awake well before the wagon with the order pulled in.

 

I had a weakness of sorts… Once I’d made a decision and worked through the steps, I couldn’t bear to wait to start. I would never have made an intriguer—someone who undermines rivals and waits years for his plans to ripen. Decision must always translate into immediate action!

 

So before sunrise I’d already sprung up and made for the woodshed.

 

I should really have set up a training hall in one of the rooms, but axe-work was doing the job perfectly well, so why complicate things?

 

And Brannoc was pleased, even if he was beginning to wonder—what on earth did we want with this much firewood? The winters in the metropolis weren’t that long, and the old man and I had already chopped enough for two seasons. Never mind, it would come in handy for the future forge. And alchemy did love a real fire.

 

Once I had everything I needed, I rang the assistant and asked him to book a train ticket. Ludwig pulled it off quickly, securing me a seat on the day’s run. I could have used my own private train, but its route ran on a different line, and pulling it from regular service and processing all the paperwork would have been inefficient and
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