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        Spells VS Shells [Progression Isekai, Kingdom Building, Dark Fantasy, Strategy]

    
    
    
    
                (If you've been looking for something in the vein of grimdark versions "Release That Witch" — yes, this is it.)

If you surpass a god, be sure he'll get his revenge.The protagonist never imagined that a "Dota3" match would end with him waking up in a medieval world as an extremely weak mage. 

There's grimdark all around, arrogant nobility, monsters, and to top it off, he's handed an impossible mission.

Still, if you have the gift to shape metal and the knowledge to build a musket, then the French Revolution might already be on the horizon.

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Old annotation.

The Kingdom of Steel is rotting from within.

Gluttonous nobles tear it apart, and the throne is cracking beneath the king.
Rebellions brew in the rear, while powerful neighbors wait patiently for the perfect moment to intervene.
They told me this world couldn't be changed.
They told me this country couldn't be saved.
They told me I was a worthless heir — a disgrace to a noble House.

They were wrong.

Because they didn't know where I came from.
Didn't know what knowledge I brought with me.
I will claim what's mine.
Climb to the top. And rewrite this world from scratch.

Let's see how their tactical spells compare to artillery shells.

[image: image-placeholder]
------------------------------------------------------------------------

Author's Note
Now that we're done with the dramatic part, let me explain — simply and directly, what this story is about.
In short: Technology vs. Magic.

A protagonist who knows how a musket works... and has metal magic? What could be more imbalanced?

If you've been looking for something in the vein of "Release That Witch" — yes, this is it.

Of course, not right from Chapter One. Industrial revolutions take time.
But eventually, you'll get:

Musketeer lines vs. battle mages;
Grapeshot tearing through knights;
Cannonballs smashing into demons;
Bombs dropped from airships onto castles;
and chemical weapons...

Oh, wait, was that a war crime?
Let's pretend you didn't hear that last part.

Naturally, there'll also be noble intrigue, impossible missions, duels, and absolute domination.

What won't you find here?
Well…
Boredom.
At least, I'll do my best.



            

    
        Chapter 01: Learn to Accept Defeat

    
    
    
    
                ♦ Midnight, New Moscow time. Server: "Yggdrasil." Championship finals. 20XX year. ♦
"My lord, the enemies are advancing again!" The advisor's voice rolled across the scorched earth, echoing off lava-covered cliffs."They're begging for death!" I growled and scanned the battlefield from atop the tower.
Three enemy heroes (two fully armored Paladins and a winged Angel) were pushing through the center. Behind them came a large human infantry force. Not the ragtag militia of the early waves, but seasoned swordsmen and archers clad in steel chainmail.
Damn it, could this be any worse? We had been desperately holding the line under their assault for over thirty minutes. Sacrificing towers one after another to buy precious seconds, but we still needed at least two more minutes... And now the enemy was upon us, and we couldn't afford to lose the final line of defense.
I ordered my team to flank, grabbed a potion from the rack and downed it on the spot. My wounds closed before my eyes, but that purchase cost us dearly — we'd have to hold on for another twenty seconds.
I unfurled my leathery wings and plummeted into the enemy infantry, ignoring the heroes. First, I had to strip them of their entourage, distract, stall... But I had to avoid their focused strike. With all their gear investment, even one of them was deadly in single combat. Three at once? Suicide.
The infantry fell beneath my claws like grass before a scythe. One after another, soldiers dropped without landing a blow. Blood flowed freely, restoring mana and speeding up my regeneration. Sadly, the spree didn't last long — the Paladin was closing in, and not alone. He had a squad of archers backing him up. The enemy knew I couldn't be allowed to butcher their troops unchecked.
The armored hero took a stance, his Paladin hammer glowing with searing light.
A combat skill! Light Rush or Stunning Leap?Let's risk it.
I let out a shriek, provoking the enemy infantry to charge me.
Now!
Just as the Paladin leapt, I spread my wings and launched upward to meet him. We crossed paths mid-air, face to face. Too bad I couldn't slash open his exposed throat…
A moment later, the Paladin crashed into where I'd been, stunning his own troops, while I landed among the unprotected archers and continued the slaughter. Perfect timing.
My team wasn't far behind: the Vampire Countess led a horde of frenzied peasants at the isolated Paladin. Her blood aura temporarily sent otherwise useless units into a bloodlust, letting them clash nearly evenly with swordsmen, especially stunned ones. The poorly-jumped hero was instantly swarmed by the crazed peasants and bogged down completely.
I tore the last archer's head off and scanned the battlefield. Bad news — the other two heroes had counterattacked our right flank, pinning the Unclean One, a massive zombie ogre. White beams burst from the Angel's wings, scorching and incinerating rotted flesh. The Paladin, relentless and without using special abilities, shattered the ogre's bones with his hammer. The regular undead held back the swordsmen well enough, but if the winged one wasn't distracted, our ogre would be purged, and the front would collapse.
I soared into the air and hurled a severed head at the Angel, interrupting his cast. What would he do? Would he realize he had to team up with the Paladin and break through to the last tower? Or would he believe he still had time?
Everything hinged on that.
The Angel pointed his staff at me and released a volley of gleaming arrows.
He took the bait. Huge mistake.
I folded my wings and dove like a stone. Some arrows missed, others scorched my flesh to the bone.Without pause, the Angel spread his wings and ascended. His snow-white feathers flared with blinding light and unleashed a torrent of pure white fire. That attack was unavoidable, but it was relatively weak, spread over a wide area…
The only question was: what would run out first, his mana or my life?
The firestorm vaporized low-tier undead, but not me. I managed to shield myself with my wings, boosting my defense.
Blinding light was everywhere. It seared even through my wings. I checked my inner timer: five seconds. Four. Three. My wings were disintegrating, and the flames reached my body. Two. One. Zero. In that very instant, the Angel's wings dimmed, and he dropped from the sky. After a blast like that, he'd need time to recover, but time was something he no longer had.
My wings had burned to cinders, my health nearly gone, but no matter. I spotted a nearby swordsman's corpse and sat down on it like a throne.
We'd already won. To be precise, we'd won the moment the enemy chose to focus on me instead of breaking through to the tower.
From the final tower emerged knights shrouded in darkness, the elite of our army. They pierced enemy ranks and unleashed wholesale slaughter. The radiant forces were helpless against them and fell by the hundreds.The Angel, leaning on his staff, rose to his knees and surveyed the battlefield.
The Light's assault had failed.
Cohort after cohort of Black Knights poured from the tower and joined the fray. The Paladin gave up trying to finish the Unclean One alone and began swinging wildly at the encroaching Knights. His blows shattered shields and dented dark armor. But the Knights surrounded him and struck in unison, expertly covering each other. The warrior of Light fell, taking only a few with him.
My opponent, enraged, flung down his staff and vanished in a burst of white light.
No surprise.The Light had invested too much in this attack. Their army was dead, their defense feeble as ever. Though most of the battlefield remained under their control, it was all an illusion. Now their team faced only a shameful beating, with no chance of victory.
VICTORY
All opponents had surrendered.
I tore off my sweat-soaked VR helmet and slumped into my chair. That match was sweaty. The strategy had been extremely risky, though it ended in an utter rout. They had us cornered the entire fight, forcing us to retreat as we tried to trade evenly with inferior numbers.
Time to switch on the monitors. No way I was diving back into VR after that adrenaline rush.
I pulled up the official tournament stream and rewound it to the moment the Black Knights entered the field.
The ecstatic squeals of the professional commentators amused me. Posers. Unlike our opponents, they knew exactly what we were preparing at base. Still, the show had turned out spectacular.
I couldn't resist peeking at the stream chat. Comments were flying at blinding speed, flashing past in seconds.
[Nagibator2053]: damn, thought they'd finally knock him off the podium[Astarot_Great]: Astarot is Great! He and his team are unbeatable!
[Redberry^-^]: (╯ ° □ °) ╯ (┻━┻) (╯ ° □ °) ╯ (┻━┻)[AlFa369]: not fair Samael's team almost won ((9
[Ghost1Warrior]: Absolutely amazing!!! [42][CoffeeZombi]: how the hell were there knights
[IMBA_24]: lol ¯_(ツ)_/¯[Chem_Pion]: Glory to the Invincible God of War!
[Superman2008]: Absolutely amazing!!! [43]Heh. Fan comments, a small thing, but it's nice.
[Suck_Astarot]: This guy has no room left for trophies — share with the newbies already! Same team's been number one for five years!
I glanced at my trophy shelf. Sure enough, the gold cups had taken over, pushing my reenactment photos to the lower shelf. Time to expand. Or maybe install a second cabinet? I selected the guy's message and replied with a flick of my wrist:
"Don't worry, I'll make room for a few more trophies."
The chat exploded. I could barely catch isolated words, the messages were flying that fast.No point trying to read it, so I closed the chat and switched to my inbox.
The spam filters were struggling — thousands of junk messages hitting every minute. Let's see… invite from an eSports mag, maybe later. Oh. Message from one of the enemy Paladins:
"You goddamn cheater! There's no way you got third-tier knights under our pressure! I'm gonna expose you!"Pfft. Blocked, noob. Anything's possible with perfect planning. I'd spent weeks analyzing Samael's team strategies.
The rookies were insanely strong — climbing the ladder like a hot knife through butter. From Bronze to Master League in a matter of weeks. They knocked out the season's favorites effortlessly. But they had a weakness... their captain didn't understand retreat tactics.
Samael wasn't used to losing.
Every duel he entered had to be finished to the bitter end, even when it made more sense to regroup and strike again later. That was exactly what I exploited: I fed him illusionary victories, made him believe his triumph was inevitable and then flipped the entire game with a single move. Still, the guy is someone to watch. He's got immense talent. I could feel it — next season, he's going to be my most dangerous rival.
"Hey, Captain, we almost screwed that one up, huh?!" came the voice of the "Unclean One" through the speakers.
My team had already gotten over the post-victory adrenaline rush and were now discussing the best spot to celebrate.

"We had everything under control," countered the feminine voice of the "Countess", another player on our team.


"Ha! You had it under control. I was barely holding on, they nearly took me down two-on-one."


"You should've coordinated better with Astarot instead of charging ahead!" the Countess snapped back indignantly.


"Enough! Gentlemen!" I cut in.


"And ladies!" she corrected.


"And ladies! No more arguing. Let's hit the showers, clean ourselves up, dress decently, and call a cab to the Golden Dragon. Our tables are already reserved. We're going to celebrate properly!"


"But you have to book that place a week in advance…" the Countess purred with a hint of suspicion.


"I did."


"And what if we'd lost?" the Unclean One asked.

"Well, then we wouldn't be blowing prize money there — we'd be drowning our sorrows in booze," I replied quickly.
We all laughed and ended the call.
I had just gotten up from my chair when the speakers buzzed again. Hm. Incoming call from "Samael." Coming to accuse me of cheating like his teammate?

Accept call.
"Congratulations. On the win."


His voice sounded young — I'd have guessed sixteen if I didn't know that you had to be eighteen to compete. But the tone — dead, icy cold. It sounded like someone struggling very hard to keep the fire from burning out of his ass.


"Thanks."


"I hope you don't think this win means you're actually better than me?"


His voice turned even frostier, though I didn't think that was possible.


I said nothing. Weird question. Stupid phrasing. I mean, I won. That clearly says something. But something about his tone made it sound like there was another meaning behind the words.


"You want me to say it was just luck?" I asked coldly. I can't stand when sore losers try to taint my well-earned victories.

"Exactly," he nearly hissed.
I sighed. Maybe I was wrong to worry about him next season, the guy's way too unstable and might not recover from this defeat. No one stays on top forever, and the winning streak had spoiled him. Still, rising from the bottom of the ladder to second place at the world finals — that's a hell of an achievement. But... I felt like lighting a cigarette. The only thing I could do now was give him a useful piece of advice. It would be a shame if the gaming world lost someone of his level.

"Learn to accept defeat," I said calmly and my conversation partner exploded.


"YOU! YOU!!! Fine! You won this shitty game, I admit it, mortal. But how will you handle a real battle?! You haven't even..."

I hung up and blocked him. No way I was letting this lunatic ruin my night. I had gourmet food, girls, and good company waiting.
The monitor went black. Strange. I reached out to press the power button, but right after the screen, the entire room went dark.
What the hell?
I got up from my chair and felt my way toward the window. I yanked back the curtain, hoping to see the glow of the evening city, but saw nothing. Absolute blackness outside.
I'm imagining this. Definitely imagining it.
I stumbled backward but couldn't find my chair. I rushed forward — no walls. Nothing. A freezing hand grabbed my ankle, and I fell. The floor was gone too, but something held me suspended over an endless void of darkness.
"Learn to accept defeat," whispered that same familiar young voice in my ear.

And let go.
***
♦ Barony of Clemen Brut, ritual hall.♦
I plunged into nothingness.
No shape. No borders. No me. No time.
An eternity later, something shifted. I could tell up from down. Space trembled and infinity shrank into the wretched shell of a human body. Awkward. Unfamiliar. A part of me slipped into the form — and was immediately drowned in pain.
"Master, we've hooked him!""Increase mana tension on the third beam! Don't let him escape!"
I became aware of myself. The body wouldn't respond — I tried to move an arm, and a leg flinched instead. I barely pried open my eyelids, but my eyes pointed in different directions. My chest burned with fire, and my muscles were locked up, like someone had run a high-voltage line through them.

"More mana! Focus power on the outer star! Use the reservoirs!"

The sensation of nothingness vanished. My eyes watered, but I managed to make out where I was.
Stone floor. Candles. A blood-soaked pentagram. People in red robes and deep hoods lifting their hands in bizarre gestures. The air shimmered and crackled, swollen with power.
"Master! The concentration's too high!"

"Shut the portal! Shut it!"
I couldn't make out the speakers — everything looked foggy. The crackling in the air intensified, and a wave of power knocked the cultists off their feet. A cloud of magic erupted into a kaleidoscope of blazing visions. Razor-sharp images bypassed my failing senses and poured straight into my mind.
A noblewoman bathing in someone else's blood.
Torchlight, screams, smoke, fire. A mansion engulfed in flames, rising toward the sky where a massive airship hangs. Bombs fall onto a fortress. A cannonball punches through a bastion wall. A guillotine blade drops — yet another noble loses their head. Blood freezes into red icicles.
The smell of gunpowder and steel. A peasant waving a flag while standing atop an overturned carriage. Next to him — a primitive armored vehicle. The hiss of steam and the thunder of machinery forging weapons for a new world.
Hordes of undead tangling up a tank. Black, writhing root-tentacles. A nuclear blast.
The visions shattered into pieces, leaving just one — massive and overwhelming.
A blinding sun. A battlefield. Royal troops march to crush a rebellion. The commanders are calm, soldiers joking among themselves. What could mere peasant rabble possibly do? Fully armored knight cavalry already galloping forward. Heavy infantry pressing the line, moving up under cover from a mage. The enemy isn't even wearing armor — this would be a walk in the park.
The cannons roared. Grapeshot spared no one — man or horse. The cavalry was torn to shreds, survivors scattering in panic. The knights faltered, confused — they had come too close.
Signal!
A line of infantry raised their muskets. Volley! Clouds of smoke. The whistle of bullets. The army mage, shielding the troops from arrows, coughed blood — bullets had instantly overloaded his barrier. Lead harvested its deadly crop, punching through armor and flesh.
The knights charged, trying to close the gap.
Signal!
The front rank dropped to one knee. Volley! Armor didn't help. Men fell like grass before a scythe.
Signal!
Another volley! This one echoed by the thunder of freshly reloaded cannons. Grapeshot swept through the enemy like a steel broom. No one could withstand the new weaponry. In the mangled remains of armor and meat, it was impossible to even tell they had once been men. The assault broke apart.
Drums rolled as the line infantry advanced in formation, stepping over bleeding corpses. The mage gestured desperately, raising shields. Useless. The formation lifted their muskets.
Volley!
A few bullets ricocheted, but most tore through both magical barriers and the mage's feeble frame. Noble blood, blessed with arcane power, spurted out in pulses, mixing with the blood of fallen knights. To bullets, it made no difference — aristocrat or not.
The infantry moved forward, ignoring the corpses underfoot. The few survivors were finished off with bayonets. The royal army had suffered a crushing defeat. The rebels — not a single casualty.
The vision dissipated into the air, leaving behind the scent of powder and blood.
"Master… was that a sign from our lord? Will he grant us demonic weaponry?"

"Fool! Prophecies are not meant to be taken literally! Grasp the essence! Our enemies lie dead! The Lord prophesies my great victory. We will crush them all and I shall be king!"
My vision cleared. I saw a revolting fat man watching the ritual from a gilded throne.
You're the only fool here.
King?Dream on.
Every fiber of my being screamed the prophecy was meant for me.
And me alone.

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                ♦ Barony of Clemen Brut, ritual hall.♦
I tried to stand, and everyone around me suddenly remembered I existed.
Several guards in full plate armor rushed toward me and tried to slam me back to the floor. I struggled, but it's hard to fight back when your knee twitches and kicks empty air instead of landing a punch.
When the first two couldn't pin me down, four more jumped in to help. Together, they managed to hold my limbs and spread-eagle me on the stone floor.
"Check the seal!" barked the fat man, excited at the thought of his future crown.A squat cultist scurried over. With a wave of his hand, he tore open the remains of my silk shirt, revealing a complex carving on my chest, knife-etched lines crusted with dried blood. The moment I saw the ruined flesh, a strange déjà vu hit me. I felt like I recognized the pattern, like I was just on the verge of understanding what it meant.
"Master! The demon is bound and securely sealed in the body, but..." The short cultist suddenly clamped a hand over his mouth and scuttled over to the throne to whisper something to the fat man.
The glutton's face twisted like he'd bitten into a lemon. But he quickly wiped away the displeasure and raised his voice theatrically.
"Demon, who shall be called Astarot. I... Guards, bring him closer!"
Two of the armored thugs yanked me upright and dragged me toward the throne. Fair enough, yelling across half the Grand Ritual Hall wasn't very dignified. Wait... how do I know what this hall is called?
"Move your legs, demonic filth!" snarled one of the guards, unhappy that I wasn't helping. He spat on my doublet. Big mistake.
The body reacted on its own. A single blow launched the fool a dozen meters through the air, slamming him into a stone wall so hard it cracked. The second guard recoiled in horror, unable to look away as the first slowly slid down, leaving a bloody smear behind.
The fat man just smiled."Strip the armor off that failure and toss the body into the pit. And someone help Lord Astarot walk." When the guards hesitated, the glutton roared, "Now! Or you'll join the next batch of peasants in the sacrifice circles!"
The guards scrambled. Two of them respectfully took me by the elbows and continued leading me forward. Good timing. Standing on my own was difficult. Hell, even that was generous. The poor bastards practically had to drag me.
The lesser cultists shrank back from our path. Their deep hoods hid their faces, but I was sure their eyes kept flicking back to the corpse.
The corpse whose armor they still couldn't pry off, crushed as it was by the blow.I thought I heard the cultists whispering. The words were indistinct, but I could feel their emotions on my skin: fear... and awe?
The guards hauled me up to the throne and bowed before their massive master.
Up close, I finally got a good look at him. His enormous gut was swaddled in red silk robes like the other cultists, but his were embroidered with gold and encrusted with rubies. He didn't bother with a hood. His lumpy head, fringed with thinning wisps of hair, was topped with a massive golden crown studded with pigeon-egg-sized rubies. Real modest.
"I am Baron Clemen Brute of the Northern Mountains, of House Brute. I summoned you into this world, and now you are my faithful weapon. Your power pleases me, and I shall reward you accordingly. You shall have innocent blood and peasant souls in any reasonable quantity. Please me further, and I may even grant you the souls of the gifted."
He fell silent, awaiting my response. I was utterly lost. Souls? Blood? What the hell was he talking about? Why did he think I was a demon? Logic suggested I shouldn't argue with the bastard. Better to play along for now and figure things out later.
A whisper echoed in my mind, growing louder by the second. I focused."Kneel and call me master! I bind you by your true name!"
I felt a faint compulsion I could easily ignore. I glanced at the fat man. His face was crimson from the effort, sweat beading on his brow. Seemed like ordering me around wasn't easy for him. Should I pretend to obey? Kneeling before this pig disgusted me.
But my knee made the decision for me, finally buckling under my weight. I collapsed onto the cold stone floor and growled with a disobedient tongue, "Go to hell."
Too bad it came out as garbled nonsense.
The fat man sighed in relief and dabbed his face with a silk handkerchief."I grant you permission to absorb the memories of your vessel, so that you may serve me better." He turned to the guards and the short cultist by the throne. "Escort my servant to the Lesser Ritual Hall. Help him absorb the remains of the viscount."
The guards respectfully supported me again and followed the waddling cultist leading the way.
Lie, Baron.
I could feel it. The seal was flawed, and through its cracks, more and more knowledge was leaking into my mind. I already knew the castle's layout as well as the short cultist did—maybe better. I'd spent a lot of time in that Lesser Hall myself, cutting up peasants for experiments. Wait—I did? Damn it, my mind's slipping. Who am I? I can't even remember my name.
Like in a fog, I lay down on the already-prepared ritual circle. Visions swam before my eyes. The first tournament, recruiting my team... then empty castle halls and alchemical experiments. My first girlfriend, university life. Fields of lava in Hell. Historical reenactments and blank cartridges mixing with scientific treatises. Hatred and loneliness. Wild parties with friends.
I didn't see the cultist touch the figure carved into my chest, but I felt the effect instantly.
The world was drowned in darkness.
***
♦ A week later. An unknown tavern ten miles from Baron Brut's lands.♦
"Master, are you alright?" said a sweet voice.I forced my eyes open. A wooden bar counter. The sharp stench of alcohol. Had we gone overboard at the Golden Dragon again? No... wait.
My thoughts crawled sluggishly, and my whole body felt numb. I slowly lifted my head from the counter. My gaze immediately locked onto the girl who had spoken—stunning curves, tight waist, but her clothes... strange. I'd only seen that kind of outfit in medieval-themed games.
The place was even stranger. A dark tavern of some sort. Only candlelight—no electric lighting. What the hell was this? Where was I? I tried to get up from the stool and almost fell over. My body felt wrong. Unfamiliar. Like it wasn't even mine.
"Master?!" squeaked the waitress, quickly catching me before I collapsed.
"Wa-kh... Water!" I croaked. My throat was so dry, it felt like I hadn't had a drink in days.The girl dashed off to get water, and I was left trying to piece together scattered fragments of memory. The tournament. Victory. The Golden Dragon? No. Samael's call...
"Your ale, Master." She handed me a clay mug—another oddity.
I downed the liquid in one go, and felt a bit better... up until the moment I noticed the hand holding the mug wasn't mine. Shocked, I dropped it.
"Oh!" the girl cried out as the shards scattered across the—bar? Tavern?I felt my face. The sensation was at once familiar and foreign. What the hell is going on?
"I need a mirror.""I'm sorry, we don't have one, I'm so sorry! I'll find one, I swear!" she cried in panic, bowing again and again.
"Wait. Call the owner.""No need, I'm here." A plain-looking man emerged from the shadows behind the counter. "How can I serve you, Master Randall?"
Randall... That name stirred something, but nothing clear.
"How long have I been here, and how did I get in?" Asking him directly who I was would be too risky.
"You arrived a week ago, as usual. You ordered wine and snacks and enjoyed yourself in the private room. Yesterday, you asked for brandy and decided to sleep in the common hall," he rattled off in a rehearsed tone. But his beady little eyes darted around nervously. He was lying. No doubt about it.
A hot wave of rage swelled in my chest. How dare he lie to me like that in a situation like this?"Now tell me the truth. Or things will get unpleasant." My tone turned threatening. The man flinched.
"Master Randall... I... You were brought in this morning by Baron Clemen's messengers. You were unconscious. They swore to me it was all routine! I swear I didn't know! I would've notified the castle right away if..."
I cut him off with a wave of my hand. Clemen. Baron Clemen Brute. The ritual. The pig on the throne. I remembered. But why was I here? Did he let me go? Did the ritual backfire? Damn it. I clutched my throbbing temples.
"I'm a viscount. Viscount Randall Condor..." I muttered. Just words, but behind them lay a whole life I couldn't recall."Yes, my lord, we agreed that whenever you needed..."
"Silence."
The man shut up instantly.
Bits and pieces came back. This tavern... the viscount used it whenever he needed to meet with shady contacts. While everyone thought he was off on a drinking binge, Randall was busy with forbidden rituals and... human experiments. My memory served up vivid highlights. Women. Children. I instantly vomited onto the bar.
"Master..."
"I'm... fine. Bring me something stronger. Now."How the hell did I end up going from an eSports champion to a fantasy-world Josef Mengele? That would have to wait. For now, what mattered was that my trained alchemist's eye spotted residue of sleeping root in the vomit. In such a concentration, it could have knocked out a bull—permanently.
Looks like the baron tried to quietly dispose of his failed experiment.
After ten minutes of retching, I finally emptied my stomach and decided I'd live. Maybe even thrive, because once the poison was gone, I felt a sudden surge of strength.
The tavern door slammed open, letting in a blinding shaft of sunlight, and a filthy street kid rushed in.
"Boss, there's some people outside asking about the viscount... They're already heading this way.""Ma—" the owner started.
"I left hours ago!" I snapped instantly.
Whoever they were, I'd rather not meet them right now."And if they—"
"You'll tell them I've been drinking myself stupid. If I remember right, this tavern has a back exit? Lead the way."The man sighed but obeyed.
We wandered through cellars for a few minutes before I emerged into the sunlight in an unremarkable alley. The door closed behind me.
Filthy streets, stone houses. Beggars in rags and somewhat cleaner townsfolk. Guards in worn gambesons, servants scurrying around. A classic medieval fantasy city in all its glory—dominated by a massive cliff crowned with a white-stone castle. No idea how many resources that architectural wonder consumed... or how they even hauled the materials up there.
Maybe this isn't real?
After wandering the area for a while, I gave up and accepted the inevitable. No, this wasn't a dream—that little bastard Samael had really dumped me into another world somehow. Fine. Sooner or later, I'd show that smug little magical prick what happens when you mess with someone trying to celebrate a well-earned victory. I raised a fist to the sky and shook it in defiance. If the heavens are against me—I'll crush them!
"Well, well, look who it is," came a lazy voice. "When my servants told me some filthy tramp had the gall to don noble garments, I didn't think I'd actually run into you. Seems the rumors were true—the Condor bastard really has fallen low."
A short teenager stood there, decked out in a ridiculous plum-colored outfit. Behind him stood two guards in matching colors, armed with spears.
I slowly lowered my fist. I'll admit, shaking it at the heavens probably looked a bit dumb. But I was entitled, not every day you get tossed into another damn world. That's no reason for this brat to start in on me. I gave him a closer look — he seemed vaguely familiar. Looks like the previous owner of this body had some history with him.
"What's the matter, scum? Greet the lord of this city properly.""You're the lord?" I raised an eyebrow. "Aren't you a little short for the job?"
I'm polite — but only to those who deserve it."You... you! Duel! Right now!" The brat flushed so red, his face matched his outfit.
Thank god my clothes were black and respectable, not some circus reject.
"A duel? Are you insane, you little clown? Go change into something less embarrassing."
But the noble whelp wasn't interested in advice."You two! Stay out of it! I'll deal with this insult to my family's name myself!" he barked, drawing a sword that gleamed red.
A dyed blade? Seriously?
"I'll cut out your filthy bastard tongue!" the pint-sized lunatic screamed and charged.
The body's reflexes kicked in on their own. I reached for my sword and grabbed empty air. Damn it, where the hell was my weapon? No time to wonder. His blade was already swinging, aiming to cleave me in half.
I dodged to the side, thank the gods for my gamer reflexes.
But then the sword bent mid-air, like it was alive, following my movement. Magic!
I felt, rather than understood , that he'd tapped into his Source. And I realized I had one, too. I mirrored his move on instinct.
His blade hit my unarmed arm and didn't cut. Instead, it exploded into droplets, as if it had been made of water."My bloodmetal! How?" he gasped, staring at the disintegrated weapon.
That's when my punch landed. Square in the jaw. The little noble crashed onto the cobblestones. Rule one of fighting don't get distracted.
To my surprise, the kid didn't pass out, just shut up for a bit. He'd definitely lost his will to fight, though. Good enough.
"You. You-u-u!" he growled, rubbing his jaw.
"What? Want some more?" I spat.
The brat shot me a death glare and turned on his guards, who were just trying to help him up."Useless mutts! Why didn't you teach this filth a lesson?!"
"But, sir, you ordered us not to interfere…" one guard stammered and paid for it."You dare blame me for your failure?" The broken blade in the brat's hand morphed into a dagger. He didn't hesitate.
"You. Dared. Accuse. A noble. Of BE-ING WRONG?!" Each word was punctuated by a stab. Again and again, the dagger plunged into the guard's body. The other man recoiled in horror and bolted, leaving his comrade behind. Blood soaked the cobbles.
The victim tried to crawl away, but the brat pinned him down and kept stabbing. A brutal execution in broad daylight — this kid was a full-blown psychopath. I'd seen plenty of horror in my life, but even I froze at the sight.
The guard convulsed one last time and the maniac turned to the fleeing one.
"You. You didn't help either."The second guard dropped his spear and ran for his life. The noble raised a hand — I could feel him charging up another spell. If I didn't stop him now, the guy was dead.
Like hell I'd let that happen.
"What the hell do you think you're doing, you little freak?!" I shouted, buying a moment before tackling him off the corpse. The dagger flew out of reach.
"How dare you interfere? They're my servants — I'll do what I please!" the bastard shrieked, struggling in my grip. I felt him reach for his Source again, and the dagger began to tremble, slowly inching toward him. Not happening.I hurled him ten meters down the street, stormed after him, and grabbed him by the hair.
"Your servants, huh?"
I smashed his face into the cobblestones. Stone chips, or maybe teeth, flew.
"Little creep, who the hell do you think you are?"
Another blow. And another. The cobbles turned red. Finally, the psycho went limp. Even his magic-enhanced body had its limits and I'd just found them.
Shouts echoed through the street. A squad of guards armed with spears and halberds was already running my way. I glanced at the murdered guard, then looked down at the unconscious brat. For a second, I considered smashing his head open like a melon. But that would take time and his skull was stubborn.
I left the spoiled noble lying in the street and made a tactical retreat — grabbing the discarded spear on my way out.
***
A dusty attic in some workshop turned out to be a perfect hiding spot, while guards scurried below, shouting. From their frantic yelling, I gathered that the face I had recently introduced to the cobblestones belonged to none other than the city lord's son.
Great. Just what I needed, a run-in with the spawn of the man who apparently thinks street executions are proper parenting. I'd shaken off the pursuit, but my clothes were far too conspicuous. Once the sun set, I'd try to grab something less eye-catching and get out of this city.
I stretched cautiously, easing my sore muscles, and pulled the spearhead from my pocket. I'd had to ditch the shaft, no way it would fit through the attic hatch. But I'd kept the metal tip, and that was enough to experiment with my new powers… or at least to get a good look at my new face.
I focused on the faceted metal, trying to summon the feeling I'd had during the duel.
Nothing. Damn it.
Again. And again… Finally, the tip shimmered in my hand, melting into a pool of liquid metal. Like holding mercury! Some of it dripped through my fingers and splashed onto the floor, but it was enough. I stared into the makeshift mirror and grinned.
Not bad. Not worse than before. Actually… better, if I'm honest. The skin's a bit pale, but nothing a little sunlight won't fix.
A loud sneeze yanked me out of my admiration. I spun around and saw a pile of rags in the corner stir. Well, well. I crouched low and crawled over, tossing the cloth aside. Dust flew everywhere.
"Achoo!" One of the hidden kids sneezed right into my face. The other bowed low and squeaked:
"Please don't kill us!""Why would I kill you?" I asked, genuinely confused.
"Well… we saw you…" one of them started, only to be cut off by the sneezer:"Nobles don't need a reason to kill someone," he hissed, eyes full of anger.
Charming society. How has no one put these aristos on pikes yet?
"You've got magic. What could we do?" the boy added gloomily.
Crap. Did I say that pike thing out loud?"Hmph. Don't worry, I'm not gonna hurt you. I didn't see you, and you didn't see me. Deal?"
"Yes, sir…" said the first one, bowing again. The other just nodded, a fire burning in his eyes. Something told me that if he had any real magic talent, he'd already be lunging at me. I instinctively scanned him… and sure enough, he had a spark of magical potential. Tiny, though. He'd never be a mage.
Still, that reminded me, I had two potential sources of intel hiding in my attic, and since I couldn't leave while the guards were combing the streets, I might as well use the time.
I didn't want to throw my aristocrat status around. No need, really — I had a better idea.I picked up the now-solid lump of metal, focusing again.
This time it took fewer tries. Magic was responding better and better. The lump floated up and reshaped into a tiny metal truck — nearly a perfect replica of the old toy handed down from my great-grandfather. My grandfather had chewed it up and broken everything in sight with it. Then my dad. I even chipped a tooth on its steel roof once. That thing was built to last. Probably the reason I got into reenactments in the first place…
"What is that? Some kind of weird cart?"
Brave kid. The other one was still cowering in a corner, silent, but this one walked right up. If he had a bit more talent, life would be a lot more interesting for the local nobles. Still, he had a point — I was being dumb. A truck? In a world like this? Their tech level was pre-industrial at best. With a sigh, I let the figure melt again and reshape into a hussar on horseback, saber raised.
"Why isn't he wearing armor?" the boy asked, eyeing it suspiciously.
"Because he's not a noble. You answer a few easy questions — he's yours.""Deal! Ask away, sir!" The boy's eyes sparkled.
Perfect. Now I could ask almost anything without raising suspicion.
"Let's start simple… Where is House Condor's estate?"
"Pfft, everyone knows that. Your castle's visible from every part of the city."
I dashed to the window — no way…
Even earlier, while wandering the streets, I'd noticed the massive, unnatural cliff that dominated the city. Too symmetrical. Too clean. Too artificial.
"…They say that long ago, Lord Condor hired a mighty Archmage who raised the castle from the earth itself, making it unassailable…"
Yes. That's exactly how it happened — whispered Randall's memory. One of our founders emptied the family treasury and pulled every string to hire the Archmage of Earth, who created that miracle. That decision saved our house. Assaulting a fortress perched on a sheer cliff was simply too costly, so…
"…Grandma always says, 'Shame Count Condor doesn't rule the city anymore. Things were orderly under him…'"
…so in the end, all they could take was the city below.
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                I can't remember how or why our House lost control of the city, but that didn't matter anymore. What mattered was that our castle was now surrounded on all sides.
That little noble brat had recognized me, and from the looks of things, every damn dog in this city probably knew my face too. But the real problem wasn't even that. The real problem was that my whole plan had just gone to hell.
There was no reason for the city lord to waste time searching door to door. If I were in his place, I'd just surround the castle and seal off every exit from the city. Then I'd announce a reward for information about my whereabouts and wait. Sooner or later, someone would rat me out, and I'd end up face to face with a man who'd be very eager to get payback for his mutilated psychopath of a son.
What were my options? Try to flee the city and go solo? Yeah, right. Come on, I didn't even kill the bastard. Maybe there's still a way to work things out. But for that, I need to be behind my own fortress walls. Otherwise, they'll just kill me and say it was self-defense. Then again, trying to get to Randall's grandfather wasn't exactly safe either. What if he figured out I wasn't quite his grandson anymore?
But where's our spirit, huh? We'll get through this.
It had been no more than twenty minutes since the fight. Not much time. I just had to hope they hadn't managed to cordon off the castle yet."One last question. Can you get me to the castle without being seen?"
The kid frowned, staring at the little cavalryman figurine in his hands. Yeah, not much of a payment for risking your life. I patted my pockets. Empty.
"I don't have money on me right now, but if you get me to the castle, I'll make it worth your while."The boy nodded and tucked the figurine somewhere into his ragged clothes.
"Fine. But I lead. And she stays here."
She? Wait, he was carrying her with him this whole time? Ah, turns out the second "boy" wasn't a boy at all. Not that it matters to me.
The kid slipped out through a crack in the attic wall and gave me the signal a minute later. No guards in sight.
We snuck through alleys and backstreets, always ducking away from patrols, edging closer to the cliff with every turn."Shh. Too many soldiers ahead. We'll need to detour through the slums," the kid whispered after scouting ahead.
No choice. We turned off.
This part of the city had been hit hard by a magic battle.
Some houses had been half-melted by magical fire. Others were worse, leaning at crazy angles, held up only by makeshift wooden supports.Some were just crumbling foundations. Others looked like their tile roofs had been sliced clean off by some colossal blade.
But more often, the streets weren't streets at all, just twisted paths between crudely nailed-together wooden shacks. We had to squeeze through gaps, stepping over piles of junk, cracked tiles, bricks, and who knew what else that crunched underfoot.
This place had once been a wealthy district. Now it was a dump.
We'd just reached the edge of the slums when a woman's scream echoed from a nearby alley.
"Don't go. It's a trap. Bandits using bait again," the kid warned."Then they're going to regret it," I growled and darted into the alley. I hate scum like that.
Two filthy thugs had cornered a busty maid in a classic black-and-white uniform. Wait a second. Those were the colors of House Condor!
"Come on, sweetheart, lift that skirt," one of the creeps growled.I charged in and introduced their faces to my fists. Way too easy. Slow, weak. Compared to that noble brat, these guys were like punching snowmen.
"Bas…tard," one wheezed and drew a rusty knife.
Against a mage? Good luck with that. I hit him with a pulse of force. The knife flew from his hand so fast, his wrist gave a sickening crunch.
That was it? Kind of underwhelming…
"Should kill them. Bad people," the kid muttered behind me, making a throat-slitting gesture with the rusted knife."Let them crawl away to the abyss. Not worth getting my hands dirty."
The kid nodded, then calmly walked over and plunged the thug's own knife into his heart."What the hell?!"
"My lord viscount, you'd never see them again. But we still live here."
Bandits weren't exactly society's finest, but cold-bloodedly executing a helpless man? That wasn't my style.
Then again, he had tried to rape my maid. Might've even killed her after. That kind of thing doesn't deserve forgiveness.I turned to the last thug, but fate had made the decision for me. He wasn't breathing anymore. Looks like I didn't quite hold back enough with those punches. Oh well. Not like I'm going to lose sleep over it.
Still a bit unsettled, I helped the voluptuous maid to her feet, trying to bring her around.
"M-my lord?""What's your name?"
"Ada, my lord.""Can you walk, Ada?"
"Wh-what? Y-yes…""Good. Let's go."
"W-wait, my lord!""What now?"
"Your grandfather sent me. He demands you return to the castle at once. I went looking for you in the tavern…""Don't worry. We're heading to the castle right now."

***
We finally reached the artificial hill surrounding the magically raised cliff. And of course, the damned Lord had thought to cordon it off. The whole place was swarming with soldiers. At least a few hundred.
Thankfully, they didn't dare step onto Condor territory and were posted at the base of the hill. Still, even with my newfound magic, I seriously doubted we could break through.
With a heavy heart, I ducked back behind the wall of a nearby building, where my reluctant companions were hiding from view."Why are there so many soldiers?" Ada whispered, peeking around the corner.
"I'm more curious about the burning smell," the kid piped up."Burning?" I sniffed. "Huh. You're right, that is odd."
"I'll check it out. Wait here."
The kid vanished so quickly, I suddenly wondered if he'd run off to turn us in. Then again… I glanced back around the corner. Nope. No chance. Even if I disarmed them with magic, they'd just crush me with numbers. There were only twenty guards nearby, but if they raised the alarm, reinforcements would come running in seconds.
"So… why does my grandfather want to see me?" I took the opportunity to lean in and whisper to Ada.She blushed and shook her head.
"I…""Shh." I cut her off. "Keep your voice down."
"I don't know. We're not supposed to know things like that," she whispered. "He returned from the capital early this morning and immediately sent out all the servants to find you and bring you to him.""The capital…" I muttered. "The capital…"
Damn. The word danced on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn't get past the memory block.
Bare feet slapped the ground. The kid was back."Sir, ma'am. I found out what's going on. It's the tavern. Some traveling knight killed the owner and accidentally set the place on fire. The city lord's there too. They're negotiating compensation right now."
"Oh, for the love of—" I had a sinking feeling I knew exactly which tavern he meant. The one I'd woken up in just a couple of hours ago. Hell, I'd bet a tooth that the fire was supposed to be the tragic end of a "dead drunk" me."How awful!" Ada gasped, fingers to her lips. "Why would he do such a thing?"
"They say the tavern owner didn't show him enough respect," the boy shrugged. Judging by his tone, that sort of thing wasn't unusual. "But that's not the point. They'll start putting out the fire any minute, and they'll need soldiers for that."I peeked around the corner. Sure enough, a soot-covered guard had just sprinted up to the squad and led most of them away. Perfect timing to try and break through.
"Go!"
The moment they spotted me, the guards raised the alarm. A surge of magic. Their weapons flew from their hands. The ones who hadn't even drawn their blades were thrown to the ground and dragged across the dirt.
More soldiers rushed in to intercept. I dropped one, then another, but more kept coming. I looked back. The boy had already slipped through the cordon and stood frozen on the hill, unsure what to do. The maid, however, had been grabbed by an absurdly bloated man with a centurion's insignia. Unlucky for him, a discarded spear lay on the ground, right between his legs. One magical push, and the centurion suddenly had more urgent matters to attend to. Getting hit in the family jewels will do that to anyone.
Things weren't going nearly as well for me. Almost every guard had locked onto me as their primary target. I was surrounded, bodies pressing in from all sides.
I broke free from one grapple and summoned the nearest sword to my hand.
The soldiers hesitated for a split second, then closed in again.
Damn it. I dulled the blade into a blunt rod and slammed it into the nearest set of ribs. I wasn't planning on turning this into a slaughter. These men were just doing their jobs. But surrender wasn't an option either. Shoulder, leg, leg, arm… Crunch.
They tried to strike back, but even a small magic impulse was enough to rip their weapons away.
No wonder the kid had scoffed at the idea of "pitchfork uprisings." Even a second-rate mage like me had no trouble fending off dozens of armed men.The guards kept falling, one after another, and I pushed steadily toward the cliff.
I had to reach the rock. Its base was already a small fortress. Gates had been carved into the stone, leading to a lift shaft tunneled deep inside. Without that lift, supplying the castle would've been almost impossible.
I slipped past the last few soldiers still standing and slammed face-first into a transparent barrier.
"Well, well. The little bird finally flew into the cage."The city lord had arrived on the battlefield.
Shit.
I raised my sword and focused on my Source. If I poured everything into it, maybe I could blast through the barrier?
The sword shot from my hand and crashed into the barrier, only to bounce off with a loud clang. The blade bent. The barrier didn't even flicker. I called the weapon back to my hand and turned to face the enemy.
A liver chestnut horse. A plum-colored jacket and tight brown breeches, barely containing a bloated figure. Not quite in Baron Clemen's league of obesity, but clearly aspiring to it.
The name popped into my head unbidden: Marquis Short.
Despite the situation, I smirked. Even on horseback, the guy was still living up to his name.
"Smiling, are we?" he sneered. "We'll see how much you smile in my dungeon. I've already ordered the dungeon master to sharpen the hooks."
"You have a dungeon master? Seriously? Let me guess, he wears leather too? What do you guys do in there, bond over candlelight and spiked collars?" I laughed.
"Go ahead. Laugh. Soon, you'll get to experience our little games firsthand. Not that you have anything to fear. I won't kill you. I'll just remove a few unnecessary parts, so the cursed Condor line can finally die out."
A twisted grin spread across his swollen face."Keep dreaming!"
A thunderous voice rang out across the battlefield, and the barrier before me shattered into glittering shards.
From the now-open gates in the cliff emerged a wiry, silver-haired old man in a black cloak with white trim. A squad of guards in matching colors followed respectfully behind."You. Go to the castle," the old man said.
"No. I'm staying here," I replied firmly.If a fight broke out, I'd be more useful here. Sure, I still didn't fully understand how my magic worked, but I could disarm enemy soldiers. That alone was a pretty solid trump card.
"Tch." The old man clicked his tongue and turned his attention to our enemy. "Marquis.""Count," sneered the man in purple. "Your little whelp mutilated my son. I had to pay for a healer, and even he couldn't res..."
"Enough. I don't care.""Your whelp..."
"Whatever my grandson did... I don't care. Spare me the pointless whining and get to the point.""You want a duel?"
The old man said nothing. Just looked at him with withering contempt.
"So be it, you relic. Blades or crossbows?"
"Tch. Do I look like some snot-nosed brat? Blood-orb, like in the good old days."
With a wave of his hand, four servants staggered under the weight of a black case, setting it between the duelists. The lid fell open, and a pitch-black sphere covered in runes floated about a meter above the ground.
The marquis dismounted and took position across from the old man. Another servant casually removed the empty box. The runes on the orb began to glow blood-red.
A sudden jolt of memory reminded me that the orb wasn't nearly as dangerous as it looked.
In direct magical duels, metal mages could use any hunk of steel or iron as a projectile. Both mages would try to push it toward each other with all their strength.
The problem was, the steel sphere often ripped the loser apart, which hurt the country's military capacity. So one ancient king ordered the use of specially enchanted orbs... blood-orbs.
In theory, they were safe, enchanted to make it difficult to accelerate them to lethal speeds with metal magic. In practice, they still drew blood often enough that the current king had to issue new regulations...
The air grew thick with magical tension as both men concentrated. In duels like this, seizing initiative was everything. The more of the field you controlled, the faster you could react, and the higher your chances of victory.
"The House of Condor should have ended in the Age of Strife!" Short struck first. The orb kicked up a cloud of dust and shot toward the old man like a cannonball."It's not for a barely-ranked junior mage like you to decide the fate of my bloodline." The old man answered calmly, and the orb froze halfway across the field. "A marquis who never even became a proper mage. What a disgrace."
Short's face twisted in rage.
"If we're talking disgrace, turn around. At least my son's a full adept.""Then why are you here whining to me about him getting his ass kicked?" The old man smirked, and the orb started to creep toward the fuming noble.
"Vultures. Scavengers. Honorless filth." The marquis roared, pouring in power, and barely managed to stop the orb at the halfway point."Then you're just carrion beneath our boots." The old man's eyes flashed, and the orb began to move again, just barely, as if pushing through syrup.
"Don't delude yourself... I can feel it... Your Source is crippled. You're weakening." Short was gasping now, and in a panic, tore open his jacket."It's strong enough to deal with a junior mage," the Count replied coldly.
The massive reservoir of power he'd been storing since the start of the duel surged forward, slamming into the orb and blasting it forward at the speed of a racing car.
It looked like Short was going to be flattened, but at the last moment, he yanked a medallion from his pocket. It flashed and expanded into a brown, oval-shaped shield.
The orb slammed into it and hurled the marquis backward, but from the way he landed, it looked like he'd gotten away with a few broken ribs at worst.
"Tch. And you talk about dishonor?" the Count scoffed.
Short didn't respond. He was down on his knees, breathing heavily. His servants caught the orb and sealed it back in the box.
The Count still stood like the cliff behind him—firm and unshaken. But a thin line of blood trickled from his hooked nose. The fight had taken its toll."We're leaving," Lord Condor snapped, whipping his cloak like a pair of wings, and we headed for the castle.
"I'll complain to the king. This time, he'll put you in your place!" The disgraced mage howled behind us."As you wish..." the old Count said with a mocking smile.
***
The rickety, loud lift groaned the whole way up, and after wandering through dark hallways, I finally found myself sitting at the dining table across from Randall's grandfather, trying very hard not to blow my cover over some dumb detail.
Neither of us said a word. The old man rang a tiny bell, and servants brought in food: sliced bread and a wheel of cheese. Simple fare.
I waited until he started eating, then cut a piece of cheese, made myself a sandwich, and took a bite.
"You're holding the knife wrong," the Count noted.Damn it. Worse yet, I hadn't even realized it. I was holding the knife not like I usually would, but like Randall held a scalpel when dissecting peasants.
"My apologies," I said quickly. Memory suggested Randall always played the obedient grandson around his grandfather. Best not to give the old man any more reason to suspect something.
The rest of the meal passed in silence. I didn't slip up again... I think. Another ring of the bell, and the servants cleared the plates. The old man folded his fingers and stared right into the bridge of my nose.
Here came the hard part: conversation.
"So. For what you pulled, you should be getting a whipping and house arrest. But you picked a very lucky moment... and an unlucky one too.As you know, I've just returned from the Capital. And change is in the air."
His eyes sparkled. His tone shifted to one of pomp and ceremony.
"The king is prepared to lift our family's disgrace and grant us royal favor, if we fulfill a royal commission."
"What kind of commission?" I asked, suspicious."A good question, since you're the one who's going to carry it out. And I'm already praying to the heavens you don't screw it up this time. Hmph. The task is both simple and complicated at the same time. The king is concerned about activity in the Wild Lands and intends to reattempt what our ancestors once tried — establishing a foothold near the Black Forest. Our house has been tasked with conducting reconnaissance and assessing whether a new outpost can be built on the former lands of Clan Raven. That's it.
The restrictions on recruitment have been temporarily lifted, but as you know, rebuilding a retinue takes time. I've already made arrangements with a mercenary group and sent them to the castle of your... hm... bosom friend, Baron Clemen."
I swallowed hard. I really didn't like where this was going.
"At least your disgraceful connections finally proved useful. His castle should still have reports from previous expeditions into the Black Forest. Get them, and study them thoroughly.""Um..." I hesitated. Damn. How do I explain that waltzing into the lair of a man who tried to stuff a demon into me, and then poisoned me — is not a good idea, without blowing my cover?
"Baron Clemen and I... had a bit of a falling-out," I offered carefully."I don't care. Make up!" the old man barked. "This is our one chance to rise again, and I don't give a damn what you have to do. Get on your knees and beg that fat bastard if you have to. You'll do whatever it takes to complete the king's order. Got it? Whatever it takes. Fail, and I'll strangle you with my own hands!"
"...Understood.""You'll meet the mercs at Clemen's castle, then head straight for the Black Forest. Hah..." He sighed, rubbing his eyes wearily. "What did I do to deserve such a useless grandson? I know you'll screw it up. I can feel it. If only I could send someone competent with you... but no. You just had to pick a fight with the city lord's son at the worst possible time. Now I have to send you alone. Did you catch all that?"
"Yes.""Then tell me. Why the hell did you get into a fight with Kazimir?"
Kazimir, huh? Well, at least now I had a name to go with that little psycho."It just... happened."
"'It just happened'?! Is that what I'm supposed to tell the king when he asks about it?" The old man raised a skeptical eyebrow."He challenged me to a duel. And lost."
"Better. But did you really have to redecorate the city's pristine cobblestone with Short's bastard's ugly mug?" His eyes smiled, but his tone betrayed concern."No. But he murdered one of his own guards right in front of me."
The Count went crimson with rage and slammed a fist into the table."I saw you dull your blade and pull your punches. That alone warrants a whipping. But getting into a fight to protect a servant of the enemy? That's unthinkable. Understand this once and for all... anyone who betrays our House to serve that false Lord has chosen their fate."
His shouts echoed through the stone hall. I stayed silent.
Just because the local aristocrats were sadistic bastards who treated commoners like dirt didn't mean I had to do the same."Tch. Worthless blood. Worthless..." He paused, realizing I wasn't going to apologize, then sighed and calmed down. "But as I said, you got lucky. No punishment this time. Speaking of punishment..."
The Count rang his little bell, and a familiar figure stepped into the hall: Ada, the maid.
"I sent you to fetch my grandson this morning. It's now three in the afternoon. You were supposed to have brought him back hours ago."
"My apologies, my lord.""Your slowness has cost our House dearly. Four lashes. You may go."
Up until now, I'd kept my mouth shut. But this — this was too much. So he's saying that if she'd gotten me out of the tavern earlier, I wouldn't have gotten into a fight with Kazimir? What a twisted load of horseshit. The logic reeked.
"What the hell? That's not her fault! She had no way of dragging me back to the castle sooner!" I snapped.
"Oh yeah? Then whose fault is it?""Mine!"
"Then be a man and take her punishment. Not that you would. You've always been a dishonorable coward." The Count sneered, fully convinced I'd back down.Well, old man... get ready to be surprised.
"Fine. I'm ready. You still strong enough to lift the whip?"For a second, the Count was speechless. But he quickly recovered.
"That's what servants are for. Bring in the master of discipline. With a whip. I'll prepare the post myself."
He stood and did something to what looked like a normal section of wall. Part of the floor rose up, revealing a strange device: rusted stocks and channels for draining blood. It stopped just above floor level and clicked into place.
Impressive, I'll admit. But what the hell was this thing doing in the dining room? And positioned so you could watch the torture without putting your fork down? These nobles were completely deranged."Tch. Rusted. We haven't used this in a while, have we, Randall? And we should have. You disappoint me far too often. I stand by my word, but you can still change yours. It's not too late to let the servant take her rightful place."
"Don't count on it." I said firmly. Somewhere deep in Randall's body, fear stirred. He was terrified of this thing. But I wasn't him anymore, and that fear couldn't break through my anger. This old lunatic expected me to sit and watch a girl be whipped? Insane fossil.
Not that I'd mind giving her a little spanking. That figure of hers certainly deserved it... Okay, off track.
The hinges groaned, and in walked the executioner: leather apron, straps, whip in hand. Huh. Guess I was right about the "Dungeon Master" look. Leather and belts. Weird fashion.
Well, now that the torturer had arrived, it was time to step up.
I pulled off my black doublet and white shirt so they wouldn't get stained, then walked to the device."Wait." The Count waved a hand, and the rust vanished from the device, revealing clean metal underneath.
The stocks snapped shut on their own.He turned to the executioner.
"Four lashes.""My lord, but..."
"Strike. That's an order."The whip hissed through the air and cracked across my back.
"Tch. Harder. That didn't even break the skin.""Agreed. A woman could hit harder," I added dryly.
The second lash kissed my back like a serpent of fire. Blood began to drip."Better. Still weak, though," I muttered.
"Tch! Give me the whip," the Count growled.The third blow was worse than both previous combined. Blood streamed down the channels.
The old man lowered the whip and studied me, searching for signs of weakness. He didn't find any.
"Tch. Fine. I still need you in one piece."He dropped the whip onto the stone floor. The stocks sprang open.
Someone rushed in from behind and pressed something cool and soothing to my wounds. Judging by the scent, it was Ada.
"The young master needs to see the healer," she said urgently.The Count frowned at her impertinence but said nothing.
"Sit back down, Randall. I'm not done with you yet."My back burned, but it was bearable. I'll admit, bending over wasn't pleasant. But the knot of fear Randall's body felt toward his grandfather — that was gone. Now I was sure: if a fight broke out, this body wouldn't fail me.
And more than that, I could feel it. Today, within these stone walls, I'd gained someone personally loyal to me.
The maid who'd just been spared an unjust punishment hovered anxiously at my side, clearly shaken. But it had been worth it. For the price of three lashes, I'd earned a powerful advantage.
I sat across from the old man again, not bothering to cover my bare chest. Let the geezer be jealous.But his next question reminded me I'd relaxed too soon.

"Where is your bloodblade, Randall Condor?" he asked, voice low and probing.
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                "Where is your bloodblade, Randall Condor?" he asked, voice low and probing.
I remembered that day. Strangely vividly, as if I had been there myself, not the body’s previous owner.
♦Memory♦
It happened a few days ago. 
Randall paid a routine, unremarkable visit to Baron Clemen. While a vagabond dressed in the viscount's clothes was getting drunk in a tavern, the real viscount was cleaning blood off a scalpel and flipping through his notes on chimmerization. That day, he had an idea, to alchemically enhance certain organs of the test subjects to make it easier for demonic entities to possess them.
A regular, grueling day filled with alchemical fumes, agonized screams, and dripping blood. Randall was so tired that night, he didn't even bother summoning any maids. Just a quick shower long past midnight, and then straight to bed.
I woke in the middle of the night with a sense of danger. The bed was surrounded by shadowy figures with clearly hostile intentions. Assassins?My loyal, jet-black blade obeyed my will. It split into fragments and pierced them all. But it was a trap. Their blood was altered somehow. The steel stuck, stopped obeying, and I, now weaponless, was quickly restrained.
Detaching a bound weapon that fast was supposed to be impossible. At least, Randall had never heard of anything like it.I need to acquire samples later and…
...I blink, and I'm back in the dining hall, staring at Count Condor's dissatisfied face.
Looks like the family castle helps me delve deeper into the predecessor's memories, but now's not the time to dwell on it. I'd already delayed my answer too long.
"It's… lost." I tried to put a note of regret in my voice. No idea if it worked, but worth a shot.
"Tch. I'm not the least bit surprised at your carelessness. Go to the ritual chamber at once and bind a new metal to yourself."I'd gladly use that as an excuse to get away from Grandpa, but there was still one thing I had to take care of. Amidst all this mess, I'd completely forgotten about the kid I'd promised a reward, and promises must be kept.
"Fine. But I also need money."
The old man rolled his eyes."Again? Don't even think about it. The ingredients for the binding ritual alone will cost no less than twenty gold, and you dare ask for more?"
"This isn't for me. On behalf of our House, I promised a generous reward to a boy who risked his life to guide me through the patrols.""Hmph. That's a subject's duty, to die for his lord. What reward could there possibly be?" The Count waved dismissively, brushing off my words.
"I gave my word. In the name of the House," I reminded him.
Of course, I'd made that part up just a minute ago, but my gut told me that if I so much as hinted the promise was personal, the old man would flatly refuse to reward the kid."Tch. Fine. I'll make him a page, an honor far above what that ragamuffin deserves. And… a couple of silver coins, so he can tidy himself up."
I wasn't yet sure about the value of money in this world, but something told me that wasn't a particularly generous sum.
"You value the heir's life rather modestly, grandfather," I quipped and instantly saw the Lord's face twist in anger."For you, you useless trash, I wouldn't pay a single copper! But you're still of my blood, so I have to open the purse. Hmph. Enough talk — get to it!"
"Of course…" I rose from my chair and tried to recall the way to the ritual chamber. To my surprise, it came to me easily — apparently, Randall had spent quite a bit of time there.
Ritual Hall.
The moment I stepped inside, a strange clarity settled over me. My thoughts flowed smoothly, without delay. My memory sharpened like a freshly honed blade.
One glance at the bookshelf, and I recalled every title by heart. The magical reagents and ingredients the servants carried in, I knew their properties, their uses, even their market value instantly.
But the withered, hunchbacked man bustling about, preparing to waste materials on a ritual he didn't understand — I could've done without remembering him.Meister Ilon.
Disgustingly lazy. Shockingly incompetent. And the only reason he'd ever become our castle's Master of Rituals was the complete lack of alternatives.That scrawny hunchback didn't just pilfer ingredients. He only worked when the Count himself ordered it. Even then, he'd vanish into town under the excuse of "restoring his overstrained astral body."
In reality, he was selling stolen reagents on the black market and spending the profits in brothels.
Randall openly despised and hated him. Not for stealing from the family — Randall barely cared about that. He never really saw himself as part of the House anyway.
No — the hatred stemmed from something else.
This cursed ritualist used to lock himself in the ritual chamber for hours, denying young Randall access to study the arcane arts in secret. And when Randall finally surpassed him in skill, contempt joined the hatred.
Even now, Meister Ilon was frantically flipping through the reference books, trying to find a schematic of magical lines for a basic binding ritual.Idiot.
You performed this ritual six years ago, and still didn't memorize the diagram?
I clicked my tongue, involuntarily imitating my grandfather. The bloodblade binding ritual was fairly simple. Thanks to Randall's memories, I could correct any mistakes Ilon made — without him noticing.
But there was one issue.This whole situation… was a golden opportunity.
A perfect chance to test the seal and find out what really happened in Baron Clemen's castle.
And for that, I'd need to examine it closely, maybe even analyze it. Which meant…
Even this imbecile would realize something was off if I started dissecting my own soul seal right in front of him.So that meant…
"Get out."
"I—excuse me?" Startled, Ilon dropped his book on magical barriers. Why the hell did he even bring that? Idiot.
"I said get out. I'll perform the ritual myself.""Young lord, surely you jest. This ritual requires extensive knowledge and experie..."
"Did you not hear me the first time? Get lost, or I'll have you introduced to the whip."Muttering curses under his breath, the hunchback hurried out of the hall, not forgetting to snatch up a stack of books on his way out. Amazingly, he actually got lucky this time — one of the books really did contain the correct diagram for the bloodblade ritual.
Trying to mess things up out of spite? Whatever. I already had everything I needed in my head and more.
I dismissed the remaining servants and slid the steel bolt shut behind them.Silence.
Scattered across the polished obsidian floor were all the components: smoky quartz, chunks of mana-charged granite, a monster's crystalline core, herbal stalks, and unstable glass spheres filled with powdered manticore hide. Right... those need to be set aside before they spoil.
I double-checked everything. No issues with ingredients, in fact, there were more than necessary. The only problem was the steel ingot. Not the quality — the steel was excellent. Better than what I'd used in the past, in fact.
The problem was how they'd stored it, slathered in thick grease. The servants had tried to wipe it down, but some residue remained, which could ruin the ritual.
I unbolted the door and shouted down the corridor for someone to bring me alcohol.A teenager showed up with a bottle almost instantly. No one had ever delivered booze to me that fast!
I thanked the lad, locked myself in again, and meticulously wiped down the ingot.
"Perfect. Now we can begin," I muttered, wiping my hands on my trousers. No rags in sight, and even a single misplaced drop could have catastrophic consequences. If I was lucky, the only result would be the castle collapsing.Chalk in hand, I set to work sketching the main lines. Technically, I could do without it, but it was safer this way. My hands moved with precision and speed, the complex lines flowing as easily as if I'd done this all my life.
...Which, come to think of it, I had.
I cracked the glass spheres and used their powder to connect all the ingredients. The ingot sat at the center of the formation.
I was working quickly. I needed to complete both rituals, but I didn't make a single mistake.
Honestly, it was hard to mess this ritual up. It had been primitive to begin with.
Way back when, some metal mage noticed that a blade soaked in their own blood responded far more readily to their magic, while resisting the magic of others.From that moment on, metal mages and bloodblades were inseparable.
Even a relatively weak mage could reshape their bonded blade, an invaluable advantage in battle. Bloodmetal could pierce weak magical barriers and even cut through certain spells.
The benefits were too great to ignore.
And the best part? No side effects, other than the blade usually gaining a reddish tint.
Then again, not always. Some blades turned jet black. Others, pure white. Why this happened was a mystery that sparked endless debate.
Even more confusing, a blade's color could sometimes shift over the course of its wielder's life.Still, that didn't stop metal mages from forming orders and cliques based on blade color, each convinced theirs was superior, and dueling each other to the death over it.
Thankfully, those feuds never got too big. Red shades were most common, while black and white blades were rare.
Randall, as a bearer of a black blade, had spent a lot of time studying it and came to an unfortunate conclusion: the rare color didn't grant any special power.
Worse, it made him a target.There were always morons eager to test themselves against a "black" mage.
But I digress.
The ritual's sole purpose was to reduce the time and blood needed for binding, replacing the mage's own mana with external energy.
In short, simple.
The power lines were drawn. The ingredients were in place. Only one thing remained — draw blood and...The steel ingot suddenly began to bleach, turning bright white.
Shit!
I double-checked the diagram in a heartbeat. No mistakes. The ritual was proceeding correctly.
The problem was me.
I couldn't complete the binding. Not like this. It would raise immediate suspicion.Yes, a blade could change color, but never instantly. Color shifts were gradual.
If Grandpa saw a white blade, he'd assume possession or a body double and hand me over to the Inquisitors. If I was lucky. Worst case, he'd kill me on the spot.
I dove into the center of the circle and inverted the flows. The energy, which had been draining from the ingredients, was violently forced backward.
The blade's color darkened again, but the materials couldn't reabsorb the spent power.
The smoky quartz exploded first, shards flying like shrapnel. The air filled with wild, unstable mana.If I didn't act immediately, the entire hall was going to blow sky-high.
Damn it! I had to begin the second ritual right now to absorb the excess energy.
I grabbed the crystalline core and drank the raw power inside. No time for diagrams. No time for calculations. I hated this.
I latched onto the seal and dragged it to the surface.
Power lines scorched across my skin. Blood welled from the cuts, only to be instantly cauterized by the force. A mark blazed on my chest, the cursed seal Baron Clemen had placed on me.
Step one, done.Now, to study it.
I focused on the glowing magical threads.
...Yeah.
First of all, my initial gut feeling, the one I'd had back in Clemen's castle, was right.The seal was flawed.
The line that was supposed to separate the implanted entity from the host was incomplete.
And it was leaking.
Second, the cultist who was supposed to inscribe that dividing line... botched it. Whether by mistake or on purpose, he drew it in completely the wrong place. I couldn't even tell what the result had been.Third...
I saw it.
The seal had a built-in anchor. Not just any anchor, but one of my own design. Only inverted.
Instead of pointing to the upper planes, it targeted the lower ones. And that was already strange: this kind of anchor didn't have strict conditions. It wasn't a net designed to trap something specific, more like a hook... meant to attract something big. Very big. Potentially, a lord of the Abyss itself.
I strained my memory but couldn't recall the details. The cultists had wanted to summon Astarot, that much I was sure of. But the criteria for the summoning had only been spoken; there were no formal parameters baked into the ritual itself.
Suppose Samael had tricked them by passing me off as "Astarot." Fine.
But then... where did all the circle's magic go?
And I clearly remembered being thrown into the body, not pulled in like a hooked fish.No matter how I analyzed the seal, the conclusion was the same:
A DEMON WAS SUPPOSED TO BE SUMMONED. And a powerful one.
Something so strong the cultists would never have been able to control it. Whatever creature was meant to merge with the viscount, it would've devoured everyone in that hall, reduced the castle to rubble, and scorched the surrounding lands.
That clearly wasn't in Baron Clemen Brute's best interest.
So the question was: who was skilled enough in demonology to invert one of my anchor designs and use it against me? Who managed to fool seasoned cultists into summoning not a servant... but destruction?
Hell if I know. But whoever it was, I'd better keep their existence in mind.Now for Randall's memories.
Should I fix the faulty barrier and fully merge with them?
I could feel it clearly: Randall's soul was gone. Left nothing behind but a trail of memories, like a lizard shedding its tail.
Still, shattering the barrier between us could be extremely dangerous. The uncontrolled influx of memories might overwrite my mind entirely.
On the other hand, the current trickle wasn't reliable. Here, in a place of power, somewhere that meant a lot to Randall, I could access his memories like a library.
But once I left the castle, I'd start experiencing disruptions again. That wouldn't do.I gathered my mana and partially collapsed the barrier.
That should fix the memory access issue, though it came with drawbacks.
Glitches like the one I'd had when Grandpa asked about the blade would become more frequent... maybe even longer.And most likely, my dreams were going to get... colorful. At least until I absorbed all of Randall's memories.
I gave the seal one last look.
The control tags meant for subduing demons were completely useless, turned inside-out, no less.But I wasn't a demon. They'd barely affect me.
All in all, the seal was more or less safe. And suddenly, the idea of visiting Clemen didn't seem so crazy.
I could easily play the obedient demon... and then stab that fat bastard in the gut.
Nothing more to do here.
I released the seal, and it vanished from my skin, sinking back into the Source.The energy I'd burned through during all this was massive, but the air still crackled with lingering force.
I had to do something. Fortunately, there was a simple solution.
A trick used by metal mages, almost useless in daily life: metal summoning.With nothing but raw magic, you could create a lump of steel from thin air.
Why was it useless?
First, the energy cost was enormous. Even talented mages, Summoners, rarely used it in combat.
Second, why waste mana when you could just carry real metal?
And third, the summoned metal was unstable and would eventually degrade and disappear from the world.Totally impractical.
But right now? Perfect.
I conjured a growing chunk of iron from the void, and the magical turbulence began to subside.
Thump... thump... thump!
The steel door behind me buckled. Someone was ramming it hard.
Great. Just what I needed.
I focused on the ingot, fusing the summoned iron to its surface. Maybe they wouldn't notice a few extra hundred grams.
I kicked the leftover reagents across the floor, hastily smudging the ritual lines.The less they understood what had happened here, the better.
In the process, I accidentally knocked over the bottle of alcohol, but managed to hit the ground just in time, draining the last of my reserve into the summoned metal.
The thick door crumpled inward like cheap foil, and a furious old man stormed into the hall.
"By the Abyss, what the hell did you do in here?! What kind of Merlin-damned idiot tries to conduct a ritual like this alone?!"
Behind him slithered the ever-obsequious hunchback, Meister Ilon. He took one look at the destruction and immediately chirped:
"I told you! This ritual requires deep knowledge and extensive...""Shut up," I muttered from the floor. Didn't even need to fake weakness... I'd emptied my reserves completely.
"Tch. Were you drinking?" Grandpa noticed the spilled bottle and the heavy stink of alcohol in the air."You're the most useless member of this family in a thousand years. I have no words. Servants! Drag this wretch to the infirmary, and tell the healer I want him fully functional by sundown. I don't care what it takes!"
Several burly men hoisted me up and started hauling me down the corridors. No stretchers, huh? Figures.
Still, it looked like no one suspected anything. Meister Ilon was an idiot. Even if I hadn't cleaned up, he probably wouldn't have figured out what really happened.
They dumped me onto a stiff wooden bench in a brightly lit room.
Across from me lay a familiar face: the executioner. His entire back was wrapped in blood-stained bandages.
The door creaked, and Ada entered the infirmary."The healer should arrive any minute. My lord, how are you feeling?"
"I'm fine. Just a bit weak." I nodded toward the executioner on the neighboring bench — my arms were still sluggish. "What happened to that guy?""Your grandfather sentenced him to twenty lashes... and carried them out personally."
"What? Why?" I asked in disbelief."For spilling noble blood. Normally, the penalty would be death, but Lord Condor was merciful. He gave him only ten lashes for each blow he struck you."
"That's insane. The old fossil has completely lost it. He's the one who ordered the executioner to whip me in the first place!"
Ada gave a small, almost imperceptible shrug, but aloud, she only said:"You shouldn't speak of the Lord like that... even you."
I was about to explain why she was wrong, but the creak of the door interrupted me.A healer entered the infirmary. Gray-haired, but youthful-looking. Dressed in yellow robes.
Hey, where's the busty nurse? According to all genre laws, healers aren't supposed to be old men!Oh well. I still had Ada. And nature hadn't exactly been stingy with her figure.
"Let's see. Viscount Condor." He took my hand and examined it. "Hmm. Mild magical exhaustion. Nothing requiring treatment. You'd be fully recovered by morning anyway. However..."
The healer turned to a cabinet and began rummaging through it, glass vials clinking."However, the Count instructed me to ensure you're fully restored by sundown. Yes... this should do."
He pulled out a dark bottle and uncorked it. The room instantly reeked of burnt straw.
No doubt about it. That was lyrroot extract. Cheap as dirt and absolutely vile. Sure, it would help restore energy, but it would also leave behind residue that temporarily lowered my mana reserve.
And worst of all, it had a nasty side effect: for several days, any kind of alcohol would taste revolting. Which, I was sure, was exactly why Grandpa ordered it for me.
Funny enough, this crap would be way more useful for the executioner. It greatly boosted regeneration in normal people."Yeah, no. I don't think that's the right choice for me. It's not very efficient, and it clogs the system. Better give it to that guy. He's bleeding out. You didn't even stitch his wounds? He could die like this."
"Hmph. Since when are you an expert in herbs, Viscount?" The healer cocked his head like a bird, clearly not in a hurry to follow my suggestion."None of your business. Give the extract to him. And for me... hmm... how about a sunstone tincture? Got any?"
"I'm impressed you've memorized a few herb names, Viscount. But I must remind you, I am not your servant. I am a member of the Healers' Guild and answer only to the Count. And the Count gave very specific orders: make sure you look like a warrior by sundown, not a drunk pig.
And before you start 'throwing your weight around' and making threats, I'll remind you that the Guild could easily revoke its support for your House entirely. And between us... I wouldn't miss this place."
He sounded like he was lecturing a classroom. Condescending bastard.
Still, I decided to try one last time, civilly."I'm heir to the House. Sooner or later, I'll be in charge. And I generously reward those who prove useful to me."
"I'm afraid that'll be never. Your House is a relic of the past, and it will be swept away. That's obvious to any noble."
Click.
Something snapped in my head.Yellow wasn't the Guild's color.
It was his House color.
Rage gave me strength. I leapt from the bench and grabbed the smug bastard by the throat.
"Hrgh—khh—what—are—you—"He choked, but I held tight. His pulse throbbed beneath my fingers. I could snap his neck. Right now. So easily.
"Listen carefully. I don't give a damn about the Guild or your pathetic noble House. I gave you a good offer. You refused. That was your choice.""Yo—can't—threa—"
"You sure about that?"I squeezed harder. Bones creaked. His face turned purple.
"Please—let—go..."
Terror filled his eyes.
I yanked the tincture from his hand and tossed him onto the bench like a sack of potatoes.Just to be safe, I checked the bottle, then carefully rolled the executioner onto his back.
Three drops would be enough for a normal man.
I poured it into his mouth. The bandages soaked up fresh blood. Ideally, I should've stitched the wounds, but even so, his life was no longer in danger. He'd just have some impressive scars.
Now it was my turn.
I opened the cabinet and began rifling through vials, uncorking them to check by scent. There it was — the sunstone tincture. Not rare, and not cheap either: about half a gold coin per drop.
I took a small sip. No point being greedy. It had side effects too.
The healer sat quietly, rubbing the red imprint of my hand on his neck. His eyes radiated both hatred and fear."You gave me the extract. The executioner just got lucky. I spilled the tincture by accident. Got it?
Tell it like that, and I'll forget your little speech."
The healer gave a strained nod.
"Good. And by the way, the offer still stands. Let's go, Ada. Nothing more to do here.""Go where?"
She still looked shaken."How about... the bedroom?"

She blushed and nodded. And I had the feeling it wasn't just because I was her master.
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                I was peacefully dozing, one arm around Ada, when the bedroom doors creaked open and the head of the street kid I'd met in the attic poked through the gap.
"The Lord's coming! And he's furious!" the boy hissed, then vanished down the corridor."Thanks," I whispered after him, already fumbling around for my pants.
Didn't make it in time.
The doors slammed open, and my grandfather stormed into the room. He froze at the sight, jaw opening and closing like a fish out of water.
"This... THIS IS BEYOND UNACCEPTABLE! Randall Condor, in a single day, you've disappointed me more than in all the years combined! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?! Do you not understand THE FATE OF OUR HOUSE DEPENDS ON YOUR ACTIONS?! WHAT KIND OF MINDLESS FOOL ROLLS AROUND WITH A MAID WHEN HE SHOULD BE IN THE INFIRMARY RECOVERING?!"
His shout made the whole room shake. Poor Ada dove under the blanket, terrified.
"The cots there are uncomfortable. And I've recovered. What's the problem?"
"The problem?! You! You behave like some landless swineherd! I had hoped your pitiful excuse for a brain would grasp the gravity of the situation, but no! I swear, if it weren't for that damned royal decree, I'd strangle you right here and now! Enough! I swear on our House, my soul, and my life, if you fail the king's commission, I'll use every last coin and favor we have left to drag you out of whatever hole you crawl into and make you suffer. That's my word."
Wow. The old man was losing it.
He wouldn't dare lay a finger on me — he still needed me. But Ada? She might not be so lucky."Alright. Then I swear on our House, my soul, and my life, if you so much as touch Ada, I'll raise such hell the king himself will ride down here and level our castle."
"Ada? What Ada?" the Count blinked, confused.
I pointed at the maid huddled under the blanket.
"Bah! Merlin take her! You've lost your mind, throwing oaths around over something so trivial?""It's not trivial."
"Enough! Shut up! Get dressed and report to the watchtower," he barked before slamming the already-broken door on his way out.
I gave Ada a quick kiss and resumed my search for my pants.
Where the hell did I throw them?
***

Our castle already towered several hundred meters above the city, but the watchtower was the highest point of all. I was slightly winded by the time I reached the top of the narrow spiral staircase.
"Finally. The moon's hidden behind clouds. Now's the perfect time," the old man said wearily. He stood beside an opening in the wall, beyond which stretched a long stone ledge.
This looked... familiar.Was there a haystack down below, maybe?
He stepped aside and pulled a hidden lever. A portion of the tower wall slid open, revealing several strange outfits covered in feathers. The Count picked the least ragged one and dragged it out. Once fully spread, it looked like a mascot costume: feathered cloak, plague doctor–style mask, and wings mounted on what seemed like a steel frame.
Seriously?
Throughout history, people have tried to fly by simply strapping wings to their arms. Never worked. Time and again, those hopeful pioneers went splat. It wasn't until the 20th century that some Frenchman invented a suit that actually let you glide like a flying squirrel. But even then, landing without breaking every bone required either a parachute or insane luck.
I had some flight experience, sure. But where the hell was the parachute on this medieval wingsuit parody?
And damn, it looked ridiculous.
"Put it on. And leave the scabbard. Every extra gram counts."
Why I'd brought an empty scabbard in the first place, I had no idea. Habit, probably.
I squeezed into the outfit, not easy. The steel framework was inscribed with runes and embedded with several crystal capacitors, but I had no clue how it was supposed to work. Artifactology was never Randall's strong suit.
"Doesn't look too reliable," I said, flapping the wings experimentally."Our House's founder designed and enchanted these suits for emergency evacuations. They're family relics. Try not to wreck it."
"No problem.""Tch. I don't like your tone."
The old man pulled a small steel box from his pocket and handed it to me.
"Here. Another family relic. A Frost Rune. Try not to die for nothing. And don't open it unless absolutely necessary. It'll break the concealment. You really want every bandit in the Wild Lands hunting you for that rune?"
"Fine. No problem.""You are a problem. Lose that rune, and I'll..."
"Strangle me?""Disinherit you!"
I just shrugged. Not exactly a terrifying threat."Why do I bother...? The suit should get you past the city limits without splattering. Once you land, stash the suit and head for Baron Clemen's lands."
He tossed me a pouch heavy with gold.
"You'll need this. Buy a horse and some weapons. But not near the city. If the marquis finds out you've escaped, he'll send hunters. Stay off the roads. Better to lose a few days than get caught. Wait, you're actually listening to me?"
"Well, for once you're making sense.""You deserve a whipping for your attitude. Anyway. Remember all that? Good. Now go."
A cold wind howled across the ledge. The city below was plunged into darkness. Only scattered torches and wick lanterns lit the streets, a sharp contrast to modern cities that never sleep.
I bounced on my heels, checking the gear.
"Don't worry. The Founder enchanted these suits with total idiots in mind. Even you shouldn't manage to kill yourself. Just pray to the One you don't land inside the city. Try to make it at least to the outskirts. Ugh... I can feel it in my bones. You're going to screw this up again. Some flea-ridden goblins will gut you, or you'll fall off your horse and break your neck. Just watch."
I rolled my eyes. There he goes again with his doomsday rant.
But then the old man's expression suddenly turned suspicious.
"By the way, Randall. Where's your horse? He's not in the stables."
Time to make my exit.
Before the geezer could start grilling me with more questions, I leapt from the ledge and picked up speed. Wings spread wide, I caught the air current and soared upward."I'm not human anymore. I'm goddamn Batman!" I yelled into the mask, though the wind tore the words away instantly.
Despite its archaic appearance, the suit handled much better than I expected. My magic sense told me the power reserves were slowly draining into the runework. No clue how long they'd last, but I'd make the most of it. I caught an updraft and gained a few more meters. The city outskirts were already rushing by beneath me.
At this rate, maybe I'd make it all the way to Baron Clemen's lands.
Or maybe not.
No matter how hard I tried to ride the air currents, I kept losing altitude. Still, I had an idea to fix that.Hard to concentrate mid-flight, but I managed. I began melting down every piece of metal I had, merging it all into one mass. Shirt buttons turned to tiny clips to keep my clothes from flying off. Belt buckle, cufflinks... I needed every scrap.
The resulting lump was still too small, so I weakened the metal framework of the suit just a bit, carefully avoiding the runed sections.
There. Better.
I shaped the metal into a propeller and spun it using my magic.
Now I wasn't Batman. I was a damn Carlson. Ha! Great. If anyone sees this, I'll be a laughingstock.
Maybe the old man was right. I probably am nuts. But I didn't care how ridiculous I looked. As long as it worked, I was golden. And it did. I stopped losing altitude. In fact, I was climbing.
Huh. If the propeller ran off my magic reserves, and those kept slowly refilling over time, did I just invent a perpetual motion machine?
Something to think about later... Not like I had anything better to do mid-flight.
***
Once, when Randall was still a kid, the old man took him to a reception at Count Veno's estate.By aristocratic standards, it was a dull evening. A few tame duels between vassals, a couple of servants flogged to death, wine, dancing, political small talk. The host, Count Veno, kept hovering around Baroness Bathory, who wore a scandalously revealing outfit.
She wasn't the highest-ranked noble there, but her stunning looks gave her more influence than any baroness had a right to. Even counts thought twice before contradicting her. And why wouldn't they? Rumor had it she had connections not just among counts and marquises, but dukes too.
With delicate fingers, she poked a piece of fish and let it drop to the floor, barely touching her lips.
"Ugh. This jellied fish is revolting!" she wrinkled her adorable nose. "Have the cook executed. Immediately.""E-er... Perhaps a flogging would suffice? He's quite good at desserts..."
The Baroness fixed the Count with such a scathing look, he choked on his own spit.
"I-I meant to say, how would Your Grace prefer to have him executed?"
"Gut him like this fish. Let him feel the same suffering I endured from his disgusting cooking."
What struck Randall wasn't the execution itself. He'd seen worse. What stunned him was what she said later, when the dessert was served."Oh, now this is truly exquisite. What a pity, Count, that you didn't stand your ground. I'm terribly disappointed..."
Vile, dangerous creature.
Over the years, her beauty had faded, and her character had grown even more monstrous.
Why was I remembering her now?
Ah. Because her opulent manor, glass mosaics glittering in the sunrise, was rapidly approaching.
No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't hold altitude. I wasn't a plane. I was barely fifty meters off the ground. My mana reserve wasn't empty, but I'd need it on the ground. The suit's crystals were nearly drained too.
I could push myself to the limit and try to fly past her estate entirely. But should I?
The next region was my destination: Baron Clemen's lands.And arriving there with a half-empty reserve? Not smart.
Damn it.
The image of the butchered cook flashed before my eyes, headless, legs tied ("to make him more fishlike")."
Screw that deranged hag.
I spun the propeller harder and gained just enough altitude. To hell with it. I'd take my chances with the Baron instead.Villages and fields slipped by below. Here and there, peasants were already working the land. When they saw me, they dropped their tools and fell to their knees.
Finally, someone who found this costume intimidating instead of ridiculous. They probably thought I was some monster or a mighty sorcerer. Honestly? That warmed my heart. I was starting to accept that I looked more like a scarecrow than a hero.
The Baroness's territory finally ended. Time to land.
Except... in the distance, I saw an unusually large group of peasants gathered, and their clothing was odd. All in green?
The suit suddenly jolted, and a shrill chime rang out behind me.One of the power crystals had shattered.
Startled, I lost control of the propeller, and off it flew, spiraling up into the sky.
Damn it!
I dropped into an uncontrollable dive. Some magic still worked in the suit. I could feel waves of air warping around me, softening the fall. But it wasn't enough.
I smashed into the treetops like a cannonball, somehow avoiding being pulped by the thick branches. The mask ripped from my face. One wing caught on a branch, yanking me sideways and nearly tearing my arm off. A few more crashes through lower branches, and I ended up dangling eight meters above the ground, firmly stuck by the wing.
Great.
My arm throbbed like hell, probably dislocated, and the branches hadn't exactly been gentle on the rest of me either. But hey, nothing seemed broken. Let's call it a successful landing!
Especially since the locals I'd spotted earlier were already rushing toward me.
Except their skin was green, not their clothes. And their faces... sweet mother of gods. Compared to them, Tolkien's orcs were cover models. Goblins.
A dozen of the hideous freaks swarmed around the tree, waving crude spears. From the air, I'd seen hundreds more. A full raid?
One of the nasty little things nocked an arrow to a primitive bow. I reached for my Source to deflect the shot, but the magic couldn't latch on.
The arrow zipped past my head and thudded into the tree trunk. The wooden shaft quivered, its rough fletching brushing my cheek. I glanced at the tip.
Bone. Of course. Damn it, this just got serious.
Sorry, Grandpa. I'm not bringing this suit back.
I yanked all the remaining metal from the suit's frame and dove, flinging razor-sharp shards down into the goblins as I fell. The ground slammed into me, stunning me for a second.
Blinding pain shot through my side. One of the little bastards had taken advantage of that moment to ram a spear deep into my ribs, at least a hand's length in.
Blood blurred my vision.
....
***Goblin corpses lay scattered around me, torn to shreds. One severed arm still clutched a spear. A ripped-out heart twitched on the bloody grass. The matching body, chest gaping, convulsed in rhythm.
Only one goblin remained. He knelt in the dirt, weapon discarded, babbling in his broken tongue. Swearing loyalty? Begging for mercy?
I tore his head off in one fluid motion and sank my will into his now-unshielded soul.
Disgusting little soul. Nothing but the urge to dominate the weak and screw anything that moves. Tasted like old boot leather and had the nutritional value of tree bark. Repulsive, but I needed to heal.
I chewed through his memories, ignoring the endless loops of murder and rape. Hmm.
I'd been right. It was a raid. A force of several hundred split into multiple groups, each targeting a different village. One led by the nominal chieftain, a hobgoblin born of a captured peasant woman. The other? A shaman.
Goblin mages were rare and supposedly quite tasty.
Decision made. I was going after the shaman. His soul would restore my strength. And strangely, I wanted to save the villagers. Weird. But I never denied myself whims, no matter how irrational.
For some reason, I wiped my clawed hands on the beheaded corpse, then jogged out of the forest.
On the first road I came across, leading toward one of the villages, I was intercepted by a squad of highly suspicious guards.
Their faces were hidden beneath deep-hooded cloaks, despite the clear daylight. Under the cloaks, I could smell metal and sulfur. Armor. But something about them was oddly familiar.
The group closed in, cackling and sneering. Some twitched convulsively. Even through the cloaks, I could see it. They reeked of bloodlust and sick amusement.
I assumed a casual stance. No point flexing early. Surprise was more effective.
The commander's eyes glowed crimson under the hood, and his deep voice rumbled:
"The Master demands your presence, Randall Condor." The tone was mocking. Disrespectful.That name. It sounded familiar. Pretty sure it was mine.
I'd consider eating this loser to learn more, but their bodies reeked of the Abyss. Worse, they were Warriors, the opposite of sweet, juicy Mages. Eating them would be like chewing a cactus. Worse than goblins.
"Come quietly, or we'll break every bone in your body," one hissed. The others howled in support.
I stepped up to the commander and peered beneath his hood. The rest were nothing, barely stronger than humans.
But this one was worth attention."Who did you say your master was?" I asked, tilting my head birdlike.
"The Great Master, Clemen Brute," he answered, but his tone was no longer mocking. It had grown cautious. He sensed I wasn't human."Wrong." I grabbed his throat. Claws pierced flesh. "I am your master!"
Our eyes locked. Blood ran down his neck. For a long moment, he stared into the Abyss, testing his will. Then he lowered his gaze and knelt.
"Hail, Lord. What are your orders?"
The others fell silent and followed suit. Demons always respected hierarchy.
I hesitated a moment. Strangely, sending them to defend the second village felt right.
Rationally, I should've ordered them to butcher the villagers and consume their souls, strengthen my new minions.
But I didn't want to. So I didn't.
"Head southwest. Exterminate the goblins and bring me their chieftain's head. Do not harm the villagers, or you'll face my wrath."
***
Goblins may be vaguely humanoid, but they're rats. Disgusting, weak, small, but frighteningly fast-breeding. They can mate with anything, spawning countless subspecies, a favorite subject of study for chimera specialists.
They're stupid, but not mindless. Their shamans are as intelligent as an average human. You can try to negotiate with a goblin... though it always ends in betrayal.
Because at the end of the day, they're vile, sadistic creatures who live only to kill, eat, and breed.Which means there's only one solution: extermination.
Not sure why I even started thinking about their sapience. Whether they're "people" or not — they're parasites.
The locals clearly agreed. Young and old alike grabbed anything they could find and fought for their lives. A stocky man was swinging an axe with wild fury, but there were just too many goblins. Their crude spears were already stained with blood. One goblin screeched and thrashed, impaled on a pitchfork — just death spasms now. Behind the pitchfork-wielder stood a boy clutching a long dagger. The attack had been sudden, but people here, on the border with the Wild Lands, were no strangers to violence.
Houses were burning. Goblins hadn't hesitated to toss a few torches onto the thatched roofs. Smoke, chaos, and screams were everywhere.
Perfect cover for me to carve a path through their ranks, ripping apart anything that stood between me and the raid leader.
I inhaled the scent of blood and corrected course.
Dinner was close.
The shaman's squad had stopped in the middle of the village street.
The withered yellow skin of the old goblin was marked with crude magical runes. He stood with eyes closed, waving a staff, clearly casting something. He was guarded by a few hulking monsters, larger and fatter than normal goblins. Gray-skinned, wearing crude armor woven from vine cords, and wielding real axes, not sticks.
Hobgoblins. Elite warriors of goblin tribes. As strong as trained human fighters. A serious threat to any village.
To me? Just meat.
The guards died before they even knew they were under attack.
I snapped the neck of the last one and hurled the heavy corpse straight at the shaman. The boarlike body exploded in a splash of gore when it intercepted a goblin spell, but I was already in striking range.
His rune-covered skin began to smoke. The shaman had realized he wasn't getting out alive. Time to make his death count. But it was too late. He'd wasted too much time trying to hex me.
One lightning-fast strike shattered half his skull. Mana burst free, spraying wild energy into the air. His staff, set with a crude crystal, fell from his limp fingers.
A mage's soul. Finally, a meal worthy of restoring my strength.
Time for a feast....But something was wrong.
The shaman's soul didn't whet my appetite. Why?
Why didn't I want to eat it?
Something was off. Was that hesitation even mine?
I felt myself slipping, and with the last of my will, I tore off a chunk of the goblin's essence...
***
The blood-haze lifted.
My mouth tasted of mushroom brew and goblin chants. My arms were soaked in blood. Every muscle ached, but my side was whole again. Just a rip in the cloak marked where the wound had been.
I coughed. My eyes watered from the smoke.
I felt like crap, but I couldn't waste another second.
The question that had haunted me since the castle finally had an answer.
The demon had been summoned.
And I needed to deal with that. Fast.
I hadn't let it feed, but that bought me only a brief reprieve.
It had to be sealed.
Legs barely working, I staggered to the shaman's corpse and yanked the crystal from his staff.Crap quality, but better than nothing.
His blood would help too. I began sketching a ritual circle in the dirt.
A peasant with a water bucket rounded the corner, saw me, and turned right back around. Smart man. No need to get in my way.
Admittedly, this wasn't the best place. First time I'd ever had to perform a ritual in the middle of a burning village. But it had to be done.
The circle was ready, but my only power source was the crappy crystal. Damn. If only I had a few goblins left. But the survivors had already fled.
"Master, your command is fulfilled."
The hobgoblin's severed head landed at my feet, nearly smearing the blood-drawn lines."Damn it! Watch it! Stand guard. Keep the locals away from me."
The possessed squad captain hesitated. He couldn't sense the monster inside me anymore.
"I disguised myself," I explained. "You and your men, keep pretending to serve your previous master. Don't let him suspect anything."
Instinct screamed at me. I couldn't let the demon know I needed anything. Need implied weakness. The more a demon has to adapt to the world, the fewer rights it has to command others.
The captain nodded, pulled up his hood, and took position. His squad fanned out, securing the street.
Good.
No one would interrupt me now.
Time to begin the sealing ritual.
Let's just hope I survive it.
***
Interlude
Count Condor stood at the parlor window, wine glass in hand, gazing out over the city.
Lately, he'd found himself relaxing this way more often than usual. His nerves were frayed. Too much had changed in just a few short days. Too many problems had emerged the moment the veil of routine was torn away.
He never imagined his worthless grandson had so thoroughly neglected the family. For the Count, raised in the traditions of his forebears, the House was inseparable from life itself. And yet, that little brat had practically sworn to destroy everything... over a filthy maid!
Unthinkable.
The Lord knew he bore some blame. He'd neglected the boy's upbringing, turned a blind eye to the drinking, the forbidden arts. Pff. Let the pup believe he'd fooled his grandfather — Count Condor was no fool. He knew full well that the Inquisition didn't take an interest in nobles without reason.
The fact they had no proof was enough to deflect suspicion, but for the Count, the attention alone was proof.He sipped the wine. A fine vintage, bottled back when his daughter was still alive.
He turned away from the window. The night had made him sentimental.
Still... the boy might be unprepared, but that was his own doing. The Count had weighed the risks and made a bet.
The bet had failed.
Now, in the next round, his position was worse. But Randall wasn't as hopeless as he seemed. Stubbornness, the ability to stand his ground, not a bad foundation for an heir. All that remained was to teach him one simple truth: a mage is nothing without a House. Maybe then the boy would finally get his act together.
But that was just a fantasy, until the Decree was fulfilled.
The king's commission was the crucible. In it, his hothouse flower of a grandson would either burn to ash or be tempered into steel.
If Randall succeeded, House Condor would rise anew and reclaim its rightful place in society.But the Count wasn't the only one hoping for that outcome.
The scent of change had reached the jackals, and they were lifting their heads.
Even now, a letter sat on the desk in his study. He hadn't opened it. Didn't need to. Just seeing the sender's name was enough to know what it contained.
Vague platitudes. Subtle probing.
Like duelists circling before the strike, the schemers were circling his family.
One could not rise without opposition. There would always be those who saw a House's resurgence as a threat. Who'd demand a cut, or come collecting old debts...
But there would also be those who found it advantageous. Who might become temporary allies.
While his grandson fought on the front lines, he would fight here — in drawing rooms and correspondence.
The Count drained his glass in a single gulp and strode toward his study.
Time to compose a reply.
The first of many.
The Great Game had begun anew, and it was time to place his bets.
And pray they wouldn't fail him again.
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                ♦ Memory, Capital, School of Magic, many years ago.♦
"Come on, pick up your sword, Randall von Chicken! Pick it up!" The cheerful shout came from a blond kid of about fifteen, lucky enough to be paired with Randall today.
Tradition dictated that even in training duels, instructors tried to match students of equal social rank. And young Condor was the weakest viscount of the bunch.
Randall reached for his fallen sword but couldn't lift it from the stone floor. The blade might as well have been frozen to the ground. It wouldn't budge."Come on! Use more forсe!" The boy was clearly enjoying himself, and loud laughter rang out from every side. The other dueling pairs had paused their bouts to watch the amusing spectacle.
Randall touched his Source... and nothing changed. The practice blade was still pinned to the ground, as if a giant's invisible foot was holding it down.
"Henri, maybe that's enough?" A slightly older blond boy spoke up.
"To you, it's von Klaus, Laurenz. And stay out of viscounts' affairs, you little baronling. Know your place.""We're equals within these school walls," Laurenz reminded him.
"Pfft. What a load of crap. You bought into that teacher nonsense? That's just a lie to get noble brats from different ranks to network and help peasants with talent find patrons. I couldn't care less. So back off before I smash your pretty little head."
While Henri was distracted, Randall gave it everything he had... and managed to nudge the sword. Barely."What, still stuck? Try harder!" von Klaus chuckled.
"Maybe you'll listen to me, then? Enough. That kind of behavior is beneath a noble. He's several ranks below you," said a new voice, disembodied, hazy, indistinct.Henri paused for a long moment before replying respectfully, "I'll listen to you, fine. Let him have it. Pfft."
And the sword shot into the air like a rocket! It punched through the ceiling and got stuck five meters up, right next to a delicate chandelier holding several magic crystals.
Damn it. Randall didn't have the strength for that. Klaus had done it.
At this point, the instructor, who had been silently observing, could no longer ignore the situation."Condor. Klaus. Control your power better. Damaging the dueling hall earns you punishment. Klaus, ten laps around the greenhouse. Condor..." The muscular warrior paused, eyeing the scrawny viscount. "You, go to the library and copy out in full all royal decrees, laws, and statutes concerning the Inquisition's operations within the Kingdom of Steel. By dawn."
Randall groaned. That was several scrolls of material! He'd be writing all night. A dozen laps would've been better.
The sullen blond brushed past him, "accidentally" bumping his shoulder and nearly knocking him over."When I'm Count, you'll all pay for this disrespect! How dare a knight give me orders— Ow!" Klaus jumped. The suddenly accelerated instructor had lashed his backside with a belt.
"Fifteen laps, Most Honorable Viscount Henri Klaus. You'll thank me when you're older. Like the hundreds of students before you." The teacher paused, then turned back to Condor."Oh, right. Von Condor, be so kind as to retrieve your sword."
The instructor was a fourth-rank warrior, but even that wouldn't let him jump five meters straight up.
"Uh... I can't reach it with my Source. Sorry. It's too high.""Hmm. It got there because of your actions. Figure out how to retrieve it. That's part of the lesson too."
The next ten minutes were the most humiliating of Randall's short time at the Academy. He had to ask for help. No one agreed. Some wouldn't. Others couldn't, their rank too low.
Even the blurry figure who had stood up for him ignored the request. Some students even laughed.Just as Randall was ready to give up, the sword suddenly slipped free and landed next to him, showering the hall with stone dust.
A new figure had entered the dueling hall. Grey-haired. Hook-nosed. Dressed in black and white.
"Grandfather! What are you doing here?""Get ready. Your education is over." Count Condor's voice was cold.
"What? But I haven't even been here a month!""And already disgraced yourself before the whole court. Five lashes for backtalk, Randall. Ten minutes to pack."
Young Condor looked around. The faces in the hall — sneering, mocking, indifferent, gleeful. Not a single friendly one. He wanted nothing more than to slice those smirks open, amputate their laughter. Prove that underneath the skin, they were all the same, red meat and white bone.Like that puppy the young viscount had found on the street...
Randall dropped his gaze. One day he'd show them all. Every single one of them.
"Viscount!" a voice called out. Laurenz. "Write to me when you get home. I found something about... that thing.""Alright," he replied. His voice sounded raspy and foreign. "Alright..."
Because what he'd asked Laurenz about was dark-magic grimoires near the Wild Lands.
*****
♦ Clemen Brut's Barony, Randall Condor's personal guest room, where Brutus' soldiers brought his unconscious body from the village.♦
A dream, or rather, a memory, finally dissolved, leaving me in a kind of haze. Scenes from the past passed through me or drifted nearby.
Randall Condor was born an incredibly lucky boy. The gift of metal magic and a grandfather with the title of Count. That alone raised him above most of the population and freed him from a life of toil and servitude under the nobility. But that's where his luck ran out.
An exceptionally weak gift and a convoluted origin story made his position at court extremely unstable. The public was told his father was an unknown knight, but few believed it. Rumors at court claimed the Count's only daughter had gotten involved with a commoner and then taken her own life out of shame. Only the Count knew the truth, and he kept his mouth shut, pointedly ignoring the gossip. With the king's blessing, the grandson received the title of viscount, which only further distanced him from high society.
Randall's childhood was harsh. The cold indifference of his grandfather, the mockery of peers, the contempt of aristocrats. Determined to earn respect through strength, he trained with the sword nonstop until one day the Count caught him at it. After a brutal scolding and an order not to shame the family, Randall withdrew even further. The sword he had crafted with his own hands gathered dust and cobwebs. He buried himself in books instead: alchemy, engineering, and most importantly, ritualism. The art of channeling external power, exactly what a weakling bastard needed.His knowledge grew, but the nobility's disdain never changed.
At sixteen, Randall discovered something. I couldn't tell what, those memories were wiped. But whatever it was, it pushed him to decide the world must end. Not for justice, out of personal spite.
New acquaintances followed, shady ones. Bandits, smugglers, cultists. Forbidden books and scrolls.
He devoured knowledge as greedily as a desert swallows rain. He took security seriously, the Inquisition loved easy targets with no court support. More and more memories were locked or erased. Sometimes, I only knew he'd met someone from indirect clues. His knowledge grew, but knowledge alone isn't power. That's how Viscount Condor met Baron Clemen.
The frontier, a place ideal not just for cultists but for human experimentation. Criminals and runaway peasants, perfect test subjects.So what was he working on? He didn't even try to hide the goal, though he heavily encrypted the results.
He meant to destroy the world.
A typical villain. Except this one understood, world-ending plans take centuries.
What can one man do? A mage's life is long, but not infinite. So he meant to fix that.
The books said demon-pact mages gained longevity, though few lived long enough to use it.
So why rely on demons, when there might be something higher?
Randall's solution: bind an angel.
Theocracy guarded angelic knowledge jealously, so he had to proceed blindly. But he wouldn't give up. If demons existed, angels had to as well.
Reinforcing rituals, sacrifices, sigils carved into flesh — all of it drained his gift further. But the seal he designed looked solid. And as a side effect, his body grew much stronger.
Why does that matter? Possibly one reason the traitor baron's ritual failed.Who am I now? A deranged genius who liked slicing up peasants? A world champ and reenactment nerd? Or a demon, Astarot, stuffed into this body?
All of the above, and none.
I didn't feel bad for killing someone and smearing them across a wall.
But human experimentation? No.
A wave of madness, Randall's legacy, surged inside.
It urged me to accept the path of destruction.
Yes, the world was rotten. The nobility treated commoners like animals. Mages killed for fun, used peasants in potions. Lies, perversions, cruelty.But wipe out the world for that? No.
I'll save it. I'll bend it to my will. I'll beat the filth out of the powerful and make them respect life.
The madness agreed and retreated.
The ritual was complete. The demon sealed.
I opened my eyes.
The guest room. I used to fall asleep here all the time. At least, when I didn't pass out from exhaustion right in the ritual hall. Looks like the squad of possessed actually got me to the baron. I wonder how long I was out?
I stretched. The bed was soft, comfortable, no worse than a modern one. My body felt great, no discomfort at all. Source seemed fine too. The demon was sealed, Randall's memories were integrating. So far, so good.
I had two tasks ahead of me. First, don't blow my cover in front of the baron and scout out how powerful he really is. After that, play it by ear. If he's weak, I'll smash his fat face in. If he's strong... well, I'll pretend to be an obedient little demon and quietly build up power. Once I've got enough... heh heh. Either way, I don't envy the baron anymore.
Second, that damned royal Decree I've been assigned to carry out. Hm. How important is that, really?I dove into Randall's memories, much easier to do now.
Yeah. This is bad.
His... my family had been under pressure since the day Randall was born. Worse, the King had allowed it to happen. Our House was restricted from hiring or maintaining troops, which meant we lost most of our assets and lands. We simply couldn't protect them. And what we could protect, we had to sell. Every court appearance came with a wave of veiled insults and mockery.
Yeah, the king's a asshole. Turns out he's the one behind everything that happened to our family. And now he suddenly announces he's thinking about "forgiving" our House and gives its heir, me, a dangerous mission? Sure, great plan. Who better to send off to assess the viability of a new outpost in the Black Forest than a bunch of "expendables"? If we die, no big loss. If we don't, "forgiven." Best part? Costs him nothing. Bastard. Seems like my ever-growing list of people who need a smashed face just got a new royal addition.
Still, for all the king's weaseling, this is a rare opportunity to restore our House. I'd be a fool not to take it.
By the way, now I understand why Grandfather wasn't too upset about the siege by Marquis Short. We didn't have any spare troops for the expedition anyway. The few left were needed to protect the family stronghold. I wonder what kind of mercs he found for the royal job? Let's be honest, most hired blades are trash, or semi-official private armies under the patronage of major nobles. Getting involved with those types is a gamble. If their patron decides it's better to sabotage the contract instead of completing it, they'll follow orders, and you won't be able to outbid them. As for allies among the nobility, ones powerful enough to lend troops and willing to see our House rise again, yeah, we've got basically none.
Still, no point guessing yet. I've got to survive the baron first. And since I'm already in his house, might as well fulfill Grandfather's order and gather intel on the Black Forest. I need at least a rough idea of what I'm walking into.
I turned my head and my eyes caught on a long, fresh gouge marring the carved headboard. Ah, right... this was the very room where I lost my bloodblade.
Brute, you treacherous son of a bitch. I let my guard down, and you struck. But why? What was the point? Were you after my knowledge, planning to extract it using a demon? Strange. Very strange. Randall and the Baron had a mutually beneficial partnership. I already shared parts of my research, even helped Clemen with his own projects now and then. I don't get it. I see no motive.
My hand clenched into a fist. My dear friend, I'll act the loyal servant, but you'll pay dearly for your betrayal. I swear it on my blood.
A quiet knock sounded at the door, followed by the whisper of hinges as it opened.
A boy of about fourteen peeked in, a servant, judging by his clothes."His Highness requests your presence in the small throne hall. As soon as possible."
I curled my lip. His Highness? Looks like Brute's completely lost it. As a baron, he was entitled to "Milord" at most, or "Your Lordship," if he really wanted to play it up. Though most didn't bother. Sure, he could make his people call him whatever he wanted, even God-Emperor, but letting that nonsense fly in front of me, a viscount? Insulting. Or maybe that was the point, to show me I'm just a servant now?
I rose from bed so sharply the down-filled blankets tore in shreds.
Calm down, Randall. Breathe. No need to fly off the handle just yet. Let the fat pig wallow in his delusions. Once I reach my alchemy stores, I'll brew the perfect poison for that walking sack of lard. One particularly amusing recipe came to mind, a violent, prolonged diarrhea so intense it turned fatal. A fitting end for a bloated hog.
The baron may have wanted to see me quickly, but I didn't rush. I opened the wardrobe and slowly picked out my clothes. Something practical, but still refined, enough to outshine that tasteless lump of gold-plated bacon. A silk shirt, blackened leather jacket, and matching trousers. My usual look. I always kept a few spare sets at the baron's place. Anything soaked in death, blood, and alchemical reagents would've immediately raised my grandfather's suspicions.
I adjusted the leather jacket and stepped into the hallway.
Time to play the loyal little demon.
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                ♦Clemen Brut's Barony, Throne Room, Baron Clemen Brut POV♦
The Baron drummed his fat fingers on the golden armrest of his throne. Thinking back, everything had gone sideways from the very summoning. The seal came out defective, and that alone would've made taming the demon harder, but the defect turned out to be insidious.
When the demon "shut down" the first time, the Baron immediately suspected sabotage from his ally. He tried to decipher the seal himself, spent dozens of hours poring over Randall's notes, but found no discrepancies. Everything was supposed to work. But it didn't. The possessed body just lay there like a hunk of meat in his hall.
Time passed, the viscount's absence might've been noticed back at the castle, and the Baron had to admit defeat and fake an accident. Imagine his surprise when, just a day later, he sensed the summoned creature near his lands again! A squad was dispatched, and the demon ended up back in his hands... in the exact same state!
The Baron could only conclude that the seal was so unstable, his pawn might shut down at any moment. On the other hand, despite that outcome, the plan was working. The demon had spent an entire day in the company of his grandfather without being exposed. That was a definite success. As for the blackouts, they didn't really matter. The demon wasn't meant for battle anyway...
By the way… Why hasn't he arrived yet? Maybe he should give the leash a tug to hurry him up?
The doors, reinforced with golden bands, opened, and the possessed entered the hall. The Baron nodded in satisfaction. The demon had perfectly absorbed the essence of the viscount, even he, a close friend, saw no difference between the past and current personalities. So what chance did the grandfather have, who'd never truly known his grandson? Expensive clothes, a trim figure, the same gait, the same proud, distant demeanor, a serious improvement from the summoning day, when even an idiot could tell the viscount had no control over his body.
Randall approached the throne and gave a slight bow. Not a hair lower than etiquette demanded. Even a higher-ranked viscount was required to show respect to a landowner. The Baron frowned slightly, he'd expected more submissiveness from his new servant. Maybe he should lock him in a room and teach him obedience, but once again, there was no time.
"At last, we meet again. You're a defective product, but you can still be useful to me. Tell me, how much of your predecessor's secret knowledge have you mastered?"The Baron regretted having to destroy such a great mind. Randall could've been a trump card in the grand plan of the forces of ruin. But if the demon had devoured his knowledge, then little was lost.
He focused and yanked on the leash, forcing the demon to speak the truth. Heavy! It felt like trying to rein in a raging bull with thread. Not surprising. His plan required an old, seasoned demon who understood human nature and could pretend to be a man. And such creatures, by definition, couldn't be weak. The Abyss didn't tolerate weakness. The viscount said nothing, and the Baron had to pour half his magical reserve into the weave.
"This man's secret knowledge was too well protected. I know enough to avoid detection, but most of his research is lost forever." The demon's voice flowed like velvet across the hall. The Baron lost focus for a moment. This creature was powerful! Just who had he summoned into this world?
Lost knowledge, that was unfortunate. Thanks to Randall, the Baron had made serious progress in demonology. Ironically, it was the viscount's knowledge that let him pull off this audacious plan, replacing the boy with a demon. But knowledge was fleeting. The Baron had learned the most important thing, the viscount's origin. Losing some notes in exchange for such a valuable pawn was more than worth it.
Even having to spend so much power to subdue the demon was only a minor inconvenience. What mattered was that he had a lever. If needed, he'd gather a circle of mages and use brute force to achieve full control.
"Extend your hand and release magical energy." The Baron whistled, and a black raven dove from the ceiling.
It landed on the Baron's hand and stared intently at the demon with blood-red eyes. It seemed the creature sealed inside the raven could sense its demonic kin even without a binding ritual.
The viscount eyed the bird thoughtfully, tilting his head slightly, as if mimicking the raven."Yes, that's the very same possessed raven you, Randall, gave me for my birthday. I named him Karl. Release some mana. He needs to absorb your magical signature to serve as our courier."
The demon released his mana a bit clumsily. Seemed he still wasn't fully used to his new body. But it was enough. The raven croaked hoarsely and flew back to the ceiling.
"If I need anything, I'll send word with Karl. Now let's talk business. For now, your main task is to fulfill the king's decree and elevate your House, without revealing your nature. I promised you blood and souls as a reward, and I stand by it. But there's no time now. Your defect has caused your grandfather's mercenaries to camp outside my castle for three days already, they could storm it at any moment. So get moving. I keep my word, the souls will await your return, as long as you obey me. As for your defect... it must be hidden. I'll prepare a squad to handle the mercenaries once the mission's done."
Truth be told, Brute was very pleased the demon had finally awakened. The mercenary commander had started asking awkward questions and was losing faith in the story about the viscount being ill. Had to splurge on a couple barrels of wine to shut his men up!
The Baron waited for a bow and dismissed the viscount. His enormous belly growled, the demon hidden in his body demanded offerings. He waited until the possessed was gone, then lifted a golden bell and signaled the servants to bring in lunch.
A sweet anticipation spread through the Lord's blighted body. He licked his dry lips, hoping that the next batch of peasant children, helpless and oozing terror, would be just as delicious as the last.
***
I descended the stairs, a bit uneasy. Looked like everything had gone smoothly. Though I almost botched it when the pig demanded I release mana. General magic was never Randall's strong suit. Fortunately, the viscount was used to channeling raw mana during rituals, so it didn't cause much trouble. Many nobles ignored this aspect of the gift entirely, considering it too weak compared to metal magic. Strange, manipulating metal came to me easily, like second nature, but general magic…
The difference was phenomenal. I felt a surge of euphoria as the mana obeyed my will and flowed from my body, disciplined and sharp like a trained attack dog. The feeling was indescribable. No wonder the mages here see themselves as superior beings and treat the ungifted like trash.
I had to rein myself in, or I'd end up just another arrogant snob like that pompous brat. Still, the body's memory hadn't failed me, and now I could say with confidence: the gift obeyed me completely. More than that, it was significantly stronger than Randall remembered. I needed to run some tests...
My thoughts were interrupted by a servant, who handed me a dark, fur-lined cloak and an empty scabbard.
Hmm, speaking of that."Fetch me a bastard sword from the armory. This dump's bound to have something made of capital steel, right? Move!"
The servant bolted so fast his heels flashed. I was pretty sure the Baron wouldn't mind if I requisitioned a blade from his stock. Heading out without a weapon would be pure idiocy.
The breathless servant returned almost instantly. Either the Baron had trained them well, or the sword had been prepared in advance. Anyway, it didn't matter.
I ran my hand along the weapon, activating the gift. The metal element gave massive advantages when analyzing weapons. Where a normal appraiser would need tests, metal mages simply felt the steel and all its properties.A basic bastard sword, purely utilitarian, no decorations. Simple, but solid work. No voids or serious flaws in the blade. The steel, though not from the capital, was of respectable quality.
I tried the sword in the scabbard. Of course, it didn't fit. The blade was wider and shorter than the one I'd had before. But that wasn't a problem, my gift came with a special aspect. The Sculptor Aspect.
Most metal mages didn't have an additional aspect and could do a bit of everything: move metal, summon it from nothing, reshape it. But all that required huge amounts of power. You could bind metal to yourself with blood and magic, that made manipulating it a lot easier. Pretty much everyone did that.
But occasionally, especially in certain families, a specialized Aspect would show up — often hereditary. Throwers could move metal with far less effort and at much greater distances. Summoners could create more metal at lower mana cost, and the metal itself was more stable and didn't fade from reality as fast. Sculptors, on the other hand, could reshape metal. They not only spent no extra power reshaping blood-bound metal, the cost of reshaping ordinary steel was low enough to use this aspect in battle.
I focused, concentrating on the image of my old sword, and reshaped the bastard sword into an exact copy. The blade flowed into the new form without the slightest resistance. Huh. Come to think of it, I also had no trouble making that figurine from the spearhead. It was like this wasn't ordinary steel, but blood-bound to me personally! I wonder what'll happen once I finally bind a weapon for real?
I slid the transformed sword into the scabbard and thoughtfully tapped the heavier-than-expected pommel. Makes sense. The bastard sword had more mass than my previous blade. The transformation only changed the shape, not the amount of metal.
Although, I already knew that, but Randall had never paid much attention to such details. These things were ingrained in me, like muscle memory. Seems I really do need to sort through all the stuff I inherited, with fresh eyes. But that'll have to wait, I need to hurry to the gate, where the mercenaries are waiting.
I wrapped myself in the cloak and briskly left the rooms, stepping into the inner courtyard. Finally, fresh air! Well, not really fresh, the stables were nearby. I wonder if keeping a stable inside the castle walls is normal, or if this Baron just doesn't mind the stench?
A page was already hurrying toward me, leading a horse. My horse. So that's where you were, you devil! Wait, do I actually have to ride this thing? I barely held back from asking for a carriage. Or even a cart.As the page drew closer, I was once again stunned by how massive the creature was. Looked a lot bigger than our Earth horses.
I seriously regretted not supporting the idea of buying a few real horses back at the reenactors' meeting.
Animal welfare laws had become ridiculously strict in recent years. Using live horses in the field, where they could be spooked by gunfire and throw their rider underfoot, was a terrible idea. Animal rights activists would've lost their minds, and keeping horses was expensive as hell. Much cheaper to use robots, vaguely styled to look like horses, which is what we did. The result looked more like ponies, but they could pull two-ton cannons with ease.
A massive, coal-black stallion brought his face close to mine and loudly sucked in a breath. The look in the beast's eyes was so grim, I seriously worried he might bite off a chunk or two if he sensed something was wrong with his master. After a few tense seconds, the horse nudged my chest good-naturedly, leaving streaks of slobber on my jacket. One way or another, I'd passed his test — the animal hadn't suspected a thing.
But how was I supposed to get onto this monster? I eyed the height skeptically. You've got to be kidding! He was almost as tall as I was!
The stallion, as if oblivious to my dilemma, turned sideways and snorted invitingly. Clever beast.Fine, to hell with it! I dove deep into the memories of how the viscount used to mount this creature without the slightest trouble and let the body do the rest. Just like with channeling mana, the method worked. The fit, trained body sprang upward like a coiled spring. A moment later, I was in the saddle.
The young page waved to the guards on the wall, and the drawbridge began its slow descent.
Outside the castle walls lay a typical medieval village. Poor, wooden houses, some moss-covered... But more interestingly, on the far side of the moat, an entire armed procession of about fifty men was already waiting for me. Most of them were on foot, clad in cuirasses or lamellar armor and armed mostly with axes, though there were some swords here and there. At the head of the procession were two mounted men, the captain and his second.
The commander was a true giant, a steel-clad siege tower of a man. In our world, he'd have easily won first place at any bodybuilding competition. His horse, even larger than mine, was so muscled it looked like it hit the gym alongside its owner and lived off nothing but protein shakes. The four-legged monster bore both the armored rider and its own metal barding without breaking a sweat.
No surprise, Randall's memory helpfully informed me the beast was of the Detrian breed. Pretty much the pinnacle of what you could squeeze out of a regular horse using relatively gentle methods, ones that still left it a horse, not a magical chimera.
Such a mount was worth a fortune. Though my horse wasn't far behind, mainly because the young viscount had dabbled in demonology with more than just ravens.The rider removed the helmet from his bald head and frowned. Gears began to turn in my memory.
I knew him!
Baronet Hornet and his Steel Honor Company were fairly well-known in these lands. Not the strongest mercenary outfit — the truly powerful ones were mercenaries in name only, functioning as private armies for high-ranking nobles, but one of the strongest among truly independent sellsword bands. Yet it wasn't strength that made them famous, it was their honor.
While other mercenaries could often be bought out mid-contract, Hornet's men always refused, no matter the sum. If the baronet took a job, he finished it. Another of his peculiarities was extreme pickiness when it came to clients. Hornet never took shady jobs, and sometimes reacted quite harshly to such offers. For instance, when a certain messenger once suggested easy money by kidnapping and selling peasants, the baronet publicly beheaded him. That was the end of the story. No one ever found out who had sent that offer.
Luckily for me, because that would-be employer had been me.
"Baronet," I said distractedly, extending my hand to the giant.He shot me a look of contempt and ignored it.
What? No handshakes in this world? A quick memory dive calmed me slightly — the custom did exist here, but mostly among commoners. Looked like I'd just insulted the baronet for no reason. Still, as a viscount, I had some leeway in dealing with someone of baronet rank.
"Viscount of Eagle's Bluff, Randall Condor. I see your illness has finally passed. We had to delay our departure for three days because of you. We leave immediately, the supply train and the other half of the company are waiting just beyond the village. I waited. The King, however, will not." The baronet's words were clipped, harsh. He turned his horse without waiting for my reply.
Yeah… he clearly didn't think much of me from the start. Damn you, Brute, what a mess you landed me in! He probably spent the past three days feeding the company lies about the viscount being on death's door, and now I show up, perfectly groomed and polished. No need to guess what went through Hornet's mind. I could only hope I wouldn't have to beat respect into that walking slab of armor.

Something told me… I might not be able to.
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                The squad began to move through the village, giving me a chance to observe the surroundings.
Autumn had already settled in. Mountains in the distance were draped in gold from falling leaves.Ominous clouds loomed overhead, threatening more rain. Judging by the wet sheen on everything, it must've poured recently.
The air was so thick with moisture you could practically wring it out.
The dirt road running through the village had turned into one massive puddle.
Our horses had no trouble pushing through the muck, but the infantry squelching along behind us had it much rougher. I didn't even want to imagine what awaited us outside the village.
As if answering my concerns, a drizzle began. Raindrops pattered softly against the silent Baronet's armor and slid to the ground. I yanked the hood of my cloak over my head. Thankfully, it was proving quite handy. It wasn't letting in water yet, but it was getting heavier by the minute.
We didn't encounter a single villager out on the street, and it clearly wasn't just the gloomy weather. Occasionally, frightened faces would peek from behind shutters. Commoners in this world expected nothing good from an armed detachment and preferred to stay out of sight.Tired of watching the landscape crawl by, I let myself drift into thought.
To my embarrassment, I quickly discovered that Randall hadn't bothered to clutter his mind with what he considered "useless" knowledge - things like history, geography, or politics. He didn't even know what the map of our current region looked like!
Whatever geography he did know was purely in terms of where and how certain alchemical ingredients could be found. It's possible that's how he navigated the country. In his memory, some nobles were literally noted as "that one whose lands grow this-or-that alchemical junk."
But when it came to the most important bit, what we might encounter in the Black Forest, I had nothing. Randall knew only that "somewhere past the Baron's lands, there's a strange forest with some monsters in it."
Because I'd been recovering from the ritual, I'd missed the chance to dig through the Baron's library, and it was already coming back to bite me. I had to admit, the old man had been right to stress the importance of information. Walking into the unknown wasn't exactly comfortable.Still, not all was lost. I could ask the mercenary commander during a break. Surely he'd done some research on the place he'd be fighting in?
Yes, I'd talk to him at the next rest stop. For now, while I trotted along on horseback, I finally had time to delve into Randall's memories and figure out what I actually knew about this world.
Where the hell am I?
There were three major political entities on the continent: the Mage Commonwealth, the Holy Theocracy, and our Kingdom of Steel. Randall's grasp of their borders and territories was vague at best. He couldn't even confidently rank the nations by strength. Apparently, ours was considered the weakest, but even that wasn't certain.
He had no clue who was allied with whom, or what diplomatic relations existed between the states. From his perspective: "They're not at war, I think…" and that was about it.
He was more or less familiar with the political structure of the kingdom though, and when it came to magical power rankings, Randall was a damn expert.
The titles of local nobility were familiar enough to my ear. Ranked from highest to lowest, they were:King, Prince, Duke, Marquis, Count, Viscount, Baron, Baronet, Knight.
Of course, there were always nuances. One person could hold multiple titles, but overall, the hierarchy looked like that.
Magical rankings, on the other hand, were way more complicated. All the Gifted were divided into two types: those who had the potential for physical development, and those who could cultivate magical power. At higher ranks, the distinction between magical and martial talent became less and less clear. The bodies of mages grew tougher, while warriors gained the ability to manipulate mana in limited ways.
And sometimes, people were born with talent in both areas.
To make things worse, different countries used different evaluation methods and naming systems. The result? A classification mess even the devil wouldn't want to untangle.
Fortunately, the magic rankings of the Kingdom of Steel were pretty straightforward.
There were seven total ranks, each split into three sub-levels: 1 — Lesser/Junior/Beginner, 2 - Full/Proven , and 3 - Greater/Senior.1) Candidate
2) Apprentice3) Adept
4) Mage5) Archmage
6) Magister7) Archmagister
I'd need to remember that well. It would be crucial for gauging power levels.
Thankfully, the warrior ranks were numbered from 1 (lowest) to 7 (highest) and didn't have official titles.
I looked thoughtfully at the Baronet. How strong was he really? Unfortunately, without scanning him with mana, it was nearly impossible to tell. And scanning someone, in turn, was considered extremely rude. It could easily be taken as grounds for a duel.
Still, just going by the thickness of his armor (nearly a centimeter) he had to be at least a third-rank master. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to fight in gear that heavy.
But the far more interesting question was how strong was I?
In his previous life, Randall had been a Lesser Adept, and due to the experiments he conducted on his own body, he was likely the weakest Lesser Adept of them all, barely stronger than a Senior Apprentice. For a Viscount, that had been a constant source of shame. When your grandfather is a Full Mage, it's disgraceful to not even reach Senior Adept.
Still, despite his lack of physical talent, rituals and alchemical concoctions alone had pushed him to the second warrior rank. Maybe even the start of the third. At least, that's the point where a warrior gains enough strength to hurl a man in full armor into a wall with a flick of the wrist.Judging by the memories, Randall never had those abilities before I took over. My Gift had clearly grown... but by how much? Hell, I needed to find a tester and figure that out. Precisely.
In the meantime, we'd left the village behind.
What awaited us outside wasn't the "rest of the squad." It turned out we were the 'leftovers' ourselves. The number of people in the convoy was five or six times greater than our group.
Dozens, maybe a hundred, carts and wagons were lined up along the roadside, packed and ready to move. Not only were there soldiers in familiar gear, but also crossbowmen in mail hauberks, archers in patchy cloaks, and even unarmed women and children. The drivers were old men who clearly weren't fit for battle.
Seriously? Did my grandfather recruit old men and children now?
I shot a puzzled glance at the Baronet, and he apparently found it necessary to clarify:
"I understand what you're thinking, Viscount, but no. The hiring fee only applies to the warriors. The fact that their families accompany us on campaign is none of the employer's concern and doesn't affect the price."
"Hm. Doesn't that make it harder to fight?"
"On the contrary. In battle, they go all in because their loved ones are behind them."
I wanted to keep the conversation going, but the baronet spurred his horse and demonstratively moved to the other side of the road.
Maintaining composure, I nodded and kept observing the convoy. One of the wagons even had a mobile forge. Not just some pitiful anvil, but a full smithy with bellows and a furnace. Of course, forging while on the move wasn't possible, but once the caravan made camp… Ha. It was safe to say the baronet had brought his entire village along.
The formation shifted. Some of the armored foot soldiers, led by the mounted deputy commander, dropped to the rear of the column. Meanwhile, a group of crossbowmen joined us, giving me a chance to get a proper look at their weapons. And there was definitely something to look at.Steel bows, heavy drawstrings. The crossbows looked massive and deadly.
I reined in my horse and pulled up next to one of the trudging crossbowmen.
"Let me..." I cut myself off. Damn it, I'm a noble. What do you mean 'let me'? "Hand me your weapon for inspection, soldier."
The crossbowman may have been surprised, but didn't show it. He barked, "Yes, m'lord," unshouldered the weapon, and handed it to me.Heavy beast. At least ten kilos. It used a crank to draw, and in theory, it was an extremely powerful weapon.
I wondered if it could punch through armor. I scanned the weapon with my Gift. All good. I'd promised to check weapons, after all, so why not?
I returned the crossbow and asked:"So? Can it pierce armor?"
The crossbowman twitched his mustache in thought.
"Depends what armor, m'lord. Distance, angle, bolt type. Hard to say. Sometimes yes, sometimes no."
"For example?"
"For example..." He twisted his mustache around his finger, calm as could be. Impressive composure. Like he dealt with nobility daily.
"Well, a chain shirt like mine? Goes clean through with any bolt at any range. Those plate cuirasses our grunts wear? You need a piercing bolt for that. Or shoot up close with a regular one. Then it'll do. That's why we carry these crossbows, to kill the assholes in armor."
"And plate like the Baronet's?"
"Nah, knight's plate is outta our league. You need enchanted bolts for that. And they cost more than a wagonload of normal ones. Per piece. Even then, it doesn't always get through. The Captain's got special reinforced armor. Not even a royal boltthrower could punch through that."
"Distracting my men from their duty, Viscount?" the Baronet himself approached from behind.
Damn. How could a walking mountain move so quietly? That's just unscientific.
"Not at all. I was evaluating our strength."
Hornet removed his helmet and smirked.
"I was wondering when you'd start asking about command structure. I'll give you credit, you lasted longer than our previous employers."
"These things are best discussed on dry ground. As the employer's representative, I'll define your objectives, but I have no intention of taking over command. That's your job. I just want a clear picture of our forces… and what we might face."
"Not planning to take over command, huh? Ha. Wouldn't work anyway," Hornet said sharply.
"Let's get back to the head of the column. Fine, I'll brief you on MY forces during our next rest."

***
We'd been trudging through the drizzle for hours. The landscape was growing more and more dismal. The mountains were closing in, squeezing the valley tighter, while the fields stretching out from either side of the road were overrun with weeds.
"Why don't the locals cultivate their fields?" I asked aloud, mostly to myself.
"Who knows?" Hornet unexpectedly grumbled. "Get ready. There's the last inhabited village just around the bend."
As for "inhabited," the Baronet had clearly exaggerated. If the village by the castle had looked shabby and bleak, this sorry excuse for a settlement could've been mistaken for a ghost village. The houses were blackened, either from age or a failed attempt to burn them down, and looked completely abandoned. My horse sniffed the air and snorted in displeasure. I took a whiff. Nothing unusual, just the same damp smells of autumn.
"Keep moving. We'll make camp past the village. No need to alarm the locals. Quartermaster! Take a couple men and find the village elder. We need supplies."
Ten more minutes and, with open relief, I dismounted. My lower back ached, and my legs had gone stiff. How do people even ride these damn creatures?
I flagged down one of the boys darting around the camp and asked him to fetch some oats. Hopefully the possessed animal hadn't switched to a meat-based diet?
Nope. It was eating. Though it did give me a strange look, as if it had expected a nice chunk of meat for dinner.
I heard the sounds of a heated argument nearby.
Naturally, I went to check it out. Looked like Hornet had gathered a council of sorts, surrounded by people I didn't recognize. As a member of the party, I saw no reason not to join.
"…they're asking a ridiculous price — six silver per sack!" the Quartermaster complained, handing a scroll to the commander.
"How bad are things with the supplies?" Hornet unrolled the parchment and squinted, trying to make out the handwriting.
"As you can see, those three unexpected days of waiting chewed right through our reserves. I told you we shouldn't have poured the wine into the latrines. Even if we didn't drink it, we could've traded it."
Hornet stayed silent, but his second-in-command chimed in: "No, we did the right thing. What if it was poisoned? The locals could've gotten hurt. I was against taking anything from that pig in the first place. If he were on fire, I wouldn't even piss to put him out."
"How much are they asking for salt?" The commander's sharp voice cut through the rant.
"Four coins per kilo."
"Fine. Buy as much as you can. There should be plenty of game in the wilds. We'll manage with hunting. You won't let me down, right?" Hornet turned to the scout leader nearby.
"We won't."
From the direction of the wagons, an armored soldier approached, escorting a peasant in patched-up clothing.
"Captain! This local's begging to speak with you. Says it has to be in private."
"Cut that out. I'll hear you, but you'll speak in front of everyone. I keep no secrets from the unit."
"Your grace…"
"Sir Hornet. That's enough," the Baronet cut in.
The peasant hesitated, gathering his courage.
"Sir… I beg you to save my family. Terrible things are happening in these lands. The Baron's men are openly abducting the Gifted and torturing them to death in their dark rituals. My family… my son has the Gift of Life. We hid it as best we could, but word got out. Friends who serve the Baron warned us they're coming for him. They'll sacrifice him, and kill the rest of us. The Baron's thugs won't let us escape. You're our only hope!"
"You want me to take not just your son, but your whole family into the company? How many of you are there?"
"My wife, my son, my father, and I. She's a good cook, I can fight, and my father — he's old, but he's a skilled furnace mason. He even helped build the smelters on the western slope."
"Hmm. I'd like to help, but you're not just asking me to take a Gifted away from the lord of these lands. You're asking me to take one he already knows about. That's a very different thing. How strong is your son?"
"We tried not to let him use his powers… but one time he healed a cow that the Baron's hounds had mauled."
Hornet fell silent in thought. Then, noticing me nearby, he motioned me over."And what's your opinion, Honorable Viscount?"
I stepped forward and saw the peasant go pale with terror the moment he laid eyes on me.
Shit! Did he know what kind of horrors Randall used to commit in the Baron's ritual halls?

What was I supposed to do now?
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                Kill.Randall's experience gave me a clear answer. If someone's about to turn you in, just get rid of them. No witness, no problem.
But that was Randall's answer. I couldn't care less about that kind of ruthless logic. Principles mattered more to me, and I wasn't about to start killing innocent people left and right.
Well, unless they were total scumbags. But murdering regular peasants? What for? That would only raise more suspicion.
My word against some peasant's... who do you think they'll believe?
Hopefully, me. I looked around and realized the Baronet was waiting for my answer.
"What do I think? Hmm... Obviously, we have to save them!" I said firmly, then added in the most sympathetic voice I could muster. "Unfortunately, I have to admit that what this man says is likely true. I didn't see it myself, but I have reasons to believe the Baron really is abducting people.""Oh, of course, you weren't involved!" the second-in-command couldn't hold back and got a backhand from his commander.
"Silence! Viscount, are you suggesting we rob your own friend?""Baron Brute is hardly my friend. Circumstances forced me to accept his hospitality, nothing more. I give you my noble word I can resolve this if we take these people with us."
After all, didn't the Baron promise me blood and souls? I'd just be collecting what I was owed, in advance.
"Very well." The Baronet turned to the peasant, who looked like his jaw might hit the ground from sheer surprise. Definitely not what he expected to hear from me. "Congratulations, you're now part of the Steel Honor Company. Quartermaster! Get the recruit what he needs. And take his son to the medics' wagon. Let them check on the wounded."
The man collapsed to his knees and began sobbing: "Thank you, thank you, milord! You saved our lives, I swear I'll do whatever it takes!"
The peasant started crawling toward me, trying to kiss my boots.
"Disgusting," the commander's second muttered.
I was a bit taken aback. I hadn't expected that strong a reaction. Gratitude, sure, but groveling in the dirt?
Then again, memory reminded me Randall had seen scenes like this often and greatly enjoyed them. Me? I'll admit, I'm vain and I love to show off at tournaments. Take my last match, for example. When Samael ended his Light combo and crashed down, the smart move would've been to rush in and deal max damage. Instead, I casually sat on a corpse, fully aware the fans were going wild.
But this... I couldn't put my finger on it, but I didn't like what I was seeing.
"Get up at once and report to the quartermaster," the Baronet said sharply, his voice cutting through the man's sobs.
The peasant stood immediately, still mumbling praise. Sure, he was thankful now, but would he keep his mouth shut? Or should I pay him a visit later to suggest as much? Then again, the Baronet would find out immediately. Damn, things are so much harder without loyal subordinates...
Once the man, bowing with every step like a wind-up toy, finally left, the Baronet said quietly: "Self-abasement and hollow words mean nothing. Loyalty and true respect must be earned through action. And it only matters when it comes from someone who respects themselves, for one who doesn't cannot respect others. I hope our company will make a man out of him yet. Viscount!"
"Yes?" I replied, caught off guard by the weight of his words.
"I promised to tell you about our company's strength, but as you can see, we've lost precious time. The troops are about to break camp, and I still have duties to attend to." He gestured at a young man nearby. "This is my aide, Bert the Bold. He'll explain everything. Now if you'll excuse me, I must go."
"Just Bert," he said. "What does Your Grace want to know?"
The boy had a sharp, fox-like face and a voice to match. His Your Grace could've meant anything but respect.
Meanwhile, the gathering dispersed. A crossbowmen commander walked past, lugging an enormous mechanical monstrosity on his back. Holy hell, that was a compound crossbow! I turned to take a better look at the design.
It was a fascinating device: several pulleys, and what looked like a cranequin mechanism to draw the string. And the string itself... it looked weird. What was that material? My alchemist memory kicked in—goblin sinew.
"Viscount?" Bert prompted again."What's that weapon? Never seen one before."
"It's a wheelbow. That one we call the Piercer. Deadly thing, built for dropping enemy commanders. Costs a fortune and takes real strength to use. Only Dolan, the crossbow captain, can handle it. Might even replace the capital's boltthrowers soon."
Second time I'd heard that word. Boltthrowers. Still didn't ring a bell. Randall never cared much for weapons. All his energy had gone into ritualism and alchemy.
"What exactly is a boltthrower?"
Bert gave me a crooked grin."They're tubes. With a spring..." he began, speaking in that condescending tone people use when explaining things to children.
"Ah. Springers. They really do love coming up with names, don't they?"
Randall did know about springers. His castle had a few squads armed with those deadly contraptions.
Only... Crossbow arms, springs — all these weapons relied on muscle power to draw and the elasticity of metal to fire. And that alone wasn't enough to make a truly powerful weapon. There was a limit. You couldn't endlessly increase draw strength just by making bigger limbs. Sooner or later, you'd hit the same ceiling the crossbowmen of our world ran into.
Gunpowder — that's what could shift the balance here. Combined with my Gift, I could easily craft the weapons of a new age. All I needed was steel for muskets and the ingredients for black powder...
"To horse!" Sir Hornet's booming voice rang out over the caravan.
"So, that's all your questions, Your Grace?""No. What, no lunch?"
"Better get used to the road, Your Grace. We're rationing supplies. Any more questions?""Plenty. But let's take our positions first." I tossed back and headed to where I'd left my horse.
***
The clouds broke loose again, but this time it wasn't a light drizzle. It was a downpour. I pulled my soaked, heavy cloak tighter around me.
Water kept trickling down my neck, and the sudden drop in temperature wasn't helping my mood. Nor were Bert's booming monologues. If you squeezed out all the bragging and stuck to the facts, it looked more or less like this:
About a hundred men in plate. Normally they fought with long pikes, but in the forest, where we were headed, pikes were useless. Rank-wise, things weren't great. Most of the men in plate either had no Gift at all, or were stuck at the first warrior rank.
Then there was a separate unit of twenty—former cavalry, who'd lost their horses due to the company's financial troubles. Their ranks were a little better.
The archers were the main force—roughly 150 crossbowmen and about 50 bowmen, most of whom guarded the wagons. Added to that was a kind of militia: women, children, old folks who could hold a light crossbow or a spear. There were more than six hundred of those.
So in total, nearly a thousand people. A decent force at first glance, only more than half of them were barely fighters at all."So much for that. What should we expect in the wildlands? What kind of enemies are out there? Why doesn't anyone live in these lands?"
"The wildlands? Ha. You're already in 'em. Outcasts, cultists, killers, renegades. All the filth that wants to do their dirty business far from prying eyes. Scum like that loves...""Enough. What do you know about the Black Forest, specifically?"
"The Black Forest..." Bert scratched his stubbled chin with a filthy paw. "You'll want to ask the commander. I'm no help there. Just wait till our next stop. Don't interrupt his training. And if that's all, I need to get to my spot, rear of the column."
I watched him turn his horse and trot off, splashing mud in every direction.
I don't like that sneak, I thought. And it's not just the attitude. No way the second-in-command doesn't know where we're going. He knows, and he's keeping quiet.
The only reason his face hadn't met my fist yet was because I wasn't planning to turn into the same kind of noble trash as the rest of them. But if he kept it up, he just might push his luck. Whatever. Screw him.
I clicked my tongue and nudged the horse forward. The road had turned into a muddy hellhole, and while my possessed beast was holding up, the wagons weren't doing nearly as well.
A horn blast roared nearby. What the hell?
I spurred my horse and galloped toward the signal.
I made it just in time. Some disgusting, anthropomorphic creature was closing in on a crossbowman I knew.He was trying to fend it off with an unloaded crossbow.
He hadn't missed; several bolts were buried in its chest, but they didn't slow the crazed monster down at all.
Tick.The thing swung a clawed hand and knocked the weapon away. The crossbowman reached for his dagger, but he wouldn't make it. I sent my sword flying.
Tick.The beast's paw, already poised to rip through chainmail, never struck. Instead, it hit the mail uselessly, spewing dark blood as it dropped to the ground.
Tick.Obeying my will, the dagger tore itself free from the crossbowman's hand and slammed into the monster's skull.
That was close.
Several nearby crossbowmen took aim at the corpse. Men in armor rushed out from behind the wagon, Baronet followed them.
I jumped down onto the blood-slick mud and stepped up to the body.
Shredded rags for clothing. Skin covered in lesions. A face stretched out like a dog's muzzle. Looked like we'd just met the result of some chimerolog's experiment. Idiots still hadn't figured out that splicing a human with a dog wouldn't give you dog-like loyalty.
"There's your answer, Viscount."I looked up at the Baronet.
"Why no one farms these lands," he clarified. "They don't want to become food. Or raw materials for garbage like this. Disgusting. Absolutely disgusting. What that Baron's done to his territory... People like him shouldn't rule anything but their own latrine.""Commander, look at the hand—it's a woman!" one of the crossbowmen called out, pointing to the severed limb.
A thin silver bracelet glinted on the twisted, mutated wrist, biting deep into the flesh. I looked over the body again. Yeah. Now that I was paying attention, the rags did look like the remains of a dress.
"Wedding bracelet. She might have been the wife of a craftsman or a modest merchant," the Baronet said. "This was revenge. Or punishment. Regular cultists would've taken the silver."
I shuddered. I knew all too well how the chimera conversion procedures worked, and just how much pain they caused the subjects.
"May your path in the next world be light, and your soul—free. Bury the body. With the bracelet," the Baronet ordered, then rode off back to the front of the column.
As for me, I started searching for my sword. Without magical metal-sense, it wouldn't have been easy — I'd used more magical power than necessary, and the blade had driven itself into the ground up to the hilt.
A few soldiers switched out their axes for shovels and began digging a grave beside the road.
The Baronet was right. Brute's lands had turned into a giant cesspit. I hope that one day I'll be able to clean it out.
I sheathed my sword and swung back into the saddle. Time to return to the vanguard.
...
Hornet sat astride his monstrous steed like an unshakable steel cliff. Bert said he was "training," but where was the training? He was just sitting there, staring straight ahead...
Then the realization flared up in my mind again.
He really was training. If I activated magical sight right now, I'd probably see currents of power running through Hornet's body.Rank advancement was a complicated and messy subject.
To go from Lesser to Greater, there were a few ways. The first, and slowest, was training. Physical, to stay in peak condition, and magical, using hereditary techniques. Of course, those techniques were highly secret and varied wildly from family to family. Some were only effective for specific Gift aspects.
The second method was for the rich. Using external power to push yourself forward—various concoctions made from ingredients that carried natural force.
In fact, creating new recipes and brewing such concoctions was one of the main jobs of alchemists. It was relatively safe, but demanded a fortune. Plus, there were compatibility issues between the type of Gift and the formula, and no shortage of nasty side effects.
The third was cruder, a variant of the second. Just slit another Gifted's throat and steal their power through forbidden rituals. Filthy, bloody, but a lot cheaper. Gifted peasants were far more common than century-old plants for potions. Sadly, plenty of nobles treated peasants like fields, ripe for the occasional "berry-picking."
But to cross the threshold from, say, Adept to Mage, there was only one way. A deadly battle. You had to brush up against death, break through your limits, and come back changed. Few survived, but those who did transformed their fates completely.
Of course, that path was insanely hard. Almost 99% of high-ranking Gifted didn't earn their rank through battle. They were born with it.
A child of two Adepts would almost always be an Adept themselves. Their strength might grow step by step, but from the moment they were born, their fate was to reach that level. That's the potential laid in at birth—the ceiling of growth.
Training, elixirs, and rituals could help them fully realize their potential, but only a battle at death's door gave a slim chance to go beyond and become a Mage.
I rubbed my aching temples. These flashes of insight were starting to piss me off. But until I fully processed Randal's memories, I had no choice but to bear with them. Damn it, not even a single painkiller around...
"Commander! The forge wagon's stuck—we need your help!" a soaked scout shouted over the downpour.The Baronet shook off his trance and turned his horse. I had no choice but to follow him.
The massive wagon I'd admired earlier was now the source of the problem. The hooves of the oxen pulling it skidded uselessly in the mud. The wagon was completely bogged down.
"Sir!" a mud-caked man-at-arms called out cheerfully. A few of his companions were bracing themselves against the wagon's sides—they'd clearly tried to push it out, but with no success.
"Step aside, boys."
The steel mountain dismounted, sending a wave of muck splashing in all directions. The Baronet sank up to his knees in the sludge but charged forward undeterred, like a steamboat. Little clouds of steam rose from his helmet grill, making the resemblance even stronger. Hornet grabbed the edge of the wagon and heaved. The mud slurped loudly, refusing to let go.
"Spawn of Hardan!" the Baronet cursed as his first attempt failed.
I swung down from my horse and silently grabbed the wagon's edge. No surprise it got stuck—there was a deep pit here that had turned into a proper swampy trap.
Together, the Baronet and I shoved with all our strength. Up front, the oxen bellowed as soldiers urged them on. A few hard pushes, and the mobile forge finally lurched out of the mud.
I raised my palms to let the rain wash off the filth, only to notice the Baronet was watching me closely.
"What?"
Hornet turned away and barked at the soldiers."Where the hell were you looking, you lazy bastards? Shovels out! Dig us a detour! Carve us a detour through the field!"
Hmm. The road's shoulders were overgrown with dense brush, and the road itself had been so thoroughly packed down it had sunk into a kind of trench, which made it even less passable.
Some of the soldiers dashed toward the nearby wagons for shovels, while those carrying axes gathered to start cutting a path, but I stopped them. What was the point of magical power if not to use it?
My sword slid from its sheath at a mere thought and hovered before me. This shape wouldn't work. I reshaped it into something like a circular saw blade and tried to spin it up, but instead of gaining speed, it shot away from me and buried itself in the ground.
Figures. I summoned it back and transformed part of the metal into a central axle. Then I tried spinning it again. Success! It was a bit tricky to keep both the disc spinning and the axle balanced, but the thing more or less worked.
I sent the spinning saw toward the bushes, but instead of cutting clean through, it lost speed fast and got stuck. Too little mass. Plus, I noticed the metal was heating up from friction against the axle. I'd need lubrication and bearings. Screw it.
I reshaped the tool into a regular sharp hunk of metal and, waving my arms like a conductor, began hacking through the brush. That worked much better. In just a couple of minutes, the path was cleared.
"Man, wish you could do that with the earth too..." one of the soldiers with a shovel said hopefully.

"Get to work, you slacker," I snapped, resisting the urge to whip the brat. That's what you get for helping people—they just want to climb on your back and get carried the rest of the way.
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                After sunset, we finally reached the fortress wall that marked the boundary between Baron Clemen's lands and the desolate wastes.
Because of the downpour, the road had taken far longer than expected. Carts and wagons kept getting stuck in the mud or breaking down.
In the twilight, it was difficult to make out the details of the structure, but even so, illuminated by just a few torches, it inspired awe. The spot where the fortress had been built was already ideal for protecting nearby settlements from any threat. There, the mountains nearly converged, making the valley resemble an hourglass from above.
During the expansion, no expense had been spared on the construction, they even hired earth mages. After all, this was the last barrier between the monsters of the Black Forest and the lands of the Northern Province. The mages did an excellent job, and the fortress blended smoothly between the sheer cliffs, plugging the "bottleneck" of the valley.
"Admiring the view, Viscount?"The Baronet walked up to me, still in full armor even during rest. He held two iron bowls filled with hot stew. He handed one to me and sat down on a log across from me.
I took the bowl and immediately hissed in pain, it was too hot. Then again, was that really a problem for a mage? Levitating the bowl in front of me, I scooped up the stew and put it in my mouth. Scalding, but delicious. Then again, anything tastes good after you haven't eaten all day… Hmm. Actually, has it been three or four days since I last ate?
The Baronet stared at me in silence. Again. It was starting to get on my nerves, but I calmly finished the meal before deciding to ask him about the Black Forest.
"The Black Forest, huh... To be honest, I didn't want to take this assignment. If it weren't for the shortage of contracts, and the fact that the client is Count Condor, I wouldn't have dared even consider going near that forest."
Hmm. Problems with Steel Honor? That sounds suspicious. I sifted through the viscount's memories and found that Randall had no idea about any of this. Then again, here and there, I noticed smudged memories, gaps, missing hours, or even days.
Apparently, the Baronet's troubles were also the fault of one very offended Viscount Randall, offended by Hornet's unshakable principles.
Hornet, not suspecting that the greatest threat to his squad was sitting right in front of him, continued his tale.
"There aren't that many monster species in the forest. Or rather, the forest itself is a kind of monster. It's impossible to explain, you have to see it. Fortunately for us, we're just ants to it. The real problem is the tree spiders that live there.""Tree spiders? How strong are they?"
"Quite strong. Even the smallest ones, the size of a dog, are dangerous. Their bodies are as hard as wood, and you can only kill them by cutting off the head or piercing the core inside their armored torsos. They may be called spiders, but they're more like cockroaches or crabs. What they share with spiders is extreme agility and the ability to spit acid. Well, you never know what they'll shoot at you. It depends on the spider species. Some spit acid, some shoot sticky goo, like thick syrup that hardens in air..."
"Doesn't sound great. Do you think it's even possible to establish a forward outpost in that territory, like the King wants?"
"There've been attempts, some more successful than others. The forest doesn't like people settling nearby. The spiders will definitely attack. And even if you fend them off, each new wave gets bigger and stronger. One day, the Matriarch will come. A gigantic armored beast, as tall as a trebuchet. All previous attempts to secure land there failed because of her."
"So it's impossible?"
"Most likely. Fortunately, we're only here on a reconnaissance mission, not a cleanup. The plan is simple, we take only the best fighters, leave the supply wagons behind, and try to reach the outer wall. On the way, we kill a few spiders, gather trophies, and pray the Matriarch doesn't find us."
"When was the last time anyone saw her? Maybe the damn thing died of old age?"
"Ha. Joking, Viscount? It's a magical creature, things like that don't die of old age. If we do meet her, we'll have to use your grandfather's gift, assuming Count Condor described its power correctly."
Hmm, right. I should probably take a look at what the old man gave me.
I turned the box over in my hands. How did you open it again? I had to dive into the memories again to find the answer. Blood.
After a blood offering, the box opened. Inside lay a rune pulsing with a bluish-indigo light. And Randall knew this thing well!
Frost Rune, one of the greatest treasures of our House. In fact, it was what saved our castle during the time of unrest.
Enchanted by a senior water mage, this single-use magical artifact could freeze hundreds of people in solid ice.Looks like the Count was taking this expedition very seriously. When the rune was in the treasury, his most loyal men never let it out of their sight, not even for a moment. I touched the rune and my finger was instantly burned by a chilling cold. Not a fake.
"Your grandfather values you highly. He told me to inform you that if we encounter the Matriarch, you are to activate the rune without hesitation."
"It'll kill her?" I asked hopefully, remembering the Frost Rune's power.
"Kill her? We'll be lucky if it lets us escape without serious losses."
I snapped the box shut and slipped it into my pocket.
"Hard to believe my grandfather would tell a mercenary about one of our House's treasures."
"He made me swear a blood oath of secrecy, of course. Besides, we've... done business before."
"I see." Though in truth, I didn't see at all. Grandfather was a cold man, not the sort to trust others without a reason. This was unlike him. "Back to the spiders, how strong is their armor, and what exactly can their acid do?"The more the Baronet spoke, the more I regretted not picking up some saltpeter in the last village. I would've dug through the compost pile myself, had I known things were this bad! Not that I could've gotten sulfur anyway, you have to order it from alchemists.
Damn.
Why was I so frustrated over not being able to make gunpowder? Simple: it turned out that only the Baronet or I could kill a warrior-spider. These beasts were the size of bulls, had absurdly strong armor, and worst of all—they never traveled alone. The rest of the squad could handle smaller ones or stall for time, but when it came to killing a warrior spider, it had to be one of us. No one else could pierce those damn plates.
"I see," I said, rubbing my temples to ease the headache. "And what about the acid?"
"It's nasty if you're unarmored, but a decent suit should hold... unless it hits the visor, of course. Anyway, we have this."
The Baronet pulled a small vial from his belt pouch.
"What's that?"
"Glass essence. Our alchemist, Meister Orin, brewed it. Supposed to help against the acid."
I took the vial and uncorked it. A sharp stench of vitriol hit my nose. My professional instincts revolted instantly, and I hurled the bottle away in fury.
"Disgusting. This is the most revolting glass essence I've ever seen. Take me to your 'alchemist.' Now."
***
"What the hell is this crap?!" I shouted, shaking the vial in front of a swarthy old man's face. "And you call yourself an alchemist?!"
"I... I..."
"Smell this filth!" I dripped a bit of the essence on my finger and shoved it under the so-called alchemist's nose. "Gods damn it, it even has a bluish tint! Essence should be clear. Clear!"
Ignoring the man's stammered excuses, I barged into his tent and started yanking out the reagents I needed. My whole body buzzed with the urge to dive into real work.
"Where are the retorts? Damn it! What did you use to make this filth?""A p-pot!"
"A pot?" I repeated blankly."Yeah, a copper one. It's over there in the corner."
"Savages..." I muttered, momentarily stunned. The plan would have to change on the fly—but like hell was I giving up. "Bring it here."
The old man darted into the tent and rolled out a massive, soot-blackened pot. On the outside it looked like anything but copper, and the inside was streaked with multicolored grime. There it was—the first problem. Making glass essence required maximum sterility.
I scanned the pot with my magic. The metal was thoroughly contaminated. I poured out a quarter of my reserve, purging everything useless in a cloud of dust and leaving behind gleaming clean copper. Not that copper was ideal either.
I splashed the interior with the low-quality essence to coat the walls. That would at least reduce contamination in the next batch.
"Well? Don't just stand there! Bring me the reagents! You're assisting now!" I shouted and rolled up my sleeves.
***
"Thank you for the lesson, Master," the old man said wearily, collapsing to the ground.
I was just as exhausted, but still on my feet, watching the crystal-clear, glass-like liquid bubble in the pot under the dawn sky. Randall would've been proud of this work. Sure, he could've made perfect essence with one hand tied behind his back, but under these conditions?
No equipment. No quality ingredients. No real lab. Hell, I had to teach the old man alchemy on the fly just to make him useful. Randall wouldn't have managed it, but my knowledge of physics and his knowledge of alchemy had merged into something greater—practically a miracle.
This batch would be enough for the entire squad. With it, they wouldn't need to fear the acid and maybe not even the resin. But we'd have to test that in battle. Without samples of that crap the spiders spit, I couldn't promise anything. Still, essence of this quality offered at least minimal protection against magic, so we had a shot.
"Are you done?" came a baritone voice from the side. I reluctantly tore my eyes away from the pot. The Baronet. He'd stopped by several times through the night to check on us—probably worried I'd murder his camp alchemist."Yes. Pour it into vials… if any are left."
"We'll figure something out. The squad moves out in an hour and a half. I've arranged a place for you in one of the wagons. Let's go."
I took a few steps after Sir Hornet and realized I was more drained than I'd thought. I'd had to push hard during the process, creating equipment on the fly from whatever materials were available. I'd nearly emptied my reserve—though not enough to fall into magical coma.
Barely managing to climb into the wagon, I wrapped myself in animal pelts and passed out.
* * *
I woke up with a strange feeling. Not danger, exactly, but the sense that someone unfamiliar was nearby. The wagon flap opened, and a half-naked woman appeared before me.
"Ah, my lord Viscount, you're already awake?" she purred, pushing out her bare chest to catch the rising sun in just the right way. Sunrise? How long had I been asleep?
I jolted up from the furs and, still a bit unsteady, walked past the startled girl. No chance today. I'd already spent the whole day knocked out, and if I wasted more time fooling around instead of running the expedition, who would take a commander like that seriously?
The sun had barely begun to rise over the mountains, but the camp was already buzzing. Soldiers sharpened weapons, checked their gear, and tried to joke around. The tension in the air was thick enough to taste.
"Wow, I'd heard aristocrats were fast, but that fast...? She only went in a few seconds ago!" someone snickered nearby.
I turned my head and saw Bert grinning ear to ear, sitting on a log. That bastard had finally pushed too far. I'd tolerated his disrespect, ignored his jabs, and clearly, my leniency had been mistaken for weakness. Wouldn't be surprised if he was the one who brought that 'lady' to my wagon.
A rush of adrenaline burned away my fatigue.
I yanked my sword from its sheath and pointed it at the smirking second-in-command."What was your name again, joker? Broken Bard? I challenge you to a duel. Second blood. Right now."
Bert spat casually.
"Hah. Can't help you there, milord. I'm not nobility, and I don't play your little games."
"A commoner?" I asked, genuinely puzzled. What was he even hoping to achieve by provoking me? Technically, I had the right to hang a commoner from any branch I pleased, and no one would say a word. In theory.
"Yep," he replied just as calmly, though his hand nudged his sword's scabbard a bit closer.
"Good. That makes it easier." I let go of my sword and let it fall. His eyes instinctively followed the weapon. Mistake.
In a blink, I was on him. Berten reached for his sword , mistake number two. Obeying my will, the blade flew aside, nearly hitting some bystander. At the same time, I struck with my right fist. He tried to dodge, but wasn't fast enough. Pain shot through my hand, but his jaw was just as hard.
He wasn't wearing armor, which actually worked in his favor. In plate, he'd have been nothing more than a puppet in my hands. I nearly took a hit from below. Step back. Punch. Block. He was recovering now, and he clearly had more experience with bare-knuckle fighting. I needed something to get the upper hand. A belt rivet? Too small.
A dagger in his boot? That'll do. A burst of force. The dagger shot through the sole and stabbed into the ground.
Berten stumbled, collapsed, and couldn't do a damn thing to stop the rain of blows that followed.
No idea what rank he was, but his body took hits surprisingly well. Still, everything has its limit. Berten finally went limp. Breathing hard, I stood over him and slid my sword back into the sheath.
"Feeling better now?" came a low voice. Damn it, how could a man that size sneak up so quietly?"And if I'm not?"
"Then feel free to give him a kick from me too. Breach of discipline and all. But no more than that.""And if I proposed to execute him for insulting my honor?" I tested the waters, but Hornet didn't bite.
"From what I've seen of you... you won't."
The Baronet stepped closer, almost within arm's reach. I instinctively tensed, ready for a fight.
"I have one question for you, honorable Viscount. Why did you really stay behind at the Baron's keep?"Looks like he no longer believed the official story. Well then. Time for a half-truth.
"Magical coma. Let's just say... there was an accident."
He stared at me in silence for several long seconds, then extended his hand.
"Alec von Hornet. Baronet of the Grey Hills and commander of Steel Honor."
"Al... Randall Condor, Viscount..." I hesitated, trying to recall the name of my lands, "Heir of Eagle's Bluff."We shook hands.
"Glad the rumors about you were wrong," Alec said, gesturing toward the waking camp. "You missed our meeting, but I'll catch you up. First, though, how much of your reserve have you recovered?"
I focused inward. I didn't feel completely drained, but I wasn't at full strength either.
"Around three-quarters. And let's drop the formalities already. We're in the same boat — why pretend otherwise?"
"Those are the rules, but I'll try. We tested the essence. It might save a few lives. The only problem is... do you remember what we talked about yesterday?"
"Hmm... I think I do."
"It's not my place to scold you, but if we run into a warrior-spider — only the two of us are strong enough to take it down. Burning yourself out right before the battle... not the wisest move, Viscount Condor."
He had a point. But damn it — these were real people, not mindless pawns. Sure, I hadn't expected to use that much power, but even if the essence saved just one life, it had been worth it.
"Don't you care about the lives of your men?" I snapped.
He replied just as harshly:"Men die either way. That's their job — to protect the main force. Our force. If you want to save more of your people, save your strength so you can quickly kill what they can't. I get it, you've never hunted monsters... hell, you've probably never even been in a real war. But trust me — this isn't idealism. It's basic tactics. Because of your stunt, we've already lost a mage. Our alchemist may just be a Fire Apprentice, but even basic support matters. He only restored a third of his strength — we can't count on solid cover from him now."
A deafening screech overhead cut him off. He drew his sword in a flash, just as something crash-landed beside me, kicking up a spray of dirt.
"Hold!" Hornet shouted to the soldiers who'd dropped what they were doing and grabbed their weapons. "It's a royal messenger!"
A bald, limping creature shuffled toward me. Hard to believe this magical chimera had once been bred from ordinary hawks. It looked more like a bat than a bird, with leathery wings and a bare, scaly body. But nothing matched its speed. The chimera dropped a scroll at my feet and took off with a shrill screech.
I picked it up and unrolled it.
"Dastan Dorn, third Prince of the Steel Kingdom, Count of... blah blah blah, more titles... here's the point:
Command: Acquire no fewer than three barrels of solidifying slime from the Dark Forest monsters, for alchemical research in service of the Throne, the Kingdom, and His Highness the Third Prince personally."I tossed the scroll to Hornet with a sneer.
"Whatever plan you had for a scouting mission — time to revise it. The Prince wants us to begin a full-scale hunt."
In the sudden silence, a whisper from one of the soldiers carried through the camp:
"We're screwed..."

            

    
         Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                We had to change the plan.
Instead of a quick breakthrough into the Black Forest and an equally quick withdrawal, we decided to conduct several forays along the edges of the forested territory.
To be honest, calling it a "forest" was a stretch. The "trees" here looked more like the tentacles of a giant octopus that, for some reason, had buried itself underground. And these tentacles were growing fast.
Just ten years ago, these were fields where peasants grew rye.
Now, the land was covered in black, springy rods that grew thicker with every dozen steps.
"Silanium vulgaris grows so fast, you can't even see the castle anymore," came an elderly voice behind me. I turned around.
The alchemist, wrapped in a cloak burned through with chemicals, looked decent, though the dark circles under his eyes betrayed fatigue. Two soldiers followed him: one carried something like a small chest over his shoulder, the other dragged a cart bearing a copper cauldron. Unfortunately, the alchemist's field gear was anything but mobile."I want to thank you for the lesson, Master. Thanks to you, I've experienced great inspiration. The capital's methods are incredible! That idea of centri… centri…"
"Centrifugation," I corrected.
"Yes! Simply amazing. It's so much faster than evaporation! I've already asked our blacksmith to make a device that could use manual labor for spinning!"
"Umm… you're welcome?"
A confident baritone called out from the vanguard:
"Viscount, a moment of your time?"
I apologized to the old man and quickened my pace to catch up with the baronet."What's wrong?"
"Nothing. I just thought the meister was bothering you. The old man completely forgets etiquette when it comes to alchemy."
"No need to worry. Everything's fine."
Silence fell, broken only by footsteps, the rustle of grass, and the sharp slaps of black "tentacles" against armor.
I wanted to experiment more with my powers, but it would be foolish to waste magic before a likely battle.The goal of our first sortie was to clear out the abandoned ancestral castle of the Ravens, which had fallen during the Matriarch's attack. There was a high chance the spiders had made a lair there. Monsters loved such places.
We'll slaughter the creatures and collect their slime. There weren't supposed to be any large spiders nearby, but better safe than sorry.
We were almost at the castle when the bamboo-like undergrowth suddenly thickened. A sort of grown palisade cut the castle off from the rest of the valley.
"The first line of defense. Now you'll see, monsieur Condor, what I meant when I said the forest is alive. Boys, bring the axes!"
The springy, whip-like black shoots, only slightly thinner than a human arm, were incredibly hard to cut. You'd think that if they could be bent by hand, one strike would be enough to sever them. But no. Sturdy men had to strike three or four times just to sever a tentacle that had turned as hard as stone. The strangest part was that once severed from the roots, they lost their strength and turned limp.
"By Andralia's tits, it's even spurting some white stuff!" one of the choppers exclaimed and got a smack from his buddy.
"Shut the hell up, Mike. Just go to a brothel if your girl won't give it up. Now I'm disgusted to touch them…""Both of you, zip it! Work your axes, not your mouths!" Hornet snapped.
A chopped-off tentacle writhed faintly at my feet. Alive, then… I looked up. Here, near the castle, it didn't seem too dangerous, but what about deep inside, where meter-thick tendrils wrapped around everything? It felt like we were crawling into the maw of a giant beast.
The severed tentacle twitched one last time and fell still, oozing pale goo. I dipped a finger into it. The fluid stretched like caramel, quickly thickening in the air.
One of the soldiers taking a break nudged his neighbor and snickered. Like schoolboys, honestly.
Amusingly, the goo didn't harden—it remained rubbery. Local latex? Hell if I knew, but now I looked at the black thickets with renewed interest. Rubber was a damn important product. Even setting aside things like tires and galoshes, it was essential for any halfway complex machinery. Anywhere there was friction, you needed lubrication. And where there was lubrication, you needed rubber seals and gaskets.
"Path's cleared, Commander!" a soldier reported to the baronet, splattered with the white "sap."
Let's move!
***
The scale of the castle's destruction hinted at the Matriarch's power.
The gates hadn't just been broken down, the creature had taken out the entire wall. A meter thick. Completely gone.
The central keep had melted like a candle. Judging by the damage—acid. I carefully touched the damaged stone.
What kind of substance could do this? It looked like it had been melted by extreme heat, not corroded by acid. Yet all my alchemical instincts screamed: acid. An insanely powerful one.
One of the soldiers whistled in awe at the monster's destructive power.
"First squad, with me. Second and third—secure the perimeter!" Alex ordered, kicking in the doors to the inner chambers.
Damp, dark. The Black Forest had forced its tentacles even into the castle's interior. Black vines slithered through the rooms.
Sword drawn, I walked just behind the baronet. Infantry clanked on either side.
Water dripped from the stone ceiling; among the half-rotted debris on the floor, the outlines of once-luxurious furniture were barely visible.
"What the hell is that?" one soldier stepped into a puddle of slime and tried in vain to wipe off his boots.
"Everyone stay alert!"
Second passed after second, but nothing happened. Only the soft dripping sound echoed from the corridor ahead.
"Stay here, I'll check it out." Baronet, holding his massive sword before him, slowly stepped into the corridor.
Onto a moldy carpet, where slime slowly dripped from the ceiling. A puddle had already formed below, just like the one the soldier had stepped into. And on the ceiling...
On the ceiling, stuck fast by its own secretions, hung half the corpse of a tree spider. The half-gnawed leg still bore visible tooth marks, not animal ones.
"Everyone out of the castle, now! Fall back!" the Baronet shouted urgently, and the squad scrambled for the exit.We rushed into the castle courtyard in a flurry of motion, into the sunlight.
"Captain, Mike's missing!" one of the chatterboxes noticed his absent friend.
A quick headcount confirmed it, the unlucky pervert was the only one missing.
"So..." Hornet began, but his words were cut off by a metallic clatter from the direction of the castle.We all looked up. From the dark outline of a window came a raspy, wheezing voice.
"I... found treasure... Come here..."
Straining my eyes, I managed to make out the soldier's face, smeared in either blood or pure shadow. His head hung at a twisted angle, and his throat had been pierced through.
"Hurry... this wayyy..." he gurgled. Bloody bubbles rose from his torn trachea and dripped down his neck.
"Holy shit. Poor Mikey," someone muttered.
"Meister Orin, is that a shadowspawn or a gloomwight?" the Baronet asked the alchemist.
"Definitely a shadowspawn. And a powerful one. Well-fed."
"Can you handle it?"
"If I were at full strength, maybe. The thing is vulnerable to light and fire, sure, but in my current state... I wouldn't risk it."
I tried to dig through Randall's memories, but he knew very little about these creatures. No idea what they looked like, or what they truly were. Not surprising, there were no useful reagents to be harvested from them. All he knew was: they lived in darkness, ambushed their prey, were extremely vulnerable to light, somewhat less to fire, and hated silver. For a mage, not much of a threat. But for ordinary people...
"Viscount, a word?" the Baronet said grimly.
We stepped away from the others. Hornet pulled out a silver-trimmed flask, took a few gulps, and handed it to me. I didn't decline.
Inside was heavily watered-down wine. No noble would ever touch it, but in the field, it was practical and kept better than water.
"Here's the situation, Monsieur Condor. Right now, you're the only one who can deal with this thing without too much risk. Sure, we could leave it in the castle, but our camp is nearby. It'll find a way there. By morning, we'll be missing people. You might argue that the shadowspawn wouldn't risk attacking soldiers, that it would pick easier targets. But if wives or children go missing, morale drops, and with it, our combat effectiveness..."
"Enough. A threat to the children is more than enough. Of course I'll help. But there's one problem."
"What is it?"
"All I've got is gold. Can you break it into silver?"
***
I forged a fake sword out of coins, coated in steel so the monster would think I was unarmed. A few silver coins I gilded with gold leaf and slipped into my pocket. Then I made my way toward the staircase on the second floor, the one where the creature had shown us poor Mike's body.
The rotting floorboards creaked or sagged beneath my feet like cotton. Dim light. A faint breeze, I spun around. Nothing.
These creatures love to attack from behind. I had to stay sharp.
Crumbling doors, tattered tapestries. No tableware, no gold. Even the doorknobs had been pried off, probably made of precious metal. Looked like everything of value had already been taken, and likely not by the original owners. Looters. In the next hallway, I found the remains of one such scavenger. An old, very old skeleton, with familiar bite marks on the bones.
Another breeze. This was starting to get on my nerves.
There was the staircase, but something was on it. A landing above. I palmed a coin and crept upward, step by careful step, watching the half-hidden figure in the shadows. Movement! I reacted instantly, and the magically-flung coin squelched into flesh.
Mike's body fell from the stairs. Damn it, a decoy!
I spun around just in time. The creature had used my distraction to strike from behind.
But too late. My sword burst into silver shrapnel, tearing into the mass of shadow!
The creature shrieked as the silver pierced it and tumbled down the stairs. I gave it no chance to recover, showering it with silver dust made from shredded coins. The metal quickly devoured its shadowy shroud, dissolving it into nothing.It tried to crawl away, but it was too late. More coins flew in, shedding their gold leaf in mid-air.
The hunter had become the prey, and its time was up.
Under the silver assault, the shroud vanished, and the shadowspawn with it, crumbling into ash. But before it faded, I caught a glimpse of its true form. And it raised troubling questions.
A human skeleton, anthracite black, etched with runes.
This creature was clearly man-made. No wonder it showed signs of intelligence…
Later, after questioning the alchemist, it became clear, shadowspawn were yet another feral weapon from the old magical wars. A regular person, turned into a mockery of undeath through inhuman experiments.
I hate this fucking world.

***
We returned to camp, and despite eliminating the threat, the mood was heavy. The creature had managed to mess with us, by killing the spiders. Now they'd be on high alert.
We had to change plans again, no more short raids. Tomorrow we'd make a forced march to the outer wall swallowed by the Black Forest, then retreat quickly to the camp. The spiders would definitely attack, and we'd fight them off under the cover of our fortifications. Gather the slime and get out, before the Matriarch or the next wave arrives.
Not the most reliable plan, but it's what we've got.
But that would all be tomorrow. Today, I was using my first bit of free time since arriving in this world to experiment with my power.
Specifically, I was sitting on a stump, trying to reproduce a flintlock mechanism. It wasn't exactly hard, my Gift let me shape metal however I wanted, but I wasn't sure there were enough sparks or that it all worked properly. Simply put, I didn't have any gunpowder.
"Ah, to hell with it. It's useless for now anyway." I tossed the half-finished musket aside. The all-metal fusil landed with a dull thud on a growing pile of failed flintlock prototypes and assorted springs.
Right. I'd tried more "traditional" systems for this world, too.
Pulling back a crossbow's string and steel limbs with magic? It worked… kind of. But it was ridiculously inconvenient.I even put together a springbow like the ones used by local elite archers. Yes, it worked. Yes, it was decent and fairly comfortable to use. But the only way to get any real power out of it was to reinforce the shot with magic. Still, if I ever used it to launch grenades at enemies—now that would be promising. Except grenades also needed powder...
I slapped myself on the forehead. God, I'm a cosmic-level idiot, I have an alchemist sitting in camp! Surely he has sulfur and saltpeter?
I jumped to my feet, then immediately groaned and stumbled. I'd sat too long while tinkering, and my legs had gone numb. Damn.
***
"Yes, I have plenty of sulfur, but I still don't understand what you mean by saltpeter."
..."No, I don't use manure in my experiments. How could you even think that?"
..."Creates air? Do you mean air crystals? Those are very expensive..."
..."No, I don't have anything like that. I've already shown you everything remotely similar, blinding crystals, crushed fire powder, thunderstones..."
..."Crystals from manure? Fertilizer? Do I look like a gardener? No, my lord Viscount, if you know peasants can get those crystals, why don't you just send a squad?"
That was the second time today I felt like a complete moron. Sure, the old man was slow, and it had taken me the better part of an hour to explain what I needed, but in the end, he gave me such a simple suggestion that I had no choice but to admit he was right.
Time to start acting like a noble. I really could just borrow a dozen men from the Baronet and send them to the nearby villages to dig up what I needed. So simple! So obvious!
But the fact that the alchemist had never even heard of saltpeter was concerning. I hoped Randall and the old man had simply been ignorant, otherwise I'd have to start production from scratch. It wasn't that hard; saltpeter could be made from agricultural waste. The catch? It took time. Months, maybe a year. I could only hope to find natural deposits. If not, I wouldn't have any decent amount of gunpowder for the next six to twelve months.
Feeling encouraged, I went looking for Hornet, who was overseeing the camp's fortifications. Around the scattered wagons, crude defenses made from dismantled carts were taking shape, and soldiers were already digging a trench. Not just soldiers, either.
"Lord Viscount? Good timing, I was just about to speak with you."
"Funny, I came to see you too. I need a squad that can tell rocks from coal, so to speak. More precisely, I need someone to ride to the nearest village and buy saltpeter from the locals. I'll explain what it looks like and where to find it."
The Baronet sighed heavily and wiped his brow.
"Let me guess. The alchemist again? Lord Viscount, please tell that old man that every person I have is needed right now. He needs to cool it with the alchemical shopping lists until we're back in the city."
"Well... not quite. This is my personal request. I'm even willing to pay for it." I pulled a gold coin from my purse.
Hornet cast a tired look at the boiling chaos around us.
"Is it really that urgent?"
"Yes. This substance could help us win the battle."
Hornet nodded and accepted the coin.
"Alright. I'll send some men. But it's almost a full day's ride to the nearest village. I doubt they'll make it back before the fight."
"Then pick men who won't be useful in combat."
"Can't do that. This area's too dangerous for weaklings... Fine, I'll figure something out. Hey, what now?" he snapped at a breathless scout who had run up to us."Scout... scouts, "
"Catch your breath. No rush."
"Scouts report suspicious people seen in the old mines to the south!" the archer finally blurted out.
"There's no such thing as suspicious around here. I doubt they'll cause trouble. Our force is large enough. Still, double the guards. Just in case. And..." Hornet turned to me. "Lord Viscount, could you come to the command tent after nightfall? We need to talk."
***
I returned to my workspace and, to my surprise, found Karl, the raven I'd once gifted to Baron Clemen, sitting on my stump.
Upon seeing me, the demonic bird gave a hoarse caw and coughed up a small metal cylinder onto the ground. Inside was a short message:
"I am working to convince the Third Prince to rescind the order. Wait. Do not provoke the spiders."
"So, the Baron doesn't want to lose his 'tool' so badly he's ready to go against the Prince?" I muttered under my breath.
But really, what could he even do? And do I want him doing anything at all? The spiders are already on edge because of the shadowspawn, there's no avoiding a fight. Sitting still and waiting for an attack? Nonsense. So, the plan doesn't change.
On the other hand, let the Baron spend his influence on something that benefits me, I see no problem with that. The more it weakens him, the easier it will be to get rid of him. I scribbled "Understood" on the back of the note, rolled it up again, and tossed it to Karl. He caught it neatly in his beak and swallowed it.
I glanced around. The middle of the camp was deserted, everyone was busy reinforcing the perimeter. That meant I had time to test one more thing.
Clemen may have been neck-deep in black magic, but he was no match for Randall's knowledge. And it's not like Randall trusted him. He didn't trust anyone, really. Got caught only because he miscalculated... Why am I saying this? Because the raven wasn't just a gift, it came with a little secret. A contingency. The raven itself was almost clean, embedding spy features in the bird would've been too obvious. But one of its talons? That wasn't a claw at all, but a tiny demon, summoned to spy on the Baron for the Viscount.
I beckoned the raven closer and cursed. One of the toes was missing. Amputated. Where did I go wrong? There's no way the Baron spotted it, he didn't have the knowledge. So who the hell helped him? That mysterious cultist again, the one who "assisted" with the Astaroth summoning? Damn.
Distractedly, I ordered Karl to return to the castle.
Before flying off, the raven circled around me once and brushed my cheek with its feathers, affectionately. Clever bird. He knows who his real master is.
I sat back on the stump and looked gloomily at the pile of scrap. I really needed to forge myself some proper armor, wandering into battle without protection wasn't the brightest idea. I picked up the unfinished fusil, ready to reshape it into a breastplate, when I froze.
Damn it, why the hell was I so hung up on gunpowder? Sure, it's powerful. And yeah, every isekai protagonist just has to build an M-16 and conquer the world. But my goal right now is to give our soldiers as much of an edge as possible in the coming battle. And under current circumstances, gunpowder just isn't the optimal solution.I fell into deep thought.
Rituals? I could significantly strengthen the camp's defenses, but I'd need either magic stones or human sacrifices. That's out.
Alchemy? The old man's supplies are too basic, nothing strong enough to make proper boosters. But what about something simpler... and hotter, so to speak?
After all, a lot of mixtures heat up so violently when combined that the alchemical cauldrons glow red from the heat!
I ran through the ingredients I'd seen while brewing the essence. Maybe fire oil? Too weak. Liquid lava? Or maybe... a combination?
The barrel of the fusil widened significantly under my hands. Maybe I wasn't ready for a musket just yet, but a primitive flamethrower?

That, I could manage.
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                "Viscount, sir! You...""Don't interrupt!"
I sealed the initiator compound with steel... now I needed a lever connected to the piston. I stretched out my hand and pulled in a few more springs, reshaping them mid-air into a solid chunk of steel. Connect, merge. Done!
I looked at my creation with satisfaction. It didn't really look like a flamethrower, though the working principle was somewhat similar.
A crude stock made from a couple of rods, a barrel-shaped chamber, and a short nozzle ending in a flared muzzle. Instead of a trigger, there was a long lever that, when pressed, would mix the compounds and unleash a scalding fountain at the enemy. At least, in theory. In practice, I just hoped it wouldn't melt in the soldier's hands.
Brushing metallic dust from my fingers, I turned to the messenger.
"All right, who are you and what do you want?""Henry, the commander's adjutant, sir. The Baronet asked me to tell you he's waiting for you in his tent."
"Adjutant? I thought mercenary companies called that role 'deputy'?""No, sir, the deputy in the field is Bert. He'll take command if the Baronet is injured. He's a fine swordsman, but I handle all logistics and administrative matters."
I glanced at the scattered vials and flasks around me. Damn, not the best timing from the Baronet. I couldn't leave this unattended, even for an hour. I figured Hornet wouldn't mind too much if I was a little late. After all, I was working for our mutual cause.
"Administrative, you say... Then go find another three kilos of iron, or better yet, steel. And send someone to the Baronet, tell him I'm extremely busy with alchemy for the next half hour, but I'll visit him as soon as I'm done. Also, send someone to show me where the commander's tent is later. Well? Move it!"
Henry hurried off, and I began assembling a second copy of the alchemical flamethrower from the leftover metal.





I wiped my fingers on the grass.
The second exemplar came out slightly bigger, oh well. Now the soldiers had a real chance to roast even the largest bug. The mixture burned as hot as thermite. Only problem was, if these alchemical wunderwaffe weren't used in a few days, they'd turn into useless pumpkins. That was the nature of alchemy... very few compounds remained stable for long.
Henry stood patiently, waiting for me to finish. Good soldier. Just night and day compared to Bert, who made my fists itch just by being around.
"By the way, how's Bert?"
"In the infirmary. The commander forbade the healers from wasting energy on him. He'll be back in action in a few days, you know how second-rank regeneration is."
"Serves him right. Others would've executed him on the spot. All right, Adjutant, lead me to the commander."
Neat rows of tents lit by torchlight gave way to wagons. Here and there, campfires burned with soldiers sitting around, busy with various tasks. But the mood was nothing like yesterday. Instead of jokes and tales, grim faces and hushed whispers that fell silent as we passed. I strained to listen:
"…a hole ten meters wide..."
"…melted the wall like wax in a fire..."
"…everyone died..."
Damn. Looked like someone from the assault group couldn't keep their mouth shut, and now the whole camp was buzzing about how the Matriarch obliterated the previous outpost. They were rightly assuming that since a proper fortress had already fallen, a ditch and some stakes stood no chance.
We finally reached a tent marked only by a regimental banner.
Henry bowed and stepped back. I pulled aside the flap and stepped in.
Simple, ascetic furnishings. Only the desk covered in papers and the armor stand marked this as something more than a soldier's tent."Welcome, Viscount. A bit cramped, but make yourself at home," the Baronet said, sweeping the papers aside and placing two bottles of wine on the table.
Without his armor, Hornet seemed visibly relaxed. I felt like I'd known this man for years. I smiled and took one of the bottles.
"We're short on cups here, but the wine's as good as anything served at royal balls. Best from my stores. To your health, Lord Condor."
"And to yours, Sir Hornet."
After a sip, I couldn't help but ask why he'd invited me.
"To be honest, I meant to do this yesterday, but you and the old man stirred up a commotion, and it just didn't work out. Today, though, there's another reason... I wanted to personally thank you for dealing with the shadowspawn. The camp can sleep peacefully tonight thanks to you."
"It wasn't difficult... and weren't we switching to first names?"
"Well, only here, Randall. In front of the troops, I can't afford to get chummy with someone above me in rank. And as for 'not difficult'—don't sell yourself short. Most nobles wouldn't lift a finger for common folk, let alone fight monsters for them. So, to your health!"
The wine was rich, incomparable to the knockoffs sold in stores. Back home, you'd only find something like this at the Golden Dragon. Damn. How are you guys holding up without me? I took another sip for my friends.
"Have you ever heard of Samael?" I asked, surprising even myself."Hmm." Hornet fell silent, even setting his bottle down. "Hmm, something's nagging at me, but no, I can't recall. Is it important?"
"Maybe..."I'd have to remember to question some higher-ranking nobles. There had to be a reason I ended up in this world specifically, right? But to get that answer, I had to survive the spiders first.
"I overheard some talk in the camp. Everyone's afraid of the battle tomorrow," I mentioned, referring to the tense atmosphere.
"No surprise," he nodded indifferently."You didn't forbid the men from talking about what happened at the fortress?"
"Randall, you only ever commanded the Count's guard, didn't you? First rule of leadership: never give orders that won't be followed. It undermines your authority. The rumors would've spread either way, that's inevitable, but I'd rather have the men know what they might face."
I gave a small snort. The Baronet clearly had too high an opinion of Randall. The old man never even trusted him to command what little was left of the castle guard after the king's restrictions on recruitment.
I wanted to believe in Hornet's command experience, his logic made sense, but still...
"Won't they just scare each other so badly they run off the battlefield?"
"I know my people. They're not afraid of battle, or even the spiders themselves. They're only afraid of one specific spider: the Matriarch. A human can't stand against such a monster. Fear of it is natural. Beasts like that are handled by mage strike groups led by an Archmage, or better yet, a Lesser Magister. Let the soldiers talk, Randall. Tomorrow, before we march, I'll give them an orderly fallback plan in case the creature shows up. Take this to heart, Viscount: you can't demand of your men what you're not willing to do yourself."
I raised the bottle in a mock salute, acknowledging the wisdom in his words.
"I wonder why the Third Prince is trying to make our lives harder. I don't think I've ever crossed paths with him," I muttered, glancing at the cursed royal order on Hornet's desk."You may not have personally, but your House, Condor... isn't exactly beloved by the king. That order might be the king's will, or your grandfather's enemies', or maybe the Prince just wants some alchemical junk for himself. No way to say for sure. Damn politics..."
Hornet took a swig of wine and went on.
"Cheer up, Viscount. Believe it or not, these are the quietest days you'll ever have. The Black Forest spiders are nothing compared to the poisonous ones nesting in the capital. Endless duels, arrogance, idiocy, petty power plays... I got sick of all that crap the last time I was there. Honestly, Viscount, be glad. Even if we die, it'll be an honest death in battle, not a dagger in the back."
"I never understood why young nobles act so obnoxious..." I muttered, recalling the way Randall was mocked at court. And not just the capital, hell, I barely walked out of that tavern in the boonies before bumping into that cocky rooster Kazimir.
"You don't understand because you're the sole heir. In big noble houses, ten, even thirty people can vie for the title. In that kind of competition, you won't survive if you're polite. You have to claw for every inch, act like you're better than everyone. Only someone like that has the right to become head of a House. Those who jump the wrong target... well, their families bury the bodies, and that's the end of their story. Better that than letting some fool who can't measure his strength insult someone higher-ranked, and get the whole family buried. Natural selection, Viscount. You'll feel it yourself once this expedition's over."
Well, I had gotten much stronger, and Randall's enemies were in for a hell of a surprise when we met again. I just had to survive long enough to show them. Before I forgot, I asked the Baronet for a couple soldiers to entrust with my alchemical flamethrowers.
"You'll strip me of my army at this rate!" Hornet laughed. "Fine, I'll give you a couple of my best, just don't get them killed. I trained my elite myself. They're like children to me."
I left Hornet's tent well past midnight, tipsy and pleased. Somehow I found my way back to the wagon and was surprised to see yesterday's disappointed girl still waiting nearby. This time, I didn't refuse her company.





"Time to move!" Hornet donned his helmet and marched forward. His massive horse watched him go with mournful eyes.
Unfortunately, we couldn't take him with us. Our forty-man unit was already leaving the camp at dawn.
I cast one last glance at the meager fortifications. Would they hold against a counterattack? And more importantly, would we make it back in time?
A light cuirass, hastily reshaped from a blacksmith's anvil. My sword. The frost rune hanging from a chain around my neck. On either side of me, the two soldiers Hornet had lent me. Shields strapped to their backs, makeshift flamethrowers in their hands. One of them fidgeted with the weapon uncertainly, his hand instinctively reaching for the more familiar axe at his belt. The other held his weapon with confidence, gripping the wire stock like a soldier.
"Hands off the lever! Don't even think about touching it without my order!" I snapped, seeing the first one twist the thing around so much I half expected him to yank on the firing arm by accident.
He swore and slung the unfamiliar weapon over his shoulder.
Morons. Everywhere.
Could we hope for a favorable outcome? In any case, I'd done everything I could.
Our unit pressed deeper into the Black Forest. Twice we'd had to stop and hack through barriers the forest itself had grown.
The tendrils were less frequent now, but much thicker. They branched out high above, forming a massive canopy through which less and less light filtered. We'd need torches soon.
An ominous silence. Only our footsteps and the clinking of armor broke it. By our calculations, we should've already run into scouting spiders. But the Black Forest seemed dead. In the darkness, among the intertwined tendrils coating the ground like the veins of some enormous beast, we were no more than specks of dust.
It was growing more spacious. Where at first we had to squeeze past the tendrils, now we found ourselves in a relatively open area. The canopy loomed fifty meters above, so dense it blocked out all sunlight.
Suddenly, I tripped over something rectangular in the dirt. Damn it! Swearing echoed nearby.
"Hold on!" the alchemist shouted, conjuring a bright glowing orb.
The light cut through the darkness, revealing the scene. Thick root-like tendrils coated a low rise in the earth like a malignant tumor. Scattered stones lay nearby. Wait a minute...
"It's a wall! We've made it... but to what?" the old alchemist's voice wavered.
A wall.
Once, the Black Forest had started a kilometer from here. The wall was meant to protect the castle of House Raven, a sturdy outpost against the monsters. An impenetrable defense. Even after the castle fell and the forest claimed new ground, the kingdom believed the wall still stood, deep in the woods. Damaged, perhaps, but repairable. No expense had been spared: with powerful runes, a foundation strengthened by magic, and walls reinforced with iron. The plan was to clear the forest, reclaim the wall, and use it as a base for further purges.
All those dreams were just fantasies.
The forest had deliberately destroyed the wall, leaving only broken foundation stones. This wasn't just a mess of black vines—there was intelligence behind it.
I glanced at the Baronet, who was staring tensely into the shadows. Something was wrong...
"Soldiers, to me! It's an ambush!" he barked.
The first spider dive-bombed us from above.

            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                And landed right on top of the unlucky soldier.
Though it was only the size of a shepherd dog, the weight of its dense body was enough to snap the man's spine with a loud crunch. As if that weren't enough, the creature immediately latched onto the exposed throat, drenching its chelicerae in crimson blood.
I launched my sword with a magical impulse and knocked the spider off the soldier, but the man was already dead. His neck had been torn open.What a waste.
The wounded beast twitched on the ground. The blade had sunk surprisingly shallow into its dense flesh, only a hand's length deep. And I had put in enough force to drive it clean through a man!

Focusing on the sword, I pushed it in to the hilt with a surge of magic. It was like driving it into a tree stump. Inside the spider, the core crunched and the creature instantly went still, like someone had flipped a switch.
"Orin! Flash!" Hornet barked right by my ear.
I barely managed to shut my eyes before the bright burst of light hit. A hideous screech followed from above. Green spots danced across my vision, but what I could make out through them I didn't like at all.
Hundreds of spiders covered the entire canopy. They hung there like a living carpet, clinging to it like a web. Dozens, blinded by the flash, were already falling into our ranks.
Luckily, the flash threw off their aim. Most of them missed our position, and our luck didn't stop there!
Disoriented by the bright light, the spiders lost coordination and broke their legs in the fall, becoming easy prey for the soldiers.
I summoned my sword and split it into dozens of sharp spikes. Meanwhile, the alchemist launched glowing orbs into the air to light up our targets.
I tilted my head back and watched the sky.
Got one.
A spider flying straight at me took a spike to the mouth and dropped like a sack. Another. And another.
All around, battle raged. Our fighters adapted quickly, since we'd only brought the best for this raid. Covering each other, they were holding their ground against the beasts that made it to the ground. Piercing the tree-like chitin was hard, but slashing blows worked just fine. They'd first sever the grasping limbs, then finish the monsters off with a strike to the cephalothorax.
Still, soldiers kept falling and dying. It was a game of chance. If you were lucky enough to dodge the spider, taking it down while it was stunned by the fall was easy. But if it landed on you… not even shields could save you from the full-force crash of its flying mass. They just shattered to splinters.
Spider legs flashed. Steel glinted. Ichor flowed and blood spilled. Our ranks were thinning.
I summoned a fallen soldier's sword and launched it into another monster, piercing it clean through. My own sword had long since been embedded in a dozen other spiders, split into steel spikes.
The spiders weren't thinning. More and more kept falling from above. Another soldier, having just severed a spider's limb, exposed himself to a diving monster. I tore off my chestplate, reshaped it midair into a pike, and brought the beast down. Pinned to the ground, the crab-like abomination screeched and spewed acid onto the pike. The metal hissed and quickly thinned. Damn, I missed the core. No time—my gauntlet flew from my hand, reshaped into a spike midair, and stabbed the thing through the cephalothorax.
The alchemist ignited five creatures with a wave of his hand and hurled a vial at a larger one, pony-sized. The chitin melted like wax and the spider collapsed backward.
One of the soldiers broke formation. A stream of acid flew at his back but slid harmlessly down his armor. A wisp of acidic vapor rose from the ground.
My soldier raised a flamethrower, but I stopped him. Too soon.
The Baronet punched one spider aside and bisected another with a single swing."Hold the line! Break formation and we're dead!" he shouted, beheading a stunned creature.
Finding a moment, I looked around. The stream of smaller creatures from above had dried up, but more and more were closing in from the sides. Big ones. Damn it. They were coming from all directions. Dozens of beasts led by even bigger monsters, nearly the size of elephants.
They didn't just tower over the others, they looked different. More like beetles. Even from here, I could see the thick chitinous plates covering their bodies. Damn walking tanks.

"Those are Warriors! Formation! Back to back! Now!"The formation tightened, soldiers pressing shoulder to shoulder as the Baronet stepped forward.

"Viscount, I'll take the one on the left. You take the right," he said calmly, referring to the warrior spiders.
"And those two?" I shouted, pointing at more of the beasts flanking us from behind.
The Baronet just shook his head and charged. Damn.
"You! Take the left one! And you—the right! Hit them up close!" I barked at my soldiers. "Alchemist! Cover them!"Having issued my orders, I rushed forward.
Damn, this was madness…
I drove an axe into one creature's body with telekinesis, shoving aside a line of lesser spiders with its corpse. A stream of acid whooshed past me, followed by a milky spray of webbing. It struck my greaves and glued them together instantly. Damn.
I gathered power and blew them apart with a burst of needle shrapnel. Not very effective—most of the needles just got stuck in their chitinous armor, but at least I freed my legs.
I rolled to the side, dodging a massive stream of acid. I tried to rise, but another spider barreled into me. Hard, branch-like mandibles scraped against my bracers. Drops of acidic saliva burned through my coat and seared my skin.
Impulse!
With a blow from my metal-covered hand, I crushed its cephalothorax and grabbed the core. The magical crystal cracked in my grip, and a surge of energy rushed through my body. Ha ha ha! Why haven't I done this before?
My body crackled with the power flooding through it.
I tossed the carcass aside with ease and literally launched myself into flight, using magic to hurl myself forward by flinging the remaining metal on me at the enemy — just like I had thrown projectiles before.
Getting into melee with a giant, armored spider? Maybe that's stupid. I don't care.
I straddled the stunned beast and struck it with all my strength using a steel spike. It was heavy.
Its armor was incredibly tough, the spike sank only halfway in. The monster thrashed, but it couldn't reach me. Still, I couldn't kill it like this. Or maybe... I kept my hand on the spike and reshaped it inside the creature. The steel grew in all directions, slicing through organs until it reached the nerve cluster.
The Warrior Spider collapsed, nearly crushing me under its weight. I leapt off at the last second. A small spider, the size of a shepherd dog, tried to bite my heel but I kicked it hard.
I glanced at Hornet. How was he doing?
Still standing. His armor was dented in places, but his spider had already lost its front legs and kept getting pounded on the head, ichor gushing from the cracks. The Baronet had it under control.
I rushed to help the soldiers, who were faring far worse.
The alchemical weapons worked better than I expected. One spider's head had burned completely off, and the creature lay thrashing in agony. But another had either dodged partially or the soldier had flinched, only its armor was smoldering, and one front leg charred. It was enraged but far from dead, and it went on a rampage.
Only a little over ten men were still alive from that squad.
The alchemist gestured with his hands, and the smoldering chitin began to glow white-hot, as if bellows had stoked embers beneath it, like embers stoked by a forge bellows. The monster reared up in pain. A soldier tried to take advantage and swung his axe, but a claw strike split him and his armor in half. He was done.
I gathered the surrounding metal with magic and forged a massive spear.
Strike!
The incinerated armor could no longer protect the core, and the spider died. Meanwhile, the Baronet finished off his own target. The smaller spiders retreated, for their large brethren had fallen. Victory?
Something warm trickled down my face. I wiped it away. Blood. Too much mana at once.
From the forest ahead came a roar, low and deep. The sound wave passed through my body, making me clutch my ears.
It felt like even the ground vibrated. Or were those footsteps?
A deafening crack echoed from the thicket ahead. The smaller spiders spun around and began swarming back toward us in a living tide, as if something ahead scared them far more than the humans who had just slaughtered hundreds of their kin.
A second later, I understood exactly why.
Behind them...
I saw everything as if from outside myself. An unimaginably massive creature crawled into view, its back nearly brushing the canopy.
It was enormous. The head alone was the size of an elephant, and its body rivaled a small castle.
"Viscount!" Hornet shouted, but I was already pulling the rune from around my neck and dripping blood on it. Activate!
The icy light flared for several seconds, then exploded into a blizzard. The true power of a senior mage, sealed into a small tablet through enormous sacrifice and effort!
My skin burned with searing cold. I shut my eyes to protect them, and when I opened them again...
The space before me had become a frozen hell. The ground was layered in ice crystals. The spiders were frozen statues, covered in frost.
Part of the canopy, frozen through, collapsed with a loud crack. Black tendrils fell and shattered, crushing frozen spiders beneath them.
Beams of sunlight broke through, dazzling against the shards of ice. Everything fell silent. The rune in my hand faded and crumbled to dust.
"Is it over?" someone asked behind me, but I stared tensely into the rising mist of frost. Damn fog swallowed the battlefield instantly.
The wounded groaned. Someone tried to administer first aid. But I was listening.
A crack. The sound of ice breaking.
From the mist emerged a massive beetle-like head. Three pairs of eyes stared at us, and rows of chelicerae clicked with anticipation. This monster only vaguely resembled its spawn. A long neck armored in plates. An impossible number of legs, like a centipede.
But the most terrifying part, its eyes gleamed with intelligence, with malice. This thing didn't want to kill us because of instinct. It wanted to kill us because it would enjoy it.
The Matriarch threw back her head and roared again. And this time, there was an answer. From all directions came shrieks and screeches. Still distant, still faint. But a new army, to replace the fallen, was already on its way. And it would not let us leave.
"Heh. I never wanted to take this job…" Hornet muttered with a crooked grin, lifting his acid-scarred greatsword."We're with you to the end, Captain," voices rang out around him.
The surviving soldiers gathered around their commander. One of them, having swapped an alchemical flamethrower for an axe, stood beside me.
I forged another spear from metal and hurled it at the monster. I didn't expect to pierce its armor, but the result was even worse.
Halfway through the air, the projectile lost all force and bounced harmlessly off the chitin.
"An anti-magic field. Second or third class. Which means our enemy isn't just a red-level threat. It's a Crimson one. A creature capable of wiping out an entire continent singlehandedly. In some twisted way, dying to such a legend… is an honor," the old alchemist said cheerfully.

"Screw that. I'm not dying here to some overgrown cockroach. I still need to beat the crap out of one smug little bastard who thinks he actually plays better than me. I'M THE ONLY CHAMPION HERE!"
Rage surged through me. Is this what you wanted me to see, Samael? Then watch how a real professional handles things.
All the metal around me rushed to my side. The fallen were stripped of armor and weapons. From the corpse of a Warrior Spider, a spear of metal flowed out. The metal streamed like water, obeying my will, reshaping into something new. A guide rail. A main spring. A projectile.
The creature was approaching. Slowly, inevitably. I needed to let it come closer. Closer still. It didn't expect a threat from us.
I aimed for the head. One shot. One final chance.
The spring was loaded. The massive spring-gun was ready to fire. Fire!
I pushed with all the magic I had, trying to give the projectile maximum speed. A twenty-kilogram spike shot forward. Fast. Fast enough.
The Field might suppress magic, but it wouldn't stop something that was already moving.
At the last moment, the creature twisted with speed impossible for its bulk. The spike hit its chest. Even from here, I could tell it didn't go deep enough. But it was inside. It pierced the armor. I just had to get close! Maybe I could still reshape the metal even inside the anti-magic field,if I touched it.
I could kill it the same way I killed its Warrior.
The beast stared straight at me. I'd bet every trophy I had—it knew exactly what I was planning. Its head dipped toward the spike. With one motion, it ripped the projectile from its chest. A small wound — with ichor oozing from it, the only sign I had hit it at all.
Seconds later, the injury healed before my eyes. Regeneration. Great. Is there anything you can't do, monster?The Matriarch looked at me again. Weighing the threat. She deliberately bit the steel spike in half and spat the pieces to the ground.
The end?
My brain cycled through options, each more desperate than the last. Nothing. It would heal from any minor wound. Even if I had gunpowder—it wouldn't be enough. I needed something massive, like the firepower of a battleship. Naval...
"Hold it off!" I yelled, sprinting toward the nearest Warrior Spider corpse. I needed energy. As much as I could hold. Screw the consequences.
Something flickered in the creature's eyes, and it accelerated. Soldiers, led by the Baronet, charged screaming toward the monster. The alchemist reached into his robes, pulling out his most precious elixirs, saved for a rainy day.
I burned my hands on the smoldering chitin. Deeper. There—its core. Cracked, leaking raw energy. To absorb this much was suicide. But I had no choice. I took in as much as I could... and a little more.
What is my power, really? Is it telekinesis? Or magnetism? Everything depends on the answer. The alchemist's favorite cauldron flew into my hands, obeying my will. Without copper, the plan won't work.
The creature ignored the soldiers and charged at me, gaining speed. One warrior stumbled and was instantly trampled to death. The alchemist tried and failed to ignite anything—no apprentice could pierce an anti-magic field. The monster didn't even notice him.
But Hornet did. His sword struck deep enough to draw attention. The creature swung its forelimbs at him, but the Baronet narrowly dodged.
And I kept building.
Guide rails. Copper. Coated with silver from my coin pouch. Lorentz force. Electromagnetic induction. Laplace's law. School physics formulas flared to life beside ritual circles. Blood. A steel thread marked the boundary of the ritual. Just a boundary...
Will. My thoughts fragmented, became jumbled.
The Matriarch opened her jaws. Dousing me in acid seemed like a great idea to her. The Baronet threw his sword upward. The blade lodged in her throat, and the creature choked on its own acid. But revenge was swift. Her scythe-like limbs tore through Hornet's armor and ripped him apart.
But she made a mistake. She looked away.
You all make this mistake, I thought, and poured all my mana and plenty of blood — into the semi-magical railgun I had built.
A blinding arc flash. The projectile accelerated to orbital velocity, leaving a molten trail in the air. No time to react. No way to dodge.
But the creature tried.

Explosion.
A fountain of ichor, flesh, and chitin blasted across the field for hundreds of meters. A mostly intact head landed beside me with a deafening crash. The Matriarch's eyes blinked, searching. Her chelicerae clicked weakly. She looked at me. I looked at her.
No joy. Only mechanical emptiness. Her eyes dimmed.
I dropped to the ground. I should've passed out from magical depletion long ago, but something kept me awake — filling me with energy that tore at my chest. A backlash from the collapsing anti-magic field?
A shrill hum rang in my ears. I tasted ichor and iron. My own blood.
Nervous exhaustion hit me like a wave. I finally fell into darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                "Viscount, are you all right?" a soldier covered head to toe in dark ichor was shaking me by the shoulder.
I rose to my feet. My chest felt like it had burst open from the inside, as if I'd shattered some vital organ. Nausea surged, but I was still conscious. For now.
How many minutes had passed?
"I'll live," I answered shortly.
The soldier helped me up and take in the scene. The few fighters still on their feet were looking for survivors. In vain.
"Come on. The Baronet asked for you. Wants to say goodbye."
Ichor sloshed underfoot, shards of chitin stabbing at our legs. Here and there lay melted fragments of the railgun. After a few minutes, we hobbled to the ruined carcass. On a chunk of the Matriarch's shell lay the Baronet—or what was left of him. Half his torso was gone, one arm torn out at the shoulder, his armor mangled and ripped open. An alchemist stood over Hornet, giving him a potion.
"Look like crap, don't I? You're not much better, Randall," Alex coughed, blood spilling from his mouth. "Damn it all, can't even get a drink. My flask's probably lying around somewhere with the rest of me."
I sat down beside him and held out mine.
The alchemist reached for it to help, but the Baronet snatched it with his only remaining hand and brought it to his lips.
"As long as I've got one hand left, I won't be spoon-fed."
I just shook my head. It was a miracle he wasn't dead already. But wounds like that wouldn't be survivable even for a Fifth Rank, let alone a Third.
"Burned out? I get it. Bringing down a beast like that... Make sure they mention I was there too, when the legends are told. Ha... ha... kkhh. Never thought I'd see the death of the Crimson Threat with my own eyes."
"I'll tell everyone we couldn't have done it without you," I rasped, my voice like sandpaper.
"Thanks. In my papers, there's a method. My method of advancement. Take it. And look after my men, Randall Condor. Look after them..."He coughed and continued in a fading voice:
"Bring... the creature's remains to the capital. Your father will be proud of you..."
"My father? You know something?"
But Alex von Hornet, Baronet of the Grey Hills and commander of the Steel Honor Company, was already dead.
"Viscount. You're in command now," said the alchemist.
I looked around the battered company in confusion. Four people still standing, only two of them barely scratched. The rest—wounded, dying. We needed to get back to camp, collect the spoils, bury the dead. That would take manpower.
"You two, head back to camp. Bring reinforcements and, most importantly, healers. With the Matriarch dead, the spiders won't be able to coordinate, but you might still run into strays. Stay alert. Lives depend on you. The rest, tend the wounded, give first aid, post a watch from the lightly injured, and get some rest."

I followed my own order immediately and passed out.




Several days later.
"So Hornet's dead? Who's in charge now?" asked the head of the foraging team, who'd just brought me grimy, manure-scented sacks of desperately needed saltpeter.
"I am," I replied calmly.
"Pah. I doubt it. Anyway, the orders came from the Captain. If he's dead, we'll need to discuss this with Bert…"
"Discuss away. But leave the goods. I paid for your trip."
"Paid? I didn't see a single coin. Did you, boys?" He turned to the mercenaries, who shook their heads.
Yeah, I saw what he was getting at. I pulled a gold coin from my rapidly shrinking pouch and held it out.
"Unload the goods and it's yours."
The mercenary thought it over for a second, then burst out laughing.
"Trading crap for gold? This is exactly why I signed up! Deal! Unload the cart, boys!"
Still chuckling, they tossed two small sacks off the wagon. Less than I'd hoped for, more than I'd expected. Wouldn't have been surprised if there'd been even less. Not every dung heap is old or properly stored enough for the bacteria to oxidize ammonia and bind nitrogen from the air.
I peeked inside one sack. Alongside the coveted grayish crystals were straw stems and various brown bits. Well, that's how it goes.
Natural saltpeter extraction isn't for the squeamish.
I handed the sack to a soldier I'd personally recruited. His cuirass still bore the black-and-white stripes of House Condor. There weren't many like him yet, but they were part of why my funds were dwindling.
And then, of course, he showed up. My latest headache. Bert.
"So, you're finally back," he said to the returning soldiers.
"Boss, they say the Captain's dead… Has the council met?"
"...Not yet," he replied after a pause, his eyes flicking over the men standing behind me.
"Amazing how fast some folks run to hide behind the first aristocrat in sight," he added with disdain, stroking the hilt of his sword.
He was pushing for a fight. He probably knew I was drained after the battle. Sure, I could still shape metal by touch, but lifting a man in armor? Hell, even trying to levitate a spoon caused stabbing pain.
I'd done the impossible, and paid the price. As a mage I was nearly helpless. But I couldn't show weakness. Not today.
"Looking for trouble?" I stepped forward, resting my hand on my sword.
He glanced between his men and mine. Calculating. Then decided to back down.
"Not today. Good day to you, Viscount." He gestured at the sacks. "Go grow your flowers. You'll need them."
And with that, he walked off.





"My whole tent reeks of manure," the Alchemist grumbled. The saltpeter purification process had been a little… aromatic.
"Deal with it, Meister. One day you'll be a respected Alchemist," I muttered distractedly, clicking the hammer of the pistol prototype. The flint snapped against the steel, showering sparks. I'd need a lot of those today, which meant a couple dozen soldiers were about to lose their flints and steels. Looks like it works.
Now for the powder. Saltpeter was underway, but the charcoal…
"Grind the charcoal finer. This batch is too coarse."
Orrin muttered something under his breath but obediently began crushing the black powder and mixing it with sulfur.
"By the way, remember we've got a head in the woods that needs embalming? How's the preparation of the balsamic solution going?"
"It's not. I don't have the ingredients," he snapped.
"Don't you?" I set the half-finished pistol on the table and turned.
His stock really was pretty dismal—only the cheapest and most common reagents. You couldn't brew anything proper from that. But if I tapped into Randall's full knowledge, maybe something could work.
Still, better sweeten the deal first. I'd been working Orrin to the bone lately.
"Meister Orrin, what would you think about taking the position of Master Alchemist at House Condor's castle?"





I sat with my face buried in blueprints, inhaling the scent of ink and parchment. Gods, I wanted to sleep, but I couldn't. Just couldn't afford to.
Too many problems. Too many tasks. And as if that wasn't enough, now there were issues with the workers.
Damn lumberjacks were clearing the Black Forest so slowly that it would take months just to extract the head! Sure, I'd solved the embalming issue, but sticking around for several months? Still not an option.
The creature's core turned out to be far too valuable.
It burned in my hands like a hot coal—figuratively. We were too weak, and the prize too tempting. You could earn a non-hereditary title and live comfortably for the rest of your days just by selling it.
Hornet was dead. The mercenaries were fracturing. That core was too much of a lure. So I had to hurry.
I glanced sideways at the blueprint I'd been nose-deep in, a steam engine design.
It needed to be simplified. To hell with pressure gauges, to hell with anything that required precious development time. It just had to work, somehow. Repairs I could always handle later.
Suddenly, soft footsteps behind me. It was late at night, and I wasn't expecting anyone. My instincts screamed, and I rolled away from the table.
A dull thud. A knife embedded itself in the table right where my head had been.
"Shit!" came a voice I didn't recognize.
I tried to get up, but a body slammed into me. In the dim candlelight, I saw greedy eyes and a knife aiming straight for my heart. A metal knife. At the last second, I caught the attacker's wrist.
If my source were working, I'd have turned his own blade on him, but not all aspects of my Gift had faded. I stretched out my fingertip and did the same trick I'd used on the warrior spider. The knife fused into the attacker's hand, piercing and binding it to the hilt. Better than manacles.His scream of pain rang in my ears. I kicked him off me.
That's a lesson for you, friend. Next time, bring an obsidian blade.
Though… there won't be a next time.

The punishment for assaulting a Lord is the same everywhere. Death.




♦Wildlands, temporary camp of mercenaries of Baronet Hornet, Meeting of the heads of the POV♦
For days now, the camp had been steeped in tension. While the soldiers hacked through the forest tirelessly, their commanders slipped away one by one, leaving their squads behind and vanishing into an ordinary-looking soldier's tent.
Bert the Bold scanned the area carefully before lifting the tent flap and stepping inside, where every notable figure in the mercenary band had already gathered.
"Everyone here?" he asked.
"Everyone except the Viscount," Orrin the Alchemist reminded him.
"Then that's everyone. Gentlemen, Alex von Hornet is dead. We need to decide what happens next."
Bert swept his gaze over the group. His authority had slipped lately, but he was still the strongest warrior in the camp.
"Your suggestions, Bert?" Dolan's tone was calm, and on his lap rested the Piercer, his trusty weapon. For the first time, the crossbow commander had brought his deadly device to a meeting—loaded.
A sensible precaution. When a mercenary leader dies, power struggles often turn bloody. Bert hadn't come unarmed either; he wore a cuirass and had a sword at his belt.
"Our company holds the core of a Crimson Threat-class monster. This is a unique opportunity for all of us…" Bert began.
"The commander's death doesn't release Steel Honor from its contract," Henry said curtly.
"We're legally entitled to spoils," Bert countered.
"Spoils? Were you the one who killed the Matriarch? None of you were even there! You've no idea what happened!" the alchemist snapped.
"The Meister is right. Talk of spoils doesn't apply here. Honestly, we ought to relinquish the lesser cores as a gesture of gratitude," Dolan said calmly.
"Do you have any idea how much that core is worth? If we bring it to the Holy Theocracy or the Commonwealth, we could all become nobles!"Some winced, others looked thoughtful, but Bert could tell the idea wasn't sparking much enthusiasm. Smuggling the core abroad and betraying the Kingdom wasn't a simple task.
"Or we could sell it to one of the Dukes," he added quickly.
"And how do you propose to explain that to the Viscount and his grandfather, Count Condor?" the Alchemist rasped.
"The Viscount burned out his source. He's no threat now. And his grandfather… by the time he finds out, it'll be too late. Meister Orrin, you've been hovering around the Viscount a lot lately. It shouldn't be too hard for you to slip him a 'healing' brew."
"Killing the Count's only heir is astoundingly stupid," Dolan noted. "Especially after the artifact the Count gave to save his life. If the Viscount dies, House Condor ends. I, for one, wouldn't want to become the enemy of a man whose only remaining goal in life would be vengeance."
"Count Condor is nothing but a straw puppet. Plenty of barons hold more power than that so-called Count. Any one of the Dukes could settle the matter with ease!" Bert snapped.

"Let's say your plan works. What about our families?" the scout commander asked quietly, still wrapped in rags.
"Once we have titles, we'll be able to give them peaceful lives on fertile land," Bert replied firmly.

"If we get them. More likely, they'll just kill us and take the core. We don't have the power to force anyone into an honest deal," Henry countered.
"There's risk, yes. But this is our only chance. Don't you see? The Baronet is dead. We've got no backing. To any noble, we're just a mob of runaway peasants. Either we grab the dragon by the tail, or we die. There is no third option!" Bert flared.

The tent flap stirred silently, and the Viscount himself entered. His once-elegant black doublet was pitted with acid burns, and there were dark circles under his eyes.
"Apologies for being late. Too much on my plate."






And that was putting it mildly. Over the past three days, I'd gotten maybe six hours of sleep, half of it right after the battle. No miracle had occurred—my source was barely functioning. And after using it to fend off that assassin, things only got worse. I could still reshape metal by touch, but everything else was off the table. Any attempt to move metal with thought, even to manipulate raw mana, brought stabbing pain to my chest, and my power leaked away like water from a cracked wineskin. I'd need a long stretch with the healers, and even then, it wasn't guaranteed.

But there was no time to grieve. The moment I woke up, I'd been sprinting around camp like a madman, juggling tasks. I recruited the survivors of the Matriarch skirmish into a personal guard, promising generous pay. Then spoke to those they trusted and brought them in too.
Intercepted the foragers returning with saltpeter. Of course, they were crawling with Bert's men, and he immediately started stirring trouble. Luckily, seeing I already had loyal men of my own, he didn't risk starting a mutiny without more support. I forced them to back down and hand over the saltpeter. Refined it, eyeballed a powder mix.

I had all the messenger hawks killed, so no one could leak word about the priceless core. Assigned trusted sentries.
Swore at and prodded the loggers who still couldn't cut a path through the Black Forest's grasping limbs. Had a few words with the neutral mercenaries. Spent hours with the alchemist figuring out how to whip up enough embalming fluid for the Matriarch's head from his pathetic stash. Led an expedition to the head, preserved it, recruited the alchemist by promising him the castle job and a few personal lessons—if I ever find the time.

Returned to camp. Seized a stash of iron from a blacksmith who'd refused to sell, even for a generous price. Cobbled together a few crude flintlock pistols. Armed my most trusted men. Armed myself.
Convinced Henry, Hornet's former aide, to support me over Bert.

Swore again at the damn loggers. Started a project to help them. Collapsed from exhaustion working on it. Woke up to someone trying to slit my throat. Publicly executed the traitor. Heard whispers spreading through camp.
It was clear—a storm was coming. A mutiny was close. The Master Alchemist had leaked the conspirators' meeting spot, and now I was here. Burned out, sleep-deprived, furious, nearly magicless, pistol at my side.

"So. Gentlemen. You're all worried about what happens next. The patron is dead, we've got no noble allies, and some of you are whispering that Count Condor will use Hornet's death as an excuse to withhold payment…" I began.
"Exactly! That's what nobles always do!" Bert chimed in. I ignored him. No point in arguing with a dead man walking.

"I give you my word, payment will be made in full and on time. I swear it on my House. But that's not what you're really afraid of, is it? What happens after? A band without a strong core turns into brigands or falls apart entirely. And here, we've got a whole village with no protection…"
"Cut the crap. You want oaths? House Condor is forbidden from having its own army. You don't even have lands left! Where are we supposed to put our families? Pile them into the castle like sardines?" the scout commander hissed angrily.
"Not yet. But here's what I've been thinking. Our task was to assess the feasibility of establishing an outpost here, right?"

A hesitant murmur of agreement rose in the tent.

"So, what better way to prove it's possible… than to actually build one ourselves?"
Everyone fell silent, uncertain. I gestured, and Meister Orrin rose from his seat.

"Sounds good, Lord Viscount. But now that these lands are free of the creature that plagued them, they've become a very tempting target. Rich in resources, defensible, fertile soil. The King had already planned to settle the region and was even investing in resisting the Matriarch. Do you really think he'll just hand it over to your House because of clever phrasing?" the alchemist said clearly and deliberately-just as we'd agreed. My cue.
"He will. In exchange for a Crimson Threat-level core. A magical heart that powerful deserves a place in the capital's magical defenses. He won't resist such a gift. We just need to smuggle it into the capital."

"Pah. You're going to trade the greatest artifact found in a century for wasteland and a bunch of mercenaries?" Dolan said, skeptical. "Your grandfather won't like that."
"I don't care what my grandfather thinks. I killed that beast. The spoils are mine. And it's my choice what to do with them. I need these lands. I need loyal people. I need you. Me-not my House, not my grandfather. Me. Swear your oaths, and I swear, we will make history together."

"He's gone mad, lads! But he's right about the value. Think how rich we'd be! We'd all become nobility!" Bert still wouldn't shut up.
"Or corpses," Dolan retorted and dropped to one knee.

"Hey, what are you doing? Guys, have you lost your minds? You really want to be this noble brat's lapdogs?"
"I saw him do the impossible while you were lying in the infirmary. I give him my oath."

Alchemist Orrin knelt, followed-after a moment's hesitation-by the rag-wrapped scout commander.
"I'm tired of endless marching. I want peace for my family."

Unlikely, I thought, but accepted his oath.
The aide, the sergeants, even the grumpy blacksmith-one by one, they all swore loyalty. Everyone except the twitching Bert. The balance of power was firmly mine now. Time to end this.

"The Baronet's last will was for me to look after you, and I swear on my life that I will. However, among us is one who stirred dissent for his own gain-and even organized an attempt on my life. That cannot be forgiven."
"To hell with all of you! You want to serve this cripple-then go rot! Have you even seen him use magic? You had a chance to get rich beyond belief, and you all just ran to hide under some noble's skirts! Pah! Bet the Baronet's rolling in his grave!"

"All done?"
"Yeah! I'm leaving, and I'm taking my men with me. Handle this mess yourselves!"

The shot rang out.
Gunpowder smoke filled the tent, and the body of the former second-in-command hit the ground with a hole in his head.

"I told you-this isn't forgiven. Detain his 'men'. I have no quarrel with them. Once the core reaches the capital, they're free to go."
I collapsed into the nearest chair. Gods, even a minute of sleep would be a blessing. Hard to believe this whole power struggle was finally over.

When I opened my eyes, everyone was still staring at my pistol. A wisp of smoke was rising from the barrel.
"My Lord Viscount… I could be wrong, but… you didn't use magic, did you?" Meister Orrin asked, stunned. Alchemists always saw to the heart of things.

"We'll talk later. Right now, I'd trade anything for a few hours of peace."

            

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
                I didn't get a proper night's sleep.
Barely had I collapsed onto the now-familiar furs inside my wagon when a guardsman woke me up. Incidentally, it was the same man I'd entrusted with the flamethrower, the one who, by some miracle, had survived. After personally killing a gigantic and deadly beast with a single pull of the trigger, the boy had grown rather... enlightened, as they say. At the very least, there was no one more devoted in my newly formed guard, he was practically ready to worship me. I should probably consider making him my second-in-command.
If only I could remember his name…
"My lord, your device is boiling. You asked to be woken.""Yes, yes. Damn it."
I threw on my acid-scorched and soot-stinking doublet. Not very aristocratic, but it couldn't be helped. Once I sort everything out, I'll definitely send my clothes to the laundresses. For now, there's simply no time.
I jumped to the ground and swayed slightly. Chronic fatigue was taking its toll. No! Stop that. The soldiers must see their commander as alert and full of strength, even if he isn't. With a firm stride, the guardsman and I made our way toward the Black Forest, where my first attempt at building a steam engine was currently hissing and billowing with vapor. And not just that…
Most of the camp's metal had been converted into a roaring, clanking monstrosity of pistons and boiling pressure. No manometers, just a crude safety valve system to release excess steam. I simply hadn't had time to build anything better, so I would monitor pressure with magic instead.
I should be able to feel the moment when the metal begins to warp from the pressure, right? At least, I was counting on that.
I'd also slightly weakened the top of the boiler. If the pressure valve failed, hopefully most of the explosion's force would be vented upward. But I'd really rather not test that. I gave a signal, and one soldier clamped shut the blazing furnace, glowing red-hot. Another sign, and another soldier pulled the lever that transferred torque from the steam engine to the generator.
A nod of approval, and the woodsman nervously flicked the switch on the electric saw, then immediately dropped the shrieking machine in terror. Idiot. I'd explained this a hundred times! The sawblade tore into the dirt, chewed through its own cable, and fell silent. I gave the idiot a smack, shut off the saw, and used magic to reconnect the severed wire.
"Maybe we should stick to the old ways?" the woodsman grumbled hopefully. "Your magical devices are too frightening, my lord!"
"You should be afraid of me, not the saw! You lot have been here five days and haven't cleared even a quarter of the volume. What then? When the trunks get even thicker and tougher? The Matriarch's head is the size of two wagons! The opening must fit a ten-ox cart, minimum! How long will it take you to hack through with axes and handsaws? A month? Two? Stop whining, grab the thing and get to work! Drop it again, and it won't be the saw that hits the ground, it'll be your hands!"
Perhaps it wasn't exactly right to introduce medieval peasants to the gifts of progress so abruptly, but damn it! It was the same during the scientific and industrial revolutions, and our ancestors managed. Maybe I'm biased, maybe I'm asking too much, but goddamn it!
Building a steam generator and an electric saw from scratch, on the fly, is no damn joke, even if you are a walking, talking factory.
Yes, steam engines are considered the simplest of all. Yes, electric motors first appeared in the 19th century, back when soldiers fought in lines with muskets. Yes, an electric motor is literally just a coil of copper wire and an iron rod. Yes, generators existed even earlier.
But that doesn't mean it's easy to slap it all together and make it bloody work! I'd burned several sleepless nights and...
And honestly, I still wasn't entirely sure this thing would keep working for any decent length of time.The worker flinched under my boiling stare and picked up the saw. Huge, primitive, clumsy, and heavy, but it was what we had. What worried me most was the wire insulation. I'd soaked them in a rubbery sap from black tendrils, but hadn't had time to perfect the mixture. Without additives, the coating did protect the workers from stray shocks, but it was soft and wore off easily.
The motor whined shrilly, but this time the man didn't drop it — progress, at least. Though he was holding it like it might bite him.
"Grip it tighter!" I shouted over the din of the steam engine and saw.
The man adjusted his hold and froze in place.
"What are you standing there for? Damn it, give it here!"
I snatched the device I'd slaved over all night and slammed it down on the nearest "tree." The black hide of the tentacle tried to resist the teeth. A shower of sparks erupted into the air!
…But its protection lasted only a couple seconds. Magic was no match for technological progress. The severed tentacle fell, spraying white fluid, more chewed than sawed through by the teeth.
I should probably modify the blade configuration…
I made on-the-fly adjustments and tried another tentacle. This time I brought it in slowly, and it worked. No sparks. The forest didn't have time to activate its defenses, and then it was too late. Another tentacle fell to the soggy ground, oozing its rubbery ichor. I shut off the saw and turned to the workers.
Faces were filled with shock, and finally, finally, the dawning realization that they would have to get used to the buzzing contraption. I broke into a smile. Honestly, the fact that the locals weren't exactly lining up to sing praises of my steam machine had rubbed me the wrong way.
Come on, I was showing them PROGRESS like they'd never seen, and doing it so fast even seasoned technomancers would be jealous. And yet they walked around making circles at their temples behind my back, like "There goes the lord again, up to some weird nonsense." It hisses, it rattles, it spins a wheel. Magic? Big deal! Tch.
The work surged forward. One by one, tentacles fell to the ground and were dragged aside from the passageway. At this rate, we might actually clear a path in a few days!
You'd think that meant I could finally rest, but hell no. Now I had to figure out how we were going to move a head that colossal. Looked like I'd have to strip the entire camp of armor, because wooden suspension would snap like twigs, and all our metal was already tied up in the steam machine. And I wasn't about to take it apart for a damn wagon.
My brooding was interrupted by the arrival of the alchemist. He stopped beside the chugging engine, examining it closely, occasionally making gesturing passes with his hands.
"Marvelous! I think I understand the principle, heat pushes on the moving mechanism?" he exclaimed."Sort of. Not heat, though, pressure."
"Marvelous!" he repeated, walking a circle around the steam engine. "This is... this is exactly what I needed! If I replace this flywheel with a centrifuge, I could process liters, no, dozens of liters, of elixirs at once!"
Everyone to their own, and the alchemist to his potions. I gave a tired smirk. The potential applications were much, much broader, but it was nice to see that people were beginning to grasp it.
The old man finished examining the steaming steel beast and pointed to the generator next to it, linked by a gear chain.
"But honestly, I don't understand what happens after that. How does the rotational speed from the steam get transferred to that device in the worker's hands, through just two thin little wires?"
"That's more complicated..." I started to explain, but an earsplitting screech rang out, and the steam engine ground to a halt. Almost instantly, the safety valve began to whistle, releasing thick clouds of steam into the autumn air.
"Damn it! What now?" I touched the side of the machine to see what had gone wrong this time, and hissed in pain. Too damn hot! But I'd gotten the information I needed.
The piston had overheated and expanded, jamming inside the cylinder. Goddamn it, I'd left clearance allowances! Looks like I'd have to increase the gap further, which would reduce power and increase water consumption.
"That's it. Show's over. We need to cool it down for repairs."
"I can help with that, Meister Condor," the alchemist offered enthusiastically.
The old man calmly placed his hand on the red-hot steel and began to blow waves of hot wind in every direction.
"Ahh, feels like I'm back in the Miran sands!" a dark-skinned worker called out, stretching his back.
I basked in it too, it had been a cold day, after all, late autumn and all that. And now this? Bliss, like someone had turned on a giant hairdryer.
"Whew. That beast held more heat than I thought. I'd say it's down to about fifty degrees now. Shall I keep going?"
"No, thank you, Master Orin. You just saved us at least half an hour."
"Oh, it's nothing! But if you really want to thank me, tell me more about how this thing works?"
Clever old fox. Well, we had a ten-year contract binding him to our House, and I could use a proper assistant anyway, so…
I touched the engine, parted the metal, and opened its internals, explaining the purpose of each part as I went. The old man tugged his beard, nodding, occasionally asking for clarification. Suddenly, a young voice spoke from behind.
"That piece there, it's for the piston to turn the wheel, right?"
I turned. It was the flamethrower-guardsman, the same one who'd woken me earlier.
"Yes. It's called a crankshaft mechanism. Remind me of your name, soldier."
The man turned red. Looked like he already regretted speaking.
"Til, my lord. I used to work as a blacksmith's assistant."
"Alright, I'll remember you, Til. You can keep watching, but remember, this isn't something you can talk about over a pint with the other soldiers. If I find out you blabbed, I'll have you executed. Meister Orin, and you..."
"No, no, Viscount Condor. I understand, and I won't wag my tongue. After all, I'm bound to your House by contract."
"Excellent. Now, watch closely, here's why the engine stalled…"




Clearances adjusted, fire stoked, water refilled, and the steam engine was slowly revving up again. Bliss.Which was promptly shattered by a scout dashing in with a report.
There was suspicious activity in the southern caves again. Before, we could've ignored it. But now that we were planning to settle here for the long term, no chance. It didn't even matter who was down there, illegal miners, common bandits, or maybe alchemists brewing hallucinogenic elixirs in the wastes. It was too dangerous to have an unknown armed force so close to our camp.
The last thing we needed next door was a hideout for cultists, demonologists, criminals, or any other scum.

I left the alchemist in charge of supervising the sawmill work, took Til with me, and headed to the improvised arsenal I'd set up in the command tent. There was definitely something in there I'd be needing soon. Damn it, will I ever get a proper night's sleep?
I assembled part of the guard and filled out the rest of the group with infantry and crossbowmen, led by Dolan. Thankfully, my greedy hands hadn't gotten around to dismantling the infantry's armor yet. A short forced march to the base of the mountain over the muddy autumn terrain, and our entire unit hunkered down behind rocks, waiting for the signal.
I peeked out from behind the rock to survey the situation. Two bandits in blackened chainmail stood at the cave entrance. One of them climbed down from a perch above, apparently a guard change. A soft twang, and a bolt punched clean through the first one's unprotected head. That had to be Dolan. Only his monstrous crossbow could pull that off. The second bandit opened his mouth, only to be struck by three bolts at once — a clear reminder that quantity could be just as deadly as precision.
A birdcall echoed through the air, but I'd already given the signal. Swords drawn, shields up, the squad surged up the overgrown path toward the cave. I slipped on the wet moss and, to my surprise, found myself in the second wave.Just inside the entrance was a small guardpost, already cleared out. The bandits hadn't even managed to draw weapons. But just beyond the first bend, they'd set up a real checkpoint, the passage blocked by wooden shields. Behind them, bandits were already assembled and ready to fight. The forward group of my soldiers ran straight into a coordinated crossbow volley and had to fall back.
"Hold your ground! Don't charge! Fall back!" I shouted, pulling them back. One was dragging a comrade who'd taken a bolt and nearly caught another himself.
"Where's the damn torch? Til, give it here!"
Now that the passage was clear of our troops, it was time to deploy the real weapon. I lit a long fuse soaked in saltpeter and powder, trailing from a cast-iron container that looked like a kettle, and, hand outstretched around the corner, lobbed the heavy gift toward the bastards. My first experimental bomb. Hopefully, they wouldn't think to scatter. Not that they'd have time, the fuse burned down too fast.
The cave shook with a thunderous blast. Pebbles fell from the ceiling. A choking smoke filled the space, reducing visibility, a little alchemical addition to the powder.
"Forward! Go!" I roared to the deafened soldiers and charged in.
A bandit twitching a severed arm lost his head a second later. I should probably reduce the powder charge. In open terrain, that kind of bomb could shred you with your own shrapnel. But otherwise? A beauty. The wooden defenses, shredded. The enemies, likewise.
Through the smoke emerged a figure in a white robe, face bloodied, a shard had taken his sight. He blindly raised a hand and flung a fireball into a wall. The cave boomed again. Lucky he didn't hit us!
A guardsman rushed the mage and stabbed him through the chest, only to curse and release the blade, the sword had turned red-hot. The mage burned through the man's shield and arm with a firebolt, but his strength gave out. He staggered forward and collapsed, the sword hilt sizzling in his blood.
"Take the leadership alive! If they resist or cast, kill them on the spot!" I shouted loud enough for the enemy to hear. Maybe fear would make them surrender, and we'd lose fewer men.
We cleared the remaining defenses and broke into a wide chamber. At the far end, five mages in white robes stood within a pentagram, sparkling with violet sparks.
My gut told me they weren't summoning anything good. I drew a pistol and fired at the nearest mage. Hit! His robe bloomed red, and he stumbled, falling into the center of the pentagram, but too late.
The ground split open, and from another dimension burst a colossal, horned figure. Crimson-skinned, radiating hellish heat, the demon rose from the pentagram. The mages were flung aside, though one managed to stay upright and threw a collar of violet mist around the demon's neck.
Dangerous technique, whispered the memory. It literally linked the soul to the demon, to force him to obey the demonologist's commands.
"Ahaha! Kill them all! KILL!" the mage cackled, as the red demon grabbed the dead mage's body and shoved it into its maw. Fangs tore through flesh easily, and blood spilled onto the ground. One wasn't enough. The creature was so massive, it had to crouch even in the spacious chamber. It let out a deafening roar and advanced.
A thunderous shot rang out, Til couldn't hold back and fired his pistol. The bullet struck a fang's tip, snapping it and ricocheting into the wall.
"Abyss, if only we had that flamethrower…" he muttered in disappointment. Amazingly, he showed no signs of fear, while most of the mercenaries who hadn't fought in the Black Forest had already started inching toward the exit.
"Wouldn't help. Demons are resistant to fire. Step back. I'll handle it."
I stepped forward and loosened the seal slightly. My Source groaned under the strain, but there was no other way.The demon's grotesque face twisted in confusion. Why did the delicious flesh suddenly taste like ashes on its tongue?
"Begone. Or you'll face my wrath..."
The seal creaked. The demon's face contorted in horror. Tiny eyes darted wildly. The creature stepped back, raised its arms, and clutched its violet collar.
"Stop! What are you doing? I command you! I! AM! YOUR! MASTER!" the mage shrieked, writhing in pain. The binding spell harmed both parties.
The demon, panicking, clawed at the collar, bringing unspeakable agony to both itself and the caster. A soundless chime, the spell shattered, and the demon vanished from reality. The mage vomited blood. His Source would never recover.
Silence.
I wiped the sweat from my brow discreetly. The bluff had worked. Sure, I could've released my own demon, but how would I shove it back in with a crippled Source? That would've been a one-way trip. Lucky.
The surviving mages from the ritual lay sprawled across the cave floor. Magically drained. Harmless for now.
"Take these bastards into custody. If anyone twitches, cut them down. Search everything. Don't smash or burn a thing. The battle is over, gentlemen."
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                They'd clearly done a thorough job on the old adit, only the entrance still looked like a regular cave.
Once, lead had been mined here, but now these halls resembled the dungeons of a royal castle. New corridors had been carved out, in some places even laid with marble tiles. Not to mention the carpets and the luxurious furniture in the rest areas. Cultists these days were clearly not struggling!

But I only truly realized just how well they were doing when I reached the laboratory. My eyes literally darted in every direction at the sight of the unique equipment, most of which Randall had only heard about!
In the middle of a room well-lit by a magic crystal stood a true masterpiece, a dream come true for any chimerologist. A rectangular slab of anthracite stone, about the size of a double bed, with a thin plate of transparent mountain mica suspended above it by an iron lever. The lever itself had numerous pegs etched with runes and even a slot for a magic core. It looked like a magical dentist's table, of sorts.

"Some devilish shit, Commander. Maybe we should just blow the whole place up?" a mercenary chimed in under my arm.
"Blow it up?" I exclaimed in disbelief. "I'll blow you up if it gets so much as a scratch. Watch it, you idiot!"

I darted to the table and connected a couple of magical lines. The mica plate immediately lit up. I placed my hand between it and the black slab. Through the seemingly transparent plate, what I saw wasn't my hand in its black doublet, but a human bone. A magical x-ray, for fuck's sake, in real time. An irreplaceable tool for chimerologists, and capable of operating in multiple modes: bone, flesh, blood. Whatever you want!
"See? If a bone's broken, you can tell in a single glance where and how. Do you even realize how much this helps healers? So don't even think about breaking anything. You'll lose your head in an instant."

The soldier mumbled something apologetic, but I was already engrossed in the other devices. Some I'd heard of, others I couldn't even identify. But one thing was crystal clear. This wasn't just thousands of gold coins' worth. Not even tens of thousands. You couldn't buy this equipment. Shit, even if you shit gold, this kind of hardware isn't for sale. You commission it, and artifact masters don't take commissions from just anyone.
It became painfully obvious: very, very serious people were behind this.

A whiff of smoke hit my nose. Son of a bitch! Did one of the soldiers really decide to ignore my orders? I looked around and spotted the smoke rising from under the door next to the lab.
I burst in.

The room was filled with smoke, billowing out from some kind of iron chest near a table. A medieval safe, huh? It had a heavy lock. Not that I gave a damn. A single touch, and I split it in two. A torrent of gold coins tumbled to the floor, covered in ash. Looked like confidential correspondence had been stored there.
I cursed and looked around the room. A writing desk, a leather folder, an inkwell and quill… and a note, apparently never filed away.

"Accelerate work on Project Beast. Expecting a progress report by week's end. P."
P. Great. And what does that tell me? Nothing. I opened the folder, automatically noting that it was bound in human skin. The pages inside, thankfully, were regular parchment. I hoped it'd contain information on the Beast project, but reality had something else in store.

"Furry Sluts for M"
I blinked, but the title on the first page was still there. What the fuck?

Furry. Sluts. For M. Did the zoophiles sneak in here too?

I flipped through the pages. Material selection… young girls… donor search. Rabbit. Hare. Cat. First trial: death. Method modification. Stage breakdown. Donor selection. Conservative techniques. Tail implantation… Ear replacement. Essence transfer. Stability loss. Madness. Disposal. Expenses. Third attempt, three stages successful, preparing subject for limb replacement…
That was the last page. The folder was fairly thin, looked like a recent project. My gaze shifted to the nearby cabinet, as tall as a man.

I flung open the doors. Inside were dozens upon dozens of thick folders, all devoted to experiments. Gods, I wanted to study them all, bury myself in those dusty pages. Not even because they'd be useful to me. Doubtful.It was pure professional curiosity, a burning desire to see how they tackled various problems. I skimmed the spines. No sign of the Beast project. That one had likely been in the safe and was now destroyed. I grabbed a couple of folders at random and settled at the desk. Alright, what do we have here?

A project on heavy infantry with magical resistance. Subject: a middle-aged peasant with no Gift. Donors: brown bear and Arniyan snake. Extreme boost in aggression and sexual activity. Lobotomy. Failure. Castration. Success. During chimerization, discovered excessive claw growth. Preventive measure: pre-procedure nail removal. Phase two. Extensive bleeding due to reoriented rib alignment…
Ugh. Okay, let's skip to the end.
The project was deemed a failure. The reason: the implanted magic resistance prevented the use of healing to stabilize the transformation process. An attempt to use necrotic energy to temporarily suppress that resistance had failed. Methodology changes were deemed unpromising. Conclusion: the body of an ungifted cannot survive the necessary volume of alterations.
Every chimerologist's favorite dream: to turn an ungifted into a magical creature. Usually ended in disaster. A source is needed for transformation, at least an embryonic one. If not in the material, then in the donor.

Maybe that's how the chasm between mages and common folk came to be. One way or another, mages are closer to beasts. The Source is basically a magical core, even if it's peculiar. I set the folder aside and picked up the next one.

Project "Werewolves." No point wasting time. - i flipped straight to the last page. Partial success? Interesting. Let's take a look.

My eyes skimmed over the lines. Death during implantation. Death during the shift. Death, death, death, death...

Subject 21. Irreversible alterations. Intellectual degradation. Escape.
Wait. I flipped back a few pages and found a sketch of the altered subject. That was the creature that attacked our squad about five days ago. Although... not really a creature. A former human. Just a victim of circumstance. At least the theory that she had escaped from the chimerologists checked out. Sad, in a way.

I skipped all the parts about the suffering during transformation. Reading them made me sick. Even my professional curiosity began to fade. In any case, I ended her pain.
Another death. And another. Where was that so-called success? Ah, here it is:
Subject 37. Stable transformation every midnight. The body handles it. Side effect: loss of Gift. Intelligence and personality are minimally suppressed during the transformed state. Hm. Isn't that exactly what they were aiming for?
I kept reading. Ah. I see. In short, the plan had been grand. The idea was to create influence agents among certain aristocrats. Kidnapping, modification, ransom or return of a beloved little son or daughter. But then, at the critical moment, instead of a loving daughter waking up in your well-guarded castle, a beast did—one driven entirely by the urge to kill. What happens next is obvious. The project was shut down because they couldn't decouple the transformation cycle from the moon and bind it to a command. Subject 37 was returned to their family, though, either for a hefty sum or in exchange for some favor. A rather grim ending.

I looked up at the massive stacks of folders. How much more of this filth was in them? Ugh. I stood up from the desk, shoved the gold back into the safe, and checked my pistol. Time to have a chat with the freaks who set all this in motion.
I had barely stepped out of the office when I ran into Til.

"Commander, we've found a dungeon on the lower level... You should see it."
"Later. Don't touch anything yet."






Baronet Laurenz von Bor came to in his office. The door had been knocked off its hinges. Muddy soldier's boots had stomped all over his favorite rug. And he himself was tied to a chair with his own belt. His Source was splitting with pain. What in the abyss had made the demon break the contract?
With many years of demonology under his belt, Laurenz considered himself an experienced tamer. Not once had a demon ever broken free of the hook. The soul-binding spell had never failed. In fact, due to his constant use of it, his soul had grown strong, nearly on par with a warrior's. Any demon that tried to sever their pact with him paid double the price.

The Gut-Eater was considered a very powerful creature. So what had made it howl like a cur and run off in terror? Laurenz hadn't just been maimed. The demon had taken damage too. How? Why? What was that man? Was he even human?
A pleasant voice sounded from behind him.

"So. You're awake. I was just about to send for water."
A very familiar voice. No. It couldn't be.

"Ra... Randall? What are you doing here? Untie me! We need to get out of here!"
"Get out? From whom?"

Someone's hands spun the chair around, and the baronet saw the figure of his former friend. In the same outfit as the man who had terrified the demon. No... It couldn't be.
"But I get it. Even your demon ran from me. Your Source—does it hurt?" The Viscount sneered.

"This is impossible!"
Two concepts simply refused to coexist in Laurenz's mind: the weak theoretical mage Randall and the demonic something that had made the Gut-Eater flee. His head buzzed from the dissonance.

"Possible or not, right now you're going to answer my questions."
"Randall, my friend, wait! I don't understand what's going on. Were you hired to destroy the lab?"

"You don't seem to get it. I'm the one asking questions." The Viscount's tone turned cold. "And my first question is: who is your master?"
Laurenz smiled and relaxed a little. Whoever had attacked them clearly didn't have the full picture and underestimated the lab's importance. That meant things weren't as bad as they looked.

"Randall, Randall. I understand. You've stumbled into something way above your pay grade. I don't know who hired you, but you're a smart guy. Look at our equipment. Could a regular Count, or even a Marquis, afford this? Untie me, take me to your commander, and we'll figure out how to fix this mess together." His tone was patronizing.
But instead of an answer, the baronet got a kick in the chest and toppled over with the chair. Before Laurenz could catch his breath, a boot stomped down on his ribs. A crack.

"Seems you still don't get how serious this is. I don't want to resort to torture, so let's keep it simple, 'friend.' Understood?"
"U-understood..." Laurenz wheezed, coughing blood.

Randall righted the chair and asked again.
"Who. Owns. This. Lab?" The icy tone pierced straight through the nobleman. Viscount Condor had always been a little unhinged, but this time he'd outdone himself.
The baronet felt that if he didn't start talking now, he wouldn't be alive much longer. But there was a problem.

"I'll tell you everything I can, but... I can't give a straight answer. I was put in charge here under one condition: they implanted a demon in my head. If I blab, I'm dead!"
"A demon? Well then, let's have a look."

The Viscount grabbed him by the hair and yanked his head back. For a moment, something else flickered in Randall's gaze. Something that froze the baronet like a hare before a fox.
"Shame. There's nothing I can do. You'll die if I try to interfere with it. Say what you can."

The Viscount wiped his hand on the dirty doublet in disgust. A few strands of light hair fluttered to the rug. Laurenz followed the fallen locks with his eyes and began speaking, carefully choosing his words.
After their little demonology circle got exposed, the baronet found himself in deep trouble. His low rank meant he'd be the one to burn at the stake, not the higher-born bastards like Randall. So Laurenz sold out everyone he could and fled far from the capital, into the wild lands. That move earned him some powerful enemies. Among the peasant-gutting enthusiasts had been the Duke's own granddaughter.

At first, things went well. Until he entered Baron Clemen's lands and was neatly intercepted by a group of unknown, high-ranking fighters. The choice was simple: serve or die. Laurenz hadn't hesitated.
A prepared cave, ever-growing equipment, more and more orders. When Laurenz began his work here, there was another man in charge. Then he was gone. Killed or transferred — Laurenz didn't know. He couldn't say much useful about that period at all. They worked. No details. Staff grew. Contact was by letter. Successful subjects were taken by the Baron's people, who also delivered the materials. Then came some Big Order. That's when Laurenz met Him. That's when the demon was implanted. And soon after that, I showed up and shut it all down.

"Describe Him."
"I can't. Not even a hint. I can only say this: it's not Baron Clemen. The Baron runs errands for Him, nothing more."

"Was your meeting with Him connected to Project Beast?"
Laurenz tensed up. His whole body froze, trying not to reveal anything.

"I see... Let's forget about that."
The Viscount pulled a device from his belt — a steel tube with a small lever on top. What was that?

"Is there anything else useful you can tell me?" he asked wearily.
Cold sweat trickled down Laurenz's back.

"W-wait, maybe I didn't explain it well enough, but this is a very important man. Someone you cannot afford to insult!"
"Haven't I already insulted him? Killed your people, captured the lab?" the Viscount smirked.

"No, no! It's all fixable! That was just fodder. None of them were serious fighters — second rank at best. Replacing that scum takes minutes! The mages, they're just hired help. Also replaceable! That Fire Mage who died? He was only keeping subjects in line. Master Ash's death at the demon's hands... sad, sure, but he was an alchemist. You could easily take his place!"
"Ha, are you actually offering me the job of a mage I killed myself? Are you insane, 'friend'?" Randall laughed.

"If I could tell you who really owns this place, you'd take me more seriously!" Laurenz couldn't help the wounded tone. Damn contract. How he wanted to slap that upstart Viscount with the Master's authority — but he couldn't. It stung.
"We can still fix this, believe me! I'll tell Him it was just an unfortunate accident and that's it. We'll keep the lab running. You can't imagine the kind of money involved! You always dreamed of something like this, remember? We both did. High-end equipment. Specialists. An endless supply of material!"

"Material... And how many lives did you destroy?" Something shifted in Randall's tone. Something dark.
"Since when do you care? You used to have no problem soaking a scalpel in noble blood yourself."

The Viscount said nothing. He stroked the strange device and stared thoughtfully at the rug.
"I get it, I get it. You're the one asking questions... There weren't that many. You know how hard it is to find the Gifted. Mostly, it was peasant rabble that went under the knife."

The Viscount shook his head silently.
"You... You want revenge for that Inquisition thing? I didn't want to do it, believe me! I had no choice! I regret it!" Laurenz cried. And the Viscount finally spoke.

"No. You did the right thing. Randall Condor was a very, very bad man."
The voice, cold as velvet, filled the room. Laurenz flinched.

"Was...?"
The Viscount tucked the device back into his belt and stepped close.

"You're not just useless. You're dangerous. I can't let anyone live who knew the old Randall."
Like a lightning bolt, realization struck Laurenz. No point begging. No point swearing loyalty. He was about to die. Damn it, how hadn't he seen it before? The thing before him wasn't Randall anymore.

"Ha-haah!" Laurenz laughed hysterically. "You actually summoned him!"
Cold hands closed around his throat. Death was near.

"I thought they couldn't ki..." Crack.
Consciousness faded. The last thing the failed demonologist heard:

"Good must come with fists."

            

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
                The corpse was cooling on the carpet, and I stared at my hands.
I remembered him from his teenage years. Maybe it was Randall's memory, but still… Unpleasant.

I had passed the sentence myself, executed it myself, and the guy had been a little shit through and through, but still, it was unpleasant. No questions if I'd killed him in battle, but like this...
Enough with the whining. Pleasant or not, there are still three more candidates for a one-way trip to hell waiting in the hall. Time to deal with them.

I step out of the room and order the soldiers to remove the body.
"Sir, what should we do about the prison?" Til asked again, waiting outside the door.

"I already told you, nothing for now. I'll deal with it later. First, I need to finish with the mages. If they recover their mana, they'll be dangerous."
Captured mages in this world were a pain in everyone's ass — no such thing as dimeritium shackles here. So they either politely waited for ransom or were killed if their lineage didn't qualify.

Of course, no one could stop you from breaking those unwritten rules. Truth be told, they were broken almost every time it was profitable enough. And reputation… Reputation could be rebuilt.
Everything in the large cave was as before: the pentagram, without energy, looked like mere scratches on the stone floor, and the trio of mages, tied up and dragged to the center of the cave for safety's sake. Their white robes were stained with the blood of their shot colleague. All that remained of him was a congealed puddle. The body was already being digested in the demon's stomach. Good riddance.

I gesture, and the soldiers douse the mages with water. Each one has a soldier with a dagger beside them. If anyone tries casting, they get a blade to the ribs.
"Get them up!" I command, and the groggy mages are forced to their knees. The slowest gets a couple of slaps.

"How dare y—" began the mage in the center, only to get the hilt of a dagger to the forehead and shut right up. I smiled. My guard, no doubt. Their lack of respect for aristocrats was, for once, entirely appropriate.
I slightly open the Source to assess their strength. Two quite strong healers… and a necromancer? Hm. Two people well-versed in anatomy, and powerful — that's damn tempting, if I can force them to work for me. On one hand, they deserve a slow death for what they've done. On the other, they're too useful. Hell, I think I'm starting to understand how countries felt after the war when dealing with the scientists of defeated Germany.

"I'm the one speaking here. You listen. I—"
A flash of a cabinet filled with thick folders of experiments passed before my eyes. Suddenly, I didn't care. No point pretending to be a noble, playing word games, trying to persuade this filth. Yes, I need specialists, but do I need them enough to sacrifice my conscience?

"I'll keep this brief," I continued after a short pause. "You three are pieces of shit, and you've got two options. First, the afterlife. Second, forget about your experiments and devote your lives to serving and saving ordinary people. You've got five minutes to decide. Time starts now."
"You forget yourself, sir!" the mage raised his voice again. A guardsman lifted his hand to strike, but I signaled him to hold.

"You're flagrantly violating the noble code with such outrageous statements! I'm from House Geld, and we have considerable influence in the Healers' Guild! If you don't release me without ransom right this moment, I'll make sure the Guild withdraws its support from your House, Mister…?"
"Randall Condor. Viscount Randall Condor."

"Ha! And such a pitiful House dares to dictate terms to us! My cousin works for you. One word from me and he'll abandon your castle!"
Looking closely at his robe, I did spot a barely visible yellow trim on the white fabric. Funny. I beat up this bastard's cousin? Rotten bloodline, that family pride is unmistakable. All clear now, but for curiosity's sake, I asked:

"Would the Guild be pleased if I told them what you've been doing here?"

"Triple ha! Our family is the Guild. One word from my uncle and no one will even remember the lowborn mages who died in the name of science. And as for the unGifted trash, even less so."
"I see. Untie him."

A knife flashed, and the ropes fell. The pleased mage got to his feet, rubbing his stiff arms, and addressed the two others.

"Well, you see now the power of my House, scum? I told you, skill doesn't matter. It's who stands behind you. No one's even going to ransom you! Ha! But if you beg and lick my boots right now, I might save you."
I signaled the soldier to step aside, but the talkative healer didn't even notice.

"And you, Viscount, I'll forgive you if y..."
The crack of a pistol shot cut him off forever. A man who couldn't use his brains in life finally got to spread them around in death.

"He made his choice. I gave him a chance to die on his feet, and he spat on it. You won't get that chance," I told the remaining mages. Funny, only now did I notice how similar they looked. Twins? One a healer, the other a necromancer? Apparently that happens too.
I held out my hand to Til for his pistol, but he handed me an empty one. Ah, right. Til had fired at the demon. I hadn't had time to teach the soldiers how to reload pistols, and we barely had any powder to begin with — what if they messed up? Especially since it wasn't granulated powder, just loose meal powder. Press it too much, and you get either a misfire or a blast. I didn't let on that anything was wrong and pointed the unloaded pistol at the nearest mage.
"Time's up. What's your answer?" I prompted the mages, frozen in terror.

"We accept your terms! I'm Ron Dinar, and this is my brother, Nor Dinar. We're knights, non-inheriting. But our great-grandfather was a baron…"

"I don't care who screwed your great-grandmother. But I am curious how a necromancer became a knight."
For reference, an untrained necromancer is basically a hobo with a shotgun in the magic world. Can't do much besides kill things by flooding them with death energy. A healer in reverse. Liches, zombies, reanimated skeletons, and other undead are privileges of the few masters who fully understand their Gift and spend decades refining their craft. Only they can toy with concepts of un-life and un-death. The same applies to top-level healers.

Necromancy is officially banned everywhere. Even in the Mage Concord. No one wants a rogue arch-lich setting up shop in their country.
"Um… truth be told, I'm the only one who got the title. Twice. The second time I pretended to be my brother," Ron admitted, a bit sheepishly.

"So what did the necromancer do around here?"
"Drove off evil spirits!" Nor declared proudly. Then, much quieter, added, "And finished off test subjects when the fire mage was away."

"What damn evil spirits?"
"You don't know? They're everywhere. All around us. Constantly. They feed on blood from open wounds and cause fever. But if you treat the area with death magic, they retreat for a while. That's what I did."

I barely stopped myself from facepalming. Using a necromancer as a UV lamp? Huh. Not bad, actually. I could use a disinfectant like that.
"Alright. You've made your choice too, but surely you understand — no one's going to take your word for it."

I drew a bit of metal from my sword and shaped it into two collars. On each, in English letters, I engraved the word "BAD BOY". On the inside, a pair of simple runes that made the letters glow faintly in the presence of magic. For the final touch, I sliced my finger and ceremoniously smeared blood across them.
"You saw how that fool died. You saw the demon flee in terror. You have no idea what I know or how deep that knowledge goes."

I snapped the collars around their necks. The words "BAD BOY" began to glow softly.
"As long as you wear these artifacts, you belong to me. Try to run or betray me — you die. Try to remove the collar — you die. If one of you dies, the other dies too. Behave yourselves, and I might consider taking them off. Understood?"

The mages nodded obediently. Who knows, maybe they'll figure out it's a bluff — but I hope I scared them enough.
"Release them. Til! Now we're finally going to the prison. You two, come with me."





What do you picture when you hear the word 'prison'? Damp, mold-covered walls, rusty bars, icy water dripping from the ceiling, and a disgusting smell?

Almost all wrong.
The containment zone for test subjects was dry, warm, and clean. No carpets or carved tiles, but the floor was polished stone, almost mirror-like. Definitely some magic involved.

A long corridor lined with thick bars, as wide as a wrist. And a disgusting smell of rot mixed with animal musk and sweat.
As soon as we descended the stairs into the corridor, a true cacophony erupted. Barking, shrieking, screaming, growling. Hands reached out from the cells, covered in boils, thick fur, or scales.

"It usually doesn't stink like this, sir. The ventilation's been shut down — too much mana needed to heat the place otherwise, and the air barriers haven't been installed yet," one of the brothers quickly explained, but I didn't bother to respond.
"QUIET! If anyone still has a mind left, give me a sign!" I shouted to the experimental victims.

Pointless. The noise only grew. Howling and incoherent screams, not a hint of intelligent speech.
Pity. Looks like these people are beyond help. The mind is a fragile thing, in our world or this one. I turned to Til:

"Bring Dolan and his crossbowmen here. We need to clear this place. Have them kill everyone who's beyond saving."
He saluted and ran back up the stairs. We continued down the corridor. Damn, how many cells are here? Hundreds? I stopped every so often to repeat my call. Only near the very end did I hear human speech from the farthest cell.

The cell itself was different. The bars were thin and jagged, as if carved from dark stone. But its occupant was even more unusual.
"Over here! Thank Merlin, finally some sane people! Please let me out!" A naked brunette made no attempt to hide her curves. On the contrary, she clutched her head and pushed out her ample chest.

"…Yeah…" I took off my doublet and passed it through the bars. "At least cover yourself first."
But the girl kept holding her head, ignoring the clothing.

"Open the cell first! Please! I was kidnapped from the castle and subjected to horrible things! I swear as a lady — if you free me, I'll repa— kyaaa!" She suddenly squealed and scrambled into the corner. I saw a flash of a black tail behind her.
"Don't trust her, sir," the healer chimed in, just arriving. Looked like he was the one who startled her.
"She's no lady. Just the daughter of a penniless knight. No one even kidnapped her – her father sold her for three coins."
"Three gold coins for a beauty like that?" I asked, surprised.

"Ahem. Three silver coins," the mage corrected.
Tears welled in the girl's eyes. Yeah, that was a misstep on my part. Not exactly tactful.

"In any case, her family won't pay a penny for her. But there's a great alternative! Marquis of Furra would pay her weight in gold — we'd just need to replace her hands with cat paws, do a bit of work on the fur distribution, maybe adjust the face with..."
I slammed the overly enthusiastic healer into the nearest cell wall. The cell's occupant, an old man with oversized eyes and greenish skin, immediately waddled over and began mindlessly chewing on the mage's robe.

"What part of 'forget about experiments forever' didn't you understand?" I hissed.
"I… only wanted to be as helpful as possible, sir."

"I'll let it slide once. There won't be a next time."
I let the healer go, and he immediately pulled away from the bars.

"Now open the cell."
"I can't. It only opens to Baronet Lawrence's magic signature. We had… an incident with the last test subject. Meister Ashi raped her a little… So the cell can only be broken open."

"Ugh."
I spat and grabbed the thin bars. Shame it wasn't steel — that would've taken me less than a second. Then again, making a steel cell for someone who controls metal would be idiotic. Even a weak noble could weaken the bars enough to escape.

"Sir! They only look fragile. That cell is magically reinforced to hold aristocrats. I think a squad of soldiers could break through in a couple of hou..."
A sharp crack echoed down the corridor. The moment I leaned on the bars, they shattered into fragments. With a few quick motions, I destroyed the rest and cleared the way. Once I broke the main structure, the others lost all integrity.

I picked up my doublet and offered it to the girl again. This time, she accepted and slipped it on.

"Smells like a man," she complained. I could only roll my eyes. Gods, the place reeks of shit and rot, and you're whining about that?
"You'll get clean clothes at the camp, don't worry," I replied, a bit colder than I meant to.

"That's not bad!" she said quickly. "I've just become really sensitive to smells."
I finally got a good look at her set of cat ears. Covered in black fur, they looked exotic from afar. Up close, though — they were just regular feline ears, only far too large. More fitting for a panther than a house cat.

"Mind if I touch them?"
"Um… alright."

Soft and pleasant. I ran my finger along the base where the ear met her head and felt a slightly raised seam. I couldn't help myself and patted her on the head. She responded with a strange sound. Embarrassed, I pulled my hand away.
"Sorry. Couldn't resist."

Her ears suddenly twitched and turned toward the corridor's entrance. A few seconds later, Dolan appeared with his crossbowmen.
"They actually work?" I asked the girl, but the mage answered instead.

"Of course! Better than human ones. Any idiot can stitch on a bit of leather! And the tail works too! We connected it to..."
"Enough. Dolan, clear this place out. Check who's still sane, and grant mercy to those who've lost their minds."

I had checked everyone, but still. Maybe I missed someone. Maybe someone was just too afraid to speak. A second pass wouldn't hurt.
"And get the girl some boots and a cloak! We're heading back to camp."





I left the mages under guard and handed the girl off to the soldiers with strict orders to protect her and see to her needs. Then I rushed to the steam engine.

Even from a distance, I sensed something was wrong. There was no rumble of cylinders, no hiss of steam.
The machine was still. A faint, wispy smoke curled from the chimney. Workers were hauling severed tendrils, and on the ground, beside a discarded saw, sat an old man with wild, wide eyes.

His beard and white hair were standing on end. When he saw me, he perked up and shouted:

"I figured it out! It's lightning!"
Next to him lay two wires from the generator, insulation stripped. Looked like he'd deliberately shorted them.

I could only facepalm. And here I was, thinking he had a shred of common sense.
"Lightning, huh? You crazy old fool, what the hell did you do?"

But the old man wasn't listening.

"I had a revelation! Temperature isn't just a property of space — it's motion!"
"Wow. Groundbreaking."

"You don't get it! I broke through! I ascended! I'm now a Lesser Adept!"

"And what mighty battle did you fight, Meister Orin?" I smirked. Looked like he really had taken a shock.
"Ah, my Lord Viscount. What is battle? If all it took to ascend was clubbing each other in the head, this land would be overflowing with Archmagisters. How is my battle with myself any different from one on a field? Pain from wounds is nothing compared to the pain of a collapsing worldview. Changing your perspective and admitting fault is no easier than slaying a monster. Sometimes, it's even harder — because the monster is you. And your delusions."

I looked at the old man with new eyes. He was right. Many charge into a battle at death's door, but why do so few ascend, while most simply die? Looks like ranking up isn't as simple as I thought. A shame. It'd be great if you could just level up mages by strapping them to electric chairs.
I picked up the saw lying nearby and scanned it with the Gift. Holy crap — the entire winding had fused into one solid mass!
"It wasn't me!" the old man blurted the moment he caught my displeased look. "That thing had already stopped working, so I decided to run my own experiment."

I sighed and took another look at my "brilliant" creation. If I were being honest, it was a piece of crap.
The steam engine had stopped because it ran out of water. It guzzled it like mad since I hadn't even bothered to install a proper steam recovery system back into the boiler. I figured there were more important things to do, and water could always be topped up. I didn't make a human-friendly speed governor either , I just controlled the steam flow by magically narrowing or widening the pipe. Didn't even bother putting a voltage regulator on the generator! The saw wasn't much better — I botched the cooling, and the power feed settings were a mess. Then again, that's what prototypes are: they kind of work — barely.

Still, even this half-baked contraption sped up the work tenfold. All I had to do was refine it.
I rolled up my sleeves and got to work.





Late night. The clearing was lit by the alchemist's lanterns. The steam engine hummed, and the workers were already using three saws to continue the job. I'd had to promise them extra pay so they wouldn't raise too much hell about working double shifts in the name of progress. Grumbling or not, it had to be done. Soon, someone very powerful and influential might come after us and that made delivering the core to the king a hundred times more important. Once that was done, not even a Duke could act recklessly against someone backed by the Crown. Hm. Unless, of course, that 'powerful someone' was the king himself… We'll cross that bridge when we get to it.

I left the workers under the sleepy alchemist's supervision and headed for the command tent. Not to rest. If anything, the workload had only grown, threatening to bury me completely. For starters… I grabbed a scroll off the table and readied my quill.

Wages and the Empty Treasury
Finally, something I could cross off with a clear conscience. The money my grandfather gave me was running out fast, and Hornet's regiment treasury had been completely dry. Fortunately, the raid on the chimerologists' lab had helped patch that hole, at least for now. The cash haul wasn't massive compared to the equipment's value, but it would hold for a while.

Provisions
The next biggest problem. Hunting turned out to be a bust — you won't find anything bigger than rabbits near the Black Forest. Luckily, now that we had some funds, we could send a caravan to nearby villages, maybe even further... and buy supplies. Probably needed some livestock too.

Defense and Weaponry
This one was worse. We had to stay alert, and most of the elite troops had died in the fight with the spiders. No strong warriors left. I could churn out muskets, but we didn't have much saltpeter  and we needed live-fire drills to properly train anyone.

I'd already sent out a few squads to distant villages in search of saltpeter, but after that, we'd be up a creek. We might try to build saltpeter beds, but that would take time. What other options did I have? I couldn't pull off the Haber process — even extracting nitrogen from air would be a stretch. Maybe the arc method? But that required thousands of kilowatts, which meant turbines and a whole lot of magnetic iron ore — and there just wasn't any of that around. I was lucky the alchemist had a couple of chunks to begin with. Damn.
Well, we'll push through. I'd already milled enough meal powder for about fifty shots, and more saltpeter would arrive soon. Should be enough to reach the capital — I hope. Better not forget to granulate it all...

I grabbed the quill again and added another note to the endless list at the bottom of the scroll. Right beside: concrete, lead mining, steel smelting. Plans for years ahead. Now if only I had the time and manpower to do it all.
I sighed and set the scroll aside. The engine, generator, and saws had been patched together — barely, but the next problem was looming: how the hell to lift and transport that massive head? No way to do it without at least some rough calculations.

I pulled out a fresh sheet from the chest and sat down to sketch. Not much parchment left, either. Eh, there's tons of it back at the lab — I'll order a couple bundles sent over tomorrow.
Now, what suspension type would be best for a cargo platform?

"Master, I noticed you've returned…" purred a female voice way too close, making me jerk and splatter ink across the page. Another assassin, seriously? Why are there so many people in this world who can sneak like ghosts? I hadn't even heard her enter.
The girl held my doublet, now washed and dried. She had changed into a long-hemmed dress that hid her tail, and tied a scarf over her head, though her ears were still clearly visible underneath.

"I broug—"
"Yeah, toss it on the chest. Thanks."

Silence settled in, broken only by the scratching of my quill and the creaking of my thoughts. I looked up and saw she hadn't left.
"Something else?"

"Well… thank you for rescuing me, but I don't know what to do now. My father won't take me back. What am I supposed to live on? What should I do?"
"What's your name?"

"Lede... just Mira."
"I'm Randall. Nice to meet you."

"I know..."
"What can you do, Mira?"

"I've had a full education. I can read and write!"
"Great. Anything else?"

"Um… math?"
"Ever done paperwork?"

"A bit."
I swept a pile of scrolls off the table and dumped them onto the bed. Sadly, I only had one desk and I needed it.

"Spare inkwell's in the chest. Quills too. Grab a chair and get started. Review the contents, then prepare a summary of income and expenses on a separate scroll. I need to know exactly how much it'll cost to implement night shifts. Get to it."
If she was surprised, she didn't show it, and really did start going through the documents. We'll see if she's any good.

"Ooh, what's this?" she asked, holding up a page with a sketch of the steam engine mixed in among the receipts.
"That? Hand it over. And don't worry about getting ink on the bed — no one's slept on it for three days now."

The next two hours passed in quiet, focused work.
"You know, Viscount," she mumbled sleepily, "when I first came to you, I thought I'd thank you for saving me in… a different way. Though I guess I wasn't wrong about the bed."

"We're swamped. No time to fuck when the world's already fucking us. Pile of work's taller than a siege tower. But if you don't change your mind — we'll revisit the matter later."

"M'yeah…" she sighed, disappointed, and went back to rustling through the scrolls.

            

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
                My neck was stiff and aching. No surprise there, I'd fallen asleep at the desk again.
With some effort, I turned my head toward the bed. The "catgirl" was snoring away, face buried in scrolls. For heaven's sake, she could've at least cleared them off before sleeping!

I got up from the chair and immediately felt how cold it was around me. The weather hadn't been kind lately, but today brought the first real frost. Hell, even the herbal infusion in my cup had iced over. I needed to fix this, fast. Move my "base" to the laboratory? Then we'd need to drag the whole camp closer to the mountain. Or maybe just insulate the tent and put a stove inside? Fine, I'd think it over by evening.
Carefully, I cleared the scrolls off the bed and chuckled softly upon noticing an ink tattoo on the girl's cheek. The writing had mirrored onto her skin, making it nearly impossible to decipher.

"Mnh? What is it?" she murmured sleepily.
"You've got ink on your cheek."

She opened her eyes and looked at me attentively.
"So do you, sir. Some kind of ink squiggles."

Damn it! I should've guessed. These local, slow-drying inks had trapped more than just her.
After laying her down on the bed and covering her with hides, I stepped outside.

Dawn.The sun was still hiding behind the mountains, but its rays already cast a dim light over everything. Frozen puddles cracked underfoot, and people were rushing about. A squad of harvesters was gearing up for another expedition to the battlefield in the Black Forest. Only the strong men went, with chisels and hammers, escorted by most of the camp's guards and a couple of my personal troopers, just to keep things in order. After all, they'd be collecting monster cores. Not exactly a cheap commodity.

Women and children were heading to the fields, some carrying sickles on their shoulders. Sure, the prime time for hay was past, but even wilted plants would be a great help this winter. Crossbowmen accompanied them. Even though we'd cleared the lab, who knew how many monsters or beasts still roamed nearby? And that escaped experimental subject might not have been the only one. Something did devour all the large herbivores around here, didn't it?
Life in the camp bustled. Some dug trenches around their wagons, turning them into dugouts. Others cooked breakfast. Only the blacksmith sat sulking at his forge, puffing on his pipe. Not only had I taken all his iron supplies, I'd also bought out every bent or broken piece of armor and weaponry he had, leaving him with nothing to do. Though, really, why should he be mad? I paid him well in gold.

A new shift of lumberjacks was heading out to cut into the Black Forest, currently our most important project. Oddly, upon seeing me, the group changed direction and came straight toward me.
"Lord Viscount, we talked it over and wanted to ask, all of us, if you'd allow us to use your machine."

I scratched my stubbly chin. Well, I suppose I could be proud of this. Even the common folk were beginning to recognize the usefulness of the steam engine!
"We're even willing to forgo payment and clear the way for free!" the workers misinterpreted my silence.

"You want to gather firewood?"
The men nodded. Damn. On the one hand, we couldn't afford delays. On the other, frost had come, and our camp was terribly ill-suited for winter. Hornet's company usually billeted in a large village for the season.

"Fine, but only until midday. And the pay stands. My word is firm. Just don't forget to keep the boiler filled with water."
The team dashed off, and I headed toward the cave laboratory. The transport platform for the Matriarch's head would need a shitload of iron, but now I knew where to get it. The cells in the dungeon beneath the lab!





"The reaction went exactly as you described, your grace. I'm more and more amazed by your vast knowledge!"

The alchemist rolled the grayish chunk of rubber between his fingers. "It's incredible. I've never even heard of alchemical masters of such caliber."
"Shit. Shit!" I slammed my fist on the alchemical table hard enough to rattle the glassware. "What good is it? We don't have nearly enough sulfur for vulcanization. We'll have to find another solution. Forgive me, Meister Orin. I must return to my work."

I stepped out of the stinging-smelling tent. The first snow crunched underfoot. The snowfall had started during the night and hadn't stopped. By midday it was knee-deep, and I feared it wouldn't melt until spring. Just wonderful, goddamn it. As if I didn't have enough problems. The whole camp was coughing and wheezing, and the healers were useless.
Unpleasant surprise. Life magic was utterly ineffective against viruses and bacteria. Worse yet, using it was a sure way to kill the patient. Regrow a severed arm? No problem, assuming you had enough mana. Stop a fever? No chance. Apparently, the knowledge just wasn't there. And that's despite the fact that the mages had even come up with the idea to use a necromancer to sterilize the lab's surgical area!

Granted, the brothers explained it by saying that evil spirits that cause fever fear necromagic. When I tried to make them exorcise the evil spirits from a sick man's body, they shook their heads. No can do. Would only kill him.
I had to urgently set up a sickbay in the former dungeon, relocate our entire camp closer to the cave, and dismantle wagons to make something resembling barracks. And the piles of metal from the dungeon cells, which should've solved our cart-building problem — had to be repurposed into dozens of wood-burning stoves.
More than that, even the operation to carve a passage through the Black Forest had to be suspended for now. This time, it was by my own decision. Unfortunately, the mass of chopped "tentacles" burned terribly poorly, and we needed as much fuel as possible, as quickly as possible. The steam engine and lumber teams were redirected to a new front, closer to the castle ruins. There, plenty of dead and dry trees made it the perfect spot for gathering firewood. Yes, we were losing precious time, but it was better to lose time than lives. The sudden frost could easily cost dozens.
And of course, the same old problem with metal.

Trying to alleviate it, I turned to the alchemist to attempt making rubber for the wagon wheels. But again, it failed. My hopes that the vulcanization would require only a little sulfur were in vain. This meant the wheels for the transport cart would have to be made entirely of metal. I simply couldn't afford to waste sulfur that was desperately needed for gunpowder. Which in turn meant the wagon would be even heavier. And who the hell knew whether our oxen could even handle it, especially through snow? In short, complete hell. Might as well start building a damn locomotive.
To make things worse, the caravan led by Henry, the one that was supposed to bring food, animals, and metal from the nearest town and nearby villages — was late. As luck would have it, I had completely forgotten to instruct him to buy more sulfur in all this chaos. Though chances were slim that town had any in the first place. Ligrad was a sleazy, rundown town. Like all lands under Baron Clemen's rule, it wallowed in poverty and decay.

Ugh. Let's hope the boys didn't get themselves into trouble flashing gold in a place like that.
I rubbed my nose where a snowflake had just landed, and nearly bumped into Mira, rushing toward me with a scroll in her hands. Bags under her eyes, drooping ears — the poor girl hadn't had it easy these past two days either. Heh.

For some reason, seeing her lifted my spirits. Sure, at first she probably planned to latch onto the highest-ranking aristocrat here (i.e., me) as a concubine, read: glorified bedwarmer. But in reality, she had shown decent bureaucratic talent. Especially now, with Henry, who usually helped with the paperwork — away on assignment, Mira was worth her weight in gold. For freeing me from counting, recounting, and tracking important stuff like sacks of grain, I was ready to kiss her tail.
"Kya!" she squeaked, slipping right next to me.

I caught her just in time. Naturally, she took the opportunity to rub her chest against me. No doubt about it, that minx did it on purpose.
"Thank you, sir. We have another problem. Lumberjack wages are due."

"What's the problem? Don't we still have plenty of coin?"
"Plenty of gold coins, my lord. We're out of small change, so we can't actually pay them."

"Damn it. What a day..."
Another brilliant (not really) failure in my management of these lands. Since taking over Hornet's command, little slip-ups like this kept happening. I lacked real experience running large groups of people. Honestly, slaying the Matriarch was easier than dealing with this endless avalanche of minor issues. In my defense, I was learning fast and always tried to put my people first.

"Maybe Henry will bring back some silver?"
"We don't know how much. It might not be enough."

"Then pay them in provisions. If anyone refuses, break a full gold coin in front of them and pay them in pieces."
"As you wish!"

She dashed off, kicking up plumes of snow. Funny, just a moment ago she looked ready to fall asleep on her feet.
I yawned. Would've been nice to sleep, but it was time to get back to work.

A gong rang out through the camp. Something had happened. Again.






"So, Baron Clemen's unit will be here..."

"This evening, my lord!" The twin-healer bowed obsequiously.
"And I'm just hearing about this now?" I said wearily.

"My lord, it's unusual, but it has happened before. Most likely a rush order came through. According to the schedule, they weren't due to deliver new material for another month!" The necromancer chimed in, bowing even deeper to support his brother.
"Of course it's terrible timing..."

Looks like I wouldn't be getting any sleep again. Damn baron. Why can't your people just stay put in your castle? I'd be lucky if he sent the captain I'd already subjugated. But what if he didn't? There were clearly more than one squad of possessed troops in that castle, and with my current weakened state, I couldn't scare or re-dominate them like before. And even that captain — who knows if they discovered him, or if he'd still fall for my bluff? Possessed warriors are seriously strong. In a fair fight, they'd wipe out my guards in seconds.
Then again, who said anything about fighting fair?

I glanced around. The long, narrow path leading to the cave, the camouflaged watchpoints nearby — whoever built this lab had done a fine job. We already had perfect spots for an ambush. I'd just need five or so reliable men and some explosive surprises. But first...
"Alright, comedy duo. I've been meaning to give you a task for a while, just haven't had the time. Follow me."

I led them to the former demonologist's office, where the rescued village boy, the one with a Life Gift — was already waiting.
"Oh, you want t—" the healer began, only to be cut off by his brother, Nor, with a punch to the gut.

"No, wait. Let him finish," I said with interest. Maybe Ron had actually figured out what I wanted from them.
"My brother probably meant to say something stupid," the necromancer tried to protest, but fell silent under my gaze.

"Ahem, ahem," the healer coughed. "I meant to say, you brought us here to prepare a ritual to extract the boy's Gift for yourself? I assure you, I'm a pro at this. I think we can transfer at least two-thirds!"
The necromancer slapped his own forehead. I wanted to do the same.

"You know what? Hit him again. Harder this time."
"Forgive him. My brother is a bit... slow," Nor apologized as his twin doubled over from another solid punch.

"No problem. And what do you think? Why do you think you're here?"The necromancer glanced from the boy, who had shrunk in fear, clearly unsettled by the talk of his Gift being drained.

"A gifted mage. Already at the strength of a Lesser Adept, which means he might grow into a Full one. Amazing that such a gem was found in a pile of manure... I suppose my brother and I are meant to polish him?"
"You're smarter than your brother," I remarked with a smile.

The necromancer responded with a sad smile.
"Otherwise, people like me wouldn't survive... When should we begin his training?"

"Right now. Start. I'll watch."
"Ah..." The necromancer hesitated.

"My lord, the thing is... we're self-taught," admitted the healer, having regained his breath. "We don't really know how to teach. We're more like... practitioners."
"Then teach him everything he needs to know to treat the wounded. Start with the basics. I'm waiting."

The brothers exchanged a glance, and the necromancer spoke up.
"Well then, my young colleague. Our first lesson will be about who not to heal."

The boy made a strange noise, prompting an immediate response from the healer.
"You can ask questions now. You're not a commoner anymore. You're our junior colleague," Ron said kindly, casting a side glance at me. Yeah. If he hadn't just been so eager to discuss draining the kid's Gift for sacrifice, I might have believed his kindness. No wonder the boy was still afraid to speak.

"You can speak," I encouraged him.
"Um... what do you mean, 'not heal'?" The boy's clear voice rang through the office.

"You mean, 'what do you mean, Master?'" Nor the necromancer corrected. "The thing is, our power is harmful to non-mages. We call it the Healer's Curse."
That caught my attention. Initially, I just wanted to make sure they didn't feed the kid any gruesome chimerological horror stories, but clearly there was something for me to learn here, too. Randall's knowledge of healing magic was practically nonexistent. I pulled up a chair and sat next to the boy.

"Master, please explain more about this 'curse'!" I asked, which clearly threw the "teachers" off — they hadn't expected me to play student.
"The curse... We're not part of the Guild, so we don't know the official term. But the idea is, if you heal a healthy commoner with magic, their body begins to rebel and consume itself. Mages' bodies are more refined and can resist it... but too much Life magic can harm even them. The symptoms vary depending on which organ is affected. One sign is rapid weight loss and a drastic slowdown in natural healing..."

"And if you cut one of them open, you'll see strange growths spreading through their organs!" Ron added helpfully.
A thought clicked in my mind. Life magic in this world doesn't heal miraculously — it stimulates regeneration. And when cells divide rapidly, that leads to...

"Cancer."
"Pardon, my lord?"

"You're describing cancer. That's the name of this illness."
"Um... like the sea monster? That sounds dumb. 'Healer's Curse' is better."

I gave the healer a look, and he immediately bowed in submission.
"Excellent name, my lord! Thank you for enlightening us!"

"That's what I thought."
The boy gave a small giggle, earning a displeased glance from the mage.

"Now, my second question... How are damaged Sources treated?"
At first glance, it might seem foolish to reveal weakness in front of potential enemies... But the truth was — they already knew I had magical problems. Rumors had spread too widely through the camp, so what mattered more was demonstrating authority and control.

"Ah, a very common issue. In the heat of battle, mages often overextend their Source, sometimes draining it completely. It's dangerous, and risks permanent damage. But the odds of losing power after the first full depletion are small. The real danger is repeated cases. Each time increases the chances of becoming magically crippled. If... if you would allow me to scan you, I could determine your condition." The healer finished with a hint of hesitation.
"You may."

The mage took my hand and sent a pulse of magic through me. A dull ache throbbed in my chest.
"The rumors were true... Ahem, I mean, you've drained your Source dry. But don't worry. It's recovering, and even without strong medicine, it should return to normal within a month. As long as you don't use magic. Not that you could use much — it's so depleted, you have access to maybe one percent of a Lesser Adept's strength at best." The healer cackled ominously and yelped when I grabbed his wrist hard enough to make the bones crack.

"You seem to have forgotten that your loyalty isn't guaranteed by some pitiful Adept-level Source," I whispered, snapping my fingers against my neck for emphasis.Ron immediately grabbed his collar, where the tag reading "BAD BOY" glowed brightly. Behind him, his necromancer brother mirrored the gesture.

"That's more like it." I locked eyes with the healer until I saw what I was looking for: fear. "Never forget what truly guarantees your obedience."
I couldn't outright threaten them with demons in front of the boy, but I was pretty sure the hint landed loud and clear.

"Yes, my lord. Please forgive my brother," Nor said quickly.
"Your brother disappoints me far too often."

"Forgive me, my lord," the healer mumbled, falling to his knees.
I turned away from them and addressed the boy.

"Don't be fooled. These two are bastards who've done horrible things. Take every bit of knowledge you can from them, but don't betray your healer's path the way they did. If you ever have problems with them, come straight to me. I'll make sure the guards let you through. And lift your head. In my eyes, you stand above them."
"My lord, may I ask them a question?" the boy asked hesitantly.

"You're required to ask them any questions you need, and they are required to answer honestly." I turned back to the mages. "Am I making myself clear?"
"Yes, my lord," the mages replied in unison.

"Then get up and continue the lesson. Ask your question."
"Master... Masters, earlier you spoke of the 'Healer's Curse'..."

"Cancer," I corrected.
"Right, cancer... Can it be cured? I... I healed my father more than once. Will he die now?"

"We all die eventually," the necromancer murmured so softly only my demon-enhanced hearing could catch it.
"Oh, that's a good question, worthy of a fine student," Ron gushed, but seeing my warning look, he choked and moved on.

"This disease can be treated if you remove the corrupted organs and regrow new ones. But it can return easily, and the regrowth itself can trigger a relapse. Still, there's hope. The earlier the treatment begins, the better the odds. Tell me, my student, has your father lost weight recently? Is he in pain?"
"We've all lost weight. Life under Baron Clemen's rule has gotten worse every year. My father has a cough, but a lot of people do," the boy added, as if defending him.

"Oh, then he's probably fine. Your father just got lucky. After all, the odds of catching the Cur— er, cancer aren't that high. Now then, let's continue the lesson."

"Stop. I saw a life-scanning device in the lab. Bring the boy's father and scan him thoroughly for abnormalities," I ordered, cutting off the healer's escape.
"My lord, ummm..." Ron hesitated and turned to his brother. "Nor, you explain."

The necromancer sighed.
"My lord, that device is extremely expensive to run. It operates on monster cores, and just one minute of scanning costs about two gold. A full-body check takes hours. I understand your compassion, but a peasant's life isn't worth even a minute of that artifact's time," he said carefully, choosing each word.

"Was my order unclear? Carry it out. Spend whatever is needed to ensure that his life is not in danger. And remember this: the lives of my people are worth more than gold."
The brothers bowed low. I was sure they thought I was too soft and wasteful. But the truth was, this kindness cost me almost nothing. The artifact had been won in battle, and we had monster cores from the spiders by the sackful. The collectors were still dragging them in from the battlefield. Spending a few to secure the future loyalty of a potentially powerful healer was an incredibly profitable investment.

Even putting the moral side of the matter aside.
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                A hefty, metallic dummy in the shape of an oversized grenade landed with a clang on the snow-covered path.
"Throw it harder! It has to make it to the marker, unless you want the grenade to tear your face off!" Til snapped at the guardsman.

"How can a metal pear tear anything off?" the scolded guardsman grumbled. Judging by the fresh paint on his breastplate, he'd only recently recolored it in the colors of House Condor.
"Cut the chatter! No punishment this time, but here's a friendly bit of advice. If our lord says something, you listen. Trust me, I'm the one who, with our lord's weapon, single-handedly brought down a Warrior Spider. Oh, my lord? We're continuing drills!" Til noticed me.

With a weary sigh, I lowered the crate of live grenades I'd dragged all the way from camp. Not exactly a task befitting a lord, you might say? But I could only entrust something this dangerous to Til, and he was busy training the boys who'd be ambushing the Baron's soldiers.
Our forces weren't great.
The strongest in my "guard," Til, had reached the second warrior rank, roughly equivalent to Apprentice level. The rest were even weaker. Truth be told, I wasn't even sure all of my men had reached the first rank. Unlike mages, whose progress could be tracked by measuring their Source, low-ranked warriors had none. Their bodies differed from normal humans only by the presence of meridians, fine lines that let them draw droplets of mana from the surrounding space, granting them slightly more strength, endurance, and speed than regular people.But at low levels, the effect was so weak that a well-trained man with no warrior talent could easily outperform a sloppy first-rank warrior, which many exploited by lying about their rank. Even most mages lacked the magical sight sharp enough to detect whether those faint meridians were truly there or not.

Simply put, my guard was just a bunch of weaklings, unfit not just to serve in a Viscount's retinue, but even too weak for a wealthy baron. But we had to work with what we had. Nearly all of Baronet Hornet's elite had perished in the Black Forest, and most of those who survived, the ones left back at camp, had sided with Berta. Now they sat in the lab's cells, awaiting the expedition's end. I intended to keep my word and release them once we reached the capital with the core.
As for those we'd face... I had a good sense of the Captain's strength from when I had him by the throat, a solid third-rank master, bolstered further by his possession. The rest of the soldiers were fodder, but their possession boosted them to around the second rank. That was already more than enough to butcher my guard like chicks.

So, without grenades, no chance. Truth be told, firearms would've been preferable, but I didn't have enough powder to train my troops in shooting. But light a fuse and chuck a metal pear at the enemy? That, anyone could do.
"Are they going through all the stages?" I asked, noticing several guardsmen without torches.

"Of course. You! Show the lord what you've been training." Til ordered the at-fault guardsman.
"Yes, sir! Grab the grenade. Bring the torch..." a loud hissing crackled through the air as the fuse caught fire. The idiot had taken one of the live grenades I'd just brought instead of a training dummy!

"THROW IT!" I shouted.
But the guard flinched and dropped the smoking grenade right at our feet.

The world froze. In my mind flashed a story from my great-grandfather, how back in the distant 2000s, during drills, a conscript dropped a live grenade in panic. Only the sergeant's self-sacrifice saved the fool and the others nearby.
Without a second's hesitation, I forced my battered Source to emit a pulse and hurled the grenade off the trail.

A thunderous blast followed, a swarm of shrapnel whistling overhead, kicking up a snowstorm and ripping branches off nearby trees. The grenade might not have reached the level of the "kettle" I used in the chimerologists' lair, but I hadn't skimped on powder. After all, the possessed might have turned out hard to bring down...
Til slammed the bungling soldier into the frozen dirt with a punch, while the others, cursing, ran to inspect the blast crater.

"Abyss take me..." one of them muttered in shock.
"Told you," Til replied quietly.

But I had no time for them.
My Source throbbed with dull pain, still bearable. I wasn't about to pass out just yet. I brought my hand to my lips. Blood. I had damaged the Source. Again. Damn it.

"Ten lashes for that fool, then send him to the healer and back to his post," I ordered through clenched teeth.
"Perhaps I should find another man?" Til said uncertainly, implying the one who'd just screwed up might do it again in battle.

"Oh, no. Now he's obligated to master grenade-throwing, unless he wants to spend the rest of his service shoveling latrines. Execute the order!"
Once I was sure order had been restored, I pressed a hand to my chest and trudged back to camp. I had to reach the alchemist. I'd scared the mage brothers into submission, sure, but how long would that last if they saw me like this? Gods, how I missed a loyal, skilled healer...





"Me? Master, what happened?" Mira cried out in alarm as I stumbled into the tent and collapsed onto the scroll-covered bed.

"Fetch Master Orin, have him bring everything he's got for restoring a Source."
I hadn't even finished the sentence when Mira darted out so fast her tail was the last thing I saw.
"Lord…"
I came to from a light touch on my face. Master Orin was leaning over me with a worried expression, Mira panting behind him. How long had I been unconscious?

"Lord, if you'll allow me..."
"Go ahead."

Pain surged immediately. A magical pulse into the Source, far weaker and more cautious than the one Ron had triggered earlier that day, now felt like someone had scattered hot coals over a fresh burn.
The meister's face darkened. He pulled a familiar vial of golden liquid from his robe.

"Drink. Immediately."
I pressed my lips to the sunstone tincture while Master Orin began his explanation.

"I'm sorry, but this is the most precious remedy I have. I was saving it for myself, in case of emergency, but..."
"Thank you," I said to the old man. What counted as a minor expendable in the Count's castle was a treasure to an alchemist who'd joined a group of second-rate mercenaries. "How bad is it?"

"My lord, I'm not a healer," Orin said cautiously.
"Still?"

"This is your fourth burnout in the past month. You do understand that this sort of thing... leaves marks."
"Fifth," I corrected him. Orin couldn't have known that I first collapsed from burnout (through my own stupidity) back at the family castle. And before that, there was the possession, which couldn't have been an easy ride for the body either.

The healer shook his head.
"You've lost a rank," he said with the tone of someone informing a father that his son had died.

"Maybe even two," he added softly after a pause.
I clicked my tongue thoughtfully, mimicking my grandfather. Was that so bad? Around here, losing even one rank was a disaster, and two—a reason to hang yourself. But to me, only one thing mattered.

"Can I still reshape metal?"
That was all I cared about. The rest of the Gift? Whatever. Easy come, easy go.

Even complete burnout and overstrain after the fight with the Matriarch hadn't fully robbed me of my ability to shape metal. I couldn't lift anything heavier than a knife now, true, but my reshaping ability had mostly remained intact—though I fatigued more quickly.
If I lost even that, though... I'd be screwed. Sure, I could find a skilled mage with the same Sculptor Aspect and hire them to craft parts from my designs, but how much would that slow down my progress? It was only by instantly shaping metal with my own hands that I had built a steam engine in mere hours. By tweaking pieces through trial and error, rather than endless calculations, I'd stabilized and perfected it in days. Losing that now, right at the beginning, would be a nightmare.

"Your Sculptor Aspect? Seems intact, but your reserve has dropped to the level of a Lesser Adept. That'll affect your Gift across the board, including that facet."
"Then it doesn't matter," I shrugged. Wait, did he say Lesser Adept? Randall had been a Lesser Adept before I arrived. The ritual must've raised him, and I lost that gain? A shiver ran through me. Only now did I realize how close I'd come at the Condor estate. If my grandfather had scanned me just once, and a full Mage would only need a single, specialized glance—I would've had some very hard questions to answer.

"In any case, you need a proper healer, preferably a capital-trained specialist in Source damage. With the right treatment, some of your power might return. For now, we can only..."
He pulled out a black-glass vial and offered it to me.

"What is it?"
"A relaxant. It will put you into a deep sleep for several days. That will minimize further damage to your Source."

"No," I said firmly, rejecting the elixir.
"But it's necessary!"

"No. I have to be with my soldiers on the front line tonight. Non-negotiable."
I truly couldn't do otherwise. Best case, they'd hold the line and wipe out the Baron's possessed squad with my grenades. Sure, the Baron would suspect something when his men died, drawing unwanted attention. But what if they failed? What if the possessed slaughtered my squad, pushed on, discovered that the lab had been taken, and brought that news back to Baron Clemen?

That would be catastrophic. And I had to prevent it at any cost.
"My lord... then how about just one spoonful? You really do need at least a few hours of rest. Otherwise, there's a real chance you'll lose your Gift entirely!" Orin pleaded. Mira nodded vigorously behind him, her tail bristling and twitching beneath her hem.

"Fine. But only enough to let me fight alongside my men. That is absolutely essential for all of us."
"You do remember you're absolutely forbidden from using your Gift? I can almost guarantee that if you do, you'll lose all magical ability for good. Not even the strongest elixirs will help then."

"What about reshaping metal?"
"That too!" Seeing my look, Orin quickly added, "At least for the next few days!"
He was right about one thing. Like it or not, I had to finish the platform project for transporting the Matriarch's head. No one else could do it. Sure, we could send a squad to a major city and commission the local metal mages, but how many curious eyes would a request like that bring to our lands? No chance. I'd try to rest, to keep from collapsing, but after that, it would be back to tearing myself apart.

"I won't use the Gift. But I have to be there."
Mira gave an excited squeak, and the Alchemist unstoppered a vial and dripped a few drops into a wooden spoon (I'd already bought out all the metal ones for repurposing).

"Drink, my lord."





Eight hours later I stood on the trail, torch in hand. Clemen's squad was late. It was already so dark that a proper ambush was out of the question. My men stood a little way off, torches ready, prepared to hurl grenades at my signal. I wore a wide cloak with a hood over my face in case any of the Baron's soldiers escaped. Twin loaded pistols hung at my belt, and a blunderbuss loaded with buckshot rested across my back. I also carried a sword, though I had little faith in it. Randall had never learned to wield one, and my own experience was limited to a few mock battles and plenty of reenactments.

In short, my sword skills were laughable to any professional soldier. If my opponent was slower or weaker, I could make up for my lack of technique with raw strength. But against someone equal or superior in power and skill? No chance.
I heard the sound of armored boots approaching through the darkness. No torches. Seemed the possessed had excellent night vision, while I had to strain just to see them.

A small squad. Six former humans clad in full plate. Their commander walked ahead, lightly equipped, while the rest carried massive packs on their backs. Two of them bore a cage between them, its poles braced on their shoulders.
I grimaced. A prisoner. Damn it. If we used grenades, they'd be dead. I'd have to draw the possessed some distance away from the cage. But if I couldn't… sorry. The life of one captive was worth less than the safety of the whole camp.

The commander stopped in front of me, and I felt a flicker of relief. Luck was on my side. It was my Captain. If my Source had been intact, everything would be simple. I could just weaken the seal, show him my demon, and command obedience. But right now, even nudging that seal was suicide.
I pulled back my hood and remained silent. The Captain said nothing, staring at me with glowing red eyes, clear as embers in the dark.

Everyone froze. His men. My men. Only the sound of breathing, faintly visible in the torchlight, rose in misty puffs into the cold air. An owl hooted. Flames crackled.
A minute felt like forever.

Finally, the Captain lowered his eyes and dropped to one knee. His soldiers followed instantly, slamming to the ground so hard the iron cage crashed to the path, drawing a woman's pained groan from within.
"Master."

"I am pleased with you..." A sudden spark of intuition gave me his true name. "I am pleased with you, Torgar."
The Captain flinched like struck by a whip, and I shuddered along with him. What the hell was that? How did I know his name? I quickly checked the seal—seemed intact. Alright. Something for later.

"Thank you, Master. I am ready to carry out your will."
"What orders did the Baron give you?"

"An urgent delivery for Viscount Bull, along with ingredients and supplies for fulfilling the order and replenishing the lab's stock..." The Captain let out a complex, melodic hiss, and one of his men nearly crawled over to hand him a folder bound in human skin. The exact same kind I'd seen in the lab archives.
The Captain approached, bowing, and offered me the folder. It might've looked comical if I didn't know how strong this creature really was. Everything in me screamed that I had underestimated his power. I had forgotten how much the demon had boosted me last time.

Now, this thing could fold me in half before I even fired a shot. Standing within arm's reach of him was physically unsettling, but I mastered myself, forced calm over my nerves, and took the folder with a blank expression.
Project "Cow for V"

I flipped through the papers quickly, keeping a poker face while inwardly recoiling again at the insane depravity of these local freaks. Who the hell comes up with this? Then again, maybe I was being unfair. The lab did specialize in such things, and it was no different than complaining about the smell of blood near a slaughterhouse. Still... what a kingdom of absolute degenerates. Disgusting.
I shook my head. Focus.

"Were there any other orders?"
"No, Master."

"Good. My commands remain unchanged. Pretend loyalty to the Baron. As for the lab... the delivery went as usual. You noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Leave everything here. My men will collect it."
"Understood, Master."

The Captain issued the order. His men dropped their loads, lined up, and disappeared into the darkness. The Captain was the last to leave, his glowing red gaze lingering on me thoughtfully. Something told me next time, things wouldn't go so smoothly.

            

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
                "Check everything here, boys," I order and approach the cage.
The burning torch illuminated a slender... even skinny girl in a dirty but expensive doublet of a masculine cut. An aristocrat?

The lady was lying on her stomach in the spacious cage, pretending to be unconscious, though I clearly heard a moan when the possessed dropped the cage to the ground. Maybe she really did pass out from the blow? Or is she faking it?
My intuition suggests the latter.

I examine the cage for a door or a lock, but there isn't even a hint of one. The cage is completely solid. Even this morning, it wouldn't have been a problem for me, but since the alchemist said to refrain from metal transformation for at least a couple of days, then we won't risk it. Sure, I'm a daring guy, but not dumb enough to risk my Gift just to dramatically free a girl.
I notice her eyelids fluttering slightly, and her thick lashes trembling a bit as I circle the cage. She's trying to watch me covertly, no doubt.

"Enough with the act. I can see you're conscious," I address her.
The girl opens her eyes and shifts position, getting on all fours. The cage is fairly wide, but unfortunately for her, too low for her to stand. And I could almost physically feel how much that annoyed her. Well, it's not exactly comfortable for me to loom over her either.

With a single motion, I drive the torch into the frozen, rocky ground and sit down on the snow-dusted path, facing her.
The lady remains silent, and I take the opportunity to shamelessly look her over.

A dark doublet of some semi-military cut, narrow leather pants hugging her legs. Boots more suited for a city than the road. Sharp, angular facial features, a chiseled nose. Long hair, an extremely skinny figure, and unnaturally large breasts. I even held my gaze there longer than I intended. Maybe there are pads under the doublet? No, a size four-and-a-half wouldn't be surprising by itself, but that kind of chest belongs on a curvier woman, and here it's all skin and bones. And boobs. If we were in my world, I'd suspect silicone implants. I was sorely tempted to ask outright, but that would be a poor way to start a conversation with an aristo-chick.
"Ahem," she coughed quietly, making me shift my gaze back to her face.

The torchlight flickered in her black eyes, her lips were pursed in displeasure. A flush from the cold colored her narrow cheeks. She was freezing, but refused to show it.
"Randal. Condor," I break the lingering silence.

"Tamilla von Bull. Viscountess," she answered with dignity, then quietly added, "Until recently."
Hm. Bull. I again glanced at her chest, and the captain's briefing documents flashed through my mind. That explained a lot, considering the client had the same last name.

"Can you open the cage?" I asked. If she held the rank of a viscount, she should be at least a Junior Adept.
"If I could, would I still be sitting in it?" she frowned.

"Til, send one of the lads to the camp, have him bring the blacksmith or at least a metal saw... Actually, no, wait."
I gripped the bars and flexed my muscles. I didn't have the strength to break the cage entirely, but maybe I could bend the bars enough for her to squeeze through? With that scrawny build of hers.

The metal creaked. Hard, but it was working. I wanted to help myself with magic, but I resisted the urge.
Done. I stepped back and gestured for the girl to get out.

Most of her slipped through the bars without issue, but her chest caused a bit of a snag. Watching it resist the bars' pressure confirmed that there were definitely no pads in there.
Finally, she got out and stood up straight, just about six centimeters shorter than me.

I offered her my cloak—this was starting to become a tradition.
Tamilla hesitated but eventually accepted it, wrapping herself up, shivering slightly.

"Commander!" Til called to me.
I signaled Tamilla to follow and went to inspect the rest of the spoils. The boys had already piled up the possessed's belongings and opened a few of their backpacks.

Peeking into the first, I smirked in satisfaction. The second one, however, made me furious.
"You idiots! You think they carried this stuff in separate bags for no reason?! Spread them out, five meters apart at minimum!" I shouted, making Tamilla flinch.

But there was no time to waste—these backpacks were full of magical ingredients for alchemy, and some of them couldn't be stored close together. Best-case scenario, they'd lose potency. Worst-case...
I shuddered, imagining the kind of hell that could've broken loose during the fight. What if a grenade had mixed the contents of these bags? It would've blown everything to hell and back, plus left behind magical contamination so severe a dirty bomb would look harmless.

Yeah, lucky us. Especially seeing how my men struggled to haul those heavy backpacks—I had to reconsider the strength of the possessed. Second rank, I said? Pfft, third at the very least.
I'm starting to think the Captain deliberately chose to keep calling me his lord. He understood exactly what his squad had been carrying, and what might've happened in a real clash.

Anyway, all's well that ends well.
The contents of the bags pleased me. No saltpeter or sulfur, of course, but a hell of a lot of alchemical ingredients and a couple of useful potions. I think I can brew something decent when I get some free time. Shame Randal didn't focus on healing alchemy and spent more time on boosters and poisons. Still, I think I can whip something up for my Source too.
"Now let's talk about you," I said to the girl. If the alchemical spoils had pleased me, this particular trophy promised a fresh headache. "Read this."

I handed the girl the folder with the plans for her… from whom? Her father? Brother? Husband? And helpfully lit up the pages with my torch.
She accepted the papers with the same poker face I'd worn when I received them from the captain, but her composure quickly failed. Not surprising: I had been genuinely stunned just reading them, and she was reading about herself. About what she had narrowly escaped.

"Is this some kind of joke?" she asked, somewhere between hope and righteous outrage.
"I'm afraid not."

"He writes, and I quote, 'enlarge the breasts fourfold.' And that's considering I already took a breast-enhancement potion before the wedding! How does he imagine this? My back already hurts, and with that I won't even be able to walk!" she exclaimed, beginning to boil.
I simply rolled my eyes and gestured for her to keep reading. Compared to what came next, that was the most harmless of the Viscount's requests. And let's be honest: the order made it clear she wouldn't be doing much walking. At least not upright. Not for long.

"What? 'Lactation'?" she snapped, and I shook my head again. Still nothing serious.
"'Put the frigid bitch into permanent heat'?" Her face turned red, and she was trembling with rage.

"'Preserving her mind is not required'?" she screamed into the night, waving the papers.
I sighed sympathetically.

"'The bitch screwed with my head, so remove part of her skull so that…'" she shrieked, then fell abruptly silent. Just like that. A few deep breaths, then in a perfectly calm voice she said:
"May I borrow your torch, Viscount Condor?"

Silently, I handed it to her. The papers burst into bright flames, illuminating her furious eyes and demonic grin. The ashes hissed as they hit the snow, and she immediately began stomping them into the ground.
"Sick bastard! Twisted scum! How could you even come up with something like this?!" she yelled, grinding the order's remains into the dirt, grinding in what she hadn't read aloud: the Viscount's final demand.

"May demons roast you in the Abyss!" she panted, shaking her fist in the direction of the capital.
I could only agree. A man who could think up something like that deserves no better.

"I mean, sure, I noticed he had... an unhealthy fixation on busty maids after childbirth, but this?!"
"I'm not interested in your... husband's preferences."

"Ex-husband, damn him to the Abyss," she clarified.
"But I am interested in why he decided to dispose of you in such a... manner."

The aristocrat started shaking again and spat, quite unladylike, on the ash mixed with dirt.
"I suppose I should start from the beginning. I assume you've heard of the Golden Guild?"

"Nope," I grinned. If there was one thing Randal could proudly claim, it was complete ignorance of everything a proper aristocrat should know.
"Oh." That threw her off a bit, but she quickly recovered. "It's the fifth richest trading guild in the country. And I founded it."

"Congratulations," I said flatly, throwing her off again.
"Um. I suppose you know what difficulties common merchants face when dealing with nobility?" she ventured, then scoffed. "Of course you don't. I had money but no title. Viscount Vitor Bull had a title and money problems. Our interests conveniently aligned."

"Apparently not that conveniently, seeing where you ended up," I jabbed.
"Not my fault. I upheld every condition of our initial agreement! But his appetites only grew. And who is he? Trash who got lucky being born the fourth son of a count. Even his title is a sham; he has no chance of becoming heir. Sure, I didn't fulfill my wifely duties, but not because I refused. I simply had no time! The shopkeepers' association takeover, preparing caravans to the Holy Theocracy... If he was so starved for maids, he could've just said so. I'd have scheduled time for us at the end of next month. I did pay the alchemists for the potion, after all, and I understand that titles gained through marriage come with a price."

I grimaced. That sounded an awful lot like a prostitute's reasoning. Or at least that of a very calculating girl.
Tamilla's eyes flashed. She read me like an open book.

"Oh, sure. Let's all pretend to be some pious saint who's never forced a handmaid into anything!" she snapped. "Those born with silver spoons will never understand what it takes to rise up..."
She suddenly stopped and gave a small bow.

"Forgive me, my lord Viscount. That was stress and betrayal speaking. Perhaps we could pretend it never happened?"
"I'd prefer if you finished your thought," I replied coldly. I understood she was losing it from the news, but that unfair accusation rubbed me the wrong way.

She winced, then answered, picking her words carefully.
"When you climb out of the slums, everything becomes a weapon. Appearance. Voice. Intellect. I'd ask you not to judge me for the rationality shaped by where I come from."

She folded her arms and stared at me defiantly, as if daring me to condemn her. The old Randal would've used this chance to tear her apart over her background. Me? I already regretted mocking her. Sure, she was gorgeous when angry, but she'd been through enough today.
"How old are you?" I ask instead, and instead of the usual coy "a lady never tells," I get a clear, defiant answer.
"Twenty-four years, eight months, and thirteen days."

"And you founded the fifth-richest trading guild in the country?"
"Yes."

"Congratulations, that's an impressive achievement," I say sincerely, without a trace of sarcasm. She noticeably relaxes.
"Thank you..."

At first glance, it seems like we exchanged already known information. But in truth, it was a simple message to her: peace.
"I can say that you were very lucky. The lab where they were supposed to perform the changes on you is now under my control. And of course, I have no intention of doing anything like that to you. For now, I can offer relatively comfortable conditions. At the very least, more comfortable than a small cage."

"And you won't even ask for ransom?"
"Ransom? From whom?"

"From the guild. My assistant will pay your weight in gold if you demand it. Oh, can I borrow a couple of carrier birds? I need to send a massive number of orders. Who knows what happened to the guild while those ghouls were dragging me around in that cage!"
"I'm afraid that won't be possible. I gave the order to kill all the birds due to... special circumstances. But don't worry, I'll be heading to the capital with the caravan soon, and we'll find a place for you."

"Once I get access to my money, I'll repay you for your kindness."
"Oh no, I think you'll repay me much sooner," I reply cheerfully, suddenly realizing just how lucky I was.

"Oh." She blushes. "What the viscount wrote about frigidity, that was..."
"No, no," I interrupt. "You have no idea how behind we are on paperwork!"

Tamilla suddenly bursts out laughing and, exhausted, sits down right in the snow.
"Haha. All-God, is it really over? Am I finally safe?" It seems the conversation, which had been just a bit of fun for me, had been a real ordeal for her.

"Absolutely," I reply, picking her up in my arms. "I swear it on my Gift."
"Guys!" I shout. "Don't forget to drag that cage back to camp. We'll need every bit of iron!"

Til and the guards quickly grab the bars and lift it between the four of them. They'll manage it slowly.
As for me, I carry the tired lady easily and think that even if I had decided to demand a ransom from the guild, by her body weight... I wouldn't have gotten all that much gold.





"No, goddammit! Too much mana at once, devil take it. That's it, stop stirring, it's trash now."

I run a hand down my face, barely suppressing my fury, while the alchemist, endlessly apologizing, goes off to pour out the ruined potion. The tenth one today.
Baron Clemen's gift has come in handy: rare, potent, expensive ingredients. Exactly what I need to brew a potion that could help reduce the damage to my Source and allow me to recover at least a little. The only problem is that working with magical ingredients also requires magic, which is still an issue for me. I tried bringing in Master Orin, but the damn potion was too complex for a freshly minted Adept, and frankly, far from a genius in alchemy.

In the end? Nothing. All I achieve is a doublet permanently stinking of alchemical muck and hundreds of gold coins wasted on ingredients ruined beyond saving. On the plus side, I have more than fulfilled my promise to give Orin some private lessons.
"Sir, I understand my mistake. Shall we try again?"

I look over the reagents laid out on the table. Damn, we've already used up half of what the possessed brought us. The old man might be making progress, but I seriously doubt he'll succeed with just one more try. With another ten, maybe. But I can't afford that. If we use it all up on me, the warriors will be left without alchemical support. And the day when we have to haul that damned valuable cargo to the Capital is getting closer...
"No. The plan failed. The 'Gentle Spring' elixir is beyond you. Let's work on something simpler."

And there is a hell of a lot to work on. Potions of regeneration, agility, strength, night vision... Some of these the old man could handle even without my help, though the quality would suffer. Besides, I still can't work with metal, so I'll be more useful here.
Though I think it's time to up the difficulty a little.

"Also, take the empty vials and collect a quarter liter of blood from each guard. Make sure to label them and don't mix anything up. We'll be making individualized potions."
Adding a person's blood to a standard potion attunes it to that individual. For anyone else, it becomes poison, but for the intended person, it works stronger, lasts longer, and is easier for the body to process. In some branches of alchemy, like bodily transformation potions (like the one Tamilla took to enhance her breasts), using blood is essential.

All pros, with one tiny con.
"Sir, the Alchemists' Guild severely punishes members who use blood without the guildmaster's consent and the authorities' permission..."

And that tiny con is the fact that blood-bound potions are just a teeny bit illegal. The kind of thing where everyone does it, but technically still illegal.

"Well, lucky for us, we're not members of the Alchemists' Guild, right?" I say with a conspiratorial wink.

            

    
        Chapter 20

    
    
    
    
                The quill squeaked softly against the parchment. Mira had to transcribe onto a separate scroll the names of everyone who had volunteered to escort the Core to the capital.

She sniffled. It was cold in the tent, despite the lord's recent order to smear it with a foul-smelling, sticky substance made from shredded stalks of the Black Forest and the installation of a small iron stove in the center, which he referred to with the strange word "bourzhuika."

Footsteps sounded outside the tent. Her sensitive ears perked up instantly, focusing on the entrance. Her heart beat faster. Was it him?

The tent flap opened, revealing first a chest, then its detestable owner—picked up by the overly kind-hearted lord.

Mira barely suppressed a displeased hiss and pretended to be focused on her paperwork.

"Is the Viscount here?" the obnoxious aristocrat asked matter-of-factly.

Mira's ears twitched back slightly as she scratched more intently with the quill. Maybe if she ignored her, she would go away?

"I see he's not. Do you know where he went?" The aristocrat either didn't catch the silent hint or chose to ignore it.

Receiving no answer, she walked deeper into the tent and sat down on HER bed with her bony butt. Mira's tail bristled involuntarily and lashed side to side, stirring a wind that rustled the papers on the desk. She had to pin them down with her hand to stop them from flying off. This couldn't go on—she had to speak to this insufferable woman.

"He went to the lab. To the twins. He wants to supervise the healing process of Father Alfik… uh..."

"The peasant boy with the Gift of Lesser Life Adept. I'm aware. Well... then I'll just have to wait for him here," Tamilla said with a grimace. "I don't want to go near that place. It reminds me too much of what they wanted to do to me."

On that point, Mira wholeheartedly agreed. She would sooner cut off her own tail than voluntarily approach that lab or those two disgusting mages. Even thinking about them made her fur stand on end and her body freeze. The presence of even one of the twins evoked primal terror in her, paralyzing her limbs and dragging her thoughts back to those awful memories. The scalpel. The cold stone altar. The devilish magical devices. The yowling of the demonic panther, sacrificed to pass its essence into her. The severed vertebra, the exposed nerves fused with a severed tail...

Mira flinched, leaving a blot on the parchment, and glared at the unwelcome guest with hatred. What was she complaining about? Nothing had even been done to her! Let her go to them, if she needed the lord so badly!

Her mood was hopelessly ruined, but the aristocrat seemed oblivious to her displeasure. She sat swinging her bony legs and rustling the papers she'd brought with her. Hmph!

Resigned to tolerating her wretched presence, Mira pulled out a second scroll and a note from the guard commander, Til. She needed to recopy the names and ranks neatly so the lord wouldn't strain his eyes trying to decipher his messy handwriting. Honestly, it was a miracle Til could write at all—otherwise, she would've had to go running around the snowy camp again!

She squinted, trying to decipher the scribbles. One name, written in charcoal pencil, was underlined twice. This must be the one Til wanted her to mention to the lord. Dorban? Dogvan? Hard to tell…

She sensed someone standing behind her. The loathsome girl was leaning over her shoulder, peeking at the scroll. How rude!

"You've made a mistake. His name is Dorvan, and he recently recovered from an injury."

"How do you even know that? You've only been in our camp for two days!" she snapped irritably.

And instantly realized her mistake. The rival said nothing, only gave her a smug look, and Mira realized she'd just handed her a compliment. Infuriating! So, so infuriating!

Hissing cat-like from fury, Mira scrutinized the woman, searching for any flaw to latch onto, anything she could jab at to mount a worthy counterattack. Nothing. Her travel coat was spotless and neatly pressed, the buttons gleamed. Her appearance—flawless.

Mira sniffed irritably and caught a strange scent. Something herbal, alchemical. Faint, nearly faded, yet familiar… She focused her sharp gaze. What was it? Then she spotted a white streak in the hair and unusually pale roots. Got it! It was the smell of alchemical dye! Which meant...

Mira's eyes flew wide in surprise. How had she not realized it immediately!?

"You're a Hardan!" Mira exclaimed.

The aristocrat winced. Bullseye.

The tent flap stirred again. At last, the Viscount returned.






"She's a Hardan!" Mira cried triumphantly as I stepped inside. Huh?

"What?" I said, confused.

"Hardan!" the catgirl repeated, but Tamilla cut in, clearly annoyed.

"Enough with that word. I'm sure the Viscount already figured it out, and since he chose not to bring it up, perhaps you should... stay silent."

"No, hold on. Explain to me—what the hell is a Hardan?" I wasn't about to pretend to side with Tamilla.

Besides, I'd never been afraid to admit I didn't know something, even if it made me look dumb.

Both women shot me matching looks of disapproval. That shook my confidence a little. I dove into Randall's memories, trying to dig up anything. Unfortunately, knowledge about foreign peoples interested him even less than foreign policy. A complete blank.

Wait, no... hold on!
"Oh, I think Rafan the White, the inventor of Rafan's Elixir, was a Hardan!" I exclaimed. Thank you, Randall's obsession with Alchemy!

"Correct," Tamilla replied with a pleased smile. "He was my great-great-great-great-great-great..."

"Ffffrr! Anyway, Hardans are vile slackers: greedy, lying, selfish, deceitful, malicious, and egocentric non-humans who care only for themselves and steal jobs from honest people!" Mira hissed, her ears pressed back and tail fluffed out.

"Non-humans? Look at yourself! You look like your mother had a fling with a riding cat!" Tamilla hissed back just as fiercely. At this rate, they were about to claw each other's eyes out.

"Enough. Stop the insults or both of you are sleeping outside tonight!"

"No, seriously, listen to what she's saying! We're supposedly lazy and stealing jobs at the same time? Does that make any sense to your fuzzy little head?" Tamilla snapped.

I had to hit her with the same look I used to scare demons. The noblewoman instantly backed down and muttered something between a curse and an apology.

Once I confirmed peace was restored, I had the girls sit on the bed while I settled onto a chair opposite them.

"Now, talk. Clearly and calmly. No insults."

Tamilla shot a glance at the catgirl, who turned away with a scornful huff, as if silently inviting her to start spinning her lies.

"We're regular people. No better, no worse than anyone else. Maybe just a bit more gifted and tight-knit than most." The aristocrat shrugged.

Silence hung in the air while I scoured my memory. Wait a second, when the late Baronet scolded his soldiers, didn't he call them the Hardan tribe? Yeah, I was pretty sure I'd heard something like that!

So it wasn't so simple. People don't use "regular folk" as a curse word.

"What do you say?" I turned to Mira.

"They're non-humans. White-haired. And look at this one: she dyes her hair. If that's not proof of deceit, what is?"

I glanced at Tamilla, who rolled her eyes, and yeah, her hair did seem to have white roots. How did Mira even notice that?

And Rafan the White, was he named for his hair?

Still, who cares about hair color? Back in the capital, even Randall had met blue-haired folks, naturally blue-haired. No one recoiled in horror. So it had to be more than that.

"That's not a serious argument. It's just a hair color. Why does it matter?"

Mira sighed.

"I'm telling you, they're not human. They live as long as mages, even though they aren't mages. Nearly all of them have some magical gift, but they can't use magic."

"Incorrect. There are Hardan mages—just very rare among us," Tamilla corrected.

"Do you have a talent?" I asked Tamilla directly.

Typically, "talent" meant the ability to use magic at all, but there were nuances. For mages, the Gift took the form of an Aspect, usually linked to their magic type. A fire mage would have a fire-related Aspect. Mine, for example, was the Sculptor Aspect—it let me reshape metal with far more efficiency. But when someone had a talent without a Source, i.e., a regular person, it could be almost anything: sensing life, detecting lies, seeing the past or future.

The catch? No Source meant no magical fuel. These talents were usually weak or short-lived. You might levitate a plate, but never a horse. Judging by what I'd gathered, Hardans had far fewer true mages but many more of these... gifted types.

"Do I have a talent? I'd prefer not to answer that," the noblewoman replied politely but firmly.

"See? She's hiding something!" Mira exclaimed.

"How ridiculous," Tamilla sighed and waved a hand dismissively.

"I told you—no arguing. She doesn't want to answer. That's her right."

"Hmph," the catgirl muttered, folding her arms.

Time to end this.

Surprisingly, Tamilla picked up on my mood immediately and changed the subject in a calm voice:

"How did your visit to the chimerologists go? Is the little healer's father alright?"

"We had to remove one lung, but a new one's already grown in. He should recover, though we'll need to scan his body a few more times."

"I heard that device consumes a ridiculous amount of cores..." Tamilla began, then cut herself off. "But a healer's loyalty is priceless. It's a worthwhile investment—spoken as a merchant."

"Suck-up," Mira muttered, arms still folded across her chest.

Tamilla shot her a fiery glare, and Mira hissed again. One more spark and they'd be at each other's throats.

"Ladies, let's get back to work. Mira, I asked you to prepare a list of guardsmen..."

"It's on the table. Also, Til asked you to look at one particular guy. He gave his personal recommendation for the man to join your guard."

"Pff. Who cares about that? I went through some documents and found something far more important: theft. I'm pretty sure I know who did it—and where at least some of the stolen gear is hidden."

"Recruitment is important too. The commander himself recommended him!"

"Nonsense. What could be more important than theft?"

Both girls turned their disapproving glares on me. Suddenly, my head started to ache.

Damn. I needed to handle both things, but no matter what I chose first—one of them would be very, very offended.
Seeing me hesitate, Mira pounced again.

"I was here first! So back off from my lord and go chase after some footsoldier!"

"What nonsense are you spouting? I'm just doing my job, and doing it better than you. Your paperwork is riddled with errors. If you were one of my subordinates, I'd have had you flogged already!"

Mira reeled from the unexpected assault, gasping like a fish, while Tamilla had no intention of stopping.

"And really, if we're going there, I find your tail far more interesting. How is it attached? I could replace a flogging punishment with something a bit more... scientific."

"Mnyaaa! Master!" Mira yelped in horror. "Do something! She's insane! A lunatic! A Hardan!"

A soldier peeking into the tent saved the situation.

"My lord, the lumberjacks report that the bandsaw blade at the mill has broken down."

"Excellent," I replied with exaggerated enthusiasm. "I'll go fix it myself."

"Sir, they've already started replacing it and said they could..." the soldier began, but I cut him off.

"Of course they can't handle it alone. Nonsense. Now if you'll excuse me, ladies. Urgent matters."

I made a brisk, determined exit from the tent, only to hear a synchronized call behind me:

"Wait, sir, I'm coming with you!"
"I'll join you too, Viscount!"






Gone were the days when I had to run to the steam engine every hour. The machine had become more stable, and the crew had learned to top off water in time, avoid overheating the engine, and keep the fuel in the firebox at reasonable levels.

The saws, though, still weren't entirely reliable, largely because I still hadn't taken the time to whip up an alchemical varnish substitute for insulating the coils. Still, they could now run for days without breaking. Major progress.

This time, the breakdown had struck a different device: the bandsaw I'd rigged under a canopy to speed things up. Add a few more machines and it'd be a full-fledged sawmill. Even now, it wasn't bad. Logs could be sliced into planks or chopped into billets, depending on which side they were fed from.

Thanks to this, our camp was not only heated daily but also steadily transformed from a gypsy encampment into a proper village. Next step: a tall palisade, essential in these lands. But first, we had to make sure nobody froze to death during the bitter northern winter.

I shook hands with the foreman and inspected the busted equipment. The problem was simple: the saw blade just wasn't strong enough. The workers probably could've replaced it themselves. (Lately I've been making all my new machines modular). Even so, this one...

I touched the broken ends of the steel band and focused my Source. Pain flared. Damn. But it was tolerable. The metal reluctantly flowed, and voilà: a good-as-new blade, slightly thinner than ideal. I added a bit of steel from my sword and cycled the metal back and forth to relieve internal stress. If it snapped now, it wouldn't be at the seam.

Satisfied, I inspected my handiwork. In a word: magic.

Everything should be fine, but just to be sure, I signaled the worker to engage the steam engine's drive lever. The mechanism clattered slightly and the blade picked up speed, humming louder.

"Send it through!" I shouted, and the workers used hooks to roll a log toward the blade.

That familiar, soothing buzz of steel teeth against wood filled the air, along with the warm scent of heated timber. Bliss.

"Achoo!" came a sound from behind.

I turned to see not everyone shared my joy. Mira was sneezing frantically from the sawdust, her ears covered to block the screech of the blade. And Tamilla... what was up with her?

The noblewoman was staring at the steam engine with a baffling cocktail of emotions, mouth slightly open, eyes wide. She looked like she might start drooling.

"Tamilla!" I called, snapping her out of it.

"I... Ah, may I take a closer look?" she asked, waving toward the steam engine.

"Sure. Just don't touch it. It's hot."

Zoom. She was off, circling the roaring metal beast like an excited puppy, picking up speed with every lap. Her cheeks were flushed. Maybe from the engine's heat, or maybe from pure mechanical ecstasy.

She stopped a worker and shouted something over the din, begging him for something. I could've used the demon's power to eavesdrop, but that seemed excessive for such nonsense.

"What's wrong with her?" Mira asked, still covering her ears.
I simply shrugged and waited patiently for her to finish. Or maybe, hell with it, I could just quietly slip off to the guard inspection? That would also conveniently solve the issue of who gets priority between the girls. What complaints could a merchant have if she's the one who lost track of time chatting?

I had already signaled to Mira to slip back to camp when Tamilla suddenly detached herself from the steam engine and rushed over. Damn woman. Did she have eyes in the back of her head?

"Pardon me," she said, out of breath. "I had heard about this... thing, but seeing it in person made me realize the rumors were an understatement." She brushed a loose strand of hair from her flushed face and quickly continued in a near-breathless rush:

"Do-you-know-what-this-is?!"

"Of course I do. I built it. It's what's keeping us from freezing to death right now, and in a week it'll get us through the Forest to... well, our destination." I left it vague. Something told me this shrewd merchant already knew everything that had happened here, but I wasn't about to hand her intel on a silver platter. Maybe I shouldn't have let her out of that cage in the first place.

"No!" she shouted so loudly and with such passion that I flinched out of my thoughts. "This is a mountain of gold. Mountains! Have you heard of Sir William's inertia looms?"

I shook my head. If it had nothing to do with alchemy, rituals, or demons, there was no way Randall had ever cared.

"That can't be! He traveled to every major city in the kingdom with his prototype!" she said, slightly offended.

I just shrugged again.

"Ugh... I don't even know where to start. Sir William invented the most advanced loom in the world, one no one has yet been able to replicate. He's the largest clothing producer in the country. Highest quality too. My doublet is from his factory. Yours probably is as well."

"To the point," I cut her off. I didn't care about fashion.

"Right. Well, before he got rich, he had a project. Land near rivers was expensive, windmills unreliable, and his loom required serious power. So he found a workaround. He used a massive metal flywheel, spun up by metal mages, and powered the loom off that."

A memory sparked. He had come to our town once, back when Randall was still a kid. A short, cheerful man with bright eyes. He'd set up his wheel in the main square and tried explaining his concept to my grandfather.

Let's just say Lord Condor was not impressed by the idea of wasting magical energy to help commoners. Not in the slightest.

He waved his hand, crumpled the man's entire machine into a ball, and ordered the inventor flogged for wasting his time.

"He did convince a few mages, and the work got started. But a month later there was a tragedy. The flywheel spun too fast, broke loose, destroyed the workshop, and killed several people. But his fabrics had already caught the attention of merchants, so he rebuilt. Replaced the flywheel with oxen-driven capstans, and later chimeras. But do you know how expensive it is to feed those magical beasts? He would pay a fortune for a machine like this. And not just him."

Her eyes sparkled, practically turning into gold coins. I could almost hear the jingle of profit in her head.

"I don't even know how many buyers. This could revolutionize industry. The number of people who'd pay for a machine like this is nearly infinite. On behalf of the Golden Guild, I want to be your partner. I'll handle everything: clients, logistics — just make the machines. We split the profits fifty-fifty."

"Fifty-fifty?" I smirked.

""Alright, 40 for me, 60 for you," she corrected instantly. Seeing no reaction from me, she rushed on.". Seeing no reaction from me, she rushed on. "Alright, twenty-five for me, seventy-five for you."

I shook my head.

"Fine, ten percent it is!" she cried, desperate.

"No," I said flatly.

"Alright, you win. I'll do it for free, as long as I'm the exclusive distributor. That's my condition."

I'll admit, I was surprised. If there was one thing I'd learned about Tamilla, it was that she was phenomenally greedy. And just as phenomenally mercantile. Something wasn't adding up.

"And what's in it for you?"

She hesitated, then confessed:

"A lot. The power to decide who gets these machines and who doesn't — that's huge influence. I can lose gold but gain debtors. It's a rational trade. What's your word?"

"Same as before. No. I'm not planning to sell these machines yet. But if you want to be my distributor, you must stay silent about what you've seen. If you do, I swear you'll be the first person I contact when the time comes. You'll get twenty-five percent of the deal. But if you try to steal the blueprints or replicate this machine yourself," I licked my wind-chapped lips, "I'll eat you."

She flinched.

"May I ask when you expect to start selling them?"

I breathed in the cold air and turned to face the camp.

In the snow-covered valley stood crooked barracks, frost-covered dugouts, workers stacking logs for the next hut...

But that wasn't what I saw.

Asphalt roads. Electric lights. Concrete buildings and massive workshops. The roar of machines, the whine of drills, the buzz of manufacturing. Molten steel splashing, factory workers shouting, neat rows of muskets and cannons rolling down conveyor belts. How long would it take? Decades? Maybe less?

"A few years. I'll need at least a few years." I rubbed my eyelids, shaking off the vision.

"Acceptable. The Golden Guild is ready to support you as an equal partner," Tamilla said solemnly.

I silently extended my hand. Her palm was warm in mine. She shook without hesitation, her eyes gleaming. In that glint, I saw the same thing she did. A new world. I felt like drawing her closer. She didn't resist.

"Ahem. My lord, the guard is ready for inspection. They're just waiting on you," came Mira's annoyed voice.

Tamilla stepped back, embarrassed. Strangely, she didn't even mention the theft case being more important.

Well then, if there are no objections...

"Inspection it is. Let's begin."

            

    
        Chapter 21

    
    
    
    
                I sized up the two-meter-tall giant from the ground up. Despite the cold, he wore only a leather vest.
"Dorvan, right?"

"Yes, my lord," he rasped.
He was as tall as the late baronet, just over two meters, but not as broad. Alex had been a stocky mountain of muscle, a massive wardrobe of a man, especially in armor. This guy was just tall and not particularly muscular.

Noticing that I was eyeing the width of his arms, Til cleared his throat and whispered,
"He's not in his best form right now, only recently recovered from an injury. But I assure you, at his peak, he can go toe to toe with any second-rank warrior."

"What's your rank, soldier?" I asked Dorvan, ignoring Til.
The giant hesitated and lowered his gaze.

"Well... uh..."
"Ahem. He doesn't have a warrior's Gift, my lord," Til interjected again.

Damn it, are you his nanny or what? Didn't you catch the first time that I want to speak to the fighter himself? I shot Til a brief glance, and he immediately bowed. I fixed my expectant gaze on the mercenary. The giant looked even more flustered under my attention, rubbing his hands as if unsure what to do with them.
"Well?"

"I don't have the Gift, my lord..." he mumbled, then suddenly looked up and added confidently, "But in a fight, I'm worth five men!"
"Hmm..."

I turned to the formation of guards.
"You, you, you, and you!" I pointed at four random soldiers. "If you can bring him down to the ground, each of you gets a silver coin. No weapons, no dirty shots. Just honest grappling."

"If they can't manage it, the guard spot is yours, Dorvan. Go."
The soldiers unclasped their scabbards so the swords wouldn't get in the way and began approaching their opponent. They kept their blackened cuirasses on, giving them a slight edge in weight, but I had only picked four instead of five, as Dorvan had boasted.

The first guard suddenly let out a battle cry and sprinted at the giant, aiming low. Dorvan simply sidestepped and gave the charging man a helpful push. The guard slammed straight into a snowbank between two wagons, seemingly stuck in the packed snow.
The remaining three exchanged glances and began circling, trying to flank him. Dorvan immediately stepped back so the wagon would protect his rear.

The guards closed in, and even the one buried in snow began to stir, struggling to get out. Suddenly Dorvan roared, yanked the trapped guard out, and hurled him at the others—knocking down two at once like bowling pins. The last standing man froze, hesitant to move.
"Hey, that's against the rules!" Mira shouted, hopping excitedly. Either from the cold or the heat of the moment.

Dorvan then charged like a train, knocking the last guard to the frozen ground, clearly breaking his spirit.
I clapped slowly, unimpressed, and began lecturing my troops.

"You," I said to the first. "Acted on impulse, 'died' pointlessly, and got your comrades in trouble. Think about it. This would've cost lives in a real fight."
"You two," I addressed the two getting up. "You need to be more alert and expect any trick from an enemy."

"And you..." I turned to the fourth. "Disappointed me most. You could've charged in, showing at least some reckless courage. Or you could've retreated, distracting Dorvan and giving your friends a chance. No pay for you today. Back in line."
The guards got up, rubbing their bruises, and returned to their spots.

"And finally, you..." I faced the pleased Dorvan. What to do with him? On the one hand, I was impressed by how he had thrown an armored man—though clearly pushing his limits. On the other, Mira was right. That wasn't exactly a clean match. So he needed to be punished.
"I'll test your strength myself. Boys, fetch a table and chairs." The formation dissolved instantly, and the soldiers scattered to find what I needed. As I waited, I tried to systematize what I knew about the strength rankings of mages and warriors.

The lowest and weakest rank was Junior Candidate. This Gift was hard to detect, and the bearer was barely distinguishable from a normal person, except for an instinctive affinity for metal. For example, just by holding a sword, they could judge the steel's quality without any tools. If a Junior Candidate was lucky, they might become a village blacksmith. But they were rare and highly prized on the black market. Candidates were prime material for sacrifice.
If a Candidate was "lucky" enough to have a second-tier Gift and could be called simply Candidate, without the Junior prefix, was their life any better?

No.
In fact, Candidates and Senior Candidates had it worse. Their Gifts were stronger, allowing them not only to feel but also to control the movement of small metal objects. But hiding was much harder for them, so they usually ended up dead in sacrificial circles at an early age.

Basically, the first rank was considered worthless trash. Better to have no Gift at all than one that weak. Candidates, even Seniors, were never trained, always hunted, and often used as ingredients for potions. Their fate was grim.
The second rank was Apprentice, divided into three levels like all others: Lesser Apprentice, Apprentice, and Senior Apprentice. As the name suggests, second-rank mages were finally admitted to study, although Lesser Apprentices often mysteriously disappeared. Only for the local landowner to later receive a gift of a magic tincture made from a freshly harvested heart. What a coincidence.
Still, those fortunate enough to reach the second tier usually escaped such a fate. At that point, a mage would be compelled to enter military service and given a brief course on how to use their power. Not because an Apprentice had significant combat capabilities. Quite the opposite: it was more about having a strategic reserve in case things went truly badly and the magical circles desperately needed magical blood.

A similar situation applied to Senior Apprentices, though they did have some military value. The thing is, at low ranks, the power difference between levels wasn't significant. But the gap between a Junior Mage and a full Mage? That was night and day.
Next came the third magical rank, Junior Adept. And that was someone with real power. A commoner who, by some miracle, awakened this Gift had a good chance of becoming a squire and, with loyal service, a faint chance of being knighted. Or of becoming captain of the guard somewhere in the provinces.

A full Adept was the bare minimum required to be a noble in the Kingdom of Steel and hold power over thousands.
An Adept, if properly trained and using not ordinary steel but bloodsteel (metal magically bound to them), could replace an entire squad of archers. Or fight in full armor as if it weighed nothing.

A Senior Adept was the pride of knighthood, the backbone of the Kingdom's military power. Nothing was more terrifying than an avalanche clad in runic steel, one that ignored both crossbow bolts and pikemen formations. They'd deflect, toss aside, or simply overpower all that with a single sweep of the hand.
The fourth rank was Junior Mage. Long ago, that rank was the minimum needed to be granted even the title of baronet, let alone baron. Times changed. Now, even among marquises, one might find both Junior and Senior Mages.

As for what they could actually do in battle, Randall could only speculate. He had no reliable sources, and the information he did have seemed heavily exaggerated. Still, judging by the power of just one frost rune enchanted by a Senior Water Mage, mages were indeed powerful.
The ranks that followed (Archmage, Magister, Archmagister) were mostly academic in nature. Archmages were Dukes. The Magister, rumor had it, was the king himself. And no one had seen an Archmagister in a thousand years.

So, seven ranks, each with three minor levels. Once you understand the principle, it's all fairly straightforward.
The warrior ranks, however, were much more interesting and complicated. At first, when the metal mages rebelled and broke away from the Mage Consortium, they used that system of martial ranks, with titles like knight, squire, commander.

But over time, titles inevitably got mixed up with ranks. It became common to see a hereditary knight serving as a court mage without any martial Gift whatsoever.
And unlike mages, whose Source size was relatively easy to measure, assessing warriors was devilishly difficult.

At the lower levels, it was almost impossible to tell whether someone had a martial Gift. It required a scanner of at least mage level. And mages didn't usually have time to scan peasants and vagabonds.
If only that were the biggest problem.

The real issue was that warriors depended heavily on physical stats. Their meridians didn't provide raw power; they only fueled the body with magical energy. A two-meter-tall brute of the second rank could easily pound a scrawny third-ranker into the dirt, despite the full rank difference.
Another quirk of warriors was that it was somewhat easier for them to advance in rank. A mage climbing the ladder was rare, but after a battle, it wasn't uncommon to see a couple of warriors jump to the next level. However, that luxury only lasted until the third rank. The transition to the fourth was a bottleneck that only one in hundreds could pass. At the fourth rank, a core formed (analogous to a mage's Source), and that radically boosted a warrior's power. At that point, comparing strength by raw physique made less sense. The core could be analyzed, measured, and physical parameters no longer played as large a role as magical energy reserves.

Because of this, some snobs refused to acknowledge any warrior below the fourth rank, lumping them in with ungifted rabble. Which, of course, was utter nonsense.
A third-rank warrior was several times stronger than a normal person of the same build. Faster, with terrifying regeneration and absurd endurance. But the aristocrats still kept their noses in the air.

Warriors had levels too, but unlike the well-defined ranking of mages, these were more of a convention. The title "Beginner" was added for those who had just broken into a new rank and hadn't yet fully mastered their new strength. "Masters" were those who had reached the peak of their rank and were preparing to ascend to the next. In most other cases, levels weren't even mentioned in conversation.
Anyway, I digress. Why, unlike the clear and elegant mage progression of Candidate, Apprentice, Adept, Mage, Archmage, Magister, Archmagister, did warriors have no titles and only numbered ranks?

Once upon a time, things were different...
And so, the ranking system once established by the Consortium began to collapse. A knight by title might not be a true third-rank warrior by strength. To avoid confusion, people across the kingdom tried to invent their own rank systems, which led to a flood of pompous titles that were impossible to make sense of.
Eventually, a couple of centuries ago, this culminated in a rather amusing case. A young and naive baron, whose name history did not preserve, decided to raise a fighting force. He generously handed out gold, recruiting "great warriors," "arch-knights," "death slayers," "dragon crushers," and other characters who beat their chests and swore they could take down any armored soldier with their bare hands.

Of course, when the day of battle came, it turned out that of all the so-called "arch-knights," only a few were of the second warrior rank. Most were scattered across the various stages of the first, and some were utterly talentless.
The story passed from mouth to mouth until it reached the king, who finally decided to end the madness. He issued a decree that from then on, warrior ranks would be named simply and boringly: with numbers.

From first to seventh.
Not everyone liked this approach. "Why," they grumbled, "do mages get grand titles like Adept and Archmage, while we're stuck with twos and threes?" Fortunately, the dissenters never reached a consensus on how warriors should be titled, and the numeric system, creaking and groaning, somehow took hold.

Meanwhile, my men finally dragged over a table. Where the hell had they found it, considering how long it took? One glance at the massive slab of wood told me they'd stolen it from the soldiers' mess hall.
I dropped onto a rough stool and flexed my frozen hand, then assumed a stance for arm wrestling. Across from me, Dorvan extended his arm. It seemed the locals knew this custom.

"Don't hold back," I advised, clasping his hand. Massive paw.
Dorvan pushed. Lightly at first, then harder and harder. My arm didn't budge an inch.

A shame. If he'd had even a bit of talent, he might have grown into a third-rank master one day. Then his strength would have been immense! He might have even rivaled the late Baronet: a true living tank, a man worthy of knighthood in the royal army. But no. It looked like Dorvan was destined to remain an ordinary mercenary.
Meanwhile, Dorvan turned red with exertion, veins bulging, and I'll admit, I had to put in some effort to keep my hand steady. But enough of that.

With a sharp jerk, I slammed his hand to the table.
"Damn... I lost," he muttered, disappointed.

"Yes. But you're hired."
A pleased smile spread across his face. I stood up and called to the troops:

"You four, return the table and stools. Everyone else, get your shields and form up!"
Til echoed my orders, and the formation bristled with weapons and shielded itself. I clicked my tongue in disappointment. A rabble. Shields of various shapes and sizes, mostly round, and nearly all wooden. Weapons: axes, swords, falchions... no uniformity at all. Worst of all, they didn't even try to link their shields. Each man covered only himself. Looked like they were used to chaotic scuffles, not formation combat.

Sensing my dissatisfaction, Til suddenly barked,
"Shield wall! Like the pikemen. Now!"

The men shifted sideways and tightened the line slightly. Better than nothing, but still pathetic.
"How did you even fight like this, for the Abyss' sake?" I shouted across the camp. The march to the capital was approaching, and I'd be relying on this sorry excuse for a guard.

"Most of the work was done by the Baronet and the cavalry supporting him. The rest was handled by crossbowmen. We mainly covered them with pikes," Til reported.
"How many of you were crossbowmen?"

"Most of us, really... but there are some experienced melee fighters."
"Alright, enough. Weapons down. Lock shields. The three of us (Til, Dorvan, and I) will try to break your formation and knock you down. Anyone who falls will run laps around the camp until evening. Anyone who holds the line gets a silver coin and meat for dinner. Ready?"

A chorus of eager responses.
With my magic temporarily off limits, at least I could warm up and put these boys through their paces. With a wave of my hand, I sent Til and Dorvan to hit the flanks, while I charged straight into the center.

Clash!
A shield slammed into my shoulder, but its bearer had poor coordination with his neighbors. I simply bowled him over. Without a weapon in one hand, they could've made an even tighter formation, just by supporting each other. No teamwork whatsoever.

To the left, a few men toppled under Til's charge. But to the right, to my surprise, two seasoned soldiers with triangular shields managed to repel Dorvan.
"Tighter! Close the gaps! Reform!" shouted one soldier who'd taken command. He had a decent sense for tactics, and I made a mental note to find out who he was afterward. No time to identify him now... the line broke with a roar, and fighters swarmed me from every direction, swinging their shields.

I ducked under one shield and tackled a soldier to the ground, rolling away from another trying to crush me with his weight. Cuirasses everywhere — I was surrounded. My heart pounded with delight, adrenaline rushing through me. Finally, something resembling a real fight. A push, a dodge, a trip.
Enemies fell, stumbled, and collapsed into a chaotic melee. Suddenly, a shield loomed in front of my face, ready to mess up my evening. I smashed it apart with a single blow and grabbed its bearer by the waist, hurling him into the crowd. Damn it, Dorvan's move was contagious.

I looked around. Sadly, my allies were already down. I was the last one standing. Soldiers regrouped around me again. Technically, I should've called off the training then... but hell no. Not when I'd just warmed up.

Laughing joyfully, I charged back into the fray.

            

    
        Chapter 22

    
    
    
    
                "Well done, everyone. You still can't hold formation, but your will to win has earned you all a reward," I announced to the bodies sprawled across the snow.
Panting and red-faced, I was in a great mood. Our guard had grown to a hundred men, almost half of whom were on the training field today. Sometimes it was just fun to dominate a horde of "mobs" again, like in the good old days.

"No, no. Stay down!" I sat down on a soldier who'd tried to move. The one who had been barking orders earlier. He was definitely going to become Til's second-in-command.
Speaking of Til, he was lying not far away. At some point, he and Dorvan had committed the vile betrayal of teaming up with the rest in a desperate attempt to bring me down. Not that I could blame them. I'd suggested it myself, hoping to increase the "difficulty."

Surveying the "battlefield" and making sure everyone was staying down without trying to rise, I got up from my makeshift stool. A memory of my last championship fight suddenly flashed in my mind. Ah, how long ago that was. I wondered how my team was doing. Were they looking for me? Were they worried?
I shook off the pointless thoughts before they could sour my mood. The baronet had grown thoughtful when I asked about Samael, so he must've heard something. That meant I could definitely find some information on that bastard in the Capital.

For now, I would do what must be done and let the future sort itself out.
"Alright, get up. Today's training is over. As I said, your reward is that there'll be no punishments. But your skills? Absolute garbage. From this day forward, I'm declaring mandatory daily training. By the time the caravan leaves for the Capital, I expect you to whip yourselves into shape. Til, work them hard. I'll be checking in a few days. Right now, you're nothing but a ragtag mob unworthy of being called a guard. Understood?"

The reply was a chorus of groans from the ground. Battered soldiers slowly, wearily climbed to their feet.
I walked toward the girls waiting for me.

Tamilla sat on a stool—which I had clearly ordered returned to the mess tent! Her face wore an expression of cosmic boredom as she examined her boots.
Mira, on the other hand, looked elated, her face glowing with a happy blush. The snow beneath her feet was so thoroughly packed that I had no doubt she'd been cheering for me quite enthusiastically, possibly even bouncing in place.

"Congratulations!" she exclaimed, throwing her arms around me. So warm...
My hand slid around her waist, and she let out a contented purr.

"Had your fun, Viscount? Can we get back to important matters?" Tamilla interrupted with obvious irritation, ruining the moment.

"Mmm, actually, this was important business," I countered.
"Oh, of course!" she rolled her eyes.

Tch. She was so infuriating. I'd shove her right back in that cage if she weren't so damned useful. Honestly, I only managed to come out for today's training because the ladies had finally rescued me from the hellish torment of paperwork.
"Alright, what was that about theft?"

"Glad you haven't forgotten. Please, follow me..."






Baronet Alex von Hornet of the Grey Hills was, in many ways, a respectable man. Strong, honest, brave, generous... But precise bookkeeping was not among his virtues. Even in the most important reports, especially those concerning the regimental treasury,there was utter chaos. Hornet didn't bother checking up on his treasurer or tracking expenses, and the treasurer, in turn, took full advantage of that, helping himself to the funds on a regular basis. Sometimes very generously, judging by the number of coins that had walked off.

Not that it was hard to do, considering the records rarely included anything more than vague notes like "Took 2 gold for Bess's widow" or simply "3 gold." Three gold for what? To where? Why? Absolutely unclear. The only thing that was clear was that when I went to the wagon designated for storing our funds, I found it completely empty. Or rather, no coins—but one small, balding, rat-faced man who served as treasurer.
To be fair, I made a mistake by letting it slide.

I just had too much on my plate. Holding power in the camp, keeping Berta from seizing control, and dealing with a mountain of urgent problems from gunpowder to steam engines... The missing treasury funds didn't seem like such a big deal when I could just throw some of Grandpa's gold at the issue. A problem solved with money isn't really a problem at all, right?
Then we struck the chimera lab jackpot, and all that fuss over the stolen cash fell to the bottom of my priorities.

Now, however, that scrawny little man was drenched in sweat while Tamilla grilled him with documents, unearthing more and more crimes through indirect clues. Judging by how pale he got with each new accusation, she was good at it.
"You can't prove anything!" he squeaked suddenly, backing away as if looking for a way to escape.

"You're not on trial," I said, stroking my sword's hilt. "Tamilla, how much gold went missing?"
"From what I can tell, several dozen gold coins over the past couple of years."

A sizable sum for a commoner. Enough to build a guest house in a decent-sized town.
But I was more interested in something else.

"Not bad. But you said you found some of the stolen goods?"
"Not gold. Some of the stolen equipment."

Baronet Hornet might have been an honest man, but he wasn't stupid. That's why he wasn't above using... creative accounting. If you're dragging an entire village along with your forces, why not inflate your troop count a little in your employer's eyes and ask for a bit more pay? After all, the main strength of the detachment lay with the Baronet himself.Chainmail, spears, shields—all the cheaper, more battered gear polished to a shine, would be handed to peasants right before a troop inspection. The peasants were then shoved deep into the formation so that their lack of skill with the weapons wouldn't be too obvious and voilà! The unit appeared to have swelled by a couple hundred heads. More than enough to ask for a higher fee in good conscience.

When times got tougher, that ceremonial reserve started to shrink. Some of it was sold, some repurposed to replace broken gear. Still, according to the records, an entire wagon full of military equipment had gone missing. It should be here, but it wasn't. And that rat tried to convince me it had all been sold off.
"Lead the way," I ordered, and our small procession made its way through the camp. Tamilla led, followed by Mira and me, with two guards dragging the treasurer behind us to make sure he didn't run.

"Oh, I know this wagon!" Mira suddenly perked up as we stopped in a nondescript corner of the camp.
A heavy padlock hung from one snow-dusted wagon, and the number "33" was painted on the door.

"Yes, that's the one! I couldn't get it open, the key didn't fit... I was making rounds through the camp to check inventory against the records. I think this one was supposed to have monster horns or something like that."
"Not horns!" Tamilla said cheerfully. "The official paperwork has all sorts of corrections. The wagons were deliberately misnumbered, and the one that actually had horns was written off as abandoned due to damage. Viscount, would you do the honors?"

Behind us, the rat-faced treasurer mumbled something about how things weren't so clear-cut—proving, of course, that the wagon absolutely did not contain horns.
I placed my hand on the lock, and it clicked open effortlessly. My Source didn't even twinge, that's how easy it was.

"Nice control," Tamilla commented approvingly.
"Wow, you're like a master thief!" the cat-girl exclaimed, her tail flicking excitedly.

"Hrm. That's a terrible compliment," I scolded her. "I'm no thief."
"Sorry..."

I flung the doors open. Behind me, the real thief whimpered.
Of course, the merchant had been right: chainmail on the shelves, shields on the walls, and several barrels further in, their tops bristling with sword hilts.

Impressive. Enough to arm several dozen men.
I turned to the treasurer. The soldiers had to keep him upright. He was collapsing to the ground, not even trying to defend himself. Passed out from fear?

"I think this is fairly obvious. The penalty for stealing from a lord is death."
"Ahem, ahem," came a voice from the side. Tamilla!

"What is it?"
"Perhaps we shouldn't be so hasty?"

Surprising! She'd exposed him herself, and now she was defending him?
"Explain."

"I'm tired of cleaning up this mess. I need an assistant... someone competent enough to train quickly. I can't teach everything from scratch to some village girl!" She gestured dismissively toward the cat-girl.
"HEY! Speak for yourself, you glorified noblemaid!" Mira snapped and let out an angry hiss.

I scratched my stubble thoughtfully. Damn, it made sense. But rats like him had to be crushed before they multiplied. Especially the kind who lied straight to my face.
"I don't want to see him in my camp."

"That's not a problem. We'll move him to a cell under the lab. He'll work from there."
"He's unreliable."

"I'll make sure the former treasurer does his job. If I see him slacking, I'll take care of it myself."
I spent a few minutes weighing the pros and cons of leaving that lying thief with his head still attached.

"Fine. Do what you want. Make a full inventory of everything in the wagon and set up your little assistant. Mira and I are going back to the tent."





Snow crunched underfoot. Dusk was falling. Mira and I made our way to our cold little makeshift "home."

"You're quiet today," I noted.
She gave a noncommittal shrug.

"Why don't you like Tamilla? Be honest."
"Is trying to steal you from me not a good enough reason?"

"She is?"
"You didn't even notice!"

I pulled her closer by the shoulders.
"While we're alone, let's stick to first names."

We walked in silence for a dozen steps, the only sound the crunch of snow and a watchdog barking in the distance.
Mira grimaced.

"I don't like her." The last word dripped with venom—she clearly wasn't talking about the dog.
"Noted."

Silence again. Should I push the issue or let it go?
The sun dipped behind the mountains. By the time we reached the tent, night had fallen.
I pulled back the tent flap and gestured for her to enter first.

It's worth noting: we had finally started sleeping together. Not in the sexual sense—even though I'd finally gotten a bit of free time, we were still too exhausted by the end of each day to do anything but rest. We just kept warm by sharing a bed. Thankfully, Hornet's old cot was large enough not to feel cramped.
"She embodies everything I wanted to become. It's infuriating."

"Tell me more. And throw some wood into the stove," I said as I sat at the table and lit a candle. Ah, how I missed electric lighting...
"There's not much to tell... The daughter of a broke knight only has two paths. Either awaken a talent for battle and follow her father's path or become the obedient wife of some suitor he picks. Don't get me wrong—I'm not complaining. Plenty have it worse. But I put all my hopes in the first path and couldn't accept the second."

The fire crackled in the stove, and the tent gradually filled with warmth. The kettle began to whistle, fragrant herbs brewing inside. A weak substitute for tea, but in this cold, it was better than nothing. Hmm. Maybe I should whip up a thermos?
"What happened then?"

"I tried to run away. My father caught me, locked me up, made me do housework, and told me to wait for a suitable match. I ran again, and he finally decided that a few coins were worth more than a disobedient, useless daughter. Sold me to those monsters with his own hands..."
She gave a sorrowful smile.

"I was horribly wrong about their motives. I thought they were just recruiting servants for some high noble... Even being locked in a cage didn't stop me from lying to myself. I thought there was no reason to kill me, since I didn't have a Gift. Then the girl who arrived with me was taken away, and a few hours later her mutilated body was burned by a fire mage. Did my father know what would happen to me? I still don't dare to think about that."
I handed her an empty cup. Maybe giving her more work would help push out the dark thoughts?

"I was lucky. Twice lucky. I survived. The experiments didn't kill me. And then you came."
Mira poured the herbal brew into the cup and handed it to me.

"Thank you," I said, setting the hot drink on the table.

"No, I should be thanking you. When I first entered this tent, I was desperate—willing to do anything. With these... 'accessories,' who would want me?" She rubbed her chilled ears.
"Come on. This world's full of people with oddities. A pair of ears and a tail? People who don't burn in fire are weirder," I tried to reassure her.

"Peasant children hated me just because my father was a knight. I know people. They hate anything that doesn't fit the mold."
"But here, the camp respects you," I countered.

"Only because of you. Your protection. Who would care about me otherwise? They'd have raped me and slit my throat. Or sold me to some pervert as a curiosity."
"No. If Hornet were in my place, you'd have still found a place here. These people aren't as bad as you think."

She stepped behind me, wrapped her warm arms around my shoulders, and whispered:
"Why so humble? Just say it: 'Yes, I saved you.'" Her breath burned hot against my skin.

"I don't like lies, even the flattering kind." I set aside the materials list and pulled over the preliminary notes on transporting the Matriarch's head. If I could refine them, I'd need to strain my Source less during construction. Damn, I could feel her chest pressing against my back. Distracting.
"Booooring," she sang. But instead of pulling away, she hugged me tighter. Much tighter than you'd expect from a supposedly weak girl.

I reached for the inkwell—empty.
"Pass me the ink?"

"Nope."
"No?"

"Uh-huh. I'll give it to you... but you have to take it from me," she said, nose pressed to my neck, keeping her face out of sight.
"You know I have work to do," I sighed. If she kept this up, I might have to spank her.

"You need to relax and unwind. Let that girl handle everything. Let her finally be useful."
"This isn't the kind of project I can entrust to her."

Mira leaned over to peek at the papers. Her chest was now close enough to my ear that I could hear her heartbeat thudding.
"Seems that way. But still, you can't build it now anyway, right?"

"Unfortunately, you're right." I took her hand to keep her from escaping. "Alright, you win. So what should we do?"
She blushed and lowered her eyes. Oh, now she was shy? A moment ago she was teasing like a minx. I pulled her closer, eager to taste her lips.

I think we'd earned a little quality time together. After all, we'd both been working hard these past few days.

            

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
                The camp buzzed with activity as the final, frantic preparations for the march were underway. Somewhere deep in the Black Forest, already quite close to the battlefield, the lumberjacks were struggling with the last large tentacle blocking the path to the Head. Progress was slow, but I was confident: today or tomorrow, the way to the "clearing" where we had brought down the Matriarch would be open.
Outside the wagon window, a drizzling rain fell. I shut the iron-plated shutters and stepped out. The blacksmith and his assistant were putting the finishing touches on the exterior, turning the former treasury wagon of Hornet into a kind of scaly dragon. Small gun slits had been carved into the wagon, the front door had been widened, and the already strong and reliable undercarriage had been reinforced even further.

It was, in fact, the undercarriage that made me choose this particular wagon for my experiments. Its axles were made entirely of iron, and the wheels were reinforced as well. No one wanted the wagon carrying the heaviest and most valuable cargo to break down along the way. Our treasury was now stored in one of the rooms of the chimerologist lab, and the wagon had become an armored cart that would lead the caravan. The work had taken a week, but only because I had entrusted it entirely to the blacksmith. I could have done it much faster myself, but I needed to conserve mana for working on the transport platform.
The hammer rang out one last time as it fixed a scale in place, and the smith declared proudly:

"All done!"
He wasn't the only one pleased. His assistants standing nearby also grinned. The constant clanging that had echoed through the camp all week had driven everyone half-mad.

"Now I need parts like these. Cut them out of wood, you can use the bandsaw at the sawmill. No need for perfect cuts or polish — rough work is fine, as long as they fit together." I handed the blacksmith a schematic with drawings and dimensions. It was a blueprint for what would eventually become the gun carriage.
"Wood's not exactly my field, but I think I can manage. Just..." He extended his calloused hand, and I placed a pouch of silver into it.

"That's the agreed amount, plus ten extra. For the parts."
"Fair enough," he nodded and began gathering his tools while I gave the wagon another once-over.

The overlapping scale armor looked odd but was designed to protect against any projectiles, even from heavy crossbows — assuming the enemy didn't have enchanted bolts. Four gun slits on each side would allow the guards to unleash a hail of fire from their blunderbusses without exposing themselves to return shots. When you're using buckshot, accuracy is optional. We weren't expecting armored enemies, and with training levels being what they were — aim the boom-stick toward the enemy and pull the trigger — buckshot was our best bet.
The front door had been replaced with a double-leaf one, both to allow quick opening and to accommodate a little surprise I had prepared for any attackers. But that had to wait until the gun carriage was done.

This newly forged APC (Armored Personnel Cart) would be pulled by the musclebound stallion that once belonged to the late baronet. A regular horse couldn't manage the load, and all the oxen would be needed to haul the Matriarch's head. And even then, I feared they wouldn't be enough...
"Good work. I suppose this one's for my boys?" a voice called behind me.

I turned, and of course, it was my biggest headache after Bert was gone. Dolan, damn him.
The crossbowmen's commander examined the wagon's armor with a skeptical eye, lazily leaning on his compound crossbow.

Though he had sworn allegiance to me, well, there were always complications.
What made it worse was that Dolan, damn him, was sharp, sly, and annoyingly careful. He had commanded the camp's defense when the Baronet and I went on our sortie. Initially, we thought crossbows would be useless in the dense thickets of the Black Forest — who could have guessed the deeper you went, the more open it became? As a result, he preserved the core of his loyal men. The execution of Bert ensured Dolan's obedience, but he wouldn't be Dolan if he didn't try to leverage the situation for himself and his troops.

Increased pay for his crossbowmen, priority housing in the new homes, and so on. Sometimes I conceded, sometimes I didn't — all the while trying to lure his men into my personal guard. Nothing is worse than troops loyal to someone other than you, even if that someone is nominally loyal. Such dual command is a recipe for disaster. But once my guard outnumbered the brigades of former field commanders, these conflicts would resolve themselves. Their fuel was my weakness.
"No, Dolan. This wagon is for my men," I replied, a bit more brusquely than necessary.

He ran his fingers over the metal scales and clicked his tongue.
"Not the best idea. For covering shooters, this armor's overkill, and it won't stop mages. Plus, a solid roof means they can't bail out quickly if things go south. Better to take a regular wagon, cut the sides down to chest height, remove the roof, and reinforce the boards with what you remove. That way, if need be, they can always make a quick getaway."

What he proposed was a classic wagenburg, and for crossbowmen, it wasn't a bad option. But my armored cart would also carry spare grenades and gunpowder — not the kind of stuff you want exposed and unprotected.
"One rainstorm, and your roofless wagon becomes a swimming pool."

"Easily fixed. A temporary tarp, soaked in Black Forest sap. Brilliant stuff, by the way. Our scouts treated their cloaks with it and are thrilled."
"Alright, you have permission to refit two wagons that way."

"Much obliged, commander," he said, just a touch mockingly."Any problems?" I asked threateningly. His behavior was starting to resemble Bert's a little too much.

"None, except that three more of my men joined the 'guard' today. And the fact that I'm not allowed anywhere near the new weapons."
"And? I command as necessary. You swore an oath of loyalty."

"You haven't fulfilled your part of the deal yet. Who knows if you ever will?"
"Is that why you're so desperate to keep your men close? Planning to bolt and form your own little band?"

Dolan grimaced.
"Not form. We were already an independent unit when Hornet beat us and took us in. He kept all the melee fighters for himself and gave us ranged units in return, making us... incomplete on the battlefield, dependent on him. I accepted that. But you, sir, are doing even worse. You're dismantling what's left of my unit!" His voice grew harder with each word.

"That's bold talk," I noted, adjusting the sword at my side.
"I'd lie to anyone else. But you, like Hornet, don't execute useful people for speaking the truth. So no, I'm not afraid. Not yet."

I shook my head. Damn it, I sure had a talent for attracting lunatics. Seemed the Baronet's command style made his soldiers far too cheeky, even when it'd be smarter to shut up. Still, there was a way.
"Join the Condor House Guard."

"What?" The crossbowmen's commander blinked.
"Join me. I promote based on merit. You wouldn't stay a regular for long. And who knows how many men you'll be commanding a year from now."

"Why would I? Right now, I'm still a captain. Tomorrow, I could take my men and walk away, and you wouldn't have the strength to stop us." Dolan slung his crossbow over his shoulder and turned to leave.
"Empty threat. If you could have, you already would have."

"I know you won't let anyone walk away who knows about the core. I don't want to see brothers in arms spilling each other's blood. That's the only reason. But I also can't stand by while my unit is destroyed."

Damn. If I let him go, a bloodbath among our own men was inevitable. The guard could handle it with our new weapons, sure, but losing people over something so stupid...
"Wait. You're proud of your weapon, aren't you?"

"Damn right," he said with a hint of confusion, then added in a darker tone, "You can't tell a noble from a peasant with a bolt through the eye. A good shot makes everyone equal."
He gave his compound crossbow a light shake, implying it could deliver that shot. At me.

"Then follow me. I'll show you something that truly makes everyone equal. See for yourself why you should accept my offer instead of clinging to that sorry band of yours."
Ten minutes later, we stood in an open patch of ground. Twenty meters away, two sets of infantry cuirasses were mounted on wooden crosses.

Two and a half millimeters of steel, rounded shape. This was the best unGifted heavy infantry could afford. Thick enough to stop most projectiles and weapon blows from fellow foot soldiers. Not knight-level, but solid and expensive.
"Here it is, sir. Heavy!" Mira came up panting, handing me the musket and earning a well-deserved kiss.

"Mnyaa... Here are the bullets and powder too." She beamed and leaned in again, but I just patted her head. Enough sweetness for now, we'd cuddle later.
I ran my hand along the deadly weapon. My first attempt at arming the soldiers with something truly lethal, and I had clearly overdone it. A 30-millimeter caliber, crude birch stock, an absurdly long barrel with a bayonet lug, and weighing nearly twenty kilos. I built them with myself in mind, figuring if I could handle the kick, anyone could. I only managed to make two before some basic realities hit me.

First, ordinary soldiers don't have bodies built like mine and would shatter their bones firing these monsters.
Second, they'd never hit anything without proper training. And since we didn't have spare powder for practice, better to give them blunderbusses loaded with buckshot.

Even the bullets were special: lead, Nessler-style, with a steel core. They'd expand slightly in the barrel, gripping the smooth walls and giving the musket some semblance of accuracy. At least within 100 meters, hitting a human-sized target shouldn't be a problem.
I gave the beast a fond pat and gestured to Dolan.

"Show me what you've got."
"No magic?"

"No magic."
"Fine. Watch and learn."

He set his Piercer on the ground and started cranking it, the goblin-sinew string creaking with tension.
With a single motion, he reached over his shoulder and pulled out a bolt. Narrow and faceted — armor-piercing.

A fluid, practiced movement, a dry twang from the string, and the bolt was already in flight. Dolan hadn't even aimed! He just dropped it into the groove, raised the crossbow, and fired.
Clang!

The bolt punched through the front plate of the cuirass and buried itself halfway in. I clicked my tongue in admiration. 2.5 millimeters — not the worst steel. That armor should've held. But the result was plain to see.
It hadn't.
"He's dead. But in a real fight, I'd go for the head, not the chest."

"Not bad," I admitted. "Now watch."
The buttstock rested against the ground as I bit open a paper cartridge filled with black powder. The dark grains rustled softly as they poured into the barrel, followed by the bullet. Wadding is useful when there's time to prepare, but if the enemy is too close, speed matters more than precision. A quick ram with the rod, a firm press, and a check to make sure the bullet is properly seated. The leftover powder goes onto the pan. The hammer is cocked. I'm ready to fire, and it took even less time than Dolan.

Line up the front sight, pull the stock tight against the body. The recoil is going to hit hard.
Just like the hundreds of times before, during reenactments. Among friends.

My finger squeezed the trigger gently. The powder ignited, along with my sudden surge of hatred for Samael. The damned bastard who took everything from me.
A deafening blast, followed by an even louder clang! The armor flew off the wooden stand and rolled across the ground, but I'd already seen what I needed. A massive entry hole in the front, and the back of the cuirass completely torn apart. This was more than a clean through-and-through. There was no chance of survival, even if a healer had been standing by.

"This one's definitely dead," I said dryly, slinging the smoking musket over my shoulder. I could feel the warmth of the barrel through the fabric of my doublet.
Dolan darted over to the armor, leaving his Piercer on the ground. His fingers traced the torn edges, feeling the thickness, ignoring the way the jagged steel sliced into his skin. The bullet had punched straight through the armor and vanished somewhere in the field beyond.

"Abyss and ashes..." he whispered, not even noticing he was smearing blood over the steel. "What in the hells was that? I'm not sure even enchanted knight plate could stop that hit. Was that magic?"
"No magic. Just something that truly makes everyone equal. The weapon of a new era."

"That's what you used to kill Bert, but it wasn't this powerful!"
"Oh, believe me. These things can get a lot stronger," I said with a smirk, already thinking of field artillery.

Dolan's eyes were glued to the musket in my hands.
"You used powder. That's alchemy, isn't it?"

"In a way."
I liked that he was thinking in the right direction.

"How rare and expensive is it?" Dolan looked up from the weapon, scrutinizing my face.
Damn. I take it back. He's thinking too well, and I don't like that.

"It's easy to make. Most of the ingredients can be found in any village. Sure, I'm low on them right now, but that's temporary."
He did some quick mental math, then nodded.

"Alright. I'm in."
"In on what?" I smiled. Of course I knew what he meant, but I wanted to hear him say it.

"I'll join the Condor House Guard. As a squad leader."
Heh. Crafty bastard. Still, no point delaying it. He'd end up as one of the officers anyway.

"Deal. But for the first month, you're getting a regular's pay. You can go repaint your gear in Condor colors."
Dolan saluted with a fist to the chest and walked off. I was about to take the musket back to my tent when a loud crash echoed from deep in the Black Forest. Even muffled by distance, the impact rolled like thunder through the valley. That could mean only one thing: the last tentacle had been cut down. Soon it would be chopped up and dragged away, and the path would be clear.

I handed the musket to Mira, apologizing for making her carry it again, then headed to the transport platform. Today, I would finish it.





It stood at the edge of the camp.

A massive, six-axle platform, almost entirely made of metal. Steel elliptical springs, iron wheels with traction spikes, a sturdy frame. All of it was meant to distribute the incredible weight of the Head enough that a team of twenty-four oxen could drag it.
The core structure had been ready for a while. We'd even done a successful test run. I'd spent the last few days doing one thing only: shaving off every gram of weight without sacrificing strength. Replacing steel bars with bent profiles, thinning the metal but reinforcing it with ribs, swapping the floorboards for wood. In some ways, it felt like bridge building. The goal was to redirect stress from bending to compression, or at least distribute it more effectively. Just yesterday, I'd had a few more ideas.

Metal flowed under my hands, shifting shape as I molded it. Sometimes I pressed down with raw magic to simulate weight, and I could literally feel the stress channels shift through the support beams. This power was the real cheat code for peaceful applications. Any modern engineer would kill for it. Then again, I'm being disingenuous. Back in my world, AI does all the calculations in nanoseconds. I'm just a tribal shaman eyeballing everything.
My Source throbbed harder, and I stopped for a break. My reserve was a shadow of what it had been and replenished slower than ever, forcing me to rest often. I wasn't about to burn out again. I'd already come too close. What would I even do without my Gift?

I brushed the iron dust from my hands and sat down in the dry grass. The sun was sinking behind the mountains. A few days ago, the weather had thrown us a surprise. The sky cleared, and a sudden warm wind melted the snow into mud. By night it would freeze again, of course, but that meant the road ahead would be a real nightmare. Would the oxen be able to pull the platform?
In theory, I could've installed the steam engine. It wasn't powerful enough yet, but I could boost it. The problem was, I didn't want to show its potential too openly. The locals didn't grasp the importance of the device. To them, it was just another magical trinket. Only Tamilla understood right away. But I couldn't count on every lord on the road to the Capital being a complete sheep. Especially not if the machine ended up hauling an enormous load in full view.

So no. Let's hope the oxen can handle it. If not, we'll rest more often and move slower. Once we reach civilization, we can buy more oxen or proper draft chimeras.
Besides, I had a backup plan: twenty-four barrels of Strength potion, one per ox. It would let them haul the wagon nonstop for a full day, but just one. After that, the animals would be useless. Even the meat would be poisoned with alchemical toxins. That was the last resort. I'd bought these oxen myself, and I planned to return them intact. We'd need them come spring to plow the valley.

It was getting dark. I greased all the bearings one last time and checked every joint and chain. That was it for today. The hunters had brought me a gift this morning, so I'd spend the rest of the day celebrating and resting.

Tomorrow at dawn, we'd load the Head onto the platform and begin our journey.

            

    
        Chapter 24

    
    
    
    
                I felt that something was wrong the moment I turned onto the narrow path leading to my command tent. My heart pounded with growing unease. Step by step, I knew—I was about to walk into disaster. I braced myself and threw back the canvas flap.
...It smelled like burnt meat.

"Motherf...! My holiday rabbit stew!"
At my shout, Mira, who had been standing in front of the stove, dropped the lid and fluffed up her tail in alarm. Apparently, she'd just now decided to check what was burning, approached the cast-iron dutch oven, lifted the lid... and unleashed the smell of charred meat across the entire tent.

"Was it really so hard to stir it? I asked you!" I stared at the burnt rabbit, almost in tears. Could it be salvaged? Doubtful.
"You! What were you doing? Weren't you trained in household matters, being a knight's daughter?"

"Well, I wouldn't say trained successfully... Nya?" she meowed apologetically, having noticed recently that this softens me. But no way she's getting off that easy.
"I asked you to stir it. You didn't burn food at home, did you?"

"Sometimes… Sorry! I just got caught up in reading. And then, well... it was too late."
She waved toward the bed, where a book lay open. Where did she even get it? I don't recall the baronet having books… never mind. I'll ask later.

"Alright. What about you? Why didn't you stir it?" I turned to Tamilla, who was sitting at my desk.
"I was working. And I didn't notice any smell."

"Didn't notice? Who helped me pick spices from the regimental supplies? Don't tell me you can't cook."
"Any merchant must know their spices to assess their quality. It's a financial matter, one can lose a lot of money. Food, to me, is simply a way to restore energy. Army stew meets my needs just fine. But if you were so set on indulging your stomach, you should have assigned a soldier to monitor it."

"In this tent! Literally! Two meters from the damn oven! Two girls! I asked! To watch the food! I yelled and broke into a cough. Voice gone. Dammit.
"By the way, that's a stereotype. Most noblewomen don't know how to cook," she remarked calmly.

I smirked, looking her in the eyes.
Her brows knit. She got the silent message.

"Especially for you, Viscount, I could fry a rat."
"Which would be just as charred as this rabbit?"

Tamilla threw up her hands, knocking over the inkwell. Black droplets splattered across the tent fabric.
"Yes, I can't cook! Happy now?"

"More than. It's important to admit one's shortcomings."
Tamilla swore under her breath. At me or at the spilled ink—I couldn't tell. Didn't matter.

Mood: ruined.
If I hadn't been looking forward to this meal so much, I wouldn't have been so upset. But after weeks of nothing but barley with salt or that watery goop they call stew... I was at my limit.

I picked up the dutch oven and stepped outside to salvage the hottest chunks and cut off the char. Maybe it would be edible…
Ten minutes later, I placed three plates on the table.

"You'd better eat it."
The girls sighed in unison.

Mira, seated to my left, took a hesitant bite and winced. Was it that bad?
I tried mine. Honestly, not bad. The burnt smell had soaked in, sure, but the spices masked it well. It was almost tasty.

Across from me, Tamilla rustled her papers while managing her knife and fork with one hand.
"Put those away during dinner, at least."

"I'm just using my time efficiently. We don't have much left, or have you forgotten you promised to take me to the capital?"
"The deal still stands. I'll even miss you. With your arrival, I've had loads of free time..."

"Yes, thank you, Tami," Mira added, surprisingly.
I flicked her nose so she wouldn't interrupt and continued:

"Anyway, put the papers away. Fifteen minutes won't kill your schedule."
"Fine..." she grumbled, switching hands and working the knife so quickly it looked ready to fly at us.

I was about to ask her to ease up, but waved it off. Screw it. Better to enjoy the meal. We ate in silence for a few minutes, then Mira set down her fork.
"Mmm?" I hummed, mouth full.

"Overcooked..." she complained.
Excuse me?!

"You'll be punished for that tonight," I said firmly, swallowing the bite.
"Yes… I mean, no, I meant that… it's lacking blood."

"You used to like your meat rare?" I asked suddenly.
Mira froze, then her face darkened.

"No. Not since…"
I stroked her head, and she leaned into me. I figured I wouldn't finish the meal. She reached for me and the sudden scrape of knife on plate made me flinch. Tamilla had finished eating and was now hastily gathering her papers, hiding her face behind them.

"I'll be going now. So much to do. Good night, everyone!" she rattled off and nearly bolted out of the tent, stumbling on her way.
"Well, that was a bit awkward," I muttered and flicked Mira's nose again. "You did that on purpose, didn't you?"

"Punyash me-ow, nyaster?" she purred expectantly.
Instead of answering, I carried her to the bed.





Night descended upon the continent.
In the northern part of the camp, on a bed covered with furs, the young Condor lounged lazily, half-asleep, gently stroking the fluffy tail of the girl curled up beside him. He wasn't dreaming of artillery salvos or the inhuman experiments of his predecessor. He dreamed of walking through a neon-lit city at night with his long-eared girl, beneath the glow of club signs and the cheerful hum of nightlife. And it was a happy dream.





A hundred kilometers to the south, in the wind-blown halls of the Condor family's ancient castle, his grandfather could not sleep. The Count tossed and turned on his featherbed, unable to shake off a growing sense of unease.

Vultures were circling over the House again, just when it had been granted a fragile peace. Each day, messengers arrived at the foot of the cliff bearing threats, petitions, and proposals. But none carried the one thing he awaited with rising dread—a report from Baronet Alex von Hornet.
A week had passed since the last deadline. Still nothing. The carrier condors refused to fly near the Black Forest, and there were simply no loyal men strong enough to survive the journey there. Had the foolish boy finally broken his neck, just as his heart kept whispering? What a pitiful end that would be for their line…

One small comfort for the old Count: if the vultures did descend, waving their old contracts in his face, they would find themselves empty-handed. He turned over with a grunt and drifted into a restless sleep.





Between the young and the old Condor stretched the lands of Baron Clemen.

The Baron was not asleep—mostly because too little remained of his humanity to require rest. He usually spent the first half of the night indulging in carnal pleasures, and the second devouring alive and slowly the woman he'd just enjoyed. For a demon, that was just as sweet.
But tonight he wasn't in his dungeon or beneath silk canopies. Tonight, he sat in the ancestral library.

The desk under which he once hid as a child now dug painfully into his massive gut. On it lay scrolls and engravings—reports from every expedition that had dared approach the Black Forest. Even those the king himself never heard about.
Even back then, the Baron's father had spread rumors about treasures hidden deep in the forest. After all, the only road passed through a fortress held by House Clemen. For a fee, he let adventurers through, selling them overpriced supplies and gear. For a while, the money flowed. A few fake adventurers, allegedly enriched by the forest, kept the legend alive. Hordes of fools marched into the trees, never to return. Some made it back—tattered, bloodied, begging to be let out of the valley that had become a deathtrap.

The old baron welcomed them, fed them a hearty meal, and asked what they had seen in the depths of the Forest. Then he sent them to the torture chambers, where the truths they hadn't dared share over supper were torn from them.
The knowledge was catalogued. The survivors silenced forever. He didn't want the forest's grim reputation to ruin his business.

But no secret stays buried forever. Within a few years, the Black Forest became a byword for death among adventurers.
And it wasn't just the tree-crawling crab-spiders. Some reports spoke of enchanted arrows that killed even those few who managed to slip past them...

The letter to the prince had gone unanswered. A bad sign. Did he know too? The longer the camp sat in the valley, the more likely the spiders would act. The Matriarch probably wouldn't appear—but even two warrior spiders would wipe out this ragtag band. The Baronet could barely handle one. If he fell, the camp was doomed.
Still, Clemen Brute was sure: Astarot wouldn't endanger himself. Old demons were clever—and clever demons never risked their own hides unless given a direct order.

Life in this decaying world was far sweeter than the dull torment of the Abyss.
He picked a thread of human flesh from his teeth with a crooked yellowed nail. It looked like he'd have to send another letter to the prince—one with a more convincing tone. He couldn't afford to lose such a valuable pawn, one now so close to reaching the end of the board.

The Baron pulled a parchment from a drawer and laid it over the engraving beneath it.
An engraving of a strange place in the depths of the Black Forest. A massive knot of tentacles twisted into impossible shapes. And three Matriarchs standing guard around it.





Far from Clemen's lands, in a quiet suburb of the capital, the Second Duke's estate lay awake. The Duke, remarkably young for one of his station, sat at a vast round table covered in thick velvet. A full map of the continent was spread across it, dotted with figures and tokens—each one representing a key player in the kingdom's political arena.

Noble houses, clans, trade guilds. The world in the palm of his hand.
Candles flickered. Parchment rustled. The Duke read a new report and gave a soft chuckle, nudging a tiny piece off the board. Another rival, dead. Things were going better than expected. That called for celebration. He signaled silently, and the servant who blended with the wall stepped forward with a glass of wine.

Then the oak doors burst open with such force they nearly tore from their hinges. The carved panels still bore hand-shaped dents from the impact."Darling? What happened?" the Duke asked, concerned. He rarely saw his wife in such a state.

"Everyone out! Now!" the Duchess shouted, and the servants scurried from the room.
"Perhaps some wine?" The Duke offered her a glass, which she snatched from his hand.

She downed it in one gulp, red rivulets spilling down her neck and soaking into her white nightgown. Whatever had angered her, it had clearly dragged her out of bed. The Duke briefly wondered if she was angry because he'd stayed up late reading reports, but dismissed the thought. If she were angry with him, she would've reduced him to dust already, not taken wine from his hand.
Glass shattered against the door as the Duchess hurled her wineglass. The Duke noticed her trembling. That was worrying.

"We have to get rid of Condor," she blurted and marched to the northern end of the map-table.
The Duke thoughtfully stroked his impressive beard. Condor?
Hmm. The old Count, though officially loyal to the king and thus naturally aligned against the Dukes, had fallen out of favor a quarter-century ago. His house had lost everything. His Source was damaged, leaving him one of the weakest Counts in the realm. Even so, any cautious overtures or offers to change allegiance had been flatly refused. The old man remained a die-hard loyalist.
Still, there was no point in making him an enemy. On one hand, House Condor had nothing to offer. On the other, some old families still remembered the former glory of House Condor—second only to the Royal House in rising against the magocracy during the Age of Discord. The Condor name still held weight, even without power behind it.

"The old man can't possibly threaten us, dear, even if he regains all his strength," the Duke said gently, trying to calm her.
"The old man? I'm talking about his bastard! The viscount!" the Duchess snapped, jabbing a finger at an unmarked piece on the board bearing a 'K', sitting in Baron Clemen's territory.

"What?" the Duke exclaimed. Even with his exceptional memory, it took a few seconds to recall the man's name. Randal. An utterly insignificant figure—why had Ariel even remembered him?
"He has to die. Immediately."

"But why?"
She calmed her trembling, looked him in the eye, and said solemnly:

"I had a vision."
The Duke tensed, stood from the table, and poured her another glass of wine.

Visions.
Thanks to her glimpses of the future, he had risen from the bottom of the inheritance line to become Duke. And she, once the youngest daughter of House Klaus, now stood beside him as Duchess.

If she had seen something—it had to be taken seriously.
"Tell me everything. I'll craft the best possible strategy," he said calmly, handing her the glass.

"I… don't know."
"You don't know?" For the second time that evening, his wife surprised him more than she had in an entire year. Her predictions were usually precise.

"I don't know. It's like the gallery incident… only much stronger."
The Duke frowned. That time, their feud with Count Balin had peaked. Through bribes and manipulation, Balin's house was ruined. Then Balin offered to swear fealty, on the condition that the oath be signed in his family's underground gallery.

Ariel had been beside herself that day and flatly refused to attend. She, from a famed warrior bloodline, a sixth-rank blade, one of the strongest swords in the kingdom. And him, the youngest Archmage in a hundred years. What threat could one disgraced mage possibly pose?
And they had guards on top of that.

But Ariel insisted and they sent doubles in their place.
They died. Along with all their guards.

Hired Water Mages diverted an entire lake into the gallery, flooding it during the ceremony. No matter how powerful, a mage can't escape a drowning labyrinth.
That day, Lord Balin drowned—sacrificing himself to bait the trap. The next day, every last member of his house was slaughtered in retaliation.

"This is too vague," the Duke muttered.
Ariel sighed.
"I'm telling you, it was stronger this time. Like staring at the sun—you know it's hot, but you can't make out a thing."

"Nothing at all? Last time you felt cold," the Duke reminded her. The cold of the lake under which their path had nearly ended.
"I felt triumph. But not ours," she said uncertainly.

The Duke frowned. Triumph, huh… He glanced at the little token representing the viscount. How could the triumph of such a nobody possibly affect them? If those rumors about the outpost were true… He had thought the king merely wanted to punish the Condors for some old slight. Illogical, but the king had never been known for his intelligence. But triumph? That implied the viscount would return to the capital and the House of Condor would rise again beside the king.
But how would that threaten him personally? It wouldn't.

Besides, having a vision didn't mean the threat couldn't be avoided. The situation with Balin had escalated mostly because of the Duke's own uncompromising actions.
"There's no need for conflict with Lord Condor. His return to the capital elite doesn't threaten us. Maybe we can reach an agreement."

The Duchess flinched. The memory of the vision surged back into her mind. Scalding steam, the roar of steel, unbearable heat. A flash brighter than a thousand suns, erasing everything—even magic. Cold. And dead silence, where not a drop of mana remained. Nothing remained.
You don't make deals with something like that. It destroys everything in its path.

"Were you even listening, dear?" the Duchess snapped. "I said the viscount MUST die. HIM. And RIGHT NOW. Before it's too late."
The Duke looked at his furious wife. People might say Baroness Bathory was the realm's greatest beauty, but to him, no one compared to her. He hadn't married her for her martial skill, or her rare gift of foresight. Not even for her flawless, athletic figure.

It was twenty years ago, at a reception, when they first met. She defeated him in a sword duel but lost in a duel of magic. That's when he fell for her eyes, her spirit, her burning ambition, her willingness to risk everything. There was no stronger combat pair in the land. How many battles had they fought together, back to back?
So why was he hesitating now, embarrassing himself? Killing the viscount might complicate things politically, turn Lord Condor against him? They'd crush the old count like an insect and raze the Condor's Cliff to the ground.

The old houses would oppose them? Let them—they'd be wiped off the map.
"Very well, Ari. We'll take care of him," the Duke said sharply.

He opened a small box and began sorting through the tokens. The kill had to happen in the wilds, or in Bathory's or Clemen's territory. Most mercenaries were too far away… There. These would do.
He pulled out a small figurine with a red hood and placed it beside the viscount's token. It would cost the treasury dearly, but she wouldn't dare refuse. She owed him too much.

But his wife shook her head disapprovingly.
"Yes, yes, I know. A junior fire mage against a junior adept. We're overpaying," the Duke began, but Ariel interrupted him.

"No. It's not enough."
"You're joking. Should we drop everything and go kill a junior adept ourselves?"

The Duchess shot him a scorching look.
"I'd prefer never to go near him. But I feel it—this won't be enough. I'll try to pull some strings. I have a protégé who can handle it legally and stay clean in the eyes of the law."

"As you wish. Then let's make a wager. If your protégé kills him, I'll call you the wisest woman in the land for the rest of the decade. But if Red Hood burns him first, you won't have a headache."
"Stupid wager. I don't remember the last time I had a headache, or the last time you didn't call me the wisest."

"Then we both win. Isn't that perfect?"
The Duchess gave him a crooked smile.

"Well then, it's late. Give the orders, and let's get to bed. Let's see who starts aching first…"






END OF VOLUME ONE.
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                Choo-choo-choo!
The steam engine puffed strenuously, straining to drag the cable-bound head onto the wagon.

Though calling it a wagon was generous—more like a metal platform, similar to the oversized flatbeds used by trucks to haul outsize loads.
Slowly but surely, the wrist-thick cable wound around the drum, dragging the cyclopean trophy forward.

"Come on, come on, come on!" The workers cheered the steel machine on, acting more like spectators than laborers.
Unsurprising, since they were of little actual use here... But after such a vivid demonstration of my machine's power and potential, it's unlikely anyone would still call it some nobleman's folly.

The monster's chin reached the edge of the platform and stuck.The hardest part was now. I could've had the workers pitch in, but I wanted to do this with flair.

I raised my hand in a signal to the alchemist. He pressed his hands to the firebox, fanning the heat with magic. I, in turn, yanked the lever, cranking the steam feed to maximum.
The engine groaned, hissed menacingly and pulled the chitinous head with renewed strength. After a few minutes, our prize settled into place. All that remained was to cover it with a tarp stitched from tents, and we'd be ready to go. But first, a little trick.

"Bring the leg!"
Five workers, slipping on the thawing snow, carried the severed limb of a warrior spider. They secured it just behind the head and began covering the trophy. Steel hooks slid into pre-cut slots, and for added security, the whole thing was cinched down with taut steel cable.

Done. The head was safely hidden from prying eyes, with only the protruding leg on display. From a distance, it would look like a regular warrior spider carcass. No need to reveal our trump card just yet, any fool who saw a head that size would immediately wonder what kind of core it housed.
And the core... was a problem too. It sat inside an utterly nondescript wagon, in a thick iron chest. The issue was that even with such precautions, it was leaking magic like mad. Hiding that signature would require rare and expensive materials. Out here in the wilds, we had no chance of finding them. For now, we could afford not to worry—low population density, few mages. But the closer we got to the capital, the greater the risk of detection. Any noble might be mad enough to risk their entire house for a chance to claim that core.

Conclusion: we'd need to stop before each city and visit local artifact craftsmen. Only they might have enough material. And even that wasn't guaranteed.
Meanwhile, the steam engine was rolled aside, and the "wagon" was finally hitched to the oxen. Two dozen mighty beasts, straining and goaded by shouting and whips, slowly pulled the cargo from the thicket.

The broad steel wheels left behind a trail that made my chest tighten slightly, a track so like the tire treads of a freight truck, a bitter reminder of home.
I mounted my faithful horse and rode back to camp. The transport was moving slowly—I had about an hour left for finishing touches.

There stood my command tent, coated with experimental "rubber" and almost impervious to the wind. I'd considered moving into the chimerologist's lab, but once it was turned into a field hospital, that idea was shelved indefinitely. Like most of my other plans, sadly.
Inside, the stove was cold. On the bed, snuggled beneath a fur, lay Mira, fast asleep, only her ears poking out. We had a nice little blaze last night before parting—let's just say, tails are less convenient than I'd imagined.

I opened the barely-warm stove door and shoved in some firewood. No birch bark left, and the alchemist was busy prepping in his own tent. No big deal. My desk held plenty of already useless papers. Mira, for the record, was mildly horrified by my habit of using paper for kindling. In her eyes, it was like someone in my world lighting a fireplace with dollar bills.
I carefully inspected each sheet, making sure I didn't toss something valuable. So many plans... For example, here's a sketch for producing concrete. Looked simple enough, yet never got around to it. And this blueprint for the first blast furnace. That one, I'll keep. When the cultists expanded the cave, they dug out a mountain of lead ore and just dumped it like trash. All we had to do was refine it, and then maybe open a proper shaft. That project—definitely happening soon. But without me.

Early schematics of the steam engine? Into the fire. Probably the only thing I managed to finish properly. Sure, it's not fully optimized, the design needs simplifying if I want ordinary folks, not just mages, to build it. But the core goal? Achieved. The engine worked. Reliably, too. So even while I'm away, the machine will keep serving our little outpost, helping with lumber and eventually construction.
Gunpowder? That was trickier. I had to admit, grudgingly—it wasn't time yet to make it our primary weapon. But I did craft a pair of pistols for every guard, and a short blunderbuss to boot.

Their main arms were still sword and shield, but a volley before the charge wouldn't hurt. And a close-range pistol shot? That's an argument anyone understands. I trained each man to at least not flinch at their own gun's report and that alone is a win. For anything more, we'd need proper training and live fire exercises. But I didn't have enough powder for that. At least now I wasn't doing the reloading myself. That job went to Til, the most quick-witted among those I tried to hammer the basics into.
In bed, Mira stirred. Her sharp ears peeked out from the pillow.
"Good morning. I was starting to think you'd sleep through the whole thing."
"Mnyaa... Hold on, let me at least get dressed."

While she slipped into her dress, I kept striking the flint. Finally, the paper caught, and the firewood crackled cheerfully as the flames took hold.
"I think you should move into the lab. Tamilla's room is becoming available."

Her fluffy ears drooped instantly.
"You're taking those dreadful... dutiful brothers with you?"

"I'm taking Ron. A healer won't go amiss on the road. Nor will stay here and keep training Alpha. That way, even if something happens to the camp, it won't be left without a capable healer. Under a mentor's supervision, I trust the kid won't make any irreversible mistakes."
"Mnya... then I'd rather stay here."

"Don't be ridiculous. It's getting too cold. Tamilla didn't like them either, but she managed."
Mira shook her head vehemently.

"No way. I'd rather freeze to death than be near either of them."
I looked up at her, questioning. She squirmed uncomfortably and confessed:

"I'm afraid of them. That place only stopped haunting my nightmares this week. I'm not going back there. Don't ask me to."
I shut the stove door and sat down at the table.

"Interesting. You see, they're absolutely terrified of you too."
"What?"

I laid a parchment on the table, dipped a quill into ink, and started writing.
"And not because you're under my protection. They're scared you'll take revenge, that one day you'll just tear them apart," I smirked, remembering her "project" folder.

"That's nonsense. Why would two Senior Adepts be afraid of a simple girl?"
The order was finished. I pulled a candle closer and took a stick of sealing wax from the shelf.

"Simple, are you? My back still has the scratches. Their method of attaching your new parts was a bit exotic. Essentially, they performed a ritual once used by mages trying to create a new bloodline, one imbued with traits of magical beasts. In your case, the donor was only a panther, and the ritual was a diluted version... but you could say you're now the founder of a new bloodline."
"Mmmh..." She sat down on the bed, staring at her hands.

I pressed my signet into the wax. Done. The Condor family crest marked the paper. I let it cool, then handed it to Mira.
"Here. Give this to Henry. It's an order to assign the next finished wooden house to you, ahead of schedule. Paid from the treasury."

"Thank you..." she murmured, still clearly lost in thought.
Well, I had one more gift, something I'd been working on all morning.

I bent down and pulled out an elegant rapier from under the bed, sized for her hand. No gemstones or gold, just practical steel. The only indulgence: ornate engravings along the slender blade. The guard was a lacy design from the early modern era, the rubber-coated hilt would prevent slipping. And my pride and joy: an edge so sharp a scalpel would weep. Shame the edge won't stay that sharp after the first strike, but maybe a second won't be needed.
At first, I considered gifting her a pistol for self-defense, but I didn't have the time to teach Mira how to use it.

"I already commissioned a scabbard from the smith, but it's not ready yet. And careful, the blade is lethally sharp. I sharpened it with my Gift. One wrong move and you'll have to overcome your fear and visit the brothers to sew your fingers back on."
She brightened, took the rapier, and made a few quick thrusts, testing the balance.

"Perfect... I..." She stepped closer and kissed me. "Thank you."
"You need a weapon to protect yourself while I'm gone. I was going to offer you a teacher, but it seems you already know how to use a blade."

"A little. I trained on my own. Actually, I have a gift for you too!" She reached near the headboard and pulled out the very book that made her burn the stew yesterday.
"I found it in a hidden compartment of the chest."

I took the book and flipped through it. Hm. Seemed to be the Baronet's diary. Never figured him for a writer.
"If you pulled this from my chest, how exactly is it a gift to me?"

"Well, without me you wouldn't have found it, so it still counts!" Mira stuck her tongue out. I just sighed. Alright. I'd bring it with me. Maybe it mentioned the development method Hornet spoke of before he died?
"Thanks," I said sincerely. She tried to kiss me again, but I dodged and ruffled her hair, playing with her ears. Damn, I'd miss those. And the girl they belonged to.

"Keep everything in order while I'm gone, okay? I'll come back as soon as I can."
"Yes, Commander!" she saluted with the rapier, nearly slicing her coat.





The whole village came to see us off.

Not surprising, I was taking most of the soldiers. Nearly the entire guard was with me, even the alchemist, but only because we planned to split after the first city. Half the squad would buy supplies and return to camp. The other half would accompany me to the capital. Tamilla had already taken her place in the caravan. She was unusually silent today. When I greeted her, she simply quickened her pace and vanished into the wagon. Almost a shame to let her go, she had whipped logistics into shape frighteningly fast, cracking down on major thieves and terrifying the petty ones into submission.
I waved to Mira, who stood among the crowd of onlookers, then turned toward the caravan.
Black-and-white banners of House Condor fluttered here and there, warning anyone with a brain that we were not to be trifled with. For those too dim to read heraldic symbols, the message was reinforced by guards stationed throughout the formation—men clad in full plate, musketoons slung across their backs beside iron-rimmed shields. Straight swords at their waists, spears in hand. Maybe they weren't as strong as I would have liked, but they looked threatening enough. And a volley of buckshot could stop anything that didn't wear serious armor.

At the front of the convoy rolled an armored wagon pulled by a freakishly muscular horse—nearly twice the width of my possessed steed. The amount of oats we had burned on that beast was ridiculous. Even now, two wagons were loaded exclusively with feed, both for people and for oxen.
Til's squad had already taken their positions, but Til himself stood by a wagon, bickering with Dolan. Looked like they still hadn't settled the chain of command.

I rode up, gave them a proper scolding, and continued my inspection.
Four firing slits lined each side of the armored wagon, backed by reinforced musketoons. That alone was a strong argument, but inside it housed a cast-iron surprise in case we met something heavily armored. I felt reasonably confident in our defenses. We also had two traditional wagon-forts with open tops, carrying crossbowmen.

The protected cargo sat right at the center of the caravan. I double-checked the metal frame of the transport platform. Seemed to be holding up. And if anything broke down, I could always fix it myself.
Just behind the massive wagon lay the true treasure of the convoy: the core of a Crimson-class monster. The kind of artifact that even a Duke wouldn't hesitate to rally his household guard over. With this thing, you could power a stationary shield so strong, a whole circle of mages would exhaust themselves trying to crack it. Every noble house dreamed of that kind of defense for their ancestral castle.

Ha! I could already imagine the look on Grandpa's face when I presented this behemoth to the King. And the King's court, too—they were in for quite a show.

But more than that, I looked forward to finally developing these lands in peace. What I really needed was people and time. Let them choke on the core. I doubted any shield raised with it could withstand a proper siege artillery barrage.
Smiling, I raised my hand and gave the order to move out.

Our caravan was on its way to the Capital!
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                He arrived with the storm, in the dead of night.
He passed through the village gates reinforced with iron, not even noticing them. Dogs barked, and sleepy guards in shabby chainmail surrounded the gray-haired stranger, lowering their spears toward him.

The old man merely giggled, his whole body twitching in a bizarre rhythm. It was as if a devilish wasp had stung him; his form grotesquely swollen. Beneath the bulging flesh, compressed by a robe now far too tight, muscles rippled in ways that would shame any blacksmith. He hunched forward, his balding head with its wispy gray hairs seeming tiny atop his massive frame.
"Milord, can we help you with something?" the village elder asked, hurrying forward and bowing deeply to the strange visitor.

The old man only cackled louder, trembling even more. His robe cracked and tore; it could no longer contain the swelling mass beneath. The elder stepped back, a creeping sense of dread overtaking him. The stranger looked like he might burst any second.
One of the braver guards took a step forward. No one would ever know whether he meant to attack the visitor or not…

Suddenly, the old man raised a massive hand, and every piece of metal in the vicinity surged toward him with terrifying speed. Pitchforks leaning against homes, axes, nails—everything. Frying pans and pots tore through walls just to heed their master's call and join the slow, swirling vortex of steel. Guards, hoisted by their chainmail into the air, screamed, until they didn't. The area around the gates became slick with blood and scattered with torn limbs.
The strange mage laughed maniacally, and the vortex intensified.

The nearest house's log walls began to thin, as if a giant invisible planer were shaving them away. A single step forward, and half the house was gone, dragged off when some iron shard caught hold of a beam and yanked it into the whirlwind. Another step, and the hearth exploded into shards. Embers spun within the storm, fanning flames that caught on shavings torn from the walls. The demonic roar of fire joined the shriek of metal.
It took the old man half an hour just to walk from one end of the village to the other, leveling everything in his path. Only homes at the outskirts survived. People scrambled to douse the fires devouring the remnants of their village, while I stood watching the strange mage vanish into the whirlwind he had created.

"Alex! Alex Hornet!" my mother screamed, but something called to me. Demanded I follow.

And I ran after the old man.
"Sir!" a guard snapped me back to the present.

I closed the late Baronet's journal and tossed it into my bag. Our caravan had crossed the valley and now stood before the fortress that separated the Black Forest from Baron Clemen's domain.
By daylight, the fortress looked even more impressive than the first time I'd seen it. Back then, in the dark, I hadn't noticed much. Now… The first thing that struck me was how masterfully the architects had blended the structure into the surrounding cliffs. At times, it was impossible to tell stone from wall. The fortress's core stood slightly lower than the mountains themselves, but even so, it towered nearly fifty meters high. No surprise, given that it had been built to withstand an assault by the Matriarch. Thankfully, the gates were large enough for our transport platform to pass through.

I jumped down from the wagon where I'd been resting, mounted my possessed horse, and rode toward the gates. The caravan had sensibly halted a hundred meters back.
"Hey up there! Open up!" I shouted.

From what had seemed like a solid wall, a section suddenly slid aside to reveal a figure. Not a man, though…
A possessed stepped out and dropped to his knees before me. Probably one of the Captain's men.

"Master," he hissed.
"Open the gate. We need to pass through."

"At once, my lord!" The possessed gave a signal, and the massive gates began to swing open. I wondered how—no way this worked without steam engines. Only something that powerful could move such weight.
"Hm. Master, should we inform… the owner that you were here?" the possessed asked, and I gave it serious thought.

Damn fortress. It was like a cork in a bottle, and worst of all, still under Clemen's control.If I wanted to develop my settlement, I absolutely had to secure it. Otherwise, we could be cut off from the rest of the world at any moment. But I couldn't afford to challenge him yet. Not until my Gift was strong enough to control the seal again. Then I'd have options—convert his troops, and as for Clemen himself… Hm.

No doubt the baron was monstrously powerful, but I doubted he could survive a direct cannon shot. I doubted anyone in the kingdom would protest if I showed what kind of depravity he'd sunk into. Wait—maybe I could just sic the Inquisition on him? Though that might backfire and lead them to me. Damn, I needed to think this through.
The possessed waited, too frightened to move. Ah, right—the message.

"Tell him I'm following our plan. That I completed the task and am heading to the capital for my reward. Also say that I'll be sure to mention to the king the noble baron's significant role in aiding the crown's mission."
The possessed bowed deeply. Hopefully that carrot would be enough to keep Clemen's nose out of my business. At least for a while.

The gates opened fully, and I signaled the caravan to follow. Naturally, I entered first.
Damn, those walls were thick. Ten meters at least. I'd need a serious caliber to break through that. A wind picked up, carrying a strange scent to me. Something alchemical, but so chaotic and layered even my experience couldn't identify it. A few meters in, I saw the source: several grotesque, shapeless creatures chained to the wall.

Chimeras!So that's who opened the gates. The magical spawns were uniquely grotesque and surprisingly strong. Still, these particular lumps of flesh were merely the waste products of magical livestock breeding—real power and intellect belonged to those beasts used by knights, the elite of the Steel Kingdom's forces and its primary strike power. Excluding, of course, the armored legions of infantry, mercenaries of every stripe, and state-sanctioned mages. Perhaps, all of them combined could compete with the knights in terms of raw strength.

The armored wagon behind me suddenly sped up—Baronet's horse, moving into a trot without any command, clearly eager to put more distance between itself and the creatures.
Our transport platform, on the other hand, stopped completely. The oxen flatly refused to approach the chimeras, regardless of shouting or whip lashes.

We had to call for handlers from the fortress.
A young man in a gray shirt pulled a short rod from a loop on his belt and struck one of the chimeras on its hind leg. The creature chittered like an insect and, swaying clumsily side to side, dragged its body away from the gate. The handler raised the rod to strike the second one, but that one turned out to be smarter. It hopped away before the blow landed.

The path was clear.
Our platform passed through, followed by wagons flanked by infantry on both sides.

A grain cart, a water cart, a wagon with its roof removed, inside which Dolan and six crossbowmen rode... One of the last to pass was a cart carrying a rag-wrapped scout commander. A strange, solitary man of indeterminate age. He was the only one I'd taken on this journey not by list, but spontaneously. When the caravan was already setting off from our village, he appeared and asked to join as an escort, saying his family had asked him to protect us on the road.
An odd man. Though listed as a scout commander under Hornet, in practice he led no one, kept to himself, and rarely spoke.

Still, as Til told me, he had always been that way but never raised doubts about his loyalty, having saved the mercenaries from ambushes many times.
To be honest, I'd almost forgotten about him. I hadn't seen him once in camp. The last time I heard his voice was during the mercenary meeting when I shot Berta. I vaguely recall him saying something about wanting a quiet life with his family...

I let him join the caravan. Who was I to meddle in a man's personal life? Maybe things got so bad at home he jumped at the first chance to escape into a campaign.
There was just one small problem Til later whispered to me:

No one had ever seen his family.
I watched the cart and that strange man go by. Our unit had crossed the fortress. The handler was already driving the chimeras back to reattach them to the mechanism that closed the gates. I nudged my horse forward and rode toward the rear guard.





The sun peeked out from behind the clouds, and the awful muddy sludge underfoot turned to firm, dry ground. Amazing—we'd only gone a few dozen kilometers from the fortress, and the climate had already changed! Even the oxen picked up their pace, hauling their load more briskly.

From above came a loud caw, and a raven landed on my shoulder, tearing through my padded doublet with its claws. Of course, it was Karl.
The Baron had reacted swiftly to our appearance on his lands. That was... unsettling.

I unfolded the message and squinted at the tiny script.
"Reports say you removed Hornet and took food supplies on your campaign. I am pleased. But get rid of the remaining mercenaries before reaching the capital. They may talk too much.
At the audience, ask the King for a battle star of mages to help clear the Raven lands."
I turned the note over. Nothing on the back.

Well, in general, the Baron's thinking wasn't wrong. In lands this remote, one could set up anything... even a lab. Looks like he also wanted to lay claim to the valley. What he didn't know yet was that the Matriarch threat had been eliminated, and I had no need for a mage star to deal with her. Would they have helped anyway? The creature's magical resistance would have blunted any concentrated attack, and its regeneration would heal any number of minor ones. The mages would've just been eaten.
Hmm. Could the Baron not know that the Matriarch had magical resistance? If he does know and assumes the star would die... How much would the loss of a battle star weaken the King? I hadn't forgotten Clemen's ambitions for the throne, though I still saw no reason to think they were more than delusions. But he must be counting on something. That means he has a trump card. Damn.

I absentmindedly sent Karl back. Either way, the Baron wouldn't interfere with me for now. And once I presented the Matriarch's head and had my Gift restored by royal healers, would he even dare to oppose me? Could I perhaps not dominate him, but at least secure a temporary neutrality to gather power?
I smiled. To hell with it. Why worry? Everything was going great. The only problem left was to stock up on mana-insulating material in the towns on the way to the capital, to disguise the core, and that's it. Once I reached the capital—who cares if the Baron tries to interfere, if I had the King behind me?

I unfastened my doublet. The sun had begun to gently warm my back. Soldiers were pulling off their helmets, relaxing. Somewhere, someone laughed, and the troops started swapping barracks tales.
What could possibly threaten us now? Beasts and bandits wouldn't dare attack a caravan this large, and the Baron and his possessed troops would leave us alone.
What to do? For the first time in a long while, I felt there was no urgent need to rush or worry. Everything in the village would proceed on its own. Mira and Henry would make sure my orders were carried out. The village would grow, fortified with palisades and log houses. The food situation was under control for now, and with half the caravan bringing back sulfur, iron, and supplies, we would make it to planting season without trouble.

Ah, yes.
I pulled up my horse and dismounted. Tamilla had been on my mind—she'd clearly been ignoring me since our farewell dinner. I needed to catch her and talk like adults.

Wagons and soldiers passed by. The troops quickly donned helmets and bowed respectfully as they saw me observing the slow-moving caravan. There! Her wagon!
I hopped onto the step and opened the door. Inside, surrounded by crates, she sat opposite the open window, using a pair of boxes as a makeshift desk. She was writing something. At the sight of me, she flinched slightly but kept writing, completely ignoring my presence. For some reason, her reaction amused me.

"Work isn't a goblin. It won't run into the woods," I hinted, glancing at the papers Tamilla was buried in. She didn't respond, calmly continuing to write in a tiny, precise script. Damn, how did she manage that while moving? I'd tried it once and ruined the paper with smudges. I snapped my fingers near her ear. No reaction. I sat down beside her.
"Then again, rest isn't a goblin either. In fact, nothing is a goblin... except a goblin."

Tamilla rolled her eyes, finally looking up from the papers.
"That is the stupidest joke I've ever heard."

"Well then, let me amaze you, my lady. So a human, an elf, and a dwarf walk into a tavern..."
"Enough, by the All-God! Why did you even come to distract me with idiotic jokes?"

"It seemed like you were avoiding me. Bad jokes are a great way to break the ice."
"Me? Avoiding you?"

"Well, I'm not the one who hasn't said a word since the night before last and disappears the moment I show up."
Tamilla turned away.

"I just needed time to think."
"About what?"

"Well… your settlement and especially your machines are a very promising asset. We have a contract, and I intend to keep an eye on my investment. I think it's necessary to send my deputy here, which means I need to plan a lot of reassignments," she said to the air, carefully avoiding eye contact. I was sure she wasn't lying—at least not entirely.
While she wasn't looking, I leaned in and caught a glimpse of the scroll.
"…covering the body with coins like burning kisses…" was all I managed to read before she lunged forward and covered the parchment with her generous chest, likely smearing ink all over her doublet.
"This is for work," she declared, blushing furiously.

"Hm…"
I looked into her not-so-honest eyes, and she blushed even deeper.

"Weren't you going to compete with me in jokes?" she blurted, desperate to change the subject. "I know a couple:
'Two Hardans walked into a temple and argued over who would donate less money.
As the priest passed by, the first Hardan tossed in a copper and gave his companion a triumphant look.—For both of us, said the second one modestly.'"

I smiled. Looked like I managed to shake her out of her funk.
"Heh, not bad. How about this one:
'An old Hardan is dying. He's famous in the neighborhood for brewing the best tea, but he never revealed his secret. The whole family worries: will the secret die with him? At last, after much pleading, he whispers into his favorite son's ear:

—Use more tea leaves!'"

Tamilla burst into laughter.

            

    
        Scattering Sparks (POV)

    
    
    
    
                Despite the late hour, unrest stirred in the village near Baroness Bathory's manor.
A massive crowd had gathered near the elder's house—almost the entire village. Angry murmurs, heated arguments, and cries filled the air. The village headman, unable to calm the peasants, had barricaded himself inside his home, watching the looming tragedy unfold with despair.

Pushing roughly through the throng, a middle-aged man advanced. His greasy, matted hair and rough, patchwork clothing stank of alcohol. Reaching the elder's door, he turned to the now-silent crowd.
"I warned you! I told you, 'My Laura won't be the last!'" he snarled.

The people averted their eyes, avoiding his gaze.
"I begged you for help, but you just stood there like sheep! You watched them take her from me! I told you! That monster won't stop until she's taken every last one of our children!"

He swept his furious gaze across the crowd.
"You hoped the disaster would pass you by, but you heard the collectors. She plans to take them all. And when there are no children left? Who's next? Our wives?"

A carpenter stepped forward from the crowd, holding an axe.
"Damn it, you were right. But what the hell are you doing here, Kurt? Gloating? You've got no one left—don't meddle with those of us who still do! Step aside!"

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.
"You think killing this old fool will change anything? The collectors will still come. If you're so brave, save that axe for them."

"And then what? Run? How far do you think we'll get with our marks?" The carpenter pulled back his collar. Like all the villagers, a faint magical sigil glowed on his neck.
"Far. All the way to the Wild Lands, but only if we kill the Baroness."

Silence fell, followed by uncertain laughter.
"You've gone mad, Kurt. That's suicide. She'll cut us down with our own iron. You might not be a warrior anymore with that arm, but you should know better. You've seen what mages can do. Even if there were ten times as many of us, we wouldn't stand a chance," the carpenter said, voicing the crowd's doubts.

"We don't have to kill her ourselves." Kurt wrenched a torch from its sconce and swung it, scattering sparks. "We burn the manor with the bloody witch inside. Fire doesn't care if you're a mage. Who's with me?"
The crowd roared bloodthirstily.





A girl sat by the fire, staring into the flames.

Far away, miles from where she sat, a blaze was raging. The fire told her of it: of the furious roar and unbearable heat; Of the scorched servants; their warrior ranks only prolonging their agony; Of the vile baroness, who would never again flaunt her beauty.
She stretched her hand into the fire. Flames licked her slender fingers, doing no harm.

"Mistress. Have you decided?" asked one of her sworn brothers, referring to the recently arrived messenger, a chimera resembling a giant bat, bearing not a request, but a command.
"There's nothing to decide. When a Duke commands, there's no option to refuse. We move at dawn."

The forest brothers bowed and left her alone with the fire. She tossed a thick branch into the flames and returned to her thoughts.
The order was strange. How had some no-name viscount managed to cross a Duke, so much so that the man was willing to spend thousands of gold to have him eliminated? A very strange contract. It stank of a setup, and she didn't like it.

Her relationship with the Second Duke was as stable as one could expect between a mercenary with no scruples and a rich employer—That is to say, not stable at all.

A setup could come from anyone, at any time. Too easy a target, too generous a reward. Maybe the Duke was looking to curry favor with the Fire Council by getting rid of her?
Hmph. Nonsense. That was her paranoia talking. If the Duke wanted her dead, she wouldn't even notice until the very last moment. So the danger wasn't aimed at her...

The branch caught fire, crackling merrily.
But there was no joy in her scorched soul. Damn that viscount for hiring Hornet's company to escort him. She'd always liked that big man, managing to follow a code of honor even as a mercenary. Hadn't he once rebuked her for hypocrisy last spring? Said there were things more important than life?

Well, in a few days, he'd have a chance to prove that conviction on the battlefield.
It would be a shame to kill him. But the Duke's orders were clear: no survivors.

She knew Hornet. There was no point in trying to persuade him to break his contract and hand over the viscount.She knew the Duke. He would never forgive her if she let Hornet live. Nor would he forgive her for disobeying a direct order.

Which meant Alex's death was inevitable.
Rumor had it the baronet had reached the fourth rank. It wouldn't save him. Mercenaries without noble backing weren't allowed to possess artifacts, so he'd have no real protection against fire. He'd burn—just like all the others who stood in her way.

The fire burned down to coals. Through the treetops, the first timid rays of dawn peeked through.
She rose and drew a crimson hood over her red hair.

So be it. Perhaps her fate was to burn good men alive.

            

    
        Vol 2, Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                Ligrad was a grimy, pitiful town. Like all lands under Baron Clemen's rule, it was steeped in poverty and decay. Today, I saw that firsthand.
A light drizzle fell from the overcast sky. The caravan had made camp a few kilometers outside the town. I took Meister Orin, Dolan, a couple of wagons with guards, and headed in to look for anything worthwhile. I'd considered bringing Tamilla to help with bargaining, but she flatly refused, despite things seemingly returning to normal between us. Didn't want to get wet, maybe? Well, I wasn't worried about her. Til, left in charge, wouldn't let anything happen to the caravan.

A drowsy guardsman in a torn gambeson didn't react at all to our approach. Yeah, the watch here was clearly top-tier. The place barely counted as fortified; there weren't even walls.
As we rode into the town center, I planned to head for the markets, but I noticed unusual commotion in the main square. Looked like the whole population had gathered there. I signaled Orin to continue on to the market with the wagons, then took Dolan and turned toward the crowd on horseback.

Dolan led the way, clearing a path with the stock of his arbalest. Even though I'd issued him a second musket thirty-millimeter caliber, we'd had to heavily modify it so Dolan wouldn't shatter his bones using it. Cutting the stock, adding springs, a muzzle compensator, bipod... In the end, the already unwieldy weapon became nearly unusable and was now mounted on one of the wagons like a pintle gun. So my new guard still hadn't parted with his old "Piercer."
We pushed through the crowd to the square and found the reason for the gathering. In the center, someone had stacked a pyre of dry branches, and tied to the central post was a young woman. Rather attractive, actually.

Beside her stood a gaunt, silver-haired man in a red-and-white robe. I might've mistaken him for a noble mage if not for the robe's bloodstain-styled collar and sleeves. Got it. An Inquisitor about to burn another "witch."
The decision came instantly. I turned to Dolan.

"We should probably save the girl."
The former arbalest commander smirked. Looked like he didn't mind the idea of butting heads with the Church.

"Good. I've got an idea. But let me do the talking. You, my lord, just sit on your horse looking as arrogant as possible and stay silent. I'll handle it."
"I'll trust you. Pull it off, and consider your command doubled."

With our tactic agreed upon, we continued pushing through the crowd. Meanwhile, I examined the Inquisitor's two-handed hammer, planted upright beside him.
Massive and impractical, it looked like a fantasy prop more than a real weapon. Sure, the baronet's sword had also been oversized compared to the reenactment weapons I knew. But Hornet had been a two-meter brute in full armor. That ten-kilo blade had looked right at home in his hands. Here, though? A scrawny old man with a hammer whose head was several times larger than his own.

Fine. Maybe the guy really was strong enough to swing that monster. But why in the Abyss did it have a brazier built into the middle, with a lit torch burning inside? And what were the chains on the handle for?
If it had runes, parchments, and litanies on it, I'd have assumed the old man stole it from a space marine. But no. Its only ornamentation (aside from the weird brazier) was a stylized cross made of what looked like rubies or some other red gems. Unfortunately, neither I nor Randall knew a damn thing about gemstones.

We broke through the crowd and reached the edge of the execution square. Dolan stepped forward and addressed the Inquisitor:
"My lord wishes to know by what right and for what sins you intend to burn this woman!" he demanded, firm and without a hint of deference.

I assumed the most arrogant, self-important posture I could manage. Just as planned.
"She is accused of unsanctioned sorcery and illegal possession of the Gift. According to the treaty signed at the end of the Discord Era between the Kingdom of Steel and the Holy Theocracy, the Inquisition is permitted to purge unauthorized Gifted subjects without informing their liege," the Inquisitor said in a dry, emotionless voice. Sounded like he'd repeated that line so many times he no longer even registered its meaning.

"I can't help being born Gifted! I was just walking through town on my own business when this old man grabbed me and dragged me to the pyre!" the tied-up girl cried, trying to draw attention.
"Possession of a Gift by a commoner is a crime in itself," the Inquisitor snapped.

And technically, he was right.
Unless a noble officially vouched for a Gifted commoner and took them into service, the Inquisition had every legal right to burn them at the stake. I couldn't even remember what idiot king had signed that damn treaty, giving the Church literal permission to weed out magical talent by fire.

But if I tried, I could find a rationale behind such a policy.
Yes, on one hand, it drastically lowered the country's potential, as many talented individuals suitable for noble service were often found by the Inquisition faster than by any liege lord. But on the other hand, the external threat from the neighboring theocracy forced capable mages to seek protection from a noble rather than hide in the woods preparing for revolution — even if that noble was a scumbag. At least he was their scumbag.

And as someone with access to Randall's memories, a true maniac of a dark mage, I could admit this: without the Inquisition, people like Randall, or the chimerologists from the cave, would have had a far easier time finding gifted test subjects. Though I doubt that thought would comfort any of the poor souls burned at the stake. Some of them might even have preferred a tiny chance of survival on an operating table over the 100% certainty of burning to death.
"If this is a crime, was a proper public trial held? Was the burgomaster present?" Dolan said sarcastically.

The Inquisitor, outraged by the soldier's insolence, scowled and snapped,
"I am both Judge and Executioner!"

"Torturing the victim, they do not hear her cries..." someone muttered from the crowd.
"Who said that?!" The Inquisitor seized the handle of his hammer and raised it high, only to drop it.

The massive hunk of metal crashed down, splitting the cobblestones and spraying a burst of shrapnel into the crowd. The crowd recoiled with curses. The shards weren't that dangerous, but definitely painful. Interestingly, none flew in our direction. Looked like the Inquisitor had rehearsed this little stunt.
"These lands are steeped in heresy, heresy and weakness," he concluded, watching the crowd check their wounds.

Dolan turned to me and whispered,
"My lord, if you would..."

"I know," I interrupted, already understanding what he meant. The Inquisitor only had the right to execute commoners, not the servants of nobility.
I nudged the reins, guiding my horse toward the girl tied to the stake. The Inquisitor gave me a sour look but made no move to stop me. Not so for his assistants, or were they apprentices? They stopped stacking wood and stepped in front of me, bowing politely but blocking the way.

"My lord, it is dangerous to approach the witch. She could be a threat," the first said respectfully.
"Also, you may get sparks on your coat once we light the pyre," the second added, less respectfully.

I ignored them and addressed the girl directly.
"Servant! Why the hell are you shirking your duties by lounging on a stake? You'll get ten lashes tonight for such disgraceful behavior!"

To her credit, the girl caught on immediately and played along.
"Forgive me, my lord! I was carrying out your orders as best I could when some old man accused me of witchcraft and tied me up!"

"Very well. I'm feeling merciful today, so only five lashes, for allowing yourself to be caught."
I mustered all the acting I had, channeling my grandfather's haughty mannerisms. It seemed to work, the crowd began murmuring.

But the Inquisitor wasn't buying it.
"Nonsense! She can't be your servant. You don't even know each other!" he growled, waving dismissively.

Apparently, I hadn't been convincing enough. Ah yes, the finishing touch.
"Tsk," I muttered meaningfully to Dolan. He took the cue and stepped forward.

"Are you accusing the Viscount of lying?" Dolan asked cheerfully. "Do you understand the consequences of such an accusation? You do remember this is the Kingdom of Steel, not your own land?"
The Inquisitor started trembling. Like it or not, he was a guest here. And a low-ranking one at that. His authority only extended far enough to terrorize commoners, without drawing the ire of their lords. I probably just gave him a great incentive to rise through the ranks, to get back at me. A Senior Inquisitor might dare to detain a lesser viscount and ignore the fallout. The Holy Throne would cover for him. But this old man? He didn't have the rank. Accusing even a baron could get him killed.

"My apologies, Viscount. It seems I mistakenly seized your servant," he hissed through clenched teeth.
I gave him a courteous nod as the crowd jeered at the humiliated representative of the Theocracy.

The Inquisitor gritted his teeth and raised his hand, signaling his men to dismantle the pyre. His sleeve slipped, revealing a sinewy forearm with a silver bracelet on it. An exact copy of the one Hornet had ordered buried with its owner.
I quickly looked away and forced a poker face, but the Inquisitor immediately tensed, like a hound catching a scent.

"You've seen a bracelet like this before, haven't you?" he asked sharply.
The question hit so precisely that I replied without thinking.

"Maybe..."
Damn. Shouldn't have said that.
The old man's eyes narrowed, and he began murmuring prayers. The brazier embedded in his hammer suddenly flared white-hot, casting a pale glow into the gloomy air.
I felt the light pass through me. Some kind of scanning, it seemed.

Damn.
The Inquisitor rolled his eyes back and then burst into loud laughter.

"This country is doomed. Its people, bewitched by demons, mock the true defenders of the light, while a demon in human form frees a witch. Heresy is everywhere... the taint... It's gone beyond comprehension here. Everything is rotten to the core." The old man shook his head in sorrow, leaning wearily on his now-cooling hammer.
"By calling him a 'demon,' you insult our noble lord!" Dolan snapped immediately.

The Inquisitor looked at him with contempt, as if he were some sewer-dwelling cockroach.
"No, when I said 'demon,' I meant the metaphysical force of temptation that clouds the minds of weak mortals—not your 'lord,' of course. Definitely not him, oh no." He spat out the lie and turned to me.

"Now I understand why you didn't let her soul be saved by the sacred flame. I hope she slits your throat in the dark. That would be the best outcome for you. Don't think I'll forget this. One day I will tear away your mask of lies."
I exhaled in relief. Yeah, I'd blown my cover completely, but apparently the Inquisitor wasn't going to act—he feared my status. This time I got away with it. For now. With an exaggeratedly proud expression, I turned away from the old man and toward the pyre, ignoring his final words.

Wait, what was that?
My eyes caught something in the cobblestones near the stake. The Inquisitor's "apprentices" had cleared away half the firewood, revealing something hidden beneath. A runic circle! And not just any circle—something about it resembled the kinds used by dark mages.

Behind me, the Inquisitor snapped his fingers irritably, and the glowing runes vanished before my eyes, robbing me of any chance to study what the hell it was, or why the "witch" was about to be burned in the middle of a magical diagram.
Sure, I could name a hundred reasons why someone might burn a person in a ritual circle—but this one was strange. From the portion I managed to glimpse, it was clear it was tied to the victim's blood, not her Gift. Maybe the blood was just a trigger?

Come to think of it, there's no reason you couldn't turn an execution into a grand spectacle with the help of a little magic. Want the burning corpse to suddenly "come alive" and confess to every mortal sin? Easy. Want it to spew darkness and terror, proving the Inquisitor's righteousness? Also easy. With a bit of showmanship, you could terrify half the town into running straight into the Church's arms.
Disgusting. I can't stand people who stoop to such vile tricks.

I cast a contemptuous glance at the old man. He returned it in kind. Irritating.
Meanwhile, the girl had been untied and immediately clung to Dolan. She didn't dare approach me—plus, I was still on horseback. Wouldn't have worked anyway. Even I wouldn't dare hug this demon-steed of mine, despite how much it looked like a regular horse.

I glanced at the rescued girl. At first sight, she looked like an ordinary townswoman. A simple long dress made of coarse fabric, decent but unremarkable facial features. She was lacking... something. Cat ears? I don't know.
So what was I supposed to do with her now? Leaving her in town was out of the question—the Inquisitor would wait until I left and finish the job. And what would I gain if he were punished for "damaging property"?

Take her with me? Ugh. I guess I could take her to the next city, give her a modest sum to start a new life. Although... wait. What does she want?
After we left the square, I asked her directly.

"My lord, you are too kind, and I am deeply grateful for your generosity. But I don't want to be a burden. Don't worry, I'll return to my family in the village tonight."
"The Inquisition's agents will come for revenge," I dismissed her plan. "You'll just endanger your family."

The woman sighed wearily and brushed a lock of black hair from her face.
"Then I must apologize for imposing on you."

I assured her it was no trouble and ordered Dolan to escort her back to the caravan. The rescued girl and the guardsman disappeared around the corner, and I headed for the markets. But one thought kept clawing at the edge of my mind: "She spoke a little too well for a simple town girl..."





The Inquisitor silently watched the crowd disperse until the square was empty. His hand clenched tightly around the blessed church hammer—the one bestowed upon him with his Inquisitor rank. A special blessing let him momentarily suspend the weapon's immense weight, allowing him to deliver devastating blows. He could tear a knight in armor apart with a single strike.

The artifact brazier and magical cross in the hammer could, once a day, incinerate any heretic alive. Even without those tools, his own strength and divine blessings were enough to let him face down an adept in combat.
Yet today, all that power had been completely useless.

"Black and white... Find out whose colors this 'Viscount' wears," he ordered the acolyte. "Find out everything about him and his House. Everything."
"Reverend, I've already checked. It's Randall of House Condor. The same 'friend' of the local baron."

The Inquisitor finally released his death-grip on the hammer. With a short, nervous laugh, he muttered,

"I should've expected this. These lands... they're far more deeply corrupted than I thought. If that baron's 'friend' is a demon, then who's really ruling here? Prepare a report for the capital. For the High Inquisitor. He needs to know everything."
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                I sank my teeth into the meat with pleasure. A bit tough, fibrous texture, soaked in salt and smoke. Perfect.
"That's the stuff," I mumbled through a full mouth, swallowed, and ordered the shopkeeper, "Load everything you've got into the wagon!"

He bowed and opened the warehouse doors, from which his son began dragging out smoked hams with difficulty.
"My lord! Perhaps it's time we attend to more pressing matters?" Orin asked cautiously.

"What could be more important than stocking up on provisions?"
"Food is, without a doubt, important, my lord... but we've been at this for several hours. Besides, we already have provisions..."

"Damn grain and grits. My stomach is twisting from that monotonous porridge! Fine, a week, even two, but I refuse to live on it any longer!"
I scanned the shop and spotted several wheels of cheese proudly displayed on the counter, wrapped in oiled wax cloth. I cut a slice from one.

Excessively buttery in taste, but given that my only decent meal in days was burnt stew, even this seemed absolutely divine.
"Yes, I'll take all the cheese too. Got any flour?"

I suddenly craved pizza, I missed it that much. Technically, an oven could be set right on a wagon... And really, it was about time we had a dedicated field kitchen. The road ahead was long; it was high time to civilize these people!
"Sorry, my lord, but only the miller sells flour. We only carry what we grow ourselves..."

"Any butter?"
"Yes, my lord."

"Bring everything that's fresh," I said, tossing him a gold coin, which the shopkeeper caught mid-air with a bow. Behind me, the alchemist sighed heavily—probably calculating how many ingredients could've been bought for that coin. Or maybe he thought good food was a needless indulgence?
I shot him a suspicious glance. He really was a bit too skinny. Could it be he, like Tamilla, was one of those strange people who didn't appreciate food?

"Don't make that face, Meister. I'm not just buying for myself! My soldiers aren't livestock to live on oats alone. Throw in a little butter and meat into the pot, and it's a whole different taste!"

"Of course, my lord..." he mumbled without a shred of enthusiasm. Ah—one of those. Well, I knew how to cheer him up. Indeed, if we kept shuffling from stall to stall like this, we'd be here till evening.
I pulled a pouch of gold from inside my coat and handed it to the alchemist.

"I think you can handle the alchemy supplies on your own. Just take more guards with you."
His eyes immediately lit up.

"Should I look for sulfur and... the other thing?" he asked, hinting at saltpeter.
"Try to lock in a long-term contract for sulfur. As for the rest—buy EVERYTHING. As long as it's decent quality. I'll find a use for anything. And about... the other thing, don't ask too many questions. If you find it—buy it, but don't draw attention."

"It will be done, my lord." The alchemist bowed and practically skipped off toward the only alchemical shop in town.
Where the hell does he think he's going? What about guards?

I summoned a pair of soldiers and ordered them to shadow the alchemist. He might be a Fire Adept and capable of defending himself, but a couple of armored escorts couldn't hurt. As for me, I didn't need any guards.
Now then. I glanced skeptically at the almost full wagon. Not enough!

I sent the driver back to the camp for another wagon and stopped a boy rushing past with jugs of oil.
"Where does the miller live?"





"This will do, thank you," I said, inspecting the fabric with a critical touch and handing the tailor a pouch of silver.

The clothes I'd taken from Baron Clemen's estate were getting more ragged by the day, and I had a sinking feeling that by the time I reached the capital, I'd look more like a beggar than a lord.
So I had to drop into the tailor's shop and pick out some plain, travel-appropriate clothing—better suited for a mercenary than a noble. But what choice did I have? This town had no shops for aristocrats. I was lucky to find anything ready-made at all—just needed minor adjustments to fit.

If mass production of clothing existed, this town hadn't heard of it. Most tailors here only worked by commission.
The tailor bowed and quickly sewed a few black-and-white ribbons onto my sleeve—the symbols of my house. Wearing clothing without them would've been considered extremely improper.

I stuffed the old clothes into a bag I'd bought on the spot and stepped out into the street.
New clothes really do make you feel like a new man! Apparently, I wasn't the only one who thought so. I noticed a stark change in how people treated me after walking just twenty meters!

"Pay the toll, traveler," hissed a man who looked like a vagabond. I turned and saw four more approaching from behind.
You've got to be kidding me... I'd spent half the day walking around in ragged noble clothes without a single dog barking at me. But five minutes in mercenary garb, and the bandits come out of the woodwork!

"Don't recognize?" I raised my sleeve, letting him see the black-and-white stripes clearly.
"So what? Don't care whose servant you are. You're on our street—hand over the coin!"

"You'll get a blade in your groin," I snapped, drawing my sword in one motion.
The robbers bristled with weapons too: knives, a dagger, even a sabre. They looked like beggars, but those blades didn't come from the gutter.

"Looks like you've been around, man. Pay a silver and walk away in peace. One coin's not worth going up against six of us!"

I just gripped my blade tighter. No way in hell. It wasn't about the money, today I'd been throwing gold around like confetti. It was the principle. A pity I couldn't just fry them with magic—still had to conserve my Source. I'd have to cut them down by hand... Wait, did he say six?
I looked around carefully and finally spotted the sixth, lurking in the shadows of a building. He clapped his hands and stepped into the light.

"Good eye, mercenary! Care to join our little gang?"In the light, it was easy to see he was better equipped than the rest. Fine chainmail, a straight sword. But the gang leader himself was just as unkempt and filthy as his lackeys.

"Not a chance," I muttered, my eye twitching. Oh yes, serving as a thug for some street rat—that's exactly the career I've always dreamed of! What a farce. Were they even going to attack? Maybe I should just gut the lot of them and be done with it.
"Ha ha ha!" the gang leader laughed loudly, but his laughter cut off suddenly. His wide nostrils flared as he sniffed the air like a hound. When he spoke again, his tone had shifted to something much more respectful.

"Oh, forgive us, brother. We didn't recognize you. Please, pass through!" He gave a low bow and quickly disappeared into the alleys with his crew, leaving me completely baffled.
Just to be safe, I raised my sleeve and sniffed at my new clothes. Smelled like tanned leather and dye... definitely not a beggar. What the hell did he mean by "brother"? I fought the urge to run after them and knock some sense into their skulls, but where would I even find them now, in the backstreets of a strange town?

I spat on the cobblestones with feeling. To hell with them! Still, they'd ruined my mood, the bastards. Brother, my ass... Could they have smelled the demon? If so, this town was in real trouble. Ordinary bandits were bad enough. They existed everywhere. But if your street thugs were possessed, you had real problems.
I shoved the unused blade back into its sheath with irritation. Actually, there was something I'd been overlooking this whole time. There hadn't been time, and I'd simply forgotten: the need to bind the blade with blood. My grandfather was far away, and none of the soldiers had any idea what color my sword should be. So the only real problem was that I still wasn't supposed to perform rituals, especially ones like "binding," which relied on draining magic into the blade.

But I could always bind it the old-fashioned way, the old-fashioned way, by anointing it with blood! It would take longer, sure, but the end result had its advantages. Maybe I'd even be able to send it flying again without splitting my Source in half from the pain, since controlling a bonded weapon took less power.
I ran a hand along the hilt. But this sword wouldn't do. The steel was utter crap. If I was going to bind anything, it had to be the best! I wondered if this town had even a few kilograms of capital-grade steel.





After asking a couple of townsfolk for directions, I found the blacksmith's shop.

On the wooden sign above the door was a finely carved sword with a weeping eye at its center. The shop stood out from the rest. Well-built walls, a reinforced door banded with iron, and clean cobblestones out front. Leaning against the wall was a broom, and judging by the pristine street, it got regular use. That alone said a lot.
What, you ask?

Heh. That the owner of this shop had enough influence that no one dared steal a broom left completely unattended.
A brief knock on the door. I adjusted my travel cloak, hoping the shopkeeper had enough sense to recognize a noble despite the plain clothes.

A small window slid open in the door. Blue eyes stared at me for a few seconds. Then came the grating sound of a bolt being drawn back, and the door creaked open.
Inside were shelves lined with swords, maces, halberds of all shapes and sizes.

It was enough to make the eyes wander. But what truly caught mine was the enormous wooden panel on the far wall, carved with a map of our continent.
I think it was the first time I'd ever actually seen it. Funny, but my grandfather had never bothered to teach his heir even the most basic geography.

The continent looked like a giant donut, ringed by cliffs like icing. In the very center of the "hole," the inner sea, rose a massive mountain, giving the island-continent the appearance of a drop frozen in mid-fall.
And that's exactly what it was, a foreign memory reminded me. That resemblance was widely accepted by both the Church and the scholars. The latter leaned toward a natural origin, suggesting the world was formed by the Great Fall of condensed mana. The former insisted on divine design, claiming the shape was a clear mark of the Lord.

The Church, in fact, was split into two camps. The larger believed the world was born from a drop of God's Blood (the old inquisitor back at the lab had likely belonged to this sect, judging by his blood-red robes). The smaller, less popular group held that it had been a Tear instead.
Among common aristocrats, the prevailing opinion is that it doesn't really matter whether it was blood, a tear, or... some other fluid. What matters is that the world was created by a mage who had reached the peak of his power. And since it was a Supreme Mage who gifted us this world, it follows that mages have every right to rule over the ordinary, unGifted mortals. A simple and rational perspective.
But I digress. The panel was carefully divided into baronies, counties, and duchies, and neatly colored. Right now, I was in the northern part of the country, in the blood-red lands of Clemen. Just nearby were the former black lands of the Ravens, and a bit further south lay the pink domain of Baroness Bathory. Beyond that, in a deep crimson hue, were the lands of House Short, with a tiny black-and-white speck marking the Condor crag at its heart.

I stepped up to the panel and traced our planned route with my finger. Goblin Forest, Royal Road, river, bridge... and lands, lands, lands—belonging to every kind of lord. To reach the capital, we'd have to cross at least three baronies, two counties, and even briefly enter the territory of a third duke. Damn it, whose bright idea was it to build the capital all the way in the south, right on the shore of the inner sea?
"Ahem." A polite cough brought me back to reality.

"Beautiful craftsmanship," I said, turning to the shopkeeper.
"It was my late wife's work. Thank you. She would've been pleased to hear that..." His gaze drifted to the two-toned ribbon on my sleeve. "Lord Condor. May I ask what brings you to my humble shop?"

"Of course. I need capital steel. At least a kilogram, preferably two. Ingots or a finished sword would do."
Unfortunately, the rather decent sword I'd borrowed from the baron had met its end during the battle in the Black Forest. Since then, I'd had to make do with shoddy soldier-grade steel. Sure, there was also the two-hander from the Baronet, melted and pitted by acid—made of fine capital steel, but I couldn't bring myself to turn the weapon that had saved our lives into a mere military tool.

The shopkeeper tapped thoughtfully on the counter.
"Capital steel... I have no ingots. And not much left made from Dragon Foundry steel. Just two pieces remain."

He moved over to a separate display and lifted an ornately decorated, double-edged blade from a silk cushion. Straight, classical blade. Golden filigree. A large sapphire capped the pommel.
Too flashy, in my opinion.

"Not my work, I'm afraid," the shopkeeper said, giving the blade a flourish before handing it to me. "But the name of the mage-smith Fabro is well-known in the capital. You're quite lucky I still have one of his blades. Many young aristocrats prefer this style."
"Is it enchanted?" I asked.

Generally speaking, this world's approach to selling weapons was rather careless. In our world's history, there were times when peasants were forbidden even to own knives. But here, any farmer could buy a suit of armor and a two-hander—provided he could scrounge up the money. However, enchanted weapons and artifacts were tightly regulated. Even a knight couldn't own enchanted armor without his liege lord's permission.
"No!" the shopkeeper laughed. "I hate to disappoint you, my lord, but my shop can't afford to deal in artifacts... Still, this blade makes an excellent base for future enchantments."

I took the sword and gave it a test swing. A strange sense of imbalance echoed through my arm. The blade felt... off. I scanned it with my Gift, grimacing at the pain. Of course.
"There's a mercury chamber inside, my lord. It's the hallmark of mage-smith von Fabro, who made this sword. Very popular among capital duelists."

I tried a few thrusts. Damn, total garbage. Sure, with some effort and magic, I could adjust the mercury to change the blade's balance and get creative with moves...
But no. Crap is crap. Why bother with shifting the center of gravity when I can just reshape the whole thing? Or even extend it mid-swing. And why pay extra for sparkly stones?

I returned the blade to the shopkeeper with clear displeasure. He sighed and laid it back on the slightly dusty silk pillow. He'd probably been trying to sell that sword to some fool for a long time. I could smell the desperation behind his talk of "fashion trends."
"Are you absolutely set on capital steel?" he asked suddenly.

I nodded. That's why I'd come. If I was going to bind a blade with blood, it had to be made from the best steel available.
Besides, I was curious. What was so special about capital steel that every noble insisted on it? I wanted to feel it for myself and compare. I hadn't exactly had time to examine it properly during the ritual back at Grandfather's keep...

"Then I do have one other option... but you may not like it," the shopkeeper said hesitantly. "It's not exactly... noble."
"Just show me."

The shopkeeper disappeared into the back. I heard clanging and scraping. Dust clouds rolled out from the storage area. Finally, he returned, carrying a dirty, oil-stained bundle. He unwrapped the foul-smelling cloth, and in the glow of the setting sun, revealed something resembling a soldier's grossmesser. Rough work. No decorations. Nicks and chips along the blade—this thing had seen real combat. And the stench... it reeked of battle, old blood, and death.
Delightful.

I grabbed it and gave it a broad slash. The wide blade hissed through the dusty air. Just right!
I tried fitting it into my old scabbard, but it didn't fit. Too wide.

I unbuckled the scabbard and laid it, along with the old sword, on the counter. I wasn't about to insult such a venerable veteran by melting it down into a knockoff of my previous blade. No way.

"I'll need a new scabbard."
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                "You load firewood into this compartment, got it? And this one is where the porridge cooks. Understood?" I instructed our camp cook, jabbing my finger at the makeshift field kitchen I'd just assembled from scrap metal.
It didn't take much effort, and only a few hours of time. I worked cautiously, taking frequent breaks so as not to strain my Source.

Besides, I wasn't designing the kitchen from scratch, I was simply copying a design I'd seen ages ago, in childhood, back when my great-grandfather took me to a celebration of a now-forgotten war, where they served people wartime porridge from just such mobile kitchens. The taste, to be honest, didn't appeal to me back then, but now... now I'd gobble it up without complaint.
When the caravan stopped for lunch, we didn't even have time to cook fresh porridge; we lived off leftovers from the morning and dry biscuits. But this cart allowed us to cook on the go! That meant hot meals at noon and shorter dinner stops, letting us travel farther each day. Pure win, well, except for the poor cook, who would now have to scavenge firewood along the road.

Munching on a flatbread with smoked meat, I turned to the second most important task:
Repairing the blade. Under my hand, nicks, chips, and scratches slowly smoothed out. Just a few seconds in, I understood why everyone preferred this steel. It wasn't just carbon steel, it was some complex alloy. What was in it—molybdenum, chromium, tungsten? Who knows, but if I were building a lathe, I'd happily use this stuff for the cutting head.

No matter how temperamental the alloy was, ten minutes later and one aching Source... the blade looked brand new.
Next, part two of the plan.

I slit my palm and let the blood flow freely down the blade. I lacked both ingredients and strength for a proper ritual, I could barely manage even this, given my half-functioning Source, so I'd go the old-fashioned route, like mages of the past: feed the sword blood day after day until it became fully mine.
The red liquid sluggishly ran along the steel, faintly dyeing it white.

The blood vanished, absorbed by the blade, and I began to feel it, more keenly than usual, not just as metal nearby, but as something familiar, as part of myself.
The wound closed, and the bleeding stopped. So did the sense of connection. Looks like it'll take weeks to finish the bonding. Too bad.

My damn Source hurt more and more, I must have overdone it anyway. Damn it! Miscalculated... I uncorked the sunstone tincture from my belt and took a sip. Good thing Orin found a few bottles of that miracle stuff in a local shop.
Meanwhile, the camp was buzzing, people were delighted by real food. A bonfire burned in the center of the circled wagons. A few soldiers were testing newly bought horses. One rider misjudged the beast's strength and got thrown straight into the fire! Luckily, Master Orin was nearby; he waved his hand, and the flames parted around the cursing man. Slam!

Laughter broke out, and the soldier, rubbing a fresh bump, limped out of the fire without a single burn. Looks like Orin really had gotten the hang of his new rank as Adept, no way a student could pull off a trick like that.
A soldier walking past suddenly clapped me on the shoulder and offered a flask of ale. Realizing who he had just touched, he froze, unsure what to do.

I took the flask and had a sip. Weak stuff, barely a few degrees of alcohol, but hadn't I myself banned strong booze in the camp under threat of whipping?
I clapped him back and he relaxed. One word led to another, and soon I was sitting by the fire with the rest of the unit, drinking ale, chewing meat, and trading tales of how we took down an ogre THIS big! Mine were even true—at least, in the game.

Not that they needed to be. The group burst out laughing when one guy claimed he'd snapped an orc's neck. He tried to defend the story, then gave up and laughed with us, raising his hands. "Alright, you caught me."
I laughed too... until I spotted Tamilla, sitting alone by the fire, buried in papers again. Seriously? Work, at a time like this? She even dragged over a little table—no idea where she got it!

A slightly drunk guard approached her with the usual offer to get "better acquainted," but I didn't have to intervene. She tore into him with fury, and he retreated in disgrace. Well, maybe I'll give it a shot then! I borrowed a full flask of ale from the others and approached her.
She tensed up at first, I was in plain clothes, but she relaxed a bit once she saw who it was.

"Tami, why aren't you celebrating with the others?" I asked cheerfully, and got a surprisingly harsh reply.
"Maybe because someone turned this place into a circus? Where's the discipline? Is this a noble's escort or a bandit gang?!" she snapped.

I waved the flask dismissively, ignoring the insinuations.
"Come on. You know the caravan splits tomorrow. Half the people are heading back to camp with the goods and supplies. Folks need a chance to say goodbye, wish each other well... maybe drink a little, for luck. Speaking of which, how about some ale?"

"Ale? So I can wake up in the bushes tomorrow? Are you drunk?"

"Me? Drunk? Not at all. You can't even get tipsy from this stuff. It's basically cider!" I said indignantly. Not drunk! Maybe just a tiny bit.
"I think I'll go to sleep. And you should too, Viscount," she said coldly, gathering her papers and walking off to one of the wagons.

Damn. Where did I mess up?
The guys I'd been drinking with let out an exaggerated groan at my failure. Bastards. And of course, there weren't any other girls in the caravan, all the others stayed back at camp. Though wait, what about the girl we saved from the inquisitor's fire? She's probably resting after that ordeal. Not an everyday thing, being pulled from a pyre...

Maybe I should find something stronger than ale. That's it. The alchemist must have at least some alcohol!"Weight is good. Weight is reliable. Even if it misfires, you can always throw it at the enemy!" I was explaining to a guardsman a few hours later.

"Yes, Commander, but if the pistol had a blade too..."
"Ahhh, fine, give it here!"

I felt around for some piece of metal. A bundle of skewers? That'll do! I snatched the flintlock pistol from the guardsman and grafted a bayonet onto it.
"Thank you, Commander."

I answered with a yawn.
The moon climbed higher, and the celebration gradually quieted. It had been a good night, the only thing that bothered me now was that Ligrad didn't have a single scrap of mana-insulating material. I glanced at a nondescript wagon, the one guarded even at the peak of the festivities by armored soldiers, the most trustworthy ones, personally vouched for by Til.

I had no concerns about security, but the best protection for the core is making sure no one senses it at all, and without mana-insulating material, that becomes a real problem. Beyond Baron Clemen's lands lie those of Baroness Bathory, the same region where I ran into goblins. It's relatively small and has no major cities, meaning there might be no material there either, just like in Ligrad. After that come the lands taken from House Condor and handed to that raspberry-jacketed Short, not somewhere I want to be seen, which means we'll have to go even farther to find it. And the closer we get to more civilized regions, the greater the chance that some mage will sense the magical radiation from the core. Then what? Run to report it to the local authorities? Or maybe straight to one of the Dukes? We wouldn't stand a chance if someone truly powerful came after us.
This is shaping up to be a real mess...

Well, war makes its own plans, maybe we'll get lucky.
People were heading to their tents and wagons. Tomorrow morning we'd flog a couple of the ones who overdid it with drink, and then our caravan would split up.

Orin would leave with part of the soldiers for the Outpost to bring back alchemy supplies, trade goods, tools, and food, and the men, everything needed for the settlement to survive until my return.
I went to my wagon, which, unfortunately, was empty. The rescued girl was nowhere to be seen, and I hadn't really counted on Tamilla.

Looks like I'd be sleeping alone…





In the morning, I was greeted by an unpleasant surprise.

"So you're telling me one frail girl knocked you both out and escaped?" I asked skeptically, looking at the two sheepish guards.
"Sir, she used magic. It was like darkness wrapped around me!"

"Ah. Right. Magic... Damn it."
Now it made sense why I hadn't seen the girl the night before. The little snake had knocked out the guards and escaped, and during the party no one paid any attention to two slumped-over soldiers.

Since arriving in this world, I'd made plenty of mistakes, but most had been minor. This, though, this was my biggest screw-up yet.

Not only had I given in to some paladin-style urge to save everyone, but it hadn't even crossed my mind that the inquisitor might have been right and the girl actually deserved to be burned. After all, with magical Gifts in this world, society was more or less equal. Female warriors were still rarer than males, sure, but there were plenty of independent, powerful women around.
Noblewomen and mages with enough strength could enforce their will and demand respect from the educated population, only among peasants did traditional views linger. And here I was, falling back on my old-world habit of underestimating women. Pathetic.

"If I may, my lord... was she really your servant?" Dolan's voice pulled me from my brooding.
A logical assumption. I had stepped in abruptly and unambiguously to defend the girl back on the square, so Dolan concluded that I must have known her. And hell, if I just said, "Yes, it was all part of a clever plan, no worries," they'd believe me, they wanted to believe in clever plans and a wise commander, not some fool who got played like a fiddle. The temptation to lie was very real... but if she tried to follow us, we'd miss her entirely.

"No, Dolan. I made a mistake. She tricked me, like she tricked all of us. Sound the alarm. Search the whole camp—see if she left anything behind besides the note. Question every shift from the night guard by that wagon, ask if they saw anything suspicious moving in the shadows. And if anyone spots that snake sneaking around nearby, report to me personally. You won't be able to handle her yourselves."
The guards snapped to attention, slammed fists to their chests, and scattered, barking orders. Dolan gave me a sympathetic look but didn't say a word.

Damn it. The worst part? I'd been so worried about running into a mage near the capital... and I'd gone and brought one right into our camp under escort.
It had been a while since I messed up this badly. The easygoing atmosphere of the past few days had clearly made me too relaxed. The big question was: how powerful was this little witch? If she was just an Adept, we might get lucky, maybe she hadn't noticed the core. But if she was a full Mage, there was no way she could have missed it.

Hell of a celebration that turned out to be. I really should apologize to Tamilla, she was right. If I hadn't thrown that farewell party, we might have discovered the unconscious guards much sooner and had a chance to catch the mage.
I pulled out the note the brazen girl had left by the guards' bodies and read it again:

"Thank you for the help, Viscount, but really... I didn't need it. The brighter the flame, the deeper the shadows." Followed by a lipstick mark in place of a period.
Argh, she was mocking me!

I crumpled the note and stomped it into the dirt.
"Departure is delayed by two hours! Tear this place apart! Everything!"





Of course, we found nothing. Not a trace. A shadow mage (or maybe just an Adept) vanished as if swallowed by the earth. Even after searching the entire camp, no one found a single sign of a woman's footprint… other than Tamilla's.

Later, the rain began to drizzle, and everything became completely pointless. After a quick farewell to our comrades, the caravan gathered and moved out. The only thing I could still do to improve its safety was to pick up the pace.
The weed-choked fields of Clemen's Barony fell behind us, as did the mountain range. Trees became more frequent until we rolled into a dense forest road. The very same one I'd once soared over on wings.

Goblin Forest.
Those nasty green parasites love the farthest corners and untouched animal trails of this forest. The First Duke had made several attempts to purge Goblin Forest completely, but no matter how triumphant his declarations or pompous fanfare, shouting that this time his army had truly wiped them out—the green filth kept terrorizing the surrounding villages.

Goblins are like rats. No matter how hard you try, you can't get rid of them all. Not unless you burn the entire forest down. But only a total idiot would destroy such a valuable source of high-quality timber. That said, I wasn't worried about goblins. They always preyed on the weak, and our caravan was anything but. Then again, magical creatures are extremely sensitive to enchanted objects, and the Core we were hauling almost openly was a hell of a temptation. They might just try to throw themselves at us.
So when the scout commander appeared beside me—completely wrapped in cloth from head to toe and quietly said, "Bad ground ahead," I wasn't surprised. The day had started like shit, and it would probably end the same way.

"Goblins?" I asked the strange man.
"People."

Every time I saw him, he was just sitting silently on a cart. How the hell did he know about the ambush?
"I hear it," he replied softly.

Apparently, I had asked that last question aloud.
"How close?"

"Close. About two hundred paces. There are many of them."
Til had said the guy was never wrong. That meant a fight was coming. I nodded to the scout and turned to my troops.

"Get your blunderbusses and pistols ready! Refresh the powder on the racks! Cock your weapons! Guard, drink combat potion number one!"
Clad in black-and-white armor, the soldiers pulled small flasks from their belts and downed the viscous liquid inside. Their faces immediately took on a greenish tinge. Sorry, but taste was the last thing Meister Orin and I cared about when brewing those enhancers.

"No puking! Anyone who throws up gets demoted to latrine duty!"
Looks like the threat worked. Grimacing with disgust, the entire guard swallowed their booster. Now even those without a Gift could fight toe-to-toe with a third-rank warrior. Enhanced reflexes, endurance, strength, even some regeneration. All at the cost of feeling like overcooked fish for the next couple of days.

But it was worth it. What if that little snake had already sold us out, and there's an entire army waiting just around the bend? With my luck, I wouldn't be surprised.
The soldiers were ready. Weapons checked, armor adjusted, alchemy ingested. We moved forward, prepared to respond at any moment.

The narrow road between the trees barely fit our cargo platform. Suddenly, it turned sharply—almost a right angle. The dense trees blocked any view beyond. Perfect spot for an ambush.
I tightened the strap on my bomb satchel. The possessed horse beneath me snorted louder than usual. He sensed the coming bloodshed and relished it. Right behind me was our armored wagon, pulled by the massive horse of the Baronet. Til was on the reins, gripping a blunderbuss. Inside, the troops had already positioned their firearms at the firing slits.

I rounded the bend…
About fifty meters ahead, right in the middle of the road, stood a small figure in a bright red cloak. Calm. Unmoving. No one else in sight. I rode closer.

"Step off the road and you'll live!" I shouted.
In response, the figure simply spread their arms. In a blink, flames blazed in their palms—so hot the air around them shimmered.

Yeah... goblins would've been better.
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                "Perhaps you'll let us pass in exchange for this?" With a single motion, I pull a bomb from my satchel, ignite it, and hurl it with all my might toward the mage.
Heavy! I wish I could use magic to assist, but I rely purely on muscle. Any hint of mana might alert the enemy and ruin the plan. The bomb hisses viciously through the air, still en route to the mage, while I reach for my pistol.

But the mage doesn't take the bait.
Upon spotting the suspicious object, he claps his flaming hands together, summoning a semicircular shield of fire before him. No, of something more than fire: a blindingly white-hot essence of flame so intense it hurts just to look at.

The bomb flies straight at it...Trying to burn a bomb? I've heard of dumb ideas, but that one takes the cake.

A deafening explosion! It went off like I threw a full barrel of powder instead of a small bomb!
The shockwave rears the horse up, nearly throwing me from the saddle.

I just manage to catch a glimpse of the mage spinning like a top midair, flung ten meters back before collapsing in a heap. Neutralized.
But the fight was just beginning. Taking the blast as a signal, infantry surged at us from both sides of the road. Red armbands, bits of leaves woven into clothing, a few chainmails here and there. Most of them came from the left, but judging by the shouting, we were under pressure from the right too. Flaming arrows whistled overhead, launched from somewhere behind the attackers. They thudded into the wagons, trailing scorched cloth and smoke.

"Til! The cannon!""Got it!"

He instantly turns the wagon to face the main enemy force. A slash of the blade severs the baronet's horse from the harness, and the muscular beast charges straight at the nearest foe. The bandit raises a blade, but a headlong strike from the horse's forehead sends him flying. I can almost see the blood spraying from his mouth in slow motion. Even without its barding, the baronet's horse hit hard enough to shatter the man's ribs.
The wagon doors fly open, and out rolls the muzzle of Little Berta—my first 12-pounder cannon, lovingly loaded with heavy buckshot. At the same moment, the blunderbusses in the firing slits deliver a synchronized volley. The front rows of bandits are obliterated. The buckshot punches through unarmored bodies like paper. Chainmail? It only makes things worse, the torn rings embedding themselves in flesh.

Seconds later, Til yanks the firing cord linked to the large flintlock mechanism. Primer powder hisses.
BOOM! The cannon belches flame and the shot hums like a swarm of furious wasps!

The bandits aren't just cut down—they're torn apart. The blast mows down anyone unlucky enough to stand before the steel broom. Cries erupt from the bushes—the buckshot didn't spare the archers hiding behind the bandit wave. A tree crashes down with a crunch, felled by the blast, burying more unfortunates beneath it.
The recoil sends the cannon rolling so fast it jumps the wooden rails inside the wagon, crashes into the rear wall, and smashes it. The guardsmen inside are knocked over like pins.

Til tumbles out but quickly recovers, aiming his blunderbuss at the enemy.
The bandits just... flee. Witnessing such swift and brutal carnage, they clearly decided we had a powerful mage on our side and made the only sane choice.

Well, almost all of them. One fighter waves his sword, trying to halt the retreat. A shot rings out from the wagenburg, and the brave man's head explodes. Dolan's aim is, as always, lethally precise. With no one left to rally them, the flank collapses completely. The baronet's horse, snorting furiously, charges after the fleeing attackers, trampling those too slow to dodge.
But the battle isn't over yet. Only the left flank is broken. I hear the clash of steel and pistol shots to the right. A shame we only have one cannon...

My demon steed obeys without command, as if reading my thoughts.
He surges forward, carrying me straight at the enemy!

We vault over a supply wagon, landing in the thick of battle.
Things looked a bit worse here. The enemy had suffered only minor losses from our ranged fighters and made it to the caravan, engaging in close combat. The pistols may have surprised them, but not enough to cause panic. And I think I see why. A short distance from the melee stood a mounted figure coordinating the assault. He raised his sword, and another volley of flaming arrows launched from the forest—useless against our caravan, proven already. But this enemy surprised me.

With a wave of his hand, he caught the fire mid-flight, morphing it into a blazing column that surged toward the caravan. A guardsman in its path leapt aside just in time. The fire roared past, engulfing a wagon and the horse pulling the arbalesters' wagenburg. Wild neighing echoed as the flaming horse bolted blindly, dragging the smoking wagon and smashing through everything in its path, sowing panic.
Damn it, another fucking mage!

I draw a pistol and aim carefully. Pull the trigger!
Click.

No shot. Misfire!
Damn it! No time to reload—one of the bandits is already charging me, waving a curved saber. I grab the pistol by the barrel and hurl it at him! The heavy grip cracks into his forehead, and he drops like a sack.

Told you... weight is reliable!The grossmesser ends up in my hand before I even realize it, and the horse lunges forward without any prompting, charging at the mage. Fast, much faster than any ordinary horse. The mage points a hand at me, and a fireball immediately flies toward us.

To the side! I barely manage to pull the reins when the horse leaps away on its own, nearly throwing me off. The flaming projectile hisses past and splashes against the wet ground. We lunge forward and close the distance. I swing the grossmesser in a diagonal arc, but the enemy blocks it with his sword. Flame begins gathering on his free hand...
Suddenly, my steed sinks its fangs into the rider's leg and yanks him off the saddle with a violent twist. Two hooves to the chest, and the mage will never cast a spell. But the horse doesn't stop there—it starts devouring the still-twitching body. Blood streams down the fangs protruding from the horse's maw.

Meanwhile, I'm frantically trying to remember how, damn it, Randall used to control this beast. Magic circles? How the hell am I supposed to draw one mid-battle?
With nothing better in mind, I yank the reins to pull the beast away from its feast. The horse arches its neck unnaturally, turning its blood-smeared face toward me with visible disapproval. And believe me, the sight of that distorted, demonically possessed equine snout is something that will haunt my nightmares for a long time.

"Leave it. That's an order," I tell the horse firmly, locking eyes with it.
It stands still for several seconds, then turns its head away. The fangs retract back into its mouth, and the face becomes more horse-like again. With a dismissive snort, the beast kicks the mutilated corpse and steps aside, signaling reluctant obedience.

We're back in the fight. I charge toward a nearby guardsman who's losing ground in a desperate duel against a wild, axe-wielding brute. The bearded man suddenly grips the axe with both hands and smashes it down onto the guard's shield, splitting it in two. The guard tries to parry the next strike with his sword, but a mighty swing knocks the weapon right out of his hands.
But the brute overcommitted to the blow, leaving a brief opening. The guard draws his pistol and fires point-blank at the savage's head. The shot misses—the man must have sensed the danger and moved just in time.

Still, the close-range blast disorients him for a second, and the guard takes full advantage. One swift motion and the pistol's blade slashes across the brute's throat. Managed without me. Great. Though now everyone in camp will probably beg me to add blades to their pistols...
I look around, searching for anyone still in need of help, but find none. With their commander dead, the remaining bandits have scattered. The battle is over.

"Stop! Don't finish him!" I shout to a guard with his sword raised over a fallen foe. "Search them, tie them up, and pile them together!"
"Sir, no one's going to pay ransom for these ones," the guard replies, not lowering his sword.

"We're opening the mines soon. You want to be the one swinging a pickaxe? Besides, did you not hear the order?"
The sword plunges into the dirt next to the bandit's head.

"You got lucky, scum. Our lord is merciful and said to spare your miserable life."
The burning wagon was being doused—the horse couldn't be saved. Ron crawled out from the safe spot beneath the cart, and I immediately sent him to treat the wounded. Thankfully, the worst injury was a severed arm. For a healer of his level, that would be no trouble at all.

The enhancement potions worked brilliantly, and the bandits were poorly equipped, relying on speed and aggression rather than armor.
Speaking of which, a few dozen captured bandits were being herded into a group with kicks, while a pile of axes, sabers, swords, and spears grew nearby. It would all be useful—we could never have too much iron.

I turn my horse and ride toward the first mage who tried to block our path, picking up my misfired pistol along the way. A quick inspection shows a raindrop likely got into the priming pan. Misfires happen, and when a whole line fires at once, it doesn't matter much. But I need to consider something more reliable for myself... maybe a triple-barrel pistol next time.
I holster the weapon and dismount.

Up close, the body looks small, lying flat on its back. The red hood, already crimson, is now soaked with blood, but arms and legs are intact. It's surprising, I'd expected that blast to tear something off.
I draw my grossmesser and use the tip to lift the hood. Short red hair and unmistakable features. A girl.

Blood leaks from her ears and nose, but she's definitely alive. Breathing.
Suddenly, her red eyes open.

My blade instantly presses against her throat.
"Don't move or cast!" I command.

She shifts her head slightly and says weakly, "I can't hear..."
"DON'T MOVE OR CAST!" I yell. "Nod if you understand!"

She nods slowly. The blade draws a thin line of blood, staining her outfit with a fresh red streak. Damn it. What am I supposed to do with her?
I can't just stand here forever. Kill her? But she isn't resisting.
Come on, try hurling a fireball at me, I dare you!
But the girl only coughs blood. Still, I have no doubt she'll survive. Mages are tough. And she's clearly no Adept.

I strain my poor, abused Source—at this rate I'll never recover... The grossmesser softens, its metal flowing down her neck, spreading to her arms and legs, forming shackles.
But that's only a temporary fix. I can't control a mage stronger than me—not all the time, not reliably. As soon as she recovers...

No. I'm not going to repeat the mistake I made with that girl rescued from the Inquisitor. But I couldn't bring myself to kill her either.
"So what am I supposed to do with you?" I ask, more rhetorically than anything else. The mage replies in a flat, casual tone:
"Rape me, then kill me."

Pfft. That was about the last thing on my mind. Besides, she was far too flat for my taste.
"Really? Has someone actually tried?" I scoff.

"Of course. And it was the hottest night of their life," she replied with a faint smile.
"Any other suggestions?" I ask seriously. Who knows, maybe she'll offer something useful?

"Let me go?"
"Out of the question. Next?"

"Buy me off. I'm a mercenary. Pay me double, and I'll work for you instead."
"Who paid you? What was your mission? Who else knows about the core?" I press.

She only shakes her head.
"Two thousand gold and I'll answer everything."

"You're in no position to make demands," I remind her, pressing my blade to her neck.
"I've got nothing else. Two thousand and I'm yours."

"Until the first person offers four?"
"Possibly," she smiles again. Her voice is getting stronger—she's recovering.

"You're awfully cocky for someone with a blade at her throat."
She glances sideways at the edge and licks her lips.

"Fire melts metal."
"Water quenches fire, earth absorbs water, wind scatters earth…" I continue absentmindedly, still weighing my options.

"And what tames the wind?" a female voice speaks up behind me.
"The wind?" I search my memory, trying to recall the rest of the old phrase but find nothing. "The wind's OP—can't be countered. Tamilla, what the hell are you doing here?"

"Counting spoils and making sure the soldiers don't pocket anything. I take it this is also a spoil of war?"
Together we glance at the captive mage.

"More like your future employee," the mage responds calmly.
"Better to kill her," Tamilla states just as calmly. "However, if you're feeling lucky, I can check how sincere she is about contracts and whether she could, theoretically, be bought."

"How would you do that?" I ask.
"I have my own tricks, Viscount. I wouldn't have survived the slums without them," she says, looking away slightly.

"Go ahead. Let's see if she's trustworthy." I say loudly for the mage's benefit, then step aside.
While Tamilla begins chatting away with her, I snap my fingers at a nearby guard and whisper a few instructions. He runs off toward the caravan.

Trust? Pfft. Just because I made that mistake once doesn't mean I'll keep stepping on the same rake. Two thousand gold? Will that stop her when she realizes that only a handful of people stand between her and a priceless core—people she could easily burn through once she's regained her strength? Two thousand isn't just pocket change, it's nothing. A core of that power is the backbone of a noble house's defense—on the level of a Duke or even a King. You can't buy it. It's beyond value. Let alone some pitiful two thousand.
Sure, I haven't sunk so low that I can coldly slit the throat of a captive girl, but I'm not repeating that mistake. What I'm about to do... I don't like it, but it's still better than killing her outright. As long as I don't burn out in the process…

I quietly pull a potion from my pocket and down it to the last drop. I'll need it.
"Milord! I've got it!"

The guard hands me a sack. Perfect.
I approach and put a hand on Tamilla's shoulder.

"How's it going?"
"I'm not done yet, but overall she'll stick to the deal... until someone offers her a better one."

The mage smiles smugly. She must think she's struck gold—some gullible fool who'll not only spare her but toss her a few thousand coins on top.
Not a chance, bitch.

With one motion I rip open the sack, dumping a pile of lesser treespider cores over her.
"Huh?" she exclaims in confusion.

A second later, the shackles on her arms and legs react, slamming her to the ground. The sudden motion, coupled with her injuries, disorients her—just long enough.
"Tamilla, back!" I shout and launch my blade.

The cores burst, one after another... Chaotic mana floods the air, scrambling her ability to cast. My sword splits into several knives, which dance across the ground, sketching sigils, drawing symbols, etching lines.
I've barely begun, and my Source is already tearing despite the potion. Damn it—I thought this would be easier.

"Damn you! Burn!" the mage snarls, trying to wrestle control of the mana. A stream of fire twists wildly in the turbulent magical field and ignites a tree. Oh you little... still casting under these conditions? I smash more crystals, making the ritual even harder to interrupt.
She tries to torch everything again, but this time she can't channel mana. The backlash hits her hard—blood gushes from her nose. Yeah... I know that feeling. Took a similar hit myself back in the Black Forest.

The symbols begin to fill with blood. The formula takes hold. But the girl doesn't give up. I feel her trying to melt the shackles—metal heating fast. The hotter it gets, the more it obeys her, not me.
I slice open my own wrist and splash the bindings with blood. The crimson liquid sizzles, boils on contact with the hot metal. The shackles shift—my control returns.

The symbols warp, blend, and the ground beneath the mage begins to resemble the Abyss. Somewhere behind me, my demon horse backs away in fear, sensing his birthplace. Just a bit more!
The mercenary screams, desperate for a way out. And luck, damn it, smiles on her. By accident or instinct, a spark of magic slips through the storm, strikes a pistol barrel—melts right through it. Explosion. Shards rip into my leg, blood pours into the ritual circle...
...and the portal opens.
Time stops.

Hovering over the mage, invisible to all but me, is a translucent succubus. Now I have to bind her, make her say her true name, accept my terms—my contract. One last push, and the plan is complete. I steel my Source for the clash ahead, knowing it could cost me all my magic. It's gone too far to turn back now.
The succubus looks at me and kneels without resistance.

"My name is Aliizra. What does my Lord desire?"
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                "Take control of her. Do not allow her to harm me, either through word or deed, and ensure she follows my commands… And don't you dare eat her." I ordered the unexpectedly obedient succubus, and she slipped into the mage's body. Time resumed its course.
Wisps of smoke curled up from the scorched, blackened earth. The mage's chest rose heavily, and mine throbbed with pain. Though, not as much as I might have expected. I felt strangely weaker than usual. The result of the contract with the succubus? No, damn it! Must be the blood loss! My boot was soaked and squelching with every step. That cursed misfire managed to screw me twice! I tore my pant leg and tied off the wound. Didn't seem too serious; the bleeding was already slowing.

"A rather radical method of asset insurance," Tamilla commented.
"But reliable," I replied, turning to her, expecting fear, but finding only concern and sympathy.

"Viscount... Randal, it's not my place to question your methods, but still... Be careful. Contracts with demons never end well."
"I'm in control," I cut her off sharply.

She remained silent for several minutes before continuing.
"That's what literally every demonologist says. I know you believe that, but so does everyone, until it's too late. Just... be careful."

I wanted to shut her up, to convince her everything was fine, but... her words were too genuine. So instead:
"Thank you, Tami."

"Tami?" She raised a questioning eyebrow.
"Something wrong?"

"No... it's fine," she said, averting her gaze and turning away.
"Don't get me wrong. I'm just worried about my investments," she added toward the horizon, but I caught a glimpse of her face—bright red.

"Of course, of course," I smirked. Liar.
"Ahem! Ahem! Shall we return to discussing the contract?"

While we were cooing at each other, the mage had regained consciousness and was now sitting calmly on the ground, legs tucked beneath her.
"Ashiri mages are the best fire mages on the continent! And I'm willing to lower my price, given the circumstances. How about a one-year contract? Five hundred gold a month? Paid six months in advance."

I hadn't seen such a brazen girl in a long time. Did she even grasp the situation? I just stared at the little brat, struggling to come up with a fitting response without slipping into cursing.
Tamilla came to the rescue.

"We're open to negotiation, but let's not forget your life was spared. How much is that worth to you?" Her smile was so sinister I instantly realized she was only playing along to drive the mage into debt.
"I'm a mercenary. My life isn't worth anything," the little upstart retorted defiantly.

"Really? Let's be more specific. A junior mage's heart is a sought-after commodity on the black market—not easy to get. Your bones could be used for artifacts, though they're a bit small. Blood, eyes, kidneys..." Tamilla listed coldly.
The mage clamped her hands over her ears.

"Blah blah blah! Fine! Three thousand gold! I'll even give you a discount if I keep everything intact!"
"...And the ability to bear children. Selling you into slavery would fetch no less than ten thousand. Though your hips are a bit narrow..."

"Alright, alright! Two and a half thousand! I'll knock some off!"
But Tamilla was unstoppable:

"And let's not forget the cost of two light-orange monster cores, six yellow, and fourteen light-yellow. On the current market, that's about a thousand gold..."
"A thousand? You're nuts. They're not worth that much!"

Tamilla gave the mage a haughty look.
"You just don't know the right buyers or how to sell them. Oh, and don't forget the services of a skilled demonologist for summoning a succubus. On the black market, that alone runs into the thousands..."

Tamilla was trying to make her pay even for her own enslavement. Now that's professionalism! I clicked my tongue in admiration."Enough, enough, I get it! BUT I WON'T HAVE ANYTHING LEFT FOR MYSELF!" she said in an offended tone.

"What did you expect?! Be grateful you won't end up in debt!" Tamilla snapped, folding her arms over her ample chest.
"But... but I need money to leave the country!"

"Leave? You're working here."
"This year, sure. But after that? The Duke will be furious, and when people like him get angry, it's better to be in another country. I could get legalized in the Commonwealth, but with all that drama with the Fire Council..."

The Duke? Council? From all that, the only thing I understood was that the girl was already planning her life a year ahead. Truly phenomenal shamelessness.
"Alright, that's enough! This is starting to sound like a circus," I intervened. "You! How much gold do you need? Absolute minimum. Be honest."

"Two thousa—"
Kyaah!

The mage suddenly shrieked and started rolling on the ground, making strange noises. Her red cloak instantly darkened with soot from the scorched earth. What the hell was happening?
"Master, she attempted to lie. I interrupted and punished her," came the seductive voice in my head.

I stared at the writhing mage for a few seconds before finally realizing how the succubus had punished her. Well, what else would a lust demon do?
"You sure that was punishment and not a reward?" I raised a skeptical brow. "Cut it out before she develops a taste for pathological lying."

"As you command, Master." The girl stopped writhing immediately, staggered to her feet, and brushed her hair back from her flushed face.
"Whew, wouldn't mind doing that again!"

"Aliizza!" I groaned. "Next time, punish her more traditionally. I don't know, hellfire, agony—something like that."
"As you wish, Master." The mage's expression instantly turned gloomy.

"Aw... what a shame. By the way, I wanna screw you—how about we add that to the contract?"
Behind me, Tamilla cursed loudly.

"I thought that cat-eared brat was insufferable... And now this one! We should've just killed her!"
"Easy, Tami. I think the succubus is trying to feed. Hear that?" I turned to the mage. "If you want there to be anything left to save from the demon by the end of the year, don't take the bait. Don't feed her."

"Ugh, a whole year without sex? Seriously, I need a bonus for that," she moaned and flopped dramatically onto the ground, arms spread wide.
Tami and I exchanged glances. "Unbearable," the merchant mouthed. I nodded in agreement.

"How old are you, girl?" we asked, nearly in unison.
"Old enough to know this world is a pile of crap, and you have to find pleasure where you can," she replied, still lying flat on the ground.

"No more than twenty," Tamilla concluded sagely.
"We're getting off track again. So how much gold do you need?"

A heavy sigh came from the ground.
"Let my captured people go, and I'll work for you for free. Just for you, no other contracts, for a whole year. Just get that bitch out of my head, she's driving me crazy."

"'The bitch' stays for this year. She'll make sure you stick to the contract," I replied automatically, then fell into thought.
What should I do with the prisoners? Originally, I wouldn't have minded sending them to the mines. We're short on manpower, and we'll need a lot of resources to expand production. But how would that even work logistically? Over twenty bandits means at least ten guards, carts, horses, supplies. What if they try to escape at night?

Sure, I could refit one of the wagons as a prison cart, but they could still escape the outpost! We don't have a proper prison, and the mines are still just a plan... And I don't have many soldiers in the caravan. Every one counts.
Maybe I really should just let them go?

What other options do I have? Force the mage to order them to march obediently into custody? That's absurd. Who in their right mind would obey such an order?
The real question is, how dangerous is it to let them go?
"Tamilla, can I ask you to find out what the prisoners think about what happened... I mean, whether they believe anything unusual occurred?"
"That was literally the second thing I did, right after counting the spoils. They believe they ran into a dual-Gifted mage, Metal and Fire."

I scratched my stubble. Alright, some of the bandits escaped anyway, and there's no way to completely plug the leak. This way, even those who escaped might end up believing the version we feed the prisoners.
"Have the soldiers reinforce that story. They need to believe nothing out of the ordinary happened. Just regular magic. Can you handle it?"

"I'll see to it personally. Merchants are good at persuasion."
Well, our alibi was in place. Now I just had to deal with the girl.

"One gold per month. Behave yourself, and at the end of the year I'll help you relocate to the Commonwealth."
"Deal!" the girl raised her hand while still sprawled on the ground. "I'm Asha."

"Randal," I said, shaking it. "Now tell me everything you know. Who hired you and how did they learn about the core?"





As it turned out, she didn't know much. And that only added to the headache. Judging by what she said, the Duke didn't know about the core, since he'd ordered my death instead of trying to secure such a valuable asset. If he had known, he would've surely brought his own troops and come in person instead of hiring mercenaries.

So—he didn't know. But then why did the Second Duke want me dead in the first place? The order, according to Asha, seemed rushed.
Only one reason came to mind: the captured laboratory.

Laurenz had hinted that it belonged to someone of high rank. Maybe that someone was the Second Duke? A man of his level could easily obtain such equipment. Say, by ordering it from the Commonwealth.
But there were inconsistencies. How did he know I was the one responsible for the lab's destruction? Maybe he had some secret communication channel, or a spy who told him. But then...

Why didn't he know about the core? The lab was valuable, sure, but next to the core, it was a minor investment. Especially considering the most valuable parts, equipment and documentation — remained intact. If there had been a spy, they definitely would have reported the core. Everyone in the camp knew about it.
None of this made sense.

And that wasn't even the worst of it. Somewhere out there was a mysterious demonologist, frighteningly skilled in his craft. It was his work on Laurenz that inspired me and made it possible to repeat the same trick with Asha. And even then, it had been brutally difficult. If the succubus had resisted, I might have failed the ritual.
This unknown cultist wasn't just Randall's equal, he surpassed him in forbidden knowledge. He found the cache in Karl, twisted the summoning ritual behind the Baron's back...

Hm. If he was the Second Duke, then the assassination attempt would make perfect sense. In that case, it had nothing to do with the lab. It was just a second try to eliminate both me and the Baron by summoning a powerful demon... and when that failed, he simply used mercenaries to finish the job?
Sounded logical. But something told me I was wrong. That the Duke had nothing to do with this.
I rubbed my aching temples. One thing was clear—I had more enemies now. And that was never good.
"Sorry I couldn't help you more," the girl shrugged. "Dukes usually don't tell their underlings why they want someone gone. But I can guarantee it was him."

"How long until he finds out you failed?"
"Depends on how suspicious he is. The longer he waits for my success report, the more likely he is to think something's wrong. Or maybe one of his spies spots you—depends on our luck. But near the Capital? They're everywhere."

I gave her a sinister grin.
"Then report a success."

Asha deflated.
"Oh no. That's gonna get me killed for real... But I guess I don't have a choice, do I?"

"We agreed we're in the same boat. You don't want to go up against his men directly if they try to intercept us, right? This way, we have a chance to slip right under his nose."
"Fine, fine! I'll do it. But don't forget what you promised about the Commonwealth. The Duke won't let a trick like this go unpunished... And I need a courier chimera, or at least a hawk. Mine were left at the camp, and the guys probably took them as they fle... retreated"

"We'll figure something out," I muttered, scratching my stubble.
"We could buy a courier in Helgen, but it'll mean a detour. It's on the border between the Baroness's lands and the First Duke's, a day's travel west of here."

"Too far. We can't afford to lose that much time. We'll send the message later."
"Too far? Even though there's a master of anti-magic armor enchantments living there? The core is practically blinding me from here—we have a huge stealth problem." She gestured toward the trees, behind which the wagon with the core was parked. "If we keep hauling it around like this, every mage in the region will come running."

Damn. I really had underestimated its visibility.
We've got no choice, we'll have to go out of our way.
After the Goblin Forest, we'd start encountering villages and towns more often. And this was already territory under Short's control. But why drag the whole caravan into town and risk exposing the core?

The Goblin Forest was perfect for hiding. Asha and the goblins could attest to that.
Here's the plan: we'd clear a path deeper into the woods, far enough that no one on the road could spot the core, and set up camp there. Reload the cannon, point it down the path we cleared—it'll wipe out any uninvited guests, even strong ones.

I'd take Asha, some gold, a few soldiers, and five or six wagons, and head to Helgen. Hopefully, the master would agree to work with us. If not, well... we'd have to kidnap him. The stakes were too high to let him say no.
Yes, that sounded like a solid plan. The guards would need two days to recover from the potion's aftereffects anyway. By the time we moved again, they'd be back in fighting shape. Perfect.

"Can you walk?" I asked Asha, still sprawled on the ground.
"I think so."

I offered her my hand and helped her up. Once she stood, the top of her head barely reached my shoulder. All that firepower, capable of conjuring a real flame storm... and she was maybe a meter and a half tall, tops.
Leaning on each other, we hobbled forward a few steps—until she suddenly started shaking my arm so hard it made my injured leg throb.

"Since we're on the same side now, tell me: what did you hit me with? Was it a hidden glyph that redirected energy? Why didn't I see it? Come on, tell me, tell me, tell me!"

Tamilla was right. She was unbearable.
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                The half-burnt wagon stared at me through the charred remains of its doorframe, and I stared right back. Brown, soot-streaked liquid oozed sluggishly down its coal-black side, dripping lazily onto the ground. Of all the damn wagons, how did that cursed mage manage to set fire to this one?
For a moment, I almost regretted not letting the horse finish eating his corpse.

Of course, it had to be the very wagon that held, along with food and water supplies, the three carefully packed barrels of spider adhesive slime the prince had requested. Now they were gone.
And even if I wanted to, there was no way to get more. Since the Matriarch's death, our scouts hadn't encountered a single spider within a couple kilometers of camp. We'd likely need to send an entire expedition just to track down and harvest any stragglers.

Sure, I could just fill some barrels with the latex-like sap of the Black Forest... but even though the spider secretion looked similar, it wasn't quite the same, probably because the spiders processed the sap internally. And besides, we were already too far away, so turning back wasn't an option.
I gloomily poked at the pooled slime with a stick. The surface was still sticky, but it had hardened inside. No way to collect it now. Whatever, to hell with it!

In the end, I wasn't technically obligated to obey the prince, not until he became king anyway. The Matriarch's head alone would cause such a stir that everyone would forget about the slime. And the core...
If the prince insisted on getting that vile, sticky goo, I could always say that all the spiders scattered when the Matriarch died, and collecting more had become impossible. But I'd certainly take care of it if he granted me ownership of those lands—I'd bring him four barrels, even. We'd need to mop up the remnants regardless.

Yes, that's what I'll say. And if he truly wants that filth, maybe the prince will even back me. That wouldn't be so bad.
Cheered up, I ordered the wagon left behind and looked around. The bandits, stripped completely naked, were being shoved into the woods with kicks and laughter. Asha sat nearby, being tended to by a healer, and watched her former comrades with indifference.

Honestly, they had little reason to complain: no one had been killed or maimed. Ron had even patched up the wounded. They probably had never met such a merciful lord in their lives. And losing their clothes? That was a minor inconvenience. Besides, it hadn't been my order—it was a local initiative, one I fully supported. Serves them right for attacking caravans.
"Fun's over, gentlemen, time to grab your axes and start clearing a path into the thicket for the camp setup!"

Work resumed at once. Still energized by the potions, the guards swung their axes with such vigor that the clearing visibly widened by the minute. The massive pines here weren't as tough as the ones in the Black Forest, so they didn't resist much, and honestly, it was impressive. They'd finish within a couple hours, even considering the platform's width. Though maybe we could go even faster...
"Can she cast?" I asked the healer.

"Yes, my lord. Her injuries are minor—some broken ribs, a bruised lung, general bruising... I've already fixed it all. Her Source is barely affected."
"Then get up and get moving!" I ordered the girl sprawled out on a cart.

"Wheeeere to?"
"Help the others. You can burn through tree trunks with your magic, right? Give them a hand."

"But they're doing just fine with axes. That's why we have regular folks, so mages don't waste their strength on nonsense."
"First of all, I'm not asking for full output, just enough so you recover fully by tomorrow. Second, it's an order."

Asha winced, probably because her inner succubus just reminded her that when I give an order, it gets followed.
"Fine, fine... Just let me ask one thing?"

"Go ahead," I said, thinking she'd ask about how to fell trees. But I guessed wrong.
"At first I thought the Second Duke had made a mistake—your troops are wearing count's colors. But then I looked closer and realized these are Baronet's men, not all, but many. Where is Hornet?"

"Dead."
"You killed him??"

I stepped closer and gave her a light knock on the head.
"Ow!"

"Of course not, what are you, stupid? He died a hero's death fighting a monster."
The mage's eyes drifted toward the wagon that had housed the core.

"I see... And the others? What about the peasants? Ori, Henry?"
"Most of the camp stayed in the valley, it's relatively safe there. Orin's still somewhere en route."

"And... Berta?"
"Dead."

"Monster got him too?"
"No," I paused. "I killed him."

"Eh, whatever, I never liked him anyway. But it's a shame about Alex... Not that I go for men that huge," she added with a sigh.
Trying to stall to avoid work, was she?

"Yes, a shame. Now go help the boys."
The mage gave a heavy sigh.

"Ugh, just my luck..."
Grumbling, she headed toward the clearing. Within minutes, the rate of falling trees tripled.





To my surprise, Tamilla flatly refused to wait for us at the camp and insisted on coming to Helgen. I didn't know why she needed to go there, but I could definitely use her during negotiations with the master craftsman. Mana-insulating materials weren't cheap, and if she could get the price down even ten percent, it would be a big win.

A light rain was falling again. The soldiers, those who hadn't received the potion—were dozing off in their saddles. The road, now that we'd left the Goblin Forest, had turned into a mushy, squelching mess. Thankfully, our wagons were empty, so we didn't get stuck every hundred meters.
Low hills drifted by, covered in yellowing grass.
Asha was sitting on the roof of the wagon, swinging her legs and using her power to evaporate raindrops. Hard to say whether she was doing it for fun or as protection from the damp. More likely the former—someone with her strength could dry herself off with a snap of her fingers.
Tamilla was holed up somewhere deep inside the wagon, and I was trudging alongside on horseback, bored out of my mind.

I would've pulled out the Baronet's journal to keep reading, but this damned drizzle would ruin the pages.
Luckily, we'd been traveling all day and the end of the road wasn't far off.

A sharp whistle startled the sleepy caravan.
A disorganized bunch of armored soldiers, about ten of them, poured onto the road. Leading them was a commander adjusting his heavy helmet as he clanked forward in full armor. He stopped in front of the wagon and spread his arms wide.

"Halt! By order of the Duke, this road is closed!" he barked, though he didn't draw a weapon.
I rode closer to get a good look at the loudmouth. His armor, like that of the others, was absurdly ornamental—spikes on the pauldrons, elaborate filigree, impractical curves. In real combat, all of that would just help a blade find its mark.

The plate was so thickly coated in colored lacquer and gold that I couldn't even tell the house colors. Yellow? Gray? Or maybe red—there was definitely a lot of that.
"What Duke, and what gives him the right to block the road?" I asked as I dismounted and faced the armored man.

He gave me a contemptuous look, took in my travel-worn clothes, and tried to shove me aside.
"Out of my way, peasant. I'll speak only to the caravan's master!"

Bad move. If my Source were intact, I'd have slammed him to his knees by yanking his armor to the ground. Even without full power, I still had ways to handle him.
I sidestepped his clumsy lunge and pressed a hand to his breastplate. In an instant, the steel flowed down to his feet, jamming his greaves and exposing a patched-up shirt beneath.

The sergeant let out a panicked shriek and toppled face-first into the mud.
"I'm the caravan master," I said flatly.

Shame the scene was somewhat ruined by the pile of fallen steel splashing mud all over my legs. Damn it.
"Bluh-bluh-bluh!" the commander gurgled. Road slush had quickly filled his helmet.

"Alright, someone pick him up," I ordered his stunned subordinates. "Before he drowns..."
They scrambled to obey, yanked him upright, and removed the helmet to reveal a wide, mud-smeared face twisted into a groveling smile.

"Forgive me, milord! I failed to recognize your blinding magnificence. Please, have mercy on a lowly servant..."
The difference between the cocky fighter and the groveling toady was so stark, I briefly wondered if he'd hit his head too hard. But no—he was even wobbling a bit, clearly trying to kneel but unable to because his greaves were still jammed.

"Answer the question. Or do I need to repeat it?"
"Oh, forgive this foolish servant! The First Duke is a mighty warrior, taller than a yew tree! Champion of all tournaments, conqueror of ladies, and the wisest of lords whose army is second only to the king's..."

"Don't care. What are YOU doing here and why are you blocking the road? The Duke's lands start past Helgen."
"Oh, my lord, we would never dream of hindering you. If only we had known such a mighty mage was leading this caravan, we would've stayed hidden in our muddy holes, blinded by your noble gaze! Please, go wherever you wish, milord!" the man babbled, blinking furiously.

"You still haven't answered: why are the Duke's soldiers near Helgen?" I cut him off, not buying the flattery.
He hesitated and looked away.

"Well, we're just little folk, sir. They told us to form a cordon here, so here we are. As to why—those are matters for our noble betters, not for the likes of us to ponder with our humble minds. We simply follow the will of the First Duke and our commander, Aluin."
"Hold on. So there are even more of your men in Helgen, right? And this Aluin is with them? What exactly are they doing there?"

"Well... maybe more, maybe less... and as for what they're doing, well, again, we're just small folk. Not our place to—"
"Anyone with half a brain can guess they're looting the town," came a female voice behind me. Asha.

"You keep your mouth shut around the lord, little girl!" the man barked suddenly, his obsequious mask dropping into a snarl.
In response, Asha silently conjured a pillar of flame the size of a wagon.

"Aaah, don't kill me! Forgive me, noble lady! Your servant had eyes but failed to see the mountain before him!"
Asha's brows drew together in fury, and the flame turned into a storm that curved in a semicircle, surrounding all of the Duke's soldiers.

"What. Did. You. Say. About. My. Height?"
The sergeant trembled violently, sweat pouring down his face and washing away the grime.

"L-l-l-lady...!"
"Asha, enough. You broke him."

The swirling fire vanished instantly, leaving only warm air, scorched grass, and cracked mud on the road.
The man wiped his forehead with a shaking hand, not realizing he was cutting himself with his gauntlet.

His rapid-fire flip from arrogance to groveling to terror made me suspect he suffered from professionally induced bipolar disorder. If he spent his life bowing to nobles and barking at subordinates, catching a mental disorder like that seemed inevitable.I glanced toward the hills where the town was supposed to be. At least there was no smoke; seemed the Duke's troops were behaving themselves, more or less. I wasn't thrilled about going there, but we had no choice. Without insulating material, our entire journey to the capital might fall apart.

Behind me, the mud squelched—Tamilla had approached, visibly agitated.
"We need to get there immediately! Before those thugs loot my guild branch!"

"So that's why you insisted on coming with us? Why didn't you say so sooner?"
"It was supposed to be a surprise..."

"The last thing we need right now is surprises. Still, we have to get to Helgen regardless. YOU," I turned to the man, "am I right in understanding that the Duke himself isn't there, only his subordinate, Aluin? Who is he? A Count? A Viscount?"
"Correct, milord. The Duke has no time to attend in person, your wise..." He stopped short at my hard stare. "Aluin is a baron, sir. A baron and commander of the Duke's second drake knight cohort."

"Good, that means we've got a decent chance of negotiating."
I glanced down at my mud-stained pants. "But first, I need to change; I have to look the part of a lord."





I adjusted my coat, worn but still worthy of a viscount. The caravan moved on, leaving the failed checkpoint behind. Twenty more minutes and we'd reach Helgen.

Truth be told, it all made me uneasy. The Duke's troops had simply entered the town—and then what? Was he planning to claim Baroness Bathory's lands? A move like that was an outrageous power grab, even if his sister was the current queen. Bathory's lands were royal domain, and trying to seize them wasn't just theft from a weak baroness—it was theft from the Crown itself. What was he thinking? That his sister would cover for him?
"Tamilla, tell me more about the First Duke. What kind of man is he?"

"I've never met him and I don't know much about his personality... but I can tell you plenty about his lands and how he runs them."
I estimated the distance to town. We'd have time to chat before we arrived.

"Go on."
"Hmm..." She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts.

"To start with, the First Duke is either a terrible administrator himself or he's appointed terrible ones. His lands are peculiar. Doing business there is easy, but incredibly expensive. It's a smuggler's paradise. Any patrol that intercepts an illegal cargo will just ask for a bribe. Considering that the First Duchy is the largest in the kingdom and stretches across the country, it effectively acts as a gateway through which the black market spreads to neighboring regions. It's a place where trade in forbidden goods thrives, while everything else withers.
Honest guilds rely on royal law, but in the Duke's territory there's only one rule: pay. His taxes are numerous and crushing for common folk. Some tax collectors even demand bribes just to accept your payment, since they profit more by fining you for being late. But endless extortion and property seizure are only half the problem. You can counter one with money, the other with guards. The real issue is that the Duke uses prisoners in production.

Don't get me wrong, EVERYONE uses forced labor to some degree, but the First Duke has outdone all other lords. His duchy is phenomenally rich in natural resources: the biggest quarries, iron and steel mines, reserves of earthen oils highly prized by fire mages. It has everything, and it all needs to be extracted. Which is why his duchy is the only one without capital punishment. For any crime, you'll be fined, and if you can't pay, off to the mines you go. They say people are sent to the mines with their families for something as minor as looking sideways at a noble. The thing is, he needs a LOT of prisoners. They're used in forges and smelters too, which makes the products very cheap—and very poor in quality.
Naturally, that drives all the skilled craftsmen away. The Duke's men try to enslave them first. They're held in what's basically bondage and forced to work for peanuts. Honest merchants have nothing to sell there either. The people are too poor to afford goods from other parts of the Kingdom. The First Duchy would be a paradise for anyone buying resources for resale, but the Duke only allows his relatives to do that and they grow fat on it.

"You know," I said with a smirk, "from the way you're describing him, he doesn't sound like such a bad ruler."
"No!" Tamilla crossed her arms indignantly. "It's a disgusting, perverse system! Trade is supposed to benefit everyone involved, not make one side rich while the other starves."

"Strange to hear that from you. I'm sure you'd sell snow in winter if someone would buy it."
"I believe the money I earn benefits everyone. I don't waste it on pointless balls and gluttony; I reinvest it into the business!"

Around the bend, we saw the first houses of Helgen, where soldiers in the Duke's armor were carrying things out and loading them onto wagons in the middle of the street.

"Tami, let's continue this argument later. Tell me—where's your guild branch in the city?"
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                "In the western quarter. The master is most likely in the north, in the weaponsmith district..."
I glanced at the soldiers looting houses. Time was short.

"We'll split up. Tami, take half the convoy and head west. Asha! Follow her and obey her every command, that's an order. I'll head straight for the master. Move out!"
The drivers whipped the horses, and we rushed through the streets toward the nearest intersection, where we split up. To my surprise, the Duke's soldiers didn't care at all about an armed and unknown group moving through the city, they were too absorbed in taking anything not nailed down.

Even when a runaway wagon nearly ran over a gaudy soldier dragging along a pile of rags, he simply continued on without even reaching for his sword.
Screams everywhere, crying. It felt like the Duke hadn't invaded the city to capture it, but just to loot it. I silently spurred my horse. This wasn't my business, and I wouldn't interfere... But one day, I would speak to the First Duke: in the language of cannons.

We arrived just in time to see soldiers under the command of a captain with a red plume begin smashing in the door of the shop I needed. Perhaps the red plume was meant to underline his martial nature, just like his ornate helmet shaped like a dragon's head... but to me, it only made him look like a rooster.
"Get lost, peasants!" I shouted to the whole street, leaping from my horse.

The soldiers immediately froze, stopping their assault on the reinforced door.
The captain gave a dramatic shake of his dragon-helmet and shouted back:

"Who're you calling a peasant, peasant?! I'm Sir Ryster! Knight of the Dragon—"
I didn't let him finish. One touch of my hand fused all the joints of his armor into a single solid piece. Sir Rooster froze on the spot, unable to move. To his credit, he didn't start whining like the sergeant I'd met before. He just fell silent.

"I'm a Viscount, and you're the peasant. This shop is under my protection, got that?" With another touch, I reshaped his helmet from a dragon's head to a rooster's. The red plume turned into a perfect comb, as if it had always been meant that way.
Muffled grumbling came from inside the helmet. Sounded like agreement.

"Well? What are you waiting for?" I shouted to the Duke's soldiers still hesitating at the entrance. "Get lost!"
They vanished so fast, I almost suspected them of having a talent for wind magic. I stepped up to the door and knocked with my fist.

"Master! Open up! We're short on time!"
A heavy bolt slid aside, and a man in his forties appeared, half-armored. Looked like he'd been preparing to fight, but hadn't finished getting dressed.

"My lord?" He glanced at the wagons and the knight-statue.
"I've got an urgent order. I'll pay well: gold аnd your life. Details later. Right now, load every piece of anti-magic material and every tool into the wagons. My men will help. We need to get out. Fast."

"But my lord, what about the other craftsmen? Will you leave them to be picked clean by that scum?"
I clicked my tongue in annoyance. Faces peeked from the nearby workshops, fear and... hope.

Damn it! I hadn't come here to rescue people, just to get materials. The more people I tried to take with me, the less chance of slipping out cleanly before the Duke's thugs realized what was happening. But I couldn't just leave them. Not after what I'd seen getting here.
"Let them take only the most valuable things. We don't have many wagons. But first, EVERY bit of your materials and tools. Then the people. That's my condition, and you will follow it."

The master gave a deep bow. I waved for the guards to help him just as a battle horn sounded in the distance. What now? Half a minute later, a clear trumpet call responded—much closer.
Riders galloped down a nearby street, heading toward the sound. Too close.

"Keep loading, and faster!" I shouted. "I'm going to see what's happening."





Turns out the weaponsmith quarter was right at the northern edge of the city. Most likely because the locals didn't want to live with constant smoke and hammering nearby.

Just a few buildings ahead lay an open field... where nearly a hundred foot soldiers—peasants and a single knight in ornate armor and a pink cloak had gathered. He was blowing the horn, apparently challenging the Duke's forces to battle.
And the Duke's knights were already forming up opposite him. Rows of riders clad in spiked armor from hooves to helms. Hard to tell through all that metal, but these weren't chimeras or ordinary horses. Detrian breed. Same as the late Hornet used. The horse armor was also dragon-themed; some fool of a blacksmith had even forged ridiculous wings beside the saddle to cover the flanks. Pretty, but impractical.

Then again... I looked at the peasant ranks. That impracticality wouldn't matter.
The infantry—clearly a militia. Thrown together last minute. Padded coats, spears and axes, a few mismatched chainmails and shields. Rabble. Only the knight in the pink cloak was properly equipped, but what could one man do against dozens? Not counting the hundreds of armored troops all over the city... who, for some reason, weren't hurrying to join the battle.

The horn blew for the third time, and Aluin's steed crawled onto the field.Literally crawled. The armored creature was clearly no horse. Black scales, a lizard-like body, a long tail, and short limbs that helped the chimera move across the ground. They had probably tried to make a Black Dragon, but ended up with a giant monitor lizard?

Disgusting. Absolutely disgusting! Such vile creatures, dishonoring the name of the Black Dragons, should not exist!
But the beast wasn't to be underestimated. Its body was as thick as a wagon, and its mouth could easily swallow a man. In truth, the strength of knights on monsters lay entirely in their mounts. The rider merely supported his beast in battle, deflecting blows with a long halberd or delivering some of his own.

The rider, on the other hand, was not impressive. The same idiotic armor as his subordinates, only with bigger pauldrons and more spikes. But that could be misleading. A baron could only be someone who had reached at least the rank of metal Adept, which meant his armor was far stronger than that of ordinary knights.
"I am Sir Ronvid of the Lesser Meadows! I demand that you vacate my lady's lands immediately!" the Pink Knight shouted in a breaking falsetto at the rider on the chimera.

"You're speaking to a Baron, Knight! Dismount!" Aluin shouted back, slowly approaching.
After a moment's hesitation, the knight jumped to the ground.

"Much better. I am Aluin, Baron of Dragon's Peak, commander of the Second Cohort of Dragon Knights. We are here by order of the First Duke, securing lands left without a suzerain so no looter or mercenary takes advantage of the situation..." the Baron declared loudly and deliberately as he continued to close in on the knight.
The knight's face turned the same color as his cloak from outrage.

"You! You've attacked the city! You're looting the lands of Baroness Bathory! You won't get away with this!"
I couldn't see Aluin's face, but his tone made it clear: he was furious.

"Your bitch is dead. Swear fealty to me, and you'll live."
"Never! I challenge you to a—"

He didn't finish. The chimera had drawn close enough to lunge and it did, exploding forward in a sudden leap. Blood sprayed across the field. The knight's horse, limping, bolted, while its master dangled in the beast's jaws, screaming. The fangs weren't tearing through the armor easily, but that didn't help the knight. His bloodied helmet, punctured by teeth, rolled across the ground.
"Now bow to your new lord!" Aluin shouted to the peasants, who immediately dropped their weapons. "Sir Ryster, it seems your domain just got bigger... Ryster! Abyss take you, where are you?!"

Aluin looked around, trying to find his knight. Naturally, he spotted me.
Time to step onto the stage.

"He's a bit busy. Posing as a statue."
"And who are you supposed to be?" Aluin pulled on the massive reins, forcing his lizard to lift its bloodied head and face me.

"You're speaking to a Viscount, Baron! Dismount... though that thing doesn't really look like a horse." I threw his words back at him.
Hard to tell from the dragon-shaped helmet whether he appreciated the jab, but he had no intention of dismounting.

"Black and white. Viscount. The Condors, with only one castle left to their name. The most pitiful House I've ever heard of."
"But you've heard of us," I smiled. "I, on the other hand, have never heard of you. Dragon's Peak? What kind of backwater is that?"

"Touché," Aluin hissed. "What is a Condor doing in Helgen?"
"None of your 'draconic' business, Baron. I have a proposal. Let me escort the craftsmen out of the city peacefully, and I'll overlook your disrespect and won't knock you out of the saddle. Deal?"

From my experience, guys like this needed to be handled with maximum arrogance. Just in case, I ran my fingers across my satchel of bombs and the musket strapped to the saddle.
"Not negotiable. They already have places reserved in the Duke's forges. Leave now, and you live. We're not enemies, and I've no wish to spill a viscount's blood. Even one as pathetic as you, Condor."

I dismounted in one smooth motion and picked up the fallen knight's helmet that had rolled to my feet.
"You think you can spill it?"

"Can I?" Aluin laughed. "You must be joking. No armor. No battle chimera. And you're not even a junior mage. What exactly are you hoping for?"
I spun the helmet on my finger and reshaped it into a short blade.

"Are you certain I'm only an Adept? My offer still stands."
But the bluff didn't work. Aluin must've heard that Randall was a Sculptor.

"Then I'll have to teach you a lesson in respect, Viscount," Aluin boomed and yanked the reins.
The beast crouched to spring. I lunged for the musket and pulled it from the saddle. Cock the hammer. Aim...

The armored monitor lizard began its charge. Rear legs kicked off the ground. I waited. Its lower jaw wasn't armored. If I could catch it mid-air... Just a little more and I'd have the angle.
Fire!

The flint fell slowly. Sparks caught the primer powder. So slow—it felt like a misfire. But it was only perception. The recoil slammed into my chest and nearly knocked me over. The bullet flew straight into the creature's open maw. Past the tongue, through the palate, the brain, and the steel-plated skull. Straight through. The deformed bullet ricocheted off the rider's armor and snapped the saddle strap.
The beast's legs gave out and it skidded across the field, kicking up a muddy wave. The baron, thrown by the sudden stop, flew from the saddle and crashed into the muck.

"I told you to dismount when addressing a Viscount, Baron," I said mockingly, striding toward the writhing body.
I tried the same trick I used on his soldiers, but his armor resisted. Enchanted!

No matter. I kicked the dragon helmet off his head—thanks to the horns and ridges, it was surprisingly easy. Then I pressed the still-smoking musket barrel to his forehead. The heat left a round mark on Aluin's skin.
"I'm a kind man, but I don't like the slow-witted. Should I repeat my offer, or move on to something harsher?"

The baron tried to crane his neck to pull his forehead away from the scorching metal, completely ignoring the fact that the back of his head sank deeper into the sticky mud.
"There's no enmity between us! It was all the First Duke's order!"

I pressed the barrel harder."Only I decide if there's enmity between us and..."
I paused for effect, then smiled."And fine. I can forget this little mishap, on one condition. Your troops stop the looting and let me evacuate anyone who wishes to leave the city."

"Impossible! The Duke's forges are already waiting for new workers!" Aluin puffed up with effort, though his voice lacked the firmness he clearly wanted.
"That's your problem, Baron. Want me to slaughter the lot of you? Fail the Duke's mission to capture the city, and who knows what punishment awaits your families... Maybe they'll take the place of those workers."

"The Duke won't let you get away with this!" His voice was the desperate cry of a man trapped between a bad outcome and a terrible one.
"The Duke won't strike at loyalists, not when he's already taken a city of the royal domain. It's all looking more and more like open rebellion. Besides... that's my problem, Baron. Not yours. So, your choice — obey or die?"

Aluin hissed through clenched teeth."I submit... Knights! You heard the order! Do it!"

"Smart boy."
I rested the musket's butt on the ground and watched as the cavalry scattered to restore order in the city. I wonder how Tamilla's doing...





The day hadn't started well for the manager of the Helgen branch of the Golden Guild. First, the Duke's forces had entered the city like a thunderclap out of a clear sky and then, as if that wasn't enough, the former Head of the branch, long presumed dead, appeared right at his doorstep.

And damn it, it was really her, in the flesh. The experienced merchant's mind cycled through possibilities until it landed on the optimal one. He didn't try to suppress his emotions — hiding would've only made it easier for her to read him. So he panicked.
"Lady von Bull! Thank the heavens you're here! The Duke's soldiers are everywhere! They'll kill us!" he cried, pouring panic and terror all over his former superior.

The former viscountess winced — such hysterics clearly didn't sit well with her.
"Pull yourself together, Tom! I brought soldiers and a wagon. We need to evacuate the ledgers and the treasury. Open the vault, now."

Still radiating panic with all his might, Tom fumbled through his ring of keys, unlocking the heavy mechanisms one by one. Soldiers in unfamiliar house colors wandered through the guild branch. Their heraldry meant nothing to him — unfamiliar colors, no insignias. Not one of the big players, then. Some backwater barony? Abyss take them — as if the First Duke's men weren't trouble enough! At least with them, you could bribe your way out.
The Lady wasn't wasting time either, flipping through ledger books at inhuman speed. A normal person wouldn't have understood anything, but Tom knew — give her a few hours and she'd reconstruct everything that had happened, down to how much Viktor Bull paid the chimerologists. All from indirect movements of capital across accounts.

"Lady! The vault is open!" Tom smartly broke her focus — he knew full well that liquid assets were what truly interested her.
And he was right. She darted through the open vault entrance and all but dove headfirst into the massive steel safe filled with gold and promissory notes. Well, she would've gone in headfirst, if her chest hadn't gotten in the way.

Tom glanced around cautiously. The soldiers were carrying everything they could get their hands on through the large cargo doors, where a wagon now stood waiting. To the right — the front entrance to the street. No guards.
His chance.

A knife slid from his sleeve into his palm as he took a few careful steps toward his Lady's unguarded back. He focused his mind entirely on the soldiers, allowing not even a sliver of anger or intent to kill to surface.
Better if you'd stayed in that cage, my Lady. It would've been better for everyone...
Suddenly, out on the street, right by the door Tom had been planning to escape through, a blood-curdling human scream rang out. A few seconds later, a red-haired girl's head peeked through the door.

"Hey, Tami! Do you remember if Ren said we're allowed to kill the Duke's soldiers or not?"
"He didn't," came a muffled voice from the vault. The lady was still rummaging through the treasury. "Why, what happened?"

"Well, some creep tried to grope me, so I kinda set him on fire. That's fine, right?"
"Whatever. Just help the soldiers carry valuables—no, wait! Stay outside! If you burn anything in here, I swear to the All-God..."

"Blah blah blah!" the girl stuck out her tongue in the direction of the vault, then suddenly grinned. "Ooh, you've got a bird! Why didn't you say so?"
"It's trained to fly to the Capital, not to Renwell, you idiot. You won't be sending a letter to the Second Duke with that thing," came the irritated voice from inside.

"Oh yes I will!" the redhead laughed and stepped inside. Her cloak smelled distinctly of scorched flesh.
Tom hastily slid the knife back into his sleeve. Damn fate wouldn't give him a single chance at salvation!

Meanwhile, the girl picked up a sheet of parchment from the table. As she held it, glowing words began to sear themselves onto the surface as if written by an invisible hand. Her control over fire was astounding. Red hair. Pyromancer. Ashiran! Abyss and demons—he was done for. There was no escaping someone like her, she'd incinerate him with a twitch of her brow.
Sweat dripped from Tom's brow. Help me, All-God.

"Come here, birdie-birdie," the living flamethrower cooed sweetly, grabbing the falcon from its cage and tying the message to its leg. "Fly, my boy, fly!"
The lady peeked out of the vault, clearly annoyed.

"Did you even hear what I said, you idiot? IT'S TRAINED TO FLY TO THE CAPITAL! NOT RENWELL! Are you brain-dead?!"
"Wrong. I placed a magical mark on the letter. The Second Duke's spies will intercept it and pass it along. All accounted for."

The former viscountess opened and closed her mouth for a few seconds before managing a response.
"But the falcon will die."

"Who cares?" the mage shrugged indifferently.
"Then you'll cover the expense. TOM! We're missing a hundred gold coins. Any idea where they might be?"

The manager flinched at her demanding tone. As always, it had taken her mere minutes to reconcile the books. With a heavy sigh, he pulled out two hefty pouches of coins from under his coat and handed them to her.
"I kept them in case I had to bribe the Duke's soldiers."

"Fine. Now the documents—"
"Lady!" One of the soldiers in black-and-white armor appeared in the doorway. "Enemy troops are headed this way!"

"Abyss... Alright! Grab and load! That! And that! And that over there! And this! And the treasury first! Asha! Don't just stand there—haul everything to the wagon!"
The lady darted between tables. This was his chance!

Tom pretended to stumble over a passing soldier and crashed into a table, sending the most recent ledgers scattering across the floor. The bindings tore, and pages fluttered like leaves.
"Damn it, Tom!"

"I'm sorry, my lady!" he stammered, inwardly breathing a sigh of relief. The lady was smart and talented, but not a seer. She couldn't pull knowledge from nowhere. Now that the incriminating documents were strewn across the floor and being trampled by the boots of soldiers rushing to load sacks of gold, she'd never learn of his betrayal.
"Asha! Tom! Help me lift this!" the lady shouted, grabbing a desk.

"My lady, it's heavy..."
"It's black oak! Like hell I'm leaving it to these barbarians—it's worth ten gold!"

Outside, a knight was shouting. Seconds later, the sound of a war horn echoed across the city.
"We're out of time!" The mage grabbed the lady by the arm and literally tore her away from the desk, dragging her to the wagon.

"Tom!" she yelled at him. But the manager stood his ground, making no move to follow them to what would surely be death.
"I'll stay! I have business in the city. I'll see you at the Capital branch!" The manager couldn't hold back a smile. Could it be? Had he gotten away with it?

The lady narrowed her eyes. She sensed that part of what he said was a lie, even if she couldn't tell which part. But a trumpet call sounded in the distance and she waved it off.
"Report the branch closure to Kraft, Tom! Got it?!" she shouted from the departing wagon.

Tom simply smiled and murmured:
"I'll report it... of course I will."
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                The human stream grew with every street; while just a few dozen people followed our wagons through the weaponsmiths' district, by the time we'd crossed the city, there were already hundreds. Grim-faced knights on horseback flanked our procession, led by the Baron himself. Their mere presence made the soldiers forget about looting... for now.
Outside the city, the second half of our unit was waiting. Between the wagons darted Tamilla, flipping through documents and counting coins.

"Tami!" I called out loudly to get her attention. "I've got a bit of a problem here. Can you help?"
Her eyes widened as she saw more and more people pouring out of the city.

"You don't mean—"
"We have to get them all to the valley camp. Or at least to Ligrad. Can you help organize that?"

"Out of the question!" she snapped, waving her ledger. "There are too many of them—hundreds!"
"Well, Baronet Hornet's caravan was larger..."

"Yes, but it had water wagons, food, sleeping coaches, horses! Hornet had traveled the country for years and was prepared. These?"
She gestured at the on-foot civilians carrying whatever valuables they'd managed to grab. Often the items weren't travel-suitable at all—one old man was even lugging a carved stool.

"These people are just a crowd. My forecast: maybe seventy percent will make it to Ligrad, no more than thirty to the valley camp. And that's not even accounting for the fact that few will want to settle there willingly."
"Come on, Tami. It's not that many. Most people stayed in the city instead of running blind into the wilds," I said, stepping beside her and surveying the crowd. While there were elders, most were fairly young—ideal settlers. Oh, a few of the Pink Knight's militia had even joined us, though I'd given them permission to return home and bury the fallen with honor.

"Too many. Think, Viscount, how much food and water these people will need. I fear Ligrad will face a famine if you bring them there."
I frowned skeptically.

"Tamilla, Ligrad is a small city, sure, but these refugees don't even make up a tenth of its population. How could they cause famine?"
"Simple. That influx of mouths will spike prices, leaving the poorest citizens unable to afford food. You can guess the rest. And I hate to break it to you, but your recent food purchases in Ligrad and the nearby villages could already cause this effect—even without these refugees."

"Damn," I muttered with regret. I should've been more restrained with my spending, not tossing gold around so freely. I'll need to outfit a grain caravan north once we reach the southern provinces.
"Oh, don't worry too much, Viscount. It's not as bad as it sounds. Producers will rake in windfall profits and, if they're not idiots, invest in expanding production. That will create job opportunities, reduce poverty, and those with money will buy more goods, boosting the local economy in the long run... I'm not saying the sums you left are enough for all that, but if those you paid have any brains, improvement is inevitable," Tamilla consoled me.

"The future sounds nice, but what do we do right now?" I asked, gesturing to the crowd before us.
"Best would be to send them back to the city. The First Duke will just turn them into slaves—but that's better than dying on the road."

"But surely something can be done? I don't know… can't you send a message to your guild to assemble a caravan to help them? If they set up camp, maybe they can hold out until it arrives?"
"I can't. For several reasons. First and foremost—because that little idiot already sent the guild's falcon!"

"Hey! You're the idiot!" Asha retorted good-naturedly.
"So, the message to the Duke is already en route. Fine. Tami, why was there only one falcon at your branch, anyway?"

"Why would we need more? Even that one we kept only for emergencies, for contact with the capital. Most correspondence traveled with caravans—it's cheaper and more reliable."
"Just admit you were being stingy," I teased.

"Nonsense! It's simply rational resource allocation!" she blushed and waved her hands in protest. "Speaking of stinginess..."
Tamilla climbed into a wagon and pulled out several heavy pouches.

"The first installment of our agreement."
"We had an agreement?" I blinked, still thinking about steam engine sales.

"For saving me... as I promised. Five hundred and twenty-three coins in each. I calculated based on weight..."
Something clicked in my head. Right! She had promised to pay her weight in gold. Hmm...

I grinned wickedly:
"Say... the fact that you've been eating poorly this whole time, has nothing to do with—"

"NOTHING!" she interrupted indignantly. Far too sincere to seem like a lie, but just fast enough to suggest the idea had at least crossed her mind.
"Heh."

"Just take the money and drop it! We'll settle the rest in the capital!" she said, a mix of anger and embarrassment in her voice.
I took one of the pouches and weighed it in my hand—probably about a quarter of what was needed.

"There was more money in the branch than I expected, but not enough," she commented. But I was thinking of something else.
Thanks to that gold, I'd just had an interesting idea to solve our problem.





A pouch clanged against the Baron's chestplate. Aluin flailed awkwardly, scrambling to catch the gold before it spilled.

"I'm buying your wagons," I declared firmly."He's not for sale."

"What if I add your life to the coins?"
"Touché, Viscount. If you could kill me without consequence, you already would have. Royal law isn't just empty words."

"You didn't care much about those laws when you sicced your reptile on me."
"She'd have only bitten your legs off," the Baron grinned predatorily, and I returned his smile in kind.

"And what's stopping me from doing the same to you?"
The smile vanished from Aluin's face.

"My wagons... That won't be enough. Even with the legs."
"I don't care about the junk you've loaded onto them. I need water and supplies. There are five hundred twenty-three coins in that pouch. Add the same amount, and you can buy yourself a new chimera. It's more than a fair price, and you know it."

Aluin took a long moment before turning his horse around.
"Deal. I'll prepare the wagons."

No doubt making sure none of the looted treasures remained — so I thought.
The black-and-red rider rode off, and I called the craftsmen over, jingling the second pouch loudly.

"Gentlemen, I have a very tempting offer for you. How would you like to start a new life in a very picturesque and promising place? I won't skimp on the signing bonus."
The craftsmen exchanged glances, hushed whispers spreading through the crowd. I singled out the Master I'd come to this cursed city to find.

"And for you, Master, a special and profitable offer — one you can't refuse."





"I've never seen such a large core in my life!" the Master exclaimed when we finally reached the camp and I led him to the wagon.

He examined the red-glowing, crystalline sphere through a strange device that resembled a monocle.
"It needs to be completely isolated. Can you do that?"

The Master removed the device and rubbed his eyes wearily.
"It's enormous. I've never worked with anything like it... Not sure we have enough material. I'll need to run calculations."

"How long will that take?"
"At least several days and another week to fabricate the isolating shell. But fabrication will go faster if you assist with your power, sir."

"Call me whenever you need, Master. The wagon's at your full disposal. If anything comes up, speak to the soldiers."
"Yes... yes..."

The man murmured absently, already placing the monocle back to his eye.
While ordinary spiders had cores no bigger than a tennis ball, the Matriarch's was far larger — several times the size of a human head. Naturally, isolating such a "pumpkin" would be a far greater challenge.

I just hoped the Master would manage.
I gave a nod of approval to the guards stationed at the wagon and stepped outside.

Our camp had shrunk again. In Ligrad, it had looked like a proper convoy; now we resembled a ragtag band, or at best, a merchant caravan of modest means.
Half the soldiers had gone with the Alchemist. Of those remaining, I'd ordered half to take charge of the Baron's wagons and escort the people to Ligrad. I wasn't worried — they should all make it now. If any creature showed up, Dolan and his musket would handle it.

We had fewer people now, but I consoled myself with the fact that those who remained were of the highest quality — each armed with a musketoon, stocked with potions, and wearing decent armor. And we had a mage with us. So our unit was actually stronger... or so I kept telling myself.
We'd also given most of our provisions to the refugees, so we'd need to do some hunting in these woods while we camped and waited for the work to finish. Incidentally, not all the refugees agreed to move to the valley. Some planned to stay in Ligrad, while others were traveling with the convoy only for safety and intended to catch the next caravan to the heartland. A pity, but many had agreed, and the extra hands would help rebuild the village. As for the craftsmen — I had special plans for them.

But that was for later. For now, with a bit of free time, it was time to deal with something very important.
I drew the pistol from its holster and placed it on a rock. That misfire had left me with a scar on my leg. At the very least, it was time to create my first percussion cap.





"What are we doing? What's that smell?" Asha asked cheerfully as she sat down across from me, eyeing the contraption.

"Don't breathe it in. That's chlorine — it's toxic. And don't stand downwind..."
Naturally, the pines rustled, and a sudden gust blew the gas straight into my face.

"Fuck! Ahh, shit!" I cursed, scrambling to rinse my eyes with water.
"I think I'll just go..."

"Don't you dare! Good thing you're here. Now, this residue needs to be filtered and dried. Very carefully dried. Got it?"
Asha let out a resigned sigh.
After several hours of fussing with potash and saltwater, I was carefully pressing the resulting potassium chlorate into small copper cups. Historically, the most reliable percussion caps were made from a mix of fulminate of mercury and potassium chlorate, with a sulfur-based additive. But even potassium chlorate alone could serve for a cap. One could even make chlorate-based gunpowder, but... that stuff was dangerously unstable. While potassium chlorate's impact sensitivity made it perfect for a cap, it made chlorate powder terrifying. No one wanted a dropped powder pouch to suddenly detonate.

That, in fact, was one reason chlorate powder had never gained popularity in our reality and was eventually replaced by more stable nitrate-based alternatives.
In any case, the cap was ready. I placed it on a rock and gave it a gentle tap with a hammer. And...

Instead of a sharp pop, I got a long hiss and a thin stream of smoke.
Yeah. If this had been a real shot, it would've been a misfire. Or worse — a delayed shot. The most dangerous outcome for someone inexperienced with muzzle-loaded firearms. An untrained shooter thinks it's just a dud, rests the musket on the ground... and then it goes off. Hopefully not while it's pointed at the poor guy's face.

"I spent all day sniffing that stink — for this?" Asha exclaimed. "Is that how it's supposed to work?"
"No."

"And what were you even trying to do?" she asked, tapping the remains of the cap with her fingernail.
"Um, there should've been a pop and fire," I replied, a bit wounded, frantically wondering what I'd done wrong. I'd added gum — easy enough to find in a pine forest. Added sulfur. Maybe I compressed it too much? I'd have to try packing it looser.

"Oh, why didn't you just say so? Here, take this." She pulled a small leather pouch from her pocket and fished out a red crystal, about the size of a fingernail.
When I reached for it, she pulled her hand back.

"Wait, no... Here, take this one. It's smaller."
She rummaged around and handed me a crystal about half the size.

"Has Tamilla been biting you lately?" I grumbled at her stinginess.
"What? These are worth more than a gold coin, even the tiniest ones."

I silently handed her a coin.
"Thanks, though I thought I gave it to you as a gift..." she said uncertainly, pocketing the gold.

"Then give it back."
Asha stuck out her tongue.

"Mercenaries don't give gold back."
I waved her off and turned the crystal over in my hand. It resembled a cloudy ruby — matte, with sharp facets. And warm.

Randall's memories identified it immediately: a Fire Crystal. Crystallized fire essence. And with it came a flood of possible uses — potions, rituals, enchantments.
But none of that mattered right now.

I set the crystal on a stone and tapped it gently with the hammer. The metal rang, and the crystal bounced off, unharmed, into the orange pine needles.
"Hit it harder. Don't worry — I'll put the fire out!" Asha encouraged gleefully.

Fire? Her excitement was... concerning. But curiosity demanded I finish the experiment. What if these could work as percussion caps?
I set the crystal again and struck with full force. It shattered with a sharp crack, scattering molten sparks.

The pine needles instantly caught fire. Asha clapped her hands in delight.
"Woohoo! Watch this!"

She waved her hands, and the flames twisted into snake-like patterns, dancing in rhythm with her gestures rather than spreading wildly.
The hammer in my hand began to smoke, the wooden handle heating up fast. I turned it over and saw a drop of molten metal fall from the head. Fragments of the crystal had embedded in the hammer and were melting it from within.

"Total failure," I declared.
Not only would it take an insanely strong firing pin to break one of these crystals, but the shards would melt through the weapon. Sure, they'd ignite the powder — but at too high a cost.

"Alright, Ash, fun's over. Put it out."
"Understood..."

She sighed, and the air around us rapidly warmed. The hammer stopped melting.
I stared thoughtfully at the crystal shards crumbling into dust — then it hit me. Of course! That's what I'd forgotten.

Hopefully, the Master had a spare lens.

Because what I needed now... was finely crushed glass.

            

    
        Vol 2, Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
                Mira stretched on the roughly carved stool, arching her back like a cat. The new house was certainly warmer than a tent, but there were downsides. The smell of wood, to her sharpened senses, was suffocating.
Knock knock knock! The banging at the door sounded unpleasantly loud. Who else? Although the lord had departed, the camp was always bustling with activity... yet for some reason, all the petitioners preferred to bother her instead of Henry. As if she could actually help them!

The girl rose from behind the table, which was buried under paperwork, and opened the door.
Fred, the father of the healer boy, stood on the threshold.

"Milady, we're having trouble with the furnace. Could you assist me?"
"The lord should have left you instructions."

"He did, but... we can't read them."
Mira sighed and accepted a stack of bound papers. It was clear they had been handled carefully — only the edges were smudged.

Mostly drawings, diagrams, numbers... None of it made any sense. But wait, there was some text! Encouraged, she began to read it aloud, and soon fell silent, seeing the builder's crestfallen expression.
"Milady, we're just simple folk... could you explain it as if to a child?"

She flicked her tail in resignation. If only she understood a single word herself! For instance, this bit: the inlet for the oxy-genated mix with rege-ne... rege-ne... Ugh. Well, an inlet was something, at least.
"Take a seat, Master. We'll figure this out together," she declared in a grave tone.





Several hours later, the mason left, promising to make a hole in the right place... At least, Mira hoped they'd identified it correctly. She was just about to grab a bite when another knock came at the door.

"Milady, the beds are ready," a soldier reported as he entered.
"Beds, beds..." she muttered, rummaging through the papers.

"What beds?" she asked a few minutes later, having found nothing. Really, garden beds? In winter? The lord was a strange man, but not that strange.
"Manure beds. The ones under special guard."

"Ahh... Understood."
Mira rose from the table and opened a chest. Inside lay a scroll sealed with wax. She broke the seal and scanned the words.

The lord was even stranger than she had thought. But an order was an order, and she intended to follow it strictly, no matter how ridiculous it made her look.
"Fetch Alfik from the lab. We'll need him," she ordered, putting on a fur-lined jacket.

Snow was falling outside, and getting to the building meant wading through drifts.
This northern weather was unbearable: where Mira had lived with her father, it barely snowed even once a year! But at last, they reached the long shed assembled from wagon remnants. Several smoking pipes jutted from the roof... but the worst was yet to come.

The smell. Even outside, the stench made her eyes water and her nose wrinkle.
Mira delayed as long as she could, but once Alfik arrived, there was no more stalling.

"Let's go in," she grumbled, pinching her nose.
Inside was warm — a plus. But there was also a massive heap of dung, ash, and waste, reeking horribly: that minus far outweighed the plus.

"By the way, milady," the soldier spoke up. "May I ask... We pour buckets of urine over this heap daily, stir it with pitchforks... Basically, the exact work that made me quit farm life in the first place. Could we recruit some peasants for this? Warriors shouldn't be digging in dung."
"No," Mira snapped. She was in a foul mood from the smell, while the soldier had clearly gotten used to it. "This is a strategic project. The Lord emphasized its importance."

The soldier bowed respectfully.
"A shame..."

But Mira wasn't listening. She unfurled the scroll to read.
"As an experiment in propagating nitrogen-processing bacteria, I hereby order the following..." Mira skipped the incomprehensible gibberish and went straight to the actionable part. Fortunately, the rest was a clear set of instructions — though it read like sheer madness.

"Alfik, heal."
"Heal what?" the boy asked, confused.

"Not what... that," Mira pointed at the heap.
The boy obediently raised his hands, and a wave of bright energy enveloped the manure pile. The flow continued for several minutes until it faded and... nothing happened.

He gave her a questioning look, and Mira immediately chirped:
"Wonderful! Excellent work — you did everything right. Just repeat the same thing once a day, alright? Run along now!" she dismissed him, then bolted for the exit, waving her tail as she gasped for fresh air.

Ah, clean air! Mira took a pencil and scribbled a few notes on the paper. The lord's ideas might be insane, but she would follow them to the letter. Because...
She glanced thoughtfully to the south. I hope Randall's doing alright...





"Lower it very carefully!" the master called out anxiously, adjusting the symbols on the metal with a chisel mid-process.

"I am lowering it," I muttered, barely managing to hold the massive core. Damn, I really should have left this to the soldiers... but what if they messed it up?
Below, on the floor, sat an iron polyhedron veined with thick lines of gray, stone-like material and glowing runes.

The core grazed one edge. It wouldn't fit.
"Maybe I should..."

"No, no, no! Absolutely no magic! Wait..." The master struck a rune with his chisel, and the plate folded back like it was alive.
The core slid through. I set it on the iron supports built inside the "box" to keep it centered.

"Alright..." The master donned his monocle and carefully examined the setup. "It's fine. We can close it."
A pyramidal lid dropped into place. A click of the clasps... and done. The problem of the core's visibility was finally solved.
"Thank you for your work, Master."
"Oh, not at all. I should be the one thanking you. The mere opportunity to work on isolating a core of this magnitude... it's priceless. And the fact that the King himself will see my... our work: that's the pinnacle of my dreams. By the way, your contribution, sir, is also noted."

He carefully pointed with the chisel tip at the isolite veins forming an inscription: R. Condor and G. Fabro.
Something clicked in my mind. Fabro. Until now, the master had only introduced himself as Harold.

Could he be related to the mage who created the mercury blade someone had tried to sell me recently?
Turns out he was.

"My elder brother," the master replied with a rueful smile. "It's a long story... I was disinherited. But this work on the core gives me a chance to return to the capital. Once they see this isolation box, many nobles will want to sponsor me! Your arrival in Helgen was truly divine providence."
"Maybe..."

I had a good impression of him. The guy even understood geometry like a top-grade school student, though crafting such caskets wasn't his specialty. Normally, he enchanted armor using a mix of runes that attracted enemy magic and a special material, isolite, to disperse it. Incidentally, he had to sacrifice his own breastplate to finish the "box" — otherwise, we wouldn't have had enough material.
I gently tried to recruit the Master, but he politely declined, hoping for a stable position in the capital. Still, he solemnly promised to give me a steep discount on future orders.

Well, I wouldn't force him. Who knows, maybe he'll come back begging when he gets booted from the capital again.
Once the core was secured, I finally exited the wagon, removed the rag mask, and headed back to camp. Isolite dust turned out to be quite toxic to mages, making it dangerous to breathe, so while the master worked and "dusted", the wagon had to be parked far off with a perimeter of guards made up of non-Gifted men.

Interesting stuff, isolite. It looked like gray sandstone. In low-magic areas, even a well-compressed chunk would just crumble into sand. And if there was no magic at all... it vanished. But in the middle of a magical storm, it hardened into something insanely tough, absorbing magic. And that got me thinking:
What if we made bullets out of it? Would they punch through shields and armor, or just crumble into dust? The stuff had zero elasticity. But if I mixed it with steel, would its special properties still work? I really wanted to try, but we had no extra material. The Master was even collecting and reusing every stray speck of dust.

Speaking of bullets... thanks to Master Harold, now one monocle short, I had my first small batch of percussion caps. Nineteen in total. There had been more, but the rest were spent testing reliability.
Which meant... oh no, not a machine gun. Not even a unitary cartridge. I didn't have time or powder to test a real cartridge, so I settled for a basic revolver. Old-school and simple, straight out of the Wild West. One of those where reloading each chamber took as long as a single-shot pistol. But hey, it had six chambers! That's twice as many as the triple-barrel flintlock I originally planned!

I didn't skimp on the caliber either — it came out about half the size of a musket ball. The revolver lacked double-action. I didn't have the time to reconstruct that mechanism. But what I did build was machined so precisely, it could've been laser-cut. Sure, it didn't solve gas leakage between barrel and cylinder — even perfect fit can't eliminate that, but it reduced it enough that only a little powder would be wasted.
And powder was an issue. That skirmish with the bandits ate through nearly half my reserves. Every shot was practically worth its weight in gold. So I had to conserve... and maybe find more saltpeter and sulfur along the way. Luckily, for charcoal I now had a mobile bipod unit in a red robe with a perpetually grumpy face.

Of course, long term I'd need to set up my own saltpeter production instead of scrounging from villages. What good is a weapon if you've got nothing to fire? Our outpost should have planted the first beds by now, but even if my idea with the healer worked, output would be minimal. Then again...
I glanced toward Asha, huddled near the soldiers' fire. Actually, I had a very intriguing idea on how to pull nitrogen straight from the air. But I'd test that once we got back to the Valley.

"Pack up, we're moving out!" I shouted, and the soldiers sprang into action.
Our march continued.





"My lord, please, do something about her! I can't cook like this!" the camp cook wailed a few hours into the march.

"Oh no, what now?" I was about to ask, but the problem rolled past on wheels... her legs swinging as she SAT directly atop the blazing field kitchen, smoke billowing from the chimney.
"Asha..." I smirked. "What, the demoness already getting you used to the hellish frying pan?"

"Stupid jokes as always, Condo-o-or," she sang, still swinging her legs.
A kick of her heel sent a spray of sparks from the stove. Wait. Why the hell wasn't her outfit catching fire or at least smoldering? I mean, mages themselves might be fireproof, but clothes?

I asked her that, and she giggled.
"Heh, that joke would've landed better, but tough luck — I already know it."
"What joke?" I asked, puzzled.

"Oh... you were serious. Well, you know, it was our first lesson in school. A sort of tradition. They gather all the students in one classroom, place a big burning candle in front of them, and ask them to stick their hands in the flame. The students obey and naturally, they don't get burned. While their hands are still in the fire, the teacher loudly asks, 'And why aren't your sleeves burning?' Ha-ha. That's when almost everyone's sleeves catch fire! Good times. So, that's your answer, Randal. My clothes don't burn because I don't want them to."
"Charming. Now get off the stove. The cook needs to work."

"Not a chance! It's such a brilliant idea — bringing the fire with us. I'm surprised no one thought of it sooner. It's a hundred times better than clay pots full of coals. This is a real source of POWER."
I sighed and put a hand to my face. Whatever power it offered, it wasn't a reason to ride the stove like a throne.

Still, I understood her logic. Fire mages earned their reputation as the most dangerous in battle not because fire did more damage than water or air, but because of the nature of their magic: the ability to control any flame and draw strength from it. Unlike other mages, their power wasn't in the object, but in the process. A tiny spark thrown into dry needles could erupt into a blazing wildfire, feeding itself and all it took the mage was a flick of magic.
A fire mage near a flame and a fire mage without one — two completely different levels of power. In a way, fire mages were just as shamelessly cheating as those who had mastered gunpowder. An archer or earth mage might use their magic to draw a bowstring or hurl a rock. But a fire mage? They pulled a trigger. The real work was done by borrowed energy. In a musketeer's case, the power of combustion. In the fire mage's case... just combustion of anything. Hm. What if you gave a fire mage gunpowder?

Sure, controlling fire still required magic, but overall, a fire mage vastly outperformed others in battle and always held privileged status. Even in the Commonwealth, which preaches equality among mages, the head of the Lodge is a Fire Magister.
And as for why Ashiri mages are the best fire mages on the continent? That one's easy. It'd be shameful not to be the best when you live literally on a volcano you can draw power from at will. No wonder Ashir, nestled between the Commonwealth and the Kingdom, is formally disputed territory, but in practice, a small city-state. Or a Volcano-State, depending how poetic you're feeling.

"In any case, off the stove. In battle, you can ride it all you want. But now? Off."
"Oh come on, let me stay! Pleeeease!" she whined, putting on a pitiful face.

"No. That's an order."
Asha pouted and hopped down from the stove.

"Meanie!" she declared, sticking out her tongue.
"There. Problem solved."

"Thank you, my lord!" the cook cried with renewed vigor, bouncing over to the stove. "My lord, the porridge didn't burn!" he exclaimed.
"What did I say? It only burns when I want it to. And I, by the way, want food. Dish me up a bowl or two!"

"It's not mealtime yet..." I began, still annoyed that such nonsense had distracted me from more important matters. But then I waved it off. "Ah, succubus with her. Let her eat. Permission granted — serve it up!"
A war horn sounded from ahead.

Damn it, this nonsense pulled me away from the caravan's vanguard.
"Asha, mount up. Now!"

"Eh, nope. I'm walking!"
"That's an order!"

"Ow!" she yelped as I hauled her into the saddle and spurred the horse toward the front. Fortunately, the column was shorter now, and we reached the front in no time.
There, Til was already arguing with two armored riders, brandishing his blunderbuss. More of them — damn it.

Did I miss the memo where the Goblin Forest got renamed the Steel Knights' Grove? Why the hell were we running into everyone but goblins?
"Ahem. Forgive me, sir. But when the First Duke starts a hunt, this forest really does become a forest of 'men in steel armor,'" one of the riders smirked at my rant.

"Don't play cute. You're not the Duke's men. Who the hell are you?"
"...Just regular cavalry. Carrying out a standard operation to round up runaway peasants. Don't worry, sir, unless you're one of them..." He eyed my mercenary gear. "Then you've got nothing to fear. We're just going to inspect your caravan."

Looks like I'll have to start wearing my old outfit again. Too many people judged based on clothes alone. A shame — I liked this one much more than the impractical black-and-white doublet.
"I'm not your 'sir.' I'm your 'lord.'" I drew my sword and visibly altered its length.

The riders exchanged glances.
"Then, my lord, would you be willing to accompany us to our camp? You can settle any issues directly with our commander."

"And where exactly is your camp?"
"Oh, you won't miss it, even if you try," the second rider chuckled through his mustache. "It's right along this road, at the forest's edge."

Looks like a talk with their commander is unavoidable.

            

    
        Vol 2, Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                By the time we approached the small camp practically blocking the road, I was already seething with rage. The lazy sentries and smug knights rubbing their greasy hands in anticipation of squeezing every coin out of us during inspection only fueled my fury. The mounted escort exchanged a few curt words with the camp's guards, and their faces visibly fell.
Their juicy target was slipping away. If a commander ends up handling the matter, he'll keep the entire payoff for himself.

"You can enter the camp!" one of the riders called out. "But have the caravan wait."
"Til," I said quietly, turning toward the armored wagon so the riders ahead wouldn't hear me. "Aim the cannon at those clowns in front and leave someone trustworthy. If he hears gunfire, he opens fire immediately."

"Understood."
"Then gather your men and follow me. Check the powder racks and bring a few grenades each. Potions... not yet."

Inside the wagon, agitated whispers erupted—no one wanted to stay alone with the cannon. Finally, Til untied the baronet's horse and mounted it. Now, nothing would block a shot.
Next time... I really should build a wagon with a rotating turret for the cannon.

"Asha!"
"Ready."

"Let's move."
Sensing my mood, the soldiers were tense and focused. Only the ashiran's palms flickered with playful sparks. I restrained the urge to smack her.

The camp was slightly larger than I expected, but still nowhere near a hundred men. Many strolled about without armor, behaving casually, their eyes drawn to the steel tubes in my troops' hands. The sun peeked through, warming our heads and bathing the multicolored knight tents and neat servant pavilions in golden light. It looked more like a noble's picnic than a military outpost.
It might have been almost quaint—if not for one thing.

The stench of blood.
I had caught the smell on the road. I'd bet the path near the camp had been dusted with earth more than once to mask pooled blood.

Worse still, the smell grew stronger as we neared the center. It mingled with the aroma of stew and the laughter of content soldiers, an invisible shadow in the sunlight.
"Stay sharp," I reminded my people.

The rows of tents ended abruptly, revealing a clearing—the source of the stench.
Littered with stakes. Each topped with a severed head, buzzing with fat flies.

A dozen men knelt, bound, while a headless corpse was being dragged away by servants. A fully armored knight was speaking to a blond youth in noble clothes, his back to me.
"If we cut here and here, the jaw will open no matter how hard he clenches it."

"Ha! Interesting thought, Sir Howard. Hear that, peasant? Better open your mouth and give up your tongue, or your head's going up with the mouth agape!"
The prisoner shook his head furiously.

"Well, I gave you a choice..." The blond aimed a crimson blade at him. And it wasn't red just from blood.
"My lord, a visitor for you," our escort announced obsequiously.

The noble turned around.
Oh hell—him.

It had been years since that cursed time in school, but I recognized him. Von Klaus had grown—in stature, and judging by the corpses, in bloodthirst too.
He studied me for a moment, then broke into a delighted smile. But my gut screamed it wasn't joy at seeing an old friend.

"Condor! Didn't recognize you in those rags! Honestly, I expected we'd meet in the capital!" With a flourish, he sheathed his blade. "Come, dismount! Who's that behind you, a knight? Nice horse!"
I dismounted from the demonic beast but gave it a mental command to stay close. A revolver was one thing, but the musket strapped to the saddle was far deadlier. Til followed suit.

"He's not a knight," I said curtly.
"Oh, right. Giving your knightly steed to a servant while you ride a nag. So like you, Randall. Big horses are scary, eh?" Von Klaus grinned.

Typical Henry. Years had passed, but the bastard hadn't changed. At best, the capital had taught him to veil his insults a little better, but they still stung.
"Your men are blocking my caravan."

"Are they? Really? What an inconvenience," he said mockingly, then fell silent.
I said nothing either, just silently counted the heads on the stakes. Fifteen. Another twelve knelt. The escaped peasants? Or just poor souls unlucky enough to cross the wrong patrol?

"Cat got your tongue, Randall? Is that all you've got to say to an old friend?"
"Tell your men to stand down and I'll be on my way," I said, looking away from the prisoners. I pitied them, but this wasn't my fight.

"Not even staying for a glass of wine? I hear your grandfather doesn't forbid you from drinking. Though I doubt I have your favorite rotgut—don't carry such swill."
He was baiting me. He always enjoyed getting under Randall's skin, but this time it felt forced.

"So far, you've only been drinking my blood, von Klaus. Step aside, and we'll pretend this never happened."
"Huh, blood, you say... Sir Howard, would you say that's an insult?"

"Undoubtedly, my lord. He compared you to a mosquito."
"Quite right, Sir Howard," Klaus mused. "If an equal calls you an insect, it's definitely an insult. Viscount Condor, care to apologize?"

The look on his face—like he'd just found a pouch of gold in the street.
"What do you want, Henry?" I asked wearily.

"Just want to test your skills, old friend. Seems our little bookworm has dressed up like a warrior, maybe you've even learned how to swing that sword?" He sneered—then paused and glanced nervously at the black-robed figure behind him.
"You have no objections, do you?"
— I don't interfere in the internal affairs of the Kingdom, let alone the private matters of the nobility, came a detached voice from under a deep hood.
"Splendid!" Henry brightened. "Well then, a duel, Randall?! Draw your toothpick! Or are you scared?! Sir Howard, will you bear witness?"

"Of course, my lord."
The rage boiling inside finally had its outlet. Perfect. I'd wipe the ground with this poser and get back on the road.

"Til!" I unhooked the musket from the saddle and tossed it to my guard commander. "Catch!"
"Thank you, my lord." He caught the heavy weapon deftly and cocked it.

Asha let out an exaggerated yawn... and took position inside the protective box of my fighters. Clever girl, when it comes to potential combat.
"Raaandaall! Come on, I've still got a dozen people to execute," Henry whined.

"First blood?" I asked as I approached.
"Child's play. First serious wound. Don't worry, I've got a healer with me! He'll stitch your chicken carcass right up."

Despite his provocations, I studied the battlefield carefully. Some patches of ground were soaked in blood and could be slippery. That mattered. Henry himself wore no armor, while I had leather at least. His sword was narrow, clearly designed for thrusting. The knight beside him, acting as second, could be dangerous. Not even sure a revolver would pierce that armor. All this flashed through my mind instantly. As did the fact he hadn't mentioned a ban on magic.
"You wanted a sparring match—how about no magic?"

"That'd make the duel unrealistic. But if you insist..."
He waved his hand, and a servant brought out a box with a pristine white flag.

Klaus casually tossed the flag over the nearest stake, covering a severed head.
"If anyone uses strong magic, it'll turn black. So? Out of excuses?"

So weak magic is fair game, I thought, drawing my sword, which earned another round of mocking.
"Oh wow, lost your sword so you stole a butcher's knife? Or figured your peasant blade completes the look? I see you didn't even bother tying it on… or were you too disgusted to try?"

A grossmesser is a simple weapon, sure. But stupid to underestimate it.
"Butcher's knife, you say? Then it's perfect for swine like you."

Klaus's eyebrows narrowed.
"You'll regret that… From this point on, you've only yourself to blame."

I lunged without another word, slashing diagonally.
Only to be met by a perfect block, followed by a sharp counterstrike that nearly tore open my chest.

And then I realized I was in serious trouble.
"You fight like a shepherd. Were the rumors true? Did your grandfather not even hire you tutors? I'd hoped you'd made some progress since last time," Henry said with disappointment.

Strike. And another. Each one parried and deflected. Maybe Klaus was weaker and slower, but his skill was leagues ahead. Randall never properly learned to fight with a sword. Me? Sure, some good-natured brawling with friends, but that's not dueling. In a mass melee, you swing hard, fast, and simple. No flourishes.
He deflected my next strike and lunged — his blade slicing through my leather and into the flesh. Shallow, but it stung. I took advantage of his opening to deliver a powerful overhead blow.

Klaus failed to parry and had to block hard. Steel shards scattered, and he winced. His wrist must've felt that. I tried to press the advantage with a knee to the thigh, but he, having tasted my strength, kept his distance.
"You fight like a grunt," he muttered, rubbing his wrist.

I answered with a wide slash, but he ducked under and stabbed. Too far—
Blood flowed. His blade had suddenly elongated, piercing my arm and scraping the bone. Damn. Arm's out, but better than a pierced heart.

Now I retreated, switching the sword to my other hand. Henry lowered his blade slightly, which now twisted like a snake.
"You said no magic?"

"Your depth perception's just bad, Randall. Look, the flag's still white. No magic," Klaus laughed, as if he hadn't just tried to kill me.
Alright, bastard. You asked for it.

I lunged. Strike! He tried to parry, but my blade clung to his, refusing to slide away. To onlookers, it would just seem like a clinch.
The smirk vanished from his face. He realized his sword was stuck and tried to pry it loose with magic.

Not a chance in hell.
I abandoned subtlety and grabbed his sword's hilt. Both blades wrapped around our arms like steel cords, binding us.

Klaus tried to pull away and I smashed my forehead into his nose.
Crack. His nose broke. I hit again.

"Don't!"
Again.

"You!"
Blood soaked his hair.

"Dare!"
He gasped something unintelligible.

"Cross!"
My head rang, but I was sure his rang worse.

"Me!"
His knees buckled, and I toppled with him. That didn't stop me from landing a finishing blow.

"Again!"
I freed my hands and rose over his body, blood dripping from my chin.

"That's against the rules. Step away from the lord!" the knight tried to interfere, but Til intercepted him.
"Stay right there, scrap heap."
The muzzle of the musket pressed audibly against the knight's chestplate.

"My armor is enchanted. No shooter weapon can pierce it," Sir Howard boasted with disdain.
"Wanna test that? One more step and your guts will be painting the field," Til said. His finger trembled slightly on the trigger. But his tone and the crooked smirk on his face—made it clear: that wasn't fear. It was anticipation. The man genuinely hoped the knight would give him an excuse. And he had no doubt in his weapon.

Apparently, the fight with the warrior spider had made him just a bit fanatical.
The knight glanced at the musket and swallowed.

"My lord, are you alright?" he called, craning his neck.
The lord, meanwhile, having vomited his lunch, was squirming on the ground, trying in vain to get up. My boot didn't help.

"Who gave you the brilliant idea to try and kill me?"
"Kill you? What are you talkin' about, Randall?" Klaus slurred.

I gave him a sharp kick in the kidneys for clarity. He writhed in pain. I stepped aside, making the knight flinch, and tore the cloth from the dead man's head. Still white, though stained with blood.
"Asha!"

The ashiran lit a fireball in her palms. The cloth didn't turn black. A fake.
"What do you say now?"

"Must've been defective... it happens." He wiped his mouth with a bloodied sleeve and grinned despite his busted lips.
I hate how quickly mages bounce back. Then again, the ringing in my own head had faded, and my thoughts were sharp and fast.

"That stab to the heart—also a mistake?"
"Of course. I missed, didn't I? The blade has no eyes, as our eastern friends say. You've clearly overreacted, Randall. Look what you did to my outfit! My House won't let this slide…" he mocked, pushing up onto his knees.

I knocked him flat with a kick and drew my revolver. He raised his hands to shield himself, and I cracked him across the jaw with the grip. The crunch of teeth breaking was so satisfying, I could've listened to it all day.
"Shgshp!" he mumbled something, only for the barrel of the revolver to press against his chin.

Asha joined Til, fireball in hand. The knights froze. But soldiers were already converging from all corners of the camp, shouting. Someone was hastily putting on armor.
"Shall I repeat the question, or would you rather say goodbye to your head?"

"Pffth you! You're done for, Lendal!"
Wrong name. Wrong answer. I punched him again.

"Try again."
"We'll wipe ou' yer 'hole House! Grind yer ancestral cliff ta gravel!" the Viscount shrieked, forcing a decision on me: retreat, or end it.

Why not just finish him?
Time slowed. I assessed.

I had eight men with musketoons, Til with a musket, and Asha.
They had several dozen soldiers and six knights, not counting those on the road.

Sir Howard: their top man. Heavy armor. One shot from Til's musket at point-blank range would punch through steel and rip flesh. He wouldn't die instantly but would be paralyzed from spinal trauma and bleed out.
The knights: their armor could probably tank a buckshot volley. Might have fire wards or charms. My revolver could do it—if I aim for weak spots. Henry? I'd need to snap his neck to save a bullet. Til would take Howard. I'd handle the other five.

The soldiers: some weren't even armored. Perfect targets for buckshot and fire. My guards would handle them with Asha's support.
The road reinforcements? Wouldn't even make it. The cannon would erase them.

Asha would torch the camp and the corpses. Viscount Klaus would disappear, reduced to scorched, unidentifiable mush buried at the edge of Goblin Forest. No one would ever know Randall Condor played a role in his demise.
Only one piece broke the perfect plan: the figure in the black robe, standing apart.

Something in me screamed that even if I saved a bullet for him—it wouldn't be enough. Could Asha take him? No. All of us together? Maybe. But not without casualties.
Only that uncertainty kept me from ending the problem once and for all. That and the sharp stench of fresh urine suddenly hitting my sharpened senses.

Klaus's intuition served him well. He knew what my silence meant. Whether we beat the robed figure or not—he was dead.
I rose, disgusted, from the trembling wreck beneath me.

"Gather your men and get out of my sight as fast as you can. Then you'll live. And next time—don't stand in my way." The revolver returned to its holster.
Henry nodded, unsure.

"You have no objections, mister?" I asked the robed figure.
"I do not interfere in the Kingdom's internal affairs, let alone the private matters of the nobility," came the voice from beneath the hood. At first it sounded as detached as before. But if you listened closely... was that caution?

No. More like interest.
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                The camp was being packed up in a hurry, tents collapsing and fires being extinguished in a feverish rush. Somewhere out of my sight, Klaus was carried away on a stretcher. As for the unknown mage—he simply vanished. Just a moment ago, he'd been crouched over the wounded viscount, exchanging words, but the moment I got distracted, he disappeared without a trace. Strangely, none of the soldiers had seen him leave. Damn magic.
A guard twisted the knife in his hand, and the ropes fell to the blood-stained ground. One by one, the surviving peasants were freed and lined up before me.

"All right, let's figure this out, boys. Who are you, and what brought you here?"
The peasants, looking even more ragged and beaten than usual for this world, exchanged glances and pushed forward a weathered man with a mangled arm. He was the one who spoke.

"Well, we was just living our lives, not bothering no one..."





As it turned out, I was looking at the indirect culprits behind this entire mess that had turned the goblin forest into a warzone. About a week ago, driven to the brink by the antics of the Baroness, who had completely lost her mind as her beauty faded—the peasants simply burned the lunatic noblewoman alive.

And then it began.
At first, militias from neighboring villages hunted them down, led by knights left without a liege and rightly fearing that if they didn't produce the heads of the guilty, they'd soon lose their own. Fortunately, a dense forest nearby gave the peasants a decent chance to vanish.

Meanwhile, the First Duke, having read spy reports on the incident, hastily raised the nearest troops and sent them off to seize yet another town.
While the vassals of House Bathory scrambled to figure out whose boots to lick to preserve their modest holdings, a letter arrived in the County of Klaus, from the current Count, bearing a familiar handwriting and a request to punish the rebels.

This last bit I learned from Henry himself, whose father had sent him to hunt the peasants. In short, the only one not chasing them was the First Duke. And even he wouldn't have minded their heads as proof that he was "protecting" his newly acquired territories. A bunch of rebel heads would certainly boost the credibility of that claim.
I thoughtfully scraped dried blood from my forehead. Technically, I could curry favor with the First Duke by handing over these guys alive. Or give them to the Klaus family, to smooth over tensions. Or even send them to the King for execution—those who rise against their lord were always made examples of.

"Why didn't you just run? Why burn the baroness?"
The man with the mangled arm, who'd introduced himself as Kurt, pulled down his shirt to reveal a glowing blue tattoo that wrapped around his neck and stretched down onto his chest.

"Magic mark. That woman always knew where we were. She would've sent hunters."
I snorted in disbelief. Nonsense. Sure, tracking spells existed, but they were so expensive that using them on peasants was absurd. Most likely a bluff. Some glowing paint, maybe alchemical, maybe not even enchanted at all.

"And how many of you are still out there in the woods?"
"More than a hundred made it. But lately, hunters started disappearing. Me and a few men went out to scout and got caught."

I looked around the clearing. Dozens of heads were impaled on spikes—many of them female. Looked like they'd captured not just the scouts but also some of the women who'd wandered from the main group. Or maybe even random bystanders who were just unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. You think a Count cares if he punishes the right people? He just wants heads—lots of them, for effect.
Speaking of which, my demon-horse had boldly walked up to one of the heads and was licking the blood off it. At least he hadn't sprouted fangs yet.

"Hey! Spit that out!" I yelled, throwing a rock at the demon-horse. He jerked his neck to dodge but moved away from the head. Stupid beast.
Now, what to do with these men? Or do I even have to do anything? Klaus, dukes, baronesses... they can all go screw themselves.

"You're free. Go wherever you want. My lands lie beyond Clemen's territory, in the Valley by the Black Forest. If you make it there, you'll be welcomed, and no one will turn you in, no matter who asks."
Kurt gave a respectful bow and began leading his ragged group away.

"Wait. You said you've got food problems, right?" I couldn't resist doing one last good deed. "Come with me. Let's go rob another supply train from yet another scumbag..."





Klaus parted with his supplies, the peasants parted with us, and we finally parted with the goblin forest and resumed our journey.

A miracle, really, but for an entire week, nothing happened. No monsters, no bandits. We even passed through Short's lands without trouble. The further south we went, the more roads there were. With a bit of zigzagging, we avoided the major cities entirely.
Foragers bought provisions in the villages we passed, always asking about saltpeter. But it showed up less and less. The further south we traveled, the more peasants used every scrap of waste as fertilizer. Sure, it was technically possible to extract saltpeter from the soil, but it took way too much time. Still, I wasn't giving up.

Scouting parties left with empty carts and returned with soil suitable for processing. The farmers, though reluctant, were willing to sell it. Every time our path crossed a river, we made camp and began the work: wash the dirt, boil it down in kettles, cool it, wash it again. The result—an awful stench, but also kilos of precious compound, carefully packed into sacks.There were only two problems:

First: there was no sulfur. Technically, sulfur wasn't absolutely necessary for gunpowder; saltpeter was the key component. We could manage without it, but... it was better with it.
Second: the grumpy look on Asha's face as she had to evaporate all that mess.

And while I couldn't do anything about the first problem just yet, the second...
"Keep the temperature steady!"
"I am keeping it steady!""No, a little higher now!"
"Again?""No backtalk, just roast it!"

"What are you two doing?" Tamilla asked, approaching us.
Asha was pressing her hands against an iron box, heating it, while I peered through the gaps to see what was happening inside.

"Alright, that should do. Take it out!"
Without hesitation, the mage calmly opened the glowing-hot door and pulled out the tray's contents.

Without asking, she sank her teeth into the still-sizzling pizza.
"Mhm, pretty good, but too much hassle," she mumbled with her mouth full. "Yeah. Decent sandwich."

"You're the sandwich here," I muttered, reshaping my sword into a spatula to retrieve the rest of the pizzas before they burned.
Amazingly, the further south we traveled, the warmer it got by the day. Just yesterday, in one of the villages, we found nearly fresh tomatoes. Not picked this week, sure, but still fresh. Not pickled! That was important, because making a pizza with pickled tomatoes could only be the work of an utter pervert.

Naturally, I couldn't resist the opportunity and immediately started cooking the pizza I'd been craving since Ligrad. And now that I had a walking furnace in my team, fate itself was clearly saying: it's pizza time.
"I see. So you're cooking. Well, for once, your duo actually smells like something edible," Tamilla observed.

"Want some? Just be warned, it's hot," I said, offering her a steaming slice of deliciousness.
"Mmmm..." she hummed thoughtfully, clearly calculating how many gold coins this lunch would cost.

"That's a yes," I decided, shoving a freshly-shaped tray into her hands and slapping Asha's outstretched hand away from the oven.
"Hey! I was cooking!"

"You were just heating. I cooked it. Flameproof throat—how did you even eat that?"
"I just did!" she snapped, expertly dodging my hand and swiping another pizza. I missed stopping her by mere millimeters.

Grinning with satisfaction, she stuffed her mouth full of melting cheese, bubbling tomato juice, and sizzling sausage on scorching dough.
"I wonder what it tastes like to eat something that hot," I said innocently.

Asha paused mid-bite, then instantly panicked and spat everything out.
"Ow! Ow! Hot!" she yelped, sticking out her tongue and fanning it with one hand. "Demons and the Abyss! Curse you! You're a demon, Randal, why would you say that?!"

"To keep you from getting cocky. Wait till it cools like a normal person."
"You're mean," she whined pitifully, but clearly hesitated to bite again. A few seconds later, she cooled the pizza down with her magic. Damn cheater.

I turned away from the irritating girl and toward the more respectable merchant, who was nibbling delicately at her pizza.
"Good?"

"Yes, thank you," she said, but set the plate aside. "But I didn't come to eat. You mentioned we had a sulfur shortage?"
"That's right," I said, eyeing the nearly untouched pizza. A very tasty pizza, I might add. I'd take that rejection as a challenge. What could I cook that she couldn't resist?

"Then how about a little horseback trip?" She gestured toward the hills. "If we ride hard, we'll reach a small mining town belonging to the First Duke in about three hours."
"And there we can buy sulfur?" I asked, recalling her stories about the region's wealth.

"Not exactly. But we'll find someone who can sell us sulfur. I've done business with him before. Shouldn't be a problem, especially if we take a couple of guards."
"Hmm. Alright, why not," I said, glancing at the sun just past its zenith. Three hours there, three back, we'd be back by sunset. But first...

I savored the fruit of my culinary labor. Oh, everything natural, what a joy. Homemade, you could say. No flavor enhancers...
Once we eat, then we ride.





We were riding along a relatively intact, almost even cobblestone road. Overall, the further south the caravan moved, the better the roads became, the more frequent the patrols, and the fewer the bandits. Or rather, the number of bandits didn't decrease, but in the central lands, the bandits themselves preferred to strike deals with local lords and "guard" the roads in exchange for a modest toll.

Sometimes, Tamilla would shout at such tollkeepers so fiercely that they didn't even dare ask for payment.
Honestly, a silver from a wagon and half that from a cart wasn't a terrible price, even if we had to pay it repeatedly, at every county or barony we passed.

But that wasn't the point now. The hills grew steeper as we neared our destination, that small mining town.
Covered in what looked like soot or grime, the guards let us through the gate, and Tamilla confidently led us toward the tallest building in the area.
"Well, look who's here! Last time, your chest was smaller, Tamillochka!" the office's owner exclaimed, throwing up his hands as the guards allowed us in.

The first thing that struck me, part from the lavish decor of the office, a stark contrast to the bleak misery outside—was the white hair of the local administrator.
"Uncle Saret... please, don't start," Tamilla pleaded.

"How can I not, when I've been looking for a reliable alchemist to help my wife with the very same issue!"
Tamilla rolled her eyes, and I sympathized.

"We came to discuss supplies..." I began, but the Administrator cut me off sharply.
"Absolutely not. Oversight on the steel mines has increased dramatically. Two managers have already been hanged—may their souls find peace. So it's out of the question!"

"Last time you said three were hanged. And still sold me nearly three thousand pounds," Tamilla noted.
"Well, that makes five now! Yes! I can't risk my neck for market prices, you understand..."

"We don't need steel. We need sulfur," I cut in.
"Sulfur? Hmm." The Administrator stood and pulled a ledger from the shelf.

He dropped it on the desk with a thud and began flipping through the pages, searching for something.
"Sulfur... sulfur... sulfur. So, how much sulfur do you need, my friends?"

"All of it," I said firmly.
The Administrator began rubbing his hands together with delight. Tamilla rolled her eyes.

"Condor... may I be the one to handle these negotiations?" she whispered sharply. What did I do?
"All of it, you say..." the Administrator echoed, pleased.

"All that you can obtain at market price, without endangering your precious life, Uncle Saret!" Tamilla clarified, though the Administrator kept his eyes on me.
"Viscount, let's be clear. I don't own the mines. I'm just the administrator. I can't divert the entire output to you, no matter how much money you pay. But you know... who else but the administrator knows how much was mined and how much was... miscounted."

"I need it all," I repeated.
"Randal! Abyss take you, stop making this harder for me!" Tamilla suddenly snapped.

"The boy wants sulfur, Tamillochka. If he's so eager to get rid of money, who are we to deny him? I'm surprised you're trying to save someone else's coin instead of bringing it into our big, proud Hardan family."
"Uncle!" she exclaimed, arms dropping in exasperation.

The Administrator laughed.
"There might be issues with supply... or rather, a report about that will go to the superiors, and a few extra crews will go out to mine. But it'll cost you."

"Sell us everything currently in storage. The rest, send to Ligrad as it becomes available. They'll collect the sulfur from there," I ordered.
Tamilla waved her hand.

"And why did I even come then?"
"To negotiate the price."

"You negotiate the price during the talks. Not letting your counterpart know how badly you need the goods is a key factor in pricing," Tamilla lectured me without the slightest embarrassment.
"The lady speaks true. Take notes, boy," Uncle said, nodding in time with her words.

"How much do you have ready to ship?"
"None. Well, there is sulfur, but it's already been reserved by the Alchemists' Guild. Unless you outbid them..."

"Uncle, don't even start. I'm one hundred percent sure that if I flipped through your book, there wouldn't be a word about the Alchemists' Guild."
"You and that awful talent of yours, Tamillochka. No joy in bargaining with you," the Administrator grumbled, hastily snapping the book shut.

Tamilla turned to me.
"Do you trust me, Randal?"

"Of course."
"Then could you please..." Her look said "get lost," though her words were more diplomatic. "Could you rest in the corridor for a moment? I promise I'll do everything I can to make this deal at least somewhat reasonable."

I gave her a conciliatory pat on the shoulder and stepped into the hallway.
Behind me I heard her high-pitched voice: "Don't give me grief, Uncle!"

I suppose I'm not much of a merchant. Well, let's hope Tamilla can handle her dear uncle and keep him from bleeding us dry. Honestly, I was willing to pay a lot for stable sulfur supplies, because that meant I could start mass shipping things like rubber tires back in return. I hadn't seen a single rubber wheel in the area, which meant... the market was wide open.
All that was left was to set up production. I had a feeling the nobles would appreciate such an innovation.

Dreaming of gold by the wagonload, I came across a large wall map of the surrounding lands.
Mines... iron, coal, iron, copper... steel?

That same mine the Administrator mentioned.
Now that was very interesting.

Because steel mines don't exist in nature.
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                Producing steel is no simple task.
First, you need to extract iron. But here's the problem: unlike gold, which can be found in its pure form in nature, iron is almost always found as oxides, basically just rust, if you don't dig too deep into geology. Hematite, the main mineral used to obtain iron, is literally rust embedded in waste rock, filled with various impurities, and the type of hematite depends significantly on those impurities.

To turn it into iron, the ore must first be refined, its impurity content reduced as much as possible. Otherwise, the amount of slag would be outrageous, and the yield from the blast furnace would be minimal. Once enriched, the ore must be melted with coal. Finally, the rust turns into cast iron.
But not into steel. The difference between cast iron and steel is that cast iron has too much carbon, making it brittle, hard, and fragile. So, the resulting cast iron must go through further processing to remove excess carbon and add alloying elements, like chromium.

Only then do you get steel.
I scratched my chin thoughtfully. At first, I assumed that when the locals spoke of a "steel mine," they meant a particularly rich mixture of iron-containing minerals, maybe with some rare earth elements, making steel production easier. But no, the manager clearly meant they were mining steel directly. That contradicted everything I knew, and it didn't matter that my knowledge was shallow. I just knew that wasn't how it worked, period.

The door to the office opened, and Tamilla's almost-satisfied face appeared.
"We came to an agreement. The sulfur is smelted a fair distance from here, so the batch already in the warehouse will be brought over in about an hour."

"Will we need a wagon?"
"No, just a couple of sacks. We'll load them onto horses."

"Come in, Viscount. While we wait, we can have some wine and talk about the news. News takes its sweet time to reach my backwater," the manager said.
I entered the office and saw the manager had already pulled out a bottle of wine and three glasses.

"Oh, Uncle, we do have some juicy news about Helgen, but only if you have something interesting to trade," Tamilla said as she picked up a glass and settled into a velvet-upholstered chair.
The manager tried to pour wine into my glass, but I gently moved it aside.

"Another time. I'd like to visit your steel mine. Can that be arranged?"
"Why would you want that? You're not a saboteur, are you?" the manager joked, though his expression tensed.

"Just curiosity."
"Hm, that can be arranged, but it'll be very, very expensive. Just as fire mages are kept miles away from furnaces, outsider Steel mages are kept away from mines to avoid accidents."

"There won't be any accidents. I'll just take a look."
"Well then, my good noble, as they say, pay up and I'll make it happen."

I silently pulled two gold coins from my pocket.
"No, come on. You know how risky this is? And I clearly heard more coins jingling in your pocket..."

Another eight coins hit the table.
"Have some shame, Uncle. Ten gold just for a stroll through some dirty mines? You don't even have to do anything, just tell the guards."

"It's not that simple, girl. I told you, security has been tightened. Some of that gold goes to other people. Less than twenty, and it's not worth the trouble."
I silently added another ten, and the manager clapped his hands immediately.

"Excellent. Wait here, I'll be right back!" He rose briskly from his chair, pocketing half the coins. Strangely, he left the other half lying on the table.
The door slammed shut. No sooner had his footsteps faded down the corridor than Tamilla pounced on me.

"Stop throwing money around. It's embarrassing in front of people."
"Come on, it's my money."

"Not anymore. And you have no idea where it's going."
"Something bad?" I frowned. The manager hadn't struck me as such a terrible guy. "Why are we even doing business with him then?"

"Because you needed sulfur. We would've paid the minimum. And now you gave him even more gold. What could possibly be so interesting about a mine that it's worth twenty gold coins?"
"Tami, you are not my wife, stop nagging," I smirked. I think I was beginning to understand Vitor Bull, a little.

"I'm just worried about your finances. It'd be a shame if our joint venture went bankrupt before it even started."
"Don't worry. I appreciate your concern and your advice." I stood and wrapped my arms around her, not around her neck, tempting as it was, but just her shoulders, and gave a gentle squeeze.

"But don't push it. I spend on what's necessary." I carefully massaged her shoulders. "Sore?"
"A bit. Damn horses. A little lower, please." She relaxed and closed her eyes.

"Still, you shouldn't have said outright that you were after sulfur. I had to pay half again more than planned…" she murmured, almost childishly.
"No worries. Soon we'll have so much money we'll be swimming in it."

"Mmm... swimming in money," she said dreamily with a contented sigh.
The door opened, and Tamilla jerked upright, nearly knocking her wineglass off the table.

"Oh. Tamilla darling," the manager exclaimed in surprise. "How's your… what's his name again? Vitor Byl?"
She shot him a glare.

"Don't even want to remember."
"Well, not my business. Not getting paid for him."

The manager pulled out a young man from behind him, dressed rather finely with a red ribbon on his sleeve.
"My assistant. He'll escort Lord Condor to the mines. Now, come here…"

The manager counted out five coins, exactly half of what was left on the table, and handed them to his assistant.
"Clever, clever," I thought to myself. Everything seemed evenly split, but he'd actually pocketed three quarters.

"Monsieur Saret, everything will be arranged in the best possible way. Lord Viscount, if you'll follow me…""I'll wait here," Tamilla saluted me with her glass. "Uncle and I will discuss Helgen in the meantime."





The door closed behind the Viscount, and the manager rubbed his hands together with satisfaction.

"Now, shall we talk politics?" he switched to Hardani, which he spoke smoothly and effortlessly, like anyone who'd learned it from childhood.
"Uncle, please, not politics," Tamilla replied, her words slightly stiff. Learning Hardani as an adult had been difficult, and even she hadn't managed to shed her accent completely.

"Politics is everything around us, my dear! The capture of Helgen is politics too, and quite a significant event at that. The First Duke has become very active, five provinces in the last two years. At this rate, his domain will match the royal one by year's end. What I told you is coming, a chance to revive Hardania. It's very kind of you to help fund it..."
"It's just payment for goods, Saret. Nothing more," Tamilla cut him off sharply, making it clear she wanted no part of his plans.

"Heh. Don't bristle, dear. Whether you like it or not, everything is connected. Always."
"I try to stay away from any field where politics outweighs honest trade."

"Honest trade? Ha! With your talent, you wouldn't need to travel the country looking for the few who honor deals. No, your place is at court, in high politics. Only there can you truly serve your people."
"Not interested," she said, sipping her wine. "At least not for now."

"Hmm. So, you've jumped ship from the Bulls to the Condors? Betting on the loyalists?"
"I'm not betting on anything. Just... a good deal is shaping up. Bull proved himself a highly unreliable partner, and he'll pay for it."

But it seemed Saret had only heard the first part of her sentence. His eyes lit up, and he took a deep breath, clearly preparing for a speech. Saret was about to mount his favorite hobby horse—railing against the crown.
"Glad to see you recognize the instability of the loyalist position. Royal power is weakening—our beloved monarch has proven himself rather insatiable below the belt. No named heir, favoritism shifting from one prince to another, open appeasement of foreign influence... The king's policies are abysmal, as is his indulgence of the First Duke's ambitions. But what is dreadful for the king is promising for us. Who knows? In ten years, you may not even need to dye your hair, and we'll all wear white with pride."

"Speaking of ambition, are you referring to Helgen?" Tamilla asked. Not that she particularly cared about the First Duke's plans—she just wanted to avoid another rant about the supposed superiority of the Hardani race, which always ended with Saret trying to match her with David.
"Helgen is just a small piece. He's already seized most of the northern royal domain, pushing up against Short's lands. The Baroness was an obvious target..."

Tamilla perked up. If the Duke planned to push further, he might encroach on Clemen's lands and eventually claim the valley. That would directly affect her own plans.
"Is Clemen next?" she asked in a bored tone. But her uncle saw right through her.

"Oh, interested in high politics for once?" Saret smirked.
"Just humoring your boring conversation while I drink wine and wait for sulfur. Nothing more," she replied, trying to appear disinterested.

"Yes, you're not ready for politics yet. There, it's not just about reading others, but preventing others from reading you."
"Uncle..." she sighed in defeat.

"Heh. No, Clemen's lands are too vast for a barony. If the Duke took them, his domain would equal the royal one in size. And that matters. It might seem trivial, but symbolically it's huge. A signal. The Duke won't challenge the king outright—he must remain the second most powerful man in the realm by territory. So Clemen can rest easy... I think a clash with the Second Duke is inevitable. His lands are rich, and a string of victories has bloated the First Duke's ego. Plus, now that he's started expanding, he can't simply stop. He'll try to grab a border city from the Second Duchy."
"So we're expecting a war of the houses?" She set her empty glass on the table. Bad news. Many goods would drop in value, while prices for weapons, artifacts, and grain would skyrocket. Damn, the guild might take losses.

"Good question... I don't think so."
"No?"

"Exactly. The First Duke will attack—he's a boulder rolling downhill. But the Second Duke has a choice: rally his vassals and try to retake the seized city or accept the First Duke's offer. And there will be an offer, make no mistake. The First Duke doesn't want a real war. My guess? We'll see a symbolic exchange masked as a skirmish. Riders will charge, griffins will fly, fireballs will soar, but nothing serious. A bit of looting, and then a nearly bloodless territorial reshuffle. The First Duke will show his strength, then show up at court with lavish gifts for the king and the Second Duke. The conflict will be swept under the rug. The Second Duke gets money, the King gets the glory of a peacemaker, and the First Duke gets land. Everyone wins."
"Except the craftsmen and citizens of the city handed over to the First Duke."

"Dear, when has anyone cared about commoners? And why do you?"
"Not everyone, like you, Uncle, has unlimited access to a fresh supply of slaves. Life has taught me to value human resources and that a highly motivated worker is far more effective."
"People are shit on a platter," as my late great-grandfather used to say. All your talk about efficiency is just an excuse. My profit-maximization formulas for the mines are perfect, even with high worker mortality. And your attempts to win people over, to throw them not just a bone but actual meat... That's classic Rafar branch thinking. Your great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandfather made the same mistake. Thought people would treat us better if he gave them the recipe for a healing elixir, if he cured them, if he treated them with respect. And the result? They burned him alive inside his apothecary. Don't make the same mistake. People will always stab you in the back the moment you look away. They should be used, not bowed to!"

"And now you're going to try and marry me off to David again," she sighed.
"Exactly. The Rafar and Haran branches must intersect again. You haven't had a union in over five generations. This is a perfect opportunity to solidify David's magical gifts. Imagine if it works—in twenty years, we could have dozens of mages of his caliber! With that kind of power, our dream of Hardania won't just be a possibility, it will be inevitable!"

"Your dream, uncle. Not mine. That cursed Bull already tried to turn me into a milk cow, I won't tolerate that from one of my own kin!" Tamilla snapped.
Her uncle raised his hands defensively.

"Sorry, I didn't know about your troubles. Do you want us to help you get revenge?"
"I'll handle it myself," she said, still seething.

Silence fell in the office for a while. Then Saret refilled his glass and remarked:
"Still, this whole situation proves the base nature of people. Notice how we haven't kidnapped you, haven't coerced you, only offered a proposal with full respect to you and your branch, despite how important this is for all Hardani. Understand that. We are one people. And we will support each other. Always. Everywhere. Remember, I'm your uncle not just in words but in truth. We are all blood, even if we met too late... to my regret."

"I'll think about it," the merchant said conciliatorily. "But not anytime soon. My guild needs to establish itself in the capital first."
"Speaking of which. I take it you no longer have Bull family backing? How do you plan to handle that? With your new boy?"

"I have no agreement with the Condors, and they have no influence in the capital. I'll have to take a step back and move the branch to the suburbs, or even Renvel. Abyss, all this hassle because of these damned nobles... Wouldn't it be wonderful if they just let us work in peace?" she grumbled, and her uncle chuckled into his mustache.
"That's life. Rulers can't afford to leave trade guilds unchecked. If you like, I could arrange a merger for your guild, with you retaining the position of director."

"And which guild would you offer for the work of my life? Azure?" Tamilla asked, more out of curiosity. She'd rather die than sell her life's work.
"Aim higher. The first guild in the country. The Royal. Between us, there have been some leadership changes, so we can make the deal happen smoothly. As the manager of one of their capital branches, you'd be able to attend court balls, and with your talent... you'd become very useful."

"There you go again, uncle..." she muttered.
"Well, when you're backed into a corner, remember my words. We will always help."

She just shook her head. That kind of help would come at too high a cost and strip her of independence.
"As you wish. But without protection, your guild won't last long."

"I'm aware, Uncle. You don't have to remind me ten times."
"I care about you, dear. And I'm also glad you're not considering the Condors. I assume you know the reasons for their fall from grace?"

"To be honest... no. I think it happened twenty years ago? I had other things on my mind, like surviving," she shrugged, inwardly focusing. This information could be very useful if she planned to keep dealing with the Condors.
Saret easily picked up on her interest and pulled another bottle of wine from the cabinet.

"Well then, let me tell you a few interesting theories about how it all happened..."
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                "Don't mention your rank to anyone. Better hide your family insignias. I'll introduce you as a senior inspector, that'll let you ask about anything you want without raising suspicion, even the dumbest questions," Sarett's assistant instructed me on the way to the mine.
"Understood."

A dozen people shuffled past us, dressed in ragged clothes and shackled together by a single chain. They looked exhausted and sickly, just as you'd expect from penal laborers.
"Halt! Who goes there?" shouted a guard stationed at the mine entrance.

"Unscheduled inspection."
"Inspection?" the guard repeated suspiciously, giving me a wary look. "He doesn't look like an inspector."

Time to play my part.
I pulled a silver coin from my pocket and tossed it to the guard.

"Excellent vigilance, soldier," I said, turning to the assistant. "I'm satisfied with the quality of the guard, let's continue the inspection inside."
"Of course. Go ahead…" The assistant shoved the guard aside and politely waved me through.

The stench of unwashed bodies, dust, and the flickering shadows cast by smoky torches clung to the stone walls. The caves opened into wide galleries or narrowed into tight passages. The farther we descended, the louder the sound of pickaxes striking stone.
"Wait, sir inspector," the assistant called as I was about to duck into another narrow corridor between galleries. A minute later, a filthy man emerged, dragging a small cart filled with stone fragments. I understood why I had been stopped. The passage was narrow, perfectly sized for that cart, not an inch more.

I reached into the prisoner's load and sifted through the rocks. Nothing. Just plain limestone. No trace of iron.
"Please, we can proceed," the assistant said and led me onward.

We continued descending. The air grew heavier. Naturally, no one had bothered with ventilation, even though magic would probably make it easier than in my own, magicless world. But no one cared.
We reached another gallery, where breathing came a little easier.

Nearby, a bell rang, and the sound of pickaxes ceased.
From the closest excavation site, workers poured out, driven by a whip-wielding overseer in leather armor. Spotting the higher-ups, the overseer lashed even harder, the whip cracking over the ragged clothes on the slaves' backs — clothes that did little to soften the blows.

Strangely, although the prisoners held pickaxes and shovels in their hands, they only flinched silently at each strike, never trying to resist.
"You're in luck, sir. We came down just in time. The workers have broken into a new vein. Come."

At the end of the tunnel, a robed man was feeling the wall with his hands.
"Hit here," he instructed the overseer, who then slammed a pickaxe into the rock. A strangely high-pitched chime rang out, and metal shimmered among the stone.

The mage placed his hand against it, and the metal began to flow, hovering in the air and streaming into a cart nearby. Once it was filled, the mage stepped back and wiped the sweat from his brow.
"That's it. Next one in an hour. I'm more drained than usual today."

The overseer bowed and hauled the cart away.
I approached the hole in the wall, which had widened slightly during the extraction.

"Step aside, friend," I told the mage blocking the way.
"And who the hell are you?"

"Inspector."
"What kind of inspector?"

I moved to push past him, but Sarett's assistant quickly stepped between us.
"Inspector from the very top," he said meaningfully, wagging a finger at the mage.

"Nonsense," the mage grumbled but stepped aside, letting me examine the… pure steel?
I touched the metal, and my head nearly split in two. There was so much of it. No, a ridiculous amount. Vast, gallery-sized deposits. Had they really mined this much from the mountains already?

I recoiled. The sheer volume of steel overwhelmed my senses. Better to analyze the portion already extracted, but the cart was too far away now.
I caught my breath, refocused, and touched the mass again.

This time, I didn't try to grasp it all at once. I focused on what was nearby. Step by step, I began to understand three things:
First: This was indeed steel, not iron.

Second: It emitted a strange glow only perceivable through a Source. It fluctuated — stronger in some areas, weaker in others. Where it weakened, I sensed rust…
Third: The mass was heterogeneous, like a clump of melted, fused materials.

My head pounded again, and I stepped back to rest.
"To grasp a load like this, one needs great experience, sir inspector. This vein is very fresh, even someone as powerful as you would struggle with it. Once it's half-exhausted, it'll be much easier," the mage said, both groveling and bragging.

I ignored him and reached out again, trying to understand through my Gift what I was seeing.
A heartbeat…

Step by step…
And I saw. Twisted, fused, entangled blades. Torn, smeared, flattened armor, helmets, and shields. Something enormous, resembling a giant human hand. Some things fused so thoroughly you couldn't tell what they were. Just a chaotic tangle of warped lines.

I closed my eyes and pulled back.
"Tell me, have you ever found intact items in this mine? Swords, for example?"

"Oh, you've heard the legends?" the mage replied."Legends?"

"Yes, they say the king's crown was found in one of these mines, though not ours, of course. Those stories are fairly common, but hard to verify. If a mage suddenly extracts a sword from a steel deposit, how do you prove he didn't create it himself? Maybe once they were artifacts, but some force turned them into what we see now, just scrap metal with a faint magical residue."
The mystery of the steel mines that had been gnawing at me was finally partially revealed. In a sense, I had been right: there were no actual steel mines. Someone had already extracted all this metal as ore, smelted it, forged it into weapons and armor, and... what happened? Why did these heaps of metal end up buried deep underground?

Thinking about it was pointless.
"I've seen all I needed. Your professionalism will be noted in the report. Let's return."

The assistant and the mage bowed deeply, and we began the long winding journey back to the surface.
On the way, I passed another group of slaves, worn thin from mistreatment.

Yes, I had seen all I needed. And things I hadn't wanted to see, I saw those too.





Workers loaded sacks straight onto horses' backs, kicking up clouds of yellow dust that made it impossible not to sneeze.

"ACHOO!" Tamilla sneezed behind me.
"Bless you," I responded automatically.

"Thanks... Mind if I ride behind you? I'm not feeling so well..."
Seemed the lady had drunk a bit more than she should have, and we hadn't brought any wagons. Honestly, I hadn't expected this much sulfur. Sarett had sent us six full sacks, around forty kilos each. Considering how little sulfur is needed for gunpowder, that problem was solved. And once the first caravan reaches the valley... hoo boy. Not only would we have enough for rubber, we could start thinking about sulfuric acid too.

The only thing slightly spoiling my mood was the method they used to extract it. Speaking of which:
"Tamilla, what do you think of the workers here?"

"Don't even think about buying them out!" she flared up immediately.
"Pfft. That hadn't even crossed my mind. I can't go around saving everyone I meet. But still... what do you think?"

"Forced labor isn't very efficient economically..." she started cautiously.
"But?" I prompted the obvious continuation.

"But considering that slave shipments come in continuously and for free, from a production standpoint, they're a costless resource. I can't blame Sarett, his approach is rational if you're maximizing profit."
"I see," I said, a bit disappointed.

"Hey, I said I would've done it differently..." She struggled up onto the horse and grumbled, "Where did you come from? I already get scolded by merchants for being too humane, and now you make me look cold in comparison. Were you raised in a greenhouse or something?"
I made a mock gesture like I was about to flick her forehead, but couldn't quite reach her from my saddle.

In truth, she was right, my views were too soft for this world. Many would see them as weakness. Which meant only one thing:
I'd have to crush any opposition twice as hard, so no one would even think that softness meant fragility.

I cast one last look at the mines.
Tamilla was wrong to think I was planning to free the slaves. Even if Sarett had offered to sell them to me, I would've declined. These people were already lost, their eyes were empty. That group of slaves being whipped... they had pickaxes and shovels. Ten of them. Against one overseer with a whip.

If any of them had shown the slightest sign, even tried to dodge the lash, I swear on my Gift I would've helped and bought them without a second thought. But they just silently endured the blows and trudged along like cattle resigned to slaughter.
Nothing could help them now. Give them a musket instead of a pickaxe, and they'd just stand there, the same lifeless look in their eyes, never fighting back. They'd never make soldiers. They'd already chosen their path. And I had no use for that kind.

I turned away and tried to banish the thoughts from my mind.
"So, Sarett is your uncle?" I asked, trying to steer away from the gloom.

"Oh, not exactly. See, all Hardans are considered blood relatives. But our kinship is so distant there's no word for it, only the Hardan language has specific terms. So, two Hardans of equal rank are always brothers or sisters. A younger one calls the elder uncle, the elder calls the younger nephew. And in special cases, one Hardan may even become a father figure to another. So, Sarett isn't my uncle, not in the sense most people would use."
"Got it," I said, and climbed onto my horse.

"Ow!" she yelped in protest when she got the flick I'd promised.
"Hold on tight."

"My chest gets in the way," she complained.
"Huh, works just fine for me," I smirked, then gave the order to move out. The last soldier led Tamilla's horse, burdened with two sacks.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon. Hopefully, we'd reach the camp without any more surprises.





Falling Stone – POV
Border of the Second and First Duchies, outskirts of Datzig.
"And this is the First Duke's elite?" The Duchess, clad in full plate armor, lifted a severed human head and tossed it aside with distaste, onto the pile of corpses that just minutes ago had been a knightly squad.

"Apparently, my spies misled me... I will initiate purges," replied the Second Duke, wearing lighter armor.
He, too, was perplexed. Together with his wife, they had prepared for much fiercer resistance.

The First Duke's squad, who had brazenly and carelessly trespassed into the Second's territory, had been simply wiped out. Their anti-magic wards were so weak that the Archmage squeezed a dozen knights out of their armor like rotten crabs. The rest, including the chimeras, he left to his wife, for sport.
She gleefully steamrolled the creatures, reveling in their blood, tearing off riders' skulls with her bare hands. Some tried to use their Gifts to gain even a sliver of a fighting chance, but the Archmage suppressed all their powers, allowing his wife to display her skill in relative safety.

The fleeing infantry was struck by a masterfully executed Steel Storm. Tungsten-hardened pellets, spinning in a spiral, whipped up a real whirlwind and turned the retreating men-at-arms into mangled piles of flesh inside torn armor. It seemed these poor fools had no protection whatsoever.
Just a few minutes, and it was all over.

Unfortunately or not, the world worked in such a way that, in the face of a significantly higher-ranked warrior, numbers didn't matter. If a full Archmage arrived on the battlefield with a fifth-rank warrior, it didn't matter how many Senior Adepts opposed them. The only chance the First Duke's forces had was if he showed up in person.
Even then, something told the Archmage that their duo would still come out on top.

"Maybe it's part of a cunning plan? He wanted us to kill his troops so he could accuse us before the king?" the Duchess mused, wiping blood from her hands.
"I doubt it, Ari. All my spies reported that this squad intended to take the city. Besides, they entered our lands, we're within our rights."

That the First would attack was obvious even without a spy network. Anyone well-versed in politics could have predicted the location. Datzig had long been crawling with the First Duke's agents, trying to bribe everyone from local officials to major merchants and guildmasters. They were all promised safety in exchange for inaction and submission when the green-silver banners of the Second Duke were replaced by the red-bronze of the First.
The Second Duke had traveled to Datzig incognito with his wife, simply waiting for the First to make his move. He had no intention of surrendering his city to that arrogant pig and didn't care what ties he had to the royal family. The Steiger family, to which the Second Duke belonged, also had royal connections, if not in this generation, then in others. Such brazen aggression had to be stopped and punished as publicly as possible.

Suddenly, the sound of wings came from behind the forest, and a griffin burst out at full speed, frantically flapping its wings. It carried its rider farther and farther away from the battlefield.And there's the commander of those losers!

The flier's escape speed was so great that the Archmage realized he couldn't reach him.
"Together!" he shouted to his wife, instantly shaping a sharpened steel spike from metal. It was time for their signature combat maneuver.

Arielle grabbed the projectile, assumed her stance, and took aim.
By now, the rider on the griffin had climbed hundreds of meters, becoming a more difficult target with every passing second. The Archmage slashed his own forearm, and blood generously soaked the projectile.

"Now!"
Arielle hurled the spike with all her strength, sending it flying with a speed that would make fortress ballistae jealous. The Duke focused his Gift, adjusting the trajectory according to the rider's movements. The blood extended the range at which he could influence the projectile, but even that wasn't enough. One final push at the edge of his strength and for several long seconds, the spike flew on momentum alone, inexorably closing the distance.

Impact! The steel spike pierced the beast's chest, and with a plaintive shriek, it spiraled downward. The rider, tied to the saddle, screamed in terror, though the distance made it barely audible.
"Bullseye," Arielle grinned.

"Of course, dear," the Duke replied, not mentioning he had aimed for the rider.
"Hm," she frowned suddenly, still watching the falling figure with her sharp gaze. "We weren't aiming for a war between houses, right?"

"What's wrong?"
"I think your spies were right. This wasn't a decoy squad," the Duchess said thoughtfully, teasing her husband, who lacked her keen sight.

"Just say it!"
"I think that screaming idiot is the Heir Marquess of the First Duchy."

"Are you sure?"
"Almost. Think he'll survive?"

The Duke estimated the altitude. The chances were slim, but nobles tended to be surprisingly durable compared to commoners.
A heavy crash echoed — the unlucky rider had met the ground.

"Well, shall we go finish him off if he survived? The head of an heir would be a fine message to the First Duke: don't even think about crossing us," Arielle said with a savage grin.
The Second Duke shook his head and pulled a healing potion from his belt.

"We don't want a war between houses, dear. Let's hope he survived."
"Seriously? We're supposed to swallow this? That bastard trespassed on our lands!" the warrior-woman protested.

"Don't worry. The First Duke will pay... dearly, including for his heir if he's alive. But war is not part of my plan."
"Fine, let's go," Arielle muttered and walked straight over the corpses toward the griffin's crash site, secretly hoping the marquess would die in agony before they arrived.

The Duke followed her, carefully stepping around pools of blood.
"By the way, I received a report you'll like," he said, trying to lift her mood.

"That that bitch Bathory got roasted like a kebab on a grill?"
"Er, no. Something else. Red Riding Hood reported that the contract is complete. Young Condor is feeding worms — or more likely, considering her Gift, scattered to the winds."

The Duchess slowed her pace.
"Strange. I don't feel any change. The threat still looms over us."

She stopped and turned to her husband.
"In fact, it almost feels stronger," she said with confusion.

The Duke laughed.
"Told you, the Condors have nothing to do with it. There's no way such insignificant people could impact our fate so much. If you want, we can kill the Count too, but it would be pointless, I assure you."

"But I definitely sensed it..."
"Maybe you saw something the Condors only provoked, not caused," the Duke interrupted.

"I don't know, I really don't..." the Duchess waved it off.
The Duke wrapped his arm around her steel-clad waist.

"Don't worry. We'll handle everything. Do you trust me?"
"Yes..." She removed her helmet and leaned in for a kiss.

The kiss was interrupted by a pitiful cry.
"Please, help me! I'm begging you!" came a voice from the nearby bushes. The rider's legs had been crushed under the griffin's body, but he seemed otherwise unharmed. Fate had smiled on the Second Duke. Now the ball was in the First's court, and it was up to him to decide — would there be a War of Houses?

"Can I kill him?" Arielle asked, clearly annoyed that the Marquess had interrupted them.

"Next time, dear. Next time..."
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                "Volley!" I command, and the triggers are pulled one by one, striking sparks.
The shots ring out slightly out of sync, something we'll need to improve. The ten plate-armored soldiers I've selected are wrapped in a cloud of gunpowder smoke, and the bullets whistle toward the tree I designated as a target. Splinters and bark fly in all directions, but all ten rounds hit the mark.

No surprise there: for this first round of practice, I chose a close target, about fifteen meters from our line to the tree. At that distance, hitting it isn't hard... Though, even so, some of them barely grazed the bark instead of putting a shot dead center.
"Reload! Half charge!"
The soldiers lower their guns to the ground and pull paper cartridges from their makeshift bandoliers. Bite, pour, ram—ready to fire again.
"Cocks back! Aim!"
The squad bristles with barrels.
"Fire!"

The beleaguered tree takes another round of hits. Time to make the target more challenging. The trees a hundred meters out should do.
"Clean your guns and reload! Full charge!"

The guardsmen again lower their smoky guns. And speaking of those, it's worth explaining in more detail.
Once we finally had enough powder to spare some for training, a pressing question arose: what should we arm the soldiers with? Without overthinking, I settled on muskets, with the long-term goal of turning these men into instructors for peasant levies.

But a small problem cropped up. Sure, I could make the musket, but who would carve the stock? We didn't have a single carpenter in the entire caravan. Even the artisan who worked on the core's insulation threw up his hands, saying wood wasn't his field. Honestly, I didn't want to involve him too deeply anyway, so I didn't press the issue. Instead, I brought the soldiers some logs, showed them a metal prototype, and promised five silver pieces for every usable stock, hoping the issue would resolve itself.
For several days, every rest stop echoed with flying shavings and colorful cursing. On the third day, they brought me crooked, mangled pieces—I nearly tore my hair out. Paid a silver apiece for effort and gave up. To hell with it, we'll make the whole thing out of metal. After all, my revolver was full-metal too.

But when I felt the weight of the finished musket, I realized that was a terrible idea. Sure, it could shoot, but soldiers also had to use it for melee, and guns are already less practical than spears. This was just plain unwieldy. I had to lighten it.
I made the stock hollow and even turned the butt into a folding mechanism. Making the fore-end metal seemed idiotic, it would heat up, but I did it anyway. It wasn't just to avoid touching a hot barrel, but also to make the gun easier to hold. And if it got hot... well, we'd wrap it in leather or something.

Taking the first prototype, I picked a guardsman who knew how to handle a spear and presented him the thing.
The firepower won unanimous praise, but as a melee weapon, the soldier trashed it.

At first, politely and with hints. But when I gave him permission to speak freely, he went full-on profane. The folding buttstock, in particular, earned his scorn.
"How the hell am I supposed to smack someone with this thing if it keeps folding up?" he asked, bewildered.

I didn't bother reminding him that there was also a bayonet. He had a point, anything goes in battle, and the buttstock sees plenty of action.
So the musket went back to the drawing board. I almost gave up on weight and made the butt fully solid when I suddenly remembered a fascinating real-world oddity I'd seen in a museum, a gun-axe.

Only, in my case, the axe wouldn't be mounted on the muzzle, it would be the butt.
Why not? All my soldiers wore armor, so having the axe-head close to their chest wasn't a big deal, steel plates stood between flesh and steel. And the impact it could deliver!

Most of Hornet's men had already preferred axes before I met them, so a shooting weapon on a long haft was perfect. They weren't peasants, they knew how to swing metal. At first glance, it was such an ideal setup that I walked around all day grinning like an idiot at my own brilliance.
However, field testing these unusual wonder-weapons revealed some... unforeseen upsides, and plenty of flaws.

Meanwhile, the formation scrubbed their barrels and bit open paper cartridges, paper I'd wheedled out of Tamilla. (She fought like a lioness over her documents, but ultimately surrendered a couple of ledgers for the cause.) Powder poured in, followed by bullets that slid down with ease...
And that was our first unforeseen flaw.

Let's take a quick historical detour for context. During the wars of old, line infantry always cast bullets slightly smaller than the barrel. Precision loads, tight wads, and careful ramming were the domain of sharpshooters and hunters.
For marksmen, tight barrel fit was crucial. Any gap meant the bullet bounced against the inside of the barrel, lost its shape, and veered off course. A miss.

But in a firing line, aiming at massed enemies, no one cared if your bullet hit the exact man you aimed at or his neighbor. All that mattered was that it flew in the general direction of the enemy.
So they prioritized speed and reliability. Sure, the bullet rattled a bit inside, but at least it wouldn't jam while loading. Imagine a fight breaks out and your bullet turns out just a bit too wide and gets stuck. You try to ram it in, but the soft lead just warps and wedges itself tighter halfway down the barrel. That's it. You're done. You can't fire, and trying might blow the gun apart in your hands.

Better to guarantee it's a bit loose than risk that.
Of course, a proper setup helped, layers of felt wadding after the powder, then the bullet. But that's a luxury for a sniper who can spend a whole minute prepping his shot. A regular soldier doesn't have time. Maybe he'll do the first load properly, but the second—when the enemy's already charging with bayonets and every second counts? No one wastes time. Powder in, bullet in, done.

Yes, there's the risk of leftover embers igniting the next load early. But the risk of getting a bayonet in the gut? A lot more likely.
This continued throughout the entire era of smoothbore firearms. Rank-and-file soldiers used smaller bullets to shoot inaccurately, but en masse, while the sharpshooters, who eventually got their hands on rifled muskets, would spend minutes carefully hammering bullets into barrels with a wooden mallet to make a single accurate shot.
But military science didn't stand still. Expanding bullets like the Minié or Nessler types were developed. I chose the latter for my own troops.

Instead of a simple ball, this bullet had a shape resembling a cap. Because it was smaller than the barrel's diameter, it dropped easily onto the powder and didn't need to be rammed down, risking a jam. Thanks to the hollow in the base, it expanded when fired and tightly sealed the barrel walls, making even smoothbore muskets accurate at distances of up to two hundred meters... and all without rifling.
I wasn't training snipers after all, and I didn't need more than two hundred meters of effective range.

Only, there was a problem. Before firing, our bullets were smaller than the barrel too, just like in Napoleonic line infantry. They didn't suffer the same accuracy issues, but...
In melee, our guards fought with the barrels pointed downward, and the bullets would simply fall out. The powder often followed right after.

Wadding or not, after a few wide swings of a musket-axe butt, the charge would shift. Even if it didn't fall out entirely, you'd have to be both brave and foolish to try firing it afterward. And no clever tricks would help. Add a special latch to seal the barrel? Fine. But if you'd gone into close combat, you wouldn't be able to shoot immediately. You'd need to re-tamp the charge, or worse, reload from scratch.
That was flaw number one.

Meanwhile, the formation had reloaded their musket-axes and taken up ready stances again, pressing the axe-heads against the flattened plates of their armor so the "butts" wouldn't slip.
But the design had its advantages too.

For one, such a massive chopping end balanced the weapon, like a pommel balances a sword.
And the armor meant the soldiers didn't suffer from recoil, allowing us to increase shot power.

"Volley!"
The roar of shots echoed again, and distant trees caught more lead.

"Now switch to melee. Any tree that was hit, chop it down, saw it up, and haul it to Mistress Ashe. She needs fuel for boiling down saltpeter and prepping charcoal. Move!"
The soldiers shifted their grip to the leather-wrapped handles near the barrels and charged into the woods.

Those leather grips were another adaptation, born from dealing with a new flaw. The barrels had become so hot that, when I gave the order to prepare for melee after prolonged shooting, the soldiers dropped their weapons, grabbing at the barrels with a cry. Even their gloves didn't help.
This was our third training session, and I'd already fixed most of the issues from the prototype batch. I reinforced the trigger guard, made the flintlock heavier and sturdier. Sadly, no matter how deep I embedded it into the mechanism, it still stuck out and could easily be damaged in battle.

I watched as the men enthusiastically hacked at the tree trunks with their musket-axes. Like it or not, I had achieved the most important thing: they respected the new weapon, not treating it as a weird toy.
Getting there was surprisingly simple. Right after their first few test shots, I ordered them to take off their breastplates and use them as targets.

I can't say what exactly went through their minds as they rubbed bruises from the musket's harsh recoil and stared at the holes in their armor, but since then, they'd treated the weapons seriously. As for the armor, I repaired it quickly enough, though they had to repaint it. Unfortunately, I couldn't restore the enamel chipped off by the bullets.
Wood splinters flew in all directions, and the nearest tree crashed down, its broad branches snapping with a crunch.

Well then, I hope they chop down enemies with just as much energy...





"Again?" Ashe asked gloomily as the soldiers began unloading fresh-cut branches and logs beside her fire, where a massive cauldron of future saltpeter was boiling away.

I silently pointed to the cart, still overflowing with top-grade... material.
Ever since shooting drills began, we needed more and more powder. I planned to arm all my soldiers with musket-axes. Or rather, add them to their arsenal. Til's squad, already equipped with blunderbusses, fully supported the idea. When asked how they planned to carry it all, they had a simple answer: better too much than not enough.

Fair enough. I had no objections.
I tripled Ashe's salary. Without her powers, there was no way we could have evaporated and refined everything this quickly. That said, she didn't seem particularly interested in the money, unlike the chance to personally experiment with gunpowder.
"Any progress, by the way?" I asked, picking up a half-empty pouch. It had been full this morning.

"Crap results. Burns too fast, hard to control. But I came up with a trick. Want to see?"
"Go on," I said, making a mental note. If black powder burned too quickly for her, then something like dynamite would be completely unmanageable. Which was actually good news: if we ever faced fire mages, they might detonate our powder, but wouldn't be able to direct the full force of the explosion against us. For Ashe, a thermite-based mixture would probably be a better heat source than gunpowder anyway.

Lost in thought, I didn't notice at first that she was holding out her hand expectantly.
"What?"

"The powder."
"Ah, right." I handed her the pouch I was still holding.

She took it and walked off toward the edge of the woods, where I had been drilling the soldiers.
"Where are you going?"

"Away from here. You don't want me blowing up the camp, do you?"
Intrigued, I followed. That pouch was barely enough for ten musket shots. What could she possibly blow up with it?

Ashe stopped about twenty meters from the nearest tree and, with one sweeping motion, fanned the powder out while igniting it. A deafening bang followed, and the sparks were so bright they dazzled my eyes.
A gust of wind slammed into my back, even though I had been standing just behind her, and the trees ahead bent and creaked. Leaves shot into the air in a swirling column, followed by twigs and debris flying over the forest edge.

The nearest tree couldn't withstand the blast. The ground heaved, roots tore free, but it didn't fall. It just leaned onto its sturdier neighbors.
"Whew. So? Would you believe I'm a Junior Air Mage?"

Blinking dust from my eyes, I surveyed the aftermath of what she had called a trick. A strip of turf had been completely stripped away, but the trees stood firm. Would that be enough to stop cavalry? Maybe light cavalry. Heavy units in armor would just be slowed down.
"If I give you more powder, can you make it stronger?"

"Easy. Give me a couple more pouches like that and you won't be able to tell my wind blast from a weak real air mage."
"And if I give you a barrel, could you reach full mage level?"

"A barrel?" She thought for a moment, then shook her head. "Nope. More likely it would blow me up than hit anything I aimed at."
"Fair. If you keep up the good work, I'll give you a surprise. Something that'll make gunpowder look like party confetti."

"Awesome!" she shouted, clearly delighted.
And that's when I hesitated, hand still on her bright red hair.

Something was wrong.
A weird sense of unease settled over me. I scanned the woods but saw nothing suspicious. Nothing that would justify the way my instincts were bristling. I checked the seal. It was still there, glowing faintly. Weaker than when I had patched it using that goblin shaman's crystal in the nameless village, but intact. That sword still hung over me, but it hadn't stirred in a long time. And we were just a week and a half from proper capital-trained healers.

So what was it?
I inhaled deeply.

The whole camp reeked of saltpeter leaching and boiled-down slurry, but something felt off. There was something missing in the smell around me.
Sulfur.

That was it. The faint, acrid scent that should have been present... wasn't. I tried to dig deeper into that gut feeling, to analyze why it disturbed me, but was interrupted by a woman's voice.
"Viscount Condor, may I speak with you in private?" came the sound from behind. It was Tamilla, and she looked unusually serious.

"Oh, I'll head back then. Got crystals to boil," Ashe said cheerfully, dashing off toward camp.
"Don't forget to heat the press. Sulfur has to melt to soak the powder slab, but don't overheat it, or it'll all explode!" I shouted after her.

"Got it! And don't forget the cool stuff you promised me!" she yelled back, waving her arms.
"Kindergarten," Tamilla muttered once Ashe was out of sight.

"So, what did you want to talk about?" I asked sternly. Her arrival had broken my train of thought, and I hoped she had a good reason.
She was silent for nearly a minute.

"Are you sure the core needs to go to the King?" she finally asked, answering my question with one of her own.
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                A Quarter Century Ago. The Capital of the Kingdom. Throne Room
The hastily summoned courtiers whispered among themselves, this royal convocation had come suddenly and without warning. Of the high nobility, only the First Duke was present in the throne room. Instead, it was unexpectedly full of knights and baronets from the Condor County.

The Count himself was also present, and to the great surprise of the gathered crowd, he was not standing at the King's right hand but kneeling before him. The traditional place of the Condors was taken by the Queen, who did not bother to hide her satisfied smile.
"As of today, I declare that the Condor forces are to be disbanded, and their wing of the Capital Guard shall receive new leadership. The Fourth Duke will assume their command," the King proclaimed.

A murmur swept through the hall, while the Count, whose temples had gained more gray in recent weeks, remained silent, kneeling.
His Source ached, still damaged from a lost duel, but the Count uttered not a word in protest. The King continued.

"Despite the Condors' transgressions, I do not wish to punish you, vassals of the County. You are permitted a choice: either pledge allegiance to a new liege or remain loyal to the old one. But know this, if you stay, you will face the same fate. You will be forbidden to maintain any forces beyond your basic guards."
"But how are we to defend our villages then?" asked a bold young knight dressed in the black and white colors of the Condors.

The Queen stepped forward.
"No one is taking your lands. The King will not break the law. To ensure peace and order on Condor lands, my nephew, the Marquis Short, will oversee them. He will also ensure that royal edicts are carried out and that no one attempts to circumvent them."

Standing among the other nobles, the stick-thin Marquis gave a solemn nod.
"I will care for the lands as the Royal Family commands. You need not worry."

The Condor vassals froze in contemplation. They had not been told the reason for their sudden summons to the capital, and these revelations came as a shock. A few renounced their oaths, drawing scornful glances, but the majority remained.
The King cast a meaningful look at the Count. The moment of disgrace had arrived.

"I renounce my duties as liege and release you from your duties as vassals. You should not pay the price for my house's mistakes."
"Your lands will remain yours," the Queen interjected.

Deep down, the Count had hoped the vassals would refuse to obey, that something would happen to break the already signed agreements… but most knights only exhaled with relief.
"It is wiser to swear loyalty to Short. This decision will help us weather the crisis with minimal loss," the Queen continued pressing, while the King remained silent.

Count Condor flinched and realized he was dreaming.
That dream. Again that cursed dream.

Could he have done something differently back then to avert the threat from his house and the kingdom?
"You could have," the King answered his thoughts. "Circumstances have changed, and I've decided to heed your suggestion."

"Darling, you've finally made the right choice!" the Queen clucked.
The Count rose from his knees. Only four people remained in the throne room: the royal couple, himself, and the First Duke. The rest had vanished like mist.

His old nightmare had changed, none of that had actually happened. Twenty-five years ago, he had merely watched in silence as his vassals betrayed his house, one by one. Betrayed, on his own order...
"Which suggestion?" the Count asked the King.

It wasn't that he had forgotten. It wasn't that he had forgotten. Back when they'd discussed that thorny situation, Condor had proposed many options. But they chose the one that clipped his house's wings and the Queen had played no small part in that.
"The very one, to dispose of the child. Brother, bring him in," the Queen said.

"You were against this, Robert!" the Count challenged the King directly.
In life, he would never have dared speak so, but this was only a dream…

"Circumstances have changed," the King repeated vacantly.
The Count, suddenly aged, sighed. What more could he expect from phantoms of the past conjured by a restless mind? Revelations? Prophecies?

The First Duke appeared before him, holding a bundle.
"Your strike was a good one," he said.

"You and your sister will destroy this kingdom. Robert is not like his father, he fears ruling with an iron fist, fears civil war. You will gnaw away at the kingdom, prying one concession after another from its foundation until it collapses," the Count spat the truth at his enemy. A pity he could say it only in a dream.
"Do your duty, Condor. Or is your house no longer willing to sacrifice for the Kingdom?" came the vile voice of the Queen, the wretch who had killed his daughter and wanted to kill his grandson.

The Count took the bundle in his hands.
To accuse the Condors of being unwilling to sacrifice for the Kingdom was like accusing a Hardan of generosity. He would do what had to be done.

In dream or waking life.
The old Count unwrapped the bundle.

But instead of a child, there lay a horned demon.





The Count opened his eyes, heart pounding madly in his chest. Demons and the Abyss, what a stupid dream.

Beyond the stained-glass window, deep night swirled. But the Count rose and began putting on his robe. He knew his body well, once awake, he wouldn't fall asleep again. That meant it was time to get to work… and perhaps give a few lazy servants a proper scolding.
The sleepy guard stationed at his door was the first to get an earful.
A boy ran past, clearly angling for a scolding, but to the Count's surprise, there wasn't a trace of sleep in his eyes.
"Milord, while you were resting, new reports arrived, along with a letter," the boy reported.

"Tch. From whom?"
"Sealed with Count Noyce's crest, milord."

Unlikely the kid had memorized all the noble seals, more likely he'd asked one of the older servants. But he'd had the sense to do so. Not bad.
The Count nodded and headed for his study. That street rat his grandson had dragged in from the city was proving more useful than not. With the right discipline, and enough lashes, he might just make a fine servant.

The lord entered his study and lit the arcane lamp. On a night this dark, he had no interest in saving coin by working by candlelight.
The letter lay squarely in the middle of the desk. The Count picked it up, and the image of the sender rose in his mind: a man with enormous, bushy red mustaches that did little to distract from his equally enormous nose, in every sense.

What could that gossipmonger possibly have to say that was of any use?
The Count set the letter aside and turned to the reports.

Recruitment was proceeding sluggishly. The only ones enlisting were weaklings and rabble. Hardly surprising, he no longer had lands to offer strong warriors as reward.
His thoughts drifted back to that damned dream.

It was never supposed to happen like this. The Marquis was meant only to supervise the lands, nothing more. And for the first few years, that's exactly what he did. But then…
The remaining loyal craftsmen were bought out. The most principled suffered entirely accidental fires. Caravans were ambushed by "unknown" assailants. Eventually, the Marquis outright seized the city. It caused quite the scandal, quickly buried with help from the Queen and the First Duke.

Anyone who supported the Condors had been sent a very clear message: stay out of it.
For nearly a decade afterward, the Marquis kept his head down, but that fortress was a constant thorn in his side, a reminder of whose city it truly was.

That swine, bloated both literally and figuratively, even dared to demand that the House of Condor abandon their stronghold. In return, he promised an estate and full provisioning. As if anyone could believe him.
What followed the refusal were two attempts at siege. Not by the Marquis's troops, of course. No, just your average bandits who somehow, under Short's watch, managed to get right up to the fortress walls. And promptly got themselves slaughtered.

There was no third attempt. The King himself arrived and gave the overreaching Marquis a thorough dressing-down. From then on, Short was not only barred from approaching the fortress, but also required to pay a share of the income from what were now former Condor lands.
Naturally, like every royal decree and contract, the Marquis honored this only as long as people were watching. The flow of gold dwindled, and after the incident with his son Kazimir, it stopped entirely under some contrived pretext.

Not that it mattered.
The Count lived simply, and there was enough gold in the coffers.

The problem was land. You can't recruit knights without offering them land. Few would serve for gold alone.
The lord found himself once again considering Baronet Hornet. A friend wouldn't refuse. He might not be as strong as the Count would like, but his company could serve as a core around which to rebuild an army. Once others saw that the Condors had something resembling a force again, stronger warriors might follow, eager for a share in future lands.

Because the old Condor had no intention of leaving his lands in Short's hands.
The Count sighed and tossed the roster aside in frustration. With weaklings like these, he wouldn't even retake a village, let alone a city. And still no word from Hornet.

He'd even been forced to hire the shadow guild to sniff around and find out what was happening beyond Clemen's lands, but still no word had come. His entrenched pessimism whispered that the eventual report would read, "Your grandson is drinking and carousing at the estate of his dear friend, Baron Clemen, while Hornet's squad was torn apart by tree spiders."
And then the King would hear of it—forget about retaking any territory. He'd be lucky to hold onto the fortress.

Distraught, the Count finally picked up the letter and broke the wax seal.
"My dear Karl von Condor,

The other day, my servants informed me of a strange caravan that passed through my lands en route to the capital. What made it strange was that it flew the Condor banners, and the guards' armor was painted in your colors. Since I knew from reliable sources that you were at your estate, I took the liberty of tracking this curious caravan.
It followed the main road for a few miles before turning toward the river, where it made camp. The soldiers rolled out massive cauldrons and began cooking something that reeked for miles. My spy tried to learn why men in Condor colors were feasting on slop, but he was punched in the nose and kicked away from the camp.

Ordinarily, I would never believe such a tale, dismissing it as slander…"
"Of course you wouldn't. Tch," the old man grunted to himself.

Count Noyce was the Kingdom's premier gossip. Whether or not he believed the stories he heard never stopped him from spreading them. Condor could wager his family name that by tomorrow, the capital would be buzzing with tales of Condor men feasting on pig slop…What was a caravan flying Condor colors doing in the southern lands? There was no way it could have returned so quickly. And if it really was his grandson, then what the hell was he thinking? Not even stopping by the castle, that was one thing. Showing himself on lands seized by Short was dangerous enough, yet he didn't even send a courier falcon.

The Count forced his thoughts back under control and skimmed the rest of the letter.
"Blah blah blah, cooperation, blah blah, assistance with provisions." Nothing of interest. Noyce was clearly trying to hedge his bets and establish friendly relations. The gossip-monger's nose was twitching in the direction of the shifting winds. But such allies were worse than some enemies.

Condor picked up a sheet of paper and penned a polite promise to consider the proposal, which in aristocratic language meant "go to hell."
Then he grabbed another and scribbled an angry letter to his grandson, demanding an explanation. Tossing the pen aside, he rang the bell.

The door opened, and the boy stepped in.
"That letter was very important. Two lashes for not waking me the moment it arrived."

The servant bowed, hiding his face, but the Count caught a flash of defiance in the boy's eyes. Yes, the boy would go far, as long as he remembered to whip him regularly. And if he had dared wake the Count earlier, he'd still have been whipped.
"Tch. No... One lash will suffice. You may go."

The door closed. The old Count rose from behind the desk. He had to climb the tower and personally send the letters. He couldn't entrust such an important task to servants.
Handing out scoldings as he went, the Lord walked through the castle.

He firmly believed that the duty of every lord was to whip his servants before they slipped into laziness and other vices. Only one maid he had recently started sparing...
The drowsy Master of Birds handed him a specially trained condor, and the letter to Count Noyce vanished into the night. The second message, however, proved more troublesome.

"Go on, fly to Randal, go!" the old man barked at the magical beast, but the condor merely cocked its head, staring at its namesake with a blank expression.
"Milord, perhaps he's forgotten. Here, blood!" a servant offered a vial collected recently, during the latest flogging.

The Count poured the blood into a bowl, and the bird eagerly dipped its beak in it.
"Tch. Now will you fly?"

The condor shifted from foot to foot, then reluctantly took to the air. The Count exhaled in relief, too soon. The bird circled the tower once, then swooped back in through the window and dropped the letter squarely onto the old man's head.
And that was a very bad sign.

"I'll punish him," the Master offered.
The Count waved it off. "No, tch. The bird isn't the problem."

Silently, the old man descended and began preparing for travel.He would have to sort this out himself.
And woe to anyone who stands in his way.





"Are you sure we should deliver the core to the King?"

"Have any reasons appeared not to?" I counter.
"Randal... do you know why House Condor ended up in its current position?"

"Tami, stop answering questions with questions. What is this, some Je... eh, Hardan habit?"
She blushed, and an awkward silence fell.

"Ahem." I broke the tension. "If you mean that the King's an asshole, then yes, I'm aware."
"I meant, Viscount Condor, that the King had no clear reason to forbid the Condors from maintaining an army. And I'll go even further, he didn't even have the formal authority. That decision went against all tradition."

"And? So he didn't. That was what, twenty years ago? Why should I care now?"
"Twenty-five. Saret has an interesting theory about why the King did it. You see, it happened right around the time you were born..." She trailed off meaningfully.

"You're saying the King doesn't actually care about any damn outpost and sent me into the Black Forest just to die?"
"Well... that's one possibility."

"Too convoluted. If he wanted me dead, there were simpler ways. Grandpa would've gladly strangled me himself if ordered. Speaking of which, any idea why the old man's so loyal to a king who wiped the floor with his house?"
"Ooh!" She perked up. "Saret and I talked about that too. I never paid it much attention before, but if you want, I can summarize."

I shuddered, recalling the full-blown lecture she'd once given me about the First Duke. Still, maybe she'd say something I didn't know. And we'd be in the Capital in a week, it was important to understand what we were walking into.
"Alright, fine. Just, please, don't start from the Age of Discord."

She threw up her hands.
"But that's exactly where we have to start! Actually, even earlier would be better, with the lead-up to the Age of Discord and the mage named Dolgikh, who made the whole era possible..."

"No, no and no. Just the essentials. In two sentences. Otherwise Asha might blow something up while we're not watching."
Tamilla rubbed her temples, gathering her thoughts.
"Mmm, are you aware that many centuries ago, metal mages rebelled against the magocracy and broke away from it? The uprising was led by six houses. The instigator was House Dorn, whose head was a High Magister uniting the bloodlines of two major metal mage families of that era, Dolgikh and Rnavir. That house later became the royal family. The descendants of four other houses are still Dukes and Marquises today. The sixth house was House Condor, which, like the Dorns, preserved its name to this day."

"You're implying House Condor was meant to be ducal too? So why didn't it happen?"
"Because the Condors' magister died in that war, or rather, sacrificed himself to ensure the uprising's success. He left no direct heirs, so his father, a lesser magister, took over. But he failed to produce a son of equal strength. As a result, the house was far weaker than the others. For the first few centuries, their status as saviors let them stand as equals and enjoy the same privileges, but even long-lived mages eventually forget gratitude. The Condors were taken under the King's protection and soon lost their independence. Ever since, you've been royal hounds... or more precisely, the King's hunting falcons. And that put Condors into constant conflict with ducal houses."

"If in all those years not one Condor turned against the throne, the King had no reason to doubt our loyalty."
"Oh, but some did. At times, they even planned assassinations. But the house always purged its own traitors, which only further weakened it. Eventually, it became too feeble for the King to use it against the Dukes. Your last Archmage was more than three centuries ago. In short, you were no longer useful."

"Fascinating. And what does any of this have to do with me?"
"Mmm... The current King favors peace and settling old grudges," she started cautiously. "Now, I'll warn you, this is only rumor, and Saret isn't fully convinced. But it's been said that your mother was supposed to marry the First Duke, to end the feud between the houses. But instead..."

"Instead, she ran off with some unknown knight?" I recalled the rumors.
"Why unknown? Saret believes it was Alex Hornet."

I laughed.
"Oh no, definitely not him."

"Why not? He was close to your family."
"Because if he had interfered with the King's plans, my grandfather would've killed him, and probably killed my mother too."

"That's another theory. Few believe she really took her own life."
This time, I didn't laugh. Grandpa might've done it.

My gaze drifted to the journal I'd tossed aside once the short days of peace gave way to the usual mountain of problems. Once I finished rearming the guard, I'd definitely read the rest. Maybe it held some clue about those times.
Especially since, before his death, Hornet had strongly hinted he knew who Randall's father really was...

"Alright, let's say we're not giving the core to the King because he's a complete asshole. What then? Hand it to one of the Dukes? The First's even more of an asshole. The Second tried to have me killed and I hadn't even done anything to him. The Third is on his deathbed. And the Fourth..."
I pictured a wiry, energetic old man who, despite being a hundred and seventy, never stopped joking and laughing at his own jokes. The court had whispered for a decade that he'd gone mad, ever since his 150th birthday when he started acting out.

Not exactly reliable.
"You could sell it to the Commonwealth, or keep it."

"If I keep it, how many days before every Duke rushes in to steal it? And what could the Commonwealth give me that the King can't? I know he's an asshole. That just means I'll have to offer the gift in a way he can't refuse, and make him give me everything I need. And I don't need much: land and people. The rest, I'll take myself."
"So, you bear him no grudge, despite how he treated your house?"

"Mmm. Nope. I don't care about the house or its grudges. If needed, I'll build my own. Besides, Grandpa's the current head. He's the one responsible. And he'll jump for joy if we hand the core over to the King."
"I see. A shame. If I were you, I'd want to keep something that valuable..." She glanced wistfully at the distant wagon.

"That's the greed talking."
"Perhaps..."

I looked toward it too. I wondered what she saw, piles of gold? That'd be silly.
The core could be far more useful, but it didn't mesh well with my knowledge. To use a core that powerful, you needed an entire ritual hall built of precious materials. Not just any hall, but one designed specifically for that core. I could try diving into Randall's memories to adapt his designs, but he'd never even seen a core of this class. What experience could he possibly have?

If I succeeded, I might eventually build something useful from it, like a magical power plant with infinite energy. But how many years would that take?
It would be far easier and faster to build a dozen regular power stations myself, fueled by coal.

So, the magical monstrosity would go to the King to strengthen my current position.

People and land were more important now than some theoretical magi-reactor later.
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                "I followed the old man for several hours. His steel whirlwind gradually weakened, just like he did. In the end, the old man collapsed into a nameless ravine, where he met his end. I approached the lifeless body. A tightly stuffed purse hung from his belt, and in his hands, a plain, battered book. It felt like I was being given a choice: the money could have made me a citizen, learn a trade, and live a quiet, happy life...

I took the book.
Bowing gratefully to the corpse and hiding it under my coat, I headed to the still burning village. I needed to find someone who could teach me to read.

By dawn, a downpour extinguished what was left of the village. The rain washed away the soot, and the rays of light allowed us to count the losses. Everyone who might've taught me was dead. The entire next day, the survivors dug graves, and I dug alongside them, the book well hidden.
On the second day, a lord arrived. Holding a handkerchief to his nose with disgust, he ordered a search of the area. The old man's looted corpse was thrown into a grave alongside the peasants he'd killed. The elder, who had lost his son, tried to protest, but the lord broke his jaw with a single strike.

"Search everyone. A master's work couldn't just vanish without a trace."
The servants turned everything upside down but found nothing.

"My lord, the Master's purse was untouched. The peasants are cowards, they wouldn't dare touch the body," the senior servant concluded wisely, albeit too late.
"Pity. Fine, round up this rabble and drive them to the Grey Hills. The goblins have wiped out the locals again..." ordered the lord. And just in case any of the lucky few who had survived both the mad mage and still had homes were tempted to return, he personally set fire to the remaining houses.

We had no choice but to leave our land, taking the few belongings we had, and head off under the watchful eyes of brutal servants."
I closed the journal and rubbed my forehead. Damn headache had been tormenting me for days. I'd hoped to distract myself with reading, but it hadn't helped. The pain crashed over me in waves, like teeth scraping across my brain.

After a few minutes sitting with my eyes closed, I opened the journal again and flipped through the pages. Lines flashed before my eyes: about how Hornet and his mother scrubbed the walls of their new home clean of the previous owners' blood, how they found two survivors of a goblin raid whose story caused several settlers to attempt escape. How they were caught, brought back to the village, and executed in front of everyone. How a knight arrived, supposedly to protect the village…
"My lord, the squad brought what you asked for!" reported a guard, easily pulling me out of the pages.

"Excellent. Have them bring it to the cauldrons," I replied enthusiastically and headed that way.
Asha was, as usual, sitting near the fire and already digging through the sack the soldiers had delivered. Had she mugged them again, the little pest?

I snatched the pouch from her hands, irritated.
"Hey! I didn't get a good look."

"You'll see soon enough," I grumbled and generously poured the sack's contents into the pot. "Add some water and bring it to a boil."
She sniffed the bark floating in the water, fished one piece out, and tossed it into her mouth. She chewed.

"Ugh, disgusting," she spat.
"Of course, it's medicine."

"Oh, makes sense. I thought we were making soup. Still no relief from the headache? Strange, mages rarely get sick..."
Ron, whom I'd consulted about the issue, was just as puzzled. Then he offered poppy milk. After some thought, I declined, deciding to try something milder first.

Like willow bark, used since ancient times as a gentle painkiller. Weaker than aspirin and full of unnecessary compounds, sure, but it was the most accessible remedy that wouldn't cloud the mind.
Once boiled, strained, and cooled with Asha's help, I downed a whole mug of the brownish liquid in one go.

"Well?"
"It's not instant. Give it at least half an hour."

"I could try burning your pain away in an instant, if you like... but your brain might boil!" she offered cheerfully, swinging her legs.
"No thanks."

My horse came up behind me and gave the back of my head a warm, wet lick.
"Ugh!" Asha exclaimed loudly. "You should really wash your hair after that!"

"Just hush, please. My head hurts."
I scratched the demon horse's mane. Damn beast was worried.

But the headache didn't go away. Not in half an hour, not in an hour.





The wagon bounced over a pothole, and the bubbling vinegar splashed out of the flask onto the table.

"Do you have to do this while moving? Can't we wait for a break?" Asha asked for what felt like the five-hundredth time today.
"Shut up and keep the fire going," I snapped, my patience shredded by the headache, repeated failures synthesizing aspirin, and her endless whining.

"Alright, alright... no need to boil over like that vinegar," she muttered and resumed heating the retort's contents.
The vinegar vapor once again coiled through the metal coil. I'd already burned my fingers trying to gauge what was happening inside, but the pain from trying to use my Gift was far worse than the burns.

"Honestly, I'd rather go back to boiling saltpeter. At least that didn't burn my throat," Asha complained again, then started coughing.
I was about to reply when the wagon abruptly stopped. Now what?

I peeked out the window and saw a city.
Renvel, called the second capital behind closed doors. The youngest city in the Kingdom of Steel.

That's because after a magical explosion tore through the real capital a few centuries ago, the powers that be decided to exile risky experimenters a good distance away. The Second Duke funded and backed the construction, and since then, the city belonged to his house, despite being built on royal land.
In just a couple of centuries, it had become the kingdom's scientific hub: academies, artifact workshops, countless mage towers. Experts from all over the kingdom, even from the Mage Commonwealth, gathered here. The only ones unwelcome? The Inquisition. While the capital remained a bastion of the Theocracy's influence, Renvel was entirely under the Mage Commonwealth's sway. Rumor has it the King himself arranged this balance...

Still, the real power in the city was the Second Duke. Though his ancestral lands lay hundreds of kilometers away, Renvel was the richest city in his domain. The only thing keeping it from rivaling the capital was its lack of access to the sea. They'd built Renvel a day's journey inland out of fear that the mages would pollute the water with alchemical waste.
Probably a wise decision. Even from here, I could see strange, shimmering clouds swirling over the tall towers.
"Finally!" Asha cheered. "I was starting to think I'd have to keep breathing vinegar forever! That's it, Randal, go find a proper healer already, enough with this nonsense."
"Oi, brat, want your teeth rearranged?"

"Bleh-bleh-bleh!" She stuck out her tongue and darted out of the wagon.
"I'll rip that tongue out!" I shouted after her.

"You won't catch me!" she jeered.
The guards in silver armor, heavy bolt-throwers slung across their backs, glanced at us in confusion, momentarily distracted from their conversation with Tamilla. Yeah, I should probably change clothes.

"No, the caravan won't enter the city, we'll stay on the outskirts, but we need passes..." I clearly heard Tamilla speaking from nearly fifty meters away. Suppressing a surge of irritation at how she was already making decisions for us, I changed quickly and joined them. The captain had already handed her some papers, sealing them with his glowing magical signet.
"Platform number four, paid for two days," he intoned with routine efficiency.

"Thank you. Viscount?" Tamilla turned to me.
"What?"

"A word?"
"Make it quick."

We stepped away from the silver-green guards.
"Still don't want to sell the cores? You won't find a better place."

To be honest, that was the last thing on my mind.
"Better tell me where to find a competent healer in this city."

"See that yellow tower? That's your place. So, about the cores?"
"Take half." After what happened with Asha, selling all of them seemed unwise. Never know when you might need another ritual.

"I'll need an escort."
"You need one, take one," I said brusquely.

"Preferably not in your house colors. And they should carry more traditional weapons. No need to spook the buyers unnecessarily..."
"Volunteers?"

Six people stepped forward. I touched each of their armors, and the paint flaked off onto the cobblestones, leaving behind polished, gleaming metal.
"Expecting a fight?" I asked Tamilla.

"Of course not!" she waved her hands defensively.
"Then leave the firearms, but take potions. Just in case. Til, you're with me."

"Randal!" Tamilla called.
"What now?"

"Take plenty of money. That man charges a fortune!"
"You think a copper's a fortune..." I grumbled, but stuffed my pouch with gold anyway.

Turns out, the healer's services really were expensive.





"Artifacts, amulets, rings, clothing, leave them on the chair. If you have any magical tattoos, tell me now or it's going to hurt. No? Good. No need to recalibrate the circle."

The healer's pretty assistants helped me undress and led me to a small chamber with a domed ceiling covered in runes, as were the walls and floor.
"Lie in the center. The golden ridge under your chest, feet touching the bronze strip... Girls, adjust the layout, please."

The rings began to spin, ritual marks shifting to fit my height. Interesting mechanism. I should remember it.
"No casting, no waving your hands, breathing... you can try. Doubt it'll work," the healer assured me and touched a faceted core on his table.

A jolt of energy slammed into me like a high-voltage wire. Forget hand-waving, I couldn't even twitch!
I lay there, teeth clenched, for eight agonizing seconds before the current finally ceased. That it?

Yeah, right.
"Switch to the second pattern, girls," said the healer in his yellow robe, and the circles began to spin again.

Another surge of pain shot through me...
"You may dress now," the healer said after the fifth shock. I struggled up from the ritual circle, muscles twitching, the headache that had briefly vanished already creeping back.

Meanwhile, the healer finished scribbling something on a scroll and handed me a board resembling a chess set, dotted with colored disks.
"Move the leftmost one forward a square. Now the right one, two back. Good..." He made more notes.

"Now push the middle one forward. With all your strength."
"I don't think..."

"You won't break it. And if you do, I'll bow before the new Merlin. Go on."
I tried to push the central disk, but my power slid right around it. Even pushing with all my strength, it moved only a couple centimeters. Looking closer, I saw familiar gray streaks in the material — isolith.

"See? Not Merlin," the healer remarked, tallying something on his abacus while I fought off a sudden spike of pain.
"Girls, please leave the room," he said to his assistants, who exchanged puzzled looks but obeyed.

"Now then, Mr. Condor. Technically, your Source isn't broken..."
"What?" I asked, but he kept talking as if I hadn't spoken.

"...The deformation from a seal placed at a young age is far more serious. I fear it's beyond repair. You said you had a Sculptor aspect?"
"Um, yes," I replied, confused. Did he see the demonic seal? Why did he think it was placed in childhood?

"You don't," he declared triumphantly.
"What do you mean I don't? That's nonsense." I raised an eyebrow.

I can reshape metal better than any other Adept. This Tamilla must've sent me to some quack!"I could show you charts," the healer said, "but this will be more illustrative." He opened a drawer and pulled out a sheet of mica, similar to the one used in the chimerologists' magical 'X-ray.'

"Take a look," he said, handing it to me.
The dark, nearly transparent mica looked like an ordinary slab of stone. No runes, no marks. Nothing.

"Um..." I started, but the healer interrupted.
"I said, look," he repeated softly. And I saw.

Something glowed softly on the sheet, like an amoeba caught mid-division.
"This is what an aspect looks like. I can't tell you whose result this is for ethical reasons, but as you can see, the aspect is well-developed."

As if I could see anything. Where was I even supposed to look? I didn't understand a damn thing. Damn doctors... They're all the same, no matter the world. The only difference is that here I don't have Google to figure it out afterward.
"And here's your result." The healer rummaged behind the core and pulled out a similar plate.

Instead of an amoeba, there was something resembling a smooth, oval rod, much more defined and regular in shape. Unlike the previous plate, this one was black, and even its core glowed faintly, half-filled with shadow. Like a dried-out shell...
"And what does the darkness mean?" I asked, a cold wave of dread crawling down my neck.

"We'll get to that in a moment," the healer said with a forced smile, though his fingers trembled slightly. "As you can see, instead of harmonious development, the seal forced your Source to flow toward the Sculptor aspect, but it lacks the characteristic bifurcated core that defines true aspects. Though I must note, your core is offset by two point four positional diagonals compared to the norm..."
"That's quite a lot," he added when he saw my totally blank expression.

"Right, got it..." I said, though I hadn't understood much. And that damned headache wasn't helping. "So this seal..."
"Was broken about a month ago. Nothing's blocking the harmonious development of your Gift anymore, but the balance is irreversibly lost."

Horrified, I turned my gaze inward, but I clearly saw the demonic seal — weakly glowing, but very much intact. Phew. Scared me there, you quack.
"I can see you don't believe me. I'm afraid the general imprint won't show you..." He took the mica sheets from my hands and handed me a scroll full of diagrams and annotations. "Here and here you can see remnants of magical constructs. And here, from this cluster of debris, it's clear that there were rituals to enhance the body. That likely played a role in destabilizing the seal. But the final blow was the core's overstrain, we can see that from the rupture line..."

He pointed to a squiggle in one part of the scroll, then to another identical one elsewhere.
"See? Absolutely identical," he concluded smugly.

All I saw were two identical scribbles made by his own hand. "Very convincing," sure.
"And what did this seal do, exactly?" I tried to keep up the charade.

"It suppressed your Gift, obviously," the healer said calmly.
It was so banal, I couldn't help snorting.

"You laugh, but it's a typical case. I see ten of these a month," he grumbled.
"So now I pay you to remove the seal and become a powerful mage?" I smirked. Classic con.

"Of course not. Weren't you listening? The seal is broken. It no longer holds back your power as a proper mage."
"A proper mage?" I chuckled.

Randal lived his whole life as a Lesser Adept, and now this guy claims he's a mage? First Master Orin bumped me to Greater Adept, now this quack jumps straight to mage.
Guess I'll be an archmage by next week.

The healer clearly didn't appreciate my attitude.
"What's the main difference between an Adept and a Mage?" he asked.

"Magical sight," I answered without hesitation.
"And what were you using to look at the test results?" he asked triumphantly.

I shut up instantly.
Shit, is he... right?

I really hadn't needed to feel anything to assess power levels lately, I'd just looked. Was that magical sight?
"Um, but I've had it since childhood... I thought that was normal," I said, confused, combing through Randal's memories.

The healer just spread his hands. "Told you."
"Alright, let's say you're telling the truth..."

"Let's say? Young man, I wrote the book on seals. If I say there was a seal, there was a seal. Just because you didn't see it... Believe me, there are thousands of ways to hide a seal from a mage."
"But it's gone now, right? Shouldn't my powers return or something?"

"Because the damage is already done. That seal made you into an artificial Sculptor of sorts. No one in your family had that aspect, right?"
"I don't think so," I said hesitantly. Grandpa definitely didn't. As for the rest — Randal didn't know.

"And as a Sculptor, you're far stronger than most mages with that aspect, correct?"
"Correct," I recalled the mage in the steel mine who had nearly fainted just pouring steel into a cart. "But I still don't get what you're saying. Explain it simply!"

The healer sighed and drew an apple on parchment.
"Alright. Let's start over from the beginning. I'll explain it like to a child, with apples. You have a very unusual case: three major problems, and I need to go through them one at a time. Let's start with the first. This is a normal apple. As you can see, it has a regular shape. But what happens if, during childhood, that is, while it's still growing — you put it inside a rectangular box?"

He drew a rectangle, and inside it, a rectangular apple.
"Um..." I began, but the healer cut me off.
"Exactly! It'll grow into this," he said, pointing at the rectangular apple. "It matures, taking on an artificial shape."

"Mmm... Got it, I guess," I nodded, still having no idea where this was going.
"Let's say its length represents your aptitude in a particular aspect. Now look here: this is what a natural Sculptor apple looks like." He drew an oval. "Compare their lengths."

"Well, mine's longer."
"Correct, but it's also smaller in height and width. That's what I meant when I said you were never truly talented as a Sculptor. That part of you was grown artificially."

"Why?"
"Someone likely thought it was the safest. You see, if you simply make the box smaller..." He slashed through the rectangle. "The remaining pressure pushes inward and can cause it to crack. The Source is great power, and not easily bound. But with this setup, you're weaker in combat, yet much stronger in crafting. A magical cripple."

"Got it. I get it," I snorted.
"Excellent. Now, let's move to the second problem, a very common one among mages. So, the apple produces juice. The bigger the apple, the more juice. But sometimes greedy mages want juice right away. So they squeeze it. Once, lightly — that can be helpful. It damages the apple slightly, but when it recovers, it grows even better. Twice in a row, or with too much force, that's dangerous. Three times, and instead of an apple, you've got puree. And puree doesn't heal."

"And I've got puree?"
"Worse. There's nothing left at all. Because there's a third problem, the most dangerous one." The healer nervously rubbed his hands. "Let's see... You said the Source recently stopped hurting, right?"

"Yeah."
"It stopped hurting because it's no longer there."

"What?"
The healer pointed to the plate showing the hollowed-out shell of my Gift.

"Planar contamination from Abyssal energy. Your Source has been eaten entirely, and now it's chewing at your core. That's why the pain moved from your chest to your head and never stops."
Cold sweat broke over me. Only hope kept me from panicking — hope that the mage was bluffing.

"And how do you treat that?" I asked, expecting him to demand a pile of gold.
"There's no treatment. Sure, the holy fathers might try to burn it out... but most likely, they'd burn you along with it. I'd say another couple of days, and I wouldn't want to be anywhere near you. Frankly, I already don't, and despite every ten seconds of our conversation costing you a gold coin... If you've got no further questions, I'd ask you to leave. And not come back. For, say, an eternity."

"Wait, what about the seal?" I asked.
"Broken a month or two ago. How many times must I repeat myself?"

"No, I meant another seal. A demonic one." I looked him dead in the eyes. He looked away.
"I found no such seal. My condolences," he muttered, flinching. Like most mages, he clearly didn't like demonologists who took things too far.

Huh. But I can see the seal. So what's going on? Why? My gut tells me I need to figure this out fast. I'll need a ritual, and... stimulants to survive it. I don't have a goblin shaman's soul on hand this time to distract and pacify the demon.
"I need a Source-forcing potion. Anything like a 'Last Breath' in stock?"

"Blood Veil. Three hundred gold."
"Three hundred? It goes for a hundred, max!"

"I could offer you a discount in three days, sell it for a hundred then. Want to wait?"
"Damn you... Fine."

"I'd rather avoid that, honestly," the healer muttered and pulled a vial from the cupboard. The solution inside looked like blood.
"I'll also need a ritual hall, for a couple of hours." I gave the diagnostic room a meaningful glance.

"Absolutely not!" the healer shouted. "Not for all the gold in the world. You'll transform in there, and when the Duke's troops arrive, they'll level the whole place. No thank you."
He looked deadly serious, ready to fight for his ritual hall.

"Fine. Then maybe tell me who would rent one out, for a generous fee."
"Hmph. Sending you to my rivals..." The healer hesitated, then waved it off. "They're not fools. No one's letting you in, don't even hope."

Damn it. Another problem out of nowhere. This is the center of magical science, there should be ritual halls everywhere.
The healer stroked his goatee thoughtfully.

"Alright. I do have an idea. I could sell you the use of a hall owned by a friend. It's in the warehouse district. Two thousand gold."
"Excuse me? I don't want to buy it, just rent it."

"You're going to wreck it, Lord Condor. That much is guaranteed. And when you start wrecking the nearby warehouses, go especially hard on warehouse five and number three. As for number four... actually, destroy that one too. Its owner called my sweet assistants whores."
I pulled the largest core out of my pouch and offered it to the now very chatty healer, who clearly anticipated some chaos in the warehouse district.

"Will this cover it?"
"Whoa, absolutely." He snatched it and handed over a rune key. "Warehouse number two."

I pocketed the key. At the door, I turned to glare at the greedy healer who'd squeezed gold from me by exploiting the crisis. And as if that wasn't enough, he even tried to use me for his own petty ends.

"I'll be back," I said, with weight. "One way or another."
"All-God forbid," the healer replied, making a warding gesture.

Yellow robes, rotten clan. I really need to remember that.

And I slammed the door behind me.
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                Looks like warehouses are the same not only in every city, but in every world. Dreary rows of uniform, barrack-like buildings.
The only thing that puzzled me was the material. The walls seemed to be cast from polished stone. It resembled concrete, but definitely wasn't. As if a solid rock had been shaped into a box... had to be magic involved. And yet, whoever built it had clearly cut corners.

A closer look revealed the flaws: uneven walls, patches of moss, fine cracks here and there. A patrol of guards making their usual rounds stopped Til and me, but showing the key was enough to silence all questions.
From the outside, warehouse number two looked like any other. But inside...

Well, I didn't know what the others held, but I doubted their floors and walls were splattered with blood. And I was pretty sure they didn't have a ritual circle with a human skull in the middle.
Our healer had been up to some curious things here, it seemed. But right now, I didn't care. After quickly checking the magical runes for functionality, I turned to Til.

"Wait outside, and... if I come out of here with horns on my head, shoot me before I do anything stupid. That's an order."
He nodded and headed for the door.

"Good luck, sir," he said, and closed it behind him.
Wasting no time, I downed the elixir I'd bought from the healer and kicked the skull into a corner. If I wanted to, I could try to figure out what had been going on here, but this wasn't the time.

I had to find out what the hell was happening with my Source. The seal looked fine, I could see that...
Laying the cores on the intersections of the lines, I lay down in the center of the ritual figure. The elixir kicked in, flooding me with strength. Showtime.

I braced myself and touched the seal.
But it just dissolved into the air, like mist in the wind.

An illusion. A damn trick!

"You finally understand, mortal," came a familiar voice in my head.
Suddenly everything vanished: the ritual circle, the bloody walls, the skull.

I floated among leaden clouds, beneath which stretched a demonic landscape. Scorched earth, melted red rock, trails of lava.
Very familiar terrain.

Opposite me floated Astarot, lazily flapping his leathery wings. The very same character from the game I had chosen to counter Samael and his team, long ago, before all this madness began.
"Too bad you arrived so early. You couldn't wait a couple more days?" the demon growled irritably.

I reached for my Source and felt nothing. I touched my face and found my old, familiar features, not the new ones I'd grown used to. Damn it. What the hell was going on? Randall's memory, which had plenty of experience with possession, held nothing even remotely like this.
"You're just a game character. Be gone and give my body back," I said firmly, staring into his fire-lit eyes.

"A game? Pha-ha. You think that was just a game? Very well. Then I'm ready to play for control over your body. But this time, the game will be played by my rules..." the demon said, and we plummeted from the sky.
A moment of disorientation, and then I was down, standing in a lava field. In my hands: a staff. On my back: angel wings. In front of me: a triumphant Astarot.

I was back in the moment of my victory. But now, that victory had become a defeat.

"You've handed me a massive advantage! Will you surrender, like that weakling we crushed before?" the demon mocked, laughing loudly.
I focused. Time froze.

To say this was a shitty situation would be an understatement. Samael hadn't surrendered for nothing back then, I had completely outplayed him. Most of the battlefield was controlled by the forces of Light. The forces of Darkness were pinned near their final three towers... But the Light's army was broken.The dark knights were pushing forward on all fronts, barely noticing resistance. No matter how hard you tried, they'd reach our towers and crush them, especially since Samael hadn't invested in defense. But every strategy had weak points.

Barely a second had passed, and I'd already sized up the situation. Adrenaline surged through me, just like in every tournament I'd ever played. I gripped the staff like a spear and lunged at Astarot.
Samael was a strong player who wasn't shy about investing resources into himself. My strategy, on the other hand, had been to starve our heroes and pour everything into economy and troops. Right now, the Demon couldn't withstand me in direct combat. I reached for my Source and, to my surprise, it responded. The Source was with me. But different. Strange. Instead of metal's usual crystalline solidity, there was a glowing mist. And a monstrous reserve, thousands of times greater than Randall's ever was.

The staff surged with piercing light.Astarot abruptly cut off his laughter and, flapping his wings frantically, fled. He understood as well as I did that if we clashed head-on right now, he was finished.

Mistake. If Samael had made the same choice in that game, I would've sacrificed myself, and still delivered victory to the team.
I ignored the coward, shot past him straight toward the tower, and unleashed all my power on it.

The black structure collapsed instantly, burying the Black Knights' reinforcements underneath. One down.
From above came Astarot's scream, brimming with impotent fury.

My companions, the Unclean and the Countess, weren't on the field, nor were Samael's paladin allies. This would be a duel.
The Black Knights stopped slaughtering what little remained of my troops and quickly formed up to defend the two remaining towers.

Another mistake. The optimal move would have been to split the knights: half for defense and half to keep pressing the attack. You're afraid of losing, Astarot, and that's why you will.
I ordered my troops to regroup, and fired a few glowing arrows at the knights. Naturally, they didn't deal any damage. The Black Knights had a shroud of darkness that grew stronger with their numbers. For my character, they were a hard counter... only Black Dragons would've been worse.

But the arrows distracted Astarot. He even sent the next wave to reinforce the towers, giving me the precious time I needed to organize a defense. I ran upgrades, improved my archers to hunters, and sold my artifact staff to bless my infantry's weapons.
The line of Black Knights surged into attack. Yet even now the demon left about a quarter of his forces guarding the rear, giving me a narrow window to slip through.

Fine.
Let's play, Astarot. You asked for this.

For the next few hours, the demon waves kept pushing forward. Human blood watered the scorched land in rivers. Units died by the hundreds, taking only a few Black Knights with them. I kited, baited, set ambushes, launched feints, flanked, retreated. The armies of darkness dwindled, slowed... only to receive reinforcements from the two remaining towers and surge anew. The enemy was recovering. Every step we gave up strengthened his position: more power nodes, more income, more strength.
But we were growing too. Our troops increased in quality, our defenses solidified. Astarot stayed back, never appearing personally on the battlefield.

Six more hours passed. The armies now stood locked in tense equilibrium across the neutral zone between light and dark. The front line barely shifted. Sometimes demonic forces reached the hastily built walls. Sometimes my cavalry pushed them back toward the border. But I didn't like it.
By my calculations, even accounting for the one-third cut in Black Knight reinforcements, even with a quarter of the demon army held in reserve, the enemy should've advanced far deeper — taken thirty to forty percent of the lands of Light, depending on how effectively I resisted.

But the front held. And that unsettled me.
I summoned two master hunters, upgraded them to master scouts, and sent them ahead. This would cost me extra casualties in the next few hours, but the intel was worth it. Once cloaked, they crept toward the enemy lines, and I thoughtfully surveyed the battlefield.

By starting my play against Samael, I had handed Astarot a superb economy and excellent troop upgrades. If I hadn't taken down that tower and cut a third of his reinforcements, I'd be finished already. Even now, Astarot wasn't idle. The Black Knights had already reached their second upgrade, becoming veteran Black Knights. He had also equipped many with demonic steeds.
On the gray grass, ash-covered and flickering with lightning, cavalry clashed. Inexperienced squires on common horses against fewer, but far deadlier, demon riders. Each clash, each maneuver claimed the lives of my human cavalry. Only occasionally did the black horde lose an armored brother.

Flanking maneuvers, volleys of arrows, traps, and a bit of magic from freshly trained Light disciples... these let us keep losses near balance, though only barely.I raised the short staff and drained a fifth of my reserve. The clouds scattered, and a massive beam of light engulfed the enemy lines. The veil of darkness neutralized most of the damage, but at that very moment, squires flanked them. A few knights were knocked from their saddles by spears and fell to the ground, empty, armor leaking darkness.

A retaliatory strike of shadow blades, the pained neighing of horses, and the bitter scent of blood followed.
The cavalry regrouped, trading ten riders for three knights. Still a favorable exchange, but I recalled the units to reinforce. The next clash would benefit the enemy.

The scouts returned. The enemy was building fortifications on their side of the field, and there was no way through. I called them back and reclaimed some resources. It looked like Astarot was aiming to prolong the battle as much as possible.
Or was he? Unlike previous opponents, whose tactics I always studied carefully so I could analyze and predict their moves, this one was unknown to me. What did the lore say about Astarot? Almost nothing, except for his love of Black Knights and Dragons, which, game-mechanically, meant lower costs and earlier access to their recruitment.

So, what could he be planning?
His fortifications were still relatively cheap, his army upgrades...

Numbers spun through my head: resource income, upkeep, upgrade costs, fortification expenses. If you think hard enough, you can always estimate how many resources the enemy has left.
And he had... uncomfortably many.

Which meant I had to prepare for the worst. I once again delayed the squires' upgrade to knights and ordered construction of the Air Guild Spire. My instincts said it would come in handy.
Out of nowhere, hellhounds attacked a group of hunters. I dispatched some squires for cover and ordered a retreat to the fortifications. Until reinforcements arrived, the ball was in the enemy's court.

And so it went, hour after hour. Rarely did any battle in this game last more than two hours, but this one was already approaching a full day of nonstop warfare. The balance was insanely complex. Regular harpies could defeat knights by pulling them from their horses and dropping them from above. Simple archers could puncture the leathery wings and soft underbellies of flying demons, yet those same archers could be torn apart by common hellhounds, something even a militia could handle.
The battlefield kept changing. Black Knights, once the heavy-hitting core, appeared less and less, replaced by hordes of assorted creatures. Astarot was probing for weaknesses in my defense, shifting from one army composition to another, but always met with a countermeasure. Truth be told, this kind of warfare worked in my favor, letting me drain his resources at a much faster pace. Brute force, like the Black Knights, was harder to deal with, especially when my troops lagged behind by two or three upgrades.

Then, suddenly, the enemy forces turned back and halted their assault. A feint?
I sent in light cavalry to pursue. The payoff from finishing off at least some retreating units would outweigh any losses from a hypothetical ambush.

Charging across neutral territory, the cavalry ran straight into the enemy's fortress walls, where exalted Black Knights had already assembled, led by Astarot himself, clad in demonic armor. Looked like he had spent the resources to upgrade his demon forge into a soul forge. He had invested in himself to face me directly.
"Well then, human. You've surprised me, but this is where your path ends. Our battle has lasted more than a full day, and you haven't slept in over two. Unlike mortals, demons don't need rest. You're exhausted, and you will die."

"Pha," I replied, issuing new orders to counter his army's latest composition. "When I trained for tournaments, I'd often stay awake for days. That's when the craziest strategies to win would come to me."
In my hands appeared the staff of light I had bought back. My gear level now trailed behind the demon's, but I still had the option to retreat if things went south.

"Want to see those strategies in action?" I asked with a grin. No taunt, just genuine amusement. This fight was damn fun, the most fun I'd had since the tournament against Samael.
Because, unlike harsh reality, here my soldiers weren't dying for real.

"Madman..." the demon growled, steam flaring from his nostrils, and charged.






Of course, I lost that battle. My troops couldn't match exalted knights. Not yet. But the first round was mine.
The demon counterattack broke through only the first line of defenses. The situation once again settled into a stalemate at the second. Losing ten percent of territory when a third had been expected was hardly a loss at all.
Once again, cavalry charged toward one another, now trampling lush green grass beneath their hooves.
Former squires, only just upgraded to knights of light, were taking the same losses against already exalted black knights. Spears of darkness pierced glowing armor, knocking men to the ground. A six-to-two trade. It would've been grim if not for...

I issued a command, and the battlefield was shrouded in waves of light. The dynamic had shifted. Where light apprentices used to soften the enemy before the cavalry charge, now the knights broke through the defenses so the light mages could land the finishing blow. Four more demonic riders vanished in flames, burned to ash. Final tally: one for one.
All because the gap in upgrades was closing. Astarot was clearly conserving resources again, preparing for another attempt to turn the tide. He was appearing in battle more often, avoiding me but harassing my forces. Buying time, just like I had during the tournament when I played on his side.

I saw him lead another squad of knights into battle, this time more brazenly than usual. Fine. Time to ruin his day.
My gear was nearing peak form too: blessed light armor, and instead of a staff, a consecrated halberd. I landed at the rear of his squad and scattered the knights. Didn't kill them — that would've cost too much energy. Not only were they resistant to light damage, but their armor also gave solid protection against raw physical force.

"There you are," Astarot remarked at my arrival. "I'm impressed with your resistance. How about a deal? I offer you a position as one of my generals."
"In your legion?" I smirked. "Only if you're a foot soldier in your own legion. Your skills are worthless. If I were you, I'd have beaten myself two hundred. Thousand. Times."

"Then you'll end up in the Abyss, boiling for eternity!" he roared.
"When I end up in the Abyss, you'll be getting whipped by my servants for forgetting to add firewood, making the water in my pot too cold to be pleasant."

"Insolent wretch. Fine. I gave you a chance." Astarot snapped his fingers theatrically, and from beyond the treetops, a trio of black dragons took to the air.
Thanks to their light resistance, those beasts could reach my towers and, if not destroy everything, at least swing the tide back in the demon's favor...

They could've, if I hadn't calculated this move many hours ago. Honestly, I may have overestimated Astarot's intellect. This tactic had been obvious a day ago.
I mimicked his snap, and the circle of air mages hidden in the rear began their spellwork. Streams of wind twisted into violent whirlwinds, making flight over the battlefield impossible. The dragons bucked and tumbled, colliding mid-air, forced to abandon their attempt to fly past my lines. Grounded, they remained dangerous — a serious threat, but the towers were safe. Most importantly, my calculations showed Astarot's resource reserve had finally hit zero.

He realized it too. Silently, he launched a desperate charge. Hoping to surround me with knights? Useless. My master hunters, now upgraded to elven sharpshooters, riddled them with arrows, slowing the knights and gradually draining their life.
Wait, how did humans become elves?

That question seriously began to occupy my mind, even as Astarot's demonic axe hurtled toward me. Clearly, sleep deprivation was catching up, my thoughts were getting weird. I dodged the blow and issued another command. A choir of clerics began chanting, temporarily inflicting a powerful debuff on Astarot. Litany of Light. Golden motes drifted down onto the battlefield like snow, weakening enemies. Now.
I seized the moment and counterattacked, aiming to pierce his black heart with a halberd strike.

Steel rang out, and a severed demonic hand fell to the ground.
"Perdant lux! Odio!" he roared, spread his wings, and fled, not noticing the golden particles burning holes through them.

"Run, you little imp. Hide. I'll be coming for you soon!" I shouted after him cheerfully, slung the halberd over my shoulder, and soared into the air to dive at one of the dragons. No place for black beasts on sacred ground!

The second round was mine too.
...

And the third as well.
Astarot stood under his last remaining tower, glaring down at the assembled forces of Light, grinding his fangs. White archmages, radiant dragons, paladins, and that hateful enemy, the cursed bastard with angel wings...

The wave of dark creatures that had just emerged from the tower was obliterated in seconds. Surgically precise, not a scratch on the tower.

"Come on, imp, let's talk! I'd actually love to hear more about Samael, and you already slipped up, I know you know something! Come down here, let's chat!" the disgusting human shouted, flapping his wings.
"I have nothing to say to you, mortal. I am immortal! You won once, but I'll wait. I'll wait until you drop your guard again, and I'll strike. The Abyss cannot be defeated!" screamed the demon, now devoid of all reason. The fact that he had lost, here where losing should've been impossible, had driven him mad. Mad enough to lose the very sanity he had held onto when millions had lost theirs.

"No fair! That's not how we play," the man replied, sounding hurt.
"I'll wait until you die and possess your corpse! I'll walk the earth for centuries wrapped in your rotting flesh until it sloughs off my bones. And when those bones turn to dust, I'll gather what's left and feed it to pigs! Then I'll take what they shit out and feed it to worms!" Astarot foamed at the mouth, on the verge of convulsing from impotent rage.

"Yeah... Looks like he's beyond repairing." the man muttered. "Alright, Lord... Burn it."
A pillar of blinding light slammed down on the tower, disintegrating the mad demon and his last bastion at the molecular level.





I opened my eyes, and the first thing I saw was the massive barrel of a blunderbuss pressed against my face.

"He's awake!" someone yelled, and a dozen more barrels were suddenly pointed my way. Til had brought his entire squad.
"I told you to wait outside," I croaked. My throat was bone dry.

"The guards had questions. Suspicious lot, those guys... Are you really you, my lord?"
I raised a hand and ruffled my hair.

"No horns, seems like," I said with a grin.
"Don't joke like that..." Til lowered his weapon and offered a hand, helping me up.

I felt both weaker and stronger than usual. Hard to explain. But the important thing was: that bastard Astarot was gone, back in the Abyss where he belonged. Still alive, unfortunately. Killing demons was never easy. And as long as he lived, the thread linking him to my body, thanks to the ritual in Clemen's castle, would remain. But something told me he wouldn't be eager to use it again anytime soon.
Speaking of time...

"How long was I out?"
"Three days, my lord."

"Got anything to eat?"
The guards exchanged glances.

"Uh, I could run to the shop," one of them offered.
"Good man. Get enough for everyone. Here's the plan: we eat, then we move out."

"Where to?"
I glanced around the warehouse where very illegal rituals had clearly been performed, then said with anticipation,

"We're paying a visit to one very arrogant healer."
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                "Begone, fiend!" the healer shouted and splashed a jug of holy water in my face.
Naturally, I had no intention of dissolving, but I wasn't thrilled about the sudden washing either.

With a punch, I knocked the healer to the ground and whistled for the men to restrain him.
We really kicked up a storm. Sure, we broke down the door, barged in, knocked over and tied up his assistants... but throwing water? Come on. What if I had turned into a demon? That's crossing a line.

"O All-God, save Your servant!" the healer wailed as I examined the office. Since my last visit, it had accumulated quite a collection of relics, oil lamps, incense, and litanies stamped with church seals. Looked like he took my promise to return seriously and had been preparing for it.
"Stop screaming," I said, taking a seat next to the cut crystal on the desk, while the guards placed the healer in the visitor's chair. "I told you I'd be back, and here I am, safe and sound."

"Impossible," the healer muttered, trying to make a warding gesture, which the guards didn't allow.
"Entirely possible. Now, let's talk about your offer."

"What offer?"
"To sell me potions at a reasonable price in three days."

"Uh, I don't remember saying that. A reasonable price is the one agreed upon by both buyer and seller. Your threats and the way you barged in here seem like common robbery. Do you think the Second Duke will let this slide?" He had stopped panicking and was now appealing to his patron, predictable.
"Then why don't you call the guards?" I grinned.

"Well..." he stammered.

"Anyway, the potion deal is irrelevant. What I really want is your offer for this." I pulled out the rune key and twirled it in the air. "Starting price: four thousand gold."
"Ah, my friend's key... I have no idea how it ended up in your hands. You must've stolen it." The healer looked away.

I stood up as if to leave.
"Then I'll find another buyer. You're not the only healer in town."

"Wait!" he shouted. "You have little proof. Who knows what really happened in that warehouse? Maybe you faked it all to frame me. Who can say what decision the lord will make? Sure, you're a viscount, but just a visitor. I, on the other hand, I'm a respected citizen and taxpayer in this city."
"Excellent. I'm sure your competitors, also respected citizens, will be glad to support me in this matter," I said, taking another step toward the door.

"Wait! I'll return the core. You wanted to rent the building, right? Fine, it'll be free. And... I'll give you potions. As a gift. A token of goodwill."
I turned back to him.

"I named my price: four thousand."
"That's completely unreasonable!" he tried to rise from the chair, but the guards shoved him back down.

"A reasonable price is the one agreed upon by both buyer and seller," I quoted his own words.
He winced. Clearly, he regretted cornering me during our last meeting.

Greed ruins people.
If he wanted me to destroy his competitors' warehouses, he should've given me the key for free. If he wanted me to pay rent or even place a deposit on the building, fine, I'd have done it. But he wanted it all, every possible coin.

He could've earned my gratitude. Instead, he got my fist.
"May a demon tear you apart, Condor!"

"He already tried. Now he's lying at the bottom of the Abyss, trying to pull himself back together. Don't make the same mistake."
The healer sniffled through his broken nose, clearly weighing the risk of joining the unlucky demon.

"Fine, I agree. Tell your brutes to let me go."
I nodded to the soldiers.

They released him, and he walked over to the desk. With a few gestures over the surface, he retrieved the core. He then stepped aside and pulled out a stash of gold from a hidden niche in the wall.
"And the slate with my examination results," I reminded him. I should've destroyed it last time, but I'd been too preoccupied.

The healer scowled but took it from the same niche as the gold. Kept it separate on purpose, the sneaky scumbag. If memory served, he kept the rest of the test results in the desk.
I checked the slate. Yep, it was the right one.

I dropped it to the floor and shattered it with my boot, grinding it into powder. Had I left it, he'd have found someone to sell my records to.
"Let's hope we never meet again," I said, tossing him his key and walking out.

I needed to check my Source again, to see what the encounter with the demon had cost me. But not with this healer.





"Never seen anything like it!" exclaimed the mage in a blue robe. Even his had a yellow trim, probably a side branch of the family.

I stepped out of the circle and got dressed. This time, I wasn't even hit by any stray discharges.
"Right, let's test something... Here, take this. Try moving the leftmost figure forward one square," the mage handed me a familiar board.

No matter how hard I tried, the little circle wouldn't budge. But the magical lamp on the table suddenly went out."Hmm. That's about what I expected. I doubt there's any point trying the central one," the mage said, taking the board from my hands.

"Expected what?" The figure's refusal to move gave me a bad feeling.
"One moment. Here." He took a metal cube from the shelf. "Try reshaping this."

I turned the metal over in my hands, focused, and there stood a perfect miniature of the mage in front of me. Easier than usual.
"Wow! I'll keep this one, if you don't mind," he commented.

I tried levitating the figure over to him, but it stayed firmly in my hand. No pain, nothing, but the figure wouldn't budge.
Meanwhile, the lamp on the table dimmed again.

"Please don't try casting for now. My equipment's powered by cores, of course, but it still reacts badly to magical interference."
"Not unless you explain what's going on," I said irritably. That failure at levitation had really gotten under my skin.

"I'd be happy to explain, monsieur, if I understood it myself. But I don't. All I can say is that your Abyss-tainted Source obeys you completely, but... let's say its effect has reversed."
"You mean I'm absorbing mana?" I asked, pointing to the lamp, which had started to glow faintly again.

"Mmm, more like dispersing it. It resembles a trait of certain monsters, but I've never heard of it occurring in a human, especially not with the core functioning normally. I'm afraid to truly understand it, you'd need to visit the Commonwealth. Their magical science is far ahead of the Kingdom's."
"I don't care about the cause. Just tell me, am I going to explode or something if I use metal shaping and... this new effect at the same time?"

"Uhh..." The mage hesitated. "No idea. But I wouldn't risk it if I were you."
"Right. Thanks for the consultation, Master. My results?"

"Of course. Here they are," he said, handing me a familiar slate. "We always return them to our clients."
I glanced at it. A big change since last time. Instead of a faint rod with a dim core, there was now a bright sun at the center and something black and shifting around it, so dark it was nearly invisible against the equally black surface of the slate.

"If you'd like to dispose of it, the crusher's by the entrance," the mage said. "We recycle old slates for new ones using an earth mage. Don't worry, no magical residue will remain, because it would interfere with new recordings."
I nodded gratefully. I'd have to lecture Tamilla later. This mage might not specialize in damaged Sources and wasn't exactly the most competent either, but his service? First class.

Everything was thought through. No need to wonder what to do with your results, and the mage saves resources.





Mira, on the other hand, did have to wonder. The moment she managed to settle the new arrivals, even just barely, a messenger showed up at the hut, announcing that another group was on the way.

And he showed up on foot, no horse, covered in blood.
"Damn beast tore the horse apart. If not for my pistol, who knows how that would've ended..."

The wildlands were still dangerous for lone riders.
"How many more are we expecting?"

"About a hundred. On foot. We should send out a squad to meet them."
"We will." Mira dismissed the soldier to rest and stepped outside to find Henry. Even if, for some unknown reason, everyone kept coming to her with every issue, anything like organizing a squad or sending it out, that was Henry's job.

Snow crunched underfoot. The weather still wasn't improving. She reminded herself to order the escort squad to bring warm clothes. If the newcomers were coming from the south, the temperature here could be a nasty surprise. Mira herself was still surprised by how much colder it got near the Edge. Must've been the cold blowing in from the outer sea...
The village was expanding fast. Skilled builders, reinforced with fresh manpower, had picked up the pace significantly. Even so, the newcomers had to be crammed together like sardines in a barrel.

And now more people?
They'd already had to divert workers from the furnace construction. Anyone who knew which side of a brick was up had been sent to build heating stoves instead.

On the road, she ran into Dorvan, lugging a spider the size of a calf over his shoulder, its body riddled with crossbow bolts.
"Whoa! Where'd you find that, and where are you taking it?"

"Ran straight into our patrols from the forest. Took a bunch of bolts like they were nothing. Had to give it a little love with the axe. Bringing it to Meister Orin. He's been asking for a fresh one forever, and look at that, walked right into our arms like it heard him."
"And what does he even need it for?" Mira asked.

"Hell if I know. Didn't ask. He needs it, so I bring it," Dorvan shrugged, still holding the carcass with his other arm. Shame these freaks weren't edible. If only something tasty lived around here, maybe their growing food problem, caused by the flood of new mouths, would finally go away.
Dorvan turned to head off to the alchemist, but Mira called after him.

"Wait! Have you seen Henry?"
"Sure, he's over by the posts."

"Thanks!" she replied, then headed toward the forest.
The grumpy former quartermaster, now head of the settlement, was giving orders to the workers gathered before him. Nearby, a bull was chewing cud languidly next to the steam engine it had dragged over from the sawmill, all the way to the edge of the Black Forest.

"At least a hundred meters in, got it? All the way around the perimeter. Everything you chop down goes into the crates. We'll collect the sap later, that's someone else's job. If you see a spider, scream your lungs out and run. No heroics. Your saws are tools, not weapons. Break even one more, and you'll get the whip instead of pay. Clear?"
The workers grumbled in half-hearted agreement.

"Do we have a problem?" Mira asked.
"A bit. The spiders are stirring again. One of the scouts got spat on by a spider. The idiot ran out of glass essence and didn't report it. He's in the infirmary now. Alf's working on him. Orin promised to brew more essence, but warned it won't be as good as the lord's supply."

"How much are they stirring?" Mira's tail puffed up instinctively, sensing trouble.
"Not too much for now. It's winter after all. They're sluggish, clumsy, like sleepy flies. But it feels like the cold made them tougher. Crossbow bolts are practically useless now. Wish the Viscount would hurry back with his firepower."

"Hmm. I can't help there... But I do have news."
"Bad or good?"

"Well, it sounds bad at first, but it's actually good," Mira tried to sweeten the pill.
Henry gave her a meaningful look, urging her to continue.

"Mmm... we're expecting another hundred people soon, ready to defend the camp. But we need to send some men to meet them. Also, we should probably send the machine back to the sawmill, there's another shortage of building materials."
Henry sighed.

"We can't keep delaying the clearing of the Black Forest. We need to secure our borders, especially now that the spiders are on the move again. I'm not giving up the machine. Let them pitch tents again."
"So the whole camp can start coughing again?"

"No. Safety comes first. I'll assign the men, and that's final."
"We'll see what the Lord has to say about that."

"Exactly. You're not the Lord, and I didn't swear loyalty to you. When he gets back, he'll decide who was right. Until then, it's my call," Henry said sharply.
Mira flicked her tail and went off to gather warm clothes around the camp. If Henry wanted to take full responsibility, fine. Let him worry about the refugees now.





"Where have you been for the past three days?" Tamilla snapped at me as we returned to the caravan's stop outside the city.

I turned to Til. He removed his helmet and scratched his head.
"I only told our own guys, for secrecy and all," he reported.

"Good. That earns my thanks."
"At your service, my lord!" he replied, snapping to attention.

"Hey, you still haven't answered me!"
"We had business. Made some money too." I nodded toward the guard carrying a leather bag full of gold.

Tamilla sized it up with an expert eye.
"About four thousand? And that was worth delaying the caravan for three days? You haven't even seen how much we brought in!"

Ah yes, she'd been pestering me about selling off the cores. Wait, who did she sell them to? I recalled that the Inquisition here was weak, and that skull in the warehouse...
"You didn't sell them to cultists by any chance, did you?"

"Uhh... I don't think so, unless they resell them."
"Then who did you sell to?" I asked. Who else would overpay for cores?

"Well..." she lowered her voice. "See, Renvel is the kingdom's top producer of illegal artifacts. Some are even made in the same workshops where they fulfill royal or ducal commissions. All they need are the materials. So there's a huge demand here for high-quality cores that don't show up in the royal records. Hunters from all over the kingdom sell here, or people who buy from the hunters. And your cores? Snapped up in seconds."
I didn't like the sound of "not in the royal records."

"Wait, are core sales even legal?" I asked, starting to piece things together.
Tamilla looked at me like I was an idiot.

"Of course not. Any core of significant size is legally supposed to be sold to the Crown."
Knew it. I knew there were strings attached to her "generous offer."

"And the Second Duke just turns a blind eye to illegal artifact production under his nose?" I tried to steer the conversation elsewhere.
"Pfft, he controls it. In practice."

"And the King?"
"What about the King? He gets his taxes and stays out of ducal affairs, as always."

I grimaced. That kind of governance never ends well. One duke's running a full-on slave trade, another's pumping out illegal artifacts. And around here, they're strict about enchanted toys. Things are going to get fun for the Kingdom once these guys realize the King's in their way.
Wait. Maybe the only reason things haven't gotten fun yet is precisely because the King isn't in their way.
"I'm going to need magnetite, a lot of it."

"If you want, I can pay you back in trade caravans. Just please, let's finally get to the Capital. I've been a wreck these past three days..."
"Then we're moving out," I said and leapt onto my horse.

Only, instead of moving, the horse froze beneath me like a statue. Every muscle in its body went rigid, turning to stone.
"Hey, what's wrong with you?" I kicked its sides, only to be launched into the air.

Completely without warning, the beast threw me out of the saddle.
The impact with the cobblestones knocked the air out of me, but my instincts screamed danger.

I rolled to the side just in time to see its sharpened hooves slam into the spot where I'd been lying, sending sparks flying from the stones.
"Damn!" I fumbled for my holster.

Behind me, Til tried to swing his axe-musket at the horse, but caught a brutal kick to the chest and was sent flying.
The horse,no, the monster,reared up, its muzzle twisted into something fanged and demonic, ready to crush me under its hooves.

Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang. Bullets ripped into the possessed beast, shattering bone and spraying blood, but it wasn't enough to bring it down.
Its demonic jaws lunged forward, teeth clamping down on my arm, grinding hideously against the metal of the revolver.

I felt its scorching tongue under my fist and pulled the trigger a sixth time. The shot roared, and with it came a spray of mane and fragments of skull and gray matter.
Only then did the possessed beast collapse onto me with its full, lifeless weight.

"Healer! Get the healer!" Tamilla shouted.
The soldiers pried the jaws open and pulled me out from beneath the creature. Blood pooled quickly on the cobblestones, and my doublet was ruined, slightly smoking where the demon's blood had soaked in. No chance of salvaging it.

I tore the sleeve open to inspect the wound. The fangs had sunk in deep enough to keep bleeding, but it wasn't fatal.
I waved Ron off. I'll handle the bandage myself.

"Check on Til!"
The healer knelt beside the unconscious guardsman.

His breastplate had a clear dent, and the back of his head, along with the stones beneath, was bloody.
"You should've worn your helmets, idiots," Ron grumbled, his hands beginning to glow softly.

With a soldier's help, I tied off my arm with a belt. The bleeding stopped.
"I'm not going to say 'I told you so,'" Tamilla commented, pale as a ghost.

"Yeah. I'm going to need a new horse," I said, placing my bloodied hand on her shoulder.
"Hey!"

"And you were right. About demonology."
"Told you s... oh." She gave a faint smile but didn't shrug off my hand.

Only, if she really was right... damn it.
"Help me reload the revolver," I said darkly. "Quick."

Because if demons were no longer obeying me, then we had another very big problem.

The succubus-possessed kind of problem.
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                "Don't point your weapon at me, Randal, unless you want me to blow it up," Asha hissed as I approached with the squad in tow.
The witch was, as usual, lounging near the open campfire kitchen, basking in the flames. Or perhaps the fire was basking in her presence? The tongues of flame arched unnaturally, reaching toward her.

"Aliizra!" I called.
No response. Only the firepit flared hotter, stirred by her fire Gift.

"I said put that weapon away, if you want us to stay friends."
"Are we friends?" I aimed the revolver at her head.

"Not sure... but we could be," she replied, flames curling around her.
"Then extinguish the fire."

"Not until you lower the gun. I've learned just how dangerous those things can be..."
"Then you leave me no choice."

I reached for my new Gift, and the flames collapsed, powerless.
"What the—" she gasped in surprise, but I tackled her to the ground, revolver pressed to her flat chest.

"Now we're making a detour to the church, where we'll exorcise you back to the Abyss!"
I wasn't sure I could even pull off the ritual, considering how twisted my Gift had become.

"Why the sudden generosity?" she glanced at the revolver, but made no attempt to cast.
"If you'd pulled your head out of that fire, you'd know. Didn't hear the gunshots?"

"I heard something, yeah. But I was having lunch. Stuff blows up around here all the time. Get off me already. No need for churches."
She's refusing to go to the church? Suspicious. I pressed her down harder.

"Ow, that hurts! Get off or I'll start biting!"
"Go ahead, try it. Give me one good reason not to drag you there, unless you're completely possessed."

"Uh... because it's boring there? Relax, I'm telling you — I got rid of that little demonette ages ago."
"Where'd she go?"

"Burned her." She tried to shrug.
"You burned the intangible, fire-resistant demon inside you?" I asked skeptically.

"I'm very good with fire," she said smugly. "So, you getting off me or what?"
...

I hesitated, trying to decide whether I could believe her.
"Or don't. That's fine too." She smirked and lunged in for a kiss.

I snorted and stood up, holstering the revolver.
"Knew that would get you off," she muttered with a weird mix of satisfaction and annoyance.

"Let's say I believe you. Why didn't you try stealing the core?"
"Three reasons." She held up her fingers.

"One, you promised me something cooler than gunpowder. Remember?"
"I do..."

"Two, food here's decent, and fire's always close by. You gonna make more pizza? I had a couple of your boys fetch ingredients. Though I already ate the pepperoni..."
"And the third?"

"We had a deal, remember? You pay me, I work for you for a year, no other contracts, and all that stuff."
"Why did you mention the contract only as the last point?" I asked darkly.

"Started with what matters most... Ow, stop that!" she flailed as I ruffled her red hair.
"We're going to the temple anyway. Stay where I can see you."

"Fine..."
Turned out she wasn't lying. No signs of possession in her. Or in me, for that matter.

Just like that, we lost another day for nothing.






The Capital
The kingdom's largest port. Its tallest, longest walls. Enchanted towers, impregnable keeps.

And the most anal-retentive gate guards in the world.
Even after leaving our most suspicious gear in the suburbs, even with Tamilla guiding us to the most... negotiable guards at the west gate, getting in still cost us considerable effort and a mountain of gold.

"Iron axe handles? Don't they hurt your hands?" they asked, inspecting our weapons for magic again and again.
"What's this?" they crowded around the massive, canvas-wrapped head.

But of course, the main interest was the core.
"Hmm, magical insulation? What's inside? What do you mean, you won't open it? Unacceptable! Who knows what you're trying to smuggle into the Capital?"

But as it turned out, they were just milking us. The moment they got their gold pouch, all the concerns vanished.
I kept waiting for the second act, some patrol swooping in to arrest us further in. But nothing.

"That gate's under the First Duke's jurisdiction. He's the only Duke allowed to post guards at the entrances. The others are watched by the Royal Guard," Tamilla explained.
"The First Duke again... Well, this time his policies got us through. But I doubt I'll be able to walk the core into the royal palace so easily."

"That's where I'm no help, sorry. And... time to part ways."
"Want an escort?"

"No need. By the way, you should stop at the Golden Horse Inn. Big courtyard, perfect for your monster-wagon. I'll drop by in a day or two with the rest of your gold."
"Wait."

I handed her a small two-shot pistol, a derringer.
"Two shots. I figure you'll have no trouble hiding it in... well, somewhere."

"Thanks. Hopefully I won't need it. This trip's already been the most stressful of my life."
She waved and walked off.

I waved back, until I noticed my half-ripped sleeve had come off again. My clothes were a mess, and after that last scuffle, worse than ever.
I needed a tailor, fast, or I'd get booted from the Capital before even reaching the palace.





The Capital resembled Ligrad about as much as a church mouse resembles a fat-cheeked worshipper — yet their problems were exactly the same.

No ready-made outfits.
Getting something custom-made wasn't exactly quick, especially since no workshop sat idle.
Just now, I was trying, quite politely, to explain to the tailor that I'd take anything even remotely decent. That I was ready to buy any work already finished or nearly so, if it could be adjusted to fit me.
But no matter how much gold I offered, the perfumed, starched tailor remained immovable.

"No, and once again, no. I am not some William Toss! I don't do mass-market kitsch. Every one of my suits is a work of art, founded in the individuality of its wearer."
"William... William. Ah, yes." I snapped my fingers. Tamilla had mentioned him once, that short fellow who used machines to produce high-quality fabric. "Does he have a shop in the Capital?"

The tailor gave me a suspicious look.
"I'm starting to think you're in league with him, trying to push the idea that our guild should let him set up in the Capital, so he can drown us in his cheap stream of disposable clothing. We won't allow it. Never. Kindly leave my workshop, monsieur."

Well, I had no choice but to leave, though the Capital had no shortage of workshops. Still, I remembered that man. If I'd had more time, he wouldn't have gotten away so easily after accusing me of being that factory man's errand boy.
Fortunately, the next shop brought better luck. As I walked in, a fit aristocrat was picking up his suit.

I offered to buy it off him, and he reacted in a way I didn't expect at all.
"Hah, take it. Looks like you need it more than I do. Can't say I was in a rush to wear it anyway," he chuckled kindly.

"Just like that? Not even a 'How dare you mistake me for a shopkeeper? Name your seconds at once!'?" I mimicked the tone of a typical agro-aristocrat.
"Perish the thought. Where's the insult? You look like you've been through a lot. Helping someone whose clothes are stained with demonic blood is my knightly duty."

I looked over my outfit. The fabric had gone coarse and singed-looking. Personally, I wouldn't have guessed it was demon blood, but clearly, this guy had experience.
"Still, I can't accept a gift like that without paying. What did the suit cost you?"

"Now that would be an insult. I'm no merchant, and I don't profit off people."
"As you wish," I conceded. "I'll try to repay you some other way, when the time comes."

He nodded and extended a hand.
"Baronet Falcon, Royal Knight of the Gryphon."

I shook it and introduced myself in turn, wondering if 'Falcon - was that a given name or a family... name. A gryphon, huh? So he was one of those guys who'd been flying over our caravan the last few days.
"Hmm. Since you serve the Crown, may I ask..."

The baronet cut me off with a sharp shake of the head.
"No recommendations. Personal affairs and official duty are different matters."

"I just wanted to ask whom at court I should report to, regarding the King's commission, and how to prepare for an official visit."
"Hmm. In that case, I can recommend one of the court's masters of ceremony: Meister Ranel. But fair warning, he's loyal to the King and doesn't take bribes. If you're planning anything shady, don't even try."

"A loyal man is exactly what I need. I'd rather not have the Dukes catching wind of anything too soon."
After thanking the baronet, I turned to the tailor.

"Needs tailoring and recoloring. How long?"
"Ah, well, we'll take your measurements and in a couple of days..."

I tapped my sword hilt with one hand and jingled my coin pouch with the other.
"Mmm... a couple of hours?" the tailor corrected himself.

"Deal."
In the end, it took him just over an hour.

...
My good mood, brought on by meeting what was probably the first decent aristocrat — vanished the moment I stepped outside in my new outfit and ran into a familiar, hateful face: the old inquisitor I'd 'met' back in Ligrad.. And this time, he wasn't alone.

"Seize the demon!" the old man shouted, and robed figures closed in around me.
I turned demonstratively to the door behind me.

"Agreed. That tailor is a devil. Stabbed me with more pins than I can count. You handle him, brothers, I'll be on my way."
"Laugh while you can, demon. We'll..." the old man began, but was cut off by a clean-shaven man in a richly embroidered robe standing behind him.

"You're not in charge here. Viscount, if you would, please accompany us to the main temple. The High Inquisitor wishes to see you."
"Or else?" I looked him over carefully. From his attire, he outranked my old friend.

"Or else we'll have to escort you there by force."
Hmm. Honestly, I had nothing to fear. The worst I'd lose was a bit of time, and that was going to happen anyway if they kept pushing.".
I shove my hands into the pockets of my doublet.

"Alright, I don't mind taking a walk with you."
"A wise decision," the senior inquisitor relaxes.

The monks form a box formation around me, the senior inquisitor walks at my right, and the old man, behind. Under guard, we proceed through the capital's streets toward the temple, whose spire peeks over the rooftops in the distance.
A group of young, overdressed aristocrats comes toward us.

Perfect! I wave at them. Let the capital know that the Inquisition is dragging me off somewhere.
"Well, look who it is! Hey, Randal, what happened, trip over an altar? Or did you blaspheme against the All-God?" one of them calls cheerfully.

"Just some minor bureaucracy, quick trip to the temple and back!" I slow down as we draw even.
"Don't skimp on your penance, or they'll burn you, ha ha. His Marquessness had this brilliant idea of ranking young duelists, so you still owe us a duel!"

"A duel?" I stop, forcing the entire escort to tense up and freeze.
"Yeah. You'll fight this guy here for the last place on the list!" The flashiest of the bunch nods toward a nearby aristocrat who, despite wearing tailored clothes, manages to look like a kid in his father's doublet.

No clue why he brings guys like that around. Just like they used to drag Randal along... So many years have passed, and they still have wind for brains. Golden youth, my ass. I could dig through Randal's memories and recall the name of that prancing peacock, his friends, every petty grievance, but why bother? The past is gone. I don't care about someone else's.
"I surrender in advance." I raise my hands in mock terror.

The inquisitor next to me grabs something under his robe, and the monks reach for their weapons.
"Ha! Chickened out? Then we declare you the worst duelist in the capital's junior rank!"

"Are there others?" I ask with interest.
"Of course, middle rank, mid-senior rank, senior rank, high-senior rank, top rank, supreme top rank!"

"Huh. Why not use metals for the ranking? Would be easier to understand. Like iron, steel, copper, silver, and so on?"
The boy's eyes widen.

"Damn, that's a brilliant idea. Alright guys, new round of duels... I'll finally get back at Klaus! Later, Randal!"
Waving, the overdressed pack struts off.

The old inquisitor gives me a shove, trying to get me moving again, but I grab his hand.
"I wouldn't advise that," I say, gripping it tightly.

"Viscount," the second inquisitor calls to me. "Let's go. The High Inquisitor has been informed of your imminent visit."
I release the old man's hand, now imprinted with finger marks.

"There it is, demonic strength!" the old man mutters. "I'll petition the High Inquisitor to let me interrogate you personally!"
Pff. If I still had my demonic strength, there wouldn't be anyone left to try interrogating me.

Let's see what this High Inquisitor is made of.





The Capital's Grand Temple was staggering in size. If one wanted, they could drive a carriage right inside, it was that wide. And the ceilings... must be cleaned by industrial climbers or some kind of flying beasts. They were that high.

A true hymn to gigantism, meant to remind people of their insignificance. That they're mere specks in the eyes of higher powers.
Impressive on its own, and that's not all the temple had going for it.

Gold and silver. Literally everywhere. I don't know whether the builders wanted to show that worldly riches are meaningless or were just flaunting their wealth, but the amount of precious metal was staggering.
In contrast, the High Inquisitor looked dull.

A gray robe, stained with blood in four places. A bloody "necklace" around the collar, crimson sleeves, and a hem splattered with gore. And if the junior inquisitors had dyed garments, I had no doubt this was real blood. Probably even his own.
"Honestly, I expected you to be dripping in gold from head to toe," I call across the empty hall.

Seeing I wasn't convulsing from stepping inside the temple, the monks visibly relax, but my escort tenses up even more.
"Come closer, my son," the High Inquisitor says gently from behind the altar, an altar made entirely of gold. "The rest of you may leave. I fear you would only interfere."

The senior inquisitor and his retinue bow deeply and exit, but the old man remains.
"Your Grace, I beg you, let me interrogate him first. He knows what happened to my daughter."

"I'm afraid I can't allow that. A demon powerful enough to remain hidden even beside a sacred altar is not one we can pry answers from," the High Inquisitor replies in a peaceful, tranquil tone, but I know a fight's brewing.
I don't even get the chance to mentally brace myself. The High Inquisitor suddenly slashes his own hand against the altar, which bursts into a blinding light.

So bright it felt like everything vanished, leaving only the void and the sunlike radiance of the altar.
And hunger.

The light passed through me, leaving a strange sense of falsehood. Pretense. Behind the blinding facade, I didn't feel the usual warmth associated with holy powers, but thirst.
What exactly that light thirsted for—I didn't have time to find out.

The altar-beam shone for half a minute, then died, leaving only greenish circles before my eyes and the scent of ozone in the air.
"Kkh-kh. I mean, I expected you'd need a pretty bright lamp to light up this colossal temple, but a little warning next time, please! I could've gone blind!"

"Um..." the High Inquisitor and the old man exchange baffled looks. But the former quickly composes himself.
"It seems there's been a mistake, Lord Condor."

"You don't say. Blinding your guests like that, downright rude."
The old man, red with fury, tries to object, but the High Inquisitor silences him with a glance.

"My apologies, Lord Condor. I regret how this turned out. Is there anything we can do for you?"
Polite words, but he clearly hoped I'd just leave the temple, lips sealed and grateful I wasn't incinerated. Not happening.

"Actually, yes, there is. I think I won't hold a grudge about this day if you do me a small favor."
"What kind of favor?" the High Inquisitor smiles falsely, the corner of his mouth twitching slightly. Oh, the old man is in for it once I'm gone.

No doubt this ascetic wanted to strengthen his position by publicly exposing a demon in the not-so-low aristocracy. And now? Total flop. Lucky for him he didn't summon an audience, this would've been a full-blown embarrassment.

"You know Master of Ceremonies Ranel, yes? With your modest support... I'm sure the show will be absolutely divine."
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                By contrast, in the lands of Baron Clemen, things were decidedly demonic.
A few days earlier, an unusual guest had arrived. The servants might have said, "Our Baron dislikes guests so much that any guest would be unusual!" But this time was different.

This guest, more precisely, this guestess, was someone whose visit had recently been considered an honor in most neighboring lands. Her arrival was usually marked by grand balls and receptions, with flocks of chattering ladies gathering around her, eager to uncover the secret of her uncanny beauty.
Oh yes, Baroness Bathory was famous throughout the kingdom!

Which made this visit all the stranger. Despite the fact that the Baron and Baroness shared a border, Bathory had always scorned the idea of paying a neighborly call to the corpulent and unattractive Baron. And had she ever done so, it would have been with pomp and grandeur, scattering rose petals, attended by lavishly dressed pages.
Not like this. Not surrounded by grim guards, in the darkness of night. Not hiding her face behind a porcelain mask, nor her body under uncharacteristically modest clothing.

The Baron received his guest cordially; luring her here had taken almost no effort at all. He simply conveyed, with convincing clarity, the truth that no healer could ever restore her burned body to its former beauty.
But what was beyond the healers was still within reach of dark rituals.

The Baroness didn't resist for long. Her whole life had revolved around beauty.Beauty, lost in an instant in the flames of her manor.

To be honest, the Baron had a moment of doubt when the pus-seeping, burned body was laid on the altar. The damage looked too severe.
A shame he no longer had Randall. With his knowledge, the ritual might have gone smoothly. But the Viscount had been consumed, and summoning a demon through another demon? Absolutely not. Who knew what backdoors a denizen of the Abyss might leave, and whom the summoned kin would truly obey?

So he had to rely on his own means.
Carefully selected reagents turned to ash, peasants were slaughtered, magical circuits flared, and the charred body convulsed on the altar as skin began to regrow.

"Master! I think it worked!" one of the cultists squeaked in surprise.
Clemen grimaced in displeasure. Brainless fool, no need to let the Baroness know how close it had come to failure. Fools, the lot of them, and he couldn't even dump them in the sacrificial pits — or he'd have no one left to serve him.

"A mirror, now," the Baroness demanded, rising from the altar. An astonishing force of will, Clemen had never seen a demon merge so smoothly with its host.
"Wait, milady, the changes won't be instantaneous!" the Baron cried, but realized his mistake even as the words left his mouth. Not instantaneous perhaps, but the transformation was visibly progressing. The raw pink skin paled and took on a bewitching glow. With every second, she grew more and more beautiful. The Baron struggled to tear his eyes away from her chest. Even he, who hardly valued beauty, was taken aback.

But the most important part, what about her face? The Baroness still wore the porcelain mask, refusing to let anyone see what the fire had done.
"Here, my lady!" the cultists obsequiously hauled in a full-length mirror.

Slowly, very cautiously, the Baroness began to lift the mask. She feared what she might see, but all her fears melted away.
Her face, though paler than before, was even more beautiful than it had once been.

"Magnificent," she whispered, admiring her reflection.
The Baron stared at her, searching for flaws, and found only two: the demonic gleam in her eyes and slightly sharpened teeth.

Yet after a few more minutes of admiring her, he realized with surprise that those details only enhanced her allure.
"Hm, you remember that everything has a price, Lady Bathory?" he asked, tearing himself free of the enchantment with effort.

"Of course. I'm ready to fulfill any request you make. Any at all," she said with a lustful smile. Bathory had always been, and remained, the highest-ranking courtesan in the kingdom. The perfect agent for spreading demonic corruption.
But Clemen had bigger plans in mind.

"Go to the capital, demand an audience with the King. He's been ignoring your letters, but he won't ignore your presence in person. Demand justice, demand a response to the aggressive actions of the First Duke."
"Mmm... Such sweet demands. I'll be delighted to make them. My lands must return to their rightful owner."

The Baron didn't expect Bathory's actions to start a civil war, but they'd be another stone added to the growing avalanche, another crack in the kingdom's fragile balance. Whatever the King's reaction, it would further destabilize the political landscape.
"And don't forget to wear the mask. Your beauty is too dangerous for mere mortals to gaze upon. We don't want to give the Inquisition any reason to act. The King would find your burning at the stake a most convenient outcome."

"I'd sooner kill myself than feel fire again!" the Baroness hissed. "...After you're done with the King, try to get close to the Second Duke. Perhaps now he'll succumb to your charms. But don't take unnecessary risks."
"I've always wanted to... taste him," Bathory said with a smile, slipping the mask back over her face. "Anything else?"
"Keep an eye on the Condors. Regain your influence. And… tell me, how did you manage to reach an understanding with the demoness so quickly?" Baron couldn't contain his curiosity.
"Oh, that was easy," the porcelain mask remained expressionless, but Clemen could feel it, the Baroness was laughing. "We turned out to be so alike! Shared goals and ideals. It was like meeting a sister."

Apparently, the rumors were right: she truly was a demon in human form.





Tamilla found her guild in the commercial quarter with little trouble.
Or rather, what was left of it. The gilded sign had been replaced by one in azure colors.
"What the hell is going on here?" she exclaimed. But before she could advance, security in azure uniforms approached her. And they weren't strangers, they were men she had personally hired!

"This way, please. Manager Laurenz instructed us to bring you to him when you arrived."
"Perfect. He has a lot to explain!" she snapped. But her fury vanished the moment she stepped into the office.

Sitting behind the desk was not Laurenz, but Vitor Bull himself. Laurenz stood obsequiously behind him.
"I see you're busy. I'll just come back later," she said quickly and turned to leave. But the exit was already blocked by a guard.
Damn, it's a trap!
"Now, now, my dear wife! We haven't seen each other in months and you're already trying to leave?" Vitor grinned with his thick lips. "Have a seat!"

"I'll stand."
"As you wish. I'm surprised you can even stand. I was promised you'd be crawling on all fours by now..."

Tamilla shuddered as she recalled the "Order."
"Pity I didn't know your preferences before the wedding, Viscount. I would've sent you a milk cow straight to your marital bed."

Vitor's eye twitched.
"Ah, but there's the thing. I'm no longer a Viscount. I am now Count Bull. Believe me, I do regret not milking you properly. But marrying a commoner for her money is one thing when you're just a nominal Viscount, quite another when you're a full Count. I can't have a wife without a metal Gift, you understand. Still, I was merciful. Instead of poison, I offered you life in a stable. Not much, but something."

"How sweet. And when did you become a Count, Vitor? There were six heirs ahead of you. Even the Count himself wasn't planning to die."
"None of them were. But a well-baked mushroom pie changed their minds. Secret ingredient... to die for!" Bull chuckled.

"If you insist, I can sign divorce papers. You can even keep all the money from the title."
"A divorce, how generous. But forgive me, dear, I prefer inheritance to division of property."

"You won't get anything. Royal law says—"
"Ah, the law. Yes, I remember. The previous king was very wise, very strict. Never broke his own rules. Shame the current one isn't like that. Did you know he's been draining all the profits from his own Guild? Borrowing from others too, like the Azure. What do you think the King says when the guildmaster casually mentions that the wife of one of his respected partners has disappeared, and the poor Count can't access her assets because her corpse is supposedly rotting somewhere in the woods? You don't have to guess. It already happened. The King approved the full transfer of your assets to House Bull. The Azure Guildmaster didn't even ask for that much in return, trust me."

Having finished his monologue, Vitor sighed and leaned back in his chair.
"Laurenz, why so quiet? Doesn't this bother you?" Tamilla asked her former subordinate.

His answer was a complex blend of spite and smugness.
"Of course it bothers me. Vitor promised I could have some fun with you. But now? We'll just have to kill you. No one else wants to take the risk."

"I can't believe it... You've lost your mind!" the merchant woman exclaimed. Until now, Laurenz had given her no reason to suspect betrayal.
"Maybe," he said, pulling a vial from his coat and placing it on the table. "Alchemical mood enhancers really do a number on brain. But don't worry. I haven't used anything today."

"Two-faced bastard," she whispered. He'd been fooling her talent with alchemy!
Her gaze darted around the room, searching for an exit.

"Maybe we should... you know, first..." Laurenz said with a lecherous tone.
"Only after me! She's still my wife, remember? Imagine how I'd look letting you go first!" Bull protested.

"I must admit, I liked her better before she enhanced her chest."
"Pup! You know nothing of feminine beauty!"

"Sir, I have nothing against breasts, but there should be limits..."
Their bickering was cut short by a loud gunshot. The guard blocking the door was now sliding down the wall, blood pouring from his wound.

Tamilla was already racing down the stairs.
"YOU FOOLS, get her, get her!" Bull screeched.

Laurenz, suddenly realizing he might be the scapegoat, bolted after his former employer.
"Catch her, stop her!" he shouted, tripping over guild staff who were in no hurry to help.

A second shot rang out. Another guard clutched his throat, blood gushing in pulses from the bullet-torn flesh.
The gruesome sight sobered Laurenz. He wasn't so eager to do the catching now. Instead, he called for others to act. But Tamilla didn't hire fools.

The remaining guards quickly reevaluated the situation, and the number of volunteers plummeted to zero.
Two deaths were enough for Tamilla to vanish almost unchallenged into the streets of the capital.





The citizens of the capital were no strangers to blood, murder, and public disputes. None of that surprised them. But the sight of a massive steel cart, veiled in silks and pulled by three battle chimeras, was another matter entirely.

Even more so given the escort: alongside royal guards marched battle monks of the Inquisition, chanting nonstop praises to the All-God.
"Is the Theocracy celebrating something?" citizens asked one another. "What are they transporting? Why so many guards?"
No one had answers, but that didn't stop gossip lovers from sharing the wildest guesses.

"They killed a troll! No, a dragon! One of the noble house's younger sons accomplished a great feat! No, it was a one-eyed wandering warrior…" Such whispers spread through the crowd. Some gave in to the mood, waving their hands and shouting "Hurrah," celebrating they-knew-not-what.
Those with sharper memories might have noticed they'd seen this cargo before, albeit then wrapped only in stitched-together tents. And that it had been hauled by a dozen oxen, guarded by soldiers in black and white armor. Some even remembered how those men stopped at the Golden Horse Inn, soon followed by notables from across the kingdom. But who listens to those types? Sparse facts are never as exciting as tales of dragons and wandering swordsmen.

In one thing, however, all gossips agreed: the cargo was definitely heading to the palace.
The aristocrats gathered in the palace knew far more than the townsfolk.

"Such cheap pomp. Isn't that too much honor for a single warrior spider? My father slew two in one battle when he was young," one of them sneered.
"Are the Condors trying to reclaim their old status with a parade? It's laughable," another agreed.

Indeed, every person in the hall could have slain a warrior spider. Yes, for a Lesser Adept like young Condor, it was a notable feat. But to flaunt it before the entire court?
At best, he might earn a polite nod. At worst, irritation. Like a child pestering strangers to admire his neatly built sandcastle, only his parents might care.

The aristocratic world is harsh, and most present felt a twinge of secondhand embarrassment. Laughter began to ripple through the hall.
"Next time I'll bring a goblin corpse and show off what a mighty warrior I am," one young noble quipped, and the laughter grew.

But the older, more experienced nobles did not laugh. The procession was not escorted by Condor soldiers, but royal guards, led by the royal Master of Ceremonies. This meant the King approved. That alone was reason enough to suppress their scorn. And there were monks too, which meant the High Inquisitor himself, official envoy of the Theocracy, had given his blessing.
How had the Condors secured such support? Had they made a mistake, all these nobles who chose to wait and see how the King's task played out, rather than supporting the disgraced house outright?

The screech and crack of marble silenced the hall.
The battle chimeras did not leave the cargo in the courtyard. They dragged it forward, directly to the throne. Their sharp hooves left cracks in the marble, and the chained, silk-wrapped object crashed from the cart to the floor, shattering tiles.

The younger nobles laughed harder, mocking the mishap. The elders kept their eyes on the King. He showed no displeasure.
"That thing's way too round for a warrior spider," one courtier muttered.

"Maybe they chopped off the legs to make it lighter," another offered.
The cargo reached the throne. The chimeras were unhitched and led away. The guards formed up, shielding something from view. Meyster Ranel stepped forward, with Condor kneeling behind him.

"Viscount of Eagle's Bluff, Randal von Condor, requests permission to report success," Ranel said succinctly. That brevity was rare in these halls, but there wasn't much else to say. The young man had no wartime record, no great hunt, no tournament victories.
"Even I got a longer introduction from old Ranel. Right, von Klaus?" one young noble nudged his fair-haired neighbor, who did not join in.

"Shut up. The King is about to speak," Henry whispered, reflexively touching his recently healed nose.
After a proper pause, the King spoke with weight.

"Permission granted."
Condor rose. The courtiers began whispering. Too quickly, disrespectful.

"Your decree regarding the safety of establishing a northern outpost has been fulfilled in excess. I personally took measures to eliminate the Black Forest's greatest threat."
Condor snapped his fingers, and the guards began tearing away the silk.

"By the Abyss," murmured the noble who had scoffed at the pomp.
One of the Matriarch's eyes was many times larger than a human head. Thanks to alchemical embalming, even now it held the hunger to kill.

"Told you it was too round," said the same courtier with satisfaction.
The one who had speculated about chopped legs only shook his head, trying to imagine the beast's full size.

"No way this was killed. Maybe it died of old age?"
"Magical creatures don't die of old age, idiot," came a reply from the younger ranks.

The experienced ones kept watching the King.
The King gave a measured nod. He knew exactly what had been brought.

"I express my gratitude to your House for such diligent execution of my orders. Many others could stand to follow your example," he suddenly thundered, clearly targeting the First Duke.
"I also bring an offering for Your Majesty, presented personally."

Condor snapped his fingers again, and guards brought a wooden chest to the throne's base.
The King stepped down from the throne himself.

"Uncle, what's in there?" a young man asked his older relative.
"Maybe a Core?" the older noble answered, not quite believing it himself.

How powerful must it be? Could it become the fourth anchor in the Royal Palace's magical defenses? Creatures this legendary hadn't been slain in ages.
"Uncle, how could they kill such a monster? Did the Condors gain the Theocracy's support?" the young man pressed.

"I don't know," the older man admitted. To be honest, it all felt like a dream. The massive head, the King descending from the throne almost in a hurry, and the smug Condor in his Gryphon Rider uniform, repainted in black and white. Pure madness.
The enormous lid opened, revealing something metallic and pointed. Magical insulation.

The King didn't open the Core further. He merely touched the isolite and focused. His smile said he was pleased. The courtiers were left to wonder just how powerful the Core of such a beast truly was.
"I also have a request," Condor broke the reverent silence.

"You may speak," the King replied, slightly cautious. This hadn't been agreed upon.
"To ensure the security of our northern borders, for the prosperity of the Kingdom, and to continue fulfilling Your Majesty's will, I humbly request that the Black Forest Valley be placed under my personal governance."

Silence fell.

The hall waited for the King's decision.
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                "So be it," the King declared. "I hereby name Viscount of the Eagle's Cliff..."
"I request the floor!" a young voice rang out from the hall.

"Speak."
A young man, perhaps twenty years old, stumbled out from the crowd of young aristocrats, tripping over the cracked marble, and knelt.

"I am Romul the Raven, Baron of the Castle of Ravens and its surrounding lands, located in the area now known as the Black Forest Valley. These lands you intend to grant are legally bound to my family!"
I barely suppressed a snort. So it was his castle that had become so abandoned a shadowspawn took up residence there? I'd assumed the Ravens were completely extinct... But surely the King wouldn't use this as a pretext to deny me?

"Hm," the King paused, his gaze drifting across the courtiers as if trying to sense their mood. "Your house has not actually held control over these lands for many years. Therefore..."
He paused again. The hall remained silent.

"Therefore, from this day forward I name Viscount of the Eagle's Cliff, Randall Condor, as Baron. Hm, what shall the new province be called, Baron?"
"Raikland."

Cannons and muskets, I couldn't think of a better name. Too bad the locals wouldn't get the irony.
"I name you Baron of Raikland and grant you dominion over all lands from the valley to the outer sea," the King proclaimed.

Quite generous of him to hand over kilometers of Black Forest that no one controlled anyway. Still, more land means more taxes...
"I request permission to retain my formal title," Romul reminded them, his voice trembling.

But the reply came not from the King. A bear-like man standing apart from the other nobles shouted across the hall,
"Shame on you! Your title was ceremonial from the moment you were born. Stop wasting the King's time."

"My dear brother-in-law, if a request is made to the King, he is obliged to consider it. Is there anyone in this hall who would vouch for this young man and support his plea?"
The hall remained silent. The King exhaled in relief.

"Then the request is denied. Sir Romul, in accordance with your Gift, I knight you. As for you, Baron of Raikland, you must meet with the Master of Ceremonies to discuss the coat of arms, colors, and banners of the new Barony. Furthermore, I declare that all those temporary relaxations of the restrictions imposed on House Condor granted to House Condor shall now be permanent. All others, except Dukes and their representatives, please leave the hall."
"Follow me," the master of ceremonies whispered and led me down the palace corridors.

That's it? I thought. I had achieved my goal, but... I expected more. In truth, aside from the formal recognition of lands I already controlled, the House gained nothing. The troop limit had already been lifted when the King sent me to die fighting spiders, and he was the one who imposed it in the first place.
I didn't expect him to return all the lands taken by House Short, but... I don't know, some money would have been nice. Not that I was desperate, selling the cores had more than covered my immediate plans. But one can never have too much money, and my expenses would only rise while revenue was uncertain.

Eventually, Ranel brought me into a small room filled with tomes. Behind a massive writing desk sat an old man with long white hair and glasses perched on his crooked nose.
"Yes?" he asked, lifting his eyes from a tome.

"We need to register a new Barony in the book of houses," Ranel gestured for me to approach the desk.
"Of course, Meister Ranel," the old man said respectfully, turning to a blank page. "Tell me, young man. Will this new Barony be part of the County of Condors?"

"No," I surprised him, "it will be an independent entity."
"Curious. And where will it be located?"

"In the lands formerly held by the Ravens," I replied.
"Hm, so a territory of seventeen thousand five hundred forty-three acres..." the old man mused, but Ranel interrupted him.

"Not exactly. The Ravens' lands extended to the Wall. The new Barony will reach all the way to the outer sea."
"To the sea? Then I'll need to access the archives to calculate its area..."

"You can do that later. Also, remove House Raven from the lineage book and mark Count Arno as deceased, killed by a manticore during a hunt," Ranel explained, though no one seemed particularly interested.
"It will be done," the old man bowed.

"One more thing. The King ordered a review of the archives to prepare a report on bloodline intersections between the Third Duke's house and House Condor," the Master of Ceremonies said with some veiled implication. Maybe directed at me, though I didn't catch the meaning.
I just wanted to finish with the formalities and return to the valley, preferably without meeting my grandfather.

The old man bowed again.
"That concludes our business. Once the council meeting ends, I must supervise the placement of the head in the Trophy Hall. That's going to be quite the challenge, we'll have to rearrange half the room just to fit it. When you're finished here, don't leave. A messenger will come for you."

Ranel said his farewells and left me alone with the old man.
"Ahem. So what shall the new Barony be called?" the old man relaxed slightly and picked up a quill.

"Raikland.""Colors? If you want to use black and white, you'll need to add one more. That's the rule."

"No, let it be green, brown... and black," I answered, thinking ahead to the military uniforms.
"Brown? Rare choice. Most prefer red."

I shrugged. Nearly every noble tried to include some shade of red in their colors, bloodsteel and all that.
"Very well, brown it is. Now, the crest."

The old man touched the parchment with his quill. Instead of ink, three images appeared: a tree entwined with black tendrils, black tendrils piercing the earth, and black tendrils coiled around a brown skull. Seemed the old man's imagination dried up quickly.
"Let's skip the eldritch horror, sir. Two crossed... uh, imagine steel maces with holes in the center. Set against a field of grass. Or just make it a shield."

The old man touched the page again, and all three images merged into a large one, where something resembling tankards stood on a grassy background.
I ran a hand down my face.

"Do you have some metal? I'll just show you..."
A few minutes later, the crest was ready. I carefully destroyed the little cannon model I'd used. Its time hadn't come yet.

"Very quick work. Usually takes hours," the old man smiled. "Honestly, it's my least favorite part of the job. My talent lets me draw instantly, but figuring out what the youth want these days... that's the real struggle. No one wants wolves or griffins anymore. One baronet recently asked for a magic rune, 'Cef'. I had no idea how to draw it, and the poor lad just kept fumbling. Ruined so much paper. Such a waste."
As the old man rambled on, I sat in the uncomfortable chair with my arms crossed. There were downsides to finishing so quickly: I couldn't leave, not until the messenger arrived, as the Master of Ceremonies had ordered. I wondered what for.

Either way, I had nothing to do. Looking around the dusty archives, I sighed and pulled a journal from my uniform pocket. I'd promised myself I'd finish reading it, but never did.
Had to start from the beginning to remember what it was about.

"Oh? What's that you have?" the old man asked. He'd clearly found a listener and wasn't ready to lose to a book.
"A journal," I replied curtly.

"You write?"
"No, it belonged to Baronet Hornet." I let some irritation seep into my voice. Maybe he'd take the hint. No such luck, either he missed it or ignored it.

"Oh, that one? I've heard of him. They say he drowned his baron in a latrine back when he was a knight."
"Really?" I looked up from the journal. I wondered if this story was in it.

"Well, officially it was presented as him failing to help the baron in time. But, off the record, there were rumors that the baron ended up in the pit with his arms and legs already broken," the chronicler whispered and giggled.
"Wasn't he supposed to be executed for that?"

"He was, but your grandfather intervened. Hornet didn't even lose his spurs. Still, no noble dared take him under vassalage after that. By the way, how is he now?"
"He's not. Died fighting a beast whose head will soon adorn the royal Trophy Hall."

"A good death. I'll strike him from the lesser Book of Houses. Just between us, by year's end we usually remove about a tenth of the junior nobility. So, how did you manage to bring down that creature? Chronicles speak of its immense power. Entire armies failed against it!"
"The Master of Ceremonies said the King had given you a task," I hinted gently, hoping to stop him from prying.

"Ah, that. No need to check the archives. I became an archivist not just for my drawing talent, but for my excellent memory. There haven't been any ties between the current senior branch of House Klaus and the Condors for centuries. Still, I'll need to double-check cross-relations among the junior nobility..."
"Then go do that," I said flatly and reopened the journal.

"The knight sent to protect our village was crippled. That's why he was posted to a place no one cared about, to live out his days far from sight. After a blow to the back, the right side of his body barely functioned. I later learned that such a wound could have been healed, if he'd had enough gold. A wise baron would have helped him return to service. Our baron was not wise. Still, his foolishness helped me, for that knight taught me everything. Even crippled, he wasn't helpless in battle. He wore full plate armor and used it to control the paralyzed parts of his body. It made him clumsy, but let him fight. Since he couldn't fight alone, he spent time training the village men. I had no warrior talent, no magical aptitude, but I trained with the rest..."
I hummed thoughtfully. When I met the Baronet, he was third, maybe even fourth warrior rank.
"Can someone without warrior talent awaken it?" I asked the chronicler.
"Oh, there are many legends about that, but no documented proof. In every verified case, it turned out the person already had meridians. It's hard to distinguish low-ranked warriors from regular people, hence the countless stories about miraculous strength. But it's just nature's law. You can't increase your rank sitting in a soft chair, only in a moment of extreme exertion is there a tiny chance. We don't hear about the thousands, maybe even millions, who died trying and failed. No one makes legends about them."

"Got it, thanks," I cut the old man off and went back to reading. Maybe Hornet just didn't know his powers were dormant?
Turns out, no. The journal said a mage came to the village, examined the peasants, and took those with warrior Gifts into the baron's guard, as well as a girl with weak magical ability. She was never seen again...

I flipped the pages, sensing a hidden thread. There it was:

"One day, I decided to run away from the village for a few days.I had grown strong enough to make the journey back to our old home without being eaten by wolves or goblins.
I had learned enough to read what the old man, who ruined our peaceful life, was hiding.
I was going to retrieve the book of the late mage, hidden four years ago..."
Knock, knock, knock. Loud banging at the door.
Of course, the messenger had to arrive at the worst possible moment.

I opened the door, thoroughly annoyed, only to see not a messenger, but Count Condor himself, in travel clothes and with a sour expression.
"What the hell are you doing here, Grandfather?"

"What the hell are YOU doing?" he roared and dragged me out into the corridor.
"Back off," I shoved his surprisingly strong arms. "I can walk on my own."

"Too bad that's all you learned," the Count scoffed, slamming the archive door shut. "Let's move somewhere quieter, I don't want anyone eavesdropping."
We walked silently through the palace's side corridors to a small greenhouse full of strange plants. Normally I'd be curious to explore them, but now wasn't the time.

"All right. First, explain what made you think it was a good idea not to tell me what was going on?" the old man demanded.
Here we go. I had planned to return to my valley and focus on rebuilding it, avoiding conflict with my grandfather... But since he caught me, maybe I could bluff my way out.

"You understand, the news was dangerous and the core valuable. Who knows, messengers could've been intercepted."
"Reasonable, but I suspect that's only part of the truth, especially considering how you transported it."

"What was wrong with it? I delivered it, didn't I?" I shrugged.
"Everything was wrong! Did you know that the council just concluded, and the First Duke made a very convincing case that you're an agent of the Commonwealth?"

"That's absurd," I laughed, but Grandfather wasn't amused.
"Tsk. Absurd is your behavior. You obstructed the inquisitor, interfered with the First Duke by attacking his baron, and then tried to kill Viscount Henry Klaus. The king was particularly disappointed about that."

"I didn't try to kill him," I waved off his accusations and smirked. "If I had, he'd be dead."
A fist flew just above my head, ruffling my hair. And only above because I ducked at the last second. Otherwise, it would have broken my nose. That was fast.

"You've completely lost your mind, pup. Killing that monster's gone to your head. You've forgotten the simple truth: people are far more dangerous than monsters."
"Don't whine. Klaus tried to kill me first. I just taught him a lesson," I said, taking a careful step back.

"Tried to kill you right in front of a Commonwealth envoy?" the Count said thoughtfully.
"If you mean that weird robed guy who vanished right after our duel... then yeah."

"And you didn't talk to that mage at all?" the Count asked suspiciously.
"Nope. Told you, he just disappeared. Didn't exchange a single word."

"Fine, let's call that a coincidence. What about the Commonwealth assassin you stopped from being burned? Another coincidence?"
"Um, how was I supposed to know who the inquisitor wanted to burn?"

Old Condor slapped his face, exasperated. "Tsk. Then why the hell did you interfere if you didn't know?"
"So what, I should just stand there and watch them burn a girl at the stake?" I snapped.
I knew I'd screwed up in that moment. How was I supposed to know she didn't need saving? And really, of all people, my grandfather had no right to lecture me about that.

The Count waved a hand dismissively.
"Fine, let's call that another coincidence. But explain this, then. What in the Abyss made you sneak into the First Duke's steel mines while claiming to be an Inspector? Are you aware that such visits require permission? You can't just barge into someone else's land with some slapdash lie."

"Well... thing is, I needed sulfur," I began, but Grandfather started flailing his hands.
"Don't even say you were buying stolen goods from ducal facilities! I don't want to hear it! Thank the All-God the Duke doesn't know the details. What does that make you, if not a complete idiot? If you needed sulfur, why didn't you write to me? We could have arranged a shipment. Why the hell did you even need that cursed sulfur?"

"Hey! I needed it urgently, not two months from now," I retorted, slightly offended by the 'idiot' comment. Then again, if he ever found out that it wasn't just black-market trading but also financing the Hardan underground... well, he might have exploded from the outrage.
"Why?"

"That's my business."
Yeah, right. As if I owe that old guy any explanations.

"Tsk. Everything that concerns you concerns the House," he reminded me.
"That was true once. These days, I'm fine with being a baron. If you want to disinherit me, go ahead."

"We'll talk about your... barony later. Right now, let's count the number of people you managed to offend during your so-called 'successful delivery.'" The Count started ticking off fingers.
"First, the Inquisition. Very clever of you to provoke them, considering your past.

Second, Baron Aluin and the First Duke.
Third, the Klaus family. Did you know that Viscount Henry Klaus is a descendant of the Third Duke? Not to mention, the Klaus line is the most intermarried with other noble houses. Basically, most of the high aristocracy are their relatives.

Fourth, you made some kind of disgraceful spectacle in Renvell. Never mind the healer, but you didn't even pay weregild to the Second Duke. You didn't even apologize.
Did I miss anyone?" He showed me four bent fingers. "The Inquisition and three Dukes. And that's not even mentioning the lords whose lands you passed through. Every single one complains about some horrid stench coming from your caravan. I'm ashamed to show my face."

Out of breath, the Count paused.
"First of all, I didn't pick a fight with the Second Duke. He's the one who, for some damn reason, sent an entire squad to kill me," I tried to explain, but Grandfather waved me off.

"Enough, shut up. I get it. In your mind, everyone else is to blame. But facts are facts. Tell me, how many people do you think backed you when the First Duke was telling everyone you were recruited by the Commonwealth?"
"Mmm, and what about the King? Did he believe it?"

"Who knows. He listened in silence, as he always does," the Count sighed.
"He's not going to walk out and say 'I changed my mind, hand the lands back,' right?" I asked, a bit anxious. The whole stunt with the core was supposed to get them off my back and buy time to develop in peace. I wasn't ready to openly confront the aristocracy yet.

"Tsk. Of course not. That would hurt his authority. But you think he doesn't have other ways to block your use of the land if he wants to? He could demand five years' worth of taxes upfront, or conscript you into his army. Speaking of which, what the hell were you thinking when you asked to hold the land under direct rule?"
"That I wouldn't have to follow your orders anymore," I admitted honestly.

"Brilliant," the Count replied sarcastically. "You do realize that now you're obligated to follow the King's orders directly?"
"And I wasn't before? May I remind you that I went into the Black Forest on the King's command."

"You followed my orders, and I followed the King's. Understand the difference?"
"Not really. You always seemed happy to obey every royal whim."

The Count flushed red.
"You little brat. I did it for the good of our House."

"Well, there you go. I'll handle my own affairs." I turned to head back to the archivist.
"Wait. How did you kill the Matriarch, if not with Commonwealth help?"

"Hornet's sacrifice and a bit of luck," I replied without slowing.
Damn old man. Not that I expected praise from him, but... he could've said something nice instead of ranting about pointless crap. Didn't pay weregild to the Second Duke? Ha. He should be paying me for the attempted assassination. And he will. Oh, he will. Once I get Ash working the furnaces and steel production up and running...

At the Archive door, a panicked page ran up to me. Upon seeing me, he let out a sigh of relief.

"Thank the All-God, you're here. The King requests your presence for a private audience."
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                The messenger led me into a room so small it triggered a bout of claustrophobia, especially after the lofty vaults of the palace.
The King sat on a sofa, his crown carelessly tossed onto a pillow. A ring sparkled on his finger, one I hadn't seen there before. Both the ring and the crown were clearly artifacts: the ring merely glowed, while the crown shimmered with every shade of red, at times going completely black.

"Come in! Ah, check the cabinet, maybe there's a bottle of wine stashed in there?" he said cheerfully.
Puzzled, I opened the cabinet door but found only servant livery inside.

"Nothing? Damn... teetotalers. Servants! A bottle and two glasses!" he shouted, and hurried footsteps echoed beyond the door.
If the King meant to unsettle me, he succeeded. I'd expected a grand, formal reception in a majestic chamber, not a casual wine chat.

"Your Majesty..." I began cautiously. Maybe I was being pranked, was this some impersonator?
"Just Robert. I bet your old man had plenty of bad things to say about me?"

"He never spoke of you. Not good, not bad," I replied carefully, completely at a loss.
"Hm. That might be for the best... No prejudice. Sit down! Uh... Servants! Bring a stool for the guest!"

A breathless servant knocked, rushed in holding a wine bottle and two crystal glasses.
"Right away, Your Majesty."

He shoved the bottle and glasses into my hands and rushed off again.
The King, meanwhile, got up from the sofa and dragged a small nightstand from the wall to the center of the room, placing it in front of the sofa.

"Well, damn. I'll have to whip the servants," he muttered in disappointment, looking at the cobwebs between the nightstand and the wall. Then, as if justifying himself, added, "Eh! This isn't a guest room, it's a servant's room. The guest rooms are spotless, I check them myself regularly!"
I calmly placed the wine on the nightstand.

"Perhaps the guest rooms would've been more comfortable..." I hinted.
"Sure, sure, but there are only a couple dozen guest rooms. Servant rooms? Hundreds! Sometimes it takes my wife hours to find me!" the King giggled awkwardly.

An awkward silence fell. I stood by the nightstand, a small spider crawling up its side, while the King scratched his nose thoughtfully.
"Mmm. So what are you into? You like horse racing?" he suddenly asked, throwing me off again.

"Your Majesty, I thought you wished to discuss more important matters."
"Ah, business, business. You're right... a bit too late for all that now, isn't it?" he said incongruously, making my head spin. It wasn't even evening... what was he talking about?

With a snap of his fingers, the King uncorked the bottle, a move that showed solid experience, and poured wine into the glasses.
"Still, your actions speak volumes. Killed a monster, kicked a Klaus noble's ass, charged like a raging bull, ranks be damned. Just like me in my youth! Ah!" the King sighed sentimentally. "Then came the Crown, and politics, curse them. Believe me, I understand. The Klaus lot... always looking for trouble. They're quiet now, but back in my day, when the Third Duke was in his prime, they terrorized everyone. I broke plenty of blond jaws myself... But you need to apologize to the Klaus family. I won't tell you why — let it be a surprise. But trust me, it's necessary."

"Of course, Your Majesty. If it's required, I'll do it," I said diplomatically.
"Splendid!" the King beamed. "And call me Robert."

"Just one thing, Your Maj... Robert. I didn't kill the Matriarch alone. It was only possible thanks to the self-sacrifice of Alex Hornet, who gave his life so I could strike."
"Hornet?" the King frowned. "Ah, Karl must've brought him along to escort you through the valley... I should've foreseen that! You say he died?"

"Yes. A heroic death."
"Then let's drink to that!" Robert downed his glass in one gulp. Seeing I hadn't touched mine, he added, "For the departed!"

I had no choice but to follow his example.
There was a knock at the door.

"I've brought a chair, Your Majesty," the servant said and entered with an ornate silver-inlaid armchair. It was, by any measure, better than the plain sofa the King sat on. I wondered if he'd switch places.
He didn't.

"What took you so long?" the King grimaced. "Find out who's assigned to this room and give them five... no, ten lashes."
The servant bowed and departed. I sat in the armchair, while the King thoughtfully refilled our glasses.

"And what do you... think of the late baronet?" the King asked.
Apparently, he didn't care for Hornet, but I didn't hesitate with my answer.

"He was a worthy man. I'd be proud to call him a friend."
"Great..." the King grumbled. "Even here, that two-meter ox outdid me. But you say he sacrificed himself to save you?"

"Yes. That's exactly what happened."
The King brightened.

"Alright! Fine, I forgive him all his past sins. No point holding a grudge against the dead, especially after such a deed. Let's drink to a smooth journey home for his soul! Amen!"
Another toast. At this rate, the bottle wouldn't last long...
I don't know why the King is acting so strangely, but since he wants to be chummy, I might as well ask him directly about his plans.
"I met Count Condor. He mentioned that it's within your power to demand five years' worth of taxes at once... Should I expect sabotage from you?"

"Karl overthinks things," the King frowned. "Sure, the taxes wouldn't hurt, but collecting them now would be like shifting money from one pocket to another. And how much would there even be? In any case, the Count was wrong. Why would I interfere when I planned to give you those lands from the very beginning?"
"What?" I nearly spilled my wine.

"Ha-ha!" The King laughed. "To be honest, I thought you'd just take a quick trip there and back, but you exceeded all my expectations. Even the First Duke didn't object to my decision! Thanks for the core, it will help our Kingdom survive, but... I have nothing to repay you with."
A wave of bitterness rose in me. So I brought back something so valuable just to get what I was already supposed to receive?

"If you could provide people to help settle the new lands, that would make a real difference," I tried fishing for something.
But the King shook his head. "Every knight is accounted for. I'll be blunt..."

He raised his hand, and the ring on his finger flared brightly. "Now we can't be overheard. The First Duke is plotting a rebellion with the support of the Theocracy. I wish it were just rumors or slander, but I'm afraid it's a real threat. That's one reason I want to bring you back into our forces. So my first command is to return the territories of the Condor county under your control."
The King placed a sealed letter on the table. The ornate seal glinted in the crystal facets of the wine glasses.

"This is a decree authorizing you to resolve your conflict by military means. It will be made public once you gather sufficient strength... if you do gather sufficient strength."
"Since our interests align, can we count on royal support?"

"No. The treasury is on the verge of bankruptcy. If I support you with troops, the First Duke will do the same. And then begins exactly what I'm trying to avoid. I'm afraid the best help I can offer is a show of neutrality, hoping the Duke will mirror it."
With every second, the King was becoming more and more like the man I had met in the throne room, a ruler, not... whoever this cheerful host had been.

I needed time to think it all through, but I didn't have time.
"I need people. Not necessarily soldiers, even peasants would do."

"After the sowing season, I'll order several tens of thousands to be relocated to the barony. No more. But they won't help you. You need mages and warriors. And the coming rebellion is only half the problem..."
The King stared into the distance and poured the last of the wine into his glass.

"Our Kingdom has always survived by balancing and finding compromises. Sandwiched between two great powers, ideologically eager to rip each other apart, we had no other choice."
He spoke slowly and took a sip.

I turned in confusion, but behind me was only a wall. Meanwhile, the King kept going.
"My eldest son took his mother's death very hard. I worried how he'd react to my remarriage, but I got lucky. He and his stepmother got along. Then she passed too. I tried to raise my son as all Dorns were raised, but after that, he turned to religion. I let him, in memory of his mother. But it required balance. So I nudged my second son toward studying general magic and theory, bringing in teachers from the Commonwealth. But I soon realized neither of them could be king. If either the First or Second Prince ascended, it would mean war. The Kingdom would be torn apart and turned into two provinces. Ruined provinces, torn apart by civil war as pawns of the Commonwealth and the Theocracy."
"So I married again. The third son disappointed me for a long time, until, suddenly, he bloomed. As if by a spell, at sixteen he seemed to ignite."
"He showed talent in everything he touched: alchemy, magic, swordsmanship, rituals. He crafted his own elixir recipes, shaming top alchemists. He defeated master swordsmen with his own, unique style. His grasp of magic theory left seasoned tutors stroking their beards. Most importantly, the Third Prince hated both the Theocracy and the Commonwealth equally. He held that hatred in a cold, calculated balance. A perfect king, I thought for years..."

"Only one problem. He's not my son."
I politely hummed. Must be rough, getting cheated on, but what does that have to do with me?

"And I'm afraid I misjudged the Third Prince's intentions. He hated the Kingdom of Steel just as much as the other two. Do you know why I'm telling you all this? In time, you'll understand, Randal. Just remember, you can't trust him. He'll try to kill you. But now, at least, you know where the blow will come from."
I hid my irritation behind the wine glass. Of course, now the Third Prince would try to kill me for knowing his dirty little secret.

"Don't flinch! We'll push through!" the King suddenly roared, clapping me on the shoulder. "If everything goes to plan. When I saw you had the support of the High Inquisitor, when I heard you had good relations with the Commonwealth, I knew there's still a chance! Not all is lost. Yes, the Condors are weak and few will rally to your banner. But there is one option. Have you heard of the Tournament to be held at the Magic Academy?"
I dove into Randal's memories. Magic Academy? There were no magic academies in the Kingdom, only schools.

"No, my King.""Strange, I thought young people were into that sort of thing... Ahem. The tournament will take place during the solstice, in the Commonwealth."

"I'm supposed to win it?" I guessed.
"Ha. No. That's impossible, unfortunately. You'll be traveling as part of the official delegation, alongside the Second Prince. Since the First Duke has gotten cozy with the Theocracy, we need to make our own move. The Second Prince's task will be to woo the daughter of one of the Lodge's members and secure an official marriage. Your task is to seek allies. The only way for House Condor to gather enough strength to stand against Marquis Short is with the Commonwealth's support. Use your contacts and recruit mages. You can even promise them land. In six months, I'll announce the repeal of the ban on granting land in non-hereditary possession to mages of other elements. If the Theocracy and the First Duke invade those lands, we can bring the issue to the Lodge and request military aid… And one more thing."

The King slipped the ring off his finger and handed it to me.
"This is proof of your authority as an envoy. Don't show it to your grandfather," he whispered. Apparently, the moment he removed the ring, the anti-eavesdropping spell stopped working.

I slipped the ring into my pocket and nearly jumped as the King shouted sharply.
"Count Karl von Condor, don't lurk by the door like a servant. Come in."

The door opened. If my grandfather was surprised to see me, he didn't show it. He merely cast a significant glance at my chair.
Not a chance, old man.

"Your Majesty," the old man bowed.
"Count," the King pronounced regally. All traces of looseness and chummy demeanor vanished. The crown now sat in its rightful place atop the royal head.

"I'm pleased with your work, but it's not enough. Not enough for House Condor to once again become the King's blade. You have much work ahead of you. I've ordered Randal to be included in the delegation set to depart in six months. Until then, attend all capital events and balls. Form alliances with anyone you can. I'll ensure the invitations."
Six months in the capital, followed by an unknown stay abroad? No thanks.

"I'd be more useful overseeing the barony," I said, and I could practically see my grandfather clutching at his chest. I'd bet my trophies he was now thinking something like, "How dare he contradict the King?!"
"Count, what do you think?" the King asked coolly, keeping a stony expression.

"He will be punished, Your Majesty," the Count bowed deeply.
"I asked where he would be of more use. Managing his lands or attending capital balls?"

The Count hesitated. Likely weighing where I'd do the least harm.
"I believe it's better to send him to the barony," the Count finally said.

Has he really decided I'd alienate the remaining nobles if I stayed in the capital? Hm. Then again, he might not be wrong...
"Understood, Count," the King said evenly, though amusement danced in his eyes. "Baron, in a few days I'll send you my knight, Gryphon. He'll accompany and protect you. By the time the delegation departs, you must be in the capital. For now, you are dismissed. The Count and I have a few matters to discuss in private."

I bowed and left the room. That had gone better than expected.
Six months is a long time. Why wait on hypothetical Commonwealth mages? In that time, I could raise an army strong enough to crush the Marquis myself.

If only I had enough gunpowder…





An axe whistled through the air and slammed into the tree-like, eight-legged body. The spider squealed, twitched its limbs, then died. By its kin's standards, it was small—only the size of a yard dog. One good strike had been enough to finish it off, sluggish as it was in the cold.

"Where do you all even come from…" the scout muttered, kneeling by the corpse and pulling a chisel from his belt. Even a tiny core could fetch ten silver coins.
Using the back of his battleaxe as a hammer, he began carefully extracting the core, hidden beneath the plated armor.

Suddenly, a sense of unease made him spring to his feet and take a defensive stance.
Silence. Absolute stillness. Only the sound of his heartbeat.

The Black Forest was the quietest of all he'd ever fought in. But at that moment, it became utterly, unnaturally silent.
The soldier scanned the tangled tendrils shrouded in darkness, until he noticed something strange above, concealed in the shadows.

Something large and round, much bigger than the spider he'd just slain.
It turned toward him.

An eye. A massive eye, hidden among the tendrils.
Abandoning the core, the scout ran back toward camp.

No one pursued him.
The eye simply watched, motionless, as the tiny human fled, stumbling over the writhing tendril-roots curling across the ground.







END OF VOLUME TWO
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                There is no noble House that doesn't throw dust in others eyes.
Deceiving those around you isn't just useful—it's simply pleasant. But in the Third Duchy, they knew well that sometimes one must not throw dust in eyes, but grind the enemy into that very dust.

That was exactly what the girl in the family's training hall was trying to do.
Literally, as her opponents were humanoid stone golems.

Blow after blow rained down on stone limbs. Right arm, throat, heart. Sparks and stone chips flew in all directions! The steel blade dulled and likely numbed her arms, but the girl only increased the speed and power of her strikes. Strike, strike, strike! The golem stopped trying to attack and merely raised its arms to shield its neck, which only enraged the girl further.
Dodging a swing from the second golem, she struck downward, splitting the golem in two. Sparks flared in its cracked chest, and it instantly collapsed. Without magic support, all the moving parts became just pieces of stone.

She turned to the second golem and delivered a straight blow to its chest. The glowing blade didn't just pierce through half a meter of stone—it struck the core hidden beneath. Magic clashed with magic, and the golem exploded, spraying shrapnel throughout the training hall.
"Milady!" the instructor called reproachfully.

"What?" the blonde asked, casually discarding the hopelessly ruined sword.
"You broke the targets. Again."

"Not my fault they're so fragile," the girl shrugged, untying the ribbon that held her pale hair.
"You could have restrained your strikes," the instructor gently chided.

"Then what's the point of training? You can't practice anything but raw force on these dummies. At this rate, I'll never match Aunt..."
The doors to the hall opened halfway and got stuck against a piece of golem's head.

"More mess again..." grumbled the young nobleman squeezing through the gap, then immediately ducked. A blade whooshed over his head, shattering the iron-reinforced doors into splinters.
Less than a second had passed, and the girl had already summoned a sword lying on the floor into her hand, leapt across most of the hall, and delivered a strike.

"Perfect timing, brother. Let's train!" she commanded, slashing again and finishing off the remains of the door. The young man, who had barely escaped with a roll, brushed golem dust off his fine clothes.
"I'm here on business... Abyss!" he exclaimed, drawing his sword in a flash to deflect the next blow. If he hadn't, his dear sister would have cleaved him in two!

"Uncle, help!" he cried out in panic, remembering that she once mentioned wanting two brothers to train with.
The instructor sighed, drew his sword, and tried to help his nephew weather the storm of strikes.

Without needing to coordinate, they made full use of the advantages bloodblades had over training weapons. The red swords bent at impossible angles, shortened or extended, coiled into spirals trying to trap the enemy's weapon. But every attempt ended the same—the girl's blade flared and sliced through bloodmetal as if it were clay. The uncle tried to force close combat but was kicked in the stomach and collapsed onto the dusty floor. His nephew soon followed.
"Do you yield?" she asked, slightly out of breath, brushing a strand of hair from her forehead with a delicate finger.

The two men lying in the dust nodded in agreement.
"Abyss, Erin! I came on business, not to spar!" the brother complained, catching his breath.

"And that's a mistake. Our great-grandfather won't last much longer. In the power struggle that follows, only strength and swordplay will save you."
"And what about my dear sister? Won't you protect me?" he smiled.

"If Aunt Ariel and that peacock, the Second Duke, claim the inheritance—I won't be able to protect even myself, let alone you. So it's training, training, and more training," Erin reminded him, omitting the fact that she wouldn't be able to oppose even Aunt Ariel alone, let alone the famed battle duo.
"Training or new alliances," the young man said, pulling out a scroll and handing it to his sister.

"What's this?"
"A proposal from the King."

She quickly scanned the lines.
Frowned and read them again, much more attentively this time.

"Who the hell is this 'Baron of Raykland'?!" she exclaimed angrily, raising an indignant brow.





"I thought you'd return with gold, not mud in your pockets," I greeted Tamilla as she entered the Golden Horse, wearing a torn and filthy doublet that reeked of sewage.

"Very funny, Randall. Let me in. I have problems."
I stepped aside, letting her into the room.

"Strange they even let you into the courtyard. Maybe take a bath first?"
She looked at me as if I were a talking log and pulled out the pistol I'd given her. Unloaded.

"Okay, serious problems. What happened?"Half an hour later.

"So if I understand correctly, all I need to do is go tell the King he made a mistake. Then he'll promptly put them all in their place," I mused aloud.
The look Tamilla gave me made her earlier "talking log" stare seem like a glowing compliment to my intellect.

"Are you insane? Why would the King start a conflict with the people funding him in his hour of need, and all for some minor noble?"
"I'm a Baron now, for the record."

"Doesn't matter. They'll just kill us and say that's how it was. Well, okay, maybe not you, but definitely me."
"Don't worry. If I intervene, no one's killing you. Trust me."

Tamilla fell silent, listening to her own thoughts, then spoke again.
"Let's suppose you're right. Even if they don't kill me, my very existence now threatens the King's reputation. That, by itself, makes me a liability."

"Technically, this is the King's mess. He stirred the pot. He should be thankful we exposed how thoroughly he got played."
"Randall... for the kind of 'messes' you're talking about, it's always regular people who pay the price. Trust me, there's no fixing this. Tamilla is dead. Long live... Tami? I'll pick a new name later. I'm not asking you to reclaim my guild. Just... help me get out of the Capital alive. I already owe you more than I can ever repay..."

I gently covered her mouth with my hand.
"You've helped me plenty too. As for the gold—forget it. Selling the cores earned me far more than you ever owed. Besides, we're partners, remember?"

"Mmmph!" she protested, and I moved my hand so she could speak properly.
"What I meant is... you don't have to hold to that contract anymore. I've got nothing left. I'll understand if you want to end it." Her eyes shimmered.

"You still have your skills, your experience, and your connections. That's more than enough. Remember how I offered you the role of our treasurer? That offer still stands. Just... don't steal too much, please!" I joked, trying to lift her spirits.
It had the opposite effect.

"Idiot... I won't steal anything..." she muttered, hiding her face in her hands.
A heavy pounding echoed from the door. Fist or boot, judging by the sound. THUD-THUD-THUD!

"Open up, in the name of the Inquisition!"
Tamilla and I exchanged a glance.

"Open immediately, or you'll be charged with harboring a doppelgänger!"
"Randall..." she whispered in fear.

"I'll handle it."
Outside stood two inquisitors. Judging by their faded robes, they weren't high-ranking.

The taller one tried to push past me, but I stood firm, blocking the entrance.
"Aha! You're obstructing a holy mission!" the tall one proclaimed, but the other inquisitor didn't back him up. Instead, he pulled him aside and began whispering fiercely.

I watched the scene for a few seconds, then asked:
"Gentlemen, if you have no further questions, I'll get back to my business."

A short, silent mime battle followed, and then the shorter inquisitor approached me.
"May the One bless you, slayer of the Matriarch. We heard rumors that a vile creature, one that can mimic human form, had infiltrated this inn. It could take on the appearance of someone close to you..."

"No one like that here," I cut him off.
The inquisitor bowed.

"Forgive the intrusion. May your soul remain in the Light."
The pair left.

Back in the room, I looked at Tamilla thoughtfully.
"Doppelgängers are a myth, spread to make burning people easier," she responded quickly.

"Hmm. A doppelgänger would say exactly that."
Tamilla stared at me in shock before declaring:

"I'm not a doppelgänger! That's ridiculous!"
I gave her a sly look.

"What if you're a doppelgänger who absorbed all the victim's memories and forgot you're a doppelgänger?"
Tamilla froze, considering the idea, then shook her head.

"Nonsense. Monsters can't mimic magical talent. Which means I'm still me."
"And your talent is...?" I prompted.

"A secret. Or at least it was... Fine—empathy. I can feel emotions and sensations. Very handy for telling when someone's trying to deceive me... unless they're using alchemical drugs to fake their feelings."
"So you can sense lies?"

"Not exactly. I can sense when someone is consciously about to lie. If they truly believe what they're saying, I get fooled too."
"Still useful."

"Yeah."
"Can you tell what I'm thinking right now?" I decided to test her.

"I don't read thoughts. But I can guess, based on how you're feeling..." She paused, then exclaimed, "I smell that bad?!"
"Absolutely terrible. Go take a bath."

"Sorry. I didn't think it was that bad. The sewer stench must've killed my nose," she complained, heading downstairs to the innkeeper. Unfortunately, even in a place as upscale as the Golden Horse, there was no such thing as hot running water. Oh, there was a tub in the room, sure, but the water had to be heated and hauled by hand. Not by guests, of course, but by servants.
"Wait! Better stay up here. Inquisitors might pop out of nowhere again..."

I arranged for the servants to bring hot water, all the while debating whether I should give Tamilla a more thorough check for doppelgänger-ness. The only thing stopping me was the simple fact that she had nowhere to go. Her life literally depended on staying in my good graces and that... didn't feel great. And with long-term working relations ahead, did I really want to complicate things?
At least let's get out of the Capital first. Then we'll see...

Still, it had been a long journey without female company. Same for the lads. Can't forget them, either.
I intercepted a servant carrying a steaming tub.

"Tell me, friend—do you know any reputable establishments in the Capital that can accommodate a valiant squad of a couple dozen men?"





"Baronet Falcon!" I greeted the King's envoy warmly, a knight I had been expecting for days.

Whether it was coincidence or the King deliberately sent someone I already knew, I couldn't say. But damn, I was genuinely glad to see him. Finally, a decent man among the nobility. I just hoped getting to know him better wouldn't ruin the impression.
"Viscount Condor... or is it Baron Condor now?" Baronet Falcon smiled.
"Whichever you prefer," I replied with a grin.

"I see my uniform suits you. I never imagined you'd honor it like this. Fun fact: griffin rider uniforms have become quite fashionable among the Capital's youth."
I shrugged. Fashion never interested me much.

"Come in, have a drink," I invited, but he declined.
"The sky doesn't favor drinkers, and we don't have much time. The King told me to get you to the Valley as soon as possible."

"Quick question, how many people can a griffin carry?"
"We can take one more, assuming they aren't too heavy."

"What if it's cargo instead of a person?"
He gave me a quick once-over.

"About sixty kilos more, give or take. If it's a short distance, maybe a bit extra. But better not to risk it, any extra load slows us down."
I was torn. The caravan with the saltpeter would be heading back soon, but there was so much we needed in the Valley. In the Capital, I'd bought magnetite, alchemical reagents, quality steel for cutting tools. I even turned the large platform that once held the Matriarch's head into a grain transport wagon. And most importantly, several wagons were packed with saltpeter.

Too bad none of this could be teleported. And I still needed to move Tamilla somewhere safe. Asha could solve my steelmaking problems. Even the regular troops I'd trained to reload and fire would be useful as an instructional base. I needed everything and everyone, but the damned griffin limit was only sixty kilos.
"What if you fly me over, then come back for someone else I name?" I asked hopefully.

"Out of the question. The King ordered me not to leave your side," Falcon said, spreading his hands.
"Alright, then here's the plan. Tamilla, you're flying with us. Til, gather the men and head out to meet the caravan on the outskirts, then make your way to the Valley."

Asha would've been more useful... but she was just as valuable guarding the caravan, especially making sure no sparks got near the saltpeter or incinerating anyone who dared touch the massive stash of gold in the wagons.
"Understood, Viscount," Tamilla answered from inside the room. Ever since I returned with the men yesterday, she'd been a bit sour, still even calling me 'Viscount'.

"Are we flying from here?" I asked. Falcon laughed.
"No, I came on foot. Well, with a driver and carriage. He's waiting outside."

"Of course..."
As we rode through the city, Falcon shared some insight into serving as one of the King's knights.

First, all griffins and other magical beasts were kept in a fenced-off zone with heightened magical density. They weren't allowed to hunt freely, too dangerous. Let one fly over the Capital and it might mistake a child for prey.
Second, to my surprise, the griffin didn't actually belong to Falcon. He was more of a "rental pilot." The creature was bonded to him, sure, but still property of the Crown. Griffins were outrageously expensive, worth hundreds of thousands in gold, and that was just theoretical. No one sold them for coin. Only through rare materials, favors, or alliances could even the richest Counts or Marquises hope to obtain one. A Baron? Out of the question. But with talent and strength, a man could enter royal service and get paid well. The Captain of the Griffin Riders held a Baron title and spent his life flying instead of ruling land. Most riders were baronets or knights, usually landless, but rewarded with estates for loyal service.

Falcon, for example, had earned a small lakeside estate, which he bragged about for the rest of the ride.
Meanwhile, I sat in the rattling carriage, thinking yet again: this world needs proper chambered, rubber wheels. And maybe some decent suspension. Torsion springs wouldn't hurt either. Judging by how Tamilla was cradling her chest with both hands, I was sure she had similar thoughts. Maybe not as technical, but definitely about ending the constant jostling.

The roads were actually decent by medieval cobblestone standards. Not asphalt, but relatively even.
Eventually, we reached the outer gate. Falcon underwent a lengthy inspection. We were waved through after a single magic word, "passengers."

Inside was a veritable menagerie, cages everywhere, full of magical beasts. Giant riding cats, lizard-like salamanders the size of horses, all sorts of hybrid chimeras. Tamilla lit up.
"Wow, that one has a snake for a tail!"

"That's a Manticore, but we're heading this way," Falcon said, pointing to a side path that led toward a cliff.
"Shame..." Tamilla murmured, eyeing the cages we didn't get to pass.

Like a kid at the zoo, I swear.
Ten minutes of walking brought us to one of the cliffs. Too smooth, too vertical, too seamless. It had to be mage-shaped.

Falcon whistled. From the top of the cliff dove a feathered beast, momentarily blotting out the sun with its wingspan.
A gust of dust hit my eyes, and by the time I blinked it away, Falcon was already petting a gray griffin, which was emitting happy griffin noises, somewhere between cooing and purring.

"Her name's Laura. Her nest is up on the cliff, you just can't see it from below. Now approach slowly, let her sniff you."
"She won't bite, will she?" the merchant asked nervously.

"Technically, she pecks," I noted, pointing at the beak.
"Not helping!" she snapped, unimpressed by my joke.

Fair enough. One peck from this creature could easily tear off a human limb. That's exactly what they did in battle, when things went so badly they had to be thrown into the fight. Though griffins could fight, they were meant to avoid direct combat. Their hollow bones made them fragile. As aerial scouts or flying mage platforms, they were priceless.
For brute force battles, that's what tougher, land-based chimeras were for.

"Alright, hop on! And don't grab the feathers, she hates that!" Falcon called cheerfully and swung into the saddle in one motion.
"How do we..."

"I'll help."
With some effort, we got Tamilla seated. I climbed up after her.

"See the straps? Put them on just like I did, and tighten them a lot. Seriously. Griffins sometimes do flips. Trust me, you don't want to find out what happens if a strap comes loose. Everyone ready?"
He took a deep breath.

"Alright then... LET'S FLY!"
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                The Capital had barely quieted down after the triumphant tale of one of the continent's mightiest monsters being brought down when a new scandal erupted.
The Second Duke had arrived in the Capital and, on the very next day, exercised his right to summon the council.

One didn't need to be a genius to guess what it would be about: the incident near Datzig, in which a military unit from the First Duchy trespassed onto foreign land and was decimated, while the injured Heir was "invited" to stay, an invitation that couldn't be declined.
The King had gone to great lengths to keep the situation under control. The two sides exchanged undiplomatic letters, but an agreement was eventually reached. The First Duke wouldn't press charges in exchange for the Heir's safe return. War seemed to have been averted… then, suddenly, the Second Duke called a council and chose to attend it in person.

The King twisted his beard around his finger, watching the herald announce the arriving nobles as they entered the throne room one by one. Could it be the Third Prince who'd convinced the Second Duke to keep pressing the First, now that the Heir was in his hands?
The King turned and cast a searching glance at him. His "non-son," Dastan Dorn, stood calmly to the left of the throne, opposite the Queen. His cold eyes betrayed no emotion, and his stony face gave away nothing of his thoughts.

"Thorn and Ariel von Steiger!" the herald proclaimed, then began a long recitation of titles and honors.
The Second Duke entered with his Duchess.

The King had always found something comical in this sight: the imposing Archmage was a full head shorter than his muscular wife, who awkwardly adjusted her voluminous gown. Their odd pairing usually lightened the King's mood, but not today. His thoughts were a mess. What are you planning, Thorn? We had an agreement. You didn't want war either… you were willing to back down.
Robert Dorn gripped the throne's armrests until his knuckles turned white.

"Darling, breathe," chirped the Queen, and his hands unclenched almost involuntarily. No need to show the anger her voice triggered.
The King sighed. In truth, one could envy the Steigers. Of all the high nobility, they came the closest to a marriage born of love rather than politics. Unlike him…

At last, the recitation ended and the couple approached the throne.
"Your Highness. Before all assembled, I, the Second Duke, hereby declare: the First Duke has committed an unprovoked military incursion into my territory, with the goal of seizing my border city, Datzig!" he proclaimed.

The King wiped his brow in frustration. The very thing he'd feared had now come to pass.
The court broke into whispers. Not everyone had known about the skirmish between the Dukes…

"Darling, you will refute these slanderous accusations, won't you? My brother explained the whole thing to you," the Queen whispered behind his right shoulder. For the first time in ages, a faint smile touched the Third Prince's face.
"What proof do you have for these claims, Second Duke?" the King asked, stalling for time.

On the surface, it seemed reasonable to side with the Second Duke and crush the First together, but only on the surface. The First was aligned with the Theocracy, the Second, with the Commonwealth. Open war between them would quickly become a proxy conflict between those powers. With no secure heir to the throne, the risk was enormous. The Kingdom might not survive, it would be torn apart and devoured by its neighbors.
"I ask the herald to escort them in. The proof is the testimony of the Crown Marquis of the First Duchy, who has confessed everything."

A young man in red-bronze attire was led in. He appeared uninjured, but few were convinced. Healing magic could work wonders...
"Nonsense!" the First Duke bellowed, rising to his feet. "You tortured him to get the confession you wanted! And you dare bring him into the Royal Palace? I demand his immediate release, or I'll take him by force!"

"Darling... Thorn's gone too far, you must se—" the Queen began, but was interrupted by an uproar from among the counts.
"Permission to speak!" An elderly noble from the Second Duke's coalition stepped forward.

"Speak."
"The First Duke's actions undermine the stability of the Kingdom. This time, our liege was nearby and managed to protect Datzig, but who knows if we'll be so lucky again. As King, you must force him to abide by the royal laws. He must either declare war formally or cease his lawless raids!"

"War?!" Another noble interjected, this one from the First Duke's faction. "Three centuries ago, Datzig belonged to the First Duchy! Our lord is merely reclaiming what is rightfully his!"
The palace erupted in chaos. Nobles shouted accusations of dishonor, slander, and lies. Duels were challenged, and the married couple who had started this storm now stood back-to-back.

The Third Prince watched the escalating turmoil with smug satisfaction. For the first time in recent memory, a slight smile graced his stone-carved features.
The King rose from his throne and strode toward the Second Duke.

"We had settled this. What the hell do you think you're doing?""The First will back down. Our spies report that his army isn't that strong. It's not ready for a real war. Just take my side. There won't be any war, he wouldn't dare," the Second whispered quickly.

Robert shook his head. He couldn't allow them to go to war, and he couldn't take sides. He knew the First Duke, he'd start a war even if he wasn't ready for it.
The King glanced sideways. The bear-like noble was already barking orders to his vassals, preparing not just for war, but to start a fight right here, to reclaim his heir. And Robert knew the Queen would take his side. Things couldn't get any worse. It was time for drastic measures.

Robert reached out to his Crown, drawing power from it. The artifact responded in a chorus of a thousand voices blending into an indistinct roar. The hall trembled with tension, any moment now, the rival noble coalitions might leap at each other's throats!
"Her Radiance... Her Radiance! Baroness!" the herald cried out and collapsed.
A new face appeared in the noisy hall.
"Someone fetch a healer," purred the Baroness, adjusting the porcelain mask on her face. She hadn't resisted showing her beauty to the herald, and now he was convulsing on the marble floor.

"ENOUGH!" the King roared, and the Crown flared, pinning the entire hall to the floor with magical pressure. Most fell to their knees. Only the strongest remained standing, and the Baroness Bathory.
Order returned. The nobility curiously examined the newcomer. According to rumor, the Baroness had either died in the fire or been horribly disfigured.

"I come to ask the King for justice. My lands were seized by the First Duke," she announced in a velvety voice. Melodic and enchanting, it drifted through the hall, stirring envy in the women and fascination in the men.
"Take off the mask. We can't be sure it's really you," barked the First Duke.

"Agreed," the Second Duke unexpectedly supported his rival.
"Your Majesty, must I really?" the Baroness asked playfully, ignoring the Dukes.

"Yes."
"Ah..." She gave a shy shrug and removed the mask.

Silence fell. Contrary to their fears, her appearance stunned the audience like a lightning bolt from a clear sky. "The golden youth" stared at her openly, and even the older nobles couldn't deny that Bathory had become even more beautiful. Her facial features were more or less the same, but there was an aura of charm surrounding her now.
"She's more beautiful than a succubus..." muttered one young noble and received an elbow to the ribs from his fiancée.

"What?!" she shrieked, scandalized, right into the ear of her obviously guilty beloved.
"Quit staring," Ariel hissed at her husband, and the Second Duke quickly looked away. She had been nagging him constantly since they learned of the failed assassination attempt on Condor. No need to give her another reason.

"It's definitely you," the First Duke admitted reluctantly.
The Baroness gave a graceful curtsy and smiled.

"I'm grateful you took care of my lands, but it's time to return them to their rightful owner," she said firmly and with authority.
The hall erupted in a unified chorus of support. Even nobles from the First Duke's coalition were calling for the lands to be returned. Staggered by the betrayal, the Duke was at a loss for words.

But the King found them.
"I believe this is the shared will of the Kingdom's nobility. I order it done. And also, immediately begin negotiations with the Second Duke regarding a fair ransom for the Marquis."

The Queen, her mouth open to speak, was silenced by a furious glare. The First Duke gave a fake smile and raised his hands. He had capitulated.
Robert Dorn let out a breath of relief. It looked like war had been averted. Bathory had shown up just in time.

A strange sound caught his attention.
To his left, the Third Prince was biting into his own finger with savage force, drawing blood. In his furious growl, Robert could make out a single word:

"Clemen..."
Noticing he was being watched, Dastan composed his face again. Only the drops of blood splashing onto the marble floor proved that the King hadn't imagined that sudden outburst of rage.





"Looks like it's lively down there," Tamilla shouted into my ear.

Speaking quietly was pointless. The icy wind devoured any words not yelled aloud.
"Y-y-yeah," I chattered through clenched teeth. Even the fur coat wasn't helping against this penetrating cold. We were all covered in frost. Turned out, at this altitude, even the mild coastal weather couldn't help against the constant wind. On our second day, we had to land in a small town and stock up on serious winter gear.

Still didn't help much up here in the northern part of the continent.
The weather shift was stunning. It was summer in the Capital, and here? True winter.

That shouldn't even be possible, not with such a short distance between the Capital and our Outpost... well, Barony now.
"I'm no scholar, I don't know why! Just tell me where to land!" Falcon yelled. He was the only one not suffering from the cold. His thick uniform had been thoroughly enchanted for this exact situation.

Before signaling him, I gave the land one last look. A tide of black tendrils stretched to the horizon, reaching all the way to the sea, not that you could see the water through the overgrowth. According to the maps, the sea lay just beyond the mountains, but the tendrils had wrapped the entire coastline. Even where the valley narrowed into the only break in the mountains, the tendrils rose up like cliffs, sealing the one gap in the range. Even from up here, I could see how massive they were. Honestly, it might be easier to cut through the mountains than to clear out those weeds. But that was a problem for the distant future...
I craned my neck and looked down under the griffin. The wings blocked most of the view, but even so, it was clear, my village had expanded many times over. When I left, we had only a couple dozen houses. Now it was a solid settlement. Not a town yet, unfortunately, but something close. And it was buzzing with life. Crowds of people were hacking at the frozen ground with hoes, digging a trench between the village and the Black Forest. It looked like the entire adult population of the outpost had gathered, thousands of workers, moving like ants.
"Land in the clear area between the workers and the Black Forest!" I shouted, grabbing the straps just in time. The damned griffin suddenly folded its wings and dove. Tamilla screamed behind me. After four days of travel, she still hadn't gotten used to this mode of transport. The wind slammed into my chest with renewed force, trying to suck the last of the warmth from my body.

The griffin picked up speed, then spread its wings and began circling the landing site, gradually reducing height and speed.
Despite this medieval airplane being far from comfortable, I'd fallen in love with it. What took us a month with the caravan, we now covered in just four days. And that's with frequent stops so the griffin could rest and eat. In extreme conditions, we could have arrived even faster.

And it wasn't just a means of transportation. How destructive could a griffin be if you gave it a barrel of gunpowder to carry in its claws? Instant air force. Too bad these creatures cost a fortune... But I had a solid lab nearby. Sure, not exactly designed for this, and yes, I'd killed more than half the skilled staff, but it was a start.
There was potential to one day start producing chimeras. Griffins were near the peak of magical beastcraft, but someone had created them once, long ago. So, if I invested time, money, and people... who knows? And even if flying ones didn't work out, more basic creatures wouldn't hurt. Once Ron returned with the caravan, we could start probing the idea.

The griffin made one last loop and, flapping hard, landed. Once the snowstorm it kicked up settled, I saw soldiers running at us from all sides, axes drawn.
"Friendly!" I shouted, and spotted Henry among them.

"My lord? Lady Tamilla? Stand down!" he called, turning toward the hastily built watchtower and raising a hand. I noticed Dolan on the platform doing the same, lowering his musket.
I unbuckled and jumped into the snow, then caught Tamilla and set her down. Like me, in her snow-covered coat, she looked like a walking snowman. Amazing Henry even recognized her, must've been the chest.

"Good thing you're here. Perfect timing. I take it the rest of the men will arrive later?" Henry said, shaking my hand.
"Correct. They'll be here in about a month, maybe a week sooner. I kept my promise, you're now officially subjects of the Barony of Reikland. The King has granted me full control over the valley."

There wasn't much joy on their faces, though, just the faintest hint of hope.
Once they were sure we weren't an enemy attack, they returned to work, swinging their hoes with even more vigor.

"My lord, that's great news... but we've got a huge problem. Or rather, one more huge problem. Come inside. I'll explain everything."
"Gentlemen, don't forget the griffin's starving after the flight. Do you have a spare horse? Or at least a couple of sheep?" Falcon reminded them, having also dismounted. "And a warm stable would be great, not strictly necessary, but Laura gets extra ravenous in the cold. And she already eats more than most."

"We'll figure something out," I promised.
The one real downside of this medieval air force? It eats like crazy. On the road, we kept having to land in villages and buy livestock just to feed the griffin. If we kept her here too long, she'd devour what little we had left.





As it turned out, feeding the griffin wasn't a problem at all, compared to the utter disaster looming on the horizon.

"You're saying you saw another Matriarch in the forest?" I asked the scout brought in to report.
"Swear to the All-God, my lord. You can't mistake that thing for anything else. She tried to hide behind those thick tree-tentacles, but the eye stuck out. Massive! It was her. Another one, damn it!"

I rubbed my suddenly aching temples. Even Mira, clinging happily to my side, didn't lift my spirits.
"You can… do it again, right, my lord?" the scout asked hopefully.

"Where the hell did another Matriarch come from?" I muttered into the void, realizing just how deep in trouble we were.
I couldn't repeat what I'd done before. That was the problem.

And if that thing attacked, what the hell would I do without a railgun?
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                For several minutes, I remained silent, and the room fell into complete stillness.
"Bring Master Orin here," I finally ordered the scout, killing two birds with one stone: getting rid of unnecessary ears, and I truly did need the alchemist.

The soldier bowed and left. Inside the hut, only Henry and the two girls remained.
"Henry, the moat is too small and too narrow. It won't help against that monster. The Matriarch won't even notice it."

"I know," the former quartermaster sighed. "But the people needed something to keep them busy so they wouldn't panic. Now that you're here, they have hope again that things will turn out all right. Besides, I doubt the monster will come without an entourage."
I tapped my finger on the table and pulled a clean sheet of paper toward me. Dipping my quill into the inkwell, I divided the sheet into two sections: Fortifications and Weapons.

"How much time do we have?"
"I don't know. No one does. But there's hope they won't attack before winter ends. A monster like the Matriarch doesn't care about frost, but the smaller spiders suffer from it, becoming weak and sluggish."

"So we have anywhere from a few minutes to a few months?" I concluded.
Henry nodded in agreement.

"We need a proper fortress wall, at least ten meters high," I wrote down the first item in the scroll.
"That would help, but where would we get one?" Henry chuckled.

"We'll build it, of course. Ideally across the whole valley. If we're short on time, around the settlement at least. A wall's useless if they can just walk around it."
"That's impossible. Only a Senior Earth Mage could build a wall on such short notice. Maybe even an Archmage..."

"We'll see. You still know so little about what science can do," I added a second item to the scroll, "cement."
"Pass on the order to the workers to deepen and widen the moat. We'll lay the foundation for the wall in it."

"There may be complications with that," Henry hesitated.
"Why?"

Mira answered in his place.
"There are roots deeper down. Roots of the Black Forest. They're very hard to cut."

My heart skipped a beat. I had never considered that the colossal thing might extend downward too. It should've been obvious. What if it had filled the entire valley? My imagination immediately painted black tangles under the very floor.
"There aren't any in the center of the village. When we dug the well, we didn't encounter anything," Henry reassured me.

I bit my quill thoughtfully. Damn it, ideally, we shouldn't build a wall directly above those tendrils. But retreating and constructing a new defensive line, losing half the village? And we had already dug a decent moat, just needed to expand and pour. In the end, maybe it wasn't that bad? Sure, if that thing grew under the foundation, it might damage the wall. But we won't let it grow, we'll clear-cut kilometers around. So, not that bad.
Still, I dipped the quill again and added "iron rebar." The foundation would have to be reinforced as much as possible, just in case.

"Then we'll make the base even wider. Simple as that. Is the steam engine operational?"
"Yes, fully. But only one saw remains, the others broke down."

"Good, we'll need it. Where's the engine now?"
"At the sawmill. Once the Matriarch was spotted, we moved it farther from the Black Forest to avoid provoking the monster."

Damn, we'll need planks for formwork too. A lot of planks. That means we need a second steam engine, maybe a third, maybe even a fourth...
I mentally tallied where we could use them to speed up construction and realized the metal that was supposed to arrive via caravans during my absence wouldn't be enough.

"How's the blast furnace project progressing?" I asked, and this time Mira lowered her eyes.
"We didn't manage to finish it. There were too many refugees. We had to divert workers to building stoves."

I sighed. It would've been easier if they'd finished. I'd have to go and inspect the work myself when I had time.
A knock at the door, and the alchemist entered, disheveled and sleep-deprived.

"My lord."
"Meister," I greeted him politely and added the first line under "Weapons."

"I gave you a task concerning saltpeter..."
"I managed to create a small reserve, but I couldn't find an alchemist who could supply it to us."

"That's fine. In some ways, it's even good. Tell me, how are the beds coming along?"
When we traveled through the southern lands with the caravan, we evaporated saltpeter by the kilogram. Here in the northern regions, the raw materials were scarce. Bacteria had too little summer to work with. Fortunately, I had planned ahead. Our test shed had been equipped with stoves. Likely, this would be the most expensive saltpeter in the world...

"I took care of the beds. Alf healed them every day, just as you ordered," Mira replied.
"It's been over a month. Time to leach and evaporate the saltpeter. Let's see if healing magic sped up its production..."

The alchemist sighed heavily, dreading the return of the stench.
"Chin up, Meister. It's an alchemist's duty to deal with foul-smelling ingredients," I chided him. "Speaking of ingredients, the shipment from Ligrad. Any components for making 'liquid lava'?"

"I'll need to check the inventory. I'll report back as soon as I know."
"Good," I added another item to the list, "Large flamethrower."

Last time, my alchemical flamethrower worked excellently against a warrior spider. Who knows, if we scaled it up, maybe it could challenge an even stronger creature? Besides, fire is the best remedy against regenerating monsters. Only one problem, the mixture doesn't store well, so it would have to be brewed right during the attack, literally under the beast's nose."So, how much saltpeter do we have?"

"We managed to collect a little over twenty kilograms..."
I clicked my tongue. So, about twenty-five kilograms of gunpowder. On the one hand, that's even more than we had when we started the expedition. On the other, not enough. A single shot from a twelve-pounder cannon requires over a kilogram of powder. And I was sure such a small cannon wouldn't suffice. We needed something much larger, and not just one. The creature had strong armor and excellent reflexes.

That gave us one full salvo from all weapons, do or die.
"How much salt do we have?" I suddenly asked.

"Salt?"
"Yes, ordinary table salt."

"A couple of sacks, probably, if we gather it from all over the camp," Mira shrugged.
"Excellent. The generator still works?" I waited for a few nods, then added "chlorate gunpowder" to the scroll. "Meister Orin, I'll explain later what needs to be done."

I refreshed the ink on the tip of the quill and wrote one final line in the scroll: "Railgun?" with a big question mark.
"And bring me a couple of cores for an experiment. And yes, just in case, clear the room."





I placed the dim core on the table, but as soon as it touched the wooden surface, it cracked in half and crumbled into gray dust. A total failure on all fronts.

The moment I tried to extract energy from the core, it extracted just fine. More than fine, actually. One little problem, the energy went who knows where, but definitely not into our world. The core rapidly lost all its power and disintegrated without giving me even a gram of strength.
After ruining a couple more small cores, I abruptly stopped the experiments. I had a very bad feeling about where that energy might have gone. But even that wasn't the main issue...

Back then, the first time, I was filled to the brim with raw energy and had support from a ritual circle that took on part of the load, but I was still the central element generating the electromagnetic field. Could I try shifting that burden to ritual circles instead?
Possibly... but developing that would take a ton of time, and the result would be worse than simply having another metal mage take my place.

A shame, really, but things could've gone much worse. After the fight with the demon, I could've lost not just the ability to magnetize metal, but also to reshape it. Then we'd truly be screwed. And that's not even mentioning the possibility that I could've just ceased to exist. Some horned freak would be walking around instead of me. Yikes.
Regretfully, I picked up the quill and crossed out "Railgun" from the list. Maybe someday, when I find a trustworthy enough metal mage, I'll share the secret with them. But for now, we'd have to manage as we were.

Just wasted time...
There was a knock at the door. Hopefully, it was Mira. I'd sent her to fetch the steam engine blueprints. I needed to refresh a few points to build more copies.

"Come in. Did you bring them?"
"I think so. Everything I could find, except the ones you burned."

"Those were early drafts. Useless."
I reached out, but instead of handing me the papers, she clung to me.

"Mira... I'm really busy. Just give me the papers," I said, dodging a kiss.
"Ma-a-aybe we'll all die soon, and I missed you so much..." she purred, but I stayed firm.

"And for us to keep living, I need to work."
She pulled back, nearly hissing.

"Knew it, you've hooked up with that busty Harr-r-dan bitch!"
I rolled my eyes.

"Do you seriously think this is a good time for relationship drama? Really? Let's talk about it when we're celebrating getting a second core, alright?"
Judging by her twitching tail, she didn't find that inspiring.

"Fine... I'll wait for a better moment. But what about the ones outside the door?"
"What 'ones'?"

"People. They want to talk too. Not about love, and they're not waiting for a victory celebration. I barely squeezed past them!"
I frowned. Was this a mutiny?

"Let's see who's so unhappy in our camp."
I yanked the door open and saw about thirty people, whispering furiously, arguing over who exactly should go in and interrupt me.
After a quick scan of their faces and clothes, I realized they were the craftsmen I'd recruited from Helgen.

Apparently, they now saw me as the person to complain to about everything.
"Alright, comrades, what's with all the lively debate?" I barked, making some of the whisperers flinch.

The group shoved forward a man in a fine sheepskin coat. He took off his hat and began a speech.
"Sir, when you helped us escape Helgen and promised us relocation pay, we agreed to live in these horrible conditions... but we didn't agree to be monster food! You broke your promise. You said this place was safe!"

I swept my gaze across the crowd. Most were sturdy men. Yes, I'd intended them to be the core of the new industry. They were supposed to be the first behind the machines. But circumstances had changed. This wasn't about machines anymore, it was about survival.
"First of all, spiders don't eat people, they just kill them.
Second, why the hell are you standing around while the whole camp is working?And third... if you don't like it, give the money back and leave. Go wherever you want. But the roads here are dangerous, and who knows if any of you would even make it to another town?"

The crowd exploded: some outraged by the threat, some whining about money, others refusing to work alongside "dirty peasants." I waited for the noise to die down before concluding:
"If we want to survive, we need every working hand. Either you work with everyone else, or you give back the money and leave. Those who stay, I'll increase your relocation pay."

The crowd split roughly in half. Gold coins flew into the snow, along with curses. I was curious to see if any of them would make it to Ligrad. I wasn't assigning escorts. Every pair of hands counted now.
"Should we... deal with them somehow?" Mira whispered.

"No. They made their choice. Let them go in peace. We don't need people like that."
I returned to the hut for the blueprints, then headed to the warehouse for iron. Time to get to work.





The iron machine wheezed and began to move. The flywheel slowly accelerated. This time, I had made it hollow and filled it with sand to save metal. The grains rustled, and the faster the mechanism turned, the more obvious it became they were destabilizing the whole system. On the fly, I touched the wheel and compressed it. The metal bent inward, compacting the sand tight. The wobbling stopped. Not the most reliable solution, but good enough for now, and it saved me several kilos of iron. I should optimize the first machine the same way.

Once I was sure everything worked, I ordered the machine shut down and the oxen harnessed to haul it to the forest. I had already repaired the saws, so the lumbering could begin in full force. But it still wouldn't be enough. I needed at least one more machine.
I inspected the ingots, lined up neatly on the floor.

Enough. There was enough for one more machine, but I also needed to save some for cannons. Damn it, why couldn't that creature have waited until we started smelting?
I brushed iron dust off my hands and hesitated for a few seconds. Should I inspect the furnace or check in with Falcon? His griffin should've been fed by now, and he himself should be rested.

It felt like around five in the evening, and winter darkness was closing in fast. If I could persuade him to fly, I had to do it while there was still daylight. Decision made, I headed for Falcon.
After confirming directions with a few workers, I crossed the snow-covered village at a brisk pace.

The griffin had been housed in a roofed livestock pen, with a few partitions knocked down. Not very warm, but better than nothing. Still, the proud beast clearly wasn't pleased. It was tearing the sheep it had been fed into pieces with extra fury.
"Baronet," I greeted Falcon.

"Baron," he bowed.
"Let's skip the pleasantries. I need you to fetch a short red-haired mage from my caravan."

"I'm sorry, that's not possible. Unless you come with us."
I shook my head. I had a mountain of things to do. I wasn't even sure I'd find time to sleep in the next few days, let alone fly for four, assuming we pushed the griffin to the limit.

"See? I'm afraid I can't help. I was ordered to ensure your safety."
"If you bring me that mage, my safety will improve significantly. I don't need her for fun and games, trust me."

"Even so, I'm sorry. The villagers say the monster could strike at any moment. I can't go that far from you," Falcon said apologetically.
"I won't tell anyone," I tried, but met a firm refusal.

"It's a direct order from the King. I can't disobey, under any circumstances."
We hit a dead end. But I was curious—what would he do when the spiders attacked?

"If the Matriarch attacks, are you planning to evacuate me to safety?" My voice slipped into irritation.
"I've thought about that," Falcon admitted. "But I sense you're against it? Why?"

"This is my barony, my people. I'll stay with them until the end," I replied plainly, as if it were self-evident.
"Even if the odds are hopeless?"

"Even then. It wouldn't be the first time."
One overgrown cockroach had already tried to take me out. I squashed one, I could squash another.

"If your village is destroyed, you'll lose some subjects. If you die, you lose your life, and your noble line may end."
His tone changed. He was intrigued.

"And what's the point of a noble house if it sacrifices its people not for victory, but just to postpone its own end? Let it vanish."
Falcon was silent for several minutes before finally saying, with genuine respect:

"Foolish, but right. Few nobles like you remain. Not many remember that power isn't just the privilege of bathing in gold, but the duty to stand for your people. I won't try to save you by force when the time comes. You can't save someone who doesn't want to be saved."
"What about the King's order?" I asked with a smirk.

"I'll follow it by fighting by your side to the end. And when I die, who's to say I didn't try?"
I clapped him on the shoulder. A strange man, but a good knight.

"Welcome to the team. I think I'll find a use for both you and your griffin. You're not opposed to getting your claws dirty working alongside peasants and former mercenaries, are you?
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                "My lord, wake up! We're ready to begin," a soldier shouted into my ear.

I pried my eyes open. How had I even managed to fall asleep in this freezing cold, under the unbearable clatter of steam engines, workers shouting, and the hiss of steam? Three sleepless days were taking their toll...
All around me, work was in full swing. A half-built blast furnace had, with a mere wave of the hand (actually, after three days of intense labor), been turned into a kiln for firing limestone. More precisely, for firing clinker, a ground mix of limestone and clay, which one of the steam machines was pulverizing and mixing with a deafening roar. Another machine, positioned slightly farther off, was pumping hot air into the furnace. It would've been better if it blew in oxygen mixed with fuel gas, but you work with what you've got.

I had a few ideas on how to extract oxygen literally from thin air, but without Asha, those thoughts would remain just that... ideas.
At least the steam engine wasn't blowing in cold outside air, but air channeled through pipes heated by furnaces. It couldn't be called truly hot... but warm? Definitely.

Funny how such a simple idea, preheating the air blown into the furnace, once pushed metallurgy a step forward...
"What's the internal temperature?" I asked the alchemist, whom I had pulled away from saltpeter production specifically to oversee the cement firing.

"Very hot, my lord. I can't say exactly, I lack the experience in such matters."
I clicked my tongue. I'm sure Asha could have given it to the exact degree, but we work with what we have. Even if there's a gulf between a mage and an adept in terms of power, the old man was still far from useless.

"Can you boost it, if needed?"
"Yes, that won't be a problem. But by how much exactly?"

"Say, two hundred degrees?"
"Yes, I can," the alchemist replied confidently, then added much less confidently, "Roughly..."

Meanwhile, the clattering stopped. The ball mill driven by the steam machine had halted, and the workers began unloading the ground mix into a cart. Nearby stood two others, filled with chunks of limestone and dried clay.
"Open it up!" the foreman waved his arms, and a yoked team of oxen, urged on by a whip, pulled the cable.

The "lid" of the furnace opened, and the frigid air instantly turned into a shimmering haze. Mountains danced within it, and the griffin hovering above the furnace appeared comically distorted, like in a funhouse mirror.
Ah, I should've made a proper double lid. But where would I find the time for that?

"My lord, shall I heat it up?" the alchemist asked, but I wearily declined his offer.
"No, we'll bake the first batch without magic."

The griffin dove, grabbed the cart with its talons, and, laboriously flew up to the furnace's edge, dumped the clinker into the shaft via a steep chute.
"Close it!" the foreman commanded, and the oxen backed up. The cable slipped through the pulley, and the lid slammed shut with a bang.

I winced. Everything needed reworking, everything. We needed a conveyor lift for the cargo...
The griffin landed nearby, and the air was filled with the smell of singed feathers. Laura herself was breathing heavily and shaking her head.

"She inhaled hot air by accident," Falcon explained.
"She didn't burn her lungs, did she?"

"No, no, she's fine. She'll rest a bit, eat, and be ready to work again."
For a few minutes, I debated whether to summon Alf, then waved it off. If the rider said she was fine, she was fine. Besides, an adept barely a month into his training wasn't likely to help much. Healing magical creatures, which includes mages by the way, is the pinnacle of healing arts. This isn't treating cows...

"Be careful. Off-gases from the charge are poisonous," I warned kindly and turned back to the Alchemist.
"How's the saltpeter evaporation going?"

He gave me a strange look.
"My lord, you asked me that half an hour ago, when you first called me to the furnace."

Damn, seriously? That must've been before I nodded off. Hell. A bad sign, I really needed some rest, even a little sleep.
"Could you repeat it anyway?"

"Six kilograms, with about half of the raw material left," he answered patiently.
I tried to estimate in my head how much that yielded per cubic meter, but quickly gave up. I'd figure it out later.

"Keep firing for another hour and a half, that should do it. And don't forget to stir. For the second batch, raise the temperature by a hundred degrees. For the third, another hundred. For the fourth, try preheating the clinker as much as you can before loading it. Wake me before the fifth, I'll give new instructions."
I suddenly looked at the old man with fresh eyes. The thought of preheating the product led to another, just as obvious: did we even need the furnace?

"Hey, could you just transfer the heat from the fire directly into the product, baking it in open air?"
"My lord, the temperature's too high and the heat volume too great. I don't have the strength to 'lift' it and 'transfer' it that far."

"Ah, right." I smacked myself in the face.
My mind was running on fumes from the lack of sleep. Just like a metal mage has limits on the weight he can lift, fire mages have limits on the fire they can control. Naturally, an adept's limits are modest. Asha probably could have pulled it off... though not a certainty. She was still just a Junior Mage, after all.
No matter how you look at it, the blast furnace was still necessary as a heat source. A mage alone couldn't replace it, but he could complement my crude and imperfect technologies, synergize with them, and thereby achieve better results.
"My lord, do we mix the resulting powder with water and pour it into the trench, like you said?" The foreman's question jolted me back down to earth from the fog of chaotic thoughts.

"No, that's all for later. Just collect it for now. First, we need to make a trial pour of each batch to test the cement for usability and quality. Then we'll decide how exactly we want to produce it, whether the alchemist needs to be involved in the process, whether he needs to heat the raw materials... Maybe we'll build an auxiliary kiln to preheat the clinker without his help. We've still got a lot of work to do. Wake me in four hours."
I yawned and headed for the nearest hut to get some rest.





The long rows of rebar were causing me unbearable pain. If I had a tiny imaginary frog like any proper isekai protagonist, it would've hanged itself from despair. So much precious metal, scarce and essential!

But there was no alternative. It wasn't just that reinforced concrete was vastly superior across the board, it was the damned cold. It was minus thirty outside, and no sane person would pour concrete in that kind of weather if they didn't want to be chewed out by an architect. But we found a solution.
"Begin," I ordered the alchemist. He grabbed a rebar rod with one hand and plunged the other into a cart filled with burning coals. A gust of wind blew the ash aside, and the flames flared up even more.

The only way to pour quality concrete in freezing temperatures is to heat the mixture. In this case, the rebar served as heating elements — two functions in one!
"Careful, don't overheat the iron!" I said in alarm when I saw the rebar glowing red where the old man was holding it.

"Apologies, my lord. It's hard to keep it even..." he replied, and the red glow faded.
I carefully touched a rod farther from him. Warm.

"Keep it around seventy. That's about room temperature below water's boiling point."
"I know, my lord. Just because I haven't worked with thousands of degrees doesn't mean I can't precisely control lower ranges! I've spent my whole life honing my ability to hold fractions of a degree near the boiling point of various alchemical ingredients!" the old man snapped irritably, sweat rolling down his brow.

I noticed his lips had turned blue, and he was shivering.
"Maybe take a break?"

"No! If I stop now, we'll have to start over. In this cold, everything cools down in the blink of an eye..." he answered stubbornly and kept channeling heat.
Five minutes later, only a handful of glowing coals remained in the cart.

"Pour it," the alchemist said softly, raising a weak hand.
The vat tilted, and my precious metal was flooded with hot streams of gray, viscous mass. Clouds of steam rose into the frosty air.

"Is it really going to turn into stone?" one of the soldiers guarding the construction site asked doubtfully.
"Didn't you see the cubes out in the yard?" a worker replied, sniffling.

"Yeah, but those were small... and this is a lot..."
"Enough chatter! Back to work," I cut in.

From the first cement batches I'd cast test cubes, experimenting with mixture composition and pouring conditions to find the optimal setup... and to show the people that they weren't doing some strange, incomprehensible nonsense, but real, useful work. There's nothing worse than workers who don't understand what they're doing or why.
"Watch for air pockets! Meister Orin, you need rest — we'll need all your strength soon. I'll handle the powder myself."





After dumping the last batch of powder into the barrel, I wiped my forehead. Damn, my hands were still covered in coal dust. Whatever, I'll wash later. I probably looked like a demon anyway, all black from the soot.

I blew the dust off the parchment and added the final numbers. Thirty-five kilograms of black powder — more than I'd estimated, but less than I wanted. In theory, we could increase that number using chlorate-based compounds... but first, one question: how do we use it most effectively?
Historically, humanity's approach to piercing armor was simple: hit harder, hit faster, and everything else would follow.

The faster you launch something sharp at your enemy, the thicker the obstacle it can penetrate. The bigger that sharp thing is, the more serious the wound.
That last part is especially relevant when dealing with an armored monster the size of a trebuchet that also regenerates damage almost instantly.

We need a large caliber. A really large one — something like one hundred and fifty millimeters, with a long barrel and fin-stabilized projectiles.
Or maybe just go straight to two hundred millimeters?

I had a nasty feeling that even a through-and-through headshot on the Matriarch with something that big might not stop her. It's an insect, not a mammal. What kind of brain would it even have? Even a headless chicken can run around for half an hour. I'm sure that thing would snack on us with half its skull missing.
So we need a different approach.
When tanks with holes in their armor, surrounded by melted edges, started arriving at Soviet factories during World War II, engineers assumed a new type of shell was burning through the armor. They even named them accordingly: armor-burning shells.
Basing their assumptions on the effect of this new German wunderwaffe, our side tried to replicate it. They ran tests with thermite, but quickly realized something didn't add up. Thermite mixtures burned slowly and reluctantly through armored steel. It wasn't until they captured some German shaped charges that the truth came out: the so-called armor-burning effect wasn't about heat at all. The cumulative jet didn't burn the armor, it liquefied it. The pressure at the point of impact was so high that the steel behaved like a liquid.

In theory, I could try replicating such shells someday. But there's one huge problem. Black powder won't cut it. Its burn rate is too low. I'd need something more modern and energetic. At the very least TNT, preferably RDX. And to start producing those, I'd need months of calculations and experimentation. Not to mention that without mass production of nitric acid, it would all be pointless.
But why not revisit those early Soviet experiments before they understood how the Germans achieved their effect? I mean thermite.

The creature's protective layer isn't remotely like steel armor. It's something between chitin and hardwood. That means thermite should work just fine.
All I need is aluminum oxide or magnesium oxide. The former is widespread in nature, the latter less so, though it often occurs alongside limestone. Worst case, I'll vandalize some equipment from the lab. I think I saw something aluminum in there.

Feeling encouraged, I jotted a few lines onto a scroll. On top of that, I could use hollow shells filled with powder.
This approach also solved another big problem: I had too little metal left.

If I wanted to launch a shell at maximum velocity, I'd need huge powder charges, reinforced cannon chambers, and long, thick barrels. All of that required vast amounts of metal. But if I wanted to launch a bomb, I'd need far less powder, and the barrel could be thin-walled, or even made from unconventional materials. After all, it's a one-shot solution. During the Boshin War, the Japanese built disposable cannons from wood. In Europe, they even used multilayered, tanned leather. Reliability was questionable, of course, but they used minimal metal, just a hoop to keep the "gun" from bursting on the first shot.
Sure, the creature might dodge some slow projectiles. I had personally seen its terrifying agility for something so massive. But in this case, we could counter inaccuracy with a barrage of fire.

And what if we put all our hopes on a single, massive cannon designed to kill the thing in one shot, and missed?
Also, it'd be nice not to rely on just one alchemical flamethrower. No gasoline or oil, sure, but we could use alcohol. I doubt it'd be all that effective, but it might make it panic. If we can scare the beast into retreating and staying away for even a couple of months, that's already a win. In a few months, we'll be much stronger.

I stretched and looked out the window. It was deep night, but near the furnace and the wall, work was still in full swing. If they were working, I couldn't rest either.
Time to start hammering out bombards.





Days flew by in a blur. The second week had begun, and we'd grown dangerously complacent. We started believing our own theory, that no one would attack us until the thaw. That we still had time. The cannons stood at the base of the growing wall, better suited to fend off a raid than a real assault. People were tired. They couldn't maintain the same pace, the same around-the-clock intensity they had before.

I was asleep, face-down on a workbench next to a half-assembled artillery shell. One spark could've blown me to pieces, but exhaustion had won, and I passed out, safety be damned.
That's when it happened.

A terrible cracking sound, the breaking of the Black Forest's frozen tendrils, jolted me awake, knocking the shell to the wooden floor.
I dashed outside and saw crowds of people running. Some ran for weapons, others tried to fasten their breastplates mid-stride, and some ran the opposite direction from the wall. Why was I not surprised to recognize one of the fleeing men as a craftsman?

I sprinted toward the wall, slipping on the snow-dusted street. Nearby, a griffin took off from behind the houses, clutching a barrel of alcohol in its claws. The aerial bomb still wasn't ready.
I climbed the wooden planks of the not-yet-hardened wall. The platform creaked beneath my feet, the top layer had only just been poured. An icy wind whipped my hood back and tossed my hair. It was here.

Right across from us, near the forest's edge, it loomed. The black tendrils no longer concealed its whole body. Covered from head to toe in segmented armor, it stared at us with its compound eyes. I saw immediately this was not the same beast. Its mandibles were larger. Its head, elongated, not round but oval. The whole creature was stockier, denser. Still massive, though. Against its bulk, the griffin looked like a crow that might build a nest on the Matriarch's head.
Below, the artillerymen scrambled to raise the guns as high as possible. The monster simply watched us. Then its gaze shifted to me.

"Haven't heard of me?" I shouted, but the wind stole the words. "Run, before we roast you!"
The soldiers below had finished their preparations and were holding their breath, awaiting the order. More people gathered along the wall. Dolan aimed his musket at the creature's eye. The alchemist waved his arms, demanding hot coals. Dorvan ran toward the guns, hauling several shells on his back. The beast watched it all, and I watched it.

At last, the monster turned and walked back into the forest, leaving a wide path in its wake.
I exhaled. Looked like it had just come to scout. I'd suspected as much, that beast was smarter than it looked.

One thing was clear: they wouldn't let us finish the wall.
"Thank the All-God, it's gone!" someone called from below. "Praise the Lord, he scared it off!"

My lips curled of their own accord. It was nice that people believed in me, but they were wrong. It hadn't been scared. And it would definitely be back.
The creature had simply assessed the situation and left because it didn't want to attack alone. It's waiting for reinforcements to arrive with the spring thaw. We were waiting for ours.

The question was, whose would arrive first?
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                "I'm tired! I order a rest stop!"
"The Lord left me in charge," Til reminded Ashe.

"Still, look how dark it is. I'm done lighting your way. Enough rushing the caravan like it's on fire!"
"You had no problem when we were near the capital. You were the one who suggested using fireballs to light the road, not me," Til reminded her.

"That was to get away from the Second Duke. But now we're practically in the wilds, so it's fine."
"Exactly, practically. We're almost there. I'm sure the Lord is biting his nails, waiting for this delivery."

"Let him bite all he wants. Do you know how many orbs I'm maintaining right now? Twelve! That's it, I'm done." Ashe snapped her fingers, plunging the caravan into darkness. Cries rang out immediately. Guards burst from the wagons with weapons drawn, ready to repel an attack.
"See what you've done?" Til grumbled. "Turn the lights back on."

"Not a chance. We're stopping here."
Til sighed and pulled out his firestarter. He fumbled with it in the dark, trying to light the lantern, until the moon finally peeked through the clouds and dimly lit the road.

"Don't bother. Even if you get it lit, I'll just snuff it out," Ashe sneered.
"We were supposed to stop for rest in three hours, in the Goblin Forest. You're messing up the plan."

"Cross that cursed forest at night? No way! Weird stuff always happens there," Ashe waved her hands in protest. "Besides, if the Second Duke sent assassins after me, that's exactly where they'd be waiting."
"You'd know all about good ambush spots, wouldn't you?" Til muttered. Ashe crossed her arms over her flat chest, glaring.

"Don't start. We're on the same side now."
"Then stop interfering, and light the lantern."

A snap of her fingers and the wick ignited with steady light. Til took a scroll case off his shoulder and pulled out a detailed map of the kingdom, purchased by the Lord in the Capital. It wasn't just paper, but high-quality, bleached leather marked with indelible alchemical ink.
He studied it, then carefully returned it to its case.

"Stopping in the middle of the road isn't smart. We'll rest in Shreik, a village at the edge of the Goblin Forest. Half an hour's ride. Does that work for you?"
"Half an hour... fine. But then the soldiers better toss more wood into the field kitchen and bring something to eat."

"This late?"
"What, should I wait for morning?" she snapped, clapping her hands to summon the first glowing orb.

Five minutes later, the caravan resumed its march.





The village looked deserted. No lanterns burned, no smoke rose from chimneys. Every window was pitch black, not a flicker of candlelight. Even the palisade, vital in these parts, had massive gaps, as if a knight squad on chimeras had crashed right through.

"This isn't good..." Til muttered and ordered everyone to prepare for battle.
"Told you we should've stayed on the road..."

Ashe sighed, and the orbs surrounding the caravan flared so brightly it looked like midday.
Suddenly, a scruffy man stumbled out of a crooked house and ran straight into the horses' path.

"Whoa!" Til pulled the reins. The obedient horses halted just in time.
The man began whispering furiously, "Put out the lights, damn you! Put them out! Quickly, before it comes!"

"What's coming?" Til barked.
Far off, something splintered with a crack.

"Too late!" the man squealed and bolted back into his home.
Til grabbed his blunderbuss and cocked the hammer.

"Ashe, get those orbs higher!"
But the two farthest orbs winked out, then the others. Darkness swallowed the village.

"What are you doing, damn it?!"
"I don't know! It won't work!" she cried, panicking.

"Where's that bloody lantern?"
Screams rang out ahead, followed by heavy impacts against wooden walls. The roof creaked, snapped. Something massive was tearing the house apart to reach the people inside.

"Damn it!"
They fumbled to light torches and lanterns, which helped little. Compared to magical light, they were pathetic. But even that meager glow was enough to make out the size of the enemy.

It was easily one and a half times the size of a house.
The horses grew nervous, backing up and tossing their heads, hooves shuffling on the dirt road.

The screams intensified. The thing had broken through and reached its prey.
"Shit." Til pressed the butt of the gun to his chest and pulled the trigger. He couldn't aim in the dark, but with a target that big, it hardly mattered.

The shot thundered, briefly drowning the screams. The muzzle flash gave a fleeting glimpse of the enemy, enough to paint green blotches across their vision. Familiar. Insectoid.
Til's heart skipped a beat. A Warrior Spider? What the hell was it doing this far from the Black Forest? These things had never come this far. Even near the fortress sealing the valley, sightings were rare.

The rear guard opened fire, unloading their muskets. Shot after shot, lead bullets buzzed like angry wasps, and did about as much. At least the flashes helped reveal the monster.
This one was even bigger than the spider Til had burned in the Black Forest, and muskets clearly weren't enough.

"The cannon, where the hell is the cannon!?" Til shouted, coughing from the gun smoke.
Just then, the creature tossed the last man into its jaws and darted away, crashing through the remains of the palisade.

So that's where those damn holes came from, flashed through his mind.
Someone in the back was still trying to haul out the cannon, but it was too late. The strange beast had vanished into the night.
Til raised the lantern, searching for Ashe. He found her slumped beside a wagon, leaning back against one of the wheels.

"What the hell is wrong with you? Why didn't you relight the orbs, you fool? My men were shooting blind!"
He brought the lantern closer and saw dark streaks of blood running from her nose.

"It didn't work... Something... I don't feel well," she whispered and closed her eyes.
"Ron, damn it! Get over here, now!" Til shouted, then started coughing. Damn powder smoke. The moon broke through the clouds, giving a bit more light.

The village, meanwhile, was beginning to stir. Lights appeared in windows. The same peasant peeked out from behind a door.
"It's gone? Thank the All-God, we lived another day."

He lit a torch and walked toward the ruins.
"Ah, it took the Kuropatovs, poor neighbors... What a tragedy. Told them to kill the lights. Maybe someone yelled, or it smelled them. Snatched 'em before it could reach us. Thank the Lord."

Til pointed a freshly loaded musket at him.
"Alright, old man, start explaining what the hell is going on here."

"You said 'hell'... Right you are. The thing's like a forest demon, made of wood or something. We call it the Leshy. We must've angered the woods somehow, for it to send such a curse. Put the weapon down, milord. It's gone. Took its meal and left. Won't be back for a few days."
"Tell it from the beginning," Til ordered.

"A coin first, and I'll let you rest in my house and tell it all over a drink. Plenty of empty homes now, once we realized the Leshy wouldn't leave us be, many fled."
"And why didn't you?" Til asked, suspicious.

"Where would I go, abandon everything? My back's bad, my wife is old. We wouldn't survive starting over. Our whole life's here. Maybe the trouble will pass us by."
The caravan commander reached into his pouch and handed the man a small silver coin.

"Talk."





The creature first appeared about two weeks ago, in the middle of the night. It smashed the palisade, ate a couple of people, and vanished. Some brave souls tried to stop it — useless. The thing didn't even notice them. Arrows and bolts either stuck or bounced off, as if hitting stone. And what's more, they were all aiming at the same spot. Apparently, the monster had a way to harden its hide.

The next day, a group followed the path it left behind. No need for trackers, the thing barreled through the woods like a rampaging chimera. Broken trees everywhere. Turned out it had made a lair near the road, right in the middle of Goblin Forest. It was quite pleased with food arriving on its own — ate a few people and let the rest go. Since then, it returns every few nights, eats a couple more, then leaves.
Til nodded thoughtfully and set his mug of ale aside.

"So it's blocking the road."
"Not exactly... but it can come out and snatch a few folks easily. Just don't grab us to feed it, please!" the peasant begged, trembling.

Til grimaced in disgust. If the thought crossed the man's mind, then someone probably had already done just that. Two useless peasants for a safe road, a trade many mercenaries wouldn't hesitate to make.
"Good idea!" Ashe chimed in, chewing a piece of ham. She still looked pale, but was eating like a beast.

"Shut it. After that failure, you've lost the right to speak."
"Hey! Once I recover, I'm gonna burn you for that."

"Burn the monster instead, you useless firestarter," Til spat.
"It had an anti-magic field. Swear it. I drew in too much energy and boom, lost it all..." she muttered, biting into more meat.

"Either way, we need to kill the thing," Til said.
"Why bother? We just ride through quickly and that's it. Let the Lord of this land deal with it, that's his job."

"Maybe, but did you forget that other caravans will be coming this way, ordered by our Lord?"
"Then leave a few soldiers at the road to redirect them. We'll go around too if you're that stubborn. It's just an extra week of travel."

"By going through the First Duke's lands? Too dangerous."
"And fighting an armored monster with anti-magic is safer?" Ashe snorted.

"Absolutely. Ask yourself, what would the Lord do in our place?"
She smirked.

"Oh, Randall would definitely go after the monster, trying out all his toys. But what if the cannon isn't enough?"
"It should be enough. We'll use a solid round, not buckshot," Til replied, then turned to the peasant, who was trying hard not to draw attention to himself. "And you'll guide us."

The man opened his mouth to protest, then quickly nodded. Say no, and they might slit his throat just for hearing too much.
"I've got a backup plan if the cannon fails. Don't worry. Just... expensive. I'd rather not use it," Til added, speaking to Ashe.

"Do as you want, but if it turns out we could've passed through without fighting, I'm telling Randall everything." She stuck out her tongue.
"Then I'll tell him you were completely useless." Til decided not to lower himself by copying her childish gesture and simply finished his beer.

"Deal!"





"What have I gotten myself into... Help me, All-God. All this trouble over a single silver coin, my mother-in-law was right..."

"Shut it already, will you?" Ashe snapped at the endlessly whining guide. "Or I'll toast your rear."
Til nodded in agreement. The guy was getting on his nerves too.
The main caravan stayed behind in the village. The strike team brought only a couple of wagons and two carts. The first cart carried the cannon, the second was loaded with sacks for "Plan B." Infantry rode in the wagons. Til had to admit the idea of transporting soldiers to the battlefield rather than having them march through the mud was brilliant, though even he found it a bit extravagant. Muskets and grenades — they might not kill the beast, but they'd at least distract it. And a lucky shot to the eye was nothing to scoff at.

Til had once seen Dolan kill a noble with a crossbow bolt through the visor slit of his helmet. No matter how powerful a creature was, if it was blind, it was a lot less dangerous. Too bad they didn't have a flamethrower.
That battle flashed before his eyes again.

Darkness. Screams. Chaos. An unfamiliar weapon in his hands. And the many-legged thing looming above him, clacking its mandibles with anticipation. That day, he'd trusted his life to the Lord's invention, and it paid off. The stream of fire burned the monster alive. A creature he, a third-rank warrior, could never have defeated otherwise.
He was just a mercenary, stuck at third rank. With little hope of breaking into the fourth, his fate was sealed: beating up bandits, swatting hobgoblins, maybe ending up as a town guard. That was his ceiling.

But that night, when the burning mixture melted the monster's skull, the ceiling shattered. He realized personal strength wasn't everything.As a boy, he'd loved fairy tales of artifacts that granted immense power, but becoming a mercenary taught him reality: artifacts were for nobles. Only the knights of great houses were allowed to rent them from their lords.

But now, he held one himself. Real magic. Power beyond anything he'd dreamed. The power to stand among the heroes of fairy tales.
Til gently stroked the Lord's 30mm musket.

"I'll bring down that beast," he promised it.
"What are you mumbling about?" asked the redheaded nuisance cheerfully.

"None of your business," he said, a bit embarrassed, and turned away, pretending to inspect his guards. He was sure they all felt the same — maybe not as openly, maybe deep down. The age of knights was ending. The power of artifacts now belonged to common men. Whether this fairy tale would have a happy ending — that was now up to them.
"We're here. Turn right up ahead — the thing's den is there. Can I go home now?" the guide whined.

"Go on," Til tossed him another coin and looked around warily.
"Wait a second. Isn't this...?"

"Yeah, yeah. This is where I scorched the trees. Our camp was further up. So the monster made its lair right there?" Ashe grimaced.
"Looks like it."

The gears in Til's head started turning. The Core. That's it. They'd lingered in this place for a long time before isolating the Core. This Warrior Spider... it must be the fifth in the Matriarch's brood! It had been tracking them, but once the Core was isolated, it lost their trail. It all fit.
The guards jumped out of the wagons and began checking their gear for the hundredth time. The horses were unhitched, and a few soldiers, having taken strength potions, prepared to push the cannon.

"Hey, it's not attacking us. Maybe we should just leave it alone?" Ashe asked, uncertain.
"What, are you scared?" Til asked in surprise.

"I just don't like spiders. They're gross."
"Another reason to kill it."

"But whyyyy? For the love of the volcano, what's the pooooint?" Ashe raised her hands dramatically.
"Because there are no fairy tales without slaying a monster."

Ashe stared at him, genuinely shocked by such a stupid answer.
A cracking sound echoed through the pines — the creature was crawling toward them.

"You jinxed it!" she yelled.
"No, you started it!"

"Commander. We're ready," the sergeant interrupted.
"Wait for the signal," Til said. He checked the priming powder and braced the heavy musket against the notch in his cuirass. Front sight, rear sight, align and hold.

In the scope, the beast emerged — even more hideous in daylight.
This was a very strange Warrior Spider. Its whole body looked swollen, its armored carapace cracked and hanging in places over a grotesquely overgrown frame. Where a normal cephalothorax should have been, there were signs of a forming segmented neck. It looked like... it was turning into a Matriarch?

"Shit. Why is the anti-magic field so strong?" Ashe muttered, failing to conjure a flame.
"Don't waste your strength. Will you manage a small burst of fire on my signal?"

"I'll die, but I'll manage," she promised.
"That'll be enough." The creature's head flicked into the crosshairs.

Fire!
The heavy bullet zipped past its head. At the last moment, the creature jerked away — far too nimble for a regular Warrior Spider.
"Not bad, not bad..." Til whispered as he reloaded his musket.

The creature picked up speed, six legs carrying it fast along the cleared path.
"Commander..."

"Closer. Let it get closer." Til repositioned his musket.
Only when the beast came within twenty meters did the order ring out:

"Aim for the eyes — volley!"
The firing line disappeared into a cloud of smoke. Bullets hammered the creature's face — some punched into its body, spraying pale fluid, others sparked and ricocheted like they hit stone, and some simply embedded in the armor with no effect.
"Cannon — fire!"
Til held his breath. Three. Two. One. Fire!

His musket roared in sync with the cannon. The bullet tore through a faceted eye, and the heavy cannonball punched clean through the beast's armored frame, ripping out chunks and unleashing fountains of ichor. The monster staggered and crashed to the ground, but immediately began to rise.
Something was wrong.

Til's sharp eye caught the wound squirming, knitting itself back together. Regeneration. Just like the Matriarch...
"Reload the cannon! Move!" he shouted, but the creature was faster. Its one remaining eye locked onto the source of its pain and unleashed a jet of acid from its throat!

The cannon crew cursed and dove aside, brushing off the acidic spray.
"Shit, Plan B! Plan B!" Til shouted as he reloaded in haste. The situation had spiraled out of control. Bite the cartridge. The beast was rising, clearly not retreating. Pour the powder. The cannon hissed and smoked, sizzling under the acid's touch. Drop the ball. The firing line let loose another volley to buy time. Prime the pan.

The soldiers shoved the cart forward with all their might, speeding it up, while the creature raised its head again, preparing another acid blast. Not enough time! Cock the hammer.
Ashe shattered a fire crystal. A flicker of flame ignited before the beast's remaining eye. The spider thrashed its head, hesitating just long enough. Aim. Guide my hand, Hornet!

Fire!
The bullet flew toward its chin — the same spot where Alex had hurled his blade before death, to keep the Matriarch from spewing acid. The lead slug pierced the tree-like chitin and sank deep. A perfect hit!

The acid burst out of the wound in uneven jets instead of soaking the approaching cart.
The soldiers made one final push, shoving the load toward the spider, and sprinted away. The speeding cart struck hard against the spider's front legs.

Time!
"Ashe!"

"Burn!" she shouted. A pouch of fire crystals ignited, setting off the sacks of saltpeter.
The ground shook. The world turned upside down.





His head rang. His mouth tasted blood. The Lord had really understated it when he talked about the destructive power of that substance.

Til forced himself to his feet, using the musket as a crutch.
"Everyone alive?"

"Looks like it..."
Ashe, dazed, shook her head. Blood streamed from her ears and nose.

Smoke curled through the trees, and dirt rained from branches. A giant crater marked where the spider had stood. That was one hell of a blast.
The spider itself lay ten meters away, a mangled hunk of flesh flung by the explosion.

Til fixed a bayonet to his musket and hobbled over to what remained.
Incredibly, it was still alive. Most of its body had been blown to bits, but the head, with a small part of the torso, struggled to crawl, dragging itself with a single remaining leg. Behind it, trailing on a sinew, was the Core.

With one clean strike of the bayonet, Til severed the connection to the energy source. The spider finally died.
All he wanted now was to collapse and rest. But then he looked toward where the beast had been crawling in its final moments.

Toward the lair.
"I've got a bad feeling about this..." he muttered, limping forward.

Woodland spiders don't eat people. After the Black Forest massacre, every one of Hornet's mercenaries knew that. So why had this Warrior Spider been swallowing them?
Step by step, Til made his way back to what had once been their camp — now the monster's lair.

The clearing was littered with corpses, burned by acid. Some were scattered, but many were heaped into a grotesque pile.
Through the rotting meat, familiar black tendrils branched out, tentacle-like shoots.

The creature had been trying to grow the Black Forest here.
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                 "...traitor, if you don't come to my castle this instant, I'll summon a circle of mages and make you crawl to me on your knees!"
I snorted, crumpled the letter, and tossed it into the fire.

"What was that?" Tamilla asked, busy calculating the workers' pay.
"Clemen has heard news from the Capital and is rather displeased with me," I summarized, leaving out the impressive string of insults and curses the Baron had managed to cram onto a single sheet.

"Aand?"
"There will be no reply," I said, addressing both the raven who had delivered the letter and Tamilla.

Karl let out a drawn-out caw and took off from the table, circling the room.
I stood and opened the door for him, letting in a bright beam of sunlight. The raven shot out, catching the warm southern wind with his wings.

The thaw had come faster than I'd hoped or expected.
"So we should expect trouble from him?" Tamilla pressed.

I truly didn't understand why she was so concerned. Even if the Baron sent a squad today, we had far more serious problems.
The temperature rose with each passing day, and today finally broke past zero, all because of the warm wind from the south. Thankfully, the nights were still bitingly cold. And surely the beast wouldn't attack in broad daylight, right?

Or would it?
Lost in thought, I met Tamilla's questioning gaze. She was still waiting for an answer.

"Don't worry, the Baron and his possessed are the last thing we need to concern ourselves with right now."
"And if they attack from behind while we're fighting the Matriarch?"

"Then they'll die, simple as that," I cut her off.
I had spent the entire month producing as much weaponry as I could to kick the ass of a monster the size of a nine-story building. The firepower amassed in the casemates atop the wall was more than enough to blow away a squad of possessed as a side note. The only real issue was that I'd had to build it all myself. True stability would only come when ordinary citizens could supply the army with everything it needed.

I sighed and returned to fiddling with the fuse. I couldn't imagine when I'd finally be able to pass this work off to regular craftsmen...
"Still, I think this idea of raising pay for night shifts is nonsense," Tamilla resumed a debate we'd started two weeks ago. "Here, I've finished the calculations. Do you know how much gold we're losing on this?"

"I don't care. You can't take gold to the grave, and workers need extra motivation," I said indifferently, fusing the striker to the spring.
"As if protecting their lives isn't motivation enough! They're not making pottery, they're working so we don't all get eaten!" she snapped.

I let her words slide off. Tension was mounting with each day. Everyone, from the youngest to the oldest, knew these were the final days of preparation. An attack could come at any moment. Everyone was on edge, Tamilla included.
I had done everything I could. Refined the detonators, produced as many cannons and shells as possible. To do so, I even took cuirasses and swords from most of the soldiers, leaving them only with axes. I requisitioned nearly all the salt for chlorate powder to make explosive shells. And of course, I paid generously in gold to anyone willing to work every spare minute. I wasn't saving on anything, not even gold.

"People need to think about what comes next. That'll help them fight now. And a future with money in their pockets is more appealing than one without."
"Let's just hope they don't run off once they get their silver," the merchant muttered.

"Run from a Lord who pays that generously?" I smirked and secured the cap under the striker.
Tamilla threw up her hands in defeat, clearly, she wouldn't have run.

A long warhorn blared over the village.
It's here.

"Move to the caves," I ordered, then fused the detonator casing shut.
I shoved the detonator into the pocket of my shearling coat and sprinted toward the wall. Fortunately, I'd set up my "command post" right at its base this time, so it wasn't far.

As I'd expected, they hadn't let us finish the wall. But that didn't matter. We'd built what mattered.
From the start, I hadn't intended the wall to be protection against spiders, those bastards could climb sheer cliffs without issue.

It was a platform for weapons.
Aiming at the monster was a hell of a lot easier when your cannon was at roughly the same height. Plus, it meant using less powder.

I climbed the spiral stairs and entered the gun casemate. Above me was a layer of concrete. The embrasures were sealed with thick wooden shields coated with mirror-glass essence on the outside. Each casemate was separated from the next by concrete walls. Otherwise, one lucky splash of acid could wipe out our entire defense.
Inside, they were already loading the howitzer, or more accurately, the mortar. Two hundred millimeters, short and thin-barreled. It didn't boast great range, it couldn't lob a shell more than a kilometer.

But that was fine. The most important thing was that it fired farther than the monster could spit acid. That's it. And the saved metal had allowed me to mount eight of these along the wall. We even had enough powder to give each of them a second shot, if, of course, they didn't blow themselves up on the first.
"Wait. Put the shell down," I stopped the loader and pulled out my detonator. Unfortunately, I hadn't managed to make reliable fuses for all the guns. Only yesterday had I assembled a version I could more or less trust. Still, some of the salvo had to explode properly.

I quickly touched the shell, shifted the delay tube to the side, and inserted the fuse into the center. Now there are two, at least one of them should trigger. Let's just hope it doesn't go off too soon.
"Commander, you need to see this," one of the soldiers moved the shield and called me over, while behind us, others finished loading the gun and prepared to push it into position.
"I peeked out and bit my lip. Of course... We kill one beast, and another appears. And where there are two, there's always a third. Gods, I hope there aren't ten of them.
Two Matriarchs were slowly crawling toward our position. I couldn't see any of the smaller spiders in the tangle of the Black Forest, but I was certain they were there. Fine. So we hadn't finished the wall, so we built a couple of bunkers down below... and the soldiers inside had fiery, and not only fiery, surprises for the little vermin.

But two big monsters instead of one? That was bad. That was really bad.Two massive problems.

"Don't lose your nerve, boys. That's what the second shell is for," I said confidently to the gun crew, though I didn't feel all that confident myself.
Eight mortars. Sixteen shells: six thermite, ten high-explosive. Two large alchemical flamethrowers. Two leather-wooden ersatz cannons installed in the outer casemates. A gift from the griffon. I'd been sure it would be enough to overwhelm their regeneration and kill the beast. But split that firepower in two?
Didn't look so optimistic anymore.
Eight shots each, plus one flamethrower blast.

I wasn't even counting the ersatz cannons. Afraid that a real shrapnel round might explode in the barrel, I'd only given them joke rounds: barrels of alcohol. And I had placed the worst-performing soldiers from training on those cannons. Even if one of the wire-bound barrels exploded, no big deal. It wouldn't tear them apart, and the anti-burn balm we had generously smeared on the poor sods ahead of time should handle any burns.
Honestly, I expected little from them. If they scorched a dozen small spiders, I'd already consider it a win.

The Matriarchs finally halted, a few hundred meters from the edge of the forest. Our shells could reach that far, but I didn't give the order to fire. We had done our calculations based on them reaching the forest's edge. Besides, the closer the target, the easier the hit, even when the target was the size of a building.
Why weren't they attacking? What were they waiting for?

Both creatures kept turning their heads, glancing back, but I didn't see anything strange. Until something shiny burst from the black thickets and shot toward me at high speed.
I dove behind the concrete barrier. A heavy thunk. A few crumbs of concrete rained onto my head.

"What was that?" one of the soldiers asked as I peeked out again.
Sticking out of the concrete near him was an arrow. A strip of silk fluttered from its shaft, bearing a single calligraphed word:

"Begone!"
"What the hell..." I muttered, glancing again at the waiting monsters. Naturally, there were no bows in their giant claws. But that arrow had definitely come from the woods.

What in the abyss was going on?





"Sturdy thing. Glad I poured in so much mana," the sharp-eared scout grumbled, lowering his bow.

Lariël said nothing, still watching the cluster of humans.
Pathetic creatures. Turn your back for a moment and they swarm like ants on sugar, throwing together their pitiful huts from dead wood and bits of stone. Disgusting. Why won't they just leave us alone? How many times must we scatter their hovels before they learn that nothing awaits them here but death?

Only the tall wall across from the forest gave her pause. It looked as if an earth mage had shaped it from monolithic stone, which meant it was probably brittle. But the seers had said there were no strong mages among the short-lived. Besides, it seemed to have sprung up in the blink of an eye — not long ago, it wasn't even half that height.. Not long ago, it wasn't even half that height.
Impossible without magic.

Which meant some lowborns would have to be interrogated about how they'd managed to hide an earth mage under the seers' noses.
"Irime, are you sure you wrote the message correctly? They don't seem to be leaving," the scout summed up.

"Are you suggesting that I forgot their pitiful language after a few hundred years? It's as simple as those metal sticks they club each other with. I wrote it correctly, rest assured," replied the druidess, perched on a black, tentacle-like branch.
"Then let's begin," Lariël ordered. "I still plan to visit the springs before sunset. Hopefully, uprooting weeds won't take too long."

Irime pressed herself to the branch, and the order swept through their army. All the ents moved out to battle.
The Younglings surged forward like a carpet. The Elders followed, steady and deliberate. But it was the two Ancient Ents, the Lords, who truly led them. Their power alone could shatter several of the humans' petty kingdoms.

Not that it mattered. Humans, like their kin the goblins, were astoundingly persistent. Worse, many of them had magic.
When mages fought one another, torn by rivalry and pride, that was tolerable.

But when they united against a common enemy, even the Great Forest felt pain. So much pain that in the end, only one Tree remained, and all that was left of their once-elven kingdom was a single, pitiful sprout in these mountains.
Other peoples fared even worse — wiped out entirely by the short-lived.

All they could do now was defend their Valley from these cockroach intruders.
"The only thing that worried Lariël was that no one had figured out how one of the Ancient Lords had been defeated. The circle of druids had already begun rituals to urge the Tree to grow a new Lord, but so far, they had failed.
That's why the council decided to send both remaining Lords together, something that hadn't been done in millennia. Lariël clenched her amulet and let her gaze soar over the battlefield.

The sight of the advancing host took her breath away. The Tree itself thirsted for vengeance and had birthed more ents than usual. Soon the short-lived would feel its wrath!
The enemy scrambled inside their toy stone huts, as if hoping they might protect them.

The Lords reached the edge of the forest, and then the enemy struck first.
Lariël heard a thunderous boom and saw a flash erupt from an opening in the wall. Lightning?

A deafening roar followed, like a storm tearing the sky, yet the white clouds above showed no sign of thunder. A blossom of flame bloomed at the Lord's shoulder. Even in the air, she could feel the heat and power through her spectral form. A severed limb fell, crushing dozens of Younglings.
Impossible. The double aura of the Lords would smother any magic. Even a Lesser Magister would struggle to cast!

Had a new Archmagister been born among the humans?
Panicking, the elf strained her gift to sense the surroundings.

The Lord staggered. A massive chunk of wooden flesh had been torn from his shoulder. Whatever hit him, the chitinous armor couldn't protect the servant of the Forest. A serious blow, but not fatal, though painful. Regeneration had begun. Fibers wriggled like snakes, trying to stanch the flow of ichor pouring across his enormous body.
The humans' Stone Wall flashed again, and Lariël realized this wasn't magic. Iron tubes gleamed, belching foul, hot smoke. She focused and saw a metal cylinder, pointed at one end, flying toward the Lord.

It flew like a stone from a catapult. She could sense no magic in it. And even if there were, it shouldn't function within the anti-magic field!
The Lord, still dazed from the first strike, tried to dodge, but the shell suddenly burst mid-air in a blinding flash, and its fragments, burning like shards of the sun, blanketed the Ancient Ent. And for the first time, his voice of pain rang out across the battlefield.

His fireproof carapace caught flame. The blazing fragments pierced him, clinging and burning and burning and burning. Thin tendrils of smoke rose from each dazzling droplet of metal. The fibers around the wound slowed, the molten metal inside hampered regeneration.
The short-lived cheered. They thought luck was on their side.

But the Younglings will shatter their hopes. A living carpet of limbs and mandibles surged toward the wall. They'd tear the humans apart, smear sap over their iron tubes, melt them with acid!
The stone huts at the wall's base lit with jets of fire. The Younglings fared worse against flame, their blackened bodies fell by the dozen, unable to breach the burning streams pouring from the strange houses. An Elder moved to help but suddenly fell. A hole gaped in his chestplate, exposing a shattered core. Far away, a pale-skinned goblin grinned and set down a narrow steel tube, still smoking, on the watchtower floor.

The iron tubes barked again, one after another. More blossoms of flame spread across the second Lord. The Younglings couldn't advance through the fire. The Elders died one by one, gnawed apart by buzzing shards of iron.
Lariël knew something had to be done, or all would be lost. She dove back into her body.

"We must destroy the wall. Small circle, now! Let us call upon the Tree!"
"We need the council's permission," the druidess reminded her.

"No time!" Lariël snapped, extending her hand. The scout joined without a word.
The circle closed.

Power flowed. Life flowed. The roots sleeping beneath the wall began to stir. The creations of earth mages were strong but brittle. One strong blow, and they will crack in two. So break!
The roots branched, a strike!

The wall stood. Only small shards chipped from the foundation.
"That's not possible..." the druidess's voice echoed in her mind.

"Hit it again," the scout ordered.
The roots twisted into a single bundle.

Strike, strike. Cracks appeared, stone crumbled, but the wall held. The roots ached, sap oozed. Beneath the brittle stone lay resilient iron.
"We won't break through here," the scout said, blood running from his nose. Hers too.

"Then we'll destroy the huts by the wall. Just flip them over. They'll crumble."
The circle drew on its last strength. The roots shifted and surged beneath one house, wrenching it up like a mushroom. The structure sat deeper than expected, but it was flipped. Yet the strange stone didn't break, and a stream of flame burst from the neighboring hut, racing toward the roots, searing them.

Unbearable pain consumed her mind.
The druidess fell from the circle first, then the scout, breaking the link and taking most of the backlash.

Lariël clenched her amulet and rose once more above the battlefield.
The Elder Ents gathered together to force their way through the breach in the defenses like a single fist. Flames were still spewing from the overturned house, but they weren't enough. The Younglings rallied from all around, preparing to follow the Elders into the charge.

A griffon swooped from the sky, nearly brushing Lariël's spectral form with its wing. In its claws, a long iron object. It released its payload over the assembled ents.
Even her ghostly eyes were blinded by the flash.

Through the pain, Lariël looked down. Where the punch had formed, only a crater remained. Shreds of Elders lay scattered, twitching limbs spasming, and nothing remained of the Younglings at all.
More ents ran from the forest, but they were only pitiful remnants. Another barrel was launched from the wall's edge, and the breach the circle had struggled to create was swallowed in fire.

The Lords were still being struck, losing parts of their bodies. The first to be hit fared the worst. Acid leaked from his torn trachea, but worst of all, his glowing core was now exposed.
Lariël stared with hatred at the iron tubes that spat death. She had read of such things long ago. Cursed dwarves! The chronicles claimed they were the first to be wiped out, but many thought the elves extinct too. Had the stunted folk sold their knowledge in exchange for servitude to the pale-skinned goblins? Unforgivable.

The dwarven weapons had kept the Ancients from closing in and using their most terrible weapon, acid torrents.
Even the filthy human understood. He stood atop the wall, waving a white sword, beckoning the griffon.

I hate you!
Lariël commanded the Lords to retreat.

This battle could no longer be won.
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                "Get me to the left Matriarch, now!" I shout to the approaching Falcon, sheathing my sword.
"Are you insane, Viscount?" he replies, but flies close enough for me to grab the griffin's leg.

"If it escapes, it'll recover quickly. We can't let that happen!"
I'm sure Falcon understands this as well, because without further protest he carries me toward the smoking, but still-living mountain of flesh moving briskly away from the battlefield. But where could it possibly flee from a griffin?

At the torn base of the creature's neck, near the head, a glowing core pulsed. That was my target, my chance to finish the beast.
"Distract it!" I command as I leap down onto the monster's armored back.

Due to its many injuries, the creature doesn't immediately sense me. That changes once my white blade slashes through one of the wooden tendrils coiled around the core, severing it cleanly.
The monster roars and whips its head around violently, trying to shake me off.

It almost succeeds. I'm forced to split the sword into two hooks to hold on. A massive paw swings toward me but falls short. The other one is missing entirely, torn off at the root. Being large isn't always an advantage.
The griffin dives from above, going for the creature's eyes, forcing it to shift its attention. Its claws gouge the bark-like flesh, and a retaliatory swipe sends a shower of feathers into the air, narrowly missing a wing. Falcon had best remember this monster is much faster than it looks.

The rider changes tactics. Instead of attacking directly, he circles around the monster's head, feinting dive after dive to keep it distracted.
The beast's jerky movements make me swing wildly from the hooks. Hacking like this won't work, but who says I need to hack?

I shape the metal to wrap around my arm, anchoring myself to the Matriarch's neck, and morph the other hook into a saw. Back and forth, I get to work. Now the monster's thrashing actually helps. One by one, the tendrils connecting the core snap.
Its link to the core weakens, and so does the creature itself.

The creature is finding it harder and harder to fend off the griffin, and the beast seizes the moment, diving down and ramming its beak into one of the faceted eyes.
The monster shrieks and tries to spray acid. Beside me, from its torn throat, a stream of green, steaming fluid gushes out but mostly spills harmlessly downward. Only a pitiful trickle reaches its mouth, and instead of a real acid torrent, it manages only a faint acidic mist with scattered droplets.

That's enough to make the griffin retreat with a furious screech, but nothing more.
My throat burns, my eyes sting. The acidic mist reaches me too. Thankfully, I'm soaked in the monster's own ichor, which offers some protection.

Everything within reach has been severed or sawed through. But deeper, on the other side, the core is still bound.
The creature is weakening, barely dragging its legs, but still refusing to die. I draw my revolver, shove the barrel behind the core as far as I can, and empty the entire cylinder.

Its legs collapse beneath it. The Black Forest rushes up at us. Tendrils lash at its body. My arm cracks as the beast slams into the ground. The hook is ripped from the woody flesh, and I slide down the Matriarch's smooth back, barely catching hold of a scorched patch in the armor burned by thermite. The monster convulses, trying to rise and shake me off, while below, I hear the unmistakable chitter of the approaching swarm. The smaller spiders are climbing up its limbs and will reach me any second. Above, the griffin dives again, wings smoking, looking like a drenched chicken.
"Viscount!"

"The core! Rip the core out first!"
Talons close around the glowing orb. A flap of wings, a gush of ichor, and the monster falls still forever.

Below, the small spiders continue their ascent, unfazed by the sheer surface. One gets a boot to the head and flies off. A second, no bigger than a cat, is more successful. It latches onto my foot and injects acid. FUCK! It's like someone poured boiling water into my boot. I kick furiously against the carapace until I hear a crunch, whether it's the spider, my bones, or both, I don't know.
Seeing my trouble, the griffin tosses the core toward our lines and rushes to me. But there's no need for defense anymore. The moment the core arcs toward the wall, all the spiders suddenly abandon us and rush after it.

"The core, damn it!" I shout as Falcon hauls me into the saddle. My left arm is numb, completely unresponsive. My leg... I wish it were numb too. Pain shoots upward, climbing toward the knee. The knight tightly binds my thigh as I curse and order him to retrieve the core.
The griffin's throw was solid. Like from a catapult, the core lands near the forest edge. Instantly, the retreating spiders turn and launch a new assault. The swarm clings to the glowing orb, trying to drag it back into the woods. But our artillery isn't sleeping.

The ersatz cannon roars, engulfing the area around the core in flame. But this time, the swarm doesn't flee. Even as they burn, they push the core onward, and fresh waves hurl themselves into the fire, trying to smother it with their own bodies."The bunker doors at the wall burst open, and a squad of armored soldiers poured out, led by Dorvan. He held a two-handed axe in each hand.

The scatterguns roared, mowing down a wave of small creatures.
We had never seen monsters this tiny before. It looked like the Forest had thrown everything it had into the battle.

The axes spun through the air, cutting a path through the swarm, and Dorvan himself, stomping over the creatures, seized the core and lifted it up, still with a spider perched on top.
The spider, stunned by such audacity, raised its legs and hissed, but was instantly smashed against the core by a headbutt from Dorvan, who was charging full-speed toward the wall.

Buckshot buzzed again, followed by a blazing line cutting off the monsters' advance: one of the soldiers had activated an alchemical flamethrower. Using such a weapon on small fry was wasteful, but I wasn't complaining.
The second Matriarch looked ready to join the fight for the core, but a thermite shot to the head quickly changed its mind. With its head on fire, it fled into the depths of the forest. Even the smaller beasts stopped burning themselves in the alchemical flames, either realizing it was futile or because there were simply none left.

I watched it all through a dazed haze from atop the griffin, while Falcon shouted desperately for a healer.
My veins were on fire. Ironically, it wasn't the biggest spider that hurt me the most, but the tiniest.

Next time, I really shouldn't forget armor... I thought, and blacked out.





"The passage is sealed! Forbid-den! Await per-mis-sion from our Lord!" hissed the sentry, peering out from the tower over the gates.

He looked terrible. Even from the ground, you could see him trembling, and his bare arms were lined with snaking veins.
"You look like crap, buddy!" Til called up, making the sentry hiss louder and vanish into the darkness.

"Await the arrival of our Master's troops!" came a voice from within.
"Hey! You used to let this caravan through without any of this nonsense!" Asha shouted, but her protest was met with silence.

No one was opening the fortress gates.
"They're a little on edge," she muttered, and Til smirked.

In what was fast becoming a tradition, the caravan once again ran into the First Duke's army camp upon exiting the Goblin Forest. Fortunately, nothing happened. They were assured the troops were just prepping for the annual goblin purge and were let through without even a bribe. If only they knew how much gold those wagons held...
Til suspected the smooth passage was only because the camp was under the command of their old acquaintance, Baron Aluin, who likely didn't dare provoke them a second time.

So, it wasn't surprising that Clemen's troops were on high alert. After all, this purge had started unusually early, usually it didn't happen until mid-spring.
"So what now?" Asha asked. "We already lost four days in that cursed forest!"

They couldn't move on while the Black Forest kept expanding. So they made camp, rounded up some peasants, and relieved them of their tools: dig and burn, burn and dig. By the time they were done, nothing remained of the clearing and its corpses but a deep, scorched pit.
The tendrils had run deep. If they'd been left alone, who knows how far it might've spread? The road through the forest was the quickest, most accessible route to the kingdom's heartlands. Losing it would be a major blow to the entire North.

Swinging shovels wasn't as glorious as felling a monster, but Til had no doubt they'd done the right thing, crushing a future threat in its infancy.
"Hey, are you even listening? I'm done with this crap! I want a real bed already! And another..."

"Quiet!" Til snapped and listened intently.
A faint rumble echoed along the mountains.

"What?"
"Shut it, demon take you. Hear that?"

The soft boom sounded again, and the echo turned it into a cannonade.
"So it's thunder. Big deal."

"What thunder? It's winter, you idiot." Til bit his lip. The Baron wasn't letting them into the valley, even though that had never been an issue before. Now there were shots in the distance.
Had he really dared to attack?

"Asha! Come here a sec," Til called and whispered, "We're breaking through."
"Got it!" she chirped, and the embrasures were instantly flooded with roaring flame and the screams of incinerated guards.

"Idiot! Maybe we should've prepared first?"
"Why bother? There's no magical defense. I can handle this myself! Just get the furnace closer, it's hard to draw heat from here."

With a crash, the iron gate dropped down. Asha just rubbed her hands together with satisfaction.
"We've got space in the wagons, right? Ooh, time to slice up some spare iron!"

Til gave himself a facepalm while Asha cheerfully whistled and cut through the gate with searing jets of flame, torching anyone who dared poke their head near an arrow slit.
Ten minutes later, the road was clear.





"Lord Aluin, maybe we can rob this one, at least? The boys are starving," asked a sergeant of the First Duke's troops.

Aluin glanced at the road, where a lone cart drawn by a donkey was surrounded by soldiers in red-bronze armor. The peasant shook with fear, unable to utter a word, clutching at the dirty sacks piled in his cart."Permission granted," Aluin nodded, and the soldiers, shouting with glee, yanked the peasant off his cart and scrambled to grab the sacks, snatching them from one another.

One of the sacks couldn't take the rough handling and burst, showering the looters with dirt mixed with manure.
"What the hell?! This is shit, actual shit?! Are you out of your mind, man? What the hell are you hauling sacks of crap for? Come on, boys, let's give him a beating!"

"Hold it!" Aluin cut in. "Gut all the bags, maybe there's something valuable in there."
He found it suspicious that the peasant had used fairly expensive sacks for manure instead of just dumping it in a pile.

The soldiers eagerly started digging through the filth, hoping to find hidden gold or at least some silver. But it was all for nothing. The sacks contained nothing but dirt, dung, and fine gray dust.
Needless to say, that didn't help their mood.

"Alright, out with it, why the hell are you hauling crap? Where's the money hidden?" One soldier grabbed the peasant by the collar and shook him, as if trying to rattle out both answers and coins.
"To Ligrad, my lords... they say they're paying twenty coppers a sack for fertilizer there. Ten sacks, that's two silvers already!" the peasant was nearly crying.

"Who the hell would pay for manure?" The soldier shook him again, thinking it was a scam.
"I don't know! But they pay honest! My cousin's sold several loads already!"

"Maybe some gardener's got too much coin, or an alchemist wants to grow herbs," another soldier offered with a smug nod and eyed the melancholic-looking donkey.
"Sergeant, let's at least roast the donkey. I'm fucking done with dry rations!," he suggested.

The sergeant grimaced. "Not worth it. They stink. Better to keep it for the supply train. We're still short. Am I right, my Lord?"
Aluin removed his helmet and scratched the round mark on his forehead.

"Here's my word, worm!. For trading with the Citadel of Demons, you deserve death. But I am merciful. Leave the cart and the donkey, and go. Run to the four winds."
"D-Demons?" the peasant trembled.

"Yes, those cursed by the All-God himself, who defied his laws and fell into sin!"
"I swear I never! Take it all, take everything... but demons, how?!" the peasant stammered.

The soldiers took the donkey by the reins and led it into camp, giving the peasant a swift kick in the rear. Aluin caught the murmurs of his men. They still didn't understand why he'd let a fat, overstuffed caravan through just the other day without even a search.
How could they know that the moment the Baron saw the familiar black and white colors, and one of the caravan guards holding a familiar steel tube, the same that had slain his chimera and left him with a round scar on his forehead, he was paralyzed with terror? A search? A bribe? That caravan passed without causing trouble in their camp, and thank the All-God for that. The Baron had already tangled with those damn artifacts once and had no intention of doing it again. If anyone were demons, it was those cursed Condor lackeys.

But it didn't matter. Soon the Duke's army would burn his old buddy Clemen Brute, that bloated baronial rot staining the Kingdom's lands.. And maybe, one day, the Condors would get what's coming to them too...Aluin licked his lips in anticipation. Clemen's lands weren't rich, but even there, there was plunder to be had.

A brisk clatter of hooves rang out on the country road.
A courier!

"Baron of Dragon's Peak, the First Duke commands you to appear at his command tent immediately!"
"Damn it... Wagon, now!" Aluin barked and began stripping off his armor. Ever since that cursed Condor killed his chimera, the Baron had fallen on hard times. His family armor was so heavy, not even a Destrian warhorse could carry him into battle. He'd had to pull his tower shield and hand-and-a-half sword out of storage and march into battle on foot. The new chimera wouldn't be ready to carry him until it had grown for at least a year.

His enchanted breastplate crashed into the wagon bed, making the wooden wheels groan. The rest of the armor followed, piece by piece, until Aluin was down to just his greaves. Summoning his horse, he climbed on with difficulty and galloped off toward his liege.
Clanking over potholes, the sergeant followed behind, driving a team of three horses hauling the armor and weapons.





The First Duke's camp was as grand as it should be. It stretched across the entire field near the forest. Lavish tents embroidered with the heraldry of knights, mobile chapels flanked by witch hunters and junior inquisitors with their acolytes. The declared campaign against demons had drawn many of the faithful, giving the whole place an aura of righteousness.

Of course, not all among them were driven by true conviction. Some had bought their insignias under the Duke's patronage to indulge in their own sins... But even knowing that, Aluin's heart swelled with faith in the righteousness of their cause.
They were about to do the right thing! Rumors had long swirled around Clemen Brute's ties to cultists, but the Third Prince had been covering for his sins before the King. Now, out of the blue, the Prince had become the loudest and most righteous accuser of his former ally.
Naturally, the Duke suspected a setup, but after his disgraceful retreat from the baroness's lands, he needed a swift and decisive victory. By the All-God, he would've gladly clashed with the Second Duke, shown that scrawny fop how a real warrior fights, but... there was no hope of quick victory in a war against the Second. Everyone knew it would be a long, grinding battle with slow advances.

Not at all what he needed now.
To hell with whatever the Third Prince had schemed. In case it was all a setup, the First had conveniently stocked the baggage train with genuine occult grimoires and other black-market evidence of the Baron's fall from grace, ready to be "discovered" in the castle no matter what happened.

Aluin knew all about it. After all, it was he whom the First Duke had entrusted with delivering that cargo to the war camp.
The only thing he didn't understand was why the Lord hesitated. The assembled troops were running low on supplies.

The Baron of Dragon's Peak shook his head and marched on toward the Command Tent. This wasn't a matter for a baron's mind. The Lord always knew what he was doing. If he delayed, there had to be a reason.
And there it was, the biggest, grandest, and most lavish tent, so enormous that some counts' ballrooms would seem small in comparison.

This was where the Lord had established his war council.
The armored guards let the Baron in without question.

"Aluin! Excellent, come here!" bellowed the bear-like man at the massive table. Around him sat the northern barons whose lands bordered Clemen's, while behind them knights crowded together.
Aluin squeezed past them and settled into the chair set aside for him. Despite his fear of the consequences from... let's say, the less-than-glorious taking of Helgen, the Duke was surprisingly welcoming. The older lords had been right. The Lord was forgiving of failure, but he had no mercy for treachery.

The fate of those who showed disloyalty was whispered about. The worst fear of any noble under the First Duke's banner was being suspected of disloyalty. Everything else, embezzlement, battlefield blunders, was overlooked.
The Duke merely scolded Aluin for the lost chimera and even paid half the price of raising a new one. The Baron of Dragon's Peak was certain no one in the kingdom treated their vassals so well.

"Now that we're all here, your attention please. Bring the map!"
Servants bustled about, unrolling a vast canvas across the table.

"Alright, look here. This is us." The Duke placed a large figurine on the map near the Goblin Forest.
"Support detachments here, here, here, and here." More markers hit the board.

"Now, the main strike." He moved the figurine toward a small town, or rather, a large village. "Stopolye. We take it fast and move straight to the castle."
He pushed the piece again, this time to Brute's keep, surrounded by a village as well.

"We take the castle quickly, spend a couple of days... purging, then head for Ligrad. Together. Understood? Anyone disobeys, off with their head. Meanwhile, the support detachments secure the outlying villages..." The Duke spun a piece in his fingers. "As many as they can manage. Alright, everyone clear?"
The gathering nodded, overflowing with praise for the Duke's tactical brilliance.

He stroked his beard proudly and ordered the map cleared away.
"Now let's talk about our sacred mission...This isn't about looting, something we've never done, of course," he added with a smirk, and the barons all rushed to assure him that of course, they had never done such a thing..

"Exactly. This is a truly holy mission. My grandfather once passed through these lands and was shocked at how neglected old Clemen had let them become. Such riches, yet they're being exploited by scoundrels. Bandits and trade guilds, which are basically the same thing. That's unacceptable, right?"
"Of course!" came the chorus of agreement, Aluin's voice among the loudest.

"Right. And his descendant went even further, he got cozy with demons. Succubi and other abominations. Right here in the kingdom, right next to our lands, a nest of demonic filth!" The Duke's passion was contagious. The crowd roared, knights beat their chests, and barons demanded action.
"ENOUGH!" roared the Duke, slamming the table so hard the surface cracked. "Enough of this. We must end his depravity!"

"Yes!" the crowd bellowed so loudly the tent trembled.
"Today I received a letter. A letter from the Holy See itself. The Grand Theogonist does not oppose our actions. He supports purging these lands of demons. The First and Third Princes are with us. The High Inquisitor too. Our mission is sacred. Let us cleanse this land of demonic scum!"

The command tent erupted once more. One of Aluin's knights leaned in to whisper:
"My lord, I was here when that letter arrived. It wasn't quite what he's saying..."

"Shh!" Aluin hissed. He'd need to replace this one, too clever for his own good. If the Lord says they support us, then they do. Period.
"To battle, brothers! Crush the demons!" the Duke roared, pulling a warhammer from beneath the table.

"What, right now?" murmured the clever knight behind Aluin.
"It's called the element of surprise, fool!" the Baron shouted, rising and slapping him upside the head.

Yes, definitely replacing him.
The war camp buzzed like a swarm of hornets. Orders flew, chimeras raced about, knocking down tents and spreading chaos.

But Aluin knew from experience, these minor messes wouldn't help the Duke's enemies. They'd be swept aside by an unstoppable wave of steel and hoofbeats.
The troops marched out, certain of a swift and easy victory.

How wrong they were.

For once, the Duke's words about demons were entirely true.
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                As with all Elven architecture, the Council Hall had been grown by the Tree. Tables and chairs, none of it had ever known the touch of a carver's blade. Only living wood and a pinch of magic.
There was always someone present in the Hall, but it hadn't been this crowded in nearly a hundred years. The last time the full Council had gathered was to vote on the destruction of the Ravens' keep. Today's matter was far grimmer: the loss, within a single year, of two of the Three Ancient Lords, most of the Elders, and an unthinkable number of younger ents.

Even the death of the first hadn't yet been properly discussed and understood, how could an Ancient Lord perish during an utterly routine interception of an ordinary group of adventurers?
The session had been going on for half a day, with the forest's elite struggling to process the calamities that had befallen them.

"This weapon was found at the rema... On the battlefield," Lariël corrected herself just in time, it wouldn't do to remind the Council once more of the Ancient Lord's death. "I ask the Council to take a look."
A young elf entered the Hall carrying a steel trophy, reverently resting on a silk cushion. Predatory lines, a perfectly fitted grip, and a bloated cylinder—any one of Condor's soldiers would have instantly recognized it as their Lord's revolver.

The Council's venerable members passed the weapon from hand to hand, examining it, sniffing it, one even cautiously licking the powder residue. Two hours later, the chair-elf rose and announced the collective conclusion.
"The item you recovered, Lariël, strongly resembles what the chronicles refer to as a dwarven lead-spitter. However, we are not certain... Great Ancient, we ask you to guide our thoughts!" He turned to the maiden who seemed to have become part of the wall itself. Her eyes were closed.

"Great Ancient! The Council requests your... counsel," the chair-elf repeated with some embarrassment.
"I hear you, Gilbert. Not deaf yet," the elven woman replied gruffly, cracking open one eye.

"Gilbert passed into tranquil slumber half a century ago. I am his son, my name is—"
"Doesn't matter. By the time I'm next awakened, I'll be dealing with your grandson anyway, Gilbert. What is it you want?" the elf-woman croaked.

"Please, examine this object."
Gilbert's son placed the steel revolver into her smooth, wrinkle-free hands.

There was a reason other races called the elves the Eternal. Time left their immortal bodies untouched. Their minds, however, were another matter.
For the first five centuries, an elf was curious, active, and bold. They thirsted for knowledge, honed their skills, took risks, and embraced discovery. At a thousand years, they reached their prime, after which they began to fade. Physically, even at three thousand years, an elder elf was as strong as the young. But their spirit and mind dulled. Years passed like weeks. Life brought no joy, passion faded. The urge to fall into deep slumber grew. How long an elf could resist varied from one to another.

The Council was made up of the most venerable elves, most were over three thousand years old.
At times, Lariël felt this fact worked against their society. The word "urgent," after all, meant something very different to the venerable. Even assembling this emergency session had taken over a day.

Old Maiïs might have looked Lariël's age, but she had lived longer than the rest of the Council combined. No one knew how many tens of thousands of years she had seen, but she had witnessed firsthand everything that the archives so carefully preserved. She had seen them during the rare moments she shed the chains of sleep.
Providence had gifted her with a remarkably sharp mind, and even after so many centuries, Maiïs was surprisingly lucid.... For her age.

"Clearly a lead-spitter," she snorted dismissively and tossed the weapon carelessly into the crowd of elves.
The chair-elf had to abandon decorum and lunge forward to prevent the weapon from hitting the floor. Likely, that was exactly what the ancient elf-woman intended.

"We thank you for your..."
"I'M NOT DONE!" Maiïs barked and slowly rose from her place, leaving a silhouette-shaped imprint in the wall.

"Do you think, little ones, that the dwarves have returned from oblivion?" Her gaze swept over the gathered elders and stopped on Lariël.
"We... The Council has not yet discussed that matter," the chair-elf stammered, shrinking under her gaze. Her look was oppressive, as if Time itself were staring him down.

"Discussions, discussions, endless discussions. Let me save you the time. Examine the weapon closely, what do you see?"
"It's not made for a dwarven hand," said the elf who had licked the powder residue.

"Good, at least one of you still knows how to think. What branch? Elm? No matter. More?"
The Hall murmured. Elves thousands of years old now felt like young students under a strict teacher's gaze, each trying to offer some insight, but Maiïs kept shaking her head.

"No. Here's a hint, the dwarves used pneumatic hammers to forge their weapons, underground rivers and the force of ore gases. Do you see any hammer marks on this lead-spitter? NO! Look at the structure, the perfectly fitted parts. Even the dwarves couldn't make this. It's been transmuted. This is the work of a human metal mage.""So, human mages have uncovered the secrets of the dwarves?" Lariël spoke up, though her age didn't grant her the right to speak in the Council. She was only allowed to report or respond to questions—never to ask them.

Still, Maiïs found her impudence more amusing than offensive.
"Child, human mages claimed those secrets tens of thousands of years ago. Yes... After the Second Invasion... I mean the First, of course." She corrected herself quickly and went on. "We drove all the dwarves underground, into their beloved mines. And when humans arrived in this world, they became rather fond of those pits filled with dwarven gold. The war was bloody, but short. And the first thing the victorious mages did was destroy everything. Absolutely everything. They melted down every machine, burned anyone who had learned the secrets..." The elf rolled her eyes, lost in memories.

"But why would they do that? Wouldn't those secrets make them stronger?" Lariël asked in confusion.
"To preserve their power, obviously. Such weapons were a threat to the mages' rule. Anyone who tried to recreate them suffered a slow and painful death. If humans have reinvented lead-spitters, there's only one conclusion. The Magocracy is finished."

"Ahem. Great Ancient, the civil war they call the Age of Discord ended many centuries ago. They're split now into three kingdoms—the Empire fell. We know this from our spies."
"Spies. Hah. I figured it out with a single glance at that piece of iron and not just that. I saw much more. Would you like me to tell you of what's to come, children?"

"With deepest reverence, we ask—"
"'Yes' would suffice. Another war is coming. A great war. Lead-spitters aren't weapons of defense, they're tools of conquest. When did they appear?"

"Our spies... um... hadn't heard of anything like them even decades ago."
"Understood. You!" Maiïs jabbed her finger at Lariël. "You speak!"

"I saw even more powerful weapons. They were mounted on the walls. With them, the lowborn managed to drive the Ancient Lords into retreat. We've already lost two," she finished, despite the chairman's desperate gestures to stop.
"Then it's almost time. There's only one option: begin the Ritual of Forest Sealing."

"What?" the chairman blurted in shock. Voices rose across the chamber. A decision that would affect the entire people—made in seconds?
"Perhaps... we should discuss? Hold a vote..." another elder ventured uncertainly.

"There's nothing to discuss. We must become a fortress. That way, there's a good chance the humans will start fighting each other again and forget about us. They always do, don't worry." Maiïs smiled. "I'll oversee the ritual personally. Get to it."





The entire village came out to greet the caravan. Fathers and sons, wives and children... and mistresses too, let's not pretend. The arriving guards quickly blended into the crowd, distinguishable only by their armor.

"Til!" I waved to my commander, leaning on my cane. "Did you bring Ron? I'll need him."
Alf had managed to save the leg, but recovery was still far off. I'd need a more skilled healer.

"Of course—and something else..." Til whistled and pointed toward the wall. "Whoa, that wasn't there last time!"
"You've no idea how fast we put it up!" I grinned. "By the way, where's the short mage?"

"Scampering around somewhere..." Til shrugged.
I found Asha at the end of the caravan, sitting on her beloved field kitchen.

"Hey there! What's with the limp?"
"Stuff happened," I muttered. But the little mage wasn't about to let me be—swinging her legs, she rattled off at full speed, giving me no chance to interrupt.

"I thought you'd built a city by now! But this is just a village! Okay, the wall's decent—on one side. A real wall goes all the way around, right? Also, I want a hot bath. Do you even have a proper bath in this village?!"
I made a show of cleaning out my ear.

"One day, it'll be a city. No bath yet. Just wooden tubs, but you'll fit. Now up you go, you're on duty. Go help finish the wall you liked so much."
"What? I just got here! I'm tired! What duty?"

"It's only a couple hours of work. You just need to warm things, like always. My alchemist will show you. I promise to build you a huge bath if you work well. The iron's arrived, right?"
"Of course. Steel too. More iron than you ordered, even. Look!" Asha waved behind her.

Behind the field kitchen stood a wagon loaded with thick iron bars, the edges clearly slagged and deformed. Looking closer, I realized what they really were: a portcullis—the kind used in fortress gates.
"Til!" I shouted, and the guard captain rushed over. "You two, explain where this thing came from! And don't even think about saying 'we found it on the road.' I won't buy it!"

What I got in return was a stammered, awkward tale about a treacherous baron who surely planned to ambush and rob the caravan.
"Randall, I swear that's how it was! I swear by the volcano, they were all acting like they were high on stupid-weed. Spouting nonsense about how the baron would come and 'deal with us'! Til, back me up here!" the mage demanded, giving the armored man a swift kick in the leg. And immediately hopped in pain, grabbing her toe. Who kicks greaves, you lunatic?

"Y-yeah, that's exactly what happened!" Til nodded like a bobblehead, avoiding my eyes.
Judging by his reaction, he was clearly in on the idea of forcing our way through the fortress.
I sighed and ran a hand down my face. It was lucky this time it had been Clemen, but what if they'd pulled this kind of stunt on a relatively friendly noble? I was the one responsible for these fools. Anything done by soldiers under my banner was the responsibility of my House. If soldiers acted like idiots, then it was my fault for not raising them properly.
Still, in this particular case, I leaned toward thinking they'd done the right thing. Our business relationship with Clemen had run its course. Sooner or later, the issue would have needed resolving, and it would've been much harder to resolve if he had gotten his hands on what was inside the caravan.

"Randall! Four sacks of saltpeter are missing from the caravan, but I found a large, unlisted core!" Tamilla joined the conversation, waving her ledger.
"And the busty one's here too! I didn't even get a break from her," Asha spat on the ground.

"Where else would I be?" the merchantwoman replied with a dramatic gesture.
"As for the core and the sacks... well, that's a long story," Til said uneasily.

I glanced into the distance, where workers were already mixing cement.
"If it's a long one, we'll discuss it later, over dinner. For now, I'm taking Asha. And yes, have that cart with the portcullis brought to the wall too."

Poor old Orin had worn himself out over the past month. He'd grown so thin even his eyes had sunk in. That's why I was so eager to replace him with the mage and give the alchemist a proper break. He'd more than earned it through sheer dedication.
And in another three weeks or a month, the weather would finally stabilize, and we could pour concrete without any magical heat-dance nonsense.

After finishing the reinforcement frame, I signaled the mages.
"All right, girl, take the rods and heat them to about seventy degrees. Then slowly spread it evenly across the entire structure," the alchemist said gently.

The rods in Asha's hands immediately glowed white-hot.
"NO! Lower, lower!" the old man cried.

"Like this?"
The iron turned a cherry red.

"No, even lower! It needs to be below the boiling point of water. What if the mix had already been poured? You want to cause a steam explosion?"
"Geez, how much lower do you want..." Asha muttered.

"Asha, if you mess this up, you'll be washing in a puddle. Just heat it to the same level you usually warm food. That's all you need to do."
I had my suspicions she was overheating the rebar on purpose, hoping I'd back off. Fat chance. After the pizza incident, I was sure she could control the temperature perfectly. Trying to play dumb won't help her this time.

"Master Orin, my apologies, but I'll need you to oversee her work, at least for the first two pours."
"No trouble at all," the bony old man waved. "Correcting another mage is far better than heating it myself. I don't mind."

"Thank you," I said sincerely and gave the signal to pour the mix.
The moment the gray slurry touched the ground, the earth trembled.

"That wasn't me!" Asha shouted instantly, hands in the air.
Limping, I rushed toward the ladder, nearly falling as the tremors intensified.

The Black Forest was moving.
Not like during the battle, where just a few tendrils had stirred. The entire forest was moving.

As far as the eye could see, every one of its limbs was shifting. It was as if the forest was retreating. Every minute, the treeline grew more distant, taller, denser. Where once a man could squeeze between the tendrils, now, a minute later, only a dog might make it through. Ten minutes more, and it was a solid black wall a rat couldn't pass.
Even the underground roots were in motion, and that's where the tremors came from. Many buildings tilted, and the earth collapsed in places, revealing meter-wide sinkholes in the streets.

Ten minutes later, it all stopped.
Across from our wall, about a kilometer away, a new black barrier now stood.

The village hadn't fared so well.
Some houses were destroyed. Only half the village remained intact. Soldiers threw ropes and helped pull people from the earth where the ground had caved in. Cries rang out. Not everyone escaped with just bruises. Thankfully, the tremors had ramped up gradually, and most had fled the danger zone in time. The concrete wall had held, though it had sunk into the earth and leaned slightly.

"You folks get this often?" Asha asked calmly. "Why the long faces? Never seen an earthquake before? Happens all the time back home. Don't just stand there. Back to work. The sooner we finish, the sooner I get my bath."
I only shook my head and ordered the workers to pause construction for three reasons.

First, the roots had loosened the soil. Any structure poured like before would be unstable.
Second, we'd need that concrete to urgently replace the destroyed housing.

And third... looking at that solid black wall the forest had erected, I knew there would be no attacks from that side anytime soon.
"Sir, look!" a worker called, pointing toward Baron Clemen's lands.

As if the incident with the living roots hadn't been enough, something strange was happening on the opposite side of the valley. The sky above the mouth of the valley burned with the glow of a deep red sunset. Nothing unusual, except that the sun was directly overhead.
What kind of force could dye the sky crimson like that? A colossal fire? No flame could do that, not even if the whole barony burned.

Magic?

What the hell is going on over there?
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                Stopolye. A small village ten kilometers from the castle of Baron Klemen Brute.By the standards of Clemen's impoverished barony, it was a huge and prosperous village.
By the standards of the Kingdom, just one of thousands of unremarkable hamlets.
At first glance, it seemed to suffer from the usual rural problems. And in the Kingdom, villages only ever had three: Goblins, Bandits, and Tax Collectors.
But this village had a fourth, hidden problem. It was here that Clemen most often recruited his servants. And often... they returned home, changed.
Baron Aluin leaned on his tower shield, observing the process of seizing the village.

The other barons and knights had galloped off on their chimeras and horses, straight toward the castle. But he, he had been left behind to command a ragtag mix of losers scraped together from wherever they could be found.
The Duke knew Aluin no longer had a mount and wouldn't be able to keep up with the cavalry, so he put him in charge of the conscripted foot soldiers. Though calling them "soldiers" was generous.

Aluin cast a contemptuous glance at a "soldier" in rusty chainmail. The man was interrogating an old peasant who was missing several teeth.
"Speak, you demonic filth, where's the silver hidden?! Or I'll torch your hut!" the soldier bellowed, while the peasant grovelled and stammered.

From a distance, one couldn't tell them apart from common bandits. Aluin grimaced and turned away.
His own infantry was advancing through the villages along the Royal Road, practically the opposite end of the barony. Still, he trusted them. Everything would go according to plan there as well, just like here...

The village elder had already been dragged into the central square, now being questioned by a well-groomed witch hunter. Standard procedure: the only thing that ever changed was the accusation — treason against the king, working for the Commonwealth, or demonology. The rest was always the same.
"Think, my son. Someone local betrayed you… or, as you claim, slandered you. Who could it be? Do you have any enemies?" the hunter murmured gently, adjusting his wide-brimmed hat.

"Efrosya! It was her, the damn hag!" the elder wailed, clutching at the last straw of hope.
A mistake.

Aluin knew exactly what came next. He had seen it dozens of times.
The pattern was foolproof. The elder would be executed publicly, supposedly based on Efrosya's accusation. She would then be offered the position of new elder. No one had ever refused...

Then she'd be given an ultimatum: either face the wrath of the villagers for betraying their elder, or help the soldiers plunder her own people. Who but a local would know who had what, where pigs might be hidden in the fields, who stashed away a sheep?
No one would be surprised if the elder's former allies were punished more harshly than others. The soldiers would gladly exact vengeance on all her enemies. And then...

Then a representative of the First Duke would arrive, feign horror at the new elder's behavior, and publicly execute her. In her place, they'd install a "reasonable" figure, someone who wouldn't be quite so cruel. And — miracle of miracles — the villagers would breathe a sigh of relief and sincerely thank the Duke for restoring order.
Forgetting entirely that he had been the source of their misery to begin with.

Soldiers kicked more and more peasants toward the square, looting their meager belongings along the way. They took everything, oven forks, wooden spoons, you name it.
The elder and Efrosya were bickering, peasant women wept, and the soldiers stole.

The usual picture of war.
Then, suddenly, everything fell silent.

The quarrel stopped mid-word. The peasants froze. A shadow fell over the village.
"The Master is ready," Efrosya said.

"The Master is ready," the elder echoed, stepping shoulder to shoulder with his former enemy.
"The Master is ready," the peasants on the square intoned in unison, staring at Aluin.

Together, unblinking.
Efrosya pulled a knife from her sleeve. The witch hunter recoiled, but it wasn't for him.

She drove it into herself, under the ribs.
The elder yanked the blade from her body in one swift motion, sending a spray of blood into the air. But not a drop reached the ground.

Chuckling, he slashed his own throat and collapsed beside her.
Madness erupted.

Before Aluin's eyes, peasants bit into their own wrists, hurled themselves at each other, screaming and howling.
Only a few fled the square in terror.

The toothless old man who had just been groveling suddenly lunged at the soldier and tried to chew through his chainmail.
Cursing, the soldier stabbed him. The bloody blade emerged from the peasant's back.

But the man only hugged him tighter.
"Maaaasteeeer..." he whispered into the soldier's ear, smiling with his broken teeth.

There was no blood on the soldier's blade.
None on the ground either.

It was all in the sky.
The clouds turned crimson. A scarlet fog descended over the village.

And the killing began.
The first to die was the soldier in rusty chainmail. The old man's claws, now unnaturally long, slipped through the rings and plunged into his shoulder blades, tearing them apart along with the mail. Blood spurted, only to instantly vaporize, thickening the red haze.

The soldiers had been too spread out through the village. Most didn't even realize what was happening until the peasant girl they'd dragged to the hayloft suddenly tore off their arms. Or when a frail old man, who'd seemed barely able to stand, suddenly crushed them with a grip strong enough to snap bone.
A piercing whine filled the air. The taste of iron coated every tongue.

The elder's back writhed beneath his clothes, as if a cat had crawled under his shirt. The witch hunter didn't wait. With a quick thrust of his rapier, he stabbed the bulge.
The blade sliced through the fabric and revealed a second face, growing from the elder's back, biting down on the rapier's tip.

"Abyss take me..." the hunter muttered, trying to yank his weapon free. But the demonic face held it fast.
"Soldiers! To me!" Aluin commanded, slicing through the nearest possessed with a single swing.

But it wasn't just soldiers rushing toward him. A mob of crazed peasants was charging too.Claws scrape against the shield, the witch hunter screams nearby. Two peasant women are pulling him to pieces, each determined to take her share.. With a shield bash, Aluin knocks a dozen of the possessed aside and sees more and more of them streaming into the square from the side streets. This is bad.

"Fall back! We're breaking out of the village! Follow me, follow me!"
Aluin clears a path with sweeping strikes of his sword. The shrieking, screaming mass of the possessed surges again. Every step is paid for in blood, and of the ten soldiers only two remain, barely standing.

Another creature suddenly leaps from a doorway and brings a soldier down. The thing hardly resembles a peasant anymore, its grotesque body has torn through its shirt, and in place of one arm is a claw.
That claw plunges into the soldier's chest, effortlessly tearing through the cheap breastplate. Damn it, another one down!

Aluin yanks the creature off the corpse and flings it against a house. The wall shakes from the impact, and straw rains down from above. One strike of his sword severs the monstrous head, which rolls across the ground, eyes wide.
The baron turns.

The second soldier is gone. Fled or dragged off by another monster, who knows.
"Damn it," he spits and presses on alone.

Ten minutes, twenty, half an hour. The same huts, the same streets, the same taste of blood on his lips. And that cursed crimson fog, veiling everything beyond ten steps.
Aluin could swear he was going in circles. Even the monsters were appearing less frequently now, though each new one looked less human and more dangerous. Aluin had trained since childhood to wear armor, using magic to aid him. Thick plate was like a parade uniform to him. But even he, a veteran in full family plate, was starting to tire. The last creature had left a gouge in his helmet, and these damn peasant huts seemed endless.

Suddenly, the sounds of battle rang out from a nearby street. Aluin didn't hesitate, he charged straight through a pigpen. He smashed through the fence and sank waist-deep into a foul puddle. For the first time, the stench of filth overpowered the smell of blood. Almost pleasant.
Like a ship, Aluin waded forward, sending waves of muck sloshing ahead. Something grabbed his sabaton, and the baron hacked down without looking. The black pool bubbled and turned red with blood. Something floated up, belly scales glistening, it looked like it used to be a pig.

With a squelch of his boots, the baron climbed out onto the next street.
There, a battle was underway. The inquisitor was surrounded by a dozen creatures, led by none other than the elder. The holy man had been lured into a trap. Whenever he tried to attack, they backed off, and the two-faced elder struck from behind with twin axes. When the inquisitor turned on the leader, his minions threatened his back.

The warrior of the One God swung his great warhammer, holding his ground for now, but it was checkmate. Everyone knew demons didn't tire, and sweat was already running down the inquisitor's red face.
"Kiiiill the blessed one!" the face on the elder's back screamed, spotting the baron approaching from behind.

The possessed charged in a suicidal assault, abandoning their harrying tactics. One skull cracked under the hammer, but the rest looked ready to bury the inquisitor under their bodies.
A flash of light!

The inquisitor dodged their rush, smashing another creature's knee on the way.
The baron crashed into the fray, cleaving down two beasts at once.

His shield shook and bent slightly. The elder's strike was strong enough to be felt through steel. The baron tried to shove him back, but the village head was as heavy as if carved from stone. Taking advantage of the opening, he landed a blow behind the shield. The pauldron rang, but held. Cursing, the baron reached for his Gift.
A wave of magic surged at the elder, trying to tear the axes from his hands, but it curved around him, vanishing uselessly.

Two more blows hammered into the armor, bruising flesh beneath.
Meanwhile, the inquisitor finished off the remaining possessed and rushed to assist.

The creature stepped back. The elder showed no sign of concern at being surrounded. Each face tracked its opponent. Even one arm twisted unnaturally backward, ready to parry.
"What the hell are you, where's the front, where's the back?!" the baron shouted and lunged. The inquisitor mirrored his attack.

The sword lunged forward and struck the axe's edge. Everyone said axes were bad for blocking? Well, for a demon used to walking backward, "awkward" meant something else entirely.
The deadly dance went on for minutes. Blow after blow, perfectly deflected. The axe was nicked and chipped, but still holding.

Finally, the baron had enough. With reluctance, he tapped his magical reserves again. He'd already noticed his Source recharged painfully slowly in this cursed place and had been saving every drop.
At the last second, the blade curved and sliced through the axe handle, then flew straight for the creature's throat. The elder raised an arm to block, but the sword curved again and pierced his neck. From behind, the inquisitor's hammer crushed the face on his back.

The monster collapsed, but the baron wasn't satisfied. He spent several more minutes hacking it apart. He clearly remembered how the thing had walked off a slit throat, and he didn't want to see any more of that legendary demon resilience. Chopping it to pieces was safer.
Scattering the elder's remains, the baron focused on his sword. The blade was deeply notched, the creature's bones were as tough as iron. He reached for his Source, and the edge returned to razor sharpness.

The inquisitor sat on the ground, hands folded in prayer. His robes were bloodstained, and his scalp showed wide bald patches. This inquisitor was a stranger to Aluin, probably one of those who had joined their army out of conviction. And if he was still alive, he clearly wasn't one of those who bought their insignia."I am Aluin von Armstrong, Baron..."

"Quiet, I'm trying to find a way out," the inquisitor interrupted wearily, without opening his eyes. He didn't seem at all disturbed by the sour stench of entrails scattered across the street.
Under different circumstances, Aluin would've introduced the inquisitor to his fist, but... for now he held his temper and sat down nearby.

The endless streets were wearing on his nerves, and as for general magic, Aluin understood it about as well as a pig understood oranges.
Five minutes later, the inquisitor rose and gripped his hammer.

"Regius."
"What?"

"That's my name. Come on, we need to head that way. We can't stay here, this place drains your strength." The inquisitor pointed with his hammer toward a street vanishing into the crimson fog.
Aluin brightened, that was the very direction he'd been heading all along!

But it was a false hope.
The next words dragged his spirit back down into despair.

"I couldn't find a way out of the outskirts. The only path is to keep moving toward the heart of the curse. Maybe from there, I can unravel these illusions."
"Father... What exactly is going on here?" Aluin dared to ask.

Such strange sorcery filled him with dread. He could fight monsters with his sword, but not endless streets.
"It's all demonic influence, of course. Seems like a combination of glamours and spatial distortions. I fear we've slipped into the Abyss, my son." Seeing the baron freeze, the inquisitor quickly added, "Not far, just the surface."

"Is it permanent?"
"Of course not! But my hopes that the ritual would quickly fade were misguided. It's sustained by blood sacrifices and spreads in waves to conserve energy. If you listen to yourself, you'll notice... Ah, there's another."

Something brushed the back of the baron's head, and the fog briefly lifted before thickening again.
The street changed. It grew wider. Instead of light, straw-thatched cottages, dark, moss-covered huts now loomed around them.

But most importantly, in that moment when the fog weakened, Aluin clearly saw the towers of Clemen's castle rising over the village.
"We... How did we get here so quickly?" Aluin turned back, seeing the same dark, mossy houses behind him. This clearly wasn't Stopolye, this was the village at the foot of the castle. What was it called again, damn it...

"Quiet," Regius froze. "Abyss, we'll need to go a bit farther. Stay alert, Baron."
Aluin suddenly slapped his helmet with a gauntleted hand.

"Our troops must be nearby! They were heading to storm the castle. Maybe we'll find them and help kill Brute, then all this hell will vanish?!"
The inquisitor let out a thoughtful hum. He didn't bother responding to such disconnected fantasy.

He knew perfectly well that even he shouldn't engage in battle with the demon that had done this.
Their sabatons clanged along the cobbled street.

No one attacked them, but just around the next corner Aluin saw a dead chimera and a man crushed into a mess of steel and flesh.
"That... that's one of the northern barons," he stammered, swallowing a lump in his throat.

There was no way to tell which family he'd belonged to. Whatever heraldry he'd worn was lost in the tangle of gore.
Among the duke's barons, Aluin was, at best, middle-tier. Whoever this fallen baron had been, he clearly wasn't much weaker than Aluin. And considering Aluin had already lost his battle-ready chimera...

Wait, the beast wasn't entirely destroyed, just ripped in half. Aluin strained his memory and took another look: black fur, saber fangs, short snout, small round ears.
Yes, he had definitely seen this chimera's master at the council.

And damn it, that baron had been stronger than him in every way.
"Uh, so how's that exit search going?" Aluin asked hopefully. He really didn't want to go any farther.

"Yes, yes, I found it!" the inquisitor shouted with joy. "The path is open, almost like it was made for us. We just have to turn back and go straight."
"Not so fast," whispered an unfamiliar voice.

Aluin turned so quickly his sabatons sparked against the cobblestones.
Behind them stood a bandit, face wrapped in black cloth, idly spinning a red sword in his thin hands. His eyes burned with a fire that made Aluin tense.

"Let us through and you'll live," Aluin said, not really expecting the threat to work.
"Ooo, I'm trembling. And you've got an inquisitor at your back. Can he let a possessed man go? Kill him and I'll let you pass." The cloth hid his expression, but the bandit's eyes were smiling.

"I'd rather kill you!" the baron roared and lunged, aiming to cut the bandit down in a single blow. Clash!
Aluin's curved blade raced toward the possessed man's face, just as his sword struck the visor, showering sparks from the baron's helm. Both had aimed to end it in one strike, and both had failed.

"You're a bastard, aren't you?" the baron growled. The bandit's sword shouldn't have reached his visor, but it almost had.
The bandit touched his own cheek, where beads of blood had welled up. Instead of taking his head, Aluin's blade had only sliced through his black cloth.

"Magic doesn't belong to aristocrats," the bandit bared teeth far too sharp for any human. The demonic transformation had gone deep.
"You could've been a knight, but instead of serving your lord, you chose to serve demons. You'll pay for that with your life," the baron declared.

In truth, he didn't care. He only said it to provoke the inquisitor. Damn it, Regius, why aren't you helping?
Aluin glanced back to check that the inquisitor hadn't run, and the bandit's blade instantly darted for his throat.

"Eyes on me!" the bandit laughed.
Rage surged through Aluin. His ally had apparently fled like a coward, and now some pathetic bandit was blocking the path to salvation. He'd killed thousands like this whelp in his life!
"How! Dare! You! Block! A baron's path!" Aluin roared, striking again and again, forgetting any notion of conserving mana.

His blade bent, stretched, twisted mid-air, all in vain. The enemy clearly sensed when the baron tapped his Source, and made no secret of using his own Gift.
But Aluin didn't let up, charging like a bull at a red banner. Finally, luck turned in his favor — the possessed man strayed too close to the shield.

A third of his reserve gone. The tower shield exploded into a bristle of long, sharp spikes, impaling the bandit like a butterfly pinned to a board.
The baron stepped forward, intending to hoist the enemy on his shield, but the bandit used his Gift to shove off. Bleeding from a dozen wounds, he stumbled back from Aluin.

"Shame, I was hoping it wouldn't come to this. But you'll die too! Master, grant me your full strength!" the bandit screamed, convulsing.
Aluin slashed, but the blow was caught by a clawed hand.

"Dream on!" the baron roared, channeling power into his sword.
Severed claws clattered onto the cobblestones. But the return blow struck with such force it left a deep dent in the thick shield.

"I hate you. All aristo scum should die!" the bandit howled, losing the last traces of humanity. Fangs no longer fit inside his mouth, muscles bulged through tearing fabric, and horns pushed through his black hair.
"Hold him off!" came a voice from behind. The inquisitor! He hadn't run!

The possessed one struck like a smith's hammer.
Aluin poured his Gift into the shield, but even so, the blow staggered him. A second followed, then a third.

The creature had gone berserk, hammering at the shield relentlessly, until suddenly, it stopped.
Aluin lowered the battered shield and saw the bandit. Just the same bandit from minutes ago, blocking their path. Same clothes. The baron glanced at the cobblestones, where torn scraps of clothing still lay. What the hell?

"It's an illusion. Holy Word!" Regius cried, and a flash of blinding light lit up the street.
The bandit shielded his eyes with a hand, but his shadow was far larger and more twisted than it should have been.

"Is this how your world welcomes guests?" the bandit asked pleasantly. He didn't seem injured at all by the inquisitor's attack.
"An illusion... he's an illusion! HOLY WORD!" Regius bellowed, face flushed red.

Blinding light again seared their eyes.
"Says the illusionist," the demon pouted. "A flash to hide the truth? How cliché."

"Inquisitor, I don't think it hurt him," Aluin said cautiously.
"Fool. He's masking his wounds with illusion to shake our faith!" Regius trembled with fury.

"Illusion this, illusion that. Boring. Here, have a little truth of your own." The demon waved a hand.
Regius paled, as if the demon's words had pierced directly into his mind.

"No, that's a lie!" he shouted, clutching his head. His great warhammer clanged to the stones.
"It's true. You'll see soon enough, and you'll laugh with me. A beast masquerading as an inquisitor fighting side-by-side with a mage pretending to be a warrior — what a riot. Your world is the funniest I've ever visited!" the demon cackled.

"You talk too much, even for a demon. Come on then, fight me!" the baron raised his shield. If he was to die, it would be in an honest fight.
"That leech was right. You really are an idiot. I didn't become a demon. I always was one. I just devoured a willingly offered soul to slip into your world." The bandit grimaced, then turned and began to walk away.

"You're letting us go?" the baron asked suspiciously.
"If you're so eager to die, fine. I'll kill you some other time. Right now, I want to uncover this world's secrets. Farewell."

Whistling a cheerful tune, the demon strolled off.
Aluin sheathed his sword and dropped to one knee beside the holy man, who was hunched over in a bloody fit.

"Are you all right, Inquisitor?"
"I... he's lying. All lies," Regius whispered weakly.

"Come on. We have to get out of here."
The priest's weight was nothing compared to Aluin's armor. He hoisted him easily, letting him slump over his shoulder.

The streets no longer felt like an endless maze, but out of the red fog rose ever more omens of defeat.
Bodies of horses and knights were everywhere, so many that they had to walk over them at times. Sadly, Aluin recognized some of his own vassals. It seemed the push toward Brute's fortress had failed completely.

"Drink..." the inquisitor whispered.
He looked worse and worse. Deathly pale, eyes sunken.

Aluin reached for his belt, but the flask was gone.
"Hold on. We're almost out."

The huts of Stopolye came into view, and the fog had grown much thinner.
"Dr-r-rink..." the inquisitor snarled and lunged at the baron's neck. His teeth scraped uselessly against the gorget.

"You out of your damn mind?!" A mailed fist broke the madman's jaw and sent him crashing to the ground.
A dislodged fang embedded in the dirt nearby, far too long to be human.

Regius hissed, eyes blazing with fire.
Without hesitation, the baron gripped his shield in both hands and slammed it down on the inquisitor's head. Crack. Not a drop of blood.

"Why the hell did I even drag you along?" Aluin muttered, removing his helmet.
A gauntleted hand searched his hair for budding horns. Nothing yet.

But if even a holy man could turn... who knew?
Spitting for luck, Aluin pressed on.

A few hundred steps later, the village ended as abruptly as it had appeared.
Fields.

Freedom.
And no cursed fog.

Aluin laughed, dropped to his knees, and scooped the black soil into his hands with relief. Could it really be over?
"My lord, are you all right?" came a concerned voice from above.

Aluin looked up. One of his knights — the clever one. Damn, he'd have to keep him in the post now. Too many good men had died. Every knight counted.
"If you're well, you should report to the Duke immediately," the knight said smartly. "Allow me to help you remove your armor."

"Back off!" Aluin barked. After everything with the illusions, he wasn't about to climb out of his armor. "I'll walk. Just show me the way."
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                The camp seemed completely deserted. Only occasionally did Aluin encounter tearful sutlers or grim-faced servants. The oppressive atmosphere made it clear that the war had not gone according to plan.
But who could have expected that Clemen was dabbling in something far more serious than summoning succubi and processing gifted commoners into elixirs?!

There are boundaries one should never cross!
Still, even if they had been caught off guard and everything had gone awry, they had not yet lost. Not yet! The Duke had not led them into battle himself, traditionally giving them a chance to earn glory on their own. But now, with the scale of the threat undeniable, the Lord would surely lead the troops personally and settle the score with Brute.

To be honest, Aluin shuddered at the thought of returning to that cursed mist, but when the Duke calls to battle, the Baron would not hesitate for even a second. He would fulfill his duty.
The closer he got to the center of the camp, the fewer people he encountered.

There wasn't even a guard at the Duke's tent. Aluin quietly pulled back the flap and peeked inside.
One of the northern Barons was kneeling and giving a report. His armor was stained with blood and some strange substance resembling slime. The steel plates of his armor were scored with deep grooves. His fur cloak was nothing but tatters.

"...Sir William has also fallen. In total, we've lost about a third of all knights and at least two Barons. The demon somehow stripped all protections from von Tristan and crushed him into a ball, armor and all. As for Kaegorn... It swallowed him through its belly."
The report paused, and the Baron looked up at the Duke.

"Continue," the Duke commanded with a wave.
"Infantry losses are even worse. The assembled forces that advanced on Stopolye were completely wiped out. As for my own retinue..." The Baron gritted his teeth. "We were forced to retreat from Kapustovka, losing a quarter of our numbers."

"Hm..."
Sensing the Duke's displeasure, the Baron quickly added:

"I don't have exact figures for the other Barons' forces, but I'm certain their losses were greater."
"Enough about the losses!" the First bellowed. "Report which lands we managed to hold."

The Baron rose slightly and gestured. From the shadows, a knight in a dented helmet clanked forward and unrolled a map on the table before the Duke. He bowed and withdrew back into the darkness of the tent.
"The demonic sorcery of the Baron..." the report began.

"HE IS NO BARON!" the Duke slammed his fist on the table. "Clemen Brute has betrayed everything he once swore to protect! If anyone dares call him a baron again, I will strip them of lands and spurs!"
"Forgive me, my lord," the Baron bowed. "Allow me to continue."

The Duke nodded.
"The demonic sorcery... of that traitor caught us all off guard. A red mist rose from the traitor's castle and stretches in a circle all the way to Stopolye on one side, and on the other it curves around the wild overgrowth. There's not even a landmark there."

The First narrowed his eyes at the map, trying to grasp the Baron's meaning.
"Again, show me again," he ordered. "Forget the map—outline it with a quill."

The Baron dipped the tip of his quill in ink and drew a figure eight, with the Castle at the center and the closest circle ending at Stopolye.
The Duke pointed to the far circle.

"That's Ligrad, right?"
"Yes, my lord. Our troops couldn't reach it. They saw it in the distance, but every step toward the city made them walk in circles."

"Understood. And here?" The First traced his finger to the center of the other circle, midway between Stopolye and the Castle.
"Nothing there, my lord. Just fields."

"That's impossible." The Duke jabbed at the center of the first circle. "Here's Ligrad!"
He moved his finger to the intersection of the figure-eight lines—the center.

"Here's the Castle, the ritual's center."
Then, smearing his finger with ink, he pointed at the center of the second circle.

"And here—nothing? That can't be! That demonic bastard is definitely hiding something!"
The Baron opened his mouth, then closed it again. Arguing with the Duke was never wise. He bowed respectfully.

"We will try to find out, my Lord.""Now tell me, that red abomination only appeared within the bounds of the figure-eight, correct?"

"Yes, my Lord."
"Then what in the Abyss is the reason all these villages still haven't been taken?" The First jabbed his finger at the many settlements untouched by the ritual, yet clearly unmarked on the map as secured.

The Baron swallowed hard. What could he possibly say? That his forces had fled in panic the moment the possessed attacked?
"I... I am preserving my men for the final assault on the stronghold of darkness."

"Final assault?" the Duke echoed.
"Yes! You will lead us into battle to crush the demonic traitor, won't you? With your power, we shall slay him, and all his treacherous traps and rituals will collapse into dust!" the northern Baron declared with gusto.

Aluin nodded approvingly from the side. Yes, that was how it should be! They would strike back and wash away the shame of dishonor!
A heavy silence fell over the tent. In its stillness, the First's nervous chuckle was clearly audible.

March into a demon's lair, the one responsible for THAT? Not a chance!
A demon's power was difficult to predict — especially one that had already slain several Barons! And besides, the Holy Father had warned that demons weren't the sort of creatures to be slain easily by honest steel. The Duke absentmindedly stroked his warhammer, doubt furrowing his brow.

Had the enemy been a simple mage, he wouldn't have hesitated... Certainly wouldn't have!
Damn this cursed sorcery to the Abyss!

The vassals awaited a response. The Duke straightened, leaned back in his chair, and began to speak with an air of importance:
"I have already sent a letter to the High Inquisitor. Together, we will—"

"My Lord!" a breathless courier burst into the tent. "The reply has arrived!"
"Bring it here! Why are you standing there?!" The First shouted, his pompous air vanishing in an instant. This was it — his salvation!

Sweaty hands frantically unrolled the scroll.

In the name of the All-God, blah blah blah...
What?

The Holy Throne will not interfere in the sovereign matters of the Kingdom ?
Nonsense!

The Duke knew for a fact that they interfered plenty.

The issue of military intervention in the Barony of Kingdom subject Brute von Clemen is currently not up for discussion ?
The First crushed the scroll in fury.

"Ready the dragon! I'm heading to the capital at once to personally convince the High Inquisitor to intervene!" he roared, casting his gaze over the gathered vassals.
His heart skipped a beat.

Instead of the usual enthusiasm, he saw hesitation in their eyes, confusion on their faces.
He needed a justification — fast. Something that wouldn't make his departure look like... a retreat.

"It is obvious that the demonic spawn is counting on this very thing: for us, wounded by misfortune, to walk straight into its trap. IT SHALL NOT HAPPEN! I swear on my House, I will bring back the nation's foremost demon-fighting expert, and together we shall drive a stake through that creature's heart!"
Scattered applause followed.

"And while I secure an ally, I order the advance to continue. I expect daily reports of no fewer than three villages captured! We must not disgrace ourselves! The entire Kingdom must see that we are still attacking, that this war will end in our victory! Even if it takes more time... Aluin!"
"Yes, my Lord!" The Baron dropped to his knees, hiding his face, a face that had just flashed with an emotion he dared not name even to himself.

"I appoint you to temporary command over the forces of the fallen Barons. Organize a concentrated strike on..." The Duke pulled the map closer. "On Kapustovka. Then advance to Mala Kostyanka and Zarubovka."
A quiet chuckle came from the depths of the tent. Thank the One, the First didn't hear it.

"It shall be done, my Lord," Aluin replied solemnly.
He would fulfill his duty. Even if it killed him.

"The rest of you — same orders. Gentlemen Barons, return to your troops! Continue the offensive across the front, but do not enter the ritual zone. Dismissed!"
The Duke rose from his throne and headed for the tent's exit, not forgetting to take his two-handed hammer.

Watching his powerful back, beneath which lay a cowardly soul, Aluin finally found the words to describe what he felt.

Contempt.





"Higher! Go higher!" I shouted into Falcon's ear.

"Can't! Laura's already gasping!"
The griffin beat its wings furiously just to maintain altitude.

We'd never climbed this high before. Even I could feel the lack of oxygen, and a beast that large needed even more. Its eagle head opened its beak, snapping at the air. Its short pink tongue stuck out awkwardly, like a snake's.
"Then let her hover!" I yelled over the wind and focused on the Baron's lands.
There is no safer or more accurate reconnaissance than from the air. For several days now, Falcon and I had been flying out on scouting runs. And with each passing day, contrary to my hopes, the situation in the barony was getting worse and worse.
The crimson clouds were growing brighter, the mist thickened and stretched into a massive figure-eight across the baron's lands. And at the crossing point of the four streams, the fog pulsed ominously, concealing Brute's castle within.

The ritual was accelerating. Even yesterday, the figure-eight wasn't nearly so "thick."
Damn that First Duke. Why is he still hesitating? Clemen is trying to drag half the barony into the Abyss right under his nose, and he doesn't even flinch!

Damn it! It'll be a disaster if chasms kilometers wide open up between my outpost and the caravans. Do you have any idea how much time and money will go into building bridges? And that's not even the worst part...
Hmm... This is the perfect chance to solve all of my personal problems and bury Randall's dark past for good.
Both figuratively and literally.

"We're heading home," I ordered the knight, and the griffin began a wide descent. Time to rally the troops.





Everyone marched out; no one refused — even Asha, though she started grumbling again. About fifty guardsmen came along, including some barely trained artillerymen whose faith in the weapons far outweighed their skill with them. Big Dorvan carried a cannon so massive that two men would normally struggle to lift it.

The chimerologist brothers had no choice but to join us. Still, reunited after a long separation, they didn't seem too displeased.
Their apprentice, Alf. I had long debated whether or not to take the boy... But in the end, I did, assigning two soldiers to protect him. You can't rely on just one healer — what if two people were on the brink of death at once? He may not be fully trained, but even so, he might just save a life.

Dolan squinted into the mist, still carrying not only his large-caliber musket but also his old crossbow. He explained it simply: he had too many enchanted bolts prepared for all sorts of contingencies. As for enchanted bullets, no one had made any yet. Til stood nearby with a similar, though less refined, musket. Technically, it was my musket, which I had left in the caravan due to its weight when I flew off with Falcon.
But my commander had latched onto it so hard that I ended up gifting it to him — a little reluctantly, since I'd just lost my revolver somewhere in battle. Not that it mattered much — I'd used up all the percussion caps making detonators, and there hadn't been time to forge new ones.

So, truth be told, I wasn't much use in the upcoming fight. My shoulder had healed quickly, but the limp might linger another week. Acid-burned tissue didn't respond well to treatment.
Still, I wasn't planning to play the hero. My only job was to get our arsenal to the Baron's castle and prevent it from being obliterated by magic.

And what an arsenal it was! Thanks to the iron and saltpeter we'd brought in, we were armed to the teeth. The giant, travel-worn cart had been transformed again. The sides were removed, the grain transferred to the barns, and in its place we mounted a dozen cannons, six to a side. We now had our own land-bound warship, the big brother of our armored wagon. And if needed, the cannons could be detached and rolled into the streets on their carriages. Might come in handy for setting up defenses. Or blasting through fortified doors deeper in the castle. The only drawback: we'd be firing solid shot or grapeshot.
The recent battle had depleted all our explosive shells. We hadn't had time to prepare any new fuses, caps, or batches of potassium nitrate. I was recovering from my wounds, and the old man had been busy churning out gunpowder from the saltpeter. He stayed behind in the village. Even though his strength had improved with his Adept rank, we couldn't afford to leave the rear completely unguarded.

And besides, someone had to keep making powder.
At dawn, we passed through the now-empty fortress Asha had burned down.

It felt like the Baron had removed the magical core that protected it. It fell too easily — I doubt that was part of the design. Magic in this world is too destructive for anyone to build a fortress without magical defenses. Well, all the better for us.
Crimson clouds tinted everything in red, like an endless sunset, and the mist swirled ahead. It was too red to blame just on the lighting.

"Maybe we go around through the fields?" the mage asked hopefully.
"No good. The thaw turned them to mush; the wagons would get stuck. We're going straight through," I ordered and stepped into the fog.

A sharp scent of blood hit my nose. I waved my hand in front of me, half-expecting to find red droplets clinging to my gauntlet... But no. Paradoxically, the air felt dry, like on a scorching summer day.
I glanced back and saw the caravan huddled together. People were turning their heads in confusion, unsure where they'd come from or where they were going. Strange... I didn't feel any disorientation.

"Form up! Behind me!" I hobbled forward, leaning on my blunderbuss.
Five minutes later, order was restored and we began to move.
The winding road gave way to an unfamiliar, seemingly lifeless village.

Or perhaps not just seemingly...
"This is my village!" Alf shouted from the wagon. "Only... it used to be much smaller."

A row of dark houses was drowning in crimson mist. I did remember it — long ago, this was where his father first approached us. Back when Alex was still alive... damn.
Out of the fog ahead, a many-limbed figure suddenly darted toward me.

It didn't make five steps before its head exploded and it collapsed to the ground. Damn it! Not the time to be lost in memories.
"Thanks!" I shouted to Dolan, who simply waved back as he reloaded his musket.

The mist howled with a dozen voices, and the other former villagers rushed us at the sound of gunfire.
Bullets whistled through the blood-red air, and the crimson fog receded slightly under the pressure of gunpowder smoke. There weren't that many of them, and they turned out to be far weaker than I had feared. One volley, and the landscape was littered with perforated corpses.

I eyed a corpse curiously, a third arm protruded from its back. Time to speed up. The less time we spend in this fog, the better.
Once everyone had reloaded, I gave the order to move out.

After a hundred paces, the caravan began veering left.
"I said to follow me!"

"But you're walking through weeds, my lord. The road's a little to the left!" the driver called.
Surprised, I looked down at my feet. Just a regular dirt road. No weeds. I raised my hand and tried to dispel the magic. No effect.

Looks like Abyssal energy can't be dispelled that easily.
"Just follow me directly. If you notice anything strange again — report it immediately," I snapped. My leg was already starting to ache from the long walk.

The landscape shifted again, in the distance, Ligrad became visible. It looked like it too was shrouded in mist, but I knew for certain that wasn't true. From the air, it had been clear the fog never touched the city. Speaking of which...
"Asha, shoot a fire arrow into the sky. Just in case Falcon lost track of us."

The royal knight had flatly refused to stay at the camp, but agreed that on the ground his griffin would be far less useful than in the air. I'd promised to signal him once an hour with a fire arrow, and if things went badly, a fireball would alert him to land immediately.
A flame arrow pierced the mist and soared skyward.

"Ugh... Is it just me, or is mana recovery slower than usual?" Asha grumbled, pulling her hand back from the heated field stove.
And once again, the locals didn't appreciate our activity. The moment the flame vanished into the sky, another wave of possessed creatures crashed down on us. Interestingly, some of them were wearing armor. Looks like even the Duke's soldiers hadn't escaped this curse.

A volley shook the air — fire, smoke, and lead!
The armor didn't help them. Not before, not now.

Must've been frustrating. Thin sheets of steel couldn't protect them from either the Abyssal corruption or our bullets.
"Feels like a training exercise," Til muttered. "They just charge us without even trying to dodge. If I had that kind of strength, I'd put it to better use."

Considering one of the possessed had plowed through a wagon without even slowing down — Til was dead right. And yet, despite their raw power, they now lay strewn around us in piles of corpses, never even getting close enough to land a hit.
"Don't jinx it. I'd rather they keep charging than start throwing rocks," I grumbled, rubbing my foot.

Hour after hour we moved forward, slicing through the fog like a knife through butter, though our powder supplies were slowly dwindling. Still, we hadn't yet encountered a situation that required cannon fire, so at this pace we could probably wander through the mist for days.
Fortunately, our destination was close.

Ahead, the crimson haze parted just enough to reveal the towers of Clemen's castle. The dirt road gave way to cobblestones.
The possessed were changing too. Instead of dozens of creatures attacking from all directions, we now faced lone, bloated monstrosities — barely recognizable as human. Easier that way. Not all of them survived a clean shot to the head from Dolan, but if they did, they were met with an unrelenting hail of lead.

Like now, another hulk collapsed at my feet. Routine. Even monsters this powerful couldn't stop us.
I waved the squad onward — when a wet, gurgling voice froze me in place.

"Condor... I was expecting you," something croaked from within the fallen beast.
The voice was distorted, but I recognized it instantly.

Baron Clemen Brute was speaking to me through the corpse of the defeated creature.
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                "Or should I call you Astarot?" the bloated corpse croaked.
"Call me whatever you like. It won't save your ass."

I stepped closer, trying to locate the source of the voice. Not an easy task, considering the number of tentacles and holes, both natural and those punched through by large-caliber rounds.
The corpse quivered, and a wet, gurgling laugh echoed from every orifice at once, making it even harder to pinpoint.

"Hah. Come now, why fight? I admit, you surprised me by deciding to become an independent player… but that doesn't mean we can't reach an understanding."
"Not interested," I cut him off, punctuating the statement with a blast from my blunderbuss aimed roughly at where the voice was coming from.

The buckshot slammed into the flesh, and rancid blood sprayed into the air.
But Clemen wasn't done. What, was he trying to launch a career in ventriloquism?

"Did the Third Prince offer you a better deal?" the corpse rasped, suspicion dripping from every syllable.
I silently reloaded the blunderbuss.

"Or perhaps he made a pact with you before the summoning? Hellfire, I never should've accepted his help in the ritual… But how? I checked every schematic, every rune. His plan was flawless…"
With every word, the Baron's voice grew fainter, dissolving into the wet squelching of his dying form. It was as if he'd forgotten I was even there, mumbling to himself.

"Enough," I said, leaning on the blunderbuss and gesturing to the sorceress. "Asha, burn this filth, would you?"
Once it's ash, it can't confuse my men anymore.

"Wait! We can still come to an agreem—"
Flames engulfed the creature's remains, cutting him off mid-plea.

I scanned the faces around me. No doubt remained in their eyes.
"We keep moving toward the castle. This ends before sundown."

The unit stirred, but my mind stayed locked on the Baron's words about the Third Prince's involvement in the summoning. So that's how it is.
Suddenly, a lot became clear. The Prince had the wealth and influence to fund a lab this close to Clemen's lands.

Clearly, he was a superb demonologist. Not surprising, considering the resources at his disposal. What Randall had to fight tooth and nail for, the Prince could conjure with a snap of his fingers.
Even the King's words now made more sense. The Third Prince wasn't his son... or had stopped being his son. Even the best demonologist can slip up and fall prey to their own demon.

I didn't know why my two enemies were at each other's throats, but I wasn't complaining.
Today, one of them would fall.

"Told you we should've gone the other way," came a voice from the fog ahead.
"Everything's going to plan. The Inquisitor said we need to head toward the castle, then turn back—that's how you exit the loop," a second voice replied, deep and full of self-assurance.

"But then the Inquisitor decides when to turn! How will you know without him?"
"Don't get clever with me!" the second snapped. "If we turn back too early, we just start over."

Dolan aimed his crossbow into the mist, but I motioned for him not to shoot.
Moments later, two silhouettes emerged from the fog, growing clearer with every step. A knight with a two-handed sword and… Well, well. An old acquaintance.

"Out for a stroll, Baron Aluin?" I called cheerfully to the armored giant.
"Very funny, Viscount Condor," he grimaced. "The cursed fog expanded just as we attacked the village, and now I'm neck-deep in this shit again."

"Again?"
"Doesn't matter," he waved it off, lowering his shield. "Need help getting out? I know the way."

"Appreciate it, but no need. We see it just fine from here." I lifted my blunderbuss and gestured toward the castle towers.
Aluin flinched at the weapon, but held his ground.

"I wouldn't recommend going there. That demon-spawn freak somehow blocks other people's magic while using his own. Killed two of our barons that way, the bastard."
"Shuts down magic?" I chuckled. "If that's his trump card, he's in for a nasty surprise."

"He blocks artifacts too," Aluin added, trying to make me reconsider.
"He won't block ours. Don't stand in our way… unless you want payback for the chimera?"

Aluin stepped aside, letting the caravan pass.
"Milord, maybe we should turn around now?" his knight asked, but the baron didn't respond. He was counting.

Men. Weapons. Wagons.
"Wait!" he shouted as we began disappearing into the fog. "Take us with you!"

I stroked my chin, weighing the options. On the one hand, why would I want a Duke's spy in my ranks? If he studies the weapons too closely, who knows what dangerous ideas might start forming in that armored skull.
But he'd already seen them and yet, no one seemed to know about my new toys. Which meant Aluin had kept his mouth shut about how he lost that chimera.

Besides, let's be honest—my campaign had been smooth sailing so far for one reason: we hadn't yet faced anything that couldn't be erased with a single volley. But what if half a dozen big beasts showed up at once? Let just one break through, and we start taking losses. My fighters aren't walking tanks like the baron, who's now begging to join.
And I don't want to lose any more loyal men.

Sure, I could tell Aluin to go to hell, reducing the risk of drawing unwanted noble attention to my guns. But who knows what other cards Clemen might be hiding?
A walking fortress like Aluin could tip the scales in our favor.

In the end, it came down to this: was I willing to risk my soldiers' lives just to play it safer politically later?
The answer was obvious.

"You'll go first," I ordered the new allies."My lord, why are we doing this? His Grace will be back soon with the High Inquisitor. They'll handle this problem," the knight asked cautiously.

"Because we have a chance to win. A chance to avenge our fallen brothers," Aluin replied. He had seen the weapons in action and couldn't underestimate them.
The knight smacked his helmet with a gauntleted hand in exasperation.

"Your Grace," he began, clearly irritated, "do you realize this is a bad idea no matter what? If you fail, you die. And if you succeed, you become the Duke's enemy."
"Why would I be his enemy?" the Baron asked in confusion.

Another clang as helmet met gauntlet.
"I'm not even going to explain. Either way, this is stupid. I'm out."

"You're my vassal! You are bound to obey my orders!" Aluin shouted.
"Then I'd rather be landless and alive than noble and dead," the knight said mockingly, turning to leave.

"Stop, traitor! Take off that cloak—you are not worthy of my colors!"
The knight paused and ran a hand across the red-and-black cloak.

"I think not. It's warm, and there's a chance you'll die, in which case I won't need to renounce the house," he replied, and vanished into the fog.
"Bastard..." the Baron growled but didn't pursue. He knew that if he gave chase, he might not be able to return — the space around them was too twisted.

"Are you done?" I said. "If so, take your place at the front line, Baron. The castle is close."





The gates collapsed in a cloud of dust, the cannonball that knocked them down rolling into the inner courtyard.

"Looks like it's empty," Aluin said and no sooner had he spoken than a dozen creatures that once were horses charged out of the stables.
"You jinxed it, damn it," I muttered, raising my weapon at the nearest four-legged beast. It still looked like a horse, though its toothy, dog-like snout betrayed its corruption.

The Baron rushed forward, smashing one creature's neck with his shield and slicing another with his sword. Shots cracked down the flanks. There could have been more, but the baron's chaotic movements made aiming difficult.
Seizing the moment, I pulled the trigger. One of the beasts tried to flank Aluin but caught a blast of buckshot and tumbled to the ground. I drew a pistol to finish it off, but it was already dead.

Dolan ended the skirmish with a precise shot, downing the last creature just before the baron struck.
I half-cocked the flintlock and holstered the pistol.

Come to think of it, my own demon-horse hadn't been that sturdy either. Maybe they're all just built that way.
Shaking off the thought, I gave the order to unload the cannons from the platform. There would surely be more doors inside.

A sharp crack of wood echoed across the courtyard. Aluin had charged through and broken down the next door with sheer mass.
"Half stay here. Point a few cannons at the courtyard exit. The rest, with me!" I ordered, limping after Aluin.

"There's a grate," he pointed at the iron bars just past the gate.
"Not a problem." I touched the metal and felt no enchantments.

One minute later, the barrier was gone. And even that took as long as it did only because I carefully reshaped the metal into neat, transportable ingots.
"Load it on the platform!" I ordered, rubbing my hands.

Stealing grates from barons was practically a tradition now! Surely there'd be more valuable stuff inside. Maybe even those archives I didn't have time to get last time. Probably nothing useful, but who knows?
The soldiers advanced through the citadel in a tight formation, and started taking losses. The cursed servants of the Baron hid in the most unexpected places and attacked at close range.

When I checked my old quarters, a lunatic warped by the Abyss leapt at me from the wardrobe. Bad move—he latched onto the muzzle of my pistol with his teeth and met a grim end.
But not all soldiers were that lucky.

A musket couldn't help in every situation, and Ron and Alf finally had work to do.
"Shit," I muttered, watching troops struggle to carry a wounded man with a mangled neck past a cannon in the narrow corridor.

"Aluin, Til, Dorvan! On me! We're breaking through to the Grand Ritual Hall. Otherwise, we'll bleed out clearing this place."
The old rule held true for demons: kill the Big Bad, and the rest scatter.

With the baron acting as a mobile shield, we began our push.





"Goddamn..." I muttered, sheathing a bloodied sword. I was still not fully recovered for fights like that, and at this pace, there was barely time to reload.

Behind me were battered men, just over a dozen. Not all made it. Hopefully, the healers earn their keep today.Ahead of us was just a regular wall. Or so it seemed. In reality, it was a disguised door to the ritual hall. I had no idea how to open it properly, but the cannons would arrive any moment. Until then, I could rest a little.

"Don't just stand outside. Come in! It's open!" came a voice from inside, and part of the wall slid aside, revealing the entrance to the hall.
Ah, the good old ritual hall, where I first drew breath in this world. Still the same ostentatious throne of Clemen and there he was, still sitting on it in that ridiculous crown.

Only now the ritual was of a different kind. A misty red infinity symbol pulsed on the stone floor.
"Hello, hello. Cozy place. I see you even added ambient lighting. And where are your friends in red robes?"

"In the sacrificial pits. I don't need them anymore," the possessed baron smirked.
"Strong argument for not being your friend," I remarked, and he grimaced.

"I'm not offering friendship. I'm offering partnership."
"Oh no, not this again..." I muttered, glancing behind me.
Damn it, the cannons still weren't here. Fine. Guess we talk for now.
"...go ahead, I'm listening," I finished.

Clemen remained silent for almost a minute, then took off his ornate crown.
"You know, I never wanted to be king. That was all for my minions. I would've been content as a shadow chancellor," he said, tossing the crown at my feet.

I nudged it with my boot, flipping it into the air to catch it in my hand. Heavy. Solid gold, studded with giant rubies. An expensive piece.
"The Brute bloodline never had the legitimacy to reach the throne. I was betting on you... but that's all in the past."

I spun the crown on one finger, then disdainfully flung it aside. It clanged against the stone and rolled into a dark corner.
"If I ever want to become king, I won't need your help, Brute."

He laughed.
"The one I considered my true partner wants that crown even more than you. He'll kill you if you try to compete with him."

"The Third Prince?" I clarified.
"Correct. That bastard sicced the First Duke on me. Trying to get rid of me by proxy! That's why I had to abandon the secondary goal and focus on the primary one," Clemen said, gesturing at the red infinity symbol.

It looked ominous, a massive flow of energy rushing along the loop. I wondered what would happen if I stepped on it. Or threw a possessed baron's body into it, maybe?
"That's just a projection of the real ritual," Clemen guessed my thoughts. "The real one is up there!" He rolled his eyes upward.

Makes sense. Even a projection revealed plenty. The scheme was... elegant.
"Recognize it? You designed it," Clemen whispered.

I choked on air. What the hell? Me?
I plunged into memory, rummaging through every scrap. Sacrifices. Vivisections. Organ grafts with magical enhancement. Child test subjects. Lots of filth, but nothing like this scale. Not Randall's style. He had neither the need nor the resources. This was someone else's work. Someone far more versed in ritualism. Someone focused on the grand scale.

"That's not my ritual. You're mistaken."
Clemen laughed and waved it off. He didn't believe me.

"Trying to save face in front of your people? Come now. I found it in your old notes. Honestly, you outdid yourself. That energy circulation scheme... it reduced the required number of sacrifices tenfold!"
"And what does it do?" I asked cautiously.

"Want me to brag on your behalf? Fine. The genius of it lies here," Clemen pointed to the center of the first circle.
"Ligrad. The offering. I had all the tainted ones removed from the city to purify it. Soon, the ritual will peak, and the entire city will collapse into the Abyss. And then... heh heh heh. The looped energy won't disperse. It will flow into the second circle and, in exchange for one city, summon an army of demons directly from the Abyss! Two-for-one sacrifice. Impressed?"

I watched the swirling energy, pulsing faster by the minute. Damn Duke's useless assaults were only fueling it! And we, let's admit, helped a little too.
"Interesting. And what will you do with these demons? Try to take revenge on the Third Prince? Without reinforcement, they won't last long."

"No, I'll deal with him later," Clemen waved dismissively, grinning hungrily.
The fabric of his robe split at the belly, revealing a second mouth full of jagged teeth.

"My true goal lies in the heart of the Black Forest. Their souls are so delicious! I'll spend a thousand years refining this power in my domain!" he said in duet, drooling from both mouths.
"Disgusting. Look what you've become." I glanced behind me and saw the breathless artillerymen pushing two cannon carriages.

"Disgusting? I've achieved perfection!" he roared, opening the second maw. Behind the fangs, I noticed a pair of eyes.
"Do you ever get food in those eyes while eating? Just curious. Seems impractical."

"This way I can watch every detail of their suffering as I devour them alive," said the mouth. Interestingly, Clemen himself stayed silent.
"Then chew on this!" Asha suddenly shouted and hurled a fireball at the demon.

To be fair, the girl had shown far more restraint than I expected. But the sudden, unplanned mouth on the Baron's belly was apparently the last straw.
The flame streaked toward the throne, but Clemen simply raised a hand and the fireball vanished like a mirage.
"Told you he was suppressing magic," Aluin said irritably, stepping aside to make room for the cannon.
"True, but that's only half my perfection. You came to fight the lord of metal with iron and steel? How foolish," the demon said, raising a hand, stretching it toward us, and clenching it into a fist.

Nothing happened.
"What?" Clemen stared in confusion at his hand.

"Expecting something else?" I asked innocently, having absorbed his attack. Looked like he tried to compress all the steel into a single lump.
"Hellfire, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that you possess the same power. So be it, this fight won't be decided by magic. By the way, you asked about the cultists. I forgot to mention why they went into the sacrificial pits..."

"Don't care," I cut him off, glancing at the artilleryman. He nodded.
From the far end of the hall, a hunched figure squeezed through the archway and stepped into the light. Clemen exhaled in relief.

"Took your sweet time, Torgar! I was running out of things to distract them with."
"Forgive me, Master," muttered the bare-chested warrior.

The nearest cannon was hastily re-aimed at the new threat.
With some effort, I recognized the possessed Captain who once delivered Tamilla to me.

"Damn, you've bulked up… What were you eating, fertilizer?" I muttered. I didn't know what Clemen had done to him, but the Captain was now several times his former size. And not in the grotesque way most possessed became, no tentacles or extra mouths. He still looked human. Just... three times bigger.
"I fed him so many souls that he reached the threshold of the fifth rank! His skin is tougher than steel armor, his tendons like iron, and his bones... unbreakable!" Clemen raved.

"Fire," I said simply and plugged my ears.
The cannon's roar in the enclosed space was overwhelming, the shockwave rattling my bones. But for the thing on the receiving end—far worse. A torrent of superheated gas hurled a sixteen-kilo iron shot straight at him.

The cannonball hit the Captain square in the chest. It didn't punch through, but the force launched him into the far wall. CRACK! The body vanished into the shadows, breaking through masonry. I could swear I felt, more than heard, the shattering of those "unbreakable" bones.
The Baron gaped with both mouths.

I glanced at the second cannon. The priming powder fizzled, but the main charge hadn't ignited. Misfire!
"Asha!" I shouted through the ringing in my ears. She saw me wave and began casting. Useless. The Baron, thinking some spell was afoot, ramped up the suppression field so hard I felt my sword losing its bond. Shit!

I raised the blunderbuss and fired. The soldiers followed instinctively, discharging their muskets. Powder smoke filled the ritual hall. I couldn't see, but I felt it—the anti-magic barrier collapsed.
"Asha!" I yelled, inhaling acrid smoke.

To my right, a blinding flash lit up the haze, revealing an artilleryman trying to slap flames off his mustache. The cannon thundered again, bursting eardrums—this time I hadn't covered my own ears. The shot vanished into the fog.
Ringing silence. I flinched at a hand on my shoulder. Ron. No—the healer, his robe stained with blood from his ears, waved a hand over my head. The nausea faded. Sound returned, no longer just the ringing, but screaming voices.

"Help the others!" I yelled. My voice seemed barely audible, though I was shouting with all I had. The healer nodded and went to work.
I reloaded my pistol, eyeing the thinning smoke. The ritual hall had good ventilation. Finally, the shredded corpse of the Baron came into view. His demonic half was gone; the human one was trying to say something.

I approached. His lips moved, but I couldn't make out a word. Oh well. I fired a round into his head. Then noticed his bullet-ridden hand pointing at the ritual projection.
The smile on his dead face spelled nothing good.

The ritual surged. The deaths of Clemen and his servant had triggered the final phase. The foggy currents raced like a storm, threatening to tear everything apart.
Shit. Are we looking at a full-scale demonic invasion now?
Aluin took off his helmet and said something thoughtfully. I ordered him to speak up.

"Not very knightly, is it?" he shouted.
I waved him off. Tch. I thought he was going to say something useful—like how to stop this impending disaster.

Suddenly, the red infinity symbol began to contract rapidly, faster and faster, the flows of energy freezing at the center, preparing to shoot straight upward. What the hell? That wasn't part of the plan.
"Those notes weren't mine," flashed through my mind. Then whose? Definitely not the Baron's. Someone with access to this place... The damn Third Prince! The sneaky bastard left a trap, just in case.

Which meant only one thing: the ritual would not work the way Clemen expected.
And judging by the projection, everything here was about to blow.

"RUN!" I screamed at the top of my lungs.
An artilleryman tried to grab the cannon, but I pulled him away and pushed him toward the corridor.

"MOVE, MOVE! LEAVE THE DAMN CANNONS! DROP EVERYTHING AND RUN!" I shouted, already sprinting.
Even those the healer hadn't managed to patch up caught the mood of the crowd and bolted after us. Sometimes herd instinct is a blessing.

I knocked over some possessed freak crawling into the hallway. No one stopped to finish him—our feet worked just fine, trampling him to death. Aluin brought up the rear, noticeably lagging. His damned armor was too heavy, and he refused to drop his shield and sword.
We burst into the inner courtyard. A magical storm was already raging above. The thick, bloody stench clogged our noses and made us gag. Fog from across the barony was pouring into the Citadel in a swirling spiral. Shit-shit-shit!

"Dump it! Dump everything!" I yelled at the driver. We had been too clever—the cannons blocked the wagon's exit. We wouldn't make it.
"My heater!" Asha tried to stop near the field kitchen, but I yanked her along. Soldiers slashed the harnesses and drove the horses and oxen out of the courtyard. My magic sight burned. No way we'd reach the village in time. Any moment now...

"The moat! Everyone into the moat, damn you!" I screamed, shoving Asha into the water.
I turned—Aluin was only just emerging from the Citadel. The heavens split open. A massive pillar of red energy shot upward, obliterating the Citadel in a single blast.

I dove into the moat. Painful. Damn Baron hadn't bothered maintaining its depth. The murky, stale water now felt like a crystal spring compared to the blood-soaked magical fog.
For the second time that day, the explosion shattered my eardrums.

The fortress wall above us trembled but held. Debris flung skyward rained down on the village, tearing buildings apart.
Apocalypse. Hell on earth. The ground shook beneath us.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun... silence.
Up above was a black void, filled with stars that looked alien against the pale blue sky. I climbed out of the water. Nearby, they were reviving a soldier who'd passed out. He was vomiting moat water—he'd live. Ron was stopping the bleeding of a guard whose arm had been ripped off by falling rubble.

I looked around.
Where the Citadel had stood was now a gaping crater. One of the walls nearest the blast—gone. The courtyard was a wreck. My wagon... a heap of mangled metal, flung to a corner. Near the gate lay something that looked like a charred tin can. Aluin!

Blood poured from every opening. I touched his armor and commanded it to melt away onto the scorched cobblestone. Alive. Incredible. He'd been the closest to the epicenter.
"Ron, check him!" I shouted.

A griffin landed nearby.
"I was expecting a fireball, not... whatever that was. What did you do here, Viscount?"

Ron bent over the wounded knight, and I ignored Falcon's question. I had no time for his curiosity.
I looked up, to where the blue sky was slowly closing over the rift torn by the blast of magic. It felt strange. Unnatural.

Yes, the atmosphere, light refraction, all that...
But it felt like something else—as if the blast had punched through a barrier, revealing the real sky beyond.

A cold wind blew.
The first snowflake landed on my nose.

It had started to snow.
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                "We'll land at our camp!" shouted the First Duke to the High Inquisitor seated behind him.
It was a great honor for the Theocrat, the Duke himself was acting as his coachman, personally delivering him to Baron Clemen's domain on his black dragon!

Still, the pale priest remained unimpressed. Dressed in a grey robe more fitting for a beggar, he dispassionately surveyed the cursed mist forming an eight-shaped coil that tainted the land.
In the distance, his inhumanly sharp gaze spotted another flier. A lone gryphon glided in a wide arc over the ritual site, as if waiting for something.

"No, land over there," the Inquisitor commanded, pointing toward a spot opposite the castle.
"Are you sure?" the Duke asked, hesitant. The mist was dangerously close, encircling the site like looming walls.

"Yes. I must be as close to the ritual's center as possible. Only then will our prayer be most effective."
The Duke sighed heavily. No helping it, he'd have to descend. And if anything went wrong, surely the Inquisitor would save him… right?

The dragon tucked its wings slightly and accelerated so quickly that the gryphon escort instantly fell behind.
His scaled pet, the Duke's pride and joy!

It had taken a great deal to acquire an egg from the Theocracy, the only place where these noble beasts still survived. Dragons lived long lives but reproduced extremely rarely. Thanks to his close ties with the Holy See, the Duke paid only a few annual duchy budgets for this treasure. A wise investment, Spike would serve his grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
Truth be told, the Duke loved his dragon more than his many mistresses.

Spreading its leathery wings, the dragon slowed abruptly and landed, tearing up the ground with its claws.
A true lord of the skies! The gryphons were still flapping about like scrawny hens, circling slowly as they came in to land.

The Duke unbuckled his straps and slid down the wing, which the dragon kindly lowered for him.
"Your Excellency?" the Duke asked uncertainly. The moment he had dismounted, the dragon had already risen from its knees and showed no intention of helping its second passenger.

"I'll manage."
The Inquisitor leapt from five meters up and landed gracefully, without any difficulty. Remarkable agility.

The dragon hissed and bared its teeth, instinctively recoiling from the strange man.
"No, Spike! Down! He's one of us!"

But the dragon kept backing away until the Duke patted its angular head. Only then did Spike calm, closing his eyes and leaning into the man's touch.
A gust of wind heralded the landing of the Duke's knights. Some carried the High Inquisitor's attendants, others bore lamps and candles, and the two largest gryphons carried a golden altar between them.

"Set it there," ordered the Inquisitor, rolling up his sleeves.
The arms under his grey robe were covered in scars. Perhaps that's why all high-ranking Theocracy clergy were pale and gaunt.

Anemia was a common issue for those who used blood in all their rituals.
The attendants scattered, grabbing candles and hurriedly lighting the lamps. The crisp spring air filled with the scent of incense.

"Glo-o-ory to the Oneee who protects us from daaarkness!" one attendant began to chant in a trained voice.
The Duke grimaced. He knew full well that, when needed, the Theocrats could act without all the moaning and theatrical waving of censers. But it had taken the Duke so much effort to get the High One to intervene, so now wasn't the time to complain. If they wanted a show, let them have it.

The Duke gently stroked the dragon's scales.
…Especially since the price the High One demanded was astronomical: thirty-two pints of dragon blood. A trifle for such a massive beast, perhaps, but Spike always got terribly upset when bled.

And for the Duke, his best friend's feelings were worth more than gold. Alas, the High One had flatly refused to even poke his long nose out of the temple for mere coin.
The Inquisitor, meanwhile, was studying the task ahead.

With every second, his nostrils flared wider with anticipation. The idiot Duke had no idea what treasure he had just handed him!
Yes, the blood mist was Abyss-tainted, but that didn't matter to his God. All he had to do was call, and it would drink everything!

Such a generous offering would not go unrewarded, and what a reward it would be...
The Inquisitor bit his lip to keep from grinning.

A divine reward might give him a real shot at the Holy See!
"Begin!" he snapped, and the attendants sprang into action.

Loud and chaotic, their prayers clashed into a cacophony. The incense smoke cloaked the ritual site — perfect cover to deliver the real prayer, loud and clear.
The stakes were too high to whisper.

"Ever-thirsting One, accept my gift, taste my blood! Quench your endless hunger, drink the river of blood!"
The High One drew a curved knife from his belt. As always, he'd need to offer his own blood to attract the deity's attention. A lot more of it this time.

The blade was poised to slash when a gust of wind struck him in the face, knocking him back from the altar. The incense veil was torn away, and his nostrils filled with the scent of iron.
The mist was moving.

A red torrent surged faster and faster, flowing toward the castle. A heart-piercing hum echoed like the wail of a dying demon, and the wind howled like a tempest.
Candles snuffed out. The attendants' voices vanished in the storm. Even the gryphons folded their wings to shield themselves.

Energy spiraled above the castle, then shot upward, ripping the sky open… evaporating beyond their world!
The Inquisitor watched his chance at the Holy See vanish. Damn it! He should've said yes the first time the Duke invited him, and to hell with the political consequences!

"Ha ha ha! I knew you'd do it! Excellent work!" The Duke clapped him on the shoulder… and discreetly shook out his bruised hand.
Not that it dampened his mood one bit.

The demon's castle had turned to dust. Obliterated. Who cares about treasure or gold — it meant the demon was dead, and he'd never have to face it!
Perfect!

…Then why did the Inquisitor look so sour?
"I didn't have time to perform the prayer," the High Inquisitor replied distantly, pulling his robe back on to cover the scars.

"What? Then why did everything blow up?!"
The Inquisitor sighed. He'd like to know that himself. Just minutes ago, the demonic ritual had looked completely stable.

"Sixteen pints of dragon blood," he said instead. Might as well get something out of the trip.
"But you just said you didn't do anything?" the Duke frowned.

"Which is why it's not thirty-two, as agreed," the Inquisitor shot back coldly.
He wasn't about to leave empty-handed.






*Capital*
"Your Highness… Oh! I'll come back later!"

The mage's voice faltered when she spotted the edge of a luxurious skirt poking out from under the desk.
"Don't mind that," the Third Prince smiled. "Go ahead, what is it?"

Blushing and averting her gaze, the assistant began her report in an unnaturally loud voice to drown out the sounds beneath the table.
"As you predicted, a high-intensity magical surge occurred near Baron Clemen's castle. Peak output reached 5.2 Merlins. Instruments detected anomalous energy dispersion — exactly as forecast."

"Exactly?" the Prince smiled.
"Um… deviation was point-two units," she mumbled, adjusting her glasses.

"I see. Don't try to flatter me with distorted facts," the Prince said sternly. "Others are better at making me feel good."
Her eyes involuntarily dropped to the desk, and she turned even redder. In the awkward silence, the wet noises from below became deafening. The Prince said nothing, still pondering the unexpected fluctuation.

He had designed the ritual to trigger the next phase automatically once the five-Merlin threshold was reached. So… someone powerful must have died just before the transition? Not that it disrupted his plans, but still…
Unsettling. Because it wasn't planned.

The First Duke grew a spine? Nonsense. The High One acting on his own initiative? Even worse nonsense.
Unclear. And that was troubling.

The Prince hated deviations from plan more than anything. Every unexpected variable, however small, shifted the probability curve.
"Did the instruments pick up anything else unusual?"

"A temperature drop—"
The Prince waved her off. That effect had also been anticipated, though he hadn't mentioned it — it was too insignificant.

"How long did it take for the breach to close?"
"About three minutes."

The Third tapped his fingers on the desk. Sometimes, it would be nice if predictions failed in pleasant ways, but no — everything had gone exactly as he expected. The cage was so stable that even a hundred rituals like this wouldn't bring it down.
"I see. You may go… or would you care to join me?" he smirked.

Letting out an incoherent squeak, red as a beet, the mage bolted. The Prince chuckled under his breath. In truth, she had nothing to fear. He kept her around solely for her analytical mind and obsession with magical theory.
He didn't always have time to handle every detail himself, he needed a precise tool to offload some of the burden.

Speaking of tools, the one under his desk also served a purpose.
"You can come out now," the Prince said with a sigh, pulling up his pants.

Baroness Bathory slipped out from under the table, as flawless as ever. Her innocent look betrayed nothing indecent — which only irritated him more.
The Prince seized her chin and forced her mouth open to reveal sharp fangs.

"I hate demons," he growled, then shoved her hard, knocking her to the floor. He admired the red marks his fingers had left on her face.
He liked to think he'd hurt her. Sadly, creatures from the Abyss had very different ideas of pain.

His anger faded as fast as it had come, and he smiled kindly.
"…but you can be useful. I've no idea how anyone can suck with teeth like that, but hey — who throws away a fruit that falls right into their lap? Your master is dead now. You belong to me."

"Yes, Master. What are your orders?" she asked smoothly, her voice like velvet, no trace of resentment.
"The same orders Clemen gave you. But this time, for me. Use whichever parts of yourself work best. Now get out."

She curtsied and left. The Prince leaned back, reflecting on fate's little twists.
His plan to spark a civil war had failed spectacularly because of that bitch — though she was only Clemen's tool. If that fat demon had known what her presence in the palace would lead to, he'd have ripped out the last strands of hair from his greasy head.

Yet that tool should never have existed. The Baroness should have been ruling her lands as usual. At first, the fire at her estate played into the Prince's hands, but later, it ruined part of his plans.
And whose fault was it? A tiny group of peasants with torches. People so irrelevant they weren't even worth mentioning. Rabble. Ants.

But they triggered the chain of events. One small stone started an avalanche.
So the conclusion was clear: don't ignore a 0.2-Merlin anomaly in a ritual. Investigate everything. And don't repeat the Bathory mistake.

The Third Prince pushed aside the delegation dossiers for the upcoming trip to the Commonwealth and gazed out the window, where ten minutes ago a red streak had pierced the sky far on the horizon.
Yes. Unknown variables had to be eradicated... after all, the fate of the world rested on his shoulders.






"Still haven't found the arm?" I called out to the soldiers scouring the area for stray demons and lost horses.
"No, sir."

"Keep looking. But if you don't find it — no big deal."
I noticed the one-armed soldier stir on the wagon and quickly reassured him.

"We'll grow you a new one. I swear by my House, you'll be back in action. Though… yeah, it'd be better to find the old one."
It wasn't even about the cost, after the recent battle, we had more than enough magical cores. But growing a new arm took time. And the strain on the body was much greater than simply reattaching the original.
"And the horses?" I called again.

"Only found one and it got splattered by part of the wall. One half's here, the other's across the street," a guardsman reported.
Damn creatures. Ran like they'd seen their worst nightmare. And they weren't coming back. Aren't horses supposed to return on their own?

I rubbed my face. After I'd repaired the wagon for the wounded, there wasn't much for me to do. Melt iron into ingots and prep it for transport? What's the point, when we don't even have enough animals to pull the injured?
Wait. We do have one beast. And a strong one at that.

I looked over at the gryphon. That'll replace the oxen just fine.
"Sir Falcon, do you think your gryphon can pull this wagon?"

The knight's eyebrows rose in surprise, then lowered into a frown.
"No."

"We should at least try. I can lighten the wagon if needed. We're not hauling cannons this time…"
"No."

"No what?"
"Your Grace… That's a noble creature. And you want to turn her into a farm ox?"

"And those are wounded men who need to get home. Honestly, you and your gryphon didn't contribute much in the fight."
Falcon threw his hands up.

"Fine, damn it. But I'm not promising she won't try to fly."
"Do your best to keep her grounded."

Two more soldiers walked past, supporting a third between them. Alf walked alongside.
"Concussion and a broken leg. I healed the leg, but I'm not sure I did it right. Are the healers still working?"

I glanced back. Ron and Nor were still fussing over Aluin.
"Load him into the wagon. I'll go check on them."

The Baron didn't look good. Blood everywhere, and his body resembled a crushed can. The brothers were operating out in the open, using a makeshift table I'd cobbled together.
"How's it going?" I asked.

"He's still alive," the necromancer replied grimly.
"Don't talk. Hold the rib," barked the sweat-drenched healer.

Nor shoved his hand into the wound, making me instinctively clutch my own chest. Ugh.
"Did you treat your hands with magic first?" I asked, eyeing his blood-soaked forearm.

"No — it'd give me blisters. I sterilized the table with magic and cleaned my hands with alcohol, like you said."
"Well, that's something."

"My lord, did you come to help or interfere?" Ron asked, barely masking his irritation.
"Just want to know if he'll make it."

"If you keep distracting us, he won't."
"Should I send Alf over? He's finished, I think."

"No! He'll get in the way too!" the healer snapped.
"We're nearly done, my lord," the necromancer assured me and was immediately yelled at again.

"Clamp the artery, now! What are you spacing out for?"
Steam rose from the blood in the cold air.

"All right, I'll leave you to it," I said, backing off.
Looked like they might actually patch up the walking tin can.

Good. I guess.
Meanwhile, one of the guards led in a panicked horse by the reins. The beast's eyes were still wide with terror, like it had stared down the devil himself. Could the explosion have spooked them that badly? The gryphon was calm as ever.

"Excellent. Good work," I told the soldier, rubbing my freezing hands. With this one, we could bring a little extra gear. Too bad Baron's Citadel was destroyed — it probably held a lot of useful things... and a lot of evidence tying back to me. So maybe not such a loss after all.
Guards were trying to pull one of the cannons out of the moat. The other had likely been buried under rubble. Worse still, we'd lost most of the powder. The supply we had on the wagon had detonated.

The rest of the powder, either carried by guards or loaded into the cannons, was now soaked. As for the guns left in the Citadel… they'd probably been atomized.
I watched the hopeless struggle for a minute, then called for the knight.

"Let's go!" I shouted. Falcon nodded, and the gryphon backed up, pulling on the rope we'd fastened to the cannon. With a loud squelch, the moat released its hold, and the weapon slowly emerged up the slope. Murky water streamed from it, and I could already see the carriage had been shattered by the impact.
No matter, as long as the charge is intaс-

The gryphon gave a sudden jerk, and the wad slipped out. Shot spilled everywhere, followed by a wooden tray and clumps of wet powder.
I shook my head and turned to the wet, grimy guards.

"Anyone feel like collecting buckshot?"
No enthusiasm on their faces.
Same look on my face. If my Gift were working, I'd have waved my hand and summoned every metal pellet. But alas…

"To hell with it. Just load the cannon and get ready to move. We've already wasted too much time. Did you find all the muskets? Double-check. We don't want someone stumbling on our weapons later."
Til nodded and blew his horn.

The scouting teams began to gather at the fire Ash had started. Looking at their tired faces, I figured we should rest in Ligrad for a day before heading home. Ah, Ron and Nor were back. They'd finally finished patching the Baron up. Just had to wait for Dorvan to load him onto the wagon. No way we were leaving that lump behind.
Suddenly, the horn blew again, a battle call.

I looked around, trying to understand what was going on.
"Above!" Dolan shouted, raising his musket.

I looked up. A dozen gryphons circled overhead, along with a massive, scaled beast.
Dear gods — a dragon! A real one.

It looped once, then dove toward us like a missile.
It slammed into the cobblestones, tearing them up with its claws. One by one, the gryphons landed behind it, their wings kicking up flurries of snow.

And on the dragon's back, I recognized the First Duke.

"Aha! Demon collaborators!" he shouted with glee. "Seize them!"
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                "Are you quite sure you haven't made a mistake, Your Grace?" I asked innocently, stepping forward.
The Duke squinted and twisted his face in disdain.

"Condor? Bah. Looks more like a vagabond. In any case, it changes nothing. Everyone remembers your... friendship with Clemen."
"Which is exactly why I killed him the moment I found out he'd fallen into darkness," I retorted, then went on the offensive. "But why didn't you do it? Why did you let those blasphemous rituals go on for days? After such inaction on your part, I had no choice but to take matters into my own hands."

"Outrageous! My actions are none of the concern of some petty Viscount! Your Eminence, what say you? Is it not our duty to punish this demon?" The Duke dismounted, revealing a second rider behind him, draped in plain grey robes.
"We do not interfere in the Kingdom's internal affairs," the High Inquisitor responded coldly, barely glancing at me.

"Demon-hunting falls under your jurisdiction, as per the accords!" the Duke barked. Clearly, he hadn't expected his ally to fold so abruptly.
The Inquisitor sighed heavily, and a bright flash made us all blink.

"There are no demons here," he concluded.
"But there are their collaborators!" the Duke growled. "Clemen's old friend, just happening to be near his castle? Yeah, like I'd believe that."

"The ruins of his castle," I corrected. "Everything blew up rather spectacularly after I killed him."
"How very convenient! Or maybe he escaped altogether?"

"Ask your baron once he wakes up," I shrugged, pointing to the unconscious Aluin.
The Duke finally fell silent and stepped closer to inspect the wounded man. Whispers spread among his knights—I couldn't catch what they said, but judging by the Duke's expression, he didn't like it.

"AHA!" he suddenly shouted. "So you attacked my vassal and still dare to claim you're no friend to demons?! Inquisitor, we must detain him for questioning."
Hearing such ridiculous nonsense, I dragged a palm down my face in a slow, exasperated facepalm. What was he even babbling about? Was he drunk?

"This is an internal matter of the Kingdom..." the Church official repeated, then added, "Besides, this man enjoys royal protection."
And with that, the Duke finally snapped.

"Protection? Protection?!" he roared, armor clanking as he stormed toward me and seized my shoulder.
"Hands off," I warned, my hand resting on my pistol.

"You little whelp! The King is a feeble fool who's all but abandoned his duties. Soon he'll lose what's left of his power. So you're coming with me—whether willingly or not."
A grin twisted across my face. I grabbed the Duke's hand and leaned in close.

"You feared Clemen, and I tore him apart. And now you think you can capture me?"
My fingers wrapped around the metal of his gauntlet.

I had never seen armor so heavily enchanted. Breaking through baron-level enchantments was child's play compared to this.
Still, the metal yielded—slowly, millimeter by millimeter—until the shape of my hand began to imprint into the surface.

The Duke tried to call upon his Source, but it was useless. Whatever he intended, I crushed the impulse and cast it into the Abyss.
Cursing, he recoiled.

"Cursed demon," he muttered under his breath, making sure the knights wouldn't hear.
"Fine. Kneel and apologize for your insolence, and I'll let you go."

"A bit much, don't you think, Your Grace? I'm not your vassal. I kneel only to the King."
"Your arrogance knows no bounds, bastard," he hissed.

"Then go ahead—try to arrest me. Find out if I've got any more tricks up my sleeve," I replied just as quietly.
"You cur! My lands, wealth, and armies are beyond counting. One word from me, and your barony will be dust!"

"Like Clemen's?" I smirked.
The Duke's face flushed crimson.

"That was a mere fraction of my forces, just the border barons' levies!"
"So now all your nearby forces are bled dry," I concluded matter-of-factly."

"I've ten times more on the border with the Second Duchy!" he roared. He was nearly steaming with rage.
"And you'll pull them all away to send against me, just to take a blade in the back from the Second? Sure. Sounds smart."

The Duke lowered his visor. No, he wasn't preparing for battle, he just didn't want anyone to see his face, red with fury.
"Once I seal a non-aggression pact with the Second, you're finished, upstart," he growled.

"Gentlemen! There's no need to quarrel," the Inquisitor finally interjected. "I've come to a decision. My aides will begin an investigation to uncover the truth of what transpired here. If His Grace provides transportation, I'll dispatch proper investigators. Together, we'll uncover the facts and act accordingly."
I clicked my tongue, recognizing the inquisitor's move. He'll later tell the Duke he was always on his side, tell the King that he saved me from the Duke's overreach, and assure me that I have nothing to fear if I'm truly innocent. A perfect move in the short term and once the investigation ends, he'll declare whichever outcome best serves his interests. I had no illusions about a fair inquiry.

Still, I nodded to the High Inquisitor. Message received.
"If I'm needed, I'll be in Ligrad. Spending the night there and heading back to my barony in the morning."

Groans echoed faintly from behind me."Ah, yes. Take your baron, Your Grace. We've patched him up, so he probably won't die... probably."

The Duke gestured silently to his knights, issuing the order with just a wave of his hand. The armored men lifted Aluin and loaded him onto a griffin.
The Duke mounted his dragon without a word and rose into the sky. The griffins followed shortly after.

Not even a thank you, the bastard. We did save his vassal's life, after all.
"We're moving out. The sun will set soon, and we still need to reach Ligrad," I ordered, ignoring the receding flap of wings overhead.





We reached the city after nightfall. The damned griffin kept trying to take off instead of pulling the wagon, and the pair of horses we'd recovered couldn't handle the load. We had to stop frequently to rest.

Fortunately, there were no other issues, and the city welcomed us warmly. On the half-empty streets, the townsfolk were celebrating the departure of the red mist with exuberance and loud cheers, making up for their small numbers with sheer volume. Drunk and cheerful, they shared drinks with me and my men—especially once they learned the reason the fog had vanished.
After sharing a few mugs with them and quartering the soldiers, I collapsed into bed. Tomorrow promised to be busy. Since I was already in town, it was time to check the shops. I hadn't brought much gold with me, but there was enough to stock up on food.

The unpleasant surprises began immediately. The alchemist's shop, which Orin had once emptied with a flood of gold, was closed. So was the warehouse where the miller sold flour. A passerby told me the miller had been caught outside the city during the red mist, his mill was located beyond the walls. But no one knew what had happened to the alchemist. The same passerby simply shrugged and said the shop had been shut for a while—likely right after we left for the Capital.
Wandering the empty town with mixed feelings, I saw boarded-up windows where shops I once visited used to be. Finally, luck smiled on me. The cheese merchant was still in business.

"Yes, my lord, things have gone poorly. When Your Grace handed out all that gold, not everyone handled it wisely. The miller, instead of repairing the mill, spent the earnings on silk and strutted around like a peacock—until the mist got him. All his guts spilled out there. As for our alchemist... total disaster. Clemen, curse his name, found out the man had gold and sent soldiers. They beat him half to death, he barely escaped the barony alive."
"You seem to be doing fine," I noted. "What did you do with your gold?"

The merchant wore the same simple shirt, and the shop looked just as before.
"I bribed the merchant guild to take my son in as an apprentice. Thank the One I did it last month. Otherwise, he'd have been on the farm when the red mist fell. All the cows turned into monsters—what a nightmare..."

I handed the last wheel of cheese to a guard and pulled a gold coin from my purse. But the merchant shook his head.
"No need, sir. You haven't even taken half a gold's worth."

"Clemen's gone. You don't need to worry about his thugs taking your gold."
"I know, my lord, and thank you for that. The whole city's buzzing with the news. But I won't take more than the fair price."

"Why not? From what you said, your farm's in trouble. You'll need new cows."
"That's true, my lord. The farm is wrecked, and the workers I hired are dead. But a fair price is thirty silver. I won't take more."

I turned to the guards.
"Guys, anyone got silver? I've only got gold."

"Five coins," said one.
"Eleven," added another after rummaging in his pouch.

"Alright, we'll do it this way."
I touched the gold coin and split it into three equal parts, handing one to the merchant.

"That's three silvers too much..." he tried to object.
I didn't argue. I simply sliced off a sharp corner of the gold triangle. Only then did he accept it.

"Thank you for your business, my lord."
"What will you do now? Rebuild the farm?"

"I don't know, my lord. I planned to sell off what's left, but I hadn't thought that far ahead," he sighed.
I thought for a moment. He seemed like a good man. He had a chance to profit, but chose principles instead. Why not try recruiting him?

"Well, I just bought everything you had. Maybe you should move to us, to Raykland. We're still short on cattle and such, but it's a good place for a fresh start."
"I... I'll think about it, my lord," the merchant mumbled.

"If you decide to come, just join the next caravan. They'll be traveling through Ligrad regularly soon," I suggested and turned to go.
"Wait, my lord."

"Yes?"
"Men in robes came by this morning. Asking questions, about everything. About you, too."

I frowned. That fast? The High Inquisitor wasn't wasting any time.
"And what did you tell them?"

"That you got rid of the mist. That you defeated the baron and his demons. Ripped them apart with some sort of iron ball!!"
My mood darkened. Rumors were one thing, but details like that were worrying. I turned to my men. The first shook his head frantically.

"I didn't say a word, my lord! I swear!"
The second nodded.

"Me neither! I think..."
I sighed. Considering last night's revelry, someone clearly let something slip. Hopefully they kept quiet about the cannons?

"Don't worry, my lord," the merchant misread my silence. "No one in this town likes those robed fools. They were always bothering us, catching people and burning them right in the square and our baron never did anything about it. No one will speak ill of you, you can be sure of that!"
I thanked the man and stepped outside. Amusingly enough, it seemed the clergy had shot themselves in the foot. Yes, they were right, there was demonic corruption in the town, and they fought it as best they could. But to everyone else, it just looked like they were burning innocent people. I might have felt a bit sorry for them, if they weren't such assholes.

Everyone gets what they deserve.
Shaking my head, I continued searching for shops that were still open. We desperately needed to find at least one bull or a couple of horses.
Falcon flatly refused to harness the griffin again, and I didn't insist either. The flying beast had nearly dumped the wounded several times. It just wasn't used to walking on the ground.

After combing through half the city, we spotted a few soldiers at the far end of the street leading a cow, a rope tied around its horns.
"This is the only "bull" we found, sir. But hey, she gives milk!"

"It'll do," I agreed, as the cow let out a plaintive moo.
When we get back home, we're going to be the laughingstock...





We weren't.

The familiar tent, the stove, and a bed covered in furs. As if I'd never left.
"It's cold in the bed," Mira hinted, only her sharp ears poking out from under the covers.

"Then you should've stayed in the house."
"One of the walls is crooked. I'm scared the roof will fall on me!"

Too bad it's just like before, with piles of work waiting. Half the village was in ruins, which was why I'd come back to the tent. At least it wasn't as cold anymore.
"Add more wood to the stove if you're cold."

"Mnya..." She crawled out of bed, tossed a couple logs into the iron stove, and came over to me.
"How long will you be at it?" she asked, peering at the papers.

"A couple days, probably."
"Meeh... Oh, is that an iron beam? Isn't that a bit extravagant, using so much iron?"

I glanced at the sketch she pointed to. It was for a workshop building. Given its size, iron was a good option, but yes, we didn't have that much iron just yet.
"It'll be fine once we get the blast furnace running. We can't keep relying on looting the surroundings or caravans. We're going to need a lot... very much a lot... of iron."

And once we have that, even these kinds of structures won't be a problem.
"Still expensive... Why are the streets so wide here?" she asked, pointing at another drawing. I had been trying to figure out how to lay out new houses — at least in rough terms. My knowledge of sewer systems was limited to half-mythical tales about giant tunnels under cities carrying rivers of filth. I had no idea how to build something like that without it collapsing. Plus there had to be space for traffic, a basis for heating systems, storm drains to prevent flooding... months (if not years) of work. Even if we stuck to street-side outhouses like now. So much work.

"Because they have to be," I replied shortly, suppressing my irritation.
"Will the houses be made of the same stone as the wall? Won't they be cold, like in castles?"

"They won't be. We'll just mix in more sawdust with the mortar. Thankfully we're not building six-story towers. Though..."
Hmm, adding more stories would save a lot of space. But alright, we'll deal with that later.

"All the stove builders are tied up with the second furnace. Are you going to build all the iron stoves yourself again?"
"Mmm, no. We'll install one large stove, and the heat will travel through pipes."

"But you'll be the one building it, right?"
"Well, yeah," I admitted. To connect regular people, we'd need a pipe plant, arc welding, which meant power stations. Nightmare. Just thinking about it made my head spin.

I sighed and put the quill down. I could never finish this much work in a lifetime — even if I were Merlin himself. But what choice did I have?
"Can I help?" she asked, noticing my gloom.

"Even if you were a mage, it wouldn't be enough," I said, patting her on the head and ruffling her ears.
"Then more than just me needs to help, that's all," Mira said stubbornly, and I paused.

After all, the Capital did have a sewer system — I was sure of that. And they must have architects too. Why waste time trying to figure out things I barely understood? With the griffin, we could fetch someone knowledgeable in under a week. Let them keep grinding cement in the meantime. Better a small delay than building junk we'll just have to tear down later. Laying the foundations of a city wasn't something to do on a whim.
"You know what? You're right. I'm heading to the Capital tomorrow."

"What? You just got back!"
"I won't be long. There and back. It's quick on a griffin, trust me."

She was silent for a few minutes, her tail twitching irritably.
"I actually meant you should rely on me more. Everyone's busy, and I feel completely useless."

"Sorry, but with this..." I gestured to the pile of papers. "No one can help me but myself."
"Meeeh," she sighed sadly and drooped. "But if you're flying off tomorrow, then maybe..."

"I still need to finish some things. I'll be free in a couple of hours... or maybe six."
"Fine, I'll keep the bed warm."

I worked in silence for about ten minutes.
"Hey, where's the book?"

"What book?" I asked, frowning as I jotted down some interim numbers.
"The diary. You finished it, but I haven't."

"Ah, the diary. Truth is, I never finished it either. Check the bags — it should be in one of the ones I brought."
"Wait, you haven't read it all this time?" she asked incredulously.

"I've been busy," I shrugged.
"Hmph. Then want me to read it to you? Where'd you stop?"

"Honestly, I don't remember. It's been ages... What?" I asked, noticing her gleaming stare.
"Nothing. Just reminded me of the saying about a dog in the manger."

She flicked her tail and began rifling through the bags.
"Ugh, these crackers are all spoiled. Why do you keep carrying them around?"

I pretended not to hear and kept working.
"Oh, found it! Okay... do you remember if you got to the part where Alex's village was destroyed by a mad mage?"

"Yeah, that was near the beginning," I said with a sigh. Truth be told, her reading would only distract me further, but... why hurt her feelings more? Let her read — it's no skin off my nose.
"What about when he drowned the Baron in the latrine?"

"Oh, I know about that one."
"And when he met your mother?"

"Wait, I heard about the latrine, but didn't read it."
"Hmm, so you stopped before that?"

"Yeah."
Mira flipped through pages.

"What about when the followers of the Old Gods chased him, trying to steal the mage's book?"
"Didn't get there. Even earlier."

"And when the lord sent him and his mother to the gray hills, where there were goblins nearby?"
"Let's start from there," I said. I vaguely remembered that part, but whatever.

"Mrrr, that's almost the beginning! Alright, listen."
Mira cleared her throat and began reading with a bard's flourish:

"Very well, gather this rabble and drive them to the gray hills. The goblins have slaughtered everyone again..." the Lord ordered.
I returned to my work, quickly losing track of the story. Occasionally, when I let my attention slip, I caught stray words, but overall, it passed me by.

Numbers danced before my eyes. The fire in the stove died down. Only the scratch of my quill, the wind rustling outside the tent, and Mira's drowsy voice broke the silence. The blueprint was nearly finished, and my eyes were drooping, when a familiar name jolted me awake like a bucket of ice.

"Samael," Mira read aloud — the name of the one who threw me into this world.
"What?" I flinched. "Say that again."

"The baron turned out to be a follower of Samael," Mira repeated, peering at my stunned expression. "Knew you weren't listening!"
I set the quill down and capped the ink.

"Alright. You have my full and undivided attention now."
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                "Oh, sure! Of course!" Mira huffed, waving the diary open in the middle. "I've already been reading this for hours and I'm not going to r-r-read it again. You should've listened!"

I got up from the chair and walked toward her.
"Alright, give it here!"

Mira stuck out her tongue and slipped deftly past my hands, darting out of the tent.
"Damn it..." I muttered, pulling back the tent flap.

A blast of frosty air hit me in the face.
The full moon lit the camp and the smug smile of the catgirl waving the diary.

"You can't catch me!" she called, taking a few steps back.
"That's enough. People are resting after work. Most people, at least..." I glanced toward the slope, where lights flickered around the furnace.

"Then catch me—quietly!" she laughed.
Naturally, I wasn't about to chase her around the camp at night. Not least because I had no chance of catching her.

"Alright, I'm sorry I didn't listen. Now come back to the tent or you're sleeping outside."
She paused, her tail twitching.

"I'm not reading it again."
I sighed, a cloud of vapor rising.

"Just give me a quick summary."
"For a kiss!"

"Fine, get in."
I closed the flap and returned to the tent. It wasn't exactly warm inside, come to think of it. I removed the kettle from the stove and poured herbal tea into a wooden mug. Opened the firebox, stirred the coals, and added more wood. Behind me, Mira slipped back in and perched on the bed.

"So, what do you want me to summarize?"
"Everything about Samael."

"Mmm, there's not much. It's just the name of one of the old gods, worshipped by the ones who tried to take the book from Hornet."
"Old gods?"

"Yeah, the ones before the One God. Used to be only the Church hunted them, but... hold on." She flipped toward the back of the diary.
"Aha, here. About six years ago, the Third Prince managed to get the cult officially declared subject to eradication within the Kingdom. After the ban, they were hunted even more aggressively than demon-worshippers, especially in the early days. So Alex gave the book to a trustworthy person for safekeeping. That's as far as I read before you took the diary." She gave a slight pout.

"Wait. Start from the beginning. Why were they after Hornet in the first place?"
"Because of the mad mage's book. With it, Alex became a warrior even though he didn't have any Gift—but he paid a, quote, 'terrible price.' The followers of the Old Gods thought the book was an artifact from another world, though Alex wrote it was probably just the result of the mad mage's research. That mage tried to awaken a warrior Gift alongside a magical one, but ended up losing control and going insane."

"Alright, what about the Baron who followed Samael? Who was he?"
"Just the local Baron of the lands where Alex lived. He was after the book too. Once he found out it was in Hornet's hands, he came to the village, tortured his mother, but Alex managed to escape and spent years growing stronger as a mercenary."

"Hold on, how did Alex figure out the Baron was tied to Samael?"
"The Baron told him. Look, here—" She flipped to the middle and showed me a line.

"...so I've got you now! I won't kill you immediately, I'll give you a little chance. Let's play cards. For your life. But don't hope you can win—Samael granted me the ability to win any game..."
"Whoa. And did Alex lose?" I asked, taking a sip.

"No, he just didn't play. Broke all his limbs and drowned him in a latrine."
I snorted, spilling tea.

"Hey!" Mira protested as drops landed on her.
"Sorry... That's all there is?"

"Seems like it. At least, nothing more about Samael. Maybe there's more later, I haven't finished reading. Mmm... Want me to tell you something else?"
"No. Time to pay up for the story."

I pulled her close.
By morning, Falcon and I were on the road.





Two days later, I was in the Capital.

"You've really worn out my Laura, Viscount," Falcon complained as we left the Royal Menagerie where we'd dropped off the griffin.
"Aren't you going to visit your estate while we're in the Capital, Baronet?"

"My duty to accompany you hasn't been revoked," he said, hinting at an invitation.
"I'm afraid we won't have time to stop by. Now, where in the Capital can I find qualified architects?"

"The Guild, Your Grace. The Guild."
The Guild building was a spectacular mess of clashing styles. Gothic spires and sharp lines clashed with smooth, spiral columns. Inside, it was deathly silent, the cool marble floor enhancing the tomb-like atmosphere.
Looking around, I noticed an unremarkable man reading a book in the corner.
"Hello. Where can I find a master willing to take on an unusual commission?"

"Normally, such matters are arranged in advance," the man replied, giving me a measuring look. "...Sir. But you can walk around the offices. Maybe someone will be in and willing to listen."
I gave him a reserved thank-you. Seemed this wouldn't be as easy as I thought.

"No, I won't take on something like that. Come to me if you ever need a mansion designed."
"I'm a hereditary earth mage and a fifth-generation architect, and you're asking me to build rectangular boxes."

"That far from the Capital... I'd consider your offer if it didn't mean flying across the country. I'm currently overseeing a castle renovation. If you can wait three or four months..."
"I only take commissions from counts at minimum. A mere viscount can't afford my talent."

"Too unusual. We won't take it on," said two more architects after studying my proposal. "But we can recommend someone who might."
"Which office is he in?"

"Oh no, you won't find him in the Guild. He's not a member. He has an estate outside the city. But such a... unique request might interest him at the very least," the first architect whispered conspiratorially.
"Is he even competent?" I asked skeptically.

"I'd say he's the best you can realistically hope for," the second said vaguely. Then he added quietly, "He's crazy."
"What, you're sending him to that lunatic? Ha. They'll definitely find each other. Asking me, a fifth-generation architect, to build rectangular boxes..." came a loud voice from the next office.

"How do I find this man?" I asked, ignoring the babbling show-off still ranting about his ancestors.
"East of the city. Look for a tall, pointed tower—you won't miss the estate. Tell him the Brothers sent you. He'll understand," the first architect said.

"But if he does something insane—we're not responsible," the second added.





The estate truly looked unusual. A birch tree grew beside the wrought-iron gate on one side, and a palm tree on the other. Behind the fence stood a tower stuck into the house like a lone candle on a birthday cake.

Its owner was no less peculiar. Covered in scars, wearing a slightly dirty suit, he burst out of the manor as soon as I opened the gate.
"Guests? Goodness, it's been ages! Welcome, I'm Pete," he exclaimed joyfully, shaking my hand vigorously.

"Pete?" I echoed doubtfully. This was the outskirts of the Capital and the place was more of a mansion than a cottage. And why didn't I see a single servant?
"Pittenruahl von Selbori. Emphasis on the second syllable, aspirated 'U'. See why I go by Pete? And you are, my dear guest?"

"Ren," I said after a brief hesitation.
"Same issue as me?" Pete said sympathetically.

"No... Actually, I'm Randall."
"Randall? Like 'ran and all'? Ha! Just kidding, don't take it personally. No worries! I'll call you whatever you prefer."

"Let's stick with Ren."
There was no way I was going to keep saying his full name. Fair enough, short names for both of us.

"As you wish. So, are you here on business or did someone decide to prank me again?"
"I was recommended to you by the Architects' Guild. 'The Brothers' said you're a decent architect."

"Hmm, architect? Sounds fun. I'm in. What are we building, a castle? No, wait, don't tell me. Let me show you around first!"
He led me into the yard, chatting along the way about the pair of architects who sent me.

"You know, you're not the first they've sent my way. I even helped that guy! Well, in a sense... At least, his problem doesn't seem that bad to him now. So you could say I'm their third brother! We're symbiotic—like a head and its hair."
"Hair?" I slowed, losing the thread.

"Yes! Did you know there are ancient spells for styling hair? The structure clearly shows hair has its own mind! Has to! The constructs used are the same ones ancient nobles used to teach their children to dance. So it's one of two things—either kids were brainless, or hair can be taught just like children!"
"I see," I replied politely. This man was completely mad.

Just how mad, I discovered when he dragged me into his garden.
"Behold my horticultural achievements! On the left—dragon tree, one of a kind. On the right—beetchoke. A cross between jerusalem artichoke and sugar beet. And back there—most boring thing in the whole garden, don't even look."

I craned my neck to peek past the beetsnap. It looked like wheat.
"No-no," Pete darted ahead and blocked my view. "Better look over here!"

He pointed to a reddish tree bearing scaly fruits.
"Dragon tree! My fourth attempt at growing plant-based meat. And the first successful one. Voilà!" Pete flicked his wrist and a folding knife popped out of his sleeve. He bounded up to the tree and sliced off one of the fruits.

"It's warm—just like dragon meat!" he said proudly, tossing the fruit to me.
"So how do I..."

"You have to open it. No, wait, knife won't work. The scales cut terribly. Just a moment—I had an axe somewhere..."
Pete scratched his wild hair and dove into the bushes.

I touched my blade and the metal flowed along my arm, wrapping around the strange fruit. Steel slid under the scales and sliced the soft tendons holding them. Hard scales fell to the ground, and juice that looked exactly like blood dripped onto my hands. The flesh inside was indistinguishable from meat.
"Whoa, you opened it. Creative. Well, I guess I don't need this anymore." The axe flew back into the bushes.

"Interesting. So how do you eat it? Grill it?""Oh! For us humans—it's inedible. But for goblins, the fruit of this tree is better than human flesh! A delicacy! A drug! I once fed one, just as an experiment, and it grew almost as big as a hobgoblin. Then I gave it a choice between my dragonfruit and a corpse... Er, not my corpse. I mean, I didn't kill anyone, don't worry. Anyway, the goblin didn't even look at the body! This is a breakthrough. This tree could've been the first step toward humanity accepting goblins as an intelligent and equal species! I tried to make the tree capable of reproducing, wanted to plant them in Goblin Forest, but... well, the court didn't really approve that idea. So this is the only dragon tree in the world!"

I nodded politely. A lunatic. Goblins, equal species? Good thing the court shut it down. If he'd managed to spread that stuff, villages would've been swarmed not by little green pests, but by bloated, overgrown mutants.
I pointed to the neighboring patch, where something resembling green stalks with wide leaves was growing.

"And this?"
"That's sugarcane. Or rather, my attempt to recreate it from descriptions. Reality turned out disappointing. When I finally had some real cane delivered from the djinn lands, it was boring as hell. So I left this growing as a reminder of the good old days when I was crossbreeding beets and artichokes. That was tricky, even with magic, I'll tell you."

"But did you manage to extract sugar?"
"Huh? Oh, no. It's laced with poison. I never figured out how to remove it, so I dropped the project... But it is sweet. Just... poisonous."

"And that?"
"Oh, that's frost-resistant wheat."

"That's it? Just wheat?"
"Exactly. That's why I said it's the most boring thing here."

"Why even make wheat frost-resistant? It barely snows near the Capital."
"You sound like my friends. Why? Because I felt like it, that's why," Pete grumbled.

I eyed the golden patch with greedy interest. This might come in handy. But a few things needed clarifying.
"Is it edible?"

"Yup."
"Not poisonous?"

"Nope."
"It won't make me grow horns or anything?"

"Nope. Sorry to disappoint you, Ren. It's a very boring thing—just wheat. Come on, I'll show you the really interesting stuff."
"Can I take some seeds for planting?"

"Take the whole field. It's been an eyesore for ages."
"Falcon?" I turned to the knight standing silently behind me, who hadn't said a word this whole time.

"Yes, Viscount?"
"You understand what I'm about to ask you, right?"

He sighed heavily.
"First you turned my griffin into a draft beast, and now you're turning me into a farmer?"

"Mmm... Please?"
"This is not what I imagined my service would be like," he muttered, drawing his sword to harvest the wheat.

"Come on, come on," Pete said, tugging me toward the mansion.
The layers of dust made it abundantly clear that the lack of servants wasn't accidental. Apparently, there simply weren't any.

Stepping over piles of mechanical parts and shattered furniture, we reached what looked like a semi-cleared workspace. Judging by the smell of olive oil and the gears scattered across the table, this was Pete's workshop.
"Now, what should I show you... Ah, yes. Weapons. Everyone loves weapons!" Pete exclaimed and darted toward a massive trunk, atop which lay something shapeless and organic-looking. He carefully moved the strange item to the table, but didn't bother being gentle with the trunk's contents. Various junk flew in every direction as he dug through it.

A helmet clanged to the floor and rolled to my feet, nearly hitting my boot. I bent down and picked it up.
It was heavy and solid, covering the entire face. Two tubes protruded from the eye area, with something glassy inside them. I put it on and everything went blurry. Seemed it wasn't just glass, but some sort of magnifier.

"Oh, that's my safety helmet for work. I was wondering where it went..." Pete exclaimed.
I took off the helmet and handed it to him. Curious how he got so many facial scars if he had this kind of "advanced" protection.

"Just toss it in a corner. It's hard to breathe in, I don't like using it."
I sighed. Clearly, this guy had never heard of workplace safety.

"You could've modified it. Might've helped you save your face."
"My face? Oh, the scars. Bah, they don't bother me. They'll heal... eventually. Ah, here it is!"

Pete pulled something from the depths of the trunk that looked like a bazooka styled as a dragon's head.
"What is that?"

"That's the Dragonscorcher. Or Dragonspewer? No, no... too close to 'sewer'. Anyway, I haven't settled on a name yet, but it has to include 'dragon'. Let's go to the backyard—I can't show it off indoors. Well, I could, but then I'd have to build a new house, and that's a pain..."
Cheerfully waving the thing around, he led me back through the mansion's clutter until we reached an open area. Seemed like it used to be a training ground or something. The ground was covered in a thick layer of sand.
"Alright, we need a target. Target, target... ah, this thing will do!" The manor's owner waved his hand, and from under a canopy came a giant, rusty contraption that vaguely resembled a person, creaking desperately as it moved.
"What is that?"

"That? The reason I was expelled from the Engineers' Guild. I just thought it was a bit unfair that only strong warriors and metal mages get to wear proper plate armor, while everyone else has to settle for paper-thin sheets. So I tried to make wind-up armor powered by gears."
"A-a-and?" I prompted, intrigued. Mecha? Was this rusty thing a mecha?

"And they told me I should've just asked mages to enchant it, making it a golem instead. Lazy talentless hacks, all they do is tinker with watches and toys for lords! Oh, the armor? Well, turns out that wearing it required someone even stronger than if it were just normal armor. Moving the gears consumed hundreds of times more energy than simply moving armor yourself! And the movement was clumsier than a golem's, which I didn't think was possible... And I could never get it to walk without falling. I thought about putting the armor on wheels and hitching it to a cart, letting the warrior control only the arms..."
Pete kept muttering as I inspected the rust bucket with growing disappointment.

Well, the failure was obvious. The fact that it moved at all was a success in itself.

"So yeah, didn't work out," Pete muttered apologetically, as if I had accused him of something. "But I do have the Dragonspewer! And it works perfectly. Right, step back a bit... just in case."
I took a few steps away as the mad inventor hoisted the barrel to his chest and aimed it at the rusty mech.

"Firebaaall!" he shouted and nothing happened.
"Hold on, it's just jammed from lying around. Fireba—damn it!" A loud metallic crunch was followed by a bang.

A blinding shower of sparks burst from the dragon's maw and engulfed the armor. I noticed one spark hit the inventor, and his coat caught fire.
"Ow! I'm fine, I'm fine!" he screamed, throwing the weapon down and frantically patting out the flames. "Look at the target, not me!"

The armor was melting, red-hot streams of metal pooling beneath it. The sand turned to glass, and the already warm day became suffocatingly hot.
I glanced at the weapon—it too had melted into a glowing puddle. This looked... familiar. Did the lunatic just shove fire crystals into a pipe and blast them out?

"Minor burn, don't worry! Happens all the time!" Pete grinned as he finished extinguishing himself. "Well? What do you think? Imagine a monster bearing down on you, and you're just a humble farmer. No chance, right? But then—Dragonspewer to the rescue! One shot and the beast burns to ash!"
"Fire crystals, right?" I asked.

Pete whistled admiringly and grinned.
"Sharp eye! Absolutely right!"

"And how much did that shot cost in gold?"
The smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

"Yeah... the Second Duke said the same thing. Well... maybe two thousand gold. Or three. But! If we solve the artificial fire crystal problem, even farmers could be armed. Imagine—fields all over the country protected. Manticores! Trolls! Anyone could defend themselves without relying on a lord!"
I snorted. More likely the lords would snatch up the weapons and escalate their petty wars. The average farmer would get nothing but a kick for his trouble. Still... Pete's ideas did echo mine, if through the lens of someone clearly unhinged.

Noticing my thoughtful silence, Pete gestured at the molten remains of the armor.
"Sure, expensive, but worth it, right?"

"I suppose," I said. His grin returned.
"So, how are you with buildings?"

"I built that tower," he said proudly, pointing at the spire jutting from the mansion's center. "Well, not personally. I designed it. And it hasn't fallen down yet!"
I chuckled and explained what I needed.

"Sounds fascinating! Housing people in stone boxes instead of real homes and delivering everything through iron pipes? Wonderfully wasteful! I'm in! Need funding for the project?"
"No, thanks. Just need an architect."

"What about developing liquid stone?" he asked eagerly, rubbing his hands.
"No need. It's already done."

"Abyss... that's a shame. I would've loved to work on something like that," he said, slightly disappointed.
"How about sewage? Can you handle that?"

"Of course! We'll figure it out!"
"So... you don't actually know how?"

"Well, there's lots I don't know... I'll grab books from the royal library and sort it out. They've got almost everything in there. There's no field that Pittenruahl von Selbori can't master!" he declared proudly.
Didn't sound very reliable, but since everyone else had refused, I had no choice. Two heads are better than one, and if he could help even a little—it'd be something.

Then, like a lightbulb went off in my head: the library! Maybe it had something on Samael.
After a few hours of back-and-forth with Pete, we settled on a symbolic payment for his services. As dusk fell, I headed for the manor's exit. Pete had offered me a room, but I had serious doubts about the condition of his guest quarters. A regular inn sounded safer.

Or so I thought—until I reached the gate.
Next to it stood a black carriage. Its door opened, and out leaned Count Condor.

"You're coming with me," he declared flatly.
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                "And what if I don't want to go with you? By the way, where did Falcon go?"
"He left to make his report. So for now, I'm keeping an eye on you," Count Condor replied, pursing his lips as he disappeared into the depths of the carriage, completely ignoring the first question.

I must be pretty important if a Count himself is assigned to watch over me. Though something tells me he volunteered. After standing around for a few seconds out of politeness, I climb into the carriage. The door slams shut, the whip cracks, and the carriage begins to rattle along the cobblestones.
"So," the old man began. "Why do I learn of your arrival in the Capital from my spies instead of from you?"

"Maybe because I wanted to get my business done quickly and slip back home?" I suggested dryly.
"Our home is here now. In the capital."

"Oh really. Did the King grant you an estate? Or are you just squatting in a guest room at the palace?"
The old man grimaced—bullseye.

"Tch! Our estate will return to us!" he shouted, not caring that the driver could hear.
"Sure. But tell me—have you ever even lived there? Seems to me our family lost that capital estate more than a century ago."

Count Condor turned away, his face red with anger. Through the clatter of wheels, I barely caught a muttered, "It's still ours..."
For several minutes, we rode in relative silence, broken only by the rumble of the wheels and the clatter of hooves.

The streets of the nighttime capital slid past the windows.
"You really know how to get under people's skin, Randall. You used to be much more respectful," the Count finally said, having calmed down.

"I also didn't used to get fed to bugs the size of castles," I shot back.
"Touché. I know for a fact the King never intended anything like that. It was supposed to be a simple expedition."

"Now you know. But when you sent me into the Black Forest, were you sure the King wasn't trying to get rid of me? 'Die, but do it,' you said. I did it. Now back off and let me deal with my own affairs."
The Count sighed.

"You're acting like an immature pup. Whatever happened, we're of the same blood. We're on the same side."
"If we're on the same side, then do me a favor. Don't drag me around, just get me a personal griffin so I can return to my domain without needing the King's permission."

"Is that the height of your ambition? To hole up in the remotest corner of the Kingdom and boost milk yields in a backwater village?"
I spread my hands. As if I'd actually tell him what I really planned to "boost" there.

"How many knights do you have?" he continued the interrogation.
"None yet. But if I need to, I'll knight however many are necessary."

"Whom? Pig herders?" the Count snorted. "How many fourth-rank warriors do you have? How many Adepts and Mages under your banner?"
"That's classified information," I said, frowning.

"No, foolish grandson. Everyone knows you have nothing. Your lands are empty. Where there are no people, there is no talent. But you do have resources."
"The King promised to send ten thousand peasants from his own lands by summer."

"And you think there'll be any warriors or mages among them? He'll give you rabble that can barely sow wheat. Frankly, I think you made a mistake asking for people. You should have refused."
"What? Why?"

"They'll increase the perceived value of your barony—make you a fatter, more tempting target."
"You're suggesting someone might attack me?"

"I'm not suggesting. I'm telling you. Our... your position depends entirely on the King's favor. While he protects us, no one will dare move. But if he turns his back on us... Do you remember what happened to our House last time?"

"I remember very well what happened when the King turned his back on you, Grandfather. But I drew a very different conclusion from it. We shouldn't try to please the King by dancing around like lapdogs. We need to become strong enough that our survival doesn't depend on anyone's favor!"
The old man chuckled sadly.

"Naive idealism. Thousands of vassals dream of the same thing, but how many manage to become stronger than their overlords? And not just vassals. Even the King himself dreams of independence from the whims of neighboring hegemons. But nothing changes. The balance of power has long been set. An Archmagister isn't going to fall from the sky and swear eternal loyalty to us, and our own strength is limited."
"I'll surprise you," I promised.

"Surprise me by making the right decision and forgetting about your little village at the edge of the Kingdom," the Count snorted. "A steward can handle things there. Your place is here. Do you realize they're already discussing in the palace who'll take Clemen's seat now that you've killed him?""Mmm... Me? I killed him, so the land should be mine."

"Tch! Getting ahead of yourself. There's still going to be an investigation into you. The Duke is throwing a fit, trying to prove you personally organized that ritual they saw even from the Capital. I doubt he'll succeed, but it still needs watching. As for Brute's lands, there are essentially two contenders. Baroness Bathory, backed by the Second Duke, and Marquis Short, the First Duke's man. And most likely, he'll be the one to snatch up another pile of territory."
"On what grounds?" I protested. Short already grabbed our lands and refuses to return them, and now he's going to show up under my nose too?

"Clemen has no heirs. And with the chaos among the King's supporters, choosing a compromise figure to serve as Baron and satisfy everyone... it's incredibly difficult. It will take time. Short is being proposed as a temporary administrator of the lands, citing his many years of experience," the Count said with a bitter smirk, clearly alluding to the fact that this experience came at the expense of our own lands.
"Yeah, not exactly pleasant," I agreed. Getting rid of one bloated bastard just to have another take his place? Not exactly what I had in mind.

"Now do you understand why you need to be in the Capital if you don't want to find yourself surrounded by enemies? Attend receptions, make connections, spin tales about how you killed the Matriarch! You had an excellent chance to build influence and forge alliances... and you haven't completely wasted it."
"If I'm going to break through this 'encirclement,' I don't need pompous alliances with puffed-up aristocrats. I need warriors loyal to me personally," I said, dismissing his suggestion.

"And what good are your warriors if they're weak?" the Count exploded, finally out of patience. "So you get your iron production going, you form a heavy cavalry of a hundred—hell, even three hundred men. What will that give you? You'd have to train them for years before they could even put down a peasant revolt. Their armor will be crap compared to knight-quality gear. Any squad of ten knights would crush them. You'd have to outfit all three hundred with isolite plate just to give them a chance of losing with dignity. And do you know how much that armor costs? To equip them, you'd have to sell every ingot of iron your lands produce—not just in your lifetime, but your grandkids' as well. For centuries!"
His furious shouting in the enclosed carriage made my ears ring. I demonstratively cleaned one out.

"No need to yell. I'm not an idiot. I have a plan."
"Tch! Oh sure, sure you do," the old man sneered, turning to the window.

The carriage stopped and someone knocked on the roof.
I opened the door and hopped down.

"And where are we?" I asked. Just a regular street. No palace in sight.

"Get into the shop. Did you really think I'd take you to the King dressed like that?" the Count grumbled, still clearly annoyed.
"What do you mean, 'like that'?" I brushed a phantom speck of dust off the uniform I'd swiped from Falcon. It was great—comfortable, stylish, and just fancy enough. What was his problem now?

"I admit, putting on a Griffin Knight uniform when you were presenting the King with a monster's head was a smart move. Your clothes signaled loyalty," the old man reluctantly acknowledged, giving me a sharp look. "But wearing it constantly dishonors the House."
"Yeah, that was totally my plan all along," I lied quickly. Looks like I accidentally messed up in the right direction for once. "We'll order some clothes, but I pick the style."

"No need to order anything. I arranged for it back when you left the Capital," the Count said, opening the door.
A tailor rushed out to meet him, nearly prostrating himself in a bow.

"Your Excellency, I've been expecting you, just as the messenger said. Everything is ready, honored sir. Please, allow me to show you."
He led us to a room where black-and-white outfits of varying levels of fanciness hung on wooden mannequins. Snorting, I picked the one that looked most like a uniform and tried it on. Slightly loose, but good enough.

The Count clicked his tongue disapprovingly.
"When was the last time you sparred with anyone?"

"You mean with a sword? Hm..."
I dug through my memories. If we're excluding actual life-and-death fights, then the last time was...

"Back in school. The day you pulled me out."
The Count scowled.

"And your last training session with a sword?"
"That same day. You banned them, remember?"

"Tch. Are you telling me you actually obeyed that order? Draw your sword. Take a stance."
Sighing, I drew my blade.

"That's your stance? Did you ever even study swordplay?"
"You know perfectly well I didn't. Or did you hire me a tutor?"

"Tch. I couldn't train you myself. That would've raised questions at court and put our whole House at risk. But I hoped you'd have the brains to at least learn some swordsmanship on your own. Instead, you wasted your time drinking and dabbling with cultists!"
I shrugged indifferently. My predecessor had sought solace in alchemy, chimerology, and ritualism. Swords just weren't his thing. As for me, I liked them well enough, but more as a hobby to stay in shape. And only if I had the time. Honestly, I'd rather spend that time rebuilding my revolver. Much more useful than practicing stances. Indiana Jones would back me up on that.

"Well, no matter. The ban is lifted. I'll make a real heir out of you yet!" the old man said with a bloodthirsty grin.
"I don't have time for that," I replied, sheathing my sword.

The Count suddenly broke into a broad smile and clapped his hands with satisfaction.
"Ha! Your pathetic swordsmanship just gave me a brilliant idea!"

"What kind of idea?" I asked warily.
"You'll see soon enough. Now—to the palace. The King wants to speak with you tonight."





"Wait here," the Count said and continued down the corridor toward a set of massive, iron-bound doors.

"Great," I muttered, glancing around. A corridor. Doors to rooms of unknown purpose. And not a single damn chair.
What a palace, huh.

I shifted from foot to foot. How long was I supposed to stand around while the old man wrapped up his business?
Rustling and hushed voices drifted from a nearby room. With nothing better to do, I tried to listen in, but the sounds ceased immediately. A second later, the door creaked open.
A lady in a lavish gown stepped out, adjusting a porcelain mask on her face. Upon seeing me, she froze for a heartbeat, then approached.

"Goodness gracious, if it isn't Viscount Randall Condor!" she chirped in an unusually pleasant voice.
"And whom do I have the honor of addressing, madam?"

"I remember you when you were this tall," she said seductively, trailing her hand along her narrow waist, ignoring my question. "Or was it this tall?"
Her hand rose higher, grazing her chest, and I began to suspect who she was.

"Baroness Bathory, I presume?" I said coldly.
She curtsied, her décolletage on full display.

"Sharp eye, Viscount. May I call you Randall?"
"I don't believe we're that well acquainted."

"Then why not change that? I'm Elizabeth."
"Not interested," I cut her off.

Even setting aside the fact that, ten years ago, she executed a cook at a banquet attended by the former Randall, I literally had peasants in my village who once tried to burn her at the stake. And not for her pretty eyes, which were now sparkling at me from behind her mask.
Rumor had it this witch butchered her own peasants and bathed in their blood to preserve her beauty.

"Why so cold, Viscount?" she cooed.
"I heard you were burned alive. Judging by that mask, the fire must've been intense."

"Ah! As you can see, the rumors lied. I'm very much alive. And as for the fire, I wasn't the target."
"Oh? And what was?" I asked, skeptical.

"An artifact I kept at my estate. It let me track the location of all my peasants. Those ungrateful wretches refused to pay tribute, stole from me, and to avoid being caught—they set the manor ablaze. Fortunately, I wasn't home."
I pursed my lips. Hard to believe, to be honest.

"Then why the mask...?"
Though I couldn't see her expression, her eyes were smiling.

"Oh, the mask? Merely fashion. A dress accessory. But if you like, I could remove it."
With a graceful motion, she took off the mask and smiled enchantingly.

Beautiful bitch, no doubt. But innocent as an angel? Highly unlikely. She looked barely over twenty, yet had to be in her fifties. Mages aged slower, sure, but not that slow. No way she pulled this off without some serious magic—and probably not without a few sacrifices.
"You see, Randall, the life of a beautiful woman is full of trials. People slander me simply because they weren't blessed with such beauty. Or because I rejected them. I'm surrounded by lies, envy, and petty spite. I know you've heard terrible things about me, but... give me a chance. Get to know me. See for yourself what's true and what isn't," she whispered, her warm breath brushing against my face.

Damn, when did she get so close? She was meters away just a second ago. How did she...?
"Um..." I struggled to gather my thoughts. Why had her words seemed so reasonable?

"All I ask is a small chance to clear my name," she pleaded.
The door creaked again. A nobleman I didn't recognize peeked out from the room she'd just exited. I tried to get a better look, but Elizabeth reached out and touched my face, gently redirecting my gaze. Huh. Her hands were soft as velvet.

"And why would you want that?" I pulled back, but she moved closer again.
"Yes, you're right... of course I have a motive. You defeated Clemen, freeing me from a dangerous neighbor. Isn't heartfelt gratitude a valid reason?" she purred.

"No," I replied firmly. She withdrew her hand from my chin.
"Ah, no one believes in sincerity anymore. Fine, then I'll be honest. I want Clemen's lands. You know they're still deciding who gets them. I want them for myself."

"So would I," I smirked, relaxing a bit. A selfish motive? Now that I could believe.
She laughed melodically, like a chime.

"Adorable. But while you're under investigation, that's out of the question. I could, however, show you over dinner why I'd make an excellent ruler of those lands. What do you say?"
"Hmm. And what if I prove over dinner that those lands are better off in House Condor's hands?" I played along.

She laughed again and smiled with the smug satisfaction of a fisherwoman who'd just caught her prize.
"Then I'll speak in your favor before the King. Now we just need to decide on the time and place where we... debate." She gave a sultry smile and slowly traced her tongue across her lips.

"Randall!" came my grandfather's voice from behind.
The baroness pulled back and quickly slipped on her mask.

"Looks like you're busy, Randall. I'll go. But we'll meet again—don't forget your promise."
She sauntered away, hips swaying. Gorgeous, that monster. Probably literally.

"I leave you alone for five minutes and you're already tangled up with that viper. What did you promise her?" Grandfather demanded, seething.
"Absolutely nothing. Relax."

"Sure, like I can relax. You're a walking disaster zone," he muttered. I decided it was time for a subject change.
"Alright, alright. Let's move on. Are we seeing the King now?"

"No."
"No?"

"The King doesn't want to see you."
"What the hell?" I snapped.

"Oh, it gets worse. The Commonwealth noticed that magical flare-up in the sky. Now the Mages are joining the investigation. Until it's concluded, you're not allowed to leave the palace."
Just great! I knew coming here was a bad idea.

"How long will the investigation take?"
"A week, a month, a year. Who knows?" the Count shrugged.

Perfect. Trapped here who knows how long.
Then Count Condor smiled and laid a hand on my shoulder.

"On the bright side, the King fully approved of my idea."
"What idea?" I asked warily.

"You're not going to like it."
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                "I expected someone more impressive as my instructor," I said to the young blonde who had just entered the training hall. Long, pale hair, trousers, a narrow sword in its sheath. Looked like she was the one I was supposed to meet.
She gave me a thorough once-over.
"And I expected someone who knew how to hold a sword."
I raised an eyebrow in confusion. If I knew how to fight, why would I need a teacher? Something was off with this girl.

"Stance!" the "instructor" commanded.
I sighed and reached for my sword.

Suddenly, a red line flashed before my eyes, and I felt steel chilling my chin.
"Were you checking my stance or trying to poke me with steel?" I said calmly, ignoring the blade at my throat.

I expected the usual clichés, like "you should always stay alert," but the blonde psycho surprised me.
The blade lunged forward like a snake and slashed across my throat. Hot blood spilled down my chest. I stumbled back, clutching the wound with one hand and raising my sword with the other. An assassin? Shit, the pistol was in my room...

With a single flick, she wiped the blood off her blade and sheathed it.
"The healing potion's on the bench in the corner. Take it before you bleed out," she said with disdain.

Cursing silently, I backed toward the wall. My ears were ringing, but there was no way I was turning my back on this lunatic.
I poured the stinging mixture over my throat and, just in case, took a swig. The bleeding stopped, but my fingers were cold, and the hall was soaked in blood. Deranged bitch.

"So, rule number one: always stay alert," she said with obvious satisfaction, like a teacher.
"What's your name?" I rasped. My freshly mended throat wasn't ready for singing.

"What? For now, you may call me nothing but 'Mistress.' Stance!"
I raised my sword, trying to recall the long-forgotten lessons Randal had in his childhood. She clicked her tongue.

"Awful," she said, and her hand shot to her sword.
This time I noticed the motion, but it didn't help. One strike and the blade was back at my throat. Only this time—I was ready.

Instead of retreating, I leaned forward and tapped into the Source. I couldn't deflect the blade, but my ability to reshape remained. As the tip touched my skin, I tried to seize control. It was hard, but I managed. The steel softened...
She withdrew her sword just as quickly as she had struck.

I used the chance to counterattack. She blocked it. My hand went numb like I'd punched solid stone.
But that was nothing. Her next strike felt like a battering ram. My fingers cracked, and the sword flew from my hand, embedding itself half-deep in the wall.

I shook out my numb wrist. My thumb was bent at a grotesque angle. How did it not tear off?
She examined her blade's slightly dulled tip.

"Interesting trick, but it won't help you in a real fight. Well? Summon the sword back if you want to continue."
I reset the thumb and walked over. The sword was stuck tight, no one could've pulled it out bare-handed. Luckily, I didn't need to. I made the metal ooze from the wall and reforge into a sword.

Despite the pulsing pain in my hand, I returned to her and took my stance again.
She sighed.

"I expected this to be a waste of time, but not this much. Look. The King convinced me to train you, but this is pointless. Sit quietly on the bench like a good boy for the rest of the session, and I won't touch you."
"Again," I ordered and tried to attack.

Useless. A flash of steel, and I was disarmed again, this time with a fresh cut on my shoulder.
"As you wish. But I'm warning you—I'm getting bored. Trust me, you don't want to see what I do when I'm bored."

"Again."
This time, the leg. My knee buckled, and blood soaked my boot.

"Again."
Again the throat. The potions were running out.

"Again. Again. Again."
No matter what I tried—resistance was futile. She was too fast, too strong. Damn, if only I had my demon... but right now, all I could count on was the pistol. Though even that might not be enough. I needed to rebuild the revolver I lost. Or better, make a scattergun...

"Again. Again."
The training hall was drenched in blood, and I could barely stand. The blonde bitch grinned irritably, clearly waiting for me to finally drop. But screw her—she'd wait forever.

I glared at her spotless outfit, in sharp contrast to mine—torn and soaked in blood. Some parts were so crusted they barely moved. Damn it, why couldn't I even touch her?
I picked up my sword and discreetly sliced my palm. Blood pooled in my hand.

She toyed with her narrow blade, bored, waiting for me to approach.
"Again," I said and instead of the usual strike, I flung blood in her face.

She recoiled, swiping blindly—the drops had hit her eyes. My left hand burned with pain, but I lunged forward, knocking her off her feet. I raised my fist...
...and something slammed into my temple.

Darkness swallowed my vision.I come to as a sharp, anise-scented vial is waved under my nose.

"Lord Condor, how many fingers do you see?" asked a hazy figure looming over me. I tried to focus.
"Mmm... four?"

"Two."
A wave of light passed through me. The intense nausea I'd been fighting ebbed for a moment.

"I've reattached your arm, but weakness and tremors for a couple of days are normal. Try not to overstrain it," the healer advised, rising from his knees.
My arm? I glanced at the limb and saw the sleeve neatly sliced off. That bitch had cut off my arm?! The urge to rebuild my revolver intensified. I looked around for the mad swordwoman—she was standing right behind me.

"What do you want?" she asked with annoyance. Her blood-smeared face showed no hint of remorse.
"Again," I demanded. She sighed.

In the next second, her sword drove into my shoulder, pinning me to the floor.
"Mistress!" the healer cried in outrage.

"Why's he putting on a show? He's down—so he can stay down."
"Bitch..." I muttered, biting my lip. I swore I'd smile when the healer was digging lead out of her corpse.

The doors to the hall swung open, and my grandfather stepped in.
"I heard a healer was sent this way. I trust you've found..." He paused, surveying the blood-splattered room. "...common ground. What the hell is going on here? Erin?"

"It's von Klaus to you, Count Condor," the she-devil replied.
"By the Abyss, what have you done?"

"Training. You've only yourselves to blame for how helpless your grandson is."
"Erin, we all thought you'd outgrown your rebellious phase. The decision's been made. Both the King and your family agreed it's the best option under current circumstances."

The blonde flared—her face reddening so much the blood smears nearly vanished.
"To hell with that! If I become Duchess..."

"Your chances of that are negligible," Count Condor cut her off. "Better a condor in the hand than a griffin in the sky."
"Pft." She snorted dismissively and yanked the blade from my shoulder. The healer immediately rushed in to seal the fresh wound.

"Same time tomorrow, if that wasn't enough," she told me, then walked out, circling wide around my grandfather.
"Where the hell did you dig up that she-devil? She's meaner than a demon!"

"Be patient with her. She's just a little upset," Grandpa tried to play peacemaker.
I raised an eyebrow.

"What does that have to do with me? This is your family drama."
"You'll find out when the time is right," he snapped, then sighed. "Seems my idea wasn't as brilliant as I thought... I hope she didn't scare you off?"

"What do you mean?"
"Do you want a different instructor?"

"Oh no. Now I have to see her sprawled on the floor, in shredded, blood-soaked clothes!" I declared with resolve.
Count Condor snorted skeptically and shook his head.

"Even if I were in my prime—she'd be out of my league. Erin has a dual Gift. She's not only a Senior Metal Mage, but also a fourth-rank warrior. That combo gives her a shot even against Archmages. Regular mages? She eats them for breakfast."
I let out a low whistle. If she was that badass, my only chance was to go full Indiana Jones, heh.

"I'll need a few items brought to the palace... and access to the library."
"Alright, I'll see what I can arrange. I'll also post a couple of knights to stand guard outside the hall next time... Now enough lying around. You've got dining etiquette lessons next."

I groaned and dragged myself to my feet. This was shaping up to be worse than the training.





Day two brought no changes—aside from the berserker's cuts being slightly less deep.

Oh, and Bathory dropped by during training.
"I see you chose regular bloodletting over dinner with me?" she quipped, and I couldn't think of a response. Saying bloodletting was preferable? No way. After all, what's so bad about dining with a beautiful woman?

"Focus," said the "instructor," lunging to stab my arm. "And you.... get out before I lose my temper!"
"Such a temper..." the Baroness sang sweetly and strolled across the hall to sit on the bench.

We continued. Or rather, I kept trying to attack while getting either wounded or disarmed in a single stroke.
After five minutes, the Baroness approached.

"Let me help with your stance," she said, reaching out. I pulled back.
"You'll get blood on your hands."

"That's fine," she said warmly. Despite the mask, I was sure she smiled kindly at that moment. Or maybe I just imagined it.
Either way, my tormentor's muttered "she's used to it" passed right over my head.
Velvety hands settled on my waist and gently shifted my posture...

"And what's that stance supposed to be?" Erin grimaced.
"I'm no warrior, but some advice is better than none, right? I haven't seen anyone teach him anything other than how to tolerate pain," Bathory replied just as a blade flashed through the air.

A button popped off her dress and fell to the training hall floor. Her neckline deepened slightly. She rolled her shoulders, letting the dress slip just a bit further.
"Thank you. I agree—it looks better this way," Bathory said with a smile.

"Just get out before I rip that mask off your face."
"There's nothing scandalous under it." The Baroness lowered the mask slightly. "See? Just a face. Prettier than yours, actually."

Erin scoffed and turned to me.
"Move your foot forward. The other one. Yes. A little more. Good. Let's continue."

A few more painful rounds.
But now, at least, it started to feel like real training. Occasionally, Elizabeth (seated on the bench) offered comments. Not particularly helpful to me, but enough to make Erin grit her teeth and explain things more thoroughly.

"Allow me to clean your wounds."
I glanced sideways. Bathory was back on her feet, holding out a cloth soaked in something.

"Just that healing potion over there," she added, gesturing to the bench.
Hmm. I sniffed the cloth just in case. Smelled like the potion, with a trace of perfume.

"Don't trust me?"
"Trust but verify," I replied, letting her dab the wounds.

"You're interrupting our training again," the swordswoman huffed.
"Training to bleed?"

"A warrior must fight through pain."
"Is that so? The best victory is when the enemy joins your side without a scratch," Elizabeth cooed melodiously.

"What nonsense... Viscount. Stance," Erin snapped.
Funny thing—if someone told me one of these girls was a bloodthirsty maniac, I'd point at the "instructor" without a second thought. Maybe things really weren't so black and white. After all, peasants could lie.

Torn between conflicting thoughts and steel strikes, I pressed on with the training.
That day, I actually finished on my feet.

From then on, Bathory appeared daily at the training hall, to Erin's constant irritation. With each visit, the Baroness's skirts grew shorter and her neckline deeper. Not that I stared—she just made it hard not to notice. No matter how I tried to find flaws in her behavior, I couldn't. Maybe the girl had been slandered after all?
Two weeks passed.





I still hadn't abandoned the idea of pumping Erin full of lead. Not lethally—just enough to keep her humble. Maybe even teach properly, not sadistically, while preaching that pain was the best instructor.

Even though she spilled less blood each day, I hadn't forgotten the madness at the start of our "lessons."
It had taken quite a while, but at last, all the components were delivered to the palace. Now, finally, I held in my hands a finished revolver replica, loaded with six brand-new bullets!

I'd made spare caps as well and was dismantling leftover tools when someone knocked on my door.
Falcon stood in the doorway.

"Baronet! Been a while!" I greeted him cheerfully.
I'd been constantly shadowed by knights, but I hadn't seen Falcon in ages.

"Indeed, Your Grace. You've been granted access to the library. I'll escort you."
"Finally."

Tucking the revolver into a makeshift holster, I shut the door and followed Falcon as he led the way.
"Any news? How's the investigation going? I've been living like Diogenes in his barrel—training, etiquette lessons, house sigils... It's death by boredom."

"Ahem. Forgive me, my lord, I'm not permitted to speak about it. I'm sorry."
I clapped him on the shoulder.

"Don't worry. They'll sort it out."
"I testified in your favor before the King, but he still insists on waiting for reports from the Theocracy and the Commonwealth. Sometimes I think he trusts them more than his own knights," Falcon said bitterly, then caught himself. "Forget I said that."

I assured him I hadn't heard a thing, and we continued in silence.
The Royal Library was located not far from the archives I already knew. But unlike the archives, it spanned an entire palace wing.

A swarthy, tight-lipped librarian meticulously recorded my request for books mentioning Samael, then set his quill aside.
"All books on the Old Gods cult have been relocated to the restricted archive by order of the Third Prince."

Just great.
"Maybe there's still some general info left behind?" I tried.

"If any such book is found, it too will be moved to the restricted archive."
"Alright, but are you familiar with the topic? Could you summarize something for me?"

"It is forbidden to relay contents of the restricted archive," the librarian replied with a stony face.
I drummed my fingers on the counter. What a damn dead end.

"How do I get access to the restricted archive?"
"Only the Royal Couple or one of the Princes may grant it," the librarian answered, suppressing a smug little smirk. He clearly didn't believe I had a chance.

After wasting another twenty fruitless minutes, I had to retreat empty-handed—under the librarian's mocking gaze. Clearly, this wasn't something I'd storm through on the first try. But I wasn't in a rush. Sooner or later, I'd take that citadel of knowledge by storm and gnaw through its granite walls just out of spite.

Fuming from the failure, I headed for the training hall.
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                Exchanging nods with the two knights guarding the entrance, I enter the hall.
Erin is already there. Surprisingly, not as grim as usual.

"You're late," she greets me with annoyance.
"Got held up in the library."

"Clearly, you've spent more time in libraries than practicing swordplay."
I shrug. She's unusually talkative today, might as well answer truthfully.

"The sword isn't my main weapon. Fencing is just a hobby."
"And what is your weapon? A crossbow?" She almost guessed it.

"Let's keep that a surprise," I reply, patting the holster. One day she'll push too far, and I'll fill her with lead.
"I deflect ten out of ten bolts with my sword..."

"Get to work," I cut her off and attack.
Of course, I don't catch her off guard. She casually parries, but unusually doesn't counterattack right away.

"Aren't you tired of this? Are you a masochist?" she asks, rolling her eyes.
"So you admit you're not teaching, just mocking me?"

"Touché. If you figured that out, idiot, why keep provoking me?"
"On principle. And I won't back down. So maybe stop the theatrics and teach me properly?"

"Not a chance," she snaps.
"At least explain why."

"Why... hmm."
She thinks for a few seconds, then sheathes her sword. Seems she's decided to talk.

"From the start, this was a stupid idea. Our levels are too far apart. It's like a guildmaster of alchemists teaching kids to boil soup. A waste of time."
"Fair. But not a reason to chop a student's hand off."

"That was an accident!" she flares up. "There's another reason."
"What is it?"

She looks at me intently.
"Our wedding."

"Our... what?"
"You didn't know? The king already made arrangements with my house. Our marriage would unite the Third Duchy and effectively the Crown. The Condors have always been the king's right hand. Naturally, I object."

"They've got some nerve. Didn't even ask me!" I grimace.
"Did they ask me? Our marriage is a total misalliance. I'm already a Countess, and there's a chance I'll become not just a Marchioness but the Third Duchess, in the future, of course. You're a Viscount without land and a Baron of a single village in the middle of nowhere. Not to mention I've always dreamed of a suitor who'd defeat me in a sword duel, and you're literally the worst swordsman I've ever met. I swear, there isn't a knight who wields a sword worse than you. You swing like common infantry!"

"Okay, I get it. Enough." I ruffle my hair. "I admit, it stings my manly pride a bit that you're not thrilled, but overall I don't care. I already have a girl, and I'm not into all these political games. So once the king receives me, I'll convince him to cancel this plan."
The blonde blinks.

"Seriously?"
"I swear on my house, I will."

Her jaw nearly drops.
"You do realize that this arrangement benefits you? You'd gain partial rights to my lands!"

"Don't care. I've got enough of my own," I say with a shrug.
"You don't want to get me into bed?!" she almost yells in outrage now.

"Mmm, honestly? I'd rather seduce the Baroness."
She wasn't bad-looking, but she couldn't hold a candle to Bathory's perfection.

She freezes, unsure how to react, then draws her sword and drives it into the floor.
"This is a joke, right? I spent two weeks on this nonsense when I could've just talked to you? And I called you stupid... Now I feel like a complete idiot," she mutters and offers her hand.

"Countess Erin von Klaus, sixteenth in line to the title of Duchess of the Third Duchy."
I shake it.

"Landless Viscount and Baron of one village in the middle of nowhere."
"Not funny... but fair. Fine, you've earned it. I swear I'll make a decent swordsman out of you, if you keep your word."

"A couple of lessons will be enough," I reply.
But she's already ignoring me.

"Now, where to begin... Let's work on the strike I usually kill you with."
She lunges suddenly, I fail to react, as usual. But instead of a sharp blade, a blunted edge presses gently against my skin.

"You're too slow, though I'll admit — you're not hopeless. But what's more important is your lack of technique. This strike is best countered like this... watch, I'll do it slowly."
An hour of training passes, and all my blood is still inside me. Aside from a few drops and a dozen bruises — I'm completely intact.

"You could've done this from the start?" I ask, torn between wanting to shoot her or hug her.
"Of course. Admit it, everything goes smoother without that clingy little bitch around," she says cheerfully, and I reflexively twitch my lip.

Oh sure, blame Eliza for you turning me into hamburger earlier!
"Speak of the devil and he shall appear," the Countess snorts, having sensed our approaching guest by ear.

Sure enough, the training hall doors open, and Bathory approaches, licking her lips. For some reason she isn't wearing her usual mask this time.
"Hi, kids!" she sang cheerfully.
"You're unusually cheerful today. Did something good happen?" I asked.

"Exactly! Look at me!" She clapped her hands, making Erin turn to her. "It's a holiday for me today!"
"Happy for you," the blonde sneered, making it absolutely clear she didn't mean a word of it.

"And it's a holiday for you too, because today the Third Prince finally gave me permission to act," Bathory smiled, flashing sharp teeth.
"What?"

Red eyes filled everything. The hall vanished, leaving only Elizabeth's hypnotic gaze. A second later I came to my senses, but my body refused to move. Erin was frozen nearby, sword raised and motionless. Shit!
I tried to jerk free, but it was no use. Drain the magic?

No effect. Looked like her spell was tied to the Abyss.
Bathory, meanwhile, calmly approached Erin, utterly unconcerned by the raised sword. More and more demonic features emerged beneath the baroness's beautiful face.

"Don't even try. I've been studying your bodies for two weeks and found the key to every muscle," the demoness said sweetly, running a finger along Erin's trembling hand that tried to cut her down.
But all the countess could do was make the blade tremble slightly.

"Don't worry. I don't kill my prey. We'll just have a really good time, and afterward, you won't remember a thing," she whispered sensually.
I could move a finger on my left hand, nothing more. I focused everything on it. Felt like it was frozen in ice. Meanwhile, the baroness prowled around the swordswoman like a hawk.

"Told you — I defeat my enemies without a scratch. Well, physical ones. Where to begin? So sweet and innocent! I haven't had one like this in ages!"
A grotesquely long tongue slid out between Bathory's sharp teeth, trailing across Erin's cheek and lips.

"Uhm-guh-mm!" I groaned through clenched teeth, catching her attention.
"What, my sweet?"

The pressure eased slightly, and I regained control of my facial muscles.
"What about me? I thought we had dinner plans."

"Oh, sorry, but you're plain and half-eaten by many. So at my dinner... you're just the appetizer to this sweet, innocent cherry."
Bathory bit Erin's earlobe.

"Guards!" I shouted, but Bathory just laughed.
"Took care of them first. They're lost in sweet dreams with soiled pants. Yell all you want."

Erin looked truly terrified. Her paralyzed face flushed and paled by turns. She was helpless.
But I could now move more fingers on my left hand. Damn holster wouldn't budge, though...

The baroness ran a sharp claw along Erin's chin, leaving a thin red line dotted with blood. The claw continued downward, slicing through the jacket, buttons scattering to the floor.
I heard fabric tear. Something like a towel dropped to the ground.

"Why wrap such a chest in rags?" Bathory sighed. "Nothing to be ashamed of."
The claw sliced through the waistband of her trousers.

My fingers found the revolver's grip. Don't drop it now!
Bathory leaned back, admiring her handiwork, then dove into a greedy kiss, hiding behind Erin's body.

The kiss went on forever. The sword fell from Erin's limp hand.
Hammer cocked. But I couldn't shoot — the demoness was using Erin as a shield!

Finally, Bathory broke the kiss and whispered in her ear:
"That was just the appetizer!"

She shoved her to the ground, exposing herself for a shot.
Sight and barrel aligned on her forehead.

"Hm?" she muttered. Probably not the kind of barrel she was hoping to get... but definitely the one she deserved.
"Check, please," I said and pulled the trigger.

A flash of fire. The shot echoed through the hall!
The heavy bullet punched clean through her skull and into the door beyond without slowing down.

Bang. Bang. Bang!
Remembering how tough demons were, I emptied the whole cylinder. Lead tore into her, splattering black blood and flesh. But this particular demoness wasn't that tough. The paralysis and illusion lifted instantly.

What remained was a charred, skinless heap with a gaping maw full of sharp teeth and a snake-like tongue. Black blood oozed while powder smoke hung in the air.
"I asked for medium rare..." I muttered darkly.

Thank God I never actually slept with her. Though I was almost willing...
I heard quiet sobs from the floor.

"Are you okay?" I knelt beside her.
The countess clung to me like a drowning passenger to a life vest. There was no pulling her off, as the lady didn't hold back.

I felt my spine threaten to snap.
"Easy there!"

She didn't hear. Just sobbed, soaking my suit in blood and tears. Full-blown hysteria. Then she saw the demoness's body and began gagging.
The training hall door opened. Count Condor entered with a red-haired nobleman I didn't recognize, nose enormous.

The Count clicked his tongue, scanning the room.
The scent of powder mixed with the sulfurous stench of demon blood on the walls. A dead demon on the floor. A sobbing, half-naked countess clinging to me with gorilla strength.

"I can explain everything," I said as convincingly as possible.
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                "No need for explanations, it's all perfectly clear!" exclaimed the red-haired man, eyes devouring the half-dressed countess.
"But do try," the old man added thoughtfully, stroking his beard.

"Um... We were training as usual, then Batthy turned into a monster and attacked us, and I killed her."
The men exchanged glances.

"Sounds as rotten as your caravan smelled, Viscount!" the red-nosed aristocrat expressed his doubts. "That this monster could be my dear Baroness? I don't believe it. You must be drunk to spout such nonsense!"
Count Condor stepped up to the charred body and touched the scorched flesh.

"The clothes match, and you saw the mask lying next to the sleeping guards. Tsk. It's her, no doubt."
"And I repeat, the mask proves nothing. And those two might have drugged the guards just to indulge themselves without witnesses!"

"Hey, keep your filthy insinuations to yourself, monsieur...?" I objected.
"The Honorable Count Neuss!" the red-haired man declared with pomp.

"And the kingdom's chief gossip, tsk," added the old man, barely suppressing a smile.
"That's most unfair! I'm merely..." Neuss began indignantly.

"Enough nonsense!" I cut him off. "We need a healer. The Countess is not in her right mind."
Erin was still trying to crush my spine with her embrace, paying no attention to the newcomers.

"She looks perfectly fine to me," the old man snapped. "We'd better call the guard—preferably someone from the King's own. I'll arrange it."
"Agreed, we should summon them. Even if she's a maid, they clearly killed her when she caught them... yes, that must be it," the redhead nodded in rhythm with his thoughts and stepped closer to the body, still talking.

"Most likely a maid. Yes! I mean, it can't really be Elizabeth—we have a date next week... She can't be dead, right?" he said almost pitifully, then suddenly raised his hands in anguish. "All-God, it is her, isn't it?!"
"I told you from the start," I tried to interject, but Neuss spiraled further.

"Gods, they killed her! They killed my Liz! Burned her without mercy! Right in the palace, my innocent darling! She must have caught them in some shameful position! Your grandson is a murderer! I must tell every..."
A loud slap echoed through the hall.

"Tsk. Compose yourself, dear friend," the old man said, lowering his hand.
"Yes, thank you... but still..." Neuss mumbled, rubbing his cheek.

"There's black blood everywhere. That alone is enough to know what really happened."
"Well, Elizabeth did care for her appearance and surely used many alchemical treatments. Who knows what side effects those may have had? Maybe black blood! Still, not a reason to burn someone!"

"Tsk! Someone? And the dress didn't burn. Obviously, she was scorched before she put it on."
"I don't know, anything's possible. Maybe some artifact triggered..." Neuss shrugged. "Let the Inquisitor sort it out!"

"Exactly," Count Condor said, lowering his voice. "And until he does, you'll keep your mouth shut about any incorrect versions of events."
"Hm. Then we should determine which versions are correct and which aren't?" the redhead immediately took a businesslike tone.

The old man waved a hand dismissively.
"I trust my grandson. The Inquisitor will confirm this thing is a demon." He gave Batthy's body a light kick. "So don't even think of slandering him."

"I don't know... there's still an ongoing investigation into Clemen's death. A suspicious number of 'demons' keep dying at your grandson's hands. Maybe he knows how to disguise victims as possessed?"
"Sounds implausible," old Condor waved him off.

"You two, enough chatter! If you won't call a healer yourselves, then help me pry her off so I can do it!" I snapped. Standing there gossiping, a couple of aristocratic geezers...
"Sit tight and wait for the guard. Right now, everything looks perfect," the old man barked at me, and I immediately realized what he meant by "perfect."

So this was the idea he hinted at earlier!
The idiotic plan to marry me off to Erin. Didn't even bother to ask my opinion, the old goat.

"Nothing happened between us!" I assured him. "She's just in shock... or hasn't recovered from the succubus's kiss."
"Doesn't matter. What matters is how it looks.. No one's forcing her to cling to you, are they, Neuss?"

"Agreed, she definitely does it willingly. But that made me think—since Countess von Klaus clearly harbors deep feelings for your grandson, it all makes sense."
"What makes sense?" Condor asked, a note of menace in his voice.

"That Lady Klaus committed murder out of jealousy," Neuss smirked. "Then gave in to disgraceful passion right next to the corpse. Ah, the classic love triangle. Two ladies fighting over one gentleman!"
"My dear friend, you have no idea what powers are planning this alliance. A scandal will displease both sides," Count Condor said, now openly threatening.

But the redhead just scratched his long nose.
"Perhaps. But surely you don't want to begin it with a scandal?"

The old man sighed.
"How much to present it in the proper light?"

"Considering all you'll gain from this marriage... I think fifty thousand gold should suffice," Neuss rubbed his hands.
They'd both lost their minds! I tried to struggle again, but escaping the swordswoman's grip was harder than breaking a succubus's paralysis.

Sorry, Erin!
The heavy butt of my revolver crashed down on the girl's temple, and she immediately went limp, finally releasing me.

Dishonorable, sure, but it was for her own good.
At the sound of the impact, the old man turned.
I gently lifted the body and laid it on the bench.

"What the... Randal, what have you done, damn you to the Abyss?!" the old man roared, clutching his head.
But I walked past him, straight to Neuss.

"I think the sum just doubled. A bruise on the temple and her being unconscious, maybe your grandson wanted to rap... Take your hand off!"
I grabbed the red-haired chatterbox by the collar and yanked him toward me. He staggered.

"How dare you touch me? I am a Couu—"
My punch shut the scoundrel up, and he hit the floor. Blood splattered into the air.

"Randal! Stop at once!" my grandfather shouted.
I could feel them both preparing to cast spells, so I blanketed them with anti-magic before they could react.

Neuss tried to rise, but another blow sent him crawling toward the wall, hand raised in defense. I pinned him down and grabbed his doublet with both hands.
A hand rested on my shoulder.

"Enough. We've got enough problems as it is! We'll have to use our heads to get out of this clean."
"Use our heads? Great idea!"

I slammed my forehead into the Count's face.
A crunch echoed.

"My nose! My nose!" Neuss squealed.
"Then don't stick it where it doesn't belong."

Neuss tried to cast again, but it was useless. His sword stayed sheathed, unreactive to the Count's failed attempts.
"Randal! What are you trying to accomplish?" my grandfather asked, trying to pull me off the Count. I shook off his hand.

"I ought to hit you too, for this wedding setup... But I won't. You're still my grandfather."
"Setup?" the old man exclaimed, genuinely indignant. "This is the best gift you've ever received!"

"For me or for the House?" I asked.
"Both," the Count snapped.

"I didn't appreciate it: shit in a gift box!"
"Erin may be a bit rough, but calling her—"

"I'm not talking about her!"
"Then what's your problem? We need people—fact. An alliance would get us what we need most: warriors and support."

"My problem is the situation! It's wrong to pressure a girl if she doesn't want it."
The old man gave a hysterical chuckle. Neuss snorted through the blood and sneered.

"My friend... it seems your grandson is completely mad."
Another headbutt to the long nose.

"No one asked you! Stay quiet unless you want more."
"Randal..." my grandfather tried to reason with me. "Our House has nothing left but a proud name and the King's favor. You think there's a long line of nobles eager to marry into our family and share troops? Hah...
He smiled bitterly before continuing."The King approved this, even the Third Duke has no objections. The girl resisted, but tonight gave us the perfect chance to trap her. And we haven't blown it completely."

"Consider it blown. I never agreed to it."
The old man threw up his hands.

"Why? For what purpose? What reason?!"
"I promised her I wouldn't let the marriage happen."

Count Condor lowered his arms and rolled his eyes.
"Tsk. And why did you promise that? Should've kept your mouth shut—everything was arranged for you!"

"Because I decided it was the right thing to do. That's all."
"Right? Refusing a gift from the heavens—for yourself and our House?"

"Yep," I said simply.

"Ha! Your grandson is mad," Neuss mumbled again, his mustache soaked in blood.
Another blow. The Count went quiet for a bit.

The old man tried once more to pull me off his "friend."
"Randal, stop. I get it—you came in to ruin all my hard work. Fine. But don't make it worse. You've already made Count Neuss your enemy, and he's... an unpleasant man."

At that, the redhead gave me a slimy smile.
"Your grandfather's right. I can only imagine the rumors that will follow you now!"

"Oh, I know exactly what rumors will follow. None."
"Ha! You think I'll forgive you? No matter how much gold you—"

I cut him off with a headbutt.
"Wrong!"

Smash!
"I!" Smash! "Will!" Smash! "Keep!" Smash! "Hitting!" Smash! "You!"
Smash! "Until!" Smash! "You!" Smash! "Understand!"
Smash!

"Not!" Smash! "To!" Smash! "Be!" Smash! "My!" Smash! "Enemy!"
Each word punctuated by a headbutt. Damn mages were tough—they could really take a beating!

"That's enough, Randal! You'll kill him!" my grandfather snapped and I saw a flicker of hope in Neuss's eyes.
Oh no, you should only feel fear!

Smash!
"If!" Smash! "He!" Smash! "Dies!" Smash!

"Then!" Smash! "He'll!" Smash! "Too!" Smash!
"Stop!" Smash! "Being!" Smash! "My!" Smash!

"Enemy!"
I hammered the lesson into him, and at last, I saw what I wanted in his eyes. Fear.

"Besides... we can always say Bathory killed him. Maybe he attacked her first, out of jealousy when she chose to go on a date with me instead? What delicious rumors that would stir after his tragic death..." I chuckled.
"No-no-no-no!" Neuss shook his head violently.

SMACK!
Finally, he passed out. Whew.

I slowly stood, swaying. My head spun, my face soaked in blood. If regular mages are already this tough, how long would it take to beat down an archmage? Terrifying thought.
My grandfather sighed deeply.

"Why must I suffer such an unruly grandson..."
"For your sins. Go fetch a healer."

"And you won't finish him off?"
I glanced at the bloody body.

"Not... if he got the message."

"I doubt it. More likely you've made a mortal enemy who'll be a pain for us all. You're not planning to kill him in the palace, are you? Even you wouldn't be that dumb... I think," the old man added doubtfully.

"You're right, I'm not that dumb. But he doesn't know that."
The old man sighed again and left the hall, muttering:

"Just don't kill him in front of the healer..."
I snorted. Like I'd be stupid enough to set myself up like that.
Leaning against the wall, I trudged toward Erin, who was laid out on the bench. Her arms were crossed over her chest, covering herself with the torn vest. Did I fold her arms like that? Huh, whatever.

I dropped them to her sides and drew a thin thread of metal from my sword.
With rough stitches, I pulled the fabric together. The cut vest tightened under the steel thread: now from a distance, it wouldn't look out of place. Done.

I sat down beside her, exhausted. What a training session... truly spectacular. I reached for a potion bottle and splashed a bit into my palm. I moistened my knuckles, then rubbed some onto my forehead.
It stung, and the sharp, bitter scent of herbs burned my nose.

The headache eased, though the dizziness lingered. Maybe I should drink some too.
I glanced at the Count, lying in a heap.

Ah yes, I should probably come up with some kind of explanation for all this...
I absentmindedly tousled the blonde hair of the unconscious Erin beside me.

"So, what do you think?" I asked rhetorically, taking a sip of the potion. "We'll say he tried to help us and got clobbered by Bathory?"
"Yeah..." the Countess answered weakly, eyes still closed.

I choked, coughing violently. The cursed potion went down the wrong pipe. Damn it...
And just when exactly did she wake up?





The old inquisitor stood leaning on his hammer, staring into the distance. Cursed, godforsaken Ligrad! He'd spent more than a week here with his assistants, trying to extract even a shred of truth from the sea of lies pouring from the local demon-worshippers: blighted heretics hiding behind masks of decency!

They say Condor saved them by killing the Baron? Ha, three times ha...
He had seen the truth of that... thing. The holy light he had summoned in the square revealed it: the cursed Viscount was possessed. And not just at the early stages, no. He was already at the point of no return, when the human self was lost. A demon devours the soul, drains the essence, the very core of a person, including their memories, and then completely controls the body.

And the fact that even the capital's altar couldn't expose the blasphemer's disguise? Maybe it was some kind of trick.
Yes, the High Inquisitor had grudgingly declared the Viscount clean. But even he had doubts.

Why else would he entrust this investigation to someone like him: someone who wouldn't hesitate to expose a demonic fraud?
"Father Inquisitor, the shopkeeper..." came a voice from behind. One of his assistants had returned.

"The shopkeeper?" the old man straightened.
"He says the same as the others," the assistant finished grimly, offering a small bow.

The inquisitor slammed his hammer into the cobblestone, cracking the stone.
Cursed Ligrad and its cursed people, all covering for a demon!

If only he could conduct a proper interrogation of someone. But...
He cast a glance toward the ruined castle, where those blasphemous Commonwealth mages had set up camp.

But he couldn't act under their noses. Not openly. Then again, their hands were also tied by the presence of the Inquisition. Pity that the mages had far subtler ways of influencing people.
"I also ask for a moment of your time, Father," the assistant continued.

The old man frowned. "Speak, brother."
"I fear your actions no longer align with our assigned mission, Father," the assistant said delicately, pausing.

The fact that the High Inquisitor had chosen the old man to lead the group, despite others having higher rank, was a source of tension. In truth, the assistant was his equal in the Church hierarchy. The old inquisitor had come to the faith late, but had risen with astonishing speed. Divine gifts came easily to him, and he might soon don the sacred armor himself...
"I do not understand your concern, brother. Please, share your doubts," the old man replied with warm piety.

He had to maintain the appearance of humility, even as the one in charge. They were servants of the Church, not arrogant nobles.
"I've heard troubling rumors: that you're abusing your authority. Instead of investigating the Baron's death, our interrogators are looking for traces of your daughter. Personal motives should not interfere with the Church's duty. I fear you've let the phantoms of the past cloud your mind. I'll be forced to report this to the High Inquisitor," the assistant said with gentle rebuke.

Harsh by etiquette, but clearly spoken out of genuine concern for their cause.
The old man smacked his lips and rolled up his sleeve, revealing a silver bracelet.

"I took this bracelet from the body of my son-in-law, who was killed by heretics. And my daughter was taken. I swear the Viscount recognized it! We can't find evidence of his crimes now because the mist devoured it... But we can chase him through the past."
The assistant bowed. "I'll include your reasoning in my report, Commander."

A breathless townsman came running around the corner. An enemy? The old man instinctively called upon the One, granting Him the hammer's weight for a time.
The enormous weapon rose like a feather in his sinewy, elderly hands. But it was not to be underestimated. Once the prayer ended, its full weight would return and not even knightly plate could withstand such a blow.

"Lord Inquisitor!" the townsman cried, and the old man lowered the hammer.
One of the locals who had agreed to spy for the Inquisition for wretched gold. Useful, but hardly worthy of respect.

"Good news, sir, good news! We... I mean, I found a lead on what you asked!"
The old man's heart leapt. Finally, something!

"Well? Speak! Don't dawdle... my son," he added, catching the assistant's disapproving look.
"The cook, she's my friend's wife, overheard something. One of Condor's soldiers, who used to be in Baronet Alex Hornet's free company, was telling stories. One was about a monster that attacked them, killed ten men before Condor slew it in brutal combat, nearly losing his arm in the process..."

The old man's excitement faded.
"And why should I care for soldier's tales? There's more lies in those than in a whore's vow of love."

"But sir, he said the monster had a silver bracelet on its arm."
Silence fell. The old man drummed his fingers on the hammer's haft.

"Did those filthy mercenaries take the bracelet?"
"No, sir. They buried it with the body."

"Where exactly?"
"Between Mud Hollow and the Last Fortress, the one guarding the Black Forest valley."

"Gather the workers," the inquisitor ordered sharply.
A shovel struck the frozen ground. The mud squelched greedily underfoot. Cursed spring.

"Father, we've already wasted four whole days on this fruitless digging. Please, put down the shovel. No need to do this yourself. In summer, we'll hire more men to dig it all up. But right now, we have orders from the High Inquisitor!"
The old man ignored the assistant's pleas. He just kept hammering at the cold earth, alternating between pick and shovel.

His muscles ached from the endless toil.
Sweat rolled down his hollowed cheeks. He'd barely slept in four days. He felt her presence: she was close. Just a little more.

"You're neglecting your duties for the past! You're sabotaging your own advancement!"
"I don't care. I must find the truth," the old man growled.

His shovel struck a rotting scrap of cloth...
The other workers rushed to help.

Three hours later, most had left. Only the old man remained, sitting in the mud, cradling a cold, disfigured, magically altered body.
Only the assistant stood nearby. For an hour, he had been on the verge of asking the old man to step down. It was obvious now: he was no longer fit to lead the investigation.

The entire case had hit a dead end. It no longer mattered who ended his daughter's life—Hornet's unit or Condor himself. She had already lost her mind, her humanity. Killing a monster wasn't a crime.
And clearly, it had been a chance encounter. Their interrogators had wasted their time. That trail was gone.

He should rebuke the old man, but he couldn't.
Only the mages cared solely for results. Only nobles had no sympathy. But servants of the Church were different.

In the end, they truly were brothers, at least in faith.
The assistant sat down in the mud beside him and began to pray for the soul of the innocent.

The sun touched the mountain peaks and vanished. The moon timidly rose to take its place.
"We must move on to this so-called Reikland. I'm certain the answers are there," the old man finally said hoarsely, as darkness settled.

"We cannot, Commander. We have duties to the Church," the assistant replied gently.
"I know."

The old man took the second bracelet and reburied the body. Then he removed his insignia and robes. He handed his heavy hammer to the assistant.
"I resign my position and renounce the Church... but not the One. I will continue the path alone," he said wearily, and vanished into the darkness.

"I'll pray for you, brother," the assistant whispered into the deepening night.

A cold northern wind blew.
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                "So, is everyone present?" The King swept a heavy gaze across the room.
The Small Council Chamber differed from the throne hall as much as an mouse differs from a elephant.
The scent of fine wine and dark velvet-draped walls. Silk-upholstered chairs and very little free space. If one wished, they could touch their neighbor with a hand... or a blade.
The idea was that close quarters would bring the powerful closer together and help them find compromise. In practice... it only heightened the tension.

The Second Duke demonstratively shifted his chair to sit slightly farther from the First Duke across from him.
It should be noted that the leaders of political powers did not always attend the Small Council in person. Often, they were represented by trusted delegates.

Thus, the daughter of the bedridden Third Duke occupied his seat. And the Fourth Duke's seat... To be honest, the King didn't recognize the nervous young man trembling in his chair, even though he remembered many of the Fourth's offspring by name.
It looked like the Fourth Duke had once again pulled a stunt, sending some distant relative instead. No wonder the lad was nervous.... almost the entire elite of the Kingdom was in this room!

To the King's left, the First Prince quietly fingered prayer beads, seated beside the First Duke. His gray robe starkly contrasted with the attire of the others... except perhaps for the High Inquisitor.
To the right, Second Prince, seated next to the Second Duke. An ornate robe and a look of utter boredom. He'd have gladly skipped the meeting.

Directly across from the King sat the Third Prince. It would've been amusing had he sat beside the Third Duke's representative, but no. He deliberately distanced himself from the Kingdom's people, taking a seat between the Commonwealth ambassador and the High Inquisitor. His face betrayed nothing, but emotions raged within.
Everything was going off-script again! As always, due to incompetent agents. Damn Bathory, whose only talent lay between her legs! All she had to do was sabotage the forming alliance between the Condors and the Third Duchy. Was it really so hard to come up with something better than dying in an attempt to fuck them into unconsciousness? Idiots, the lot of them... Now he'd have to improvise, since the plans for seizing Clemen's lands had hinged on Bathory and now she was dead.

The pretty fool had been a perfect compromise figure. Everything was ready to sideline Marquis Short and award the lands to her! Now not only was the fate of Clemen's lands up in the air—hers were at risk of being split!
She had no children, only distant relatives.

"My half-sister is absent," the Third Duchy's representative belatedly answered the King.
"She won't be attending. My wife usually ignores such meetings," said the Second Duke, stroking his beard.

"The Queen has also decided not to come," the King admitted, awkwardly raising a wine goblet as the others' gazes locked onto him.
Of course, everyone already knew about the scandal the Queen had thrown when he flatly refused to appoint Short as steward of the lands. Damn palace spies...

"In any case, we may begin... Count Condor!"
"In the King's name, I declare the session open," the old man said curtly.

Aside from the servants pouring wine, he was the only one standing. But to stand behind the King was already a mark of honor and trust, no ordinary count could dream of entering this room.
"The first matter to address is the recent death of Baroness Elizabeth von Bathory. The floor goes to the Theocracy's representative," the Count said, after a nod from the King.

The High Inquisitor rose and bowed.
"My investigators examined the body and without doubt—this sinful shell shows signs of extreme possession. By the time of physical death, the Baroness's soul was likely long gone."

"Does the Commonwealth have anything to add?"
The ambassador shook his head.

The King took another sip of wine and summarized:
"I hereby declare Baron of Raikland, Viscount of Eagle's Bluff, Randal von Condor acquitted, as by law, killing a nonhuman is not a crime."

"Your Majesty, may I speak?" asked the Inquisitor. Receiving the King's nod, he continued, "If only you had permitted a few of our battle brothers to patrol the palace—we could have detected such... creatures in time. Who knows how many demons are hidden among the court visitors? Righteous patrols could—"
"Denied," the King cut him off sharply. Allowing soldiers from another nation to roam the royal palace? Unthinkable.

Knock-knock-knock.
A cautious knock echoed from the oak door. The attendees exchanged confused glances. No one was expected. And who would dare interrupt a Council meeting?

The door opened silently, and a clean-shaven head peeked through the gap.
"May I come in?" the guest asked with a smile.
"Your Excellency?" stammered the young man occupying the Fourth Duke's seat.
"In the flesh!" The bald head smirked, gleaming in the light of the magical lamps.

"The Fourth Duke... I'm glad you've honored us with your presence," the King greeted the bald old man.
The Fourth was a... complicated man. He'd been eccentric for as long as the King could remember, and with age, his antics only grew more extravagant—as though he were constantly testing how far others' patience would stretch. Each year, his oddities edged closer and closer to open insults.

"Well, thanks for warming my chair. Now go back to grooming horses!" the Duke barked at the trembling lad, who shot out of the room like a cannonball.
The bald man flopped into the chair and wiggled around a bit.

"Am I to understand that your representative at this council was a stableboy?" the First Duke asked grimly.
"Yup," the old man replied cheerfully, swinging his legs.

"Then I consider it an insult to us all." The First Duke slammed his fist on the table, making the glasses jump.
"Touche. There's no rule stating a delegate must be of noble blood," the bald Duke shrugged.

The Second Duke gave a quiet cough.
"He's right. Let's agree that the Fourth has only embarrassed himself and move on."

Murmurs filled the room. The attendees couldn't decide if they'd been insulted or if the Fourth had merely shamed himself.
"Exactly. Smart words, youngster! So, what'd I miss?" the Fourth's shrill voice cut through the noise.

The "youngster" in question, who was well into his forties, winced. Well, so much for speaking up in defense of this asshole. Though considering the Fourth's age, everyone else in the room probably did count as a youngster.
"We've only just started. So far, we've merely acquitted young Condor," the King replied.

"Acquitted? Outrageous! He should've been harshly punished!" the Fourth squawked.
"For what? He broke no laws."

"For what? He deprived the kingdom of a top-class piece of ass! If I were younger, I'd have—"
"That's disgusting!" The only woman in the room, the Third Duke's representative, recoiled visibly.

"Last I checked, the Third Duke didn't have tits. Are you sure you're in the right seat?" the Fourth said brazenly, throwing his legs up onto the table.
"Enough! You're crossing every line!" the King roared, and the bald man instantly lowered his feet.

"Forgive me, Your Majesty. My memory's failing—I thought I was in my own palace. That's it! Not another word!" the old man backpedaled, as he always did when his jokes went too far.
"I hope so. Let's proceed. Mr. Ambassador, please present the results of your investigation."

"Let them present it themselves," the mage said, and a massive crystalline apparatus was wheeled into the room.
The ambassador made a few gestures, a flash of light occurred and a voice echoed from the crystalline core:

"On behalf of the Commonwealth, I greet you."
"Talking stones?" the First Duke smirked.

Half a minute later, the crystals responded:
"No, I am the head of the research team currently stationed in Ligrad. A pleasure to address you."

"You're saying they heard me all the way on the other end of the kingdom through this thing?" the First asked skeptically.
The ambassador smiled smugly, radiating superiority at the kingdom's backwardness.

"Exactly. The connection isn't as stable as we'd like, but it's a revolution in communication. No courier could match this speed."
"Magical gimmicks," the Inquisitor scoffed. "One decent area prayer and your crystals will fall to pieces."

"As you say. I do hope we won't have to test that theory. Reality might turn out... disappointing for you," the mage replied teasingly, stepping aside so his subordinates could finish the report.
"...in conclusion, we find no substantial evidence that the aforementioned Viscount was involved in any crimes. That is all."

The mage touched the crystals, and they went dark.
The King clapped his hands in relief. Not that he had doubts, but one never knew.

"Excellent, excellent. Does the Theocracy have anything to add?"
"Our investigation is not yet complete," the High Inquisitor replied humbly.

"A pity, since I'm already demanding answers. Your rivals completed their inquiry despite starting later. What preliminary findings do you have?"
"I have nothing to add to the Commonwealth's conclusion. Provisionally... not guilty," the High Inquisitor said through clenched teeth, noticing the First Duke purse his lips in displeasure. Clearly, he'd expected a different outcome.

But what could they show? Most potential witnesses were dead. Monsters and mist had thinned the population severely. The best the interrogators could scrape together were third-hand rumors—someone who'd heard from someone else that the Viscount had butchered peasants in a basement. Bring that to the King? They'd be laughed out of court. If there had been any solid evidence of Condor and Brute being more than friends, being demonic collaborators, it would've been in the castle dungeons. But now? Just a blasted crater where the castle used to be.
Saying Condor destroyed the place to cover his tracks was possible... but still far too circumstantial. In short: nothing. Worse yet, the promising head of the investigation had resigned and vanished. A disgrace...

"I have a question. For you," the Fourth said, pointing at the Commonwealth ambassador.
"Of course, Your Excellency. What would you like to know?"

"How much for a dozen of those crystal talky-things?"
"They can only be operated by specially trained mages."

"Then throw in a dozen mages with the deal," the bald man grinned.
"I'm afraid it's a classified project. Not for sale."

"Everything in this world is for sale," the Fourth said with a strange mix of cheer and regret.
"I... we can discuss this later."

"Then I have no further questions."

The ambassador returned to his seat, wiping sweat from his brow. That bizarre old man unnerved him. To openly suggest betraying his nation like that, in front of everyone? That took serious nerve. He exchanged a glance with the Second Duke and smiled. Now that was a reasonable man and clearly, he too was interested in the new invention...
The King rose from his seat, drawing the room's attention.
"So, to summarize. The investigation has found no evidence of wrongdoing by House Condor. That means—acquitted. Now let us move on to the main matter. Two baronies of the royal domain have been left without lords, and by a strange coincidence, neither has an heir."

"I remember Bathory had relatives like a pack of stray dogs. Where did they all go?" the Second Duke interjected during a pause.
"All disappeared. Some were last seen receiving visits or letters from Elizabeth's servants. Their traces vanished at the Bathory estate. In the end, no one remained who could take the barony under protection. Unfortunately, I cannot appoint a new baron. Any choice I make would fracture the coalition. Therefore, I've devised an elegant solution: we will change the administrative division of the domain. From now on, the baronies of Bathory and Clemen will be incorporated into the County of Condor."

A murmur rose in the room, more weary than outraged. Thanks to spies (and the Queen's very public outburst), most here already knew what the King was planning.
"Count Condor can't even protect himself. How's he supposed to protect two whole baronies?" the First Duke questioned the King's decision.

"Is someone planning to attack him?" the Third Duchy's representative cut in smoothly, catching the First off guard.
"Well... there are still bandits and goblins," he muttered.

"He doesn't have to defend them personally. If a warrior of suitable strength is found, the Count may offer one of the baronies in exchange for vassalage. I promise to approve any candidate, regardless of my preferences," the King concluded with satisfaction.
Flawed as it may be, the benefits outweighed the drawbacks in his eyes. This allowed the Condors to attract two powerful warriors into their service and, more importantly, absolved the King of all responsibility for who ended up ruling the lands. Perfect.

"I swear fealty to the King," the Count said, dropping to one knee. He had not dared to hope for such a favorable outcome!
Once the formalities were completed and the decrees signed, the King clapped his hands.

"One last matter for today. Not the most important, but a pleasant one. Servants! Bring in young Condor and young Klaus!"





The pungent scent of wine hit us the moment the servant opened the door.

Are they drinking in there? Dimmed lights, velvet everywhere.
Erin suddenly gripped my sleeve.

"What do you think they called us for?" she whispered quickly into my ear.
"Both of us? Isn't it obvious...?"

"Mm... about that... I was thinking maybe you don't have to go against the King after all."
"You're that afraid of the King? He's just a man." I brushed her hand aside and stepped inside.

A whole swarm of high nobility. Nearly a dozen smug masters of the realm. I quickly found the Third Prince, he looked harmless, but I knew better than to trust appearances.
"Randall von Condor, I am pleased to inform you that all charges against you have been dropped, and you are free to leave the palace."

"Thank you, Your Majesty," I said with a bow.
"And here we have Lady Erin's stepmother," he said, gesturing toward the only woman in the room. "Ahem. By tradition, it is the gentleman who must make his intentions known to the lady."

"Thank you for the reminder, Your Majesty," I bowed again, hiding a smirk.
A heavy silence fell over the room.

My grandfather cleared his throat.
"Randall, perhaps you might reconsider—"

"No," I interrupted sharply.
Erin tugged at my sleeve and hissed in a fierce whisper,

"Don't embarrass yourself... Or do you want me to be the one to propose?"
I hissed right back,

"Didn't you swear you were completely against this just a few days ago?"
"W-well..." she mumbled, looking away, cheeks flushed.

Silence fell again.
"Well? We're waiting, Viscount," the King reminded me.

"You can stop waiting. I don't intend to offer my hand, or my heart—to anyone."
The sound of my grandfather's palm meeting his face echoed like a thunderclap.

"Killed one fine girl, turning down another... are you sure you're not—" started a bald old man with a grin like the Cheshire Cat's.
But he was cut off by the Third Prince.

With a completely unexpected, radiant smile, the Prince suddenly outshone the old man.
In a swift motion, he stood and approached us.

"Well, since Condor refuses, I have a better offer. Erin von Klaus, will you marry me?"
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                "This... is quite unexpected. I will need to discuss this with the head of the house," Erin replied with a slight hesitation.
"Then allow me to spare you the need," the Prince turned to the representative of the Third Duke. "I hereby formally request the hand of your stepdaughter."

The lady glanced at the frowning King. It didn't take a genius to realize, he wanted an immediate and decisive refusal.
"We... will consider your proposal, Prince Dastan Dorn. I am not ready to give you an answer at this moment."

The King abruptly rose from his chair.
"I believe that will be all. Marital matters are internal affairs of noble houses, not something to be raised at the Small Council!"

The Fourth let out a chuckle.
"Weren't you the one who first brought it up, trying to show how strong your alliance with the Third Duchy is? I'm afraid you've achieved the opposite effect... Oh? Did I say that out loud?"

The bald man started wringing his hands, clearly overacting.
"Forgive me, my king. In old age, my tongue refuses to obey me!"

Meanwhile, the King was turning crimson, and his crown glowed brighter and brighter, flooding the dim room with azure light.
"OUT! ALL OF YOU!" he shouted, then added, "Except the Condors, and the Marquise and Countess von Klaus."

"The King declares this meeting closed. We thank all attendees for gracing us with their presence," Grandfather quickly rattled off, trying to soften the King's words.
Gracefully and with dignity, the aristocracy exited the room. Some openly chuckled at the situation, and the Fourth Duke didn't hesitate to snatch a bottle of wine from the table. Finally, only five of us remained.

"I warned you this wouldn't work," Grandfather sighed.
"At his age, I had enough sense to make concessions when things went this far," the King complained into the void, then pointed at Erin.

"Take her, for example. I'm sure the younger Klaus is also not thrilled, but at least she had the sense not to protest in front of the entire kingdom's elite!"
Erin bowed humbly.

"What she does is her own business. If she lacks the spine to defend her interests, that's her problem," I scoffed, and the girl flushed.
"Maybe. I don't care either way," the King waved dismissively. "I need confirmation of the alliance with the Third Duchy, and until I get it, no one leaves this room."

The King locked eyes with each of us in turn. The Klauses, mother and daughter, bowed. I remained standing. Apparently, that's why he started with me.
"So... I believe I promised you ten thousand peasants after the planting season. Agree to the marriage and you'll get twice that. Refuse, and you'll get nothing."

I clicked my tongue almost imperceptibly. Starting strong, the schemer. I wasn't particularly interested in the knights I might gain from a union with Erin. They would be loyal to her, not me. But peasants...
Common folk, those I desperately needed. Everything else would follow. Iron can be mined, sulfur bought. But where do you get people?

Still, I couldn't allow myself to be blackmailed.
I patted the breast pocket where the royal ring lay.

"If you've decided to revise our agreements, my king... perhaps, come the solstice, I'll have other plans than visiting neighboring lands."
The King snorted and turned to my grandfather.

"Did you see that? Damn youth. You try to help them, and they still treat you like an enemy!"
"Truly so," Grandfather agreed.

They sighed in unison.
Taking advantage of the moment, I whispered into Erin's ear.

"Playing the obedient girl? Does this really suit you?"
"Of course not, but what can I do? If everyone has made up their minds, all I can do is submit. These people have enough tools to ruin my life..."

"Erin!" the lady exclaimed.
"Yes, Mother?" Erin flinched.
"What do you say about the Third Prince's proposal? The greatest swordmaster in the Kingdom... perhaps even in the world, no one wields a blade like he does!"
Erin gave the faintest shake of her head.

"Why not? Weren't you the one asking why the King was marrying you off to some viscount instead of a prince?"
"That was before he tried to kill me... or worse than kill!" Erin carefully avoided looking in my direction.

"Ah, those rumors..."
"I heard it with my own—"

"Doesn't matter!" the Marquise cut her off. "Who would believe a demon? Their goal is to sow discord and confusion in people's minds. Perhaps he was even sent by... someone else, to make an impression on you?"
"I don't think so," Erin whispered, far less confidently.

"A pity. In that case, I must once again raise the question of the validity of excommunicating your brother from the house."
"That won't be necessary," Erin answered firmly. "I only said I didn't like the idea very much, not that I refused to obey."

"Good girl. I also think you two would make a fine couple. Right, Robert?" the Marquise turned to the King.
Whenever marriages were discussed, she was always in her element. The same couldn't be said for the rest of us...

"Enough. We've already settled everything."
"We settled it before such an interesting proposal arrived. Why won't you reunite our houses again? You promoted the Third so hard, as your successor! What's changed?"

"You know very well what's changed. And you know we're all doomed if his mad plans come to fruition."
"Then kill him and be done with it. Or can't you?"

Silence fell. Grandfather cleared his throat.
"Milady, your words are unacceptable."

"I apologize, Your Majesty," the Marquise bowed.
"Accepted. Now back to business. You want more?"

"Yes."
"We'll discuss it. Now you," the King turned to me. "Will you heed the voice of reason?"

"Or else?"
"Defiant. That's good, Theocracy and the Commonwealth will have a hard time bending you. But it's also bad, your stubbornness may lead you into a dead end," the King said slowly, as if speaking to himself.

He tapped his fingers on the table in silence for several minutes before finally saying:
"Fine. Lucky for you, I see a way out today. But in the future, I'll teach you to make compromises—even if it means throwing all of my plans to hell. You're not the only stubborn one... Karl."

"Yes, Your Majesty."
"I order you to marry the Marquise von Klaus."

"What?" Grandfather blurted.
The Marquise squinted appraisingly.

"For his age, he looks far too old."
"That's due to Source damage," Grandfather muttered.

"You won't be taking him home, Marquise. It's strictly a formal marriage. Either that, or help me force that stubborn boy over there to marry your stepdaughter. Hm, or perhaps marry off Count Condor to your stepdaughter?" the King added, half-joking.
"Then she'll be an old maid forever," the Marquise snorted. "It's time she swung more than swords... and took care of children!"

"So?" the King prodded.
"So I agree. But we must very specifically discuss why Erin shouldn't become Dastan's wife."

"We'll discuss it," the King concluded, then turned to me with mock disappointment. "See, Randal, take a page from your grandfather. Not a single complaint!"
"Obviously. The old man's probably in shock from happiness. A beautiful wife, completely free of charge," I scoffed.

"And is the younger Klaus not beautiful enough for you?" the King teased.
I turned and gave the girl, who was shyly avoiding eye contact, a thorough look.

"No. The thing is, I don't intend to force anyone."
Robert laughed.

"Fool. They don't even know what they want. One day it's this, the next, something else. Present it as a done deal, and she'll end up liking it."
"Thanks for the advice, Your Majesty," I replied wryly.

"So, will you follow it?"
"No. There's another reason I'm refusing the marriage. I don't intend to actively engage in politics. If I marry Erin, I'll be knee-deep in that swamp."

The King gave me a very understanding look.
"Hiding your head in the sand? Sounds familiar... If you don't deal with politics, politics will deal with you. That's fate, you can't escape it. But let's say, for today, you bought yourself a little time. You're dismissed, youth. As for us, we'll continue discussing..."

"Only after we settle the style for the outfits at Karl's and my wedding ceremony!" the Marquise declared peremptorily, and Erin and I hastily made our exit.
The last thing I heard was Grandfather's grumbling, "Now I remember why I hate weddings."
"Pfft."





To my surprise, I found a bald old man right outside the door, blatantly eavesdropping.

"Oh, Viscount. I was just waiting for you," he said cheerfully, still pressing his ear to the keyhole.
"Waiting?"

"Exactly." The Duke finally pulled away from the door and added, "They're discussing wedding dress styles in there. Dreadful bore."
"Isn't the Small Council chamber supposed to be protected from eavesdropping?" I asked suspiciously.

"Of course it is, but since when has that ever stopped me?" The Fourth grinned. "But now we're talking about you. A new face in our swamp. Frog or troll, that's the question. You behaved so boldly today that I see only two explanations."
"Which are?"

"First—you, my dear boy, are an idiot. The most likely explanation, frankly. Second—you can actually afford to be bold. Which means you're a figure worth accounting for. Would you agree?"
The longer I spoke to this cheerful man, the less I liked him. At first glance, he was a classic troll: a joker who didn't care what others thought. But what lay beneath? A calculating operator hiding behind the mask of a clown?

"Up to you," I shrugged.
He wagged a finger at me.

"Spot on, young Condor. It is up to me. That's why I'm inviting you to a little event that starts..." He rolled up his sleeve and checked the dial of an elegant golden pocket watch. "Dear heavens, it's already started. Meet me in the palace foyer in an hour. I'll take you to a small and not entirely legal gathering. Do you have a mask? No matter, I'll handle that."
Whistling merrily, he wandered off, never asking for my consent.

When a Duke makes a request, you don't refuse—I remembered Asha's words and sighed. Well, screw it.
While I was stuck in the palace, I'd been thinking of visiting a few people about supply arrangements anyway. So one way or another, I wasn't leaving the Capital just yet. And Falcon... unclear. The King didn't seem thrilled, so whether his knight would keep transporting me or I'd have to travel the old-fashioned way, who knew.

No reason to say no.
Adjusting my doublet, I headed to the kitchen. Still time before the hour, and the drama had left me hungry.





The Fourth led me through the dark alleys of the Capital, night falling over the city. No guards, no entourage—just the two of us. Sure, aristocrats of his level are living weapons, but still—it felt recklessly careless.

Especially given the places we wandered through. Soft-soled leather shoes splashed through filth, and the thickening twilight pressed down with the stench of the slums. Damn, I regretted that hearty meal the whole way.
When the Fourth finally stopped before a dingy-looking shack and knocked a coded rhythm on the door... I barely resisted reaching for my revolver.

The door creaked open.
"Come in," the Fourth invited and stepped inside.

Behind the wooden shack wall was a luxurious marble staircase leading downward.
"There's a certain dress code here, Viscount, and behavioral rules too. While we're here, we're equals. No Marquises or Barons—only messieurs and misters," the Fourth instructed.

A servant approached with two masks. The Duke donned one shaped like a grinning rabbit and handed the other to me.
As I took the porcelain shard in my hands, I recognized it. One of Bathory's masks!

"You haven't earned a named mask yet. Maybe you never will. So far, all your accomplishments are in your hands. Will there be others? Who knows..." the Rabbit gestured dramatically. I couldn't see his face, but I was sure he was smirking. Thought he was being clever with this joke?
I put on the fallen enemy's mask. A bit uncomfortable, it wasn't made for me, but it would do. Bearable.

The Fourth nodded with satisfaction and we descended.
A vast, open space. People in masks. A pit filled with blood-soaked red sand and the sharp tang of iron.

A goddamned underground Colosseum!
"What the hell is this?"

"Looks like that was the fighting dogs event," my companion replied casually.
"I meant in general."

"In general? Pressure release. It's foolish and shortsighted to terrorize your own lands... Though that doesn't stop some. Smarter and more influential folks come here. Look up at the upper box!"
On the upper tier I spotted a bear-like aristocrat whose face, predictably, was hidden behind a bear mask. No need for a seer to know that was the First Duke.
"Let's head two levels down. The next match is about to start, and it's best seen up close," the Fourth called out cheerfully and practically skipped down the stairs. Maybe that's why he got the rabbit mask, huh?

But everything else was no joke. This was a goddamned colosseum, and the participants usually weren't asked if they wanted to take part. Being sent here was a form of particularly cruel punishment for servants, peasants, even disgraced soldiers. A maid dares resist her master's advances? Then she gets to face goblins under the crowd's gaze. A treasurer caught stealing? Welcome to the dogs. Peasants grumble about raised taxes? Well... most are killed in their village, but if someone's caught—welcome to the fight.
Naturally, survival was nearly impossible. This wasn't some gladiator arena where champions earned respect and freedom. It was a thinly veiled execution, with only the illusion of a chance.

"So how many people actually survived?" I asked grimly as the Fourth smugly rambled about the place.
"Mmm, at least five, I'd say... across all the years the Arena's existed."

"So basically, no chance."
"Why no chance? You could help them—just toss in a sword or two," the Fourth said, pointing at a barrel with sword hilts sticking out.

Next to it was another barrel, this one filled with metallic spheres and glowing magical cores, like fruit chunks in ice.
"What's that?"

"Those? Pain orbs. To throw at those who insult their lords before dying. Don't touch without gloves! Touching one feels like a hundred hornet stings at once. It hurts, but not too dangerous. Though, if you press it to the skin long enough, the muscle spasms can be so violent they break bones. There's an old tradition: two peasants are each handed one of these. No gloves, of course. The one who drops it first is executed. Rumor has it their hands end up twisted like tree roots! Bones snapped and bent in every direction... Oh! And here come the new fighters!"
Slave cages opened and the overseers drove out a dozen scrawny peasants with their batons. The grate dropped behind them, sealing their path back.

The men nursed their bruises and glanced nervously at the blood-soaked sand. One sharp-eyed fellow spotted a blade half-buried beneath the sand and pulled it out to jeers from the crowd.
"The penance ceremony should start now," the Fourth smacked his lips and leaned casually on the railing.

"Penance?"
"Wrongdoers must beg their lords for mercy. They'll crawl on all fours while we spit on them."

"Why?" I asked in genuine disbelief.
"Why not? It's fun!" the Fourth grinned.

"What kind of fun is that?"
The bald man laughed and clapped me on the back.

"Ah, you're still young!"
I shuddered in disgust.

Unfortunately, the Fourth was a good actor, so I couldn't tell if he was pretending or truly enjoying this. But even if it was an act—it was revolting.
I clenched the railing so hard my knuckles turned white, staring down at the condemned.

None of them knelt. The crowd howled in disappointment. Someone hurled a half-empty wine bottle, which flipped through the air and smashed into the sand, its red contents spilling like an omen of blood.
"Death! Death!" the crowd chanted in ecstasy. To my horror, I spotted not only women but even a few children among them.

The overseer waved, and servants rushed to one of the gates separating the arena from the holding pens. A rather large gate, I noticed.
"Pity. I was hoping for the dogs. Throwing that kind of beast at them will end things far too quickly. No chance at all. Looks like these guys seriously pissed someone off," the Fourth shook his head and beckoned over a servant weaving between guests with a tray of wine glasses.

The grate on the far side of the arena was slowly rising. Behind it raged and roared something between a lion and a scorpion, the size of a hippo. A manticore—the bane of knights throughout the Kingdom.
Rage boiled inside me.

Silently, I tensed and lifted the entire barrel of swords, heaving it over the railing. It crashed into the sand with a thud.
A clang of steel followed. The blades spilled across the arena, and the peasants scrambled for them. The grate was already high enough for the monster to begin poking its head through.

"It won't help. They still don't stand a chance," the Fourth waved dismissively, sipping from his wine.
"I know," I hissed through clenched teeth.

And jumped in after them.
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                Dust rises from my landing. It attempts to cloud my eyes and invade my nostrils, but most of it falls harmlessly on my mask. Around me, peasants are picking up swords, useless and even harmful weapons against a beast vastly superior in size and weight. I grab two blades from the sand and fuse them into a long pike. Heavy and awkward, but certainly more useful than a short sword.
I thrust it into the hands of the nearest fighter and snatch another sword.

Pike, another pike, and yet another. Crude, varying in length, primitive sharpened sticks.
The simplest yet most effective weapon that allowed humans to become the most formidable predator and spread across the entire planet.

I glance at the beast. The gate rises slowly, probably for added drama. The lion's head curiously squeezes beneath the bars and snorts from the sand hitting its nose. They say cats can fit anywhere their head does, but apparently, this isn't one of those cases. One brave soul, the first to grab a sword, is already sprinting towards the gate. The plan is simple and clear: inflict as many wounds as possible before the beast can enter the arena.
The swing of his sword misses entirely, uselessly churning up sand. The gigantic head withdraws with feline agility behind the protection of steel bars.

Instantly, a paw replaces it, attempting to reach its attacker. Claws slice through the air, narrowly missing the man.
The fighter raises his sword uncertainly, contemplating how to approach the beast. The paws are too long, and the gate keeps rising higher and higher...

The manticore decides for him. Its black, segmented tail proves even longer than its clawed paw, easily slipping through the bars and piercing the man through. Blood sprays up into the spectator stands, eliciting a piercing, girlish scream.
Not a scream of horror or shock; more like playful indignation, as if a monkey had thrown dirt in a zoo.

Long and irritating, it drowns out both the man's cries and the beast's growls.
Annoying.

I hand the ninth spear to another peasant and watch two more rush towards the manticore.
"Stop, you idiots! He's already dead! Stick together! Form ranks, form ranks!"

They probably didn't know what "forming ranks" meant, but obediently bunched up anyway.
Meanwhile, the manticore drags the impaled man toward itself. The body predictably gets stuck among the bars.

Its gradually tapering tail is the beast's terrible and primary weapon.
Not every armor can withstand its strike, let alone a torn shirt.

The triangular tip of its tail is as hard as obsidian and coated with potent venom. Though for a man with a basketball-sized hole in his chest, it doesn't matter if the wound edges are poisoned.
It's incompatible with life either way.

A crunch echoes through the arena as the manticore finally drags the body off its tail and starts eating. Even from across the arena, I can see ribs protruding on its lion-like sides. Clearly, the beast was underfed. To make it more aggressive or just to save on food?
These creatures eat a lot, so who knows? Both reasons are plausible. For us, the important thing is that it will be weaker and less enduring than a wild one.

Taking advantage of the manticore's engrossed feeding, I fuse the last three swords into a halberd. Yes, I could try shooting it now, but showing such a weapon before a crowd? We'll save that for emergencies. Besides, we had a fair chance.
The gate fully rises, but the manticore continues crunching bones, savoring its prey. After a couple of minutes, a man emerges from deep inside the cage, holding a glowing rod and a whip.

One sharp crack, and the beast immediately trots onto the arena, instantly swallowing the remains. Blood drips from its lion jaws onto the sand.
"Brace your spears into the sand! If anyone runs, we all die, clear?" I command, keeping an eye on the beast.

Apart from being emaciated, there was another crucial difference from a wild specimen. Instead of luxurious, large wings, only two charred stumps stuck out of its back. No one wanted the beast to take flight and snack on the guests.
The manticore softly pads towards us, its heavy, long tail swinging from side to side. Without wings, its famed strike, capable of piercing both rider and horse, is impossible... but even so, it's still a formidable weapon.

The beast raises its paw, uncertainly trying to push aside the sharp metal tips. In response, a sharp spear instantly jabs into its shoulder, staining its red fur with a thin trickle of blood.
With a squeal, the manticore leaps back a good ten steps and growls angrily.

Not bad! First blood.
But that's where our modest success ends.

After receiving its first wound, the beast became much more cautious. It endlessly circles around us, mesmerizing with its amber eyes. The iron spears follow it, but this can't go on forever; humans will tire long before the monster.
I grip the halberd and lunge forward. The beast immediately leaps out of reach. Damn.

A dissatisfied murmur rises from the stands. The crowd demands blood.
But nothing can be done... these creatures have an unpleasant trait. When calm, they aren't overly aggressive. But once provoked, they enter a suicidal rage, causing havoc. Many hunters have perished alongside dying manticores that stubbornly decided to take at least one tormentor with them to the afterlife.

Fortunately, right now, the beast had eaten and had no desire to recklessly charge onto our spears.A metal ball flies from the stands, landing with a slap on the manticore's skinny, lion-like backside.

The beast's piercing howl is deafening.
Seems these things are genuinely painful! But there's no time to figure out who provoked the fight. The creature arches its thin hindquarters and lashes out with its tail like a seasoned pikeman.

Luckily, our metal spikes are long enough, and only droplets of yellowish venom splash onto the peasants. The formation wavers, spears lowering slightly. Several fighters hold their weapons with one hand while wiping their faces with the other.
Clever animal! But two can play this game.

I quickly reshape my halberd into a shovel, generously scooping sand and flinging it directly into the beast's face.
"How's that, mangy cat?" I yell, throwing shovel after shovel of sand, aiming for its eyes. The battlefield fills with dust, and the creature retreats, shaking its head vigorously, sand cascading off. Leaping nearly to the far side of the arena, the manticore awkwardly rubs its face with a paw. Looks like some sand hit its eyes!

"Follow me!" I shout excitedly, chasing the retreating monster.
We need to strike hard now, while it's disoriented, to have a fighting chance in a battle of attrition.

My intuition screams alarm, and I dodge sideways without knowing from what.
A searing pain shoots through my arm; my back muscles tense, stiffening as if struck by lightning, my whole body going rigid. The halberd slips from my grip as I stumble, barely keeping my footing. Beside me in the sand lies a metal ball, apparently aimed directly at me. The impact alone should have hurt, but I didn't even notice it.

Quickly scanning the spectator boxes, I spot the damned First Duke lowering his hand, clad in a rune-covered glove. Of course!
Who else would dare throw something like that at a noble?

Bastard. I try to relax my muscles enough to pick up my halberd, noticing more aristocrats slipping gloves onto their hands. Metal balls begin flying at the peasants, eliciting cries of pain.
This is bad, but if we kill the manticore, it won't matter.

Gritting my teeth, I grab the halberd and rush forward. My back is soaked in cold sweat, muscles twitching uncontrollably. But I'll be damned if this stops me.
The manticore, backed into a corner, swings its tail defensively. Several bloody marks stain its body, but nothing critical. Another fighter lies dead on the ground.

Barely taking a step forward, its tail lashes toward me. Fast, damn fast. I attempt to parry with my halberd but immediately realize it's futile. I'm thrown toward the corpse, the halberd knocked from my grasp.
Fortunately, training with Erin taught me when to release a weapon, sparing my hands from breaking. After all, her strikes weren't weaker than the manticore's...

I snatch up the fallen man's spear, aiming at the beast, meeting its amber eyes now bloodshot. It's finally cleared its vision.
Giving me no time to react, it leaps over me. My spear tip scrapes uselessly against the bone plates of its tail, and the beast begins its killing spree. Our formation has scattered too much; there's no longer a wall of spears to hold it back. Leap after leap, it claims another victim.

I attempt a strike at its side, but its tail deflects my attack, nearly disarming me again.
"Group up, group up!" I yell, then immediately realize it's a bad idea—the number of flying metal balls has increased dramatically, though fortunately, most miss their mark. Still, hitting a clustered group is much easier.

"Devil take you, to the arena's center, away from the spectators!" I roar furiously, noticing another fighter collapsing into the sand, a bloodied ball rolling nearby. Looks like these balls can be lethal if they hit the head.
Another ball whizzes past me. The Marquis has joined the barrage, disregarding all unspoken rules. Thankfully, the fat bastard has terrible aim.

I strike again, successfully this time. The spear tip plunges into the creature's skinny rear, eliciting another furious roar as it leaps away.
Unfortunately, it grabs yet another fighter along the way.

Damn, we're being slaughtered!
The manticore grows increasingly frenzied, abandoning caution. It charges like a locomotive toward a peasant, ignoring the extended spear. The tip rips into its hide but achieves nothing else. The weapon loses its effective range. The beast is close now, jaws opening...

It yelps, awkwardly leaping away and clutching its paw.
What?

The balls! Damn those aristocrats—they've littered the arena, and the beast stepped on one. We can use them as weapons!
"Throw the balls at it!" I command. The nearest peasant reaches down for one, only to curse and drop it, clutching his hand.

The manticore turns toward us, mouth open in a fierce roar, close enough. Beneath my foot lies a ball thrown by the Marquis.
There won't be a better moment.
Time freezes.

I scoop up the cursed ball along with a handful of sand. Waves of pain immediately pierce my wrist, numbing my entire arm. My fingers twist in unnatural directions. Praying not to drop the ball, I hurl it forward, using my entire body rather than just my arm.
The projectile, no larger than a small apple, slowly sails toward its target.

The spectators point their fingers; masks hide their expressions, but I'm certain they're laughing. A fighter, torn apart by a clawed paw, takes his final breath, blood bubbling at his lips.
The ball strikes a fang as long as a dagger and ricochets straight into the beast's throat. The manticore chokes mid-roar, emitting a gurgling sound.

I don't know what kind of pain swallowing that thing causes, but the multi-ton beast clearly isn't thrilled. Eyes wild, it claws at its throat, desperately trying to cough it out. Seizing the moment, I drive my spear into its vulnerable chest and quickly leap aside. The maddened creature charges forward, oblivious to the spear tip driving deeper into itself with each stride. Screaming wildly, it crashes headfirst into the wall, shaking the stands and scattering marble dust from above.
The surviving fighters rush to prod the carcass, but it seems unnecessary—the manticore is dead, either from a stopped heart or shock-induced agony.

I reshape my spear into three pairs of knives, tossing them to the fighters.
"Butcher the carcass and extract the core."

I then point toward the upper stand.
"And you, gentlemen, thank you for the balls. They were immensely helpful," I mock them almost sincerely.

The Duke angrily tears the glove from his hand, ripping the runic fabric. I can't hold back a chuckle, despite my own hand having turned blue and feeling as though I've unloaded freight cars non-stop for a week—and then was bitten by a viper about five times.
An indistinct cacophony rises from the audience. It's impossible to discern their animated discussions from below, but their mood seems more satisfied than not.

The gate on our end of the arena rises, and the organizer steps out.
"Please proceed. Just order your fighters to leave their weapons. And stop tormenting the poor animal's body."

I snort. Sure, as if I'd give away the trophy—it's worth money, after all.
"Not a chance."

"Your Grace," a peasant hands me the bloodied core. Smaller than the warrior spider's but larger than average. Not bad.
"Hold onto it for now. Everyone, gather up!" I call the surviving fighters closer, shortening their spears with a touch. "Alright, now we can go."

The organizer leads us through gloomy, damp dungeons where other condemned souls await their fate. The stale air tickles my nose—rats, cockroaches, and shackles. Only fire could cleanse this place. After plenty of twists and turns through the humid corridors, we finally pass through a guarded entrance to a staircase leading upward.
At the top stands the Fourth Duke, still holding a full glass of wine, either untouched or freshly filled.

"Congratulations on your victory. To your health!" he greets me warmly, lifting his mask slightly to down the wine in one gulp.
"I hope you learned what you wanted," I reply coldly.

"Without a doubt, even more than I expected... and wanted."
"Good."

I begin ascending further, but the organizer's question stops me.
"Manager, the manticore's body will soon be removed, but I'm uncertain about the schedule. It seems the finale won't be as entertaining."

"Yes, you're right. Announce that the battles for this week have concluded..." Noticing my attention, the Fourth Duke turns to me. "Yes, you've given me quite the conundrum. How do I entertain the audience after this? Where am I supposed to find more nobles for my show? The blood of mere commoners won't satisfy them anymore..."
"So, this is all your doing?" I snap, ignoring his complaints.

"Indeed. These people," he gestures at the peasants accompanying me, "are trash, rebels, fools, and incompetent servants. They'd face death regardless, but this way, they have a slim chance at salvation."
"How noble," I sneer.
"Oh yes, that's me," the Fourth Duke smiled, pretending to take my sarcasm as a genuine compliment. "However, I'm still nowhere near your level. I admit, I considered stopping the fight—your death in the arena would have seriously hurt my business."

"But you didn't stop it," I pointed out.
"No, I didn't, ha-ha! I'll confess, I was astonished by the volume of bets. And everything turned out fine; winners aren't judged!"

"Charming. Since you're managing this place, I want to buy out all these, as you put it, 'trash.'"
"Hmm, you want to give me money? I adore money, but do you even have any?"

I beckon the man carrying the core and hand it to the Fourth Duke.
"Oh, you're trying to sell me my own core? Do you know how much effort it took to catch that manticore? Two hunters and one knight died while we were clipping its wings."

"It's my trophy now. But perhaps you'd be interested in larger cores, in greater quantities."
"Hmm, sounds tempting. However, I can't sell everyone, I still need fighters for the arena."

"Then think about replacing them. Goblins, for example."
The Fourth Duke laughed.

"No one would watch that nonsense... But fine, I'll sell you some of these poor souls. I believe I've fully formed my opinion of you now."
"I'd be curious to hear it."

"You're a dangerous psycho, Condor. Just like me. So, I won't be joining the squabbles surrounding the palace—I'll continue observing from the sidelines. I don't want to end up in the manticore's position one day, ha-ha."
"I think you'll have to reconsider that opinion very soon. Where's the way to the upper floor?"

"The VIP seats? You're actually not allowed there, but I'll make an exception to honor your victory," the Fourth Duke rubbed his hands in anticipation and led me upstairs.
On our way, we encountered a lady whose white dress clearly bore blood splatters. Unable to resist, I asked the Fourth Duke:

"Still, why all this? Surely there are other ways to make money besides underground gladiator fights?"
We climbed another floor before he finally answered:

"People crave spectacle; it's in their nature. For pitiful peasants, it's enough if traveling performers put on a show twice a year, but nobles require more. They want to see a dragon genuinely killing someone. They crave real blood, not tomato juice. I'm just giving them what they want. If not me, someone else would do it. If you knew what goes on in some lands... my little arena would seem like a harmless sandbox. Better they become spectators here than torture their servants at home. I get money, and servants remain unharmed, ha-ha-ha!"
I shook my head. That was an answer I couldn't accept. For the first time in a long while, I felt a renewed urge to introduce the aristocracy to a product of progress—the guillotine. Time spent away from nobles on campaigns, the sterilized life in the palace, or the relatively peaceful existence in the Barony, where everything trying to kill you had more than four limbs, had made me forget what monsters these people truly were.

Perhaps I should thank the Fourth Duke for reminding me.
"VIP box. Your... ahem, valiant and mighty guard must stay here," the bald man smiled again, gesturing toward the ragged group.

"Let them," I replied indifferently, opening the door. The Duke and Marquis were already about to leave, as the organizer had announced there would be no more fights.

"Gentlemen, it's impolite to throw stones at someone's back."
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                "Who let this clown in here?" First frowned.
"I let him in, of course," Fourth saluted with an empty glass.

"Another one of your provocations? I'm not interested. We're leaving!"
I block their path.

"Not so fast! You think you can stab a noble in the back and just walk away like nothing happened?"
The Marquis adjusts the wolf mask on his plump face, his cheeks bulging past its edges.

"A noble? Ha! I must've mistaken you for a servant—after all, no noble would step into a fighting pit for the crowd's amusement. Maybe you're not a noble at all, just a servant wearing someone else's costume?"
I dramatically remove my mask. No way he'll wriggle out with such a flimsy excuse.

"What a surprise! I never would've guessed the heir of the Condors frequents places like this! Your grandfather will be so pleased when he hears," Short cackles, delighted that his little provocation worked.
"Life is full of surprises. For example, I was just as shocked to see you, Marquis, wearing a wolf mask. A pig mask would suit you far better."

"Offensive? Why, you...!" Short began indignantly.
"Correct. It is an insult," I cut him off. "And I'm challenging you to a duel. Right here. In the Arena! The manticore's corpse is still there, the servants won't have to bring the shovels twice!"

"Ahem. What makes you so sure I'm who you think I am?" His eyes dart nervously.
"Indeed," Fourth spoke up suddenly. "We can't confirm that this is Marquis Short under the mask. Anonymity is one of the rules here."

"Don't care. Then I'll beat him like a disobedient servant until he confesses."
I step forward, but First interjects.

"Then why not challenge me, Condor? My throw was far more precise. How's your arm, by the way?"
"You'll be next."

"Insolent!" the Duke snorted.
I take a step forward, but Fourth jumps between us, clearly alarmed.

"Viscount, this is unwise. You're wounded, you can only fight with one hand!"
"One hand is enough," I said aloud, adding silently, "And three bullets each."

"Ha!" the Marquis perked up, spotting the bruised arm. "Fine by me! About time someone knocked some sense into you!"
He tries to advance but is nearly grabbed by the collar and stopped by the Duke.

"Wait, my friend. I see his plan. The brat wants to sacrifice himself to provoke the king. A mad, rabid dog willing to die for the throne—just like all Condors!"
"Rabid, am I?" I step forward but am blocked by Fourth, arms stretched between us.

"Either way, I won't allow a deadly skirmish on my property! Take it to the city and kill each other there if you must."
"Fine by me. City it is. Short, do you accept the challenge, or are you scared?"

First easily drags the Marquis behind him with one mighty arm.
"Don't take the bait. We gain nothing by killing him. Let's go. Let him bark."

"Indeed. Challenging a Marquis to a duel while being a mere Viscount? Ha! What next, a peasant challenging the king? Let him crawl back to his little doghouse on the edge of nowhere and bark all he likes... Until we smoke him out!" the Marquis squeaked obsequiously to his suzerain.
I scowl. That bloated fool was clearly hinting the Duke would continue expanding, onto our lands next. Not that it was news. But isn't he being a bit too bold?

"We'll see. The day those 'temporarily administered' lands return to us is coming."

"Foolish hopes," First waved dismissively. "You think the Klaus knights will help you? How many can they spare without weakening their own lands? Twenty cavalry? Forty? Death is already looming over the Third Duke, choosing where to plant its kiss. Once he dies, the war for succession begins. Ha! Even if you had forces of your own, you'd have to send them to help. You think Klaus agreed to ally out of kindness? They're in deep trouble too... So I offer you a deal. Give up all new holdings. Clemen, Bathory, even that pathetic newly minted barony. In return, I'll give you back the town under your castle and some surrounding villages. More people there than what you have now."
"I have a counteroffer. You return all our lands, and I won't charge you rent for using them. And trust me, after all the years the Marquis sucked them dry, the debt's so massive he'd never live long enough to repay it."

"Insolent wretch!" the Marquis shrieked.
"Then accept the duel and let's settle this here and now."

"Silence! We reject your challenge. Don't waste your breath. I keep wondering, what are you hoping for? The royal army? Maybe they'll help Klaus; I've no interest in their lands, unlike the Second Duke. But I swear, if a single royal knight moves against the Marquis, I'll gather my entire force! The slaughter in Clemen's Barony will look like a scouting raid!"
"I've heard that before. But isn't it just a bluff? Maybe the Second's troops have already vanished from the border?"

"The Second and I have more in common than we do with the King. We're on the verge of an agreement. If royal forces attack Short, I will respond and defend him. But will the King dare defend your pitiful lands when I make my move? Think about that, Condor," First growled.
"I can handle it myself," I snapped back boldly.

"We'll see. Until next time. Pray for the Third's health…"
They passed me in an arc and left the room. Cowards.
"Whew!" Fourth pulls off his mask and wipes the sweat from his bald head. "I should make a note in my journal: never agree to your ridiculous requests again. First is a hothead, and he doesn't always think things through—he could've killed you right there, and I'd be the one cleaning up the mess."

"He could have tried to kill me," I correct him while analyzing the conversation.
That last hint didn't sit well with me. Nor did the fact that the Second had interests in Klaus' lands. Add two and two, and it's clear: First's forces are blocking Second just as Second is blocking First. When the struggle for succession begins, the Second won't be able to stay out of it and will have to come to terms with the First. And that's bad.

If they manage to come to an agreement, the Second will immediately redirect troops toward the Klaus lands, weakening his border with the First. But that will also free up First's forces, giving the Duke an opening to deal with me—or at least try.
The conclusion is simple: I need to move faster. Four months remain until the Solstice. After that, I'll be away for an unknown period. While in another country, I won't be able to influence events as swiftly... Which means, at the very least, the Short problem must be resolved beforehand.

I need to visit the industrialists. What was the name of that textile mill owner Tamilla mentioned? The one she wanted to offer the steam machine to? Time to talk to him.
"Viscount?" Fourth's polite voice pulled me from my thoughts.

"Yes? What is it?" I looked up to see a servant offering me a tray with a small frosted glass vial.
"A token of thanks. Highest quality."

I uncork the bottle and inhale the herbal scent. I lick the rim and pay attention to how it feels. Nothing suspicious in the elixir. Only then, satisfied it's safe, do I drink it. After all, this is Fourth—weird pranks like slipping in a laxative just for laughs would be right up his alley.
A cool sensation wraps around my arm, relieving the pain.

"Thank you."
"No, thank you, Viscount. Thanks to your spat with the Marquis, I've just had an excellent idea for livening up the fights."

"Glad to hear it," I mutter. "Would you happen to know how I might find a certain person..."
Two hours later, I was rattling around in a carriage, once again cursing myself for never getting the rubber tire project off the ground—too many other things going on. The royal road may have been better than a dirt path, but it was still far from proper pavement! I was bouncing like I was on a fairground ride.

The carriage crossed a small bridge, and I knew I was close. The stream below was tinged an unnatural red. No environmental watchdogs here, huh?
The textile mill was quite a ways from the capital, not even in the suburbs. Beside a little river, far from prying eyes, Sir William had built a red-brick workshop. And soon after, as if by itself, a small settlement sprang up around it. The location wasn't surprising—dyeing fabric requires a lot of water.

The carriage stopped. I tossed a coin to the driver and stepped outside. The air hit me with a pungent scent—something between bleach and sour lemon. I looked back toward the road—no sign of the supply cart I'd ordered. Seems they were running late. Fine.
Fourth had said William should be here. Unless, of course, he'd gone off to inspect one of his other workshops, he already had four. Not to mention cotton fields and spinning facilities...

After explaining the purpose of my visit to a smiling guard, I looked around curiously. Out back, workers unloaded bobbins of white thread, some of which vanished into the wide factory doors, while others went to a separate building—likely the alchemist's, judging by the faint dye fumes. I also noticed how surprisingly high-quality the workers' clothes were. Were they paid in product? Or maybe forced to buy "uniforms"? Or perhaps they were just rented out?
When the factory owner came rushing out the doors, I recognized him immediately. Randall had met him once, long ago. Ten years ago? Maybe more?

He hadn't changed much since. Still short, now with a beer belly and receding hairline. Not exactly fat, just the kind of man who does paperwork for a living and doesn't bother with diets or exercise. A textbook burgher, just missing a beer mug in one hand and a bratwurst in the other.
"Welcome! Any friend of Tami's is a friend of mine... As long as they're not here asking for money for rebellion, heh-heh," he chuckled with a conspiratorial wink.

"Um, right."
"Don't worry, just a joke. I see the crest—you clearly aren't Hardani. Shame, though. Not one of those blond devils even showed up to pay respects."

"Pay respects?" I stalled for a second.
"Oh, yes," William lowered his voice. "You know her death wasn't really an accident, no matter what Count Bull claims, right?"

I mentally slapped my forehead. Right. Everyone still thought Tamilla was dead. The only question now was... should I tell William the truth? Hmm. I'll have to test the waters.
"Are you accusing Vitor Bull?" I baited the hook. If he tried to wriggle out of it with some "you misunderstood me" excuse—fine. We'd do what we came for and part ways.
"Yes. I'm absolutely certain he's guilty," William answered firmly.

"Then you've opposed him openly, haven't you?"
"Well..." He hesitated and looked away. "The Azure Guild is on his side, and that's one of the largest guilds in the country. I'm just a regular man. All I could do was cut off all trade ties with them. I'm afraid that in disputes between the aristocracy, justice exists only for nobles, not for simple merchants."

"Still, you're not just a simple merchant. Your textiles are sold even beyond the country. Don't you have piles of money and a title of some sort?" I pressed, a bit bluntly.
"Eh... yes, that's true. I have money, and I even have a title, though I never wanted one. The king personally granted me knighthood, and I still think it was a mistake. But refusing the king... you understand. Money and titles are nice, but in the end, power is what matters and in that regard, I'm just a regular man. No mage, no warrior."

"I see. In that case, I have good news regarding a certain Hardani woman... But can we find somewhere with fewer people first?"





"I always told her not to rely solely on her talent. People's emotions aren't the most reliable... uh... metric, yes!" William found the word and set his mug on the table. "Top you off, Randal?"

"No, I actually came here for something else." I firmly pushed the mug aside.
We were in William's office, directly above the workshop. Warm air blew in through the large window, airing out the smell of ale and replacing it with the acrid scents of dyes. William didn't seem to mind, the room was cluttered with colorful bolts of fabric.

"Hmph, I thought you came to cheer me up with good news. Still, I always welcome clients. Want to buy something? I'll give you a discount. Nothing shows off wealth like a new outfit every day. Think about it."
"I do need clothing. A lot of it, in fact. But first—I came to sell."

"Sell?" he echoed, surprised.
"Yes. May I ask you to give me a tour of the workshop, so I can get a feel for things? Or have you had a bit too much to drink?"

"Too much? Ha! Just two mugs of ale—that's not even a warm-up," William huffed and stood up so abruptly he knocked over an empty mug with his belly, sending it rolling under the table. "Abyss take it. Whatever. Come on, I'll show you everything."
We went down the stairs and entered the large factory doors. The acrid smells hit much harder inside than they did outside. This place could really use some proper ventilation.

Bobbins of thread spun and unwound everywhere, while looms lifted and dropped, weaving threads into fabric. Not bad, not bad at all.
"Best fabric in the kingdom!" William shouted over the clatter. "Well, at least the most affordable of the best!"

Looking closer, I saw a massive steel shaft running the length of the workshop, distributing power to the various looms. Just like in the earliest factories!
"Amazing! I've only read about setups like this," I exclaimed.

"Read? Where?"
"Uh, never mind," I mumbled. "Where's the shaft powered from?"

"This way."
We followed the shaft to the other end of the workshop. In a large separate room, two ugly chimeras trudged endlessly in circles, driving huge gears connected to the shaft that passed through a hole in the wall into the factory. Metal creaked, the creatures wheezed, and their sweat stank worse than all the surrounding dyes combined.

"Look at those gearwheels!" William beamed, pointing at the cogs. "No blacksmith could've forged them. I had to hire mages to custom-make them... You wouldn't believe how many times their couriers tried to upsell me. They kept offering to make me a dial and clock hands, ha!"
"They thought you wanted to build a giant clock?" I asked, covering my nose with a sleeve.

"Exactly. Mages can be so narrow-minded. Ah, if only I had that kind of power—it would be so much easier to bring my ideas to life. Though... if I were a mage, I'd probably be lounging by the sea, sipping wine from my own vineyard, never thinking about looms."
"No one knows how their life would unfold under different circumstances," I agreed politely, steering him back on topic. "Do these beasts eat much?"

"Of course! I tried using herbivores, but they tire quickly and constantly stop to rest. And meat, you understand—is expensive. Especially with how much they consume. And that's just half the shift, two more creatures wait in the pen. We rotate the chimeras four times a day, with a fifteen-minute changeover."
"They work around the clock?"

"Of course not. At sunset, they go to sleep to recover. I could drive them for two, even three days, but then they'd collapse. I need stable output."
"Perfect. Then how about a metal monster that works all day and night without rest?"

"A metal monster? You mean a golem? They eat so many cores it's cheaper to keep chimeras."
"No, no. My monster runs on wood and coal."

"Wood and coal? Hmm. Well, I've always been a fan of innovation. Show me your monster. Let's see if it deserves a place in my workshop."
A knock came at the door, and one of the guards peeked into the chimera room.

"Sir!" he addressed William. "A large wagon loaded with iron has arrived in the yard. They say it's for Condor. Should we let them unload?"
"Have them bring the iron right in here," I ordered, rolling up my sleeves.

Time to get to work.
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                In Reikland, the spirit of labor had clearly dwindled.
The forest was silent, and no more red clouds had appeared. Peace and quiet prevailed—especially considering the Lord had once again left for a week and vanished for nearly a month. Caravans trickled in slowly, struggling through the soggy ground. Warehouses and granaries were being constructed, and of course… a tavern. "What town is complete without a tavern?" all the important members of the group shouted in unison. Even Mira's arguments, that their settlement was a town in name only... changed nothing. The tavern was ordered into being. At the very least, the caravan owners needed a place to rest.

The ground floor was poured in record time, and the second floor was to be built the old-fashioned way, from wood.
The hammering and screech of planers didn't bother the first patrons in the slightest.

"I don't like these walls. Feels like we're sitting in a crypt," Til grumbled, picking at the concrete with his nail.
"Not a crypt, a castle. Pretend you're a lord now!" Dolan retorted.

"I doubt castles are this damp."
"Oh, they're damp alright. You've clearly never spent a night in a dungeon... And stop picking at the wall, it just hasn't dried yet."

"Maybe we shouldn't be building anything on top of it, then?"
"Don't worry. It's reinforced with iron!" the crossbowman said authoritatively.

"Thin rods, yeah. The Lord's going to have your heads if this whole thing collapses..."
"Why "your"? You too!"

"Why me? Who even suggested it first?"
All eyes landed on Dorvan, who was hauling two hefty kegs toward the kitchen.

"Hey, Don. You wanted the tavern, right?"
The giant stopped and jostled a keg.

"Of course! No place to sit down and drink a pint otherwise!"
Til and Dolan exchanged a conspiratorial look. The scapegoat had been found.

"What're you carrying? Ale?"
"Beer. From Ligrad."

"Ugh. That's garbage," Dolan grimaced. "I'm going to top off the ale while it's still here. Mira, want a splash?"
The cat-eared girl, sitting with a book at the farthest table, hissed irritably.

"Just splash me with silence already!"
Til glanced upward, confused. Strange to ask for quiet when hammering was echoing constantly.

"Why don't you go home, then?"
"Because visitors disturb me there. Just stop yelling. I've gotten used to the hammering."

"What're you working on anyway?" Dolan asked.
After a moment's hesitation, Mira turned her notebook toward him.

"Looks like scribbles," the crossbowman snorted.
"May I take a look?" Til asked, walking up to the table.

The page displayed something like a map, but all the labels were in a language Til didn't recognize.
"Whoa… looks like one of those treasure maps from knightly romances."

"You read knightly romances?" Mira asked, surprised.
"Hey, at least I can read—unlike these guys." Til jerked his head toward Dolan and Dorvan, who were trying to open the last keg of ale. Eventually, the big man just smashed the lid with his hand.

"Knew you idiots would be useless," Mira snorted.
"I know how to write 'beer' and 'ale'. That's all I need!" Dolan quipped cheerfully, scooping the drink with a wooden mug.

"Why are you lounging here instead of on wall duty?"
"What for? We beat the spiders so hard they won't show up again anytime soon. We've earned a break."

Mira was too outraged to speak.
"Maybe talk to Tamilla? I'm sure she'll help," Til offered quickly, heading off the looming argument.

"No! I'll handle it myself!" the girl hissed.
"Still not sure what 'it' is. That map…"

"Yeah, it's a map. Hornet hid a book. Of course he couldn't just write down where he hid it like a normal person..."
"Oh, the book? I know where he stashed it. On his mother's grave, in the Grey Hills…" Noticing the silence, Dolan asked, "What?"

"How do you know that?" Mira demanded suspiciously.
"He didn't go alone—our squad was with him," Dolan said casually and took another sip.

Mira slammed her notebook shut in frustration.
"Can't believe I wasted so much time."

"Don't worry. So, ale for you?"
"To the Abyss with you. Fine," she sighed.

There remained only one problem—those lands were now under the Duke's control. Given the circumstances, he likely wouldn't welcome an armed squad on his territory. But then again, they didn't need to be obvious. A couple of people disguised as peasants or merchants would do just fine.
But that wouldn't be her problem...





"Start it up," I command, and two workers lean into the lever, switching the shaft from the chimeras to the steam engine.

One of William's conditions was that the machines could still operate the old-fashioned way. I understood his concern, a weaving workshop's downtime meant major losses, and he wasn't as confident in the reliability of the steam engine as I was. I had to spend half a day more and extra iron to accommodate his request.The gears screeched, steam hissed, and the shaft began to spin, faster and faster. I reached for the speed regulator with some hesitation, but William stopped me.

"No, no, this is even better!" he exclaimed, his eyes alight as he inspected the rumbling machine.
There hadn't been enough space inside, so we had to assemble the engine outside. That actually worked in our favor: the open air helped keep the furnace heat at bay. But not for long — William had already ordered bricks and was simply waiting for builders to enclose the iron giant in an annex.

"I still think we should limit it," I said, adjusting the design on the fly. The machines had accelerated so much they started convulsively shaking, which couldn't have been good for fabric quality.
I might've overdone the power output a little. This was the largest machine I'd ever built: an iron monster the size of a small cottage, proudly belching soot from its long pipes that towered ten meters above the factory roof. The draft was so strong, the wind got sucked into the furnace with a whistle. Unlike the previous, relatively modest machines, moving this thing would be flat-out impossible — even with all four chimeras. A steam engine like this would be more fitting for an ironclad than a locomotive.

It had taken four and a half days to complete, only that fast because I had workers helping me and didn't need to design anything new. I just scaled up. During that time, I stayed in the village and slept in one of the cottages. Going back and forth to the capital would've been a waste of time.
"Looks like we'll need to expand the workshops. I think I could fit twice, maybe three times as many looms," William said eagerly. "Only question is: how much coal are we going to burn a month?"

"Afraid I can't help you there," I said, raising my hands. "But really, any fuel that burns will do. Doesn't have to be coal. In any case, I'm sure meat would cost more."
"True enough," he agreed, still devouring the machine with his eyes. "I just hope it doesn't break down in the next couple of months."

"I guarantee it won't."
William laughed and clapped me on the shoulder.

"That's exactly what I told my first investor. Don't worry — if anyone understands, it's me. Took me years to perfect my looms. A prototype may seem flawless, but over time, you'll find ways to improve it."
"This isn't a prototype," I frowned. "The design is already refined."

"Well, if you say so, milord. I just meant that a malfunction won't ruin our partnership. Unlike those other blockheads, I see the potential in this device. If you ever need funding, you know where to find me."
"Right now, I just need you to fulfill the contract on time."

"Four thousand sets of insulated uniforms? I'll manage. First batch of three hundred will ship in three months. I've got to finish some existing orders first, I'm afraid."
"Fine by me," I agreed, and for a while we just stood there, watching the roaring fire blaze inside the furnace.

"In a way, this is like something I once dreamed up," William said suddenly. "I wanted mages to help ordinary people work. A regular man needs to exert himself to spin a flywheel, but a mage could do it with a wave of the hand. Pity no mages saw the merit in my idea. They don't want to work alongside others, only dominate them. But you turned to nature, and nature is generous, unlike greedy people. Fire, water, wind: they're always near. The river doesn't refuse to flow. Fire doesn't refuse to warm. So tell me, how did you come up with this?"
He gestured toward the steam-powered cylinders. For a moment, I felt a pang of guilt. I hadn't invented any of this. The credit felt undeserved. Any answer I could give felt like a lie.

"How did you invent your looms?" I replied with a question of my own.
William looked out the window, where workers were scrambling to replace the empty thread spools.

"I thought about how to make my mother's work easier. Why should she spend hours weaving thread with rough fingers? I wished I had a Gift — to wave my hand and finish all her work in a flash. I even made up spells as a kid, trying to awaken magic... Eventually, I accepted I wasn't born to be a mage. And as for the mages themselves... They became a disappointment. The tales of wise wizards were just that — tales. Mages today care more about how to kill each other using less mana, not about spells for cutting or sewing. So I just did what I could. That's all."
I couldn't argue. In the Kingdom, few studied general magic, and elemental magic was limited — mostly focused on killing.

"If everyone just did what they could, the world would be a better place," I said, patting the steam engine's hot iron flank. "Watch the whistle: if the safety valve goes off, shut down the furnace. And try to use rainwater to reduce scaling. As for me, I should get going. The palace has probably lost track of me."
"Considering how many spies the noble houses have, I wouldn't count on that. If you want, I can lend you my carriage," he said, shaking my hand. "The One be with you, Viscount."





"You missed four training sessions! Where have you been?" Erin pounced on me the moment I reached my room.

"Had things to do," I muttered.
"Like slaying a manticore for the crowd's amusement?"

"You know everything, don't you," I muttered, trying to brush past her and open the door.
No such luck. The blonde girl stepped sideways and blocked my way.

"Not so fast. We're going to train.""What training? I want to rest, and I'm leaving the capital tomorrow morning."

"All the more reason! You want to skip our last training session?"
"Yes, I do. Besides, you said yourself it was pointless."

"Precisely! I'm wasting my time on something that makes no sense. So show some respect and do as I say!"
I froze for a few seconds, trying to make sense of that bizarre logic, but it kept slipping away from me.

"Wait, if you admit it's pointless, then why do it at all?"
"Enough talk, let's go!" She grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the training hall.

I muttered a curse and followed. It was hard to shake off someone who pulled like a bulldozer. What was I going to do, shoot her?
"Come on, draw your sword!" she said with anticipation once we arrived.





"I don't get it. How did you kill a manticore?"

My sword lay on the floor again, knocked from my hands once more.
"I threw a runed orb down its throat," I shrugged, picking up the sword.

"So you faced one of the most dangerous monsters and hoped it would just eat whatever you threw at it like some yard dog?" she asked, clearly shocked by the recklessness.
"Don't be ridiculous. Of course I had other ways to kill it. That's just how it turned out."

"Good. I was beginning to think you were a complete idiot... But I can only conclude that you have absolutely no talent as a swordsman. After the arena, I thought something might have changed. But no. You still swing your sword like an ordinary soldier. Even if you trained for years, you'd barely reach the level of a sergeant."
"Nothing new. I told you from the start this was a waste of time," I muttered.

"Let me finish! Abyss, you made me lose my train of thought. What I'm trying to say is — I still want to train with you. That's it."
"No, thanks."

"Yes! You're utterly helpless. You can't always count on dumb luck. One day it'll run out and you'll die."
"Then I die. Why should you care?" I tried to shake her off.

Not saying a bit of sparring wasn't useful now and then, but I wasn't about to waste years on it.
The blonde started counting on her fingers.

"First of all, we have a political alliance. Second, we'll soon be practically family — like a brother and sister. And third, I just wanted to thank you."
"Thank me?"

"Yes. And if you hadn't run off right after the meeting, I would've done it sooner. Thank you. I really don't want to tie myself to marriage until I've surpassed my aunt."
"You don't have to thank me with training. There are other ways," I winked.

"Like what?" she asked, eyes wide with innocent curiosity.
The jab failed. She didn't get it at all.

"I need people..."
Erin winced.

"I understand, but I really can't help with that right now. It's complicated..."
"I don't need knights. Just ordinary peasants will do."

"I won't break up families or force relocations," she shook her head.
"That's not what I meant," I said sharply. Like I was asking for that. "Just offer them the option to relocate. I'll make sure the compensation is generous."

"Those who agree won't be many. Maybe I can help some other way?"
I thought it over. Everything else I could buy. Ask for money? No, that felt wrong. My situation wasn't that dire, and soon I'd be selling the cores — there'd be plenty of funds, even with all the expenses.

"Take care of Grandpa," I asked sincerely.
The blonde suddenly turned away, hiding her face.

"You're not staying for the wedding?" she asked, not facing me.
"No."

"I see. I'll look after him, I promise. And now... Show me how you really fight. Show me how you killed the Baroness," Erin's eyes sparkled.
I hesitated. Reveal my trump card? What for? Why?

"Don't trust me?" she asked, a bit sadly.
"I do. I just don't see the point."

"Maybe we'll have to fight side by side. Show me what you can do, and I'll show you everything I've got."
"Hmph. Fine, have it your way. Draw your sword."

It wasn't exactly wise... but I just couldn't resist. She'd humiliated me one too many times in training — especially early on, when she nearly bled me dry. Hah. I think a little lesson won't hurt her.
Erin took a step back and raised her sword into a stance.
Bang!

The ring of metal!
The blade flew into the corner of the hall, knocked from her hand by a heavy bullet.

"Oh!" she exclaimed, examining her now-empty hand. "That was unexpected. Let's try again — this time I'll hold it tight."
She summoned the blade back to her, smoothing the dent in the metal with a touch.

Fine, you want more, you get more. I aimed near the hilt, center mass of the sword.
Bang! The hall filled with gunpowder smoke.

The grip remained in her hand, while the red blade tumbled through the air and embedded itself in the wooden floor.
"Hm. Weak," she concluded with a breathy anticipation.

She was mocking me.
"Your sword is split in half. You call that weak?"

"Weak, weak, weeeeak," Erin sang, her face flushed, clearly pleased. "I'll admit, it's stronger than a boltthrower or even a fortress arbalest, but still weak. Is that an artifact? I didn't sense any magic. Where'd you get it?"
"Artifact, yeah. Doesn't matter."

"You're right, doesn't matter. Use it on me."
"What?"

"Shoot me! Come on!" She swung her repaired sword.
"You've lost your mind. Lunatic."

"Mmm... pretty please? Ple-e-e-ease?" she purred seductively.
She was trembling slightly, her stance taut. Was she seriously going to try to deflect the bullet?

I took careful aim and pulled the trigger. The lead bullet passed by her ear, sending a light strand of hair flying.
"You missed!" she complained.

"Of course I did, I don't want to kill you."
Her aristocratic eyes narrowed in fury.

"One. More. Time. And aim better."
"Nope. This is training, not a duel to the death," I said, lowering the revolver.

"Then today the healer will be picking your guts off the floor!" she roared and charged.
Clearly, suggesting I could kill her had enraged Erin to a boiling point.

I snapped the revolver up and fired to kill.
A metallic ring — she must've tried to block the shot with her sword. It didn't work. The bullet ricocheted from the blade and flew toward her chest. But then I felt a surge of magic, and Erin simply vanished. The deformed bullet continued tumbling and buried itself in the wall.

Where was she?
A blade whistled from the side.

Bang! The sword snapped down to a dagger, its fragments scattering around. Another failed attempt to deflect a bullet. I sensed an incoming surge and immediately cut it off. Erin appeared directly in front of me. Close. But not as close as she expected.
The revolver pressed against her stomach and a second later, I felt her blade prick my neck. We froze.

"You didn't fire," she said in a strange voice, somewhere between disapproval and relief.
"My guts are still where they belong."

"Yeah. Seems that way," she murmured, stepping closer. So close I grew nervous about accidentally pulling the trigger.
"You're too close."

She stepped back.
"Sorry, got carried away. Ahem. Alright. I think I understand the basics now, but you rely too much on that artifact and on disrupting magic. You need to diversify your tactics — if your opponent is prepared, you'll likely lose."

I snorted.
"That's why I make sure they aren't prepared. One surprise is enough. They won't live to see a second."

"I see. Then I should show you all my cards too, right? Just not here — this hall is too fragile. Let's go to the one I usually train in."
Someone knocked softly on the door. A moment later, a servant's face appeared in the doorway.

"Lord Condor, His Highness requests your presence this evening, after sunset."
"Which His Highness?" I asked, though my instincts were already tingling.

"His Highness, Third Prince Dastan Dorn," the servant declared pompously.

Guess I'll need to reload the revolver before that meeting.
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                "Are you sure it's a good idea to meet him?" she asked once the servant had left.
"Why not?" I answered her question with another and spun the revolver's cylinder. Two bullets left.

"Because it's suspicious and breaks every protocol."
"So what? He wouldn't try to kill me right in the palace."

"Who knows... I wouldn't be so sure."
I shrugged.

"Let him try."
"You're too confident. Your artifact isn't bad, but that's all. If it had been a real fight, I admit, I'd be seriously wounded... but you'd have lost your head a second later. For you, at best, that would be a draw."

"Maybe," I didn't argue. After all, my task was to gather and arm loyal people, not to fight personally.
Erin snorted and brushed a strand of hair aside.

"Looks like you've got a wrong idea about my strength. Let's go to my training hall!" she declared firmly.
"I need to prepare for the meeting with the Third Prince," I tried to back out. Enough training for today.

"That's exactly why you need to come with me. I can see your idea of his strength is completely off. And of yours too. This might save your life!"
"Fine, fine. Just for a bit," I gave in, and she clapped her hands in satisfaction.





Erin's training hall was very different from the one we used. The all-metal walls were covered in deep gouges, and the stone floor looked cold and damn hard. I wouldn't want to fall on it.

In the center of the hall lay something metallic, curled into a ball roughly the size of a person.
"Honestly, I wasn't expecting guests. Otherwise, I'd have covered it for dramatic effect," Erin said, inviting me closer to the iron thing.

"What the hell is that?"
"That's Misha. My training golem."

The blonde patted a massive steel plate in the middle of the ball. A shaky hand had carved the word "Mishutka" into it.
"Mishutka?" I asked skeptically.

"Yeah, I named him that. Father helped me carve the name so I wouldn't strike that spot. The golem's front armor is very tough, but behind it are the core and magic circles. If they're damaged, repairing the golem would be impossible. Or rather, it'd have to be taken to the Commonwealth and cost a fortune since such repairs are illegal. Now... Misha, wake up!"
Something creaked inside the ball and it unfolded, growing to about three times its size. Faceless polished metal for a head, six spider-like legs ending in iron claws, four long arms, and a barrel-like torso that made the golem look like a spider centaur. Or a bloated, four-armed man riding a spider.

Who could possibly name this monstrosity Mishutka?
"Did you not have any stuffed animals as a child?" I asked the pleased Erin.

"Misha's pretty warm after training. Trust me, you can cuddle with him too... when he's not trying to kill you. Misha! War!"
"War!" the golem groaned, and in the same instant, its sharp limbs sliced the air where Erin had just been standing.

"Just to clarify!" she shouted and dodged the next strike. "Misha is called a training golem only because I train with him. Technically, he's a war machine from the Magocracy's collapse era. He won't stop until he kills every mage he senses!"
Sparks flying from the stone floor, the golem chased Erin around the hall, trying in vain to slice her apart with sweeping blows.

I shook my head, observing its actions closely. A combat robot, huh? More like a wind-up toy. It didn't analyze, didn't think. It simply turned its head toward Erin and charged, scuttling awkwardly but quickly. It didn't fence; it just swung its blade-arms. Fast. Strong. But many strikes were pointless, aimed off-target from the start. Or maybe they weren't aimed at all?
"Hey, why isn't it attacking you?" the girl protested. "Misha, kill the servant!"

"Kill!" the golem groaned, still failing to catch Erin, who kept elegantly dodging.
Suddenly she vanished, and a gust of air hit my face. Behind me!

The golem immediately turned and charged at me!
All my dismissive observations vanished when a three-meter steel monster swung blades like a windmill at you—this was no time for theory!

Cursing, I fired twice at the golem's oval head. It jerked, the bullets gouged ugly furrows in the polished metal and... nothing.
"Shit!" I yelled and backed off. A blade flashed past my face, but the golem kept going—seems it still prioritized Erin.

"Now do you understand what I meant when I said your weapon was weak?" Erin laughed cheerfully. This time she didn't retreat.
Drawing her sword, she blocked strikes with such speed it sounded like she was playing a drum. Clang-clang-clang!

"Blocking is actually easy, he follows a single pattern. Maybe you want to try?"
"Are you joking?" I asked, reaching for my powder flask.

"A bit. So should I just leave the hall and close the door? Can you handle Misha?"
In theory, if I had something shaped-charge-like in my arsenal, I'd have a chance... But now? Not really. Unless I tried to reshape him on touch. But how do you approach something swinging four blades like a rabid blender? Hmm, could I drain his magic?
Making sure my anti-magic wouldn't endanger Erin, I called upon my distorted Gift. The wave surged toward the golem and...
Its head rotated a full 180 degrees to face me.

Forgetting Erin, the golem charged directly at me. A blast of artificial wind from its whirling blades hit my face! I hurled the revolver at the metal beast, but it didn't even reach the head—one of the blades knocked it aside.
Drawing my sword, I tried to dodge to the side, hoping to face only two of its four blades.

The very first strike nearly tore my arm off—the power behind this thing was insane! But the force of the hit helped me roll to the side, buying a few seconds. Swordplay was hopeless, but...
I transformed my sword into a long chain and flung it into the whirlwind of blades.

Clang!
The chain wrapped around one blade and slammed into the stone floor with such force that shards flew into the air! A second later, it tangled with the second blade. A horrible screech filled the hall—jammed!

But the other pair of blades still sliced through the air, and now I was unarmed.
The golem turned its "working" side toward me and froze. Erin's sword was embedded in its head.

"Did you think to throw the chain while I was leaping around with it, or when it charged at you?" she asked in an odd voice.
"The second."

"Hmph. I only tried that after two hours of training. You got lucky. He usually knocks chains aside."
"If I had one more second to think, I would've woven a steel net. That would've definitely tangled him up," I countered.

"And what would you have done if I hadn't stopped him?"
"Tried to get close and touch him, to reshape."

"He's protected against magic. You wouldn't have succeeded."
"Maybe he is. But my blade isn't. I would've kept reshaping the chain until I jammed all his joints with my metal, that's all."

Erin sighed.
"Now I regret stopping him so early. I would've liked to see that. Well, congratulations. I think you now have a slight chance against the Third Prince."

"Only slight?" I asked, surprised.
"Logically, you have no chance at all. But now I admit, you might pull off something insane and somehow beat him."

"Somehow?" I snorted. "Maybe my weapon didn't work against that iron brute, but the Prince is just a man. Flesh and blood can't stop lead."
She shook her head.

"You know why I've never been able to defeat the Second Duchess in a duel?"
"Because she's stronger?" I played Captain Obvious.

"No. Even the strong make mistakes. Even the strong can be caught off guard. But not my aunt. Her combat intuition is so monstrous it's like she sees the future. She dodges attacks that haven't even been thought of yet. You can't surprise her. Not ever. That foresight made her one of the Kingdom's most powerful warriors."
"I'm not planning to fight her."

"Maybe. Now, a story: in the last tournament, during a spar with the Prince, Dastan defeated her in three strikes. Honestly, I wanted to humble you with the golem, but... Let's just say—be careful. And don't get cocky."
"Worried about me?" I smiled.

"Our branch can't afford to lose allies. We already have too few," she replied evasively, looking away.
"Don't worry. We're just going to talk."

I assured her, almost sincerely, and went off to find my revolver.






⟡ Dastan Dorn, Third Prince of the Kingdom of Steel ⟡
The Third Prince sat at his desk, fingers steepled. A tall grandfather clock ticked rhythmically in the background.
Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock.

Impeccably precise, the pendulum swung back and forth. No errors, no delays.
If only all his plans worked that perfectly. But alas...

With a soft rustle, the minute hand reached its mark. Time had come. Protocol satisfied.
"Let him in. And leave us alone," Dastan ordered his servant.

The study door opened, and a young, slightly pale man entered, giving a short bow.
A flicker of irritation stabbed through Dastan—the bow was too shallow. But he reined it in. Right now, he needed to be friendly.

"I'm glad you were able to visit me today, Viscount von Condor. Please, take a seat."The guest took a seat in the chair, oddly keeping a hand on something resembling a leather pouch at his belt. What was in it? A potion flask? A pouch of fire crystals? Didn't matter.

"You see, Viscount, dreadful news has recently reached me. It appears the Second Duke has put a bounty on your head."
"Is that so..." Condor replied thoughtfully.

Encouraged by the lack of a negative reaction, Dastan pulled a thick bundle of papers from a drawer and handed it over.
"Here is all the evidence. Spy reports. Witness testimonies. I'm afraid that Thorn von Steiger planned your assassination by..." The prince smoothly drew out a sheet bearing a hand-drawn portrait of a very young girl, "...by the hand of a mercenary exiled from Ashiria, known as 'Red Hood'."

The Viscount, clearly intrigued, began flipping through the pages carefully, and Dastan leaned back, finally sensing that the gravity of the situation had sunk in.
"Height: one hundred forty-two centimeters?" Randall asked cheerfully, unable to hide a smile.

Damn fool. As if height had anything to do with a mage's strength.
This time, the stab of irritation was stronger, but Dastan again managed to suppress it and smiled amicably.

"Ahem, my friend! You must understand that height is not the measure of a mage's power. This individual is not only a Junior Fire Mage, but a pure-blooded Ashirian with extraordinary affinity for flame."
"I see, I see," the Viscount waved it off, irritating the Prince even further.

Steeling himself, Dastan tried once more to reach the fool.
"Rest assured, she's very dangerous. She betrayed her people, burned down the Fire Council building, singed the Chairman's beard, and killed countless people. She's a dishonorable, corrupted, insatiable creature!" Dastan raised his voice theatrically.

The Viscount simply nodded.
"Insatiable indeed. Can't seem to get enough."

"Er, quite right," the Prince said, slightly thrown off by the odd remark. What was wrong with this man? The entire conversation plan was going to hell—he simply wasn't reacting the way Dastan had expected. The prince's mind briefly abandoned long-term scheming just to parse the bizarre situation, but the game had to be played to the end.
"Well, if that's all, I'll take my leave," Condor said, calmly stacking the papers and tapping them into alignment. "And I'll take these as a souvenir, if you don't mind."

"Of course that's not all. That's not why I invited you. You see... I've received verified news that the Second Duke is currently holding backroom talks—behind your back, Viscount. The King, through your grandfather, is attempting to negotiate with the very man who ordered your assassination!" Dastan exclaimed passionately.
He expected anything. Rage. Distrust. Outrage.

But the Viscount just shrugged indifferently.
"Let him. The world's round. I'll settle the score later."

"But..." Dastan faltered. The world's round. Round. His mind latched onto the strange phrase. "What do you mean by that?"
"That I'll get my revenge eventually, that's all. By the way, before she died, Bathory said something interesting..."

"Well, you wouldn't believe a demon's word, would you?" the Prince chuckled unnaturally. That cursed harlot with a brain the size of a walnut. How could one plan anything with such incompetent servants? They even botched something so simple...
"Fine, I won't," the Viscount said dismissively, sprawling comfortably in his chair.

When had they switched roles? This conversation was supposed to be just another item on today's agenda. Say a few words, steer the Viscount toward disrupting the negotiations between Thorn and the King. Astarot would've stormed off to the throne room, foaming with outrage. Randall would've seethed in silence, scheming. But this one... he didn't care. A chilling realization flickered at the edge of Dastan's mind. Who was this? Maybe it was time to test him.
Forcing a strained smile, Dastan cast his bait.

"Have you ever wondered why there are four Dukes in our Kingdom, but only three Princes?"
"Does that matter? The number of Dukes depends on the number of duchies, while the number of royal offspring doesn't correlate. The King could've been childless, for all it matters," the guest answered lazily.

No reaction to the hint. Was he pretending not to understand? He should have known...
Almost mechanically, wracked with doubts, the Prince continued with his planned talking points.

A plan now bursting at the seams.
"Back to the secret negotiations. The Second is trying to persuade the King not to intervene in the Third's inheritance. Imagine! The King just forged an alliance with the Klauses through you, and now he's already discussing betraying them! You seem to get along with Erin, and seeing you two together, I was even willing to let go of my fleeting idea of marrying her. My friend, can you imagine the despair that sweet girl would feel, knowing her hopes for royal troops were in vain? And her gratitude, if you disrupted those vile negotiations? It seems you were only opposed to marriage because she wasn't interested... but who knows, she might come around to the savior of her house?" Dastan tried pressing the man's pride, but failed again. The Viscount just snorted.

"Erin's a big girl, I'm not her babysitter. She'll manage. Her house's problems are her house's problems. I can only sincerely wish her good luck. Anything else, Your Highness?"
For the third time, a wave of fury swept over Dastan with such force it shattered all control. Strange behavior. Strange words. The world is not round, damn it!

Dastan gripped the blackwood desk so hard the grain creaked. His facial muscles twitched, convulsing, distorting his features.
"Who. Are. You?" the Third Prince hissed through clenched teeth.






END OF VOLUME THREE

            

    
        Vol 4, Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                Who am I?
A difficult question. My old life is shrouded in haze, displaced by foreign memories. If we lose our memories, do we remain the same? I don't think so. From that point of view, I am definitely...
"Viscount Randall Condor, Your Highness. Surprising that you forgot so quickly," I smiled at the prince, whose face was now turning crimson. Even if he has a lie detector, it won't help him, because I truly am who I claim to be, so long as I believe it myself.

"LIES!" he barked, slamming the table so hard the heavy top jumped.
"Even you shouldn't accuse a noble of lying without proof, Your Highness."

"Don't play with words, there's no need. We both know you're anyone but Randall Condor."
"Oh? Then who am I?"

"That's what we're about to find out."
The prince stood and approached a bookshelf, making me unbutton my holster just in case. From deep within the rows, he pulled out a thick tome and slammed it onto the table. Beneath the hardcover was a hidden compartment with a pendant.

A golden frame of strange, impractical shape suggested it was an artifact. In the center was a large... agate? No, it looked like a glass droplet, filled with inky blood.
I slowly drew my revolver from the holster.

The prince raised the pendant before him, and it glowed faintly, clearly an artifact.
"You didn't think I'd leave myself unprotected, did you, Astarot? Now bow and tell me what changed you so."

From somewhere I heard a distant voice, so distant it was unintelligible. It seemed the command had reached its target through the same Abyssal link I use to drain magic.
But the artifact had no effect on me.

I deliberately glanced around, keeping the revolver pointed at the prince from beneath the tabletop.
"Astarot? Your Majesty, there's only the two of us here. Is your imaginary friend with us in this room now?"

Grimacing in frustration, the prince grabbed the amulet and crushed it in his fist. The glass shattered with a ring, red blood mingled with black, and the toxic stench of sulfur filled my nostrils. I sneezed.
"Then die, Astarot," the prince ordered, and I hesitated for a second.

A familiar, long-forgotten sensation hit me, as if a third eye cracked open. I felt every button on my coat, the steel paperweight on the prince's desk. I sensed something key-like in a drawer. I felt the metal corners on the books.
For just a moment, I felt the Gift again.

But the moment passed.
It was gone. Only the revolver remained under my control, and from deep within, I heard a furious howl.

The demon had tried to shield itself from the prince's command and apparently survived, though wounded. Damn, can we do that a couple more times? How did the prince even obtain real demon blood—did he descend into the Abyss himself?
I watched the black blood evaporate, its power spent, with a twinge of regret. If I had more of that blood, plus a circle of powerful mages pouring in strength... I could kill an immortal demon, completely, dissolve it so utterly it could never reform.

But alas.
Meanwhile, Dastan stared at me expectantly, waiting for me to collapse in agony?

"Why did you kill your imaginary friend, Your Highness? Now he'll have to piece himself together again," I chuckled dryly.
"You're not Astarot," he concluded.

I shrugged.
"I don't know what you're talking about."

The prince brushed off his palm, blood droplets staining the tabletop. Along with the blood fell shards of glass embedded in his hand. His flesh expelled them on its own, sealing the wounds. Regeneration, and strong at that.
"You understand perfectly. Astarot is a smug idiot, though powerful. You're not him. So who are you?"

"Randall Condor, Viscount of Eagle's Cliff, Baron of Reikland."
The prince snorted derisively.

"No. I know Randall well, I educated him personally. You're not him."
"You educated him?" I was taken aback. That was news to me. "Why don't I..."

"...don't remember? Exactly. You don't remember what he knew. Because I taught Randall memory-erasing techniques, ones unknown to anyone else in this world. So—who are you?"
His hand moved to the hilt of his sword. My finger tightened on the trigger. I didn't like where this was going. Time to bluff.

"Let's say... some might call me Samael."
The prince withdrew his hand from the sword and sat back down.

"Of course. Who else would ruin others' plans just for the fun of it? I suppose it goes without saying — my actions will benefit you as well."
I gave a noncommittal shrug. Hell if I knew what to say.

"Right, like you care about gain," the prince scoffed, his tone turning ice-cold. "Stay out of my affairs, soul-leech. Play with mortals elsewhere."
"Or what?" I prodded.

"Interfere and I'll kill your avatar, and every one you send after. I'll keep killing them until you're bored. But I won't stop. I'll do what must be done. Do I make myself clear?"
Bold talk from someone who thinks he's dealing with an elder god.

"So cruel. Are you a follower of mine, by any chance?"
"Funny. You think any of us still worship you after what you and your cronies did? Just... leave. Let me be." The prince drummed his fingers on the table nervously.

"You summoned me. You wanted to talk. What's the problem?" I pressed, playing my part. Maybe I could learn more about who shoved me into this world.
"We have nothing to discuss. Leave, or I'll call the guards and your little game will end here."

"Oh, I wouldn't say 'nothing'. I heard, Your Highness, that you ordered books mentioning me to be hidden away. I so wanted to read what mortals have written about me..."
"Just ramblings of senile fools. But fine, I'll order them delivered to you immediately. Let's end this on good terms. You don't interfere with me, I won't interfere with you." The prince tried to negotiate. He was clearly nervous.

"I also heard you're not Dastan Dorn at all," I continued pressing, pleased to see him falter.
"Enough. I won't discuss that. Guards!" he shouted.

Ten seconds later, two guards burst into the room."Please, escort this gentleman to his quarters with all due respect. Thank you for your visit, Viscount Condor. I hope we won't be seeing each other again anytime soon," the Prince said stiffly.

"Thank you for the invitation. I hope I won't see you on my path either."
I return the revolver to its holster and leave the office.

With that, my business in the capital was done. Time to head home.





"It's a neat little toy, but these straps don't seem reliable. If we leave them this size, we'll have to enchant the leather or they'll snap. Better to use gears for torque transmission—more reliable," Pit said, pointing at the model lathe on the table inside our wagon.
It was about the size of a sewing machine, and looked like a toy, but the metal shavings around it showed it had been put to work, more or less.
"Hmm. The belt material will be tougher than leather, but I'll take it into account. Maybe gear teeth really would work better..." I brushed the shavings off the scroll and started scribbling another note. It would do for now. The belt could be swapped for gears later, but better to spend time improving the clamping system. I wasn't sure my attempt at recreating a three-jaw chuck wouldn't fall apart at high speed.

The wagon jolted over a bump, sending the quill sliding and leaving a blot. Damn. Pit and I had improved the suspension specifically so we could work on the go! And we were moving slowly...
I stuck my head out the window. The towers of the capital were almost out of sight behind us, roadside trees drifting past. The King had insisted I stay in the capital until the solstice—which is exactly why I had to leave on my own. Now that the Third Prince wouldn't be making any moves against me for a while, it was the perfect time to deal with Short.

Only, we had to move slower than planned, not just because the King didn't grant me his griffon. We were traveling by land also because the Fourth had started fulfilling his promise to transfer the arena's people to me. So now, a few hundred peasants followed behind us!
God, how I hate traveling with a caravan...

Luckily, I wasn't wasting time. Pit and I had work to do. His engineering background helped us skip over dozens of bottlenecks and speed things up dramatically. What surprised me most was that he didn't even ask for payment—treating this either as fun or a game. The only downside? He got bored working on a single machine for too long, so we rotated between projects.
"Great. Now how about this thing?" I handed him a sketch of a hydraulic hammer.

"Hmm, don't think that'll work. Water can't apply that much pressure to a hammer, even in a raging river."
"Then I've got a surprise for you. Do we still have any oil left?" I rubbed my hands together. I'd show him a basic hydraulic jack first, then we could brainstorm how to handle hydraulic valves.

And so the days passed. Brainstorms, prototypes, mockups. Everything we needed to set up metalworking as soon as I got back to the barony. With luck, the blast furnace for iron smelting should be nearly finished by now. And if not—too bad for Asha. She'd be standing in for a proper Bessemer converter!
Sometimes, for a break, I'd pick up the book the Prince had given me.

A massive, heavy tome—not about cults of the Old Gods. Or at least, I assumed it had something about them, but it didn't even have a table of contents. Skimming through and not finding the word "Samael," I just started reading diagonally.
Slowly and verbosely, the author compared various historical texts, myths, and legends, gradually building to an interesting conclusion:

People on this continent seemed to appear out of nowhere.
Historical figures visited cities that didn't exist, fought unknown monsters, married, died—in places no one had ever heard of. Fragmentary descriptions of lands no one had seen. Nations and creatures that seemed to vanish in an instant. Most of the book tried to prove these people were real and not made up.

For example, one mage of old raised an entire plateau where he built a city. Oral histories traced people visiting this city, even fighting wars over it.
Yet no such city or plateau existed in the Kingdom, the Commonwealth, or the Theocracy. A pretty tale, perhaps? After all, no written source mentioned the mage who built it.

But the families who passed down these stories lived in different parts of the continent and had never interacted.
And there was evidence of the city's last ruler. Records of wars he waged with elves. A noble house, now extinct. Even his sword, stored in the royal treasury.

So maybe the city on the plateau had existed?
But if it had... where was it?

"You're wasting your time, Viscount," Pit said once, catching me with the tome.
"What? Why?"

"That scholar spent his whole life trying to prove people came from another world, but his arguments are easily dismissed."
"Interesting." I set the book aside. "How so?"

"Simple. His entire argument is that even without material evidence, people have memories of another world. But... if the One God created people, what's to say He didn't also create false memories in them?"
"Why would He?"

"Why did He create people at all? We can't comprehend a god."
"Mmm. But what about..." I flipped through the tome. "Dragon bones. They're hundreds of thousands of years old. And not a single human bone older than ten thousand has ever been found."

"Then the One God made dragons first, and us later. That's all." Pit shrugged.
"So you've read it?" I waved the tome.

"Of course. I've read the entire forbidden library. Still can't figure out why this book is even in there. Boring as hell."
"Then maybe you can tell me where it talks about the cults of the Old Gods?"
"May I?" He reached out for the book.

He flipped through it for a while, then handed it back.
"Yes, right here. It's basically the same idea. The cults supposedly emerged simultaneously in different parts of the country, and that's supposedly proof they came from another world."

I skimmed the page. Let's see... where the cults originated — not interesting, nor the other gods... aha, here it is.

"Among the Hardan people, there is a legend of a great player who once challenged them. He appeared out of nowhere and spent a full week in the central square of Hardania (the presumed capital of the Hardan people), playing high-stakes games with all comers in any game of their choosing. He won every time, even when he played a game for the very first time. All the money he won he tossed at his feet, saying he would give it all to anyone who could beat him even once. But no one did. After bankrupting many respectable merchants, he ascended into the sky, naming himself Samael, and the gold vanished. This could be dismissed as a local legend—especially considering the Hardans never had a country of their own, but tales of Samael are found in every corner of the world. Beyond local variations, ALL legends agree on one point: Samael, posing as an ordinary contestant, won the Grand Imperial Tournament, humiliating the Emperor himself in magical combat. As for his appearance, most describe him as a richly dressed teenager, though the Hardans claim Samael was an elderly man with a beard down to his knees. Still, I wouldn't recommend taking their word for it. As for other gods..."
I flipped through the book, but there was nothing more about Samael. Well then. Looks like this guy really doesn't like to lose. And I had to agree with the author: the voice I heard had been young. Probably the Hardan misers were so humiliated after being stripped of everything by some kid that they invented the tale of the "venerable elder."

"Is there nothing else about him in the book?" I asked Pit, who was fiddling with a component for a future machine.
"Samael? Doesn't look like it. Mind helping me figure out this part instead?"

"That's going to be part of a worm gear..." I sighed and set the book aside. The wagon jolted again, the wheel hitting a pothole.
It was going to be a long trip.






◊ The capital, some time later, the narrator ◊
The capital was once again abuzz with rumors. Merchants gossiped about the sudden drop in textile prices. No one knew the exact cause, but guild spies quickly spotted plumes of smoke over the textile mill and the terrifying roar echoing around it. A few bribes to the workers uncovered the truth, a strange beast powered by firewood. Surely demons were involved!
The guildmasters sat down together and drafted a letter to the Inquisition... and a week later, two neighboring barons acquired new chimeras at a generous discount, then personally visited the church. A sizable donation of a hundred rolls of fine fabric followed and the letter was mysteriously lost.

Within a month, the smell of smoke around the mill had become as familiar as the scent of dye.
Just as people were done gossiping about iron monsters, a new rumor surfaced—except it wasn't a rumor. It was a fact.

One after another, carts of rich southern soil were being sent north. No effort was made to hide the buyer—it was the now-famous Viscount, now Baron. And he was paying in full gold coin, not even shying away from purchasing soil from graveyards!
No one could figure out why. If he wanted a garden, ten carts would've been enough, but there were so many, it looked like he planned to bury his entire barony under dirt!

Cynics said the Baron was simply an idiot, clueless about farming, who thought southern soil would let him harvest twice a year, like in the south.
To the gossips' disappointment, Count Condor refused to comment.

Still the carts kept coming, stirring more and more rumors. Even landowners began to worry about the quantities being sold. Would they be left with only rocks?
The gossips didn't know that compared to the news that would arrive a few months later, all this was nothing.

News that the former city of the Condors, now ruled by Marquis Short—had risen in rebellion.
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                ♦ Spring. Barony of Reikland. Inquisitor's perspective. ♦
Loud strikes of pickaxes echoed through the dark tunnels of the mine. A grey-haired old man took aim and drove the tip into a crack with precision. With a crunch, the rock layer collapsed. Small stones showered his feet, and the shaft filled with brown dust.

"Khhk-khhk!" the old man coughed, despite the damp cloth over his face.
His rough, filthy clothes did little to hide his gaunt frame, a stark contrast to his usual robe. The cloth concealed his face, but had the Viscount been present, he would've easily recognized the former inquisitor.

No, he hadn't been caught spying—no one even suspected who he really was. The old man had been unfortunate enough to run into wolves on his journey. Or perhaps it was the wolves who had been unlucky, depending on how you looked at it. Their blood-drained corpses, touched by divine attention, were left by the roadside, never having even grazed the former inquisitor. Still, the old man had been seriously weakened, spending all his strength.
That day, a cold March wind nearly did what the wolves could not. It almost sent him to his grave... But the One protected him.

It was a young girl, out gathering firewood, who found the deathly pale, frozen inquisitor. With the help of her husband, Marko, they dragged him back to their hut. Once he'd warmed up and regained consciousness, the former inquisitor's first action was to thoroughly examine the couple for signs of corruption, but found nothing. Marko was a runaway peasant from Bathory's lands, and his wife the daughter of a fallen mercenary from Hornet's unit, now earning a living making arrows.
Ordinary folk, like any other. Perhaps even a bit better. The old man knew plenty who would've passed by a freezing body without a second thought. And that wasn't even the worst of it! Through his work, he had known those who would gladly bleed a lone elder, use him in heretical rituals, or even eat him—rather than offer warmth and food!

Still, the inquisitor remained convinced there was something wrong with this settlement. The sawmill wasn't by water, as in all normal villages, but right beside the forest. Screeches of saws, metal clanks, black smoke, and white steam emanated from it around the clock. As soon as the old man was well enough to walk, he tried to investigate the strange place more closely, but failed. The local workers, tired of nosy visitors, had peacefully but firmly advised him to keep busy instead of meddling.
The couple who had saved him also began to subtly hint that he should start helping out. They had saved his life, yes, but few could afford to feed a strange old man at their own expense. Peasant life was harsh—those who don't work, don't eat.

Marko's wife had tried teaching him to make arrows, but even the sight of fish glue and goose feathers depressed the inquisitor.
"Try it—you don't even remember what you used to do!" she urged, and for the first time, the old man regretted using amnesia as a cover to dodge their questions.

Admittedly, he felt a bit guilty about deceiving such trusting people, but for the greater good, he had done far worse. Still, he had to choose his work wisely. Investigate the sawmill to uncover what demonic powers powered the saws? Every fiber of his inquisitor's being screamed for it, but the old man decided instead to try his luck at the mines. Because near them lay his true goal, the reason he had renounced his station.
The Unholy Laboratory. It would be easier to sneak inside if he could linger nearby without drawing attention.

After half a day of persuading, the inquisitor managed to convince Marko to recommend him to the mines, where he'd been working for some time.
The lord paid well, as he needed vast quantities of iron ore. Without that fact, no one would've even considered hiring a scrawny old man for such grueling labor. Reluctantly, the foreman agreed to test him, and for the second day now, he'd been mining ore in a working face adjacent to Marko's.

Truthfully, the old man had never been inside a mine before—he'd only seen ore when trading it. Even so, the mine struck him as strange. He hadn't expected chains (the workers were free-hired (they were freely employed workers), but the complete absence of an overseer was shocking. The foreman had merely shown him what to do and never returned.
Later, the reason became clear: no one here was forced to work.

The old man wiped his brow and, waiting for the dust to settle, grabbed a shovel and began filling the cart, marked with glowing alchemical paint as number 86. The cart was hitched to a person, and payment was made based on the amount of ore delivered. Thus, no need to watch everyone. You earned what you worked for. Those who slacked off? They might get fired. Or so the foreman claimed.
After all, a shaft needed to produce ore, not sit idle.

To the inquisitor, it seemed strange. But then, what was there to steal? No gemstones were found here, and iron ore wasn't valuable enough to smuggle out.
The wooden cart was full—time to go. The old man gripped the rails and whispered a short prayer. God answered, and the ore-laden cart became so light it could be pushed with ease. He guided it from his narrow shaft to the main tunnel, where wooden rails, capped with iron, ran through.
Not everyone managed to get the cart up onto the rails on the first try, but once the wheels hit the polished metal, hauling the load became much easier.
This was the second thing that had struck him about the mine. Though iron wasn't as valuable in the Kingdom as it was in other lands, though even peasants could afford iron tools—the thought that someone had spent valuable ingots to ease the miners' labor seemed odd. Illogical. Moreover, Marko had insisted that the lord himself had come down to the mines to coat the rails with iron!

The inquisitor didn't believe that for a moment. From any angle, it was sheer nonsense. An aristocrat descending into a mine? Those pompous bastards only count profits, drink wine, and bed the maids!
But after feeling the rails when no one was watching, the inquisitor concluded that this was indeed the work of a mage. No blacksmith could make metal this smooth and even, covering so many meters without a single gap!

Likely, the Lord had hired someone... The inquisitor couldn't believe that a demonic spawn pretending to be an aristocrat had helped anyone.
No sooner had the cart settled on the rails than someone clapped him on the shoulder from behind.

"Tal, you shouldn't strain yourself like that. Honestly, don't listen to my wife, we wouldn't throw you out even if you needed more time to recover."
The inquisitor winced inwardly. Truth be told, choosing a fake name hadn't been well thought out. What did it matter, real or fake, if no one knew his real name anyway? Now every time Marko called him by it, a strange pang of guilt surfaced. So foolish…

"I'm not straining. Just working as best I can. And why are you without a cart?"
Marko shrugged.

"Can't get a good split in the rock. Gotta rest the arms and grab a bite—it's lunch time. I still wonder how you spot those cracks under the surface so easily and strike right into them. Were you a warrior before?"
The old man smiled sadly. He had spent most of his life as a merchant, until fate opened the path to the priesthood. In a way, he had always seen the cracks—in people's actions, in their thoughts. Hitting true? That came with the job of an inquisitor.

"Maybe," was all he said.
"Come on, I'll help you push the cart. Then we'll eat together!"

"I'll eat a bit later. I've still got a load of ore left back at the face."
"No one's gonna steal it, don't worry!" Marko waved broadly, then suddenly fell silent and lowered his head.

Turning around, the old man immediately understood why and averted his gaze.
A short girl in a red robe was scurrying along the mining face. A fire mage? Behind her followed a group with red armbands, carrying buckets of water. Why? The inquisitor tensed. Damn it, all the tools that could be used as weapons were left behind in the face! All he had was the ore cart. A practiced glance quickly picked out a sharp fragment among the heap inside.

If that creature attacked, he'd sell his life dearly!
But the mage simply walked past, paying no attention to the old man.

"What's a fire mage doing in the mine?" the inquisitor whispered to Marko.
"Ah, right. It's only your second day. Lady Asha sometimes comes to help with the main face. Let's go, it's going to get hot in here soon."

"Hot?" The inquisitor frowned. Was she going to burn some worker alive as a warning? With these blasphemous creatures, anything was possible.
A sharp whistle rang out from deep in the mine, and workers began emerging from side tunnels. Dirty and tired, but none of them showed fear. It didn't seem like anyone feared for their life.

"Yeah. And stuffy too. So I suggest we eat before the steam settles."
Stranger and stranger. The old man left the cart and followed the mage, walking against the flow of people. After several turns, he witnessed a strange scene.

The girl was channeling heat into the mining face with a series of gestures, until the stone glowed red from the heat. Finally, she stepped back and waved. The workers simultaneously dumped water.
Hissing. Cracking. Splintering!

Steam filled the space and rushed toward the inquisitor. He raised his hands and closed his eyes—but... the steam wasn't scalding, just warm.
Suddenly, it felt like a sauna.

"Told you we should've left. Damn, now my clothes are soaked," Marko grumbled.
"Why is she doing that?" the old man asked in a strange tone.

"Well, heat the rock, then cool it quickly, it cracks. Now the cutters will have an easier time breaking through. Saw the red armbands? That's the Brigade's sign. Only the best get to join them..."
Mist crawled along the mine floor. Suddenly, a red robe emerged from the fog. Marko immediately shut up and bowed. The inquisitor simply watched her with dignity as she passed. From the face, the sound of pickaxes resumed—the Brigade had begun work.

"No, you don't understand," the inquisitor said once the mage was gone, shaking his head. "Why is she doing this at all?"
"Mmm... maybe the lord told her to help?"

The inquisitor pondered. He'd never known an aristocrat to send a court mage into a mine. But perhaps the demon wanted to humiliate his servant. Who knows what unholy rituals he used to bind his minions. Anything could be expected from an abyssal creature.
"Maybe he did," the old man replied uncertainly.

"Why do we care, anyway? Let's eat." Marko smiled and pressed his shoulder to the cart. "Come on, you pull from the front—I'll push from the back!"
They reached the mine exit quickly, but couldn't deliver the ore just yet. The way was blocked by a hulking metal contraption that a pair of oxen struggled to pull into the shaft.
"Whoa! There's one just like that at the sawmill. Wonder what it's doing here?" Marko exclaimed.
"That machine's here to help you fools haul carts. The lord needs even more ore," replied the foreman, urging on the oxen.

The animals made the area in front of the mine exit even more cramped.
"What about us—"

"Back that cart up, can't you see? You're not getting through until we haul this thing in. Here, I'll mark yours."
The foreman walked over to a small table in the cave's corner and picked up a wooden tag.

"Let's see, eighty-six, eighty-six... Tal... Whoa, seventh cart today? Marko, you weren't lying when you said he's tougher than he looks!"
Marko gave a sheepish shrug. He had been lying... he just hadn't expected it to turn out true!

The ropes groaned under tension, but the iron contraption wouldn't budge.
"Maybe we can just squeeze through?" Marko asked, pointing at a narrow gap between the steam machine and the wall.

"Sure, go ahead—if the oxen lurch, they'll smear you flat. That what you want? Stand back and wait," the foreman snorted and continued prodding the animals.
Marko sighed and turned to the former inquisitor.

"Seven carts before lunch is a lot. I think you've fallen into a classic rookie trap."
"What?" He snapped to attention. Truth be told, the inquisitor had been so absorbed studying the machine, he'd missed the whole conversation. Only the word "trap" had snapped him out of it.

"I'm talking about overworking. A lot of folks, once they get their first pay, start pushing themselves. If pay depends on the number of carts, then your earnings are limited only by your own weakness. So they keep working harder and harder until they throw out their backs. I thought your age would keep you safe from that..."
"I work as I should," the old man said sharply. If he had a heavier pickaxe, he could go even faster! Ore extraction took far more time than hauling it, so his strong, precise strikes gave him an edge over others.

"Exactly!" the foreman chimed in. "Marko, take a page from the old guy. Looks like a worn-out nag, works like an ox... why don't you join these two and help us drag this iron sauna inside?"
The foreman grinned, clearly just joking.

But for the inquisitor, moving the machine would've been no trouble at all. One short prayer…
"Let's help them out," the old man nudged Marko. This was a perfect chance to examine whether the thing was tainted! Surely, the One was guiding him—how else to explain this second encounter with the same demonic contraption that had intrigued him back at the sawmill? Divine providence!

The inquisitor grabbed a protruding part and pretended to pull, all the while studying the strange iron device.
Nothing.
Just iron.No demons, not even a trace of magic.

After checking and rechecking a dozen times, the old man accepted it. Maybe his faith wasn't strong enough to sense the demon hidden in the iron? He whispered a prayer, and the heavy machine finally began to move.
"Well, I'll be damned—it actually worked!" the foreman said, pleased. "Thanks, you can go through now. I'll take care of your cart myself."

Finally, fresh mountain air!
The old man inhaled deeply. And there was the smell of porridge. Down below stood tents and a field kitchen. Everyone working got free meals. Not just watery soup either, but thick porridge with the occasional bit of pork fat. Marko had said that those on the night shift even got a bit of meat!

The inquisitor could only see all this generosity as the demon's attempt to curry favor with the workers. That didn't stop him from devouring his portion, at least until a loud crack rang out, echoing through the mountains. The old man jerked his head. Sounded like it came from beyond the village.
"Just the troops training. Don't worry about it," Marko advised.

The cracks came again. Listening closely, one could tell it wasn't a single boom, but dozens, maybe hundreds—of smaller ones, blending into a unified roar. The inquisitor had never heard a weapon make such sounds. The closest thing he knew was a fireball explosion. But even then, it was hard to imagine hundreds of mages practicing fireballs nearby. Even the Commonwealth would struggle to muster such a force...
Why guess when you can just ask?
"Weapons? Well, I haven't seen them myself, but I've heard that kind of noise comes from muskets."

"Muskets?" the old man repeated. "What are muskets?"
"They're like sticks that shoot fire."

"Fire? Are they artifacts?"
"Well, you could say that. My friend's got a buddy who knows a guy serving in the Viscount's army. He said those things are stronger than bolt-throwers and they kick back so hard from the recoil they can break your shoulder."

The inquisitor frowned. Weapons that kicked and harmed the user? And shot fire? That sounded far too much like demonic contraptions! Still, that investigation could wait. First, he needed to try and infiltrate the laboratory. A strategic facility like that was surely well guarded—he couldn't be careless and hope for luck. Tomorrow, he would stay for the night shift and scout under cover of darkness…
Suddenly, a clanging noise echoed from the cave, followed by a thick cloud of black smoke.

"Looks like they've fired up our machine too. Wanna take a look?"
"Let's go," the inquisitor quickly shoved down the last spoonfuls of porridge and rose from the table.

If that iron heap had come alive, perhaps the demon had finally revealed itself? One more check wouldn't hurt. And in any case, it was time to return to work.
The foreman was nowhere in sight—probably stepped away. The iron monstrosity was indeed moving. The drum spun lazily, and the steel cable wrapped around it scraped endlessly across the floor. Bright coals burned in the metal creature's belly, and thick black smoke poured from a pipe on top. In all his life, the inquisitor had rarely seen anything that looked more demonic!

Turning to God, the old man examined the iron beast again.
Astonishingly, even now it held not a trace of life or magic. It moved, yes, but it moved like a waterwheel set in a stream. It seemed the secrets of this device were too deep for him…

"Pretty cool, huh? This thing can saw a log in just a couple seconds. I've seen it myself!" Marko said proudly, giving the steam engine a pat.
"Idiot, you got a death wish?! Get away from there—now!" yelled the returning foreman.

Suddenly, one of the pipes hissed and blasted Marko with scalding steam from head to toe.
Marko let out a short cry and fled, shielding himself from the burning cloud. His shirt was no protection against the penetrating heat. He collapsed after barely a dozen steps. Shock.

The inquisitor jumped up, ready to fight a demon that had revealed itself, but... again, nothing. His prayer had nothing to latch onto. The metal remained silent, even after killing a man.
"Shit!" the foreman cursed, dragging Marko away from the pipe. "Why the hell'd he get so close? We haven't even finished the steam venting pipes yet..."

The old man sighed and helped pull the body into the open. In all his years as an inquisitor, he'd seen worse deaths, though this one still stung. He liked Marko. Naive, but kind.
The steam-burned body looked horrific. Swollen, ruptured blisters. A blood-cooked crust on his back. Marko was still breathing, but no one lived long with injuries like that.

The old man knelt and began praying for the boy's soul.
"What the hell are you doing?! Help me get him into the cart!" the foreman shouted, rolling up a wagon.

"Why? He's already dead. Amen," the inquisitor sighed.
"He's not dead! He's still breathing—can't you see?!"

"He won't survive. Better to end it quickly than let him suffer."
The foreman was stunned.

"You outta your damn mind, old man? We need to get him to the healers, now! Help me or I'll rearrange your bony face with my fists!"
"Sorry, Marko. Looks like you'll have to suffer a bit longer," the inquisitor murmured, pulling the body by the armpits.

The blisters burst, soaking the old man's clothes with bloody fluid. Marko was lucky to have lost consciousness—the pain must have been hellish.
"Come on, move! Pull, dammit! Go!" the foreman shouted frantically.

The old man couldn't understand his panic. The tragedy had already occurred. Was he afraid of punishment for losing a worker? Well, it wasn't his fault. No one had forced Marko to get close to the iron demon...
The cart bounced over rocks as they moved away from the mine, and only then did the old man realize their destination—when the laboratory entrance loomed ahead.

"Healers! Now!" the foreman shouted at the guard. The soldier stepped aside, letting the speeding cart through.
Step by step, they pushed deeper into the heretics' secret halls.

The inquisitor could barely hide his smile. He did feel sorry for Marko, but the boy's suffering had brought him closer to his goal. He'd entered the Laboratory even earlier than planned! A unique chance to assess the security from the inside—without raising a single suspicion.

Truly, divine providence guided his path!
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                ♦ Spring. Cave Laboratory. Inquisitor's perspective.♦
All cultists are the same. No matter how they try to justify their descent into darkness, the real reason is always the same: selfishness.

The Inquisitor had never met a single cultist who was content with their life. Each one sought to become richer or more powerful, only to become even richer. They all wanted more... and then more again. It didn't matter if the cultist was a destitute peasant, a poor craftsman, or even a wealthy aristocrat.
In fact, the last group caused the most trouble. The wealthier the heretic, the more means they had to commit evil.

The deeper the old man and the foreman pushed the cart with the body into the cave, the clearer it became: the cultists here were disgustingly, obscenely rich.
Behind the rough facade of raw stone were rooms adorned with carved wood and marble. Even the areas clearly shaped by an earth mage had not been made in haste.

Perfectly flat ceilings and walls. The floor, forged with magic, boasted ornate patterns. If even the entrance hall had been built with such completely unnecessary extravagance... what awaited further in?
The cart rolled forward, gliding effortlessly across the polished stone, and the old man attentively observed his surroundings. One guard at the entrance and nothing else? Too easy. Surely, his skills weren't enough to spot all the hidden traps.

Whoever had gone to such lengths to decorate this den so lavishly couldn't possibly have neglected its security, right? The clink of armor echoed from behind. The guard they had nearly knocked over was catching up.
The old man braced himself mentally for a fight, but the warrior didn't block their path. On the contrary, he overtook the cart and gestured frantically toward a side corridor.

"This way!" he shouted and ran to one of the doors.
The old man pressed his feet against the ground, trying to stop by the doorway, but the smooth floor gave him no chance. He and the foreman rolled just past the intended room.

"Meister Ron, we've got a heavy one!" the guard called out, throwing the door open.
"Bring him in," came a calm voice.

"Where the hell did you rush off to? In here, quickly!" the guard scolded them, hurrying to meet them as he saw they'd overshot the entrance.
Finally, the cart was maneuvered to the door. The guard took the body by the arms, while the foreman and the old man grabbed the legs, and together they carried Marco inside.

"Put him on the table," said an unremarkable-looking man in a white robe with an iron collar around his neck.
He glanced over the patient and added disapprovingly, "Did you really have to drag him through the dirt? Nor! Get in here. I can't do this without you."

The slightly dust-covered body was laid on a metal table. The Inquisitor's eye immediately caught the blood drains, and he flinched inwardly.
The room was brightly lit with magical crystals. Relatively small and plain: a cabinet of potions, two tables — Marco was placed on one, while at the other sat a boy around fourteen, reading a book. If not for the blood drains, nothing would seem suspicious... except for the wide archway in the wall revealing the next room. And another, and another beyond it. A whole row of chambers, each less innocent than the last. A great number of artifacts and devices, whose purpose the Inquisitor couldn't discern, but it was clear they were heretical.

Which meant he had stumbled into the heart of the laboratory. Just like that...
The old man's gaze flicked to the people.

The boy was flipping pages, carefully avoiding looking at the body. For his age, his healer's Gift was strong. Clearly, the cultists had recruited him as a neophyte to train in the dark arts. Disgusting. Those who corrupt the youth deserve only death!
Outwardly calm, the old man turned his eyes to the man in the robe. Also a healer. Not weak, but nothing extraordinary either.

"Alf, prepare the instruments. You'll assist," he instructed the student.
"I haven't finished the paragraph..." the boy tried to protest, still avoiding the sight of the body.

"Practice will teach you more than theory."
Sighing, the boy walked over to the cabinet and began pulling out tools: clamps, forceps, scalpels with blades of both metal and obsidian. He placed everything in a small tray and poured a clear liquid from a vial over them.

The room was immediately filled with the smell of very strong alcohol.
"You're wasting again," the healer grumbled as he took gloves from the boy.

"What's the point of saving it if the cabinet's empty the next day anyway? Once the lord finds out..." the kid snapped back, surprising the old man.
"I think the Lord has more pressing matters than a few milliliters of spirits," the healer answered sheepishly, then cleared his throat and called out, "Nor! Where the hell are you, you demon-damned fool?"

A man entered who looked exactly like the healer, and the Inquisitor immediately sensed the foul stench of his Gift: the stench of death. Standing before him was the vilest and most abhorrent creature in existence — a necromancer.There were no words strong enough to express the Inquisitor's hatred and revulsion toward these cursed beings. Truly, they were so vile that even many demonologists seemed respectable by comparison.

The old man barely suppressed a shudder when the necromancer's gaze slid over him and his companions.
"Why are you still standing there? You're dismissed. Don't get in the way. We'll take care of the boy, don't worry," the necromancer waved them off, and the foreman and the guard retreated so quickly it was as if the wind had swept them away.

"Do you need a personal invitation?" the necromancer asked, noticing the old man hadn't moved.
He would sooner die than just walk away. Not now, when he had reached his goal. The Inquisitor felt that the two standing before him were connected to his daughter's death, which meant he had to wait until one of them was alone with him and then strike unexpectedly. Knock them out, subdue them, and interrogate them thoroughly. He also couldn't leave Marco at the mercy of these creatures.

The Inquisitor bowed deeply. He had to appear harmless and non-threatening.
"This man is my friend. I humbly ask permission to remain here until his death."

"He's breathing, so he's not going to die. Leave. The procedure isn't pleasant to watch. Spare the kid from having to mop up your vomit later," the necromancer frowned.
Not going to die? The Inquisitor flinched. That could only mean one thing: Marco would be possessed by a demon so he could continue serving his master. He would have to kill Marco later. That would be the only thanks he could give his rescuer.

Of course, they wouldn't let him witness the ritual. They'd make up some excuse. That meant he'd have to start the fight now. With bare hands. He estimated his chances at fifty-fifty. The strength of his faith would shield him from magic, but he was unarmed, and there were two of them. He'd need to kill one quickly. The other would have to be taken alive. It wouldn't be a quiet affair, which meant the guard would come running. And there was also the neophyte, who might escape and call for help... It seemed his chances were far worse than he'd hoped.
"To the Abyss with him, let him stay. Just get to work," the healer called, and the necromancer, sighing, turned back to the body.

"Stand in the doorway and stay quiet," he said over his shoulder to the old man and stretched out his hands toward Marco.
A wave of inky darkness washed over the body, and it took all the old man's self-control not to launch an attack.

He had seen what necromancy did to people.
Those caught in such spells had their skin blister and rupture, reeking of rot, as flesh sloughed off to reveal blackened bone. People rotted alive, enduring unimaginable suffering. It was a horrific death, unmatched in cruelty. No wonder this was the ultimate punishment in the cursed magocracy. Compared to it, cleansing flame was a mercy.

The black mist dissipated as quickly as it appeared, leaving behind only the stench of decay. Marco stirred — he still looked terrible, but not as one might expect from a victim of necromancy.
"And gloves for me, please," said the healer.

Another quick flash of darkness.
"Uuunh..." Marco groaned, slowly regaining consciousness.

"You didn't give him any potion?" the necromancer frowned. "Alf, give him a sip of Long Sleep. Quickly."
The boy darted to the cabinet and grabbed a dark vial from the shelf.

"Open your mouth," the necromancer ordered, but Marco only moaned incoherently and twitched in convulsions.
For almost a minute they struggled to get him to open his mouth. Only a metal spatula managed to pry apart his clenched jaw. The potion trickled down his throat, and Marco quieted. His breathing slowed to the point it was barely perceptible.

In contrast, the necromancer was breathing heavily.
"So why didn't you give him the potion right away?" he asked his twin. The other shrugged.

To the Inquisitor, the question seemed foolish. The potion cost more than a peasant's life. The real mystery was that they gave it to him at all.
"We only have six vials left, and he was already unconscious," the healer answered simply.

"So why didn't you inform the alchemist to restock?" the necromancer scolded.
"He's busy. He's working around the clock making explosive powder."

"Abyss... Fine. Let's begin. Alf, take the scalpel and come here. I'll guide your actions. But first, tell me: why are burns dangerous?"
"Because they're difficult to heal," the student answered quickly.

"Correct. And why are they difficult to heal?"
"Umm... well..." the boy hesitated.

"Because that tissue is already dead. We can't heal what's dead," the healer helped him. He held a scalpel in his hand.
"Exactly," the necromancer continued. "There are four major dangers with burns. The first and most important: evil spirits. Burned skin can't protect against them, and they enter the body, killing it from within. Hopefully, my magic drove them off. The second danger..."

At first, the Inquisitor scoffed at the healers' ignorance, but then he paused. The theocracy had long known there were no spirits. It was tiny demonic beasts that caused death. But the idea that necromancy could kill them? That was... unorthodox. Possibly heretical. After all, it implied that even a necromancer, whose gift was only to kill — could be useful.
Dogma wrestled with reason. In the end, the Inquisitor discarded the thought. It didn't matter. He would kill him anyway.
"The fourth danger lies in the liver and kidneys failing due to the toxins released by necrotic tissue. That's why our preferred treatment method is to remove all damaged tissue and grow new ones," the necromancer concluded, nodding toward the healer who was already slicing away the burnt skin.

"If the lad had more fat on him, this would be easier," the healer commented while working the scalpel.
Chunks of bloody skin fell into a nearby bucket with a sickening squelch.

"What if a lot of poison has already entered the system?" the boy asked, gripping the scalpel uneasily. He was stalling, putting off the moment he'd have to cut flesh himself.
"Then we'll need to regrow the kidneys and liver. It's difficult and dangerous, so let's try to avoid that. Here, start on the left arm. It should be a bit easier."

The boy hesitantly brought the blade to the skin and carefully sliced off a blister.
"Cut deeper and move faster. We need to remove everything that's been damaged," the mentor urged.

A strip of scorched flesh plopped into the bucket.
"What now? Heal?"

"Yes. Channel your power very gently and lightly, like a feather. You only need to restore the skin... No, that's too much!" the necromancer shouted.
"Why too much?" the student asked. Under his hand, a patch of newly grown pink skin stood alone amidst the yellow, blistered tissue.

"Because it can cause complications. Feel it. Any hardening?"
"I don't think so," the boy said uncertainly.

The necromancer pulled on gloves and checked for himself.
"Alright, we're lucky. But next time, try to use even less. Skin is quite sensitive. If anything strange develops, we'll have to cut it out along with the flesh."

They all worked in silence for a few minutes.
"I feel like some kind of executioner-inquisitor," the boy muttered, making the Inquisitor flinch.

What vile slander! They never cut people up for no reason — only to extract essential information...
"Just think of it like slicing meat for dinner," the healer said cheerfully.

"Don't teach him bad habits," the necromancer snapped at his brother, then turned to the student. "Better to focus not on what you're doing, but why you're doing it. I'm sure when he wakes up, he'll thank you."
"We'll see," the healer snorted. "That woman I pulled a tooth from screamed for an hour that I was a butcher."

"Because you didn't give her even a drop of poppy milk! And later her husband came and apologized."
"That's true. Even shared his liquor..." Ron smiled sheepishly. "Not that I like being thanked or anything. But for once, it'd be a nice change."

"It would," the necromancer chuckled, then suddenly glanced at their guest with suspicion.
"What's your name?"

"I... um... Tal, sir," the Inquisitor hesitated, nearly blurting out his real name.
"Tal. You're awfully calm for someone watching his friend get cut open," the necromancer said, eyeing the old man.

The Inquisitor quickly lowered his eyes.
"I understand it's for his own good," he lied.

"Then you are wise. Most people don't show such understanding. Still, I must ask—"
"Nor, leave the man alone and help me with the face. I need your steady hand to avoid scarring."

"If you keep dumping the hardest work on me, you'll never learn to do it properly yourself!" the necromancer grumbled but picked up a scalpel.
They worked with knives until evening. Sometimes they paused to pour blood-replenishing potions into Marco or take short rests, but the old man didn't notice anything suspicious.

"Alright, come check the work. You're supposed to be his friend, right? So tell me — does the face look like him?" the healer called the old man over.
The Inquisitor stepped closer. Now both mages were within arm's reach. His odds of success had risen sharply. One blessed strike and...
But the old man leaned in to get a better look at his friend's face.
Comically pink and with barely visible scars, it no longer looked like fried bacon. Just a normal face, slightly different than it had been that morning.

"He's lucky he thought to cover his eyes. Growing new ones is a real pain," the healer commented.
The Inquisitor kept staring. Everything seemed normal, no signs of enchantment, no sign of possession. And it looked like he was alive, which meant there was a chance to save him from further rituals and bring him home.

"Ahem, yes, the face is fine. His wife will be pleased," the Inquisitor said, realizing he'd been silent too long.
"Why didn't you say he had a wife? I wouldn't have tried so hard," the necromancer joked, stretching his hands and setting the scalpel on the table.

"May I take him home?" the Inquisitor asked humbly, his gaze fixed on the scalpel. That was it, a weapon, the perfect moment to act. He'd snatch Marco from the heretics' claws.
"Of course. Take him."

"Really?" the old man was caught off guard.
"Why keep him here? There are carts in the other room. Take one, just don't forget to return it."

On unsteady legs, the old man fetched a cart. It seemed specially designed for transporting bodies. He kept expecting some trap, but the brothers helped move Marco onto the cart and didn't try to stop him from leaving.
"Ahem, and how much do we owe you?"

"Nothing. The Lord covers it all," the necromancer said wearily, pulling off his gloves.
The old man was caught off guard again.

"But a healer's work is very..."
"They work for free," the student chimed in.

"Free?"
"Sort of, they're repaying their lives, to be exact," the boy shrugged as he gathered the tools, including the scalpel the Inquisitor had eyed. "They did bad things. Now they're atoning."

"Could you tell me more about those bad things?" the Inquisitor asked smoothly, slipping into interrogation mode.
"Let bygones be bygones," the healer interrupted. "The patient will wake up in about a day. Make sure he drinks plenty of fluids, and for the love of the One God, boil the water. He'll feel weak and won't be able to work for at least two weeks. Even if he tries, don't let him. The healing process has exhausted all his reserves."

"And we don't owe anything? Not even for the potion?" the Inquisitor clarified. After all, the Long Sleep elixir was expensive, worth over ten silver coins per vial.
"The Lord pays for everything," the healer repeated, irritated.

"Except tooth regeneration," the necromancer added. "Pulling is free, growing a new one is a silver coin. By the way, Ron, speak to the Lord. If someone dies because we ran out of potions, he'll be very, very displeased."
"Please, convey my thanks to him as well," the Inquisitor smiled.

Even he himself wasn't sure whether the smile was fake or sincere.
He grabbed the cart's handles and pushed it forward. Every second he expected a trap, a blade in the back... but nothing. He left the laboratory without hindrance.

Apparently, there truly was no hidden guard. Which meant he could return anytime. Only... Marco snored peacefully, oblivious to the cart's jolts along the dirt road.
Only Marco couldn't work yet. Before launching any accusations, he needed to ensure his rescuer recovered. Which meant he had to return to the mines for a couple of weeks. After all, they probably wouldn't beef up security in that time, right? he convinced himself. He could afford to spend a few more weeks to properly thank those good people.

And after that, he would get to the bottom of this and punish the heretics. They couldn't escape divine justice.
All cultists are the same... but today he'd met the most cunning of them all.

The kind that try to disguise themselves as good.

            

    
         Vol 4, Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
                ◆ Spring, Reikland Barony, Foundry. ◆
The air in the foundry shimmered from the heat of the blast furnace.
"Is it time? Or should I heat it a bit more?" Asha asked me.

"Hold on."
I lifted a steel rod and touched it to the iron casing of the furnace. A bit of magic, and I could feel the entire iron structure, and no burns on my hands!

"Transfer the heat from the casing inward. It's gotten too hot," I concluded and unhooked the rod before it overheated.
"Understood, Master," the mage girl said, sticking out her tongue playfully and pressing herself against the furnace, arms spread wide as if trying to hug it.

Of course, you'd need a dozen such shorties to actually embrace a blast furnace.
"Done."

"Good," I nodded, mentally noting that we had to install a water cooling system for the casing soon—Asha wouldn't be able to maintain it around the clock. "Tell me, where are the slags?"
"Mmm... Almost at the mark."

"Damn it, again? Listen up! Prepare to tap the slag!" I barked, and the workers rushed to fire up the machine controlling the drill.
This was already the third time we had to drain the slag, thanks to the lack of preliminary ore enrichment. Not that it made the work unbearable—it just required more time, effort, and coal.

Three oxen drove a giant cart up to the long trough. The driver quickly unhitched them and began leading them away while two workers hooked the cart to a chain ending in a massive hook. Once the container filled, the steam engine would pull it forward, winding the chain onto a drum. Making sure everything was secured and people had stepped back, I turned my attention back to Asha.
"All set!" she shouted over the hum of the drill.

The machine hissed and spat steam. The people sweated and puffed. The heat and boiling water in the boilers turned the workshop into a kind of jungle.
I waited a few more seconds, then gave the signal.

The drill bit into the furnace, throwing scorched clay and cooled slag chunks in all directions.
"Back! Back!" the spotter shouted as molten droplets sprayed from under the drill.

The tool pulled back, and a fiery stream began to pour down the trough. Useless slags—for now. One day, we might find a use for them, but for now, they would go into the waste dump like the previous two releases.
The cart filled, and a device resembling a giant syringe rolled up to the lava-dripping hole. The plunger moved, pushing out clay, and the plastic mass securely sealed the tap hole. I once heard that back in the old days, they used to literally fire clay into the blast furnace with a cannon. Personally, I think my method is a lot more reliable.

Then again, it depends on how you look at it. In a way, this "syringe" was a cannon—after all, I had to melt down an actual cannon to scrape together enough metal for all this magnificence.
The wooden rails groaned under stress, the chain tightened, and the cart slowly creaked forward. I followed it, not to supervise, more to admire.

It rolled out of the shop and stopped at the cliff's edge, bumping against the end of the tracks. Workers knocked out the locks with sledgehammers, the cart's side dropped, and the container tilted. For a couple of seconds, it teetered—then fell, dumping its contents.
A molten stream flowed down the slope, splashing over rocks and hissing in flaming droplets. Like a volcanic eruption! Below, in the swirling haze, a fiery lake blazed. Beautiful!

Too bad so much useful heat was going to waste. If only we could direct all this beauty into heating homes or powering generators...
I watched the flowing lava.

Yes, definitely something to pursue when there's time. But for now, more urgent matters await. Time to return to the shop—the moment of truth was approaching. Pig iron was about to be tapped.
The drill was already positioned at the base of the furnace. Iron, being heavier than slag, flowed to the very bottom of the furnace, unlike the other substances.

"All set?" I checked with Asha.
"Yes, we just loaded more material."

"The charge," I corrected, but she waved me off.
"Whatever. All I know is it's damn hot! Feels like I'm at the foot of my home volcano... and I could incinerate an army—if I don't burn out first."

"Well, no burning things just yet. Shall we begin the tapping?"
"Yes. Just know I won't be able to hold the flow if anything goes wrong," she warned, brushing off her hands.

"You won't need to," I assured and gave the order.
The drill spun up again. Everyone was tense, not all believed this would go smoothly. The expected volume and the size of the ladle waiting at the end of the trough were highly optimistic. With one cast, we'd produce no less than we had managed to buy across the entire Kingdom in a few months.

Well, with one small caveat...
The tap hole was breached, and molten metal poured into the trough. Sparks flew, red light flooded the shop, and breathing became even harder than usual. The workers squinted, trying to see—was that pig iron flowing... or just more slag?
In truth, some slag still streamed through the troughs, despite the deflectors. As the flow crossed nearly the entire workshop, the molten metal began to fill the ladle. It kept flowing and flowing, and with every second, my happiness grew.

Beside me, Asha admired the stream, her eyes burning as she watched.
"Looks just like lava. Awesome. I wish I were strong enough to swim in that someday!"

I shot her a skeptical glance. Her face held not a trace of humor. Was she seriously dreaming of bathing in molten metal? Even the Terminator got fried in that stuff.
"You mean a powerful mage could survive that kind of heat?"

"A mage? No. A Senior Archmage probably could, for a little while. A Magister, definitely. The founder of the Fire Council swam in a volcano's crater: and that's not just a legend!"
I shook my head, picturing Asha squealing as she slid down the trough like a waterpark ride... splashing into a vat of molten iron at the bottom. Utter madness.

"You know, if you'd like, I can build you a water slide as a thank you. Ride it all you want!"
"Water's not nearly as cool," she huffed.

"But it's safe, and fun."
"What am I, a child?" Her voice brimmed with indignation.

"And who just said they wanted to swim in molten metal?"
"That's different. Just imagine how people would react if I emerged from the metal. They'd revere me as a great mage, tell legends about me to their children!"

"Ambitious. I see you set high goals for yourself," I teased, and she pouted in protest.
"You'll see. I'll do it. I'll burst out of the metal and splash you right in the face for doubting me..." she muttered under her breath.

But nothing could ruin my mood. There was more pig iron than I had even hoped for. But this still wasn't steel. To make pig iron into steel, we needed to remove the excess carbon. The method was simple: blow air through the molten pig iron to oxidize the unwanted impurities. The Bessemer process was perfect for our current stage.
Meanwhile, the ladle we'd repurposed as a converter was being prepped for the air blast. The steam engine I assigned to the task was nearly the largest in the entire shop. That's because I wasn't entirely sure I was doing everything right. Ideally, we'd be using pure oxygen rather than air, but...

I glanced over at Asha, still daydreaming about lava baths.
We'd figure out oxygen later. For now, even lower-grade steel would suffice. Even if the result isn't ideal, it'll still be useful. Nothing would go to waste.

Air whooshed into the converter, rippling the surface of the molten metal. Now we just needed to tilt the ladle so the blast went through the full depth and...
The airflow was much stronger than I expected, and the metal volume was tragically excessive. The ladle spewed fire and flung molten iron in every direction. Flaming globs flew here and there, and people scattered.

"Shit!" I shouted, dodging a fireball the size of a human head. "Asha!"
"I'm trying!"

Her red-robed figure darted forward. She raised her arms, and fire burst from her hands. The molten metal churned and hissed. Wind howled, and unbearable heat scorched our skin.
The lava jokes had ended in an actual volcanic eruption.

I grabbed a fallen worker by the shirt and dragged him aside while fire-drops continued to crash around us.
Asha brought her hands together, and a colossal pillar of flame shot skyward. It roared, punched through the roof, shattered the tiles, and dissipated into the night air.

Cooled metal gleamed gray, scattered in puddles across the floor. A deafening bang rang through the workshop: the air pipe had burst. The metal had solidified, pressure spiked, and the duct gave out. Thankfully, it was made of soft iron, so it ruptured cleanly with no shrapnel.
"Is everyone alive?" I called out.

Several workers had burns, some had inhaled scalding air, a few were splashed with metal. But no one had died. Air hissed from the cracked pipe, and the only way to extract the solidified metal from the converter now was with my power.
Damn it, I knew there was too much pig iron in there... Now we'll have to redo everything from scratch!

"I'm just gonna lie down for a bit. I'm tired," Asha murmured weakly, collapsing onto the concrete floor.
"Of course. Rest as long as you need. Orin will take over for now," I said, gently brushing her hair.

I wanted to help her to her bed myself, but there was no time.
"Anyone injured—go to the healer. You and you, help the lady to her room. Everyone else, prepare for another slag tap!" I shouted and began "sawing" through the converter.

I had to finish repairs before the next pig iron release.
Production must never stop.

Never.






◆A few weeks later.◆
"Gentlemen, your attention please!" I tapped a steel billet against the machine.

The metallic clang immediately silenced the murmurs of the craftsmen. Blacksmiths, saddlers, armorers, even a jeweler—all fell quiet, though they kept glancing around the hall in confusion.
And there was definitely something worth seeing: a row of lathes, each facing a stand with long drills. A large band saw for cutting blanks, an unfinished steam hammer, and a still-raw spring-making machine. For now, though, they'd only need the first three.
I glanced once more at the assembled crowd... amusingly, a couple of them had once run off to Ligrad! Only, after the red mist incident, their lives hadn't gone too well—they'd even sold some of their tools just to eat. I could've turned up my nose and refused them work, but output mattered more.

"Alright. Nothing overly complicated is expected of you. First, we need to cut blanks from this plate, following these markings..."
Someone in the crowd snorted.

"Who was that? Step forward."
After some murmuring, the craftsmen shoved one man to the front.

"So, what made you laugh, mister?"
He pointed at the plate.

"It's too thick. You can't cut through iron like that."
"It's steel," I corrected.

"Even worse... sir," he added with a pause.
"Wonderful. Then you'll assist me," I said coldly, pulling a lever.

The steam engine roared to life, and the saw blade accelerated until it became a blur.
"Grab the far end and push, slowly," I commanded.

The tiny teeth screeched horribly as they bit into the metal, flinging fine shavings in all directions.
"Pit... ah, dammit!" I cursed, seeing that my temperamental assistant had disappeared.

"You there!" I pointed to the nearest man. "Grab the oil bottle and pour it on the blade. Don't be stingy, it'll all collect in the pan anyway!"
The smell of heated oil filled the air as the blade crept forward, millimeter by millimeter, until at last it finished the cut.

Slow. Much slower than I expected. Maybe it's time to rethink the process?
I thoughtfully lifted the blank. Heavy. The cut was rough, but acceptable.

I handed it to the assistant, who immediately bent under the weight — whether from physical strain or the realization of his mistake.
I didn't say a word. Just scanned the crowd. The craftsmen lowered their eyes.

"Now, on to the lathe. Secure the blank carefully..."
The four-jaw chuck clamped down tightly, but the piece was long, too long. I added support with the tailstock and leaned into the lever.

The clutch groaned, and the blank spun up rapidly, kicking up a wind with its sharp edges. Right... I still need to finish that safety aspect. But with five machines and only one steam engine...
"First, rough shaping. Position the cutter at the farthest point and slowly move it along..."

Metal shavings flew everywhere. I noted the machine could really use a protective cover. Minute by minute, the blank began to resemble a musket barrel.
I shut down the drive and removed the piece.

Next step: boring the barrel. But I noticed the gathered men staring at the smooth steel rod in my hands with suspicion.
"Saints preserve us," one finally muttered, crossing himself.

I sighed. This was going to be harder than I'd hoped.





"What are you doing here? I asked you to help me with those fools! I had to spend half an hour convincing them there are no demons in the machines... and I'm still not sure they believed me!" I snapped at Pit, who was chewing on a straw, watching the workers.

"Yeah? What difference does it make what they believe? Just order them to work," he shrugged, spitting out the straw.
Annoyingly, that lazy was the one I couldn't just order around. Not because he was a noble, but because he was here entirely of his own will. I doubted he even cared that I paid him.

"Someone with experience needs to oversee them while they learn. Just keep them from killing themselves, my healers can handle the rest."
Pit considered this.

"Fine. Been a while since I wrangled pups. I'll keep an eye on them. But only after this show ends." He gestured at the workers arguing nearby.
Listening closer, I realized I was partly to blame. They'd managed to drag over a massive roller for the rolling mill, but couldn't figure out how to lift it into place. No surprise — it must've weighed dozens of tons!

Someone suggested climbing onto the shop roof to throw a pulley over a beam. I winced. No way that beam would hold.
"Just go and help them," I advised.

"Eh, that's no fun. I was waiting to see someone fall off the roof... so I could save them, of course."
"Are you saying you can't lift that tiny hunk of iron?" I teased.

"I shudder to think what it's supposed to roll out..." he grumbled, raising one hand lazily.
The roller didn't budge. Pit frowned, stepped closer, and lifted both arms.

The roller rose slowly into the air and slotted into place.
"Phew," Pit said, wiping his brow. "I thought it was hollow. Why use so much metal?"

"Castings don't always cut it. Running metal through rollers refines its structure."
"Maybe so, but aren't you a Sculptor? Wouldn't it be easier to shape it magically?"

I shrugged.
"I don't have the time. And by the way, when you're managing the craftsmen, you'll need to track their defect rates and..."

"Sounds boring. I'm not doing paperwork," the noble cut in flatly.
"Fine. I'll send someone else," I relented.

"Commander!"
"Maybe Til, for example..." I added, spotting the man himself sprinting toward us.

"Commander, we've got a problem!" he blurted out.
"Monsieur?" I looked at Pit.

"Yes, yes, I'll handle the pups." He bowed and departed, giving us space.
"Alright. What's wrong?"

"Kazimir caught one of our people who was spreading rumors in town."
"Kazi... oh, the Short brat?"

"Yes. He's planning to execute Len. Maybe you could offer a ransom for him?"
I scratched my chin thoughtfully.

"Ransom? No. That bastard would just torture him more if we offered money, just to spite us."
"Then what do we do?!" Til cried, clearly shaken.

"Rally the troops. We're paying him a visit."
"But we're not ready!"

"Neither is he," I grinned.
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 ◆ A few days later, former city of House of Condors, a common townsman. ◆












This city was once called "Eagle's Cliff," named after the black fortress perched on a solitary, towering rock.

Now, the city had no name at all. After taking control, Marquis Short stripped it of its name. The fortress in the city's center came to be known simply as the Cliff, while the city itself remained nameless.
Though the new ruler tried to give the city a new name, none of them stuck.

Loyalists to the Count still used the old name. Others simply called it the City Beneath the Cliff.
And getting into the city had turned out laughably easy.

When under the Condors' rule, it had been protected by the fortress and royal authority. But the Marquis had no intention of building walls. He was far more interested in draining wealth than in development. The only thing he spent money on was his luxurious mansion in the city's western quarter.
Early in the morning, under the cover of fog, several hundred people appeared in the outskirts. They were dressed differently, of various builds and ages, but each carried a strange iron spear. Boots squelched in the wet soil, mist condensed on hats and weapons. A lone citizen, stepping out with a bucket, stumbled and fell upon seeing them. With a spellbound gaze, he watched the column pass by, which paid him no attention.

The dirt road turned to cobblestones, the buildings grew taller and richer.
The commander at the head raised his hand, and the unit split into three equal groups. The central one, led by him, moved toward the city's main square. The other two vanished into the side streets.

The foggy veil obscured their figures. Only the tracks of hundreds of boots proved it wasn't an illusion.
The citizen picked himself up, dusted off, and hurried back inside.

For some reason, he wasn't surprised that the man leading the column wore the colors of House Condor.



◆ City's main square, Kazimir/Randal Condor. ◆
The morning fog hadn't yet lifted, but a crowd had already gathered at the sound of the bell. A wooden platform was guarded by a dozen soldiers. More weren't needed, for in the center sat Kazimir himself on a gilded throne. His power alone would have been enough to massacre the assembled rabble, had he been in a foul mood. With a flick of the hand, he shook water droplets off his crimson gauntlet. His lacquered armor was water-resistant, but the weather… The weather was miserable and spoiling his mood. Perhaps he really would kill a few who didn't clap loudly enough at the upcoming execution.
"...this man also slandered the ruler of our city, the honorable, generous, and just His Grace Short, as well as his esteemed and noble son Kazimir, who has personally come to witness the charges!" declared a portly man whose crimson outfit clearly marked him as one of the Marquis's men, the city's Burgomaster.

"To the abbyss with Sho'gt and his bloodthirsty brat! Justice will come, and you'll all rot!" shouted the battered man on the platform, rope around his neck. His beard and mustache were caked with blood, and a fresh, still-bleeding brand marked his bald, egg-shaped head.
Kazimir frowned. This rebel was far too bold. And he knew full well that Kazimir could postpone his quick, easy death and instead drown him in prolonged agony.

Just like he and his father had once filled the rebel's older brother's life with suffering.
"Gag him," Kazimir ordered the executioner, rising from the throne. The armor plates, slightly too big for him, jingled with anticipation.

A burly man tried to stuff a rag into the condemned's mouth, but the prisoner bit and shouted about workers and peasants.
Kazimir cleared his throat and smiled with all thirty-two teeth.

"I address all present! Rabble and peasants, understand this: order demands unconditional and total obedience. Today, any protestor, any instigator or agitator will be made example of!"
"Well said, milord!" the fat man obsequiously chimed in, then suddenly jolted when he met my eyes.

"You? Who are you supposed to be?"
"Kazimir, you picked the wrong day for speeches. Today's not the fifth of November," I smirked, hopping onto the platform.

"Condor!" the aristocrat recoiled slightly, then forced a smile and turned to the condemned man.
"You! If you admit this man sent you, I'll spare your miserable life!"

"Land should belong to the peasants!" the man shouted instead, somehow managing to kick the executioner still trying to gag him.
"I asked Til to find me not only the loudest, but the fastest. How did they even manage to catch you, Len?"

"Sorry, comrade. They caught up to me."
"It's alright. We'll get you an armored truck, then no one'll catch you," I joked.

"Aha!" Kazimir exclaimed, pointing at me. "I knew you were behind these loudmouths!"
"Yeah. So?"

"Father will hear about this!"
"No doubt. Now let my man go."

"What? Not a chance. Executioner, carry out the sentence!"The executioner stepped toward the lever, but a gunshot rang out and he collapsed backward.

"Who dared?" Kazimir shouted, horror-stricken as more and more glints of steel began to appear in the crowd. He might not have known what a musket was, but the fixed bayonets left no doubt—this was a weapon.
"Doesn't matter who. Listen to offer number two: you leave the city, and I won't lay a finger on you. Although, I see the healers have restored all your teeth. You wouldn't believe how badly I want to correct that injustice."

"You wouldn't dare! Steward, the signal!"
"At once, milord!" The portly man suddenly placed his right hand over his chest, and something under his suit lit up. I covered him with antimagic, but it was too late. The glow had already completed.

"That's it," the young aristocrat sneered. "You might be stronger than me, but I've summoned reinforcements. Soon, a hundred soldiers from the barracks and my knight squad from the estate will be here. Run while you can!"
"You really think they'll be able to send reinforcements? You should think again," I said, stepping right up to the fat man. He recoiled to the edge of the platform.

"Milord, save me!" the burgomaster squealed, but Kazimir only fidgeted with the hilt of his sword.
"So you're the one who handled the Short family's dirty work? I think the townspeople have a few questions for you." I grabbed his thick neck and shoved him into the crowd. "He's yours, friends."

The moment his bulk landed, he received a kick. Then another.
"Guards... soldiers! Save me! I command you!" he shrieked, pummeled by blows, but the guards only pressed their backs tighter to the platform.

I cut the ropes binding the condemned man, who quickly thanked me and leapt down to join those laying into the steward. Now only Kazimir remained.
"You see, your reinforcements aren't here. But I am. So what now?"

He looked around, hoping to spot his knights rushing to aid him. But to his misfortune, no one appeared. Only hostile soldiers and a crowd of peasants surrounded him.
"Touché. You win. I'm leaving," the younger Short conceded and turned to go.

"Not so fast. You should've agreed earlier..."
"Back off!" He swung his sword, but I was already beside him, melting all his armor into a single mass, turning the boy into an iron statue. He tried to free himself with magic, but I suppressed the pulse.

I shoved him, and he crashed into the crowd... Yet the people only stepped back, unwilling to touch a noble. Even the steward received fewer blows now. All eyes, hundreds of them, turned to me.
Everyone was waiting for me to speak. So be it. Time for an improvised speech.

"A quarter century ago, my house fell. Down to vile intrigues and traitors who struck from behind. We lacked strength. The house was weak. My grandfather failed to hold the city, and it fell into the hands of these frauds."
A murmur stirred in the crowd.

"Into the hands of frauds and sadists!" I raised my voice. "Ask your parents: did my grandfather execute servants for a sidelong glance? Because he was in a bad mood? For his amusement? No! He ruled firmly, but justly! He didn't kill craftsmen who refused to bribe him! He didn't torture those who stood by their conscience and beliefs! He didn't squeeze the land dry just to stuff his own belly!"
A wave of approving murmurs grew.

"The First Duke's lackeys want every land to be like his—slavery, lawlessness! Rule by petty cronies with no name or honor! Rule by bribes and greed! No conscience, no integrity! These people would sell anything. And they do. They are selling us off to Theocrats piece by piece!!"I scanned the crowd and noticed some loss of focus. Right... ordinary people might not care what country they live in, but they care how they live.

So I changed the angle.
"They want to make everyone slaves. Slaves who live in constant fear of death, trembling because their master didn't sleep well! Because he can kill them any time, for no reason! How many did Short kill? Look at him! Now he is weak, just as you all were once weak in comparison to him! We used to be weak too, but that time has passed. The House has regained its strength. The House has regained its right. And THIS CITY WILL RECLAIM ITS NAME!"

"The Cliff!" came tentative cries. Much more timid than I expected... Of course! I suddenly realized my mistake.
This wasn't just a crowd of random townsfolk. The square had filled with those the Shorts considered more or less reliable. Those who hadn't resisted. Those who obeyed.

"I know many of you fear punishment for cooperating with false lords. But that won't happen. All who return under our banner—I guarantee you full pardon. Even you, guards! Remove your armor and swear fealty to your rightful lord once more!"
The guards lit up like they'd seen a light at the end of a tunnel, tearing off pieces of armor with such force that leather straps snapped.

"Those who remain entrenched in loyalty to the usurpers will be punished. But I am merciful and seek no needless blood. Their lives will be spared—but they will pay for them in gold. Now tell me: do you want to live in fear, or under law? In stability, or in poverty? With rights, or without them? With the rightful ruler of these lands, or with a tyrant who seized them?"
The shouts swelled, rising to a roar. A roar of approval.
"Then all of you, prove you're on the right side." I gestured toward Kazimir, who was still struggling to free himself from his armor. "Prove you're free, overcome your fear of him! He's not above you, you're his equals, because he's just a man. Show him he's no god, that his crimes won't go unanswered. Show him your strength as brothers in arms. The people shouldn't be afraid of their government — the government should be afraid of the people! No more living in fear! Freedom. Equality. Brotherhood!

"For my brother!" Len shouted, slamming a kick into the aristocrat's head. Most of the body was still armored, though.
One by one, the crowd joined in.

I noticed the second squad returning from the side street. They were pulling a cart loaded with swords. That meant the city arsenal had already fallen.
"Report," I said to the nearest one.

"The barracks fell, they didn't even resist. But the estate... it's not looking good."
"Understood." I raised my voice again, addressing the crowd now nearly trampling Kazimir. Not that I felt any pity—he'd brought this on himself.

"The last traitors have holed up in the estate. Grab your weapons, brothers, we'll bring them justice!"


The cannonball shattered the gate into splinters. Twisted steel hinges swung lonely in the air, now thick with the stench of gunpowder.

We'd waited long for the artillery, but it was worth it.
Damn, the bastard hadn't spared any expense on himself. Around his personal estate, he'd built a real wall.

Not that it helped him. The soldiers who tried to defend it were mowed down and retreated inside.
Counting on the gates to hold? Foolish.

Our troops were already slipping through, one after another, into a beautifully kept park with hedges. A perfect place for an ambush. But why approach?
"Hold! Don't rush in, form a perimeter and bring the guns forward."

The gunner rushed to swab the barrel. A powder charge was dragged over from the supply cart, followed by a cannonball. The cannon was aimed. The estate, all marble and gold, looked so fragile.
Fire!

The cast iron ball spun toward the mansion, aimed straight at a slender column supporting a massive loggia.
A shrill shriek, a grinding crash, a ringing impact.

The cannonball cracked and split, ricocheting off a brown barrier.
I studied the dome shielding the manor. For a First Duke loyalist, the Marquis sure relied heavily on magic. A signal amulet, a high-quality shield... was he planning to betray the Duke? Not my problem. I was going to eliminate him anyway.

First the estate, then Short himself.
"Bring up two more cannons and fire together," I ordered after assessing the barrier. It held, but barely. Two guns should've been enough, but I wasn't taking chances.

While the gunners rolled the cannons behind cover, I took a moment to admire the estate. Almost a shame to destroy it. But just imagining Short's face when news of his smashed-up mansion reaches the capital? Oh yeah, worth it.
Suddenly, a unit of soldiers appeared on the loggia, led by a knight. They drew bows and aimed crossbows.

I watched impassively as arrows and bolts thudded harmlessly into the ground, well short of our position.
"Commander, permission to return fire?" Til asked.

I grimaced. Too far. Accuracy would be poor. Powder might be wasted. But I relented, good time for practice.
The line fired a ragged volley. Bullets screamed toward the estate, and to my surprise, the barrier didn't activate. Apparently, bullets were too small to trigger it. Smart auto-activation like that suggested Commonwealth involvement in its design. Ordinary shields stayed up constantly, wasting energy.

Lead balls chipped columns, shattered railings, even struck a few bodies. Most shots missed, but it was enough to make the soldiers retreat.
"Maybe we save the powder and send in the citizens?" Til suggested, pointing to townsfolk now armed with swords.

"No, powder's cheaper than blood. Fire!"
Three cannons roared nearly in unison. Three cannonballs flew.

The dome sprang up instantly, deflecting the first ball. But the other two shattered it and flew through.
A soundless ring tore at the ears. Shards of the shield exploded in midair, then the estate itself detonated from within.

A fireball swelled inside, walls blasting outward like shrapnel. Columns crumbled and launched skyward. Scorching air ripped up hedges, igniting those farther back. The shockwave barreled through, toppling ranks and forcing me to duck. Hot as hell.
Chunks of the estate came crashing down, some alarmingly close. Looked like the shield overload hadn't gone as planned. Apparently, the core that sustained the shield couldn't take the strain and exploded.
Too bad—no loot now.
But the last stronghold of Short in the city was destroyed.

Eagle's Cliff was entirely under our control.
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                ◆ A few days later. City of Eagle's Cliff. ◆
"Is that all?"
I shifted my gaze from the list to the empty shelves of the armory. Damn it.
"Looks like most of the plate armor is gone. Only chainmail remains... At least they didn't steal the weapons. Too bad you gave them out to the townspeople before I could take inventory," Tamilla reproached.

I shrugged.
"It seemed like the right call at the time. What about ranged weapons?"

"Nothing."
"Nothing at all?" I shook the list. Four hundred crossbows, five hundred bows, and twenty-five bolt-throwers. Not exactly impressive, but it would've been enough for a militia. Til was right—we're still not ready. Too few people...

"Absolutely nothing."
A complete letdown. Seemed like my grandfather took much better care of the city's arsenal than Short ever did. There used to be enough weapons here for a small army. Now only spears and a few swords remained. Maybe Short was afraid someone might shoot him?

Weapons were one thing, but even armor was limited—barely fifty suits, and all of them already on the guards. The only usable stock left in the armory was some chainmail and spare plates for repairing existing sets.
"Alright, tally everything here, then head to the town hall. We need to separate the wheat from the chaff." I rolled up the scroll and tossed it onto Tamilla's table.

She had no equal in the art of predatory resource appropriation, but that wasn't the only reason I brought her along. There were likely still loyalists to Short hiding in the city, and a walking lie detector (flawed as it might be) was invaluable.
"Understood. By the way, the painter stopped by—he's upset that his works are being hung in the streets. Claims art shouldn't be treated that way."

Oh right. The painter.
Yesterday, right after we entered the abandoned town hall, a rather audacious fellow managed to get past the guards. Thin mustache, shabby clothes, paint stains. He introduced himself as Gerard and offered to paint my portrait. At first, I was ready to send him packing—there was too much to do to waste time on local lunatics. But then an idea struck me.

I gave him ten silver coins and ordered ten caricatures. Short depicted as a ball rolling out of town. Short popping like a balloon, and so on. The logic was simple: not everyone could read, but even an idiot could understand pictures. Before dawn, the painter returned with a stack of gaudy images, received his pay, and got a new commission.
By morning, the illustrations were posted in the city's busiest areas. Sure, they wouldn't last long in the rain... someone might steal or tear them, but unlike town criers, they didn't get tired. A valuable asset, if you asked me.

And now, the artist was upset his works were doing their job instead of collecting dust in a palace?
"I didn't complain that his paintings were too gaudy for real art..." I began, but Tamilla cut in indignantly.

"They're fine examples of early Malevian style! Rough expressionism combined with progressive minimalism!"
"Gods, I need clear propaganda, not art! If he doesn't want his work displayed outside, he can find another fool to pay him for doodles. Didn't seem like he was rolling in gold to me."

Tamilla scowled.
"Nailing them to walls is throwing money away. Do you realize how much they'd fetch later as relics from the uprising?"

"I care more about ensuring people who see them clearly understand that Short lost... and view him as a failure. And we need to watch those who get angry at the drawings! Odds are, they're hiding something."
She threw up her hands.

"The first rain will ruin them!"
"Then let him paint more." I shrugged.

"Do you realize how much that'll cost, just to maintain the numbers? Maybe we should at least hang them indoors? They'd last longer."
"Indoors too... fine. We could frame them with glass. Later. I don't have time for this right now." I relented a little. A painter isn't a printing press, and canvas isn't cheap paper. Honestly, this would get expensive... but right now, I had bigger problems.

"Very well. I'll let the painter know his work will be preserved in the future." She pulled out a notebook and made a note. "By the way, on my way here, I saw some of your men from the castle heading to the town hall."
"Looks like we missed each other." I shrugged.

Servants from the castle took orders from my grandfather first, and only then from me, which made them slightly less useful. Still, we needed every hand we could get. Even so, not many in the castle were capable of wielding a weapon.A knock came at the door. I turned around. The heavy, steel-plated door of the armory creaked open, and a panting soldier appeared on the threshold.

"Your Grace, Commander Til reports, an enemy gryphon has been spotted in the sky."
"Where, when, what altitude?"

"Just now, to the east. Circling very high, too high to see the house colors."
Damn it... binoculars, for the Abyss' sake, I need to make some! Or at least spyglasses.

"Surely one of the Marquis's knights... or even the Duke's. A scout," I concluded. Fast. Much faster than I had expected.
Seems like the visit to the town hall would have to wait. First, I had to inspect the troop positions.

"Also, at the northern gate, a cabinetmaker and his family were detained while trying to leave the city. Reportedly, he made furniture for the manor. Awaiting your orders."
"Northern gate?"

"Yes, sir," the soldier confirmed.
Perfect: on the way to the frontlines.

"Tell them to wait. I'll be there shortly."
"And one more thing, sir... the people you armed... they destroyed the blacksmith's forge and set fire to the house where his family lived. When the blacksmith ran out of the burning house, they beat him to death. His family managed to escape while the crowd was distracted."

I frowned. A truly nasty piece of news.
"Did they have a reason?"

"The blacksmith had been repairing weapons and armor for Short's guard. There are rumors he was close with the guard captain."
"That's no reason. Did he provoke them?"

"No, sir. A group of people came to the forge, shouting they would burn all traitors."
I rubbed my eyes. The sleepless nights were starting to show. Damn. No wonder the cabinetmaker tried to flee. Soon everyone would be running, from the butcher who sold meat to the guards to the baker who handed them bread.

"They need to be arrested."
"Arrested? But they... they're on our side?" the soldier asked uncertainly, then bowed deeply in apology.

"I promised life to all. I need coin and people, not corpses. Tamilla," I gestured toward the merchant, "will determine the level of guilt for everyone who worked for Short, and each will pay for what they did. But I decide who and how much, not them. These people took up my weapons and then acted against my will. Let it be proclaimed by the town criers today: lynchings will not be tolerated. On the main square, in the healer's presence, let them be flogged until they understand the depth of their mistake. I will not allow anyone to commit atrocities in my name. And if someone dares follow in their footsteps, they won't feel the sting of the whip, but the gentle embrace of a noose."
The soldier bowed and ran off to carry out the order. I sighed.

Maybe I was being a hypocrite. After all, I'd laid the groundwork myself by handing the burgomaster to the mob. But those people were hypocrites too. None of them dared strike the final blow to Kazimir. His bruised but living body was thrown into a cell. Yet a mere blacksmith? They killed him eagerly. They even set fire to the house while his completely innocent family was still inside.
This wasn't revolutionary zeal. It was just jackals smelling opportunity in muddy waters, settling scores under cries for justice.

And they would be punished accordingly.
"Something's wrong. I feel that you feel strange," Tamilla noted, glancing sideways at me.

"Don't mind it. Just thinking... even if our cause is just, war will hurt a lot of people."
"It always does. When has that ever stopped rulers?" she replied with a knowing tone.

I was silent for a few minutes.
"Make sure the blacksmith's family is properly compensated, will you?" I said as I exited the armory.





"You see, my lord, my mother is very ill. She lives in the village, and I was bringing her medicine..." pleaded a short, swarthy man in his middle years, his eyes darting nervously.

"What's the name of the village?" I asked.
"Uhh... uhmm... Age...ville," the cabinetmaker stammered.

"Never heard of it. You, Til?" I turned to my deputy, who immediately mustered his harshest expression.
"No, sir," he barked.

Overacting.
"I-it's very small..." the man whimpered.

"You know lying to a lord carries severe consequences?"
"Y-yes."

"They say you made furniture for Short's manor."
"Yes, sir. I did," he admitted, looking down.

"Good that you don't deny it. Look, I don't see anything wrong with that. You were just doing your job. You didn't steal, didn't betray, didn't report anyone. Right?"
"No reporting, sir," he nodded vigorously.

"Then tell me—why are you fleeing the city with your wife, leaving your workshop behind? Don't lie about your mother."
He stayed silent for a while, then looked up.

"It's not safe here. I need to protect my family."
Sigh. I could've let him go, but then others would follow. And without craftsmen, there'd be no taxes... and war needs gold. Damn it, I really regretted blasting that manor with the cannon. Who knew it would explode so spectacularly? Probably full of valuables I could've sold.

"I guarantee your personal safety and give my word that no one will harm you—assuming you were just doing your job."
The cabinetmaker hesitated. His wife started shooting him desperate glances. Just a little more pressure.

"Of course, seeing your strong desire to leave, one might suspect you were involved in something shady. But for now, I'm leaning toward you simply misjudging the risks. You didn't harass the castle servants when they came to town, did you?"
"No harassment... We'll go back," he finally sighed.

"I'm glad you made the right choice. Til, send a soldier with them to ensure their safety," I ordered and added silently: and to keep an eye on them. Who knows, maybe they really are hiding something?
After all, under Short's rule, this land was textbook First Duchy.
And that meant abducted Gifted children, slave trafficking, and all kinds of other filth. Someone had to be behind it. So far, the only suspects were the captain of the guard, still waiting in his cell for our attention, and the burgomaster, whose body still lay in the square. As for Short's staff and guards, there was no one left to question. No one survived the manor explosion—not the wine-serving footman, nor the knight in full armor.
I watched with a trace of melancholy as the cabinetmaker turned his cart around and rolled it back into the city. He was escorted by a soldier, gripping his musket by the stock. Patched peasant clothes, a knit cap. One of the newest recruits, barely trained, now acting as a police force.

Of course, it doesn't take much training to point and shoot. But there's a vast difference between knowing what to do and having it ingrained in muscle memory. Luckily, I already had men like that.
And they were the ones I went to inspect.

Just beyond the improvised checkpoint, only half a kilometer away, our main troops were digging into the ground. The soil hadn't fully thawed yet, but they worked relentlessly, hacking at it with picks and shovels.
This side of the city lay along the royal highway, and further down was another town under the Marquis's control: Ognevka. A place perpetually shrouded in the smog of coal pits. It was thanks to that town that the Goblin Forest, which once stretched even here, was now a full day's march away. Countless trees had turned to coal, the fields thickly fertilized with ash.

These days, the timber had to be hauled in from farther away, and many villages near the Forest now produced their own charcoal, though theirs was considered inferior. Still, even if Ognevka's coal hadn't been top quality, I would've needed it badly.
Strictly speaking, Ognevka was no longer our town. House Condor had lost it long before my grandfather was born. The Short family had entrenched themselves there generations ago. I was certain any attack would come from there.

Ognevka was the ideal staging point for concentrating all of Short's troops and launching a full frontal assault on us.
The rear of our city was shielded by a river, and the road from the lands of House Bathory was in use by us. Right now, recruits, cast iron for cannons, powder, muskets, and shot were all arriving along it. So most likely, the attack would come from the Ognevka direction. And we would be ready.

I studied the muddy soldiers carefully, who weren't so much digging as chiseling trenches out of the ground. Ah, Asha would've been handy; she could have warmed up the soil in an instant. But she was busy ensuring we had enough metal for our cannons.
We could've settled for earthen redoubts, chevaux-de-frise, and gabions, but I chose to overprepare. You can never have too much fortification. My initial plan was to span the area from the road to the river with trench lines and dugouts. And as concrete shipments from my budding capital arrived... well, by the time Short regained his footing and gathered his army (which in medieval terms was a slow process), we'd be so deeply entrenched he wouldn't be able to pry us out.

The campaign plan was simple. Sure, my troops were too few for a pitched battle, and the artillery unwieldy. But I didn't need to go on the offensive, not yet.
I would wait for Short to throw his troops at my fortified and ranged-in positions. Then, I'd simply watch as my soldiers shredded them like a shooting gallery.

The only real concern was the mages. I didn't like that amulet Short had used during his duel with Grandfather, and I liked the defense of his manor even less. As a vassal of the First Duke, he was supposed to avoid mages, but I had a feeling something unpleasant might come from there.
That's why I intended to dig in deep. A well-placed fireball into a tight formation was just as devastating as a canister shot. And if that happened on a different flank—would I even have time to shield my men? I didn't want to find out.
I raised my eyes from the men digging trenches.

A brown speck circled high above our positions. Damn gryphon. It had climbed far higher than Falcon and I had ever managed. Understandable, though—a gryphon without a second passenger could fly much higher. It was scouting, unsettling us. Muskets couldn't reach it. Even a cannon loaded with canister shot and fired upward likely wouldn't hit. We could try to retrieve a few of our limited stock of explosive shells and rig a timed fuse, but that was unreliable too. I needed to start thinking about anti-air measures.
Luckily, it couldn't do too much harm alone. If our forces were marching, a flying scout like that could be a game-changer, catching us by surprise. But we were defending a city. Why was it flying here? What was it looking for?

Unsettling thoughts stirred. Suspicious. The enemy was up to something, and I didn't like it. To calm myself, I walked the line again, inspecting the fortifications and confirming that all the cannons were aimed to obliterate anyone who dared come down the road.
"My lord!" someone called from behind.

I gave the cannon's barrel one last pat and turned around.
Well, well. Ada! Felt like I hadn't seen her in ages.

The maid, clad in the black and white colors of my House, was sprinting through the mud, lifting her skirt. Two castle guards sloshed along behind her. Hmm, I didn't recognize them.
Ah, never mind. Grandfather had been recruiting nonstop since the King lifted the ban, probably fresh faces.

I opened my arms to catch her, but she skillfully dodged.
"My lord, you're in serious danger!" she blurted out, breathless and flustered.

"Well, nothing new there. How's life?"
"This is no time for jokes, my lord. This is serious. You must return to the castle immediately." She nervously twisted her skirt in her hands.

"I'll head there when I get a moment. Haven't been home in ages..."
"Please, I beg you, listen to me. We must return to the castle at once." She pressed her palms together and bowed deeply.

"Hate to disappoint you, but I've got a girl now," I said with a grin. She was panicking too much.
Then her face hardened, her eyes cold with icy fury.

"Viscount Randall Condor, proceed to the family castle. That is an order from the King." Her voice was sharp as steel. My hand went to my revolver.
The shift from nervous girl to emotionless enforcer was too sudden.

"What the hell is going on?" I backed up, hand on the grip. Til, standing behind me, swung his scattergun off his shoulder and trained it on her.
The maid quickly reached into her cleavage, making Til tense, but instead of a hidden weapon, she pulled out a ring. The exact same ring the King had given me when assigning me to escort the official delegation.

"Secret Chancellery. Did you think we'd leave your House unwatched? The situation is critical. Marquis Short has gathered his troops and is already advancing on the city. The King is negotiating, but so far, without success. The Royal Guard is en route, but they won't make it in time. You must take shelter in the castle. Its defenses may give you a chance to survive until evacuation."
A dozen questions exploded in my mind, but I brushed them aside for the most urgent one.

"How close are Short's forces?" I barked, staring intently down the road. The open fields gave a long view, but there was no sign of the enemy.
"They..."

Hoofbeats. A rider thundered toward us.
"Commander! Enemy troops! At our rear, from the river side!"

Damn it. How the hell did that bastard cross the river?
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                Goddamn it!
I rushed to the cannon and, with a wave of my hand, sliced it into three parts.

"Load the cannons onto carts and haul them to the other flank, now! Sound the horn, rally all the soldiers. Everyone! We must not let them enter the city!"
Because if they succeeded, there would be rivers of blood. In close combat, they'd slaughter us all.

"You need to..." Ada began, but I was already mounting my horse.
I had to circle the positions and help dismantle the cannons. If we didn't redeploy in time... it would be very, very bad.

"Bring the powder, powder first! On your backs, now move, move!"
Men were scrambling, hauling powder kegs out of dugouts. Someone frantically searched for a dropped bayonet. No one had even given the command to fix bayonets, but there was no time to reprimand him.

"Commander, we're leaving these positions unguarded?" Til shouted. I froze for a second. Damn, what if the enemy had kept reserves to strike here?
"Let Dolan and his squad stay back with a couple of cannons. Everyone else with me! Take everything you can: shells, powder, grapeshot! Drag the carriages, there aren't enough horses! Bugler!"

"I strongly..." Ada, out of breath, tried again to reason with me, but the drawn-out roar of the war horn drowned her out.
It echoed across the city, reaching every home. Citizens peeked from windows in confusion as I galloped ahead, leaving the bothersome maid behind. Hide in the castle like a rat and wait for salvation? Not a chance.

The infantry was lagging, and the cannons... damn. Even moving them in parts was taking too long.
Iron-shod hooves sparked against the cobblestones. Here and there, soldiers were scattered, many unsure where to run, some bolting toward the fortifications.

"To the river, Dorvan!" I pulled my reins to slow near a tavern, just as soldiers were coming out. "Help move the cannons to the river, now! The rest of you, with me!"
Three more minutes of breakneck riding.

Beyond the city, the troops were already gathering. Sergeants tried to form lines from mixed units. Most of the soldiers were fresh recruits, making the task even harder. Off to one side stood a lone cannon, probably the one I'd left to guard the prison. All others had been deployed to the front.
First thing, I reached the field, pulled my feet from the stirrups, and stood on the saddle. The sun, now out, blazed against my back and glinted off the armor of knights and men-at-arms. Enemy troops were still crossing, though I couldn't see how from this angle. Had they frozen the river?

I stared at the glimmering, frothy bends of the river, but I couldn't make sense of it. The damned horses' bodies blocked the view. It looked like the riders were walking straight over the water.
"They built a bridge out of mud! I saw it!" a young soldier shouted from a rooftop.

Damn earth mages, it had to be their work. Still, there was a silver lining—the enemy was mid-crossing. That sharp-eyed boy must've spotted them right at the start.
"You'll get a medal for that, runt!" I saluted him.

If only our troops were in formation, we could strike now, cut their army in half while they were split between the banks.
The river was deep, and now in spring, it was rushing and wild. That's why I'd been so confident our rear was safe. Let this be a harsh lesson about underestimating magic.

The first soldiers were arriving, panting and barely combat-ready. Behind them came cannons, in parts. Looked like we'd have just enough time to regroup. I didn't even want to think about what would've happened if the enemy had been spotted any later.
"Veterans to the center! All recruits to the flanks!" I shouted while gathering the first cannons.

Two soldiers beside me dropped powder kegs. Both were unarmed, but carried axes. A couple of swings and the kegs were open. Inside, cotton-wrapped powder bags. But where the hell were the cannonballs?
I looked up. Opposite us, the enemy was also forming ranks. Heavy infantry, a few hundred strong. Nearly as many knights. Unbalanced formation. Above the cavalry, a swarm of banners and standards fluttered, while the infantry had only two flagbearers. It seemed Short had pulled together his most mobile troops from wherever he could, and supplemented them only with trained retinue infantry from nearby lands, deliberately avoiding any levy forces. Clearly, both he and his troops had already been prepared and stationed nearby, perhaps even in Ognevka itself. They arrived far too quickly... Clearly, he had something sinister in mind—perhaps an attack, perhaps a provocation, but I acted faster. As for the chimeras... There were hardly any chimeras either, just a couple among the cavalry. But where was the mage?

Above the enemy troops, a gryphon soared... no, two gryphons. That familiar brown speck that had irritated me so much landed among the enemy ranks. Judging by the rider's lean build, that wasn't Short.
But Short...

There he was!The second gryphon was gray, circling lazily above the army in wide loops. Like its rider, the creature was notably well-fed, if not downright fat. Looked like it rarely left the pen or was being fed for slaughter.

"Commander!" Til arrived with the guard, my smallest but best-equipped unit. Unlike most of the troops, these men wore full armor.
I looked at them for a few seconds, then at the cannon missing its barrel after transport. We had few guns, and the enemy had no ranged troops. If they reached us, we were finished.

"Strip the armor," I ordered.
Some guards hesitated. To give up their protection right before battle? That was...

"Yes, sir," Til responded instantly, slicing through his leather straps with a knife. His breastplate hit the wet ground with a heavy thud. I picked it up and fused it to the cannon's body. Then another, and another.
Next came the powder cartridge, wadding. But we still had a problem with the shot.

"Tilt the barrel back," I ordered.
The armor, made of good steel, broke apart into heavy shrapnel. Not lead, true, but all the worse for the enemy.

"Keep an eye on the recruits. We need them to hold the line," I commanded, heading toward the center. As much as I wanted to believe the men here were better trained, the sight of an oncoming wall of steel might break them. And if the center gave way...
Soldiers checked their weapons. Sergeants barked at them to remove their bayonets. Good. Bayonets slowed reloading and were to be fixed only on command. The men lined up in three ranks. Not many, but enough to deliver one devastating volley.

I drew my sword and stood beside them.
Ahead lay an open field, not the most comforting battlefield.

I hesitated for a moment. Should we have fallen back to the houses, blocked off the streets? We might've lasted longer there, even if the mage started collapsing buildings on us.
I turned. From the nearest homes, civilians were rushing to salvage their belongings. No. That would've been a disaster: panic, noncombatants everywhere.

Holding the line here, face to face, was the only right call. Hopefully, our line would prove stronger, and they'd break against it like an egg against an anvil.
The mud bridge collapsed, throwing up a spray of water. Short's last soldiers had crossed. Only the supply train remained on the far side, guarded. Drivers whipped the horses, heading around, likely toward the proper bridge. Planning to flank us via the royal road? Good thing I'd left troops there. Then again, maybe I'd still have time to reposition them.

Short's gray gryphon was flying toward us. His forces were already formed. Mine were still arriving, but the core was in place. The cannons were aimed, fewer than I'd like.
"Traitor of House Condor, who launched an unprovoked assault on my lands, I order you to surrender immediately!" The voice boomed from above.

Short was high up, too high for musket fire to matter. Yet his voice rang in my ears like he was shouting beside me.
"Surrender, traitor, and I'll spare most of your limbs!" His words rolled across the field. His troops roared with approval.

"Go to hell! These are my lands!" I shouted, shaking my fist at the sky. Not that he could hear me from up there.
"Your lands? They were granted to me by the King! You defy the royal will, and in the King's name, I will punish you!" Short bellowed.

His voice easily overpowered mine. Without a megaphone, I didn't stand a chance. And I felt it, I was losing this psychological duel before the fight even began. Damn it, what could I do? I couldn't conjure a megaphone on the spot. It would take weeks of tinkering with Pete just to try to reinvent one.
Meanwhile, at Short's command, his soldiers raised the Royal banners.

"Traitors!" echoed from the enemy ranks.
The recruits on the flank looked shaken. Unfortunately, few knew that our attack on Short was secretly backed by the king... My main force held better, but...

I couldn't let him keep this up. Should I try shooting him? Maybe it'd scare him off even if we missed. But that would reveal my trump card too early. Fire a full musket volley? Might up the chances... but if we missed? Disaster. Should we just raise the barrel high and fire the cannon?
Short continued to undermine my troops' morale.

"If you surrender, I'll spare one in five of your men, and reward any who kill..." the Marquis proclaimed, smug and self-assured. Then it hit me.
He could hear me.

There was no way he should've heard me from that altitude, yet he had. Which meant...
I transformed my sword into two massive cymbals and slammed them together with all my strength.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG!
The ringing, piercing clash of metal tore through the air. Soldiers nearby dropped their muskets from the pain. My own ears screamed in agony, but I hammered on like that damn clanging monkey toy.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG!
The gryphon thrashed in the air, confused by the erratic signals of its twitching rider. At last, it turned sharply and bolted back toward friendly lines, away from me.

CLANG, CLANG, CLANG!
"Go to hell! These are my lands!" I shouted after him with everything I had, though I could barely hear my own voice.






◆ Battlefield, Marquis Short's POV. ◆
"Bastard..." Short rasped, clutching the artifact he'd removed from his bleeding ear. The fragile stone construction cracked in his fist, but that wouldn't help his ruined hearing.
Damn Condor. Damn those mages and their inventions!

Never again will I trust one of their cursed gadgets...
The gray gryphon landed behind his lines. Short dismounted with a thud and stomped toward the command tent, already raised right on the battlefield.
Before launching the attack, it was proper to acknowledge an honored guest.
Laslo, the hereditary Marquis of the First Duchy, was technically Short's equal, but in truth, he held far more power. Recently ransomed from captivity in the Second Duchy, he was now seeking ways to strengthen his shaken position, and Short was more than happy to provide him with the means.

The female bodyguard stationed at the entrance stepped aside to let the Marquis through. Pulling back the tent flap, Short bowed and entered.
A young, rather thin man lounged in his favorite chair, while a naked bodyguard massaged his leg.

"Your Grace," Short greeted humbly, showing no trace of discomfort.
"Hello, uncle. You don't mind if we dirty your little chair a bit, do you?"
"Not at all, I'd be honored to gift it to you!"

The massaging girl giggled and was immediately slapped across the face.
"Then burn it when we're done. Ugh, the healers from the Second are dreadful. My leg aches every time I fly, you've no idea, uncle."

"Your courage is admirable, Your Grace. Few riders dare return to the skies after a fall. I came to thank you personally for volunteering for the reconnaissance."
"Indeed. So many warriors in this world flee from a pair of cymbals like crows caught in a farmer's field," he smirked, pulling the girl closer.

Short had no choice but to endure it. In a way, Laslo had just equated him with his bodyguard, which only added to the discomfort. Reflexively turning away, the Marquis suddenly spotted his "court" mage sitting in the far corner.
"You! Your invention ruined my hearing!"

"It's not my invention, my lord. It's a prototype from the Commonwealth. I merely passed it on to you," the mage replied with dignity.
Unfortunately, Short missed most of what he said, as the mage was seated on the side of his damaged ear. Still, it was clear he was making excuses.

"You'll go support the infantry," Short growled.
"My reserves of magic haven't yet recovered, my lord..." the mage began to protest.

"Go. We'll discuss our arrangement later," Laslo cut him off with a wave, then turned to Short. "Yes, I've heard your thanks and so on. Now get out there and bring me Condor. Father wants to see him as soon as possible. In the meantime, I'll rest."
Bowing once again, Short left the tent. Perhaps he'd overestimated Laslo's involvement. When Laslo had volunteered for reconnaissance, Short had been elated, but now it seemed more like a whim than a political statement.

With effort, the Marquis mounted the Grey gryphon and rode to the front of the army.
"Sound the horn. We'll crush them in one blow!" the nobleman ordered.

The knights began to move. They weren't riding chimeras, but each one was mounted on a destrier of Deitrian stock, a beast of bulging muscle, able to carry both its own armor and a fully-armored knight with ease.
Infantry marched in the center. Their armor was lighter but still sufficient to deflect arrows and most crossbow bolts. Not that the enemy had any crossbows to begin with.

All they had were some metal tubes, probably primitive bolt-throwers, not even repeating ones. Maybe suitable against peasants... then again, so was everything else.
And the rabble Condor had scraped together were peasants. No armor, no proper weapons. Three ranks deep, thinner than a whore's conscience. His knights could punch through six ranks of armored pikemen bristling like hedgehogs, and here? Toothpicks!

The only thing that gave Short even a hint of concern were the massive, tree-trunk-sized iron contraptions directly facing his cavalry. A spring that size could hurl a stone heavy enough to break bones even through armor.
The gryphon shifted clumsily beneath him. The warhorses snorted with anticipation. Enemy ranks drew nearer. Short could already make out their faces, still holding firm, focused. But soon, there would be only fear, just like all who had stood in the path of the Steel Cavalry. In his path.

Short raised his warhorn and blew. The cavalry surged forward. Hooves tore into the mud, lances leveled.
The iron pipe ahead suddenly belched smoke. Was the enemy trying to hide? Mask a retreat?

Short had no time to finish the thought. Something whistled past him and knocked him clean out of the saddle. Launched into the air above his own knights, he saw a fountain of blood and a gryphon's severed leg flying beside him.
The gryphon had simply exploded beneath him!
A blink later, the Marquis slammed into the mud and blacked out for a moment.
Thunder crashes, though not a single cloud stains the sky. The cavalry slams into an invisible wall at full gallop. Lances splinter to shards, plate turns to riddled scrap, and battle-hardened bodies become heaps of flesh. The entire first row is obliterated, hurled into the second. The steel broom sweeps onward, mowing a swath through the ranks, tearing banners, ripping chunks from bodies. The second row stumbles, horses break their legs, riders are thrown from saddles...

That is what saves them, because thunder crashes again, claiming another harvest. On top of already twitching bodies descends a second iron whirlwind. Short feels it — it's metal. But the power... it surpasses that of an Archmage, possibly even beyond a Lesser Magister. It's something higher.
A storm of steel spheres whistles past, narrowly missing him. Short tries to stop them, deflect them, but... they're too strong, too fast. In a panic, he hides his heavy body behind the mangled corpse of a horse, pressing himself into the cold mud, which quickly warms — not just from the heat of his body, but from the hot red blood soaking into the earth.

The infantry fares no better. The enemy's lines vanish behind smoke, and death rushes toward the armored soldiers. A mage tries to block it, but a shield spell meant to stop crossbow bolts is useless here. The enemy's projectiles overload the barrier in an instant and tear through the infantry without pause. Holes in shields, holes in armor, and blood — so much blood.
The mage coughs crimson, struggling to rally his reserves. He had spent most of his strength to transport the troops, never expecting such a sudden, brutal fight for survival. The enemy line kneels. Volley!

The shield deflects a few rounds, but the rest pierce the mage's body, inflicting massive, gaping wounds. The Commonwealth sorcerer collapses among the armored dead, his blood mingling with that of commoners. How undignified...
The survivors attempt another charge. Officers bark orders in panic. The enemy are gunners: close the distance, engage in melee, cut them down! A final desperate push... Just a few meters to go! But again thunder roars, and they hit another wall. Officers fall first.

How undignified...
The few that remain — flee. They drop their weapons and run. But where? They can't cross the river! A cannon roars, and a projectile flies through the command tent — the same kind that obliterated his griffin. The iron ball crashes down, draping itself playfully in the bloodstained canvas. Inside the chair sits Laslo, pantsless, straddled by the headless corpse of a naked bodyguard. 

How undignified...
Short's mind loops. Is he dreaming? Hallucinating? Where did Condor gather so many mages? Why are they dressed as peasants? To lure him in? A trap? A conspiracy?

Across the battlefield echoes a command: "Fix bayonets." Condor's forces advance straight over the bodies, their formation precise. Their steps are steady and even, like a pendulum clock ticking down the last minutes of his life. Tick-tock, tick-tock.
Primal fear roots the Marquess to the ground. Maybe they won't notice? He presses deeper into the mud. Maybe they'll pass him by? But the wet crunch of blades plunging into flesh says otherwise. Anyone who stirs receives a finishing blow.

"Oh One God, forgive my sins, save me!" Short cries and suddenly, wind rushes past him. The sound of wings. An angel?
"Get on, now!" roars Laslo. He's covered in blood and still pantsless.

The Marquess sobs, reaching upward. From the enemy lines — thunder again. The whistle of death in his ears.
"Damn it all!" Laslo growls, yanking Short into the saddle. Blood runs from his nostrils, and the Marquess sees it: the enemy projectiles are curving around them. The griffin spreads its wings and begins its takeoff.

But more enemies are firing. A swarm of peasants races toward them, disorganized but vicious. One, wearing a ridiculous cap, raises his stick and — Bang!
The griffin staggers, blood pouring from its leg. It screams, but ascends.

The battlefield recedes, the whistle of bullets replaced by wind.
Short looks down. The remains of his army are dying. Those who tried to break through the flank lie riddled with holes. The rest are being driven to the river's edge, forced to choose their death — either in the rushing waters or beneath the devastating magical weapons.

More and more choose the water, but their plate armor drags them under.
The army is destroyed. Corpses lie in heaps across the field.

But not a single enemy body can be seen.
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                ◆ Half an hour later, the town of Ognevka, Marquis Laszlo's POV. ◆
"We have to do something!" Short exclaimed the moment the griffin landed in the plaza of Ognevka.
"We do," Laslo replied grimly, having remained silent the entire flight. Suddenly, he raised a hand and shoved Short off the saddle with a single motion.

The Marquess flailed and crashed onto the cobblestones.
"Because of your fat carcass, I had to leave Monica behind, and she was almost as good at massages as her murdered sister!" Laslo snapped, jumping down from the griffin. His boots clanged as he landed near Short's face. Looking up, the Marquess remembered his savior was still without pants.

An adjutant came sprinting across the plaza.
"My lord! The healer is on his way... and here are spare trousers." The fit young man bowed and handed the heir of the Duke a set of clothes.

At the mention of a healer, Short whimpered without even trying to get up.
"That's good... I think I broke my arm," he whined.

"To hell with the healer. Gather my unit. Have them fly to Torfyak and empty every storage of lamp-oil. They must be back here with the barrels in one hour. Understood?"
"At once, my lord!" The aide bowed and ran off.

Laslo calmly put on the trousers, ignoring Short's moans.
"My knights... How will I keep my vassals in line without knights? Count Gaston, that bastard will surely rebel... What am I to do?"

The Duke's heir grimaced. What a pathetic worm. Unable to hold back, he crouched down and grabbed Short by his greasy tunic.
"You damned bastard, this is all your fault! My girls are dead because of you!"

"What? No! You... you were there! You saw! Demons, demonic weapons spewing fire! You saw it!"
"So what, damn you? Who doesn't dabble in demonology these days? You knew the young Condor's reputation. Half the court whispers he's a demonologist. Why, you bastard, didn't you bring a single inquisitor to protect the army from that?" Laslo shook him violently.

"But... we had a mage. How could I have brought someone from the Commonwealth and the Theocracy both?"
"I don't care. I handed you victory, gift-wrapped. Why didn't you strike immediately? If you'd attacked before their deployment, we'd be drinking Condor wine right now!" Laslo shook him again, leaving bruises.

"But... but..."
"But-but," Laslo mocked. "What are you going to do now? Without knights, your vassals will never obey."

"I'll... I'll request support from your father. You saw the weapon, it was too strange. He has to believe me. It was all too demonic!"
"Support? After such a colossal failure? What will the nobles think when the man who lost his army starts raving about terrifying new weapons? Or spouting nonsense about Condors suddenly having hundreds of mages?"

Short's eyes bulged. He thought he was losing his mind. But they had both seen it, why was Laslo saying this?
"You... you were with me! Why are—"

"I was never there," Laslo said coldly. He let go, and Short collapsed onto the stones like a pile of jelly.
"They'll see what anyone would: a fool who failed to prepare his army with magical defenses and got wiped out by a tactical circle of mages. That's it. Where were the altars, the magic wards? And if you didn't have those, where were the priests to substitute for them?"

"But you yourself—"
"What about me? I wasn't there, idiot!" Laslo slapped him. "I. Was. Not. There. Got it?"

"Yes... my lord," Short muttered.
"Now, tell me, what will you do?"

"I... don't know."
"Wrong answer. You'll continue raising troops. We need to wipe those heretics off the map."

"But the vassals might rebel..."
"Then to keep them in line, you'll sign a pact with me. Not my father, me personally, in exchange for ceding some territory."

"But my lands..."
"Won't be yours the moment I announce I'm ready to offer them protection. Without knights, you have no threat to hold over them. They're already gone. But I'm generous. I won't just take them. We'll form an alliance. Our armies will strike together and erase the cursed Condors forever."

"The king might intervene," Short hesitated.
"Which is exactly why your troops will take the lead. Raise infantry as planned, and I'll provide elite backup." Laslo smirked. The card was played. He'd benefit either way. Short would be used as a battering ram, and both his and Condor's weakened lands would fall to Laslo's grasp.

"I agree," the fat nobleman gulped. If they could bring down the Condors, he might still salvage everything. The new lands would be handed to his disgruntled vassals, and House Short might not lose anything in the end. Everyone wins. Except...
"But how do we beat them? You weren't there, of course, but I assure you, their weapons were terrifying, as terrifying as a tactical mage circle's magic!"

Laslo cracked his knuckles, eyeing the end of the plaza where a yellow-robed old man hurried toward them. The healer.
"We'll win. We'll just flood the troops with Church servants," Laslo declared with feigned confidence.

In truth, he wasn't sure. But he couldn't let Short consider peace. The man would have to keep burning through both his own forces and the Condors'.
"Or do you not believe in the One All-God?" Laslo added menacingly, seeing that his previous argument hadn't quite convinced Short.

"I do... Of course I do!"
"Good. Then believe. Or would you rather crawl to the Condors and beg for mercy? Maybe they'll let you keep a little land."

"Never!" Short shouted furiously.
The Duke's heir laughed. The fat fish had taken the bait.

"My lord, your arm appears broken. Please roll onto your back," the healer fussed. But Laslo yanked him away from Short and shoved him toward the griffin.
"Heal my friend, healer. I have a combat flight in an hour."

"Flight?" Short echoed, cradling his arm.
"Correct." Laslo wiped his face. Dried flakes of blood fell to the cobblestones. He glanced at his bodyguard's blood under his nails and licked it.
"You don't think I'll forgive him for killing my servants, do you? Tonight, that rebellious city will burn in hellfire."





Wind howled in the ears of the Heir to the First Duke, Laslo von Ross as the setting sun painted his brown griffin red. Truly, he and his knights were carrying out divine retribution. They flew in a wedge formation to conserve strength — the griffins were already exhausted from earlier flights. At full speed to Torfyak, then back to Ognevka with cargo. And now from Ognevka to the Condor estate, dragging massive, heavy barrels high above the ground.
Laslo patted his mount's thick neck with encouragement. Despite its injury, despite carrying an extra passenger, his griffin kept pace with the rest. Speaking of that passenger...
Fat and cowardly, the churchman had only agreed to fly with them under threat of death. He shut his eyes to avoid looking down, and would gladly have plugged his ears too, if only his hands weren't clamped so tightly to the saddle, afraid to let go for even a second. Another useless lump, dead weight.

"Pray harder, priest. We're approaching," Laslo shouted, but the wind ate his words. He tugged lightly on the reins, signaling the griffin to stop flapping and begin gliding.
The red rays of the setting sun illuminated the battlefield below, where Condor's looters scurried between the corpses. Funeral pyres smoked by the river, choking the sky with black soot. That's fine... you'll all burn soon enough.

The Marquess scanned the site, mentally reconstructing the events. He lifted a hand to his magical eyepiece and adjusted the gear. The contours realigned, and the droplet of water within the lens arched, letting him see the bodies as clearly as if he stood beside them.
Shattered armor, heaps of mangled flesh. The aftermath resembled the work of a steel storm cast by a senior Archmage. Nasty business, especially with no magical defense.

He continued his analysis. The largest concentrations of blood were near the oversized iron tubes, which were already being entrenched and hidden from view. Artifacts containing demons? Let Short bang his head trying to figure out their weaknesses, but Laslo already saw one.
They were massive and clearly stationary. That made them vulnerable on the march. A rear assault, especially from above, would make quick work of them.

Like now...
For a few seconds, the Marquess considered ordering a strike, then dismissed the idea. Best to stick to the plan.

Finishing his inspection, he pulled out a whistle and gave the signal. His knights reformed into a protective formation on three sides. Unfortunately, he didn't have a fifth griffin for a full pattern — it had been lost during the assault on Datzig. Replacing it was nearly impossible — those beasts were just too expensive.
Even for the First of all Marquesses.

The Condor castle loomed ahead, a tall, fortified structure perched atop a rocky outcrop at the city's center. Naturally, it was protected by a magical shield, like all noble strongholds. But how well? Perhaps the warding hadn't been updated in decades. He had to try.
Laslo drew a torch from the saddle and ignited it with a basic general spell, Spark. Unlike many, he hadn't limited himself to the element he was born with. He'd delved deep into theory and broader practice.

The griffin steadied, raising the barrel in its claws. Laslo touched the flame to the oil-soaked rags stuffed under the lid. They burst into flame immediately. The griffin released the barrel, which spun cheerfully as it dropped toward the keep.
The defenses activated. A shimmering shield dome sealed over the towers, translucent but solid. The wooden barrel exploded, flinging radiant fluid in every direction. It ignited on contact.

A pillar of fire roared skyward, howling like an enraged bull. Laslo watched for a moment, but the strike had little effect. The burning fluid flowed down the dome, but none entered. The keep stood atop the rocky outcrop, and since no buildings were built near the base of the cliff, even when the fiery stream reached the ground, there was little for it to ignite.
He'd need to keep going.

Laslo signaled to one of his knights, who flew closer and handed off another barrel. Of course, he could've just issued orders, but the Heir of the First Marquess wanted to take revenge personally.
Then came a whistle, like a stone slicing the air. Laslo looked around but saw nothing, until thunder cracked above and a fireball blossomed in the sky.

A fireball? That high up? No mage could cast at that range...
"Priest! Start praying if you don't want to die!" Laslo shouted, adjusting his eyepiece. Far below, a team of figures was feeding powder into another iron demon, its steel maw aimed straight at them.

"I'm praying, my lord! It's not helping!" the priest wailed.
"Useless... Scatter, light the barrels and drop them wherever. We're pulling out!" Laslo roared, abandoning any hope for the provincial clergyman.

It was the right call.
The next fireball exploded dangerously close to one of his knights. The barrel burst, splashing the griffin in flammable liquid. In a blink, it was ablaze. The rider tried to dive, hoping to put out the flames, but alchemical fire doesn't go out that easily. The griffin plunged downward, ablaze like a phoenix.

Laslo lit his own barrel and dropped it roughly toward the iron demon. Without hesitating, he cut the priest's straps and shoved him after it.
Had he more time, he'd have savored it — mocked the failure, waited for the fear to show in his eyes, listened to his pleas before executing him, just the way he liked.

But not now. The priest plummeted downward with a panicked scream, and Laslo's griffin was already diving, trying to catch up with its burning brother.A living fireball, the griffin hurtled toward the river, leaving a thick, stinking trail of smoke in its wake... Laslo's beast caught up beside it. The Marquess kicked his mount's flanks, and it performed a barrel roll, hanging upside down for a moment over the burning creature.

Sooty smoke filled his lungs. Flames licked at his body.
"Grab on!" he ordered the knight, pulling him upward with magic. His arms strained under the rider's weight. A moment later, the roll completed, and the soot-covered knight was seated on the second saddle, still warm from the priest, and hastily tying the sliced straps.

"Thank you, my lord."
"Mm," Laslo muttered, watching the burning beast-bird tumble downward, trying desperately to reach the river. It wasn't flying anymore. With its feathers gone, it could no longer control the fall.

It dropped lower. Its talons tore shingles from the roof, its charred wings flapping uselessly...
A pillar of water surged into the air, splashing the riverbanks for dozens of meters.

Laslo turned his griffin. Time to leave. This little adventure had come at too high a price.
And yet...

The city was burning.





"Move those charges, damn it!" I shouted at my men.

The enemy's incendiary bomb, or rather a giant Molotov barrel, had landed right in the square where the city's only anti-air cannon stood. The stench of kerosene hit me instantly, and roaring fire devoured the gallows in seconds.
Luckily, the barrel had landed far enough away, and the stream of burning fluid hadn't reached the cannon.

But the heat had.
Damn it. I quickly covered the powder barrels with a steel casing, some protection was better than none.

"Move, move!"
The last thing we pulled back were several fragmentation shells, roughly adapted for anti-air use.

A local man stumbled out of a nearby building, his eyes watering from the smoke. The wooden siding of his house was already smoldering.
"Where's the nearest well?" I barked.

He coughed and pointed. I started dismantling the gun. No time to find new iron.
"Grab the iron and follow me!"

The well was on the next street, already crowded with people desperately lowering buckets to draw water. Smoke columns rose over the rooftops. Fires burned in at least three other places.

I reshaped the cannon's barrel into a pipe and shoved it into the well. Damn, kerosene fires are hell to put out. A faint, weak laugh echoed in my skull... probably just stress.
One of the soldiers dragged part of the carriage. I snatched it and reshaped it into a piston. I needed a seal, leather maybe. I cut the sling off his musket. It wouldn't help in a fire anyway.

Seconds passed. The metal flowed into shape. In my head, the knowledge surfaced by itself: this method could only raise water up to ten meters, in ideal conditions. I peeked in — three, maybe four meters.Good.

I kept working. Less than a minute to finish. Simple construction, and my hands moved almost without thought.
"Sir!" the soldiers kept bringing metal.

"That's enough. Grab the lever and pump!"
Two men threw their weight on the lever. Water gushed onto the cobblestones.

"Good. Keep it going, and faster!" I shouted, dragging the pipe back toward the square. Damn, this thing's unwieldy. I swear I'm inventing fire hoses when I have time.
The walls of nearby homes were already blackened. Licking flames probed upward. A middle-aged man stood with a bucket, uselessly pouring it straight into the blaze. His face was red, his mustache singed.

"Move!"
I reshaped the nozzle for stronger pressure. The stream burst forward and slammed into the scorched house. The water hissed against the flames. I soaked the neighboring buildings first. The key was to stop the spread.

Breathing was hard. My lungs burned. Maybe I was stronger than most men, but fire didn't care.
"Dump that bucket on me!" I ordered a soldier, and extended the pipe further to reach distant houses.

The water hit like ice. My breath caught. Damn.
The struggle dragged on for minutes. I saw that the dried-out buildings had reignited despite earlier efforts. I needed the pipe to bend — joints...

"You, get up and keep spraying!" I shouted. A soldier got doused and joined the fight. This area was stable now. Once the rest of the kerosene and the gallows burned out, it'd be safe.
But there were other fires.

I waved for the others to grab what metal remained and looked around. Other fires...
Flames licked the rock beneath the keep. No danger there. Let it burn.

The midair explosion had looked terrifying, but it hadn't been so bad. Most of the flaming droplets hit rooftiles or cobbles and fizzled out.
The townspeople were already putting out the small fires caused by the rain of burning oil. They could handle those on their own.
We rushed toward the third column of smoke rising from the southern part of the city, and came upon a puddle, in the middle of which lay the shattered remains of a barrel. The stench of kerosene was so thick it was impossible to breathe. One spark, and the blast would blow a couple of houses to hell.

I stopped and pressed my hand to the metal. It spread in a thin layer across the cobblestones, slipped under the kerosene, and sent little waves rippling through it... Now bring the layer to the surface, merge it, seal it, compress it, and draw it together. Voilà. Before me sat a crude, misshapen flask filled with what kerosene hadn't yet evaporated. Mixed with dirt, sure, but still useful. Most importantly, it wouldn't explode. Without more fuel, the wind would soon carry off and disperse the rest of the kerosene vapor.
Smaller puddles remained, of course, but they were no real danger.

With my team of freshly minted firefighters, I dashed onward. The third fire.
This house wasn't just burning, it looked like hell itself. A barrel of kerosene had punched through the roof and ignited inside, dousing an entire floor in fire. The house went up like a matchstick. Those inside didn't stand a chance. Wreathed in flame, they'd jumped from the windows, and their broken bodies still lay outside. Those on the ground floor had a better shot, some of them managed to escape, burned but alive. The townspeople responded well too: nearby buildings were being doused with water from buckets.

Or maybe they weren't townspeople. In the soot-blackened figures, I barely recognized my own soldiers. Climbing onto rooftops, they were pouring water especially heavily on the buildings downwind.
"Till!" I shouted to my commander, who was hauling buckets alongside everyone else.

"Yes!"
"I need cannons, unloaded, now!"

Some of the soldiers ran off toward the battlefield. It was close, thankfully. To my surprise, they weren't carrying cannons, but bloodied pieces of knightly armor they'd managed to strip off. Whatever, I just needed metal.
I slowly grew a wall in front of me. The canister incident had sparked an idea—how to extinguish fire using even my limited gift: the fallen knights' armor, their weapons, and finally a cannon. What once killed now became a firebreak to save lives. The metal dome slowly, painstakingly closed in. Before long, the fire would devour all the oxygen and go out on its own.

I brushed off my hands. Droplets of metal fell to the cobblestones and hardened. My source was aching. I hadn't strained it this badly in a long time. Normally, my meager gift was more than enough for the tasks I gave it.
Till approached, looking just as exhausted. His entire face was black.

"Sir, there's a monster splashing in our river. It's trying to crawl ashore. Should we finish it off?" He waved vaguely, probably spotting the thing from a rooftop.
I turned my head toward the river. Through the shouting and chaos, I heard the faint splashing. A wounded griffin had survived.

That meant quite a few useful ingredients for alchemy... but it was a living griffin!
"No. We'll pull it out. Let Ron try to keep it alive, but only after he stabilizes the civilians in critical condition."

"Understood."
I pressed a hand to my chest. We'd need chains to drag it out, which meant more work. It was already dark, but this had to be done now. The griffin wouldn't last until morning.

Suddenly, the flapping of wings made me tense. Were the enemy returning? I'd already dismantled the cannon...
But no. Squinting, I saw my grandfather flying as a passenger beside my old acquaintance, Falcon.

Looked like the promised "evacuation" had finally arrived.
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                It was hard to tell in the darkness how many griffins had arrived... Six? Ten?
They, however, seemed to have no trouble navigating. At least two of the fliers glided straight toward the street I was walking down. One griffin landed behind me, while Falcon directed his mount ahead, as if trying to trap me in a pincer. As if anyone were planning to run, pfft.

"Why aren't the street lamps lit? Tsk, no order at all!" the Count complained as he dismounted from his griffin.
I silently walked past. My mood, like my condition, was quite wretched. The euphoria of having conquered the fires had quickly given way to exhaustion. And the day's final push still lay ahead: retrieving the griffin from the river and capturing it.

"Tsk! How dare you ignore the head of your house?" my grandfather shouted at my back.
One of the townsfolk rushed to a lamp post, and a moment later, yellow light tore the street from the encroaching darkness. But I had already turned onto another road, leading to the river.

"Damn you to the Abyss!" my grandfather cursed, completely ignoring aristocratic decorum as he began to chase after me.
His soft boots splashed through puddles filled with floating soot residue. And the stench of charred flesh was hard to ignore.

"Did you set my city on fire?!" he shouted as he ran.
I just sighed and kept walking. I had neither the energy nor the patience to explain everything.

He caught up with me as we reached the field. He tried to grab my scorched doublet, but Til stepped in his way.
"Out of the way, peasant!" My grandfather tried to shove him aside with magic, but failed.

"Don't touch my people," I called back over my shoulder.
"And stop acting like a sulking child! Just stop and listen!"

I listened to the river. Judging by the splashing and thrashing, the griffin was still afloat. Fine. Then I could spare a few seconds for the old man.
"Alright, I'm listening," I said, turning around.

He hesitated for a moment, not because he had nothing to say, but rather because there was too much. Finally, he barked:
"You're flying with us to the Capital. Immediately!"

"No," I said, and resumed walking. Wasting time here would be a shame if the griffin drowned while we chatted.
Blood-soaked soil squelched underfoot. Though in the darkness, it looked no different from ordinary mud.

"Tsk, this is no time for posturing! Your recklessness has drawn the Marquis Short's army here!" he yelled and suddenly tripped over something. "Abyss! Sir Falcon, where's that damned lantern?"
The clouds parted, and in the moonlight, a twisted pile of corpses came into view, still untouched by the burial crews.

"You mean this army?" I chuckled and continued walking across the bodies. But the sound of two swords being drawn in unison made me glance back. "What, scared?"
Falcon and the Count remained silent, but Til didn't hold back.

"That did sound pretty ominous, Commander."
"Whatever," I shrugged. The river was close.

"What happened here?" the Count asked, his voice tight with tension.
"No idea," I replied casually, picking up a bloodied helmet with a bullet hole through it. "Maybe they just burst from smugness."

The battle had gone almost perfectly. The Marquis's heavily armored cavalry got caught in the artillery's fire. If they'd charged the infantry directly... who knows. A volley of musket fire would've killed a dozen knights, sure, but it wouldn't have cleared the front line as effectively as grapeshot. The knights would've trampled the fallen and continued the charge, even if they took losses. And a mounted armored hulk against lightly-armored infantry wielding short pikes that couldn't pierce their defenses... The outcome would've been grimly predictable.
The enemy foot soldiers' armor was much lighter and thinner, allowing high-caliber, armor-piercing bullets to rip through them cleanly. Thankfully, the muskets packed a punch, especially with a double powder charge. Worth it, even if a dozen of my men were still waiting to have their broken collarbones treated.

Flanking artillery also lashed through their ranks like steel whips, causing the enemy to falter.
They turned to flee, but thanks to their bridge trick, they trapped themselves.

I'm sure we'll find plenty of drowned bodies downstream, or at the bottom of the river.
Still, it wasn't flawless. One of our gunners missed and hit Short's griffin instead of Short himself. And then the enemy commander vanished. Smoke spread. Grapeshot could still be fired in the fog, sure, but accurate fire was impossible until it cleared. I've already figured out a simple fix: hire a wind adept and add them to the artillery crew. The only issue is where to find one.

The recruits also disappointed. Instead of advancing in formation, they rushed forward as a chaotic mob. At least they didn't shoot each other, so that's something.
And finally, the prisoners. Most of the enemy didn't even get a chance to surrender, and some who tried were killed before I could intervene. Still, about a dozen were taken alive. Honestly, I have no idea what to do with them—send them to break rocks in a quarry?

Nearly all of them were common soldiers. The most interesting catch was a girl dressed in scandalously impractical armor, a bizarre cross between a courtesan and a bodyguard.
Amusingly, my troops showed her no special treatment, trying to finish her off like the others. Well, equality has its downsides too.
"Tsk, stop spouting nonsense! I asked what happened here?" My grandfather's voice snapped me out of my gunpowder-laced memories. What a long day...
"They died, that's what. Dot," I barked, reshaping the helmet into a chain.

For a moment, the only sounds were the river, the griffin's weakening splashes, and the metallic clinking of the lengthening chain.
"Whose griffin is that? Short's?" Falcon suddenly asked, lifting the lantern to illuminate the creature.

"No. Short's is somewhere in the field... I'll have to carve out his organs later, if anything usable is left," I muttered, and hurled the chain into the water.
Like a snake, it slithered across the scorched body, intertwining and fusing to fasten securely. Not an easy task—I was overexerted, and the griffin kept thrashing, trying to throw the chain off. Finally, it held.

"Care to help me fish?" I asked. Falcon whistled in response.
Laura dove in from the sky at his signal. I anchored the end of the chain and gave the sign. The griffin pulled backward, bodies crunching and the ground squelching under her claws. The chain tightened, and the charred beast slowly emerged from the riverbank. Not as quickly as I'd hoped.

"Grandfather, where's all that magical might of yours? Missed the war, maybe help haul out a griffin?"
"I can't. Overexerting my Gift is contraindicated right now."

"As always, basically," I said, eyeing him with interest. Surprisingly, in the moonlight, he looked a bit younger than usual. "I see having a wife is doing you good. How was the wedding?"
"Peaceful. No destruction, no deaths... probably because you weren't there," he snorted. "The alliance is signed. The Klauses agreed to invest in my treatment. It's in their interest that I last as long as possible. Otherwise, our House will fall to a fool like you."

I smirked.
"Or maybe she just wanted a husband still capable of something, not a worn-out relic?" I asked pointedly. Grandfather got the hint.

"I'd gladly sire a proper heir and toss you down a well, tsk. But sadly, it's too late for that. Too late for that now. We'll have to work things out — even with you. And with Short."
"Oh? And does he want to negotiate?" I laughed.

"There's an option," Grandfather nodded. "The griffin squad that arrived with me will take the second core and deliver it to the Theocracy. In exchange, they'll try to calm the First."
I frowned and shot a furious glare at Falcon. He raised his hands at once.

"Forgive me, but I was obliged to report it. I serve the King," the knight said apologetically.
"Why the Theocracy? Won't they hand it over to the First? Seems foolish to arm your enemy."

"The Holy See doesn't use cores or trade them. They'll simply destroy it, in accordance with their faith."
I didn't quite buy it.

"Destroy something that valuable just because their faith says so? They're really that fanatical?"
Three pairs of eyes turned to me. Even Laura seemed to pause in her work and glance over.

"Absolutely," the Count said firmly.
"Still a garbage plan. Got a better one?"

"Do you?" my grandfather snapped. "Was it me who started the war ahead of schedule? Tsk! We haven't even recovered. We needed five more years to—"
"I have a plan," I interrupted. "Whoever shows up dies. Simple."

Truth be told, Grandfather had a point. I underestimated Short's impatience; he attacked early and with fewer forces. Sure, he lost his army, but he still has reserves. I can't march into cities unopposed—they still hold his infantry, which he left behind. That means he can easily raise a second army. Mostly infantry, perhaps, but large enough to pose a threat.
And if I push forward, there's a chance my not-so-mobile army gets intercepted on the march. I can't allow that. So, defensive stance?

But then the war risks dragging on, and I clearly have fewer resources, at least for now.
"Before you left, I spoke with the Second Duke," Grandfather suddenly said.

"And?"
"He asked about the weapon that killed the Matriarch. I convinced him it was a one-use family artifact from ancient times. No one knows yet about the second Matriarch's death, but the destruction of that army... word will spread."

"And now you want to ask how I killed them all?" I looked at him closely. He was serious.

"I already know some of it, but no. We need a plausible explanation."
"Mmm... another artifact, this time reusable?"

"Tsk! A reusable artifact of that power? Want to spend your life fending off spies from the Commonwealth?" he waved the idea away. "A scroll. Steel Storm, Archmage level."
"And when Short throws in another army with the same tactics? Another scroll?" I asked skeptically.

Suddenly, Grandfather was right in front of me, grabbing my ear.

"Are you really sure you're ready to fight the whole world? Sure that the chroniclers won't figure out where to look once they realize there's no magic involved? Sure that old tales of dwarves won't resurface? Yes, times are different now, the Empire has fallen, but even the King wouldn't dare touch that. The Commonwealth, as the direct successor of the Magocracy, will be keen to erase you from the face of the earth. And many of our own nobles too. If civil war weren't already inevitable, I'd strangle you myself to stop it! Praise the One that these demonic secrets surfaced just in time. So remember this: you used a Steel Storm scroll! But you're right, sooner or later we'll have to explain what you armed your soldiers with. I need an artifact—something expensive, impractical, but similar in effect to your... abomination."
"Why?" I stalled slightly. Grandfather had dumped so much information on my exhausted brain that I couldn't process it all at once. Demonic secrets? Dwarves? Was he saying it was demons who told me the secret of gunpowder? And that gunpowder was already known in this world? Damn...

The Count raised his hand and smacked the back of my head while I was still processing. Ow! You old fart!
"So that the spies from the Commonwealth steal it and calm down, idiot! As long as our soldiers are using expensive artifacts —everything looks fine. People will wonder who's funding us, not whether the world is changing. It'll buy us time."

A loud avian cry interrupted us. The griffin, now pulled ashore, was trembling, water and blood streaming from its body. Its feathers were mostly burnt stubs, and only those on its head remained, matted and wet. Its beak opened, revealing a pink tongue, and it screamed again.
Falcon stepped closer and inspected the creature.

"Hmm. Looks like it's one of the First Duke's brood. Short only had two griffins, and this clearly isn't one of them."
"One griffin left," I corrected, removing the chain from Laura. "The healer will come once he's done with the wounded. Falcon, do you think we should chain the griffin? Will it eat the healer once treatment starts?"

"They're trained not to attack without orders. Blankets and food will work better than chains right now. But once it's strong enough to walk... yes, chains, until it bonds with a new master."
"Til," I called.

"On it!" the soldier saluted and headed toward the city.
For a while, we stood in silence while the Count surveyed the battlefield.

"So... you're not going to the Capital?"
"No. Short still has forces left. He might try again."

"You're expected in the delegation in two months, remember?"
As if I could forget.

"I'll be there."
"You do realize he'll wait until you leave, then attack afterward?"

I winced. Damn. That was probably exactly what he would do.
"My troops will manage. I believe in them."

"I don't," the Count said bluntly. "First, I'll write to Erin and have her bring a contingent of knights here. She'll need to be briefed on some of the subtleties. Second, we'll start negotiating a peace treaty with Short. Maybe this conflict can still be cooled off. The Marquis's position isn't exactly solid, especially after this... failure. Third, I'll talk the King out of handing the core over to the Theocracy and try to find specialists to set up a magical barrier over the city. You don't want to be on the receiving end of real tactical magic, do you?"
The Count waved his hand, hinting at what that might look like.

"Oh, now you want to keep the core for us? What happened to 'everything for the King'?" I smirked.
"The royal palace has its protection. The core will serve the Kingdom just as well in our House's hands!"

Sure. You weren't the one who carved it out with your bare hands from the inside of a monster's neck. Still, my own plans for the core were longer term. Protecting the city while I was away was a decent enough use. Later, when the shield is no longer needed, the core could be repurposed.
"I also need gold," the Count muttered reluctantly, then added, annoyed, "Or did you think all this would be free?"

That was bad. We'd barely set up steel production and we needed every ingot for ourselves. Selling wasn't an option. Tire production hadn't even started yet, though we had all the necessary materials. Sulfur in abundance, rubber-like sap too. All we needed was time and labor to refine the process.
"Gold's tight. My projects are draining the treasury too. We have a stock of cores, but I need them for trade with the Fourth Duke."

"The Fourth? Tsk. What's he selling you, drugs?" Grandfather sneered.
"People."

The Count paused, then said, "Looks like I'll have to borrow from the Klauses. Put the castle up as collateral."
He looked at me, clearly hoping for a reaction.

I just waved him off.
"Sell the whole thing if you want. I'll build a better one."

He shook his head.
"Tsk. What kind of heir doesn't care about his ancestral home... What did I do to deserve this, One Above?!"

His disgruntled cry echoed across the field, only to be interrupted by a respectful female voice.
Ada approached us, for some reason with only one guard instead of two. I hadn't seen them since the battle started, but judging by the soot-smudged clothing and smoke-blackened faces, they hadn't been idle.
"My lord. The dining hall is prepared," she reported.

The Count looked slightly embarrassed, then immediately snapped at the girl.
"What kind of appearance is this?! Servants of my House must always be presentable! Five lashes!"

"Forgive me, my lord," the maid bowed low, putting on the most submissive expression she could muster.
Hmm. Looks like Grandfather still doesn't know she's one of the King's spies.

"Leave the girl alone. Don't we have things to do?"
The Count turned away from the servant.

"Things... Damn things. I'm heading to the capital immediately. Rumors must be spread, deals struck. There's too much to arrange to stay here overnight. You handle the artifact—it's needed as soon as possible."
"Will you leave Falcon? I'll need transport to visit Reikland quickly."

"I'll speak with the King to let him resume escorting you. We'll say it's to transport the finished artifact to the capital. But for now, he's coming with us."
"Try to be convincing. I need someone who actually knows how to handle a griffin," I said, gesturing to the shivering creature.

He nodded, swished his cloak, and walked to Laura. Falcon mounted after him.
"You've only just arrived, and now you're flying back again?" I called out to the knight. 
He smiled.
"Indeed, Your Grace. Sadly, the capital needs its knights. We've already left it exposed by sending an entire squad here. If you're not in immediate danger, there's no time for rest." With that, Laura took a short run and took off into the air.

If the knight was frustrated with how the King was running them ragged, he didn't show it.
I yawned as I watched the griffin vanish into the night sky. A horn sounded, and the shadows of the other griffins circling above the city formed into a wedge and flew off.

It was growing busy around the field. Soldiers were hurrying in, dragging hay, hides, and blankets. The healer came, a pig being driven along behind him.
"You won't confuse them and eat my healer, right?" I patted the griffin's beak and chained it down just in case. It gave a quiet peep, almost like a chick.

"My lord, is this my patient? How delightful! I've never cut open a griffin before!" Ron rubbed his hands together excitedly, flipping open his toolkit.
"Try not to hurt him. He might eat you."

"Oh, don't worry. I have plenty of experience treating things that want to kill me!" the healer chuckled, then sighed. "Too bad my brother and apprentice stayed at the lab. They'd be useful."
I spread my hands. Given how industrialization was progressing, injuries were only increasing. Some had been splashed with molten metal, others lost fingers... Leaving the settlement entirely without a healer wasn't an option.

Ron began examining the charred beast while I turned to Ada.
"You know, ever since I found out you were spying on us, I've had one question nagging at me..." I paused.

"What is it?" she asked suspiciously, stepping back.
"Did the King order you to get close to me?"

The maid snorted sarcastically.
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                ◆ Late spring, Barony of Reikland, Inquisitor's POV. ◆
Each day, the mine grew noisier and hotter. In the gallery above, a demonic creature gnawed at the wall, its endlessly spinning mandibles giving the rock no chance. Sometimes, dust and small stones rained down on the old man's head, shaken loose by the vibrations from the iron monster.
An entire crew serviced the beast. They pushed it forward like a battering ram, fed it coal, and collected the bits of ore it missed. They smeared the walls with a grayish muck that hardened like stone once dry. The level of desecration was hard to overstate!

At least, by the second day, they had the sense to start spraying the walls with water: on the first day, most of the mine had been choked with dust.
The old man set aside his pickaxe and reached for the flask on his belt. Instead of peasant rags, he wore sturdy brown trousers made from thick cloth. Still, he would have preferred rags. The more iron monsters filled the mine, the hotter and more suffocating it became. Even the one waving its flat arms to fan fresh air didn't help much down on the lower levels.

Most of his companions had stripped to the waist, except Marco, who stubbornly wore his brand-new brown shirt with a red armband, the crew's insignia.
"Full cart, take it out!" the young man shouted toward the exit and tugged the chain. Aside from a few faint scars, he seemed in perfect health.

In the distance, gears creaked as a large cart—which otherwise would've taken four men to push—began crawling upward. In five minutes, it would return empty. That alone greatly sped up and simplified the work.
Still, their team couldn't match the efficiency of those working above. He wondered how long it would take the iron monster to tunnel through the entire mountain. Half a year? A few months?

The old man screwed the lid back on his flask, clipped it to his belt, and picked up his pickaxe again. Already, the sounds and vibrations from above had moved slightly further away. Competing with the monster was impossible, but he would try.
His custom-made pickaxe was about four times heavier than any used by his peers. A silent prayer, and the steel tool soared upward as lightly as a feather. A moment later, it came crashing down with doubled force, smashing into the rock with sheer mass.

Shards flew, and cracks snaked across the stone face.
Delivering such crushing blows had become as natural to him as breathing. It was this that earned him one of the highest-paid spots among the diggers.

Of course, the old man didn't do it for the money, not even to avoid being a burden on his rescuers.
It was simply the best way to keep his combat skills sharp. That was all. At least, that's what the former inquisitor told himself, over and over.

"Break time!" came a shout from behind.
Instead of an empty cart, the foreman had come down to them. And he wasn't alone. Behind him walked workers carrying metal cylinders tipped with predatory steel spikes. Each cylinder dragged two thick black cables made from some strange material.

"Break already?" Marco asked in surprise.
"Special occasion. Gifts from upstairs. Number One, power up!" the foreman shouted, and the cylinder in his hands began to tremble.

"What is that?" the old man eyed the new device, a monstrous spear of some kind.
"Something that'll speed things up. It'll break rock for you," the foreman said proudly, as if he'd invented the thing himself.

"But it barely moves..." Marco muttered, reaching for the tool's tip.
The old man instantly slapped his hand away. At the same moment, the foreman yanked back the hydraulic breaker's point.

"You don't value your hands, kid? If you get hurt now, healing will take forever. The senior healer left with the army!"
The inquisitor tensed.

"What? He left?"
"Of course. The troops need him more. So be careful for a while. Now, watch this."

The foreman pressed the tip to the rock, and stone chips immediately scattered. Normally, the inquisitor would have taken an interest—it resembled a weapon more than anything else he'd seen. But not now.
With the healer gone, that left only the necromancer. And the demon had left with the army as well. This might be his best chance. He had to act.

"Here, give it a try, Tal. You'll probably handle it best." The foreman shoved the iron contraption into the inquisitor's hands. It was heavy!
Still lost in thought, the inquisitor instinctively transferred the tool's weight to his god—but something went wrong. Inside the cylinder, something groaned and clanked, and the whole thing began to shake violently. Startled by the odd reaction, the old man let go.

A loud clang followed. The long spike detached from the cylinder and launched itself at the wall.
BANG! Dust flew in all directions. The steel shaft embedded itself a quarter of its length into the wall, and the cylinder began to gush a pale yellow fluid, like blood from a decapitated criminal.

A holy prayer had destroyed the demonic device!
The inquisitor studied the mechanism in his hands, but as always, saw no demonic traces. However, for the first time, he had tangible proof of the device's infernal nature: it couldn't withstand the touch of the One.

"Shut it down! Number One!" the foreman yelled into the distance.
The old man dipped his fingers into the leaking liquid and sniffed.

No, not blood or alchemy. Just plain oil. Probably linseed, though he couldn't be sure. It had been too many years since he last traded in such things. After ten seconds, the flow ceased.The oil-slicked rock gleamed brightly, and a whole puddle had collected at the old man's feet. Such a waste.

"Is the oil level stable?" the foreman shouted again toward the exit. A faint affirmative cry came in reply.
He stared at the broken tool for a moment, then abruptly snatched it from the old man's hands.

"Wait here. I need to send a messenger to Master Pitt."
The inquisitor shrugged and took up his pickaxe again. His companions followed suit.

If you thought about it, the beast above could be used to tear down city walls or gates. More effective than a battering ram.
But that was no longer his concern. Marco had recovered, and that meant it was time to revisit the laboratory, while the necromancer was alone.

The old man struck the rock sparingly, conserving his strength. By the end of the shift, he had to be fresh and ready for battle.
"Maybe we'll buy a chicken tonight? With these wages, I think we can afford meat once a week!" Marco said dreamily, swinging his pick nearby.

The old man grimaced.
"You should focus on working harder, not dreaming about chicken. Earn enough to buy a coop, get your own hens, and then eat all you want," the inquisitor snapped.

He would be leaving them tonight, all his earnings left behind. He could only hope the family would use them wisely instead of squandering them. Unfortunately, that was mostly just hope. Marco was never one for thinking ahead.
Then again, maybe that's why he saved him?

"Ugh, but the army pays even better... and feeds better too," Marco continued to fantasize.
"Don't even think about it, if you value your life," the old man cut in sharply. "On the battlefield, anyone without a Gift is nothing but sword grease. A living shield to preserve real troops."

"Yeah... but did you see how that thing crushed the rock before it broke? Maybe it could pierce even knight armor!"
"A knight won't stand around waiting for you to poke him with that piece of junk," the inquisitor snorted.

"See? I told you, you were a warrior once. You see straight to the heart of things!" Marco exclaimed, then added, "So, you think we're going to lose?"
"In every lord's war, it's the common folk who lose," the inquisitor said gravely.

In his life, he'd seen many such wars: over land, inheritance, resources... over insults, pride, or sheer stupidity. Each one ended in peace. Rival lords signed treaties and drank wine together, while the soldiers and peasants who died for their ambitions were left buried in the ground.
"Nonsense. My brother's in the guard, trust me, they'll kick anyone's ass," one of the miners chimed in.

"Whatever you say," the old man scoffed.
He'd seen it more than once, a single knight wiping out an entire squad of trained, but Giftless, soldiers. Heavy armor, lifelong training, and most importantly: the Gift.

Metal mages could wear plate like cloth. Even the kind of armor so massive that a normal soldier of the same rank could barely lift it, and certainly not fight in it.
No mage matched their power in close combat. They weren't as good at killing crowds as other casters, but a steel titan in anti-magic plate was every mage's nightmare. Such a fighter could walk through firestorms and tear out the heart of the mage who cast them.

That was, in fact, one of the main reasons the Theocracy even tolerated the aristocracy of the Kingdom and didn't officially label them as mages.
"They can't lose. Our cause is just. These lands belonged to our Lord, everyone knows that," the miner insisted.

The old man rolled his eyes.
"Sure, of course."

The miner spat and traded places with a teammate, moving farther from the inquisitor.
A fool trying to feel important by clinging to his rulers' claims. What good did it do him? Still breaking rock in a mine for scraps. Well, maybe not scraps, the old man grudgingly admitted the pay was decent, even by his standards. But still, such foolishness. The kingdom's borders had shifted so often over the centuries that even the Damned wouldn't be able to untangle who owned what.

That's why, in the end, the old man had sworn himself to the Holy See. In the Theocracy, there were no internal wars, no bishops sending their flocks to die over imaginary borders...
Only to purge heresy.

"Alright, listen up," the returning foreman shouted. "Master Pitt is very busy, so trials of the new tools are postponed indefinitely."
The old man kept chipping away at the rock with indifference. It no longer mattered what new heretical devices the demon would introduce. He would finish this shift and then start the real work.

The work of the Inquisition.






Even in the stillness of night, draining the guard's attention was a challenge, but the inquisitor managed it. No wonder his colleagues often remarked that AllGod was unusually attentive to his prayers.
The inquisitor tucked the knife back inside his coat and adjusted his grip on the pickaxe. Blood dripped slowly down his arm. God had taken more than the old man expected. Was it because he hadn't come with a truly serious prayer in so long? Who could say.

And there was no one more experienced around to give him advice...
A red trail marked the polished floor behind him, but he didn't care. He had to reach the target, bury the pickaxe in it... And conduct a proper interrogation.
Voices echoed from an office nearby. The inquisitor crept to the door and listened. The necromancer wasn't alone?
"I still don't understand why you're making a magical version when you've already made a breakthrough. This is... degradation!"

The inquisitor instantly recognized the voice of the eccentric mage who sometimes visited the mines just to admire the iron beast gnawing through stone. That madman was clearly obsessed with demons.
"It's necessary for political reasons. I'm not replacing all the weapons, I just need a small batch for appearances. That's all. Will you help?"

The speaker wasn't the necromancer. On the contrary, the voice was one the inquisitor knew well and had heard in nightmares. The demon's voice.
But the demon was supposed to be with the army... A trap?

The inquisitor spun around and came face to face with the necromancer emerging from a side door, holding a steaming mug of tea.
For a heartbeat, they froze.

Lunge. The inquisitor raised his pickaxe, but scalding tea flew into his face. He shielded himself with his arm, but his aim was off. The necromancer ducked and fell to the floor, while the pickaxe slammed deep into the stone wall. Cracks spread, but it didn't collapse, just locked the tool tight.
Damnation.

A wave of inky darkness surged at the warrior of light, but a prayer pushed it back. Behind him, a door of precious hardwood crumbled into dust, as if a hundred years had passed. The inquisitor drew a knife and slashed his second wrist. Not enough blood.
Two more joined the fight from behind. A knife snapped from his grip. He should've cut his own throat, but he lacked the guts, and now he was paying the price. The old man lunged toward the necromancer, hoping to take him along, but a crash echoed through the hall, and his leg gave out. Blood poured down his pants. Now there was enough.

He roared the fiercest prayer he knew, the one whispered to him by a senior brother. He had never used it in combat before, but God answered, and a radiant hammer formed in his hand. It hurt to look at, and a single blow from such a hammer would drain the body dry, leaving only bones.
The old man raised the hammer, but suddenly, his hand stopped. Something held it. Something dug into his flesh. His daughter's bracelet. Damn metal mages...

The necromancer, seizing the chance, scrambled away on all fours.
The inquisitor, howling at the thought of letting his enemy go, switched the hammer to his other hand and hurled it.

Impact. Crash. Blinding light.
The hammer shattered like an egg, and something blood-red skittered across the floor. Predatory. Hungry. Displeased at the absence of its promised prey. Something hard to see through the flashing spots before the eyes. Hard to hear too, with eardrums still ringing.

It drew closer.
"Holy hell," the demon cursed, and the old man felt his enemy reaching into the Abyss. In a blink, a portal opened. Invisible. Intangible. Rooted in the caster's Source, yet the inquisitor sensed it as clearly as the scent of blood.

For several long seconds, the forces of the world seemed unable to decide whose hunger was stronger. Predator or prey?
But the outcome came. The Abyss prevailed. The divine shard of hunger vanished from the hallway, swallowed by demonic force.

The old man collapsed to his knees. His face drained of color. God took His due. The inquisitor had no strength left to resist, and the world faded into darkness.





He awoke on the table where Marco had once been cut open. A foul taste of blood-forming elixir clung to his lips. His arms and legs were bound. His wounds had been stitched.

"Honestly, I didn't expect to see you here," came a voice above. The old man turned his gaze.
The demon sat at a desk. Beside him, the necromancer was assembling tools.

The inquisitor immediately checked himself. Clean. No signs of ritual work.
"Especially in the uniform of the best team in my mine. I must admit, I'm a bit confused. Your sentence hasn't even been pronounced, yet you've apparently been serving it for over a month already," the demon smirked, amused by his own joke.

The inquisitor said nothing. He merely tried to raise his arm, testing how strong the shackles were.
"What are you doing in my city, Inquisitor?" the demon continued.

"The same as always. Hunting corruption," the old man answered.
"In iron ore? Sure. According to your friend Marco, he found you freezing outside our settlement."

"He's got nothing to do with this," the old man snapped more harshly than he meant.
"I see."

The demon fell silent.
Then he stepped forward and touched the chains. They snapped open, allowing the inquisitor to sit up. A folder dropped onto his chest.
"I'll admit, when we first met, I lied. I did recognize that bracelet," the demon said, stepping aside.

The old man opened the file, and tears streamed down his face. These pages... they were horrific. Revolting.
"That creature deserves to die!" he growled, pointing at the tea-sipping necromancer.

"We all die," Nor said philosophically.
"You want to kill him, I understand. I wanted that too at first. But think—if you kill him, you also kill those he might save."

"He's a necromancer!" the old man protested.
"The fact that he's a necromancer didn't stop him from stitching and disinfecting your wounds," the demon countered.

"Marco would've died if it weren't for me," the necromancer confirmed.
The old man choked with outrage, but couldn't find a rebuttal.

"You've killed many," he finally shouted.
"As, I imagine, have we all," the mage answered calmly.

Silence hung in the air.
"So what will you do? Execute me? Was this file meant to torment me before the end?" The inquisitor raised the folder filled with documented atrocities.

"Maybe I should, for attacking my mage... but no. I understand why. Swear you won't harm him while he's saving lives, and you're free to go."
The old man couldn't believe his ears. A bluff. Surely a bluff.

He laughed bitterly.
"Let your enemy walk free?"

"Enemy? You brought in more ore than any miner. I ought to give you a medal. You lived for months on my land and did nothing wrong. As long as you don't touch my mages, you may keep living," the demon said with a smirk.
"I'll report everything I've learned to the Holy See."

"Good. And what will you tell them? That you sense nothing demonic in my machines? Summon a delegation. I'm ready to show them my region is clean."
"You're a demon!" the old man shouted.

"And? Am I ruling poorly? People are fed, everyone has work. No one is executed for a glance or tortured on a whim. I guarantee life to all. Anyone gets treatment, rich or poor."
The inquisitor hesitated, forcing down the thought that he couldn't name an aristocrat who treated his people as well as this demon.

"You shelter monsters!" he snapped, pointing again at the necromancer.
The demon stepped forward, and the shackles around the inquisitor's feet fell away.

"Then kill him."
The necromancer sprayed his tea in surpris:. "My lord, don't joke like that!"

But the demon ignored his servant. He leaned over the inquisitor. A dagger, shaped from broken shackles, fell onto the old man's chest.
"Kill him. Give in to vengeance. End him and everyone he might have saved," the demon whispered seductively.

His voice was madness.
Temptation. The temptation of revenge. The old man stared at the dagger. Kill. Avenge. The fresh wound under his bracelet burned. Avenge. And fall into darkness.

Grinding his teeth, he hurled the dagger to the floor. No.
He would not give in.

"You bastard... You're taking everything from me," he said sadly.
"Or I'm giving you a new life. What's your name?"

The former inquisitor, suddenly aged, was silent for a long time.
"My name is Tal," he finally said.

"Then you're free, Tal."
The former inquisitor rose from the operating table. Blood loss made him sway.

"Truly, dark times have come for the Kingdom, if a demon is deemed a worthy noble," he said bitterly. Not to anyone in particular, but to all.
The demon simply spread his arms and smiled.

"I'll expose you, and when the time comes, I'll kill you and your servants. When you finally show the world your true nature."
His words sounded hollow, empty threats from a man who couldn't let go of the past.

"Try not to die of old age before then, alright?" the demon grinned.
Step by step, the inquisitor walked down the corridor, clutching the folder to his chest. He pulled his pickaxe from the wall with effort. Blood trailed behind him.

No one followed. No one stabbed him in the back.
Beyond the cave, spring air greeted him. The sun peeked over the mountains. Life was waking in the town below.

He had not lost. He was alive, and that meant he could still fight evil.
Yet, in the back of his mind, one heretical thought refused to die:

Perhaps... a demon truly could be a good ruler for people?
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                "Let's continue", I said to Pit upon returning to the office.
I reached to close the door behind me, only to find it had been reduced to necromantic-charred dust. Oh well, unlikely anyone would try eavesdropping again.

"I went through the designs. Been dabbling in rituals?" Pit waved the pages I'd sketched during the journey: ideas for a magical version of the musket.
"Correct. What gave it away?"

"Your fondness for circular patterns. Circles and stars are the bread and salt of ritualism. Artificing treats spatial efficiency much more pragmatically. But full disclosure, I'm no expert in that field, more of a hobbyist..." He paused.
"But...?" I prompted.

"But fire is basic. I think we can handle it."
He pulled out several pages where I'd tried to inscribe a ritual onto the barrel, simple, primitive formulas to gather ambient mana and convert it to heat.

"None of these will work. Even in the capital, natural mana concentration is too low for stable performance. We need an external power source."
I nodded slowly. I'd reached the same conclusion.

"So, the blood-power variant is out. Blood from non-Gifted humans is too weak... Let's look at power cells. Cheap ones won't provide enough flow, and expensive ones? You might as well use cores."
He kept only one sheet: my final design, inlaying a small core into the musket's stock to ignite the charge with a miniature fireball effect.

"This won't work either," Pit declared.
"What? Why not?" I asked, surprised.

He pointed at the ritual circles I'd intended to carve into the stock.
"Ordinary wood will catch fire when channeled with that much magic. You'd need a special type of wood, which, I'm guessing, we won't have time to procure?"

"We'll work with what we have," I confirmed.
"Unfortunate. I had a few ideas. In that case, we'll need to use gold veins. That'll cut parasitic losses drastically."

He quickly amended the schematic. A beautiful web of gold now adorned the wooden stock.
I shook my head.

"Let's use a steel base and attach the wooden casing over it. To an outsider, it should look like a regular musket."
"Even better," Pit agreed. "Easier to inscribe the magical figures on a flat surface. I assume that's why the formula near the breech is inside rather than outside?"

"Exactly. I want it inlaid in gold, sealed beneath steel. That way, it won't be damaged by recoil."
The barrel's curvature played in my favor, allowing me to use a known burning formula, one cultists used for corpse disposal.

Pit nodded, then added:
"There's a problem. The inner steel layer will heat up under magical stress. Maybe line the breech with isolite?"

"Too brittle," I shook my head and pulled a gold coin from my pocket. "Let's test it first. The issue might not be as bad as we think. Nor! Bring a core!"





Five hours later, the prototype was ready.

The hardest part was sealing the golden runes with steel without the metals mixing. Even the slightest lapse in focus, and the materials fused, nearly impossible to separate. That's why a pile of scrapped breech pieces now lay in the corner. Easier to call Ash and melt the gold than separate it magically. Luckily, we had plenty for experiments.
For now, the musket was clearly different. Its steel stock was covered in golden veins, a glowing core embedded at the center. But once we concealed it beneath wood paneling, it would be indistinguishable from a conventional weapon. I'd even replicated the flintlock mechanism—though its function now was to open and close the mana circuit.

"Let's go test it," I said with a yawn, patting Pit on the shoulder as we stepped into the corridor. At the far end, a breastplate had been set up as a target.
I placed the weapon butt-first on the ground and poured charcoal down the barrel.

Sure, I could've found alchemical reagents that mimic saltpeter, but they weren't easy to get... and more importantly, I didn't want to give our enemies any clues about where the real secret lay. Charcoal's innocuous. Let them seize a musket—first thing they'll do is tear apart the stock and saw open the barrel. They won't even think to check the powder horn.
After the charcoal came the wad, then the bullet. I pressed the awkward steel butt against my shoulder. The gleaming core (our magical battery) was uncomfortably close to my body. Still, it should be safe. It had worked flawlessly on the bench.

I aimed for the breastplate... Fired!
Puff! The musket spat, nudging my body gently.

A cloud of glowing charcoal dust filled the hallway like a burst of confetti, settling on the polished floor with thick, suffocating smoke.
"Clang!" the breastplate rang brightly.
"Ahem, ahem!" I coughed through the smoke, trying to see where the bullet had landed.

From the neighboring room burst Nor, wild-eyed, a scalpel in his hand. He stared at us for a few moments, then joined in our coughing fit.
"Kh, kh... I thought that maniac had come back. You two still up?"

"Be a dear and brew some tea," I asked once I managed to clear my throat. The smoke was starting to dissipate, the lab had decent ventilation, after all.
"By the way, sir, you were joking, right? When you suggested he might—"

"Tea, Nor," I reminded him firmly.
"Of course, at once," the necromancer vanished into the chamber he used for both work and sleep.

I handed the magmusket to Pit and approached the breastplate. A small dent. That's all we managed. It might kill an unarmored target... or not.
Something crunched softly beneath my boot. I looked down at faintly glowing embers embedded in the sole. Of course. The absence of saltpeter had led to one unfortunate side effect: a lack of oxygen for rapid charcoal combustion. And that combustion was, essentially, the explosion. No explosive, no boom. Obvious in hindsight. I had hoped the magic would suffice, but the fireball generated in the barrel was too small.

So how to fix it? Increase the magical pulse? That wouldn't supply more oxygen.
I lifted the musket and peered down the barrel. Sure enough, some of the charcoal was still smoldering in the breech. That at least was easy to fix, I just needed to shift the ritual circle slightly.

But where to get oxygen? I didn't want to resort to gunpowder. I needed a substance that was harmless, common, but when mixed with charcoal could produce an explosive reaction at high temperatures. Or maybe just reduce the amount of charcoal?
"We could carve more channels," Pit suggested, twirling a gold coin. "That would speed up the incineration inside the barrel."

Said and done, the flat stock now bore several times more gold veins, and we used less charcoal per charge.
We tried again, this time stepping outside. A tree armored with the breastplate rang on impact, but again, the shot didn't penetrate. Though the dent was a little deeper, the blast felt weaker. Or maybe not.

Still, there was no shower of burning embers, the shot looked like a real gunshot, just quieter than normal.
Trouble waited inside the barrel. The breech glowed red-hot.

"Well... at least it works," Pit yawned.
I shook my head. No. Complete crap. It needed to at least come close to a real gunshot's force. Otherwise, any idiot would realize something was off.

Oxygen. The cursed oxygen. How else to increase the pressure in the breech? Maybe some air magic could help, make the gun partly pneumatic. But those spells only manipulate existing air, not create oxygen from nothing. At least, not that I knew of.
I asked Pit. He shook his head.

"Nah, wind magic is boring. I only studied lightning from that school."
Lightning!

"Add an outer ring, one that strikes the charge with lightning," I asked.
Pit looked skeptically at the weapon.

"Lightning won't speed up the bullet."
"Oh yes, it will," I thought. Aloud, I said, "Trust me. Just do it."

He sighed and started rolling the gold coin into wire.
"Just limit the effect area so it doesn't shock the soldier."

Pit hesitated.
"That won't be easy, but I'll try."

"Your tea, my lord," Nor appeared at the cave entrance.
"Perfect." I downed the hot drink in one go and handed back the empty mug. "Now bring water."

"Right away!"
"How many lightning strikes do we need?" Pit asked.

"The more, the better. Make everything inside a lightning storm, fast and strong!"
"Hmm. Then better do it like this..." he muttered, reworking the array while perched on a random rock.

My eyes drifted toward the settlement. Smoke rose nonstop from the furnaces. Some workers were coming off their shifts while others headed in.
Because we had prioritized industry, construction on the first proper city street had slowed. The number of concrete houses could still be counted on one hand. I was starting to think it might be better to switch to producing reinforced slabs first, then assemble houses like building blocks. Practice showed it was far faster that way.

Fortunately, we were just one step away from launching rebar production."Where do we even find the time for all this?" I muttered. "We're wasting hours on side projects again, when there's a whole list of critical things we needed done yesterday." Like the steam turbine plans lying around the lab — we needed that just as badly as this fake musket.

"Done," Pit announced, handing over the musket now thickly wrapped in gold wire around the breech.
"That fast?"

"Yup... though it looks like we'll have to integrate all this wiring with the combustion circle in a way that keeps the magical currents from clashing." He pointed at the golden mesh.
"We'll deal with that if the idea works."

I loaded in a bit of charcoal and splashed some water over it. Wad. Bullet.
"Trigger linkage?"

"Almost. Move it to the half-cocked position to ignite the lightning." He yawned. "Also, the core is under heavy load. I doubt it'll last more than twenty minutes at this rate."
"That's plenty," I replied, pulling the hammer back.

A loud crackle erupted inside the musket — here we go!
I didn't even get the gun aimed before it fired. The recoil tore it from my grip, the bullet ricocheted off a stone and whistled skyward. Wet charcoal peppered the ground.

"Holy Merlin, I was sure I didn't cross the currents!" Pit panicked.
"No... that's not it," I calmed him. "The electricity split the water into oxyhydrogen gas. That was the idea, I just didn't expect it to happen so fast. Looks like we need a magical barrier behind the bullet to hold the pressure until it peaks."

"That'll drain the core even faster. You'd need to swap it after ten shots," Pit replied skeptically.
"What if we engrave runes onto the bullet and make it part of the barrier? That should cut the energy cost dramatically!"

"Wait. I just had a thought..." he said, suddenly energized. "If all we need is pressure, why bother with lightning at all?"
"Because the resulting gas effectively replaces gunpowder," I began.

"No!" he interrupted. "Why not just pour in water directly? It turns into steam and pushes the bullet just as well. It's basically a piston from one of your machines!"
I slapped my forehead. Damn, of course!

We'd end up with a proper steampunk steam musket. All we needed was to make the shot look and sound like a real gun, not some noisy boiler. What if we combined the ideas? Some of the water would convert into explosive gas, while the rest became steam — or rather, all of it would eventually become steam after combustion.
"Link the circuits. Make the circles activate at the same time," I ordered, meanwhile crafting another bullet.

It took Pit less than a minute to revise the pattern.
A bit of charcoal. A splash of water. Lead bullet.

Shot fired! A cloud of smoke and steam burst from the barrel and, to my surprise, quickly dispersed.
Clang!

The bullet pierced the breastplate and lodged in the wood behind it.
Now that was more like it! A bit weaker? Good. Let the enemy underestimate our weapons.

Gray powder rolled off my coat. I looked to the empty socket where the core had been.
"Too much load. We need more channels to spread it. Lucky it was already depleted, otherwise it would've exploded," Pit said casually.

I slowly moved the musket's stock away from my chest. Explode. Right. I should've guessed. Using two circles at once doubled the strain. And this guy clearly didn't give two damns about safety protocols.But I valued my health. If I ended up bedridden, critical tasks would collapse, and people could die.

"Next time something might explode, do me a favor and say so. Alright?" I asked calmly.
He just shrugged.

"Everything we do might explode, Randall. That's what healers are for."
I took a deep breath to calm myself. Yeah, sure. Especially with Ron back in the Cliff and only a novice left here.

"Fine. Whatever. Let's figure out how to combine fire and lightning."
"Maybe we take a break?" Pit asked hopefully.

"No chance."






◆ Night, a dream, Randal Condor. ◆
I knew immediately it was a dream.
There was no other way to explain it: from a warm bed, I now sat in a far less comfortable chair. I found myself at a table, surrounded by a space swallowed by darkness. The only thing that seemed real was the triangular table before me, with a demon seated across. The third seat remained empty.
"Welcome. Again," Astarot said. Both of his horns were broken, and one of his wings was gone. He looked visibly battered.

"Hey there. Another round?" I replied, leaning back in my chair.
Had I managed to lose control over everything again? I was sure the demon no longer had any control. He couldn't possibly have control, there wasn't a drop of possession left in me.

"No. This time, I'm just a guest... a guest with an offer," the demon growled.
"And what exactly are you offering me?"

"Kill the one you call the Third Prince."
"Sounds more like an order than an offer. Aren't we supposed to be... reasonable people?" I crossed my arms and stared him down.

"Kill him, and I'll return your Gift. And I will sever our bond. We will never meet again," he said, his growl subdued.
Quite the contrast to last time.

I remained silent. No point separating the concepts. Our bond was the piece of the Gift that had been stolen from me. I reached for what was mine, and met the Abyss. Through me, it absorbs all magic it can touch. That's the essence of it.
After all, nothing else connected us anymore. I'd purged everything else, burned it away.

"The Prince's command still stands. You're dying," I concluded.
The demon's lips curled slightly, baring teeth. I suppose that was his version of a frown.

"Yes," he admitted.
"Then why should I save you? You'll die, and the Gift will come back to me."

"If I die, you'll lose my help."
"Help? Can't recall any."

"But you do remember. That is the help. We are living memory. We forget nothing. Habitatio memoriae. The human mind is ripples on water. How many times have you recalled a diagram with perfect clarity after only glimpsing it once? Could you have gained this much power without me?" Astarot whispered smoothly.
"Name the formula for nitric acid."

The demon raised a claw and drew HNO3 in the air with a black talon.
"Do you know what that is?" I pointed at the formula.

"What you asked for, mortal. We were one, so I have your memory... and the memories of hundreds of thousands more."
I smiled. There it was.

"You don't know. You only remember."
"It's the same thing."

"No," I cut him off.
Now I looked at him differently, not as a living being but as an imitation. Was he even truly sentient? Perhaps, based on his behavior. But how do you stay sane with the memories of hundreds of thousands of lives? How do you process and act with that kind of garbage dump in place of a structured mind? Maybe he knew everything I did, but he wouldn't understand how to apply it, even if he found the instructions.

I tapped the table with a fingernail. Still, why this meeting? He could have helped from the shadows. I would eventually have killed the prince anyway. Why try to bargain over something that was going to happen regardless?
But suppose...

"Fine. I was planning to kill him anyway. I'll do it, and then I'll kill you too if you don't return the Gift. You can help me in the meantime."
The demon exhaled in relief.

"I need more energy to hold on. You haven't been absorbing any lately, mortal. If this continues, you'll lose my support."
There it was. I knew he had a reason.

I smiled to myself, but quickly wiped it away and stared at him. Why now? I had just drained magic a few days ago, banishing that inquisitor's spell into the Abyss. That should have recharged the demon. And yet the demon looked awful.
Which meant that thing had zero "caloric" value, since the demon had come begging like this. The conclusion? I could finish him off if I wanted. The only question was: should I? What's more valuable, the power to throw swords or to remember?

"Prove your usefulness, and I might consider directing more magic your way," I concluded, standing.
I turned and looked into the darkness. Behind my chair, a white haze shimmered. I stepped forward, fell briefly, and...

My whole body jolted awake in bed, startling Mira.
"Mmmr?" she purred questioningly.

"Sleep," I murmured.
I ran my hand along her tail. Doubt gnawed at me. Had I interpreted it all correctly? Was the demon deceiving me again?

"Are you leaving again?" she nestled closer.
"Yeah..." I hesitated. "Will you come with me to the city?"

"Okay," she agreed sleepily.

But my mind kept drifting back to the third seat at the triangle table... the one no one had taken.
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                ◆ Ognevka, Town Hall. Laslo, Short, Aluin. ◆
"Count Gaston has arrived, Your Excellency," the adjutant bowed.

"Excellent... excellent!" Short rushed to the large stained-glass window overlooking the street.
A flamboyantly dressed fop dismounted from a goat-like chimera and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. The layers of airy lace obscured his physique, and the curly coal-black wig concealed his natural hair color. Whether the Count was hiding something or simply eccentric, no one could say for certain.

Rumors varied: some said he had Hardan blood in his veins, while others believed his attire concealed unnatural deformities from demon worship. Yet only ignorant peasants believed the latter, for few lords were as closely tied to the Church as Count Gaston. He was so devout that a bishop had personally entrusted his house with one of the Theocracy's minor relics. In fact, securing that relic for the battlefield had cost Short a hefty sum.
Not in coin, no, but in works of art: paintings, statues, ancient artifacts of historical value. And, of course, a promise that anything in House Condor's castle that pleased the Count would become his.

Naturally, the Count did not arrive alone. Outside, his favorite toy stood like a steel monolith, the Legion, a hundred elite heavy infantrymen, armed to the teeth: tower shields as tall as a man, halberds, hefty javelins, and powerful bolt-throwers.
Each soldier was at least an Adept, capable of wielding a halberd one-handed with ease where others might struggle using both hands.

While most neighboring lords scoffed and said it would be wiser to mount them on horseback, Gaston remained steadfast in his doctrine, time and again proving his strategy in battle.
Only magic could stop the slow march of his steel avalanche. Even chimera-mounted riders preferred easier targets, and cavalry had little hope of breaking the formation of troops who matched them in sheer mass.

It was no surprise, then, that Gaston made generous donations to the Theocracy, seeking something that would perfect his toy into a true weapon of war.
And he had succeeded.

A gold-plated altar was hauled along by attendants, formally not part of the Legion. Dressed in white robes, they observed the battlefield, ready at any moment to open the box containing the relic.
Exposed to the world, the relic would absorb all external magic, destroying any magical constructs. Fireballs and storms dissipated before reaching Gaston's army. Icicles that could pierce through flesh turned to harmless drizzle on their armor.

But there were downsides. The soldiers' armor was so heavy that without magical support, it was difficult to move. And unfortunately, the relic made no distinction between friendly and hostile magic.
Only that flaw, along with the Legion's limited numbers, prevented the Count from claiming the title of Marquis.

"Bonjour, gentlemen," the Count greeted as he entered the town hall.
The scent hit the Marquises instantly, a concentrated wave of perfume so potent it was impossible to distinguish the components. Lavender? Clove? Rose? Everything blended into a bitter cloud that lingered on the lips.

Short coughed, while Laslo maintained composure and warmly welcomed the guest.
"Think nothing of it. I'm the one who should thank you for the wine collection you so generously sent. After such a gesture, how could I ignore your invitation?" Gaston beamed.

"You'll truly stay until the solstice?" Short asked skeptically. The Count himself was nearly a match for his Legion in battle. It was incredible fortune that he chose to lead his troops personally. Most vassals, sensing Short's weakness, had found excuses, sending heirs or even younger sons in their place.
"Of course, my friend. I always lead my boys into battle myself. How could I abandon them, especially after the unfortunate incident with your knights?" Gaston said pointedly.

Short forced a smile, choosing to ignore the jab.
"In that case, I shall order the best quarters be prepared for you—my own chambers," Short waved generously.

"Oh no, good sir. This place is a sty. I'd rather use my field tent," Gaston wrinkled his nose and pressed a handkerchief to it.
The perfume stench grew even stronger in the air.

"Also, I'd like to see the map and the gryphon riders' reports. My boys don't fare well in swamps and loathe wolf pits."
"I'll send you the map, but there are no reports. I banned the gryphons from approaching the city," Laslo said firmly.

"But why?" the Count asked, puzzled.
The First Marquis did not answer. Silence fell, broken only by Gaston.

"Very well. In that case, I demand someone precede my detachment to check the terrain for crude, plebeian traps. I cannot risk my boys."
"Of course, of course. No need to worry," Short nodded vigorously.

"I'm glad—"
The town hall doors burst open. An adjutant stood in the doorway, out of breath.

"Your Excellency, troops are approaching the city!"
"What? How?" Short panicked. Was Condor launching a counterattack?

"Under whose banners?" Laslo asked calmly.
"The First Duchy, sir. Baronies of Dragon's Peak, Gray Hills, and—"

"That's enough," the First Marquis waved him off.
So his request had reached its destination.

Outside, wind and shouting rose. Gaston's legionnaires bristled with spears, raising their heads as a shadow fell over the square.
A dragon swooped down, blocking the sunlight.

The hall plunged into darkness.Laslo felt cold sweat run down his neck. It seemed the addressee had not only received the request but arrived in person.

A loud thud of the dragon rider dismounting, followed by heavy footsteps, accompanied by the pounding of the Marquis's heart. A crash!
The doors burst open, letting in the light.

Everyone present immediately bowed deeply. Gaston's wig dipped so low it practically swept the floor.
"So..." the newcomer said slowly. "Who wants to confess their mistakes first?"

Marquis Short, without lifting his head, timidly raised his hand.





"So you're telling me, fool, that you didn't bother shielding your troops from magic and got hit squarely by the mage circle?" the Duke asked ten minutes later.

"Yes, my lord," the Marquis bowed his head.
The Duke snorted and turned to Laslo.

"And your knight didn't check the barrel's condition and accidentally torched a gryphon?"
"Yes... Father."

"Demote the knight to infantry. Flog all the coopers... to the bone!" the nobleman roared.
"It will be done, Father," Laslo sighed in relief.

Casting a furious glance around the room, the Duke dragged a chair toward him and sat down. The carved seat creaked under the weight of his armor. Outside, the dragon pressed its wet nose to the window, watching its master with interest.
Everyone remained tensely standing, listening to the glass shiver under the dragon's gentle touch.

The Duke lifted a goblet, poured wine, brought it to his nose...
Then set it down in disappointment.

"Ugh, I can't even smell the wine over this stench."
"Humbly beg your pardon, my lord," Gaston muttered, embarrassed.

The First Duke interlocked his gauntleted fingers and cast another heavy gaze across the room, forcing everyone to bow deeper.
"Here's the deal... I forgive your mistakes, but I won't forgive disloyalty. Now, all of you listen closely and do exactly as I say. The King is trying to negotiate with the Klaus family."

The Duke paused.
"But Father, hasn't he already—"

"He's trying to negotiate with all the splinters of the Third Duchy at once," the Duke growled. "If every potential heir joins forces and moves against us in unity... it will not end well."
"So we must seek peace?" Short trembled.

"We must... but on our terms. First, we retake Eagle's Bluff. Ideally, destroy it. Or at least trap the Condors in the valley. After that, we can start negotiating."
The Marquis exhaled. So, the Duke would support the offensive.

"That's what we planned. By the solstice, our forces—"
"By the solstice? Too late. The King might sway the Klaus family. If he convinces even a few, the rest will happily weaken rival forces by letting us do the dirty work while they scoop up the spoils. A motley army torn by infighting would face us... but don't underestimate them. Some may decide that a piece of the First Duchy is just as good as the blood-soaked lands of the Third."

"But Condor is set to leave only at the solstice," Short muttered.
"So what? He's just a junior mage. Any one of you is stronger than him!" the Duke frowned.

"We're not ready... The troops are still arriving," Laslo cautiously reminded.
"You need them all to crush the Condor rabble?" the Duke barked.

"His weapons..." Short began, but Laslo quickly cut in.
"The Marquis means that Condor is well-armed. He has Commonwealth mages on his side!" he said quickly.

"Commonwealth?" the Duke narrowed his eyes. "I knew those capital rumors about the scroll were nonsense. In that case, we must prepare better. I'll contact His Eminence. You—gather the troops and await my signal. And to make sure you don't mess it up... Aluin!"
A baron entered slowly. The shattered door crunched beneath his sabatons, and the parquet cracked under the weight of his armor.

"Oh gods, this man must lead my legion!" Gaston squealed, devouring the embodiment of an ideal legionnaire with his eyes.
"He will," the Duke declared. "I appoint Aluin as commander of the forces."

The room erupted in protest.
"What? No!"
"Father!""I won't give up my boys!"

"QUIET!" the Duke roared, and silence fell.
"You!" he pointed at Short. "You lost an army. I won't trust you with another."

"You!" He turned to Laslo. "You lost my gryphon."
"And you..." the Duke paused, thinking of something to blame Gaston for. "You look like a woman."

"But if I wear—" Gaston tried to negotiate.
"No! Aluin will command, and that's final."

"My lord... I am unworthy of such honor," the baron tried to deflect. His voice held anything but joy at the promotion.
"Stop contradicting me! Await the order to march. That's final!" the Duke barked and left the hall.

Minutes later, the dragon rose into the sky, and sunlight returned to the town hall.
"Don't even dream, brute, that I'll let you command my boys," Gaston broke the silence first.

Aluin simply waved his gauntleted hand. His gut had been screaming ever since he was ordered to gather the remnants of the troops and move to Ognevka. Now he just had to figure out how to get out of this mess.
"Same. I'll lead the army, no matter what Father decided. But, fine... I'm generous, and you'll get your undeserved glory as the victor," Laslo said benevolently.

"Thank you, sir," Aluin muttered with no enthusiasm.
Then his eyes met Short's. In the Marquis's gaze shimmered a mix of hope... and fear. Aluin brightened. Perhaps he could reach this man and convey one simple truth:

Better not mess with the Condors.





I jumped off the gryphon and caught Mira in my arms.
Falkon patted the crates strapped to the gryphon. Inside were the first four magic muskets.

"I'll be back in about four days. The King listened to your grandfather and allowed me to stay nearby, in case evacuation is needed."
"Pity you're leaving so soon. I have something interesting planned."

The baronet laughed.
"Oh no, I've had enough interesting for a lifetime. Take care of yourself."

Laura took a short run-up and lifted into the air.
After sending Mira to the town hall, I began searching for the specialist Falkon had brought from the capital.

The esteemed barrier expert was supposed to inspect the core and send a message back to the capital with a list of components needed to build a magical defense around the city. He had brought a cage with a postal chimera especially for that purpose: a heavily mutated hybrid of eagle and bat, faster even than dragons.
The cage, with the hissing creature, was quickly found near the tavern. The expert himself, however, was nowhere in sight. Asking the first passerby, I immediately rushed toward the trenches.

The news was unpleasant. Supposedly, the "expert" had been mistaken for a spy and beaten by soldiers.
"Til, damn it!" I shouted as I reached the military camp.

Construction crews were working hard, laying foundations for a pillbox along the road and stretching barbed wire in front of the trenches.
"Yes, Commander?" Til emerged from a dugout.

"What's this story about a beaten spy?" I barked.
"Ah... he's not really beaten, just got a punch to the nose," Til shrugged.

"I warned you that specialists would be coming from the capital."
"There was no caravan, no elders either. We were just working when some kid ran up, started yelling, and tried grabbing shovels out of people's hands. So, he got punched and thrown into the holding cell."

"Bring him to me. Now!" I snapped.
Admittedly, I had also expected them to arrive differently, with materials in hand. I only found out one had already arrived when I was securing the musket crates to the gryphon. Still, this incident was unpleasant.

When they brought in the mage with a swollen nose, I quickly understood Til's confusion. No robes: just tight pants and an embroidered leather jacket. And most importantly, he wasn't some respected elder but a boy of about seventeen.
"Nice to meet you. Randall Condor," I offered a hand.

He eyed it warily.
"Stern," he replied. "And I demand that those who damaged my face be flogged immediately."

"My men offer their apologies," I said diplomatically. "Right, Til?"
"Yeah, sorry, kid. Was an accident," Til grunted.

"I do not forgive. I demand ten lashes for this scoundrel and a healer for myself. If my nose loses its perfect shape..."
"Stop," I cut him off. "First, these are my men, and I decide punishments. Second, I was promised a barrier expert, but who do I see? This craft takes decades to master, and I doubt you started in preschool."

"Outrageous! I am the top student of the Commonwealth Academy dean."
"Then why are you here instead of finishing your studies?" I interrupted again.

Stern fell silent.
"Then the matter's settled. I'll send a healer when one's free," I concluded.

But the boy flared up.
"It's not settled. I demand a duel!"

"Neither of you are nobles, as far as I know. What duel?"
"The King granted me the title of knight when I moved to your wretched country. My honor demands vengeance!"

"Commander, let me..." Til cracked his knuckles.
I sighed.

"Fine, whatever. But no weapons."
A crowd of onlookers had already gathered.

I held out my hand toward Til, and he began disarming. One pistol, two pistols, three pistols, four pistols, a short scattergun...
"Where's the musket, Til?" I smirked.

"Left it in the dugout," he shrugged. "Should I remove the armor?"
"Leave it. It'll keep your ribs intact," Stern said smugly.

He had no weapons at all, not even a mage's metal blade. Considering how he looked next to the soldier, like a dachshund facing off against a shepherd, it was unclear what he was hoping for.
"Only fists," I reminded, as the two took positions.

"Fine, then... Air Fist!" the mage shouted, thrusting his skinny arm forward.
Of course, the spell failed. I used the moment to feed the demon.

"Huh?" He looked down at his hand in confusion.
Mistake.

Til stepped forward and decked him with a single punch.
The crowd of soldiers and workers burst into applause.

"That was quick," I praised, handing back his arsenal.
"I don't think he's moving," Til noted, stuffing pistols back into holsters.

"Leave him. Let him lie there and learn something from the earth," I snorted. I had tried to settle things peacefully, he brought it on himself. Honestly, it's terrifying to entrust the core to someone like this.
The bigger the core, the more dangerous and complex it is to manage. With a small one, you can ignore minor leaks. But with one this large, that's fatal.

When we were making the musket, we nearly blew up a small core. If it had gone off, it would've been like a powerful grenade at worst. But if the Matriarch's core explodes, not only will nothing remain of the city, but the surrounding area will be contaminated by magical emanations for decades.
Once the magical storms settle, the only creatures that could live here would be goblins. Those beasts would thrive, but everyone else? Best case, they'd die. Worst case, they'd turn into mindless chimeras.

In short, using a core of this power isn't something you entrust to just anyone.
I stared at the body on the ground. I didn't like this brat. Far too arrogant.

"And Til, until I say otherwise, don't let him near the core."
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                ◆ Eagle's Cliff Town, Town Square. ◆
People bustled about the square. For several days now, the townsfolk had witnessed a strange sight, as fabric was being gathered from all over the city, stitched into a giant canvas, and coated from the inside with a pale, sticky substance from barrels. At first, the tailors were enthusiastic about the chance to profit from selling off surplus cloth, but they soon howled in protest, for the lord was buying EVERYTHING. That meant they were left with no work until they could procure new material. Bolts of fabric vanished from the market entirely, retreating into attics and cellars...
It got to the point where the lord's appointed steward was walking around with a detachment of soldiers, ruthlessly purchasing all hidden and reserved supplies. And no craftsman had yet managed to deceive her.

Even scraps of cloth kept by ordinary citizens were fair game. As the hardan woman put it, the result of these "voluntary-compulsory measures" was the gathering of even more fabric than what the few local tailors had in stock!
Seamstresses worked with needles, men rolled up the now-dried, elastic material, and a dozen basket-weavers were finishing a gondola capable of holding ten people.

Nearby, workers hammered iron spikes into the cobblestones to anchor a steam engine and a massive spool wound with an extraordinarily long rope.
"Alright, let's run another test!" I shouted as the workers finished driving in the last spikes.

The drum lock was released, and the rope stretched forward. Soldiers and even some townsfolk rushed to grab it. Fifty people clung to the thick cord, bracing themselves to hold it in place.
"Ready? Start it up!"

By the second test, it had become something of a local amusement. You could say they were playing tug-of-war with a steam engine.
And they always lost.

The cylinders clattered, and the steel arm of the steam engine began to spin the drum, winding the rope back in. People dug in, stumbled, fell, but they couldn't slow the relentless motion of the massive spool.
Eventually, they let go of the rope and, laughing, got back to their feet.

Once again, technology had triumphed.
But I still felt uneasy. Approaching the driven spikes, I split each one into three, anchoring them more securely into the ground.

"And pour concrete around all this, just in case," I ordered, using metal magic to outline the foundation's frame.
My worry wasn't unfounded: soon, the first flight was coming.





A hot-air balloon, aerostat, Montgolfier.

Call it what you will. It was one of the simplest flying machines, known since antiquity.
Chinese alchemists had been launching paper lanterns for centuries, while the rest of the world was still dreaming of flight. Hundreds of years before the Wright brothers took to the skies, Chinese toys were already floating through the air.

The Montgolfier balloon was such a primitive device that it was invented before anyone really understood how it worked. The first inventors filled theirs with water vapor and smoke, assuming it was cloud-like and therefore should float. Since clouds flew, their artificial cloud should too.
And indeed, it did fly, but for entirely different reasons.

The principle of an aerostat was as simple as could be: fill a sealed envelope with a gas lighter than air, and it would rise.
So, what's lighter than air? For me right now, there are only two options:

Hot air or hydrogen.
The former is simpler and safer, the latter is essentially an airborne bomb.

Though I liked the idea of launching unmanned hydrogen balloons at griffons, hydrogen production was still in its infancy here. And while progress was being made, for this first balloon, I chose the tried-and-true burner.
Fortunately, those feathered bastards had helpfully gifted us an entire flask of kerosene. I'll gladly thank them in person when they return.

The burner was installed in the gondola, while the crumpled balloon envelope lay beside it. The rubbery sap we used to coat the fabric made it quite airtight, but...
It was heavy. In the final stages, when the pieces were stitched together into a full balloon, it took dozens of people just to move the beast. Oh, to have nylon... or even silk.

But we worked with what we had. Not all the collected fabric was high-quality, so we had to use plenty of sap in places.
A sleeve, also made from fabric and soaked in sap, was connected from the steam engine to the shapeless mound of treated canvas lying on the cobbles.

At my signal, a worker pulled the lever, and the steam engine began pumping hot air into the balloon. The fabric unfolded, lifted, gradually occupying more and more space.
The gondola dragged along the ground, but the tether held it fast, causing it to spin gently in the air just above the square.

Slightly lopsided and patched together from multicolored scraps, the balloon inflated proudly, hovering over the square, blocking the administration building and even the cliff with the castle from view.
Applause rang out. Someone with a sour expression reached for his coin pouch to pay off a lost bet.

I'd never hidden what the workers were making or why. And yet, some still didn't believe the balloon would fly...
Well, they were proven wrong.

"So, who's coming with me?" I asked playfully, sweeping my gaze over the gathered crowd.
"No. Way!" Mira shouted, hiding behind Tamilla.

The newly-appointed city steward examined the balloon with a sharp eye, but showed no enthusiasm.
"Tami?"

"Next time," the Hardan woman said, shaking her head.
"Alright then. Dolan, as we agreed," I said, gesturing invitingly.

The sniper's opinion didn't matter here. I needed to know whether it was viable to use the aerostat as a sniper platform.
Grunting, the marksman climbed the rope ladder into the gondola, which was still spinning slowly. Looks like we'd need a few more ropes and drums for stability...

"Alright, anyone else?" I continued calling out.
But none of the girls volunteered. I wondered how Asha would've reacted... But I had neither the desire nor any real chance of prying the mage away from her beloved smelters. Until the process ran like clockwork, she was the only one capable of preventing accidents before they happened.

Finally, Til raised his hand. Not a girl, but he'd do.
"Alright, climb in," I nodded and followed him up.

The rope ladder wasn't as convenient as I'd hoped, but I still managed to clamber over the tall woven rim and into the basket.
A chest, the burner, a grumpy Dolan with his musket. That was it. There was enough space inside to walk in circles, if one wanted to.

The gondola was big enough to fit more people, but we hadn't yet tested its load capacity. So, for this first flight, three people and a dozen sandbags along the edges would have to do.
I offered Til a hand, but instead got a musket barrel to the chest.

"Commander, could you help me haul this in, please?" he asked.
I grabbed the musket by the barrel and laid it on the floor, then helped Til up.

"I hope it's not loaded?" I asked, glancing at the musket.
"Of course it is."

I winced. I'd need to give him a talk about gun safety, and why you don't poke people with loaded weapons.
Well, unless they're enemies...

"Alright, let's fly." I detached the steam engine sleeve and pulled a blue flag from the chest.
"Everyone remembers the signals? Keep your eyes on the sky," I reminded the workers, waved the blue flag, and turned to the crowd. "Friends, I want to thank everyone who took part..."

At that moment, obeying the signal, the workers released the drum lock, and the balloon shot upward, cutting off my speech mid-sentence.
"Ah, hell... Fine, the speech comes after we land," I muttered, stashing the blue flag next to its red twin in the chest.

We rose fast, the ground slipping away like in an elevator ride. Silly comparison. Balloons were infinitely better, but the thought still stuck.
I gazed pensively at the shrinking city below: the field by the river, where the tiny healer walked a naked griffon; the rows of trenches, dugouts, and bunkers zigzagging around the city; the supply caravan crawling toward town from the former lands of Batory; the Goblin Forest sprawling far away on the horizon. Ognevka was also visible...

I turned to check on my companions.
Dolan, squinting and gripping the rim, stared into the distance. Til stood in the center, clutching the still-cold burner.

"This is..." he began.
"Hold on," I said, reopening the chest. Besides flags, powder, water, and hardtack, it also held a telescope built by Pit. Not a proper binocular, but it'd do.

I grabbed it and stepped toward the rim, only for the basket to lurch so hard I dropped to my knees in surprise. What the hell?
"Aaaaah! Are we falling?!" Til screamed, clinging to the kerosene container.

I peeked over the edge and saw our safety rope pulled taut, stopping the balloon's ascent. Excellent. At least the woven basket reinforced with steel wire hadn't fallen apart.
"Still flying," I replied coolly, and began surveying the enemy positions.

There were clearly more tents around Ognevka than the scouts' last report. Damn Short. Why couldn't he have waited a little longer and charged us with everything he had? By then, just in case, I might've had time to trench the whole city...
Now we could only sit and wonder when, or if, they'd attack.

"Dolan. Take a look," I called the sniper over and offered him the telescope.
"No need. I can see it just fine. Let's see..." He pointed. "That's the banner of that armored pain in the ass."

I focused the scope on the tents again. Sure enough: black, red, and copper. I thought that guy had more sense. So much for mercy...
Meanwhile, Dolan kept counting banners on his fingers.

"Let's see. Don't know these, those are Short's, and this... Huh. Looks like Count Gaston showed up too."
"Gaston?"

"Yup. We had some friction with him once. Pretty-boy type. Offered Hornet a sergeant's post in his troops, got all offended when he refused."
"And?"

"Nothing much. Caused us some trouble and vanished. Either got bored or found someone else to bother."
"Big army?" I asked.

"Not really. Small, but heavily armored. Which isn't a big problem—we'll pick them off with cannons. But the man himself? He's a real pain. We should take him out first."
"Strong mage?" I asked, concerned.

"Fairly. Stronger than Short, anyway."
I set the telescope aside. Alright, screw it. I'd let Stern examine the core. Hopefully he wouldn't trigger a local apocalypse...

"Alright. Could you hit that tree from here?" I pointed at an old oak standing alone in a field, a hundred meters out.
"Hell if I know. I'll try." Dolan spat over the side and rested his musket on the gondola's edge.

Watching him aim through the open sight, an idea struck me.
"Hey, want us to rig your musket with something like a scope?"

"I'll start strapping toys to my gun when I go blind," he grumbled and fired.
A dense cloud of powder smoke engulfed the gondola, blocking our view.

I waved my arms to clear it, with little success. Thankfully, a breeze came along and blew the haze away.I peered at the tree through the telescope. A fresh notch stood out on its side, a pale mark against the bark.

"Barely nicked it. Not used to shooting from the air. Gonna need practice," Dolan grumbled.
I, on the other hand, was more than satisfied with the result.

"Think you could hit a griffon if it flew past us?"
Dolan pondered, looking around. The balloon, meanwhile, had begun to descend, prompting me to finally pull Til away from his beloved burner and ignite it.

A stream of flame shot upward, and the basket was lifted once more.
The marksman absentmindedly tugged at the taut guide ropes.

"If it flew straight at us, I'd bring it down easy. But don't think they're stupid," he said, pointing at the massive balloon above. "I could shoot one down, sure, but they'd flank us from above, a dead zone. Rip the envelope, and that's the end of us."
"What if we shot through the balloon itself?" Til suggested.

"And what would that change? We might kill the griffon, but its body would still crash into the balloon and take us down with it."
"It means we're trading a couple of soldiers and some cloth for a griffon. Any commander would see that as a bargain. Griffons are rare. Each one costs as much as a small army!"

Dolan mulled it over and nodded.
"Fair point... just not with me in the basket. I'd rather not die anonymously, splattered across the ground."

I winced. I didn't like the idea of such a trade either. But what if the soldiers had parachutes?
"Quiet, both of you. We could just go higher, above griffon flight range. We'd just need a longer tether."

A gust of wind hit, and the rope groaned under the strain.
"Or a cable," I added. The rope we'd assembled from across the city wasn't exactly uniform in quality. But a steel cable would be heavy. Too heavy. It'd cut the balloon's lift capacity significantly.

"There's a blind spot below too," Dolan noted. "We'd need firing ports in the floor. And if I were one of the riders, I'd just fly lower to the ground. Hitting a moving target from this distance? Even I'm not sure I'd land a shot. And those hayseed recruits you've got in the army? They've never even held a bow."
"Then we'll pick the best marksmen. Say... six of them and... hmm."

I paused.
Most of the time, it was more efficient to keep musket design simple and just produce more of them. A hundred men with muzzle-loaders were more useful on the ground than ten with something fancy, like Puckle's rifles.

But not now. In this case, I truly needed advanced weapons. I couldn't fit a hundred troops into a gondola, but I could fit six. Six armed with revolving rifles. I could make those quickly, using my revolver as a base—increase the caliber, lengthen the barrel, add a real stock.
Only problem: training shooters would require mass production of reliable percussion caps. I could still make caps for myself, but even for a few balloon teams, we'd need hundreds. So I could either focus on real progress, or waste my time churning out damn caps day and night.

And that was just the start of the trouble.
Once they emptied the cylinder, the shooters would be surrounded by thick smoke, completely vulnerable.

We'd need smokeless powder. Or at least reduced-smoke charges, made specifically for these teams.
Conclusion: I needed a whole lot of nitric acid. Which meant I had to speed up work on the turbine. Too many projects now depended on it.

"There's still one more problem," Dolan said, gesturing around the gondola and then pointing up at the balloon. "We're just a giant target up here. Riders could shoot us down from a distance."
That snapped me out of my thoughts.

"Shoot us down?"
"Of course. Just because sky knights usually do recon doesn't mean they can't fight. If they're expecting combat, they ditch the double saddle and bring a heavy boltcaster instead. Even without enchanted bolts, it'll punch through most plate. It's designed to kill enemy griffons, or worse."

"Never heard of that," I said, reassessing the risks.
"Well, now you have, boss. The thing's heavier than my musket and mounts straight onto the saddle. The bolt clips are bulky too. So it's either a passenger or that weapon."

"Why not bring something lighter? A crossbow, for example?" I asked. From Dolan's description, it sounded more like siege equipment than personal arms.
"Enchantments. Big bolts can hold enchantments with a wide area of effect—huge advantage in aerial combat. That said, everyone's got their preferences. Some go for agility and even ditch armor entirely. That gear's damn heavy."

I glanced thoughtfully up at the balloon. It could take maybe ten bolts without issue—just start descending and land relatively safely. But what if it was a single enchanted shot that tore a big enough hole? That's a one-way ticket to the ground.
"Where did you learn all this?" Til asked, still avoiding the edge.

"Where... Where..." Dolan said, oddly evasive. He reached his hand past the rim, feeling the wind.
I didn't push. The wind was picking up. The tether groaned with every gust. I shut off the burner and opened the chest, pulling out the red flag. That was the signal for the workers below to start the steam engine.
Let's just say, our tug-of-war reached a whole new level—except this time, I was rooting for the iron brute. Because otherwise, we'd be stuck in the air until the heat in the balloon ran out.

But just as I stepped up to the edge with the signal flag in hand, the rope suddenly went slack, and the wind carried us away from the city.
"Oh, shit!" I cursed, peering over the side.

The damned wind was dragging us straight toward Ognevka.
"Commander?"

"We're screwed!" I snapped, tossing the now useless flag aside.
"Maybe we could climb down the rope?" Til offered.

I shot a skeptical glance at the distant ground.
Sure, if it didn't snap. If griffons didn't intercept us while we were dangling like idiots. And if we don't end up in Short's hands after being blown miles off course.

In a flash, I pictured us sneaking back into the city, dodging enemy patrols.
Screw that. Too many "ifs."

I raised my revolver and emptied the entire cylinder into the balloon overhead.
No way was I going to crawl through fields hiding from Short's hounds. Not today, wind.

Til joined in, firing his pistols and reaching for the scattergun. I stopped him.
"Nope. That's overkill."

The balloon began to descend, faster and faster by the minute.
Dolan calmly held onto the rim of the gondola, smiling. A rare sight. The marksman usually wore a frown as permanent as carved stone.

"Til. Ballast," I ordered, drawing my sword.
The captain of the guard immediately hacked loose one of the sandbags, and it plummeted. Our fall slowed.

"Why'd you cut it loose?"
"Uh, wasn't that the point?"

"You were supposed to slash it open so the sand spills out. What if someone was down there?"
"Seriously, commander? We're over a field. Who's going to be down there?" he asked, baffled.

He had a point. Still, I slit the next bag myself once our speed picked up again, even flicking the burner back on for a couple of seconds.
"Huh. Commander, we could totally drop bombs like this..." Til said as he slashed another bag.

I nodded. He was thinking in the right direction. And the fact that the wind was pushing us directly toward Ognevka... yeah. That might come in handy later.
We kept descending, occasionally slowing our fall with bursts from the burner.

Five minutes later, our gondola slammed into the ground with a crunch, throwing us all out. Only Dolan managed to stay inside and got buried under the deflating envelope.
Spitting out grass, I brushed myself off and helped the marksman out. Til was scrambling around, searching for his musket.

"Nice flight, huh? No way I'm ever flying again with a rope that's not made of metal!" I kicked the tether, which lay stretched out like a snake toward the city.
Luckily, Short's positions were much farther away than our own. Grabbing our weapons and the powder from the chest, we set off at a brisk pace. Short wasn't a complete idiot—he might send a patrol to check what crashed out here. That meant we needed to not only get back to the city, but also organize a team to recover the balloon. No way was I leaving my new toy to that fat asshole.

My good mood from the successful landing lasted... until we reached the end of the tether.
It hadn't snapped from poor quality. It hadn't worn down against something.

No doubt about it, as I stared at it.

It had been cut.
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                ◆ Some time ago. Prison of Eagle's Cliff. Kazimir Short's POV. ◆
The city prison was never meant for long-term detention, yet it was never empty. Few inmates stayed longer than a week, since feeding them became a concern in that case. Usually, within two or three days, the prisoner either paid a fine and walked free, or they were executed. Unlike the other vassals of the First Duke, Short rarely sold prisoners into labor. If he needed manpower, he simply seized random peasants from the villages instead of granting such "pardons" to the guilty.

In short, the dungeon was no place for extended habitation: damp, moldy, with a stinking pile of straw in the corner, infested with lice. A place wholly unworthy of a noble… Yet a nobleman was precisely who resided there.
Chained in wooden stocks, Kazimir waited each day, hoping either that his father would pay the ransom... or that someone would summon him for questioning, but all in vain. The surly jailer ignored all of Kazimir's questions. Twice a day, he brought tasteless gruel in a wooden bowl, a chunk of stale bread, and a mug of water.

There were no basic facilities in the cell, and they had to use a bucket. This was especially difficult, given the solid timber clog binding Kazimir's legs, forcing him to hop to move around. As for bathing, he didn't even dare dream of such a thing.
The man snoring in the opposite corner could've used a bath even more, not that the former head of the guard seemed to care in the slightest. Like Kazimir, he was stuck here awaiting the Lord's decision, though it seemed they'd both been forgotten. Only the jailer, who brought food and emptied the bucket, proved otherwise, reminding them the outside world still existed.

For Kazimir, who had always hated confinement, the lack of information was nearly worse than everything else. The lice, the stench, the gruel — he could endure it all if he just knew his father would come for him. That negotiations were underway, and soon he'd be ransomed, able to leave all this behind like a bad dream. But the dream never ended. It dragged on endlessly. Day after day. The ramblings of the crazed former captain. Lice crawling through his hair. The gnawing in his stomach.
The grate clanged. His favorite moment of the day — the jailer had arrived.

A bowl of gruel clattered onto the stone floor. A watery, tasteless sludge crowned with a chunk of bread and a wooden spoon.
"Is my father negotiating yet?" the aristocrat asked without hope. He asked every time, but the jailer never answered.

But today, the grim man slapped down another bowl in front of his former superior and turned to him.
"Eat, don't talk. Or you'll get one meal a day."

"Alright, alright… I'm silent," Kazimir quickly backpedaled, seething inside. Yes, he'd lost, but that didn't mean any peasant could treat him like a commoner. Once he got out, this jailer would pay for his words!
He scooped up the gruel quickly and brought it to his mouth. Eating in stocks was uncomfortable, but he'd adapted. Nearby, the bloated former guard captain slurped noisily. His hands were shackled, so it should've been easier to eat, but this broken man didn't even bother with utensils. He devoured his food like a chained dog, splattering bits of gruel everywhere. Disgusting.

Kazimir carefully scraped the last bits from his bowl. Drinking it directly would've been easier, but he refused to stoop to that animal's level.
A loud explosion echoed from above. Then another, and another. Accompanied by distant thuds, like a crowd of giants applauding something. Crumbs and bits of mold rained down on Kazimir from the ceiling.

"What's going on?" he asked the jailer, but the man silently collected the dishes and left, locking the door behind him.
The thuds continued for another ten minutes before falling silent.

What the hell is happening up there?
Kazimir frowned, examining the door. It was made entirely of wood, deliberately so he couldn't break through it, but... The chains on the guard captain's limbs were iron. He could break the door using that man's body, but... what then? What if he got caught? What if they killed him? No, better to stay here and wait for the ransom. He was sure his father hadn't forgotten him and would rescue him soon.

Voices echoed in the corridor, and the aristocrat rushed to press his ear to the door. Through a crack, he saw two soldiers dragging in a woman bound head to toe in chains. Her armor's neckline was so deep, her chest was clearly visible. Her long legs were barely covered by a chainmail skirt. Obviously, fighting in such attire was a bad idea — blood trickled down her exposed shin.
"Not with them. She's a woman, after all… put her in the cell across," the jailer ordered, and the soldiers tossed her onto the straw and locked the iron-barred door.

The door to the new prisoner's cell was not freshly cut wood like theirs, but made of thick iron bars — perfect for seeing everything inside.
"Miss!" Kazimir called uncertainly. Her strange outfit and the fact he hadn't seen her before made him polite.

But the girl lay unconscious and didn't respond.
The former guard captain did, though.

"I'm not a miss!" he screeched hysterically and slammed his head against the stone wall. "I'm not a miss! Not a miss!"
"I wasn't talking to you, you peasant!" Kazimir snapped, but the crazed prisoner paid him no mind.

"Not a miss!" he howled like a madman.
He only fell silent by morning.
But even those screams didn't wake the girl. She slept day after day, lay on the straw, motionless, save for the steady rise and fall of her chest — the only sign that she was alive. And Kazimir hadn't been with a woman in a long time...
A healer had come one day, wearing a strange glowing collar, and treated her wound, but he couldn't wake her. Days dragged on once more: damp, gruel, lice, and no hope of rescue.

The former guard captain started to cough terribly. Kazimir, being a mage, didn't have to worry about most diseases that plagued commoners, but even so, he tried to keep his distance from the lunatic. His behavior was becoming increasingly erratic.
The aristocrat had no idea how many weeks had passed in that dreadful prison. Then, one day, he heard the sound of chains clinking in the neighboring cell.

Spurred by this unexpected event, he rushed to the crack in the door, when suddenly a chain looped around his neck.
"Aggh!" Kazimir rasped.

The damned lunatic had seen him lean forward and attacked from behind.
He tried to push the chain forward with his Gift, but it was pulling from behind, threatening to snap his neck. He let go of it, just long enough to inhale and collect himself.

"It's your fault, all your fault! I'll kill you and earn forgiveness!" the lunatic screamed into his ear.
Kazimir focused on a single link. Metal-shaping was difficult, very difficult, he wasn't a Sculptor. Only dribbles of oxygen passed through his crushed throat, but the iron started to yield. The thick link thinned, thinned further and finally snapped. The madman tumbled backward, Kazimir forward, slamming into the door.

His head spun. Nausea hit him. Through the ringing in his ears, he could hear the madman rising again.
He was shouting incoherently and swinging the broken chain like a flail, aiming to crush Kazimir's skull.

Kazimir called on his Gift and hurled the former captain of the guard into the wall with such force that his skull cracked.
The man slid down the wall, leaving a bloody trail. It had worked. The shackles had turned him into a plaything.

Outside the door, metal creaked. The sound was like someone bending a metal grate...
"Help me!" Kazimir begged, trying to rise. The wooden stocks made it agonizingly difficult.

Footsteps drew closer... then the door exploded, showering him with splinters. Kazimir looked up and saw a woman's hand that had punched straight through the wooden door. A warrior.
The boards groaned as her hand tore them away as if they were rotted twigs. In seconds, the door lay in ruins and she stood before him.

Kazimir looked up at the scantily dressed warrior woman. And it was the most beautiful sight he had seen since entering this dungeon.
"Mage?" the woman asked.

"A... Adept," Kazimir stammered, blushing involuntarily.
"That'll do. Let's go." She grabbed him roughly and broke the stocks, nearly snapping his arms and legs in the process.

The aristocrat shook out his arms with pure delight. How many weeks had it been since he could move them freely? It was heavenly.
Above them, noise erupted. The jailer was coming down the stairs. The woman lunged, hand raised...

"Don't kill him!" Kazimir shouted in panic.
Her palm landed on the man's head, but didn't crush it. The jailer dropped like a sack of bricks, apparently unharmed. The woman had obeyed instinctively and held back.

"Why?" she asked. "We don't have time to interrogate him."
"So they won't seek revenge. It'll improve our chances of escaping."

"What nonsense. Who'd bother avenging some flea-ridden jailer?" she scoffed.
Kazimir instinctively brushed his finger along his regrown teeth. He smirked, trying to look cocky, but fear tinged his voice.

"Trust me... This one will."
"To the Abyss. Get these cuffs off me," she ordered, rummaging through the jailer's clothes.

Kazimir stepped closer and touched the manacles. Melting them fully would be too difficult, and he couldn't find the rivets. These were mage-made, clearly shaped by someone with far more mastery over form than him. At last, he found a solution: he split the metal, creating a narrow gap.
"I'll handle the rest," the woman said, slipping her fingers into the gap and prying the manacles open.

The cuffs fell away and she resumed her search.
"What's this?" she asked, pulling a strange steel tube from the unconscious man's belt.

"Something to smoke with?" Kazimir guessed, frowning.
Come to think of it, it did look like the ones...

"Abyss, he doesn't even have a rusty dagger. Hey, make me a sword. Out of this breastplate. The steel's decent, unlike the junk around here." She ripped the straps and her decorative armor clattered to the floor, revealing her toned chest and sculpted abs.
"I... I'll try," Kazimir muttered, eyes locked on her chest.

She swiftly stripped the jailer and covered herself with his shirt, hiding the treasure.
The aristocrat picked up the still-warm breastplate. It was shaped... impressively. Just how was he supposed to make a sword? He wasn't a Sculptor. If only it were his bloodmetal...

Cursing under his breath, he folded the plate again and again, until it resembled a crude cleaver, then sharpened it.
"What crap," she scoffed, giving it a test swing. "Well... it'll have to do.""

"Just... don't kill anyone," Kazimir reminded her.
"Yeah, yeah, I got it."

They climbed the stairs, opened the door with the jailer's keys, and came face to face with two soldiers.
The first immediately leveled a steel tube at them. One swing of the cleaver, and he dropped it with a scream and a spray of severed fingers.
Before the second soldier could raise his weapon, Kazimir knocked it from his hands with a pulse of magic. The soldier panicked, reaching for his belt. A strike, and he collapsed against the wall. His hand remained at his waist, while blood pulsed from the stump, soaking the corridor.
"What? I didn't kill him," the woman retorted, catching Kazimir's disapproving glance.

They rushed down the hallway toward the exit.
But with every step, the adept's intuition screamed louder and louder.

"Stop!" he shouted, focusing.
Ahead, beyond the gates, a massive chunk of metal. Further off, something even larger and stranger. It vibrated like a living thing, making the mage's body tremble.

Chuh chuh chuh, it thundered, breaking Kazimir's concentration.
"What is it?" the woman asked, licking the blood from her cleaver.

"An ambush. We need another way."
"But there's only one exit," she said, tapping on the wall, assessing its thickness. "Yeah, we're not getting through that."

"Wait," Kazimir ordered sharply.
He gathered all his strength. The iron object was right nearby, outside the building, which meant... He clenched his teeth as blood trickled from his nose.

Obeying his will, the metal hulk lifted into the air and crashed aside. Shouts of panic erupted outside.
"Go, now!" he cried, wiping the blood from his face.

The woman hurled herself at the gate like a catapulted boulder, bursting it open. Outside, a group of men scrambled around a toppled steel pipe. Broken wheels and wooden debris littered the ground.
"Shoot them!" one of the soldiers shouted.

Kazimir called on his Gift again. His chest burned. Too much, too often, there would be consequences, but better that than death. The strange weapons flew from the soldiers' hands into the sky.
"Look, what the hell is that?" the girl gasped, pointing upward with her cleaver.

"What the..." Kazimir muttered.
Something hovered over the city. A colorful, previously unseen monstrosity. A swollen, balloon-like body was tethered to a rope that vanished behind a nearby building.

His thoughts were shattered by a piercing whine. Something zipped past his ear, and a heartbeat later, a deafening bang. He turned and saw another soldier aiming a long tube at him, demonic smoke swirling around him.
"Take this!" Kazimir shouted, shoving the weapon with his last ounce of strength. The metal tube tore from the man's hands and smashed into his forehead, dropping him.

"Run, run!" the woman yelled, grabbing Kazimir's arm and pulling him forward.
The soldiers hesitated to engage them in close combat and instead raised the alarm. Someone clambered onto a rooftop to retrieve a weapon.

"Wait, I know this city — that's the wrong way!" Kazimir cried, but the woman dragged him toward the square.
Toward something loud and terrifying.

An iron beast puffed steam in the square. It groaned and writhed from within, as if possessed by a demon. As if? No, it was possessed. The thing was so unnatural it inspired dread.
"We have to get out of here!" Kazimir pleaded, but she wouldn't release his hand. Panic surged. Was this maniac planning to sacrifice him to the monster to save herself?

She jerked his arm, raised the cleaver, and brought it down on the rope with such force that the makeshift sword stuck in the iron spool.
"There are people up there," she explained. "We're exposed from above. They won't let us escape. You said you knew the way. Where to?"

Shouts rang out behind them. A bell tolled. Alarms echoed across the city.
"That way... yes!" Kazimir pointed, and the girl yanked him forward again. His legs tangled beneath him. He couldn't keep up, and she had to hold back. The pursuit grew closer.

"Useless weakling," she spat, then swept him up in her arms. Kazimir squealed like a girl.
"Just point the way!"

"There!" the younger Short shouted, burning with shame.
They raced through the streets. A few passersby turned to stare. At full speed, the woman barreled into a narrow street packed with people.

A balding man with an egg-shaped head stood on a barrel, preaching passionately to the crowd.
"Learn, learn, and learn again. Knowledge must not be the privilege of the aristocracy. Every cook must know her letters, must learn to read and write. With great joy, I declare that this weekend our gracious lord will open a school for all. Everyone who attends will receive—"

"Don't stop, move!" the younger Short smacked the entranced woman's head.
"But the street's blocked."

"Then that way," Kazimir pointed at a narrow alley.
They dashed in. Charred planks crunched beneath their feet. Burnt boards were stacked across the cobblestones, and the foundation of a nearby house gaped empty. It looked like there'd been a fire, and the ruins had been cleared.

"What the hell? Damned Condor, what did you do to my city?" Short raged as they raced past the ruins.
"Shut up!" the woman barked.

Their pursuers had fallen far behind. They had a chance to escape the city.
The outskirts were close. The girl sprinted at full speed, then veered suddenly behind a building.

"What?" Kazimir cried, slamming into the ground. The impact knocked the wind from him.
"Quiet," the girl hissed, peeking carefully around the building.

"What is it?" Short whispered, but she didn't reply. He scrambled to his feet and peeked as well.
Where there had once been open fields, the land was torn up. Long trenches, coils of something metallic glinting in the sun, sharp-edged. Gray rectangular structures, as if conjured by an earth mage. And a mass of soldiers. Dozens, maybe more. All armed.
"When did they manage to... That wasn't..."

"Shut up!" The girl barely restrained herself from smacking the aristocrat.
The door creaked, and a puzzled peasant appeared on the threshold. He must have heard them and come out to investigate.

The warrior's hand shot forward like a snake, clamping over his mouth. Her other hand dragged him behind the wall, out of the soldiers' line of sight.
"You stay quiet, and I won't snap your neck. Got it?"

The peasant nodded.
"Good."

She removed her hand from his mouth, but the other remained on his throat, a clear warning that she could crush it at any moment.
"So... tell me. That hellish junk out in the field, beyond the houses — is there anywhere it's not?"

The peasant clenched his teeth and glared at her.
"Look, I won't break your neck if you answer, but if you stay silent, say goodbye to your life."

After a few seconds of silence, the peasant spoke:
"The whole city is ringed with fortifications, guard posts are everywhere. It's impossible to sneak past."

"Great."
The girl tightened both hands around his neck, and the peasant started choking.

"Hey, I said..."
"He'll live. Just choked him a little. Damn, what now... try to force our way through?" She plopped down onto the grass, glancing into the distance.

Hoofbeats echoed down the road. An old man drove a cart full of reeking dung straight toward the soldiers.
"Perfect! Let's go!" the girl brightened.

"No, no, no! I'm not climbing into that filth!" Kazimir protested.
"Then stay here. Let's see if that precious 'mercy' of yours gets you anywhere," she scoffed, leaping into the passing cart.

"Agh, damn it all!" the aristocrat cursed and followed her.
The dung was fresh and utterly revolting. Kazimir nearly vomited. Worst of all, he had a sneaking suspicion about where all the waste he'd produced in his cell had ended up...

The worst day of his life.
"Halt. Old man, what are you hauling?"

"Dung, sir."
"Yeah? You sure?"

Footsteps approached, and the fugitives had no choice but to dive headfirst into the muck.
"Yep, real dung. Never seen such a big pile from you before!"

"Well, today I swung by the gryph... uh, what do you call a gryphon stable? A gryph-house?" the old man mused.
"I think 'Gryphon-yard' might be more accurate," the soldier suggested.

They laughed.
Kazimir trembled with disgust and fury. Stop talking, you idiots, just move on already. But the pair kept chatting.

"Anyway, you get the idea. Made a hell of a mess, I tell you. Imagine how much he eats."
"He eats like our whole regiment. I saw them bring him an entire ox once. The healer said once he recovers, he'll eat less, but still... Man, I wish we got fed like that."

"Well, you're not exactly starving now."
"That's true, can't argue. Just hope you're not smuggling anything?"

"No, sir. Nothing but dung in this cart."
"No offense. Just a heads-up. If someone offers, don't take the job. You'd be surprised how much you can sneak in a dung cart..."

"I'm an honest man, sir. I haul dung, and only dung — horse, gryphon, even human!" the old man exclaimed, a bit too passionately.
"Easy, no need to get defensive. I'm warning you, that's all. The new city governor can smell lies a mile away. If there's an inspection and they ask if you've carried contraband, you won't be able to lie. Under the old regime, you'd just get whipped. Under the new one... Let's just say, don't risk it."

Silence fell.
"Thanks for the advice, sir. I'll keep it in mind. But there's nothing in this cart but dung, I swear."

Something creaked.
"Alright, move along," the soldier finally said, and the cart rolled on.

Once they were far enough away, the fugitives scrambled out and disappeared into the nearby field.
"Praise the One! We slipped out of Condor's claws!" Kazimir beamed, filthy but elated.

"Yeah," the girl replied. "We need to head for the river. Gotta wash all... this off."
"Wait, what's your name?"

"Monica."
"Ahem." Kazimir cleared his throat. "Thank you for helping me escape. I swear I'll repay you honorably."

She shrugged.
"Fine. Gold's always welcome."

Suddenly, the aristocrat raised his fist to the sky and shouted with fervor:
"And I will punish everyone who made me endure this! The One heard me and granted salvation. I will not fail Him! I'll destroy this treacherous city, burn it to the ground with all its people. I'll kill them all, especially Condor! I'll torture him for days and nights, then drown him in a cart full of—"

Something whistled down from the sky and struck Kazimir right on the crown.
BANG!

He staggered and collapsed like a sack of bricks.
A cloud of dust rose, covering the fallen Short. In an instant, he looked less like a dung demon and more like a mythical sand golem.

Monica quickly raised her hands.
"Oh One, please don't punish me! I wasn't planning anything, thank you for helping me escape!" she babbled, then looked up and spotted the now-familiar floating monstrosity.

"Oh shit..." she muttered, grabbed the unconscious Kazimir, and dragged him in the opposite direction, away from the descending creature.
After several hours of crawling through fields and bushes, hungry and exhausted, she finally reached the river far from the city.

"Finally!" she groaned, dropping the aristocrat from her shoulders with immense relief. Even for someone of fourth rank, carrying him for hours had been too much. No endurance could make that pleasant.
With unfiltered joy, she scooped up water and washed away the dried filth.

The distant clatter of hooves made her tense. She dragged Kazimir into the bushes, picked up a stone, and crawled toward the road. Pursuers?
No. A group of riders galloped toward the city, not away from it. Their armor gleamed, their banners fluttered. White horses. And at the head of the platoon of fully armored knights, a blonde noblewoman.

Of course. The Klaus family.
What the hell were the Klauses doing up north? Their lands were far to the south.

Ah, screw it.
She waited until they passed, then went down to the river and splashed water on the aristocrat's face.

"Ugh... My head... What happened?" he whined pitifully.

"The One punished you for your words," Monica declared with satisfaction.
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                ◆ Not far from the city of Eagle's Cliff, Erin von Klaus's POV. ◆
"My lady, it seems the city is intact. The enemy forces haven't reached it yet. Perhaps we should conserve our strength?" the knight addressed her with all due respect, raising his voice over the wind howling in their ears.
"No! Only a few kilometers left. The horses can handle it," Erin replied, spurring her steed forward.

"They might, but do you truly want to arrive at the city on lathered and exhausted horses? Is that the impression you wish to make?"
"Damn it," Erin muttered.

Eagle's Bluff had already appeared on the horizon. Judging by the absence of battle sounds, they had made it in time. Reluctantly, Erin pulled the reins, forcing her weary horse to slow to a walk.
Not out of concern for appearances... Better to arrive sweaty and tired than not at all. But since the battle hadn't started yet, it was wiser to slow down and recover. Just in case they had to jump into the fray immediately.

The horses began to slow, snorting with relief as they sucked in the cold air. The riders removed their helmets and drank from their flasks. In their haste, the unit had pulled several days ahead of their supply train. A unit of thirty knights had ridden ahead, while a hundred squires remained with the rear. Not enough to stand against Short's forces, but it was all she could spare.
"Thank you, my lady. The men are weary after riding nonstop for a full day," said the knight who had convinced her to slow down, removing his helmet and taking a drink.

Erin left the complaint unanswered. Ser Trey was clever enough, but entirely untrustworthy. He had come to the Third Duchy a few months ago, seeking service. Most branches of the Klaus family turned him away. It wasn't customary for nobles to employ someone who had abandoned a former liege. Erin, however, saw no need to turn him away. Even an unreliable man could be useful.
In fact, her entire unit consisted mostly of such men: those whose loyalty had begun to raise doubts... those who were simply too weak or lacked the resolve to fight against their battle brothers when the struggle for power begins. Sending them to the Condors was the perfect political move. It showed loyalty to allies and rid her of potential traitors.

When one can no longer trust long-time comrades bound by ties to the younger daughters of other branches, rejecting a former knight of Aluin seemed foolish. On the contrary, a man from the northern lands was guaranteed to be uninvolved in the tangled web of Third Duke succession intrigues. In a way, he was even more trustworthy, despite his past betrayal.
"Perhaps I should scout for a safe descent to the river? Once the horses cool down, we can water them," Ser Trey suggested.

"We'll use the city wells," Erin dismissed.
Who knew how close the enemy might be? It was better to make a proper stop inside the city.

"What is that... smell?" Trey suddenly wrinkled his nose.
A gust of wind hit them, bringing with it a stench that instantly overpowered even the reek of horse sweat.

Around the bend, just off the road, stood dozens... no, hundreds of crudely built wooden crates, each several meters long and high. Nearby was a wagon of manure. Several workers were shoveling its contents into the crates. Others were adding offal. One stood ready with a shovel of something white. Another cart held soil.
But the strangest part wasn't even that, or the buckets filled with something yellow. The oddest thing was the man dressed in the colors of House Condor, painting today's date on the crate with a brush.

Literate, clearly... but why was he working among peasants?
"Ser Trey, find out what they're doing," the noblewoman ordered, barely resisting the urge to spur her horse forward.

The knight soon caught up, wearing a baffled expression.
"He didn't give a straight answer. Just said the lord himself ordered it, even wrote instructions personally on how much and in what order to load the crates."

"Instructions? Tell me I imagined it, or were those buckets full of... urine?"
"They were, my lady. And there was also..."

"No. Enough. Spare me the details," Erin grimaced.
Randall's actions struck her as odd, even repulsive. Just imagining him writing the words "urine" or "dung" on parchment was hard to stomach. But she didn't rush to judgment. She wanted to believe there was a good reason behind his strangeness.

"What do you think, Ser Trey? Why would he order this?"
The knight scratched his head.

"It looks like compost piles. Peasants often heap waste together and spread it over the fields to make crops grow better. Crude, common work..."
"Ah. So he simply wants to ensure his subjects don't starve," Erin smiled in relief.

Everyone in the capital had heard about Condor buying up fertile soil. In that context, even such lowly matters as excrement made sense. After all, Randall was just giving the orders. He wasn't shoveling it himself.
Still, she'd have to hint to him later that a proper lord doesn't meddle in peasant affairs.

A lord's duty is to rule. A peasant's to grow crops and pay taxes. A wise man stays out of another's domain.
After all, stablehands don't try to wield swords and pretend to be lords.

But Erin immediately forgot the odd incident as their unit approached the city.
Moats. Cavalry barriers made of sharpened wooden stakes. Strange, spiked metal bushes... even stranger huts that looked like a geomancer had shaped them.

Erin von Klaus was stunned. These fortifications had so many flaws, she didn't even know where to begin!"Take the moats, for example! They were so narrow any rider could easily leap over them at a gallop. So what's the point? Hoping a couple of unlucky fools break their horses' legs? They didn't even bother to conceal the moats. Who's going to fall for that?

Worse yet, judging by the heads of soldiers inside them... they were planning to defend from inside the moat. That... that's utter nonsense!
We need to widen the trench immediately and raise an embankment on the opposite side for the spearmen to hold. That way, they'll negate the riders' height advantage. Still, a trench and embankment isn't the best option. Instead of digging into the earth, they should have started building an earthen wall. Logs and soil would already make things much harder for enemy cavalry, helping to even the odds."

"Oh, Almighty..." Erin slapped her face. "Thank goodness I made it in time. Randall knows absolutely nothing about fortifications."






The hot air balloon had been set up in the square, and the bullet holes and tears it had suffered during transport were already patched. Overall, the first flight had gone fairly well...
At least we didn't crash and die. But to fly again, we'd need a proper safety line, not a rope. I don't want to watch my invention drift off with panicking soldiers aboard. I knew what to do in a crisis, but would they? I doubt it.

So, sitting beneath the awning in the city square, I was reforging scrap into a strong steel cable, while two workers manually turned a drum, winding the finished product into place.
Not exactly the most pressing task. As always, a mountain of work waited, but this simple, repetitive job helped clear my head and reflect on the current situation.

Was I right to let Kazimir live? It wasn't like I truly expected to use him as a bargaining chip. Marquis Short had already proven he only cared about himself.
And now the Younger Short had escaped.

Maimed some people, fortunately stopped short of killing. Sure, the healer could reattach the arms... but still.
Unpleasant.

I should have killed him and been done with it.
Especially considering the way he escaped. Townsfolk saw him racing through the city with a girl, then BAM, he vanished. The entire city was surrounded by troops and he hadn't passed through any checkpoint. Is he hiding somewhere inside? Or worse... did he know a secret exit?

The enemy could use that route.
We searched every crack in the area where they were last seen, but found nothing unusual.

All I could do in response was tighten discipline and recruit more soldiers.
While half the army stood guard and kept digging in, the other half practiced maneuvers, stabbed straw dummies with bayonets, and fired at lone trees whose trunks now resembled tattered cloth. A few more days and they'd fall over entirely, felled by repeated volleys.

In other areas, things were not great. Stern had started examining the core, but the specialists from the capital hadn't arrived yet, Falcon was still absent... and the enemy was gathering strength.
I didn't like it. I was preparing as best I could, but an uneasy feeling lingered.

They weren't stupid. Would they really charge head-on again?
A mere handful of griffons had already caused serious problems. What if a couple dozen came next? We need more balloons, more weapons, better anti-air...

I could barely stay seated. I wanted to get back to the turbine model. But the cable was important too. If our balloon drifted off into the void, that wouldn't help the defenses.
The mangled breastplate beneath my hand stretched into steel threads, meter by meter. But my thoughts remained unsettled.

How could I quickly boost the balloon's firepower?
In the mid-term, I had solutions. But what if they attacked tomorrow? How effective would drum rifles be if a single salvo filled the air with smoke, leaving us blind? Perfect for point-blank hits... but what if the enemy stayed at range? Do you fire and blind yourself, or wait until they're right on top of you?

We need something more.
Arm the crew with crossbows? The bolts are too slow, hitting anything would be difficult. And how much damage could a bolt really do to a massive creature? It'd probably only enrage it.

Take the bolt-throwers from the castle? But only mages could use them effectively. For regular troops, crossbows were still better...
"What are you thinking about?" A female voice snapped me out of it.

I looked up to see Mira. She was carefully hiding her tail under a long hem and her ears beneath a scarf. Surprisingly, she wasn't alone. Tamilla stood nearby, holding a tightly rolled scroll.
"We have a problem, don't we?" I guessed.

"How did you know?" Mira smiled.
"Because you both came together. So... what's wrong this time?"

"Take a guess!" Mira teased, only for Tamilla's irritated voice to cut in.
"I don't have time for games. Stop wasting breath. Here's the list." She handed me a scroll so thick I wasn't sure it could still be called that.

I set the cable aside, brushed iron dust from my hands... and froze.
"Wait. What did you just say?"

"The list. Here," she repeated, trying to hand me the papers again.
But my thoughts were elsewhere.

"Before that."
"Stop wasting... breath?" Tamilla ventured. "Why?"

"Breath..." I echoed, thinking aloud.
Sure, pneumatic weapons weren't as strong as firearms, but... they could surpass crossbows, and fire faster. Most importantly — no clouds of black powder smoke blocking everyone's view. I need to build a couple prototypes and test them as soon as possible.
"Considering that historically, jaegers with air rifles served alongside ordinary muzzle-loaders, this might turn out to be quite a good idea. After all, Napoleon did order any soldier using such weapons to be hanged. That means it could very well rival gunpowder..."

The scroll poked my hand again, snapping me back to reality. Tamilla was tapping her boot on the cobblestones impatiently, clearly running out of patience.
With a sigh, I unrolled it and began reading.

Inside were names. A lot of names.
Some sounded more like nicknames: Dead Dog, Grinner, Nick-the-Holey-Shoe...

I unrolled more, but the names just kept coming. Carefully numbered, they quickly passed a hundred.
"What is this?"

"One of five scrolls with those who enrolled in the school," Tamilla huffed.
"Whoa! That many?" I exclaimed, pleasantly surprised.

Honestly, I had been afraid no one would want to study, so I promised not only a free meal to everyone who attended, but even a few copper coins for those who did well on the tests.
"Exactly, that many, and that's not a good thing!" Tamilla snapped.

"Hmm... I didn't promise much money. Is this really a problem for the budget?"
"Everything is a problem for the budget right now. Why didn't you consult me first? We're already giving them free education, and now we're feeding them too. But paying people to be taught... that's just... that's just...!" She sputtered, unable to find words.

"It's just a scholarship, Tami," I said with a shrug.
"A scho... Never mind. If they can't pay now, we could teach them on credit. That way we wouldn't just reduce our expenses, we could make a profit!" Her chest heaved in frustration.

"Student loans," I nodded calmly. "Once the staffing shortage isn't so dire, we'll do that. But for now, we need people more than money."
She froze, contemplating the unfamiliar logic.

"Weeell..." she began, clearly about to argue that money mattered more.
"Anyway, it's just lunch to keep them from starving, and a few coppers they can use to buy extra food if they do well. Don't be so stingy!" I cut in.

"I'm not stingy, I'm prudent. It's just that... fine. Just promise me next time you'll talk to me before handing out money to people!"
"I promise."

"Really?" She blushed and looked away.
"Ahem ahem!" Mira cleared her throat loudly. "Actually, the money isn't the real problem here."

"Then what is?" I frowned.
"The fact that over five hundred have signed up already. The mayor's house we prepared won't fit them all. And even if it could, we don't have enough teachers!"

I scratched the stubble on my chin. Teachers, huh.
Damn, she was right. People who could teach were few and far between.

"We'll figure something out. For now, announce that enrollment is closed," I said with forced cheer, already wracking my brain. Damn it all, as if I didn't have enough problems already.
Tamilla immediately pulled back.

"I can't teach. I already have too much to do!"
"I wasn't going to ask you. You have your own job..." I said and turned to Mira.

"Meow?" she squeaked.
"You," I said, poking her in the side.

"But..."
"You'll do great," I said encouragingly, patting her shoulder. "You can take on, say, fifty students?"

"I can't! What if they see my tail?"
"If anyone gives you trouble, I'll rip their head off," I promised.

"Fine... But we still need at least ten more people. And another building."
"We'll find one," I waved it off. If nothing else, there were plenty of buildings in this city.

"And people?"
"Well..." I started counting on my fingers. "Len said he'd help, we can bring in Ada, there are a couple of servants at the castle, plus two clerks from the town hall that you rejected, Tami."

"They were too stupid. Not only were they stealing, they didn't even try to hide it!" she snorted.
"But they can teach people to count, can't they?"

"No, no, no!" she cried. "They're the kind of people who think two plus two equals three plus one in their pocket! I'm against it!"
I held up a fist with five bent fingers.

"We don't even have half the teachers we need. Not much choice. We can look for literate townsfolk, maybe someone will volunteer?"
"Good idea, let's do that! But those idiots better not end up doing anything more serious than shoveling sewage," Tamilla huffed, folding her arms.

"Lady Tamilla, Lady Mira, my lord," came the voice of a boy in Condor livery.
"Hey, kid. How's life?" I greeted the familiar face and ruffled his hair.

"Um... fine, milord," the boy mumbled, clearly flustered. He was the same one who'd once helped me reach my grandfather's castle.
Both women gave me a suspicious look.

"Ahem," I coughed awkwardly. "So, what brings you here?"
"Here. Documents for Lady Tamilla," the boy said, handing her two more scrolls.

As he passed them over, he accidentally dropped one, which unrolled. Another list of names. Oh, no...
"How... many?" I gulped, looking at Tamilla as she skimmed the second scroll.

"Nearly eight hundred," she said wearily.
Looks like I went overboard offering such good conditions. Of course, not everyone who signed up will actually study, but still, that was a massive number for a first class. We should have taken it slowly, tested the system first, figured out how to teach them.

Who knew so many people would rush toward knowledge... and free soup? And there weren't even many beggars on the streets, so these must be regular townsfolk. Don't they have jobs, to jump on my offer like this?
"Commander!" a soldier's voice rang out across the square. "Riders are approaching the city!"

"Enemy?" I tensed.
"No, Klaus knights, led by the Countess!"

"For once, reinforcements arrived before the battle started," I muttered, though I couldn't help but smile. Extra troops are always welcome...
Wait.

Suddenly, it hit me. The solution to our problem!

"Tami, do you think the von Klauses encourage literacy among their knights?" I asked conspiratorially.
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                "Your fortifications are a joke," Erin said, angrily crossing her arms.
"Yes, yes," I replied absentmindedly, turning a piece of metal in my hands. At that moment, thanks to our horned ally, an interesting valve design had come to mind. I needed to bring it to life before I forgot it...

"Are you even listening to me?" Her irritated voice echoed across the office, where I had retreated right after greeting her squad.
"Of course, of course," I muttered, molding the metal. A few seconds, and done. Now there were just a couple of questions left. First: what kind of magazine should I make? Tubular, detachable, or clip-loaded?

What volume should the receiver be, and where to place it?
Then again, I could just keep it simple and do it like the father of pneumatics, the Girardoni rifle: a large tank that also functioned as a stock. For example, something like this...

I began pulling an oval tank from the steel when I heard the unmistakable rasp of a sword being drawn.
"I see you haven't trained at all since we last met. That needs to change." Erin's voice was overly friendly, but the irritation in it rang like steel.

"Trust me, I'm listening to you carefully. By the way, what were you saying?"
The valve snapped into place. Of course, I still had to tune its parameters, but I'd do that during testing.

Thud.
A sword plunged into the wooden desk, punching straight through the thick tabletop. Half-finished components bounced in place, and a couple of fan blade prototypes clattered to the floor.

"Don't get on my nerves."
I sighed and rubbed my aching temples. The detailed image of pneumatic rifles that had just filled my mind faded, slipping back into the depths of memory. Damn it. She wouldn't let me finish it anyway.

I set aside the unfinished air rifle.
"I'm listening."

"That's the fifth time you've said that."
"Now I'm really listening."

"And that's the second time you've said that," she snapped.
I raised my hands and looked into her angry eyes.

She was silent for nearly a minute, then just as silently pulled the sword out of the desk and sheathed it.
The room fell silent again.

Great. Now I'm listening and she's not speaking. Like a cat meowing in the middle of the night until you get up and open the door, and then just sits in the doorway staring at you, not going anywhere.
"Alright, sorry I wasn't listening. As you can see, I was a little busy..."

"Busy?" she exploded. "I rode here for days on end, and what do I see upon arrival? You sitting and tinkering with toys instead of frantically fortifying our defenses! Do you even understand the situation we're in? Right now, a strike force from all of the Marquis's lands is gathering against you. Every day I receive reports of new units joining his army. They're up to four thousand. About half of them are trained soldiers. This isn't just a bunch of peasants herded off the fields, it's a real army. Ognevka won't be able to feed that many idlers for long, which means they'll attack soon. What are you going to counter them with? A thousand peasants who don't know which end of a spear to hold?"
"According to the latest count, nearly fifteen hundred," I inserted during a brief pause.

Musket production was ongoing, but there was a problem: most of the troops hadn't even learned to march in formation without dissolving into a disorganized mob. Not that they'd been trained much in that anyway.
In current conditions, I found it more important to teach them to shoot and reload. They were going to spend the entire battle in trenches and redoubts anyway, so formation wasn't all that critical. We weren't launching a charge, after all.

"Fifteen hundred peasants?"
"No, there are also the mercenaries who swore loyalty from Hornet's former unit," I smiled, waving my hand to dismiss the issue.

"How many?" she demanded.
"About three hundred..." I admitted.

"Are they at least cavalry?"
"Mmm, no."

Erin sighed heavily, dragged a chair to my desk, and collapsed into it.
"So that makes about two thousand fighters against our three hundred infantry and thirty knights. We're doomed."

Oddly enough, she didn't look crushed—more like someone momentarily overwhelmed by the scale of the task ahead, but not about to give up.
"Hey, you didn't count the others!" I protested.

"Just like I didn't count the militia from Short's side either. Their impact on the battle won't be decisive, even if the marquis has been generous with equipment. These aren't professional troops. Even mercenaries have more fighting spirit — and let me tell you, mercenaries always run the moment the scales tip against them. The problem is, we need to make the scales tip first. Given their numbers, convincing them they're losing won't be easy."
"Ahem," I smiled.

That, at least, wasn't a problem. A good volley into a crowd convinces anyone things are going badly. The real challenge was how to finish off the fleeing enemy. Given their numerical superiority, that would be tough. And if their core force survived, we'd be back to square one, which I wanted to avoid at all costs.
Noticed my smile, Erin snatched the unfinished rotor off the table and hurled it at me. Ouch. That hurt...
"What are you grinning at? Lost your mind now that you realize the scale of the problem? Get a grip and write an order granting me ownership of the peasants. I need workers. We must begin constructing the earthwork wall and expanding the trenches immediately, since you clearly don't know how to do it!" She stomped her foot in frustration.

"That was the plan all along. A wall is fine, sure, but encircling the city would take months..."
"Months? Years! Unless you hire mages, of course... But I'm talking about a temporary earth wall. That won't take much time at all!"

"An earth wall won't support the weight I need."
"What, are you planning to mount chimeras on top?" the aristocrat snorted and pulled a sheet and inkpot toward her.

"You got a clean one?" she grumbled, seeing that the page was covered front and back with sketches and diagrams.
I silently handed her a blank sheet. She dipped the fountain pen into the ink and began to draw. I was about to tell her it was already filled with ink... But never mind.

"Here, look. Set logs vertically along the edge of the trench, nail or tie them together. Deepen and widen the trench, use the soil for a rampart. You can install stakes at the bottom or flood it with water. That's it. We have a relatively decent fortification. Not a castle wall, sure, but better than whatever you built!" She handed me a surprisingly competent sketch. Cute. I didn't know she could draw.
"Got the idea? Now look at the problem with your current trenches..." With quick strokes, she drew a horse leaping over a trench.

"First, they're too narrow. A rider can just jump them. Second, if you plan to station infantry inside, don't. I admit, the idea that a rider would be too high to hit a soldier in the trench, while the footman could slash the horse's legs—that's interesting. But most of your enemies are on foot. Taking up positions lower than your opponent is just foolish—basic military knowledge. The one who holds the high ground always has the advantage!"
She sketched a soldier in a trench getting his head split with an axe. Reaching for the inkpot again, she froze and eyed the pen suspiciously.

"Did you enchant this thing? Why isn't the ink running out?"
"Doesn't matter," I waved it off.

"You're right, it doesn't. What matters is that we start the work immediately. We're short on time." She slapped her ink-stained palm down on the page.
I paused to think. Essentially, she was proposing to increase the height of the palisade. Why not? Say, for the third line of defense. Otherwise, I didn't see much use. Embrasures and palisades allowed soldiers to fire from trenches, but the trenches themselves were more for safely moving between redoubts and bunkers, which were my main focus. That's where I had placed the heavy weapons, within reinforced concrete fortifications. Their firepower was supposed to win the battle for us. And now, thanks to the fallen soldiers' armor from Short's army, we had even more guns.

This time, I wasn't hoping the enemy simply wouldn't reach us. Fields of fire had been calculated precisely, and even the fortifications were built so we could throw in reserves and retake them if captured. For example, our bunkers had no walls on the rear side! That would also help the gunners not suffocate after the first shot...
So yes, the defenses were still under construction, but I was already fairly satisfied.

"I think I'll implement this on the third line," I said, sketching a terraced wall like a rice paddy, each step holding its own redoubts.
"That's nonsense. Why? Better to pile up a single high wall!" Erin glanced at the drawing and grimaced. "You know, Randall... I've met plenty of stubborn nobles who'd rather die than admit they were wrong. I thought you weren't one of them, but it seems..."

A knock at the door cut her off.
"Come in," I called, and Mira stepped into the office.

"Ran, I came to tell you... oh, you're not alone?" The girl's ears, hidden beneath her scarf, twitched slightly.
"Who is this? And why is she armed inside the city walls?" Erin asked suspiciously, examining our guest.

And there was plenty to examine: Mira had put on a new dress and strapped on the rapier I'd given her, which she usually kept in her chest. Huh. Why pretend to be surprised by Erin's presence? With her hearing, she couldn't have missed it...
"My assistant," I answered amicably, though the room suddenly grew tense.

"And what does she assist you with?"
"With everything," Mira said with a suggestive tone, approaching our table. "The workers say the school is ready, and the first lessons can begin tomorrow. Would you like to inspect it personally? In case something was overlooked..."

"He would not," Erin scoffed. "We don't have time for this nonsense!"
"Excuse me, Mademoiselle, but the Lord decides for himself how to spend his time," Mira proclaimed grandly, and the hem of her dress swayed slightly, catching the aristocrat's eye.

"Have you both gone mad? The city is about to be attacked, and you're talking about schools instead of reinforcing the defenses? Get out!"
Already in a bad mood, this was the last straw for Erin.

"You have no r-right to give me or-r-rders," Mira growled, hand on the hilt of her rapier.
Agitated, the catgirl lost her temper and slipped into a snarl—something she usually avoided, especially in front of strangers.
The world froze, and everything moved in a blur.

In a single moment, Erin, still seated, drew her sword and struck. The lengthened blade flashed in the sunlight, slicing off Mira's headscarf, and a lock of hair along with it. In the same instant, Mira countered with a thrust to the chest.
It was faster than the aristocrat expected, and sitting gave her no room to dodge. At the last second, she parried the blade with her Gift, but its incredible sharpness still cut through the doublet. Another heartbeat.

The sword knocked the rapier from Mira's hand and swung forward.
Bang!

Finally, I reacted.
In the confined room, the gunshot was as deafening as artillery. My ears rang. Maybe from the shot, maybe from the sword, sent flying into the wall alongside the rapier by the bullet.

"Enough! What the hell are you two doing?" I barked, throwing open the window to let out the powder smoke.
Mira pinned her ears back, while Erin shook her injured arm, using her other hand to cover her chest, larger than her doublet had suggested...

"What is that creature?" Erin asked with disgust, pointing at Mira's cat ears.
"My trusted assistant," I answered curtly.

"So you're not even surprised? A pity. If you had lied and claimed you never noticed anything strange about her, I might have believed you."
"Strange? There's nothing strange about her. She was just unfortunate enough to fall into the hands of chimerologists. That's why she looks like this."

"You think they just sewed ears on her?" Erin hissed, nearly matching Mira. "A human can't be that fast. She's not human, she's a beast."
"You're just mad I nearly got you," Mira huffed. Her tail flicked irritably under her dress.

I set the revolver down on the table and stepped between them.
"Alright, that's enough. She's more human than some aristocrats I know."

"Spoken like someone who doesn't act like an aristocrat himself," Erin snapped.
"And why would you care whether I do or not?"

Silence hung in the air. Erin didn't have an answer. She simply wrapped her slashed doublet tighter.
"Your habit of picking up stray kittens off the street doesn't impress me," she said finally.

"Good. I don't do it to impress you," I snorted.
Turning to Mira, I caught her sticking her tongue out at Erin. Very mature.

Flick!
"Ow!" she yelped, rubbing her forehead after a well-deserved flick.

"Behave."
"Sorry..."

Meanwhile, Erin called her weapon back. The sword returned to its sheath, and she handed the rapier back to Mira.
"Raise that blade against me again, and I'll kill you."

"You started it," Mira growled.
"You have no right to carry a rapier anyway, peasant," Erin scoffed.

"Enough, both of you. And don't try to kill each other behind my back, or I'll shoot whoever survives," I said sternly, though they clearly saw through the bluff.
Another knock on the door.

"Come in," I sighed.
Tamilla entered the office. Hopefully she wasn't about to add to the drama.

"The newly arrived knights are unhappy with the barracks and want you to intervene."
"Wait, you ordered them to the barracks?" Erin frowned.

"Yeah," I shrugged.
"What is wrong with you? You should've assigned each of them a house and a servant from among the townsfolk. How can you expect the nobles to treat you with respect if you treat them like commoners?"

"Trust me, the barracks are quite decent. We hauled every mattress we found in the burgomaster's house over there. I doubt any soldiers have ever slept so luxuriously in a barracks."
"Why? If you had an available house, you should've placed them there."

"Nope. The house is occupied."
"By whom?"

"The school."
Erin slapped her own face.

Another knock. What was this, an open house?
"Come in," I growled.

Til entered, and the office became crowded.
"Two updates. First, a large caravan has appeared on the horizon, coming from the capital. Looks like the specialists you warned us about. Second, a suspicious man tried to get past the checkpoint into the city. When the guards questioned him, he tried to run, and... well, we shot him."

"Why didn't you take him alive?" Erin cut in. "He could've been one of Short's spies. We could have learned something useful from an interrogation."
"Apologies, my Lady," Til mumbled. "He ran very fast."

"Erin, I'm in charge here. He's dead, and that's that. So. The caravan, how far?"
"At their current pace, they'll arrive by evening. They're crawling like snails."

"Got it. Since the spy's already dead, let's deal with the knights first, then them."
Til bowed and exited, and I turned back to Erin.
"Tell me, what is your problem?"

She leaned back in the chair, visibly tired.
"Our shared problem is sitting in the next city, gathering an army. I rushed here as fast as I could, fell behind the baggage train, slept by a campfire, and you're not even taking this seriously. So tell me, what's your problem? Are you waiting for a miracle? For them to forget about magical protection again, and for another archmage-level scroll to magically appear under your desk?"

I walked up and touched her shoulder, but she brushed my hand off.
"Don't even try."

Still, I placed my hands on her shoulders again and began massaging. At first, she was about to push them away, but then she gave in. Likely decided that after days of hard riding, this was the lesser evil, and finally relaxed.
"So, my grandfather told you about how Short lost his first army?"

"Yes, he sent a letter," she said wearily.
"And when you rode into the city, did you pay any attention to the soldiers' weapons?" I asked with a hint.

She hesitated.
"I was more focused on the fortifications. Looked like short spears or something?"

"Not even close. So, he told you about the scroll?"
"Yeah," she yawned. "Still no idea where you even got it..."

I squeezed her shoulders, making her wince.
"There was no scroll."

"What?"
Her drowsiness vanished instantly.

"Remember when I showed you the weapon?"
"Even if I'd forgotten, you just reminded me. My arm still hurts, thanks," she huffed. "Wait... you mean to say..."

"Ahem." Mira cleared her throat. "I wouldn't mind a massage either."
"Same here. These documents are killing my shoulders," Tamilla chimed in, either joking or serious.

Strange. I thought they'd left the office with Til. Mira gave me a judging look, but I didn't take my hands off Erin. It was just a massage. Nothing inappropriate.
"Alright, massage appointments are now open — weekdays, twenty-four seven. But keep in mind, the master may be fully booked with side projects..." I threw a regretful glance at the unfinished pneumatic rifle.

"Duly noted. Now, what do we do about the knights?" Tamilla asked, a bit colder than usual.
Knights... I wanted to go deal with them myself, tell them to stop whining and stay in the barracks like everyone else defending this city. But I had no time for that.

"Tell them anyone willing to work as a teacher gets a rented house and servants. Look for people willing to host a knight for generous pay."
"More expenses..." Tamilla sighed.

"And those who refuse?" Mira asked.
"They'll stay in the barracks like everyone else," I shrugged.

"Not a great idea. It'll end in bloodshed," Erin commented.
"You brought people that unstable?"

"Just nobles. For them, sleeping next to commoners is a disgrace. Killing the commoners, however, is a perfectly acceptable solution."
I grimaced. Damn, so many little problems. Fine, I'd make a concession. But only because I had no time to deal with them.

"Alright. Find them a separate building. One for all. Send them a few servants, too. It'll be a knightly dorm. Make sure the conditions aren't any better than in the barracks, though. They're not getting special treatment."
"I'll handle it," Tamilla assured.

"Perfect. Erin and I will go check the fortifications. I'll bring her up to speed. And we can check who that spy was."
"Not until someone brings me a change of clothes from my luggage. I'm not parading in front of the troops like this," Erin said, shooting a glare at Mira, who visibly shrank.

"Alright, I'll get it for you," Mira said, her tone carrying a hint of apology.
"Great. We have a plan. Let's get to work," I said, clapping my hands.





Meanwhile, the spy's body lay in the road, in a pool of blood mixed with dust. A well-placed shot had torn through his chest. His lean, muscular frame hadn't saved him. His brown shirt had ridden up at the sleeve, exposing a bluish tattoo.

The mark of the Azure Guild.
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                The door closed, leaving Erin and me alone. I sat down at the table and picked up the breech of the future pneumatic rifle. I had to finish it: today the aerostat would rise into the sky again. By then, we needed at least one prototype for testing.
I opened the desk drawer and pulled out a piece of rubber. There was no way to proceed without a proper seal.

"Is that what you were talking about?" she asked, pointing at the metal parts I was assembling.
"Mmm, not exactly. Don't worry about it," I answered distractedly, sinking once more into my memories.

Damn, I regretted not studying this subject more deeply before. As a result, many of my decisions would be far from optimal. Still, as long as it worked...
"You appointed a Hardani woman as manager?" Erin continued, pulling me out of my thoughts.

"Yeah. How did you know?"
"She really needs to dye her roots more often. Also, only the Hardani have such vulgar ideas about beauty... I think it comes from their greed," the aristocrat paused, then added, "They like everything big."

"That's probably just a stereotype," I mumbled absentmindedly, checking the thread alignment. The cylinder screwed in and out without any issues. Perfect.
"Hardani have large noses. No wonder their women..." Erin suddenly blushed and wrapped herself tighter in her torn doublet. "Forget it. Never mind."

"I honestly have no idea what you're talking about," I replied truthfully, inserting a steel rod into the barrel.
"Good," she smiled, then her expression turned more serious. "Either way, it was a mistake. You shouldn't give them too much power."

"Why? She's very effective."
"Perhaps, but... Have you ever thought about how no one in our world really cares about nationality? Common folk don't track their ancestry, they're tied to the land, not bloodline."

"And?" I said politely, joining the barrel to the breech.
"Hardani separate themselves from commoners. I apologize for the comparison, but they could be considered their own noble house... I mean, that's what they think. I certainly don't support those peasants' delusions!" Erin waved her hands frantically.

"Mmm..." I murmured, not really understanding and not even trying to. I was too focused on calculating the rifle's firepower. Damn, this was complicated.
I pulled a piece of paper toward me and started writing. So, if the volume of air in the cylinder is...

"Randall, if there are gaps in your education, you need to fill them, not ignore them. That's the only way to become a worthy noble. Think, come on!" Erin demanded, pulling my attention away.
"I don't know," I brushed her off.

"I gave you a hint... They take pride in being part of their people."
"Lots of people are proud. Take the Ashiri..." I underlined some numbers. Still too low. How could I increase the rifle's lethality?

"No. Most peasants don't even understand the concept of ethnicity. For them, 'their own' are those in the same village, and everyone else is a stranger. The Ashiri... yes, but there's a catch. They focus entirely on developing fire magic. If you're a fire mage, you can marry into Ashiri society no matter who you are—even a djinn. Your children will be considered full Ashiri. But the Hardani... They only breed with their own kind, and anyone who 'taints' the bloodline beyond a certain point is considered lost. Understand?"
"Is that really so different from our obsession with noble bloodlines?" I finally tuned in, rolling a lead bullet in my palm.

"Exactly!" Erin clapped, pleased with my answer. "It's the same as a HOUSE. Would you appoint someone from a non-vassal house as your steward?"
"Mmm. Well, yes."

Erin deflated, clicking her tongue in disappointment.
"Looks like I'll have to teach you a lot before you become a proper count... But fine. Remember the basics: a steward will always prioritize their own house over yours. So why have one who won't be loyal?"

"Because I value competence over loyalty. Everyone has their own interests. Even the loyal will first look out for themselves. What matters is that they do their job well. I'd rather hire someone skilled than someone loyal who makes countless mistakes."
"That's the wrong approach," Erin sniffed. "Are you going to appoint a general who's talented but ready to betray you too?"

"That's different," I grimaced.
"Well, you're not hopeless."

"Hey, ideally, everyone should be both competent and loyal... but the world isn't ideal," I tried to explain, but she waved me off.
"We'll talk again when your Hardani steals from the treasury to fund radicals."

"That won't happen."
"We'll see," she smiled.

A wave of irritation rose within me.
"In that case, you shouldn't trust me either. I'm not from your house."

"That's... different," she grimaced.
I smirked.

"Don't grin, it really is different! We're allies, our relationship is sanctioned by your grandfather. And if it bothers you so much, we can fix it easily!" She said the last part with a challenge.
"I'm fine, really," I shrugged.

"You—!"
She was interrupted by a knock at the door.
"Here is your outfit," Mira said with a bow, handing over a blue doublet.
"Blue? That doesn't match my trousers at all!" Erin snapped.

Mira turned to the door and called out, "Bring the rest in!"
Five servants entered the office, each carrying several sets of clothing.

"Good thing I brought everything. Pick one, 'milady'," Mira said sarcastically, bowing to hide her smirk.
"I see you went through my luggage quite thoroughly," the aristocrat said disapprovingly.

"Not my fault someone brought a wardrobe instead of provisions for the knights... Maybe you should've packed food instead?" Mira shot back.
"A true noble must always be prepared to dine with royalty. But what would a barn girl know of such things? The stables had no such customs..."

"Enough already!" I barked. They were about to fight again, for God's sake.
"Right, we've wasted enough time. Hand me that one and leave. I'll change right here. I trust Lord Condor is noble enough not to peek?" Erin asked, but before I could answer, Mira chimed in.

"Wouldn't say so. He always watches when I change. Should I escort you to a free room?"
"Oh, you little... No time for that. Leave us!" Erin barked in a commanding tone.

Mira muttered something under her breath and headed for the door.
"You know, I can leave too," I offered, getting up from my chair, but she pushed me back down.

"No, no. Focus on your work, don't get distracted," she cooed.
"As you wish," I said, puzzled by her behavior.

Clothing rustled behind me, but I returned to the ammo. The best idea I'd had so far to maximize efficiency was dart-shaped projectiles. APFSDS rounds, basically. They might not do much damage to flying monsters, but they'd travel farther, faster, and lose less energy. The only issue: tubular magazines wouldn't work with them...
"Could you help me fasten the doublet?" a flustered voice asked from behind.

I rolled my eyes. Seriously? Now?
"Pretty sure you can manage that on your own."

In response, I heard an angry rustling of fabric, mixed with the click of rounds loading into a magazine.
She fumbled with it for a good ten minutes. I even had time to draft several tray variants.

Eventually, a very red and very annoyed Erin approached from behind. Judging by her expression, I was lucky she didn't stab me first.
"I really did need help with it. If you ever mention this, I'll kill you. Let's go. And pray your arguments are convincing, or I'll beat you until you admit I'm right..."

"Alright, alright..." I agreed, clipping the magazine and slinging the pneumatic rifle over my shoulder.





Dzing! Fweeeew...

With a sharp screech, the dart ricocheted off the cuirass and flew off. A long lead streak was left on the armor. The angle of impact was too steep, even for a soft tip.
No matter, another shot.

Dzing!
The cuirass jerked in place.

Seems it pierced.
I handed the rifle to a soldier and approached the target.

Well, the sabot hadn't detached like it should've. It crumpled and got stuck in the armor, with the dart-shaped bullet protruding like a half-driven nail.
I returned and fired a few more shots.

Dzing, dzing...
With each round, the power dropped, and the sabots refused to separate properly. Likely because I'd cut them too perfectly. I needed to leave some roughness at the cut.

Crunch!
The lever that chambered the next round jammed, and the projectile got stuck in the rifle. A scan revealed the issue, but solving it permanently...

To hell with it.
It was naive to think a fully combat-ready weapon would work perfectly on the first try. Even something as primitive as a musket went through many iterations before becoming standardized.

"What do you think?" I asked Erin, who stood behind me.
"If you're talking about the weapon—it's a decent bolt-thrower, nothing more. I'm more interested in those things..." She pointed at the steam engine where I was refilling the tank, and at the balloon prepping for flight.

Workers were carefully laying out the fabric, attaching new ballast to the basket, checking the cables, and loading water and provisions just in case. Nearby, another worker was firing up the heating furnaces. Once hot, the steam engine would start pumping warm air into the balloon. But it was still too early...
"I'll explain later. Let's go." I handed the failed prototype to a soldier and headed toward the outskirts.

"Should we take horses?" Erin suggested.
"It's not that far," I waved her off.

But we didn't get far before an officer called out behind us.
"Commander, supplies from Reikland just arrived. Um..." He glanced at the aristocrat and hesitated.

"Speak freely."
"Ten dozen muskets, a barrel of powder, six small barrels of rubber sap, twenty-one sacks of cement, thirty-four centners of steel, two hundred ten breastplates, and a letter from Piten... Pittenruahl von Selbori," he said with effort, handing me a sealed envelope.

I broke the wax seal and skimmed the contents.
"...didn't have time to check the muskets for defects, was busy with a new project..."

Damn. I'd have to spend my own time inspecting them again. I couldn't risk a musket exploding in a recruit's hands. I was banking too much on building trust in the new weaponry. Fine, whatever.
I scanned the letter, searching for what really mattered to me. Recently, I had sent out several turbine models with a request that he, together with Ashea, find the optimal impeller shape. I needed that data to start building a full-scale prototype.

But there was nothing.
"...sorry, the spinny things didn't work out either. It was so boring, and the new project ate up all my time. I'll get to it later..."

What kind of damn project, for the love of...
"...also I borrowed the Warrior Spider core from the treasury. I need it to create a magical cannon. I've had some absolutely genius ideas for optimizing the magical channels!"
I frowned. Fine, let him keep the core—as long as he didn't blow himself up with it. But a magical cannon? What the hell for? I wouldn't take one even if it were free...

"Got a pen?"
"Yes, Commander," the officer said, producing a metal pen from his uniform pocket.

I unscrewed the cap, checked for ink, and scrawled a note on the back of the letter: "First, no experiments with the core near the city. Second, I need results on the 'spinners' immediately. Send by courier, don't wait for the caravan."
"Alright. Don't distribute the muskets to the troops yet. Store them in the arsenal for inspection. Powder to the front lines, the rest goes to the depot. About forming a new company: have Til prepare the list of recruits. But first, send this letter by carrier bird. Immediately."

"Yes, sir!" The officer saluted and left, forgetting to take the pen.
I spun it absentmindedly in my fingers.

"Thirty-four centners of steel? Who's supplying you?" Erin asked.
"We smelt it ourselves, but don't get excited... it's nowhere near capital quality. We're short on alloying additives. Still, for now, it's good enough for my purposes."

"I could buy the surplus, if we agree on price," she offered.
I thought it over. Truth was, we didn't really have surplus. But we sure as hell needed gold. Lately, our spending had skyrocketed, and the supply of monster cores was finite. With the Black Forest sealed, there'd be no more hunting trips.

"Speak with my steward about it. I'm afraid I don't have time to figure out what would be a reasonable price."
"Oh no!" the aristocrat laughed. "Then this deal will definitely not work in my favor!"






Boom!
Compared to the pneumatic gun, the gunpowder shot slammed into the ears like a sledgehammer.

The cuirass was ripped from the post and tumbled across the ground. A fist-sized hole left no doubt: no man could survive a hit like that. Not that the guards' armor was meant to protect against their own weapons. Its main purpose was to let a man handle the brutal recoil of a heavy-caliber musket.
Smoke quickly filled the air, but the guardsman ignored the choking fumes and began reloading immediately, eyes watering.

Erin coughed. Nothing serious, just not used to it yet.
"Ready," the guardsman reported, aiming again at the discarded cuirass.

"At ease," I said, and he lowered the weapon.
Finished coughing, Erin waved her hand and summoned the cuirass to her. It flew into her arms from across the field.

"Hm," she muttered, thoughtfully poking a hand through the exit hole. "Now this feels like a weapon."
"Feels like?" I said indignantly.

"Yes. Roughly on par with a heavy bolt-thrower handled by a Junior Adept. Greater power, much lower rate of fire. May I?" She reached out toward the guardsman.
Despite her calm tone, I noticed her fingers trembling slightly. I nodded, and the guardsman passed her the weapon.

"Careful, milady. It's loaded."
"I know," she said calmly, lifting the heavy musket and swinging the barrel left and right, getting a feel for it. "Poor balance. Only basic strikes would work in melee."

I shrugged. Not much of a drawback. Ideally, you don't let it come to melee.
Suddenly, Erin flicked her hand. The cuirass flew back into the air and she raised the musket.

Boom.
The shot thundered, splitting the breastplate in two. The halves spun as they fell to the ground. Behind us, the armorless guardsman sighed; it was his gear we'd borrowed.

"Don't worry, I'll make you a new one myself," I reassured him, watching Erin lower the barrel and rub her chest with a wince.
"Ow... that's gonna leave a bruise," she muttered.

"Your stance was wrong. You need to brace the butt against yourself. I'm surprised you didn't crack a rib."
"I'm tougher than your average mage, remember? Now hand me that thing!" She held out her hand again. The guardsman waited for my nod, then handed over a paper cartridge.

Erin carefully tore the cartridge open with her fingers instead of biting it, then poured the powder into the barrel. The bullet and the paper followed into the barrel.
"Now the ramrod. It's under the barrel."

Erin studied it thoughtfully but didn't reach out. The rod slid out on its own and packed the wad down automatically.
"Now you pour a bit of powder onto the pan and cock the hammer. Here, take this." I handed her my powder flask.

She poured some into her palm, sniffed it... then made an attempt to taste it.
"Wait, don't!"

"Poisonous?" she asked, quickly pulling back.
"No... but you'll kill me if you learn how it's made," I said with a grin.

"Then I won't ask."
Erin finished loading and aimed at one of the armor halves. But this time, she didn't hold the weapon. She magically fixed the musket in place, ensuring it was properly aligned and hovering steadily in the air. Then she stepped back a few paces. She clapped her hands over her ears, and the trigger pulled itself.

Boom.
The musket roared, barely budging in the air. The bullet hit the armor remains, slamming them into the dirt.

The girl approached the smoking musket, still floating in the air, and thoughtfully ran her hand along the barrel.
"Hot... and new. Freshly forged this year?"

"Yes."
"Hm..." She handed the musket back to the guardsman and resumed her study of the trenches. Then she shook her head.

"Not bad. You really did a good job, but I'm still not convinced. This weapon is stronger than what you carry personally, yet I seriously doubt it can pierce true knight-grade armor. And let's not forget our previous conversation. Remember Misha?"
"The golem?" I frowned. "The First Duke has those?"

"More than anyone else. But don't worry, he likely keeps them as a trump card against mages. You probably won't face them in battle."
I breathed a sigh of relief. Otherwise, I'd have to scrap improvements to the pneumatic rifle and start urgently building something that fires metal nets to disable those medieval terminators.

"Then what's the problem, if the golems won't show up?"
"The knights, of course," she scoffed. "There's a reason they're the kingdom's symbol. They're the ace in any battle. Maybe you'll manage to kill their horses... but you'll need professional pikemen in solid armor to guard your gunners. And even that won't help against chimeric cavalry. They'll crash through any line."

"Tercios," I agreed. "Yeah, pikes are useful in open terrain. But right now, we have fortifications instead."
She shook her head.

"You'll kill some of them, sure. But there are too many. Your rate of fire isn't good enough to wipe out their infantry, and the power isn't enough to deal with knights. Best case: you get overrun by numbers. Worst case, if Short isn't an idiot, he'll screen his main forces with knights, and under that cover the rest will reach your 'trenches' with minimal losses and cut everyone down. Your 'musket' is still just a bad spear, remember?"
"If knights are so terrifying, then tell me: why are almost all of Short's knights already dead?" I smiled.

Erin pondered.
"They separated from their infantry? You targeted the horses? Used wolf pits? They panicked?"

"Come. I have something to show you." I took her hand and led her deeper into our positions, into the nearest bunker.
"Commander. All positions are calibrated," the artilleryman reported. Then he hesitated, unsure whether to salute as I had trained them or bow due to the presence of obvious nobility. He awkwardly did both.

"At ease, you can go. Now then, what happens if you scale up a musket just a bit?" I asked Erin with a smirk as she examined the cannon.
"By the Abyss..." she swore, eyes widening.

A noblewoman from a military lineage, raised amid constant warfare, she couldn't possibly fail to grasp how terrifying the weapon before her truly was—especially after having personally tested the musket.
The cannon stood on a solid carriage, aimed through a dedicated slit in the concrete wall. A thick, long-barreled gun, with elevation controlled by a side crank. Since I didn't need to move it across a battlefield, I hadn't spared any metal: the caliber was massive.

"Remember the bullet that fit easily in your hand?" I nudged a pile of explosive shells with my boot. Each was larger than a man's head. "These are this thing's 'bullets.'"

"I need to see it in action," she said, breathlessly.
"Sorry, no," I refused. "Each shot uses as much powder as a volley from four companies—a third of my army. You'll see them in action on battle day. I can't waste that much for a demonstration."

"How many do you have?"
"Look through the firing slit. See the flags?"

She practically dove into the opening, sticking out her rear and collecting concrete dust on her doublet without noticing.
I knew exactly what she would see. I had personally designed the firing sectors of each bunker.

"I see them."
"I have enough to obliterate anything that enters any of those zones. And as you can see, circumventing them is impossible. The bunker network surrounds the entire city. But we've concentrated the most here."

Erin pulled back and brushed off the dust. Her face was flushed, but clearly not from embarrassment.
"It took me quite a while to reload the musket. How fast can these things fire?"

I smiled.
"They can fire faster than muskets—they have entire crews. Of course, if the crew is trained." I added.

Due to the rapid increase in artillery numbers, experience was still an issue. But every cannon had color-coded elevation markers painted on it. All the crew had to do was look through the slit, spot where the enemy was, and match the flag color to the right angle. Even an illiterate peasant could manage.
"I see... I see..." she muttered, then collapsed onto a powder barrel.

"You alright?"
"Yeah... I think."

"Can your knights read and write?" I suddenly asked.
"Of course. Any noble should know how," she answered, confused by the sudden topic shift.

"I need teachers for a school. Will you help?"
Her brows drew together in outrage.

"Sending noble warriors to teach commoners? That's... that's..."
"Irrational? Tell me, are they really needed on the battlefield?" I patted the cannon.

Erin made a strangled noise, like she was out of breath, then fell silent. Deep in thought.
"That's... a dangerous thought. Don't say it aloud, alright?" she said, alarmed.

"Fine, I won't say it, but..."
"No! Enough! I heard nothing," she stomped her foot. "I have someone in mind as a teacher. He's clever. Maybe I can find a few more suitable people. I'll help convince them."

"Not just order them?"
"Orders are for those I can't persuade," she smiled, then sighed. "Everything feels so strange. Like I fell asleep on the road and now I'm dreaming nonsense."

I sat beside her and put an arm around her.
"Don't worry. We really are sitting on barrels of powder... literally... Still, I'm sure it'll be fine."

She didn't pull away.
"This powder... how is it made?"

"You said you wouldn't ask!" I grinned.
She shot me a fiery glare. Whoa! One spark and boom!

"You just need to know it's produced in small quantities and takes much longer than I'd like."
"I don't know if that's a good or bad thing..." she said slowly.

"What do you mean? Of course it's bad! But I'm working on fixing it. If only some people didn't waste time and actually did their jobs," I grumbled about Piten.
"May the One help us all," Erin muttered, shaking her head. "Now I understand why your grandfather was so twitchy last time we met."

"God favors large battalions," I said, standing up and pulling her to her feet. "Come on. We still need to see who my soldiers shot down as a spy."
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                The body lay about a hundred meters from the checkpoint. The pool of blood beneath the torso had already congealed and now resembled dark red jelly. From a distance, the splatters on the stones looked like black flakes.
"He ran far," I noted, squinting into the distance. "So, it was you three on duty?"

The soldiers nodded almost in unison. Two of them wore ragged peasant clothes, while the third strutted in a new uniform of a brownish-green hue. The black-and-white colors of the House were present only on the sleeves.
"Yes, Commander," the uniformed soldier reported. "Me, Noah, and Bubble."

He pointed at each of them in turn. Fortunately, the last one didn't have the red nose I expected, but rather bulging eyes that made him look like he was constantly staring.
"And you? What's your name?" I asked, noticing the senior hadn't introduced himself.

"We've met before. Back then I had fewer fingers," the soldier said, waving his right hand. The skin on some of the fingers was much lighter than it should've been.
"Mmm, right..." I scratched my chin, still unable to remember where I'd seen him. "So, what's your name?"

"Kurt, sir."
"Tell me what happened here, Kurt," I ordered, slightly embarrassed. I genuinely tried to remember at least everyone's face, but it was nearly impossible with my head crammed with schematics and my subordinates numbering in the thousands. In my defense, I did remember the names of all the guards and officers.

"He arrived at noon. No cart, no transport. Alone. He carried that barrel over there." Kurt pointed to a shabby keg nearby that looked about ready to fall apart. "He came up to our post and..."
The soldier suddenly flinched and sharply raised his musket, aiming somewhere behind my back. I turned around, hand reaching for my holster... But there was no enemy. Behind me stood only Erin, who had briefly stepped away but was already back, now shaking water off her hands.

"What do you think you're doing? Pointing a weapon at me?" she exclaimed, genuinely shocked and beginning to grow furious.
"She's a Klaus," the soldier explained, still aiming at her chest.

"And our ally. I order you to lower your weapon," I barked, and after a moment's hesitation, Kurt complied.
"Those who raise a hand against a noble have them cut off," Erin said, arms crossed.

"Don't even start," I warned.
"The discipline of your men is abysmal. You look more like a bandit chief than a lord," she scoffed.

"Back in the Goblin Forest, their blond freak toyed with us. Killing us was entertainment for him. One after another. And I had nothing to stop that bastard..." Kurt's speech grew simpler as he became more agitated. His hand trembled, and it looked like he might raise his weapon again.
Of course, that would've been suicide. Even I had little chance, given how close the noblewoman was.

I patted him on the shoulder.
Goblin Forest, Klaus, and heads on pikes. At least I remembered where I'd seen this man—among the other peasants who fled from Bathory.

Back then, I'd been consumed by the demon and was acting even less rationally than usual. No wonder I tried to forget those days...
Meanwhile, Erin rested her hand on her sword hilt.

"You're going to let that insolence slide? It undermines your authority. If you don't punish him, I'll cut off his hands and tongue myself!"
"You're right. Kurt! No pay this month, and remember—the Countess bears no responsibility for the actions of other family members."

"You said that as if our House had something to apologize for!" she exploded.
"It does. That day, I beat Henry Klaus so badly they had to carry him off on a stretcher."

"You couldn't have beaten him fairly. My second cousin wields a sword far better than you," she scoffed.
"Ask him yourself if you don't believe me," I shrugged.

Erin sighed.
"In any case, there's a big difference. You have the right to judge Henry's actions because of your nobility. Commoners don't. They're only allowed to accept their fate. Such remarks from a peasant about your noble rival demean you as well. Don't you see that?"

"I completely agree with Kurt and believe Henry was a son of a bitch who got exactly what he deserved," I concluded.
Erin slapped her face in exasperation. 
"We'll have to work on your principles for a long time if you want to resemble a noble more closely."
"Or maybe work on yours?"
"Don't dream of dragging me down to your level," she scoffed. "I'm going to examine the body before you finally drive me mad. Keep fussing with the rabble if that's what you enjoy!"
"Ahem. So, what happened next?" I turned to Kurt once the girl stepped away.

"Well, he came up to the post. Carried a keg. I asked what was in it. He said apple moonshine, said he was selling it. Then immediately offered us a taste. Suspicious, right?"
"Maybe. So, did you try it?"

"No, of course not. We were on duty. Just sniffed it..." Kurt shrugged.
"We sniffed it, but Bubble went to grab a bottle," Noah ratted out his comrade.

The bug-eyed soldier began to protest.
"Hey, it was for the evening! You can't drink on post, but after... that's different!"

"Alright, I get it. What happened next?"
"Next, Bubble dunked the dirty bottle right into the moonshine. And the 'peasant' didn't bat an eye. Not a word of protest. That set off alarm bells. Then I heard scratching and scuffling from inside the keg. Like a rat had gotten in. The spy heard it too and started rambling to distract us. Just babbling nonstop. I told him to shut his mouth so I could listen properly, and he hammered the lid shut and tried to sneak past us. Even offered money. I ordered him to stay put, planned to bring another barrel and transfer the moonshine to see what was inside. But he bolted. So fast! One second he was there, the next he was ten paces away. Legs flying like wings on a fly. But the lads didn't panic — they fired. Someone even hit him. Must've been a miracle."

"I hit him, Commander," Noah declared.
"No, you missed. I hit him. You didn't!" Bubble shot back.

"I hit him!"
"Don't lie!"

Ignoring the squabbling, I turned to Kurt.
"And you didn't fire?"

"Kept my sights on the keg. Just in case."
"Alright, then we'll start with it..."

"Randall! Would you be so kind as to come here?" Erin called. "This isn't one of Short's men."
Flies buzzed over the corpse. Fat and green, they happily crawled over the congealed blood, taking off with a hum whenever Erin flipped the body with her sword.

"What makes you think he wasn't Short's servant?" I asked, uncertain.
The girl pointed her blade at a blue tattoo on the corpse's arm.

"Azure Guild mark."
"The Guild... Isn't it strange for them to brand their spies?"

Erin shrugged.
"No idea. But that's definitely the Azure Guild's symbol."

"Alright. Anyone here know how to ride?"
"I do, Commander," Kurt replied.

"Then take a horse and fetch Tamilla. Quickly."
"Yes, sir!" the soldier saluted and ran off toward the stables.

I crouched and examined the body. A completely unremarkable man at first glance. The kind you'd pass on the street without noticing. The most notable thing about him was the gaping hole in his chest from a large-caliber bullet. What were you doing here?
Didn't look like there was anything else on him. Which meant it was time to check the contents of that keg...

I called Erin over, and the four of us surrounded the spy's cargo.
"Take off the lid," I ordered. Bubble quickly popped it open.

A strong smell of moonshine filled the air. Milky, cloudy liquid filled the keg to the brim, making it impossible to see what lay beneath.
I drew my sword and stirred the liquid. Nothing suspicious at first glance.

I listened. Something scratched and tapped at the bottom of the keg.
"Pour it out into the ditch," I ordered.

"But... such a waste!" Noah groaned.
"I'm nearly certain it's all poisoned. So no regrets."

The soldiers sighed and together dumped the barrel. Alcohol gushed out, soaking into the ground, and the alcoholic fumes became unbearable. I sniffed the air. Honestly, I didn't sense anything unusual, but better safe than sorry. I certainly wasn't expecting any goodwill from a spy.
When we righted the barrel, we found the bottom was higher than it should be. A false bottom.

"Flip it and open it," I ordered, drawing my revolver just in case. Who knew what might come out?
The rear lid was smeared with grime and something that looked like manure. A marker for the informed, and a deterrent for anyone else. Most wouldn't bother with a filthy side if the top was relatively clean.

Bubble pried open the lid with a bayonet. A few strikes, and it came loose.
Instantly, a winged shadow shot skyward. I didn't even have time to react before it ended up skewered on Erin's sword like a kebab. A pigeon. Slow, but inconspicuous. Any city had hundreds.

The noblewoman disdainfully flicked the dead bird off her blade.
"As you see, the sword is still faster."

"This isn't a contest," I muttered and looked into the barrel.
Three more pigeons lay inside. At first glance, lifeless, but as I lifted one, I realized it was alive. Just asleep, drugged either by a special potion or that same moonshine.
"I think there's no doubt he was a spy. Ordinary people don't stash damn pigeons in hidden compartments of barrels," I concluded.
Erin nodded in agreement, and the sound of hooves echoed down the road.

Tamilla had arrived.
"So, why was I torn away from important matters?" she asked, exhausted.

I led her to the corpse.
"Take a look. What do you think?"

"Hmm."
Tamilla examined the body thoroughly, using her hands without hesitation. Finally, she wiped the blood off on the corpse's own clothes and frowned.

"Randall, do you know what a tattoo means among guild agents?"
"No idea," I shrugged.

"Lower-tier informants often don't know who they truly work for. They don't know each other. Just their handler. And even that handler usually knows nothing about the others."
"And what do tattoos have to do with that?"

"Hold on. But how do you control all those cells? Someone has to know ALL the handlers. Someone has to receive all the intel for a region. That means loyalty must be ensured. A magical tattoo is one way. With it, the guild headquarters can always track where the bearer is. Removing it? Only with the whole limb. This one was lucky — getting the tattoo on the arm is the mild option. If he betrayed them, he'd lose just the arm. Usually, it's placed on the neck. You get the idea, it's a lot harder to cut off your head and run than your hand!"
"Charming. So what was he doing here?"

"No idea. Maybe looking for me. Vitor Bull still wants to get rid of me, and now that I'm in the spotlight again..."
A pang of guilt hit me. Damn it, I really should have thought about that!

"I'm sorry."
"Don't worry. I would've demanded the position from you either way. I can't just sit around doing nothing," Tamilla said with an encouraging smile, but quickly turned serious again. "What worries me is the fact that he had the tattoo. People like that don't go out scouting. They collect intel from whole networks of informants. I don't like this."

"Could Short have hired them?" I suggested.
Tamilla shook her head.

"No, the guild mark clearly shows he was Azure. They wouldn't let someone so high up in the hierarchy work for the other side."
Erin let out a long yawn, covering her mouth with aristocratic grace.

"Alright, so we've learned that we've learned nothing. I'm moved by your wisdom, Hardan girl. I'm going to sleep now. Haven't done so in days."
"Rest well. Try not to fall off your horse," I said.

With a leap, Erin jumped into the saddle and galloped into the city at full speed, scattering passersby.
"Hmm, what's that smell?" Tamilla sniffed and quickly found the moonshine puddles.
"Wasting resources again?" she said with annoyance.
I waved her off, my eyes fixed in the direction Erin had disappeared. Something was bothering me. Something was wrong... I scanned the city rooftops. There it was!

The aerostat, which wasn't supposed to launch for another couple of hours, was already in the air, and at a great height.
Why? They were only supposed to do a test run. Just rise a few dozen meters and come back down. But now they were way above the city. What was going on? Steam engine failure?

Looking closely, I saw someone waving a red flag from the airship — the signal to cut power and land immediately. Strange. Stranger by the second.
I wanted to observe more, but a messenger interrupted me.

"My lord, a caravan of mages is approaching the eastern gate."
"On my way. Tami, coming with me?"

"I'll pass. I need to get back to work. Besides, just thinking about how much that magical labor cost the king makes my wallet weep."
"Suit yourself," I said, brushing off my coat.

It's best to look presentable when receiving distinguished guests.





To say the caravan was grand would be an understatement. Whoever these mages were, they were traveling in luxury. No shabby wagons — several chimeras pulled a massive platform with a lavish tent on top.
Stern bounced nervously in place, clutching a stack of scrolls and a leather-bound notebook in his trembling hands.

"Nervous?" I asked, watching the majestic mobile pavilion slowly approach.
"Of course! I've never worked with such large cores... Frankly, I doubt many in this world have! I hope I didn't make any mistakes. This assignment is my chance to prove my worth to the King. I simply can't afford to screw it up," the mage said, flipping open his notebook to double-check the numbers.

"I hope so. Otherwise, we'll all go up in flames."
"Oh, no. That's why the King hired mages from the Commonwealth. They'll verify my work before building the ritual chamber, so it should be fine. But if my notes are unsatisfactory and they have to waste time redoing my work, the King might strip me of my knighthood. Maybe even send me back to the Commonwealth." Stern shuddered at the thought. "I really hope that doesn't happen."

"Then you should've worked harder and chased fewer city girls," I said sharply. The city was already buzzing with rumors about this mage-Casanova.
"My curse," the young mage admitted. "In my defense, they came to me..."

The pavilion opened, and a youthful mage with graying temples took to the air. He floated with the same grandeur as the caravan he led, his sky-blue robe billowing majestically. His face, rather handsome, radiated detached dignity and self-admiration. But halfway through, he faltered mid-air, frowned, and suddenly accelerated toward us.
"Oh no!" the young knight-mage squeaked, ducking behind me.

"ALBERT STERN! YOU SMUG BASTARD!" thundered the caravan leader, each word echoing through the air with literal thunder.
"You know him?" I asked Stern, who was now hiding behind me from the oncoming storm.

"My teacher. The reason I left the academy. He's... a bit mad at me."
"Yeah, I can tell."

"Stern, stop hiding behind others and die like a man!"
The mage tried to duck behind me again, but I stepped aside to block him.

"Viscount Condor. Who am I addressing?"
"Chair of Air Magic at the Commonwealth Academy, Wind O'Conol. Senior Archmage of the Air Element."

I squinted. That would put him roughly at Duke level in our hierarchy. Strong.
"Do you have a problem with this knight of the Kingdom?" I reminded him of Stern's official status.

"Problem? PROBLEM?! This flea-bitten scum defiled my daughter!" the Archmage shouted, pointing behind me.
"I am not flea-bitten, and she wasn't exactly unwilling. Besides, I wasn't her first," piped the knight-mage behind me. Not the wisest thing to say.

"Come out and face me like a man, coward! Or I'll drag you out myself!" Wind roared.
"Let's calm down," I said, spreading my arms. "You're both here on the King's orders. Do the job, then kill each other if you want."

"A mere mage dares command me?" the Archmage hissed, glaring down at me as if I were an insect.
Ohhh, that feeling. I hadn't felt it in a while. My blood began to boil.

"Believe me, you don't want to test just how 'mere' I am," I hissed right back.
The soldiers, led by Til, who had come to greet the caravan, read my tone correctly. The archmage suddenly found himself staring down the barrels of dozens of rifles.

Wind glanced at the soldiers, tense. And I wished,truly wished — he'd make the wrong decision. Even if it wasn't advantageous, I didn't care. I wanted to tear him apart. It had been too long since I unleashed that part of myself.
I'd love to blame the demon, but the truth? That was just me. I needed a challenge.

"Ahem. The insolence of Empire traitors' descendants is matched only by their greed," the Archmage said, removing a ring from his hand and offering it to me. "An artifact, just the kind people like you are so fond of. Cools in summer, warms in winter. Press the gem and it protects against arrows and some bolts. Take it, and give me that scoundrel."
"I don't sell people," I said, refusing the ring.

"Want more?" the Archmage asked in surprise.
"It's not about price."

"Everything has a price. Name yours."
"Honor isn't for sale," I snapped.

"Hmm. I heard you have problems with an enemy army. I can't intervene directly, but maybe you need a tailwind to speed your arrows... or a storm to pass over enemy lines. Accidentally."
"Until the ritual hall is built, he's under my protection. Period."

The Archmage fell silent, took a few deep breaths, and slipped the ring back on.
"Very well... Come out, Stern. I won't touch you. For now. The lord just gave you a few more months of life. Celebrate. Sleep with girls while you still can. And later... Want to hear what I'll do then?"

"Later I'll surpass you and kick your ass!" Stern's voice cracked.
Wind O'Conol laughed.

"You won't live long enough."
A deep horn sounded over the city.

Then another. And another.
The soldiers looked around.

Minutes later, the news arrived.

Enemy forces spotted on the horizon.
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                "To hell with the concrete; it won't set in time. Cover the embankment with logs!" I ordered the soldier lugging the bag of concrete.
The fortifications, planned as a series of earthen steps, currently appeared as a modest earthwork behind two rows of trenches. The first trench was deep, while the second, shallower trench had a small concrete wall allowing fire to be directed without risking friendly fire on those in the front trench. Essentially, it formed a very long redoubt.

Chaos reigned around us as some soldiers continued constructing a third line of defense, while other units took positions. Men hurriedly replaced flints, sharpened bayonets, and officers shouted at sluggish recruits.
The caravan of mages had mockingly retreated into the city. Worse still, before leaving, the Archmage hinted he was too weary from travel to handle the core without rest. I wasn't sure if he hoped to pressure me, but I ignored his words. Building a ritual chamber would take over a week anyway, so we were already late and would have to face the enemy without magical protection, whether he started today or days later.

"Can I help with something?" Stern intruded.
"Weren't you supposed to leave with the other mages?" I asked, unfolding a map. The rising wind tugged at the paper, making it hard to see the marked positions.

"Oh no, I'd prefer to stay away from them. Besides, honor demands I assist you." The mage dramatically snapped his fingers, and the air around me stilled.
The wind stopped tearing the map from my grasp, allowing another assessment of our strength. The muskets delivered today were timely, but where to place the men? Reinforcing the reserves was appealing, but placing the least trained company there was foolish.

"Til!"
"Yes, Commander."

"Move the first company from the center, replace it with the fourth, and station the recruits where the fourth was. Who's commanding?"
"I wanted to appoint Lani, but you ordered the best shooters transferred to the balloon," Til pointed his musketoon toward the city, above which an montgolfier hovered.

"Other candidates?"
He hesitated. "I haven't had time to prepare the recruit lists yet... The order arrived only a couple hours ago!"

"To hell with the lists. Have the instructors pick the most capable recruits and distribute weapons... Actually, no. Have the weapons brought directly here from the arsenal; I need to inspect them. How many training muskets are at the range?"
"Forty!"

"Distribute those immediately. Just replace the flints."
"Yes, sir!"

Til left to relay orders, while I marked the map. The fourth company's position was flanked by redoubts and caponiers, heavily reinforced with stakes and barbed wire. Even recruits were unlikely to flee from there, especially with other units around them.
Finishing up, I noticed the mage was still awaiting my response.

"So, you want to help?"
"Yes. If you lose, I fear Wind will kill me. So, we're in the same boat," Stern nervously chuckled.

"Can you send wind toward the enemy?"
"Easily, but... I can't conjure a storm like my teacher. Besides, people from the First Duchy resist magic well. I'll do what I can, but don't expect significant results."

"A mild wind is fine. You just need to blow smoke toward the enemy."
"Smoke? What smoke?" He looked around, puzzled.

"You'll understand when you see it."
"Hmm... alright."

A few hundred meters away, soldiers from the first company rose from their trenches, regrouping with reinforcements marching in from the flank.
Recruits moved toward us from the barracks in disarray, most armed only with wooden replicas. Those with muskets had weapons that appeared ancient. Was this the fate of anything designated for training?

As troops adjusted positions, the clatter of hooves approached from behind. I turned, hoping to see the arsenal wagon, but it was Erin with her knights.
"Weren't you supposed to rest?"

"Are you joking?" the disheveled girl retorted bitterly.
"Not at all. The enemy isn't even visible yet; you have several hours to nap."

"When was the last time you checked the horizon, Randall?"
"Um... just now?" I squinted, barely making out a cloud of dust on the horizon. It seemed the enemy would arrive sooner than expected. "Fine, you'll only have an hour to rest. I suggest you start now."

"Make way!" shouted a coachman. The knights cursed and cleared a path for the racing wagon. Wooden wheels dug deep ruts, hinting at a heavy load. Horses frothed, breathing heavily. The wagon halted abruptly, nearly tipping over. The uniformed coachman jumped off, stumbled, and rushed to open the doors, aided by several soldiers.
"Um, Lord Condor, Her Grace mentioned you urgently need teachers? I'm quite skilled in literacy and ready to begin immed—" A knight suddenly addressed me. His face seemed vaguely familiar.

"Sir Trey, we've discussed this already!" Erin said wearily. "After the battle, you can—"
"After the battle, I might be dead!" he interjected hysterically, turning back to me. "Consider, my lord. Fighters are many, but where else will you find someone who will diligently and respectfully teach the common folk advanced sciences? I'm proficient not only in literacy but also geography, mathematics, and classical literature!"

I scratched my stubble thoughtfully. A coward, true, but bravery wasn't necessary for teaching. And what if he did die?
"You're hired. Dismissal straight to the guillotine. Contract for ten years. Agreed?"
"Thank you! I'll head straight to the town hall!" Trey laughed with relief and galloped away, while Erin gasped indignantly.

"Randall!"
"What? I truly need a teacher more than another knight. By the way, where are you off to on horseback?"

"You tell me! What's the battle plan? Where's your headquarters?"
"Right here in front of you… Halt!" I yelled at the soldiers who had begun distributing muskets. "Line up! Approach me one by one for your weapons."

Officers quickly restored order, and soldiers unloaded the wagon. A musket was handed to me.
"Are you joking? You don't even have a headquarters? Wait, do you even have baronets? Or knights?" Erin paused and rolled her eyes. "Oh, All-God, of course you don't."

"No urgent need. You can serve as reserves alongside the first company. Await orders from Til... or Dorvan will inform you who and when to hit." I gestured toward a column of soldiers led by an armored giant holding a genuine handheld cannon.
"What rank is he?" one knight asked haughtily.

"None. Just a regular soldier," I replied, inspecting the musket.
An immediate discontented murmur arose among the knights.

"What? Outrageous! We won't take orders from commoners!" voiced one knight, expressing general dissatisfaction.
"Erin?" I turned to the Countess, who shrugged, hiding a satisfied smile.

"Their right. I can order them to follow your commands, but not those of commoners."
"I see. Dorvan!"

The giant hurried over, armor clattering loudly.
"Kneel!"

With a crash, the mass of armor fell, raising dust. Everything suddenly went silent. Recruits stopped whispering, knights paused in anticipation, and even workers hauling logs tried to work quietly, glancing at us.
Slowly, I drew my sword, its unnaturally white steel gleaming in the sunlight. I touched Dorvan's pauldrons with the blade.

"I dub you a knight," I simply declared, not recalling the exact ceremony. "Rise, Sir Dorvan."
The knights began muttering; one even removed his helmet to spit.

"This is a mockery of the entire knighting ceremony!" one declared.
I locked eyes with him.

"Perhaps. But who are you to tell me that?"
The knight fell silent and hastily replaced his helmet.

"Exactly. Til!" I shouted.
"Yes!" came the reply from the bunker.

"You're a baronet. We'll formalize it later when there's time."
"Yes, sir!"

"That's settled," I sheathed my sword and beckoned a recruit forward. "Any further issues with obedience?"
No further objections arose from the knights, so I began distributing muskets, personally inspecting each before handing them over. Occasionally, minor factory defects needed correction, but overall, everything was fine. Ironically, although unintended, the atmosphere felt even more ceremonial than the knighting. The last soldier received his weapon, bowed, and joined the column heading to their positions. I hoped they'd all survive...

"Now, first company, step up one by one. Bring the breastplates," I ordered.
Only the guardsmen had quality armor. Everyone else either had none or made do with whatever was available—chainmail, brigandines, cuirasses. I allowed soldiers to wear whatever armor they chose until standardized equipment was available.

Today brought that day slightly closer: mass-produced, roughly made breastplates stamped from hot metal. Uncomfortable and uniform, but still better than chainmail, or than wearing nothing at all.
Soldiers approached one by one as I fitted armor to each chest. I needed capable reserves. After all, if they had to be sent into battle, it meant things were going really badly."

Pausing to wipe sweat, I glanced at the horizon. Enemy flags and banners were already visible, bright reflections indicating they wore armor too. Not that it would help them much.
"You still awake?" I asked Erin, noticing she alone remained mounted while other knights had dismounted.

"Not sure. This entire day has been one continuous nightmare."
"Oh, stop dramatizing. How do you like the balloon?"

She shot me a displeased look. "I don't even want to think about what kind of sorcery keeps that thing in the air."
"Well, if you don't want to, don't," I shrugged, adjusting another breastplate. "By the way, I thought you'd be most upset about me knighting someone without the proper ceremony. Why didn't you say anything?"

She shrugged, yawned, and dismounted. "My ancestors often received titles right on the battlefield. Ceremonies are nice in peacetime. I'm more concerned you gave titles to people without a Gift. I could lecture you about your foolish mistake again, but... what's the point? Let it be what will be."
"You're right. Let it be what will be. Care to help?" I nodded toward the pile of breastplates.

The girl picked one up and grimaced.
"The work of a very lazy blacksmith?"
"You could say that," I snorted, not wanting to delve into the intricacies of hot stamping. "Will you help?"

"The battle is near. I can't afford to waste strength on trivial matters," she shook her head.
"You'll recover your strength quickly, but the soldiers without this armor risk death right now."

"They'll risk death far more if I lack the strength to handle an enemy they have no chance against," she answered firmly, and I bit my lip, struck by a strange feeling of nostalgia.
"I'll give them the strength to overcome any enemy. That's my path," I bared my teeth. An old argument, an old friend. It was the answer I should have given Hornet.

"Perhaps... Perhaps," the girl pondered deeply, lifted a breastplate, and pressed it against a soldier's uniform. The metal slowly flowed, molding to the figure.
"Whew," she sighed once finished. "No way! It'd be easier for me to shape metal with bare hands."

"Alright. There's a bed in the dugout; you can rest there," I shrugged, continuing my work. I'd never fully realized how much harder this task was for others compared to me.
Soldiers came up one after another, but the girl didn't hurry to leave.

"You know... this reminds me of Imperial times..."
"I didn't know you were thousands of years old," I joked, immediately earning a sharp jab in the ribs.

"Don't pick at my words! I mean the uprising of metal mages. Our ancestors weren't strong enough to oppose mages of other elements, so they armed ordinary people. Perhaps mages once stood as we do now, encasing warriors who joined them in isolite armor…"
"Hm..." I murmured vaguely, moving on to the last group of soldiers.

"The chronicles describe those times as a battle for freedom, but... I've always thought it was just a power struggle. Metal mages were dissatisfied with their position in the Empire and wanted more power—what does freedom have to do with it?" she posed a rhetorical question to the sky.
I shrugged; the motivations of people who lived centuries ago didn't interest me.

She took a deep breath and stretched.
"But maybe the chronicles weren't lying? There's something to it, don't you think? We've weakened, lost our former glory, becoming more like those we once fought against. No one would've dared sell gifted souls for elixir-making before... Now, it's disturbingly common. How did those who once led the people become just like their oppressors?"

"I really think you should rest. When was the last time you slept?"
"Two or three days ago. But don't worry, warriors are tougher than ordinary people," she waved it off.

I adjusted the last piece of armor and dusted my hands off. Done!
Still, Erin's condition concerned me. Starting a fight in such a state? I unfastened the holster belt and approached the girl.

"Hey, what are you doing?" she tried to dodge as I wrapped the belt around her waist.
"Don't move... There. Six shots. Keep it for now; I'll make myself another."

"I don't need it. My strike is stronger than your bullets," she tried removing the belt, but I stopped her.
"Just keep it. Return it after the battle. Now, you're going to rest!"

"No way! Look, the enemy will be here in less than an hour!"
"Exactly why you need rest. Don't worry, I'll wake you when things get fun."

"It already started," she countered. "Look, a rider approaches."
I squinted. A messenger galloped far ahead of his troops, holding a leather tube and a white flag.

"Should we open fire? He'll see our fortifications," Til suggested.
"No, let him pass. Let's hear what he has to say."

Five minutes later, the messenger handed me a scroll. An ultimatum from Short, unsurprisingly... He granted three hours for consideration.
Stripping away the ornate wording, the offer was straightforward. Generous, even, in a sense.

Short proposed that my grandfather and I leave the city and even our castle. In exchange, he promised no revenge and to leave us alone.
Yet, most of the scroll detailed the consequences if I DIDN'T comply.

"…should I take the city—I'll execute you publicly as a thief! Your castle and even the rock beneath it will be wiped off the face of the earth! Anyone who ever served the Condors will be tortured to death... All others will be executed for betrayal! I'll burn every speck of this city, break every brick, and flood the streets with blood! I…" And so on and so forth. Boring, empty threats.
Smirking, I flipped the scroll and pulled a pen from my pocket.

"What will we reply?" Erin asked excitedly, her nostrils flaring. All drowsiness vanished instantly.
If you take the city, you say...

I boldly wrote just one word on the back of the scroll, using plenty of ink.

IF.
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                ◆ Battlefield, Baron Aluin's POV. ◆
"Nice day today, isn't it, Baron?"

"Couldn't be better," Aluin grunted, avoiding the speaker's gaze. Just the persistent attention from Count Gaston already made the day unbearable, and that was the least of the baron's problems.
His presence in an army marching willingly to its death, a force he was nominally supposed to lead, was a much, much bigger issue.

The Marquis refused to listen to reason, obsessed with dreams of victory, dismissing the previous defeat as mere bad luck. When Aluin had tried, gently, to suggest that things were far from simple, Short had widened his eyes and thrown him out of the office.
A pitiful fool, drowning in self-delusion and complacency.

Things with the Duke's son were no better. Laslo hadn't left his chambers, demanding new girls and red wine every day. And every night, the girls left headless. That alone disturbed the baron—this thirst for murdering lovers pointed clearly to something being very wrong with the Marquis.
The conversation had gone nowhere. Ten minutes of yelling and one bottle of wine smashed against armor later, — the wine-reeking warrior had left the First Marquis's quarters with nothing to show for it.

There would be no air support. None. Laslo refused to fly even within a kilometer of enemy positions. Worse, the Marquis had bluntly told the baron that his knights would watch for deserters from above and deal with them. That alone showed Laslo had no doubt: there would be deserters.
Aluin may not have been a master of intrigue, but even a fool could see it—both marquises already knew what he'd tried to tell them. They knew, and did nothing.

Count Gaston, on the other hand, clearly knew nothing. And while Aluin racked his brain on how to escape the trap, the count only served as a constant distraction.
Day after day passed. The First Duke's wrath was growing, but the Marquis kept stalling. "Just a little longer, we're still waiting on those… and these," he said, expecting the arrival of yet another unit.

Even the men were beginning to question why so many troops were needed to fight a single rebel.
Then came the day Aluin's hopes were dashed. After receiving another letter from the Duke, a noticeably thinner Short ordered the troops to form up and march.

A horrible day.
Tuning out Gaston's babble about how the sun gleamed off the boys' armor, Aluin stomped down the road in heavy sabatons.

The only solution he could think of was to fortify his armor as much as possible. Now, every step was laborious, even though he'd grown much stronger since the fight with Clemen. But was it enough? Recalling the shot from that demonic weapon sent a shiver down his spine. Each time he faced Condor, the Viscount's weapons grew more terrifying.
Aluin truly did not want to be on the battlefield today, but duty was duty. The family sword was strapped securely to his back, though he doubted he'd need it. The shield, though…

He'd always had a soft spot for large tower shields, but this time he outdid himself. All metal confiscated from local smiths had been used to reinforce it. After hours of work, he held a veritable wall of steel, a full finger thick, which only his enhanced strength allowed him to lift at all.
And still, it gave him no confidence he would survive the day.

How ironic.
The explosion at Clemen's keep, the energy surge, the severe wounds—all of it had given the baron a unique opportunity to advance. As a Junior Mage, he now stood among the kingdom's strongest barons, with real potential to vie for a count's title. His dream of growing stronger had come true. He now possessed power he'd never even dreamed of.

And yet…
Every earthshaking step he took was soaked in fear. What use was power when he'd seen even stronger men fall?

The seemingly invulnerable armor felt like a prison, but what else could he rely on? These idiots marching beside him had no idea what was waiting.
"Your shield is so… massive, Baron," Gaston bit his lip. "Are you sure you don't want to lead my legion?"

"I'll be nearby," the baron replied diplomatically.
"Oh, you'll change your mind once you see my boys in action!" the Count exclaimed, stroking the long horns of his goatlike chimera. "Hmm, looks like our commander's already setting up the command post? Aren't we a bit far from the battlefield?"

Aluin squinted, trying to peer through the narrow slits of his helmet at enemy positions. The city lay on the horizon, its outskirts ringed with what looked like earthen fortifications. He felt a fleeting urge to remove his helmet for a better look, but quickly suppressed it.
Plenty of time for that later.
The sight of Short's servants already pitching the command tent reaffirmed the baron's suspicion: the fat man understood perfectly well that nothing good awaited them. Otherwise, why set up the command post several kilometers from the battlefield? There'd be no way to issue orders quickly or coordinate troops. And the gryphons, who could have relayed signals from above, were nowhere in sight.
"Hold!" Count Gaston commanded, and the column of legionnaires marching behind him froze in perfect unison.

Precise, aligned, step for step, not a single unnecessary movement.
Only the priests at the center of the armored square disturbed the picture of military discipline. They brushed road dust off the altar and prodded the heretics shackled together with iron chains.

Gaston clicked his tongue and urged his chimera toward the command tent, where Marquis Short stood observing the setup.
"My good friend, don't you think the command post is so far from the field of battle that not even the sharpest-eyed soldier could lay eyes on his lord?"

"It's a military ruse, Count. Our enemy's cunning forces me to act this way," the Marquis replied, pulling a scroll tube from his saddlebag and handing it to a servant. The man accepted it with a bow, leapt onto a horse, and galloped off toward the enemy lines, a white flag fluttering in his hand.
"And that?" Aluin asked in a low voice.

"An ultimatum. I've given the Condors three hours to comply."
"Isn't it a bit premature to send it? We haven't even formed ranks after the march," Gaston frowned.

"Oh, there's no need to worry, Count. The ultimatum was sent at precisely the right moment. We won't wait for the full three hours, we'll attack the moment our troops deploy from marching columns." The Marquis gave a disgusting, nervous giggle.
"Cowardice…" Gaston grimaced.

"Military ruse," Short repeated, turning his gaze to the baron.
Aluin shrugged. He didn't care. All that mattered was getting out of this mess alive.

"Splendid," Short clapped his hands, and Aluin noticed the Marquis's fingernails were chewed down nearly to the flesh.
"Ahem. You don't intend to lead the troops personally, honorable Marquis?" Gaston asked cautiously.

"I would love to, Count, but… I twisted my ankle on the eve of battle, so I shall gladly leave all the glory to you," Short replied, averting his eyes.
"And His Excellency, Marquis Laslo? He doesn't plan to be present either?"

"Don't worry. He and his knights will be securing our rear."
"And what about reconnaissance?" Aluin interjected.

"I think even you, Baron, won't manage to get lost while standing right in front of the target. Although, your ability to wander in place is already the stuff of legend."
Aluin cursed inwardly. Fat bastard. If the Marquis had gone through what he had… Ha. Short would've just died. That joke of a man, who had become a Marquis only through birthright and court connections, could never have survived what Aluin had endured. It wasn't about magical power—Short was likely still stronger.

It was about spirit and valor. This man didn't deserve his title.
Too bad the Duke frowned heavily on internecine conflicts. Those could've corrected this injustice.

"So neither of our strongest warriors will be present on the battlefield?" Gaston pressed, casting Short a very suspicious glance.
"No, no. Of course not. We'll be in reserve," the Marquis waved his hands quickly.

"Well then. In that case, I have something to say." Gaston turned pale with rage, but Short cut him off.
"Just a moment. I see the troops have gathered. I too have something to say to them all."

Short guided his horse past the Count, pulling a spellbound amulet from his pocket and clasping it around his neck.
Beyond a cordon of trusted guards stood his army, a ragtag assembly drawn from across his domain. Some wore plate, some chain, others just padded jackets. Axes, spears, maces, swords, crossbows, and bows, all types of arms were mixed. The few professional retinues looked out of place among the rest, who were lounging on the grass, already dreaming of looting the city.

The Marquis swept his gaze over them with distaste.
Most of them were just rabble, but there were many.

There was no way to organize this crowd. Even if the barons' representatives agreed to stick to a strategy, the moment the fighting started, most would charge forward, eager to be the first to pillage. The smarter ones would hang back, letting the greedy get hit by the first enemy volleys. But in the end, no matter how you tried to coordinate them, the troops would collapse into a mob.
Forget clever tactics. There was only one hope: that they'd simply bury the Condors in bodies, or at least buy enough time for Gaston's armored fist to break the rebels' spine.

If only the rabble didn't rout first…
"WARRIORS!" Short bellowed, nearly deafening himself with the voice amplified by the artifact.

The soldiers straightened immediately, their chatter silenced.
"Today you face the hardest battle of all… Yes, I said that right. Our enemy is vile and without scruples. He has found an artifact of the Ancients, one capable of casting terrifying illusions on a large number of people! It will seem like your comrades are dying all around you, but it's all a trick meant to frighten you. I don't know exactly how the artifact works or what lies it might show you, but expect fire, smoke, and deafening noise. Remember, it's all just the enemy's illusion!"

Short paused to gauge the reaction. The soldiers didn't look panicked yet, but their anticipation of easy plunder was clearly fading.
"Remember this! Those who fall for the enemy's magic, who abandon their comrades and flee, will face death. Loyal units under my command will execute all cowards, for they disgrace their lands. I repeat, so that all understand: there will be no mercy for those who believe the illusion and try to run from battle! Understood?"

The soldiers responded with a disorganized murmur, confusion written across their faces. This was supposed to be a walkover against a weaker foe, but all this talk of magic and illusions… it was unsettling.
"And now—CHARGE! Fear no enemy tricks! Crush them! I GRANT THREE DAYS TO PLUNDER THE CITY! I don't care, do whatever you want with those traitorous townsfolk!" Short added sweetly.

The troops roared, raising their weapons in the air. The most eager charged toward the city, but slowed after a hundred meters. The enemy was still far off. Their battle fervor faded fast, and, still weary from the march, they began trudging toward the foe.
Gaston, resting his hand on his sword, stepped in front of Short just as the latter turned toward his tent.

"Why am I only now learning the enemy has such abilities?" he hissed.
"Oh, please. It's just a trick. Now you're aware of it and won't be fooled. Besides, your relic will likely protect you," the Marquis replied with a fake smile.

"This stinks, my friend. I demand a revision of my share."
"A revision? Frightened of a few petty illusions, Count? Our forces still outnumber the Viscount's pathetic few hundred by at least thirty to one, maybe sixty. What's there to fear?"

"Don't dodge the question! You withheld information from me," Gaston protested.
Short glanced at the slowly retreating army and spread his hands.

"Fine, take the whole Condor estate. Happy now?"
"Perfectly," Gaston smiled sweetly, then mounted his chimera. "Legion! Forward!"

The synchronized stomp of sabatons rang out behind him, but Aluin didn't hurry to join.
"Ahem. Your Excellency, you mentioned trusted units in the rear. Perhaps they could benefit from my presence," the baron offered, hoping for a way out.

The Marquis shot him a look of contempt.
"Have you forgotten that the Duke himself appointed you commander? What would it look like if you were skulking in the rear? Your place is at the front. I'm sure with such heavy armor, you've nothing to fear… especially from a few illusions."

No luck.
The baron gave a short bow and followed after Gaston.

Illusions, huh? Ha. Aluin would love to believe that, but he couldn't. It wasn't illusion that killed his chimera, or tore apart the demon-possessed Clemen. And it certainly wasn't illusions that Short feared so much he hid kilometers from the fight.
Looked like he'd have to rely on that specially reinforced shield.

Meanwhile, the Count trotted along on his horned chimera, humming a merry tune. No doubt he was already daydreaming about which works of art he'd steal from House Condor's estate. Noticing his companion's gloom, Gaston pulled out a perfume vial.
"Chin up, Baron. Care to share in my fragrance? Your armor reeks of iron."

"No, thank you." Aluin grimaced. The Count's perfume alone could be a weapon; thankfully, out in the open it wasn't as lethal.
"Pity, pity… Hm, look! What's that hanging over the city?"

Aluin tried to look up, but his helmet, welded to the armor, made that impossible.
"What is it?"

"Not sure… looks like a sphere. Probably held aloft by air mages," Gaston mused, twirling a lock of hair.
"I'll take your word for it," Aluin muttered, abandoning the attempt to look skyward and focusing instead on the enemy's fortifications.
Most of the distance had already been covered, and now the enemy was clearly visible—men hiding behind low walls or inside equally shallow trenches. Amusing. It was as if Condor couldn't decide whether to build proper ditches or proper walls, and in the end made neither.
"If we're speaking of marvelous inventions, I have something to impress you as well. Behold!" Gaston pulled a long, thick ribbon from the saddlebag, along with a small metal ball, roughly the size of an eyeball.

He tied the ribbon to his mount's horns, placed the ball in the center, and with a touch of magic, drew it back.
"This, my dear baron, is a truly magnificent invention. I dare say it will one day replace crossbows and bows. The ribbon is light, simple, and compact, and using it is hardly more difficult than a spring-shot!"

BWANG! The ribbon thrummed, and the ball shot forward toward Condor's lines.
"I believe you missed," Aluin noted.

Gaston burst into laughter and pulled out another ball.
"Perhaps. Sadly, I've yet to master this weapon. However, did you see the projectile's speed? Imagine using a runed sphere, and you'd have a weapon of great power. Stretch it between trees, and you've got yourself a kind of ballista! The key is tuning the shot just right. It's like playing the harp. Do you play the harp, Baron?"

Aluin didn't get a chance to respond.
Something large whistled through the air between them. Aluin could swear it was a much larger version of the same projectile Gaston had just fired.

BOOM! A thunderclap erupted ahead, quickly followed by a crash of steel and the thud of collapsing bodies.
Gaston turned, the lead sphere slipping from his hand.

The cannonball had clipped the edge of the armored square, mangling and shattering everything in its path before continuing on through the blood-soaked field. To the soldiers' credit, they didn't even break formation.
"How… are we… already within range? OPEN THE RELIQUARY!" Gaston shrieked.

The priests rushed to obey. One by one, locks snapped open from the gilded chest. In seconds, the lid swung back, revealing a single fang—too small for a beast, too large for a man.
Aluin felt something trying to drain the strength from his body. The pull was so strong, for a second he thought the relic might actually succeed.

The anti-magic field was so intense that the baron became immobile inside his armor. Any mana that left his body was instantly siphoned away, and his muscle strength alone wasn't enough to move the over-weighted armor.
His finger-thick steel shield stood like a wall in front of him, guarding his body. Moving it was impossible, but fortunately, unnecessary.

Gaston stared at the corpses, praying the illusion would vanish and they would rise. But the bodies only bled.
The legionnaires slowly began reforming their lines.

Whiiizzzz! Another round screamed by, just missing the altar.
This one, unlike the last, didn't continue on—it exploded with a deafening blast. Shrapnel howled through the air, tearing into the rear lines, piercing armor, biting into shields, and dismembering unprotected heretics.

A priest holding the reliquary's lid fell from the altar, blood spreading across his white robe.
"Why isn't it working? Damn it! I can feel it—it should be working!" Gaston roared.

"My lord, it IS working! I swear by the One, it's working!" a priest shouted back, clutching his bleeding side.
The cannonade intensified. Death rained down on the disorganized crowds that had strayed too close.

No longer were they facing lone cannonballs, but clouds of small projectiles—deadly against chainmail, lethal even to cheap plate.
Even as entire swaths were carved through the mass, it wasn't enough to stop the wave. Remembering the Marquis's words, the men surged forward, desperate to reach the trenches.

Grapeshot slammed against Aluin's shield. It had lost much of its force, failing even to scratch the surface, but left behind bloody splatters from less armored soldiers. Gaston's chimera reared—she wasn't armored, so the hits weren't fatal, but certainly painful. The Count barely stayed in the saddle. A bleeding gash split across his forehead where the shrapnel had struck.
Whiiizzzz—another round screamed overhead. This time, the aim was true: it struck the altar dead-on! Shards of white marble and pure gold flew in all directions. The reliquary launched skyward, spinning once before hovering for a heartbeat over the battlefield.
Screams, blood, smoke.

As if surveying the chaos, the reliquary dropped, its lid snapping shut midair before crashing to the ground, the fang once again sealed inside.
"Gaston! We have to either attack or retreat! We're sitting targets out here!" Aluin shouted, pulling his shield closer.

"Retreat? Never! Forward, forward! Loose formation! Charge! Chа-а-arge!!" The Count drew his rapier and galloped ahead.
The baron didn't rush. He scanned the battlefield. Part of the Marquis's forces were nearing the trenches, but dropped like wheat before a scythe. Thick smoke billowed up from the entrenchments—but the cursed wind blew it straight into the attackers' faces. Soon, that flank vanished entirely behind smoke and screams.

"Damn it... Someone has to be reaching the defenses, right?" Aluin muttered.
He barely blinked before he found himself swallowed by the advancing legion. Armored foot soldiers flowed around him like water around a stone.

BOOM!
A blinding flash struck his eyes, and his shield rattled under a hail of shrapnel. Blood splattered his armor. A chunk of flesh slammed into his pauldron. That blast had been close. Damn, maybe it was time to run?

Too late.
The next shell struck his shield directly. In an instant, Aluin realized he was airborne. Despite the massive weight of his armor, he was hurled like a ragdoll by unimaginable force. Not even a dragon could have launched him this far! His shield arm cracked—at least one fracture, likely more. A few seconds of weightless flight and—

IMPACT!
The landing knocked the breath out of him. His ears rang like bells. The shield, now warped, had absorbed something hissing and round—

BOOM!
The shield was torn from his hand, nearly taking the arm with it. Aluin was flung again. Shrapnel punched into the joints of his armor, while others skidded past, gouging long scars into the metal. Blood pooled beneath him. Whose blood? Who knew.

He tried to stand, but gave up.
The cannonade drummed on in his ears. Whether real or from concussion, he couldn't tell. Aluin almost wished to pass out, but his body was too stubborn.

Casting one last glance at the corpse-strewn battlefield, Aluin lay back.
Best to play dead, wait for the shelling to stop, and hope the Marquis's execution squads would pull back.

And then... maybe he could still escape.
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                ◆ Battlefield, Soldier Kurt's POV. ◆
"Ready! Aim!"

Kurt obediently rested his musket on the edge of the parapet, aiming it at the approaching enemies.
His ears were still ringing from the recent artillery volley that had mowed down dozens, maybe even a hundred, soldiers. Yet the enemy, like madmen, kept charging forward, trying to reach his trench.

A gust of wind struck his back, hurling thick clouds of smoke into the faces of the attackers. Kurt glanced sideways at the commander, waiting for the order, but the man showed no rush to speak.
Clad in armor, the guardsman clutched a rifle with a hatchet in place of a stock to his chest and peered into the smoke, waiting for the enemy to come closer.

The ringing in Kurt's ears began to subside, and he could now make out the screams. Mostly just groans and cries, but amidst them were shouts about magic and illusions. Another gust of wind briefly scattered the smoke, revealing a few dozen meters of the battlefield.
Several men had stumbled into spike traps hidden in the smoke, a dozen more had become entangled in barbed wire. A limping spearman staggered forward, a bloody spike sticking from his boot.

From the smoke emerged a bloodied swordsman in plate armor, his left arm dangling uselessly.
"It's not an illusion!" he shouted, turning his head back toward the others.

More enemies emerged from the fog. A large man with an axe shoved a hesitant soldier aside in irritation. The wounded swordsman collapsed with a cry of pain.
"Fire!" the commander ordered, leading by example.

A chorus of volleys merged into a single, drawn-out thunderclap.
The recoil slammed into Kurt's chest, but he knew from experience: no matter how badly the sword strike hurt his arm, the man at the other end of the blade had it worse. So he endured the blow of the rifle with humility.

Smoke engulfed their position, but he had no time to check if his shot had landed. Like in drills, he instantly dropped to one knee, simultaneously drawing a paper cartridge from his pouch. His trenchmate reached for the powder horn, brushing away glowing powder from the flash pan. A misfire.
Overhead, another line fired, and then a cannon's roar struck his ears like a bell tower hammer. The ringing returned with fresh fury, drowning out commands. Kurt had fought in many noble house wars, but none had ever been so merciless to his hearing.

His fingers moved automatically. He opened the powder pan, but a strong gust of wind blew the powder away. Damn it. He grabbed the powder horn, losing precious seconds.
The soldier could've sworn the wind was behaving strangely. It carried the smoke away from their position, only to freeze fifty meters out, as if the air there had become still. The swirling clouds disoriented the enemy, keeping them from assessing the situation.

Finally, the musket was loaded.
Kurt rose from his knee and immediately ducked. A steel bolt whistled past, ruffling his hair, and embedded itself deep in the ground. The air filled with the nasty whine and hum of flying metal.

Dozens of bolts rained down on their position, ricocheting off concrete with sharp clangs, biting into logs, thudding into bodies. It felt like they were under fire from a hundred crossbowmen, but Kurt was seasoned enough to recognize the weapon.
"Aim," the commander ordered again and jerked his head down just in time. A bolt screeched as it deflected off his helmet.

Kurt peered out from cover and saw the enemy: about thirty massive warriors, clad head to toe in knightly armor. Bloodied, battered, but perfectly organized and disciplined. The front row held tower shields, pocked and pierced but still formidable. The rear row fired from bolt-throwers, launching several bolts per second. The moment one emptied its magazine, the next fired.
No normal man could shoot with such force and speed. Only a mage, using magic to control the spring of a bolt-thrower.

And they were advancing, slowly but inexorably, pushing toward the lines of spikes and coils of barbed wire already strewn with corpses.
"Fire!"

A storm of lead tore into the knights, punching through shields, sparking off armor. Only a few bullets tasted blood. Several legionnaires fell, but their formation immediately closed ranks.
Kurt pulled the trigger, but nothing. No shot. Damn wind. Swiftly replacing the powder on the flash pan and waiting out the second line's volley, he peeked from cover again.
Damn it, there were even more of them now! New armored troops joined the formation of knights, and worse still, far behind, their own comrades were cutting down wavering soldiers without the slightest concern for the canister shot and cannonballs screaming through the air. The enemy was organizing... but why wasn't our artillery firing on their flank?

The formation came to a halt. As one, the knights thrust their halberds into the ground and extended their hands forward. Even the shooters in the second row set aside their bolt-throwers. Kurt's musket trembled in his hands, trying to rip itself free.
"Hold your weapons!" he shouted to his comrades and dove to the bottom of the trench, clutching the rifle beneath his body.

Metal wrenched from the ground, wire hissed and tore. Barbed iron rained onto his back, its sharp edges slicing through his uniform. A pike crashed down nearby. Screams rang out. Kurt held tight to his musket. A memory surfaced: in a battle once, a lord had disarmed an entire mercenary squad with a mere gesture. An unpleasant memory. The regrown fingers on his left hand ached with phantom pain.
A moment later, everything stopped. Kurt sprang up to assess the situation.

Unfortunately, not everyone had his experience. Many had lost their weapons and were now trying to retrieve them from the tangled heaps of barbed wire that had collapsed into the trench.
The enemy formation resumed its advance, having cleared a path through the obstacles. Behind them, the rest of their forces assembled, waiting for the heavy-armored spearhead to pierce the defenses and let the wave crash through. They were falling under crossfire from neighboring trenches, but more and more troops streamed into their section of the front, smelling blood.

A cannonball whistled through the air and thudded into the ground just in front of the knights, launching chunks of soil skyward. A miss.
BOOM.

A flash of light seared his vision as fragments flew overhead. Dirt drummed against his back. Kurt looked up.
A crater. And bodies. Those in the epicenter would never rise again, but a few knights were still moving. One calmly pulled a sharp shard of iron from his belly. Damn it, they were on potions too.

A new "spearhead" was already forming behind them.
As if that weren't enough, a drawn-out invocation echoed across the battlefield.

"Ana-a-a-fema-a-a-a..." A powerful voice made Kurt's body tremble with dread.
Frantically, he scanned for the one calling upon the god. And found him.

A clean-shaven priest stood several hundred meters away. His snow-white robes were soaked in blood, and most of the fingers on his bleeding hand were missing.
"Ana-afema-aa..." the priest chanted in a deep, trained voice. A chorus joined him. It seemed to come from everywhere. Even the wounded, even the dying, joined the chant. Novices and veteran inquisitors alike.

Kurt raised his musket. A long shot, but he had to try. He fired.
The bullet struck the priest's shoulder, making him stagger, but he didn't miss a single note.

"Ana-thema," he cried again, drawing a curved dagger from his belt. A slash. Blood poured from his wrist onto the ground.
Kurt knew he wouldn't have time to reload. He looked around—no sign of the commander.

"Shoot the priest! Everyone, kill him now or we're finished!" he yelled, grabbing a musket from a corpse riddled with bolts.
Scattered, weak gunshots rang out from the trench. Bullets whizzed past the priest, kicking up dirt.

Too late.
The priest's bleeding stopped. His bloodied robes began to brighten, cleaning themselves.

The ground around him began to tremble.
Someone from the second line fired a perfect shot. The bullet sped toward his chest... but disintegrated into rust-colored dust.

"Anathema!" The chorus rose as one. The soloist, now silent, raised his knife and slit his own throat.
A delayed shot from somewhere high above took off the priest's head, but it was already too late.

Blinding light engulfed the battlefield, searing eyes. Kurt dove to the trench floor, not believing it would help.
Hunger. Divine hunger crashed down upon them, devouring every grain of existence. Dozens of meters of fortifications simply ceased to exist. Concrete crumbled to dust, wood disintegrated, brand-new muskets rusted before their eyes. Even the land smoothed out, erasing every wound carved by human hands.

And the people...
Kurt opened his eyes, barely able to believe he'd survived.

Everyone who had stood within a few meters of him was now a desiccated mummy. Bloodless skin clung to bone, rusted muskets frozen in skeletal hands, uniforms rotted away. Even the commander hadn't been spared—his armor no match for a battle prayer.
Kurt's body trembled.

Not from the sight. He'd seen plenty of death, even magical deaths. No, this was something else. It had suddenly become bitterly, unbearably cold. His breath misted, and snowflakes began to fall from the sky. As if something had drained not just life, but warmth itself.
The first thing Kurt did was peek out of the trench. The enemy must never be left out of sight, under any circumstances.
The blast hadn't touched their own troops, which made sense. Only the priests lay as mummified husks, and the rivers of blood had evaporated, leaving the battlefield dry.
The knights looked weakened but were still marching relentlessly toward their position. Behind them, hundreds of lesser soldiers followed—more than enough to overwhelm. The cannons opened up, but their lonely voices couldn't contain the horde. It seemed several gun crews had been caught in the priests' attack as well.

"Fix bayonets!" came the order from the second trench line.
But Kurt wouldn't have lived to his years if he didn't know when not to obey. Bayonet charge against knights?

He wasn't suicidal.
"Bubble, get up, you asshole!" Kurt shook his pale comrade.

"I... oh gods, up there!" the soldier raised a trembling hand, pointing skyward.
Kurt shot a quick glance to make sure there were no enemies above. There weren't, only a wedge-shaped void in the sky directly over their position, where stars peeked through.

"Gawk later," he barked, hauling the man to his feet. "Where's Noah?"
"No idea... I feel weak all over."

"Damn it. I told you to stay close if you wanted to live," Kurt muttered, reloading his musket.
Shots rang out from the second line. But with nothing left of the defensive positions except scorched earth, their weak volleys at the flanks wouldn't change a thing.

Even Bubble understood that much, despite only ever fighting off crows in fields before.
"Run?" he asked, fumbling to fix his bayonet with shaking hands.

A few recruits actually thought fleeing was the smarter choice. Idiots.
One of them caught a bolt in the back and collapsed into the dust. Heavy footsteps echoed just beyond the trench—knights.

"No. To the bunker, now!"
Grabbing three surviving soldiers, Kurt slammed the iron door shut just as a scream rang out behind them. A knight had leapt into the trench and impaled a second-line soldier on his long halberd. A few point-blank shots hit the shield. They pierced it cleanly but failed to punch through the armor beneath.

"Son of a bitch," Kurt cursed, watching through the firing slit as the knight slowly gutted the man. He shoved his musket into the opening, silently admiring the well-planned defenses. From inside the bunker, they could safely shoot at anything in the trench.
Boom. The gunshot in the tight space hit like a cannon blast, the whole room shaking with the echo. Acrid smoke filled the air instantly. Maybe the design wasn't as clever as he'd thought.

The smoke drifted slowly through vents in the ceiling... far too slowly.
Raspy coughing sounded from all directions.

But then came the screech. A moment later, a halberd blade punched through the metal door. Too sharp for ordinary steel—it had sliced through centimeters of iron like paper.
Artifact.

With a dreadful scrape, the blade slowly carved through the door.
"Damn it! Who's got a loaded musket? Now!"

Two soldiers fumbled through their cartridge pouches in a panic. Bubble tossed Kurt his musket.
Slide it into the slit. Aim. Fire!

Boom.
Breathing became impossible. Furious shouting echoed from the other side of the door.

"You... you're gonna choke us all! Stop shooting!" one of the soldiers wheezed. He had no musket at all, having dropped it while running.
"Kkh—kha... shut up," Kurt rasped, stepping back to grab the next musket.

The halberd blade vanished.
In the same instant, a pulse of magic blasted the door off its hinges. It hurtled across the bunker and smashed the unarmed soldier like a fly on a wall.

Blood flooded the room as the smoke poured out into the open trench.
There stood a very angry knight.

Backlit by sunlight, he held a magical halberd and a shield as wide as the door. His thick armor was battered, scarred, and streaked with blood—his and others'. On his shoulders, heraldic symbols marked him as nobility. Not just a knight, this was at least a baron's son. A sergeant's insignia adorned his chest.
An elite. The kind of warrior who saw men like Kurt as sword grease. The kind who, just for a moment, had closed his eyes to avoid the sting of black powder smoke.

A gunshot rang out.
The bullet slammed into his visor and punched through the helmet.

Silence.
The knight stood still, unmoving.
"Aaaaaaah!" Bubble screamed and stabbed the knight in the chest with his bayonet. The thick cuirass deflected the blow with ease.

But that seemed to be the last straw. The armored hulk toppled forward, nearly crushing the soldier beneath it. Through the hole in the helmet, the contents of the warrior's head were clearly visible.
"He's already dead, Bubble," Kurt said wearily. His hands trembled slightly, and he nearly dropped the paper cartridge to the floor.

A bugle call echoed from outside. Kurt peeked out and cursed.
There were two more knights in the trench. One of them was heading toward the bunker, likely to avenge his fallen comrade.

"Aim for the head when he gets close," Kurt ordered, silently bidding farewell to life. Even if they managed to kill this one too, the second would finish them.
Still, two dead knights at the hands of commoners... That was worth a story or two by a campfire.

A deafening blast, like artillery fire, slammed into their eardrums. But it was close. Very close.
The knight walking toward them was hurled into the trench wall. A massive hole, the size of a man's head, gaped in his chest. The second knight raised his shield just in time to intercept a heavy cannon used like a club. The thick steel bent under the impact but held. Then came a second blow, and a third.

Captain of the First Company, Dorvan, was only slightly larger than the knight, but it was enough to drive him back. The knight dropped his now-useless halberd and raised his palm toward Dorvan.
Nothing happened. Instead, the massive weapon smashed down on his helmet, driving his head into his shoulders.

Bonk!
The knight staggered. Inside that helm, it must have sounded like a church bell.

Bonk... bonk... bonk!
The weapon slammed again and again into his helmet, crushing it and breaking the skull within. A minute later, the warrior stopped moving. Panting, Dorvan lowered the bloodied weapon and began to reload it.

Kurt climbed out of the trench to assess the battlefield.
"Fire!" came the lord's command.

The First Company, shining in new cuirasses, stepped in to plug the breach. All three ranks fired at once, blowing the enemy apart.
Amazingly, every knight nearby who had been charging toward the lord moved as if through water. Their motions were half as fast as usual. They didn't even raise their shields in time.

From the gunpowder smoke emerged one lone knight who had survived the point-blank volley. Seeing the commander, he roared, tossed his shield aside, and charged forward with a magical halberd held in both hands.
A slash.

The enchanted halberd, capable of cleaving steel, failed to split the lord in half. The blade met an ordinary arm and scattered like mercury, as if it had never been forged from enchanted steel.
The counterstrike from the white blade didn't pierce the armor. Instead, the metal flowed like tendrils, slipping into every joint and damaged spot in the plate. No one could see what was happening inside, but the armored body collapsed at the lord's feet.

Meanwhile, the rear lines pulled out round cast-iron grenades, like small cannonballs, and hurled them at the advancing enemy.
Seconds passed before a series of explosions tore through the enemy ranks, ripping bodies apart. One mounted officer, holding a flag aloft, tried to rally the troops, but a bullet from above punched through both the family crest and his skull.

With their command gone, the infantry fled.
Another bugle sounded. The company split in two, opening a path between the trenches. The rumble of hooves, faint yet deadly on the battlefield, began their march.

Dozens of knights on snow-white horses, led by the Countess with lances leveled, charged into the enemy. Some of the fleeing men tried to resist, but the cavalry passed through them like a knife through butter.
It looked like... victory.

Kurt leaned on his musket in relief. The magical mark on his neck itched furiously. This was, without a doubt, the largest battle he had ever survived.

A pity there would be no grandchildren to tell the tale to.
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                ◆ Half an hour before the battle, Countess Erin von Klaus's POV. ◆
Some time before the battle.
Creaky floorboards, a large stove in the center of the room. Although the peasant house was fairly spacious compared to city apartments, it was nothing like the estates of the nobility. And once thirty men in full plate armor had squeezed inside, it became insanely cramped.

"...there's a bed in the far room where you can rest while the response time runs out. Of course, the mattress doesn't meet noble standards," Til continued.
"Randall won't be joining us?" Erin asked absentmindedly, immediately cursing herself. That came out far too ambiguous.

"The commander is inspecting the positions. Don't worry, he asked me to inform you that he'll send a messenger as soon as it begins."
Erin kept looking around the room. A long bench and an equally long table, clearly meant for a large family gathering. A few knights were already seated. The bench groaned in protest but held under the weight of steel-clad warriors.

All the furniture in the house was rough and handmade, no surprise there, since peasants didn't have the money to commission professional carpenters.
"I can take you to another house. But this one is closest to our positions," Til added, noticing her hesitation.

"No, this will do. You may go."
The soldier bowed and squeezed past the knights on his way out of the living room.

Once he'd gone a bit farther, one of the knights commented:
"Did you see that 'baronet's' armor? You could poke through it with a finger. Even my son's training plates are sturdier!"

The others nodded in agreement. Even the title of knight should not be handed out lightly: it implies a certain minimum level of strength. Granting it to someone who hasn't reached that — that's an insult to all real knights.
But the lady didn't react or rebuke the ally's behavior. She silently approached the bench, and the knights who had managed to sit there leapt up so quickly that the bench actually bounced. The room grew even more cramped, armor clanking against armor.

The girl calmly sat at the now-vacant table. Only the most trusted were allowed to sit at a lord's table, and none of these knights had earned that trust. Erin unfastened a holster and placed a strange weapon on the table. If there were a couple hours left before the battle, better to spend them studying a weapon than sleeping.
No marks from a hammer, no rivets, no screws — everything indicated the weapon had been made by a mage, not a regular blacksmith. Finely crafted, perfectly fitted parts, clearly shaped by magic... and yet, not a trace of magic itself. No runes, no circles, no power lines. Not even a minor core to serve as a power source. Of course, there were ways to hide one, but after ten minutes of careful study, Erin concluded there was no core at all.

Then what was there?
After another ten minutes of work, she managed to extract a rotating circular part, within which she felt non-metallic cavities. On one side, a cavity was blocked by the wall of the part, but on the other...

Using her Gift, she pulled out an elongated piece of metal — a bullet. It resembled a musket bullet, but was smaller and shaped differently. Following it, black granules spilled onto the wooden table: powder, the same kind she poured into muskets.
She separated it into several equal piles and carefully examined the mixture. The black smudge it left on her fingers when crushed resembled charcoal. But that was all she could tell. If there was magic in the powder, it was so faint it was impossible to sense.

Was that really it?
Turning the circular piece over in her hands, she noticed not all of it was steel. Opposite each cavity sat a small copper cap. Gently removing one, she discovered it was hollow too. The girl tried to open it and at that moment, a sharp pop rang out. The copper piece burst in her fingers, leaving a fragment in her flesh and a small burn.

"Hm," Erin murmured thoughtfully, pulling the copper out of her finger. A drop of blood fell to the table, but the wound sealed instantly, leaving no trace. There was no way to tell what had been inside the cap.
She picked up the weapon again and fiddled with the levers. Apparently, the upper one struck the same spot where the copper caps were located.

Replacing the circular piece, Erin sat in deep thought.Nothing else stood out. Without the strange powder, it was just a piece of steel in a fancy shape.

"I need fire," she ordered, and the nearest knight promptly handed her a firestarter.
A spray of sparks fell onto the small pile of powder, and it burst into flame, releasing thick smoke.

"Kkh... kkh... Got it. Alchemy," the girl concluded, stopping her coughing fit.
And she began to think. Seriously.

There were rumors at court that Randall was a talented alchemist. Many also said he was a demonologist, but she hadn't found any traces of demonology. Alchemy, on the other hand...
The overwhelming majority of alchemists focused on enhancing mages and people: potions to strengthen bone and flesh, healing, temporary or permanent gift enhancement, and, at the pinnacle, strengthening elemental bonds and raising Source ranks. Alchemy also had its grand ambitions — the elixir of immortality and the possibility of unlocking elemental Gifts in mages who lacked them.

Some worked on dreadful poisons capable of wiping out entire cities, and the antidotes to match. Others, like the relatively young Steelwrights Guild in the capital, dedicated themselves to improving metals and studying their interaction with magical reagents.
But all of them shared one Achilles' heel. No matter how potent the poison, how exceptional the magical steel, or how powerful the strengthening potion, they all suffered from a shortage of ingredients. Powerful results required powerful magical materials, which took hundreds, if not thousands, of years to grow. Needless to say, those materials were extremely rare.

Randall didn't have access to such things. Which meant he had gone a different route...
The aristocrat ran her finger through the powder's soot. No trace of magic.

That was very, very troubling.
She pushed those thoughts aside for later — for the moment when Short would fail, her mother would take the seat of the Third Duchess, and she herself would become a Marquess. But...

Now, in a quiet moment, she couldn't stop thinking about it. The world was changing. And she didn't know if it was for the better.
It felt like sitting down for a game of Steward, only to be handed chess pieces instead of cards...

The girl thoughtfully ran her fingers along the metal barrel of the revolver.
As a Viscount, Randall didn't match his title. He had no lands, no subjects. Even with the ancestral keep wrested back from Short, he was still on a baron's level.

However, if she was willing to admit that his militia stood a chance of victory — then any baron, armed with this weapon, could challenge a marquess. A baron. Challenging a marquess.
That... completely shattered everything. The structure of the Kingdom relied heavily on personal strength. But if a simple peasant could kill you — how fast would it all collapse?

What was the point of becoming a Marquess, if the title itself ceased to mean anything?
Despite the fact she liked Randall, she had to decide how far their paths truly aligned.

Lost in thought, she reached for the bullet again. Judging by the metallic sound, the projectile wasn't as simple as it appeared. At the very least, it was made of two different metals...
BOOM! — An ear-splitting explosion thundered outside. The bullet slipped from her hand and rolled under the table. Erin rushed to the door, the knights scrambling after her.

Smoke billowed over the distant positions, obscuring Short's advancing troops. The dishonorable bastard — not even an hour had passed of the promised three!
Holstering the revolver, she ran for her horse.

"Saddle up!"





When the Third Duke had been in better health, he loved telling his descendants stories about the Uprising once the day's work was done. He hadn't lived through it himself, being born much later, but he faithfully recited everything he had heard as a child from his father, and his father before him.

Erin had always thought those stories were exaggerated. At best, she'd considered them old legends with little connection to reality. At worst — mere fairy tales, the usual grumblings of old men claiming that grass had been greener in their youth.
Thousands dead from a single spell? Magical storms that stripped flesh from bone and armor alike? Slaughter so intense each step forward cost hundreds of lives? Fields so piled with corpses that their mounds blocked fireballs in flight?

All of that had seemed absurd in a world of minor skirmishes between baronies and counties, where battles were often decided by nearly bloodless duels. Devastating spells killing hundreds in seconds? That was only possible if one side had lost all magical defenses. Besides, these days every knight wore armor inscribed with isolite patterns that severely weakened hostile magic. And if a magic whip tore through some peasant infantry — so what? The days when commoners mattered in battle were long gone.Over the centuries of border skirmishes, memories had faded; most aristocrats fought among themselves and couldn't even imagine what the Commonwealth or the Theocracy might bring against them. Why worry about old legends, when the neighbor who stole the village belonging to your great-great-great-grandfather stands right in front of you? After all, both of you know exactly what you can bring to the field.

Sanitized tactics, predictable losses. War had become routine for the nobility. Ha, their ancestors wouldn't even have called what happens in the kingdom nowadays a war, just minor skirmishes. There hadn't been a major conflict between landowners in a long time.
However, the conflict between Condor and Short went beyond ordinary feuds.

The forces Short had gathered made for the largest battle in the last ten years. Large in scale, but otherwise standard, predictable — a battle where Short was supposed to crush his opponent utterly.
But that battle never happened.
A massacre happened.A massacre, like in the old Duke's tales.

Seeing it, Erin realized something important: the Head of the House hadn't exaggerated. He wasn't trying to impress anyone. He was simply recording a chronicle, recounting word for word what their ancestors had seen.
And the closer she rode, the more she understood.

Iron pipes roared like enraged demons, spitting clouds of searing steel at the enemy. Every step gained cost the enemy dozens of men. Every successful volley took hundreds of lives.
Massive shells burst within the ranks, killing men in full plate just as surely as tactical-level battlefield magic.

Erin involuntarily tugged on the reins, slowing her horse.
"A hard fate they drew, few returned from the field..." she recited, her eyes hungrily scanning the carnage.

It was a magnificent sight, and a terrifying one. Because she understood all too well that anyone could have been in Short's place.
All thoughts of whether it was in her interest for the centuries-old system to be overturned vanished. They were washed away by rivers of Short's soldiers' blood. The genie couldn't be put back in the bottle. Now, her duty was to make sure her House adapted and survived, even in these new conditions. One way or another, no matter how the world changed, the nobility would still have advantages...

A blinding flash lit her vision. The enemy wasn't going down without a fight.
The aristocrat immediately raised her signal horn and blew a call. The knightly wedge turned mid-gallop and widened the gap. The soldiers looked around, searching for the location of the incoming divine strike.

A strike no magical shield could stop.
The air vibrated. Clouds of dust, ash, and rust rose from the right flank.

There!
Erin brought the horn to her lips again and signaled. The knights regrouped into a wedge formation on the move. Not as quickly and smoothly as she was used to, but it would do.

Infantry was already rushing to the breach, led by the lord himself. In that case, there was no point in charging into friendly fire. The cavalry maneuvered back, giving themselves space for a proper charge and waiting for the moment when Condor's men would fire their guns.
Smoke began to engulf the ranks. Was it time yet, or still too soon?

With some concern, she watched Condor's duel with one of Gaston's knights, but it seemed everything was going well. Signal!
The infantry parted to clear a path for the cavalry wedge. A cold wind blew in her face as the horses broke into a gallop. Lances lowered, the riders thundered toward the retreating enemy.

Impact.
The lances pierced men straight through. Now the enemy wouldn't have a chance to regroup. Hooves slid across blood-slick ground. Steam rose from the overheated horses. The enemy scattered to the sides, just as they always did before a knightly charge.

The riders discarded shattered lances and drew their swords to cut down the fleeing. Erin scanned for a more formidable opponent and found one.
One of Gaston's heavily armored foot soldiers was hurriedly reloading a bolt-thrower, showing no intention of retreat. He'd do nicely.

The spring struck with a loud twang, sending more bolts flying. Erin raised her hand toward the shooter and immediately noticed the bolts had obsidian tips. Looked like he had come prepared.
But it wouldn't help him.

In a blink, she drew her sword and deflected every projectile heading her way. Light bolts flew noticeably faster than steel ones, but still incomparably slower than a bullet.Realizing the shots were useless, the knight cast aside the bolt-thrower and drew his sword, a heavy hand-and-a-half blade of fine craftsmanship. He raised it in front of him defensively, hoping to deflect the blow.

Clash!
Erin's shining, slender blade effortlessly cleaved through both the sword and the helmeted head beneath it.

"Makes sense. Gaston banked on group defense and skimped on personal gear," the aristocrat muttered, already searching for a new target. Surprisingly, no worthy opponents were in sight. Not a single aristocrat riding a chimera was anywhere nearby. Just a ragged group trying to block the way to the marquis's command tents in the distance.
Foolish. The cavalry could've simply gone around these fools, but why bother?

A horn signal sounded, and the scattered knights reformed into a tight cluster. Their swords were slick with blood, their horses' hooves clinking with crimson.
From the enemy's bristling spear lines, a few arrows flew, weakly clattering against armor and falling to the ground.

The volley was less annoying than summer mosquitoes.
"Forward!" she commanded, and the wedge surged ahead with growing speed.

The smarter enemies simply dropped their weapons and ran the moment they saw the steel armada approaching. The rest held onto their spears, praying for a miracle. None came.
Moments before the impact, their crude weapons lifted of their own accord. No matter how hard the soldiers tried to brace them against the ground, their spears betrayed them, succumbing to the knights' magic. Perhaps, had the tips not been iron, or had there been an inquisitor among them... but what's the use dreaming of the impossible?

The armored riders tore through the infantry like a knife through butter, shattering bones and crushing skulls. Survivors scattered in panic. They wouldn't stand in the knights' way again.
Yet Erin felt no satisfaction. There had been no worthy foes on the battlefield. Those she wouldn't be ashamed to cross blades with had either fled or died. Defeating the rabble Short had scraped together from every corner of his domain felt hollow.

Where were the enemy knights?
Not even bodies were visible, though it was hard to tell one corpse from another in the mangled carnage. Still, she knew where to find a proper opponent — if he hadn't run.

"Ride to the enemy camp! Capture their commander!"
After smashing through a few more retreating infantry clusters, they reached the tents. No guards in sight, but a griffin sat right at the entrance, haunches tucked beneath it like a dog. At the sight of approaching riders, it reared and let out a throaty cry.

Odd. The griffin's rear was armored, as were its hind legs, reinforced with long steel talons. Extra weight for a scouting mission, and protecting the lower body was useless in aerial combat. This beast had been outfitted for ground assault. Such armor was rare.
"Surround it!" Erin ordered.

Wherever the rider was, now was the time to kill the mount while they were apart. Otherwise, it would be much harder.
The knights moved into a semicircle, but the beast correctly assessed its chances. With a furious screech, it lunged at the flank. The knights tried to intercept, but the griffin's paw swiped one from the saddle, and its beak drove into another's horse, snapping its neck.

One knight was thrown, tumbling across the ground, but managed to drag his blade across the griffin's shoulder. Blood trickled between its feathers. The wound probably wasn't fatal, but the griffin abruptly lost the will to fight. Smashing through the circle, armor clanking and claws gouging the ground, the beast picked up speed and, with a heavy beat of its wings, soared into the sky.
"Damn it!" Erin cursed, slashing the air in frustration. Wait... maybe?

She drew her revolver, took aim... аnd lowered it.
The creature had flown too high. The chances of hitting it were slim. Holstering the revolver again, she dismounted and headed toward the command tents.

"Wait here," she ordered the knights and stepped inside.
Short hadn't skimped: instead of one large tent, there were several interconnected ones.

Inside was eerily quiet. Only the crackle of a torch ahead, and a strange sound, something burning. The tent reeked of singed hair, skin, and fat.
Holding her glowing sword before her, she crept deeper, finally reaching the central pavilion.

Someone was behind the curtain. She could see the shadows flicker across the fabric, cast by torchlight. The smell came from there too.
With a flick of her sword, she slashed through the curtain and burst inside... and saw Short.

Blood ran down his forehead, streamed along his neck, and dripped quietly to the ground. A metallic pellet gleamed from within his skull, buried deep. An expression of astonishment was frozen on his bloated face.
Standing over the marquis's body was the heir of the First Duke, torch in hand, attempting, for some reason — to cauterize the wound on Short's forehead.

"Couldn't you knock?" Laslo asked irritably, tossing the torch aside.
The flame flared up, casting light across the tent, leaving no room for doubt.

Marquis Short was dead.
***************************
END OF VOLUME FOUR
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                ◆ Command tent of Marquis Short, Countess Erin von Klaus's POV. ◆
"You killed him!" Erin pointed her blade, slipping into crudeness from sheer shock.

"Me? Hardly, it was the men of House Condor. The commoners, you see, don't know the rules," he countered, slowly pulling a dark glass vial from his belt.
Aristocrats rarely killed each other. Honorable capture and ransom: that was the usual fate of the defeated. At worst, one would be stripped of land and their title reduced to a mere formality.

It was far easier to strike a deal with a vanquished foe and demand wergild than to wring anything from an heir. And if there was no heir? The neighboring lords would carve up the land, and good luck getting tribute from them. The king served as the guarantor of such deals, disinterested in seeing his vassals slaughter each other and thereby weakening the Kingdom. Every noble lost was not merely a man easily replaced, but a great blow to the realm's military might. A noble house wiped out meant fewer elite fighters for the crown.
Of course, these precautions didn't always help, and nobles still dropped like flies, rarely living to old age. Yet far more of them perished from intrigue than on the battlefield.

Even landless knights were often taken prisoner. Killing the wounded was considered dishonorable. But the death of a whole Marquis?
"Why did you kill him? You were allies," Erin rejected his insinuation. If anyone knew there were no others present, it was her.

"One moment, milady..." Laslo gave a short bow and greedily drank from the vial.
After several gulps, he deliberately twisted the cap back on.

"Done powering up?" Erin asked lazily.
"Ha, if you knew what I was doing, why didn't you stop me? Lacking in prudence, are we, my lady?"

"Not in the least. I'm just hoping this finally makes you a worthy opponent," she sneered, flicking her blade.
"Bold," the Marquis summed up, and attacked.

Their blades clashed. The strikes blurred together into a rapid rhythm, sparks flying. Laslo was decent under the potion's effect, but no more than that.
Time to end this.

Erin's narrow blade darted toward his chest.
A moment.

The tip deflected to the side, repelled by a brown barrier. Gracefully dodging the counterstrike, she retreated several steps.
"Dishonorable," she spat with disdain.

Laslo spread his arms.
"But effective. And there's no dishonor if the opponent dies before telling anyone."

"Dies? Killing a Marquis has gone to your head, hasn't it?"
Her sword began to glow with mana. The technique, passed down among the main Klaus bloodline, could cut through anything—including Laslo's magical shield.

He took a step back, rolled up his sleeve.
"Yes, looks like I'll have to kill you," he said with some regret.

A bracelet on his arm, seemingly cast from glass, contained something red within — resembling a drop of blood. Laslo struck it with his sword's pommel. The bracelet cracked with a crunch. Nothing seemed to change. Erin didn't plan to give him time.
Her glowing blade lunged forward, aiming to pierce the Duke's heir's lung. But...

Mid-thrust, the technique unraveled. The blade dulled, clattered against a still-functioning magical shield. Abyss!
Erin stepped back. Laslo silently launched into a new attack. Blades flashed, crossed, rang out, yet none reached flesh. Every counterstrike Erin delivered was blocked by magical defense. Damn him—how was he suppressing her magic and defending with it at the same time?

Worse, she could feel herself weakening. The broken bracelet was draining not only her magic, but her strength. Abyss. She couldn't break through the barrier now. Call for her knights? They'd just die in vain.
"Interesting device," Erin noted, nodding toward the shattered glass fragments on the tent floor. "Where did you get it?"

"Not just interesting, but expensive. Nearly a hundred thousand in gold," Laslo boasted, lowering his blade slightly. He knew time was on his side.
"I doubt they sell these at the market," Erin probed, but Laslo didn't bite.

He brushed imaginary dust off his doublet.
"Now that I think about it, I do have a proposal. Lately, I've had no interest in women with their heads still on their shoulders, but for you I could make an exception..."

"Not interested," Erin cut him off, visibly shuddering with disgust.
"Well then, you'll lose your head!"

Another round began.With each clash of blades, each dodge and pirouette, it grew harder and harder. Laslo's sword was bloodied for the first time, barely grazing her arm with its tip. Yet the wound didn't close. Drops seeped out and vanished into the air without touching the ground.

"Blood magic?" she asked. Laslo merely smiled.
Outside the tent, the sound of clashing steel rang out. Someone had attacked the perimeter guards, but that was no longer the main problem.

The real problem was that damned magical shield. She had struck it at least a hundred times, but it showed no signs of depletion. That meant she needed to overload it.
"Truth be told, you're starting to tire me. But I might spare you, if…" Laslo began to ramble arrogantly, but was cut off by the revolver.

Bang, bang, bang, bang! With steady aim, she targeted the same point.
The first two bullets ricocheted off the shield. The third embedded itself, suspended in midair. The fourth barreled through its sibling and buried itself in flesh.

Laslo dropped to one knee, blood immediately bubbling on his lips.
"Dis...honorable."

"But effective," she replied, revolver smoking in her hand.
Some small part of her sympathized with the fallen opponent. Yes, it wasn't entirely fair... but coming from a shameless cheat wrapped in every advantage he could buy, complaints about fairness were laughable. In a fair fight, he wouldn't have lasted a single minute.

So now what?
The rules forbade finishing him off, and it would reflect poorly on her as well. With this, Short's execution would be pinned on her too. When word of the double killing of high-ranking aristocrats got out, how far would her house's reputation fall in the eyes of the nobility?

Realistically, she should've avoided this fight altogether. Her branch had no real feud with the First Duke, and the Second Duchy's grudge against the Klauses was far stronger.
So, release him?

Positioning between the First and Second Duchies would be a very smart strategy in theory. As ideological rivals, both duchies benefited from propping up each other's enemies. And no one could accuse the Klauses of exceeding their duty to support their allies. A handful of knights and her presence could be written off as a formal visit.
Meaning, their relations hadn't yet crossed the threshold into open hostility.

So why not release the Heir, strengthening ties with the First Duchy? By the laws of honor, the Duke would owe her a favor. And considering the ransom he'd otherwise pay, the favor should be significant.
Only one problem. The First Duke didn't exactly hold the laws of honor in high regard, and his son, judging by his conduct in battle, outright despised them. That meant the risk wasn't just getting nothing in return. Worse, such people saw nobility as weakness, convinced they'd found a loophole in the system, and that their status would shield them from consequences.

Fools. It is precisely this attitude that forces Erin to take Laslo prisoner instead of walking away with mutual benefit.
"Mother is going to be furious..." she muttered, approaching the marquis as he crawled away from her.

He stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply, splattering blood onto her trousers. But no help came. Judging by the continuing sounds of battle outside, none could.
Erin stepped forward, again and again, until his back brushed against the tent wall.

"Fine, you win. But maybe you'd hear my offer?"
"I've heard enough. Now you'll hear mine. You're coming with me to the Third Duchy, where you'll stay as a guest until we negotiate your ransom with your father."

"He'll never forgive you."
"Your father should worry less about us," she said meaningfully, holstering her revolver.

A gust of wind stirred the tent's fabric, and flung it in her face.
Steel talons flashed, missing her by mere centimeters. Everything flipped, earth and sky trading places. She was thrown aside, tangled in fabric. Darkness.
"Argh..." the girl growled, struggling to tear through the silky bindings. The silk tore with a hiss, but reluctantly. The sword was still in her hand, though it was far too long and unwieldy for the situation.

She reached out to the Source, and... the sword shortened. It seemed she'd been flung far enough that the artifact had deactivated.
She began cutting her way through the mountains of silk toward the light.

Her blade sliced through the collapsed tent. Untangling herself, she rose to her feet, and immediately ducked. Talons sliced through the air above her. A griffon.
And not just one. Two griffons circled the battlefield, steadily thinning the ranks of mounted knights. Without ranged weapons, the cavalry could do little against the flying beasts, who showed no interest in descending for an honorable fight. Like eagles, they dove down from above, knocking riders from their saddles. Though griffons' hind legs were poorly suited for such maneuvers, their reinforced steel talons, half-plate armor, sheer mass, and velocity made them hit like battering rams.

In the best case, the knight escaped with broken bones. In the worst, he never rose again. A few riders who'd managed to preserve their lances during the charge through the infantry were exhausting themselves chasing the flying beasts.
But the airborne riders weren't reckless. They picked easier targets, steering their griffons away from the lances. And with only a sword, it was nearly impossible to reach a diving griffon. The mounted knights knew it, none wanted to be target practice.

One such target wasn't about to swing his sword in vain. The knight reversed his grip, halted his horse, and as the enemy approached... hurled the blade at the griffon's unarmored chest, accelerating it not just with his strength but with magic.
Only, the sky rider had earned his saddle. The honor of riding a griffon was reserved for the best of the best. A surge of opposing magic met the impulse mid-air, and the blade ricocheted off the air itself. A moment later, steel talons, like axes, slammed into the knight's armor at full speed. The joints gave way, and the knight hit the ground, separately from his arm.

The griffon beat its wings, climbing for another pass. Blood dripped from its talons.
Erin scanned the battlefield, looking for Laslo, and found him quickly. He was clumsily hauling himself into the saddle of the same griffon that had guarded the tent. She charged toward him, but the air whistled again. One of the griffon riders had noticed her and swooped down to intercept.

Her blade lengthened, shining. A clash!
She slipped between the creature's legs and slashed upward, cutting through everything in her path: steel talons, armor, limb. The griffon screeched in pain. The severed claws somersaulted through the air and plunged deep into the ground. The rider pulled his mount away, trailing a ribbon of crimson.

Erin didn't slow. Batting the attack aside, she sprinted forward. Laslo, spotting her, urged his griffon on. It began a clumsy run, steel talons clattering across the ground. A wingbeat, and it took to the air.
"Coward!" she shouted after him. The Duke's heir smiled and waved.

"If men keep running from you, perhaps it's your personality that needs work!" he jeered.
A shot rang out. The bullet easily caught up, whistling past his ear. Close. She needed to aim a bit lower and to the right.

Erin dropped her sword and aimed with both hands. The rider's figure darted between sight and barrel. Her finger squeezed the trigger...
Click. The revolver snapped on an empty chamber.

The sixth bullet still lay under the table in that peasant's house.
The griffons flew into the distance. Their shapes dissolved into the endless sky.

The knights moved through the field, tending to the wounded, collecting the dead, and pouring potions down the throats of the unconscious. Fewer than half remained on their feet.
Erin holstered the revolver with an irritated grunt and retrieved her sword.

"Find the Marquis's body. We're heading back."





Smoke blanketed the battlefield. A large number of corpses was a surefire path to disease, and without antibiotics, no one wanted to risk an epidemic. Cleanup teams were dispatched alongside those tasked with rounding up prisoners.
Bodies were stripped of armor and hauled in carts to the burning piles, where laborers transferred them onto logs.

The pyres were lit.
"Stop!" I shouted, spotting one of our own being dragged toward the enemy heap. His uniform was soaked in blood.

"He's dead, sir," a soldier misread my command but halted, lowering the wooden cart to the ground.
"I can see that. Pass along the order — ours go separately. And find a messenger, send him to town. I want word spread: I need grave diggers. I'll pay well."

"Yes, sir, and where should I…"
"Leave him here for now. I'll arrange a place," I ordered, heading toward the pyres to inform the others there.

Where the hell are the officers when we actually need them?
Prisoners were being led in across the shell-torn fields. Only a few had their hands tied with rope, there were too many captives and not enough cord. Most trudged along, watched by musketeers.

Til was scolding a squad escorting a burly knight still in battered armor.
"Idiots! Why haven't you stripped his armor?"

"His arm's broken, sir. And he's been cooperative," the sergeant offered in defense.
As I got closer, I realized with some surprise that they were leading in an old acquaintance of mine.

I gave him a once-over. The ropes the squad had been given for tying prisoners were now supporting his broken arm. In his other hand, he carried a helmet.
"I see you're in need of a healer again, Baron."

"Wouldn't hurt," Aluin agreed.
"I'll admit, you're the last person I expected to see here."

"Thought I'd be safer in captivity," Aluin shrugged, then winced from the pain.
"No, I meant — on the battlefield," I clarified.

"Life doesn't always offer choices. May I keep my sword?" He gestured to where two soldiers were struggling to carry an enormous greatsword. "I swear on my honor I won't use it against you or try to escape. It's a family piece. I'd rather it didn't end up in a smelter."
I considered. We'd made deals before, and he'd never deceived me. Why not?

"Fine, but only if you ditch the armor. Soldiers get jumpy around armored hulk."
"I would if I could. Need a smith and a chisel. Your damned shells jammed everything they could."

I placed a hand on the plates. With a bit of resistance, they unraveled into pieces. Swearing, the baron let his helmet fall and clutched his injured arm.
Under the armor, he wore a thick padded jacket.

"Not too hot?"
"Better to overheat than die," the baron said wisely.

I pointed at one of the soldiers.
"Make sure no one accidentally shoots the baron. The rest of you, get back to work."

The baron accepted his sword from a soldier and looked with regret at the scattered armor.
"Our agreement only covered weapons," I reminded him.

Cast iron, iron, even mid-grade steel wasn't an issue, but true high-grade steel was in short supply. Besides, I already knew what to do with his armor — turbine blades...
"Separate the armor for collection. And the baron... give him a bunk somewhere."

"Understood. And thank you," Aluin said with a short bow.
Once the group had moved off, Til leaned toward me.

"You really think we can trust him?"
"I think so. You really believe a broken arm would have stopped him from slaughtering everyone and escaping, if he truly wanted to avoid capture?"

"That's exactly what worries me, sir..." Til grimaced.
Somewhere in the distance, gunfire still cracked, but otherwise the battlefield was quiet. At the edge of sight, white horses appeared — the Countess was returning from her sortie.

Another cart rolled by, carrying a body. The freshly issued uniform had already rotted through, and dry skin stretched tight over bone. Unlike the last battle, this one had not gone bloodless. Unfortunately.

"Time to count the wounds, and count our comrades," I muttered. "Til, send someone to speak with Tamilla. We need funds set aside for the families of the fallen.... And I want a report — how many lives did this victory cost us?"
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The closer Erin's squad came, the clearer it became that something had gone wrong. One of the knights was carrying his severed arm, another's armor was crushed. Several knights were on foot, and their horses were dragging improvised stretchers on which bodies lay.
Improvised stretchers made of silk! Apparently, they had been fashioned from the marquis's tent. There were no more tents visible on the horizon, and the fabric dragging behind the horses was the same color…

A bit of a shame to waste such valuable material, it would've made a fine balloon, but people came first.
"I need healers," Erin declared preemptively as soon as she rode closer.

"I can see that. How many critical?"
"Critical?"

I sighed.
"As in critically wounded."

"Many," she said, beginning to count on her fingers. "Sir Mott lost his arm, Sir…"
I looked over at the rider who sat rather steadily in the saddle despite the missing arm.

"Stop," I interrupted. "How many will die without a healer?"
"Hmm… Two, I think," she hesitated slightly.

"Good," I muttered and whistled to the soldiers.
They promptly brought over a wooden cart with its sides removed, and the soldiers began untying the improvised stretchers from the horses.

"Don't approach the horse from behind, peasant!" one of the knights snapped, and his horse lashed out with its hoof, nearly striking a soldier.
I narrowed my eyes but had to admit he had a point.

"He's right, they're warhorses. Let them untie the sleds themselves."
The knight dismounted, drew his sword, and with one stroke severed the stretcher's supports, cutting through both the poles and the fabric.

My silk…
The horse was led aside, and two soldiers tried to lift the critically wounded knight onto the cart. Unsuccessfully. The heavy armor made even lifting him impossible, and through the punctured breastplate, his lung was visible. The man was in bad shape, but still holding on.

I rolled up my sleeves to avoid staining them with blood and approached the body.
"Wait, you want to load a nobleman onto a cart like a sack of potatoes?" one knight protested.

"If he doesn't like the transport, he can stay here," I scoffed, leaning over the body.
"Randall, wait," Erin interjected. "Why can't you just call the healer here?"

"He wouldn't save anyone if he ran from one patient to the next. That's why we're bringing the wounded to him."
One of the knights objected.

"But this is a special case!"
Erin and I both shot him sharp looks, each for our own reason. The warrior quieted and mumbled an apology.

"Did I hear correctly—you said 'he'? You only have one healer for the entire army?"
"And you have more?" I snorted. As if healers grew on trees!

"Well, actually, yes. Our supply caravan has a healer and two apprentices."
"And where is this caravan?"

"Still about a day away," she admitted.
"Then what's the point of this conversation?" I threw back and began melting the armor on the wounded man. It was slow-going, but I'd gotten good at this. The key was avoiding the parts where I could feel isolite veins.

"Wait! Don't ruin the armor!" she protested.
There was already a hole in the breastplate like it had hit a sharpened rail at full speed, and she was worried about the armor?

A few minutes later, the patient was at least half as heavy.
Together, we loaded the body onto the cart, and the improvised ambulance rumbled away, its wooden wheel tapping out a rhythm over the uneven ground. Damn, pneumatic tires would've been useful… and proper stretchers too. I swore to myself I'd deal with that when I had the time, and moved on to the second patient, whose armor had been deeply crushed into his body…

After him, I briefly surveyed the rest of the wounded. Mostly fractures. They could wait.
The second ambulance rolled off, and the knights began to grumble.

"Wait, what about us?"
"Wait until the healer saves the dying, then it'll be your turn," I declared.

Which, funnily enough, would've been the wrong approach in a normal situation. Without help, the lightly wounded can worsen and die with much higher probability. Because of this, it's generally irrational to focus on saving those with the gravest injuries.
That logic didn't apply when the difference between saving a dying man or a lightly wounded one came down only to the amount of energy spent, with a near-equal chance of success in both cases.

Erin cleared her throat.
"If Sir Mott's arm isn't reattached quickly, it could cause problems with his reflexes and striking power."

"Then have him stick it in the ice cellar," I snorted.
"Really now, I've never met a lord who cared so little for his allies!" the one-armed knight exploded.

"You're welcome to leave a complaint in the complaints book," I waved him off.
He probably didn't get the exact meaning, but judging by his reddening face, the message came through.

"Randall, ease up. Maybe we can reach a compromise?" Erin said softly, her eyes narrowing with disapproval.
Hoofbeats approached.

I opened my mouth, coughed, and a dust cloud kicked up by the galloping rider rolled over us.
"Milady, we brought him!" the rider called out.

As the dust settled, I saw a bulky body strapped clumsily to a saddle.
"Well now," I clicked my tongue, recognizing the corpse of Marquis Short. "You know, maybe there's room for compromise after all."

"That wasn't us," Erin grimaced.
I raised a brow.

"Ah, got it. Definitely not you. Of course. That's what I'll say to everyone, don't worry."
"No, it's not like that," she shook her head.

"Huh. Alright. Let's go check in with the healer, see if we can find that compromise. And you can tell me about the marquis on the way."


"So the First Duke's son killed him? But why?" I summed up once Erin finished.

"You're asking me? That guy is completely insane. He wanted to cut off my head too!"
"You know, blaming things on madness is bad form when explaining someone's motives."

"Great, so you have an explanation?" she crossed her arms.
"Of course not. Otherwise, why ask your opinion?" I grinned, falling into thought.

I'd always thought the First Duke and the Marquis were on excellent terms, but I'd never seen the Duke's son up close. Who knows why he did it. Still, it was a fact I couldn't ignore: he killed the Marquis and tried to pin it on me. One day, I'd make him answer for that. Though, unlike with Kazimir, I had absolutely no interest in keeping the elder Short alive.
I glanced at Erin. Laslo would answer for something else entirely, for trying to separate her from her head.

"By the way, your weapon," she said, handing me the belt.
I drew the revolver and noticed all the chambers were empty.

"Hmm, looks like it saw use. I hope the heir took ten or twenty grams of lead with him?"
"I hit him once."

"Just once? You need more training," I teased.
She shot me a glare.

"He had a magical shield."
"Mmm," I hummed, buckling the holster belt back in place. "Maybe I should make you something with a bit more stopping power?"

"Yes," she said instantly, then rattled off without pausing, "A thousand units, at least four times the power, a hundred rounds per weapon, and a few instructors, preferably of noble birth. Payment in gold. I can offer an advance."
"Whoa, whoa," I waved my hands in surprise. "Hold on, I don't even have that much myself."

"Then maybe introduce me to the master who makes them?"
"That's easy. He's right in front of you," I smiled.

"I should've guessed," she muttered.
"Probably. Anyway, sorry, can't do it. I don't have the spare time."

"That's the only reason? I could send over a couple of Sculptors to ease your workload. Maybe we could revisit the idea."
"Tempting, but no," I frowned.

She threw up her hands.
"Come on. Even I could make a copy of your weapon if I had the time. Without the rounds, it's just chunks of metal, and metal mages know how to shape metal."

"You might be right. But I don't want those chunks of metal spreading across the kingdom prematurely. We'll talk about this later."
"It's in my interest to make that later come sooner, so don't reject help," she pressed.

I sighed. Honestly, if I didn't let them in on the design's secrets and just had them copy certain labor-intensive parts, why not?
"Alright, but on one condition: a ten-year contract with a ban on leaving my barony."

"Five years, and they must be given full living conditions, homes, servants, and a cook," she said, ticking off on her fingers.
"You're asking a lot... but okay."

We shook hands.
"By the way, about how your weapon is useless without powder… will you give me a sample so I can pass it to the alchemists for analysis?"

I choked on her audacity.
"Isn't that a bit bold?"

"I'm asking openly. Would you rather I stole a sample behind your back? Think that'd be hard?"
"Cunning woman. Fine... You'll get it."

"Lovely. Hey, wait! Is that a griffin?" she exclaimed in surprise, pointing to the featherless griffin peering curiously through the window of a village house repurposed into a field hospital.
Though its burns were healing, its feathers weren't returning anytime soon.

I swore and snapped at the soldier guarding the door.
"Why the hell did you bring him here?"

"He came on his own, Commander. Broke the fence and walked in. Doesn't seem to bother Master Ron or act up."
"Randall, maybe you'd sell him to me?" Erin cut in.

"The griffin? Not a chance," I replied firmly and patted the creature's flank. The griffin shot me an annoyed glance but didn't kick.
"You're not planning to ride him in the air, are you?"

"Of course I am," I said flatly, and she sighed.
"You think it's easy? Just hop on and take off? Griffin riders train for years. Out of every ten who begin training, only one makes it. Not everyone's made for it."

"Come on. I'm not planning to fight or pull aerial stunts. I just need fast transport."
"Owning a griffin and not using it in battle, that's true extravagance," she smirked.

I spread my hands. I didn't think basic flight needed extensive training, and I really did need a way to quickly travel across my lands. Relying on Falcon was risky. He was supposed to deliver the fake muskets and return, but still hadn't shown up. Who knows what's happened. Maybe I should just sit down and write Grandfather a letter, or find Ada and try to coax some info from her.
They carried out a patched-up soldier from the entryway. Judging by the round scar in his chest, he'd taken a bolt to the chest, close to the heart.

"Next!" came a shout from inside.
"Anyway, if you change your mind, you know where to find me," Erin concluded and headed in.

Rolling my eyes, I followed.
The nearest house to the front was spacious enough and served decently as a field hospital. Bandages boiled on the stove, the bedrooms housed wounded needing supervision, and a large bench served as an operating table.

The owners were going to have a hard time getting the blood out.
The healer, muttering something incoherent under his breath, wiped the bench with a rag soaked red. The stifling air stank not just of blood, but also of alcohol—some of which had gone into the disinfecting process and, judging by his state, some into the healer himself.

"Oh, do you need help?" he asked, offering a half-hearted bow.
"Thankfully, not yet," I assured him, watching as bloody tools splashed into a clay pot filled with alcohol.

"Could we open a window?" Erin asked, fanning her face.
"Sure," the healer replied without hesitation. "But then Chicka sticks his beak inside and gets in the way."

As if on cue, a beak poked at the closed window, making the foggy mica pane rattle in its frame.
"We'll manage. What about you? Holding up?"

Ron shrugged and pointed at the piles of ash near the "operating table."
"Depends how many more cores and patients they bring me. As long as there's more of the first than the second, I'm fine. At least, unless it goes on for more than two days."

"Good... Think you can take a look at a dozen arrogant knights once the critical cases are done?"
"I'll try."

I turned to Erin, but she was no longer behind me.
I found her crouching behind the operating table, searching the floor. When she noticed she'd been spotted, she rose calmly, brushing off her hands.

"Ahem. I assume that's dust from depleted cores?" she asked, her face flushed.
"You didn't have to touch it to figure that out," I reminded her.

"Shall we talk outside?"
Why not... It was stuffy in here.

We squeezed past a wounded knight being carried into the house and stepped outside.
Erin inhaled the fresh air with pleasure, slipping something into her pocket at the same time. I chose not to comment.

After a breath, she nodded toward the operating room.
"Your healer's burning through cores like they're cookies. Why haven't you stopped him?"

"Because I ordered him to."
"No wonder you've got financial problems," she snorted.

"At least I don't have a problem with people."
A runner interrupted us.

"Commander! Two updates. First, we've got a problem with people..."
Erin let out a loud snort, trying not to laugh. The runner hesitated, then continued.

"...with the people we took prisoner. We have nowhere to put them!"
"Nowhere at all?" I asked, trying to think.

Erin gestured dismissively.
"Why bother? They won't fetch a ransom. Just execute them."

"I already promised them their lives when we captured them. That's not an option."
"Then shackles and mines," she said with a shrug.

"Eventually, sure. But before we send them off, we need somewhere to hold them, and the prison can't even fit a fraction of them."
"Then execute them," she repeated indifferently.

"Quiet. I'm thinking."
Truthfully, I didn't even want them in the mines. Why would I want saboteurs near a drill rig when I have the highly motivated workers? Especially considering Pit was fired up about equipping them with jackhammers instead of picks.

Maybe early on they'd be useful, but not now. Jackhammers weren't primitive tools—handing one to someone who'd gladly break it just to spite me? He'd get whipped, sure, but who'd repair the damn tool?
In short, the deeper we went, the less useful slave labor became.

And releasing them wasn't an option either. They'd just band together and turn to banditry.
"Lock them in dugouts and post guards. Later, we'll make them build their own prison. I think a couple of damp nights in a dirt hole will give them all the motivation they need."

"Understood. And the second update... over there."
The runner pointed toward Ognevka.

On the horizon, a massive column of smoke was rising—far too big for a simple fire.

Looked like the whole town was burning.
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"Have some cheese, don't be shy," Marquis Laslo said kindly, extending a silver plate to the trembling Kazimir.

"Thank you, but I'm not hungry," Kazimir tried to refuse.
"I insist. It's the finest cheese from your father's cellars. Who knows if you'll ever have the chance to taste it again… so don't test my patience."

Kazimir obediently accepted the plate and began chewing, unable to taste a thing. Damn the day he trusted that pretty girl who got him out of prison! At first, it had seemed like a stroke of luck—across fields, weeds, and forest paths, they moved farther and farther from Eagle's Bluff. But then, a knight on a griffin had descended from the sky, and things quickly took a turn for the worse.
They tied him up and brought him under guard to some pathetic village, where he'd been locked up until today. He wasn't even allowed to send a message to his father for ransom, which already said plenty. His sense of doom peaked early this morning when they dragged him out of bed and tied him to the griffin. From the bird's-eye view, he saw squads flying the First Duke's banners purging the village—slaughtering all the residents and burning down their homes.

They killed everyone who could have spoken of him. A pretty clear hint of what awaited him, wasn't it?
He'd allowed himself a brief glimmer of hope—when he realized they weren't taking him just anywhere, but to the ancestral Short estate. While the Marquis preferred his estate near Eagle's Bluff, the ancestral fortress remained the center of his domain and was located not far from the First Duke's personal lands.

That hope died quickly, though, when Kazimir realized it wasn't his father in charge of the castle.
"Wine?" Laslo offered, nudging a goblet toward his "guest."

"Thank you." Kazimir didn't dare refuse. He could only hope it wasn't poisoned…
An ominous silence settled over the dining hall. Laslo folded his hands and watched intently as the boy's throat bobbed, trying to force the wine down his fear-locked throat. Perhaps it was time to talk.

"So… I imagine you've figured out that your father, to our great misfortune, has departed this world—cruelly murdered…"
"By the Condors?" Kazimir asked hopefully, but Laslo gave him no chance.

"By me."
Kazimir managed a painfully forced smile.

"Very funny, my lord. Ha. Ha."
"The real joke was your father's abilities. A laughingstock among marquises. I've known barons who were stronger than him." Laslo's stare drilled into him, making Kazimir wilt.

"I see… Now you'll kill me too?"
"Eventually, but not yet. You see, your father took precautions. The castle's dome won't rise unless it senses fresh blood of your bloodline. I've already tried with distant relatives and bastards—it doesn't work. So you'll be staying in the castle until the mages reconfigure the defenses. Maybe it'll take a month, maybe a year. You'll live in comfort until then. That's my mercy."

"I can be useful, I can swear fealty…"
Laslo laughed.

"No, sorry. I can't allow a rightful heir to these lands to exist."
"Why… why are you doing this? You and my father were allies!" Kazimir shouted, furious and desperate.

Laslo ran a finger thoughtfully along the rim of his goblet. Was it even worth explaining his plans to a dead man? Then again, who else can you tell, if not the dead…
"I'll answer your question—but remember this: having no arms or legs won't stop you from fulfilling your purpose."

Kazimir flinched, and the Duke's Heir took a sip of wine before continuing.

"First of all, you're not entirely right in saying that your father and I were allies. Your father was an ally of my father and would have sided with him, not me. I'll admit, the Marquis wasn't entirely hopeless like my father and possessed a degree of flexibility... but by the One, what a coward he was! He'd never have stood against the established order."
Another sip to moisten his throat. Hm, the wine from the Marquis's cellars really was quite decent.

"We're like actors in a puppet show, afraid to take what isn't 'rightfully' ours. A duchy for the Theocracy, a duchy for the Commonwealth, a duchy that flaunts its neutrality. A king juggling it all, sending delegations here and there—endless chatter and imposed restrictions. Enough! This king has shoved sabatons so far up our crotches with his laws and historical grudges. Why can't we just take the best of both sides? Why must we tear each other apart over ancient slights? The Third Prince—he's the one who will change the game. He'll step over the past and move forward. He'll unite all the camps and make this country truly great. But I'm afraid my father will resist that to the bitter end, just like all the other ossified fools."
Worked up, Laslo slammed his fist on the table. The half-empty goblet jumped and fell, staining the white tablecloth with red. Drops like blood splattered onto the floor.

"Though I don't know why I'm even telling you this. You're a petty idiot who only cares about showing off to peasants by humiliating others. You'll never grow up, never understand that there are things far, far better than just reveling in your power over commoners."
"L-like what?" Short blurted out in fear, immediately realizing he'd made a mistake.

"For example..."
In the silence of the dining hall, a heavy chair scraped against the floor.

Laslo rose and stepped toward Kazimir, who instantly broke out in a cold sweat.
"Put your hand on the table," Laslo ordered, drawing his sword.

"No, please..."
"Put it down, or I'll take both."

Kazimir complied and squeezed his eyes shut.
"Open your eyes," Laslo commanded, and the prisoner reluctantly obeyed.

The Duke's Heir raised the sword—slash.

The blade, glinting with candlelight, came crashing down. At the last second, Laslo turned it flat. Whack!
"Ow!" Kazimir yelped, clutching his hand, already turning red from the blow.

"Hahaha..."
Laslo laughed heartily, then sheathed his sword.

"For example—reveling in power over nobles. Now that's something else," he finished, and rang a bell.
The great doors of the dining hall opened, and two guards entered—one of them was Monica. Kazimir burned her with a glare; she looked away slightly.

"To the dungeons," the new master of the castle ordered, and Kazimir was led away.
Laslo returned to his seat and rang the bell again.

"Now bring me the guild representatives and a few birds. And have the cooks prepare duck... And someone get this stinking cheese out of here! Throw it into the Abyss!"
The dining hall filled with servants. Two plain-looking men in masks brought in a pair of prisoners. One wore ragged peasant clothes. The other wore a strange uniform—surprisingly well-made for a commoner. Both had sacks over their heads.

A scullion followed, carrying a tray with a roasted duck, and carefully placed it before his master. Laslo tore off a leg and bit into it.
"Chain them up... Now, let's see..."

Stone rustled. From the floor, stocks emerged, complete with blood drains, and niches opened in the wall where prisoners could be shackled."Peasant to the wall. The fancy one goes in the stocks," he commanded, waving the duck leg.

The sacks were pulled from the prisoners' heads, and the guild agents knelt before their contractor. They had done their job well—kidnapping enemy soldiers right from the battlefield, just as he had requested. He could forgive that little fiasco where their best agent died embarrassingly without a fight, shaming the organization. Perhaps...
"Most importantly, did you get the weapon?"

"Yes, my lord," one of the guild members said dully and gestured.
A third agent entered the hall, carrying two strange objects. One of them was rusted, as if centuries old.

"I'm not paying for defective samples. Throw it in the same pit as the cheese," Laslo grimaced, extending his hand.The agent respectfully handed him the musket.

At last, after all this time, he had the chance to examine this weapon. Nearly all metal, it resembled a bolt-thrower at first glance, but there were key differences. No spring mechanism. No limbs like a crossbow. Nearly everything was fixed in place. He couldn't figure out how it was supposed to fire—unless magic was involved.
Ten long minutes he turned it over in his hands, only to admit there was no trace of enchantment. Just a crude artifact, perhaps cobbled together by an amateur mage-smith. Rough, uneven. Disgusting.

It didn't look dangerous. Or impressive. Just a clumsy iron rod, and an awkward one at that.Seemed he'd need help.

"All right," Laslo turned to the prisoners. "There are two of you, and I need one. Whoever agrees to cooperate gets to live. Any takers?"
Silence. Both soldiers stared him down defiantly.

"Fine. No matter. I'll eat in the meantime. Start with the one in the stocks."
The torturer laid out his tools on a small table. For several seconds, he picked up one knife after another, testing each on his thumbnail. Even the waiting was part of the fear process. At last, he chose one and slowly began slicing skin from the prisoner's back. The captive growled, teeth clenched.
How convenient that the ancestors designed it so one could watch torture during a meal! A shame the blood flowing wasn't noble—it was just peasant filth.
"Here, salt this," Laslo offered the torturer a saltshaker. A scream echoed through the hall.

The second soldier watched and slowly began to waver.
It was always easier to break three than two—one could be killed immediately to terrify the others. Too bad the guild hadn't brought a third.

"So, any volunteers?" Laslo asked after finishing his meal. "No? Think carefully. The moment one of you agrees, I stop the torture. Work for me a few years, and you'll return to your hovel rich enough to shoe your cows in gold. But only one of you gets that chance. Well?"
Silence.

"Very well... Did you at least figure out how it works?" Laslo turned to the guild.
"We observed, my lord. Allow me to demonstrate."

Taking the weapon, the masked man pulled a paper packet from his pocket.
"The whole secret is in the magic powder. It enchants the projectile with acceleration."

He carefully loaded the weapon, raised it, and aimed at the door.
"No, wait. Have them find some peasant and put him in infantry armor," Laslo ordered.

Ten minutes later, a bewildered young man in ill-fitting armor was shoved into the hall.
"Stand there. You—fire," the marquis commanded, reclining in his chair with satisfaction.

The agent pulled the trigger, the flint dropped and... nothing happened.
"Pardon me, sir, one moment," the man said nervously, cocking the flint again. Click! Another misfire.

"You forgot to dust the powder here," his colleague offered helpfully.
They added more powder to the flash pan, re-cocked the weapon. A shot!

The musket roared, hammering their ears and filling the hall with acrid smoke. The bullet punched through the poor fellow, ignoring the infantry armor entirely, and whistled into the corridor, ricocheting off the stone walls.
The spy, caught off guard by the recoil, fell at the same time as his target and cracked his head on the stone floor. Amid the smoke, one of the soldiers burst out laughing.

Once the clouds began to clear, Laslo rose and inspected the body. As expected, the result was troubling, for the Duchy's infantry, anyway. The sight itself, however, was to his taste.
"I see. Remove this. And this too, but send him to the healer," he added, nodding toward the unconscious spy.

Then he extended his hand expectantly to the remaining guild member.
"Powder."

The man rummaged through his voluminous robes and pulled out a container resembling a leather flask.
Laslo poured some powder into his palm, sniffed it, tasted it, and grimaced.

"Send this to the alchemists. Let them recreate the composition."
"My lord, perhaps the Third Prince would be interested in this," the agent suggested cautiously.

"No. Not until I've thoroughly understood it, no one tells him anything. Clear?"
The spy bowed deeply. He might have truly intended to follow the order, but Laslo had already decided to strangle him later, just in case.

After one last look at the weapon, he handed it to a servant.
"Gather the local smiths. Give them whatever they ask for. Those who manage to replicate this weapon will receive gold. Those who don't—death."

"You might as well execute them now," said the prisoner shackled to the wall.
Laslo shot him a sharp but intrigued glance.

"Looking to beg for mercy, scum? I'm listening."
"My name is Noah. And no, I just want to take my comrade's place. I believe it's my turn now," the soldier nodded toward the stocks.

The Duke's Heir cursed mentally. Condor had surrounded himself with soldiers just as insane as he was… But no matter. There were many, many days ahead. Sooner or later, they'd break.






By the time we reached the city, Ognevka had already burned to the ground. The few soot-covered survivors wandered through the ruins, searching for anything useful or dragging out scorched corpses.
Some just sat in shock beside the charred skeletons of their homes, unresponsive even as a whole company of soldiers marched past their noses.

"Question them, find out what happened here. But no violence. Offer food in exchange," I ordered, grimly surveying the area.
The fire had broken out about a day and a half ago, and smoke still rose here and there. The air was thick with the stench of burnt flesh—unlikely to fade anytime soon. Perhaps we should have moved faster, but I refused to march until the army had light artillery in case of ambush. Some time was spent building them. More on organizing the troops. In the end, it gave the enemy a head start. Maybe by Erin's standards it was a swift campaign, but we had only arrived to find smoldering tracks and charred ruins. Even if we'd rushed, I doubted we could've changed anything.

The deeper we pushed into the city, the clearer it became—this wasn't looting by deserters. It was a planned operation. Someone had torn through the town like a hot knife, killing everyone and setting homes ablaze—not to steal, but to annihilate.
"Commander, locals say it was knights under the First Duke's banners. One even swears he saw them use artifacts to ignite the city quickly."

"Understood. Organize food distribution from our stores. And make sure everyone who takes it hears this, I'm looking for people to settle in the barony. I'll provide food, work, and shelter. It's been a while since we welcomed refugees."
"Yes, sir!"

"The rest—set up perimeter security and send scouts to..." I pulled a map from my tube and unrolled it. "Nearby settlements. I'm especially interested in... Trofyanki."
"At once." The officer left to relay the orders, and I resumed examining the ruined town.

The devastation hit hard. This was exactly the kind of fate we'd barely avoided ourselves. A few barrels of kerosene and a spark could have done the same to the Bluff if we hadn't extinguished the fire quickly. I cracked my knuckles.
This bastard really had a thing for burning cities…

A few hours later, scouts returned and it became clear: Ognevka wasn't the end. Laslo's troops were razing everything in their path, sending a clear message from their master.
He wasn't trying to hold the land from me. Unlike Short, who clung to every inch, Laslo was throwing it in my face. But he meant to ensure it was utterly useless. People displaced, villages burned. A textbook scorched-earth tactic.

Looked like the County of the Condors would reclaim its borders far sooner than I expected… though what use were ash-covered wastelands to me?
A ruthless approach, but I had to admit—an effective one.
"Gather the survivors. We're heading back," I ordered, turning my horse toward Eagle's Bluff.

The Duke's Heir had managed to taint even our victory.
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"Increase the temperature by another fifty," I ordered Asha, and she sighed as she pressed her hands to the boiler.

The turbine blades roared louder, spinning a shaft as thick as a man. Something creaked deep inside, and I winced.
"Alright, stop it. Just don't cool the shaft itself like last time... or we'll have to reheat it again."

Jets of heat burst upward, spreading a shimmering haze over the river. The pressure from the superheated steam dropped to zero, and the shaft began to slow. With the inertia of that many tons of machinery, it would take at least twenty minutes to come to a full stop.
"What's wrong this time?" Asha asked.

"Don't know yet," I replied.
"It was spinning fine. I didn't feel any friction overheating."

"It was spinning," I agreed, "but will it keep spinning nonstop for days?"
"If it doesn't, you'll just fix it again."

"That's the thing... I won't be able to do that from the Commonwealth. So we have to do everything we can to make sure it holds out until I get back."
"Mmm... I get it, but we've spent three days just starting and stopping it."

"And we'll keep doing that as many times as it takes," I said firmly.
Though, in fairness, she had a point. We had a lot of other things piling up.

Maybe we should just let it run for a couple of days? We were probably past the point where it could blow up... probably.
The girl sat on a pile of bricks meant for constructing the building around the turbine and started swinging her legs.

"In any case, I'll make sure this thing doesn't go boom, so stop worrying so much!"
"Unlikely, because you're coming with me."

The mage nearly toppled off the brick pile.
"Oh, seriously? And what's the occasion?"

"Didn't you want to move to the Commonwealth? Here's your chance to check things out and decide what's better."
Asha thought for a moment.

"Hmm... honestly, it's not so bad here. The food's decent, I can train as much as I want, if only they paid a little more... But having a backup option sounds good. Just don't think you'll get rid of me before showing me the metal fire! You promised."
"Thermite?" I clarified.

"Probably. You tell me," she shrugged.
"Alright, I'll prep some for the trip. You promise to behave yourself? This is a diplomatic mission, after all."

"Only if they feed me well."
"I don't think that'll be a problem."

We shook hands.
One of the upcoming issues had resolved itself. Flaunting new weapons in the Commonwealth would be foolish. Flaunting the ability to suppress magic... doubly so. At best, they'd think I was an agent of the Theocracy. I needed a power they could understand, and a junior fire mage was perfect for the role. Sure, no one was likely to attack envoys, but if they did, better they focus on Asha and allow me to strike unexpectedly.

If they thought she was the real threat, it would be easier to stay under the radar. Not that I expected trouble, of course.
But better to be paranoid than dead.

"Woohoo! Great, let's fire it up again! How long until the Solstice... a week? I'm ready to spin this steel beast every day!"
Where was all this enthusiasm coming from? I wondered, rubbing the bags under my eyes.

"Wait, we need to check where that grinding noise came from first."
The shaft had finally stopped, and the massive mechanism stood still, letting me inspect it... for the five-hundredth time, probably. In fact, I had to drag Asha away from the furnaces specifically so we could get this done before I left. And we had to get it done, no matter what.

"After checking the kilogram-sized bearings and finding a gouge on one of them, I once again reviewed the tolerances. Turns out making house-sized components with perfect precision is much harder than palm-sized ones...
"Start it up," I ordered, and the furnace flared to life in seconds. Damn it, I told her to heat it up gradually!

Steam hissed, coiled within the boiler, howled as it overheated past critical levels, and burst toward the blades. They spun into motion, and the mechanism began to gain speed. No screeching this time.
"Excellent. Now for phase two..." I waved Asha over.

We walked along the axle, past the generator, toward the real purpose of all this.
A massive metal sphere, connected to the generator with thick copper busbars. It looked plain and unassuming, but this was the key to solving all our problems... Well, most of them, anyway.

Ever since humans discovered gunpowder, the question had been how to obtain more of its main component, saltpeter—faster and in greater quantities.
For a long time, humanity had to make do with saltpeter farms—basic, primitive setups, but at least accessible.

Saltpeter farms were simple, but limited. No matter how efficient, bacteria transformed nitrogen into nitric acid painfully slowly. For a while, humanity got lucky with huge natural deposits of Chilean saltpeter. I wasn't so lucky in this world. But no matter—progress came to the rescue with the invention of Fritz Haber's ammonia synthesis. The man quite literally saved billions from starvation: fertilizers became dirt-cheap, enabling a massive increase in food production. But he also doomed just as many, probably, since explosives started flowing just as easily.
The problem? The Haber process isn't exactly simple. The catalyst alone is a nightmare.

Fortunately, there were easier methods. One of them became my target: the Birkeland-Eyde process. Primitive, really. Just blow air through an electric arc, an artificial lightning bolt. The arc binds nitrogen from the air, and the resulting gas is then made to react with water, producing nitric acid. What could be easier?
Well... everything, actually. Because creating that arc requires five thousand volts! Which is why I didn't even bother with steam engines. I needed a turbine. Big. Powerful. Advanced. One that could produce energy in megawatts.

"Alright... powering on," I said with fake cheer, throwing my full weight onto the lever. Let's see if scouring the city for copper was worth it!
It crackled, hummed, sparked. Something groaned again in the turbine.

Inside the iron reactor, the arc discharge began to shine. Man-made lightning.
Mwahaha! I laughed ominously, rubbing my hands together. It looked like it worked. It had to! No more rationing! I could finally train artillery units properly. Give the sappers free rein. Begin mass production of mercury fulminate caps. TNT! Pyroxylin! Nitroglycerin! Free and unlimited.

Well, alright—not free. The setup would guzzle fuel like mad.
Still! It might take time to get everything running smoothly, but even a basic nitric acid source would let us produce hundreds of kilograms of saltpeter per day... maybe even tons.

And there was no reason to stop at just one turbine...
"You laugh like a villain," Asha commented.

"Oh, come on. Let me have this moment," I waved her off.
"Hey, no complaints here. I'm glad you're glad."

I cleared my throat to stifle a chuckle. Enough fun. Time to work—we weren't running out of that.
"Alright, now we need to adjust the arc for maximum system efficiency. What do you feel?"

"Hmm... nothing? Wait, no—something. But nothing specific. It seems hot in there, but also not?" she said thoughtfully, studying the reactor where the electric arc danced.
Oops. Unexpected problem. I had assumed a fire mage would be enough for anything temperature-related. After all, that arc was hitting at least three thousand degrees.

I paused in thought while the steam engine kicked in beside me, pumping air into the reactor. The first drops of nitric acid began to flow into the barrel. Damn, it worked as-is, sure, but the output could be increased! And if it could be, then it must be!
An idea suddenly struck me.

"Alright. Bring Stern here!" I ordered the soldier guarding the turbine.
He saluted and dashed off. Ten minutes later, he came back alone.

"Commander, Sir Albert Stern is currently drinking wine and throwing clay mugs at people in the tavern. When we tried to remove him, he let out a gust of wind! Knocked everyone over!"
Asha giggled behind me.

"Right. We'll handle that shortly. You, back to your post. And you… keep an eye on everything, make sure it doesn't blow up. And watch the acid. It's unlikely the barrel will fill up while I'm gone, but if it does—spare barrels are in storage. Oh, and don't forget the water, keep an eye on the level. Understood?"
"Yes, daddy. Go deal with that "wind-blasting" mage. Thank the gods I ended up with fire magic—no one will ever say that about me! Hahaha…"

"Not funny! Drunk mages in town are the last thing I need!"
I strode toward the city with purpose. But I didn't get far. As soon as the messengers noticed I'd stepped away from the turbine, I was buried under a three-day backlog of reports. My fault—I'd forbidden them from disturbing me while I was in the final stage of the project. And now? Time to dig through the mess.

"Sir, the three deserters who retreated without orders during the last battle have been awaiting judgment for over a week. You said you'd deal with it when you had time..."
Time, time. In the heat of battle, we hadn't even noticed that a few recruits had slipped away. In fact, it was surprising there were only a few. I'd expected far worse. Still, desertion was desertion. It had to be addressed publicly, as a deterrent. But it had to be done properly. Sure, I could personally order anyone to be shot, but there was a better way.

"Fine. Assemble a tribunal. All surviving members of their unit, and the commanders of each company. Report when it's ready."
"Yes, sir!"

I resumed walking, but didn't make it far. In front of Town Hall, Tamilla intercepted me, handing me a stack of letters.
"Mail. Ideally, read it all."

I took one look at the pile and realized Stern would sober up before I finished. I asked her for a summary.
"Oh... Invitations, offers, demands, and threats from all sorts," she said, ticking off on her fingers, then pulled out three particularly fancy sheets on embossed paper. "At least read these three."

"Please, just summarize them," I pleaded after glancing at the pompous wording in the first one.
"The King demands a full report. That's one. Count Gaston demands the return of a relic... I was going to lump this in with the other angry threats, but then there's this one." She held up a blindingly white page. "The High Inquisitor echoes the request, hints at rewards if the relic is returned, and punishments if not."

"What relic?" I protested. "Was there anything strange among the spoils?"
Tamilla shook her head.

"Only a gold chest. Empty."
"Well then they can go complain somewhere else. Not our problem. And the King probably already knows what's going on, thanks to Ada. Anything else?"

"We're running out of money... thanks to someone who paid a ton of coin to the families of the fallen!"
I snapped my fingers.

"Right! I wanted to talk about the finances tomorrow... or the day after. Whenever I get the chance."
"It has to be today! Otherwise, we'll be bankrupt by year's end!"

"Oh, by year's end? I thought it'd be sooner."
"Not funny," she huffed, folding her arms.

"By the way, I need some coins. Well, not some... a lot. Silver."
"You planning to hand out post-battle rewards?"

"Close."
She sighed.

"Fine... I'll mark it down: eleven months to bankruptcy."
"Don't worry, I have a plan to prevent that," I said confidently.

"Let me guess, a loan?"
"Hah, no." I grinned. "But it's not ready yet. In the meantime, I have to go."

I shoved the letters into her hands and made a swift exit. The tavern wasn't far, and surprisingly, everyone I passed on the way simply bowed—no one else tried to distract me from my goal. Lucky!
As I stepped inside, I nearly collapsed from the wine fumes. The floors were red... thankfully, not with blood. Amid the mess and shattered jugs, Stern lay snoring through both nostrils, hugging a half-empty keg.

I whistled for the patrol, and within minutes the sorry drunk was being dragged toward the nearest water barrel under Len's supervision.
"This way, comrades! Cold water will sober him right up!" the patrol commander declared excitedly, practically hopping in place at the chance to put a mage in his place.

Stern tried to resist, but without magic he only twitched helplessly, like a paralyzed, drowsy fly. The squad reached the large barrel near the forge. One swing! Splash!
The barrel exploded, dousing the street and soldiers in water. The magical surge was so fast, even I didn't manage to block it. Stern sat in a puddle among the barrel's remains, spitting out water.

"Good morning."
"What's so good about it... nothing's good," he grumbled, magically drying his clothes with a few flicks of his fingers. Convenient, I had to admit.

"So, what's the reason for this disgraceful behavior?" I asked, arms crossed.
"The reason? I'm done for, that's the reason. Wind won't let me near the project and is plotting to frame me! He'll probably ask the King to hand me over to the Commonwealth. Damn it! His daughter wasn't even that great to be suffering this much over her..."

"And getting drunk is the best way to avoid that?"
"No," he admitted. "But what else can I do? He'll spin it so I'm the one to blame for the failure, and there's nothing I can do. He's just better at everything."

"Stop whining. You helped me on the battlefield, help me again and I... won't fix all your problems, but I will at least ask the king not to extradite you to the Commonwealth. Deal?"
"What do I have to do?" he asked suspiciously, blinking his swollen eyelids.

"You're going to help us tame a particularly naughty lightning bolt."






"Patrick!"
"Here!"

"Thank you for your loyal service." I pinned a medal to his uniform, handmade from a silver coin—marked "For the Defense of the City," and shook his hand. The soldier saluted and returned to the line.
The last one. Whew.

I looked over the rows of soldiers, each of them now proudly bearing their new silver decoration. Damn, medals were a cheat code. I don't know which genius came up with them, but hear me out.
Knights usually received land, horses, peasants, enchanted weapons, shields... The list of rewards was long, but all of it had one thing in common: the cost far exceeded that of even a silver or gold coin! And a medal? Essentially just a scrap of precious metal. A knight would be insulted to receive something like that.

But that's just the material side. The real value of a medal lies elsewhere.
First, recognition. A common soldier rarely receives any honor for service—mostly because opportunities for a single soldier to influence a battle significantly are few and far between. So mass decoration of rank-and-file troops? That alone was extraordinary.

Commoners fight and die? That's business as usual. What's there to reward? Their reward is survival.
The Erin knights watched the ceremony with open disdain. But Erin herself... she looked intrigued. Clearly, she understood the real point.

Second, and most importantly: memory. Spirit. Pride. Brotherhood. What veterans used to mumble about by the campfire, they now carried on their chests. Years from now, two such men would recognize one another without words. And a young recruit, facing death in his second battle, would have one more reason not to run. The medal on his chest would burn, reminding him of his duty.
And I would give them one more reason not to run. Right now.

"Now, before we celebrate, there's one matter left." I spoke grimly, and the air turned heavy with tension.
Three deserters were brought into the square.

"These men fled the battlefield, abandoning their comrades. I could punish them... but I believe those they betrayed should decide their fate. It is you who must pass judgment, and I will not interfere, no matter the verdict. Even if you choose to reward them... The decision will be made by open vote. Company commanders and the soldiers of the unit they deserted will vote. The floor is yours, commanders."
I stepped aside, giving the stage to Til.

He said it simply:
"Death."

"Death," Dolan nodded.
"Death!" Dorvan slammed down.

One by one, the commanders voiced agreement.
"Death, death, death," echoed down the line.

"Unanimous," I concluded. "Carry out the sentence."

Gunshots rang out across the square.
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"And this is your plan to avoid bankruptcy?" Tamilla said, twirling a pneumatic carriage wheel in her hands.
"Well... yeah, basically," I replied, surprised to see no trace of enthusiasm. It was a plan as reliable as a Swiss watch, guaranteed!

She sighed and dropped the wheel. It wobbled cheerfully and rolled into a corner where dozens of its brethren lay.
"And who exactly are you planning to sell this to?"

"The nobility, of course. Do you have any idea how annoying those damn carriages are? I get the shakes just thinking about having to rattle around in one again on the capital's cobbled streets!"
This time, her sigh was much deeper. What was wrong now?

I proudly surveyed the first batch of products. Some of the wheels had cast rims, others had steel spokes. The treads also varied: from aggressive patterns for off-road use to smooth slicks for city riding. Not that anyone would actually drive through the mud, but hey, my job was to offer options. Off to the side, pumps stood in neat rows. Overall, I thought the workers had done a great job. Unlike the first units, these ones were symmetrical, and even the castings showed almost no defects!
"I don't even know where to begin. Let's start with the product," she said, approaching one of the pumps and picking it up.

"If you want to sell this to the nobility, it shouldn't show a single trace of tools, not even exotic ones." She ran her hand over the tiny grooves left by the lathe.
"That's a pattern," I countered.

"Let's assume that. But if you want to sell this to nobles, it has to look like a piece of art. Where's the gold, the ornaments, the little figurines on the wheels?"
"Mmm, maybe they'll be satisfied with the fact that the wheels clatter less on cobblestones?" I offered.

"Absolutely. Definitely. Not! Selling a niche product cheaply makes no sense, and if you want to sell it at a premium, it has to look the part. Also, I don't think selling pumps is a good idea. Better to set up workshops where they'll pump them for a fee. By the way, is there a way to make the wheels break after a while?"
I rolled my eyes. Someone was getting carried away.

"Tami, not everyone likes gold... Hey, why don't we test it? Luckily, we have a noblewoman nearby, let's ask her for an opinion."
"Bad idea," the merchant grimaced.

"Why? She's literally part of the class we're planning to sell to."
"I don't like her," Tamilla scowled. "She walks around snooping. Isn't she supposed to return to her lands? You should hint at that."

"Let her look around," I waved a hand, then added in a more serious tone, "She's not a threat. Not anymore. But she could be a good partner."
"I hope you're saying that not just because she's rich and pretty?"

I smiled mysteriously and reached for my purse to fish out some gold coins.
"Send a runner to invite her. I'll go decorate a few samples in the meantime..."






There was now one more skeptical girl in the room.
Maybe I should've prepared a test carriage to show the difference in action. Although, in that case I should've installed proper suspension too, since the full effect of the wheels wouldn't come through otherwise.

"So, which ones would you choose?" I wrapped up the presentation with a sweeping gesture. Some of the wheels I had decorated with gold and silver snakes, swords, lion heads, and whatever heraldic nonsense came to mind.
"I can't stand carriages, so none," she snorted.

"Then imagine, for just a second, that you love carriages," I suggested enthusiastically.
Erin paused to think, then decisively stepped toward the forged wheels with no golden frills. She picked one up and pressed a finger into the tire until it touched the rim.

I swallowed hard. The wheels were inflated, and very strongly at that. I don't think even Dorvan could pull off that stunt. The wheel squeaked in protest, but the inner tube held.
"Hm. Maybe something like this, though it's a bit narrow. We need it about twice as wide and larger overall. And it needs blades, say here, here, and here. Then we could use it for war chariots!"

"Will you buy a couple hundred?" I offered.
The countess shot me a suspicious glance.

"A respectable lord doesn't sully his hands with trade. That's the domain of... merchants."
"And what does a respectable lord do when he has financial troubles?"

"Borrows from allies," she replied, then added, "More often, sells off assets or even land."
"Alright, I get it. Then will you buy from her?" I gestured toward the merchant.

Erin sighed.
"I'll think about it."

The merchant gave her a measuring look. It was clear she saw right through the lie. Clearing her throat, she spoke up.
"The product isn't the only problem. Most clients live in the capital, which means we absolutely need a presence there."

"Is it expensive?" I asked, not quite grasping the issue.
"Not just that. You need the patronage of a noble house. In the Capital, you can't even open a bakery unless you have one backing you."

"I won't be involved," Erin immediately disclaimed.
"No one asked you to be," the merchant replied coldly, and the tension in the room spiked.

"Easy, don't fight. We'll open the shop under my name, simple as that."
"Not the best idea, Randall. Your reputation isn't exactly suited for that sort of endeavor," Tamilla said politely, glancing sideways at Erin.

"Then we'll rope in my grandfather, might as well get some use out of him," I shrugged. As if that were a real problem.
"That could work, if he agrees. Especially if the King backs it too."

"No promises about the King, but I'll definitely talk Grandpa into it. He won't get out of this one."
"That still leaves two big problems. First: no customers. We need a way to attract interest. Second: competition. You don't seriously think the craftsmen who've been making carriages for centuries will just sit and watch us take their market? If we become a threat, they'll try to sabotage us or buy the design outright to use for themselves. But don't worry, dealing with that is my problem," the merchant said, rubbing her hands in anticipation.

"Fiiine. I'm counting on you!" I said, then turned to Erin. "Want to take a hot-air balloon ride before you leave? You won't get another chance."
"No way!" the girl shuddered.






Everyone knows that rest is important for productive work. Sooner or later, you have to rest anyway. But resting just days before the Solstice? Heresy. "I'll rest on the way," that's what I told Mira. But she still managed to convince me to spend a few hours on a trip to the Gray Hills. Well, at least we tested the experimental wheels on the wagon.
Whistling, Dolan pulled a shovel from the baggage while Mira gathered kindling and tried to light a fire. Asha, instead of lighting it with a flick of her hand, sat back and watched with a smirk, offering useless advice.

I, meanwhile, chewed on bread and tried to recall how to produce sulfuric acid from sulfur. Sure, I remembered the basic combustion in oxygen, but where was I supposed to get pure oxygen for chemical production? Electrolysis? Should I build another turbine? Wasn't there a simpler option?
Not that I needed hydrogen right this moment, but I'd certainly find a use for it.

"Wait, don't start on the bread. Let me grill the sausages first!" Mira shouted to me, failing to spark flames from dry moss and wood shavings.
Dolan, passing by, took pity and sprinkled some gunpowder onto the kindling.

Boom! A puff of smoke rose, and the shavings that didn't fly off from the blast began to smolder. Mira knelt down, tail raised, and blew on the fire until a flame flickered to life.
"That was no fun," Asha complained, swinging her legs from a rock. Then, with a subtle tap into the Source, she snuffed out the fire.

"Hey!" Mira protested.
"What? Wasn't me, honest," the mage said, sticking out her tongue.

"Feels more like a picnic than a grave-robbing mission," I grumbled, lost in thought. The way Asha had extinguished the fire sparked an interesting idea.
I stood up, brushed crumbs from my trousers, and headed for the wagon, where a leather bag held some glacier ice.

"Asha!"
"What?"
"Can you freeze water?"
The mage snorted.

"Of course not, I'm not a water mage. I can only cool it."
"And what's stopping you from cooling it further, until it freezes?"

"The fact that I'm not a water mage," she repeated irritably.
"You once said that how well you control your power depends on how well you understand it."

"I said that? Sounds way too smart for me," she waved it off, but I wasn't about to let go.
"Remember old man Orin? Well, he freezes water just fine," I lied shamelessly, keeping a serious expression.

"Yeah, right! He's just an Adept. Maybe a Fire Magister could pull that off, but even then, I doubt it!"
"Well, the old man managed it. See for yourself." I pulled a melting piece of ice from my pocket and tossed it to her. She caught it and immediately dropped it.

"Ugh, cold!"
"Obviously. Real ice. So, can you match that?"

"You're kidding. You expect me to believe this is Reikland ice? Yeah, sure!"
"Why would I lie to you?" I asked with the straightest face I could muster.

"How would I know? To prank me or something."
"Have I ever pranked you?"

"Well, there were a couple times..." she began, but fell silent under my stern glare. "Okay, okay. I believe you're not joking. But I don't believe that old geezer could freeze water."
"What's so hard about it? Orin understands that temperature is just motion. He just stops the motion and boom — frozen. Freezing a few glasses of water is nothing to him. I was going to ask you to make us some ice, but if you're not up to it, I'll do without," I added with a shrug, deliberately provoking her.

She jumped up from the rock, red with anger.
"Me? Not up to it? Give me the water. I'll freeze the damn thing right now!"

"You won't manage it. Only Master Orin knows how," I waved dismissively, barely hiding a grin.
"If that old fossil can do it, then I definitely can!" she roared so loudly that Mira, who was skewering sausages, flinched and dropped one into the fire. A delicious smell wafted through the air.

"Alright, let's give it a try."
I drew my sword and reshaped it into a hollow metal sphere with several openings. Then I took a flask of warm water and poured a little inside.

"Go for it," I said, placing the sphere on a patch of green grass.
"Why didn't you just hand me the flask?" Asha asked suspiciously.

"You'd ruin it. The ice would burst the bottom out, and I'd have to fix it," I improvised quickly.
"Nice to know you have such faith in me... Whatever, let's do this!" she snorted and raised her hands at the sphere. At first, nothing happened.

"Told you, you can't match him," I said with a mocking yawn.
"Shut up! I think I've almost got it!" she shouted, her brow knotting in concentration.

"Come on, give it a rest. You're not ready for this stuff. Master Orin is experienced and seasoned. You, on the other hand, are just a kiiiid..."
"WATCH! YOUR! TONGUE!" she screamed, her eyes blazing. "I! HATE! OLD! MEN! WHO! THINK! THEY! KNOW! EVERYTHING!"

The air shimmered, and frost curled across the metal sphere.
I rubbed my hands in anticipation. Here we go!

"Weak. Can you do better?"
She responded with a guttural snarl, and the air turned icy, as if someone had opened a freezer. The grass darkened and froze over with icicles. Wind began to whistle, drawn into the sphere's vents. Mira, her tail puffed up, scrambled back from the frozen fire to save the sausages.

"Not bad. But is that all you've got?" I teased, stepping back from the epicenter of the cold. Frost covered my leather boots. My fingers were starting to go numb.
"Argh!" she roared, and the wind howled even louder.

From the bottom of the sphere, a clear liquid began to drip: liquid nitrogen. Seconds later, it turned pale blue. Oxygen! A complete success — the world's first working live cryo-separation setup!
Asha staggered and collapsed backward, flattening the frozen grass beneath her.

The wind stopped instantly. The pooled nitrogen and oxygen began to evaporate. Steam rose in wisps from the ground. The only sound was the crackling of frozen blades of grass.
I rushed to the girl and scooped her up. Damn it... Maybe I pushed her too far. I carried the exhausted mage away from the cold and checked her breathing. She was alive, but unconscious.

"Your magic games are too dangerous," Mira complained, picking at the frost-covered fire pit with her claw.
"The only kind I have," I agreed, feeling a twinge of guilt over Asha... But wait, she was an adult girl. Sure, I provoked her, but she should know her own limits, shouldn't she?

The cat-girl, meanwhile, pulled a frozen sausage from the fire. Tap-tap! She knocked it against a stick. Solid ice.
"Looks like I'll have to find new kindling. Doubt this stuff's going to light again," she concluded, flicking her tail irritably.

"I'll help," I offered, but just then Dolan returned. His shovel was caked with dirt.
The sharpshooter stared in surprise at the frostbitten patch of ground.

"What the hell happened here?"
"Ice cream," I said.

"Ice cream?"
"Yeah, it's hot out. Anyway, how did it go?"

"I'm done. Shall we?"
"Just a second..." I carried the unconscious mage into the wagon while Dolan swapped his shovel for a musket. Together we descended the hill toward a ruined village.

"That Laslo's army must be mad to burn their own villages..." Mira said indignantly.
"He's not to blame. This village was destroyed by goblins, years ago," Dolan noted, scanning the distance. "Come on. Alex left it here."

Winding through the overgrown ruins, we reached a small clearing with a freshly dug pit. At the bottom lay a bone box.
"I'll get it!" Mira volunteered and leaned over the edge. "Hold me... just not by the tail!"

"Wasn't planning to," I lied, grabbing her by the waist. She bent deep into the pit to retrieve the box.
"Pull me up!" she called.

I tugged her upward. BANG! A shot rang out nearby. Mira and I both flinched.
"Got the asshole," Dolan said with satisfaction, smoke curling from his musket.

I looked where he was aiming and saw a headless goblin slumped in the grass between two houses. Hard to spot — its green skin blended with the surroundings.
"It was tracking us," Dolan explained. "Ugh, these things are going to flood our lands soon. They're like rats. Wherever there's death and ruin, they come running to scavenge. After a war? Always a surge. Might even be an entire horde coming out of the forest. That's their thing, they can do it, they've done it."

I frowned. As if the Duke's heir's troops wrecking the region wasn't enough — now the goblins were stirring too? We'd need to double the patrols. That way we protect survivors and get our recruits trained on something that bites back.
"We'll handle it," I said confidently, opening the box.

Inside was a small, rather plain-looking book. Mira immediately leaned in, eyes gleaming. Alright, let's see what's inside.
I flipped through the pages. Charts, anatomical sketches, diagrams of organs, crossed-out sentences, ink-smeared pages... and most of it made zero sense. Wandering node? Sixth neural weave? Fifth meridian of the inter-cervical radiant? What even was this? I recognized a few scattered terms like Source and Core, but the rest was a black void.

I handed the book to Mira. She eagerly started flipping through it, but with each page her expression darkened.
"I hoped it would be like Hornet's journal. But I don't understand any of it!"

"Looks like you need to be a trained warrior who understands technique to make sense of it."
"You're going to give it to Erin, aren't you?" she asked accusingly. Totally unnecessary.

"Of course not," I shook my head. "Luckily, we have a smart enough knight who also happens to be a teacher, right?"
Mira hesitated.

"He doesn't seem trustworthy. What if he runs?"
"We'll copy the book, one page at a time, and give it to him piece by piece to help us decode it."

"Fine..." she muttered, slipping the book back into the box.
When we returned to camp, we found a brown griffon poking its beak into the frozen fire pit. It fished out an icy sausage and crunched it like a carrot.

"Sir Falcon," I greeted the uninvited guest.
The baronet bowed without dismounting.

"Good day, Viscount. The King requests your presence in the Capital. Immediately."

            

    
        Vol 5, Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
                Needless to say, the very first thing that happened was being summoned before the King.
All I had time to do was send Asha to the capital's healers, change clothes, and order the wheels moved into the palace's guest room. There were only a couple of days left before departure to the Commonwealth, and I still needed to convince my grandfather. Doing that without samples would've been a lot harder. So the poor griffon had to carry not only an unconscious girl, but also four whole wheels.

After handing my sword to the guards at the door and adjusting the uncomfortably luxurious doublet, I stepped inside.
The Privy Council chamber hadn't changed a bit since my last visit. The same semi-darkness, walls lined with dark velvet, and the ever-present aroma of wine in the air.

"What took you so long?" my grandfather hissed at once, pulling me toward the chair beside him before I could get a proper look around.
And there was plenty to see. For starters, the seating arrangement was rather unusual.

The hall could be roughly divided into three parts. First — the King's side.
Grandfather sat to the King's right; the seat to his left was empty. So was the one beside grandfather, the one he was pulling me toward.

"Wait. It looks like the Second Prince won't be attending. Sit here," the King said with a nod to the seat on his left.
Bowing, I took the seat — now between the King and Marquise Klaus. She was the last member on our side of the room. Not a big group.

Still, the fact that grandfather and I had been placed beside, not opposite, the King was already a very good sign.
A little distance away, almost dividing the room in half, sat the High Inquisitor. Across from him, an elderly mage with a magnificent beard, to whom the Fourth Duke was whispering with a wide grin. The Second Duke sat alone, twirling a wine glass and idly watching the swirling reflections. His wife was absent again.

The other side had far more seats — five aristocrats I didn't recognize, led by the First Duke, and also the Third Prince, seated beside the Queen. Arms crossed, she sat directly opposite the King.
"Let us begin," the King said, rising from his chair. Everyone followed immediately.

"I convened this session to discuss the tragic death of Marquis Short, who perished in the prime of his life. In his memory, I declare a minute of silence."
Silence fell. Even the Fourth Duke quieted down.

A minute later, the King signaled for everyone to sit, and the session began.
The First Duke spoke first. Naturally.

"We must begin by examining the circumstances of his death. Specifically, that he died while repelling a treacherous assault by the Condors on his lands!"
My grandfather grimaced, ready to defend himself, but he didn't need to.

"The Crown is not concerned with minor territorial disputes," the King cut him off. "We are gathered solely to discuss the tragic passing of a prominent noble. Nothing more."
"Of course! You don't care at all why my nephew died!" the Queen screeched.

"I do care," the King leaned back slightly, then delivered a verbal blow. "That's why today we will determine the amount of the weregild and the payment arrangements."
"The Crown now sells indulgences for the murder of high nobility. This is what our kingdom has come to..." the Third Prince commented sarcastically, and approving murmurs rippled through the hall.

The King frowned but said nothing. It seemed like time to speak up. I waited for an approving nod and rose to my feet.
"First, let me state that I had nothing to do with his death. The Marquis was already dead by the time my forces reached his headquarters."

The velvet-covered walls of the hall seemed to shudder from the outcry. The noise was so loud I couldn't even make out individual words.
"My son saw Short die with his own eyes!" the First Duke's guttural voice cut through the uproar.

"Silence!" the King commanded, and his crown pulsed with blue light, dispersing the chamber's gloom. "Is he in the capital? In that case, he must testify personally to what he saw."
"Unfortunately, no. He is currently suppressing deserters and rebels who rose up in the Short provinces after their liege was killed."

I cleared my throat.
"I also have a witness. Countess Erin von Klaus was the first to discover the Marquis's body..."

But the Marquise cut me off suddenly.
"On behalf of House Klaus, I state that we are not yet ready to make any declarations. And frankly, I don't believe this matter concerns us in any way."

Well, thanks a lot, I thought bitterly. Very ally-like.
The King seemed to share my sentiment. At the very least, the look he gave the Marquise was rather stern.

"Very well. Since there are no witnesses, let us agree that this was a tragic battlefield accident. Sadly, such incidents can happen to anyone," the King declared, prompting another wave of murmuring.
"All the evidence points to the Condors, and you want to write it off as a mere accident?" the First Duke protested.

"My father is so eager to defend this bastard that he doesn't realize he's ruining his own reputation," the Third Prince scoffed, plunging the hall into dead silence.
"I demand you explain yourself immediately," the King said slowly. His crown glinted ominously with shades of violet.

Dastan Dorn smirked and picked up a wine glass from the table.
"It's common knowledge that Randall Condor was born out of wedlock, with more than one or two candidates for his father. That Karl Condor accepted him into the family, and the Crown endorsed that decision, doesn't change the fact that he's a bastard. That's all I meant. What did the rest of you think?" he finished slyly, sipping his wine.

"I heard that Alex Hornet..." the Queen began, but the King interrupted her sharply.
"Enough! That's not what we're here to discuss today! We are here to decide the weregild that House Condor shall pay for the death of Marquis Short."

"Pay for something we had nothing to do with?" I objected.
All eyes turned to me.

"The Condors are going to pay the weregild?" the First Duke asked coldly.
"No!"

"Yes!"
My grandfather and I snapped at the same time. He grabbed his head, clearly signaling for me to stop resisting and just accept the punishment. No way.

"I swear on my House that neither I nor my soldiers killed Marquis Short," I stated firmly.
The Third Prince muttered something about lies, and the King studied me intently.

"Are you certain of that?" he asked seriously.
"Absolutely."

"Good... That is very good. Where is the body?"
"In the ice cellar at Condor Castle," I replied. Seemed I had made the right choice not burying him. At first, I thought one of his relatives would claim the body, but it looked like everyone was more interested in some missing church relic than a marquis lying unburied next to a beef haunch.

The King thought for a long moment before pronouncing his verdict.
"I order the body brought to the capital. I will dispatch a ship to the lands of the djinn to summon a master capable of examining the corpse."

The hall erupted in outrage. It might have been the loudest it had ever gotten in the Privy Council. Even the Fourth Duke was laughing loudly, rubbing his hands. My grandfather rolled his eyes.
As for me? I had no idea what was going on... except that apparently the King trusted me more than my own grandfather did. What a world.

"You're going to defile my nephew's body?" the Queen shrieked.
Taking advantage of the chaos, I turned to the Marquise and whispered, "Who are the djinn?"

She shot me a disapproving glance but answered nonetheless.
"Desert-dwellers on the border of the Theocracy and the Commonwealth. Their skin is black as coal, and so are their souls. They openly practice the forbidden art of necromancy."

Meanwhile, after a quick consultation, the High Inquisitor and his counterpart from the Commonwealth stood.
"On behalf of the Theocracy and the Commonwealth, we jointly express our disapproval of this decision and remind you that under the treaty between our nations, the necromancer will be executed once his work is done."

"So be it," the King agreed to the terms.
The Third Prince set his empty glass down, poured himself more wine, and raised it in a toast.

"You are making a mistake, Father. Let us drink to that."
The gathered nobles nodded in agreement, even the Second Duke, who had been indifferent throughout the session, gave a solemn nod.\

"Since we're waiting for an investigation, the Viscount should be placed under house arrest," the Queen remarked.
"No. He will accompany the delegation to the Commonwealth, led by the Second Prince," the King snapped.

"I can rearrange my schedule and go in his place," offered the Third Prince. "It's inappropriate for a murderer to represent our nation. It would reflect poorly on us."
"Exactly! That's how it should be done!" the First Duke chimed in.

The King's face contorted in fury. His crown flared, brightly lighting the room, and it felt like a bag of cement slammed down on my shoulders, pinning me in place.
"You would all do well to remember that I am still the King. And this is my decision! The composition of the delegation is already finalized. That is final."

The chamber doors opened, and a figure in a luxurious robe entered.
"Agh, the Abyss, why is it so bright?" the Second Prince groaned, shielding his eyes.

"You're late," the King said reproachfully. The crown dimmed, and the crushing pressure vanished.
"Yes, yes, my apologies! Very sorry and all that," the prince said offhandedly, then walked over to me. "Hey you! You took my seat!"

"Sit next to Lord Condor," the King ordered. The Prince shot me a glare and slumped into the vacant chair.
"I have a question. What happens if the necromancer confirms Condor's guilt?" the First Duke asked, fingers interlocked.

"Then I will personally execute him for lying," the King growled.
"And what about the treacherous assault by the Condors?"

"I command that all hostilities be halted as of this day, and that negotiations begin without delay. Any who disobey shall face my wrath. Are there any further questions?"
A male aristocrat with long hair, almost feminine in appearance, stood.

"Your Majesty, the church relic that was lost..."
"That is not the Crown's concern. Discuss the ransom for battlefield spoils directly with House Condor."

The High Inquisitor rose as well.
"On behalf of the Theocracy, I support Count Gaston's request and ask that—"

"Discuss it directly with House Condor," the King repeated irritably. "Any other questions?"
The Fourth Duke raised a hand.

"Will there be cheese at dinner?" he asked with the utmost seriousness.
"Then we are done. This session is adjourned."

The nobles rose with dignity. A hand landed on my shoulder from behind — the clearly displeased Second Prince.
"You took my seat," he reminded me, eyes glinting with anticipation.

Maybe he expected an apology, but he wasn't getting one. Since we'd be traveling to the Commonwealth together, I might as well draw the line now instead of later, in front of enemies.
"That's right. I did. So what?"

He gave me a light shove, but I didn't even budge.
"Choose the terms of our duel. My honor demands satisfaction."

I rolled my eyes. Damn Capital. If there was one aspect of the Capital I truly didn't miss, it was this. Hornet was right...
"Can I choose any weapon for the duel?" I asked.

"Anything. Makes no difference to me how I win," he said pompously, puffing with pride.
Hmm. Maybe I could turn this to my advantage. For self-serving purposes, of course.

"Alright, I agree. We duel tonight. Our duel will be... on carriages."
"On... carriages?" the Prince asked, puzzled.

"Exactly. Let the servants map a route through the nighttime city. Whoever reaches the finish first, wins."
"Ha... Bite me, manticore, that sounds fun! I can't wait!" He gave me a friendly clap on the shoulder and walked off, cheerfully whistling.

I stared after him, confused. Was he just... bored?
Hopefully he won't drag the entire delegation into trouble just because he's bored. But something told me — he absolutely will.

After retrieving my sword from the guardsman, I was planning to catch up with Grandfather to discuss our little venture, but a healer intercepted me. His yellow robe was singed on one side.
"Viscount, your companion is out of control! Please, calm her down!"

I had no choice but to head for the infirmary first...






Which was a disaster zone.
Flames licked one side of the walls, while the other was coated in frost. Fire and ice intertwined unpredictably, crackling and hissing, filling the room with swirling steam that sometimes turned to snowflakes, sometimes to rain, only to evaporate again.

Some potions had frozen solid, others were scorched into an unappetizing mush. I grimaced—such careless handling of alchemy was a blatant safety violation!
In the middle of this chaos, sitting cross-legged on the floor, was Asha, meditating with her face hidden beneath a hood.

"Knock-knock," I called loudly, tapping the charred doorframe with my revolver's hilt.
The girl quickly rose from the floor. The magical storm instantly subsided, and the room's temperature returned to normal.

The flames extinguished, the frost melted into puddles.
"Finally, a familiar face!" she exclaimed with joy. "What's going on?"

"What's going on?" I repeated skeptically. "That's what I should be asking!"
"You? Maybe you were the one who passed out in a field and woke up who-knows-where while some idiots poured disgusting sludge down your throat?!" she snapped.

"What exactly did they pour down?" I asked, professional curiosity piqued.
She waved toward a small table, where a nearly empty vial of golden liquid sat. I picked it up and sniffed. Sunstone tincture. Fairly common remedy. Seemed the healers did everything by the book, nothing suspicious. Good.

"You did agree to come to the Commonwealth with me, remember? Congratulations: you're in the Capital. And we brought you straight to the healers, so you really have nothing to complain about."
"Oh sure, nothing at all to complain about," she snorted. "Let's drag you off somewhere unconscious and see how you like it! Then you'll understand!"

"I wouldn't go smashing everything around me before figuring out what's going on. Why did you do all this?"
"Why? To get rid of those yellow-robed clowns and to..." She paused dramatically, throwing back her hood with a sweeping gesture. "To test out my new power. It turned out to be surprisingly easy. No wonder even that old man managed it. But I doubt he can do it anywhere near as strongly as I can!"

I was intrigued. Could it be...? Damn, it made sense. Meister Orin had also advanced in rank, after a simple electrical surge.
"Just to be sure, you're still a Lesser Mage?"

"Not telling!" she stuck out her tongue.
But judging by her satisfied look—definitely not.

"You're welcome," I smiled.
"Wasn't going to thank you!" she replied, then quietly added, blushing, "Okay, maybe just a little. Thanks for the tip."

"Anytime. Now, how do we pay for all this damage and ruined potions?"
"Oh..."

I looked around, mentally calculating costs. Maybe the King wouldn't make me pay for all this? I touched one of the scorched bottles on the floor, trying to identify its contents. Suddenly, the vial shot forward like a rocket!
It smacked Asha in the head, ricocheted off toward the window, shattered the glass, and vanished into the street.

I let out a low whistle, watching the rogue potion disappear. I could think of several reactions that might cause that effect—all of them unpleasantly expensive.

"Right. We need money. Fast," I said, brushing potion residue from my hands. "Luckily, I have an idea. We need a carriage, a couple of potions, some thrill-seeking rich brats, and some juicy betting odds!"
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                Night had fallen over the capital, and nearly all the streets were empty... except for one utterly unremarkable intersection in the craftsmen's quarter.
Between a bakery and a tailor's shop, five carriages and over a dozen young aristocrats from the golden youth had gathered, surrounded by a crowd of servants… and clearly, they weren't here for bread. One servant checked the harness of a team that looked absurdly small on a massive, muscular warhorse. The mighty Detrian, bred to carry an armored knight across the battlefield, snorted with disdain and kept trying to lunge forward, forcing the aristocrat in the driver's seat to curse and grab the box to keep from falling off.

Someone else had hitched two horses to a tiny two-wheeled cart. Though much smaller than the purebred Detrian, these were still warhorses, and being so close to one another didn't sit well with them. They flicked their hindquarters irritably and sometimes snapped at each other. A red-faced servant barked at them angrily, cracking his whip.
But one vehicle stood out in particular: a gilded carriage drawn by a real, pitch-black griffon. The beast lazily dug a hole right into the cobblestone, prying up massive paving blocks with ease.

"Blackie, stop!" the Prince barked at the griffon, still wearing his robe even outside the palace.
I smirked at the sight and gave a kick to check the pressure in a wheel. I hadn't expected the Second to invite quite so many friends to the race… but that suited me just fine.

"I'm not sure this is within the rules," Asha said, gesturing at the griffon.
"Well, there aren't any rules," I chuckled. "Don't worry, I've got a few aces up my sleeve too. Now, repeat what you have to do."

"Let something big and fiery out of both hands?"
"And don't forget to crouch, like this!" I demonstrated without the slightest shame. "Remember, it's a mandatory street-racer move. Though, honestly, you should be wearing something else instead of that robe…"

"Street… what?" the girl asked, puzzled.
"Never mind! Just do as I showed you!" I waved her off.

The wheels were checked, as was the barrel with the surprise inside the carriage. Both horses were liberally treated with potions—ordinary animals, sure, but this would let them keep pace even with Detrian warhorses. Or so I hoped. I gave the reinforced harness one last inspection. Speeding up horses was easy, but making sure my grandfather's old carriage wouldn't fall apart on the first turn when driven by potion-crazed horses—that had taken most of my time.
A bell rang down the street, drawing everyone's attention. It was the Second Prince's servant.

Once the noise settled, the Prince spoke.
"I suppose the Captain of the Royal Guard's son won't be joining us. A pity, but we've no use for the slow, right?" he said with a smile. He hopped down from the carriage and beckoned a servant with a snap of his fingers.

The man handed the bell to another and quickly unfurled a man-height map of the capital.
"My servants have already marked the route with torches, but to be fair, I'll show it to you now. It wouldn't be right if I knew the course and you didn't." The Prince extended his hand, and a quill was placed in it immediately.

"Our route will go from here to the Royal Palace. Through the craftsmen's quarter to the docks, then through the slums to the Guild Quarter, and from there—to the palace!" He marked it with broad strokes. "We'll make a big loop through the city so that the guests can reach the finish in time to see the race!"
"How wise! You've thought of everything!" came a sycophantic voice from the crowd.

"The Second Prince only ever uses his head when it's about entertainment," one nearby aristocrat muttered under his breath.
"Now, take your places!" the Prince ordered cheerfully, rubbing his hands.

But there was a hitch. Even a wide capital street wasn't enough for five carriages side by side. Some would have to start from the second row. Arguments immediately broke out.
"I propose we settle this with a duel!" suggested a flamboyantly dressed member of the golden youth. The detrian harnessed to his carriage snorted approvingly.

"Oh, no-no, no duels. That's boring! For once Condor has suggested something fun!" The Prince waved his hands, then paused in thought. "Maybe we could move the starting point to the Royal Quarter? The streets there are much wider…"
"I'll start from the second row," I said confidently, and the chatter fell silent.

The Prince shook his head. "Absolutely not! This is our wager, after all: we simply must start side by side. Otherwise, it wouldn't be fair."
One overdressed hanger-on tugged at the Prince's robe and, loud enough for everyone to hear, whispered, "Your Grace, Viscount Condor is just trying to save his honor. He saw Blackie and realized he has no chance, but if he starts from the second row, he can blame that for his loss."

"Oh… I didn't think of that… Hmm-hmm. I mean, I've already forgiven that incident with the chair: this race idea more than makes up for it." The Prince paused, and the crowd erupted with shouts praising his magnanimity. Without waiting for me to say anything, he continued: "Well, since that's settled, gentlemen, to the starting line!"
The carriages began slowly lining up, and I tugged Asha's sleeve before climbing onto the box.

"Listen, see that little group of aristocrats? Go over there and offer them a wager again. Now that I'm starting from the second row, they'll probably take it."
"How much should I bet?"

"No less than ten thousand gold."
Asha hesitated. "Are you sure? You've never driven a carriage before, and half a day of practice won't give you an advantage."

"Ha! You think they've driven one?" I pointed at an aristocrat who had somehow tangled himself in the reins.
"But…" she began uncertainly.

"No arguing! Go, quickly! And you still have to announce the start, so move it!" I clapped my hands to hurry her along.
The mage sighed, muttered something rude under her breath, and went to collect the bets.

I climbed onto the box seat and rubbed my hands. Starting from the second position would make me even more money, bless the narrow streets! Though, honestly, even in the craftsmen's quarter the capital's streets were far wider than those in Orlin's Cliff. And in the Royal Quarter, they were wider still—wide enough for an entire regiment to march abreast. Too bad I only had a rough idea of the route, as Randal had barely lived in the capital and never got to know it well.
Asha returned with the last bets placed in my name and stood before the carriages, waiting for them to finally line up.

The inexperienced but highborn drivers struggled to manage it. In the end, the griffon, a pair of warhorses, a massive detrian, and a plain horse all stood in a row.
"Just a reminder, gentlemen: there's only one rule—no rules! But please, refrain from direct collisions, at least for the first half of the race. And I give my word my griffon won't bite; that would be unfair!" the Prince announced with a broad smile. "Milady, if you would, start us off!"

"Three!" Asha called out, standing as tall as her short stature allowed.
"Knew I should've borrowed a chimera from my father…" sighed the owner of the plain carriage and horse.

"Two!" Asha raised her hands.
"One!" Flames ignited in her palms, and the owner of the detrian almost made a false start.

"Go!" she shouted, and from her hands flew fireballs the size of large melons.
Blazing fiercely, they shot into the sky and exploded with a deafening roar, lighting up the city in a bright flash. Sure, I'd asked for something flashy, but waking half the capital?! Green spots danced before my eyes, my night-adjusted vision instantly ruined.

The carriages lunged forward, except for the one on the far right. The aristocrat had been right to regret not swapping his horse for a chimera; startled by the blast and the flash, the horse reared up, losing precious seconds.
I whipped my horses forward.

In a moment, I was in fourth place, leaving him behind.
The wheels glided smoothly over the cobblestones, but the pounding of shod hooves still thundered in my chest. Seconds later came the first turn, visible only because it was brightly lit with torches.

I yanked the reins sharply, realizing I couldn't make it in smoothly; the carriage tilted, teetered, nearly tipping over. I hauled my weight to the side, shifting my center of gravity—one heartbeat, and it slammed back onto all four wheels, the turn behind me.
Now I had a couple of seconds to size up my opponents.

The Second Prince was far ahead, the griffon tearing through the streets at the speed of a sports car, while the pair of warhorses vied with the detrian for second place. Sparks flew from under the steel wheels of the two-wheeler: apparently, I wasn't the only one who had thought to reinforce my carriage.
No need to whip the horses; they were galloping on their own, wild-eyed from the surge of strength the potion gave them. Was that fair? Ha, and is it fair to hitch warhorses to ordinary carriages? This isn't a battlefield chariot race!

But the two aristocrats ahead clearly thought they were driving exactly that. Especially the owner of the open two-wheeler, who kept steering his horses into his rival's path, ramming wheels against wheels, but the carriages held.
Fine, let them smash into each other. A race is not just about speed but also tactics. And, as the saying goes, if you've got a tactic, you stick to it.

I slowed my horses slightly, staying on their tail and waiting for the right moment to overtake. A couple of minutes later, the craftsmen's quarter gave way to the docks. The smell of salt water and fish filled the air, and a cold sea breeze struck my face. The moon peeked out from behind the clouds, reflecting in the water and illuminating a warship.
But there was no time to admire the view. I had to weave between cargo stacks, keep an eye on the torches marking the route, and watch my rivals, who were still trying to shove each other into the sea.

"…Lady Andre wouldn't even look at you, you scarecrow!" shouted the lean owner of the two-wheeler, shaking his fist."At least my father's richer than yours! Ha, you couldn't even get a detrian for the race!" the young aristocrat sneered, pulling on the reins to force his horse into pressing the pair toward the water.

Settling personal scores, are they? Well, none of my business.
Spotting an opening to overtake, I was just about to urge my horses on when I noticed the torches ahead were moving. A few seconds later, I realized it was a patrol guarding the docks, taking up most of the road. I yanked the reins hard, hugging the edge of the pier. The detrian's owner did the same. The muscular horse's hindquarters slammed into the pair of horses and forced them aside.

But instead of trying to shove the larger horse back with the combined weight of both, one of them suddenly bit the other. The other tried to pull away, but dragged the two-wheeler with it… toward the sea.

Hooves struck air for a split second of weightlessness, then, at full speed, the two-wheeler flipped and splashed into the water. Splash! A pillar of seawater rained down on me, soaking my doublet.
Faces of the startled guards flashed beside me; they were lucky, with the first racer out, there was now just enough space on the pier for our carriages to speed past without knocking them over like bowling pins.

"Ha-ha, tonight Lady Andre's sleeping with me!" the thin aristocrat shouted at his floundering rival in the water, making a mocking hand gesture.
A sharp turn, and we plunged into the slums. Even the capital has its quarter of paupers and failures. Maybe it looked better than in other cities, but it was still the slums: dilapidated buildings, no guards, the stench and puddles of something foul on a bumpy, potholed road.

Oh yes, the road was awful! Even I was being jolted around, never mind my rival.
There were far fewer torches here, making navigation harder. At the first turn I saw some ragged types trying to pull a torch out of the ground. Ha, looks like the navigation torches had simply been stolen.

Startled by the clatter of hooves, the ragged thieves darted into narrow alleys. Using the straight stretch ahead, I began closing in on second place.
"G-g-g-get lost!" the thin aristocrat shouted, his teeth chattering as if they might break. His whole carriage shook violently; the powerful horse was charging forward, utterly unconcerned with nuisances like potholes.

One wheel splashed into a puddle, and I barely managed to pull the reins in time to avoid a reeking fountain. Oh, really?

I gave his carriage a light ram, making it shake even more. Once more? Snap! The detrian's teeth clacked shut right beside my horse's ear. My own steed, high on potions, merely glanced sideways without the slightest sign of fear toward its larger cousin. Let's just say the potions had sent it into some sort of zen state where nothing mattered… Still, getting too close was risky, since potions won't save it from a bite.
"I-I-I'll get you!" the aristocrat threatened, trying to shove my carriage away with magic. Naturally, it didn't work; everything just fed into my temporary horned ally. Still, that wasn't exactly sporting.

I glanced around for a solution. Up ahead, a window opened, and in the moonlight I caught a glimpse of something like a bucket. Right side, but could I make it in time? I'd have to hurry.
I made a rude gesture while spurring my horses. "Is that all you've got? Even my grandmother walks faster!"

"Th-th-th-that's an in-in-insult! I d-d-dem-mand a du—ow…" He shut his mouth and clutched it with his hand. Looked like he'd finally bitten his tongue.
Serves him right for talking at full speed... at least without decent suspension!

Scowling in rage, he lashed his whip at his horse, and we sped up. I even started to worry I wouldn't make the turn at this pace… but no, my timing was perfect. Just a few more seconds and he would be right under the target window, where a pair of hands were slowly but steadily raising the bucket.
Three. Two. One. A stream of filth glistened in the torchlight and poured down — onto what looked like an empty spot… directly into the path of the oncoming carriage! The horse passed under the first drops, but the rest of the foul cascade drenched the chatty aristocrat.

Almost perfect! Only the tip of the horse's tail got a little wet.
Blinded and reeking unbearably, he made incoherent noises for all of five seconds. It was already time to take the turn — not that he could see it, of course.

The horse, however, saw perfectly well and, being a sensible creature, had no intention of breaking its neck. At the last moment it twisted aside in a leap, its muscles even overcoming part of the carriage's momentum. But the rest of the carriage still pushed forward, driving it straight into the building. Crash!
A cloud of dust, a loud bang, the house shook, and the detrian galloped on alone, proudly dragging part of the harness. Everything else lay scattered on the ground.

One more down.
The wheels squealed as my carriage drifted over cobblestones slick with mud and filth, but my faithful horses pulled us straight, and I kept going, urging them faster. I had to catch the Prince.

The slums gave way to warehouses, and then to the merchants' guilds. Something golden gleamed ahead when I heard the pounding of hooves behind me. I glanced back. Seriously? How had he caught up?
It was the carriage of the racer whose horse had panicked at the start. Lathered and foaming, it galloped forward, eyes rolling wildly.

I sighed. "This isn't even funny. I'm not racing you."

Switching the reins to my left hand, I drew my sword. A few swings at the wooden signs hanging over the guild street, and they fell, swinging like the pendulums of a clock, blocking the road. The sign of the Azure Guild was especially effective — they hadn't skimped on wood, making it enormous, so it dropped like a guillotine blade. Thud!
Angry shouts rose behind me, but I calmly sheathed my sword. Time to finish this race.

The golden carriage was closer now. Spotting the pursuit, the Prince eased up on the griffon to let me catch up.
"I honestly didn't think anyone would. I even regretted taking Blackie instead of a horse!"

"And rightly so — you missed all the fun," I smirked.
"Hah! Judging by your look, you're not lying!" the Prince laughed, easily switching to familiar terms. "But I still intend to win. See you at the finish."

He whistled to the griffon, and it spread its wings, taking up most of the guild street. Whoosh! A blast of air hit me in the face. Was it taking off? Not quite. The carriage kept it from truly flying, but the front wheels kept lifting off the ground. The griffon wasn't running anymore — it was bounding forward, using its wings to help. I had no idea how the Prince managed not to fall from the driver's seat; at that pace, you'd need to be a real acrobat to stay on.
No matter how I urged my horses, I couldn't close the gap. The gusts from its wings even blew out the torches ahead. Luckily, I didn't let him pull too far away.

That's how we reached the Royal Quarter.
"In the name of the King! Halt!" The second guard squad of the day moved to block our way. This time they weren't shabby dockside patrols, but professional guardsmen.

They rushed to cut us off, swinging halberds, and if the streets here hadn't been so wide, we'd have been in trouble…
Tightening the reins and weaving side to side, I skirted around the flashing steel. Whew.

The palace loomed ahead. One last push. The final straight. The Prince was about a hundred meters ahead — which meant it was time.
Reaching behind me, I found the rope. Here we go.

I pulled, and was instantly slammed back into the driver's seat. Despite the intoxicating potion, my horses screamed in panic, their legs churning the air with wild power.
The rope was tied to the lid of a barrel mounted on a steel frame running the length of the carriage. And the potion inside… heh, I'd remembered that recipe while trying to figure out the mystery of the mad bottle of scorched who-knows-what.

Finding the ingredients in the capital had been no trouble.
The alchemical booster worked perfectly, belching foul smoke from the back of the carriage. Who cared about the smell when it gave you that kind of speed? In seconds I was overtaking the Prince.

"WE CALL THIS NITRO!" I yelled as I shot past.
The aristocrats gathered at the finish line scattered from the mad carriage, and I suddenly remembered I'd forgotten something: brakes.

"Ahhhh damn! I knew I forgot something! Da-a-a-a-amn!" I screamed as I tore past, deeper into the palace grounds.
At last, the potion ran out, but that didn't help — my speed wasn't going anywhere. All I could do was watch the royal gardens rushing toward me and hope there were no trees in the way…

Fortunately, it was only bushes that met me.
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                ◆ The next day, His Majesty's POV. ◆

…the Five-Element Godleaf saplings were also damaged. Absolute vandalism!" the junior earth mage, serving as the royal gardener, concluded his report emotionally.
"I see, I see…" the King muttered and gestured for the gardener to leave.

The man swallowed the rest of his tirade, gave a short bow, and left the office. Silence fell, broken only by the King's heavy sigh.
Just one night in the Capital, and already, Merlin take it—what now? Night races in the middle of the city? Isn't the hippodrome enough for them? They woke up half the city with their antics.

Of course, it was still more harmless than that incident a few months back when a few dozen young nobles decided to "cleanse" the Capital of its slums…
Moreover, the Second Prince wouldn't stop. If he had managed to draw someone into his games once, there would surely be a second time… and the political situation was already delicate. He couldn't be allowed to keep tarnishing the Condors' reputation.

The King's gaze fell on one of the reports on his desk: a servant from one of the noble houses claimed that right after the race, the young Condor began praising the wheels of his carriage and suggesting that anyone interested should speak to his grandfather.
Wheels, harness straps, and the like no longer interested the King, but the fact that the Count was involved troubled him greatly.

He frowned, lifted the bell from the desk, and rang it. A servant appeared instantly.
"Find Count Condor and tell him I wish to see him. And also summon the Commonwealth's ambassador. Immediately."

The door closed, and hurried footsteps echoed in the corridor.
Silence.

Robert Dorn removed the heavy crown from his head and leaned back in his chair, eyes closed. But peace didn't come: his mind swarmed with troubling thoughts. Why was Condor in such a hurry? Why? He had made it clear to the Count that the matter was serious and that he had no intention of changing his decision. Ten or twenty years of preparation, and everything would have gone smoothly. Why take such a risk with Short? It was pure luck the man had been an incompetent fool, leading his troops into a steel storm and later failing to handle internal disputes, losing his elite. Perhaps those disputes had finished him off, at the hands of some disgruntled baron? Who knew…
What the King did know was that luck couldn't be relied on forever. Things needed to be done slowly and carefully: building influence, raising and training talented warriors so that in ten or twenty years there'd be a respectable force. Sending the young Condor on more diplomatic missions so that the court began to take him seriously. And keeping him as far away as possible from the Second Prince, who had always treated his duties carelessly. One question remained: was a single agent in the delegation enough, or should more have been sent?

From the shift in the air, Robert knew the door had opened. And since he heard no verbose greeting, it wasn't the ambassador.
"Carl, tell me…" the King began, opening his eyes, then stopped. Dastan stood in the doorway.

"Expecting someone else, Father?"
"Perhaps," the King said slowly, carefully reaching toward the crown.

"Oh, please. If I wanted to, you wouldn't have time to touch it," the Third Prince snorted, pulling up a chair and sitting without the slightest formality.
"What do you want?" the King asked bluntly, setting the crown back on his head with relief.

"The throne," he replied with a smile. "Kidding. An honest conversation, which we've never had… ever?"
"And is there any point in having one?"

"Perhaps we'll find it together."
"Then you have a few minutes," the King conceded, realizing there was no getting rid of the uninvited guest otherwise.

"Good. Then I'll start with the main question: what exactly about me displeases you, Father?"
Robert stayed silent.

"This conversation quickly became a monologue, hasn't it? But I'll continue. You wanted an heir who could balance between the Commonwealth and the Theocracy? I've achieved that and more. I have excellent relations with nearly all the Dukes, my opinion is respected by both the nobility and the guild leaders. I'm an exceptional diplomat, capable of finding common ground with anyone, and an equally exceptional warrior. And who do you want to replace me with? A reclusive oddball reeking of potions, who showed up at court less often than the ugly daughter of the Fourth Duke? Do you think the people will agree to that?"
"They will accept my decision," the King broke the silence.

"Or not? What if all three hale Dukes come to you and ask you to change it? Even with the crown, you don't have the personal strength to oppose all three at once."
"They won't come. They're satisfied with the current state of affairs."

"For now."
"And they will remain so. This conversation is over. Leave." The King made a nervous gesture toward the door.

"You haven't answered my question, Father."
"You want an answer? Fine, it's simple. You have no right to call me that," the King replied, discreetly wiping his hands on the hem of his robe.

Without a doubt, it was the truth—but far from the whole truth. Let the One be satisfied with that!
Silence settled in the office. The Third Prince moved his jaw slightly, as if tasting the King's words.

"I see. You know, Your Majesty, biologically I am certainly the son of the current Queen. Whether I am yours or not, I have no way of knowing. But did you even know your son? How often did you speak with him? I can't seem to recall."
Robert remained silent, seething inside.

"By the way, speaking of fatherhood, can you even be sure that Hornet wasn't—"
"ENOUGH!" the King roared. "You have your answer. Leave."

The Third Prince rose easily from the chair.
"I will. But I hope you reconsider and set aside your personal convictions for the good of the kingdom. When my dear brother returns covered in disgrace, you will have the chance to rethink. Then we'll speak again about who's who. Perhaps it will turn out that he isn't who he claims to be, either." Dastan laughed and opened the door, coming face-to-face with the ambassador. The silver-haired man in a robe immediately bowed deeply.

"Your Highness, Prince Dastan! I never dreamed I'd have the honor of seeing you again so soon. Only a few minutes ago I received a letter from my wife, full of praise for your treatment. Her improvement happened before her very eyes! I daresay—I am your eternal debtor."
"Come now, it is my duty as a prince to foster good neighborly relations between our countries," Dastan replied warmly, casting a triumphant glance at the King.

"My role in such large matters is insignificant," the ambassador protested, waving his hands.
"Even the sea is made only of drops of water," the Prince replied, and stepped into the corridor.

The ambassador quickly bowed to the King, red with embarrassment, suddenly realizing how disrespectful it was to converse in the doorway.
"It's quite all right, Monsieur Grams," the King said with a patronizing smile, barely remembering the ambassador's name.

"Pardon, but Grams was recalled by the lodge two months ago when it was discovered he had stolen laboratory reagents years earlier. I, Sador, was appointed in his place."
The King eyed the ambassador skeptically. Damn them all, why did every ambassador feel compelled to grow an absurdly long white beard, as if it made them more imposing? It only made telling them apart impossible. And the Commonwealth kept replacing them for the most ridiculous reasons, like this one. Why had the High Inquisitor held his post for over ten years, yet not a single Commonwealth ambassador lasted more than a year? Irritating.

"Very well, Sador. I have one very important question: is it possible to accelerate the departure?"
"No, I'm sorry, Your Majesty. It's impossible. The gates will activate precisely at noon. We have no way to advance the process even by a few hours."

"Pity, pity. You may go," the King said, shaking his head, then muttered under his breath, "Let's hope they don't cause any more trouble in the hours remaining…"
A cautious knock at the door—Count Condor had finally arrived. The King immediately brightened.

"Carl! Tell me one thing… What's this story about the wheels, and how exactly were you involved in it?"






"Sir, wake up. It's already eight in the morning; in two hours you are expected at the palace."

The voice of the elderly maid pulled me out of muddled nightmares of being chased by dragons, likely a consequence of yesterday's hectic day. Yawning wide, I rolled off the bed and found a new set of clothes laid out on the chair. Well, the last suit hadn't fared too well against bushes and branches.
"Sir, shall I call you a carriage? I'm afraid ours still can't take you," came a voice from the first floor.

"Yes, please," I shouted back.
Yesterday, the first thing I did, as soon as the carriage made it out of the bushes, was rush to fetch the potion for the horses that would cancel the effects of the alchemical stimulants. After all, I had only borrowed them from Grandfather and had no intention of ruining them. Getting the heated horses to drink the potion was tricky but doable. Getting their snorting, exhausted bodies back to the estate proved much harder, as did getting myself there. The estate, a wedding gift to Grandfather, was located outside the city.

I reached it after dawn, accompanied by a small convoy of several carts. Unloading two sleeping horse bodies and one human one in a red robe, I collapsed into bed in a guest room. It felt like I had barely closed my eyes when it was time to get up.
Dressed, I went down to the first floor, where Asha was asleep on the sofa. Judging by the scorched table next to her, someone had already tried to wake her.

"Wake up, soldier!" I flicked her forehead and immediately smothered the wave of fire rushing toward me.
"Ow! What was that for?" she grumbled, rubbing her forehead.

"And what's with you damaging the furniture?" I pointed at the table.
"That wasn't me!" the mage tried to defend herself, then, glancing at the table, added, "I don't know anything. It did it on its own."

"Yeah, sure," I said, crossing my arms, but the firebug was saved by a servant.
"Sir, where will you be taking your meal? Shall I set the table in the dining room or bring it here?"

"Here!" Asha responded instantly, shaking off the last of her sleep. "Double portion!"
Breakfast arrived quickly. I chewed my cutlets, guarding my plate from my neighbor's greedy hands, and wondered how many owners this little estate and its servants had outlasted. The rooms, small by capital standards, were spotless, despite the fact that Grandfather never even spent the night here, preferring the palace's guest chambers.

"Oh, just give me one… come on, don't be stingy," Asha begged after demolishing her portion.
"Nope."

"Ple-e-e-ase," she whined, breaking my train of thought.
I sighed and handed her a cutlet, which vanished into her mouth faster than I could register.

"Not enough!"
"Then go to the kitchen and ask for more," I said, covering my plate with my hands.

"Oh, I can do that? Servants! The lady wishes to see the kitchen!"
The red-haired menace stormed off, giving me a chance to eat in peace. The thought I'd been having was gone… but never mind, I concluded, chewing the last of my cutlet.

The sound of hoofbeats in the yard was a welcome distraction; the hired carriage had arrived.
One glance out the window was enough to make me regret those cutlets. Judging by the massive wooden wheels, I was in for another round of the jolting I hated so much.

Damn it, when will rubber wheels get popular enough to end my suffering?





Around the palace, people and carriages were gathering. More and more coaches arrived, clogging the street without leaving.
Climbing out of mine, I cursed the cobblestones once again. Who had come up with that hellish paving in the first place? We should cover it all with asphalt immediately.

Despite my grumbling, my mood quickly improved.
Some of the nobles who had attended yesterday's races greeted me warmly and even asked about the wheels. To me, that was a very good sign.

Reassuring everyone that they would all get their wheels, but not soon, I made my way toward the center, where the Second Prince was yawning with boredom and a silver-bearded elder appeared to be meditating.
Correction: on closer approach, the elder wasn't old at all. The parts of his face not hidden by the beard were perfectly smooth, without a wrinkle. Had he grown that massive beard with the help of potions?

"Randal!"
"Your Highness," I greeted the Second Prince.

"Let's drop the formalities. Now I know you're not one of the stuffy ones. Stefan Dorn."
I extended my hand. He eyed it doubtfully, but shook it.

"Ha, I like it. I should make everyone do this; it would be fun to see their reactions!" he concluded, releasing my hand.
"So, what are we doing here?" I asked, watching the Brownian motion around us.

"Nothing special. Waiting for that guy," the prince waved toward the ambassador, "to stop pretending to be busy and order us to the pier."
"The pier? We're going to the Commonwealth by ship?"

It seemed logical, but the prince laughed.
"Well, sort of. You'll see. The first time it's amusing, but by the tenth, I was over it. Don't get me wrong, it's still better than with those pious zealots from the Theocracy; no one around here knows how to have any real fun…"

He kept complaining until the mage raised his head and barked:
"To the carriages!"

Abyss, not again!
"Care to ride with me? You and your companion won't inconvenience me at all," the prince offered.

I agreed, hoping the royal carriage might jolt a bit less.
...
My hopes were not fulfilled…

"Now we'll board the ship. By the way, this is the strongest vessel in our fleet. Well, to be precise, it's not entirely ours. In truth, it's leased," Stefan, in a genial mood, took on the role of guide.
"For a warship, it seems to have too few ballistae," Asha remarked doubtfully as she stepped aboard.

"It's considered a warship because it has magical defenses. Installing ballistae wouldn't take long. I never asked your name?"
"Asha."

"And your surname?"
After a brief hesitation, the girl replied:

"I don't have one."
"Hm. You're far too strong for someone without a surname. Have you yet to receive it, or have you already lost it?" Stefan asked thoughtfully.

The mage shot the prince a blazing look.
"Whew, you've got a fiery companion there, Randal. Randal?"

"Huh?" I snapped out of my inspection of the ship. "What?"
"Nothing. The weather's good, we'll get there in no time," he sighed, sitting down on a bench.

Around us, sailors were raising the sails. The wooden gangplank we'd used to board was taken away, and on shore, guards were lining up, preparing to cut the ropes mooring us. Wasteful, but so be it.
"Safe travels!" came a call from the shore, and swords dropped in unison, severing everything holding us in place. A strong wind immediately filled the sails, though moments before there had been a perfect calm, and the ship began to pick up speed quickly. Looking toward the stern, I spotted the trick: the ambassador accompanying us was making passes with his hands, literally conjuring wind just for the ship.

"Now you see why the Commonwealth is unbeatable at sea? And if the air mages join forces with the water mages… the Theocracy doesn't stand a chance," the prince said with satisfaction.
"Perhaps," I replied diplomatically, planning to explore the ship thoroughly and check every corner. But a suspicious sound behind me stopped me.

Turning, I saw a rather green-faced Asha.
"I'm not feeling well," she managed to say.

Judging by the sounds, she wasn't the only one—many in the delegation were already getting seasick. The sailors, who had only just been raising the sails, were already hurrying to the distinguished guests, wooden buckets in hand.
Grabbing one, I handed it to the girl.

"Aren't you going to take one for yourself?" the prince asked curiously.
I checked in with my body. Seemed fine, nothing unusual.

"No need. What about you?"
"I used to get queasy, but over time I got used to it. Don't worry, the trip really won't take long. If you look closely, you can already see our destination. There!" He pointed.

To the background noise of aristocrats retching all around, I peered at the horizon. In the distance was a speck, growing steadily larger until it became clear—it was an island. Small, and judging by appearances, artificial. Of the buildings there, there seemed to be only some sort of barracks and a large stone arch.

"A portal," the prince commented with boredom. "Through that, we'll reach the Commonwealth's capital in an instant."
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                What is the most dangerous weapon in war? A spear? A sword? An axe? Pfft…
A mage? A weapon in human form is, without a doubt, a formidable force. Depending on talent, one can strangle, tear apart, freeze, or burn anywhere from a few people to hundreds.

What could be more dangerous than a mage? Only several mages together.
By gathering in a ritual circle, they can overcome the main drawback of most spells: relatively short range.

Launched from the rear, tactical-level sorcery always covers an area and effectively devastates enemy ranks, nullifying numerical superiority.
The uninitiated might start listing various spells, weighing the pros and cons of a firestorm against a blizzard. Perhaps, in battle, that really is a very serious argument.

However, every spell has a counter, be it a defense or a tactic. For every enemy circle, there will be your own mages trying to protect the troops. Or perhaps knights immune to magic will break through the storm and greet them with spears?
But what if they've already vanished from there? If you give such a dangerous enemy incredible mobility, they become unbeatable. And that's just one battle.

In war, there's nothing more dangerous than an unassuming portal.
The enemy simply won't be able to gather troops in time to stand a fair fight. They'll always be struck in the least defended place, always forced to fight in the worst possible conditions. Even with a stronger army and far greater resources, they'll melt away under such blows, like a snowman in summer heat.

One question remains: if the Commonwealth can really use portals, why haven't they conquered the whole world already?
Perhaps there's a limit to the number of people transported at once, making it impossible to move whole armies? But even a single circle of mages could cause plenty of trouble…

"There's no limit. But the amount, rather the volume, of people transported, and the distance they're sent, determines the energy cost. Of course, for a wealthy nation like ours, those costs are negligible, and we cover them entirely," the ambassador answered, adjusting his gray beard.
The sails lost their wind and drooped, but the ship, still holding its momentum, glided toward the narrow pier, slowing with every meter.

Up close, the stone island seemed tiny, most of it occupied by cramped barracks and the portal's arch. I was already starting to guess why it was so small.
"Did you see the temple? Fanatical fools used the treaty to impress everyone with gold and grandeur. We invested much more wisely," the mage boasted.

"No doubt," I frowned.
Because if I understood correctly, barely ten kilometers from the Capital there was a real bridgehead through which, at any moment, a couple of full mage circles could appear. I hoped I was wrong, because aside from a dozen knights cramped on the island, I saw no other guard.

"This time, there are twenty-five of you, two more than usual," the mage remarked, and without waiting for a reply, bowed briefly and started chatting with a tall, middle-aged blond from the delegation.
Shouts rang out as sailors lowered the sails and prepared ropes to moor the ship. It seemed I wouldn't have a chance to study the vessel in detail.

"You alright?" I asked the still green-faced Ashe. She nodded slowly.
Where was the prince? Scanning the crowd, I spotted him beside a girl in a long dress, talking, apparently.

A short jolt ran through the deck, making most passengers sway. Sailors tossed ropes to the guards on the pier. Somewhere, an anchor splashed into the water, though I doubted it would catch on anything in time.
"Congratulations on your arrival!" the ambassador proclaimed, drawing attention. "Now you'll need to descend this narrow, awkward gangplank. Try not to fall."

Indeed, once they'd finished with the ropes, the guards pulled over a tall, narrow, wooden gangplank. Its last step was just below the ship's rail. The prince, first to reach it, offered his hand to the lady and began to descend, courteously steadying her.
Well, now it was clear why he'd vanished so quickly: he already knew what awaited us.

Following the prince, the others descended as well.
"Need a hand?" I offered to the girl.

"Do you think I can't take a couple of steps on my own?" she snapped, then froze with one foot on the ship's rail.
Below, waves cheerfully crashed against the stone base of the island, sending sprays of water onto the pier. It looked quite slippery down there.

"Actually, you know what, give me your hand!" the mage came to the same conclusion.
Somewhere behind us, the ambassador remarked slyly:

"On behalf of the Commonwealth, I declare that we would gladly move the portal closer to the Capital, but unfortunately, the King is firmly opposed. And don't forget that, according to his decree, an unstable core is sealed into the island's foundation. It could explode at any moment and blow us all to pieces. We understand this act of distrust, though we condemn the way the King endangers your lives. I assure you, once we pass through the portal, we will all be perfectly safe!"
I glanced at the ambassador. His beard hid his expression, but his eyes gleamed with cunning. One way or another, he achieved his goal; disapproving chuckles ran through the crowd.

Snorting, I began my descent. If it were up to me, I'd pack the whole island with explosives. Leaving such a dangerous thing without a quick way to destroy it was asking for serious trouble.
After crossing the slippery pier and climbing the stone steps to a cramped platform, I finally got a good look at the portal.

The stone arch was so densely covered with symbols it was hard to tell one from another. Still, I tried. More and more people crowded onto the platform, and the last to step off the ship was the ambassador. It became increasingly clear to me that most of the symbols were just fluff—camouflage to confuse anyone trying to figure them out. Clever.
"The gates will activate exactly at noon, and we will have ten minutes to pass through. I hope everyone left their artifacts behind? Carrying magical items through the gates is prohibited…"

Some young aristocrat addressed the ambassador, pointing to his scabbard, but the rising wind swallowed his words.
The mage adjusted his hood and called out loudly:

"What?… No, swords are fine as long as they aren't additionally enchanted. Cores are also forbidden. If anyone has artifacts, hand them over to the royal guards for safekeeping."
"This pendant was a gift from my fiancée! I won't let strangers handle it!" another delegate protested.

"Then I regret to inform you that I cannot allow you through the portal. Watching your body torn apart by magical perturbations would ruin the entire ceremony and relations between our countries," the mage replied firmly.
A heated argument broke out, joined by the tall blond. The prince, however, simply yawned and chatted with his companion, making no move to resolve the matter.

Someone tugged at my sleeve.
"Can we take these through?" Asha asked, pointing to the steel cylinders attached to her belt.

Inside was a powder of iron oxide and aluminum—in other words, thermite.
"No magic in them, don't worry," I said, absently patting the spot where my holster usually hung. Now there was a flask full of gunpowder. I could make a weapon on the spot if needed, but getting more powder might be a problem.

Damn, without a gun you feel really vulnerable. Sure, I still had my sword, but still… Not pleasant.
"Sir, the portal can't be opened at will! It will only open today at exactly noon—you won't be able to catch up with the delegation, do you understand?" the ambassador was trying to reason, though there was a note of hysteria in his voice.

"Enough. Time is short. I swear on my house, your pendant will be safe," the blond said irritably. The aristocrat snorted but handed it over, and the incident was settled.
The crowd began forming something like a column, ladies fixing their hair, gentlemen straightening their posture.

"Randal, come here! You'll go right behind us!" the prince waved. His lady shyly hid her face behind her fan.
I shook my head. Better to stay at the back and avoid unnecessary attention. I could also watch how the portal worked.

"Don't argue!" He started toward me but ran into the ever-present blond I'd seen flitting about for the last half hour.
"Your Highness, the order has already been set. And who is this lady, may I ask? Have you forgotten the task the King gave you? It is absolutely unacceptable for you to appear in public with a lady!"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah… Hey, Randal, come on over!" the prince waved again, ignoring him.
"Stefan Dorn! Don't ignore me!" the blond growled threateningly.

"Who's that?" I asked the prince.
"Count Nerd Klaus. A terrible bore. Don't talk to him or you'll catch his lecturing habit."

"I could have introduced myself," the blond sniffed, turning to the prince's companion. "And now to you—House Domon, I presume? Your place is at the very end. I can't believe such an insignificant house was even allowed in the delegation! Who vouched for you? The Fourth Duke? Wanted to mock us?"
"Excuse me, I… I'll go," the girl sobbed and hurried away, hiding her face.

"What have you done?! Damn it!" the prince snapped.
"Once again, I urge you to be serious. This time our mission is of utmost importance!"

"Every mission is 'of utmost importance,'" the prince snorted.
"And every time I end up doing everything for you. Enough." Nerd extended his hand, showing an exact copy of the ring the King had given me.

"The King, with the support of the Council, appointed me de facto head of the delegation so that you, Prince, would not be distracted from your mission. You will comply."
"Or what, he'll take away my sweets?"

"He will revise your marriage contract. The King asked me to tell you that if you fail, you will marry the Fourth Duke's daughter."
"He's joking," the prince said uncertainly, stepping back.

"Your father was serious. Now, we go out together. Agreed?"
"Agreed, agreed. Just my misfortune…"

"Now you, Condor, with your companion… Second to last. Any objections?"
I shrugged indifferently.

"Good," the Count concluded, clapping his hands.
He continued lecturing the eye-rolling prince until the ambassador suddenly perked up and began pulling monster cores from a chest the sailors had brought.

Very familiar cores.
"May I ask where you got these?" I asked the ambassador.

"This batch was sold to us by the Fourth Duke. Don't worry, the quality is excellent; the transfer will go smoothly."
I smiled in satisfaction and made a mental note to raise the price.

The symbols on the arch began to glow violet: at first barely visible, then brighter and brighter. Mist swirled inside the arch. Interestingly, only some of the symbols glowed, filtering out much of the false decoration. I took the opportunity to study the signs closely; though most were unfamiliar, I could understand some parts and draw conclusions.
The violet mist thickened until nothing could be seen through it. In an instant, the portal flared: violet fog still curling around it, but in the center yawned a void, ready to swallow anyone who stepped inside.

"Forward! We have ten minutes!" the ambassador shouted, and the prince and the count stepped forward decisively.
A blinding flash, and they were gone.

"Next! Don't hold up the line!" the ambassador barked nervously.
One pair after another, the aristocrats vanished in the violet flash. The void grew closer.

A few minutes later, it loomed right before us: gaping, streaming violet mist, a passage into the unknown.
A step.

A moment's disorientation, and I was no longer on the stone island but in daylight on a city square. The roar of the crowd pounded in my ears. I turned to see an exact copy of the gate.
A flash hit my eyes, blinding me for a second. Blinking, I realized no one had stepped out of the portal. A cold premonition ran down my spine. Another flash! This time I shielded my eyes in time and saw the ambassador stepping through.

"Was someone ahead of you?" I asked, trusting my intuition. The ambassador stumbled on level ground and nearly fell.
"W-what? It was you!" he answered nervously.

"There was a flash after us."
"Oh, that…" He laughed awkwardly. "It happens sometimes, don't worry. After all, our portals are an imperfect copy of the Empire's technology. In the past, mages could wave a hand and open a rift to anywhere; we are far from the achievements of our ancestors… Now, if you'll excuse me."

At a brisk pace, almost breaking into a run, he headed for the stands.
I didn't like it, but my unease gradually faded.

"Look! You can see your reflection in the ground!" Asha exclaimed, tugging my sleeve again.
The square we stood on had been created with magic. Instead of the usual paving stones, there was a perfectly smooth layer of marble stretching for hundreds of meters without a single seam. Surprisingly, it wasn't slippery to walk on.

The magically amplified voice of the prince struck my ears as he took the podium.
He briefly thanked everyone present and passed the floor to the Count, who launched into an overly long speech about cooperation and other nonsense. I didn't bother listening, instead scanning the crowd. Some of those welcoming us wore robes of various colors, but most were dressed as if centuries ahead of the kingdom: hats, shirts, trousers.

"Why don't they let us sit? And how long will they keep talking?" Asha muttered irritably.
An aristocrat standing beside us gave a thin smile.

"It's the custom. Usually no longer than an hour; then one of the deans offers a tour of the academy for anyone interested."
"Feels like we're on display at a zoo," the girl grumbled.

I nodded. It really did feel like we were being shown off for the crowd's entertainment.
"You seem experienced?" I asked.

"This is only my second visit to the Commonwealth."
"Do you know where I could buy clothes like theirs?" I nodded toward the crowd.

"The robes can't be bought; they're awarded to mages according to rank. Wearing garments above your rank is strictly forbidden, even for delegation members."
"No, I meant those outfits."

"But that… is servant clothing," the aristocrat faltered.
"Shame. Stylish hats," I said, deciding not to shock him but firmly resolving to buy a set so I could blend into the crowd.

He muttered something and turned away.
The Count's speech went on and on.

I couldn't hold back a yawn. Now I understood the Second Prince. What a rare bore. And the damn sun was baking my head; I really did need a hat.






"And now those interested may join a tour of the Academy. The rest may proceed to the guest quarters. This time you're in luck, for I will be your guide personally," finished the red-haired mage in a blood-red robe.
To my surprise, the vast majority followed the servants. Only three of us remained in the square: Asha, myself, and the Count.

"Mister Nerd, I thought you knew the Academy as well as I do!" the bearded rector chuckled.
"Even so, it would be impolite to refuse the invitation."

"Very well. I see many familiar faces in this delegation. Will you not satisfy my curiosity as to the reason?"
"Forgive me, I have no right to say," Count Nerd replied firmly.

"I see. And a few new faces as well!"
The mage scrutinized us, nodding approvingly at Asha, then frowned when his gaze landed on me.

"Young man, may I ask… what happened to your source?"
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                "What happened to your Source?"
The sudden question made me pause for a moment. Meanwhile, the old man squinted, his gaze boring into my chest, and I was certain that the doublet wouldn't protect me from the perverted old man.

"It looks gnawed, only the core remains. Of course, it's hard to say exactly what happened, but you're very lucky. You're literally in the very heart of all magical science in our world. We'd be happy to offer you our services. Completely free of charge. Rest assured, whatever the nature of your problem — there hasn't been a single case where my graduate students have failed."
"I'm perfectly fine," I cut him off, then reminded him, "In our lands, it's considered rude to scan others."

"Perhaps because, in the vast majority of cases, the Kingdom's general magical knowledge is so deplorable that no one knows techniques to protect against scanning? You should take a few lessons while you're here."
The Count coughed quietly, inserting himself into the conversation.

"In the Commonwealth, it's really not considered an insult, Viscount. The common view is that if someone let themselves be scanned, it's their own fault."
"I understand the idea about following local ways, but shouldn't officials respect the customs of delegates?"

"Viscount!" the Count hissed irritably.
"No, it's alright," the rector waved it off. "My apologies, but I can't help but see it. It's the burden of a magister."

I gave the mage a careful look. Though his beard was starting to fade and his skin was wrinkled, he looked neither overly old nor dangerous. No flows of power, no imposing aura of might. On the contrary, he seemed more good-natured than threatening. Ha, even Meister Orin looked more the part of one of the strongest mages in this world!
"I heard the Magister sits on the High Council," I said softly, my tone tinged with doubt.

"Correct, we call it the Lodge. You could say it's my... side job," the rector chuckled into his beard.
"Sitting in the country's supreme governing body is a side job?"

The old man paused slightly, then smiled kindly.
"Where do you think more power is concentrated? In halls where the powerful endlessly argue and play diplomatic games, forming and breaking alliances? Or where youth grow and master the mysteries of magical art? Every gifted mage in the country studies at the Academy, regardless of origin. Only power matters — even the son of a Lodge member can study next to a former peasant. Though, sadly, that's rare. Without inheriting the right genetic lines, the chance of such a talent appearing is in the millionths of a percent... Hm. But I digress. Let's go, no need to waste time."

He gestured and slowly walked toward the Academy, forcing us to follow. Taking the moment, the Count quickly whispered:
"Don't provoke him. Magister Igni al Kegan has been the Academy's rector for several centuries."

"Two hundred thirty-four years. Could've been more, but the previous head held onto his seat tightly," the old man said.
Despite his age, his hearing was excellent!

"My apologies, Your Excellency. The Viscount has no idea of the role the Academy plays in the Commonwealth's politics."

I frowned. On the contrary — I understood it perfectly well. Who hadn't read Harry Potter? The Magister was a textbook Dumbledore, not only presiding over the local Wizengamot but also holding all education for talented mages in his hands. And who in their right mind would go against their dear old mentor in adulthood? Especially one so kindly, who surely forgave teenage blunders? And if you did… well, everyone has children, and it's worth remembering who teaches them. Judging by the fact he had descendants, the local Dumbles was at least straight. Still, that didn't stop the Magister from launching into a short lecture as we approached the Academy.
"Ah, your eternal problem — the lack of centralized, systematic education. Tutors and private mentors are fine, but only as a way to deepen existing skills. In every other respect, it's simply dreadful. I'm amazed you haven't forgotten how to cast altogether! When the skill level of the teachers is uneven, the skill level of the students will likewise fail to meet standards. Worse still, such a system leads to the degradation of magical science. When individual masters conduct research, they are in no hurry to share it even with their students, and death can come so suddenly. One accident and unique knowledge is lost forever. Generation after generation, before you know it, you're surrounded by savages who have forgotten even the simplest principles… Not that this applies to you, my lady," the old man added, noticing Asha rolling her eyes. "Though your Ashir education is crippled by rigid clan traditions, I can, grudgingly, call it relatively decent. Several centuries ago, your level was even higher… But let's not dwell on sad things."

"Is it really so bad for knowledge and hereditary techniques to remain in the family best suited to use them?" the mage girl frowned.
"Even in a clan, a person may be born with an aspect alien to their house. Teaching them according to family traditions alone means burying their potential. And even a clan can be destroyed, causing the world to lose unique knowledge. I admit this system is more viable… but it still falls short of ours." Magister Igni stroked his beard proudly.

"And what is yours?"
"We destroyed the monopoly on knowledge. All scientific research and achievements are systematized and available to any student whose talent meets the requirements."

"I'm sure your clans were just thrilled," Asha snorted.
"Oh, they were indeed, little lady…"

At those words, the mage girl stumbled and flushed darkly with anger, but managed to restrain herself.
"…but we came to an agreement. Of course, there are certain nuances with the noble houses, but for most mages the ten-year rule applies. After submitting their materials to the Academy's restricted section, a mage has the exclusive right to use the results of their research for exactly ten years, or until death. After that, they receive a reward for their contribution to science, and the knowledge becomes public."

"And no one tries to keep their inventions secret?" I asked.
"They do. And they face harsh punishments. The development of science is literally a matter of our survival, so no punishment for obstructing it can be too severe. Besides, the Academy is the center of most research. We fund, we train, we send out expeditions. In such conditions, it's hard to hide anything. By the way, we've arrived. I call this the foyer."

Monumental columns of white marble marked the entrance to the Academy. The mages and servants bustling to and fro looked tiny against them.
"Hundreds of rooms, lecture halls, menageries, arenas, nature reserves, dungeons, laboratories, and fenced-off areas for combat training. Altogether — hundreds of square kilometers. The Academy is so vast that we use carriages to move between its sections."

The Magister whistled sharply, and an unusual carriage approached. Instead of a horse, a steel spider was harnessed, its legs clicking in perfect, unnatural synchronicity.
"Don't be alarmed, it's a golem. Living transport produces too much waste."

"I liked the old ones better," the Count shuddered.
"This is an experimental model. The students suggested a multi-legged design would be more stable. Get in—"

A loud pounding of footsteps cut the Magister off mid-sentence. From the direction of the square came a young man in a bluish robe, either faded or half-painted. Probably a senior student or adept.
"Master!" He fell to his knees before the Magister. "A report from the observers at the portal zone."

With uncharacteristic agility for an old man, the Magister bent down over the servant, who whispered something to him. His face darkened.
"Eh, old age is no joy. Son, repeat it louder — I didn't catch a thing."

"The warding runes are disturbed — someone used shadow magic in the portal zone," the messenger said loudly enough for us to hear.
The Magister seemed not to be listening to him; his eyes slid toward the Count. I quickly glanced at Nerd, whose expression was as bored as ever. No reaction.

"Shadow magic, an unpleasant and rare thing. Are you sure?"
"Yes, Master. Blood magic may also have been involved — hard to say."

"The ambassador?"
"Detained. Replaced by Mister…"

"Doesn't matter, he won't last long in that post anyway," the Magister waved a hand. "Send the former ambassador to the interrogation room. I'll come as soon as I inspect the portal."
"But his clan—"

"I'll handle his clan. Get to it."
The student bowed deeply and ran back without even brushing the road dust off his robe.

Meanwhile, the rector turned toward us, still drilling the Count with his gaze, to which the latter raised an eyebrow in puzzlement. The Magister sighed and looked away.
"Urgent business. My apologies, but I won't be able to personally give you a tour."

"Don't worry about it, I'll just head to my quarters then," the Count said with a bow, stepping out of the carriage.
"And you…" the rector turned to us.

"I'd still prefer to see the Academy," I replied. The girl shrugged indifferently, showing she didn't care either way.
"Then wait here, I'll send someone," the Magister said, heading toward the square.

To my surprise, the Count remained near us. Once the Magister was far enough away, he turned to me.
"Condor, a word."

Frowning, I dismounted and gestured for Asha to stay in the carriage.
"Does the name Heinrich von Klaus mean anything to you?"

"Never heard of him," I said with a slight shrug.
"Henry. Klaus."

"Oh, that I remember!" I snapped my fingers.
"Over a minor disagreement, you beat him half to death."

"The disagreement wasn't minor," I noted.
"Doesn't matter now. You're the kind of man who causes trouble, and I don't want anything jeopardizing our mission. Stay out of my way, and I won't stoop to abusing my authority for revenge. Find yourself a mistress, or something else to occupy your time, just don't interfere with my real work."

"A mistress?" I asked, intrigued.
"What did you think most people come here for? The Commonwealth actively encourages contact between mages. They may even allow female students to travel to the Kingdom, but only on one condition: the children return to the Commonwealth and have no rights to inheritance. Many find such terms more than acceptable."

"Breeding mages, got it."
"Do that instead. I trust we understand each other?"

I just smiled and inclined my head. The Count snorted and walked off. It seemed he knew the area well enough not to need a guide.
By the way, our guide, or rather, our female guide — was already hurrying toward us. Quite pretty, I had to admit.

Something told me I'd been right about the 'breeding' comment.






◆ Lands of Marquis Short, Marquis Laszlo's POV. ◆

Dusk.
For the third day, Baron Gusto's castle had been under siege.

And by whom? A former ally, who had recently promised to help take Eagle's Crag, now turned against him.
Below, beyond the castle walls, a herald waved a white flag once again.

"Surrender and swear fealty to Lord Laslo! All your transgressions will be forgiven!"
"To the Abyss with you! I swore to Marquis Short, and I will not break my oath!"

A sudden gust of wind nearly knocked the baron off his feet. A griffon circled near the wall, a rider on its back.
"Short is dead. If you don't bow your head, you'll join him, Baron. Counting on your walls? They won't save you," Laslo said mockingly.

"You… two-faced bastard! Bring him down, now!" The baron swung his sword, and his knights reached for their bows.
A steel bow was much simpler and, more importantly, cheaper than a bolt-thrower, though slower to fire. In moments, heavy arrows flew toward the griffon. Banking sharply, the beast easily dodged.

"Think I won't storm your walls? Last chance, swear loyalty or you'll regret it."
"You'll lose many soldiers before you take our walls. Begone! I'll swear only to your father."

Laslo's face twisted in a snarl. He pulled a horn from his belt and blew it.
The assault began.

Wave after wave of infantry advanced, met by volleys of arrows — both standard and those fired by the few knights. Such a shaft, more like a small ballista bolt, could pierce a man through. The attackers' numbers dwindled, while Laslo circled above, watching his men die to no apparent effect.
"South gate. Release the Little One," he ordered, spotting the weakest point.

Veteran soldiers, backed by dismounted knights, prepared for the attack. But first, something had to clear the way.
Handlers nervously unchained the massive beast. Their shock-staves, normally used to control magically enhanced animals, had been left in the tents; they wouldn't stop this creature, only enrage it.

Originally meant to bear a rider, the Little One had grown too large and unruly, so it had been given another role.
A living battering ram.

In place of a saddle, a crude iron carapace had been fitted. Even without it, the chimera's thick hide offered good protection. Half the chains were already gone when the Little One began to stomp forward, tearing up the ground. The remaining chains snapped one after another.
With a piercing roar, the chimera charged the gates, trampling allied troops in its path. It didn't understand the concept of friend or foe, and chaining it again after battle was a nightmare.

But the battering ram's effectiveness outweighed the drawbacks.
On the walls, panic rose. The defenders saw the many-ton bulk charging full tilt.

They saw it, but could do nothing. Even the knights' arrows bounced off its armor. They rushed to the cauldron of boiling pitch and tipped it over… but it was too late.
BANG! The crash echoed far and wide, sealing the defenders' fate.

The Little One tore through the gates as if they were straw, not wood reinforced with steel bands. The portcullis followed almost as easily.
Knights and veteran soldiers poured in behind the chimera, completing the rout. The walls fell almost instantly. The remnants of the defenders, led by the baron, retreated into the keep.

"Sir, I think they want to surrender," reported one knight, his armor soaked in blood — none of it his own.
"I gave them a chance. Kill them all, and burn the castle as a warning. We can't spend this much time on every rebel baron. Let them see what awaits them," the marquis ordered with open satisfaction.

Hours later, the entire fortress was ablaze.
Laslo admired the view from above until the smoke forced him to land, where troubling news awaited.

"My lord, the green-skins are becoming an ever greater problem for our supplies. They've killed our horses again and plundered everything the foragers were forced to abandon. Their raids inflict ever more damage; their numbers are growing, and they're becoming increasingly brazen. When is the Duke going to hold the annual hunt?" the baronet responsible for army supplies dared to ask.
"There will be no hunt," Laslo cut him off.

"But then the goblins…"
"Burn the villages north and east of the forest."

"But those are… our villages!"
"I know," he smiled. "Drive the refugees south. Let the goblins scent easy prey and send their hordes toward Condor's lands."

The baronet bowed deeply so his lord would not see his expression. Laslo didn't care. Pulling a flask from his belt, he sipped wine and kept watching the castle burn.
His thoughts were elsewhere.

He knew from experience that a goblin horde could be nasty. A city they could not take, but slaughter all the peasants, condemning not only the city but the whole region to famine? That they could do easily.

"Let's see how you handle this…" he thought, sipping wine to the screams of the defenders burning alive.
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                ◆ Ordinary Goblin's POV, outskirts of the Goblin Forest. ◆
Sharp ears rose above the thick grass. The wind masked sounds, the rustle of leaves muffled footsteps, but it carried scents.
He sniffed, drawing in the wind. His long nose caught the stench of iron coming from a group of pale-skinned beings moving along the road.

The goblin lifted his head to look at the prey. The pale-skins walked openly, holding long, round, iron clubs. The goblin stared at them with large eyes and began counting on his crooked, dirty fingers. One... Two... Three... And another... and another.
He ran out of fingers. The goblin looked away from the group and at his fist.
Many! Far too many for the two of them. He needed to report to the chief.
He searched sharply for his fellow tribesman hiding on the other side of the road. There! The fool stood up straight and was drawing a short bow.
Idiot! There are far more than two enemies!
The pale-skin immediately spotted the goblin and pointed a stick at him.

A thunderous boom struck the goblin scout's sensitive ears, making him drop his wicker shield. His vision doubled, and a ringing like a shaman's gong filled his head, but he still saw his fellow tribesman, now headless, fall backward.
Time to run.

With a sharp squeal, the goblin fled. Behind him came shouts and more thunderous cracks that made his ears throb in agony. Steel wasps buzzed angrily, zipping past his scrawny body, shredding leaves, chopping down bushes, snapping branches—destroying everything in their path. One slammed into a tree, sending sharp splinters into his unprotected skin.
Howling in terror and pain, the goblin threw away his spear and fled on all fours, weaving between trees. A root caught his foot, and he tumbled into a small ravine. Silence. Shaking blood from his ears, he limped toward the camp, not daring to return for his spear.







◆ Captain Kurt's POV, outskirts of the Goblin Forest. ◆
"Got away, the dog." Kurt spat on the ground and added, "I hate summer. Can't see the pointy-eared freaks through all this greenery."

"They've been showing up more and more lately, Captain."
"Noticed that myself. Drag that freak out!" he ordered, resting his musket on the ground and starting to reload.

The squad rushed into the field and pulled out the headless body. A bow and crooked arrows dropped into the road dust. The bone tips were thickly smeared with green goo.
"Poisoned," Kurt stated after examining the trophies.

The goblin itself was nothing special, just another pointy-eared pest. But what to do with the body? Ideally, burn it, but there was no time. Hanging it in a tree like they did with bandits was pointless. A bandit might think twice at the sight of a corpse, but goblins would just see a green apple hanging by a string. Food.
Kurt picked up the arrows and stabbed them into the body one by one. Maybe that would give the creatures indigestion. At least, he hoped so.

"Move out. Or we won't make it to the village before sunset."
The company marched on, the captain absently stroking his musket while scanning the roadside.

"What's on your mind, Sir Kurt?" asked Bubble, puffing out his chest plate with a silver medal riveted to it. Polished to a shine, it blazed in the sunlight.
"That you should think about getting a long-sleeved mail shirt." The captain poked his friend's arm where it wasn't protected by the cuirass. "The shaman of this tribe knows how to brew poison."

"He's probably not that strong," Bubble waved dismissively.
"But neither are we warriors," Kurt reminded him.

The former farmer grimaced; coming back down to earth was unpleasant.
"Can't you think of something nicer? Like the annual hunt coming up, when there'll be a lot fewer green-skins."

"I wouldn't count on it," Kurt replied skeptically.
"Why? It's tradition."

The captain didn't argue. Maybe this time the goblins really would retreat deeper into the Duchy's lands instead of toward them. After all, in their retreat, the knights had destroyed everything they could. Many villages burned to the ground and were abandoned; many residents fled... but some stayed and, despite everything, began rebuilding their homes, as their ancestors had done for centuries.
They were heading to one such village to protect it from goblins. The pointy-eared runts wouldn't hesitate to finish off even a half-ruined and looted settlement if no one stood against them. But if they ran into soldiers, there was a chance that even their dull minds would realize it was better to head somewhere the army hadn't swept through in a scorched-earth wave — somewhere the villages hadn't been burned and the livestock hadn't been slaughtered. At least, that was the plan. Maybe Bubble was right, and the hunt would go as usual — after all, goblins were more of a threat to the lands now under Laslo's control.

It was enough to garrison villages and send out regular patrols to make the green-skinned vermin think twice about feasting on scraps. The only thing Kurt feared was that the goblins would simply slip past them and begin feasting, leaving new lairs everywhere. Cleaning that up would be no easy task.
The general understood this too, recruiting more and more refugees into the ranks. On the training grounds, regiments marched around the clock, and the city had grown used to sleeping through constant gunfire. The goblins had to be shown that while the region had suffered, it could still fight. Then they'd look for easier prey. That was the nature of these cowardly parasites.

But the captain kept these thoughts to himself. Let the soldiers think they only needed to hunt goblins for a couple of weeks if luck was on their side — perhaps it would be true.
"You know, I was thinking about something positive," Kurt said, changing the subject.

"Mmm?"
"Our weapons are too powerful for goblins. They're overkill for unarmored humans, so imagine goblins."

"And what do you suggest? Stabbing them with bayonets?" Bubble widened his eyes in disbelief.
"No, just use half-charges like in training. That's plenty for goblins. We'd save powder."

The soldier thought for a moment, then shook his head.
"No need, there's no shortage of powder now. Maybe just load muskets with shot, like the artillerymen do?"

"Stupid," Kurt snapped.
"Why? It's a great idea!"

"That's a cannon. This is a musket!"
"So what? Haven't you seen some guardsmen's musketoons? They shoot shot."

Kurt shook his head again.
"Still no. What if it gets stuck?"

"It won't get stuck!"
"Fine, but what size would it be? Would it even kill anyone?" The captain took the musket from his shoulder and measured the barrel with his fingers. "In a cannon, the shot is as big as our bullets!"

"We're not fighting knights, right? For goblins it's enough. Plus, imagine — one shot could kill several at once. And you can't miss!"
"When they come in small groups of a couple hundred, you won't miss anyway," Kurt scoffed. "Besides, we don't have the shot, so no point discussing it."

"That's no problem, it's easy to make. Just melt lead and drip it into water."
"And where will you get lead? You're not melting down our bullets, are you?"

"Well... if we look hard enough, I'm sure we can—"
"That's enough. No experiments in my company. Send your proposal to General Til if you think it's not nonsense."

"All right, all right, great Sir Kurt. But if he approves it, you owe me a beer."
"And if he doesn't, you'll stop polishing that medal to such a shine. My eyes already hurt from it."

"Deal!" Bubble laughed.
The sun was already dipping toward the horizon, painting everything blood-red, when they approached the village. Just a couple of months ago, it had been a relatively prosperous place of about a hundred households. Not rich — there were no rich villages in the area, but not poor either.

Thanks to the nearby forest, many people had escaped into the undergrowth, and building materials allowed them to begin repairs. But the bustle in the village now was unusual.
Many people burned fires, using parts of half-burned houses as fuel. Simple shelters were being built. The number of inhabitants hadn't just grown — it had multiplied. And almost all were either children or women. There were practically no men.

Spotting the squad, they froze and slowly backed away so as not to provoke them. Kurt picked out an old man whittling a log, clearly shaping an axe handle.
"There were fewer of you last time," the soldier began.

"That's right," the old man agreed. "They just came today, from Burchanka, they say."
Kurt turned to the soldiers.

"Find someone among them who looks sharp and bring them to me. Not by force — promise food."
"Yes, sir!"

Bubble leaned toward the captain and whispered:
"Our supplies won't last long if we feed them all."

"We'll send a messenger to headquarters. They definitely don't belong here, this many women and children is like a magnet for goblins."
His friend nodded in agreement.

Kurt pulled a map from his satchel and started looking for the place called Burchanki, but found nothing. The map was hardly detailed — it had been drawn by hand by a talented soldier, who had copied only the essentials from the lord's map: the main roads, streams, and large villages, nothing more.
Meanwhile, the soldiers brought over a small girl.

"Couldn't think to bring me an infant instead?" Kurt swore at them.
"But she can read, Commander."

"Oh, really? Must be the headman's daughter, I bet?" the captain asked the girl.
"No, sir. I just went to church."

"Well, at least they're good for something… All right, what happened to you? Goblins?"
"No, sir, people. They took the men away for labor, along with the livestock. Burned the rest, and killed anyone who resisted. Then they sent us here."

"Straight here?" Kurt raised an eyebrow.
"Well… no. Riders escorted us for a while, but then they rode off, threatening to kill us if we went back. We walked until we came across this village."

"Hmm. Doesn't sound like bandits. What did these people look like? Any crests or banners?"
"They had nothing like that, sir. But they had good armor and swords."

"And all of you are from Burchanki, then?"
"No, sir. Not only. Also from Novoselki and Gribnoye."

"Can you read a map?" Kurt asked, and the girl nodded uncertainly. "Show me where these villages were."
She bent over the paper, trying to make sense of the drawing. The growing darkness wasn't helping her. Finally, she pointed to an empty spot on the map.

"Burchanki is somewhere here, Gribnoye is east of us, just a couple of hours away, and here's Novose—"
"Wait. Whose lands are these under now?" Kurt cut in, cursing himself for not asking earlier.

"We lived in the barony of Lord Gusto, but his castle burned down."
"So that would put these lands under Marquis Laslo's control?" Kurt concluded half-affirmatively.

"I don't know, sir, we're simple folk and don't trouble ourselves with lordly affairs." The girl shrugged.
"All right, here." The captain thoughtfully pulled a few hardtack biscuits from his satchel and handed them to her. "You can go."

She ran off, and he bent over the map again, growing darker in mood by the second.
"Thinking again? This time about something good, maybe?" Bubble asked.

"If only. Look." He pointed to the spots the girl had indicated.
"Three villages. All on enemy lands. All near the forest. All destroyed and burned."

"So what? That happens often in wartime. Deserters are the scourge of such villages, though they usually act with more restraint."
"No, these weren't deserters. Would deserters bother driving people here? They'd have raped, killed some, and sold the rest. No, these were soldiers. And they had a purpose. Think — where will the goblins go? To a fresh burn site or here, where there's such a prize — a whole pile of easy meat?"

"You're saying they burned their own villages? That's madness, they're not that crazy."
"I'll remind you they burned everything here not long ago." Kurt waved a hand at the ruins around them.

"That was different, there was logic to it."
"There's logic here too."

"Burning villages instead of just repelling the goblin attack? That's not logic, that's stupidity. If they wanted to send them our way, couldn't they just drive them with troops?"
"Goblins aren't cattle you can herd like a flock. They'd just slip through the lines and skulk around settlements, killing and snatching anything that pokes its nose out past the palisade. But if there's nothing to feed on, nothing but ashes all around…"

"I think you're overthinking it. In the end, goblins are weak. Can they really cause us much trouble?"
The question hung in the air.

Kurt scratched at his scars, recalling every skirmish with goblins in his life. A lone creature could be killed by even a peasant. Maybe two. But since goblins attacked openly only when confident in overwhelming numbers… When it came down to it, the vast majority of his soldiers were ordinary men. Easy to tire out, mediocre with weapons. And a musket with a bayonet, effectively a long spear — was hardly ideal against a short, nimble foe. While there were only a few hundred goblins in the area, they had a chance. But if their numbers reached several thousand, without artillery or a miracle they'd be crushed by sheer weight.

"Hey, Bubble. You win. Get your canister shot ready."
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                A girl in an aquamarine robe approached our carriage, so saturated in color it seemed even her hair had a bluish cast… Wait… no, not "seemed." It did. Dye?
"Good-day-father asked me to look after you. Where would you like to go?" she said.

I stalled for a few moments. For two reasons at once: first, "good day" or "good Father"? Because she didn't pause and said the first word softly, I didn't immediately understand what she meant. And when I did, I stalled again. Father? Not grandfather, not great‑grandfather? Not great‑great‑great‑grandfather?
"How old are you?" Asha bluntly wrapped my thoughts in words.

"Older than you, pipsqueak." The guest snapped, then coughed in embarrassment and added, "My apologies, I meant that decent people don't ask such questions."
"Are you saying you don't consider me a decent person?" Asha kept pushing, aiming to get even for the "pipsqueak."

Sparks danced on the woman's fingers, leaving scorch marks on the carriage.
"Stop," I intervened, then addressed our guest. "You said the rector sent you? And you are…?"

"Nala bintu Igni, Lesser Archmage of Water. And you are Viscount Randall Condor, together with…"
"Asha," the mage grumbled, displeased.

Nala paused, waiting for more, but none followed.
"Very well. I'll try to remember, but no promises. Coachman! Leave us. I'll drive myself."

The servant bowed, jumped to the ground, and retreated in a quick, borderline panicked, step.
"It'll be better without extra ears," she explained, taking his place. "So, to begin with, we should head somewhere less crowded. Perhaps the Academy gardens: would you like to look at the alchemical planters? Many plants grow there that were once thought impossible to cultivate in an artificial medium."

"Boring," Asha drawled, but the rector's daughter didn't so much as raise an eyebrow; she waited for my decision.
The gardens were fairly interesting, but wandering around admiring them without being able to take any ingredients… sounded rather dull. Yes, it would be useful to assess the Academy's stocks, but I was more interested in something else.

"I'd like to see the place where this thing was put together. Is that possible?" I pointed at the mechanical spider harnessed to our carriage.
"We won't be able to talk there. Although, if you're interested in various creatures… there is one suitable place."

I nodded in understanding. Judging by who she was and her insistent desire to talk, we'd have to get down to business right upon arrival. I would've liked a little rest, but I didn't mind. Better to sort everything out at once, set things up, and then use any free time to prowl through the lecture halls looking for something interesting.
"But! Go!" she shouted at the spider, squeezing in her hands a short rod with a crystal that vaguely resembled a joystick.

I was almost flung out of the carriage through the open top. The spider didn't move so much as leap forward and gallop, weaving side to side like a drunk. Naturally, the carriage swayed along with it.
"Abyss! The things they come up with… When the golems were horse‑shaped it was much better…" Nala complained, trying to get the controls under control.

Drumming a staccato with its legs, the spider tore along at full tilt through stone corridors whose width could put any subway to shame. Judging by the fact we were descending and the vaults kept growing lower, that wasn't far from the truth. Sometimes there were forks; in places our route would come out to the surface only to dive underground again.
There were no pedestrians here, apparently they had separate walkways, but other coaches did appear from time to time. At the sight of our madcap vehicle, the servants immediately steered their golems closer to the wall. Most golems were humanoid, so you could, with some stretch, call the coaches rickshaws. But there were also more unusual self‑propelled contraptions resembling centaurs.

Turning to Asha, I noticed she'd gone green again. The carriage's rocking was even rougher than a storm at sea!
Who drives like this? Is she yanking that joystick left and right?

Clutching the edge of the carriage, I lifted myself and peered over the shoulder of our inept coachman. Interesting: the lever was completely motionless, but the crystal kept lighting up in different colors.
After watching for a few minutes, I more or less figured out which color corresponded to what. Of course, that didn't teach me to drive, but at least I'd have some idea what to do if it came to it.

It also told me one thing: at least some of the servants were low‑rank mages. To check, I waited until we flashed past another coach and unceremoniously scanned its driver.
Apprentice.

Figures. For some reason I'd thought the servants were ordinary people. I was wrong.
"We've arrived!" Nala announced, stopping beside a gigantic staircase.

Broad steps led both upward, where they were lit by the sun, and down to lower levels, disappearing into the dimness.
Glancing around and making sure no one but us was nearby, she said, "Now we can talk. Since the topic is delicate, let Asha stroll through the zoo." The archmage pointed toward the stairs. "She can clear her head, and maybe she'll stop looking like a goblin."

"Who looks like a goblin? You mean my height?" the mage flared up.
I frowned. The very first mage we'd run into was trying to separate me from my companion. I could guess at her motives, but still…

"She stays with us."
Nala threw up her hands.

"You must have the wrong idea about… our situation. Because of the political climate, Father doesn't want anyone to know about… the arrangement. It all has to look accidental. Do you really think it's better to bring this…" The rector's daughter faltered, searching for the word.
"The girl," I prompted.

"…young lady into our affairs? She doesn't seem very bright."
"Hey!" the girl protested. I had the feeling it wasn't the insult that stung her so much as being ignored.

"She stays with us. I trust her completely." Turning to Asha, I added, "I'm not mistaken in thinking you're capable of not doing anything foolish, am I?"
"If she blabs, I'll freeze her to death." The threat sounded matter‑of‑fact coming from Nala.

Asha opened her mouth, probably to argue, but meeting my gaze she closed it and muttered something rude under her breath.
Damn, the sharp jump in her power had made her a bit too confident.

"Okey... Remember, the responsibility is yours. Now we will go lower. Someone could pass through here, and air mages can hear us long before we hear them." Nala set foot on the stone step, and blue light washed over the staircase, which branched like a stone serpent into the depths beneath the Academy.
Haha, it looks like the mages love digging the ground!

"What is this place?" I asked.
"Up above is the menagerie and the preserve. We need lots of beasts: for training, for alchemical ingredients… for sale, including to your kingdom. The best chimeras in the world are made here."

"You sell weapons to your potential opponents?"
"Potential allies," Nala corrected me. "Mostly to the Second Duchy. By the way, I've heard you have a conflict with the First? Perhaps, after you help us, I can put in a word so you're allowed some access to our offerings."

"What help do you mean?"
Nala tilted her head back to make sure we'd descended far enough, then stopped.

"The same help the King ordered you to provide. You will help me get the Second Prince."
I exhaled. So I'd understood correctly. To be honest, I'd feared that the daughter of a Lodge member would be hard to persuade, but it looked like it would be the prince who'd need persuading if he balked at the last moment.

"And what am I supposed to do? I doubt we can tie him up and drag him to you."
"Your part, Viscount, will be small. You'll be the pebble that sets off the avalanche… but I'll do the main work. You just need to distract him from his tight schedule of official receptions and take him out… anywhere he agrees to, the main thing is outside the Academy. Then let me know. And there I will 'accidentally' run into him."

"I find it hard to believe the Prince always sticks to this 'tight schedule.'"
"You're right… but I can't 'accidentally' meet him in a brothel, can I? You need to take him somewhere respectable."

All this struck me as suspicious. Why so many complications?
"Why not just meet on Academy grounds?"

"No, out of the question! Do you know how many spies are here? The moment I go near him, everyone will know."
"What if we tweaked the schedule? The rector could arrange, I don't know, some practicum outside the Academy and invite the prince."

"Impossible. Everyone would know Father was involved, and he needs to look, with all his might, as if he has nothing to do with it. So no, everything must be as usual: standard lecture visits, an exhibition of advances in magical science, the solstice tournament…"
The arguments sounded convincing, but… not entirely. After all, a person I didn't really know was urging me to pull the prince out from under his guards somewhere out of the way. Still, it would be foolish to voice my suspicions. I'd pretend to agree… But later I'd definitely need to make sure she really was the rector's daughter.

"Fine, we'll go with your plan. How do I contact you once it's done?"
Nala drew a scroll and a small bottle of ink from her sleeve, the contents suspiciously like blood.

"Write the time and place on it. I'll know immediately thanks to a second scroll that will duplicate your message."
Ooh, magical scrolls. Useful things.

"How far does the transmission range extend?" I asked at once, already thinking how to adapt these for my own purposes.
"Don't worry, I won't go out of range, and I'll stay nearby."

"But still?"
The archmage hesitated, then admitted, "Three kilometers at most. Better two. It's more reliable."

I immediately lost interest in the scrolls. If the distance was that short, they were only good for spy games.
Still, it was worth clarifying. "And if I write something while you're outside the range?"

"The inscriptions will duplicate as soon as we get close enough to each other."
"Got it." I folded the scroll several more times and slipped it into my pocket. The vial of blood‑ink went beside it.

"I'm glad we have an understanding. As a token of goodwill, I'll show you something we don't usually show guests. Come. We need to go lower," Nala waved, and we resumed the long descent.
It was getting damp. The steps were slick with moisture; somewhere we could hear drops striking stone. And there were clicks, seeming to come from the monolithic wall at one of the landings of the endless stair.

Nala stepped closer and knocked on the wall three times. For several minutes nothing happened, then the wall slid apart, opening a passage of considerable size. I think we could have driven a carriage in there without trouble—two, even.
Mages emerged from the opening, not in their usual robes and mantles but in light blackened‑leather armor. Each held a torch, and the flames washed out the dim blue of the mage‑lamps.

"Lady Nala? Who is with you?" one of them said—apparently the leader. Unlike the others, he wore tight‑fitting goggles, almost aviator‑like, and his armor seemed smeared with something like webbing.
"Guests. They are with me."

"Forgive me, but in that case you need to undergo a check."
"A check?" She frowned.

"Yes, a Source verification against the sample."
She hesitated a few moments, then sighed. "Alright, but make it quick."

The mage took a rod with a glass orb on the end from an assistant and pressed it to Nala's chest. For a few seconds nothing happened; the air felt taut. It was as if the shadows had thickened.
Another heartbeat, and the orb glowed a steady green.

The mage bowed deeply. "How may I be of service, my lady?"
"I've come for samples, and… give these people a brief tour."

"A… tour?" the mage said, surprised.
"Correct. Tell them what we do here and answer their questions."

"But… but…"
"That's an order."

"Yes, ma'am," he mumbled. "Am I to answer any questions they have?"
"Within reason."

The goggled mage wilted completely, for nothing is worse than the lack of clear criteria. Say too much and you're punished; keep quiet and you're punished too. How was he to know where "too much" began?
He motioned glumly for us to follow. For a time we all moved along a wide corridor, but soon Nala and part of the mages turned down a side passage. We continued on.

"So. What do you do here?" I asked the mage.
"The same as on the other levels: chimerology. The upper tier handles mammals… except humans; humans are handled on the lower tier," the chimerologist specified. "A bit lower we have draconic types and cold‑blooded specimens… on this level, us, and farther down they try to recreate extinct races and study mages' abilities."

It opened up ahead; the corridor ended in an underground gallery lit by a faint greenish glow from moss that had overrun the walls. A few more steps, and a stone parapet came into view, along with stairs leading farther down.
Into a pit, from which a stream of air blew up at us.

The air was close and humid, and the more I breathed it, the ranker it seemed. An acrid, nasty odor, like crushed insects, permeated everything.
Our guide, however, seemed unfazed, clearly used to it. Leaning on the rail, he turned back to us.

"Well… this is what we do," he said, gesturing downward.
The bottom of the pit was thickly carpeted with webbing; egg clutches hung along the walls, and small (only rat‑sized) spiders scurried about. Judging by the passages through the web, this was only the entrance to the nest; tunnels branched off to the sides, too geometrically regular to be natural, definitely the work of human hands. Or rather, magic.

"Ugh, spiders. We should burn the lot," Asha shuddered.
I nodded slowly. After everything I'd been through, I had a certain aversion to many‑legged things.

"Don't burn anything!" the chimerologist yelped, jumping so hard he nearly toppled over the rail. "They're unique spiders… actually, not spiders. More precisely, not exactly spiders. They're magically enhanced chimeras based on spiders. Let's go on to the adults… farther from the clutches."
He led us away from the precious egg masses, as if he truly feared we'd torch the place, explaining his work as we went.

"What's the main problem with chimeras? Labor. If we're talking about unstable forms that can't reproduce, it's an enormous number of potions, surgeries, and transformations. So much work! And at every stage the specimen can die. More stable forms can reproduce, but they have problems too. For example, even the lizard‑types that hatch from eggs need years before they can go into battle and reach the peak of their strength. Insects are ideal… well, almost ideal. In fact, we had loads of problems at literally every step. At first we planned to use fire ants… but there was an accident, anyway, never mind!" He flailed his arms.
"What accident?"

"Well, they burned everything down."
Hearing the chimerologist's words, Asha smiled in satisfaction.

"So we had to use spiders. We tested different species, but… um… that's probably classified information, which exact species we used as the base?" he drawled, turning to me.
"It doesn't matter," I shook my head.

"You're right! It doesn't matter, since there isn't much of them left! Have a look."
The scholar touched another wall like the one at the entrance, and it slid aside, revealing a gigantic storeroom full of glass vessels, each filled with formalin and bodies. A cabinet of curiosities.

To my surprise, most of the specimens were human, and rather ugly. Big fangs, heavy brow ridges. In the greenish light their skin looked green… or was it actually green?
"Those are from the floor below. They had an accident in one of their storerooms and moved their old specimens up to us. They promised to take them back in a month once they fixed everything and cleaned up, and what do we see? They've been standing here almost half a year now, blocking my precious spiders."

"Are these orcs?" Asha asked, tapping a fingernail on the glass.
"Almost. They were trying to recreate them. Bad idea, I tell you. Before the orcs were exterminated, in symbiosis with goblins they were absolutely unbearable. Fortunately, orcs didn't reproduce all that fast…" the chimerologist lamented, leading us deeper into the storeroom.

Bad idea, huh? Strange words from someone who's raising giant spiders. Let those loose and what do you get? A new forbidden zone like the Black Forest?
The specimen tanks grew larger, and so did what floated inside them. At last the scholar proudly patted an especially big vessel where a huge spider more than a meter tall was afloat.

"The first full‑fledged specimen. You wouldn't believe what it cost us to grow it!"
"We would," I assured him.

"Er… thank you," the chimerologist muttered. "Ahem. What do you think is the single biggest problem in growing an insect this large?"
"Food?" Asha guessed.

"No, food isn't the problem. Air."
I nodded in agreement. To my mind, chimeras were walking problems that existed only thanks to magic.

"We could easily grow them to the required size, but they just suffocated and died. We could implant additional cores, but you understand the labor involved. We thought about improving their primitive lungs, but that turned out to be beyond us… um, forget I said that. The research is ongoing, a breakthrough is possible any week now! Please don't tell Lady Nala. The fact we haven't had major success in this area yet doesn't mean we should stop funding the attempts, do you agree?"
We assured the scholar we were fully in agreement, and he calmed down.

"Right, where was I… ah yes, air. We found an elegant and almost labor‑free solution. We simply fix cheap artifacts to their spiracles that pump air into the pulmonary sacs. Survival is almost one hundred percent, except for cases where the artifacts break due to defects… but that's a complaint for the mages in the Steel Tower, not us!"
"So you're creating giant spiders in order to do what? And how do you control them?" I asked the question that interested me.

The chimerologist snapped his fingers and winked. "You look to the essence! They're insects, so they can't be trained. We tried giving them more brains, but… um."
"Not a word to Nala?" I guessed, and the scholar nodded gratefully.

"Yes, thank you. In short, we use specific scents and stimuli like bright light. That's enough to aim them at the enemy and keep them from eating their own… well, at least to keep them from doing it often. But these drawbacks are outweighed by a host of advantages. First, they can be bred by the thousand; second, they're very cheap on a per‑specimen basis. You can even feed them fleshy mushrooms grown by alchemists. They grow several times more slowly that way, but almost for free!"
Meanwhile Asha tapped the glass again. "So how do you saddle it? Legs on all sides. That's inconvenient."

"Um, they're not for that. They can't be saddled."
"That sucks," she concluded.

"Not at all," the scholar scowled. "It's an important tactical unit on the battlefield. Not just a living shield for mages like peasants, but a rather lethal fighter. Its bite is venomous, and the chelicerae are so hard they can… well, honestly, they can't do much yet against thick steel, but we're working on it. In the worst case we can implant enchanted blades. But they're far less sensitive to injury than any other chimeras. And cheaper, don't forget."
"I think it twitched," Asha said, still tapping the glass.

The scholar blanched and nervously took off his goggles. "Uh‑oh. Let's get out of here and talk somewhere else."
"It is… dead, right?" I asked, grabbing Asha by the hood and tugging her away from the glass.

"It should be. But the fellows downstairs thought the same. Remember I mentioned the accident in their storeroom? One of the dissected beasts suddenly came to and blew the glass out, then went on a rampage. We even thought a necromancer had slipped in, but no. They just overdid it trying to recreate orcish regeneration… come on, come on!" he urged us. "I'll take you to the combat chambers instead. That's where we pick the best spiders for breeding. Ten specimens are driven into the arena, and then they eat each other until only one remains. Just like gladiators in a coliseum, but with spiders. I've been watching for years and never get tired of it. Fascinating!"
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                But we didn't get to see the spider gladiator fights.
As we passed through the corridor, we ran into Nala, who was leading a team of mages. Strangely, there were no servants on this floor, so the mages themselves had to haul some very suspicious crates behind their mistress. The cargo emitted a crackling hiss and scratched audibly at the steel containers from inside.

"All done? I'm afraid I can't accompany you any further: there were more specimens than I expected, so we'll have to split up. But… this fellow will take you where you need to go." Nala pointed to the first mage she saw.
He set the crate down on the stone floor with relief and brushed off gloves smeared in transparent slime.

"Come by again if you have free time, with my lady, of course. I can't let you in alone," the scholar whispered quickly. Seemed he liked that we were good listeners.
We said our goodbyes to the scholar—whose name I never learned, and headed back up the spiral stairs. Our carriage, left unattended, was still there. But now it had a neighbor: what looked like a cargo wagon hitched to two humanoid golems. Inside were neatly stacked vessels, vials, documents, and a couple of piles of crates.

It seemed Nala had turned the chimerologists' place upside down, but that wasn't our business.
"Careful, you oaf!" she barked when one mage nearly dropped a crate. "And, Viscount, I trust you won't delay with my request. I expect good news from you as soon as possible."

I nodded but grew wary. She had mentioned her request openly, even with many mages around. Were they all trusted? Even if so, it was careless. Why?
"Where to?" asked the mage who had taken the driver's seat, removing his gloves.

"I want to meet the one who made that spider," I repeated.
"Steel Tower. Understood," he said emotionlessly and set off.

He didn't speak another word the entire trip.
His driving was just as bad, but slower and more careful, which was somehow worse. Instead of a quick, jarring ride, we got a long, swaying one. Even I began to feel sick, wondering if meeting this so-called inventor was worth it.

But after suffering this long, turning back wasn't an option. So we crept toward our goal.
The carriage emerged from the tunnels onto city streets: streets very different from those near the portal square.

The entire district was coated in rust. Brown houses, brown streets, brown sand on the sides. Even the tower, more pyramid-shaped than tower, had once been steel but was now grimy and rusted like everything else.
A metallic taste on the lips, the sharp smell easily mistaken for fresh blood… and every breeze sent reddish-brown flakes into your face. I didn't envy anyone living here, and rust wasn't the only problem.

The second plague of the district was soot—on the walls, on the roofs, on the faces of passersby. Metalworking can't exist without raw materials.
Near the Pyramid-Tower, hundreds of smokestacks belched soot into the air. Smelters; what else could produce so much?

Smoke swirled and mingled with the sunlit metallic dust spilling from vents in the tower. I even knew why: it was the same dust I often had to shake off my hands after shaping metal. But why let it rust away instead of smelting it down again?
Because of this, part of the city looked like a ghetto, or slums. Though I saw no children or beggars, only the grim faces of workers. Sometimes we passed mages in steel-gray robes, but they looked no different from laborers: tired faces, rust-stained clothes. Normally, low-ranking mages did menial work, but here I saw full-fledged Adepts levitating something massive down the street, like a giant millstone.

In the Kingdom, a mage of that level might become a baronet, or at least a knight with land, serving in elite forces. Certainly more prestigious than hauling cargo in a rundown district.
And these were just the ones I saw outside. Something told me that inside the tower worked mages of even higher rank.

I didn't get to confirm my guess. We didn't even reach the base of the pyramid-tower before being stopped by guards. A few minutes of explanations got us a little further, only for another squad to stop us again, refusing outright to let us through.
The ease with which we wandered around a secret chimerologist facility had made me far too relaxed. Turned out, without the universal key that was the rector's daughter, no one would let suspicious characters roam freely. A shame.

While we waited for someone from the tower who could hear our request, I studied the ones who had stopped us. Surprisingly, there wasn't a single metal mage in their unit.
Over their multicolored robes, which indicated their element and rank, they wore strange armor—black, as if molten, something glass-like, maybe obsidian, or even plastic? I couldn't touch it to test its strength, but I was certain there wasn't a speck of metal in their armor or weapons. What there was, however, was an abundance of enchantments. In magical sight, they glowed so brightly that I had no doubt—whatever material their gear was made of, after so many enchantments it was easily on par with metal.

The unit's composition also raised questions. Their leader was a fire mage commanding two earth mages, one water, and one air, plus a healer. A mixed squad like this could have used a mounted, fully armored metal mage—but there wasn't one.
My suspicions as to why were only reinforced when a metal mage from the tower approached us. The patrol commander barely stopped himself from spitting as he let the man through.

Dark-gray robes, sunken cheeks, and a thin frame that made the fabric hang on him like on a coat rack. Unusual, and frankly unpleasant, to see a Lesser Mage in such a state.
"Gentlemen… I can call you that, right?" he asked obsequiously, bowing awkwardly.

Meanwhile, the water mage whispered something to his commander, making the man smile smugly. In a moment, he grabbed the mage by the shoulder, pulling him away.
"Not so fast. I've decided the archmage wouldn't approve of these talks of yours…"

"Oh, forgive me, but that can't be… surely we can settle…" The metal mage switched to a whisper.
I caught a few words: sword, surplus, something about a magic stone. The patrol leader was outright extorting a bribe for the right to speak with me, and doing it right in front of me. The audacity!

"Hey, you. Put the man back, now. I wasn't finished with him."
"You give orders at home, scrap heap," the captain sneered, breaking from the negotiation.

What audacity! No pistol on me, but I had something better.
"Asha," I called. In an instant, a man-made sun blazed beside me, its heat searing the skin. A heartbeat later, icy wind swept in, snowflakes spun in the air, and crystals of frost formed on the nearest wall.

Damn it, why show off so much? A single fireball would've been enough.
The squad recoiled, weapons snapping up—spears, swords, even a rapier.

"Cease your unlawful actions at once, or we will be forced to act!" the commander barked, his voice cracking, though he held his ground.
Asha focused, the fireball swelling until it was unbearable to sit beside.

"Ahem," the coachman coughed, then spoke his longest sentence yet. "Lady Nala personally asked me to bring this man to the Steel Tower. Do you intend to interfere?"
Silence.

The fire mage leader gave a curt nod. Weapons slid back into sheaths, spears rested on shoulders.
"We'll resume patrol. But if you keep causing trouble, we… we'll inform the Lady of your actions, that's what! Move out!" he ordered, then murmured to the thin mage, "And… about the sword… you know where to find me."

The man nodded obsequiously, and the squad withdrew quickly.
Apparently, everyone here feared Nala. Strange—she hadn't seemed so intimidating to me.

"Sir… lady," the metal mage bowed again. "The path is clear, but guards are posted at the tower entrance. I doubt they'll let you in. However, if you wait, I'll be bringing out promising candidates for evaluation."
"Evaluation?" I asked, suspecting a misunderstanding.

"Yes! You're here to sign a contract, right? People from the Kingdom rarely come here. Last time was decades ago, but I knew someday…"
"Stop," I cut him off. "You're talking about hiring? What's required for that?"

"Believe me, anyone here will agree to even mildly humane conditions!" he said, waving his hands.
"All right, what about the Academy?"

"Ah, yes. You need permission from an Academy representative, the rector or one of his deputies. They'll examine the candidate, and if they decide the person isn't of great value to the Academy, they'll allow the hire and set a compensation fee. You must also get approval from your ambassador…"
"Good to know, thanks. But for now, I came to speak with one particular person."

"Still, perhaps you could take a look? If you have names in hand, you could negotiate. The Academy's leadership rarely refuses if the requested mages' ranks are reasonable."
"Another time," I declined, not wanting to give false hope. Still, I noted what I might ask Nala for if the need arose.
\
The mage took a deep breath, making his face look even more haggard.

"All right, what person do you need? I'll try to help you find them."
"I need the one who made this spider."

Something flickered in the mage's eyes. He straightened, stepped back slightly, and crossed his thin arms over his chest.
"Why do you want my daughter?"

"Just to talk," I said amicably, showing empty hands as a gesture of peace.
The mage hesitated, speaking uncertainly.

"Um… she hasn't done anything wrong, has she?"
"Nothing. I just want to ask her about this device, that's all. She's not in any danger."

Silence fell while the mage thought tensely, and Asha muttered curses under her breath. She had been looking forward to intimidating whoever had made her spend half the day fighting nausea, and now she had to accept that this person would walk away neither beaten nor singed. A pity!
"All right, Ashley's in the workshop with her friend. It's near the foundries. Just don't make promises you don't intend to keep; she's quite comfortable here, understand?"

"I swear."
"I'd take you there, but I need to get back to my shift. Will you take them? The workshop's by the main foundry entrance, on the left, down the alley."

"Foundries, I'll take them," the coachman replied tersely, as if replenishing his word count after his previous speech.
The mage bowed and hurried back to the tower. The coachman gripped the control handle, but Asha panicked and jumped out of the carriage.

"No, no, no! Not a chance! I'm done! I'll walk."
I looked up. Judging by the pillars of smoke, it really wasn't far.

"Drive ahead, we'll walk behind you," I ordered the coachman, dismounting to follow the girl.
The empty carriage rolled slowly down the street as we followed, each step kicking up clouds of reddish dust. Damn, I'd meant to ask the mage why there was so much rust here… oh well.

"Now people will say we don't know how to use a carriage," I joked as we walked.
"Let them, idiots," Asha said, shaking her fist at passersby, sending them hurrying away. A man approaching us pretended to suddenly remember he'd left an iron on at home, turned around, and left.

Sighing, I flicked Asha on the forehead.
"Hey, what was that for?"

"Not for that," I lied, about fifty percent. "When you showed the patrol the fireball, why the hell did you start freezing everything too?"
"Well, it's cool, right? Fire on one side, ice on the other… like a real archmage!"

I flicked her forehead again.
"Hey, cut it out!" she huffed, covering her head with her hands.

"You should have started with just the fireball. Then, if they kept pushing, add the ice."
"Because it looks cooler that way?"

"Because then they'd think you had more to show if they kept acting up. Don't put all your cards on the table at once."
"All right, all right, I get it," she said airily.

She clearly didn't get it. I really should make a derringer and hide it in my boot, just in case.
We walked in silence for ten minutes, trailing the shaky carriage and what looked like a drunken mechanical spider that couldn't walk in a straight line, constantly tangling its legs and swaying. Still, to the coachman's credit, at pedestrian speed he kept it steadier.

I looked around at the houses, where everyday life bustled: someone cooking, someone sweeping their porch, forcing us to cough as dust clouds billowed up. The houses looked worn but still better than the slums in the Kingdom's capital. Still, it bothered me that I hadn't seen a single child the whole time. This didn't feel like a living city.
The closer we got to the foundries, the more soot covered the walls, and the sharp scent of iron gave way to the acrid stench of smoke.

"So, still want to live in the Commonwealth?" I teased.
She frowned.

"Well, if the blast furnaces here are bigger, I might put up with the dust."
"Unlikely, but… why don't we take a look?" I suggested, as we neared the foundry entrance, hot, dry air wafting out.

It would be interesting to compare, and to see how steel production was done here. Maybe I could steal a few good ideas.
"Stop right there! No entry without a pass!" A squad burst out, blocking the main entrance.

Without Lady Nala, we were politely but firmly redirected toward the alley with the workshop, and even escorted by a few guards to make sure we didn't "get lost."

I mentally praised their vigilance and made a note to return. After all, if they were hiding something, it had to be interesting, right?
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                It was a dead-end alley where street sweepers rarely came.Between stone buildings hung a torn web, black with soot. The workshop door, crudely built from darkened wood, stood out only because of the new sign nailed directly to its boards. It was wedged between two large buildings, likely warehouses. The neighborhood was far from pleasant: this was the "garage" district. I wouldn't have been surprised if graffiti covered everything, though fortunately, mages didn't indulge in that.

"This is the workshop you were looking for," the captain said, pointing to the sign, while his men "casually" blocked the exit from the alley. Did they suspect we'd lied? Then why bring us here instead of calling their superiors?
"Yes, I see," I said, frowning, and knocked on the door.

Nothing. I grabbed the wooden handle and pulled.
With a piercing creak, the door opened. Inside, dim light. A single beam from the window caught the dust motes floating in the air. I saw a young man of about twenty sitting at a wooden table, working with metal parts. He wore servant-like clothing: a brown shirt, trousers… but hanging from a nail in the wall beside him was a red robe.

We needed a woman. Behind him was another door, perhaps Ashley was there? But I asked first.
"Greetings. My name is Randal Condor, Viscount Randal Condor, and a member of the official delegation of the Kingdom of Steel…" I paused to give him a chance to introduce himself, but he stayed silent, tinkering with the metal.

"…and I'm looking for Ashley. Do you know where she is?" I finished.
The man stiffened, a metal plate slipping from his hand to the wooden floor with a sharp clink.

"Why?" he asked, speaking for the first time in a scratchy, unpleasant voice.
"Nothing bad. I just want to talk. About the transport she built."

"She's not here. Talk to me," he said, picking up the plate.
The room lit up with a fireball.

"Hey, mind your manners!" Asha threatened, shaking her fist.
He shrugged indifferently, and a blindingly white spark appeared on his fingertip. The plate heated to a red glow, and he picked up other parts from the table, pressing them against it. Where his finger touched, the metal flowed.

Contact welding with a fingertip? Hah, amusing.
"Maybe leave that to a metal mage? Otherwise, it'll be the weak point in your construction," I suggested.

"Yes," he replied flatly, continuing his work.
That was the end of that discussion.

He pulled a spring from under the table, welded it to the plate, pressed down with his full weight to compress it, and fixed it in place. It was hard to tell what he was building, though it looked like a spider's leg. Personally, I doubted a spring would work in that design, but I decided to wait and see… maybe it was just a stage of assembly.
Asha, however, took his ignoring her badly.

"Don't show off!" she shouted, extinguishing her fireball.
Instead, a wave of cold air swept through the room, centered on the metal piece the mage was assembling. She meant to stop his work, but forgot one small detail.

Clang. The plate cracked from the sudden cooling, and the spring tore it apart, hurling fragments in all directions from the mage—into the wall, into the ceiling… and straight at me.
A coin-sized fragment shot toward my chest at the speed of a crossbow bolt. I barely managed to throw my palm into its path, hoping it would slow enough for me to get away with nothing worse than a hole in my hand, but the instant the sharp edge touched my skin… I realized it wasn't going to be bad.

The shard never had time to pierce. I turned it into molten metal mid-flight. It slammed into my hand like a club, scattering drops of cold metal to the sides. Unpleasant. My palm buckled under the blow, but I clenched it, catching most of the projectile.
That was it, the momentum was gone. I fought the urge to shake out my bruised hand and sent Asha a furious glare. The idiot had almost killed me.

And that would have been the dumbest possible death.
Keeping my composure, I solidified the metal, shaping it into a medal. I stepped toward Asha. She stepped back. Another step… and another, until her back hit the wall.

I raised my hand and pressed the medal to her chest, fusing it into her robe.
Her gaze dropped to read the inscription.

"Idiot?"
"Wear it with pride," I said, turning to the mage.

He set aside the frozen piece, staring at us in annoyance.
"Please leave," he said, with some politeness.

"I still need to speak to Ashley. I wanted to offer her a partnership," I said firmly.
Though it would've sounded more convincing a few minutes ago, I wasn't backing down.

"Leave. She's against it."
"If that's so, I'll leave, but only after I hear it from her."

"I'm her husband. I speak for her."
I measured him with my eyes. If he was against it, that would complicate matters. Still, I had to hear it from her. Only… it really did seem she wasn't here. She'd have run out to us during the incident otherwise.

Continue waiting indefinitely? I didn't want to, but we'd already spent so much time…
"When will she be back?"

"Not soon," he said, starting to thaw the frozen structure now completely covered in frost.
I pulled a second chair closer and sat down.

"We'll wait."
The guy sighed heavily and rolled his eyes, as if asking the gods why he had to deal with all this. Asha looked around for a third chair, but there wasn't one. This couple clearly didn't expect guests. She gave me a pleading look at my lap, but I silently pointed to the medal. She snorted, went to the table, swept all the parts to the floor, plopped herself down on the tabletop, and cheerfully swung her legs right next to my shoulder.

I am never taking her to negotiations again.
We sat in silence for about ten minutes until the front door creaked open.

On the threshold stood a slender brunette in a simple dress, holding a worn leather bag.
"Marvin, do you know why there are so many sniffers on our street?" she asked, stepping into the room—then froze.

"What sniffers?" Asha asked, waving at her in greeting.
"That's what she calls the patrol," Marvin answered for her.

"Yes… They walk around, sniffing out everything, looking for conspiracies and dissenters. Sniffers, in a word. And you…" Ashley's eyes fixed on the 'badge of honor' hanging on the mage girl's chest.
"That's not true!" Asha shouted, covering the medal with her hand. A pulse of magic, and the inscription melted away, leaving the surface smooth.

Before it all turned into a circus, I cleared my throat and introduced myself.
"Viscount of Eagle's Cliff and Baron of Reikland, Randal Condor. I've come to the Commonwealth as part of the official delegation. And this is my... good-for-nothing companion."

"Hey! You're the good-for-nothing!"
The girl nodded and introduced herself in turn.

"I'm Ashley, and this is Marvin. What brings you here?"
"To offer work," I said without delay. "In the Kingdom."

"We refuse," Marvin replied instantly, as if he had been waiting for this very moment.
"Wait, we haven't even heard the terms!" Ashley rebuked him.

"My father told me it's only worth working for a Duke or a King. He's neither."
"And my father told me that getting out of the Tower is already good enough."

"And you managed that because he recommended us to the rector. Do you want to destroy the rector's trust and end up back in the Tower?"
"Maybe he'll send us back anyway if he doesn't like the results. You can't rely on luck."

"He'll definitely send you back if he learns you plan to run off to the Kingdom!"
"Oh, come on, we're just small fry. Why would he care?"

Marvin threw up his hands as if he couldn't believe the discussion had gone this far. The girl, on the other hand, turned to us and opened her bag.
"It's hard to give an answer right away, I need to think. How about a bite to eat? I just cashed in our food coupons."

Asha thought for a moment—she never refused food, but riding back with a full stomach…
"I'll pass. Your spider's had me queasy all day."

"Hmm? Strange," Ashley said, then guessed, "Do you have arachnophobia?"
"I don't have any phobias! It's just that thing shakes like a ship in a storm."

"Very strange. That shouldn't happen. Maybe something broke, Marvin?"
"Impossible. I made sure the design had a safety margin. Maybe you set the leg commands wrong again, like last time?"

"Or maybe you cast one leg shorter than the others again?" the girl shot back, crossing her arms.
The two bickered for a while, trading past failures, completely forgetting about the food. It seemed they could keep it up forever.

"Ahem. I wouldn't mind eating," I interrupted.
"Oh, right." The girl pulled two dark, dense loaves of bread from her bag.

I touched one. Hard as a brick, with some kind of sawdust and herbs mixed into the dough.
Next on the table landed what looked like a severed rump. Burnt so badly it was clear its owner hadn't had an easy time. The shape was vaguely human, but the coarse, animal-like hair made it obvious it wasn't.

"What's this?" Marvin asked.
"A ham, can't you tell?" the girl snorted.

"No, I mean the meat. Never seen a creature like this before."
"Merlin knows. Maybe a harpy?"

"Doesn't look like it…"
"Wait, you eat monster meat?" Asha asked, pointing at the "ham."

"That's right, it helps develop one's abilities."
"But it tastes absolutely vile!"

"And it's very bad for your health," I added.
"Well, depends how you cook it. Some monsters are actually decent," Marvin shrugged.

"And that's nothing compared to what they serve in the Tower," Ashley said with an embarrassed smile.
"The townsfolk have it even worse. They get meat-and-bone mash as a food additive, ha," Marvin added.

"Research shows it doesn't even affect life expectancy! Just like peasants—they live to about forty or forty-five," Ashley continued.
"But it increases the chance of conceiving and giving birth to a younger apprentice by five percent," Marvin finished for her.

I glanced between the two of them. Perfect sync.
"As an alchemist, I'll say it's complete nonsense. Sure, someone with a Gift might not notice, but additives like this will inevitably kill ordinary people—slowly, maybe, but still. It's a poison that will accumulate with every meal."

"Maybe so, but it doesn't matter. There will always be new townsfolk. Five percent is a lot: that lets us increase our numbers. The Commonwealth doesn't feed all the peasants like this only because it can't, not because it doesn't want to. Here, all the chimera lab waste gets put to use. As for this particular piece, I'm certain it came from the training grounds of the battle mages."
"Yeah, fire mages at that," the man clarified, pointing to the burn marks.

"I see," I said curtly, not letting it show that the "it doesn't matter" and "there will always be new ones" rubbed me the wrong way.
"If you don't like the meat, have some bread. It's got scraps from the Academy's alchemical gardens."

"And even shavings from a dead wisdom tree."
"No, thanks. I've completely lost my appetite," I declined politely, pushing the loaf away.

Bread, even you have betrayed me! I'd expected a lot of things, but I didn't think the Commonwealth had a problem with normal food.
"You don't happen to have a normal carriage? With horses?" Asha asked, clearly having come to the same conclusion but a very different takeaway, that we should get moving and find food.

Ashley shook her head."No living creatures are allowed to be harnessed on Academy grounds. Not even for Archmagi."

"What about golem horses?" I asked, recalling Nala's grumbling.
"Horses made as golems? They don't exist."

"They exist, actually," Marvin corrected his wife, and she raised a questioning brow.
"Never heard of them."

"That's because they were very rare and used only about eight years ago. They made literally two units, but only one survived. The other fell into the sea off a cliff along with the girl driving it, and her disfigured body was found a week later."
"Ugh, Marvin, why would you say that over a meal?" Ashley protested, slicing a piece of bread with a knife.

"Sorry…" he apologized, and I only just noticed that when speaking with his wife, he seemed perfectly normal.
"Anyway, the horses had two problems: they were fast and… uncontrollable. A living horse handles far better, but a stone or iron horse… And this was just a trial batch, given not to just anyone, but to the Department of Rare Gifts. You know, to light mages, dark mages, that sort, non-elementalists, basically. There were so few of them that pairing them up was always a mess, and they needed fast transport. By the way, we originally built the spider for them too. The idea was that the number of legs would help it maneuver. I'm still working on the optimal configuration. We did the casting, but…" The man gave Asha a reproachful look, and she just waved it off.

"So you made the frame?" I extracted the key point.
"Well…"

"Marvin, show them," the woman prompted.
"All right… only because you're asking."

He picked up a small piece and began slowly heating it. Minute by minute, its color changed until he started rolling it between his fingers like clay. The metal had become amorphous, pliable. He was shaping it into whatever he wanted with his bare hands.
"Amusing. A fire mage trying to be a metal mage," Asha commented.

"Shh, don't distract him. It's hard to keep the concentration."
"That's enough," he concluded, setting the cooled piece back in place. "They get the idea."

"Ha! I can do better," Asha declared confidently, grabbing the same piece.
A couple of seconds later, the molten metal seeped through her hands and dripped onto the wooden floor. Smoke filled the room instantly. The wood caught fire in a flash.

"Ow, ow! I'll fix it!" she promised, blasting it with frost.
The fire really did go out, but the room instantly became a freezer. She hadn't held back, and everyone's teeth started chattering from the unbearable cold.

"Oh, I'll fix that too."
"DON'T!" the couple shouted in unison, clearly expecting her to turn the place into an inferno.

I stepped over to her and gave her a sympathetic pat on the chest, restoring the erased inscription on her medal to its rightful place.
"Better let me warm the building back up, slowly," Marvin offered, his breath steaming.

"Let's head to the storeroom while he does that in peace," Ashley said, leading us through a door into the depths of the building.
The storeroom, true to its name, was a proper warehouse: piles of spare parts, metal ingots, components, and scrap. In the middle, on a relatively clean patch of floor, stood a half-disassembled golem made of bluish crystalline material.

"So Marvin makes the frame. And you?"
"Everything else," she nodded. "Everything that makes those chunks of metal move, from magic circles to control tuning. Over there, by the way, is my second big project. It'll be the boss for the tournament's winner. But don't think it'll just be a golem, I'm trying to make it smarter."

"A smarter golem?" I asked, a bad feeling stirring in my gut. And no, it had nothing to do with a robot uprising.
"Yes. Golem handlers take huge risks in battle because they can't control their golems from a distance. Without control, golems lose much of their effectiveness, they act clumsily and stupidly. I'm trying to make them more complex, smarter, so people don't have to risk themselves so much, and broad commands will be enough. The main problem was insufficient feedback. Right now, golems act on a preset algorithm and relate it poorly to the actual situation. But if you give a golem senses so it can understand the battlefield itself and choose tactics freely…"

A knot twisted in my stomach. Very bad news: right now, a golem needs a nearby mage to work properly, and the handler is easy to kill with gunfire. But if there's no handler… dealing with autonomous tanks would be a nightmare. Infantry without artillery wouldn't stand a chance. I had to recruit her at any cost. And if that failed, remove her.
Hmm. By the way...

"Ambitious. And how do the handlers feel about this?"
"Uh, what?"

"Well, essentially, they'd become unnecessary. If I were in their shoes, I'd try to hinder such developments—they'd be a blow to their status."
"Hm…" The girl thought for a moment.

"Ash, you haven't told anyone what you're working on, have you?" Marvin called from the next room.
"Well, when I asked the rector for permission to improve one of the tournament golems, I did say it was about a new control system. He agreed, though he insisted the old one stay as well."

"That's good. We'll need to talk about this. By the way, I'm done, you can come back."
The room had indeed warmed to a comfortable temperature. Marvin looked tired but had done a fine job—there wasn't a trace of frost left, and not a single scorch mark either! Well, except for the ones left by the pyromancer.

"All right, round two," Asha said, picking up another part from the table.
"Don't waste your time. You need excellent control for this, it's not for you," Marvin said.

The mage girl caught her breath."What? You! You're not even Ashiran, and you think you have better control? Ha, even if you dyed your hair red, you wouldn't reach—"

"You'll have plenty of time to train and prove him wrong, preferably right after you learn to bathe in lava. For now—calm down," I cut in before she could go off.
She relented and tossed the part back.

"Yeah, fine. But first, we need to eat something decent. Let's go already," she said as her stomach growled.
"The offer still stands if you change your mind," I told the pair. Marvin shook his head, but the girl nodded.

"Wait. Let me give you a ride. I just need to change, or they won't let me out of the district. One moment."
Ashley went to the storeroom. Marvin leaned closer and whispered.

"She's not going anywhere with you. Don't waste your time."
"Then go with her."

"No."
I shrugged. Stubborn man.

A few minutes later, Ashley returned, dressed in a gray robe. She kissed Marvin goodbye and walked out to the street with us.
Almost all the patrols had dispersed. Only one remained on watch, keeping an eye on us suspicious types. But he did nothing as we passed.

"I'll try to get Marvin to think it over," Ashley said.
I was about to explain the work terms when she quickly added:

"No, no, don't promise mountains of gold yet. Save that for later, once he stops rejecting the idea outright."
"Thanks."

"And thank you for the offer. Marvin's lucky—fire mages are the most privileged in the Commonwealth…" She gave the district a thoughtful look and fell silent.
The wind carried swirls of black smoke.

In silence, we reached the carriage, where the chimerologist was dozing on the driver's seat. Hearing us approach, he immediately stirred.
"She'll take it from here. Want me to get you to work?" I offered.

The mage thought for a moment and shook his head.
"Rest. Better," he said shortly and stepped down.

People are the same everywhere, I thought.
Asha climbed onto the passenger seat with a tragic expression and braced for suffering.

"All good. I don't know why you had trouble," Ashley concluded after inspecting the spider golem, then took the driver's spot.
Surprisingly, the ride was smooth this time.

No jolts at all.
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                The estate prepared by the mages for the delegation's stay was not only luxurious but also radiated with an excess of enchantments, from harmless ones meant to maintain optimal temperature and humidity, to protective spells promising intruders dozens of diverse deaths.
Death from excessive blood alcohol content wasn't among them, but the ambassador clearly intended to add it to the list!

To my surprise, he was the first person I encountered upon arriving at the estate after dark.
And I found him in the company of several empty bottles of something strong.

Nerd had single-handedly occupied the bar on the mansion's first floor. The counter was bare, the bartender absent, but a row of bottles lined the top.
With a gesture to Asha to move on, I stepped into the bar. Depending on the Count's mood, this was either the best possible moment to discuss with him concluding a contract with the mages, or the worst.

The Count raised a completely sober gaze to me.
"Welcome, Viscount. Come to wet your throat?"

"I think I'll pass."
Drinking on an empty stomach was never a good idea.

"A pity."
The Count uncorked a bottle of bright red liquid and generously poured it into a beer-sized crystal mug.

"Dragon's blood. Where else could you drink it for free?"
I inhaled deeply. If it was blood, then the dragon must have been dead drunk before the bleeding.

As the saying goes, there was no blood detected in this alcohol.
Nerd halved the mug in a few swallows.

"Working, Ambassador?"
He grimaced and replied with annoyance.

"State your business, or stop wasting my time."
"There are a few people I might contract…"

"Elements?" the ambassador cut in.
"Fire…"

He nodded.
"…and metal."

He traced a finger thoughtfully along his mug.
"Hm…"

"Some kind of problem?" I pulled a chair closer and sat down beside him. It didn't look like this would be resolved quickly.
"There are certain… complications. The previous king decreed that we could not take metal mages from the Commonwealth."

"Why?"
"A few reasons. First, younger noble houses started using it to swell their ranks, diluting their bloodlines. For a long time, this was ignored, though it was never encouraged. The final straw came when a mage taken into a house managed to become a Duke. There was a huge scandal, and under noble pressure, the 'import' of metal mages was banned, even as craftsmen or lovers."

"And the Second?"
The ambassador's eyes bulged.

"What? Of course not! House Steiger traces its line back to the Age of Strife. Even suggesting our house would marry Ariel to an upstart from the Commonwealth… insulting!"
"So the Fourth, then," I concluded. No wonder the cores I'd sold him ended up in the Commonwealth.

"I won't discuss that disgrace," Nerd cut me off and took another drink.
After savoring the taste, he continued.

"But I personally think the real reason was fear."
"Fear? The king feared metal mages? That they'd replace the old houses?"

"No. It wasn't our fear. It was theirs."
I raised an eyebrow skeptically, not following his train of thought.

The Count emptied the rest of the 'Blood' into his mug and explained:
"Few in our Kingdom truly grasp what the Commonwealth is. They think it's just another country, except there, not only metal mages but representatives of all elements can rule. The Age of Strife was centuries ago; most aren't even ideologically offended by the idea that mages who serve as royal advisors could also rule. They cling to noble traditions out of self-interest, to avoid creating rivals, nothing more. They have no idea what the Commonwealth really is."

He took a sip and stared at the ceiling.
"Mages from the Commonwealth are different. They embody and understand its power. The danger isn't that they'll betray us—there they're nobodies, so they'd cling to us out of self-interest. But in a critical moment, fear could break them, make them bow to outside demands, submit to the Commonwealth. We are weaker, but free, so long as we do not bow, whether to the Commonwealth or the Theocracy. Once we take a side, we will be destroyed. Remember that."

I shrugged indifferently. Geopolitics was low on my list of concerns; I had my own problems to deal with.
The ambassador clearly took offense at my apathy.

"I've heard of your antics, swinging wildly from one extreme to another. I won't judge you; I don't care. I don't even care if you're pretending, or who you really are… But you have no idea how people here live. You don't know your own history, why we built this Kingdom, or in whose honor you carry your sword."
"Perhaps not," I replied diplomatically, wondering exactly what he meant.

He waved a hand dismissively.
"Perhaps someday I'll convince the King to make a unified history education mandatory for all…"

"So, about those mages?" I reminded him of our topic.
"Take whoever you can," he said with a shrug, sipping his drink.

"What? That simple?"
"Why simple? You'll still need the Commonwealth's representative's consent, and they'll likely approve no more than one."

"And you won't try to block me because of our rivalry?"
"I could. The current king's decrees contradict the previous king's; I could use that to slow the process, and I'd love to watch you send complaints to the King. But duty outweighs petty pleasure. Consider it permission. Now stop interrupting my work."

"Thank you. In that case, I must note you've already been very productive today," I said, nodding at the empty bottles.
"Alcohol barely affects me. Side effect of my family's poison training," he explained neutrally, waving me off.

But once I decide to do a good deed, no one will be able to stop me.
"Do you need help?"

"Finishing off the bar's stock?" he asked, confused.
"With whatever's driving you to finish it."

"Heh. Not your area of expertise. The best help you can give is not getting in my way."
"And if I do this?"

I took out the King's ring and set it on the table before him. The Count instantly covered it with his hand.
"Where did you get this? Abyss! Come with me, Viscount."

He rose from the table decisively, taking the bottle and the ring with him.
We left the estate and walked several blocks to a small park lit by magical lanterns.

"I think no one will overhear us here. I'm sure the whole estate is riddled with air mages," he explained, taking out my ring.
Under the lamplight, the Count examined it and compared it with his own. After a few minutes, he sighed and handed it back.

"Ah, I've worked so hard, and he still doesn't trust me… So, you're aware of, um…" He paused, forcing me to finish.
"That our pair of rings might be useful to the Second Prince?" I hinted at marriage.

"Yes. Ha-ha!" He suddenly laughed, then immediately apologized. "Forgive me, I couldn't help it. At least now I won't be the only one blamed for everything."
I raised an eyebrow.

"The Magister. I managed to speak with him briefly today. That ancient sack of sand pretends there were no agreements at all! He gave no sign he even understood what was being discussed!"
"Were there actual agreements, or only hints?"

"Of course there were. He approved the idea; we only needed to finalize the details."
"And who was the bride?"

"That's exactly what we were supposed to discuss, as the Magister had been unable to decide for some time. The King gave me a list of candidates acceptable to our negotiating side. Essentially, the only requirement was that she had to be at least a junior archmage. That's all."
"Was Nala on that list?"

"Yes… but it's unlikely Igni would give away the Ice Princess. Her status at the Academy is too high; she's effectively one of its leaders, one of the deputy rectors. Why do you ask about her specifically?"
"What if I told you I spoke to her today? And she specifically warned me that the Rector would try to act as if he's distancing himself from already accepted agreements?"

"Please, start from that part in detail," the Count requested, setting an unopened bottle on the ground.
I spent several minutes briefly recounting Nala's proposal.

The ambassador listened closely, then grew pensive.
The moon broke through the clouds, crickets chirped. At last, the Count shook his head skeptically.

"No. This seems contrived. I don't think she told the whole truth."
"Mmm?"

"The Rector's behavior is suspicious. It would have been easy for him to contact me confidentially. I think it's more complicated. He truly abandoned the deal, but his daughter apparently hasn't and is trying to push it through behind his back."
"Possible," I shrugged. Political and romantic matters didn't interest me much.

The ambassador continued to frown.
"I don't understand why she'd do this. Her position here is much stronger than what she'd gain by marrying a prince. But this is our only chance to complete the mission, and we must use it. Have you thought of how you'll get the prince away from his watchers?"

"Not yet," I admitted.
"All right. I'll think about it and let you know when I come up with something worthwhile. In the meantime—stay close to him, all right?"

I nodded, and we returned to the estate.
As soon as I entered my assigned room, the sound of snoring hit my ears.

Asha lay sprawled across the bed in her robe, sleeping peacefully.
Beside her was a half-gnawed piece of meat, and empty plates lay on the table.

Now that was someone without a care in the world.






◆ Dungeons beneath the Academy, Rector of the Academy, Igni's POV. ◆
"Increase the field's tension by another two-tenths of a micro-Merlin," ordered the Rector, shifting slightly in his chair.

The hard seat made his backside go numb, causing the old man discomfort.
Of course, his discomfort was nothing compared to what the prisoner across from him was enduring.

A figure in a tight black cloak and a featureless mask that completely covered their head touched the adjustment crystal, making the necessary changes.
The prisoner, already sitting on the metal throne like a man locked in rigor mortis, arched even further. All his muscles twitched convulsively, causing unbearable pain. One might think this was torture… But no. On the contrary, it was a measure to keep him from dying during the real torture.

A torture that was, incidentally, entirely safe for his physical health!
"Begin," ordered the Rector, squirming in his chair.

"No, please…" mumbled the prisoner, his tongue thick.
The cloaked figure approached and touched the former ambassador's forehead with a hand clad in a thick, insulating glove.

He began convulsing even more violently and screamed.
"Quiet," whispered the mask-distorted voice, and the prisoner's breath caught.

The Rector tucked his legs in and pressed himself into his chair. Even though the mage was trying to work with precision, echoes of the emanated terror that ravaged the former ambassador still reached him. In the most literal sense—terror.
The man was so frightened he was ready to empty everything he'd built up over the day… if he hadn't already done so during the first procedure.

The smell was unpleasant, but not a drop of the mage's blood had been shed, all in accordance with the code. As for other bodily fluids—who cared?
The waves of terror shifted to rage, stoked skillfully by the mage.

"Speak," whispered the distorted voice.
"Bastard! The Third Prince, the bastard! I hate him! I'll tear him to pieces!" the former ambassador shouted, choking on his own spit in fury.

"For what? What did he do?" The whisper coiled through the dungeon like a venomous snake.
"He set me up! He set me up! I had no ill intentions, he just asked me to turn around before I went into the portal! Filth! I hate him!"

"Did you suspect why he asked that?" the faceless one continued.
"I… didn't know… I… I…" The ambassador hesitated.

Admitting he had suspected was terrifying, but the creature before him inspired far greater fear.
Noticing that the prisoner wasn't answering, thereby embarrassing him in front of the Rector, the mage sharply increased the pressure, so much so that a shiver ran down the Magister's spine… a shiver he'd only felt in moments of mortal danger.
"Yes… I… suspected," the ambassador wheezed, slumping back in the metal throne.

His eyes rolled back, foam dripped from his mouth.
His heart had stopped from sheer terror.

Fortunately, this was a common occurrence during interrogations of this kind. The steel apparatus didn't hesitate, delivering electric shock after electric shock to restart the ambassador's heart.
The mentalist brushed off his glove with disdain and stepped away from the prisoner. It would take some time before he recovered.

"Well done," the Rector praised the mage. "The important thing is that he knew the risks."
The mage bowed deeply despite the heavy helmet-mask.

For a moment, Igni almost pitied his subordinate.
Such an uncomfortable outfit was necessary to conceal the mage's identity. But it didn't hide him from the Magister, who could see perfectly well who stood before him and recall the mage's family line.

Hmm, if this house manifested the gift, then others in the family might carry it recessively… If I pair them with… yes, the chances of another mentalist being born would be high.
Even though the gift was far from as all-powerful as rumors and legends claimed, it was still very useful. Even base emotions carried great power.

The Rector's thoughts were interrupted by the cough of the now-awake ambassador.
"More?" asked the masked mage.

In truth, the Rector didn't expect to hear anything new. Everything the former ambassador could say, he had already said, and it wasn't much, since he knew nothing at all. Just a pawn told to avert his eyes at the right moment.
The Magister was simply punishing a fool and killing time until others brought back more information. Besides, the mentalist needed practice on other mages. One couldn't terrify peasants all the time.

"Sador," the Rector addressed the disgraced ambassador.
"Yes… sir."

"Choose: the Frost Ranges or the Desert."
"Th… the Ranges."

"You leave tomorrow morning. Five years of service on the edge of the world will teach you to think with your head next time."
"Th… thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. Ma…" The Rector stopped mid-word, on the verge of speaking the mage's true name, disguising it as a cough. Ah, old age is no joy.
"Mage," he repeated. "You may practice on him for another hour."

The masked figure bowed again, and the old man rose from his chair, heading upstairs to the interrogators.
Upstairs, the office was bustling with activity, but all froze as the Magister appeared in the doorway.

"Any good news?" the Magister asked with a fatherly smile.
"A courier wyvern delivered a vial from the potion Dastan Dorn gave to the ambassador's wife. The potion's remnants are already being analyzed by the alchemists."

"Anything unusual?"
"A few things. The materials are typical, all from the Kingdom. But the processing methods… highly unusual. We've gathered specialists, but none can recall any guild working in such a manner. The working theory is that it was brewed by some reclusive master born in the Kingdom."

"A master appearing out of nowhere?" The Rector pursed his lips. "Sounds doubtful. Check every alchemist. Someone may have decided that by moving their lab into the Kingdom, they could avoid sharing their work under Commonwealth rules. I don't believe a master just appeared from thin air. Training an alchemist takes hundreds of thousands of ingredients and a vast scientific base. This isn't like learning to toss fireballs in a field!"
"It will be done! And, sir… The water mages are exhausted from casting a network of lenses to study the potion. May we request Lady Nala's assistance? It would help us learn more about this mysterious master."

"She hasn't answered my messages since midday. Seems she's busy. Handle it yourselves," the Magister said curtly, then turned back to the assembled group.
"What about the portal network? Have you determined the object's mass?"

The assembled men paled. One of the senior interrogators stepped forward, taking the hit.
"Yes, between thirty and sixty kilograms. But… it's a bit worse than we thought."

The Magister gave him his trademark, piercing stare.
"Ahem. We began checking old teleportation group reports and found that such anomalies had happened before. To be precise, we used the dissertation of one mage, who studied the effect of perturbation flows of magical energy on magical expenditure and the occurrence of pseudo-flares in portals. Truth be told, he explained the effect quite plausibly, but now we understand that it was all a bit different."

"A bit?" the Magister repeated, outwardly calm.
"Er, yes. This mage used peripheral portals and always traveled with a large group, so the excess energy use was barely noticeable. This time, we only detected him due to heightened security measures because of the guests. It was bold, teleporting right under our noses."

"When were these 'anomalies' first recorded?"
"Hard to say… a year and a half ago, maybe two. We're still checking the archives."

"And you call that 'a bit'? Someone has been using our portal network as their personal transport for two years, and you believed nonsense about perturbation flows? Check this dissertation-lover for aiding the enemy."
"Yes, sir!"

"And check the alibis of all known shadow mages—thankfully, they can be counted on one hand. Find this runner."
"Yes, sir!"

"And one more thing. That mage who defended the dissertation on these flows?"
"Yes?"

"After you finish the interrogation, if it turns out he's not involved, send him on a 'business trip' to the desert border for three years. The Frost Range is already taken."

The Magister rubbed his hands together in satisfaction. Along the way, he'd even picked up some expendables for suicidal work. And who would dare say he wasn't a brilliant leader?
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                ◆ Village near the Goblin Forest, Captain Kurt's POV. ◆
The goblins appeared earlier than he had expected.

The last rays of the sun vanished beyond the horizon. The pounding of hooves from the horse carrying the messenger with his report faded away, and the dust settled, barely visible in the darkness.
Soldiers were setting up tents, lighting their way with torches. The cook poured salt into boiling water, squinting to measure the right amount in the firelight. A young sergeant flirted with a refugee, boasting about a trophy sword. A peasant boy dragged a charred board to throw into the fire.

Thud! A burst of sparks from the board hitting the fire lit up a soldier changing his footwraps. He frowned in annoyance but tossed the boy a copper coin, telling him to bring more fuel.
Not far away, Bubble was up to nonsense, bending the lead plates from the elder's house and stuffing them into an iron pot glowing red-hot. A small barrel of water stood beside him.

Even more campfires burned around the perimeter of the burned-out village.
In their dancing light, a dozen soldiers were digging a trench across the road. The hard-packed dirt, trodden into stone by feet, yielded poorly, and one of them, attaching a knife to his musket, began using it as a crowbar, earning himself a slap from his commander.

At that moment, a shot rang out from one of the posts.
Its rolling thunder swept across the camp, making it freeze for a heartbeat.

A second shot followed.
A piercing shriek in response proved that it had hit someone.

Snatching a torch from its bracket, Kurt ran toward the sound of the shots, shouting orders.
"Stir the fires! Stir them and stand behind them!"

On the run, he tore down a tarp and hurled it over the farthest fire. For a couple of seconds it went dark as the heavy fabric smothered the burning wood, then thick smoke rose.
The first arrow hissed through the air and struck the ground.

The fire crackled, the cloth ignited, lighting up the area. Filthy green limbs showed in the firelight. Screeching, the goblins fell back to the edge of visibility.
In the dark, their eyes gleamed like an animal's. For the uninitiated, the sight of dozens upon dozens of glowing eyes was terrifying, but now it gave the chance to gauge their numbers.

"I said behind the fires! Behind, not in front of them!" Kurt barked, continuing to count goblins. There were far too many for a routine night raid.
Goblins preferred to attack by day, though they could see better in the dark than humans. One would think this gave them an advantage…

But night vision had its downside. Goblins were far more sensitive to light.
Even a human, after looking into a fire in the dark, would have trouble seeing. Darkness thickened in his eyes, and his adjusted vision failed. Shapes he could distinguish moments ago blended back into the night.

For goblins it was worse. Darkness was their friend, but only until the first torch blinded them for dozens of minutes, leaving them helpless until their sensitive eyes adjusted.
At night, goblins preferred to rob a settlement, steal chickens, butcher livestock, and attack those who went out to relieve themselves without taking a light.

Those living near a goblin lair knew: the best defense was bright light and no panic. Recruits, in their first night battles, instinctively tried to stay away from the light to avoid becoming easy targets for enemy archers. And with arrows whistling nearby, resisting that urge was especially hard.
Some might even run, hoping to hide in the dark — naïve. That only made them easy prey for the green-skinned shorties far better adapted to darkness.

The goblins kept to their nature. Their round eyes narrowed in a squint as they loosed arrows toward the fires, hoping to scare the enemy. The bone arrowheads had holes drilled into them to make the whistle louder. It might have been frightening if not for the answering roar of muskets, which in an instant drowned out the whistling.
Even if the goblins themselves couldn't be seen in the dark, their gleaming eyes made fine targets. One only had to aim a little lower and hope the bullet went true.

Handling powder with a blazing fire right in front of you wasn't exactly safe, however there was no choice.
The green-skins began to waver. Though most bullets missed, those that hit often killed outright.

"Kurt! Where to?" shouted Bubble, running up at the sound of the fight. In his hands was a musket without a fixed bayonet.
The commander pointed toward a spot where a dozen eyes gleamed in the dark. Arrows were coming from there too — archers.

The shot was louder than usual, hurting the ears. The muzzle flash lit the battlefield for a moment, revealing crooked green faces. Uneven buckshot sprayed wildly, seeding the cone ahead with whistling lead.
The archers screamed in pain and scattered, dropping their crude bows.

That was the last straw. A screaming comrade caused more panic than a silent corpse with a fist-sized hole in it.
The goblins retreated, dragging the wounded and dead, not to tend the injured or honor the fallen, but to eat them.

"Cease fire! Cease! Save your powder," Kurt shouted, then added quietly, "We'll need it later…"
Kurt knew the green-skins would be back in daylight to try them again. There was much to do: strengthen the defenses, give people some rest or they'd be less effective tomorrow, arm every woman and child who could hold a weapon. Retreat was no longer an option; outside the village they'd be surrounded and slaughtered. All they could do was prepare to defend.

And hope the messenger had reached his destination, otherwise this would only delay their deaths.






A kilometer from the village, a goblin shaman was happily chewing on a freshly roasted horse.







I yawned. Early morning. The lecture hall was full of people.

"…today we will examine one of the three largest uprisings in the Magocracy. You could say that while it did not lead to the collapse, it served as the basis for subsequent political processes that eventually did. So, first row, fifth seat, would you like to tell us what today's topic will be?"
The lecturer pointed to a girl who had raised her hand.

"The Necromancer's Rebellion? And… may I step out?"
"No and no, to both questions. We already covered Arсhan the Black's Rebellion last week. Today we will talk about the second-largest uprising to shake the empire: the rebellion of Archmagister Ozar. And let me make it clear from the start: while we will call him simply Archmagister, it's important to remember that he was at the first rank of that title. Even during his life, he found the 'Lesser' prefix insulting, as he was the most powerful mage of that time. Even before the rebellion, he lobbied within the Lodge to change the standard ranking system for mages, so in some historical documents you might find him mentioned as a full Archmagister — but this is not correct. Now that we all remember this point, let us begin with the man himself, his path to power, and his political career…"

The lecturer droned on, but the rest was boring even for me.
Damn that ambassador!

Yes, Nerd had been quite helpful. He'd brainstormed and, reluctantly, suggested luring the Prince on a hunt outside the city, even arranging an opportunity for the Prince and me to speak and discreetly pass on the proposal…
But he'd done it at the cost of sticking us into one of the academy's lectures for students! And not even a useful one like alchemy or at least magical theory… oh no! Chuckling into his mustache, he'd dragged us to a history lecture, muttering about how young people know nothing these days.

As if the Commonwealth hadn't rewritten history to suit itself! Well, I can't say for sure if they had, but in their place, I certainly would have.
Now we sat like two woodpeckers in the back row…

I'd like to say we looked like dignified Commonwealth education inspectors… but in reality we looked more like students who'd been held back five years in a row.
Especially the Prince. Sleepy and irritable, he had ordered that he not be disturbed and was now dozing beside me. Well, that was fine. Since the lectures would last until midday, he'd have time not only to catch up on sleep but also to get bored. Then I could nudge him toward the hunt.

"…but even after becoming a full member of the Lodge, Ozar felt no satisfaction. He believed that his overwhelming magical power entitled him to more. Thus began the conspiracy to reform the collegial system of Imperial governance into an autocracy…"
I yawned again and, out of boredom, began sharpening my quill. Honestly, I was tempted to work on something, but leaving written records for the enemy would be foolish.

"…Dorn," the lecturer finished a sentence.
I turned to the Prince. He was still asleep, face buried in the desk. The lecturer continued his talk without paying any attention to the snoring Stefan. So he hadn't been addressing him. I set aside my quill and listened.

"…but the forces were unequal. Thus, the Lodge gained the upper hand, and the magical confrontation lasted for several days. While the rebels had quality on their side, good logistics allowed the loyalists to outpace them significantly in replacing their losses. By the middle of the second day, it was clear that unless decisive measures were taken, Ozar would be defeated. And such measures were found: the Archmagister sent the alchemists and metal mages who supported the rebellion into the ritual circles. Although later, at the tribunal, Magister Rnich claimed he had opposed this decision, we have no evidence he tried to stop it. Such desperate actions helped tip the scales in the rebels' favor, but the loyalists responded just as decisively by drawing lots and sending every tenth person into the ritual circles. As a result, the Capital held. The Archmagister's plan failed, but he was not ready to surrender…" The lecturer paused as the lecture hall doors opened.
"Sorry I'm late. May I come in?" said a pretty girl in a form-fitting, snow-white robe.

"Minus five points for being late. Take your seat. Ahem. Now, after the defeat in the battle for the Capital, Ozar decided to follow his backup plan. He intended to cross the Dead Marshes and capture the Empire's second-largest city to declare independence and negotiate peace. However, the earlier failure had severely damaged the cohesion of his army. Magister Rnich, realizing there was no prospect of continuing the struggle, left the rebels, hoping to bargain for pardon from the Lodge. Nearly a third of the surviving mages did the same, seriously weakening the rebel forces…"
Meanwhile, the girl climbed up to us and took the seat beside the sleeping Prince.

"Political allies abandoned him one after another as well. However, the Archmagister still had reason to believe he was the main fighting force and had no intention of giving up. You may ask, how did he plan to cross swamps tainted with necrotic energy? We do not know for certain what he was counting on. One theory suggests that an underground group of future Theocracy fanatics promised him protection from magic. Another says he managed to reach an agreement with Arсhan the Black… The end was the same regardless. Gathering all their strength, the Lodge struck a crushing blow to the Dead Marshes, furthering their transformation into a desert. Ozar and his followers perished, never achieving their goals…"
"Is he asleep?" the girl whispered to me, nodding toward the Prince.

I nodded.
"…Of course, after the suppression of the rebellion, there was an extensive wave of purges. All houses and clans of fire mages that had in any way supported Ozar were expelled from the capital to the territory now known as Ashir. Alchemists and metal mages suffered greatly; their representatives were stripped of their seats in the Lodge, and their businesses were nationalized. As a result, their attempt to join the rebellion to increase their importance in the Lodge and improve their living conditions had the opposite effect. Rank-and-file mages were bound to servitude, and Magister Rnich was sent on an honorary expedition to the center of the world, from which, as expected, he never returned. The Rnich and Dolgy branches suffered heavy losses, which eventually forced them to merge into a single house, now known as Dorn. Worst of all, the turmoil allowed religious fanatics to lay the groundwork for further expansion. The mass casualties among common people caused by the rebellion led to an unprecedented surge of faith, and even some low-ranking mages, who were also sacrificed, sympathized with the churchmen's ideas. In conclusion, the Archmagister's rebellion seriously shook the stability of the Empire and laid the foundation for the further unrest known in history as the Age of Strife. That's all for today, and tomorrow we will discuss the history of religious fanaticism from ancient times to the present day. The lecture will be titled 'From the One to Polytheism and Back Again.' And I advise you not to skip it—remember, the cults of the old gods will be on the exam!"

The bell signaling the break rang through the Academy.
The Prince stretched, yawning desperately.

"Thank Merlin that's over. Oh, and who might you be, my dear?"
"Malvina. A pleasure to meet you," the girl said, lowering her eyes shyly.

Alright, enough. Before someone whisked the Prince away, I had to act.
Coughing lightly, I patted him on the shoulder.

"Stefan, didn't you feel like having some fun this evening?"
"I'm thinking about it right now," he replied, devouring the girl with his eyes.

"How about a hunt? Outside the city."
"Hm." The Prince turned to me thoughtfully. "Well, why not? Last time was quite fun. We just need someone to distract that bore Nerd, or he'll lecture us again about how it harms good neighborly relations."

A knocking echoed through the hall. I turned from the Prince and glanced at the lectern. The lecturer was gathering his papers, and in his place stood the Magister, tapping his staff against the podium. The room instantly fell silent.
"Please stay for a couple of minutes, I have a small announcement. This semester, to develop attentiveness, we will conduct an exercise in detecting shadow magic. I have specially invited one of our graduates to the Academy, who will occasionally use his gift. Anyone who notices him will receive an automatic pass in any subject of their choice. Whoever helps determine his identity or manages to catch him — in addition to the passes, I will take as my personal apprentice and promise to give no fewer than five lessons. Submit any suspicions to the patrols, but remember that malicious slander or hooliganism will be punished very severely, up to and including expulsion from the Academy. I trust everyone remembers the difference between dark magic and shadow magic? Back row, if you please." The Magister's eyes crossed on our gallery, and I noticed the new acquaintance raising her hand.

"The main difference is that shadow magic doesn't work in complete darkness. It is quite narrowly specialized, and the strength of its adepts depends on the strength of those who oppose them."
"Plus five points, Malvina." Magister Igni nodded under his red beard. "I will add that because bearers of this gift are extremely rare, and their abilities vary greatly, we know less about the powers of shadows than we would like. I advise everyone to use magical sight more often and watch for suspicious behavior from shadows. Thank you for your attention. I look forward to the most attentive student, who will have the honor of becoming my pupil."

The Magister smiled amiably and headed to the neighboring lecture hall — apparently to repeat the announcement.
"Well, see you tonight. I'm going to take a walk with this little darling, and you can think of a way to get rid of Nerd," the Prince said, leading his new acquaintance by the hand.

"And will you take me too, to hunt peasants?" she asked, clinging to Stefan.
I froze.

Wait. Hunt… peasants?

            
