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... it is verily true that progress hath not only advanced, but indeed leapt forward in a manner heretofore unseen. Europe, as though it suddenly resolved to mature, hath taken its rightful place to the benefit of both lords and common folk. Where once stood villages, cities now do spread; wood giveth way to stone, and noble strongholds, monasteries, and cathedrals rise. Even the knowledgeable man standeth in awe when he casteth his gaze upon the diverse contrivances wrought by the crafts. Merchants line their purses, the nobility and knighthood is learned in diverse tongues, and the faith in Jesus Christ, our Lord, is embraced openly, deeply, and fervently.

For all this, thanks be rendered unto the Holy Church and her Father, for the mystical paths of the Supernatural Art hath she wholly taken unto herself; and with the Art hath come wealth, progress... and, alas, also the troubles which do accompany such bettering of the estate of man.


Annales Bernoni, 920 AD

Bernon di Baume, primum abbatem

Abbatia S. Genovefa
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CHAPTER I.
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“Once more, Dardaine, “ commanded a voice with authority.

Four strong hands dunked my head beneath the water and held it there for a good while. All I could hear was the rush of water in my ears, and when my lungs could bear it no longer, I began to thrash weakly. At last, they allowed me to breathe.

“He's sputtering like a cat,” a girl's voice rang out with laughter.

“And he even puked into the trough. Animal.”

“I'm blind,” I lamented, for through the slits of my eyelids, all I could see was an occasional flicker of darkness. I hadn't drunk myself into oblivion, but into blindness! I knew this day would come.

“What did he say?”

“He says he's blind.”

“It is night,” the commander announced laconically.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” lamented a pleading, raspy voice, which even in my state I recognized as Jauvert, the servant. “You cannot do this, drowning our guests! This is the house of Master Olben, the esteemed and wealthy merchant and patron! I shall call the watch!”

“Call your master instead, bondsman. I'm surprised the commotion hasn't roused him already. Is he even home?”

“I am a free man, if you please,” Jauvert retorted coolly. “The master is... ah... indisposed.”

“Ah, whatever that means, it likely involves wine,” the commander surmised. “Stand here, man, do not call the watch. Captain LaLande, at the behest of Lord La Trémoille, Count of Poitou. See? We are no rogues, but the extended arm of the nobility. Dardaine, have a look at our friend here; perhaps he has regained his senses.”

I received a slap that made my ears ring.

“Are you awake now? What is your name? Your name,” Dardaine enunciated impatiently.

“Nothing. He's full as a tick. It'll take until morning,” sighed the girl.

“We don't have that much time, the count is in a hurry,” Dardaine reminded. “Back in the water?”

“No violence!” Jauvert shrieked. “You burst into a stranger's house in the dead of night, drag out the guests, beat them in the courtyard... are you knights or bandits?”

“If he could walk, we wouldn't have to drag him, thank you very much. He weighs as much as two barrels of beer,” Dardaine grumbled irritably.

“Do not stand in our way, good man, we must make certain we have the right guest,” LaLande moderated the dispute in his own manner.

“I told you, it's Master Harald!” Jauvert exclaimed.

“Harald the Norseman?”

“My master hosts no other Harald.”

“Still, I'd like to hear it from him,” LaLande decided. “Dardaine?”

“Built like a bear, nearly bald head, full beard. Matches the description. And look here, a pagan symbol.”

I felt Dardaine pull open my tunic, revealing the golden Mjöllnir hanging around my neck.

“God’s wounds!” LaLande muttered. “He cannot see, he cannot stand, and he speaks nonsense—he's no use in such a state. And we certainly don’t need him dying on us... Gal, run to the ponthouse and fetch the draught... you know where it is. Here’s the key.”

LaLande’s voice approached, and he grabbed me by the chin.

“And you, drunkard. Do you remember anything at all? Damn you, you’re nothing but trouble!”

*
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Minstrel Desiens scowled at his lute, clearly dissatisfied with the verses that were slowly taking shape, and bolstered his muse with a generous gulp of wine. He completely missed the fact that he had spilled it all over his open velvet cloak. He had been nurturing his muse since the evening bell of the previous day, but inspiration remained stubbornly elusive. What was meant to be a continuation of Le Chanson de Arnulf de Reims, the artist's famous song, was proving difficult to bring forth. I had known the bard only since the start of our drinking bout, but thanks to his innate loquacity, I already knew that the continuation was being composed on commission for a rapidly approaching celebration.

“I shall name the ballad Enfances de Arnulf de Reims,” Desiens mumbled, murmuring the verses to himself and counting on his fingers. “And then I shall compose a continuation... the conclusion... Fin d’Arnulf...”

I was sprawled on a massive cross-backed chair in Olben's wine cellar, supporting my head with one hand and holding a goblet in the other, slowly drowning my senses. The last few days had passed in much the same manner. I was taking a well-earned break after a long and arduous expedition to the Burgundian mountains, where my life had been at serious risk. I had made it out on my own two feet, but many others had not been so fortunate. Since the memories left a bitter taste, I chose to wash them down.

My old acquaintance, the merchant Olben, knew well how to treat us. At that moment, I was drinking Saunoir vintage from Olben’s vineyards in Montargis—the year of King Charles's ascension to the Frankish throne. Few men in my life have I been able to call friends, but Olben belonged to that lean company. He had once pulled me from the gutter, and in return, I had saved his livelihood. Since then, we had indulged in such revelries whenever the opportunity arose.

Olben’s heavy hand fell on my shoulder, and only then did I realize that the corpulent merchant had been noisily rummaging through some junk in the back of the spacious cellar. Somewhere behind the barricade of barrels that had been sustaining us.

“Harla... Harald!” he called out as if seeing me for the first time today, his tongue tripping. “Look at this!”

With the hem of his quilted tunic—which would have cost an average craftsman a season's earnings—he wiped the layer of dust from a black bulbous bottle sealed with yellow wax. The bottle was made from cracked glazed clay, giving it an air of rarity. I extended my empty goblet, nudged the dozing troubadour with the tip of my boot, and waited while Olben and his knife struggled with the cork.

“Gentlemen, you have the honor of tasting the drink of kings! This elixir hails from the time of our illustrious and late Emperor Charles, known as the Great, which, as you know, had nothing to do with the size of his...”

“Shame on you! To think and speak thus of the greatest ruler since the fall of the Roman Empire!” The minstrel, stirred by a zealous historical fervor, plucked a protest note from his lute.

“...the size of his generosity,” Olben finished wryly. “Nevertheless, apart from expenses on campaigns, education, and faith, he occasionally dropped a coin or two on more noble and useful endeavors, such as viticulture.”

Cautiously, I sniffed the dark red, nearly black liquid. I wasn't yet so inebriated that I would trust something fermented so many years ago.

“I’m not so sure about this,” I doubted. “Are you saying this wine is one hundred and fifty or however many years old?”

Desiens stared into his goblet with the same distrust as I just had.. I wondered if the drink of kings would finally have the desired effect on his creativity.

“I may have embellished that a bit... the wine, no. The vineyard, yes.” Olben shrugged. “The drink itself is probably half that.”

“This is not ordinary wine!” the minstrel exclaimed after cautiously tasting it.

“Fortified and preserved to perfection. My grandfather was a genius.”

Olben smiled triumphantly and filled our cups with the thick, heavenly-scented liquid. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be getting out of bed tomorrow, but it never crossed my mind that I was on the brink of days that I would come to remember as the most hectic of my life.

*
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“I remember,” I managed to say, my words slurred.

“I thought he was done for,” Dardaine muttered under his breath.

“Captain, here.” Galswinth finally arrived, panting, and LaLande forced something between my teeth.

“Open your mouth! Or I’ll pry your jaw open with my dagger... hold him still...”

I was in no state to resist. The foul potion, tasting like boiled pond scum, instantly made me gag. I doubled over, retching. It took a while, but slowly, some sense of coordination, speech, and even a bit of clarity returned to me. The world around me stopped blending into strange, shifting smudges and settled into the shapes of two men, a fair-haired maiden, and Jauvert. They all watched me closely—the girl with a hint of amusement, Jauvert with worry, and Dardaine and LaLande with expressions that promised a good thrashing if I didn’t pull myself together. I splashed some water on my face, rinsed my mouth, and sat on the edge of the horse trough where they’d just been dunking me.

“Hel herself owed me that rude awakening,” I cursed. “Couldn’t you have waited until morning?”

“It is morning,” LaLande pointed out laconically.

“Ah,” I said, scratching my head. “So, what do you want?”

“Can you walk, Master Harald?”

“I’ve not forgotten how,” I guessed. “Where do you mean to drag me at this hour?”

LaLande turned and pointed above the rooftops of Paris, where, under the moon’s glow, the towering walls of the Conciergerie stood. The narrow windows of the royal fortress gleamed from the shadowed, silver-washed stone, like the ghostly lights of marsh spirits lurking in a dark fen.

*
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The Parisian night was pleasantly mild, and it must have rained earlier, as the ground squelched underfoot. A sudden summer downpour had briefly cleansed the streets, whose edges served as one vast open sewer. The stench of the city was something I could usually tolerate only for a limited time.

Despite the concoction—the ingredients of which I preferred not to question—the surroundings still wavered slightly before my eyes, so I kept my focus on the solid outlines of my escorts. It was hard not to notice that Dardaine, Galswinth, and their captain bore a striking resemblance to one another in their unassuming appearances. They wore snug breeches and long-sleeved tunics, with knives and common pouches hung from sturdy belts. Their saies, short Frankish cloaks, were fastened at the left shoulder with plain bronze brooches for easy access to swords they did not carry, and they also served to conceal long daggers strapped horizontally across their backs. Everything was in ordinary, dark, faded hues—worn, but not to the point of disrepair or disrespectability.

I had to smile. They moved with military efficiency—the captain close behind my right shoulder, Dardaine to my left a few steps ahead, and Galswinth further in the lead. They knew their craft, trained and practiced in working as a unit. They blended in seamlessly and would pass unnoticed in both the countryside and most of Paris’s neighborhoods. In a crowd, they would be difficult to pick out.

We made our way through the center along the cobbled rue Saint-Jacques and crossed onto the Grand Pont, Paris’s largest bridge. Like many places in the city, construction was underway here as well. Half-built walls, pulleys, stones, and other building paraphernalia bore witness to the seriousness of the ongoing projects. To own a house on the Grand Pont was no small thing these days; even Olben fancied the thought. From the bridge to the royal castle on Île de la Cité was but a stone’s throw, and the nobility gladly flocked to the heart of the fray.

The Conciergerie was an unsightly, austere fortress, built for function from the bygone days of the Merovingians. I glanced at the narrow slits of the arrow loops, the round towers of black granite, the heavy iron grates, the walls several fathoms thick, and the ever-present piles of refuse beneath them. I wrinkled my nose. Did I really need this? I could have been sleeping like a babe without a care in the world.

“What did you say?” LaLande asked.

I waved dismissively. Whatever was on La Trémoille's mind, it had better be damned important.

*
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We passed through numerous castle guards using a password that LaLande kept from me, making sure I didn’t overhear. We weaved through a maze of corridors and eventually found ourselves waiting in a chamber adorned with an impressive hunting tapestry, depicting three alaunts mauling a stag in a serene forest setting. Before boredom could set in, the low oak doors creaked open, and an elderly nobleman of slight stature entered. LaLande approached him, and I caught only snippets of their conversation—something about “fox” and “swine.” It wasn’t hard to fill in the blanks. As the captain left, we exchanged cold glances.

“Count La Trémoille,” introduced the old man, his neatly trimmed white beard lending him a dignified air. He was wrinkled, thin as a reed, with a bald head worn bare by a helmet, hands scarred and weathered. His tailored attire exuded subtle luxury, avoiding the usual garishness of the nobility. The only concessions to vanity were a massive signet ring and a silver brooch adorned with orange carnelians. “Thank you for coming at this late hour, Master Harald. As you shall soon discover, there are reasons for it.”

“I didn’t have much choice. Are those your men?” I nodded toward the doors through which LaLande had exited.

“They are,” the count affirmed, tactfully ignoring my lack of decorum when I didn't bow. “Why do you ask?”

“I'm curious. They don’t seem like your usual retainers... not flashy or boastful enough for that. If they aren’t knights, then what are they? Scouts?”

“They are whatever they need to be,” La Trémoille replied cryptically. “You have a keen eye. What did it tell you about them?”

“Are you testing me?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Indeed. Feedback never hurts.”

“It’s hard to say; I only saw them for a short while. They know their way around and can handle themselves, likely with more than just weapons. They’re efficient, undoubtedly thanks to training. Nothing else could account for that kind of coordination.”

“Thank you for your insight. Training is their life,” the count confirmed. “Quite literally. Do you like them?”

“They give me the chills,” I admitted. “Keeping a retinue of cutthroats and investing in their education is an expensive pastime. I doubt they just idle about the court and poke dummies with the sharp end of a sword.”

“I suggest you refrain from using that particular term in front of the captain,” La Trémoille advised. “And now, please change out of those... soiled clothes.”

Without protest, I took the fresh tunic from a servant and squeezed myself into it. It was tight, but better than nothing. There was no point in arguing that the vomit on my old one had already dried and lost its stench. The count appraised me with a critical eye, nodded, and placed his hand on the door handle.

“Master Harald... the company you are about to join is among the most distinguished in the land. I must ask two things of you. From all accounts, you are a sharp but plain-spoken man. For the sake of a smooth discussion, please forebear making any jests or insinuations. Not every nobleman is accustomed to common folk as I am.”

“I understand. And the second thing?”

“Keep everything you hear to yourself without exception.” The count emphasized his words in a way that clearly warned of a forced stay in the castle dungeons if I did not comply.

*
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In the richly decorated chamber, a man awaited us, turning with the attention of a hound whose kennel had just been tossed a slab of raw meat. The tense, nervous atmosphere was thick like millet porridge; the stifling sense of unease and poorly concealed fear was palpable.

“About time, Philippe!” barked the nobleman as he leapt from his chair. Beneath layers of fat he undoubtedly concealed muscles of considerable bulk. His attire, stitched with silk thread, matched the massive rings on his fingers and the golden goblet from which he drew his courage. “I'm fermenting like a barrel of apples!”

“It could not have been done faster. Allow me to present Master Harald,” La Trémoille introduced me carefully. “Master Harald... Jean de Maguiron, Count of Vermandois, regent of the Franks in the absence of the king, and current castellan of the Conciergerie.”

The castellan scrutinized me with piggish eyes beneath his pale brows, clearly waiting for something. I gave him a nod, but not one that could be mistaken for a bow. I loathed bows even more than I loathed being roused from sleep.

“For such a lack of respect, I would have another flogged,” Maguiron snorted, gesturing for a servant to refill his goblet. “Do you not know how to address a lord? Philippe, is this man daft?”

“Please, calm yourself, Jean,” Count Trémoille stepped towards the castellan and placed a hand on his shoulder. Maguiron sat back down. “Pagan habits change slowly. We appreciate you honoring us with your presence, Master Harald. We both do.”

“Thank you for the invitation,” I replied politely, sensing Trémoille’s stern warning glances toward me. I had promised him civility, and besides, I had no desire to cross the count's tolerance and end up on a rack. If I remembered correctly, Maguiron was the fourth or fifth most powerful man in the Frankish realm. The ice on this fjord was thin.

“I hope he’ll prove useful to us,” the castellan grumbled, unwilling to have his mood lifted.

“Master Harald's reputation precedes him... in certain circles.” La Trémoille defended me as best he could. I understood then that he had recommended me, though I still wasn’t sure how he knew of me.

“From referral,” Trémoille read my thoughts but didn't elaborate further. “Tonight, an event occurred that requires your... particular skills.”

“Philippe...” Maguiron warned.

“Master Harald is well aware of the need for utmost discretion.”

“I have been briefed,” I assured the castellan, taking a spiced, diluted wine from a servant. “And I’m not blind... the urgency with which you summoned me, gentlemen, suggests the seriousness of the matter. So, I’m listening.”

I leaned against an inlaid chest. Desperate situations often provided lucrative opportunities, if one could survive them. I was intrigued even before they started explaining, though I tried my best not to show it. And just a while ago I was boasting that I’d rest for several weeks more.

“Enough of this. I shall begin,” Maguiron took the lead as he gestured for all the servants to leave the room. “What do you know of the Emirate of Córdoba, Harald?”

“Hmm,” I pondered, caught off guard by the question. “That it exists. And some general knowledge. Since the defeat your ancestors handed to the Moors about a century ago, emirs have swapped places on the Iberian throne like fleas on a dog's back. There's chaos... which is good for us. Most of the land is ruled by Andalusian families or rebellious tribes that recognize no authority.”

I kept my personal views to myself. It didn’t seem prudent to point out that European kingdoms lagged considerably behind the Moorish world in terms of culture and learning, despite the recent boom in the practical application of magic over the past two decades.

“For general knowledge, as you called it, you seem quite informed,” La Trémoille noted, visibly relieved. He likely wasn’t sure until now whether he’d brought forth a blunt mercenary. In many respects, he had.

“Chaos reigned there until a few years ago,” Maguiron corrected me. “The current emir... swiftly, effectively, and quite bloodily consolidated power in his hands. At the start of his reign, he controlled little more than Córdoba, but he managed to crush all uprisings, unite the families, and impose order. Even as we speak, he is besieging Pamplona, which lies but a crow’s flight from our borders.”

“And what does the political situation in the west have to do with my presence here?”

“Everything, so pay close attention,” Trémoille replied. “This court is currently hosting a delegation sent personally by the emir, led by Shmuel Shaprut, a prominent Jewish scholar of Iberian origin. Don’t ask me for details—his eminence is something the ambassador himself saw fit to enlighten me about.”

I refrained from interrupting the count with further questions. From Trémoille’s tone and the castellan’s expression, they were working their way to the crux of the matter. Only Trémoille, unlike the visibly agitated castellan, maintained the composure of a granite block.

“The man vanished from his chambers in the night and is nowhere to be found,” Maguiron said, gesturing broadly to include the Conciergerie, and watching for my reaction.

“Ah,” I understood at once the mess the gentlemen found themselves in. “And you want me to find him.”

“That’s not entirely correct,” Maguiron clarified. “I want you to find him before the king returns to the city the day after tomorrow to receive the damned man.”

“Your demands are hardly modest!” I exclaimed. “There’s not much time left.”

“Now do you understand the gravitas of our predicament, Master Harald?” Trémoille asked, seeking confirmation.

“One day for something like this?” I shook my head incredulously. “Envoys are persona grata, rare and untouchable. If the king learns that one of them went missing on your watch, heads could roll... and if the emir finds out, there could be war. Have I summed up the gravitas sufficiently, Count?”

“Crude, blunt, but sufficient,” Maguiron snapped. The castle from which the envoy had disappeared was under his jurisdiction. I did not envy him.

“Once the emir conquers Pamplona, which won’t take long, his forces will have nothing left to do. An idle army is a costly and fickle thing. As you rightly guessed, war could follow,” Trémoille summarized.

“What a convenient casus belli. Has it occurred to you that this might be a deliberate provocation? Could the envoy have vanished of his own accord?”

“Debating the reasons gets us nowhere!” Maguiron fumed like freshly tapped ale. If his nerves marched any further, they might just leave the room. “You know enough now, Master Harald... could we finally get to more practical matters? Like what we’re going to do about it!”

I ignored the mocking emphasis on my title; he had a point about practicality.

“Why, where, how—all questions we hope you’ll help us answer,” Trémoille said, gripping my arm. He spoke quickly now, urgency lacing his words. “The Frankish realm faces many dangers... the Hungarians in the east, your own countrymen in the north... The king’s wrath is one matter, but the political consequences will be far worse. The king is not returning alone; with him comes Henry, King of the East Franks... Germans, if you prefer the newer term... and Paris is preparing grand celebrations in honor of his recent coronation. It will be the most significant event of the decade... and the disappearance of the Moorish envoy could easily turn it into a nightmare.”

“Hold on,” I raised a hand. “How do you know Shmuel Shaprut isn’t spending the night in one of Paris’s brothels, for instance? Do you keep his blankets under guard?”

“Envoys are often spies as well,” explained La Trémoille. “Shaprut was under constant watch. I assure you, the envoy did not leave his quarters, let alone the Conciergerie. His absence was only noticed by a member of the castle guard... isn’t that right, Jean?”

“Correct,” Maguiron confirmed. “The envoy failed to appear for our scheduled meeting, so I sent a guard... who found just empty chambers. The castle is crawling with guards, damn it! I’m not saying nothing ever slips by them... but a hefty Jew? Not a chance!”

I didn’t ask why the castellan needed to meet with the Moorish guest in the dead of night; it wasn’t my business, and he wouldn’t have answered me truthfully, if at all. But I made a mental note.

“My men miss even less,” La Trémoille reminded me of his captain.

“So you searched the chambers...” I summarized.

“...and concluded that leaving by the door was impossible.”

“What about windows? Secret exits?” I suggested.

“I know every stone of this place,” Maguiron defended himself. “Windows... ha! Go and have a look for yourself. And there are no secret passages in the chambers.”

“Why me?” I asked the obvious question. “You have the power, the resources... and your own men, Count La Trémoille. What do you want from me?”

“We believe that the envoy’s disappearance was beyond earthly means...” Maguiron faltered, glancing at his counterpart for support. The rise of mystical Arts, though backed by the king and practiced by the church, had caught these men completely unprepared. And not just them. I knew how the nobility, even in my more liberal Norway, approached magic with superstitious distrust. Their straightforward feudal world of conflicts, battles, glory, reputation, and fiefdoms was swiftly changing before their eyes. It must have been a shock.

“Why didn’t you involve someone from the clergy? They have exactly the kind of specialists you need. At the very least, they could confirm whether Arts were involved or not. It usually leaves traces.”

Especially translocation, an exceptionally complex spell with extremely variable results. Transport between two points worked flawlessly; preserving the form, contents, and consistency of the transported object, however, was much less reliable. I couldn’t imagine anyone sane using it on a person in a castle tower.

“Calling upon the church would mean the end of any secrecy. We might as well send a messenger to the king and inform him of everything right away.” Maguiron slammed his goblet on the table in frustration.

“It may seem that concern for our own positions is the main reason... but that’s not the case. If this is an abduction, we can’t be sure who’s behind it,” Trémoille clarified.

“Who else knows what we’re discussing here?” I rubbed my chin, thinking hard.

“The guard who found the chambers empty is under supervision. Otherwise, only us, as you see us here.”

“All right, let me ask differently. Who else will need to be informed of the envoy’s disappearance before the king arrives?”

“Unavoidably, Ja’far ibn Mansur, the Iberian sheikh and the envoy’s aide, who has familial ties to the emir himself. Distant ones, thank the Lord,” La Trémoille named without hesitation. I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew by heart the names of all the members of the Moorish suite, their favorite foods, and their horses’ bloodlines. I was starting to get used to his efficiency.

“Keep it under wraps!” Count Maguiron smacked his hand on the table. “Not a word to anyone until Shaprut is back in the castle! If he appears on time and in good health, no one will ask about his nocturnal wanderings.”

“The investigation will involve considerable questioning of the servants, who have ears and eyes everywhere,” I reminded them. “Complete secrecy is unrealistic.”

“They will keep silent. And even if they don’t, the opinion of common folk holds no value.”

“Does the king think so as well? By the way, Sheikh Ja’far will surely be looking for his envoy no later than after morning prayers. Dawn isn’t far off. Better to inform him beforehand than to let him find out on his own... and ask for his patience. If it is an abduction, any cover-up will cast suspicion on you, and by extension, on your king.”

“Stubborn fools!” Maguiron snapped.

“I agree with Master Harald,” Trémoille declared, closing the discussion. “It will do us no good if the sheikh starts inquiring about his lord’s fate on his own. That would cause more harm than good. From your manner of speaking, I gather you have accepted our plight as your own, Master Harald.”

“I have,” I admitted.

“We haven’t yet discussed your fee.”

“No need,” I smirked slyly. “I know you’ll pay whatever I ask.”

Maguiron was already rising from his chair, but a gesture from his companion stopped him.

“For finding him!” Trémoille emphasized.

“I’ll do everything within human power, and for the effort alone, I’ll take twenty Parisian livres, regardless of the outcome. If I manage to deliver the envoy alive and on time, I’ll demand five times that. Plus ten livres upfront in smaller coins for expenses.”

“You greedy devil! That’s enough to buy a townhouse!” Maguiron gasped. “Would you care for my fief as well?”

He wasn’t far from the truth. A draft horse could be bought in Paris for half a livre, the same price for an average serf, five pigs, or a six-month lease on a craftsman’s house. Any of these would take a common laborer two years to earn, assuming he didn’t eat.

“Compared to what you stand to gain... or lose, it’s a trifle. Nothing you can’t afford.”

“We agree,” Trémoille assured me, sticking his head through the door to call a servant. “Get to work at once, Harald, and report any developments to me immediately. Ask, search, perform miracles if necessary. By the castellan’s order, anyone residing in the castle, regardless of their duties, will be at your disposal. Succeed, and you’ll make a good name for yourself.”

Though Trémoille kept his composure as he spoke, he didn’t need to stress what might happen in the event of failure. Castellan de Maguiron scorned me, but he had no adequate replacement, so he nodded thoughtlessly to the count’s words. The rest moved quickly; they didn’t want to waste a moment.

They paid me, I signed the receipt hastily scribbled by the castellan, and La Trémoille signaled me to follow him. I preferred to carry the pouch of gold in my hand; the belt itself weighed heavy with small solidi, which, unlike livres, were suitable for everyday use.

“I’m glad you agreed, sir,” Trémoille expressed his satisfaction as we ascended a spiral staircase to the next floor.

“You can drop the 'sir,' Count. You didn’t have to do much convincing... once I’d heard the details, curiosity took hold of me.”

“That’s led many to their doom, Harald. Be sure to keep your wits about you. I wish you no harm, but I can’t vouch for the intentions of others. Count Maguiron is a powerful man with his own... whims.”

“And a wounded pride,” I noted.

“The envoy’s chambers,” he gestured to the door where Dardaine, my morning acquaintance, stood guard. “I fear they haven’t been inspected with the proverbial sensitivity.”

“I’ll have a look. If you don’t mind, I’d rather you wait here,” I requested.

*
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The envoy had certainly brought with him a luxurious piece of home. The warm air was filled with the scent of myrrh, drifting like a belly dancer, and charred wooden splinters stuck out of iron brazier baskets. I held my hand over the cooled embers, pulled out a splinter, and sniffed—sandalwood.

The cold walls of the Conciergerie were practically hidden beneath tapestries, inlaid Moorish shields, and crossed scimitars. I walked on the fur of some exotic animal and felt tempted to take off my boots. The nobility knew how to live, I had to admit. I tried to take in every detail while avoiding focusing too much on anything specific. On the oak bed, draped in silk, was a mess of colorful pillows and crumpled, cold satin blankets.

I held up a discarded tunic and compared its size to the width of the windows. Maguiron knew what he was doing when he mocked them. Not only were the windows too narrow for a grown man—let alone someone of Shaprut’s stature—to squeeze through, but they also overlooked a courtyard two floors below. I pulled aside the brocade curtains and peered out. The moonlight revealed a covered well, stables, a gate, and guards patrolling the walls.

If the envoy had been abducted, it was certainly not by someone of humble means. Wealth lay within easy reach. Gold rings in an inlaid chest, a dagger with opals, a jade inkwell, an ivory comb, and chess pieces carved from onyx and moonstones.

People were usually kidnapped for ransom, whether returned whole or in parts. For example an eye could often spur relatives or associates to part with a substantial portion of their wealth—not because they were relieved to have the organ back in good condition, but because the other one was still in its original place. Whatever the cause of Shaprut's disappearance, wealth wasn’t the motive.

I pondered my next move while examining a miniature painting on the polished olive wood nightstand. It depicted a round-faced, elderly bald man with a well-groomed beard and piercing eyes. Shaprut might have been around sixty, at least according to the depiction by an undoubtedly impartial artist.

I pulled Mjöllnir from under my shirt and let it spin on its cord. Whatever metal it was made from, it only resembled gold. Although no gold shone in a way that made one look beneath its surface for movement, and question one’s sanity.

I closed my eyes and attuned to the amulet. I knew it better than anything else in the world. I performed a breathing exercise, gathered a pinch of energy, channeled it into the Mjöllnir, and focused it within my mind. When I opened my eyes, they saw the world in a completely different way.

I could hardly see lifeless things; the exposed bits of walls, the ceiling, the stone benches under the windows, and the furniture all blended into gray, dark splotches that shifted with every movement like mercury in a vial. The red-yellow auras of the count and Dardaine were faintly visible even through the wall. A faint, almost entirely dissipated wisp of the envoy’s aura came into view only with intense concentration, which nearly split my head. Shaprut had indeed been absent from his chambers for most of the night; otherwise, more than just an echo of his presence would have remained.

Disappointment settled in. Every use of magic leaves a trace. The more complex or botched the spell, the deeper and longer-lasting the imprint in the auras. I had somewhat counted on my inner eye revealing such a trace, giving me a lead to start my investigation. Unfortunately, in this regard, the chambers were as clean as an unwed maiden. In other ways, however, they weren’t so barren.

“Well, well,” I muttered in surprise.

From within the gray-brown shape of the dresser, a sharp black dot bore into my mind. I quickly averted my gaze, sensing it like the sting of a razor when it nicks the skin while shaving—except this razor could slice into the mind if stared at too intently.

I tucked the Mjöllnir back under my shirt and blinked my eyes open. As always, it took a moment for the auras to fade. As always, the irritating headache followed, located in places where an ordinary headache never reached. I glanced around covertly and uncorked a glazed carafe; one sniff brought an involuntary smile to my face. Thanks to Olben, I would recognize this scent anywhere. Fortified wine!

In better spirits and with a half-empty goblet in hand, I turned my attention to the dresser. Judging by the shape of its lock, it didn’t require a key but rather a small activated gemstone. Wealthy folks often protected their most valuable possessions with magically secured mechanisms. The best ones contained both magical traps and physical contraptions or decipuli. It was unwise to meddle with such locks using a pick. I once witnessed the remains of insufficiently knowledgeable thieves, and those remains could be wiped up with a wet rag.

Fortunately, I was no amateur. With the help of the Mjöllnir, I severed the protective energy tendrils, and once the lock dimmed, I pried it open with a damascene dagger. Inside the dresser was a pouch, from which a silver earring with three faceted chalcedonies fell into my palm. A black heliotrope, a golden fire agate, and a green chrysoprase were cut into a triangle. The purpose of the jewelry eluded me for now, but there would be time to examine it later.

I was about to leave when I noticed grooves in the back panel of the chest. A bit of patience and work with a thin blade revealed a secret compartment. I probed it cautiously with my knife, but apart from a piece of parchment, there was nothing of interest. I unrolled the scroll and pursed my lips at the tall column of tiny Arabic script. It was clear I wouldn’t be able to translate this myself.

I tucked both finds into my pouch, and since there was nothing else of interest in the rooms, I joined the impatient count in the corridor.

“How did you fare?”

“No signs of a struggle,” I shrugged. “Our envoy definitely left his chambers yesterday, and probably earlier rather than later. While magic as a means of transportation wasn’t confirmed, don’t be disheartened; the inspection wasn’t entirely fruitless.”

“Oh?”

“Shmuel Shaprut, if not a practitioner, was at least a trained user of the Arts,” I whispered. “Among his possessions was an item... with certain mystical properties.”

“What kind?”

“That I don’t know yet. I’ll examine it when I have the chance,” I patted my pouch.

“So the inspection didn’t even hint at how the envoy could have left his chambers unnoticed? Not to mention why or where he might have gone?”

“I didn’t expect that much.” I led the count a few steps aside. “Listen, I need to meet with that aide... what was his name again?”

“Sheikh Ja’far. I’ll arrange a meeting, but given the sensitivity of the matter, it may take some time...”

“Dawn’s just breaking,” I shrugged. “We’ve got some time. Has there been any progress in questioning the guard? He was the first to notice the disappearance, but if I were to guess, he arrived too late by half... much like ourselves.”

Trémoille glanced at Dardaine, who shook his head. I was glad I didn’t have to be present for the poor man’s questioning.

“Before you go.” The count turned my hand palm up and placed something in it. “Take this ring and keep it safe. Used wisely, it will help open certain doors for you. Used unwisely, it may close others.”

On the gold ring was the royal insignia. It wasn’t a signet ring, just one affirming the authority of the bearer.

“You’re joking?” I gasped.

“The king’s arrival is fast approaching. If you’re to uncover anything useful before then, you can’t waste time persuading every servant of the crown,” the count said.

“You said Count Maguiron is also the regent until the king arrives. Does he know about this?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll explain it to him later. If we fail, it could lead not only to the end of certain ambitions but to a disaster of truly biblical proportions. I would rather not be present at its inception. The Frankish realm has barely recovered from internal strife and Hungarian invasions; it doesn’t deserve another calamity. You will have to return the ring... and if you are as sensible a man as I believe, you will never misuse it.”

“I won’t betray your trust, Count La Trémoille,” I replied slowly, and this time I meant the respectful address sincerely. I realized the count possessed a surprisingly forward-thinking understanding of the Frankish realm as a nation. Most lords identified only with their fiefs, whose dependence on the crown flowed heavily from the authority of the current ruler.

“What will you do now?” The count escorted me to the main entrance of the donjon. Outside, roosters crowed, and the sky was beginning to lighten.

“Think,” I admitted.

*

[image: ]


Paris was waking to a new day, and the streets were gradually filling with its inhabitants, mostly peddlers and traders. Most respectable townsfolk rose with the dawn and retired with the dusk, leaving the night to unsavory characters. I was slowly mulling over Shaprut’s disappearance, letting my thoughts flow freely without trying to piece together anything concrete—I simply didn’t have enough information yet. But the items I had found in the envoy’s chambers intrigued me greatly.

Due to recent storms south of Paris, the Seine’s water level was alarmingly high. I descended from the Grand Pont, turned left along the moored skiffs, slipped through several stone archways, and kept to the riverbank as best I could. Although Paris was undergoing changes, most of the city north of the Seine was still built with an emphasis on an inimitable chaos. On every visit, I managed to get lost at least a few times in the maze of narrow alleys and blind courtyards. For someone born here, finding their way was likely not an issue, but I was used to a different environment.

I squeezed through a lane so narrow and winding that at times my shoulders brushed the walls, then emerged onto one of the broader promenades. Despite my navigational shortcomings, I couldn't miss my destination. Thermae Commentry, the last functioning baths in Paris, had a roof as red as a field of poppies.

The original Roman constructions, now heavily worn down and often reduced to its foundations, were mostly south of the Seine. Thermae Commentry was an exception that Allanais de Anjou had purchased, renovated, and reopened with the utmost sensitivity. I smiled at the memory of those distant years. It was during my first journey through Europe, before Allanais became Countess of Anjou, and before my wandering ways finally ended our tumultuous relationship, patched together like an old sack. Still, good relations had endured.

No one responded for a long time to my knocking on the bronze doors set in a portico with Corinthian columns. For the ladies of Commentry, dawn was like midnight to others. I knocked again, this time louder, and after a moment I heard quick footsteps. With a click of the lock, a tousled, evidently just-awakened young girl peeked out. Her eyes, shielded from the rising sun, looked like cracked quail eggs.

“Harald?” she squeaked in surprise.

“Sarra, good morning,” I recalled her name and smiled warmly. She pulled me into the pleasant dimness and locked the door behind us.

“We work late into the night,” she grumbled adorably, reaching chest-high on me. “You should come in the afternoon.”

“I know. Is the lady awake?”

“She's having breakfast in the atrium. You know the way, right? I'm going back to bed,” she waved her hand sleepily.

I passed through the apodyterium, went by the portal to the frigidarium, trying not to scuffle my feet too loudly. Satyrs and nymphs smiled at me from the frescoes on the dim corridors. Commentry reminded me of Christian temples, and not just for the majestic expanse of its interiors. In both sanctuaries, people lost their secrets, whether it was in confessionals or in bed with the likes of Sarra. And in both cases, those secrets were shamelessly traded.

“Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” Allanais muttered without glancing at me more than from the corner of her eye. I had always liked her private atrium—its pool, flowers, loungers, and memories that made one smile slyly. The fitted silk tunic, the color of the evening sky, suited Allanais perfectly. She had always known how to dress more tastefully than anyone else.

“Good to see you,” I couldn't hold back my smile, which she didn’t return.

“You’ve been in Paris for eleven days, and only now you’ve decided to grace me with your presence. I had almost given up hope.”

“And on top of that, I need something,” I admitted, helping myself to grapes, fresh bread, and three kinds of cheese, which reminded me of my ostentatiously ignored hunger. I wasn’t surprised that she knew I was in town.

“You’re insolent! You’re... incorrigible! You’re...” she rose with the grace of a threatened cat, her eyes flashing. Without losing my smile, I hugged her in the way only a boorish northerner could.

“And how dare you! Get away from me!” she melted in my arms and returned the embrace.

“So many years have flown by,” she sighed seriously when I’d finished kissing her all over. “You’ve aged.”

“You too,” I noted dryly.

She spat like a cat and waved a disdainful paw.

“What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing. They’re pressuring me to marry,” she complained, looking as if she’d suddenly bitten and swallowed half a lemon.

“Who? Your barons?”

“All of them. Barons, knights, the duke too. I don’t know how much longer I can dodge the courtships of various bigwigs. If only they weren’t so boring!” Allanais gestured passionately.

“Marry me.”

“I’d do it gladly! If I didn’t mind losing Anjou, I’d marry you this afternoon. Ever since Fredegard decided to die—what an idea!—my legitimacy’s been teetering on the edge. Don’t forget, he was the count, and I was just a simple girl. Wealthy, capable, beautiful—I had Commentry, all that’s true, I know what you’re about to say, Harald. But still common! And a woman! They can’t stand it, the lot of them... that I won’t don armor, won’t swing a stick in some field, gutting lads!” Allanais jabbed a fork at an imaginary enemy and slammed it on the table. “So far, they’ve settled for the fact that I can command, manage an estate, and am on good terms with the duke. But they’re breathing down my neck, those dogs. Fredegard, why did you have to get skewered in some meaningless brawl! You gallant, lovesick fool!”

“Did the lady call?” a maid asked, hurrying in, alarmed by the loud lamenting.

“Wine, darling,” the countess ordered. “Undiluted.”

Allanais quirked her lips as if deciding whether to curse, cry, or both at once. I made sure not to show even a hint of pity—she’d bite my head off.

“How have you managed so far?”

“I wore black and mourned for a year. Then they found it odd, so I started giving everyone an endless stream of tasks. Last month, the pressure got so intense that I just packed up and came here. The worst part is that no one else is likely to be as lenient as Fredegard. The men around here have dangerously warped ideas about a woman’s duties.”

“Could you lose Commentry?”

“Over my dead body,” she hissed.

“With your temperament and knowledge of human nature, I’m guessing you’ll have the next one wrapped around your finger. At least enough to make him leave you alone.”

“Hmm. Would you want to live like that, Harald?”

“I’ve always wondered how the church hasn’t shut this place down yet. They must know you run a brothel.”

Contemporary society, rotten as it was, occasionally suffered religious-moral schisms, and the humble workers of many a brothel were driven out by devout Christians—usually to the private discontent of the male population. It seemed Commentry was immune to such events. For now.

“Don’t forget, this brothel, as you called my home, caters to a very select clientele. And to whom else would the great lords pour out their hearts, if not to my little squirrels? The archbishop will turn a blind eye as long as I share the confessions with him. Just let him try to shut this place down, and he’ll be out of luck. And anyway, I don’t know what you’re talking about—I employ only educated, devout, and entirely respectable bathmaids.”

Allanais gave me a sidelong glance and half a smile. I was glad to see her mood improving.

“Speaking of confessions, I’ve got one for you,” I said, growing serious. “But the archbishop mustn’t catch wind of it.”

I recounted the events of this morning in a few sentences, keeping as many details to myself as I could. Allanais listened intently.

“Lord in heaven, what a mess,” she remarked bluntly.

“Indeed. It’s fresh, so I don’t expect you’ve heard anything yet... but if anyone peeps...”

“I’ll know where to find you. The envoy certainly doesn’t resemble your average Frank. I’d be curious to see how he plans to blend in.”

“Like a crowned peacock among scrawny chickens. Unless he’s blending into the Seine, where he’d do just fine.”

“I’ve got a tip for you, Harald. You need someone like me, but down in the lower rungs... among the common folk.” Allanais drummed her fingers thoughtfully on the table. “I know someone. Want to hear the name?”

“I’ll take any help I can get,” I said, ignoring the trap in her question.

“As it happens, you already know him. Hendrik te Winkel.”

“Thor’s goats! You’ve got to be joking,” I cursed my own recklessness. “What’s he doing in Paris?”

“Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

“Looks like I’ll have to. I’ll pay you upfront so you don’t come up short...”

“Leave it be. Pay when I find something.”

“What I lack is time, not funds, Al,” I insisted. “The royal treasury’s bleeding here, so don’t hesitate to take what you need.”

“If I reached into it, I’d break my nails on the bottom.”

“When it comes to money, you don’t scoop with your hands; you use shovels,” I said, flicking her chin before making to leave.

“I’ve got to put bread on the table for many mouths. Wait a moment... there’s a royal banquet tomorrow. Will you be there?”

“If duty calls.”

“After the feast, a few guests will discreetly make their way to Commentry. Perhaps some word will reach me.”

“By tomorrow night, it might not matter,” I replied.

“We’ll see how things unfold. Harald...” Allanais grew serious. “If someone else is involved in this disappearance, you’re poking a hornet’s nest. Envoys don’t just vanish... and if they do, it’s because it suits someone very well. Someone who won’t hesitate to get rid of one nosy meddler.”

“I know. I’m being careful,” I reassured her. “You’re the one who should arrange a personal guard. It’s not the first time I’ve told you this. What are Fredegard’s men doing? Spying is a dangerous game, Al... someone could burn the roof over your head. And you know what I’d have to do to him then?”

“No worries, I’ve got Ingeborg.” The countess stood on tiptoe and kissed me on the nose.

*
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Ingeborg was waiting for me outside the main entrance, and she wasn’t alone. I couldn’t hide my surprise as I joined the two chatting women. They bore a remarkable resemblance to each other in many ways.

“I’m astonished. Women with swords are hardly a common sight among the Franks, and here I see two at once. You’ll cause such a scandal that the church will have us chased out of the city at a pig’s trot.”

“Good morning, Harald.” Galswinth, whom I already knew from the night, greeted me with a friendly smile. I think she was smiling even when her captain was drowning me. “We’ve just realized we know each other, though only by reputation. We served in allied warbands.”

“And we won’t be chased off—we’re good at keeping a low profile,” Ingeborg boomed.

Though both were dressed in a masculine style and armed, there was a cardinal difference between them. Galswinth had a fit, boyish yet graceful figure, while Ingeborg was like a female version of myself. Her neck could withstand the crash of waves, and if someone used her instead of an ox, she’d break the yoke.

They were right about blending in. With her bowl-cut hair and pageboy outfit, Galswinth wouldn’t easily be identified as a woman at first glance, and Ingeborg needn’t worry about appearances at all. Seeking a husband was not a fate I would wish upon her, but she had found the perfect job, as only women could serve at Commentry.

I exchanged a few words with her in Norse and asked for Hendrik’s address, which Allanais had forgotten. Gal tugged at my sleeve with a childlike gesture.

“I’ve brought you a message. Don’t think I’m spying on you, Harald. You’re summoned to the castle; Sheikh Ja’far is expecting you.”

“Looks like Trémoille wasted no time. But first, let’s cast our nets with Hendrik. It’s not far, and the sheikh can wait a bit.”

*
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“The count asked me to assist you,” Gal explained as we walked.

I didn't object. It was clear that Trémoille didn’t want to leave anything to chance, and I enjoyed the company of the attentive girl. When I asked her how she knew where to find me, she just shrugged mysteriously and smiled. She smiled a lot, and it suited her. She kept her short hair falling over the left side of her face, often checking to ensure it was in place. It covered a jagged scar running from the corner of her eye to who knows where.

“Sometimes we use Commentry to gather information,” she said without any prompting from me.

“Then we have mutual acquaintances. Paris is like an over-risen cake,” I grumbled, squeezing through a group of townsfolk who were too packed to walk around.

“Tomorrow’s the banquet, which will finally kick off the long-awaited celebrations,” Gal explained, gliding through the crowd like an eel, in contrast to my own efforts. “For weeks now, everything with four limbs has been pouring in from all around. Farmers, merchants, hucksters—all want to make a fortune. Paris hasn’t seen anything like this in a long time.”

“A haven for shady characters,” I wrinkled my nose.

“That too. Watch your purse; there are more pickpockets in the city than fleas, and some of them are outright magicians.”

Amid the cries of market traders and the clamor of the crowd, I had to pay close attention to what Galswinth was saying. A window on the second floor of the half-timbered house directly in front of me opened, and someone dumped a bucket of waste from it. A man leaning on a cart filled with cabbages and strumming a lute barely jumped out of the way. The musician let loose a string of obscene, elaborate curses, some of which I didn’t understand.

“The count estimates that there are about thirty thousand people in Paris at the moment, and more are arriving,” Gal said, sidling closer. “During the celebrations, beer will be served for free from the royal cellars, and the crown will compensate the innkeepers for lost profits.”

Where she slipped through, I breached my way like a flail at the end of a chain. From some windows, banners hung out, rivaling the colorful roofs of the market stalls that shielded goods from the rising sun.

After several turns and a short climb, we arrived at Benedictine Square, adorned with a basalt fountain and the stately portal of St. Egbert’s Church—at least according to Gal, who narrated the surroundings with straightforward candor, using phrases she could only have learned in a mercenary company.

We turned into one of the narrow side alleys, navigated through a few more, and stopped before a whitewashed house.

“And here we are,” my guide announced.

“You were spot on,” I complimented her. “I would have gotten lost at least eight times.”

“I cheated,” she admitted, blushing slightly. “I kind of... know Hendrik from before.”

“Oh?” I raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“We’re in the same line of work,” she replied, deftly evading the question. “And Hendrik’s made quite a name for himself in Paris. Everyone knows him.”

“Yeah. He’s hard to forget,” I said gloomily, knocking on the door with my fist. Two guards in gambesons, waiting for someone nearby, watched me impassively. I had to knock again before Hendrik’s head peeked out of a second-floor window and shouted down at us.

“Who’s there!” Hendrik squinted. “Ha! Familiar faces! Well, isn’t this a surprise. Just push the door, Harald, it’s open.”

We passed through the gate into a large hall, half of which was packed with training equipment. Most of it consisted of wooden swords, shields, and straw dummies, but there were also targets for archery and knife-throwing. Some of the figures were dressed in tattered gambesons.

A lady’s shawl with a silver brooch had been left draped over the railing of the mezzanine, and five steps higher, we stepped over a fancy slipper. Galswinth grinned at me. Loud chatter echoed down from the top floor.

“I understand your instructions, Sir Fulco,” Hendrik was trying to calm down a burly, agitated man in his fifties with a large red nose. Both men were standing on the landing above the stairs. Judging by his attire, Fulco was at least a baron, which explained the two retainers on the street.

“I trust you understand the need for discretion, sir!” Fulco emphasized, clearly reluctant to continue the conversation in our presence. “Find him and teach him a lesson! Whoever he is, he deserves a thrashing like a horse.”

“I understand, I understand. You can count on me...,” Hendrik nodded anxiously. “I’ll inform you once the job is done.”

Fulco snorted one last time and stomped past us down the stairs without a word. Nobody bows to common folk.
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